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“So what is this tickling at the heels to which Kafka’s all too human 2

/"‘—N-_/

ape would refer us all too apish humans to? I call it the mimetic facul._
b, the nature that culture uses to create second nature, the faculty o
copy, imilate, make models, explove difference, yield into and become
Other. The wonder of mimesis lies in the copy drawing on the character
and power of the original, to the point whereby the representation may
even assume that character and that power. ™

_ cular form of & mimetic faculty in favor of another.
Ifocus on the institution of the Czech AlI‘ Force and Its ofﬁcers
:whose fprofessmnal identity is . seri

_ stanges of Iarge SOCIO-Pi -and 1nst1tut10na1 changes
th f%é’g%any the “transition” from socialism to démocracy.
‘The mimetic. faculty at the ba31s of the professmnal 1dent1ty of
& . . .
‘the.: Soviet :technoiogy.?éﬁd"Sowet{ype ‘military  discipline.
"Follomng the sociopolitical reorientation of the Czech Repubtic
.-ffrorn the_East (membershlp in the Warsaw™ Pact) toward the
niembershlp in NATO), the Czech state apparatus ‘of
"legiﬁWnce (war machine) changes the original object
to be mimicked from the Soviet to the Western type of military
discipline and technology. In this essay, ‘I use ethnographlc'
‘.'Q'matenal to coniment. on” how: this’) _proces: of ‘mimetic. change
al Air Force officers who ﬁndf"
;='_"_'themsc1ve§n_ liminal (Gennep 1909; Turner 1966) space
and time of the war machine “in transition.”

* Taussig. Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses, p. xiii.
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By the time 1 arrived at base X, [ had some experience inter-
viewing men in the Czech military. It has been almost a year
since I began my job as a social scientist at a military research
institute in Prague. Even though I was a civilian in the military,
many of the same military rules applied to me and the first six
months on the job were quite difficult. ‘The main. plllar of my
dassertanon ‘research proposal which 1 defended' before :
committee at New School for Social esearch :
interview officers about the changm"'deman s of the mlhtary'

sure whether I would ever be even allowed to leave the premise

of my office. Most of my work at the time consisted in transla-
ting and editing what my boss and other people wrote and in
meeting with foreign military researchers and NATO represen-
tatives to whom [ was presented as “our Hanka who lived in
America for 10 years” and who “speaks such good English!”
After months of being mentally and physically exhausted from
endless commutes to my job, long work hours, and general
deprivation from employment in the military research estab-
lishment where 1 was pushed into participating on projects
whose titles and contents sincerely scared me, I was beginning
to loose hope that I would ever be able to accomplish my
ethnographic ambitions. I realized and was repeatedly remin-
ded in case I forgot, that in order to go anywhere and talk to
anybody, I needed to secure the order of the top military man -
the Chief of the General Staff. T was told that this difficult task
could only be achievemﬁl%'  iting a proposal for a project that
would be completely indiépensable to the military.

In the absence of access to literature on which I have previ-
ously so fdolis cﬁr relied and without the customary (and by the
standard of military social science highly overrated) freedom
anthropologists like to enjoy when they are conducting their
fieldwork, I created a project over two days and nights in the
office based on media reports that at the time spoke of the
upcoming exodus of Czech Air Force officers.” I already knew
how most newspaper reports about the Czech military were

_:;for such exodus of qualified and’ mdlspenseble officers mu; be
'mvestlgated? 1 included a plan of action to deal with the

But for the first five months on the }ob I was ot A
{
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produced - through isolated phone calls between several
higher-ranking officers and the three or four Czech reporters
who were loosely interested in military and security issues — and
so the question of whether the rumor was a fact or a ﬁCtIOIl
seemed particularly irrelevant. Based on
which talked of the imminent depopu}
Force, I wrote a. pro_]ect proposal bursting with u

problem through ethnographic research.: My researchi; 1 said;: -
;Would help rn111tary lea_dershlp deal- W’lth t‘ms bummgfl ue,:__

'for which T was etemauy g'rateﬁll 1 had £

§ tor gas for my
ancient Skoda car, a laptop computer in which I recorded
interviews and in my bag an order signed by the Chief of the
General Staff, laminated for protection against frequent use.
When 1 arrived at Base X, I had more than thirty interviews
completed and transcribed based on sessions with men who were

;:_-'I percewed was a sense. of repetmon of hea:rmg sxmﬂar stones'
- over and over again. Before going to the field I was told that the
“'point when you feel like you are not learning anything new is usu-

ally a good indication that you should stop what you are doing and
start with something else. I could not do that — for one thing, my
project proposal to the tated that I would complete 101
interviews — and I did not’dare to mess about with numbers when
it came to military research! More importantly, I felt strongly that

® E.g. Gazdik (2001), ,Sedivy: Cekaji nds mimotddné potize: Krize armady,
distojnici cht€ji do civilu;* Jan Gazdik, ,Armada se vylidfiuje kvitli famam
a nejistote,” Pavel Macha, ,Mozky a stthacky,” Jan Gazdik, ,Armddu deptaji
zastaralé stereotypy.”
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T
ol o /7%&94«\4 :
e mono D lcance ¥ tne reptition of stories | realized that 4y g ed for ey gy iUt public participarion or protest
“the monotonots content of the interviews was;nlsnngmshable o / sed for the _goals of the state and the transnational
from their manner of dellveratice ~ réSighied discourse oy | | 1°8mE of millitary violence, -
“leaving - the. military institution, saturated with- dis_cnchﬁgﬁﬁnf:g [ This general mo
“and melancholia. In the stories of these experienced -.Qﬂi‘.:?lf.s?ﬂﬂ?.‘?_"‘ ] pshe
ol decay and finally hegimipation of the old Russtan fighter planes C, N maltip : .
 Migs and Sus - intermidgled with ironic and selfd recating’ one that.becarne central_ o my sixteen months’ fieldwork in the
observations testifyi ¢ to the end f good times for the pec Plef Czech “A.II‘ Force .h‘ad, like all things military, a name. It was
the Crech Air Force and for the in stitution in gen ra}. Crucial to - called “officer attrition” “Attrition normally denotes
tHe Ten s SFomas was fhe fia e fre oo e E’”‘ﬁ histori- a slow death of an object. In th ilitary
th g
1t contract-between personnel
ution; Military scientists spend much time
ey looking for scientific ways to determine
the appropriate levels of attrition, in order to prevent the d e-
iorati f the military institution.

uoug ries of conern
layers and forms of displacements. The

‘aging Soviet technology on which they have spent their lives flying
and working, were 'siifnulta'_l:ié@us_l'}:rﬁ:stp_gies-':_.gf;:r their own inevitable

displacement. |

The displacement of the military men _and_,_mgq_hi_ngs'was an_
mntegral part/of the process of military professionalization,
~which was/instigatéd by the geopolitical changes following the :
end of socialism. It was largely from the interviews with the men
who were leaving the Air Force that I came to §§e_m;ht 10~
 fessionalization itself as a ‘highly paradoxical fosmof
ment - a movement of the military in the Sutard direc ton::
~ from the core of the statc. But while this process characteristic:
" of po

* Deleuze and Guattari (1987). *1227: Treatise on Nomadology ~ The War

Machine.”

e et {ernity Vo loas the: ror aoal af thasmik. % The military studies focused on attrition and retention usually identi de-
st-communist modernity mVOl"eSthe removal of the mlh " terminants that are sure to affect military personnel retention, suih ag “Utflj:z fa-

' mily factor,” pay and bonus, Jjob content satisfaction and peer recognition, as
well as different sets of psychological dispositions of individual soldiers,
Through questionnaires and psychological tests, the researchers find the most

Durand, ,The Family Factor and Retention Among Married Soldiers Deployed
in Operation Desert Storm,“ Brice Stone, Vince Wiggins, Kathryn Turner
L Holland, Larry T, Looper, “Air Force Pilot Retention: Evaluating the Results of
L€ ap~ Alternative Models,” Gerald D. Gibb, Tatree Nontasak and Daniel Dolgin,
an be “Factors Affecting Career Retention Among Naval Aviators,”
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on. Professional Soldiers® passed in 1999 and effective in November
2001 (the first law on this issue since 1959%), directly encoura-
ged people to leave the military institution, determining sub-
stantial pensions based on the number of years spent in service.
Moreover, unlike the previous law, which only looscly definec
the_ relatlonshlp between rank, educatlon and _]ob p051t10" ﬂl

bers of the Polish military in Iraq and awarded the admini-
stration of a large section of the territory in post-war Iraq. This
Amencan/}g&cfll%n has caused a dilemma for Polish state and its
military, utterly unprepared for such a task and unable to finan-
ce the operation from its own sources. The grotesque effect of
the situation whereby the former member of the Soviet bloc is
awarded a privilege and order to /1}‘061%“&% another country, for
which it lacks means and motivation, was topped by the fact that
due to insufficient finances, the American government will
have to help finance the participation of the Pohsh contmgent

In case of postcommunist militaries; the g :

--ring. hlghe educatlon Tevel and lower rank for a given jobp
~tion thap wa, customzuy before ‘At the same time, an o6fficial mi.
litary d% gave promotion advantage to those people who.
passed special military English language exams. An associated
ruling lowered the number of high ranking officers allowed to
serve on the bases outside of the headquarters. The c '
.naﬂon:of these measures forced _many. ofﬁcers w1th hig 1 ranks

pubhc as well. as of the other new post~commu;
nlst NATO~member states, the

‘the mllltary"" 'he new law th__us set 2 new standard of the'm1h‘
S professxonal' and‘the new professmnal mﬂltaty 22 modern,
“young, English speaking, mternatmnally deployable mobﬂe
and quantitatively small force. /J’T'Wér

While the. standard explanatlon blames Imhtary downs:zmg,

force, con51dered an 1nef
fectlve mvestment lnnlted to the defense of the national air
space and not useful for deployment in alhed operations.
Desplte 1nternatlonal pressu POst-co ist cou '

the reonentation of NATO-member mlhtanes fro" al
intended to protect thé nation state,_ to- smalIer nuhtane
‘composed of highly spec1ahzed units capa efof contnbut:{ng b
allied ‘military - operatmns “The new NATO,” said NATO's
“secretary general, “is going to be about countries who do diffe-
rent Weach of them well.” During the Gulf War II,
the negligible fimportance of the quantity of soldiers and tech-
nology needed to contribute to allied operations was exposed in
the U.S. assessment of Poland’s loyalty in, erican struggle
against Saddam Hussein. Poland was Mb}r the United -

States for the combat participation of approximately 250 mem-

purchas_ of new:air. craft Dumng hlS visit to the Czech Repubhc

in the spring ‘of 2001, NATO Secretary Generaé Gegraey’
Robertson (as well as other NATO leaders) was quite
the Czech governments decis (

* Zakon ¢. 221/1999 Sb., o vojicich z povoldni, www.army.cz.
# Zdkon & 76/1959 Sb. _
*® Richburg (2002), “Czechs Become Model for New NATO.”

" Szayna (2002). NATO Enlargement 20002015, especially Chapter 5.
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oh fu for. _your .cars and planes.. Those: are. the
_ [““The angry author of an
article covenng George Robertson s visit, which he shrewdly
entitled, “Jet Fighter for Svejk,” laments: “Three months later,
the government did the exact opposite. As if despite the
~American hawks“ the government decided to put out tender
for the acquisition of supersonic jet fighters!“® The conflict over
the purchase of the supersonics finally escalated to the point,
where it seemed that their potendal purchase would result in
the suspension of Czech Republic’s membership in NATO!
Eventually, the country’s financial difficulties caused by the 2002
disastrous floods have led the Czech government to use the § 2
billion set aside to buy new Gripen combat aircraft for flood
relief. In the absence of Western-made replacement for the
Soviet jet fighters, the last of which %ﬁliminated in 2004,
the Czech Air Force was facing the dismal%acts: it will not have
a single supersonic fighter plane on time. Jaroslav Tvrdik, the
member of the social democratic government that for several
years unsuccessfully advocated the purchase of the new aircraft
before the Senate, resigned in May 2003 in protest of budgef%
reductions. The Ministry of Defense was then for a white led by
Miroslav Kostelka, who was not a party member, but like Tvrdik,
he was a former officer who took down the uniform to become
a civilian leader of the defense sector. This new Minister of
Defense, soon after he assumed his office, presented a solution
to the problems of the Air Force - to lease the protection of the
national air space from the Germans. #

“ Spurny (2001), “Stihacka pro Svejka.”

“ Spurny (2002), ,Gripeny, nebo NATQ.*

“ An abundance of jokes and cartoons replied to the protracted negotiations
for the purchase of new jet fighters, A newspaper cartoon (Qlustration 17}, for
example, shows Jaroslav Tvrdik, the Minister of Defense ordering a Czech Air
Force pilot to fly at supersonic speed on a subsonic speed air craft of Czech
origin, L-159: “Shut up! I have issued an order! You will fly at supersonic
speed!” Eventually 14 Gripen aircraft were leased from Sweden in 2005 and
baptised by Kostelka's successor Karel Kithnl, vice-chairman of the Unie svo-
body party.

"!

i;::_:st:rong_;,rly brough out by
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cement of people and mac] y brought about and
explained by the discourse an pragtices, of military moderniza-
tion and professionalization, a lesst infinitely more
comphcated dilemma of post- ommunist modernity is reasser-
1ts§:lf W1th great InsiStence f

Michael Taussig claims,
testlﬁes to the fundamenta y sensuous nature of human
thought “lee Adomo and Benj > rein

ﬁm%é 4

cing of the primitive, and the Juxtaposmon of the very new with
the very old, modernity “both stimulates and is predicated upon
mimetic modes of perception.™ Initially through the optical
perception of the camera and the movies, but now increasingly

¥ Benjamin (1978), “On the Mimetic Faculty,” p. 160.
“ Taussig, (1993): «iii.

* Taussig, (1993): 2.

% Taussig, (1998): 20,
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through the computer, the internet and television, the language
of the human body “combines thought with action, sensuous-
ness with intellection, ™ signaling the importance of mimesis for
human thought. {;, ot |
The pﬂots and the techmaans stories of their,

ment ot' the fot*rrtér mihtary system are‘connected'- through the
Jogic. of mxme51s, ‘whereby the original ‘becomes: mdlstmguis- :

- - hable from the copy. It seems, moreover, that what I encounte-

red in the melancholic stories of the Czech Air Force officers,
was a condition of mimetic excess, spilling out of control. After

the closure of the supply flow of spare parts from the; Sowet'_

_"'modermty, Wh1c h 1

_corporeal knowiedge that was: notnat ;.thexr dlsposal ;?Whﬂe visi-
ting base X, this mimetic cause of the melancholic disposition
of Air Force officers, which were the subject of my study of
military attrition was revealed to me in an illuminating set of
experiences.

¥ Susan Buck-Morss (1991), The Dialectis of Seeing, p. 267 in Michael Taussig
{1993}, Mimesis and Alteriy, p. 20.
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I was staying in barracks far from Base X, so I left very early —
I could not be late. I did not mind getting up before sunrise,
because I looked forward to the drive, which I knew would hold

{ surprises for me. I avoided the highways. The roads were empty

and I passed only few slowly moving tractors going to the fields
and buses collectmg workers at countryside stops to take them
to their jobs in towns. I preferred to 4;:1 e bff the main roads
because that way I could watch the infriguihg pace of life in the
villages. I was especially fascinated by the regularity with which
people went to work before sunrise and returned in early after-
noons to tend their beautiful gardens full of useful and edible
vegetables. While the mhabztants of Gzech cmes have often

" As always T hoped that a hitchhiker would stop me. This
morning it was a young woman. She worked as a shop assistant
and she said she often hitchhiked since the bus service had
gotten more expensive and less frequent. She said she was not
scared of male drivers — in the nine years she had been hitchhi-

ﬂMkjn? she had met only a few men who had tried to “seriously

motest” her. She said that customers at the supermarket where
she worked were much worse, especially mothers with young
children, who leaned against the shop’s glass counters and
touched them with dirty fingers. During the half an hour she
spent in my car, she complained about her boss and her ex-
husband who both took advantage of her. When I mentioned
that maybe she should not put up with what sounded like an
abusive treatment, she responded that she would have to be
a “crazy feminist” (“prdld feministka“) to make a big deal out of
the situation. Then she continued complaining about men and
her life in general until she got off in front of her supermarket.
When she left, I realized that I again failed in the elaborate
cultural ritual of gendered complaining whose end was not
a resolution of what I naively saw as a powerimbued conflict
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between her and two important men in her life. Instead, hers
was not a problem calling for a solution, but rather an irrecon-
cilable condition not void of certain charms. It reminded me
that I have been largely unsuccessful in exploiting the reassu-
ring nature of the dialogic exchange with the few Czech female
officers that I have met. At the end, I felt them to be quite as
distant from me as were their male counterparts. So much for
sisterhood and gendered access in fieldwork!

When I arrived at the base two hours later, T knew what to do,
I had ten minutes left till my scheduled appointment at 7:15
a.m. After I had parked my car, [ called the Base Commander
from a familiarly dilapidated gatehouse. While I waited,
a teenage enlisted whose tired eyes spilled apathy filled out my
visitor’s pass. As I watched him fill out my pass, unhurriedly

dropping cigarette ashes on my ID, 1 felt confident that this

would be a good day. |

The commander was already expecting me in his office. After
an official welcome and after I showed him my research autho-
rization and my previous report to the command, he asked the
secretary to bring us coffee. The secretary asked me what coffee
I wanted - Turkish or instant and whether I wanted milk or
sugar. I asked for black Turkish coffee. The secretary did not ask
the Commander. She knew exactly how he drank his coffee. We
chatted informally with the Commander for about ten minutes
during which gmﬁf I Jaughed at his jokes and he in return
seemed to aCknowledge my presence. He was a man with
authority — comm 'E%ra base with thousands of employees -
yet his manner was’leniért, almost jovial. On the wall behind the
commander was the Czech Armed Forces 2001 official calendar,
which featured women in uniform (Iltustration 18). I had seen
the calendar on all the bases that I had visited and I had my own
copy in Prague. Everybody had the calendar in the Czech mili-
tary — before the beginning of the New Year thé central military
publishing house distributed it to all the departments. The
calendar bonded military employees together in the same
manner as was accomplished by the special internal military
phone system with receiver displays that identified callers from
the outside world, enabling you to get prepared for unpleasant
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“diffident secre taties ~ they were all p
‘walking through Base X,

.2g0 had perceived as a desola
~establishment. ‘A week before 1 arrive
my friends in the center of Prague, and I remember feeling

questions from the civilians and to treat them differently. As
I was langhing at the commander’s Jjokes, I realized that his
humor matched remarkably well the playfully pornographic
rendering of female military officers in the calendar. Having
mentioned strategic names of people we both knew in the Air
Force and having thus larified our mutual positions, the
Commander imparted nve to his subordinate who led me to the
place where I was to meet a group of officers that I was planning
to interview that day.

As we were silently walking through the base, passing by
dilapidated barracks and staff buildings, I was overcome by
a sense of warm familiarity. When I first came to the Czech
military, I wondered what NATO observers and official visitors
thought when I saw them driving in the latest models of milita-
ry jeeps through the bases overgrown with grass or when I once
accompanied a group of them to see the decades-old Russian
Mig jet fighters helplessly stationed in the hangars. Most of
these Western men built their careers at the time when former
Czechoslovakia was on the other side of the Cold War divide as
a member of the Warsaw Pact. I figured, therefore, they must
have felt like victors inspecting a combat er a prolon-
ged battle. The trouble was that due to the Homxesof history, the

former Warsaw Pact enemies were now NATO Allies, and their -
military weakness was no longer of advantage to the victors, m}rf(z
Today, not even a year in the military and thiél}l{g.%that had first

shocked me made me feel at homes;;

overgrown grass, bored conscripts; glo

I realized that I was more shaken by
the congenial beauty of the Bohemian countryside through
which I drove to get here than by what my senses f
dat met f

quite traumatized by what I recognized as the city’s dazzling
beauty and optimism. I had been broken in, having mimeticaily
merged with an institution that had first shocked my eyes as an
appalling remainder of the socialist system.
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ly judged to be the socialist Skoda Car company advertisements
from the early 1980s were not missing from the walls, “Laska je
ldska,“ I thought, My natural instincts directed me to “put my
hands on my nipples and run” - as I was recommended to do on
my second day on the job by a retired colonel employed in the
same department within the military. But because T was despe-
rate after four hours of driving and the coffee with the
Commander, I did what I needed to do and for what toilets are
made, and slightly shaken by the experience, I returned to the
room where I left my bag.

: ‘I set the laptop computer on a dusty desk, which I cleaned
~ with my sleeve and sked;for coffee, which was even'tually
* brought to me in a ﬁ%}?ﬁqug. I walked out of the room and
- asked the group of smoking men for four volunteers whom
I'would interview in the course of the day, one at a time.

After few minutes of walking from the Staff building where
I had met the Commander, my escort and I arrived at an edifice
located at the end of the row of barracks. Because of the sharp
light outside, I could not see much of anything in the long dark
cold hallway completely lined with old yellow and brown tiles,
When we arrived at the hallway’s end, my escort knocked on the
door and left without a word. After some time, the door opened
and [ was let into another hallway. When my eyes got used to the
darkness, T was first comforted by the familiar sight of porno-
graphic posters of well-endowed blondes on the yellowed walls
and cigarette smoke lazily hanging in the air. I was at the right
place, I thought, and lowered the computer bag from my shoul-
der. I then looked into the room to the left where in torn
armchairs and on a very old polyesterrcouch sat several men who -
were smoking cigarettes and sipping finidentified liguid from
chipped ‘mugs.” Except for one, they were all dressed in old
tracksuits wearing slippers. The man who opened the door
turned out to be their superior, because he told the others:
“This is the young lady from the General Staff who came to
interview you, so be nice.” The men continued to sit and smoke,
quite unimpressed by my presence. There was awkward silence .-
when none of us knew what to do next. I felt the acute absence
of a female secretary who would be asked to bring me coffee,
which would interrupt the uneasiness of the situation.

At the worst possible moment, as usually, I needed to use the
bathroom. Into the general silence interrupted only by a radio
on which popular Czech singer Lucie Bild was singing her early
hit, “Love is love, when girls marry girls and boys marry boys,”
(Laska je laska, kdyZ se holky zen&j s holkama a Kluci s kluka:
ma), I asked,the commander of the group for directions to the
toilet. He hesitated a little, but then showed me to the door back
in the hallway. It is not that I was not ready for a dirty lavatory.
customarily found in our part of the world, with the reassuring .
sour smell of urine and no toilet paper. But this one was special:
The bowl was caked with layers of excrement of various ages and -
sources. There was also urine on the floor and cigarette buts
swimming in a half-empty dirty pickle jar on the miniature sink.
to the left side of the toilet. Pornographic posters that I expert:

V.

The man who came in the room first was in his fifties, rather
good-looking, slim, in a golf T-shirt and blue jeans. He was
smiling at me as he entered the room and closed the door be-
hind him. I liked him. He asked me how I was and I said that
I thought I had had better days. He said he understood that,
noting that I looked tired and pulled out something out of his
pocket;’g herextended his hand and, opened it - on his palm
was an exquisite head of garlic. He said he grew a lot of garlic in
his garden and this one was fresh and he wanted to give it to me
to make me feel better. He had a slightly perceptible Slovak
accent — that was nothing surprising, at least one third of the
people I have interviewed were former Slovaks who opted for
Czech citizenship when Czechoslovakia divided into two separa-
te states by the end of 1992, After the “Velvet Divorce” as the
separation of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic was called,
former mates eventually technically became military opponents,
since Slovakia was not admitted to NATO at the same time as the
Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary.* I asked him to sit down,
and he did. He seemed in a great mood and kept smiling at me.
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This was little disconcerting to me. I was not used to meeting
happy people in my interviews with departing officers. I told
him, like all others before and after him, that I was doing
research, which was paid for by the U.S. Navy and the Czech
Armed Forces and that I was interested in hearing about his
career and why he was leaving the Air Force.

Officer X, so we shall call him, was an air-ground crewmem-
ber — a technician — and he had served in the Air Force for 32
years. He was married and had three children, all of whom
were married — one of the two sons was an officer in the milita-
ry. His wife was a teacher and all of their life together they lived
in the same two-bedroom apartment in a military a bloc of flats
(paneldk) in the nearby housing estate (sidlisté) built in the
1950s for the officers’ families. His income was approximately
16,000 CZK (450 USD) a month, only slightly more than mine.

When I asked him to tell me something about his motivations
for joining the Air Force and to talk generally about his job, he
smiled broadly and told me a passionate story of his love affair
with planes. His story included the falting in love — when he first
sat down in a Russian Mig during an air show as a teenager in
the early 1960s; the pursuit — surviving through and graduating
from military high school; the frustration and setback — when he
did not pass the physical tests required for him to receive trai-
ning as a pilot; the consummation — becoming a technician and
spending almost thirty years in a beloved job in which “I was
able to touch planes everyday, feeling like they touched me
gently back right where my soul is.”

I asked him to tell me more about planes, which he dld smi-
ling incessantly, his eyes shining with pure pleasure. In his
account, his love of planes and the Air Force family was the
main storyline for which the history of the Soviet occupation
and then political change and NATO membership were little
more than stage sets that switched between acts:

*® While the Czech Republic entered NATO in 1999, Slovakia became a mem-
ber in 2004,
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You see, with planes, it is not like with cars. When something
goes wrong with a car, you stop by the side of the road and
repair it. But when something goes wrong with the plane, it
talls down on the ground and it is gone. In the almost thirty
years that I have been a technician, not a single plane that
I prepared for flight had a mechanical failure. I have worked
on three types of the Migs and then Sus. Those I particularly
loved. I have a beautiful miniature model at home and
whenever 1 touch it, I feel warm all the way to my soul
The day when they recently took them out of operation was
a terribly sad moment for me. Those planes could have lasted
several more years. They never failed you. I remember that
once one of the planes sucked in part of the cabin, the
engine was bare, but it was still running till it stopped at the
depot. Those Russian engines were great; they just kept
going, completely reliable. You cannot compare that to this
new Czech plane 1-159 that they are bringing in now. The day
that they put the Sus out of operation was one of the saddest
days in my life. I thought that the best planes would stay, but
the decisions were made at the top where other things than
technical considerations mattered. It is such a shame that we
do not have this great plane any more.

You probably don’t think so when you look around and you
are so young, but I think my job was beautiful and I loved it.
I'looked forward to coming to work every single day, because
I loved planes and here I could touch them all day long. We
used to be in contact with the pilots all the time as well. The
pilot, the technician and the plane — we were all one. We
were like a family. The pilot depended on the plane and the
plane depended on the technician. When the Soviets brought
the Sus for the first time, it was terribly exciting. We prepared
the plane for the test pilot who took it,for,a ride and when he
returned, and said that it all ran sn%c%o‘%ﬁf?, there was such
a great feeling that spread all over me. We had an excellent
collaboration with the Soviets. When they came here, they
brought all the technology with them and they showed us how
to work on the planes. We could also understand each other
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- the languages are so similar, it is not like with English. We
were real partners, not like now. I thought we would get new
planes and we would work with the NATO guys on them, but
they are nowhere to be seen. I thought that we would colla-
borate much more closely. I thought perhaps we would g0
visit one of the Western bases, to exchange experience and
learn something new. Or maybe, I thought, they would come
here and look at what we are doing ~ but nothing. ..

You see, those were very different times before the change
came; we were flying all the time, we worked all the time,
Overtime was never paid; we were tired as dogs, but happy,
because we worked. There were emergencies, we were on call
twenty-four hours a day, and there weré%anns - but you
could never know they were mock, because the €nemy was
there. We worked weekends too... There were planes standing
ready all the time... We were the attack force of the Warsaw
Pact and that was what we were being prepared for. I know it
was a different international situation — there was the enemy in
the West and the friends were in the East and so you knew how
things stood and why you exercised. Now, after the change,
things are different - the discipline is gone: We used to have to
walk in uniforms ~ people could see that you were a soldier.
Now you don’t have to wear a uniform and the discipline went
down terribly. We don't have the enemy now, but we also do ot

‘have people who would' understand ‘the military at the top.”

Now with the new young minister — Tvrdik — things might chan-
ge, because he is a former military and he seems to be taking
military seriously. But I remember Havel, how he mocked the
military at first and then he turned around and thought we
would not remember it. Or one of the first civilian Ministers of
Defenseéﬁfélﬁlgg 9-1 remember him on TV, showing the mi-
litary shoeshine kit and r{dy’jcuhng it. That reaily hurt me — how
could someone like that make decisions about the Air Force?

“And you ask me what changedpEVeryﬂungChang =

the old ones are gone and new o
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es are gone now. There are no planes for me to work on —

ave already been asked to sta

guard at the gatehouse? But

staying if I could be civilian technician. T
law, which they ut they are
be able to replace ~ ap ‘
-airground crews. do not know if I am offered the job.
It means anyway, I will never wear the uniform again. It is so
sad you know — what it came down to. I sit here in the office
all day long, waiting for my time to go home and then soon,
I might never come back. When they were taking those last
planes to be put away, I cried... And you see, now I am too.
I just never thought this would be the end - like this, here ~
waiting for the end. But this is the end and that is how I logk
at it. Fortunately, I have my garden,

» DUL
ight consider

He stopped talking, and I looked at him — his eyes were

. shining, there were tears in them. But then he gave me a broad
smile and said:

You should see my garden, it is an unbelievable thing ~ I work
on it now all the time. I have a lot of garlic, but many other
things as well. T have these new roses coming this week, I can-
not wait to go and plant them.

m{ged at the garlic he gave to me and then at hlm This guy

® Sigmund Freud (1914-1918).
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object as forever gone. He cried about theplanesandthe dylng
 Air Force, but only as a closed chapter in his life that he was -
~““able to externalize and displace onto a different object and-
activity = the planting of garlic and roses in his garden. - ‘
Michael Taussig claims: “The wonder of mimesis lies in d le Co
py drawing on the character and power of the original, to.the
‘point whereby the representation may even assume that charac-
ter and that power.” In their displacement, the Czech Air Force
officers merge with their Soviet planes and the socialist Air

N i i lancholic
Force, 1ndlstlngulsoc%h ‘lgl 3 _each..othe_r in thelr .__me:
we: %%@ﬂuo B

disappearance G oS, at i
communist moment of liminali
 reciprocal longing between the ma;
“stitution was revealed to me in tt
dation and modernity on one s

Postscript 1

Flying and gardening seem to share love
ning characterisics of people's mimetic attachment wward
‘them. A former Air Force " pilot decided. not to part Wlth hlS__i:.

" plane, placing a disabled Soviet jet fighter 2s a decoration in the
- garden of his house (Illustration 19).%

Postscript 2

The pilots on an elite Air Force base where I spent se'vera.l
months later that year have a club room, which holds an intri-
guing exhibit. On one of the walls, they place metal pieces of

* Michael Taussig (1993). Mimesis and Alterity, p. x.uz . _ .

o Thfa photograpgh was taken by the owner, Pavel Vaiows, and included in ﬂ:f
book about the history of the Czechoslovak and F!zech Air Force 1989 - 1R99 i
eloquently called, Zrufend kiidla (Displaced Wings), see Lorenc and Rog

(2000), p. xciv.
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wrecked planes with a name of the pilot that died during its
crash. It is hard to imagine a more complete consummation of
love through mimesis. -

Postscript 3

Some time after I had returned to the base which was my
primary fieldwork site, its Commander was approached by
American filmmakers with an intriguing proposition. Another
line of Soviet jet fighters, which were in fact the only fighter
planes left on his base, were going out of operation. The
American star and movie director Vin Diesel was making a film
in the Czech Republic and insisted on having Russian jet figh-
ters included in its final action scene. The Commander
welcomed the proposition in exchange for English language
laboratory equipment for his pilots.

For several weeks, the elite pilots of the base were training
under the instruction of American movie makers how to elegan-
tly run towards their planes before take-off. Ironically enough,
I saw the movie, XXX (read “triple X, on the plane from the
United States. In the theatre of violence, which the movie essen-
dally is, the Czech lands and Czech women serve as a location
on which the battle between the American governient and the
Soviet mafia takes place. Vin Diesel, the lover of extreme sports,
is the main hero named XXX who is hired by the US secret
service to fight his Soviet counterparts on the Czech territory.
The final scene takes place on the Vitava River in the historic
part of Prague. In an American action movie, the melancholic
Czech pilots with whom I worked on a lonely country base fly
the Soviet jets into the timeless space of the Hollywood silver
screen. The filming took place on the last day when the Soviet
jetfighters were in operation. “At least we can now look at them
whenever we want,” commented the pilots when I asked them
how they felt about the movie.

105




gt WS =

- rd ’ \-"
MEzadina ! SLedEn 3977 Rowgaz © POLETRE MAD VKOO RvcrosTy /

&2 Kresba Viadimr
Datsl lueshy 2utora nazdete na sewe lidevive.ss.

lustration 17: “Shut wp! I have issued an order! You will fly at
supersonic speed!” A newspaper cartoon showing Jaroslav Tordik,
the Minister of Defense ordering a Crech Air Force pilot (o fly

at supersonic speed on L-159, a subsonic-speed air craft of Crech

Mustration 18: The cover page of the official 2001 calendar
origin. Source: Cartoon Viadimir Jirdnek, in Lidové noviny, of the Czech Armed Forces. Source: Photo Old¥ich Jei'dbek,
November 8, 2001,

Minisiry of Defense of the Czech Republic, Prague, 2000.
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CHAPTER 5 ~ BRINGING THE VIOLENCE BACK
IN (PRAGUE 1989-2002)

For the continuous coming-z'nto-being of the state rested, in other
words, on the continuous passing away of the body of the Liberator into
the body of the people, and this constant passing-away itself depended on
4 capacity not merely to continvuously resurrect his image, but to be

possessed by his spirit by virtue of that image.” (Taussig 1997
101-102)

“Optimist: “Militarism means increasing the state’s authority by exer-
cising force, so that — ; Grumbler — the means will lead to its eventual
disintegration, the dissolution of the state. In wartime, everybody become-
s his fellow man’s superior. The military men become the superiors of
the state, which sees no way out of this unnatural constraint but cor-
ruption. If the statesman allows the military man to control him, he has
Jallen under the spell of a grade-school idol which has had its day and
- which, in our day, can be allowed to rule gver life and death only at our
- peril.”” (Kraus 1974: 18)

“Maybe our colonel knew why they were shooting, maybe the Germans
knew, but I, so help me, hadn’t the vaguest idea. As far back as T could
search my memory, I hadn’t done g thing to the Germans, I'd always
ireated them friendly and polite. T knew the Germans pretty well, T'd
even gone to school in their country when I was little, near Hanover. I'd
spoken their language. ... But from that to shooting at us right in the
middle of the road, without so much as a word of introduction, was
a long way, a very long way. If you asked me, they were going too far”
(Céline 1983: 7). -

Mustration 19: Photograph of a disabled plane that Pavel Vasious
purchased from the Air Force and placed in his garden.

Source: Photo P. Vatious, in Mivoslav Lorenc and Stanislav Rogl.
ZruSend kiidla: Pozndmky k eskoslovenskému a ¢eskému- -
vojenskému letectvu v letech 1989 az 1994.

Olomouc: Votobia, 2000.
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