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Abstract 

 

“Living in Truth”: Moral and Political Intersections of  

Samuel Beckett, Tom Stoppard, and Václav Havel 

 

 

Jennifer Leigh Harger, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Alan W. Friedman 

 

Often considered to be apolitical playwrights, Samuel Beckett and Tom Stoppard 

each dedicated dramatic works to dissident Czech playwright (and later President) Václav 

Havel in the late 1970s and early 1980s—during his imprisonment for his role in writing 

and distributing the dissident document Charter 77.  These dramatic works, with a few 

others, collectively mark simultaneous, parallel shifts in Beckett‘s and Stoppard‘s careers 

toward uncharacteristically explicit political engagement.  This report examines these 

works—Beckett‘s  Catastrophe and What Where, and Stoppard‘s Every Good Boy 

Deserves Favor and Professional Foul—through the lens of Havel‘s political philosophy, 

especially as expressed in his 1978 essay ―The power of the powerless.‖  This report 

argues that Havel‘s model of apolitical resistance to injustice, a model he calls ―living in 

truth,‖ expresses humanist values that these playwrights had long affirmed in their art.  

Their shared moral vision, along with sympathy for Havel‘s plight under a totalitarian 



 v 

regime that distorted language as a tool of oppression, was the catalyst for their new, 

direct involvement in political matters.  The report establishes the historical context of the 

Soviet-dominated Communist regime in Czechoslovakia, along with relevant 

biographical and professional narratives for each figure.  It then examines closely this 

selection of Beckett‘s and Stoppard‘s dramatic works and their shared thematic concerns, 

and demonstrates how they artistically embody and communicate Havel‘s model of 

―living in truth.‖ 
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It is a commonplace to describe Samuel Beckett throughout his life, and Tom 

Stoppard early in his career, as apolitical playwrights.  Martha Fehsenfeld‘s 

contemporary review of the world premiere of Beckett‘s Catastrophe, for example, 

expresses the conventional critical position in its opening assertion that ―Beckett is well-

known for his non-political point of view.  He has deliberately kept outside the realm of 

the socially engagé with very few exceptions.‖  Nearly all of the current criticism of 

Stoppard includes a variant of John Bull‘s assessment that Stoppard made vehement 

efforts ―in his earliest work….to distance himself from politics.‖  This near-consensus 

judgment among critics and scholars treats as anomalous their parallel forays into explicit 

political statements the two authors made in the late 1970s and early 1980s, through their 

direct artistic engagement with the political circumstances of Communist regimes in 

Eastern Europe, most overtly expressed in dedications of works to the imprisoned Czech 

dissident and playwright Václav Havel.  Most critics refer to Beckett‘s Catastrophe 

(1982) as his singular ―political‖ play, though some acknowledge the following year‘s 

What Where—which portrays dictatorial power executed through torture and 

intimidation, and whose character names evoke a famous pair of Soviet clowns—as an 

implicitly political work.   The novelty of Stoppard‘s public engagement with political 

causes in his artistic work is usually considered to have been inaugurated with the play 

Every Good Boy Deserves Favor and the screenplay for television Professional Foul, 

both written in 1977.   

 Both Beckett and Stoppard scrupulously avoided direct and explicit political 

commentary in their oeuvres prior to these works (and Stoppard was severely taken to 
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task for this lack of engagement by other artists and intellectuals at the time).  Yet these 

particular ―political‖ works mark not a shift in their respective authors‘ concerns and 

commitments, but rather a natural continuation of the trajectory they followed earlier in 

their careers.  To be sure, these plays signify a departure from the authors‘ previous 

patterns in significant aspects, a departure I will explore below; but the primary shift is 

not toward a new embrace of the political, but rather toward a new possibility for what it 

meant to be political—a definition that emerged from the particular circumstances of the 

Soviet-dominated Communist regimes of Eastern Europe at this time.  This new 

definition of what it meant to be political was, paradoxically, explicitly apolitical—that 

is, not directly concerned with revolution or questions of power distribution—but instead 

emphasized resistance through non-participation in the system, through standing firm in 

individual humanist convictions, and through sidestepping the question of power and 

control altogether.   

This new definition, coincidentally joining the trajectories of both these 

playwrights, turned out to describe projects that had long characterized their work.  But, 

at the same time, these plays do collectively represent for Beckett and Stoppard a 

catastrophe in the theatrical sense—that is, an overturning of the protagonist‘s situation 

that signals a shift in his knowledge and awareness of reality.  This theatrical metaphor is 

a useful lens through which to examine these works artistically as well as philosophically, 

and to account for the specific ways in which they do represent a shift or difference, and 

it figures significantly into two of the works under examination here.   
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These two examples communicate different senses of this concept of catastrophe.  

Beckett‘s expression of the eponymous device in Catastrophe hinges on its original 

definition, drawn from Greek drama: a sudden and violent change that subverts an 

established order or system, or—as Charles Lyons defines it—the ―dramatized moment in 

which the hero suffers the ultimate reversal‖ (91).  In ―Beckett‘s Fundamental Theatre,‖ 

Lyons explores how Beckett turns the traditional Greek notion of catastrophe on its head 

and presents, instead, an unconventional double catastrophe.  The moment when the 

Protagonist unexpectedly breaks the bonds of his ―rehearsed behavior‖ and defiantly 

confronts the gaze of the audience is his moment of triumph, not a downfall that he 

suffers; and it is, at the same time, the moment of traditionally defined catastrophe for the 

Director, who indeed suffers a sudden reversal of power.  This conception of catastrophe 

as a sudden change or reversal parallels the apparent shift these authors experienced 

toward a new, public, political activism.   

Yet Stoppard‘s engagement with the idea, through Catastrophe Theory, is slightly 

different and incorporates another aspect of the term that explains how the apparent 

contradiction is, actually, consistency.  A prominent thematic element of Professional 

Foul, Catastrophe Theory is explained by one of the characters as the ―twisting‖ of a 

plane on which parallel lines rest, so that—whereas parallel lines will never cross in a 

two-dimensional plane—they not only cross, but continue in what is apparently the 

opposite direction of their previous trajectory, in a three-dimensional model—when the 

plane itself is twisted (77ff).  This model explains the ethical development of the main 

character Anderson, whose principles change over the course of the teleplay as he 
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experiences, while attending an academic conference in Prague, the reality of life in 

Communist Czechoslovakia.  The situation, which changes before he does, twists his 

moral plane and causes him to see things differently than he had before.  This model may 

serve as a metaphor for what was happening in the careers of Beckett and Stoppard at this 

time.  With the rise of Soviet totalitarianism, the plane of politics—and what it meant to 

―be political‖—twisted, and now the ―lines‖ of their artistic commitments and practices 

intersected with the ―lines‖ of political activism in a way that they hadn‘t before, when 

the plane was two-dimensional.  Evelyn Cobley, in the article ―Catastrophe Theory in 

Professional Foul,‖ observes that ―Catastrophe Theory dominates thematic and structural 

dimensions of Professional Foul‖ (54).  Cobley explains that the theory ―accounts for 

complex processes and behavior patterns without imposing artificial oppositions‖ (64).  

This apt analysis of the surprising behaviors in this work applies equally well to the 

dramatic oeuvres of Beckett and Stoppard as a whole.  According to this model, the 

situation changed, not Beckett and Stoppard; but the result in their works, viewed from a 

different perspective, still reflects a kind of difference.  Thus, I will argue, Beckett and 

Stoppard were always ―political‖ in the sense that Havel defines and develops, and this 

group of works essentially continued, rather than deviated from, their previous artistic 

and philosophical concerns.  Yet for both Beckett and Stoppard, these works also mark 

one shift that I will explore: the explicit, public acknowledgment of their art‘s 

intersection with political concerns—a shift for which Václav Havel in particular, and the 

situation within Soviet bloc countries generally, was the catalyst and focal point.  
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 Havel was an apt figure for the attention of Beckett and Stoppard.  Known today 

in the Czech Republic as well as the United States primarily as an instrumental leader of 

the Velvet Revolution, and the first president of Czechoslovakia after it, Havel was a 

playwright whose work preceded—and informed—his involvement in government.  

Beginning his career as a stagehand and dramaturge at the Theatre on the Balustrade in 

Prague in 1960, Havel gradually transitioned into the roles of playwright and director.  

His most famous plays are The Garden Party (1963) and The Memorandum (1965), 

written (like most of Havel‘s corpus) in the tradition of Absurdist theatre concerning the 

breakdown of language and identity.  Havel has often cited Samuel Beckett and Eugene 

Ionesco as significant formative influences on his work.  When he spoke publicly against 

the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia following the Prague Spring of 1968, he was 

banned from the theatre and forced to take work instead in a brewery, though he 

continued to write for samizdat (underground) publication.   

In parallel with Havel‘s increasing difficulties with the Czech government was the 

development of the Czech nonconformist rock group ―The Plastic People of the 

Universe.‖ Founded in 1968, about a month after the Soviet invasion, the Plastic People 

had little interest in political statements or resistance; they were, by their own accounts, 

far more interested in making music, being famous, and finding their own free space 

within the Communist society.  But their long hair, English lyrics, and ―vulgar‖ language 

brought them into conflict with a regime bent upon enforcing conformity and 

―normalization.‖  Banned from public performance, they continued to play for a thriving 

underground culture (despite occasional arrests) until 1976, when the members of the 
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band (and some of their followers) were arrested, tried, and sentenced to prison on 

charges of ―organized disturbance of the peace.‖  This chain of events outraged Havel 

and many other Czech artists and intellectuals, and directly inspired their writing a few 

months later, in 1977, of Charter 77. 

This document protested the many failures of the Soviet-controlled Czech 

government to honor human rights affirmed by the Helsinki Final Act of 1975, of which 

Czechoslovakia was a signatory.  The central concern of Charter 77 is how the abuse of 

language mirrors and impacts the abuse of freedom and human rights.  A relatively short 

document (about five pages long), Charter 77 seeks simply to hold the Czech government 

accountable to its word.  The Czech writer Milan Kundera describes Havel‘s position, 

and that of the Chartists generally, in a 1979 essay following Havel‘s trial and sentencing 

for his involvement with Charter 77.  Kundera‘s explanation bears extended quotation: 

Following the example of [Havel‘s] plays from the 1960s, the Charter represents 

neither a revolutionary programme nor any kind of political programme 

whatsoever; it is not a critic of the ―regime‘s foundations‖ and it is not a plan for a 

―better world.‖  The several hundred people who have signed the Charter call only 

for the valid juridical order and humanitarian principles officially proclaimed by 

the authorities.  They do not engage in polemics but they do take words at the 

letter…they conduct themselves as if words really mean what they are supposed 

to mean.  They do not seek to demonstrate that the authorities‘ ideology is a bad 

thing, but their candid regard systematically reveals the gigantic sham for what it 

is. (261)  

 

Charter 77, the most prominent manifestation of Havel‘s dissent known in the West, was 

about violations and distortions of language.  This document was the primary means by 

which Havel became known to Beckett and Stoppard at the time they wrote their 
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dedications to him, and it lies at the root of their solidarity with his political, moral, and 

artistic concerns.   

Havel‘s life intersected professionally as well as personally with Beckett and 

Stoppard.  The connection between Havel and Stoppard has been much explored in recent 

criticism, with special attention to their shared Czech heritage (and indeed shared 

birthplace) as well as Stoppard‘s extensive public activism on Havel‘s behalf, in early 

stages at the time of these plays.  The connection between Beckett and Havel is less well-

known, but no less significant.    Beckett‘s biographer James Knowlson quotes a letter 

from Havel to Beckett after his release from prison, when he was finally allowed to 

correspond with non-family members, which expresses Havel‘s feeling of debt to Beckett 

that long precedes his participation in the Avignon Festival: ―During the dark fifties when 

I was 16 or 18 of age, in a country where there were virtually no cultural or other contacts 

with the outside world, luckily I had the opportunity to read Waiting for Godot… I have 

been immensely influenced by you as a human being, and in a way as a writer too.‖  

Havel continues with special gratitude for Beckett‘s participation in the night of 

solidarity, of which he learned from Olga:  

For a long time afterwards there accompanied me in the prison a great joy and 

emotion and helped to live on amidst all the dirt and baseness… you are not one 

of those people who give themselves away in small change—so that your 

participation in the Avignon event is even more valuable. 

Thank you very much indeed.  You not only helped me in a beautiful way during 

my prison days, but by doing what you did you demonstrated your deep 

understanding for the meaning of affliction…. (598)1 

                                                 
1In a prison letter from Havel to Olga, dated January 23, 1982—coincidentally several months before the 

Avignon Festival—Havel muses on theatre‘s cultural power.  In these meditations he notes that ―after 

Samuel Beckett, we live in a different world than we did before him,‖ acknowledging Beckett‘s influence 

not only on his personal and artistic formation, but on international culture writ large (Letters 276). 
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Havel‘s biographer Carol Rocamora writes in Acts of Courage: Václav Havel’s Life in 

the Theatre that Beckett and Havel continued to correspond throughout the 1980s, though 

they never met (335).  The long-distance connection between the two continued until 

Beckett‘s death, which occurred in December 1989 as events of the Velvet Revolution 

were unfolding.  Beckett, whose works had been banned by the Communist regime, had 

become an emblem for the resistance; in protest of censorship during the 1980s, posters 

had been distributed depicting a gagged Beckett with the caption, ―If Samuel Beckett had 

been born in Czechoslovakia, we‘d still be waiting for Godot.‖  As Beckett was dying 

and Havel was transitioning into the presidency of the newly, free Czechoslovakia, 

posters were being distributed proclaiming, ―Godot is Here.‖   

Beckett and Stoppard‘s artistic works as well as their lives reflect these 

intersections.  I am not, however, offering a chronological examination of their works, 

nor will I attempt to demonstrate the influence of specific works upon others within this 

selection of works studied.  Rather, I will begin by documenting each of these 

playwrights‘ awareness of the others‘ works, and then explore themes and commitments 

that are common to all three.  I will use Havel‘s biography and prose writings to organize 

and focus my examination of thematic similarities that characterize Beckett‘s and 

Stoppard‘s artistic works.  The Havel materials are taken from three major prose sources: 

his 1978 essay ―The power of the powerless,‖ his speech ―Politics and conscience‖ 

(written in 1984 upon being awarded an honorary doctorate from the University of 

Toulouse, and delivered by Stoppard when Czech authorities prevented Havel from 

attending the ceremony), and correspondence between and among Havel, Vera 
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Blackwell, and Kenneth Tynan (1971-72)—papers which came into Stoppard‘s 

possession and which are now in the Stoppard archive of the Harry Ransom Humanities 

Research Center at the University of Texas in Austin. 

Why did both Beckett and Stoppard choose this particular time, political situation, 

and dissident political figure as the focus and catalyst for their new commitments to overt 

political comment and involvement—after a lifetime of apparently avoiding such 

―explicitation,‖ the craze for which exasperates the Director in Beckett‘s Catastrophe?  

One compelling answer to this question has to do with the primacy of language, and its 

distortion in the service of political repression, as a dominant tool of the Soviet regime in 

Czechoslovakia at the time of Havel‘s most prominent dissident writings (and, thus, at 

the time of Beckett and Stoppard‘s dedications to him, marking their ostensible turn 

toward political concerns in their writing).  The regulation of language as an exercise of 

power was certainly not new at this moment in history, but the Soviet-style 

totalitarianism of this regime marked a new use of language in the service of power that 

differed in one significant aspect from previous power structures in Western history: no 

longer was the relationship between power and language acknowledged openly and 

straightforwardly.  Now, Orwellian doublespeak became the norm for official state 

communication.  Kundera, again, explains the linguistic corruption and manipulation that 

characterized the Soviet-dominated Communist regime of Czechoslovakia after 1968: 

Ideology and juridical order in fascist regimes express overtly the thoughts and 

desires of those in power.  Under Russian totalitarianism ideology and juridical 

order have, to the contrary, a mystifying quality.  The vocabulary continues to 

exert a hypnotic influence on Western leftists who, even today, remain ready to 

believe that ―Soviet ideology is fine,‖ but that current practice ―deforms‖ it and, 
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therefore, one need only ―correct‖ the practice.  They do not understand that the 

opposition between what one declares and what one does is not a fault that can be 

corrected but rather it is the foundation of Russian totalitarianism which is built 

on this opposition and could not exist without it….A false vocabulary 

systematically places the debate on false ground and makes it practically 

impossible to analyse the concrete reality. (260-61) 

 

Havel himself outlines the fundamental dishonesty that undergirds life under the Russian 

totalitarianism that the Czech republic experienced.  The following passage explains 

clearly the root of his refusal to participate in the pretense propagated by the system: 

Life in the system is…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 or her ultimate liberation; depriving people of information is called making 

it available; the use 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 worldviews; military occupation becomes fraternal 

assistance.  Because the regime is captive to its own lies, it must falsify 

everything…it pretends to respect human rights.  It pretends to persecute no one.  

It pretends to fear nothing.  It pretends to pretend nothing. (―Power‖ 44-45) 

 

Havel‘s Absurdist plays explored this distortion of language concomitant with the abuse 

of human rights and personal freedoms in his country.  And the explicit ―political‖ act 

that led to Havel‘s imprisonment—the human rights violation that prompted Beckett and 

Stoppard to act through their dedications (and, for Stoppard, with additional political 

engagement)—was Havel‘s prominent role in the writing and distribution of Charter 77.  

Language has always been used in the service of power; but under Soviet-styled 

totalitarianism, falsity, euphemism, and tortured redefinitions were built into the system 



 11 

itself as the primary tool for controlling its citizenry by disorienting them with the illogic 

and inconsistency of official discourse. 

Because of its focus on language and meaning, Havel argued that Charter 77 was 

not, in fact, a political gesture, but instead followed his model for resistance that sidesteps 

politics altogether.  Consistent with the principles drawn from Havel‘s writings, I use the 

term ―political‖ to refer specifically to questions of power in a civic or governmental 

context.  This definition includes the nature of the state‘s use of power, and the nature of 

the relationship between the state and its citizens.  The term ―political‖ raises the question 

of who has power, how subjects gain and wield it, and what they use their power to do.  

The power in Communist Czechoslovakia after the Soviet invasion of 1968 rested in a 

totalitarian system controlled by the Soviet Union.  This regime prohibited the free 

expression of its citizens in all aspects of culture: music, literature, vocational 

opportunities, and education, for example, were all controlled by the Communist Party, 

which distributed privilege and power according to individuals‘ adherence to—and 

perpetuation of—that system.  In the context of lost personal and cultural freedom, Havel 

chose a model of resistance that focused not on revolt that sought to topple or redistribute 

existing power, but on humanist concerns of morality, personal dignity and responsibility, 

truth, and justice.   

 When framed as humanist and linguistic concerns rather than as questions of 

power, political acts and protests suggest their connection with Beckett and Stoppard.  

These playwrights had always been concerned with questions of truth, human dignity, 

and freedom, with the power of language and the poverty of its exhaustion, and with 
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language‘s ability to deflect as well as to communicate truth.  But to comment on those 

matters at this time in history was to comment upon one of the singular aspects of the 

totalitarian regime in Czechoslovakia (and all of the Soviet-dominated Eastern Bloc).  

Thus, seen from one vantage point, Beckett and Stoppard did not become political; rather, 

the expressions and concerns of politics now converged with themes they had long 

explored.  Havel became the appropriate focus for their new, explicit expressions of 

solidarity in their artistic works, because he provided a model for ―being political‖ that 

was only indirectly about power, but which sidestepped the system altogether with a 

more traditionally humanist response to questions of the individual‘s relationship with the 

state.  Havel practiced what he calls ―living in truth‖—a model consistent with the 

practices of Beckett and Stoppard.  Though their artistic responses to Havel differed from 

each other (primarily in style), their politically engaged works at this crucial time share a 

core of thematic, moral, and philosophical concerns with Havel‘s writings and political 

actions. 

The rationale for the inclusion and focus of these particular works is their 

combination of thematic and chronological relevance to this historical moment of Charter 

77 and its ramifications (including Havel‘s resulting imprisonment).2  Two of the works 

in this group bear an explicit dedication to Havel.  Beckett wrote Catastrophe in 1982 for 

                                                 
2Stoppard wrote several more politically-oriented plays that fit the thematic categories discussed here, most 

notably Rock ‘n’ Roll (2007), set in Prague and in Cambridge, during a period bookended by the Prague 

Spring in 1968 and the post-Velvet Revolution Rolling Stones concert in Prague, 1990.  The play deals 

with political and cultural phenomena that are central to recent Czech history and its recovery of 

democracy, as well as Western reaction to it.  I will not be discussing Rock ‘n’ Roll in this paper, however, 

because it is not relevant to my focus on the turn in Stoppard‘s career, in a specific period of time, toward 

explicit political engagement. 
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the Avignon Festival‘s ―A Night for Václav Havel,‖ an evening of short plays sponsored 

by the International Association for the Defense of Artists as an expression of solidarity 

for the imprisoned playwright.   Stoppard wrote his television play Professional Foul 

(1977), also dedicated to Havel, to mark Amnesty International‘s designation of that year 

as ―Prisoner of Conscience Year.‖  Stoppard writes in his introduction that the teleplay 

was the culmination of several years of interest in Havel‘s personality and work, with 

Havel‘s arrest the catalyst for the transition from interest to actual writing.  Two other 

plays examined here are not explicitly connected to Havel: Stoppard‘s Every Good Boy 

Deserves Favor (1977) is dedicated to Victor Fainberg (whom Stoppard had met) and 

Vladimir Bukovsky, Russian dissidents arrested for demonstrating against the Warsaw 

Pact‘s 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia.  And Beckett‘s What Where (1983) has no 

dedication.  Nevertheless, they belong in this grouping for both the thematic and 

chronological reasons mentioned above.  Havel is not the only dissident whose plight 

interested Beckett and Stoppard, but in addition to sharing their vocation, Havel 

represents a way of political resistance and a strong humanist philosophy that matches 

those they already held.  This selection of their works, and of Havel‘s writing, 

collectively illustrate common characteristics that extend beyond individual works and 

individual writers.  

To establish the continuity, I will first argue that Beckett and Stoppard were not 

as politically—or socially—detached as the conventional perspective holds.  Beckett‘s 

participation, especially, in the sphere of political involvement is more complicated than 

most critics acknowledge.  As Alan Friedman has argued, Beckett was not nearly as 
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politically disengaged as he is commonly represented to have been by critics and 

biographers.  Beckett‘s political involvement began in the 1930s with his participation in 

Nancy Cunard‘s Negro anthology (1934), a project designed to advance the cause of 

racial justice (a cause which Cunard believed could be achieved only through 

Communism).  In Beckett in Black and Red, Friedman traces the history of Beckett‘s 

friendship with Cunard and his involvement with Negro, which consisted of translating 

nineteen essays and poems from French into English.  Friedman argues convincingly that 

Beckett‘s contribution to this decidedly political project was motivated by commitment to 

its cause, and not by money (in fact, it is likely that Beckett was not paid for this work) or 

merely as a favor to a friend: ―Beckett appears to have felt a moral and intellectual 

commitment to this great collectivist work, which flaunted its political agenda—

antiracist, democratic, and communist‖ (xxviii).  Friedman details other actions that 

reveal Beckett‘s political commitments and activism, such as his choice to return to 

France during the Second World War rather than remain in neutral Ireland, and to serve 

in the French Resistance; his assistance to the Irish Red Cross in their establishment, after 

the war, of a hospital in Normandy; and even his choice to write in French, which 

Friedman argues was ―a political act, a gesture of solidarity with the people he had fought 

and suffered with during the war‖ (xxv). 

Knowlson also discusses Beckett‘s significant political commitment and 

engagement.  He treats extensively Beckett‘s ―important‖ and ―highly dangerous‖ role in 

the French Resistance, explaining his intelligence work in the ―Gloria SMH‖ cell (282ff).  

He also outlines Beckett‘s public stance against South African apartheid (he repeatedly 



 15 

refused to allow his work to be performed before segregated audiences there), as well as 

financial assistance in the late 1970s for the Polish writer and translator of his works, 

Antoni Libera, who was being harassed by the Communist regime for dissent.  Knowlson 

writes that ―on such matters as the abuse of human rights, censorship, and attacks on 

individuals by a repressive political regime, his instinctive response was to ask what he 

could do to help.  Mostly this involved making contributions (sometimes quite large 

ones) to fund-raising organizations and in giving regular support to Amnesty 

International‖ (564).   Describing Beckett‘s keen interest in Eastern Europe, Knowlson 

says that Beckett ―would do almost anything for those who had managed to get out of 

these countries or who had stayed behind only to be persecuted by the regime for their 

ideas or their writings‖ (565).  In ―A Political Perspective on Catastrophe,‖ Robert 

Sandarg discusses Beckett‘s activism on behalf of Adam Tarn, a Polish political refugee 

whom he helped relocate to Canada, and of Spanish playwright Fernando Arrabal, who 

was arrested for treason against the Franco regime (137).  These examples, all the work 

of an Irish expatriate in France, reveal the broad international sweep of Beckett‘s 

concerns with justice.  The causes are diverse, but they share a common thread of 

asserting human dignity and freedom against totalitarian forces that repressed equality 

and freedom.  They also demonstrate a way of living out political convictions that is firm 

but non-aggressive, and which foreshadows the type of political involvement he would 

later practice when he dedicated an artistic work to Havel—a dissident imprisoned by a 

totalitarian regime which distorted the Communist ideals he had previously supported 

through his involvement with Negro.  His earlier support for the Communist Party was 
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consistent with his later support of a dissident against an oppressive Communist regime; 

Beckett‘s political commitments, though left-wing, adamantly opposed all forms of 

totalitarian oppression and censorship, and the political realities of the Czech Republic 

under Soviet control were abhorrent to him. 

 Although a cursory consideration of Beckett‘s corpus may suggest otherwise, a 

closer examination reveals longstanding concerns with human incarceration and 

confinement, surveillance, the dignity that remains in the face of indignity, of love and 

responsibility, and a longing for meaning and truth in a world in which language and the 

material body are disintegrating.  His oeuvre is full of empathetic portrayals of characters 

who suffer pain, loneliness, humiliation at the hands of others, and—usually—physical 

incarceration or restraint as well.  Yet Beckett accords all of his characters compassion 

and dignity: Didi, Gogo, and Lucky, the eternally optimistic Winnie of Happy Days, 

and—as his characters grow ever more diminished under the burdens of life—Mouth in 

Not I.  As Anna McMullen affirms in Theatre on Trial: Samuel Beckett’s Later Drama, 

Catastrophe as a political play is not an exception to Beckett‘s oeuvre; rather it ―reveals 

the preoccupation with power in its relationship to representation which characterizes 

much of Beckett‘s work‖ (26). 

 Stoppard, on the other hand, is justly open to the charge of careful avoidance of 

―politics‖ in his early work.  Though he was to become politically active as a result of his 

exploration into the situation in Eastern Europe, Stoppard‘s political engagement at the 

time of this shift was nascent.  In Tom Stoppard: The Moral Vision of the Major Plays, 

Paul Delaney writes that ―For the first decade of his theatrical career, Tom Stoppard 
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could expect to spend a substantial part of most interviews defending himself for not 

dealing with political realities in his plays‖ (82).  He cites, with many other critics, 

Stoppard‘s frustration with the constant question, which he expressed in a 1974 interview 

in Theatre Quarterly: ―I‘d like to write a play – say, XYZ – which would pertain to 

anything from a Latin American coup to the British Left, and probably when I‘ve done it 

I‘ll still be asked why I don‘t write political plays‖ (82).  Though his political 

commitments were eventually to become a significant defining characteristic of 

Stoppard‘s work, his apolitical approach prior to this group of plays is well established. 

 Still, Stoppard‘s corpus, like Beckett‘s, demonstrates a continually reiterated 

concern for how to ―live in truth,‖ to use Havel‘s phrase for this apolitical way to be 

political.  Susan Rusinko, in her study Tom Stoppard, describes an oeuvre that—

paralleling Beckett‘s—is consistently concerned with ―human solidarity‖ and in which 

―the matter of human freedom…is deeply ingrained in Stoppard‘s characters‖ (78).  

Anthony Jenkins, in The Theatre of Tom Stoppard, succinctly addresses the tension 

between Stoppard‘s apparent dramatic change and his actual steady consistency: he 

writes that Professional Foul and Every Good Boy Deserves Favor  

will not support a theory of the Sudden Politicization of Tom Stoppard.  The 

―politics‖ of undeniable human truths and inalienable human rights begins with 

Jumpers… What is new about Stoppard from that point on is the simplicity with 

which he formulates those ideas dramatically… what is also new, and why 

Stoppard appears to become more political, is that each of the plays makes a 

direct, unambiguous statement.  (142)   

 

Delaney also develops a view of continuity of Stoppard‘s works similar to that which I 

have argued for Beckett, insisting that ―in his ‗political‘ plays Stoppard is applying those 



 18 

moral and philosophical precepts which he had affirmed, albeit at a more abstract level, 

in the earlier plays,‖ and that his ―heightened involvement in political issues is 

inseparable from his earlier moral perceptions‖ (84-85).  His later ―political‖ plays, then, 

take their place in the continuous trajectory of the authors‘ artistic development.  They 

share certain characteristics with each other, with the previous works of their respective 

authors, and with the artistic works and philosophical expressions of Václav Havel.  

These similarities form the framework for my approach to the plays and my readings of 

them.    

Havel‘s themes are truth and language, and their relationship with human dignity 

and human freedom.   Havel provides a model for political resistance that is not overtly 

political; a form which concerns itself not with binary models of power (those who have 

it and those who do not), nor questions concerning its redistribution, but which sidesteps 

these questions to focus on something deeper: how one ought to live, morally, within any 

system, wherever it is, whatever it looks like.  And in Havel‘s particular historical 

circumstances, as he formulates most cogently in ―The power of the powerless,‖ 

questions of power can never be resolved by fighting a totalitarian system directly.  The 

way out is, rather, through personal responsibility and respect, through stepping outside 

the false construction of the system and ―living in truth.‖ Yet in performing what is an 

―apolitical‖ act—that is, an act that avoids questions of power and control and ignores the 

system entirely—one‘s actions become ―political‖ because the totalitarian system, by 

definition, demands total conformity and participation.  Ignoring the system and refusing 

to participate in it is rightly perceived, by the system, as an attack upon it; and it is 
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precisely in the refusal to participate in the game that the resistance asserts its moral 

authority and force.  As Havel explains,  

If the [system‘s] suppression of the aims of life…is based on the multifaceted 

manipulation of all expressions of life then, by the same token, every free 

expression of life indirectly threatens the post-totalitarian system politically, 

including forms of expression to which, in other social systems, no one would 

attribute any potential political significance, not to mention explosive power. 

(―Power‖ 60) 

 

When applied to Beckett and Stoppard, this definition indicates that the works under 

examination are not evidence that their writers suddenly ―became political‖—rather, 

politics suddenly became about language and its distortion, and about refusing to play the 

power games and to agitate overtly, concerns that had always interested Beckett and 

Stoppard.  Put another way, politics came to them.   

This selection of Beckett‘s works is well-suited to a reading through Havel‘s 

meditations on how to live freely in a system that denies freedom.  Havel‘s 1978 essay 

―The power of the powerless‖ presents a philosophy of ―political‖ engagement that 

redefines the terms, shifting from concerns of power and its distribution to an exploration 

of how to find the fullest expression of freedom and dignity regardless of one‘s political 

system.  Havel‘s position, in what he calls the ―post-totalitarian‖3 system of the Soviet-

dominated Communist regime in Czechoslovakia after 1968, is that struggles for power 

always remain bound to the system in which they occur and perpetuate it in some way.  

Havel thus repudiates all quests for power, even through the setting up of an alternative 

―political programme,‖ because change cannot succeed when working with (or against) 

                                                 
3Havel explains that his use of the prefix ―post-‖ does not mean the Soviet-controlled system is no longer 

totalitarian.  Rather, he applies the term to the uniquely Soviet expression of totalitarianism, to distinguish 

it from the traditional understanding (and previous historical instances) of the original term (―Power‖ 40). 
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any system so constituted; according to Havel, the only possible result of that sort of 

resistance is the perpetuation of power conflict and domination.  Havel‘s argument can be 

summarized thus: the machinery of power demands efficiency and conformity to keep 

itself going; every ―transgression is a genuine denial of the system‖ (―Power‖ 44).  The 

citizens of a post-totalitarian system are thus forced into predetermined roles and 

structures to guarantee the necessary conformity, resulting in a kind of ―automatism,‖ but 

such pre-determination denies authenticity (―Power‖ 43-44).  Thus, life in such a system 

is permeated by lies even when nobody is speaking; and the only way to circumvent this 

system is—as Havel terms it—to ―live in truth.‖ Anything short of living in truth, of 

maintaining one‘s authentic belief, is to become complicit in perpetuating the system. 

Beckett‘s spare minimalism, with his recurring motifs of both repetition and 

diminution, naturally lends his work to the expression of these principles.  Catastrophe 

uses a similar model to Havel‘s in its presentation of power structures that depend on 

complicity and conformity; indeed, until the very end, Catastrophe can be read as a study 

of A‘s complicity in D‘s domination of P, in spite of—or, perhaps, because of—the 

ambiguity of her relationship with D and his aims.  The Director‘s power in this setting is 

total.  His imperious presence fills the empty theatre of the set, and he requires immediate 

fulfillment of his demands from A (the Assistant) and Luke.  Exhibiting active distaste 

for D, the Assistant resists his power in small ways: she wipes D‘s seat before she sits in 

it; she exhibits some awareness of P‘s discomfort (by pointing out his shivering, for 

example).  She distances herself from D‘s commands by the repeated phrase ―I make a 

note‖—a rhetorical move that emphasizes that she is following instructions, and that 
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serves as a mediating gesture between her reception and her execution of them.  Yet this 

distancing is complicated by the fact that she, and not D, enacts his commands.  In fact, 

the play‘s opening exchange reveals that A is responsible for the details of the 

Protagonist‘s situation at curtain‘s rise: 

[D and A contemplate P.  Long pause.] 

 

A: [finally] Like the look of him? 

D: So so. [Pause.] Why the plinth? 

A: To let the stalls see the feet. 

[Pause.] 

D: Why the hat? 

A: To help hide the face. 

[Pause.] 

D: Why the gown? 

A: To have him all black. 

D: What has he on underneath? [A moves towards P.]  Say it. 

[A halts.] 

A: His night attire. 

 

The exchange illuminates the power dynamic between D and A.  While P‘s situation 

undoubtedly rests in D‘s power, D‘s questions display his ignorance of the finer points of 

P‘s humiliating position; and A can answer these questions precisely because she has 

overseen, and most likely implemented, the process.  D‘s early insistence—twice—that A 

―say it‖ when she hesitates to answer his questions may be a move to reestablish his own 

power in the arena that he had temporarily ceded to her, to act as his proxy.  And as the 

play progresses, A tries to exceed D‘s specific instructions by suggesting additional and 

deeper humiliations for P.   

A‘s role here illustrates Havel‘s assertion that those who gain power within this 

kind of system cannot, ultimately, use it for anything other than to maintain their place 
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within, and perpetuate, that system.  When they attempt to exert their power for the sake 

of anything outside the system‘s goals, much less for active opposition to it, the system 

will crush and replace them.   ―When the individual finally gains a place [of power within 

the system] and tries to make his or her will felt within it, that automatism, with its 

enormous inertia, will triumph sooner or later, and either the individual will be ejected by 

the power structure like a foreign organism, or he or she will be compelled to resign his 

or her individuality gradually…‖ (―Power‖ 49).  Thus A is a victim of D, but she is also a 

collaborator with him and a perpetrator against P; by cooperating with D‘s tyranny, she 

ends up filling all these roles.  She is privileged, as she exercises power over P (and to a 

lesser extent, over Luke), but her privilege depends totally on how well she propagates 

and perpetuates D‘s power.  All speech which indicates original thought on A‘s part, and 

not merely assent or repetition of D‘s instructions, is spoken ―timidly‖—even when she is 

suggesting details for P‘s humiliation that are totally in keeping with D‘s goals.  She is 

not truly free to exercise her limited power, especially when it contradicts in even the 

slightest degree D‘s desires.   

P‘s resistance, on the other hand, is powerful because he does not fight directly, 

nor does he submit.  Instead, he steps out of the cycle altogether.  He does not—indeed, 

cannot, it seems—speak directly to protest his humiliation and exposure; nor does he 

fight against or physically resist A‘s manipulations of his body.  But at the end, at the 

crucial moment when D thinks that his designs are completed and his control of the 

situation is ―in the bag,‖ P challenges those expectations when he ―raises his head, fixes 

the audience,‖ and maintains that direct gaze until the stage has faded to darkness.  In 



 23 

Havel‘s view, even the smallest step away from the expected demands of a post-

totalitarian system exposes that system as a game, shatters its world of appearances, and 

thus begins to break its hold (―Power‖ 56).  In keeping with this philosophy, P‘s action 

not only breaks the convention of the fourth wall, but more significantly, challenges the 

illusion of reality and of total control that D has sought to create.  P‘s defiant gaze is not a 

direct resistance against D, but is nevertheless a refusal to participate in D‘s pretense; as 

such, it is an act of ―living in truth,‖ and it preserves the essential dignity of a man who is 

tyrannized and exposed, shivering and alone.  McMullen sees in this moment an 

affirmation of ―the need to ‗go on,‘ to bear witness to the traces of being which survive 

the repressive forces which humanity is ‗heir to,‘ underlying all of Beckett‘s work,‖ 

which ―seeks to keep faith with certain fundamental values invested in the humanist 

project‖ (33).  As he usually does, Beckett by his tone here honors and protects his 

vulnerable protagonist (even while he is responsible, as the playwright, for portraying his 

humiliation). 

What Where also offers a striking dramatic depiction of these principles.  Each 

character in What Where is caught up in the system‘s machinery of power, mirroring A‘s 

multiple roles as collaborator, perpetrator, and victim (only here they are played in rapid 

succession rather than simultaneously).  The disintegration of language—presented 

primarily through repeated exchanges of badgering questions and one-word answers, 

with few variations—reflects the disintegration of trust that characterizes any system 

which demands total control and submission.  Every exchange between V (the Voice of 

Bam) and any other character is permeated with suspicion and climaxes in the 
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pronouncement, ―It‘s a lie.‖  The audience never knows whether the characters speak 

truthfully or not, but it is clear that V‘s obsession with total power constrains not only his 

human relations, but also his capacity for desiring them.  Throughout his narrative he 

repeats the phrase ―I am alone,‖ which is always followed by the single-word line, 

―Good.‖ His entrenchment in the machinery of power drives him inevitably toward the 

only guarantee of total power: total isolation (removing, as it does, the possibility of 

resistance).  Yet, ironically, such isolation also deprives him of victims over whom to 

exert power.  

V begins each exchange with a newly summoned torturer with the question ―Are 

you free?‖  The double meaning here, of course, calls attention to the lack of freedom 

within a totalitarian system, even for those—like A of Catastrophe, and certain 

bureaucrats of Havel‘s Communist regime—who enjoy an illusory measure of freedom 

through the power that comes with complicity or with a higher position in the ranks.  This 

play illustrates Havel‘s stark assertion that anyone who participates in the totalitarian 

system (or, here, a system built on the foundation of power struggle) is ―enslaved,‖ and 

that ―differing positions in the hierarchy merely establish differing degrees of 

involvement‖ (―Power‖ 52).  V‘s own freedom is called into question through his 

association with mechanical imagery in his recurring lines, ―I switch on‖ and ―I switch 

off.‖ Though his power over the other characters is complete, his autonomy is 

questionable, and is bound in some way by either the structures of the system itself or his 

own insatiable thirst for power.  As for the other characters, their identities are irreparably 

damaged by the system that demands conformity from them.  Bam, Bem, Bim, and Bom 
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speak (almost) the same words, and they essentially share a single name.  The repetition 

of the dialogue and the narrative structure highlights a horrifying erasure of distinctions 

between individuals.     

Another significant principle defining Havel‘s writings is the immense value he 

places on language and its service to truth—a sphere in which Stoppard‘s work, with its 

emphasis on self-conscious language and effusive witty wordplay, has significant 

relevance (and obvious stylistic affinities with Havel‘s plays).  Havel, though he writes 

Absurdist plays, does not proclaim the exhaustion of language, nor does he adopt a 

deconstructionist approach to it.  Rather, his body of work as a whole highlights (and 

resists) the corruption and degradation of language that result from its abuse and 

distortion, particularly in the regime under which he lived at the time.  In 

Czechoslovakia: The Velvet Revolution and Beyond, Robin Shepherd offers an 

explanation for Soviet Communist abuses of language like those cited earlier in 

Kundera‘s description: because it is based primarily on an ideology, the regime must 

obsessively control language, metaphors, and arguments—and the people who create and 

use them—for these elements of language and thought are precisely its areas of 

vulnerability.  Shepherd offers the analogy of a ―military junta ruling by naked force‖ 

that zealously controls the weapons and physical capabilities for confrontation which are 

the greatest threats to its foundation (42).   

Havel develops this idea in ―The Power of the Powerless‖ with a thought 

experiment about a hypothetical Czech greengrocer who unthinkingly hangs in his shop 

window a sign sent to him from Headquarters that proclaims ―Workers of the world, 
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unite!‖  Havel begins his discussion with the question of what message the sign really 

communicates: not the slogan it bears, Havel suggests, but rather the greengrocer‘s desire 

to avoid the trouble that would be caused by not putting it up—and, more significantly, 

an implicit declaration of loyalty to the system.  Havel explores the forces within the 

totalitarian system that ensure its perpetuation through many such simple, but powerful, 

means.  He concludes with one of his primary recurring themes: that participation in this 

system—however passive, insincere, or unintentional—is complicity in falseness and 

hypocrisy.  Thus Havel‘s plea to ―live in truth‖ is not only a metaphor for authenticity 

and personal freedom, but an admonition to the politically powerless to re-appropriate the 

moral force of truth; in so doing they can destabilize the power of this kind of system, 

which—as Shepherd points out—depends on its ability to control the meaning and value 

of words. 

The Soviet psychiatric hospital of Every Good Boy Does Fine mimics the 

totalitarian society of Havel‘s greengrocer: in both, authorities who determine what 

thoughts and beliefs may be publicly expressed have the power to punish transgressive 

ideas and language.  For these authorities, language is simply the means of establishing 

power, and they are little concerned with the content or truth value of words.   

Alexander‘s conversations with the Doctor are as absurd and illogical as those he 

shares with Ivanov.  Their first encounter establishes the circular logic and re-definition 

of terms: 

DOCTOR: The idea that all the people locked up in mental hospitals are sane…is 

merely a literary conceit…Taken as a whole, the sane are out there and the 
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sick are in here.  For example, you are here because you have delusions, that 

sane people are put in mental hospitals.  

ALEXANDER: But I am in a mental hospital. 

DOCTOR: That‘s what I said.  If you‘re not prepared to discuss your case 

rationally, we‘re going to go round in circles.  Did you say you didn’t play a 

musical instrument, by the way?  

ALEXANDER: No.  Could I be put in a cell of my own? 

DOCTOR: Look, let‘s get this clear.  This is what is called an Ordinary Psychiatric 

Hospital, that is to say a civil mental hospital coming under the Ministry of 

Health, and we have wards.  Cells is what they have in prisons, and also, 

possibly, in what are called Special Psychiatric Hospitals, which come under 

the Ministry of Internal Affairs and are for prisoners who represent a special 

danger to society. (27) 

 

In a later scene, Alexander protests to the Doctor, ―I have no symptoms, I have opinions,‖ 

to which the Doctor responds: ―Your opinions are your symptoms‖ (30).  These surreal 

exchanges, which reflect the grave reality that many dissidents suffered in Soviet 

psychiatric hospitals, call attention to yet another distortion and abuse of language: the 

labeling of dissident ideas as symptoms of mental health disorder, and the styling of 

incarceration and abuse as compassionate acts of ―treatment.‖  Stoppard emphasizes the 

nature of this abusive ―treatment‖ through the announcement that Colonel Rozinsky, 

though a ―doctor,‖ is not a trained psychiatrist but a Doctor of Philology who specializes 

in Semantics.   

Ivanov, the delusional patient who shares Alexander‘s ward, expresses the 

negative transforming power of the language that has been used against him.  In small 

ways, he adopts the methodology of his oppressors (echoing the dual role of 

victim/perpetrator in Catastrophe and What Where).  He justifies his abusive treatment of 

his imaginary orchestra with the rationale that ―It‘s the only kind of language they‘ll 

understand‖ (21).  To discover what instrument Alexander plays, Ivanov conducts an 
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―interrogation‖ of him in which he hypothetically inflicts violence: he asks which body 

part Alexander would instinctively protect if Ivanov were to begin beating him, hoping 

thereby to discover a clue to the ―truth‖ he believes Alexander is withholding (17-18).  

Ivanov‘s mimicries of torture reveal how infected his thought and speech have become 

through his immersion in a corrupt system. 

Central to this play, of course, is Alexander‘s own decision to stand against the 

lies of the system and to live in truth.  His conscience-driven decision exacts a great cost 

when he must refuse his son‘s desperate plea: ―Papa, don‘t be rigid! / Be brave and tell 

them lies!‖ (35). The play ends on an ambiguous note: the brutal system of wrongful 

psychiatric hospitalization continues after Alexander‘s release, and he attains his freedom 

through the arbitrary (and hastily perfunctory) decision of the Colonel who fails to 

acknowledge or commit to truth and justice.  Yet the truth is spoken, even if it is 

misunderstood, and it is finally stronger—because it is real—than the lies of a system that 

propagates madness in the (false) name of curing it.   

Like Havel, Stoppard is most concerned with humanist values in the midst of 

―politics‖—even beyond the moving and sympathetic portrayals of these characters.  

Every Good Boy Deserves Favor prominently features the classical disciplines of music 

and geometry that create a context for meditation on the humanist pursuits of beauty and 

truth, proportion and harmony—values transcending time and the material. 

Professional Foul develops in even greater detail the idea of language‘s role in 

morality and politics.  In the scenes depicting the conference talks, Stoppard offers a 

glimpse into the nature of Anderson‘s ethical shift, and its relation to language as well as 
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deed.  The conference scenes wittily skewer the academic establishment for its tendencies 

to obscure deliberately and endlessly qualify the obvious.  Yet at this conference, the 

detached ―professional‖ approach of the academics toward language, truth, and 

morality—playing with them as if they were only words—parallels more dangerous 

linguistic manipulations by the totalitarian regime that is hosting this conference.  Despite 

obvious differences, both groups value sophistication (even when it approaches 

―convolution‖) and power more than clarity and truth.  The ―power‖ of the academics, to 

be sure, takes relatively harmless forms of expression in the proud vaunting of credentials 

and publications—the opportunity to ―show off a bit,‖ as Anderson says when 

accidentally called upon to ask a question he doesn‘t have—but the similarities are 

nevertheless important, and become even more obvious when both groups are measured 

against the hard realities (and firm convictions) of Hollar and his family.  

The first meeting of the colloquium features Stone‘s highly abstract postulations 

on ambiguity and its incompatibility with logical language.  His droning speech, full of 

repetition, jargon, and dramatic rhetorical strategies, culminates in the conclusion that 

―the idea of a logical language which can only be unambiguous, breaks down‖ (63).  

Thus his argument, which he has expended great energy to espouse and defend, is 

revealed to be (in simplified form) that ambiguity creates limitations for language, 

making certainty in communication impossible.   

Stone‘s ponderous, and interminably precise and qualified, argument for 

ambiguity is satirized here.  But so is Anderson‘s brisk and flippant response, one that 

reveals an unthinking dismissal of the importance of language and the moral 
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responsibility to use it appropriately.  Both men fail to apply their abstract musings to 

reality, and their opportunities to blather at the conference contrast with the total lack of 

freedom (linguistic, academic) afforded to the former doctoral student Hollar—for whom 

questions of moral responsibility as well as language are urgent and real.     

Anderson seeks refuge in a sophistication that is actually a disguise for cowardice, 

as his conversations with Hollar make clear.  His own ethical ―catastrophe‖ occurs when 

he is trapped in the Hollars‘ apartment while the authorities search it; his very gradual 

shift from selfish focus on his personal inconvenience to an awareness of gross systemic 

injustices results from his hearing officials use language to confuse, disorient, mislead, 

and manipulate.  He realizes that the undercover police are using conversational tricks to 

trap him into incriminating Hollar; they succeed in rattling him about his own dishonesty 

and careless use of words. 

ANDERSON: I am quite sure you know that Hollar visited me at my hotel last 

night.  It was a social call, which I was returning when I walked into this…I 

only came to say hello, and meet Pavel‘s wife, on my way to football— 

MAN 6: (With surprise) So you came to Czechoslovakia to go to the football 

match, Professor? (71) 

 

Here the policeman uncovers the secret that Anderson had attempted to keep from 

McKendrick, as he considers it ―slightly naughty‖ to accept an invitation by the Czech 

government to a conference for the purpose of watching the football match instead.  (He 

is still, however, willing to commit this infraction, as it benefits him—at this point, he 

remains unwilling to break the code of ―manners‖ for the more noble cause of helping 

Hollar.)  The policeman‘s catching him out ―rattles‖ Anderson, who is less guarded in the 

next exchange: 
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MAN 6: Why should I know Hollar visited you at the hotel? 

ANDERSON: He told me he was often followed. 

MAN 6: Well, when a man is known to be engaged in meeting foreigners to buy 

currency— 

ANDERSON: I don‘t believe any of that—he was being harassed because of his 

letter to Husak— 

MAN 6: A letter to President Husak?  What sort of letter? 

ANDERSON: (Flustered) Your people knew about it— 

MAN 6: It is not a crime to write to the President— 

ANDERSON: No doubt that depends on what is written. 

MAN 6: You mean he wrote some kind of slander? 

ANDERSON: (Heatedly) I insist on leaving now. (71) 

 

Anderson begins to realize that every word he says is being distorted to harm Hollar; the 

lies are made concrete when another policeman enters the room with a bundle of illegal 

American dollars, which he falsely claims to have found under Hollar‘s floorboards.  

Anderson now discovers the true force of the words he had so casually tossed out earlier 

at the conference: ―The important truths are simple and monolithic.  The essentials of a 

given situation speak for themselves, and language is as capable of obscuring the truth as 

of revealing it‖ (63).    

The climactic revelation of the play is Anderson‘s decision to help Hollar by 

smuggling his thesis out of the country—a choice not discovered until the final scene—

but the force of Anderson‘s linguistic ―conversion‖ is displayed earlier, in the second 

conference talk.  Anderson‘s rhetoric, even apart from the paper he reads (presumably 

Hollar‘s thesis itself), is entirely different from anything he‘s said before.  His language is 

no longer flippant, self-focused, or evasive; it is, instead, clear, concise, and sharp.  He is 

interrupted by the Chairman: 

CHAIRMAN: Pardon me—Professor—this is not your paper. 

ANDERSON: In what sense?  I am indisputably giving it. 
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CHAIRMAN: But it is not the paper you were invited to give. 

ANDERSON: I wasn‘t invited to give a particular paper. 

CHAIRMAN: You offered one. 

ANDERSON: That‘s true. 

CHAIRMAN: But this is not it. 

ANDERSON: No.  I changed my mind. (87) 

 

Like the Chartists, Anderson does not fight, but simply insists upon adherence to the 

plain meaning of the words.  Through this action—his own small expression of ―living in 

truth‖—he exposes the ―official‖ words of the Chairman to be false and euphemistic, a 

linguistic means of control in the name of ―good manners.‖  Anderson, now, has learned 

to privilege the simplicity and clarity of Hollar‘s position as morally preferable to a 

sophistication and qualification that excuse and shield complicity (however passive) with 

an unjust system. 

Throughout Havel‘s work his conviction is clear that political tyranny is 

ultimately less powerful than, and therefore must eventually yield to, the moral force of 

humanist values such as dignity, truth, and personal responsibility.  Havel places his hope 

for defeat of the totalitarian system in the moral authority of those who choose these 

values, and who thereby pursue personal and cultural transformation instead of violence 

or power.  In his notes to Kenneth Tynan about his play ―Conspirators‖ (which Tynan 

was attempting to have translated into English at the time), Havel offers an explanation of 

the play that captures his essential philosophy:  

A cursory view of the text might lead to the impression that this is a political play: 

the action takes place in a more-or-less political milieu, and its dialogue is about 

politics.  Yet it is not a political play, nor is it supposed to be, at least not in the 

conventional sense.  I am not trying here either to condemn or defend this or that 

political doctrine, method, or concept.  What I am concerned with is the general 
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problem of human behavior in contemporary society…one might rather say that 

its theme is truth.   

 

Havel celebrates, for example, the significant role that The Plastic People played—

without the explicit intention of doing so—in the Czech quest for freedom that 

culminated in the peaceful Velvet Revolution of 1989.  Other factors contributed to that 

process, of course (the economic situation of the Soviet Union, for example, and 

Gorbachev‘s introduction of glasnost); but cultural movements were as essential as 

political or economic ones to the success of Czechoslovakia‘s peaceful transition from 

Soviet domination and into freedom.  ―The question of whether one or several political 

parties are in power, and how these parties define and label themselves, is of far less 

importance than the question of whether or not it is possible to live like a human being,‖ 

Havel maintains.  ―A better system will not automatically ensure a better life.  In fact the 

opposite is true: only by creating a better life can a better system be developed‖ (―Power‖ 

70-71).   

Czech theatre scholar Marta Ljubkova has observed that Havel‘s plays lost 

popularity for a time immediately following the Velvet Revolution.  Czech citizens 

interpreted them primarily as efforts to unmask and resist the Communist regime—

despite Havel‘s commitment to avoiding such direct political resistance—and they 

wanted to leave behind that period of repression and struggle while they forged a new 

path as a free nation.  But now, she notes, new generations of audiences (especially 
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students) are finding resonance and relevance in his dramatic works.4  The steady 

increase in contemporary productions of Havel‘s plays suggests that their concerns 

transcend the immediate circumstances in which they were written, and can address other 

social structures that similarly demand conformity or abuse language as a tool of 

repression. Beckett and Stoppard, writing across linguistic and national boundaries in 

their artistic engagement with Havel, affirm the transcendent possibilities of his 

philosophy with their own works dedicated to him and embodying his model of 

―apolitical‖ resistance to injustice.  Appropriately for writers concerned with individual 

freedom and authenticity, Beckett and Stoppard maintained their unique voices and 

distinctive styles while expressing their shared moral vision with Havel—and thus 

produced works of lasting artistic value (and not merely contemporary topical relevance).  

Their works, like Havel‘s, continue to affirm the possibility of ―living in truth‖ in the face 

of injustice, regardless of one‘s specific political or social circumstances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4Ljubkova, Marta.  ―Václav Havel, Yesterday and Today.‖  University of Texas, Austin.  29 Mar. 2011.  

Lecture. 
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