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We Are Responsible for What We Don’t Do

Reading Selections from Emma Zhang

Musee des Beaux Arts (1938)
W. H. Auden

About suffering they were never wrong,
The old Masters: how well they understood
Its human position: how it takes place o3
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

For the miraculous birth, there always must be

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood:

They never forgot

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse

Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green
Water, and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

The Power of the Powerless (1978) — Vaclav Havel

IV Post-totalitarian System — a Lie

The post-totalitarian system touches people at every step, but it does so with its ideological
gloves on. This is why life in the system is so thoroughly permeated with hypocrisy and lies:
government by bureaucracy is called popular government; the working class is enslaved in the
name of the working class; the complete degradation of the individual is presented as his
ultimate liberation; depriving people of information is called making it available; the use of
power to manipulate is called the public control of power, and the arbitrary abuse of power is
called observing the legal code; the repression of culture is called its development; the expansion



of imperial influence is presented as support for the oppressed; the lack of free expression
becomes the highest form of freedom; farcical elections become the highest form of democracy;
banning independent thought becomes the most scientific of world views; military occupation
becomes fraternal assistance. Because the regime is captive to its own lies, it must falsify
everything. It falsifies the past. It falsifies the present, and it falsifies the future. It falsifies
statistics. It pretends not to possess an omnipotent and unprincipled police apparatus. It pretends
to respect human rights. It pretends to persecute no one. It pretends to fear nothing. It pretends to
pretend nothing.

Individuals need not believe all these mystifications, but they must behave as though they did, or
they must at least tolerate them in silence, or get along well with those who work with them. For
this reason, however, they must live within a lie. They need not accept the lie. It is enough for
them to have accepted their life with it and in it. For by this very fact, individuals confirm the
system, fulfill the system, make the system, are the system.

VI — Greengrocer — Individual’s Roleplay

It seems senseless to require the greengrocer to declare his loyalty publicly. But it makes sense,
nevertheless. People ignore his slogan, but they do so because such slogans are also found in
other shop windows, on lampposts, bulletin boards, in apartment windows, and on buildings;
they are everywhere, in fact. They form part of the panorama of everyday life. Of course, while
they ignore the details, people are very aware of that panorama as a whole. And what else is the
greengrocer's slogan but a small component in that huge backdrop to daily life? The greengrocer
had to put the slogan in his window, therefore, not in the hope that someone might read it or be
persuaded by it, but to contribute, along with thousands of other slogans, to the panorama that
everyone is very much aware of. This panorama, of course, has a subliminal meaning as well: it
reminds people where they are living and what is expected of them. It tells them what everyone
else is doing, and indicates to them what they must do as well, if they don't want to be excluded,
to fall into isolation, alienate themselves from society, break the rules of the game, and risk the
loss of their peace and tranquility and security. The woman who ignored the greengrocer's slogan
may well have hung a similar slogan just an hour before in the corridor of the office where she
works. She did it more or less without thinking, just as our greengrocer did, and she could do so
precisely because she was doing it against the background of the general panorama and with
some awareness of it, that is, against the background of the panorama of which the greengrocer's
shop window forms a part. When the greengrocer visits her office, he will not notice her slogan
either, just as she failed to notice his. Nevertheless, their slogans are mutually dependent: both
were displayed with some awareness of the general panorama and, we might say, under its diktat.
Both, however, assist in the creation of that panorama, and therefore they assist in the creation of
that diktat as well. The greengrocer and the office worker have both adapted to the conditions in
which they live, but in doing so, they help to create those conditions. They do what is done, what
is to be done, what must be done, but at the same time-by that very token-they confirm that it
must be done in fact. They conform to a particular requirement and in so doing they themselves
perpetuate that requirement. Metaphysically speaking, without the greengrocer's slogan, the
office worker's slogan could not exist, and vice versa. Each proposes to the other that something



be repeated and each accepts the other's proposal. Their mutual indifference to each other's
slogans is only an illusion: in reality, by exhibiting their slogans, each compels the other to
accept the rules of the game and to confirm thereby the power that requires the slogans in the
first place. Quite simply, each helps the other to be obedient. Both are objects in a system of
control, but at the same time they are its subjects as well. They are both victims of the system
and its instruments.

IX — Crisis of Human Identity

The profound crisis of human identity brought on by living within a lie, a crisis which in turn
makes such a life possible, certainly possesses a moral dimension as well; it appears, among
other things, as a deep moral crisis in society. A person who has been seduced by the consumer
value system, whose identity is dissolved in an amalgam of the accouterments of mass
civilization, and who has no roots in the order of being, no sense of responsibility for anything
higher than his own personal survival, is a demoralized person. The system depends on this
demoralization, deepens it, is in fact a projection of it into society.

XVII — Legal Code

Like ideology, the legal code is an essential instrument of ritual communication outside the
power structure. It is the legal code that gives the exercise of power a form, a framework, a set of
rules. It is the legal code that enables all components of the system to communicate, to put
themselves in a good light, to establish their own legitimacy. It provides their whole game with
its rules and engineers with their technology. Can the exercise of post-totalitarian power be
imagined at all without this universal ritual making it all possible, serving as a common language
to bind the relevant sectors of the power structure together? The more important the position
occupied by the repressive apparatus in the power structure, the more important that it function
according to some kind of formal code. How, otherwise, could people be so easily and
inconspicuously locked up for copying banned books if there were no judges, prosecutors,
interrogators, defense lawyers, court stenographers, and thick files, and if all this were not held
together by some firm order? And above all, without that innocent-looking Section 100 on
incitement? This could all be done, of course, without a legal code and its accessories, but only
in some ephemeral dictatorship run by a Ugandan bandit, not in a system that embraces such a
huge portion of civilized humankind and represents an integral, stable, and respected part of the
modern world. That would not only be unthinkable, it would quite simply be technically
impossible. Without the legal code functioning as a ritually cohesive force, the post-totalitarian
system could not exist.

XXII - Bright Future

For the real question is whether the brighter future is really always so distant. What if, on the
contrary, it has been here for a long time already, and only our own blindness and weakness has
prevented us from seeing it around us and within us, and kept us from developing it?



