NOTES FOR KUNDERA pp. 241-314

1. What does Kundera mean when he says (p. 245) that Stalin’s son’s death was “the 

sole metaphysical death” in the Second World War?  I’m assuming he’s drawing a distinction between death by choice (which Stalin’s son did by jumping into the electric fence) and unexpected death.  Is this really a useful distinction?

2. On p. 250, Sabina seems bothered by the senator saying that children playing is 

what he calls happiness.  In her view, the senator has his own kitsch, which allows him to overlook all of the ugliness in the world.  Sabina is neither persuaded by “children are happiness” or the Communist kitsch.  In a fundamental sense, all kitsch is helping to cover up the unbearable lightness of being.

3. I think there’s an easy explanation for Kundera’s inquiry into 

How can it be that leftist intellectuals (because the doctor with the mustache was nothing if not a leftist intellectual) are willing to march against the interests of a Communist country when Communism has always been considered the left’s domain?


The left was unhappy with the kind of communism they observed in practice.  They were still ardent supporters of communism in the abstract, and they fought until the bitter end for that “better” form of communism.

4. Kundera tells us (p. 257) that the “Grand March is the splendid march on the road 

to brotherhood, equality, justice, happiness; it goes on and on, obstacles notwithstanding, for obstacles there must be if the march is to be the Grand March.”  But, where is the Grand March heading?  Kundera tells us that the “Grand March will continue to shrink and shrink until one day it will be reduced to a mere dimensionless dot.”  For Kundera, the Grand March seems to be heading nowhere.  Obviously, this is a disputable metaphysical claim that cannot be answered.  Where else might the Grand March be headed?

5. Franz’s death with Marie-Claude at his side is another instance of Kundera 

illustrating the epistemological gap between two individuals.  Marie-Claude thinks she knows Franz.  She thinks he was staring at her out of love.  As we learn from Franz’s perspective, he was staring at her out of a disblief that he would die with her at his side.  Marie-Claude has it all wrong when she claims he “consciously sought out death” (p. 277).  Remember, he desperately wanted to get out of Asia to get back to his former student.  I think Kundera is just reminding us how little we know about other people.  

6. I’ve puzzled over why Kundera had to sadden us with Karenin’s death.  In part, 

Karenin’s death prepares us for the death of Tomas and Tereza.  Karenin also helps us keep track of the amount of time that has passed.  More importantly, though, as we read about Karenin’s final days, we are given insights into how other people react to death of something a person loves.  Kundera seems to be pointing the general indifference of other people when on p. 287 a woman responds to a choked up Tereza with “Good heavens!  Don’t tell me you’re going to bawl your head off over a dog!”

Kundera finally gives it away on p. 289 when he claims that “Mankind’s true moral test, its fundamental test (which lies deeply buried from view), consists of its attitude towards those who are at its mercy: animals.”  After reading about some of the canine exterminations throughout the Soviet bloc, this certainly seems like a useful benchmark against which to judge man’s morality: are they nice to their pets?  On a completely personal note, I think this can also tell you a lot about people: I find “cat people” or “dog people” much more tolerable than others.  I’m sure there are exceptions (especially those with allergies), but ask yourself if it’s a decent preliminary guide.

7. I don’t buy Kundera’s argument that “love of man and woman is a priori inferior 

to that which can exist between man and dog” (p. 297).  If anything, animals are guided by pure self-interest even more than men and women!’

8. How would you classify this book?  Historical fiction?  Tragedy?  Comedy?  A 

good story?  Obscurantism?  More importantly, how does it fit into the general themes of this course?

