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In the last dozen or so years, it has been thought proper to advance and
defend the thesis that there is no such thing as “Central Europe.” This
once widespread term was considered blurry and overused. Dragged
through muck and mire, Central Europe was supposed to be a utopia, of-
ten attributed to a single, equally mysterious, social class — the intelligent-
sia. “Central Europe” was imagined to be a fantasy, an unfulfilled dream,
and even an attempt to fake history. In her book Ewuropa Srodkowa w tekstach
¢ dziataniach |Central Europe in Texts and Actions| (2016), Weronika Par-
fianowicz-Vertun points to the critical potential of the term. What moved
intellectuals to theorise the existence of Central Europe during commu-
nist times was the opportunity to build the identity of opposition circles
around this notion. Parfianowicz-Vertun writes that “Central Europe can
be defined as a region in which dissenters’ actions led to the creation of
relatively permanent, independent culture cycles” (Parfianowicz-Vertun
2016: 13—14)." The author is trying to distance herself from any speculation
about where Central Europe actually is — a problem so far unresolved and
most probably insoluble. We are dealing here with something that, as the
author suggests, manifests itself through discourse rather than through any

! All translations of cited fragments are my own.
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political project. Here Parfianowicz-Vertun differs from thinkers who saw
“Central Europe” as a useful concept of a new geopolitical order (ibid.: 14).

The subject matter of Weronika Parfianowicz-Vertun’s book is the de-
bate about Central Europe in Czech? and Polish opposition circles in the
1970s and 1980s. This does not mean, howevet, that the author limits her-
self to that bit of historical reality: she refers to the debate’s genesis and its
aftermath, as well as considering its resonance in Hungary.

Europa Srodkowa w tekstach i dyiataniach consists of four chapters. In the
first, Parfianowicz-Vertun discusses problems with defining Central Eu-
rope, how it is represented in essays, and her own method of exploring
this idea as a social concept. In chapter 2, she shows how Central Europe
was created in texts and how those texts were written. Thus the symbolic
reality of texts is embedded in the practical conditions of the intellectual’s
métier. Parfianowicz-Vertun points to certain cultural and social aspects of
opposition life in Poland and in Czechoslovakia, such as gender inequality
with respect to participation and recognition, or close links between the
opposition and alternative culture. In chapter 3 she discusses the above-
mentioned questions in the Czech context, focusing on three selected es-
says by Czech authors: Karel Kosik, Vaclav Bélohradsky, and Josef Krout-
vor. She also points to the fact that the concept of “Central Europe” is
entangled in the debate over the so-called “Czech question,” the Czech
National Revival,* and political tensions between nationalism, capitalism,
and modernisation. The last, fourth, chapter is devoted to Polish visions of
Central Europe; Parfianowicz-Vertun concentrates on emigrant intellectu-
als grouped around the journal Ku/tura. She also points to how Polish ideas

? Thus, as the author proposes, in this article I use the word “Czech” rather than “Czechoslovak,”
because the issues discussed concern Czech culture. What was happening in Slovakia was not
included in the book (Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 86). However, when I refer to the country in which
the phenomena took place between the years 1945 and 1992, I use the name “Czechoslovakia.”

* Essentially, the “Czech question” is a group of issues consisting of several ways of asking: (a)
ontologically — who are we as Czechs, and what does it mean to “be Czech”?; (b) politically — what is
the Czech raison détar?; (c) morally — how should one be a Czech?; and (d) esthetically — what kind of
an experience is “being Czech”? In some of these points, the “Czech question” is therefore directly
connected with the discussion about the meaning of Czech history.

* The so-called national revivals took place throughout the Slavic cultures (as well as outside,
see Hobsbawm & Ranger 2008), apart from the Polish and Russian lands, where relative cultural
continuity has been preserved. In the case of the Czech lands, this process was meant to fill the
cultural gap that came into existence after 1620, when, as a result of repression, most of the upper
classes either emigrated or were executed or germanised, thus stopping the development of Czech
culture, and above all of the language, which survived mostly in the villages. At the end of the
cighteenth century the process of reconstructing and redesigning Czech identity started and
was called the “National Revival.” The intellectuals — the academics, artists, social activists, and
politicians — who took part in it are called “revivalists” (Czech: buditel¢).
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of Central Europe were linked to a vision of the role of Poland’s pre-war
tertitories, the so-called “Kresy” [Borderlands|. If Europa Srodkowa w teks-
tach i dziataniach were to be placed on the map of the contemporary humani-
ties, it would lie on the borderland between the history of ideas, studies of
material culture, and textual anthropology.

As a scholar in the field of Czech studies, I will focus on the Czech side
of the debate analysed by Parfianowicz-Vertun. Incidentally, this review
strategy is encouraged by the book itself, as the author invites a reading
that keeps the Czech and the Polish debates apart. Parfianowicz-Vertun
shows that the Polish and Czech visions have little in common, as in each
case “Central Europe” is viewed from a different perspective.

/// Who Creates Central Europe?

Parfianowicz-Vertun’s aim is not, as she herself stresses, to propose a clear-
cut definition of Central Europe, delineating its geographic, histori-
cal, and cultural boundaries (2016: 16). Instead, the author wonders why
the concept of Central Europe continues to return, despite severe criticism,
and what functions it has performed in respective decades and environ-
ments in countries such as Czechoslovakia (later the Czech Republic), Po-
land, and Hungary, and in the West. Parfianowicz-Vertun bases her claims
on an analysis of 1970s and 1980s Polish and Czech samizdat press (ibid.:
71), justifying the choice of research materials by the fact that debates were
at the time intense and connections between Polish and Czech opposition
members strong and numerous (ibid.: 16). She tries to overcome the para-
digmatic dilemma of geography, proposing to redefine Central Europe as
a social concept along the lines of Ludwik Krzywicki’s formulation. Thus
Central Europe becomes a task — an ideal that people need to have in order
to imagine ways to achieve it (ibid.: 19). At the same time, as she writes,
Central Europe is a travelling concept (“crossing borders and developing
in parallel in different environments and adapting to different forms de-
pending on the social, historical, and political context,” ibid.: 19) which is
also “practised” (“from which sprung various activities and undertakings,”
ibid.: 19). Her understanding of a “travelling concept” has little to do with
Mieke Bal’s (Bal 2002). Rather than broaden the discussion in the his-
tory and cultural theory of ideas, Parfianowicz-Vertun’s travelling concepts
simply mirror her conceptualisation of a Central Europe that is “not an
autonomous, permanent, pre-established value but is updated and can be
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captured only in relation to those who call on it, express it, or practise it”
(Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 19).

Who are “they”? Parfianowicz-Vertun points to the origin of the no-
tion of “Central Europe.” It was initially meant to be “the idea of several
intellectuals,” (Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 19, 368) or even “a republic of
friends” (ibid.: 189). Any scholar familiar with the Czech context knows
this old joke: the Czech nation would probably never have been born, and
the Czech National Revival would have ended in a flash, if the roof over the
Revivalists’ favourite café had collapsed. Of course, the anecdote makes us
aware of how few they were, but it is also a starting point for me to ask how
strongly the idea of “Central Europe,” as Parfianowicz-Vertun describes it,
is connected to the idea of the Czech National Revival. Since the author
considers the question of what was said about Central Europe to be more
important than what Central Europe was (or has been), it is absolutely justi-
fied to wonder how large the circle was that discussed the subject (ibid.: 21).

Parfianowicz-Vertun is interested in “practices through which the idea
of Central Europe is heard, the content of individual projects, and final-
ly — their reception” (2016: 21). The way these projects looked depended
on the context in which they were created. Parfianowicz-Vertun is there-
fore thinking about “ways of creating and circulating texts, techniques of
their reproduction, writing and reading practices” (ibid.: 22), and often
also about social activities that have so far gone unnoticed (ibid.: 25). This
context also implies ad hoc responses to the situation: various projects of
Central Europe were responses to the problems people confronted at the
time (ibid.: 24).

Whether the reader agrees with the author’s findings depends on a va-
riety of factors: first, on the choice of key figures in the Czech part of
the book. Parfianowicz-Vertun analyses three essays by three intellectuals
whose perspectives differed but at the same time were closely related to
the cold war reality. Josef Kroutvor’s project of Central Europe was a re-
action to the events of 1968 and was designed from the perspective of an
emigrant; Vaclav Bélohradsky defined Central European problems from
the more comfortable perspective of a scholar at a Western university; and
Karel Kosik, a Marxist-revisionist, who stayed in Czechoslovakia, focused
on the future, trying to draft future trajectories for the Czechs after 1968.

Parfianowicz-Vertun is certainly right in focusing on intellectuals: af-
ter all, the debate over Central Europe mainly engaged this social stra-
tum. However, the discussions of the 1970s and 1980s marked a revival of
the “Czech question” (Czech: deskd otizka) and invited inquiries into the
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meaning of Czech history (Czech: smys/ leskych déjin). Parfianowicz-Vertun
devotes little attention to this context. Thus she fails to account for the
debate over Central Europe as an intellectual tradition.

Milos Havelka, a historian and political scientist, convincingly argues
that it was Jan Patocka, one of the most eminent Czech philosophers of the
twentieth century, who reopened the old discussion with his reinterpreta-
tions of Tomas Garrigue Masaryk’s writings. Patocka’s theses and ques-
tions underlie the Czech debate on Central Europe in the period studied
by Parfianowicz-Vertun, thus giving evidence of the durability of the main
dilemmas connected to this political project (Havelka 2001: 103). Parfiano-
wicz-Vertun notes Patocka’s influence (2016: 218) but does not reflect on
it as a fact in the history of ideas. However, the specificity of this Czech
discussion lies in its high autotelity with regard to its “founding father.” It
is indeed a chain of reinterpretations of the eatlier texts on the subject,’
each more or less directly evoking the theses of the “father of Czech his-
tory,” Frantisek Palacky. As Jan Patocka remarked, all this discussion could
be considered as, to use Whitehead’s expression, “a series of footnotes” to
Palacky.

Narrowing her analysis down to only three essays, Parfianowicz-Ver-
tun cannot grasp the dynamics of the debate: the shifting positions and
constant revisions of earlier opinions by its main participants. For example,
Kosik, in his text referring to Masaryk’s work “Nase nyn¢jsi krize” [Our
Current Crisis| put forward a thesis that is the opposite to the main claim
in the essay analysed by Parfianowicz-Vertun, “Co je Stfedni Evropar”
[What is Central Europe?]. Bearing in mind that both essays appeared in
one volume, Stoleti Markety Samsové | The Century of Gerta Samsa] after the
Velvet Revolution, it is a pity that this shift of opinion passes unnoticed.
While analysing Kosik’s latter essay, Parfianowicz-Vertun writes that “in
this construction there is no question about the condition of society, the
responsibility of the individual towards himself, his community, or others
— about the possibility of action and the consequences of its lack” (2016:
218). Let us, however, remember that in “Nase nyné¢jsi krize,” Kosik, who
was interested above all in human existence as a2 moral task, writes that

[a nation] is a nation for as long as it is something more than just
an existence. Mere existence cannot be a programme for, and the
meaning of, the nation. Where existence is everything, the nation

5 Nase dvé otdzky by Hubert Gordon Schauer (1886) and Ceskd otizka by Tomas Garrigue Masaryk
(1895).
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becomes nothing, i.e., it is a biological being or a random historical
creation. The nation defends its existence, but it is always about the
meaning of this existence. Palacky’s “bognost,” Havlicek’s “poctivost,”
Masaryk’s “humanita” are a historical response to the question of
the meaning of human existence, on the basis of which the role of
the Czech nation is studied (Kosik 1993: 37).°

However, capturing these differences in the philosopher’s thoughts
becomes possible only when one grasps them in the perspective of a longer
duration. Kosik himself mentions not only Masaryk, to whom he refers in
the title of the essay, but also two ideological protoplasts of the Czech par-
ties dominating the political scene until the end of the nineteenth century:
Palacky (the Old Czech Party) and Karel Havlicek Borovsky (the Young
Czech Party).

Havelka pointed to yet other problems with regard to Kosik’s essays:

After Karel Kosik’s pioneering — albeit in some respects problem-
atic — work O pojmu Stredni Evrgpy published in 1969, and indeed
from his reflections in the first half of the 1960s on the meeting
between Josef K. and Josef Svejk on Neruda Street near Hrad¢any,
the subject of Central Europe on the Czech scene mainly and re-
petitively attracted propagators of mostly conservative and often
unilateral cultural criticism of national history and the Czech pre-
sent, or at best those who tried to emphasise the moments of in-
dependent cultural identity — the mental difference with the East
in particular, the political specificity and historical continuity of
this space. Historically and politically weak, Czech conservatism
unexpectedly encountered Great Hungarian conservatism, whose
cultural epitome, for example, is ... the book Reguiens pour un em-
pire défunt: Histoire de la destruction de Autriche-Hongrie by Hungarian-
French historian Francoise Fejté (Havelka 2001: 19-20).

The paradoxical character of independent culture in Poland and in
Czechoslovakia is noted by Parfianowicz-Vertun when she writes that it
was at the same time conservative, with its back turned to the past, reviv-
ing old entities — all of which inevitably influenced the concepts of Central
Europe that she analyses (2016: 162). However, it might be asked whether

¢ T quote the texts of Czech authors in my own translation.
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these tensions were not a correlate of the autotelic nature of the debate on
Central Europe: the constant search for the historical and ideological roots
of the concept. Such an assumption would once again make it necessary to
look closer at the relationship between the idea of Central Europe and the
Czech National Revival.

Perhaps one way to understand the opposing ideas put forward in the
essays analysed is to be found in Parfianowicz-Vertun’s book — in her in-
terpretation of the meaning of the literary form in which projects of Cen-
tral Europe were formulated. Understanding the essay as “a kind of intel-
lectual and writing practice” (2016: 33—34) explains, Parfianowicz-Vertun
claims, the winding path of ideas taken by the leading debaters. She refers
here to Andrzej Stanistaw Kowalczyk’s remarks on the genre (1990): “the
essay is a literary expression of the cultural crisis; it appears most often
in transitional periods and disappears when new attitudes, conventions,
and expressions are universally accepted and established” (Parfianowicz-
Vertun 2016: 36). The idea of Central Europe is revived especially in times
of crisis, as Parfianowicz-Vertun writes (ibid.: 37). The claim holds water
and even seems inspiring in the case of the Czech National Revival and
the debates over the meaning of Czech history and the “Czech question.”
Nevertheless, the term “crisis” hardly fits the normalisation period, which
is precisely the era analysed by the author: the 1970s and 1980s in Czecho-
slovakia. Generalised claims about the genre and its favourable climate
fail to account for actual history — and the case is similar for the tempting
proposition that “to read one text about Central Europe is to read them
all” (ibid.: 15), which seems to be a metaphysical claim about the Central
European Geist rather than a useful research tool.

/// The Czech Knot

Parfianowicz-Vertun advances the thesis that the history of the concept of
“Central Europe” and its discussion is “a history of the shift of political,
geopolitical, and historical discourses towards cultural issues” (2016: 23).
And yet she decides to emphasise the link between the so-called “Czech
question,” the dispute over the meaning of Czech history, and the idea
of Central Europe — which calls into question the aforementioned claim.
What shifts are we dealing with here? The “Czech question” is inherently
political, just as Tomas Garrigue Masaryk famously formulated it. In his
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writings, “political” meant the same as “cultural” in Aristotle’s work.” “Po-
litical” was therefore “civic,” and “public,” referring to the whole of soci-
ety. Masaryk himself, in writing about the crisis of the Czech community,
stated that every political movement in this situation must also be a cul-
tural formation (Masaryk 1948 [1895]: 230).

Parfianowicz-Vertun does not renounce the connection between these
three discourses: Central Europe, the “Czech question,” and the dispute
over the sense of Czech history. Many of her reflections fall within the
scope of what has been going on through all stages of the discussion over
the meaning of Czech history: for example, the role of the East and West
in connection with the concept of Central Europe, which corresponds to
the idea of the Czech lands — or Slavic lands as such — already expressed by
Palacky as a bridge between the two spectres of European culture (Palacky
1900: 379). The meeting of the East and West has strengthened the local
culture by providing inspiration and impulses for further development. In
the context of the second half of the twentieth century, as Parfianowicz-
Vertun points out, it often had a purely practical dimension:

It was not always important to say something new about Central
Europe, but to be involved — through speaking or writing about
it —in a community, to show activity, to express views and self-
identification. Speaking and writing about Central Europe in the
1970s and 1980s also meant keeping abreast of the latest intellec-
tual trends, increasing the chances of being published in a pres-
tigious journal or of getting a scholarship at a Western university
(Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 60).

The “foggy idea” of Central Europe was clearly also a springboard to
a careef.

However, Parfianowicz-Vertun does not resolve the question of the
interrelation between the Czech and Polish projects of Central Europe and
the question of the position from which one should look at the former. She
writes that “the Czech projects of Central Europe can therefore be seen in
the constant rift between the deconstruction and updating of revival nar-
rations, between critical reflection on national identity and its idealisation,
between particularism and concentration on the “Czech question” and the
reflection on universal problems” (Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 233-234).

7 This is due to the etymology of the word (political means “related to polis”), and not to the defini-
tion. See https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-politics/ (accessed: 21.06.2017).
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The thing is that these are almost always the same questions, traceable
back to their first advocates — such as the above-mentioned Tomas Gar-
rigue Masaryk. Parfianowicz-Vertun cites Martin Kucera, who points out
that “Czech culture should be studied in the dynamic tension between the
two tendencies, as a synthesis of what is ‘national and universal, tradition
and avant-garde, continuity and break-up”” (ibid.: 265). This particular ten-
sion, let me emphasise once again, results from the fact that the question
of Central Europe has been interpreted in light of the debate over the
meaning of Czech history (the so called “Czech question”). As Otto Urban
remarked, “the Czech question [...] has become a complex of all the prob-
lems whose common denominator was the reformist attempt to democ-
ratise society” (Urban 1982: 443). For the intellectual circles of the 1970s
and 1980s, described by Parfianowicz-Vertun, the “Czech question” was
sometimes interpreted as a compensatory ideology of post-1968 disillusion-
ment, a means of coming to terms with the recent past (Havelka 2001: 160).

My criticism of Parfianowicz-Vertun’s book is partly due to the fact
that the author’s conclusions are not consistent. She writes that for the
Czechs,

the question about Central Europe is in fact a pretext to reflect on
the Czech national identity and cultural heritage (Parfianowicz-
Vertun 2016: 139);

[and also that] when...Czechs discuss Central Europe, among oth-
er things they speak about the traditions of the Czech National
Revival, and in two ways. First, they refer to the point at which the
image of being central on the map of Europe became an essential
element in the narrative about the character, role, and mission of
the Czech people, and second, discussions of the late twentieth
century became a pretext for another (successive in the following
years) revision of various myths and ideas associated with the de-
velopment of modern Czech identity (Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016:
207).

However, the question of Central Europe (and the place of Czech cul-
ture in it) is not linked in the book to the question of the meaning of Czech
history: a question related to Slavic culture as such, concerning the extent
to which the meaning of history can combine visions of the future with
assumptions about the origin of a culture (Havelka 2001: 51). It is there-
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fore plausible to return to the period of the Czech National Revival and to
ask how much the question of Central Europe can be connected with it.
Parfianowicz-Vertun gives numerous reasons for a reflective return to this
period in Czech history, including in the texts and practices she describes,
because she notes, for example, that samwizdat grew out of the tradition of
nineteenth-century national liberation activities (Parfianowicz-Vertun
2016: 73). However, she makes little use of these observations in further
analysis. This is also the case in texts that question the ties between Czech
culture and Western European tradition (ibid.: 227).

The main question that arises at this point is whether we can simply
analyse essays from the 1970s and 1980s, where the meaning of Czech his-
tory is a central concept, without any reflection on long-term historical pro-
cesses. “Czech projects of Central Europe rarely problematise the difficult
neighbourhood and the conflicts that haunt this area,” writes Parfianowicz-
Vertun (2016: 231). A careful student of Czech culture might be tempted to
raise an objection here as well: for example, what about Frantisek Palacky’s
idea of the Czech-German styjkdni a potykdnt |contact and conflict]. Accord-
ing to Palacky, the constant contact between Czech and German cultures
led to their mutual enrichment, even if at times it deepened conflicts or
threats “enriching” the military forces, political ambitions, and cultural
exclusiveness.

The discussions about Central Europe are also similar to the debates
on the “Czech question” in that that they make it possible to trace the clash
of ideals (considerations on the political future) with practice. The “Czech
question” should be confronted with the reality of the First Republic of
Czechoslovakia (1918—1938), and projects of Central Europe with the years
after the turning point of 1989. Parfianowicz-Vertun borrows the concept
of the relation between ideas and political practice from Krzywicki, and
treats Central Europe as a task. The issues raised by Palacky can also be
found in the question of Czech nationalism, which is mentioned by Parfia-
nowicz-Vertun (2016: 273). Among other questions, she asks here about
the use of the Holocaust in Czech discourse and its unresolved experience
— the Czechs have not yet come to terms with it — while she does not ad-
dress the “German question.” The expulsion of about 3 million of Czech
Germans after 1945 ended a certain stage in discussion of the “Czech ques-
tion” (closing the era of stykdni a potykdnt), but in the period analysed by
Parfianowicz-Vertun there was discussion among Czech historians on the
sense and price of the forced displacements. The articles, collected after
the revolution in the volume Cfes“z', Némei, odsun. Diskuse nezavishich historikii
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(Cerny 1990) show a different view of the “Czech question,” where the is-
sue of Czech nationalism — including the nationalism contemporary to the
authors — is central. Parfianowicz-Vertun emphasises that

by following the biographies of intellectuals engaged in the discus-
sion of Central Europe, we can see [...|] that many of them shared
an ambivalent attitude toward their own national cultures. The
“Central European” project was for many of them an attempt to
overcome the limitations of a narrowly defined national commu-
nity. This was one of the reasons why they were so eager to refer
to Central European mythology, especially the one associated with
the microcosm of Vienna and Prague at the turn of the centuries
(Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 383).

This ambiguity about one’s own culture was not connected solely with
the conservative nature of the unofficial culture but also with the reopen-
ing of the discussion over Czech culture as syncretic, co-created for centu-
ries by Czechs and Germans, and thus bridging the imagined boundaries
of the national. Two classical ideas of “being Czech” account for this ten-
sion: Josef Jungmann’s project that linked it with language, and the one by
Bernard Bolzano, who emphasised the importance of living on the terri-
tory of the Czech lands. These two types of “being Czech,” fschechich and
bomisch, were echoed after the revolution as well, and more recently were
playfully recalled by Bohumil Hrabal in one of his late siva rerumz (Hrabal
2005).

/// Where Are You, Central Europe?

Apart from the connections between the questions of Central Europe and
the meaning of Czech history, I would like to draw attention to the most
interesting part of Parfianowicz-Vertun’s book. The core of the book is
constituted by a rich, theoretically-informed empirical analysis; the pure-
ly theoretical considerations presented in chapter 2 deserve attention as
well. Parfianowicz-Vertun calls attention not only to the process of recon-
structing texts, but also to the problem of how they circulated: (a) in purely
academic publications; (b) in cultural and social journals addressed to the
general public; and (c) in unofficial publications. The study of these texts is
clearly a methodological challenge. The same texts were frequently reprin-
ted in different versions by different editors. They were directed at
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various audiences, on both sides of the Iron Curtain. Finally, it was not
solely a text’s content but also accident that influenced its readership.
Therefore, as Parfianowicz-Vertun notes, the canon of texts about Central
Europe is made up mainly of those texts that were published in the West
(2016: 70) and not anonymously (ibid.: 112—115) — this was a problem for
texts published in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary, where authors
could be held accountable by the authorities. In addition, the reception of
the texts published in the region was smaller due to factors such as those
mentioned by Parfianowicz-Vertun: “the difficult, often random, selective
access to particular titles; poor print quality and trouble with reading the
texts; the unclear status of the authors, who were publishing anonymously
or under a pseudonym; and finally the nature of the texts themselves, which
often took the form of long, detailed dissertations” (ibid.: 118—119). Since
production of a text involved specific “editorial” and distribution practices
(such as transcription for further distribution among trusted friends and
acquaintances), Parfianowicz-Vertun’s suggestion that this form of infor-
mal circulation among opposition circles had a greater cultural impact than
any open debate on the texts is absolutely legitimate. The processes of pro-
ducing texts seem to have integrated people even more than the ideas their
authors put forward (ibid.: 119).

The texto-centric character of the project of Central Europe on the
eastern side of the Iron Curtain was also a result of the aesthetic assump-
tions adapted in samizdat, especially the focus on content, thus justifying
an ugly layout (Parfianowicz-Vertun 2016: 105). We should spend some
time on this “texto-centric”’ character: on the one hand, it means here that
Central Europe exists primarily in texts, particularly essays, as the author
argues. On the other hand, it might be asked whether there are some ar-
gumentative structures that are intricately related and chronologically dis-
rupted, leading to a repetition of the blurry geographic-cultural shape of
Central Europe in an out-of-shape debate itself. It should also be added
that the text, as Parfianowicz-Vertun describes it, is also a material object
of a certain type, printed in certain conditions, distributed in a certain way.
Hence the title of the book: “w tekstach i1 dzialaniach” [in texts and ac-
tions]. Text as a physical being is also a social process here which causes
a series of actions — or calls for them to take place.

It is possible, on the basis of the authot’s remarks, to consider wheth-
er the real space where Central Europe existed were all the barns, attics,
buildings, and state printeries where unofficial newspapers were printed
“after hours,” and the private houses where texts were printed and tran-
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scribed, and discussions on this subject took place (Parafianowicz-Vertun
2016: 134). Central Europe then not only transcends into the area where
the texts are functioning, it is not just a kind of “epistolary republic,” as the
milieu of the Parisian Ku/tura was called (ibid.: 305), but also fails to fit Bat-
bara Torunczyk’s definition of “the area of the spiritual search” (Torunczyk
2013: 155). It is born in real spaces as it constitutes an actual practice. Obvi-
ously enough, the milieu of this idea does not lie where its proponents tend
to locate it. I regret that the author of Exrgpa Srodkowa w tekstach i dziataniach
does not follow this interesting line of interpretation, which I find capable
of shedding a new light on what had seemed to be a worn-out subject.

More importantly, Parfianowicz-Vertun brilliantly points to the irony
of the project of Central Europe which on the micro-level was not “a re-
public” but rather “republics of friends “Polish projects take equally mi-
nor account of Czech historical and cultural experience as the Czech ones
problematise Polish specificity” (2016: 205). And thus, when viewed from
the Czech perspective, Czech questions seem “central,” while the Poles
acquire a peripheral character as they address the question of the far away
“Kresy” (ibid.: 297). Jan Patocka, while commenting on Masaryk’s view of
the meaning of Czech history, noted that it is typical for marginal exist-
ences to want to be in the centre. His words accurately describe the projects
of Central Europe, which appear to be just a conglomerate of national de-
bates rather than a common vision creatively reworking the cultural variety
it claims to represent. Each of the national debates is a kidnapper rhetoric
which dresses its own perspective in the gown of a bigger cause. Thus it
also fails to find a proper place for Central Europe as part of a bigger politi-
cal project of a common Europe.
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