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‘The Bighth Elegy

The creafure gazes into openiess with all

its eyes. But our eyes are.

as.if they were reversed, and swrround it,
everywhere, like barriers against its free passage.
We know what is outside us from the animal’s
face alone: since we already turn

the young child round and make it look
backwards at what is settled, not that opeaness

that is so deep in the animal’s vision. Free from death.

We alone see that: the free creature

has its progress always behind it,

and God beforeit, and when it moves, it moves
in eternity, as stredims do.

We never have pure space in front of us,

not for a single day, such as flowers.open
endlessly into. Always there is world,

and never the Nowhere without the Not: the pure,
unwatched-over, that one breathes and

endlessly knows, without craving. As a.child
loses itself sometimes, one with the stiflness, and
is jolted back. Or someone dies and is it.

Since near to death one o longer sees death,

and stares ahead, perhaps with the large gaze of the creature.
Lovers are close to it, in wonder, if

the other were not always there closing off the view.....
As if'through an oversight it opens out

behind the other......But there is no

way past it, and it turns to world again.

Always turned towards creation, we see

only a mirroring of freedom

dimmed by us. Or that an animal

mutely, calmly is looking through and through us,
This is what fate means: to be opposite,

and to be that and nothing else, opposite, forever.
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Vaclav Havel: Politics and Conscience

"Politics and Conscience” (February 1984): In an author's note, Havel writes, "This speech was
written for the University of Toulouse, where I would have delivered it on receiving an honorary
doctorate, had I attended...:’

...Rulers and leaders were once personalities in their own right, with particular human
faces, still in some sense personally responsible for their deeds, good and ill, whether
they had been installed by dynastic tradition, by the will of the people, by a victorious
battle, or by intrigue. But they have been replaced in modern times by the manager, the
bureaucrat, the apparatchik-a professional ruler, manipulator, and expert in the techniques
of management, manipulation, and obfuscation, filling a depersonalized intersection of
functional relations, a cog in the machinery of state caught up in a predetermined role.
This professional ruler is an "innocent" tool of an "innocent" anonymous power,
legitimized by science, cybernetics, ideology, law, abstraction, and objectivity that is, by
everything except personal responsibility to human beings as persons and neighbors. A
modern politician is transparent: behind his judicious mask and affected diction there is
not a trace of a human being rooted in the order of the natural world by his loves,
passions, interests, personal opinions, hatred, courage, or cruelty. All that he, too, locks
away in his private bathroom. If we glimpse anything at all behind the mask, it will be
only a more or less competent technician of power. System, ideology, and apparat have
deprived us-rulers as well as the ruled-of our conscience, of our common sense and
natural speech and thereby, of our actual humanity. States grow ever more machinelike;
people are transformed into statistical choruses of voters, producers, consumers, patients,
tourists, or soldiers. In politics, good and evil, categories of the natural world and
therefore obsolete remnants of the past, lose all absolute meaning; the sole method of
politics is quantifiable success. Power is a-priori innocent because it does not grow from
a world in which words like "guilt" and "innocence" retain their meaning,.

This impersonal power has achieved what is its most complete expression so far in the
totalitarian systems. As Bélohradsky points out, the depersonalization of power and its
conquest of human conscience and human speech have been successfully linked to an
extra-European tradition of a "cosmological" conception of the empire (identifying the
empire, as the sole true center of the world, with the world as such, and considering the
human as its exclusive property). But, as the totalitarian systems clearly illustrate, this
does not mean that modern impersonal power is itself an extra-European affair. The truth
is the very opposite: it was precisely Europe, and the European West, that provided and
frequently forced on the world all that today has become the basis of such power: natural
science, rationalism, scientism, the industrial revolution, and also revolution as such, as a
fanatical abstraction, through the displacement of the natural world to the bathroom down
to the cult of consumption, the atomic bomb, and Marxism. And it is Europe-democratic
western Europe-which today stands bewildered in the face of this ambiguous export. The
contemporary dilemma, whether to resist this reverse expansionism of its erstwhile export
or to yield to it, attests to this. Should rockets, now aimed at Europe thanks to its export
of spiritual and technological potential, be countered by similar and better rockets,
thereby demonstrating a determination to defend such values as Europe has left, at the
cost of entering into an utterly immoral game being forced upon it? Or should Europe
retreat, hoping that the responsibility for the fate of the planet demonstrated thereby will
infect, by its miraculous power, the rest of the world?
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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 of commonly needed goods.
The second alternative is that of the man who thinks that it is simply 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. The chimney "soiling the heavens" is
not just a technologically corrigible flaw of design, or a tax paid for a better consumerist
tomorrow, but a symbol of a civilization which has renounced the absolute, which
ignores the natural world and disdains its imperatives. So, too, the totalitarian systems
warn of something far more serious than Western 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 sense that they illustrate graphically the consequences of what
Beélohradsky calls the "eschatology of the impersonal.”

1t is the total rule of a bloated, anonymously bureaucratic power, not yet irresponsible but
already operating outside all conscience, a power grounded in an omnipresent ideological
fiction which can rationalize anything without ever having to come in contact with the
truth. Power as the omnipresent monopoly of control, repression, and fear; power which
makes thought, morality, and privacy a state monopoly and so dehumanizes them; power
which long since has ceased to be the matter of a group of arbitrary rulers but which,
rather, occupies and swallows up everyone so that all should become integrated within it,
at least through their silence. No one actually possesses such power, since it is the power
itself which possesses everyone; it is a monstrosity which is not guided by humans but
which, on the contrary, drags all persons along with its "objective" self momentum-
objective in the sense of being cut off from all human standards, including human reason,
and hence entirely irrational-toward a terrifying, unknown future.
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One must strengthen oneself greatly, so that the zemer [song] is as if the Shechina is singing in
his throat. This is the meaning of the verse [Isaie 12:5], ‘Zamru Hashem ki gei'ut asa — Sing, O
Lord, for He has done lofty things.” The verse seemingly should have said, ‘Zamru LaShem’ sing
to God. This indicates that the level of the singer should be as if God Himself is singing — the
Shechina is singing in his throat. (Rebbe Elimelech, Likkutei Shoshana)
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