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Acceptance Speech by Zygmunt Bauman

In the April 1992 issue of the Yale Review, Richard Rorty recalled Hegel's melan­
choly confession that philosophy is, at utmost, its time held in thought. We may 
add: this is at any rate what philosophy tried hard to do - to hold time, to contain 
its restless and capricious jolts in a riverbed carved in rock with the sharp chisel of 
logic firmly held in the hut of reason. 'With Hegel', Rorty suggested, 'the intellec­
tuals began to switch over from fantasies of contacting eternity to fantasy of con­
structing a better future'. We may add: they hoped first to learn where the riverbed 
led the time it held and they called it the 'discovery of the laws of history'. Disap­
pointed and impatient with the slowness of the current and the twists and turns of 
the river, they resolved later to take the decision into their own hands: to straighten 
the course of the river to encase the riverbanks in concrete to prevent spilling, to se­
lect the estuary and lay out the trajectory which the river of time should follow. They 
called it 'designing and building a perfect society'. Even when pretending humility, 
philosophers could hardly hide their self-confidence. From Plato to Marx, Rorty sug­
gests, they believed that 'there just must be large theoretical ways of finding out how 
to end in justice, as opposed to small experimental ways'.

We believe this no longer and few of us would be prepared to swear that they 
still do, though many seek desperately for ways to cover up the humiliating discov­
ery that we, the intellectuals, may after all be no better at holding our time in 
thought than our fellow citizens... The discovery that time stubbornly refuses to stay 
obediently in the riverbed carved by reason, that it would surely tear to pieces any 
thought container in which it was supposed to be held, that no map has been chart­
ed nor is likely to be charted showing its direction, and that there is no lake called 
'perfect society' at the far end of its flow — if, that is, there is an end to that flow.

Rorty, for once, rejoices in that loss of the intellectuals' self-assurance and wel­
comes the new modesty that is bound to follow. He would wish the intellectuals to 
admit - to others and to themselves - that there is 'nothing in particular that we 
know that everybody else doesn't know'. He wants them 'to rid themselves of the 
idea that they know, or ought to know, something about deep, underlying, forces - 
forces that determine the fates of human communities'. And he wants them to re­
call Kenneth Burke's remark that 'the future is really disclosed by finding out what 
people can sing about' - but to remember also Václav Havel's sober salutary warn­
ing, that in any given year one will probably not be able to guess which songs will 
be on people's lips in the year to come.

Yes, recall and remember the words of Václav Havel. We all think of Václav 
Havel as epitomising the great watershed in Europe's political history. Rorty implies 
that there is yet more to Václav Havel: his work, and the worldview that enlightened 
it, may well be thought of as the paradigm for the 'collective imaginary' of intellec­
tuals on which a new sense of philosophy's mission in our post-confidence era may 
slowly (yes, slowly, there are no short-cuts here) be built. The foundation stone of 
that mission, as the records of Havel's work would suggest, is hope; and hope, as
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Havel insists, is not prognostication. Hope is anything but certainty. Hope, I would 
say, does not bind the future, but it makes the future possible and prevents pre­
empting yet more future from coming. It gives future a chance that may or may not 
be taken. Speaking of the Prague Spring and its aftermath, Havel said: Who would 
have believed - at a time when the Novotný regime was eroding away because the 
entire nation was behaving like Svejks - that half a year later that same society 
would display a genuine civic-mindedness... and would stand with such courage 
and intelligence to a foreign power! And who would have suspected that after 
scarcely a year had gone by, the same society would, as swiftly as the wind blows, 
lapse back into a state of demoralisation far deeper than the original one! After all 
these experiences, one must be very careful about coming to any conclusions about 
the way we are, or what can be expected from us.

Speaking of 'us', Rorty comments, Havel meant Czechs and Slovaks — but 
what he said works as well if we take it to mean 'us human beings'. And how right 
he is. No one can say with any degree of certainty what we are capable of doing and 
how swiftly (and unexpectedly — for others and for ourselves) we can span the dis­
tance between saintliness and iniquity, heroism and cowardice, the heights of soli­
darity and the trough of selfishness. But we may hope.

Hope is one thing of which we can be sure that it needs to be stubbornly pur­
sued, as it is one human stance that has no valid and worthy alternative. Hoping 
may - just may - help us to steer clear of iniquity, cowardice, and egotistic self-en­
closure; and it will give the strength we need to resist the siren songs of absolute 
truth, the whole truth, the only and invincible truth... My friend Steven Lukes told 
me of a seminar to which Václav Havel, in late 1970s, invited him and some others 
to Prague. Havel had just enough time to open the seminar before plain-clothed po­
lice entered and took him back to prison. Who would believe then, Lukes wondered, 
in a vision of a Prague not much more than ten years away, in which police would 
no longer be interested in what people gathered around tables to talk about? Well, 
I suppose that without that seminar, and quite a few other similar traces left on the 
world by Havels stubborn hope, it would be yet more difficult to embrace such a be­
lief and for such a vision to become flesh.

As another great Czech, Franz Kafka, memorably put it — as a warning, en­
couragement, and premonition of Havel's oeuvre: If you find nothing in the corri­
dors open the doors, if you find nothing behind these doors there are more floors, 
and if you find nothing up there, don't worry, just leap up another flight of stairs. 
As long as you don't stop climbing, the stairs won't end, under your climbing feet 
they will go on growing upwards.

This is why the distinction accorded by Vize 97, Havel's brainchild and an­
other lasting trace of Havel's undying hope, is unlike any other distinction of which 
people like me, hoping against hope to catch our bizarre times in thought, could 
dream. I am immensely grateful because of all the wondrous ideas and urgent tasks 
for which that distinction, together with Vize 97, stands. I would only dream of be­
ing able to rise to the standards they, and their spiritual Father, set for the intellec­
tuals of our 'world out of joint' and 'times let loose'...
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social inequalities, the Central and Eastern European 
transitions from communism to market democracy in the 
1990s have been remarkably peaceful. This book 
proposes a new explanation for this unexpected political 
quiescence. It shows how reforming governments in 
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policies, or to split up highly aggrieved groups of workers 
in precarious jobs by sending some of them onto 
unemployment benefits and many others onto early 
retirement and disability pensions. From a narrow 
economic viewpoint, these policies often appeared to be 
immensely costly or irresponsibly populist. Yet a more 
inclusive social-scientific perspective can shed new light 
on these seemingly irrational policies by pointing to deeper 
political motives and wider sociological consequences.
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Committee of the State of Israel, he currently holds a joint 
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Pieter Vanhuysse ... is a political scientist, an economist and a sociologist in one person. Through his original synthesis 
of insights from these various disciplines, he shows how an interdisciplinary perspective can help to make better sense of 
phenomena that appear to be puzzling, or that remain unaddressed, from the point of view of any one discipline. ... Divide 
and Pacify ... suggests that extensive social policies can be politically efficacious strategies, while never forgetting that 
such measures are needed to alleviate people's suffering in the midst of traumatic social changes. ... the core message 
of this book is important, and it has a larger relevance across many settings in which democratic governments face the 
task of implementing costly reforms in complex and uncertain policy environments.
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