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Should our readings of dissident literature change now that Communism is a receding memory?  Can they change? What aspects of dissent become clearer when we disentangle it from the political readings of the Cold War, readings that interpreted most dissident activity (including writing) in terms of resistance, protest, and the moral superiority of its authors? In this paper, I will examine how understandings of Czech dissident literature have evolved now that this writing has been freed from the dominating political readings of protest and resistance. In particular, I will look at the abundant first-person writings of dissent (diaries, letters, essays, personalized reports of human-rights violations) and suggest that these are best understood as providing a “thick self-description” of dissident communities – a form of description that, in the Geertzian sense, clarifies the local meaning of political protests, rather than explaining them in strategic or functional terms as efforts “to bring down the regime.” I will focus on reports of human-rights violations in the samizdat publication Informace o Chartě 77 (Information on Charter 77, commonly known as INFOCH). INFOCH has generally been treated simply as a repository of objective information about regime abuses, but when read with a greater sensitivity to the form, tone, and point-of-view of its reports, it reveals itself as a diverse forum where individual voices could explore a variety of responses, often quite personal, to police and legal repression. In the pages of INFOCH, dissidents collaborated in developing their own take on a particular genre, the report on human-rights abuses; in the process, they mapped out a wide range of personal experiences under Communism, experiences that cannot easily be subsumed under the rubrics of protest, resistance, and moral condemnation.



