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RECKLESSNESS AND ARROGANCE

E.J. GRAFF ON HEDA KOVALY'S UNDER A CRUEL STAR
AND THE NEED FOR MORE ‘INTIMATE POLITICAL REPORTAGE

Ruéolf and Heda in the Krkopose mountains in 1950, two years before his execution

n 1986 my favorite bookseller

handed me theder A Crucl

Steer- A Life im Prague 1941-

1968, telling me T mustread it
T did, anel Tve since given copies of
it Lo ut least a dozen people and rec-
ommuended it © dozens more. |
cun’t be alone in this. Originally
published by ITelen Epstein, who
invented Plunkett Lake Press just to
deliver this book, hider 4 Cruel
Star beeame a word-af-mouth sue-
cess, garmering praise from such lu-
minaries a2s Anthony Lewis of 7he
New York Times, Tn 1989, Penguin
brought cut an -edition in the U3,
and LK. The hook has remained in
Print ever since.

\n [der A Cruel Srar, Heda
Kovily tells of having cscaped
Auschwitz during a foreed march at
the age of filleen; meeting and later

marrying her childhood swectheart,
Rudolf Margolius, sceing him prose-
cuted und killed in Ceechoslovakia's
first Stalinist show trial; and thus of
living through wo of the most bar-
baric episodes of a barbanic century,
Kovily's keenly obscrved, politically
astrte memeair offers intimare insight
into how people behave under to-
talitarianism, how the human psy-
che can surrendler 1o absolutistn in
the: pursuit of beautiful ideals, how
tlealism can resultin genuine evil (a

We talk of books standing the test
of fime. SECOND READ I5 an explo-
ration of that maxim — journalists
reflecting on books that shaped
their own work, or whose lessons

__remain relevant.
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noun [ wse adviscdlyl —
and yet how clvilization can
restore jtself, cven after such
horror, fnder A Cruel Star
has helped me think about
the meotivations and distors
rions of a vast range of po-
litical and social movements
— McCarthyism, the lraniin
revolution and its afrermh,
Al Qaeda, uny “radicalism”
(left ©r right), and any
movement that cluims the
word “liberation.” Strangely
encugh, it has cven taught
me about the virlues of bolh
skepticism and optimismo.
Kovily's memoir is not,
sirictly spenking, whal we
usually label journalism. But the es-
sential gumshoe questions of wha,
what, wherc, when, and how have
always intcrested me primarily as
wiys to answer the umbrella ques-
tion: why? That's the guestion Kova-
ly pursucs, with great particularity
and dlarity. Why did people behave
as they did — whether with crelty
or kindness, cravenness or courage?
What kept a wtalitarian government
afloat far so long, and what brought
it down? And so let me posit that
ncler A Cruel Slar helongs to 4
genre 1 call “intimate polidcal re-
portage™: first-hand  reporting  that
focuses on the personal cmotions
and expericnees that roil behind
(and ultimarely create) the headlines
ghout political nrmoil, Intimate po-
litical reportage is 4 necessary coun-
terpart 1o the kind of parachule jour-
nalism in which reporters land in o
war zone uand relay ncews about
WCAPONS,  WAITIONS, and  hody




counts, and o the son of insider
journalism in which reporters worle
the capital to senxl back word on
which political factions are up or
down. These approaches need w be
supplemented with reparting  that
shows what happened not just from
the oulside in, but also from the in-
side out.

My hookshelves are peppered
with books from this genre:” Awvar
Nafists Reading Lollta in Tebron,
Pumla  Goboda-Madikizela’s A4
Humen Being Died That Night,
Michael Pauick MacDonalds Al

Souls, Anchee Min's Red Azalea, Lil-

fan Tademnan's Neked in the
Promised Lane, Riun Malan's My
Traitors Tlear, Gregory: Howard
Willinms's Life on the Color Line. Of
these, Under A Cruel Starvis the most
remrkable, for o variety of reasons:
because Kovily has such a keen
streer sense [or individuals' motiva-
tions; because her writing is so pre-
cise and heautiful; and, most of all,
beeause she conveys such a [ero-
cious and visceral sense that an -
dividuul life i just as important —
and just as powerful — as povern-
ments, militaries, and political
might. The bhook hegins:

‘Three forces carved the landscipe
of my life. Two of them crushed
half the world. The third was very
smiall and weak and, acmally, in-
visibale, Il wus a shy litlle bird hid-
clen in my rib eage an inch ar two
ahove my slwomach . . .

The: firgt (oroe was Adolf Hitler:
the second, Tosil Vissarionovich
Stalin. They made my lile 4 micro-
cosm in which the history of a
small country in the heart of Eu-
ope wis condensed. The linle
bird, the third force, kept me ilive
o tell the story,

Thiz opening reveals the genre’s
subwersive, albeil rarely stated, con-
tention: by reporling on the stub-
born human heart’s peculiur move-
ments during major, world events,
intimate political reportage explains
not just what happened, but also
what cowld happen the next time
around,

Most of us are familiar with 1he
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Holocaust's unspeakable brotalivies
and degracations. But imagine a for-
mer camp prisoner who could begin
a reflection on the daily hour-long
train trip from Auschwitz to a work
site in subfrecring temperatures by
stating, us Kovily does, “1 loved
those trips™ :

The mracks crossed an arca under
which an entire industrial complex
hacl heen built, Clouds=of steam is-
suecl out Irom the earth in many
places; mysterious iron construc-
tions and, fantastic twisted pipes
rose  from  the moss-covered
ground of the wonds. The sun was
already rising and, since there was
culways. a thick fop hugging the
ground, the sun’s rays broke
through il and colored the mist a
variety of deep pinks, an orange,
golel, and blue, Qut of this shim-
mering vapor, durk shupes of trees
and bushes emerzed, drificd to-
ward us, and vanished again,

‘Never again’ is shown
o be a dangerous
sentiment. It allows

a vision of a perfect
eternity to eclipse
everyday redlity.

Kowily's attention o the world's
beaury, even while in hell, is so
brazen as to take my breath awsdy.
Or consider an epfsode in which
Kovily impulsively screams at her
Qverscet
had paid for Auschwilz labor — that
she and the other girls could not he
expected to work well while starve
ing. Terrified, the other girls try 0
silence her, certain she will be shot,
Instend, he pulls her aside angd asks
her o expluin. She does, and he is
visibly stunned. As she says later
“I'hat mah lived in Nuzi Germany
and had daily contact with 4 con-
cenlration camp and its inmates, yel
he: knew nathing. | am quite sure he
diel neot He had simply thought that
we were convicls, sentenced by a
regular court ol law for proven
crimes.” When we ask oursclves the

May/Juna 2005 &7

4 business person who

important question — How can cit-
izens let their govermment do such
things, in their names? — it's essen-
tial 10 know that the answer is, at
feast in part: they didn't always
know,

Alter spending only twenty pages

con the Helocaust, Uhder A Cruel

Star moves on to what Kovily finds
to be the greater puzzle: “It scems

" beyond belief that in Czechoslova-

kiz after the Comounist coup in
1948, people were once again beat-
en ‘and torured by the police, that
prison camps exisled and we did
nat know, and that if anyone had
told us the truth we would have re-
fused to helieve it.” And yet it hap-
pened.

Today we think of Communison
as an outstanding example of how
homanity's best and most high-
minded intentons can be perverted
into the worst actions. Kovily ex-
plores how and why that oceurred,
wilh an emoational nuance and in-
wllectual curiosity  that ought 1o
awdken even the most hopeless
utopian or deadline-driven journal-
ist. 8he can be mordantly funny and
exactingly precise in recounting her
friends’ and her own credulily. She
paints a picture of her and her hus- -
band's crowd — serious, thoughtful
people, all — hungrily gathering at
informal partics in Prague to debate
which political sysiem could best
rebuild their socicly. Communist
Party pamphlets and wrilings “of-
fered such clear and simple answers
to the most complicated questions
that I kept feeling there had to be a
mistake somewhere,” she writes, In-
justice, cliscrimination, misery, war
they all happened because 1 pow-
erful few exploited the rest, Bul the
pary would overthrow that hancdful
of evildoers and divide the riches of
the world equally.

How could they have swallowed
such nonsense? Because, she ex-
mMains, the war had bewen the con-
fidence our of Czechoslovaks of il
stripes. ‘They had heen lorced 1o live
as slaves, terrorized paupers, out-
laws, or humiliated subjects of a
brutal occupadon, scrambling o
make it from one day o the next




Nowhere else have T read such a
vivid parsing of how national
shame, personal humniliation, defeat,
deprivation, and perpetual fear can
lead the thoughiful to abandon their
senses and yeamn to be perdect —
while the craven clouk themselves
in the language of the good.

Kovily is especially good at cx-
amining the menwdity of the camp
survivors. It is hardly possible for
people to live for so muny years as
slaves in everyday contact with fas-
cists and Fascism without becoming
somewhat twisted,” she writes, She
and her fellow prisoners were 1or-
mented by having survived while
everyone und everything they loved
had been turncd into lampshades
and ash. They were oo devastated
even o stand up for themselves and
insist that their former neighbors re-
mm stolen apartments, paintings,
china, carpets. Living for the small
cveryday pleasures — home, tamily,
{Hends, music, theater — scemed
petty alter such loss. To redeem
their lost lives, they wanted (o sacri-
fice themsclves for a noble effort:
creating a perfect fumre “in which
1his could never happen again." And
50 they joined the party.

Never again,” in this book, is
shown to be a dungerous senti-
ment, a fundamentally religious be-

- lief, hecause it allows a vision of a

perfect clernity 10 eclipse everycay
reality. With the promise of 4 per-
fect fulure, who could be so petty
as to complain about a few bread
Tlines and shoe shortages, or a fow
moments of a hideously kitschy
state-sponsored  [ilin? Silence  was
casier (han enduring the endless
selfcrilique  sessions  that sponta-
neous honcsty could have engen-
dered, Put silence was the problemnw
“it ig not hard for a 1otalitariun
regime o keep people ignorant”
Kovily writes. “Once you refinguish
your freedom for the sake of ‘un-
derstood necessity, lor Party disci-
pline, for conformity with  the
regime, for the greatness and glory
of the Fatherland, or for any of Lhe
substitutes that are so convincingly
offercd, you cede your claim Lo the
wuth.” :
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fier T read [hader A Cruel
Slar, 1 had to meet its re-
markable author, Since
Kovily was then 2 librari-
an at the Harvard law Schaal, just 2
couple of miles away, 1 scraped to-

gether an honorriun 0 bring her .
to read at my local library. Tough,

arel scrappy, she brushed away my
guestions dhout communism  and
spoke” entifely about - Auschwitz:
Like every Jewish child of my gen-
eration, 1 had, grown . up secretly

precceipied with whether T would -

have survived or been slaughtercd.
Anc so I usked: What was the dil-
ference between those who lived

. and those who died? "Recklessness

in Kovaly’s world,
what she cails ‘the
spontaneous
solidarity of the
decent’ can shake
off tyranny.

and arrogance,” Kovily said without
hesitation, $he went on (o describe
a remarkable thing. Even when she
and the other girls were shaved,
starved, amd strippecd down into
nearly identical skeletons, she could
still tell them apurt easily: each gisl's
personality showed vividly through
her eyes, Some had a burning love
of life, impulsively grabbing” hope
where they could find it, They were
the ones who survived.

Has any American girll ever heen
tuught that recklessness and | 4rro-
wance are healthy survival skills?
Those twin qualities shine through
Under A Cruel Star. Kovily was in
hospital being treatced for peritonilis
when she learned that her husban,
then thiry-nine wnd a minister of
tracle, waus one of founcen ofticials
(eleven of them Jews) being “iried”
as traitors in what is known as the
slansky affair. In short order, though
barcly able to =it up, she  was
thrown out of the hospital, fired
from her job (thus making her 2
“parasite” subject 10 arrest), cvicted

" from her apartment, and ordered 1o
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move into an unheated mountain
shack with no runming waler, miles
from anyone she knew. She bad 10
scramble desperately to keep hersell
and her son alive, Her reckless aro-
gance came 10 her aid. As soon as
she was well enough to walk, shc
dyced ber clothes black and stag-
gered oul onto the street. T knew
that | might be assaulted, that a
stone might come hurtling toward
me, because that bad already hap-
pened to some of the widows and
children of the exccuted." To her
surprise, some people were visibly
sympathetie, © Years ' later, she re-
ports, a friend explained their reac-
Lo o hep

You kpnow, people aren’t all that
mcan, s just that they don’t Urink.
To gang up on 2 public enemy is 2
deep-rooted custom of the coun-
wry, almost « nationdl readition, Fut
people have a completely different
reaction W a widow in mourning,
wspecially if she lools as wretched
as you dJid then, And onee they
sttt opening et minds, there's
no stoppring the process, Tt began
to dawn on some people that bad
you not been absolutely sure of
your husbund's innocence, you
wouldn't have had the guts to
challenge the Parly by wearing
maourning [or him,

Because of Kovily and others
like her, people started to doubt the
official story. That wus the begino
ning of the crkl — the end of the
government's moral credibility, and
evenually, the end of Communist
{otalitarian rule.

When 1 first read Onder A Cruel
Star, it illuminated Pol Pols and
Pinochet's reign of terror. Rereading
it last vear, [ kept thinking of more
recent events: The American gov-
crument manipulating fear and ide-
afism Lo justify torture camps in
Guantinamo and Abu Ghraib, The
Tranian revolution [orcing  grown
women k walk around in large
bluck hags for the sake of a pure so-
ciety, 'The Israeli government using
historical evils W justify a burbaric
occupation. I you're erperamen-
tally  pessimist, as I am, you could




react 1o these situations by locking
yourscll in your room [or the rest of
your life,

But the great challenge and joy of
Kovily's book is that she refuses
you that oplion. Yes, she shows that
human beings can he pery and
fearful herd animals, manipulated
by power, idealism, greed, or fear
into condoning the most shocking
atrocities; Nevertheless, hers is far
from a Hobboesian world. Rather, it
is 2 word in which what she calls
“the spontaneous solidarity of the
decent™ can shake oll tyranny, in
which ordinary neighborliness and
roubled middle-class consciences
can undo the grand political machi-
nations deseribed in our newspa-
pers and history hooks. For Kovily,
respect for ordinary folks” modest
goals for daily happiness — good
food, 4 nice home, Ume with: family
and friends — offers the most trust-
worthy path 1o a good socicty and a
reliable political system. This may
be commeon sense to others, But this
testimony, offered from Europe's

heart of darkness, changed how 1
view the world.

Kovily's intimate reporage shnigs
oft several popular journalistic theo-
des of history: the mad leader thow
did Iider and Stalin hecome mon-
sters?y, “nations]  charagrer” or %
cient hatreds” (authorjtarian, Ger-
mans abways hate Jews, (he Balkans
are always balkanized); and military
stratcgy, (“Tlow many divisions doey

the Pope have!). Kovily woncen-

ttes on personal decency. For her
the key questions are not about what
politics or religion you follow, but
rather, how you treat the'starving de-
porter who unexpectédly knocks at

your <loer, the social patiah who .

desperately needs medical care, the

“widlow who demands that her dead

hushand’s good name be restored. Ts
your response honest and sensible,
or fearful ancl full of excuses? From
that, all else follows — including the
fare of governments.

Under A Cruel Star cured me of
my own youthful utopianism, and
taught me Lo be suspicious of polit-
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ical theologies thal do not respect
what people say they want from
their lives. It taught me to beware of
anyone who tries bullying others
into wanting the “right” thing: queer
theorists who sneer thut martiage is
too assimilationist a goal for “their”
_movement; politicians who want w
“bomb other countries into freedom;
TV and radio hosts who humiliate
rathier than debate their guests. Tt
taught me (@ be less inwrested in
- competing labels — Democrat or
Republican, black or white, gay or
* straight, Christian or Jew, Muslim or
- Hincly — than in a far more cssen-
tial pairing: humane or inhumane.
Unger A Crued Star taught me that
the good — those who act out of
compussion, decency, Kindness,
consicleration, and even a reclklessly
arrogant love of life are. helter
than the great. ®

EJ Graff is vesident scholar at Bran-
dois Women's Studies Research Center
and a senior correspondent at The
American Prospect.




