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Postgraduate students from the Balkans, attending a conflict studies and postcommunist media seminar run by the Kokkalis Foundation in Olympia, Greece, in July, 2005, complained that most literature published in English about the recent wars in the Balkans grossly misinterprets the real events. In their view,  English-speaking academics do not understand the subtleties of the local conditions because  they do not  speak the local language or follow local developments closely enough. Apparently, there is now a whole literature written in Bosnian-Croatian, which debunks the Western myths created by the English speaking authors in their monographs about the Balkan wars. But rarely is anyone in the West aware of this critical literature, the students said, because these works are written  in the local languages and are therefore inaccessible to Western English-speaking scholars. If these students are right, there seem to be two interpretations of reality regarding  the countries of Central and Eastern Europe: the „received knowledge“, i.e. the myths accepted internationally, which are produced by the few English-speaking researchers that analyse the life in these countries in the West, and then subtle developments on the ground, of which the local people are aware but which are invisible to Western  commentators.

There probably isn´t a better example of the enormous gap between Western academic writing  and reality on the ground than James F. Pontuso´s monograph of Václav Havel. 

Havel is interesting because he is an enigma. There is an inexplicable inconsistency in his behaviour, when his courageous stance as a dissident intellectual in the times of communism is compared  with his activities as a pragmatic politician in the postcommunist era. It is very difficult to compare Havel´s high-flown, ethical pronouncements, mostly made during the  times of  communist oppression, with his expedient behaviour since 1989, when political strategy was often for him much more important than morality. The contemporary Czech citizen is fully aware of contradictions in  Havel´s changing stance over the years and many Czechs cruelly mock what they, maybe unkindly, see as his hypocritical behaviour. In particular, Havel´s „idealistic“, omnipresent slogan from the November 1989 revolution „Truth and Love will Prevail over Lies and Hatred“ is now being ridiculed by frustrated Czechs everywhere, even in contemporary Czech literary fiction (Michal Viewegh). 

John Keane´s recent monograph Václav Havel: A Political Tragedy in Six Acts (1999) is the most „spot on“ analysis of Havel´s attitudes  and personality, exactly because Keane examines Havel´s transformation from an „idealistic dissident“ to a „pragmatic politician“. Indeed, Havel´s post 1989 political pragmatism is so strong that it casts doubt in people´s minds on his previous idealism, and hence on everything that he has written prior to 1989, which is primarily the subject of Pontuso´s study. Keane was an innovator in tackling Havel´s transformation for the first time in international literature. Keane speaks Czech and had  spent about a year in Prague talking to witnesses prior to writing the work. As a result, he produced a study which is an authentic record of  all the controversial features of Havel´s personality as they are now seen by the Czechs.  In his work, Keane attacked the prevailing Western stereotypes about Havel and thus, predictably, the volume provoked much criticism in the West.

James F Pontuso´s monograph on Václav Havel is a return to the old stereotypes of „Love and Truth“. The work depicts Václav Havel as a modern saint. Sometimes, Pontuso´s writing has the feel of a fairytale: 

„Then, one day, a short while after one of your stays in prison, everyone stopped lying. (...) Everyone now realised that you had been telling the truth all along. They decided to make you leader of the country.“  (p.2) 

Surely real life isn´t like that.  People do not stop lying because a regime collapses. „People chose Havel as president because they wanted to be free,“ says Pontuso (p. 64).   He  maybe isn´t aware that Havel was elected President in December 1989 by the same communist parliament that had made no objections to his imprisonment in the spring of the same year. The reasons for Havel´s popularity among the Czechs in the first years after the fall of communism are complex and would merit a study of its own. They are not as black and white as Pontuso makes out. 

The problem of Pontuso´s work is that it starts out from an extremely simplified premise. On the one hand,he has the evil of communism which was rightly defeated, on the other hand,  the good of the Western-style democracy to which Havel is an adherent. This black-and-white myth was disseminated in Central Europe by the American broadcaster Radio Free Europe for many years and it created a problem for the postcommunist societies, because for a short period of time many people living in them actually believed it: „Anticommunism is a remedy to all ills. If your society experiences problems, (under postcommunism), more anticommunism is needed.“ Naturally, this is not how democracy works and how it can be developed. Democracy needs critical debate which questions all received values. Mere anticommunism is not much help. In fact, in the early years after the fall of communism, anticommunism proved to be  a hindrance, because anyone who dared to criticise the „new, democratic“ rulers, was immediatelly branded a communist. 

When examining the political system which the Czechs now live in, they have discovered  with horror that what they see as its serious deficiencies may not be the result of the trauma of living under communism, but may be associated with some much deeper historical, national characteristics that can be traced back to the Austro-Hungarian Empire and, especially,  the complex of constant foreign domination. „Why are we being so nasty to each other now that we are free?“ many Czechs asks these days. They have no answer.

Pontuso presents a highly idealised image of Václav Havel. He often quotes Havel´s controversial, uncritical biography by Eda Kriseová, a Czech writer, who was Havel´s mistress. Pontuso´s admiration of Václav Havel borders on the naive and provokes sardonic, even cynical reactions from the more informed reader. One example:  When Pontuso talks about how Havel, under the pressure of his conscience, pays the one crown fare on a night tram in Prague (in the communist era) even though no one can see whether or not he is cheating (p.37), the reader cannot but think of how President Havel, in 1997, sold  his share of the Lucerna palace in Prague to Chemapol,  a large state enterprise for 200 million crowns (some 6,5 million US dollars). In 1999,  the whole of  Lucerna was sold on the open market for only 145 million crowns  – the true market price.  Journalist Jaroslav Plesl of the  Prague daily Lidové noviny asked  President Havel publicly when he might  return the millions  which he had thus asset-stripped from the Czechoslovak state. President Havel´s spokesperson Ladislav Špaček replied that „Mr. Plesl´s question does not inspire any response in the President“  -  Havel´s answer was silence. (Lidové noviny, 21st May, 2001, p. 10).

Pontuso´s monograph is a competent analysis of Havel´s writing, most of which dates from  before 1989.  It is a work that would be perfectly legitimate to write in the 1980s, before we knew what came next. It is a pity that Pontuso is incapable of dealing with the extremely complex postcommunist reality in Czechoslovakia/Czech Republic, because that is, frankly, much more interesting than the one time „struggle of courageous dissidents agaist the evil of communism“. There are extensive references to Havel´s works throughout Pontuso´s study; the author summarises Havel´s views as they were expressed in his writing from the communist era,  and places them within the Western philosophical context. He defends Havel against all critics and discusses Havel´s vague belief in „some kind of divine presence“ in the world, as well as in people´s alleged subconscious and intuitive adherence to moral values; Havel basically says in his writings that „people are intrinsically good“.  

But the lack of any contemporary context is a problem. Pontuso´s discussion of Havel´s role as dissident suffers from the same simplification as the workas a whole. Today it has transpired that the dissidents were not „spokesmen of the nation“, as Pontuso still seems to believe. This may be a sad truth, but after the Soviet invasion the Czech and Slovak nation embraced the Husák neostalinist/consumerist regime quite enthusiastically and adapted itself to it, again, for incredibly complex reasons which as yet have not been properly studied. Everyone knows that the majority of the nation collaborated willingly and this is why this collaboration is and will remain a taboo subject – probably until the generation of today´s collaborators dies out. 

The ethos of Husák´s neostalinist „normalisation“ became so deeply ingrained in Czechoslovak society that it survived the fall of communism and was modified only in a very small measure after 1989, mostly by adapting the most vulgar pathological features of capitalism, which are no longer acceptable in the West. Pontuso´s assertion that the people of Czechoslovakia „changed their government because the ideology was a lie – they wanted to begin living in truth. The natural world based on human observation won out.“ (p.65)  is also highly idealised and simplified. Communism collapsed in Czechoslovakia because of external political forces – many Czechs and Slovaks were unprepared for it and were caught on the hop by the sudden change. Havel and his dissident friends were lucky enough to be able temporarily to step into the vacuum. In the subsequent years it turned out that Havel´s philosophy – undermined by Havel´s own contradictory behaviour after the fall of communism – was quite alien to the ethos of the Czech nation. 

There are also serious problems with how Pontuso analyses Havel´s plays. These are creative works of art. Havel´s plays are profound and intricate. Their  meaning is ambiguous. They cannot be construed in terms of political propaganda, of a „struggle of good against evil“. An example: Pontuso sees the character of writer Vaněk in Havel´s one-act plays as an „ideal of good“ (p.76). Why is this unlikely? Well, Vaněk is a semi-autobiographical character. It is hard to  believe that Havel would be so crass as to depict himself in his own plays as a hero. 

No, the character of Vaněk is much deeper than Pontuso indicates. He is much more like a Švejkian „empty shell“, a „sounding board“, against which, for various – again, rather profound – reasons, the traits of other characters are highlighted. Havel´s plays are in fact much more multilayered than Pontuso makes out – they deal with the metaphysical questions of human inequality in terms of talent and position in society, as well as the use of language as an instrument of power. These themes are relevant for any society, communist or otherwise. But they have been discussed elsewhere in literature. 

It would be possible to take issue with almost every sentence of Pontuso´s monograph, pointing out that the issues discussed are much more complex than the author makes out. 

 I am also slightly wary of a publication which displays a mild conflict of interest. Mr. Pontuso thanks former Czech dissident Alena Hromádková profusely in his introduction for helping him with the writing of this book. The selfsame Ms Hromádková is then quoted on the back cover saying what a marvellous job Mr. Pontuso has done.  

