NOTES FOR KUNDERA pp. 81-240

1. Early on (p. 82) in today’s reading, Sabina tells Franz that she has no interest in 

going to Palermo.  She says she has seen it (on a postcard), and she does not want her picture of Palermo tainted.  Kundera seems to be providing us with a clear suggestion that sometimes the ideal is much more beautiful than the reality.

2. By all accounts, the favoritism based on political allegiances that is discussed on 

p. 96 took place in all former communist countries.  There is a powerful economic explanation for why so much hiring discrimination occurred in these countries.  This is one of the ironies of economics: the more freedom of choice, mobility, and freedom to profit businesses are given, the less discrimination we get.  In the Czech Republic and other Eastern European countries, profits were prohibited.  When your enterprise is not allowed to make profits, you have less of an incentive to hire the most productive worker.  Instead, you’ll hire family members, people with the same political interests, or people with sex appeal.  In other words, without the profit incentive, we get a lot more discrimination.

3. At the bottom of p. 100, Kundera hints at a theme that he’s going to drive home 

again and again.  When he writes, 

She would have liked to tell them that behind Communism, Fascism, behind all occupations and invasions lurks a more basic, pervasive evil and that the image of that evil was a parade of people marching by with raised fists and shouting identical syllables in unison.

Thus, according to Kundera, totalitarianism wasn’t something that resulted from 

the bad ideas of Communism, Fascism, etc.  Instead, it’s a blind faith and total commitment to any idea that breeds totalitarianism.  

4. Tucked into Unbearable Lightness of Being, we find a brief discussion of 

spontaneous orders on p. 101.  Franz and Sabina’s discussion of New York’s emergence vis-à-vis Europe’s sounds a lot like Jane Jacobs’ explanation of what makes some parts of cities safe and sustainable in The Death and Life of Great American Cities.  Jacobs will suggest that cities, like New York, without any grand design are more adaptive than those built more hierarchically.  

5. I found Kundera’s section on “Living in Truth” (pp. 112-114) to be an 

outstanding argument for why we shouldn’t necessarily live in truth.  While it might free an individual like Franz from the lie he was living, it certainly Franz’s commitment to truth certainly had some pretty nasty repercussions for Sabina.  

6. It’s hard to even put yourself in the shoes of Jan Prochazka (discussed on p. 133).  

We have our smear campaigns during election years here, but there’s nothing even close to the radio broadcasts run by the Czech secret police.  The Czech secret police managed to erase the line between private and public life for many individuals.

7. I think the discussion of Tereza’s photographing of tanks on p. 142 is important.  

Kundera suggests that by taking pictures of the tanks, they were actually helping the Russian police discover the identities of dissidents.  While the Czech resistance (tearing down signs, women dressing up to distract Russians, sending of pictures to the West) is often pointed to as radical civil disobedience, do you buy Kundera’s argument that resisting might have done more harm than good?

8. In Tereza’s rendezvous with the engineer (p. 155), all she is trying to do is find 

out if love and sex are separable.  What conclusion does she reach?  I got the impression that she thinks they are inseparable: love for each other hangs on the actions immediately following sex.  If somebody like Tomas decides to care about the person he’s with, then love is easy.  But, doesn’t this seem to suggest that love and sex can still be separated?  In the end, it’s still a choice that Tomas is making.

9. On p. 170, Tereza wakes up and heads down to the Vltava River.  Several literary 

critics suggest that the dream Tereza had involving Petrin Hill actually comes to an end here.  Do you buy this?  What would we lose if they were correct?  Tereza wouldn’t have slept with the engineer, which is plausible given her commitment to Tomas.  Is there anything else that we lose if these critics are correct?

10. The discussion related to Tomas’s article and the article’s effect on his life is 

some of the best material in the book.  The reader feels for Tomas and hates all of the people trying to get him to retract the article.  The upshot of Tomas’s article is that (p. 176-177) “the criminal regimes were made not by criminals but by enthusiasts convinced they had discovered the only road to paradise.”  The extremists had no interest in evidence or arguments against communism because there movement was a long-run movement.  Any short-run difficulties were a small price to be paid for long-run bliss.  This interpretation stands in stark contrast to the “living the lie” thesis, which states that most individuals disagreed with communism but continued to go along with it anyway.  Tomas’s argument suggests that most individuals aren’t free from criticism and that “the main issue is whether a man is innocent because he didn’t know.”  

11. The question of “How can anyone state categorically that a thought he once had is 

no longer valid?” on p. 179 is a good one.  It makes one wonder about all of the retractions during communism and even the retractions and apologies we witness today.

12. Somewhere around p. 192, I found myself asking, “Is there any escape from their 

plight?”  It seems like most of the options available involve depressing tradeoffs: principle vs. profession; persecution vs. leaving Prague, etc., etc.  These seemed to have been very real tradeoffs for Eastern Europeans.  Was there any way around them?

13. The issues of how far guilt extends come up again on p. 218 with Kundera’s 

discussion of Stalin and murder.  Where do we draw the line on communism?  Is it a different line than the one we drew for the Holocaust?
