
 

Class code 
Civil Resistance in Central & Eastern Europe Reflected in Literature, Art 
and Film 

(IDSEM-UG 9203-001) 

Instructor Details 
 

Dr Monika MacDonagh-Pajerová 
 
monika.pajerova@seznam.cz 
 
Wednesday and Thursday 2-3pm or by appointment 
 

Class Details 
 
Wednesday and Thursday 12.00 – 1.30 
 
Richterův dům.  
 

Prerequisites 
 
None 
 

Class Description 
 
     The course will examine the nature and significance of civil resistance in Central and Eastern Europe 

in the 20th century in a transversal, multi-disciplinary way. By studying literature, art and film we will 

operate in a space between modern history, political science, literature and film studies and 

psychology. In Central and Eastern Europe, the questions activists and artists never stopped asking 

were why authoritarian societies developed from ideals that seemed fair and peaceful?; what the 

purpose and limits of free creation were and whether ideas still mattered? People involved in civil 

resistance took powerfully practical steps which led to real consequences for them and finally 

undermined the regimes. All this is marvelously reflected in literature, art and film production that is 

today fully available. 

     In order to reinforce the point that the issues we are examining have meaning across regions and 

times, we will work thematically rather than chronologically. In this course we will be mixing 

approaches to how we explore the issues. In addition to traditional lecturing, there will be reading, 

videos and films. We will invite people who can talk personally about some of the issues and we will do 

field trips within Prague – the city that experienced liberal democracy, Nazism and Communism in only 

one century.  Where necessary we will take a flexible approach in order to be able to take advantage of 

persons and events who might enrich the course being available in the semester. 

 
 

Desired 

Outcomes 

 
Drawing on a significant engagement with the core films, literature and art experienced during the 
semester, students will develop a significant understanding and critical engagement with different 
aspects of civil resistance in the region during the last century.  In particular, students will have a broad 
knowledge of the origins and experience  of totalitarianism, the origins and experience of civil 
resistance to totalitarianism and the role of artists in civil resistance and reflecting it as part of a 
common memory. 



 

 

Assessment 

Components 

 
A. 20% Class Participation/Attendance (this is a highly participatory course) 

 

B. 20% Mid-term examination 

C. 30% Final examination 

D. 30% Individual Assignment. Each student will choose one film, book or artist and either write a 

short essay (1500-2000 words) on a relavent title to be agreed with me in advance or will present an 

excerpt from the work and discuss it with the class (total time 30 minutes including minimum 15 

minutes exposition). Submission of essay by Session 26. Presentation dates to be agreed with 

eachstudent. 

Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the class.  

The specific workload attached to each session is low, which is intended to allow the student to follow 
their own specific interests in the very large amount of materials/experiences available in the library 
and throughout Prague. 

Assessment 

Expectations 

 

Grade A: Exceptional level of engagement with the topic including going beyond the texts and 

films explored in class. 

Grade B: Very good level of understanding and presentation of arguments  but falling short of 

the highest level 

Grade C: Satisfactory and accurate understanding of the core themes 

Grade D: Adequate level but weakly analytical 

Grade F: Poor understanding of the themes or materials. 

Grade conversion 
 

A=94-100  

A-=90-93  

B+=87-89  

B=84-86  

B-=80-83  

C+=77-79  

C=74-76  

C-=70-73  

D+=67-69  

D=65-66  

F=below 65 

 



Grading Policy 
NYU Prague aims to have grading standards and results similar to those that prevail at  

Washington Square. At the College of Arts and Sciences, roughly 39% of all final grades are in 

the  B+ to B- range, and  50% in the A/A- range.  

We have therefore adopted the following grading guideline: in any non-Stern course, class 

teachers  should try to ensure that no more than 50% of the class receives an A or A-.  A 

guideline is not a curve. A guideline is just that-it gives an ideal benchmark for the distribution 

of  grades towards which we work.  

 

Attendance 

Policy 

Each unexcused absences will result in your final grade being reduced by 3%. Absences only 

for medical reasons will be excused. To obtain an excused absence, you are obliged to supply 

either a doctor’s note or corroboration of your illness by a member of the housing staff 

(either an RA or a Building Manager). Absences due to travel will not be excused.  

Late Submission 

of Work 

 

Due work should be submitted during class time.  A penalty of up to 10 points will be imposed for late 
submission without advance agreement. 

 

Plagiarism Policy 
According to the Liberal Studies Program Student Handbook, plagiarism is defined as follows: 

Plagiarism is presenting someone else’s work as though it were one’s own. More specifically 

plagiarism is to present as one’s own a sequence of words quoted without quotation marks from 

another writer, a paraphrased passage from another writer’s work; facts or ideas gathered, 

organized and reported by someone else, orally and/or in writing. Since plagiarism is a matter of 

fact, not of the student’s intention, it is crucial that acknowledgment of the sources be accurate and 

complete. Even where there is no conscious intention to deceive, the failure to make appropriate 

acknowledgment constitutes plagiarism. 

 

The College of Arts and Science’s Academic Handbook defines plagiarism similarly and also specifies 

the following: 

“presenting an oral report drawn without attribution from other sources (oral or written), writing a 

paragraph which, despite being in different words, expresses someone else’s idea without a 

reference to the source of the idea, or submitting essentially the same paper in two different courses 

(unless both teachers have given their permission in advance). 

Receiving help on a take-home examination or quiz is also cheating – and so is giving that help – 

unless expressly permitted by the teacher (as in collaborative projects). While all this looks like a lot 

to remember, all you need to do is give credit where it is due, take credit only for original ideas, and 

ask your teacher or advisor when in doubt.”43 



“Penalties for plagiarism range from failure for a paper, failure for the course or dismissal from the 

university.” (Liberal Studies Program Student Handbook) 

Required Text(s) 
 
Required texts are contained in the special course reader and referenced in the relevant class session 
in this syllabus below. 
 

Further 

suggested works 

 

Franz Kafka: The Castle 1926, America (The Missing), 1927 

Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels: The Communist Manifesto  

P. Čornej-J. Pokorný: A Brief history of the Czech lands 

Timothy Garton Ash: History of the Present 1990, The Polish Revolution: Solidarity 1984, The 

Uses of Adversity 1989, The File 1997 

Philippe Herzog : Travelling hopefully, 2006 

George Orwell: Animal Farm, 1945, A Homage to Catalonia, 1938 

Alexander Solzhenitzyn: One Day in Life of Ivan Denisovič, 1963 

Adolf Hitler: Mein Kampf  

Pablo Picasso: Guernica, 1937 

Leni Riefenstahl: The Triumph of Will, 1934 

Albert Speer´s architecture of the Third Reich 

Ernest Hemingway: Goodbye, Army, 1929, For Whom the Bell Tolls, 1940 

Karel Čapek: Talks with Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, 1935 

 Edward B. Hitchcock: Edvard Beneš – Built a Temple for Peace,  

Primo Levi: If this is a Man, 1947, The Drowned and the Saved, 1987, When if Not Now?,1982  

Arnošt Lustig: The Night and the Hope, 1957, The Diamonds of the Night, 1958, Transport to 

Paradise, 1962, A Prayer for Kateřina Horowitz, 1964, Lovely Green Eyes, 2002 

Robert Jay Lifton: Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism 

Karl Jaspers: The Question of German Guilt.Capricorn Books, New York 1961 

Josef Škvorecký: Headed for the Blues, Short Stories of the Jazz Age, 1969, The Engineer of 

the Human Souls, 1977 

Hannah Arendt: Eichmann in Jerusalem, Viking Press, 1963 

Guenther Grass: The Tin Drum, 1959, The Dog Years, 1963, The Biography, 2006, While 

Peeling the Onion, 2008 

Andrzej Wajda: Ashes and Diamonds, Promised Land, The Man of Marble 

Roman Polanski: The Pianist, 2002 

Heinrich Boell: Where Were You, Adam? 1951, And he didn´t Say a Word, 1953, The Opinions 

of a Clown, 1963, The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum, 1975 

Stanley Milgrams: Obedience to Authority, An Experimental View, Harper Collins,New York, 

1974 

Josef Korbel: The Communist Subversion of Czechoslovakia, 1959 

Heda Margolius-Kovály: Under a Cruel Star : A Life in Prague 1941-1968, 1997  

Andrej Tarkovskij: Solaris, 1973, The Stalker, Andrej Rublev, 1966, Nostalghia, 1980 

Jaroslav Seifert: The Plague Column, All the Beauties of the World, 1986 

Krysztof Zanussi: The Structure of Crystal 

Krysztof Kieslowski: The Decalogue, The Trilogy – Blue, White, Red 

Bohumil Hrabal: Closely Watched Trains, 1995, Cutting it Short, 1993,  I served the King of 



England, 1990, The Little Town Where Time Stood Still, 1993 

Jiří Menzel: Closely Watched Trains, 1971,  I Served the King of England, 2007 

Erich Fromm: The Heart of Man, To Have or To Be, The Art of Loving, The Art of Listening 

Karen Horney: Neurosis and Human Growth  

Milan Kundera: The Laughable Loves, 1969, The Joke, 1965, The Book of Laughter and 

Forgetting, 1978, Slowness, 1994, Identity, 1996, Ignorance 2000 

Ivan Klíma: Waiting for the Dark, Waiting for the Light, The Judge By Mercy 

Jan Patočka, Jiří Hájek, Václav Havel: The Charter 77 Declaration 

Michail Gorbatchev: Glasnost and Perestrojka in the USSR 

Ludvík Vaculík: The Czech Dreambook, 1980 

Václav Havel: A Word About Words, 1989, Living in Truth, 1978, Briefly, please, 2006,  

Theatre plays – The Audience, The Vernissage, Largo Desolato, Leaving – play and film, 2011. 

 

Internet Research  

Guidelines 

 
Many of the topics and individuals dealt with in this course are political and controversial.  When using 
the internet to research bear this in mind and seek corroboration from non crowd-sourced resources. 

Additional 

Required 

Equipment  

 
none 
 

Session 1 

 

Wednesday, 

September 5 

 

 
Overview of the course, its structure, papers to be prepared, reading and viewing required and 

recommended. 

 

Sergej Ejzenstejn’s“The Battleship Potemkin”(1925) as first propaganda film. 
 
 
 

Session 2 

 

Thursday, 

September 6 

 

The nature and significance of civil resistance facing totalitarian regimes in Central and 

Eastern Europe. Timothy Garton Ash : “The Magic Lantern” (2000).  

Agora production: “The Power of the Powerless” documentary (2010). 

 
 

Session 3 

 

Wednesday, 

September 12 

 
The notion of absurdity of any given totalitarian regime, the exploration of the situation of an innocent 

individual being treated as a potential criminal or enemy of the state, being Jewish in Central Europe.  

 

Franz Kafka :“Letters to Milena”(1925). 

Session 4 

 

Thursday, 

September 13 

 

Intelligent individuals trusting and serving a dictatorship e.g. in the communist Soviet Russia 

under Stalin and realizing too late what the real foundations of such a regime are.  

Nikita Mikhalkov: “Burnt by the Sun” (1994). 
 

Session 5 
 

Another option for an intelligent, honest person in the Soviet Russia – trying to stay out of the 



 

Wednesday, 

September 19 

historical events, an impossible attempt to live without either compromising with the regime 

or fighting it.  

Boris Pasternak: “Doctor Zhivago” (1958). 
 

Session 6 

 

Thursday, 

September 20 

 
The general analysis of a non-democratic, oppressive system, whether it is Communism or Nazism and 

the striving of individuals for love, freedom and truth. 

 

 George Orwell :“1984”. 

 

Session 7 

 

Wednesday, 

September 26 

 

The appeal of totalitarian ideology to some artists and intellectuals – by opportunism, by 

conviction?  Leni Riefenstahl and Albert Speer serving the Nazi regime and their different 

perception of guilt later on.  

“The Triumph of the Will” and Gita Sereny´s biography of Albert Speer. 
 

Session 8 

 

Thursday, 

September 27 

 

An opposite reaction of students fighting the same oppressive regime and believing in 

democracy as a fair social environment.  

“The Last Days of Sophie Scholl” and the White Rose Movement in Munich, 2009. 
 

Session 9 

 

Wednesday, 

October 3 

 

How totalitarian ideology deals with its real or imagined opponents. Mass human rights 

abuses in the Soviet Russia and witnesses who had difficulties to be trusted in Western liberal 

democracies.  

Alexander Solzhenitsyn :“The Gulag Archipelago”(1963). 
 

Session 10 

 

Thursday, 

October 4 

 

Another example of an abusive regime dealing not only with its opponents, but other groups 

as well – Jews, Slaves, Romas, handicapped mentally or physically. Individual versus collective 

guilt.  

 “The Nazis: A Warning from History” documentary (chapter Chaos and Consent). 
 

Session 11 

 

Wednesday, 

October 10 

 

 

Surviving inhuman conditions of war, occupation, ghetto and concentration camp. The notion 

of human solidarity, believing in good as a realistic concept after all, as well as friendship and 

love. The notion of guilt and shame.  

Arnošt Lustig: „Lovely Green Eyes “(2002),“The Diamonds of the Night” (1969). 
 

Session 12 

 

Thursday, 

 

A more skeptical vision of people conforming with occupation and rules of the  dictatorship.   

Collaboration versus heroism. Josef Škvorecký: “The Cowards”. (1958). 
 



October 11 

Session 13 

 

Wednesday, 

October 17 

 
Jews as a persecuted group, the psychology of victimization and  marginalization of a given social group 

by the majoritarian society. 

 

 Imre Kertész: “Fatelessness” (1975). 
 

Session 14 

 

Thursday, 

October 18 

 

The loneliness of those who came back – from the front, from a prison, from a camp.                     

Original beliefs confronted with today’s reality.  

Reiner W. Fassbinder: “The Marriage of Maria Braun” (1978). 

Falll Break 

 

October 22-26 

 

Session 15 

 

Wednesday, 

October 31 

 

Methods generally used by any totalitarian ideology whether it is Communism or Nazism or 

any current extremist movement.  

 

Brain washing, psychological humiliation, physical torture, attacks on one’s beliefs and moral, 

isolation from the outside world. 

Arthur London: “The Confession”(1970) 

 

Session 16 

 

Thursday, 

November 1 

 

An attempt to catalogue and analyze the crimes of Communism over seventy years.  

Revelation of the actual, practical impacts of the ideology around the world  – terror, torture, 

famine, mass deportations, massacres. 

Karel Bartošek´s chapter in Stéphane Courtois and coll.:“The Black Book of Communism” (1999). 
 

Session 17 

 

Friday, 

November 2 

(make-up for 

Wednesday 

classes) 

 
Mid Term Paper 
 

Session 18 

 

Wednesday, 

 

What is it like to live in a society that is essentially not free and how do people react towards 

power.  



November 7 Conformity versus protest. 

Jan Procházka and Karel Kachyňa : “The Ear”. (1970) 
 

Session 19 

 

Thursday, 

November 8 

 

The nature of 20th century human existence – behind the Iron Wall in the East or in a liberal 

democracy.  

Between comedy and tragedy. Exile as a human condition.  

Milan Kundera :“The Unbearable Lightness of Being”. (1984) 
 

Session 20 

 

Friday, 

November 9 

(make up for 

Thursday 

classes) 

 
Walking visit of the key central Prague sites of the November 1989 revolution and discussion of the 
dynamic of the sparking of a revolution. The national commemoration of the revolution takes place on 
November 17

th
 each year. 

 

Session 21 

 

Wednesday, 

November 14 

 

A very different look at the social reality of the 80’s – although the abuse of power is 

omnipresent, a revolt is possible. Background of the Gdansk events just before the 

declaration of the martial law. 

Andrzej Wajda and Agnieszka Holland:“The Man of Iron“ (1977) 
 

Session 22 

 

Thursday, 

November 15 

 

Another perspective on the every day existence in Poland in the 80’s – the alternative 

community of dissidents versus the ‘realistic’ approach of the majority of people under the 

repressive regime.  

Krysztof Kieslowski :“No End” (1981). 
 

Session 23 

 

Wednesday, 

November 21 

 

Dissent and civil resistance as a phenomenon of the 20th century in Central and Eastern 

Europe.  

Life in truth as a response to the totalitarian regime, possibilities of help from the outside 

world.  

Jeri Laber :“The Courage of Strangers”(2002). 
 

Session 24 

 

Thursday, 

November 22 

 

Secret police and its collaborators as an omnipresent control of people´s lives. Personal files 

and their critical evaluation. 

Visit to the Institute for Studying Totalitarian regimes (www.ustrcr.cz) which controls the files 

of the communist regime’s secret police and published extensive studies on both the 

http://www.ustrcr.cz/


Communist and Nazi periods. 

Session 25 

 

Wednesday, 

November 28 

 

Meditation on the possibilities of being an honest person in a dishonest regime. Every day life 

confronted with a moment of moral choice.  

Ivan Klíma :“Love and Garbage” (1986)  

 

(Ivan Klima is a survivor of the Nazi camps and was a dissident in the 1970s and 1980s.  He has 

attended the class in person on a number of occasions in recent years.  If he is available, his talk will 

replace this class). 
 

Session 26 

 

Thursday, 

November 29 

 

Dissent as a strategy, parallel community of like-minded people as a shelter.   

Václav Havel:“The Power of the Powerless“  

and Adam Michnik:“Letters from Prison and other Essays“. 
 

Session 27 

 

Wednesday, 

December 5 

 

Samizdat (hand produced versions of banned work) as a specific way of communication.  

Visit to the Libri Prohibiti Library (www.libriprohibiti.cz) which is the largest collection of Samizdat 

books and journals in Central Europe. 

 

 
 

Session 29 

 

Thursday, 

December 6 

 

Revision class 
 

Session 30 

 

Wednesday,  

December 13 

 
Final Exam in class 

Classroom 

Etiquette 

 
No eating in class. 
 

Required Co-

curricular 

Activities 

 
None 
 

Suggested Co-

curricular 

Activities 

 
The city of Prague has a constant source of material for this course in its museums, libraries, galleries, 
monuments and, most of all, its people.  The required reading for class is relatively limited in order to 
provide time for exploring texts, movies and institutions relevant to the major themes. 
 

http://www.libriprohibiti.cz/


 


