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Politics and Conscience
Václav Havel1

As a boy, I lived for some time in the country and I clearly remember an
experience from those days: I used to walk to school in a nearby village along a cart
track through the fields and, on the way, see on the horizon a huge smokestack of some
hurriedly built factory, in all likelihood in the service of war. It spewed dense brown
smoke and scattered it across the sky. Each time I saw it, I had an intense sense of
something profoundly wrong, of humans soiling the heavens. I have no idea whether
there was something like a science of ecology in those days; if there was, I certainly
knew nothing of it. Still that “soiling of the heavens” offended me spontaneously. It
seemed to me that, in it, humans are guilty of something, that they destroy something
important, arbitrarily disrupting the natural order of things, and that such things cannot
go unpunished. To be sure, my revulsion was largely aesthetic; I knew nothing then of
the noxious emissions which would one day devastate our forests, exterminate game,
and endanger the health of people.
If a medieval man were to see something like that suddenly on the horizon-say,
while out hunting-he would probably think it the work of the Devil and would fall on
his knees and pray that he and his kin be saved.
What is it, actually, that the world of the medieval peasant and that of a small boy
have in common? Something.substantive, I Ihink. Both the boy and the peasant are far
more intensely rooted in what some philosophers call “the natural world,” or
Lebenswelt, than most modern adults. They have not yet grown alienated from the
world of their actual personal experience, the world which has its morning and its
evening, its down (the earth) and its up (the heavens), where the sun rises daily in the
east, traverses the sky and sets in the west, and where concepts like “at home” and “in
foreign parts,” good and evil, beauty and ugliness, near and far, duty and rights, still
mean something living and definite. They are still rooted in a world which knows the
dividing line between all that is intimately familiar and appropriately a subject of our
concern, and that which lies beyond its horizon, that before which we should bow
down humbly because of the mys tery about it. Our “I” primordially attests to that
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world and personally certifies it; that is the world of our lived experience, a world not
yet indifferent since we are personally bound to it in our love, hatred, respect, contempt,
tradition, in our interests and in that pre-reflective meaningfulness from which culture
is born. That is the realm of our inimitable, inalienable, and nontransferable joy and
pain, a world in which, through which, and for which we are somehow answerable, a
world of personal responsibility. In this world, categories like justice, honor, treason,
friendship, infidelity, courage, or empathy have a wholly tangible content, relating to
actual persons and important for actual life. At the basis of this world are values which
are simply there, perennially, before we ever speak of them, before we retlect upon
them and inquire about them. It owes its internal coherence to something like a “prespeculative” assumption that the world functions and is generally possible at all only
because there is something beyond its horizon, something beyond or above it that
might escape our understanding and our grasp but, for just that reason, firmly grounds
this world, bestows upon it its order and measure, and is the hidden source of all the
rules, customs, commandments, prohibitions, and norms that hold within it. The
natural world, in virtue of its very being, bears
within it the presupposition of the absolute
The natural world bears
which grounds, delimits, animates, and directs it,
within it the presupposition
without which it would be unthinkable, absurd,
of the absolute which
and superfluous, and which we can only quietly
grounds, delimits, animates, respect. Any attempt to spurn it, master it, or
and directs it, without which replace it with something else, appears, within
it would be unthinkable
the framework of the natural world, as an
expression of hubris for which humans must
pay a heavy price, as did Don Juan and Faust.
To me, personally, the smokestack soiling the heavens is not just a regrettable
lapse of a technology that failed to include “the ecological factor” in its calculation, one
which can be easily corrected with the appropriate filter. To me it is more, the symbol
of an age which seeks to transcend the boundaries of the natural world and its norms
and to make it into a merely private concern, a matter of subjective preference and
private feeling, of the illusions, prejudices, and whims of a “mere” individual. It is a
symbol of an epoch which denies the binding importance of personal
experienceincluding the experience of mystery and of the absoluteand displaces the
personally experienced absolute as the measure of the world with a new, man-made
absolute, devoid of mystery, free of the “whims” of subjectivity and, as such,
impersonal and inhuman. It is the absolute of so-called objectivity: the objective,
rational cognition of the scientific model of the world. …
Lest you misunderstand: I am not proposing that humans abolish smokestacks or
prohibit science or generally return to the Middle Ages. Besides, it is not by accident
that some of the most profound discoveries of modern science render the myth of
objectivity surprisingly problematic and, via a remarkable detour, return us to the
human subject and his world. I wish no more than to consider, in a most general and
admittedly schematic outline, the spiritual framework of modern civilization and the
source of its present crisis. And though the primary focus of these reflections will be
the political rather than ecological aspect of this crisis, I might, perhaps, clarify my
starting point with one more ecological example. …
It is paradoxical: people in the age of science and technology live in the
conviction that they can improve their lives because they are able to grasp and exploit
the complexity of nature and the general laws of its functioning. Yet it is precisely these
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laws which, in the end, tragically catch up with them and get the better of them. People
thought they could explain and conquer nature-yet the outcome is that they destroyed it
and disinherited themselves from it. But what are the prospects for man “outside
nature”? It is, after all, precisely the sciences that are most recently discovering that the
human body is actually only a particularly busy intersection of billions of organic
microbodies, of their complex mutual contacts and influences, together forming that
incredible mega-organism we call the “biospheré’ in which our planet is blanketed.
The fault is not one of science as such but of the arrogance of man in the age of
science. Man simply is not God, and playing God has cruel consequences. Man has
abolished the absolute horizon of his relations, denied his personal “preobjective”
experience of the lived world, while relegating ersonal conscience and consciousness to
the bathroom, as something so private that it is no one’s business. Man rejected his
responsibility as a “subjective illusion”-and in place of it installed what is now proving
to be the most dangerous illusion of all: the fiction of objectivity stripped of all that is
com cretely human, of a rational understanding of the cosmos, and of an abstract
schema of a putative “historical necessity.” As the apex of it all, man has constructed a
vision of a scientifically calculable and technologically achievable “universal wellare,”
that need only be invented by experimental institutes while industrial and bureaucratic
factories turn it into reality. That millions of people will be sacrificed to this illusion in
scientifically run concentration camps is not some~ thing that concerns our modern
man unless by chance he himself lands behind barbed wire and is thrown drastically
back upon his natural world. The phenomenon of empathy, after all, belongs with that
abolished realm of personal prejudice which had to yield to science, objectivity,
historical necessity, technology, system, and the apparat-and those, being impersonál,
cannot worry. They are abstract and anonymous, ever utilitarian, and thus ever a priori
innocent. …
To be sure, this process by which power becomes anonymous and depersonalized,
and reduced to a mere technology of rule and manipulation, has a thousand masks,
variants, and expressions. In one case it is covert and inconspicuous, while in another
case it is entirely overt; in one case it sneaks up on us along subtle and devious paths, in
another case it is brutally direct- Essentially, though, it is the same universal trend. It is
the essential trait of all modern civilization, growing directly from its spiritual structure,
rooted in it by a thousand tangled tendrils and inseparable even in thought from its
technological nature, its mass characteristics, and its consumer orientation. ..
I think that, with respect to the relation of western Europe to the totalitarian
systems, no error could be greater than the one looming largest: that of a failure to
understand the totalitarian systems for what they ultimately are-a convex mirror of all
modern civilization and a harsh, perhaps final call for a global recasting of how that
civilization understands itself. If we ignore that, then it does not make any essential
difference which form Europe’s efforts will take. It might be the form of taking the
totalitarian systems, in the spirit of Europe’s own rationalistic tradition, for a locally
idiosyncratic attempt at achieving general welfare, to which only men of ill-will attribute
expansionist tendencies. Or, in the spirit of the same rationalistic tradition, though this
time in the Machiavellian conception of politics as the technology of power, one might
perceive the totalitarian regimes as a purely external threat by expansionist neighbors
who can be driven back within acceptable bounds by an appropriate demonstration of
power, without having to be thought about more deeply. The first alternative is that of
the person who reconciles himself to the chimney belching smoke, even though that
smoke is ugly and smelly, because in the end it serves a good purpose, the production
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of commonly needed goods. The second alternative is that of the man who thinks that
it is símply a matter of a technological flaw, which can be eliminated by technological
means, such as a filter or a scrubber.
The reality, I believe, is unfortunately more serious. No evil has ever
The chimney “soiling the heavens” is not just a been eliminated by
technologically corrigible flaw of design, or a tax paid for a suppressing its
better consumerist tomorrow, but a symbol of a civilization
symptoms. We need
which has renounced the absolute, which ignores the natural
world and disdains its imperatives. So, too, the totalitarian to address the cause
systems warn of something far more serious than Western itself
rationalism is willing to admit. They are, most of all, a convex
mirror of the inevitable consequences of rationalism, a grotesquely magnified image of
its own deep tendencies, an extreme offshoot of its own development and an ominous
product of its own expansion. They are a deeply informative reflection of its own crisis.
Totalitarian regimes are not merely dangerous neighbors and even less some kind of an
avant-garde of world progress. Alas, just the opposite: they are the avant-garde of a
global crisis of this civilization, first European, then Euro-American, and ultimately
global. They are one of the possible futurological studies of the Western world, not in
the sense that one day they will attack and conquer it, but in a far deeper sensethat they
illustrate graphically the consequences of what Belohradský calls the “eschatology of
the impersonal.”…
No evil has ever been eliminated by suppressing its symptoms. We need to
address the cause itself. …
Or the question about socialism and capitalism! I have to admit that it gives me a
sense of emerging from the depths of the last century. It seems to me that these
thoroughly ideological and often semantically confused categories have long since been
beside the point. The question is wholly other, deeper and equally relevant to all:
whether we shall, by whatever means, succeed in reconstituting the natural world as the
true terrain of politics, rehabilitating the personal experience of human beings as the
initial measure of things, placing morality above politics and responsibility above our
desires, in making human community meaningful, in returning content to human
speech, in reconstituting, as the focus of all social action, Ihe autonomous, integral, and
dignified human “I,” responsible for ourselves because we are bound to something
higher, and capable of sacrificing something, in extreme cases even everything, of his
banal, prosperous private life-that “rule of everydayness,” as Jan Patocka used to sayfor the sake of that which gives life meaning. It really is not all that important whether,
by accident of domicile, we confront a Western manager or an Eastern bureaucrat in
this very mod est and yet globally crucial struggle against the momentum of impersonal
power. If we can defend our humanity, then perhaps there is a hope of sorts-though
even then it is by no means automatic-that we shall also find some more meaningful
ways of balancing our natural claims to shared economic decision~making and to
dignified social status, with the tried-and-true driving force of all work: human
enterprise realized in genuine market relations. As long, however, as our humanity
remains defenseless; we will not be saved by any technical or organizational trick
designed to produce better economic functioning, just as no filter on a factory
smokestack will prevent a general dehumanization. To what purpose a system functions
is, after all, more important than how it does so. Might it not function quite smoothly,
after all, in the service of total destruction? …
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If, for instance, we take a second look at the two basic political alternatives
between which Western intellectuals oscillate today, it becomes apparent that they are
no more than two different ways of playing the same game, proffered by the anonymity
of power. As such, they are no more than two diverse ways of moving toward the same
global totalitarianism. One way of playing the game of anonymous reason is to keep on
toying with the mystery of matter-”playing God”inventing and deploying further
weapons of mass destruction, all, of course, intended “for the defense of democracy”
but in effect further. degrading democracy to the “uninhabitable fiction” which
socialism has long since become on our side of Europe. The other form of the game is
the tempting vortex that draws so many good and sincere people into itself, the socalled struggle for peace. Certainly it need not always be so. Still, often I do have the
impression that this vortex has been designed and deployed by that same treacherous,
all-pervasive impersonal power as a more poetic means of colonizing human
consciousness. …So a man sent off on his way by the noblest of intentions finds
himself, at the journey’s end, precisely where anonymous power needs to see him: in
the rut of totalitarian thought, where he is not his own and where he surrenders his
own reason and conscience for the sake of another “un inhabitable fiction”! As long as
that goal is served, it is not important whether we call that fiction “human well-being,”
“socialism,” or “peace.” …
In short, I cannot overcome the impression that Western culture is threatened far
more by itself than by SS-zo rocketsWhen a French leftist student told me with a
sincere glow in his eyes that the Gulag was a tax paid for the ideals of socialism and that
Solzhenitsyn isjust a personally embittered man, he cast me into a deep gloom. Is
Europe really incapable of learning from its own history? Can’t that dear lad ever
understand that even the most promising project of “general well-being” convicts itself
of inhumanity the moment it demands a single involuntary death-that is, one which is
not a conscious sacriFce of a life to its meaning? Is he really incapable of
comprehending that until he finds himself incarcerated in some Soviet-stylejail near
Toulouse? Did the newspeak of our world so penetrate natural human speech that two
people can no longer communicate even such a basic experience? …
As all I have said suggests, it seems to me that all of us, …, face one fundamental
task from which all else should follow. That task is one of resisting vigilantly,
thoughtfully, and attentively, but at the same time with total dedication, at every step
and everywhere, the irrational momentum of anonymous, impersonal, and inhuman
power-the power of ideologies, systems, apparat, bureaucracy, artificial languages, and
political slogans. We must resist its complex and wholly alienating pressure, whether it
takes the form of consumption, advertising, repression, technology, or cliché-all of
which are the blood brothers of fanaticism and the wellspring of totalitarian thought.
We must draw our standards from our natural world, heedless of ridicule, and reaffirm
its denied validity. We must honor with the humility of the wise the limits of that
natural world and the mystery which lies beyond them, admitting that there is
something in the order of being which evidently exceeds all our competence. We must
relate to the absolute horizon of our existence which, if we but will, we shall constantly
rediscover and experience. We must make values and imperatives the starting point of
all our acts, of all our personally attested, openly contemplated, and ideologically
uncensored lived experience. We must trust the voice of our conscience more than that
of all abstract speculations and not invent responsibilities other than the one to which
the voice calls us. We must not be ashamed that we are capable of love, friendship,
solidarity, sympathy, and tolerance, butjust the opposite: we must set these fundamental
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dimensions of our humanity free from their “private” exile and accept them as the only
genuine starting point of meaningful human community. We must be guided by our
own reason and serve the truth under all circumstances as our own essential
experience. …
The best resistance to totalitarianism is simply to drive it out of our own souls,
our own circumstances, our own land, to drive it out of contemporary humankind. The
best help to all who suffer under totalitarian regimes is to confront the evil which a
totalitarian system constitutes, from which it draws its strength and on which its
“vanguard” is nourished. If there is no such vanguard, no extremist sprout from which
it can grow, the system will have nothing to stand on. A reaffirmed human
responsibility is the most natural barrier to all irresponsibility. If, for instance, the
spiritual and technological potential of the advanced world is spread truly responsibly,
not solely under the pressure of a selfish interest in profits, we can prevent its
irresponsible transformation into weapons of destruction. It surely makes much more
sense to operate in the sphere of causes than simply to respond to their effects. By then,
as a rule, the only possible response is by equally immoral means. To follow that path
means to continue spreading the evil of irresponsibility in the world, and so to produce
precisely the poison on which totalitarianism feeds.
I favor “antipolitical politics,” that is, politics not
as the technology of power and manipulation, of
I favor politics as
cybernetic rule over humans or as the art of the
practical morality, as
utilitarian, but politics as one of the ways of seeking and
service to the truth, as achieving meaningful lives, of protecting them and
essentially human
setving them. I favor politics as practical morality, as
service to the truth, as essentially human and humanly
and humanly
measured care for our measured care for our fellow humans. It is, I presume,
an approach which, in this world, is extremely imprac
fellow humans
tical and difficult to apply in dailv life. Still, I know no
better alternative. …
One such fundamental experience, that which I called “antipolitical politics,” is
possible and can be effective, even though by its very nature it cannot calculate its
effect beforehand. That effect, to be sure, is of a wholly different nature from what the
West considers political success. It is hidden, indirect, long-term, and hard to measure;
often it exists only in the invisibte realm of social consciousness, conscience, and
subconsciousness, and it can be almost impossible to determine what value it assumed
therein and to what extent, if any, it contributes to shaping social development. It is,
however, becoming evident-and I think that is an experience of an essential and
universal importance-that a single, seemingly powerless person who dares to cry out the
word of truth and to stand behind it with all his person and all his life, ready to pay a
high price, has, surprisingly, greater power, though formally disfranchised, than do
thousands of anonymous voters. It is becoming evident that even in today’s world, and
especially on this exposed rampart where the wind blows most sharply, it is possible to
oppose personal experience and the natural world to the “innocent” power and to
unmask its guilt, as the author of The Gulag Archipelago has done. It is becoming
evident that truth and morality can provide a new starting point for politics and can,
even today, have an undeniable political power. The warning voice of a single brave
scientist, besieged somewhere in the provinces and terrorized by a goaded community,
can be heard over continents and addresses the conscience of the mighty of this world
more clearly than entire brigades of hired propagandists can, though speaking to
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themselves. It is becoming evident that wholly personal categories like good and evil
still have their unambiguous content and, under certain circumstances, are capable of
shaking the seemingly unshakable power with all its army of soldiers, policemen, and
bureaucrats. It is becoming evident that politics by no means need remain the affair of
professionals and that one simple electrician with his heart in the right place, honoring
something that transcends him and free of fear, can influence the history of his nation.
Yes, “antipolitical politics” is possible. Politics “from below:’ Politics of man, not
of the apparatus. Politics growing from the heart, not from a thesis. It is not an accident
that this hopeful experience has to be livedjust here, on this grim battlement. Under the
“rule of everydayness” we have to descend to the very bottom of a well before we can
see the stars.
Does not the perspective of a better future depend on something like an
international community of the shaken which, ignoring state boundaries, political
systems, and power blocs, standing outside the high game of traditional politics,
aspiring to no titles and appointments, will seek to make a real political force out of a
phenomenon so ridiculed by the technicians of powerthe phenomenon of human
conscience?
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