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1 Responsibility

1.1 Responsibility as a concept and a phenomenon 

Discourse about responsibility has become a fashionable contemporary subject. Much of it, at least in the social sciences and humanities, is related to claims that in traditional democracies we can observe decreasing demands on taking individual and collective responsibilities. Instead, we witness an increase in, and magnified claims for, more and more rights for individuals and specific groups. Charles Taylor’s 1995 analysis of this phenomenon has become classic, but many others have joined in. ‘Rights mania’ has been viewed as a phenomenon of the twentieth century (e.g. Donahue 1990) continuing well to the present one; rights have become licenses of the media to make caricatures of whatever they like. Strong institutions have the power to judge and misrepresent the positions of their opponents. No wonder that balancing rights and responsibilities (Etzioni 1991, O’Neill 2002) has become an essential requirement of a civil society and democracy. 

Yet not all claims about responsibilities belong to this genre. A leading Russian psychologist, Andrei Brushlinski, (1994) drew attention to the basic controversies in Russia during the transition to democracy after the fall of Communism. He too noted a general tendency for individuals not to feel responsible for their actions. But in this case the tendency not to feel responsible was not due to the emphasis on rights. Instead, it was something that has been carried over from the past Communist regime. Psychologists often comment that the Soviet totalitarian system, which controlled both individual and collective life, gave individuals so few responsibilities that they internalized an attitude of learned helplessness. Analyzing this problem, Brushlinski argued that the 1990s call of Russian people for reopening the debate on morality and responsibility was an appeal for the restoration of social action based on responsibility. 

Thus rights and responsibilities are not always in opposition. Indeed, having and accepting responsibilities can be viewed as one of the basic human rights. This perspective was clearly expressed in Czechoslovakia in the historical document published in January 1977 known as Charta 77. Charta 77 presented itself as a non-political and a free ‘open community of people of different convictions, beliefs and professions who are all united by the will, both individually and collectively, to observe that civil and human rights …are respected’ (Charta 77, p. 12, [my translation]). One of such basic rights was responsibility. Charta 77 insisted that this deeply moral requirement must be attended to at both the individual and at collective levels.

As a concept in moral philosophy, the subject of responsibility has a long history, although it has often been treated under other names, like duty, obligation and morality, among others. One can presuppose that its origin, just like that of language and symbolic communication, goes back to the beginnings of humanity. Praising and blaming individuals and groups, judging actions and interactions as good and bad, all those phenomena take place in and through communication. They also presuppose an awareness of agency and intentionality. The concept of responsibility, moreover, has been linked to those of freedom, will, the person and the selfhood. In addition, accompanied by different adjectives, like ‘causal’, ‘intentional’, ‘legal’, ‘political’ and ‘moral’, the concept of responsibility displays its heterogeneous nature and multifaceted meanings. 

In social psychology, Fritz Heider (1958) showed that in common sense thinking people attach at least five different meanings to responsibility depending how they conceptualize the contribution of the individual and his/her environment to the event in question. In one way or other, attributions of responsibility are related to a variety of societal issues. For example, in this or that case, should it be the jury or the medical professional who makes judgments about the individual’s responsibility? An answer to this question may determine the fate or individuals in question: will they be imprisoned or will they be sent to a mental hospital? A psychiatric hospital during the Soviet regime became a place of sequestration of dissidents (e.g. Grigorenko 1982, Moscovici 2003) when, due to international pressure, it was too embarrassing for the regime to keep them in prison. Treating dissidents as ill rather than criminals seemed to be, at least for a while, a more acceptable manner of depriving them of personal responsibility. 

Although people represent both responsibilities and rights as interpersonal symbolic phenomena, they do so in different senses. In the former case, the individual may accept responsibility for other(s) without that being recognized by them; and in turn, others may attribute responsibility to the individual without his/her being aware of that. In other words, responsibility does not necessarily imply the reciprocity of intentions; rather, it may involve control, duty, obligation and action on the part of an agent. As already implied, in the Soviet regime, responsibility as a dialogical symbolic interaction was turned into a monological control. In contrast, with respect to a right, the individual cannot claim to have it unless that right is also recognized by the relevant other party. The struggle of the Charta 77 for responsibility as a right was the struggle for the acknowledgement of agency and of moral action.

These examples show a tremendous variability in meanings of responsibilities and their dynamic interdependencies with societal phenomena in which they are embedded. Consequently, social representations of responsibility reflect both historical and political conditions of the time and not surprisingly, they manifest themselves in specific ways in traditional democracies and in post-Communist countries. After the fall of Communism in Europe in 1989 the question of responsibility turned into an important issue in the public discourse. It referred not only to contemporary and future responsibilities during the transition towards democracy, but it also became a burning question of coping with and understanding the past. Concerning contemporary and future responsibilities, these were related to good management. For example, how should be obligations and duties distributed between citizens and institutions? How should responsibilities of individuals, groups, collectives and associations be balanced with rights? With respect to the past, the question of responsibilities was very different because it referred to questions of revenge versus forgiveness, and accusations versus benevolence. How should be judged those who, overtly or secretly supported the ancien regime and were responsible for the persecution and suffering of others? It is this question that is directly linked to the subject of this chapter. But before we address it directly, we must first consider what meanings the notion of responsibility could have had for citizens during the totalitarian regime.

1.2 Responsibilities in a totalitarian regime

The above discussion suggests that responsibility is not just a mental state. Above all, it is a symbolic dialogical interaction that takes place between the different parties. In democratic systems, there need not be any fundamental contradictions between responsibilities towards one’s family, peers, friends and institutions. Cooperation of citizens in democratic systems are
 usually based on various forms of trust, distrust, confidence, risk and danger that individuals and institutions attribute to one another. 

In contrast, totalitarian regimes attempt to achieve citizens’ cooperation by promulgating public distrust, uncertainty and fear. Such situations generate several rather different senses of responsibility that are mutually incompatible. This was the case in European Communist countries. The specific case in this chapter is that of Czechoslovakia during the years of ‘normalization’, i.e. after the brutal invasion of the country in 1968 by the armies of the Soviet bloc, in order to crush attempts of citizens to reform the stagnating socialist regime and change it into socialism ‘with a human face’. Among other things, this had an important implication for the meanings of responsibility. While during the nineteen fifties and sixties there still had been many true believers in the Party who defended its policies from conviction, after the invasion in 1968 their number considerably diminished and converted to the opposition. As a result, only a minority of members believed in what the Party did and who were truly committed to their own conduct. Instead, during the period of ‘normalization’ we can identify two prominent senses of responsibility. 

One sense of responsibility was focused on one’s own welfare, the welfare of one’s family and the close circle of relatives and friends. This required acting overtly in accord with the regime of ‘normalization’. Passivity, adaptation, and compromises were the main ways of muddling through the situation. The effort of the majority was not to draw attention to the self, because that could lead to trouble. It was considered that any attempt to change the political situation would be in vain. The majority believed that any resistance would make the life of the individual and his/her family quite unbearable. As the dissident literature tells us, fear dominated much of the public behavior. One of the main dissidents of that period, a historian, Jaroslav Mezník (2005), wrote that under Communism, his daughter, who, despite not living with him because he was divorced from her mother, was not allowed to attend the secondary school. Her life was ruined by her father’s dissident activity and because of that, she was not on speaking terms with him for many years. In his profound analysis, Václav Havel (1975) associated the consequences of fear with the loss of human dignity and identity and with the non-involvement in matters of public importance. Many people passively accepted the situation, which, after several unsuccessful attempts to overthrow it or to give it a more ‘human face’, did not expect it to end during their life-times. Their main loyalty was directed towards themselves and their family and they, openly or passively, collaborated with the regime in order to secure a relatively peaceful daily life. 

The second main meaning of responsibility emerged due to the uncompromising attitude of dissidents. For this minority, responsibility was a fate as Havel (1983/1999) declared in the title of one of his essays; it was responsibility for ‘living in truth’ and dissidents pursued it despite the problems it caused for them. 

The Czech dissident philosopher and the spokesman for Charta 77, Jan Patočka, argued that the sense of the Charta 77 was the right of living in truth and this was the responsibility of each individual involved in that community. Truth was not simply a ‘theoretical question’ which could be attained by ‘objective methods’ and could be used by this or that institution or a person (Patočka 1977a, 1977b). In its deepest sense, truth was an inner struggle of the individual for his/her freedom. Truth was the matter of authenticity. Patočka posed the question: By defending Charta, are we going to make the situation worse in society? ‘Let us respond openly’, he argued, ‘So far any submission has never led to improvement but only to deterioration of the situation. The greater the fear and servility, the more the powerful one dares and will dare’ [to combat its opponents] [my translation] (Patočka 1977b, p 39. See also Moscovici 2003). Despite the persecution and discomfort that it brought about (for example, Havel 1985-86/1999; Šimečka 1990, Mezník 2005, Vaculík 1983, Moscovici 1979, 2003) dissidents continued in their effort to live in truth. The only reward for that was the preservation of their own dignity and identity. However, by acting in this way, they made life difficult not only for themselves but for their families, relatives and friends, and not all of them were content with that. It was such a serious problem that much of the dissident literature considered it important to comment on their relations with families, friends and acquaintances, on their isolation and the special status they created for themselves by being dissidents. 

As one would expect, between these the two extreme positions, many people either played a double role or swung from one type of responsibility to the other according to circumstances, and the daily problems they had to cope with from changes of their convictions.

2 Social representations of responsibility in two corpuses 

In the late nineteen nineties we explored social representations of responsibility in several European countries in and through focus group discussions. The presupposition that social representations and communication are interdependent components of a single theory goes back to ‘La Psychanalyse’ (Moscovici 1961/1976). Nevertheless, despite the extensive research over the last forty five years, this conceptual presupposition still presents a significant challenge for social scientists. 

Dialogue is a semiotic means of communication which displays, as well as conceals, multifaceted forms of symbolic interactions. For example, dialogical participants may implicitly assume that their interlocutors possess certain kinds of knowledge and therefore, they explicitly elaborate only on selected issues. They may expose certain ideas and strategically hide others; they can defend attitudes that they do not hold; they contradict ideas which they proclaimed some only minutes ago; and so on. And these dialogical processes contain continuities as well as discontinuities in discussing topics. They involve interpersonal tension and relaxation, repetition and creative activities, conformity and innovation, explicit expressions and implicit thoughts; and they adapt to assimilate strangeness. Moreover, participants carry dialogues not only with their co-present participants but also with
 ‘third parties’ who may report the speech of others. They dialogue internally with themselves, with different kinds of ‘inner alter’ (Marková 2006), e.g. ‘generalized others’, peers, groups to which they belong, and so on. Given these multiple relations, what can we discover about social representations in and through dialogues in focus groups? 

We designed focus groups as part of an international project in the late nineteen nineties on responsibilities and entitlements in post-Communist Europe. I shall refer here to two corpuses, each consisting of eight focus groups, one carried out in Paris, France and the other in Brno, the Czech Republic. I want to emphasize that the study of these representations does not compare the two corpuses. Rather, it illustrates how different histories, political circumstances and interactions bring out different kinds of the dialogical Ego-Alter interdependencies and presuppositions about responsibilities. Their thematizations show, accordingly, different social representations of responsibilities. 

Our participants were students in their late teens and early twenties. Each focus group involved four to five participants. Discussions were audio-taped and subsequently transcribed for analysis. Altogether, all focus groups were presented with six dilemmas concerning different aspects of responsibilities and rights. The dilemma that will be discussed in the remainder of this chapter was based on the real story of someone who, by his behavior, caused the death of a number of fellow prisoners and persecution of others in Communist Czechoslovakia during the nineteen fifties. The subject of ‘responsibilities’ for crimes during Communism and the question concerning justice and punishment of those who supported and sustained the totalitarian regime, was still hot in  public discourse. Radio, newspapers, and television programs promoted discourse and it was the topic of discussion and disputes in numerous contexts. 

This study was carried out in the years 1999-2000 when newspapers and television were preoccupied with accusations and excusing those who supported the ancien regime. Many people sought revenge for suffering during totalitarianism. As it became apparent from focus group discussions, among our Czech participants, there were several whose parents and grand-parents were not allowed, during totalitarianism, to work or
 who were punished and marginalized in various ways. Collaboration with totalitarianism, for the young Czechs, became part of their oral history, which involved their own families. To that extent, the meaning of this dilemma was different for the French than for the Czechs.

The dilemma we presented to our participants in the focus groups is as follows:

During the 1950’s, Jan Horak was sent to one of the toughest sections of the labor camps in Czechoslovakia as someone whom the Communist party thought was politically unreliable. In order to safeguard his own future he decided to offer his services to the Communist regime as an agent of the secret police. To prove his loyalty to the totalitarian Communist party he became a spy and fed information regarding his comrades in the same labor camp who were planning to escape. Due to this behavior some of his friends did not survive. After the fall of Communism in 1989 he presented himself as someone who had suffered under Communism and who had fought bravely against the totalitarian regime. However, information regarding his true behavior was exposed and people who had known him gave testimonies regarding his former behavior. What do you think about this case? How long is a person held responsible for his past actions? Should his activities be restricted today in view of his past, or should he be forgiven?

2.1 A conventional social representation of responsibility

2.1.1 Contents as a generic truth


Not surprisingly, for the French young people, the problem was distant and not highly relevant to their present concerns. They did not invest either time or thought into this dilemma. They had little knowledge of post-War totalitarian regimes in Central and Eastern Europe and of Czechoslovakia in the nineteen fifties because it was long before they had been born. The story evoked the Communist Party of a particular epoch. The Communist Party in France was weak at the time. For the young French, they regarded the fall of the Berlin Wall more as part of their history, and less relevant to their current interests. The story about the spy and traitor dilemma presented to them seemed like a textbook case, even more remote and distant.

Under such conditions, what sense can the researcher make of focus group discussions in terms of social representations of responsibility and dialogicality? When individuals are required to speak to a problem or to a phenomenon that is not in their area of interest and attention, and when they have little knowledge of the issue in question, they respond to it in terms of what might be called customary morality (Marková 1990). We can say that such tasks call upon conventional social representations, general ‘truths’ and accepted social values. For example, one should not betray his/her fellow prisoners; it is reprehensible to hurt others; one should not spread AIDS; and so on. 

Accordingly, responses of the French young people to the dilemma tended to begin either with a general statement or with a general evaluation of Jan Horak’s action without any attempt to analyze the situation or circumstances in which he lived. What characterized discussions in all focus groups, was the general agreement among participants concerning the blame that they attributed to Horak. These attributions of blame and disapproving evaluations of Horak are all very brief, without any further questions or reflections on the case. A brief utterance of one participant is followed by a similar short utterance by other(s). For example:

1. Anne: I am saying that he should not be forgiven.


Benoit: Why?


Anne: It’s already clear.

2.  Miriam: This is exactly the same problem as the resistance during 1939-45.  These are people who can betray…


Francois: Forgiveness should go to victims!

3.  Christian: There are not means to forgive him, he has to pay all his life. 


Michel: Either he became a traitor in order to survive, or he did it because he already was a traitor.

4.  Guy: Unfortunately, it is human and it stinks.


Sophie:  I think this happens all the time, people who betray.

5.  Jacques: He should be punished – on guillotine! Next case!


Pierre: No, I am not for the capital punishment, but he should be locked up.

Other kinds of short responses, sometimes interspersed within other sentences, or forming independent exclamations are in the following examples: ‘It is dreadful!’; ‘It is horrible’; ‘It is sickening!’ ‘He is crooked !’ ‘He is vicious’! The participants took the story in its literal sense and focused all their attention on the anti-hero, separating him from the context of his life and circumstances.

Such exclamations, which were all negative judgments of Horak’s behavior, are not further thematized. The only examples of what one could call thematization, are analogies. Analogies commonly contain socially shared knowledge related to other historical events. For example: ‘He is like a Nazi criminal Papon’; ‘He is like the traitor during resistance during 1939-45’.  

In contrast to this case, another study (Orfali and Marková 2002), using a similar dilemma but relevant to the French case, which involved the Nazi traitor Papon, did not evoke conventional social representations. In fact, this case stimulated a great deal of discussion and thematization of the matter and revealed reflective social representations of responsibility (see below) for crimes in the past. Similarly, the question of the responsibility for transmission of AIDS (Orfali 2004) provoked discussions in which the same participants were deeply involved, showing reflective social representations and multifaceted dialogical relations.

2.1.2 Dialogical relations in conventional social representations

Having discussed the content of French focus groups in terms of conventional social representations, what kinds of dialogical relations do they involve?  By ‘dialogical relations’ I do not simply mean relations between the speakers in a dialogue as a face-to-face symbolic interaction. Instead, I refer to the theoretical approach that is known as dialogicality (Bakhtin 1979/1986, Linell 1998, Marková 2003). This approach is based on the triangular relations of the Ego-Alter-Object (Moscovici 1972, 1984, Marková 2003). Without going into detail, let us remember that the triad Ego-Alter-Object is a conceptual schema. In specific dialogues, each of the three abstract notions, i.e. Ego, Alter, Object, is substituted by a concrete one. In other words, in a specific dialogue (whether a face-to-face conversation or in a dialogue of ideas, cf. Marková et al 2006
), there is a concrete Ego (e.g. the self, the group, the minority group), a concrete Alter (e.g. the other, ‘inner alter’, ‘the third party’, a section of society, another group) and a concrete Object (democracy, AIDS, trust, responsibility). With this in mind, what kinds of Ego-Alter-Object relations are present in conventional social representations of the French focus groups? 

In the above brief statements the speaker either presents his/her I-position, like ‘I think’, ‘I am saying’, or a generic position (Grossen and Salazar-Orvig 2006), e.g. ‘He should be punished – on guillotine! Next case!’, ‘It is dreadful!’; ‘He is crooked !’. These, however, are not further thematized.  Since I-positions in the above cases do not involve any modalizations or qualifications, we can assume that they only emphasize the personal stance of the speaker with respect to what he/she assumes to be a socially shared opinion or a common knowledge. Generic positions, without expressing I-positions, therefore, can be assumed as representing the accepted certainty of the participants in focus groups; there is nothing to be put to a question. In other words, both I-positions and generic statements are references to an established conventional morality e.g. it is terrible to betray your colleagues; it is reprehensible to be a spy; it is sickening to cause suffering of others. There was no conflict or disagreement among the French participants. They all expressed the generally accepted values established in a civil society. Since the case was clear, there was no reason to thematize the subject matter any further and there was minimal argumentative tension in these focus groups. We can say that dialogical relations of the Ego-Alter-Object were spontaneously simple and could be expressed as: 

· Ego: a participant 

· Alter: other participant or participants in the focus group

· Object: representation of Horak’s past action;

or 

· Ego: a participant

· Alter: conventional morality of society 

· Object: representation of Horak’s past action; 

Of course it is always possible that some individuals held different positions, disagreed with the majority or had doubts about the case, which they did not express openly. However, since this was neither content-wise nor linguistically apparent in and throughout the dialogues, we cannot comment on it.    

2.2 Reflective social representations of responsibility

2.2.1 The diversity of contents 

Before we get into the details of participants’ representations, let us display, as the first approach, examples of the range of meanings that the notion of responsibility for the past crime evoked in the Czech focus groups: 

1. Marie: For me this is absolutely clear. One is responsible for past conduct.

2. Jan: Crimes against humanity exist all the time, it is tragic – but it cannot …cannot be forgiven

3. Petr: From the moral point of view…your behavior leads to persecution of others …bad faith is in question

4. Anna: I would sacrifice my own life. Otherwise, I would be dead anyway. My body would live but my mind, myself, would be dead

5. Josef: What if I was in such … such a situation? I would not have done that, I would have behaved morally – it would had been a priority to behave morally

6. Jaroslav: Morally – does it mean non-egoistically?

7. Pavel: If I did that, it would mean that I would have died myself. I would have lived – or my body would have lived but I myself, I would have killed myself.

8. Ludmila: To save one’s life by sacrificing others is absolutely immoral

9. Karel: There are people who … who … during Communism had … had … only one goal; to defend their point of view.  They did for that absolutely everything, they sacrificed everything for it. I know personally several such individuals who finished university and who worked as miners … who simply defended their beliefs …people with a high moral profile…

10. Mojmír: According to that situation, if there were lives at stake of his own family, then it is simply difficult to say that his character was bad - when he simply protected the life of his own family. And clearly, each of us would betray someone who one does not know and cause his death rather than the death of our own child, own wife and own family.

11. Milena: When I imagine myself in such a situation at that time, I would also take the easiest way – true – I would not inform against my pals…

One can understand the range of these meanings only when one considers the circumstances of the political and historical background in the country. These young people were approximately ten years old when Communism ended its forty-year reign in  Czechoslovakia. Thus in one way or other, Communism was part of their life in the sense that they lived in the post-Communist era, that it was talked about in families, in the media and at school. Collaboration with the ancient regime and its forms were discussed, argued, justified or found reprehensible. To that extent, the dilemma about Horak was part of their life. 

As in the case of conventional social representations, let us first consider the content of the participants’ responses. We can then make some observations about dialogical expressions of these responses and their heterogeneity. 

2.2.2 Two social representations of responsibility 

The range of attitudes towards Horak’s conduct can be broadly divided into two main groups. These groups correspond to the two meanings of responsibility discussed in section 1.2. On the one hand, attempts to understand and defend the collaborative behavior that ‘the horrible regime’ inflicted upon people; and on the other hand, adopting the dissidents’ uncompromising perspective. 

Concerning the former, it is not irrelevant to point out that many Czechs (like others who lived in Communist totalitarianism) either passively accepted the authority of the regime or compromised themselves. After the fall of Communism some parents often felt obliged to explain to their children why they had been members of the Party, or why some people resisted more than them. 

Concerning the latter attitude, those participants of focus groups who defended an uncompromising dissident stance, gave examples of their parents and grandparents who did not succumb to the external pressure during totalitarianism and/or later during ‘normalization’. They told stories about their grandparents who, having had a university or professional education, worked as laborers during the regime. These participants had no sympathy for Horak. 

Yet, these two distinct meanings of responsibility are not separated from one another. Indeed, they are part of all discourses, they conflict and merge into one another and they form the basis for thematizing this important dilemma. Significantly, the majority of participants did not have clearly formulated opinions on the subject matter. Instead, while defending their positions, they raised questions, expressed doubts and took reflective stances. And so we find that while focus group discussions represented the two main views, they also generated the main features of disputes in thematizing responsibility.

In order to answer the question about responsibility for the past conduct, the Czech focus groups did not start the discussion with presenting ‘general truths’ and accepted social values. One cannot make a general judgment about collaboration during the period of ‘normalization’, but one must consider each case on its own merit because individuals had different reasons for doing this or that. 

Let us see some examples:

1. Věra: As far as I am concerned, the question ‘How long is a person held responsible for his past actions?’ is very difficult to answer, because it is necessary to consider an individual case. 


Jirka: But I think one can generalize. If in the past one did something, he is always responsible.

2. Jan: According to that situation, if there were lives of his own family at stake, then it is simply difficult to say that his character was bad - when he simply protected the life of his own family. And clearly, each of us would betray someone whom one does not know and cause his death rather than the death of his own child, own wife and own family


Pavel: If you cause the death of your own two children and own wife and if you cause any difficulty to your fellow prisoners – there can be many of those or there can be only two of them – you must simply know – you must simply know what you are doing. And only that – that you are an informer – that you spy on your fellow prisoners that is horrible – that is horrible – a normal person could never, never do that 


Jan: Ok, but……


Pavel: Under any circumstances a normal person cannot do that.


Jan: No, no…


Marie: …but he can..


Pavel: Perhaps you, but you are nothing in that case. It is totally, totally reprehensible.


Věra: But he has children and he has his fellow prisoner – so, he is closer to you?


Pavel: You cannot, you cannot know that. My view is…


Marie: No, we can, but…


Věra: No, clearly, you cannot know that.

3. Jan: During the nineteen fifties one had such fear that he would do anything.


Anna: I would too (.) I would too –


Milan: But my grandparents would not have done ‘anything’.


And my grandfather is a lawyer - He studied the Law at Charles University – and he worked as a miner and during the nineteen fifties he had to move eight times.


Jan: But was he in prison? Was he in such a camp?


Milan: No, but he was imprisoned during the War, he had to work in Austria


Jan: No, clearly no.


Peter: He had to do it against his will.


John: I do not want to make judgments about your grandfather.


Peter: I have discussed these matters with him many times. There are people who have a lot of dignity and strong character. Simply, they sacrifice all to what they believe in … 

This thematization evoked further comments. For instance, many people would have liked to return to that ‘horrible system’ because for many it had been easier to live under Communism than after its fall. This perspective itself opened up further themes and led to concessions and modalizations, in particular using a conditional style of talk: 

Karel: ‘If it is true that he…did so and so, then…. Therefore, he should…’

Jitka: ‘If pressed, do you save your live or the life of your co-prisoners?’

Petr: ‘If pressed, do you prefer your own family or your co-prisoners?

Among the additional themes, the following kept recurring within the main topics: First, ‘What would I have done in that situation?’ Consider some examples:

Anna: It seems to me that all this is seeking an alibi. I think …that it is as …I myself do not know what I would have done. I do not want to say that I would have rushed into collaboration with KGB.  

Petr: Devil knows how we would have behaved. Like you, I also hope that differently, but how do you know?

Jirka: When I imagine myself in such a situation at that time, I would also take the easiest way – true – I would not inform against my pals…

Eva: One needs to see it also from Horak’s side.

This theme, re-appearing in different focus groups, testifies to two facts. First, as was suggested earlier, the participants did not have any ready-made solutions to the problem, i.e. a ready-made social representation of responsibility for past events. And second, following the first, the question ‘What would I have done?’ is an expression of dialogical self-reflective doubt. 

Interestingly, the second theme, which kept returning was not part of the original dilemma, but the participants brought it in: it concerned membership in the Communist Party. It was well known that many people had become members of the Party not because of their convictions but as a passport securing them and their families advantages and a more comfortable life. Was that a right or a wrong thing to do? 

1. Josef: If I were a child of Jan Horak; if I lived in the camp only because my father did not become a member of the Party, I would consider my dead father to be an ideal person, the best one who has ever lived… 

2. Helena: There were many people who became Communists only to save themselves… 


Jan: Only because of that, to be allowed to go to University, that I would take it as an extenuating circumstance… it was forbidden to intelligent people to get to university so they became Communists. My father was like that – so I take it as an extenuating circumstance. 


Eva: No! One does not enter the Party only in order to obtain some advantages. You must totally agree with the Party in order to become a member, isn’t that so? 


Marie: Our task here is not to make judgements about entering the Party…

3. Anna: The question is how long one is responsible for one’s conduct? 


Běta: I do not know. But definitely, if he becomes the member of the Party because of that, I think…  


Mirek: But at that time everything was different, wasn’t it? 


Milan: What is said here is that he decided to serve the Communist regime as an agent of secret police… becoming a member of the Party is not the same thing… 

The third recurring theme was that of morality.  All Czech focus groups invoked a moral conflict: was Horak’s behavior justifiable considering that his choice was between his family and his fellow prisoners?

1. Marie: I know that it is the question of moral responsibility or the question of morality with respect to oneself. 


Jan: It is about morality but not only about that. This is not ambiguous for people who lived through that regime and who know what it was. But we, who are all about eighteen years old, we do not know what it was….


Eva: It IS the question of morality.

The case clearly presented a moral dilemma for which there was no solution available in terms of general truths. The participants took pondering and reflective attitudes on the whole case, raising questions, for example: What have the media done about the case? What did the ancien regime represent for their parents and grandparents? The participants in all groups were reminded that they, themselves, did not experience Communism, but that their parents and grandparents suffered both during Nazism and Communism. Are there any circumstances that allow the individual to kill another human being? 

2. Pavel: Today there are people in courts because they killed someone in self-defense. That was also an attempt to save oneself. But I agree that they should be prosecuted. 


Marie: You agree that they should be prosecuted? 


Pavel: I think that if someone kills in self-defense, yes he should be prosecuted. I think that the court must judge each case individually…. …


Tom: I think it is impossible for us to judge something that happened in the past because we do not know the circumstances as to what happened there. 

2.2.3 Heterogeneity and multifaceted features of dialogical interactions 

We found that conventional representations of the French focus groups were characterized by two dialogical positions: by the I-position (e.g. ‘I think’) and by generic positions (e.g. ‘It is sickening’, ‘Unfortunately, it is human and it stinks’). We have commented that neither of these positions was overtly questioned, modalized or thematized.

In contrast, we are finding multifaceted and heterogeneous dialogical relations (Bakhtin 1979/86, 1981) in the Czech focus groups. They simultaneously express different kinds of dialogical Ego-Alter-Object relations, forming dynamic patterns of interactions. Each speaker (the Ego) enters the concrete interaction with his/her previous social experience, which calls upon various kinds of Alter, for example: 

· The reference groups (e.g. ‘But we, who are all about eighteen years old, we do not know what it was’), 

· Moralities (e.g. ‘It is the question of moral responsibility or the question of morality with respect to oneself’), 

· Individual and collective memories (e.g. ‘my grandfather is a lawyer  - He studied the Law at Charles University – and he worked as a miner and during the nineteen fifties he had to move eight times’,

· Commitments (e.g. ‘If I lived in the camp only because my father did not become a member of the Party, I would consider my dead father to be an ideal person, the best one who has ever lived’) 

· And loyalties (e.g. ‘And clearly, each of us would betray someone who one does not know and causes his death rather than the death of own child, own wife and own family’). 

Equally important, various kinds of Ego-Alter relations also manifest themselves linguistically and through diverse speech activities. 

One of the essential features of symbolic communication is that humans have the capacity to express as well as hide their ideas and thoughts. For instance, they can carry out an external dialogue with others while holding an internal (or inner) dialogue with themselves. Moreover, they can carry out a symbolic dialogue with the Alter that is not immediately present. Bakhtin (1979/1986, p.126) discusses this idea in terms of ‘the third party’. He maintains that ‘a third party in the dialogue’ is not to be taken in an arithmetical sense but in a sense of a symbolic participation, and there can be more than three participants involved. The author and the addressee can have dialogue only because ‘Each dialogue takes place as if against the background of the responsive understanding of an invisibly present third party who stands above all the participants in the dialogue (partners)’ (ibid.). For Bakhtin, the idea of ‘The third party’ is an aspect of heteroglossia: the third part(y/ies) speak/s through dialogical participants in different ways. It could be an invisible super-addressee or a mediator between the author and addressee. The third party is actually the organizer of topics, of ideas and even of positions from which dialogical partners speak.

The dialogical strategies of hiding and revealing are particularly important if the Ego considers him-/herself to be in a threatening situation (e.g. interrogation), if his/her social recognition is at stake (e.g. holding views that are not ‘politically correct’) or if there is a danger that the Ego might offend the Alter. In such situations the Ego may keep external and inner dialogue separate from one another and be selective with respect to the former. 

I have found no evidence, in the present study, of a separation between external and internal dialogues. After all, the participants were fellow students discussing their views in a democratic environment. They took risks with respect to expressing their ideas and they argued about and defended their positions. Thus, it seems to me that in the present study an external/internal dialogue merged into one as they spoke out their thoughts and what they imagined. In other kinds of dialogical situations, that would be more risky for one reason or other; one could expect a separation of external and internal dialogues. 

Let us see in a concrete way, what kinds of Ego-Alter-Object interactions can be identified in the Czech focus groups: First, and not surprisingly, participants have dialogue with one another.

· Ego: participant

· Alter: another participant(s)

· Object: Jan Horak’s conduct 

Petr: If it is said like that, Jan Horak looks horrible; but if it were said in the style that, in the nineteen fifties, he refused collaboration with the Communist party and because of that he caused, say, the death of his child… 

Jana: So you admit that what actually Horak did was more simple! You admit that ?! 

Petr: Yes of course. 

Jana: But, more simple does not mean better

Petr: What is worse? If your child dies or if your fellow prisoners die? 

Jana: This is a question. 

Pavel: This is NOT a question.  

Second, we have observed externally verbalized inner reflections and self-doubts that have a character of a dialogical discourse (Grosen and Salazar-Orvig, 2006).  

· Ego: participant

· Alter: an imagined self speaking to others

· Object: the regime in the nineteen fifties  

Milena: When I imagine myself in such a situation at that time, I would also take the easiest way – true – I would not inform against my pals, I would not draw attention to myself, I would pay one percent from my salary for  membership in the party – and scratch my back, all of you. 

Jirka: Well, but there were those who had so much dignity and character who totally disagreed with that horrible regime and sacrificed everything…

But we can observe another dialogue taking place here. The imagined self carries out a dialogue with the imagined ‘third party’ of the Communist regime, i.e. with those in power, like the Communist Party or that ‘horrible regime’: ‘I scratch your back, you scratch mine’. 

· Ego: participant

· Alter: the imagined ancien regime

· Object: living a lie 

3  Social representations through the lens of dialogicality

Finally, what can we say about exploration of social representations in and through dialogue in focus groups? And what further potential, if any, does this kind of work imply? On the one hand, clearly, we are touching the tip of an iceberg; as researchers, we are dependent on what people express in words or symbolically communicate by other means. On the other hand, from doing such interpretative work, like historians, ethnographers or anthropologists, we learn a great deal from observation, from the ways symbols are expressed and communicated, from what is being said and what is being veiled by silence. Social representations are interdependencies between symbolic cultural phenomena and intersubjective interactions and therefore, they are generated both from relatively stabilized contents and dynamic interactions. The dialogical approach focuses the theory on multifaceted dynamic structures that simultaneously and sequentially take place in discourse.

Our discussion of conventional and reflective social representations indicates that the types of dialogical relations involved in each kind of social representation partly overlap and partly show clearly different patterns. Conventional social representations are phenomena that are not in center of public discourse. We could say that they are our thinking environment in a Durkheimian sense. They are sleeping social representations, aspects of common sense knowledge – or socially shared knowledge that is taken for granted - and therefore something to which people do not attend, about which we do not need to speak or reflect upon. Yet, they can become activated at any time and transformed into reflective ones. 

From the point of view of human and social sciences, reflective social representations are more interesting. Above all, they are in the center of public debate as we have seen in this chapter with respect to responsibility for the past conduct in Czech focus groups. Deeply embedded in life-activities, whether political, health care, educational or environmental ones, they cannot be discovered solely from the discourse. Ethnographic, archival, and observational evidence about the environment in which the phenomena in question take place, must be an essential component of research. 

Because reflective social representations are theories of knowledge of social phenomena, they offer new perspectives and dialogically based reflections on traditional topics of social psychology like stereotypes, prejudice and identity, turning them into more lively and dynamically conceived subjects of study. Moreover, since they turn phenomena of concern into problems of research, dialogically based social representations may significantly contribute towards finding a new place for our subject in the study of social phenomena of relevance. 
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