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In the introduction to Politics, n1 
Professor Unger notes that the defeat of 
the radical project has produced an 
awareness that nothing has to be the way 
it is, combined with a "conviction that 
nothing important can be changed by 
deliberate collective action." n2 This 
apparently devastating combination of 
the more pessimistic strands of ethical 
voluntarism and naturalistic social 
analysis leaves us, according to Unger, 
at an impasse. We must somehow break 
clear of a style of social understanding 
which explains mankind as helpless 
puppets of the worlds they inhabit and 
the forces which made them. The 
problem, however, is that we must do so 
without abandoning the insight we have 
gained into the identity of those forces, 
without which action, however morally 
informed, stands in serious risk of 
proving futile, at best.  
 
Unger's book is a polemic against "deep-
structure social analysis." n3 
Nonetheless, he admits that the Marxist 
version of such analysis has indeed 
provided the tools for remaining faithful 
to Marx's own anti-naturalistic 
intentions. Consequently, he retreats to 
the earlier assertion of radical analysis: 
everything is contextual and all contexts 
can be broken. His point is that we 
should not deny the constraints upon us, 

but should rather dispel the illusions 
which prevent us from seeing them as 
constraints.  
 
Whether there is any more real 
coherence in this line of argument than 
in the ancient assertions of Engels and 
others about men being both free and yet 
determined ("in the final analysis") by 
material forces is far from clear. Unger 
suggests that rather than create another 
world to realize our dreams, we should 
do the undreamt of in this world. 
However, this is a wish that cannot be 
fulfilled without some further thought 
along what he would call "old-
fashioned" lines. It is not enough to 
dispel naturalistic illusions in order to 
create a psychological space in which we 
can feel free: we still need reasons for 
believing that our actions will result in 
outcome A (or, at least, that they will not 
result in outcome B). Perhaps this was 
less true in the last century, when such 
criticisms of the naturalistic fallacies 
might have been well taken, but recent 
history enjoins us to be a trifle more 
cautious about doing the "undreamt of" -
- at least it speaks thus to the fortunate 
residents of Western Europe and North 
America.  
 
It is not, however, my purpose in this 
Essay to investigate the practical 
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plausibility of Unger's own "frankly 
speculative" writings. What interests me 
is the remarkable extent to which their 
appearance coincides with certain 
developments within the radical 
spectrum of European politics. A closer 
inspection of these developments may 
prove more useful as a guide to the real 
implications of rethinking the radical 
project in this way.  
 
Ever since 1789, European radical 
thought has focused upon the ideas and 
practices associated with protest in 
France -- not just for Marx himself, who 
built much of his social theory upon his 
readings and observations of French 
political conflict, but for anyone who, 
from 1789 until 1917, proposed to 
construct a theory in defense of radical 
political action. Not only did the French 
Revolution provide a model for radical 
practice in its organizations, its journees, 
its constitutions, and its very message of 
what a revolution is, but it also provided 
the legitimating metalanguage of 
revolution, the teleological account 
which made it acceptable in the face of 
reason and force, derived directly from 
the story of the French Revolution as a 
bourgeois revolution -- a story already 
nearly a generation old for French liberal 
historians when Marx first published his 
own thoughts on the subject. The 
Bolshevik Revolution and its own claims 
for itself are irrelevant, since they too 
fed parasitically upon a reading of the 
meaning of modern history which, 
though it did not derive from the French 
experience, depended on it for empirical 
sustenance. n4  
 
It should not surprise us, therefore, to 
find that much radical thought in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries not 
only originated and was structured upon 

the French experience, but also 
borrowed its goals, programs and 
unvoiced assumptions. What other than 
the French experience can explain the 
radical obsession with central control, 
with seizing the state, with directing 
society? These goals were certainly not 
inherent in the earlier traditions of 
protest in Britain or Italy. Only in the 
United States, where the indigenous 
traditions of dissent parted company 
with Europe before the onset of French 
discursive hegemony in these matters, 
did things develop otherwise. n5  
 
In the twentieh century, the center of 
revolutionary discourse and power 
shifted to Moscow, but only in order to 
transmit back to Central and Western 
Europe a language and a project 
remarkably similar to earlier French 
efforts. Witness the contemporary 
accusation directed at Lenin, that he was 
peddling "blanquisme a la sauce 
tartare,"  n6 hence the easy grafting of 
communism onto the indigenous French 
socialist tradition. n7 Elsewhere, the 
appeal of the Leninist claim -- that 
Bolshevism actually made a revolution, 
a claim not available to anyone else in 
Europe then or, arguably, since -- 
enabled it to bury for good what 
remained of syndicalist, cooperative, or 
regional traditions in most of the rest of 
the European Left. And thus, via the 
Bolsheviks, the French radical project, 
with its Paris-centered, etatist goals to be 
achieved through the single protracted 
moment of revolutionary action, became 
the pan-European vision of what it 
meant to be a member of the nonliberal 
Left.  
 
Adopted in Russia also, and thus widely 
disseminated in the years 1920-1968, 
was the French unconcern with 
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spontaneous action -- always unlikely to 
succeed and anyway doomed to a lack of 
historical self-consciousness. This rather 
cavalier dismissal of spontaneity 
combined in France with an often 
obsequious admiration for the abstract 
category of "workers" -- and the two are 
causally related. In France, resulting 
once again from its precocious 
experience with revolution, political 
radicalism and revolutionary ideology 
long preceded the emergence of 
anything remotely resembling an 
industrial proletariat. The latter could 
thus be ignored in the construction of 
political theory, but had to be imagined 
into existence for the purposes of that 
same theory, since only the supposed 
interests of this proletariat could provide 
historical legitimation for the rejection 
of a liberal polity which most other 
radical movements were still seeking to 
construct. Once imagined, the proletariat 
was soon readily admired.  
 
All of the above made rather limited 
sense to countries that (1) already had a 
large and real proletariat with traditions 
of mass spontaneous action, and (2) 
lacked a government similar to that of 
France, with its several centuries of 
structure and legitimacy, to whose 
seizure and control the opposition could 
aspire. But for reasons of circumstance 
familiar to our own times, domestic and 
international contexts allowed this rather 
peculiarly French way of thinking about 
revolution, with its goals and methods of 
achieving them, to form the nucleus of 
radical thought -- indeed, to define in 
large measure what being "radical" 
meant.  
 
Now, with remarkable speed, this whole 
edifice of French radicalism has all but 
crumbled. Marxism, whose credibility as 

a science of the future had been shaken 
by the steady decline of the French 
Communist Party and the relatively 
sturdy performance of postwar 
capitalism, suffered even more through 
its identification with regimes in Central 
and Eastern Europe whose moral 
credibility collapsed in 1956 and died 
twelve years later. The social 
conservatism of the blue-collar 
proletariat made nonsense of the 
traditional claims of radical politics to be 
necessarily associated with the former's 
interests and actions. Finally, and 
perhaps most devastating of all, the Left 
came to power in 1981 with no apparent 
restrictions upon its power, restrictions 
of the kind that served to excuse its 
dismal performance on previous 
occasions in office. When Mitterand and 
his government turned in a respectable 
social democratic performance, the 
disappointment was, for once, inaudible. 
There were no alternatives left within the 
radical lexicon. The state had been 
"seized." Now what? n8  
 
The question remains unanswered 
because a generation of left-wing 
thinkers, buoyed by 1968 and 
disillusioned by its aftermath, have taken 
their revenge upon not only the 
organizations and programs of their 
movement, not just upon its moral 
defects and historical crimes, but upon 
the very epistemological foundations of 
French (and thus Western) radical 
thought. Holistic thinking -- in their 
terms the idea that society could be 
"conceived" and if conceived, then 
conceived differently -- was blamed for 
the sins of those who had acted out its 
commands. This, it will be noted, is a 
peculiarly French way of seeing the 
matter (and shows, some might argue, 
what little hold Marxism really had on 
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the French radical spirit), but the 
consequences for the future of radical 
thought are very real. In Unger's terms, 
everyone is now "anti-naturalistic." But 
what will fill the vacuum? In princ iple, 
nothing. Or, to be fair, nothing beyond 
ad hoc measures intended to achieve 
only specific and attainable goals 
derived from neo-Kantian accounts of 
the normatively desirable. In practice 
this means that radical politics in France 
has ceased to exist in any recognizable 
form. n9  
 
It could be argued that something similar 
has taken place elsewhere in Western 
Europe, minus the self-serving 
conversations about the sins of holism. 
Certainly the Left in Britain is not going 
anywhere. And in Italy, the Socialists in 
office have no radical project while the 
Communists have been preoccupied at 
the ideological level with denying their 
association with the institutionalized 
Marxism of the Soviet Union rather than 
advancing a Marxism of their own. n10 
Perhaps all of this is just another way of 
saying that Marxism, as a political force, 
is dead and has dragged with it into the 
grave all the energies and assumptions 
underlying the progressive spirit in 
Europe since 1789. In the long run, as 
Unger points out, this situation is 
intolerable and a source of acute moral 
deficiency vis-a-vis the inhabitants of 
less fortunate lands. But sub specie 
temporis it can endure.  
 
Such is not the case in East-Central 
Europe, however. There something very 
interesting is taking place. Until 1968, 
opposition in Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
and perhaps also Hungary took the form 
of "revisionism" -- the desire to effect 
changes within the thinking of a 
sympathetic minority of the ruling party 

and thereby engineer changes in the 
system as a whole. This approach 
depended upon the suppositions that (1) 
there was such a sympathetic group 
within the party, (2) this group could 
hope to exercise some influence 
eventually, (3) there was a common 
language shared by rulers and opposition 
alike, and (4) this language spoke 
sufficiently well both to the ideals of the 
opposition and to the real world whose 
constraints they faced that it made sense 
to continue using it. n11  
 
When the Polish government set in 
motion the anti-semitic, anti-
intelligentsia purges of the late 1960s, 
and when the Husak regime removed 
500,000 people from the Czech and 
Slovak Communist Parties following the 
Russian invasion, the four conditions of 
"revisionism" disappeared. When the 
Polish government expelled leading 
revisionist intellectuals like Kolakowski, 
thereby alienating a generation of young 
would-be reformers, the very notion of 
revisionism disappeared almost 
immediately. In Czechoslovakia, with a 
much more ingrained socialist tradition 
and deep collective guilt on the part of a 
generation of intellectuals for their role 
in installing the Communist regime, 
belief in the language of socialism died 
harder, but it too has now virtually 
disappeared. In the lands of "real 
existing socialism," no one is a socialist 
any more: not for want of a belief in the 
aspirations of socialism, but because of 
the impossibility of voicing these beliefs 
except in the discredited language of the 
regime. Radicals deliberately avoid the 
very discourse of radicalism in its 
traditional European form -- this 
language having been appropriated as 
the discourse of power. n12  
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The result has been the creation of a 
different language for those who would 
dissent from the regime. This new 
language clearly does not apply to those 
in Poland who oppose Communism in 
the name of integral Catholicism or 
Greater Polish nationalism or 
"Russophobia," nor does it include those 
Czechs and Slovaks who gripe at the 
material inadequacies of the way of life 
they are forced to live. These people, 
however, would never have cons idered 
themselves political radicals. Those who 
do consider themselves radicals, 
however, have begun to develop a new 
radical language untethered to now 
discredited "Soviet" Marxism.  
 
Take the case of Poland. The Workers 
Defense Committee (KOR), created in 
1976 in the aftermath of the trials of 
protesting factory workers, set for itself 
no "systematic" goals. It existed legally 
and openly, and did not even pretend to 
be engaged in a debate about how to run 
the state. As Adam Michnik, one of its 
moving spirits, wrote in 1982, "The most 
important question was not 'how should 
the system of government be changed,' 
but 'how should we defend ourselves 
against the system?'" n13 This is 
significant because Michnik, like others 
of his generation who had been active in 
the student movements of the 1960s and 
who took part in the creation of KOR, 
had come from deep within the Marxist 
and revisionist traditions in Poland. n14  
 
By the time Solidarity emerged in 1980, 
this perspective had deepened into 
something more positive. The strategy of 
the new opposition in Poland 
(combining the intellectuals clustered 
around KOR with the newly emerging 
workers' leaders in Gdansk, Warsaw, 
Nowa Huta, and elsewhere) was not to 

advise the government on how to govern 
but to advise the nation on how to live. 
The utterly unpretentious nature of this 
claim arises from the fact that the most 
serious threat facing the cultures of 
Eastern Europe was the disappearance of 
society, with all power and language and 
initiative drawn into the black hole of 
the increasingly incompetent party-state.  
 
It is undoubtedly true that in Poland 
things were complicated by the religious 
devotion of the working-class and its 
apparent lack of desire to take over the 
state, which eased the path of the 
leadership of the opposition in creating 
their "self- limiting" revolution. The 
state, after all, was not available for the 
taking, and the genius of the new 
opposition lay in recognizing this. 
Hitherto, opponents of Communist 
regimes had seen no choice but to try 
and negotiate the terms of government 
with the rulers -- either accepting the 
ground rules, as it were, or placing 
themselves in futile, open opposition to 
that government. For Polish radicals, the 
Communist state today is not there for 
the taking -- but society is. This was not 
a completely original insight -- Leszek 
Kolakowski, the spiritual guide to a 
generation of young Polish intellectuals, 
had noted as early as 1971 that hope for 
change in this part of Europe came in the 
form of pressure on the bureaucratic 
structure from below. n15 But even this 
does not adequately describe what was 
proposed by Michnik and others. Their 
objectives are best captured in the idea 
of "as if": We shall live in society as if 
we were free, rather than expending 
fruitless efforts trying to construct a 
formally free society. n16  
 
These were not uncontentious proposals. 
Solidarity was deeply divided over what, 
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if anything, it ought to propose by way 
of economic reforms, political 
liberalization, or civic freedoms. But 
while the specter of millions of workers 
organized in an independent union was 
undoubtedly disturbing to the monopoly 
party, the deeper threat lay in the 
propagation of the more subtle idea that 
merely living as though you were free 
made you so. This was a rare case of 
thought making reality. It enabled the 
more mundane forms of opposition, such 
as union organization, to endure since it 
gave them a vocabulary and a sense of 
purpose independent of specific 
achievements or setbacks.  
 
The experience of Charter 77 in 
Czechoslovakia exhibits some 
remarkable parallels. Formed with a 
view to publicizing the government's 
response (or lack thereof) to the Helsinki 
agreements, it was galvanized into action 
by the drive to defend a small group of 
rock musicians (The Plastic People of 
the Universe) persecuted by the 
authorities. Like KOR, Charter 77 was 
largely a movement of intellectuals and, 
even more than KOR, it has avoided 
political stances. Its strengths, despite 
constant harassment and occasional 
imprisonment, have lain in the fact of its 
open existence. Its organizers 
periodically sign their names to its 
documents, thus behaving as if 
Czechoslovakia were a Rechtstaat. In 
short, merely by existing it has 
introduced pluralism into Czech political 
life. n17  
 
But, as its best known signatory Vaclav 
Havel has insistently noted, Charter 77 
was above all an "existential revolution." 
n18 It was, and remains, a declaration of 
a fact -- that the intelligentsia, which the 
Husak regime has quite deliberately set 

out to eliminate, still exists. And, in 
existing and behaving like an 
intelligentsia (the Czech understanding 
of the role of intellectuals is close to that 
of the French, with the same over-
extended sense of responsibility), 
Charter 77 denies the party-state its most 
important claim, that of monopoly. n19  
 
For this reason, the success or failure of 
Charter 77 (and VONS, the Committee 
for the Unjustly Persecuted, founded 
shortly after Charter 77) is not easily 
measured. Clearly, its very survival is an 
achievement. But there is a risk in these 
circumstances that the validity of radical 
opposition is reduced to the fact of its 
own existence, which can hardly be 
satisfactory. So what is the project of the 
Czech opposition today?  
 
According to Havel, it is to "behave 
responsibly," by which he means to act 
as free moral agents. In Havel's hands 
this notion of responsibility acquires an 
almost religious bent -- each individual 
is personally responsible for the world. 
n20 Clearly this is a reaction against the 
cynicism, low-level corruption, and 
totalitarian routinization of post-Dubcek 
Czechoslovakia, but it is accompanied 
by a rising tone of anger at the apparent 
ease with which Central Europe's most 
advanced and politicized culture has 
been "bought off" with consumer goods 
and intimidated by threats. There is a 
hint of scorn for the "modern" and the 
"comfortable" that harks back to the 
radicalism of a much earlier epoch and 
that finds little trace in the Polish 
movement. One reason for this may be 
that the mystical note in Havel's essays 
is provided in Poland by the practices 
and ceremonies of the Catholic Church. 
Another observation is that scorn for 
consumerism would ring false in Poland, 
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whose economy is moribund. Contact 
with reality, with the daily experience of 
the factory worker, is far more 
widespread among the Polish intellectual 
opposition. In this respect, too, the 
Czech intellectuals are the Parisians of 
Central Europe.  
 
Not everyone, of course, agrees with 
Havel. In 1978, Ludvik Vaculik argued 
that the people should be asked only for 
unheroic, realistic deeds n21 -- 
anticipating the prison letters of 
Michnik, who is politely dismissive of 
those who would ask too much of their 
followers and who see compromise as an 
unmitigated evil. n22 For Michnik, as 
for Vaculik, compromise in matters of 
economic and political arrangements 
(assuming such compromises are 
possible and do not involve 
"compromises" in the other sense -- a 
difficult path to follow as Michnik 
readily admits) need not impeach the 
integrity of the opposition, precisely 
because (and here lies the originality) it 
is not a matter of competing projects. In 
totalitarian systems, men and women 
who openly ignore (rather than defy) the 
regime are a de facto (and perhaps even 
de jure) denial of the regime's monopoly 
of power and knowledge. In this denial 
lies their fundamental radicalism.  
 
In Hungary things are different. While 
the Polish and Czech situations had only 
a few points in common, these 
similarities have served to bring a certain 
common sense to the undertaking. n23 
The Hungarians have, in recent years, 
been faced with the rather odd situation 
in which the Kadar regime gives a 
reasonably wide field of maneuvers to its 
opponents on condition that they do not 
claim the territory as of right! 
Consequently, the exact bounds of the 

permissible are unclear, and it has been 
suggested that Hungarian dissent tends 
to oscillate between a sense of cynical 
frustration ("we can say anything we like 
so long as it has no impact, so why 
bother?") and an element of self-
censorship (in the absence of clear 
censorship rules from above). 
Nonetheless, there is an identifiable 
Hungarian opposition, and it is 
recognizably related to those in Poland 
and Czechoslovakia in the respects that 
concern us here. n24  
 
For the Hungarian opposition, living "as 
if in a free society" is, of course, a 
necessary condition but it is no longer 
sufficient. They already have the public 
space that Solidarity fought for in 
Poland, and many of the smaller 
freedoms which the Czechs seek in 
economic and social affairs already exist 
in Hungary -- though in very fragile 
form and with no guarantees of survival. 
Not surprisingly, therefore, Hungarians 
think more tangibly about traditional 
politics as a possible sphere of 
engagement; there has been much 
discussion whether the opposition should 
want to constitute itself as a political 
force. n25 But such discussions always 
encounter the same difficulty facing 
Poles and Czechs even as they avoid the 
question: What does it mean to be a 
political force in a land without politics? 
If a political opposition were attempted, 
the predictable result would be, at best, 
that the conservative elements within the 
Party and state apparatus would unite 
and react by restricting the social sphere; 
at worst, 1956 could be repeated. n26  
 
In practice, therefore, Hungarian 
opposition has concerned itself with 
what one might anachronistically call 
"single- issue" politics. Ostensibly 
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unpolitical groups arise to discuss and 
publicize particular problems. The 
Danube Circle, which concerns itself 
with the ecological threats arising from 
projects diverting river water for 
hydroelectric purposes, is one such 
example. But, while the government 
might be willing to recognize the 
legitimacy of this debate (it is, in fact, 
embarrassed by its own actions on this 
front), it cannot accept the form it has 
taken -- that is, spontaneous action 
outside official control and sponsorship. 
Thus, the Danube Circle and other 
similar initiatives become acts of 
political opposition and dissent. n27  
 
Groups and individuals who have 
attempted to discuss the mistreatment of 
Hungarian minorities in Romania or 
Czechoslovakia have met similar 
outcomes. Here the unacceptable form of 
such discussions is compounded by the 
danger to the government of allowing 
any discussion that might arouse 
national feeling against other communist 
states. While the government could 
benefit from indicating its sympathy for 
the Transylvanians or the Hungarian 
minority in Slovakia, the risks of 
opening up nationalist resentment 
against the true foreign occupier are too 
great. Here too, then, simple discussion 
of an apparently nonpolitical issue is a 
de facto assault on the legitimacy of the 
wider system of political arrangements 
of which Hungary is a part. n28  
 
It is in Hungary, too, that the most 
sensitive of all "nonpolitical" discussion 
is emerging as a form of silent politics. 
As in the Czechoslovakia of the 1960s, 
the question of economic reform is the 
lever that can open debate on the very 
premise of socialist political 
arrangements. Sooner or later the 

Hungarian "economic miracle" must 
either collapse under the weight of 
foreign debt and internal contradiction or 
lead to changes of investment and 
industrial organization similar to those 
that have occurred in the arenas of 
consumer goods and market- farming. 
But any such changes would threaten the 
control exercised by the ministries and 
economic agencies. This would 
undermine the only social group 
(bureaucrats, managers, state employees) 
who, in Hungary, have retained an 
interest in the survival of the regime. 
Everyone knows this -- and they also 
know that the problem cannot be 
avoided. The difference now is that very 
few of the critics of the system spend 
any time trying to link economic reforms 
with socialism. This relieves the 
opposition of the burden of imagining 
utopian scenarios but also reduces them 
to a condition of virtual impotence since 
they know that all rational projects, 
whether economic or ecological, are 
going to succeed only to the extent that 
they are compatible with a political 
arrangement that derives its rationality 
from quite different criteria. n29  
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, therefore, the 
Hungarian opposition, though blessed 
with no less a number of gifted thinkers 
and writers than the other captured 
countries, has not produced anything 
approaching a theory of its behavior 
comparable to those which Michnik or 
Havel have constructed for their 
countries. On the other hand, much of 
what the Hungarian opposition actually 
does could be seen as radical politics in a 
new form -- an opposition in a condition 
of permanent autogestion, which -- like 
the Polish opposition -- engages directly 
with the regime only when the regime 
chooses to engage with it.  
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It would be a profound mistake, and one 
that could at least in some part derive 
from the sort of perspective Unger 
proposes, to suppose that these situations 
I have described above are satisfactory. 
This is true in the obvious sense that all 
of the groups I described would be 
happier if they could exchange their 
situation for that of the Austrian, 
Swedish, or even French radicals. What 
matters more, however, is that this 
politics of the nonpolitical (Havel's 
"power of the powerless" n30 ) is itself a 
reaction to circumstance rather than a 
positive choice. It is a choice, of course, 
in that it represents a departure from the 
old politics of engagement with the 
problem of government and the state. 
And it is important in that it is a decision 
to emphasize form rather than content, 
and new content over old. But it is a 
choice forced upon the present 
generation and it has unhappy side 
effects. In Czechoslovakia, for example, 
the effort to avoid engaging in the 
mendacious and devalued language of 
the regime has led most recently to a 
growing religiosity. n31 The drive to 
rediscover a vocabulary for the 
expression of truth and opinion, to find a 
language capable of distinguishing 
between good and evil, right and wrong, 
has sent some Czech intellectuals back 
beyond an Enlightenment whose benefits 
they question to an obscurantist and 
integral Catholicism (ironic in the land 
of Hus and Comenius). Even worse, 
those who still seek to retain something 
of the language and purpose of the 
Central European social democratic 
tradition find themselves in an untenable 
condition when asked to show why what 
they believe is true, but true for reasons 
different than those adduced by the 
regime on its own behalf. n32  

 
It might be argued in reply that East-
Central Europe is a most inappropriate 
context in which to require new political 
ideas and forms to be consistent or 
optimistic; this applies with particular 
force in Czechoslovakia, where the high 
hopes of the 1960s combine with the 
repression of the past half generation in 
an especially devastating way. But this 
argument is flawed. If there is to be a 
new departure in the radical discourse, 
then it can only come about after the old 
expectations and habits have been 
completely discredited. It is clear that 
this discrediting process has gone further 
among the intellectuals of East-Central 
Europe than anywhere else in the world. 
Yet even there the same set of doubts as 
to the possibility of rethinking the 
political world necessarily arises.  
 
Take again the case of Poland. In order 
to secure the survival of Polish society, it 
was necessary to think and act as though 
the institutional constraints did not 
operate. Yet having achieved some 
success in this goal, the leaders of the 
opposition found themselves confronted 
with the practical demands of an ailing 
economy and the fact that the state does 
exist -- the real limitations upon existing 
"as if." Behaving "responsibly," for 
Havel, means being and writing as a 
moral man. But in Prague today that is 
all he can do -- and as a playwright, 
moreover, it is all he seeks to achieve. 
n33 In Warsaw, amnestied and faced 
with a government that is beginning to 
behave "as if" it sought to resolve its 
dilemmas, Michnik is seriously troubled 
at the disaster facing his country's 
economy: the collapse of the work ethic 
("we pretend to work and the 
government pretends to pay us") and a 
complete divorce between the society 
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and those who direct its institutions. 
These are not characteristics of a system 
undergoing revival, and behaving 
responsibly means taking these matters 
seriously. n34  
 
How do you take seriously the troubles 
facing a modern social organism? You 
try to advance solutions to its problems, 
solutions that, in the real world of 
Eastern Europe, entail imagining how 
the government might better order its 
citizens' affairs. And so we are back to 
projects, however modest, which engage 
the problem of organization and the 
state. This is not news to the more 
imaginative and honest of Poland's 
leading dissidents (nor those of 
Hungary), but they have not yet 
produced any answer beyond confirming 
through their actions the desirability of 
those aspects of a liberal pluralism 
whose wider forms are unavailable to 
them now and which are likely to remain 
so indefinitely.  
 
Which returns us, in a way, to France. 
The radical project in France (that is, 
socialism in one form or another) was 
defined by its opposition to the existing 
set of arrangements. The same was true 
of the varieties of left-wing thought and 
action elsewhere in Western Europe. 
But, deprived of the promise of the 
future by the advent of that future in the 
form of political power, socialism loses 
the larger charm which gave meaning to 
its lesser achievements. Once these 
achievements cease to be part of a 
greater dream, they lose much of their 
appeal. Either they must be recast to 
derive their justification from other 
moral and political traditions, including 
those against which socialism was itself 
defined, or they simply cease to be 
"politics." Of course, a sense of moral 

and political purpose can be reborn in 
conditions of oppression -- which is 
what happened in France in certain 
circles of the wartime Resistance and is 
part of the story of contemporary East-
Central Europe -- but this hardly justifies 
seeking out such conditions to resolve 
these dilemmas.  
 
Hence the paradox of the present lesson 
of Poland and its neighbors. n35 It is 
possib le, at least occasionally, to rethink 
the meaning of political radicalism and 
intelligently to engage the state and its 
institutions on your own terms. But this 
cannot be a political project in itself 
because it is, above all, merely a 
response to the impossibility of creating 
such a project. In its most pessimistic 
form it amounts to asking for bravery 
and honesty of oneself and one's friends. 
And should it be fortunate enough to 
succeed (and most Poles readily concede 
that the "success" of the opposition has 
always hinged in part on external 
developments), it must inevitably face 
the choice of either returning to 
"normal" political discourse (or as 
normal as circumstances permit) or 
betraying its purposes. Perhaps it has to 
betray itself anyway.  
 
Political thinkers living and writing in 
the West have generally been spared 
such dilemmas. But they should not have 
too much difficulty recognizing the 
larger message. Unger's vision of 
"alternative institutional forms" is not 
very different from the vision 
traditionally entailed in the radical 
politics of post-Enlightenment societies. 
Unger's claim that things do not have to 
be as they are, while not being (or being 
capable of becoming) just anything, is 
not original. It bears repetition, however, 
though the message is less urgent now, 
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in the West at least, than it might have 
been had it been suggested twenty years 
ago. And of course, his search for some 
sort of social experimentalism with its 
center of gravity firmly placed on the 
individual is as desirable an undertaking 
as it has ever been. But it is still worth 
recalling that the space in which we are 
invited to undertake such experiments is 
constrained by very real institutions and 
persons. The importance of the 
experiments to their participants thus 
probably varies in inverse proportion to 
the freedom their participants have to 
undertake them.  
 
I do not believe that it follows from this 
that we should define our present 
projects negatively -- as though we 
should confine our efforts to defending 
our present good fortune. That is not the 
message from Warsaw or Prague and, 
even if it were, it would be wrong. n36 
Nor is it really a matter of choice -- 
radical politics is by definition a critical 
undertaking. But it need not be a naive 
one. Pace Unger, not all contexts can be 
broken, even though it may be necessary 
to pretend otherwise in order to break 
any given context. The reminder we 
have received from East-Central Europe 
is one of paradox -- that single-issue 
discussions can be the stuff of national 
opposition, n37 that obscurantist 
organizations of doubtful pedigree (for 
example, the Catholic Church in Poland) 
can play powerful roles as intermediate 
institutions in alliance with a generation 
that once scorned them as reactionary 
and dangerous, n38 and that denial of the 
very claims of the party-state may be the 
way to create a framework in which you 
can work with that same state.  
 
But it is a paradox within facts: the fact 
of the Soviet Union, its army, and its 

interests. It is surrounded by lesser facts: 
economic crisis and the need for a stable 
state apparatus. The view from nowhere 
may suggest that these are passing 
contexts. But radical politics are always 
somewhere and it is as true now as it was 
in 1789 that you cannot hope to change 
anything without acknowledging this. Of 
course, acknowledging it to excess 
precludes changing anything at all -- but 
this is a psychological observation rather 
than an historical one. The revolutionary 
tradition bequeathed us by the Jacobins 
may have helped generate Husak and 
Jaruselski, n39 but it has also taught us 
much more. Perhaps we should not too 
readily acclaim its demise.  
 
FOOTNOTES:  
n1 SOCIAL THEORY.  
 
n2 Id. at 2.  
 
n3 Id. at 87-96.  
 
n4 For a fuller argument along these 
lines, see T. JUDT, MARXISM AND 
THE FRENCH LEFT chs. 1 & 2 (1986); 
see also F. FURET, PENSER LA 
REVOLUTION FRANCAISE (1986); F. 
FURET, LA GAUCHE ET LA 
REVOLUTION FRANCAISE AU 
MILIEU DU XIX' SIECLE (1986).  
 
n5 It could be suggested that the Left in 
Spain did not follow French radical 
thought, which accorded primacy to the 
seizure and control of society via the 
state apparatus, because there were 
alternative strains of radical thought 
among the Spanish Left. However, this 
does not weaken my argument but rather 
shows the significant impact of the 
French model of revolutionary 
organization even in places peculiarly 
unsuited to it.  
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ORIGINES DU COMMUNISME 
FRANCAIS (1964).  
 
n8 On the fortunes of French Marxism in 
recent years, see T. JUDT, supra note 4, 
at ch. 4; P. ANDERSON, IN THE 
TRACKS OF HISTORICAL 
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