


Introduction: First-Person Singular

The pieces in this book were written between

1992 and 1996. As I reread them, I noticed that,

to my surprise, I constantly use the pronouns
‘we” and ‘us’. When I am speaking in my everyday life I
rarely do so — quite the contrary. I can see that they come
to me naturally in the context of this book, but they trouble
me nonetheless. '

Why do they come naturally? Am I representing some-
one — a group, a party, a state? No, I am not. Am I
appointed by someone? Not that I know of. Am I aware
that other people think like me, and subconsciously
identifying with them, even though I don’t know them?
No. So where do these pronouns come from, and whom
do they represent? Clearly, in the context of this book, “we’
and ‘us’ mean the people of ex-communist countries, and
as I am one of them I believe that I can justify using the
first-person plural to describe our common experience.
Yet, at the same time, | am annoyed by this first-person
plural; I feel uneasy using it, as if I had something personal

against it.
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the borders 9f 'b'oth language and genres, pushing them
away from editorials and first-person plural and towards the
first-person singular. The consequences of using the first-
person singular were often unpleasant. You stuck out; you
risked being labelled an ‘anarchic element’ (not even a
person), perhaps even a dissident. For that you would be
sacked, so you used it sparingly, and at your own risk. This
was called self-censorship.

That hideous first-person plural troubles me for another
reason, too. I saw at first hand how dangerous it can be,
how easily it can become infected by the deadly diseases of
nationalism and war. The war in the Balkans is the product
of that ‘us’, of that huge, 20 million-bodied mass swinging
back and forth in waves, then following their leaders into
mass hysteria. Individuals who were against that war, who
saw it coming, where could they turn? To what organisa-
ton or institution? There was no organised political
alternative. The individual citizen had no chance to voice
his protest or his opinion, not even his fear. He could only
leave the country — and so people did. Those who used T
instead of ‘we’ in their language had to escape. It was this
fatal difference in grammar that divided them from the rest
of their compatriots. As a consequence of this ‘us’, no civic
society developed. The little there was, in the form of
small, isolated and marginalised groups, was soon swal-
lowed up by the national homogenisation that did not
~ permit any differences, any individualism. As under com-
munism, individualism was punished — individuals speaking

out against the war, or against nationalism, were singled out
as ‘traitors . ' ' '

" How does a person who is a product of a totalitarian
‘society learn responsibility, individuality, initiative? By
saying ‘no’. But this begins with saying ‘T, thinking ‘T’ and
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~ danger that the citizen v ill withdraw into an anonymous,

safe ‘us’. But now attitudes differ from country to country.
With the collapse of communism, the individual countries
started to emancipate themselves from their collective status

~ and to distinguish themselves from their neighbours.

So in Eastern European countries, the difference
between ‘we’ and ‘I’ is to me far more important than mere
grammar. ‘We’ means fear, resignation, submissiveness, a
warm crowd and somebody else deciding your destiny. ‘T’

- means giving individuality and democracy a chance.

Individualism is flourishing in one respect in Eastern
Europe. It is_ visible only in the ruthless accumulation of

capital. Perhaps a chance to make money, a chance those

people never had before. is indeed a condition to develop-
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merely by taking a walk on any boulevard in any capital, be
it Tirana or Budapest, Prague or Warsaw. Somewhere there
will be a hotel, a cinema, a bar, a restaurant, a café or a
simple hole in the wall, named, for our desire, Europa.



