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My contribution aims at exploring the popular connotations of totalitarianism as used in the Czech political discourse. The following remarks are not going to add any substantial new facts to the theory, but rather to say that these unintended consequences are also an aspect of the whole theoretical discussion. 

At all levels of the recent Czech political debate, the term and idea of “totalitarianism” has been used automatically, without explaining, and without knowing its theoretical background: e.g. “totáč” in pub discussions (usually meaning the late 1980s!), the totalita.cz website as the only attempt at a virtual museum of communism, parliamentary discussions, etc. The term does work in the Czech public debate, let us try to explain in what sense and with what effects:

1. 

The first aspect of the theory employed in the popular discourse is the description of the totalitarian regimes. It can be argued that it allowed the Czech society to gain distance from the communist regime and turn the “coming to terms with it” primarily to a formal procedure. This became most remarkable with the Screening Law (lustrační zákon) thanks to which Czech politics to a large extent avoided StB scandals, but the whole problem of StB was reduced to a purely bureacratic procedure. 

The Law on the Unlawfulness of the Communist Regime and on the Resistance Against It (No. 198/1993) includes the official position on the 1948-1989 history. Beside the act’s central objective (to make the state able to prosecute some of the crimes committed), there is a declaratory part giving a dramatic list of ways of persecution and labelling the regime as criminal (zločinný), illegitimate (nelegitimní), and reprehensible (zavrženíhodný). However, it states that only criminal acts that were illegal at the time they were committed can be prosecuted. That means that the “new order” distances itself from the “ancien régime” very strongly, while using its legislation as legal and legitimate in a sense - thus making for a major paradox of the Czech politics throughout the 1990s.
2.

The second aspect of the theory the presence of which can be spotted is making links between communism and fascism/Nazism. However, one can argue that in the Czech discourse, the concept of totalitarianism is used in such a way that it avoids the Nazi-communist parallel to a large extent. 

The post-1989 anti-communists mostly recruited from the former dissidents of the 1970s and 1980s (politically initiated in the 1960s). Subjectivelly, they had experienced a totalitarian regime then (no matter what the current theory of post-totalitarianism or authoritarianism says). The whole very influential dissident concept of a parallel polis was based on it: the islands of independent life were to become the rocks at which the totalitarian regime should shatter. The concepts of totalitarianism allowed the dissidents to step out of the regime, and to feel a continuity between the “normalization” and the 1950s. 

But the political prisoners of the 1950s lived in a completely different continuity, particularly that of the 1950s and the German Protectorate during the WWII. This kind of memory of communism has been thoroughly analyzed by Francoise Mayer, but it should be mentioned here as one of the few moments at which the parallel between Nazism and communism appeared.

The fact that the property restitutions went back to February 1948 and not a day further also means that the new political elite only wanted to (and was able to) deal with the communist past - and no public discussion showed that the public opinion was different. The sole exception of mentioning the “Nazi totalitarianism” has been made in debating the “Sudeten-German question”, where the part supporting Beneš and the transfer often mentioned a clear inclination of the Czechoslovak Germans to the Nazi totalitarianism, not relating it at all to the Czech later support for communists.
In my view, the notorious phrase that “the Czechs have lived under totalitarian regimes throughout the 20th century, with short interludes only” remains an empty one. It is the Czech archetypical idea of the Czechs being dragged by outer forces in their history.

3.

The third remark is short: The normative aspect of the totalitarian theory has been widely utilized by the Czech conservative right. In their eyes, the left - be it in Czech party politics, in EU institutions, in the press or NGOs - shares totalitarian tendencies of thought, including social engineering, hostility toward political parties, etc. Nevertheless, these conservative critics tend to overlook the moral dilemas of life and work under the communist regime - and, while thinking and criticising, do not seem to look in the mirror of what they call “totalitarian thought” themselves.
· Conclusions:

· The popular connotations mix the descriptive and the normative approaches.

· The described usage links the post-1968 era of Czechoslovak communism with the 1950s, rather than communism and Nazism.

· The term allows the user to keep distance from the totalitarian regime - which, on the other hand, perfectly fits the tendency of the Czech political thought to see one’s own history and politics as imposed from outside, by somebody else.
