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Are we our ewn worst
Enemy?
Czech Provincialism

J”’ Pehe

utsiders view the CzZech Re-
public as a liberal and demo-
cratic nation by nature. As arule,
these characteristics may;to a cer-
tain extent, be responsible for our
relative successes. in the political
and economic transformation of
our country. At the same time,
these same observers note that the
stubbornness, sobriety, and earth-
iness that have stood u3 in good
stead many times in the past, may,
too often mask a simply umnspu‘ed

g attitude to the world around us. As
" aresult, they conclude that we are

the most provincial nation'in Cen-

tral and Eastern Europes<

Provincialism is generally de-
fined as an attitude of focusing too
intensely on one’s own problems.
It is a narrow intellectual focus on
domestic issues, one thatexcludes
or relativizes the potential interests
of others; it represents a meanness, |
a narrow-mindedness, an igno-
rance of or disinterest in the broad-
er perspective. Such characterlstlcs "
profit when daily experiences are
not placed into a broader, more
universal, cultural and lntellectu—
al context.

_ The fact that the Czech Republic
is seen as provincial may be under-
standable. After all, the Czech na-
tion has spent centuries being ruled
by foreign powers: first as a prov-
ince of the Austro-Hungarlan Em-
pire, then as a protectorate of Nazi’
Germany,. and finally as a periph-
eral posséssion of the Soviet em-
pire. It was only natural then, that -
we learned to mind our own busi-
ness, and shut ourselves into a
Czech microworld, leaving cosmo-
politan aspirations to more power-
ful nations, whose defeated or vic-

torious armies regularly swept
across our land fx_'om West to East
and East to West.

" Under such conditions, a self-cen-

tered attitude was not merely a re-
quirement of survival. It also rep-
resented a philosophical stance
against overwhelmingly powerful
forces whose ambitions often ap-

peared to be foreign and even ri-

diculous in the eyes of the small
Czech nation. ,.
The collapse of Soviet-style com-
munism has placed us in a new and
unusual position. For the first time
in a long while, Czechs can once
again freely make decisions on
their own fate, without the threat-
ening geopolitical climate that
dogged Czechoslovakia’s interwar
years of independence. The true
decisidn-making center no longer
lies in Vienna, Berlin, or Moscow,
but in Prague.. Furthermore, fol-
lowing the Holocaust, the postwar
expulsion of Sudeten Germans, and
the break-up of Czechoslovakia we
are now almost completely alone
in our state; we can no longer
blame our problems on other eth-
nic or national groups living with-
in our borders. '
Ifwe look at our behaviour since
the fall of communism, first in a
common state with the Slovaks,
and then in an almost purely Czech
state, it’s hard not tc notice that,
while we quickly made use of our
traditional characteristics, such as
an enterprising nature, pragma-
tism, and adaptability, we are still
vexed by our traditional provincial-
ism. This, despite the fact that over -
the past six years a storm of multi-
farious cultural influénces have
swept across the Czech lands. Pro-



vincialism has become a certain
way of perceiving the world, some-
thing that is, and will apparently
remain for some time, an individ-
ual and internal problem of Czech
society.

How does provincialism mamfest
itself in current Czech life? For one,
it shows up in a sort of exaggerat-
ed pragmatism, a superpragma-
tismn. This is reflected in an unin-
spired attitude toward the outside
world, a mistrust of values that go
beyond the framework of our day-
to-day lives and the borders of our
little Gzech Republic. It also mani-
fests itself in our taste for petty po-
litical disputes. Of course, this
could also be a natural reaction to
40 years of living in a society suffo-
cating under one ideology; to a cer-
tain extent, however, it is also a
deeper, almost genet1cally encod-
ed attitude.

Czech media

In practice, provincialism mani-
fests itself in an inability to serious-
ly concern ourselves with events

~ that do not directly affect the daily

life of Czech society. Almost all of
us are absorbed by domestic poli-
tics. Indeed, one could say that
Czech society is overpoliticized,

-that it is literally being devoured by

itself and its own problems. As in

the past, all of this occurs without

heed to the Central European, Eu-
ropean, or global context.

As an example of this trend, one
need look no further than the Czech
media. Questions of global signifi-
cance often receive very little atten-
tion due to extensive coverage ac- -
corded to petty local affairs. Inter-
national stories are often shunted
off to the back pages of newspapers
or to the end of television news
broadcasts. In addition, interna-
tional events are often covered as
if they could never affect our little
island of momentary stability, as if
there is no connection between us
and them. S

This is a very strange attitude,
since Czechs have so often been
victimized by events that at first-
seemed to be playing themselves.




~ out somewhere beyond the coun--

try’s immediate horizon. This does
not mean that some domestic
events do not deserve more atten-
tion in the local media than inter-
national events; people all over the
world are primarily interested in
their own backyard. The problem
is notin this normal preference for
domestic news, but rather in the
fact that our unusual interest in lo-
cal events often focuses on reports
that are more suitable for the back
pages, or for tabloids.

- This characteristic is, to a certain
extent, reflected in Czech foreign
policy. In the immediate aftermath
of the fall of communism, some
Czech political figures attempted to
enrich the Velvet Revolution with
a grander vision, a greater clarity,
and a wider context. However, the
country’s provincialism, overcau-
tiousness, self-centered attitude,
and its rejection of a wider moral
context quickly pushed their at-
tempts into the background.

Yaclav Havel

Perhaps the best way of gauging the
provincialism of some of our poli-
ticians is to note their attitudes to-
ward President Vaclav Havel. The
repeated and often hateful attacks
that have been launched against
Havel are essentially attacks on a
cosmopolitan view of the world.
Havel has often been criticized, or
even personally attacked, because
he is a symbol of everything that is

unacceptable to Czech provincial-

ism — broader moral context, uni-
versal humanism, vision, scope,
and a rejection of parochial politics.
Havel is the antithesis of the Czech
fascination with a partisan politics
that is incapable of raising-itself
above narrow mterests and person-
al ambitions.

There is no need to address the
manner in which far—nght extrem-
ists in the Republican Party or the

unreformed Communists have ex-
pressed their hatred toward Havel; -

these parties and Havel are as dlf-

ferent as fire and water. However,

the strongest party on the__ngg:h
political spectrum - the Civic Dem-

ocratic Party - has often opposed
Havel’s views, and its members
hesitated to vote for him in 1993.
An even subtler manifestation of
the conflicts between Havel as a
symbol of anti-provincialism and
the short-sighted views of some
government politicians can be
found in foreign policy disputes. No
one is infallible and Havel himself
would probably formulate many of
his earlier opinions a little differ-
ently today. Yet, when some politi-
cians criticized Havel for his invi-

' tations to the Dalai Lama, Salman
- Rushdie, and Yasser Arafat, or for

his opinions on possible solutions
to the Bosnian conflict and the rec-
ognition of Taiwan, they were not
just indicating that he had over-
stepped the constitutional bounda-
ries of his role as president. Above
all, their criticisms represented a

" provincial, overcautious view of

our role in the world while criti-
cizing a figure who is not afraid to
call a spade a spade and who is able
to see the Czech Republic in a
broader, more phllosophlcal con-
text. .

European

integration

It's true that the Czech people and
their political representatives have
been relatively successful in recon-
structing the country’s economic
system. They have not shied away

from opening up the Czech econo-

my to the world. But this simply
represents the most pragmatic and
useful approach to the situation -
something that, thanks to our tra-

_ditions, we can very easily under-

stand. Furthermore, economic in-
tegration has been a part of the
Czech reality since the days of the
Austro—Hunganan Empire. Despite

these successes, Czech political

provincialism is still strong. On the
one hand, it may be true that the.
Czech Republic is purposefully
heading toward its goal of integra-
tion with Europe through practical
polmcal steps. But on the other,
when it comes to truly understand-
ing what it means to be European

and in opening up to European val-




ues, Czech society thus far has only
taken a few furtive peeks at the
world beyond its western border.
This is especially true of its politi-
cians. . B o
Today, we are witness to the po-
litical and public rebirth of the slo-

gan: “Czech things are beautiful

things.” The prime minister claims
that he is in favor of integration
with Europe, but at the same time
warns us that through integration
we may lose our national identity.
Closer cooperation with the other
Central European postcommunist
countries is rejected by arguments
that, stripped of their diplomatic
veneer, have one thing in common:
the feeling that we Czechs are ex-
ceptional. At times this feeling is
expressed with a dose of arrogance
strong enough to be seen through
.any diplomatic cover. We are sim-
ply, as Bohumil Hrabal says, “the
world champions of indoor tennis
courts.” Are we? Or is this form of
arrogance really a manifestation of
our insecurity, lack of scope, and
inability to see things in their glo-
bal context? '

The country’s potential integra-
tion into the European Union isn’t
viewed as a chance to take on the
infamous EU bureaucracy and in-
fluence European affairs from
within, but rather as a threat that

the Czech lands will become are-

mote province of the EU, and there-
fore of Germany. Perhaps this fear
of losing our identity and our cur-
rent geopolitical status as a nona-
ligned nation is simaply another
manifestation of our provincialism,
weakness, and insecurity. The
Czech Republic, with its regional
reputation for individualism, re-
sembles a proud kid from a small
village school who constantly
shows off his report card full of As,
but who at the same time isn’t sure
of himseif because he knows that
when he reaches that prestigious
big town high school he may sud-
denly find himself at the back of the
class. ' '
‘The fear of a more decentralized
government that some Czech poli-
ticians display, and their overcau-

tious attitude toward the concept of

Euroregions is; in a certain sense,
a manifestation of provincialism. It
is as if Czech politicians are afraid
that the Euroregions could contam-
inate their little Czech sandbox,
despite the fact that from an objec-
tive standpoint, it is Western coun-
tries that should be afraid of the
Czech sandbox. After all, we were
the ones who lived in a sick society
for 40 years, not them. Perhaps itis
understandable that many Czech
politicians and the public at large
fear that the European influence

which would enter our country
would in fact be mainly a German
one. Our inability to see Germany
as a modern democratic state and
as the engine of Europe, which we
are so edger to enter, is also a man-
ifestation of a certain type of pro-
vincialism. ' :

The Sudeten -
Question

Perhaps. the most penetrating ex-
ample of this type of provincialism
is specifically tied to Germans and
Germany - the Sudeten German
question. The main issue here isn’t
in finding a solution to this 50-year-
old problem, but rather in the
Czech attitude towards it. Despite

the fact that the Sudeten German
question is stuck like a boulder
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under the imaginary carpet of

-Czech-German relations, Czech

politicians seem incapable of sin-
cerely addressing this problem. As
long as we continue to shut our
eyes to the world around us, that
boulder will remain buried. Our
provincial attitudes have taken to-

completely rejecting not only any

atterpts to seriously address this
issue but, in many cases, even to
récognize its existence. The gener-
al opinion is that this issue is his-
torically closed. Whenever some-
one rejects this attitude, our reac-
tion is to stick our heads in the
sand. People seem to be waiting for
the issue to resolve itself. In the best
case scenario, they hope it will dis-
appear with the help of some kind
of political declaration. Perhaps the
Poles - anation that is often under-
estimated by Czech politicians and
even the wider Czech public- could
teach us something about relating
to Germans. Even though their re-
lations with Germany have been at
least as traumatic and complicat-
ed as ours, they have been able to
deal with their western neighbor in
a satisfactory way. Could they be.
less weighed down by provincial
attitudes than we are?

It is inevitable that the gradual
process of forging links with west-
ern Europe and the country’s will-
ing or unwilling integration into
the EU’s economic and political
structures will eventually do away
with some of the afflictions associ-
ated with Czech provincialism. At
the same time, it is also clear that

‘this provincialism will survive in

some form, just as similar attitudes
have survived in Austria or Bavar-
ia. This does not necessarily have

to be a negative trend, a$ long as

this provincialism manages to tie
itself to the emerging concept of
politics in a united Europe. How-
ever, as our politicians continue to
assert that a return to Europe will
be easy for us, our provincialism
has becomé a sort of mental and
political brake for further develop-
ment. : ]
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