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CZECHOSLOVAKIA IN 1989: CAUSES, RESULTS, 
AND CONCEPTUAL CHANGES1

Conceptual changes in the “miracle year”

The crucial events of the year 1989 were actively influenced by the Czecho-
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of the ruling Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (>�`�	�
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slovenska��¡�Ò) and, with their decisive actions, contributed to the fall of the 
communist dictatorship. The “Velvet Revolution” became the symbol of a peace-
ful takeover of power and the building of a democratic state on the basis of 
pragmatically conceived governmental and legal continuity. The grass-roots 
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munist elite to choose a conciliatory path toward a market economy and democ-
racy. This model of historical compromise was different from that which occurred 
in Hungary and Poland, because the Czech communists were unwilling to engage 
in any sort of dialogue with the opposition until the last moment. In the end, their 
so-called normalizing regime collapsed due to the wide-spread protests in East 
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occurred in Romania in December 1989. While the emergence of latent anti-com-
munism was nonetheless very energetic, the Czechs and Slovaks sobered up 
quickly from their revolutionary enthusiasm. The fact remains that they see their 
“peaceful,” “velvet,” or “gentle” revolution as a unique contribution to the histo-
ry of modern revolutions since 1789—in the sense of stopping a chain of violence 
and endless revenge for the past wrongs. The world’s ethos was represented by 
the dissident Václav Havel, who at the end of the “miracle year” was elected 
president of Czechoslovakia.

The fall of the communist dictatorships in the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe has been perceived as a revolutionary change in the world order, but these 
revolutions (or coups), as such, have not been thought to have offered anything 
innovative or inspiring. Jürgen Habermas has called them the “catching up” revo-
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lutions, revolutions that merely copied the ideas and methods of the modern period.2 
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in the upheavals which took place in Eastern Europe in 1989.3 The source of these 
civil movements has been defined in different ways, including the awakening of 
citizens’ values or the longing for lost freedom.4 But most importantly, they have 
been considered motivated by materialistic or consumer factors. One of the first 
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ized their common effort to join the free and economically more developed West. 
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of history” concerning the historical victory of the liberal democratic order (and 
capitalism), was born.5 Another American political scholar, Samuel Huntington, has 
created an impressive global picture of the democratic phases in which authoritar-
ian regimes from South America to Eastern Europe have given way to democracies.6 
The last phase was initiated in 1974 with Portugal’s “Carnation Revolution,” which 
was followed by the people of the Soviet bloc fifteen years later. In this ideologi-
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which had already been around for a while, began to thrive and developed a func-
tional leveling typology.7 This is how, at the beginning of the 1990s, “paradigms of 
transformation” were conceived, which were the result of the attraction toward 
human rights policies, liberal democracy, and a capitalist market economy that 
followed the neoliberal model of the so-called Washington Consensus of democra-
cy and prosperity. This paradigm has been reinforced in liberal political debates and 
in specialized discourses in the social sciences, also in Czechoslovakia of the 1990s, 
where the view was held that liberal democracy had defeated “red totalitarianism.” 
After the transition period in Czechoslovakia, the prevailing concept was that of 
return: return not only to Europe, but also to an idealized form of the country’s own 
democratic and economic traditions. This created a new wave of historical opti-
mism, negating earlier viewpoints in which history was the centerpiece of commu-
nism. Czechoslovakia’s democracy was seen as predestined for prosperity. 
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in the Soviet bloc countries.8��!���%���!
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of the geo-political changes, the role of Gorbachev’s perestroika, and the specific 
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did not provide an in-depth analysis of specific events and their history. It was only 
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was seen that liberal and democratic processes are marked by the opposition not 
being prepared to take over power, and problems emerging regarding legalities in 
its continuity as well as the broad political consensus.9��%�������%��!��������
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The American historian James Krapfl has dealt with the civic dimension of 
change and revolution from below, rejecting thereby the statements of Habermas 
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orientated collective action, based on a special combination of modern and tradi-
tional values. According to him, democratic revolutions prefer a balanced combi-
nation of direct and representative elements.11�{�������¡����*�%�
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He has described revolution as a theater performance, as a jolly carnival.12 The 
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modern dimension in the Eastern European revolutions—their movement toward 
pluralistic public forums, and their rejection of there being only one legitimate 
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styles.”13 This diversity has often been connected to an identity anchored in the past. 
This identity sprang from historical memory and resulted in the dependence of the 
political actors on numerous personal, family and collective traditions of the past, 
traditions that had often been interrupted by the dramatic events of the twentieth 
century. The past, however, was not only a positive source of strength and identity; 
it was also a burden due to the legacy of the totalitarian regime.14 

In the Czech Republic, the “transformation paradigm” disintegrated not only 
because of different views of understanding as such, but also due to a gradual 
sobering regarding the “Czech path toward capitalism”15 and the “barbarizing of 
Czech politics,”16 especially during the political and economic crisis of 1996–97. 
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thus threatening the plurality of cultures and values.17 Different age groups and 
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digm and to formulate a new concept of democracy. At the same time, anti-com-
munism was rejected as a political tool of the Czech right in its struggle with the 
liberal left as a political alternative. Renewed democratic and socialist traditions 
are closely connected to the above-mentioned plurality of memory.18

Part 1 of this chapter depicts the establishment of communism in Czechoslovakia 
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in Part 2, the interparty struggle, political and economic measures as well as lustration 
in 1990–98 are analyzed in Parts 3–5. At the end of the chapter, an attempt will be 
made to draw premlinary conclusions about the changes achieved in Czech society.

1. Reasons for the fall of the dictatorship in Czechoslovakia

�%��q#��$�����$!����!��]��%�����<�������!�����
��!&�"���
��������
�!�������
"�
���������*����
����*��<���������&������
¥���"�
�!���!&��%����
�������
�����%��

13 �����{���£¤����
���	������
�������
����������������������������!����"���
����#$�
��%��
����&�	
�$�
smlouvy ~{��Q�����!��!�!Q��	¢���	�������
�$������^�\

14 �����!�
�� ��*���� Les Tcheques et leur communisme: Mémoire et identités politiques (Paris: 
Ô����!�
��|����������}�+�¢��������»!$£�����%���¡!��»�	��{�����!�������������	���!�£Õ�Á�%-
�����»�	�� ��%�³��	�� `�	���
���� "́�
�[�	�� ��������µ��� ���	���� 
� ¯�
�$� ����#����� ��� ����� ���� 
(Prague: Knihovna Václava Havla, 2011).

15 Martin Myant, The Rise and the Fall of Czech Capitalism: Economic Development in the Czech 
Republic since 1989�~X%�����%����=!��%����!�����"������Q���{����
%��Q�������\

16 )��!���� ¡!��»�	�� ¶��� 	�
�		�
���� ¯�
��� ��������� ��������} (Brno: Barrister a Principal, 
2010), 324.

17 #£���$��×�!%���
	Ø��*����&	�
��	�
��	�
�����
����%���%�³�<����#" (Prague: Sociologické nakla-
�����
�$��������\

18 {�$������Õ���#£���$��×�!%���
	Ø�����%����|��
����#£���$���Q����{������%���������������»£��	��
���������¬�	��!$£���������¶	����%�������	�#!��£Ù	���Kritika depolitizovaného rozumu: Úvahy 
(nejen) o nové normalizaci (Prague: Grimmus, 2010).

�������	



141

series of falling dominos of the regimes in Central Europe. A radical farewell to 
the past, it gave the impression of breaking continuity. However, while not evident 
on the surface, continuity with the “normalizing regime” was very deep. The key 
to understanding how the ancien régime fell is found in the character and the 
origins of the Czech communist dictatorship. Regretfully, not much research in 
this area has been done until now, and we thus can only draw a tentative and 
improvised picture. 
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kia became an overwhelming political force. It did away with its competitors, and 
until 1956 ruled with terror and triumphant propaganda. Thus, only limited op-
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well as the need for economic reform. The party’s leadership eliminated such 
rebellious elements, a policy that was used both during periods of thaw and of 
repression. 

The most critical moment for the dictatorship took place in 1968–69.21 The 
“Prague Spring” of 1968, which started in December of the previous year as a 
“palace revolution,” turned into an attempt to reform and to create a more attrac-
tive “socialism with a human face” that was adapted to domestic needs. The 
aroused civic society succeeded in gaining complete freedom of speech, which 
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The terror of the 1950s was openly criticized in the media, a number of previ-
ously suppressed political “citizens’ groups” came to life, as did a number of 
different identities and traditions. However, the socialist structure as such was 
left untouched and not challenged; people wanted socialism without dictatorship, 
a better, non-authoritarian communist party that would rule thanks to its inherent 
authority. The reformed party’s leadership declared that this was their goal; in 
practice, however, the former structures and power aspirations remained.22 With 
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demanded independence and state sovereignty. But the awakened civil society 
was not given a chance to articulate its various emerging interests in discussions 
and debates. These spontaneous citizens’ movements, accompanied by the disin-
tegration of communist power, were interrupted by the Soviet-led invasion of 
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Czechoslovakia.23 The leading communists who had supported reforms capitulat-
ed, and the overall result was a gradual resignation in the society and the striving 
for “consolidation” and “normalization” of relationships. 

The post-August dictatorship caused a political, mental and moral decline, 
because it buried hopes for change and democratic socialism. The reinstated 
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This was followed by an active persecution of the revolutionary youth movement 
and the circles of independent socialists. The regime of the “restored order” made 
it clear that it would not tolerate any open opposition. Charter 77, which was 
established in 1977 as part of the Helsinki movement to defend human rights, 
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who joined Charter 77 were spied on until the fall of the regime by the secret 
police, and the group was unable to evolve into a political opposition. The Czech 
population was again forced to adapt itself to an authoritarian regime leaning 
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Structural changes and unsolved problems under communism
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as well as the prewar economic order that, until World War II, had for centuries 
been developing in its own fashion. All private property was nationalized,24 in-
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the free market was replaced by a system of central planning and an economy 
focused on heavy industry. The society underwent a complete structural change. 
Severed were the traditional ties and social hierarchy of the rural and civic so-
ciety. Communist egalitarianism veiled the real, or undeclared, inequality in 
economic status of the communist nomenklatura, which became a “new class” 
(Milovan Djilas). The citizens had to adapt themselves to the new conditions, 
make the best of the given situation, and find ways to realize their own vested 
interests.26 

Parallel to the repeating crises of communist authority, the system also lived 
through economic crises, with the regime in the 1950s and 60s repeatedly react-
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ing to attempts to implement reforms. The regime was faced with the dilemma 
of how to incorporate elements of free market and competition (which would 
increase work productivity and motivation) into the rigid precepts of a central-
ized economic system, while at the same time holding on to the socialist sys-
tem.27

The socialist economy, in its consumer phase in the 1970s and 80s, was 
marked by persistent shortages of consumer goods. The saying circulated during 
this period that “in spite of the fact that you can buy nothing, you can get every-
thing.” One could get desired goods through unofficial distribution networks by 
providing favors or bribes. In practice, scarce goods were distributed at three 
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nomenklatura and their friends, namely, shop operators and those who gave them 
bribes. Third, what was left was distributed to sell in shops accessible to the 
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reigned in this type of economy, with its shortage of goods. The folk proverb 
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that stealing from the state was not unusual. The communist  state was gradually 
populated by nomenklatura and family clans who owned social and cultural 
capital, as this compensated for their lack of financial capital and property 
ownership. This was one of the key reasons and motivational factors for the later 
property ownership transformation, which began immediately after the regime’s 
fall, even before official restitution or privatization processes began in the spirit 
of a transformation law.28

In the second half of the 1980s, it became evident that the rigid system was 
failing, both economically and intellectually, and had to reform. The contrast to 
the effectiveness and prosperity of the capitalist system was overwhelming. Even 
communist leaders became aware of this fact. One of the most important reasons 
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It appealed neither to the managers of government enterprises, nor to the gener-
al economic elite. And the general populace was dissatisfied because of the 
shortage of goods, sinking salaries, as well as the shortage or lack of available 
housing. But despite all this frustration, the situation was not critical and there 
was no threat of social unrest.29�����%���!�����%����"�
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oped and freer consumers’ society, but not necessarily in a capitalist system. 
While they had specific wishes, they had only a vague notion about what kind 
of regime would fulfill their desires.

Late communism

Soviet perestroika came too late; it was a futile attempt to make authoritari-
an communism an attractive alternative to liberal democratic capitalism.30 In 
Czechoslovakia, any will to reform was inevitably associated with 1968. Post-oc-
cupation party leadership was right to fear a new crisis. It openly joined pere-
stroika under the condition that the “reconstruction” would be carried out taking 
the local specificity into consideration. It made concessions, above all in the 
economic sphere (“reconstruction of economic mechanisms”),31 and avoided 
political and cultural liberalization. The average citizen associated the “recon-
struction” primarily with the idea of glasnost. However, the average citizen was 
still deprived of the freedom of speech. The communist authority waned, the 
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the development of the entire communist  bloc due to glasnost in the Soviet 
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tations and the demands of the citizens, especially the younger generation, which 
did not accept the official cultural conception and dogmatic socialist realism, 
which in the “restored order” or “normalization” period of 1969–89 had soft-
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cial films,” which by the end of the 1980s had become an incomprehensible 
anachronism, not to mention the difficulties to travel to Western countries. They 
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of violence among the people (football rowdies, bullying in student residences 
and the military, etc.). 
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The imaginary divisions between the dissident ghetto and the rest of society 
���������qQ��*��!��]}����"�
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had discussions with once conformist colleagues. Several independent initiatives 
were started that dealt with culture, pacifist movements, and politics. At the end 
of 1988, foreign radio broadcasts were no longer interrupted. Millions of Czechs 
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to the activities of charismatic individuals who represented various values and 
traditions. Already in July 1985, during the traditional procession in Velehrad, 
many of the faithful openly demonstrated their discontent regarding the status 
of religious freedom. The churches were frequented by more and more young 
people. The regime felt threatened: In March 1988, the police in Bratislava used 
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independence of the church from the state, respect for religious freedom, and 
more democracy.35��%��
*��!��!&�^_�`�"�
�+��<������
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the hope of those who aspired to “democratic socialism.” It was hoped that 
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to politics. Artistic freedom and civic courage was represented by Václav Havel, 
seen as the leading authority of Charter 77. In January 1989, he was arrested 
again and sentenced to nine months of imprisonment. After a huge wave of in-
�������!���� 
!�������*� ~����%�
�����Q��!�������� &!�� �%��=!����{�����{�������%��
was conditionally released mid-sentence. Several thousand until then conformist 
artists, scientists and other citizens gave Havel their unconditional support. 
However, there was no direct or simple connection between the first courageous 
acts of individual citizens and the massive collective act that would later shake 
�%����Q���\�+���������!&�&��������������%���!��%
���&!����%�����<�������&����!&�
the regime: The population lived in terror of police violence, while at the same 
time the regime was afraid of compromises that would cause its downfall. 
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movement. They represented the different identities and traditions that had been 
suppressed or interrupted in critical years—1938–39, 1948, 1968–69—which all 
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vember 1989 in Prague. During the “Velvet Revolution,” the entire spectrum of 
national memory, with its emblems and symbols, flooded public spaces. Awak-
ened was the memory of the prosperous democratic “first republic” (1918–38), 
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of the citizens’ spontaneity and unfulfilled dreams during the “Prague Spring,” 
of modern humanistic and democratic values and human rights, as well as the 
memory of old religious and spiritual traditions.36

2. The “Velvet Revolution” (November and December 1989)

The brutal suppression by police forces of the peaceful student demonstrations 
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contacted intellectuals, artists, and theater and film actors; together they created 
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theaters in Prague went on strike; they were subsequently joined by artistic ensem-
bles in other cities. The protest movement was accelerated by a false rumor of a 
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� ����%�� ������� ¶���\37 Theaters across the country became forums for 
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joined by various organizations. In Prague and Bratislava, meetings took place at 
which hundreds of thousands of people participated. They were joined by thousands 
of other demonstrators in the major cities of Bohemia, Moravia and Slovakia.38 
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Ò��!%���� Club. The political movement was not only made up of dissident 
groups, but of disenchanted citizens, including some communists and members 
!&� �%��=���!������!��\39 At the same time, Václav Havel became a celebrity re-
spected by large parts of society. In the Slovak capital of Bratislava, a similar 
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thorities about liberalization and a process of democratization. The pressure of 
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forced the communists, represented at that time by the federal prime minister, 
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after the revolution had started. As a result of these political negotiations, politi-
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ernment, although they were not yet interested in participating in it. Both move-
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organize themselves and formulate their programs. Prime Minister Adamec took 
advantage of this situation, and on 3 December he introduced a government 
dominated by communists, who kept fifteen positions of twenty.40 This govern-
ment was rejected by the people, but the renewed protests remained peaceful and 
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they would fail if they did not show their power and demand seats in the govern-
ment. Prime Minister Adamec had resigned and the “government of national 
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On 10 December, the new federal government was appointed and the presi-
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supreme legislative body of the Czechoslovak federation—possessed a comfort-
able communist majority, and thus decided to call direct presidential elections, 
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candidacy of Havel caused complications in Slovakia, where political parties and 
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and the small Czech bloc parties demanded direct elections. However, direct 
elections would result in a competition between the Czech and Slovak candidates 
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forward a constitutional amendment establishing a presidential system. Demo-
crats wanted to prevent direct elections, but during the “round table” debates 
which had started on 8 December, they failed to convince their opponents. A club 
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ties in parliament, they could only mobilize the public. They were concerned, 
however, that the massive pressure on the communist deputies to elect Havel as 
president would cause the disintegration of the highest legislative body, which 
would result in a constitutional crisis.42 

40 Suk, Labyrintem revoluce, 37–64.
41 Ibid., 110–54.
42 Suk, Labyrintem revoluce, 188–211.
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communist deputies resigned their plans of having a direct election and support-
ed Havel’s candidacy.

At the time of the deputies’ discussions, students were demonstrating in sup-
port of Havel’s candidacy in front of the parliament building on a daily basis. The 
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their fight to elect a president of their choice.43 It was imperative that Czech–Slo-
vak relations not break up during the presidential elections and thus, various 
measures were taken to lower the Czech and Slovak tensions regarding Havel 
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with this goal in mind. Complicated negotiations and subsequent round table 
meetings of the various political parties, organizations and movements culminat-
ed in an agreement on how to fill the highest state functions. On 29 December, 
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later, became the president of Czechoslovakia. Both were unanimously elected. 
After the election ceremony at Prague Castle and a solemn Te Deum in St. Vitus’ 
Cathedral, the university students, the moving force and symbol of the protest, 
ended their strike.44

The end of the “miracle year” culminated in a genuine democratic revolution, 
characterized by James Krapfl as a “saintly society” symbolizing human values 
and a combination of direct and representative democracy.45 The fall of the com-
munist  dictatorships in Czechoslovakia was not preceded by political segrega-
tion, this having been hindered by the rigid Czechoslovak regime. In this sense 
it differed from the more liberal Polish and Hungarian regimes. The process of 
political and ideological differentiation began only in January 1990.

3. Division of power and political liberalization (December 1989–June 1990)
 

The elimination of the constitutional articles granting a leading role in the 
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the federal government by non-communists (10 December), and the election of 
Václav Havel as the president of the republic (29 December 1989) put an end to 
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though it maintained its relatively strong position until the parliamentary elections 
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on 8 and 9 June 1990). A concrete view of the new balance of power in the first 
half of 1990 is provided by the basic figures documenting the results of the 
co-optation of new members into the highest legislative bodies. The decisive 
political forces came to an agreement at a round table in January 1990.46 Small 
political groups had a relatively large amount of influence, although this did not 
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mises (in the areas of legislation, election law, etc.), which caused disagreements 
in both movements and created potential political splits.
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given 129 seats (4 of them not occupied), non-party deputies were given 41 of 
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previous number of mandates—the Czechoslovak People’s Party and the Czecho-
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had only 21 co-opted members from the total number of 150, whereas the com-
munists were left with 65 seats, despite the fact that one purpose of co-optation 
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political decision-making process shifted from round tables to reconstructed legal 
assemblies (and by the end of March, local and district councils were reinstated, 
as were national councils in the whole country). Thanks to these changes, parlia-
mentary democracy was formally restored in Czechoslovakia. The dual state ap-
paratus was based on three pillars, two republican and one federal, and represent-
ed democratic politics. These bodies, freshly liberated from an authoritarian sys-
�����&!��������!���������������<��
������%��X���%!
�!$�	�&�������
������&�!����
�
�������!�����^_�`��%��������Q!$�������*��%��������������������!�
%���!&��%��¡�Ò\47

At the beginning of 1990, the government was represented by 50 ministries 
in three governments (Czech, Slovak and federal) and 700 deputies in the three 
��Q����!�����
�~����X=�������=��\��%���!�
������!����
*
������������������������
systematic institutional cooperation between the national councils, or between the 
Czech, Slovak and federal governments. The status of the republics in the feder-
ation and the division of powers became a controversial issue. After twenty years 
of re-centralization, the historical demands of the Slovaks for national sovereign-
ty gained momentum.48 

46 Suk, Labyrintem revoluce, 155–66.
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�
over the communist past

The latent conflicts manifested themselves in the “Hyphen War,” which last-
ed from January to April 1990. The reason for this conflict between Czech and 
Slovak politicians and the public opinion in the two republics was the issue of 
the common state’s name. On 23 January 1990, in the federal assembly, Presi-
dent Havel suggested omitting the word “Socialist” from the name. This would 
mean returning to the original name of Czechoslovak Republic. In Slovakia, this 
suggestion provoked a public uproar. Slovaks refused to accept any name that 
resembled the first republic’s (1918–38) concept of a unified Czechoslovak 
nation. The Czech public considered the Hyphen War to be petty and minor. 
They were unable to understand that the Slovaks, after so many years of oppres-
sion, were looking for a name they considered appropriate, proposing names 
such as the Czech-Slovak’s Republic, etc. The Hyphen War was the beginning 
of conflicts concerning patriotism, identity and distinct nationalism. After dra-
matic negotiations, which were often influenced and linked to passionate dis-
���*
� !&� ������� !����!��� !�� ^_�+����� ^__�� �%�� ��������+

����*� ��������� ��
�!���!��
���%�����
������������!�����������������%��X���%�������!$�	������-
���$����������� ~X����\49 The Hyphen War was a prelude to equally dramatic 
conflicts regarding competence in the second part of the year 1990, and subse-
quent discussions between representatives of the two nations about the meaning 
of federal legislation.50 
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from the beginning of 1990 the ideals of reconciliation and harmonious rela-
tionships were pushed aside, and somewhat belatedly, the latent anti-commu-
��
�� �%������������� �%��������������� ���!��������
�����$�� &���!�� ������	�*�
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]�����qnomenklatura brotherhoods,” 
which had begun to transfer state property and financial assets to private busi-
nesses.51��������%�^__����%��������
�������������
���!�����!�������������!����*�
���!�Q��Q��!��%��¡�Ò\��%����Q�
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were adopted only at the end of the year. “Wild privatization” took place, not 
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50 See below, page 157.
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and other organizations.52 

In mid-April 1990, the taboo of the “Velvet Revolution” was broken. Prague 
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adopted the idea as their leitmotiv. Even parties that for many decades had col-
���!������"��%��%��=���!������!�������������%����%��¡�Ò����������\53 Parallel 
to the demands of these parties, Czechoslovaks who had been political prisoners 
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� ��
�
����!�� �%��¡�Ò�����Q�������}� �%�*�%����!���Q�����"��%� �%��
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the spirit of 1968.54 This law abolished, across the board, unfairly rendered 
judgments, and enabled compensation to be given to victims of judicial tyranny. 
However, the communist regime was not characterized as non-democratic and 
was not punished for its crimes. It was clear that this kind of “reconciliation 
with the communist past” would not suffice.

A problem closely related to the call for “decommunization” was the com-
����
�� 
������ �!����� !�� ������ �������*\� �%�� ��� ���� #{=� ���� �!�� �!���!�� �%��
������������
��*�!&��%��������!�\��%����"�����
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slovak People’s Party, promoted the concept of gradual and cautious restructur-
ing based on cooperation with certain ministers. This idea did not appeal to the 
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of all state secret agents.55 Behind the doors of registries and archives, the links 
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limited by the fact that 15,000 files had been destroyed in December 1989. 
Certain powerful groups took advantage of their access to confidential files of 
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and parties. The pre-election screening was nevertheless far from objective, as 
was revealed by scandals  that were created by accusing, without conclusive 
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their knowledge and networks for manipulating the political process. It satisfied 
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�"%*����
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lic figures, resulting in the passage, in October 1991, of the screening law.56 
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Political liberalization and the democratic process
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parties in order to facilitate the pluralistic political system.57 The established parties 
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themselves in an advantageous position, because they became part of democratic 
politics. A new indefinite element was introduced, the fresh political parties, such 
�
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��#�!�����\�+�!�Q�"��%��%�
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tary bodies, other political parties were forming. The Election Act, adopted on 27 
�������*�58 established a system of proportional representation in twelve constitu-
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cent); it also stipulated that the election term would be two years, and that the main 
task of politicians was to adopt a new constitution and initiate economic change.

The laws adopted by the parliament at the end of March 1990 cemented civil 
liberties, including the rights of association, assembly and freedom of speech.59 In 
the second half of April, the basic conditions for the upcoming changes in the 
economy were created, including laws on the equality of all kinds of property, joint 
stock companies, individual entrepreneurship, and state companies.60 In early May, 
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Czechoslovak foreign policy declared a “return to Europe.” President Havel was 
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gation reached an agreement in Moscow between the government of Czechoslova-
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soldier left).62 The foreign policy of Czechoslovakia ambitiously assumed that the 
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be replaced by the system of collective security within the framework of the Con-
ference of Security and Cooperation in Europe. In Moscow, at a meeting on 6 June 
of the Warsaw Pact states, it was agreed that a gradual dissolution of the Soviet 
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4. Democratic elections, anti-communism, and economic liberalization 
(June 1990–May 1992)

The electoral victory and the collapse of the OF and VPN

On 8 and 9 June 1990, 90 % of the Czechs and Slovaks participated in par-
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vote freely from a large number of political parties and movements. The Civic 
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Against Violence won 32.5 % in the Chamber of Deputies and 37 % in the House 
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triumph. Considering the pre-election wave of anti-communism, 14 % of votes 
in favor of the communists was for them a success; however, in comparison to 
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significant outcome was strengthened by the results of the municipal elections in 
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politically impossible to dissolve the party legally, as this would have put the 
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tian Democratic Party (Czech, Slovak and Hungarian minorities in the Slovak 
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differentiated, but the potential differences that increased from the beginning of 
1990, above all regarding the very principles of these movements, moved to a 
higher political level after the election. The main political dividing line remained 
anti-communism and the operations of State Security agents within state struc-
tures. 
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managed to suppress the anti-communist position before the election. After the 
election, however, anti-communist sentiments grew stronger. In September 1990, 
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liamentary Club of the Democratic Right, representing radical economic reforms 
and more energetic dealing with the communist past. The pressure for decommu-
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decommunization measures proved ineffective, as were the legal measures to get 
rid of the nomenklatura cadres in charge of enterprises and ministries which were 
adopted through the intermediary of the Assembly on 30 August, as well as the 
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both legal and illegal (according to the newly adopted laws on enterprises and 
business)—were occurring in great numbers. The goal was to get rich quickly, 
not through long-term business plans. In this atmosphere, on 21 August President 
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olution.” The post-election anti-communist wave culminated in the autumn of 
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communism was to follow. However, new conflicts arose at this time concerning 
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movement into a conservative party, the out-going collective leadership wanted 
to keep it a political activist movement. In the midst of the political battles, the 
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Slovak Republic vis-à-vis the federation; in the Czech Republic, the main ques-
tion was decommunization.

Dealing with the communist past 

After the election, the parliament’s political forces regrouped and continued 
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consisted of eighteen political groups (from the original eight). In spite of the 
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complicated to forbid communist businesses and former state secret agents to 
participate in the privatization process, there was no other choice than for the 
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party to purge its own ranks. This meant that pressure continued to increase to 
fire members of parliament, employees in government offices and institutions, as 
well as those people working for the State Security. (2) Economic transformation 
was seen as a way out of the political and economic chaos of the transition peri-
od, a means to end the critical interim “pre-privatization misery.” Restitution (the 
return to the original owners or their descendants of tangible property nationalized 
�*� �%�� �!�����
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�
(shops, pubs and other enterprises), as well as the privatization of large companies 
and industrial conglomerates were seen as the most important methods of settling 
accounts with the communist past, both its ideology and its politics. Private own-
ers for state assets were to be found as quickly as possible, the free market was 
to bring order concerning private ownership, and prosperous individuals were to 
be the foundation for the prosperity of all. 

Attempts at a straightforward condemnation of the entire communist era 
(1948–89) and the pressure of more thorough lustration processes formed the 
agenda of settling accounts with the communist past. By the autumn of 1990, the 
rhetoric of “national understanding” was definitely over. The relationship between 
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communists moved away from the social democratic parties, fuelling their tradi-
tional anti-capitalist identity.67� =���!">������� ����>�!�����
�� "�
� ���!���-
nied by attempts to implement as many decommunization elements as possible 
into the legal system inherited from the communist era. 

�%���!�����&&�����������������!������%��¡�Ò���%���!������

����"�
���������
&�!���%����Q%���!�����Q!$������������
������!�
�!&�q�%��!���
��������
\]�)�
�����!��
continued in March 1991, with an official list being released with the names of 
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State Security.68 In October, the Assembly adopted a controversial lustration law,69 
which stated that functionaries of the past regime (party cadres, secret police, or 
militia) would in the future be not allowed to hold the above-mentioned state 
offices. The law was disputed, however, due to conflicts regarding the role and 
impact of the 1968 reform communists in contemporary politics. Right-wing 
politicians defeated the politicians of the weak liberal center and the left. Accord-
ing to the law, lustration was not to be publically known. However, public pres-
sure for reckoning with the past was overwhelming, and thus it was entirely 
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the radically anti-communist Necenzurované noviny (Uncensored News) of 
140,000 names of informants and potential informants of the State Security (an 
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was shifted to these agents, who became the scapegoats for the sins of commu-
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State Security functionaries, economic counter-intelligence, socialist foreign 
trade enterprises, etc.) had shifted their interests to the privatization process and 
big business.

The “Czech road to capitalism”

In September 1990, a “scenario of radical economic reform” was adopted by 
the federal minister of finance Václav Klaus.70 The fact that Klaus was elected 
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the importance given in that political mobilization period to “radical economic 
reform.” This reform was designed, according to the so-called Washington Consen-
sus, as “shock therapy.” Restrictive macroeconomic politics were introduced and 
the Czech market was opened to the world. The devaluation of the Czechoslovak 
crown took place in three steps, in January, October and December of 1990, wiping 
out the savings of the population and devaluing the costs of labor and material 
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After these measures, consumer prices increased sharply. The government dealt 
with this inflation by strictly regulating wages and subsidies. This stalled develop-
ment above all in education, science and culture. The people accepted “belt tight-
ening,” because they were promised rapid and widespread prosperity. 

The belief in quick prosperity was embodied by the project of “voucher pri-
vatization,” which became a national hit. In the “first wave,” beginning on 1 
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cent of the population), influenced by government propaganda and advertizing, 
purchased a “voucher’s booklet” for a thousand Czech crowns. Starting on 18 
May 1992, everyone could invest their thousand coupons directly into privatized 
businesses, or entrust it to investment funds. Three-fourths of the participants, 
hoping to become rich fast in the atmosphere of “popular capitalism,” entrusted 
their vouchers in funds. In the “second wave,” shares of 676 enterprises were 
distributed. This voucher privatization functioned as a widely spread mobilization 
of Klaus’s “Czech road to capitalism.” By 1997, 47 percent of the country’s assets 
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had been privatized through vouchers, 13 percent had been transferred (especial-
ly through restitution), and 12 percent had been sold through privatization to 
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5. The rise and fall of “Czech capitalism” (June 1992–98) 

The parliamentary elections in June 1992 resulted in a center-right coalition 
headed by Klaus’s ODS. In Slovakia, a populist-nationalist coalition was formed, 
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“the Czech path to capitalism,” supported by the widely held belief in the high 
level of Czech industry and its capability of being competitive on the global 
market. The coalition ruled until the elections of 1996, followed by a political 
and economic crisis which culminated in the fall of the Klaus’s second govern-
ment in December 1997. 

The voucher privatization caused a confusing and unproductive ownership 
structure. The government was aware of this, and began to promote business 
privatization, transferring property to Czech citizens who had ideas for business 
projects. Despite the initial impression that competitive capitalism involving 
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industrial enterprises either through their own funds or through privatization 
funds. At the same time, they provided loans to businesses. These complicated 
ownership relationships prevented the formation of a healthy competitive and 
solvent environment. The result of the Czech version of capitalism was a crash 
in the mid-1990s of many companies and private banks. The “Czech path” lost 
its perspective and the total loss due to privatization came to around 600 billion 
crowns. Politics that was closely linked to business was often based on corruption 
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“clientelism” and “mafia capitalism,”73 which moved those healthy businesses 
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that were foreign-owned, a model being Škoda in Mladá Boleslav, which was 
privatized and owned by the German Volkswagen concern.

After early elections in 1998, the Czech Social Democratic Party formed a 
government and then embarked on the privatization of all the remaining large 
banks and enterprises, selling them to foreign capital. Despite the neoliberal em-
bracing of privatization in the early 1990s, the social and legal framework pro-
tecting the employed and enabling collective bargaining remained in place. How-
ever, due to the increasing dependence on foreign ownership, such laws gradual-
ly began to lose their importance.74
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The question of “coming to terms” with the communist past maintained its 
ideological and political potential. The right made this its permanent mobilizing 
tool. In 1993, the Czech parliament passed a law making communism illegal and 
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enjoyed the support of 10 percent or more of the voters, could not be outlawed. 
In 1995, an office for documenting and investigating communist crimes was 
created in order to document and investigate crimes that already at that time were 
considered crimes against humanity. However, the activities of this office did not 
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convicted, only eight of them unconditionally.75 
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and in 2000, for an indefinite period. So far, of nearly 460,000 requests, lustration 
certificates have been issued for over 10,000 persons who were found to be in 
the registry books of the State Security.76 Some on the list, especially actors, 
singers and other celebrities, have denied their cooperation with State Security 
and the courts have usually believed their declarations. In connection with the 
corruption and patronage during the period of “wild privatization” and with “tun-
neling,” however, discussions haven’t stopped regarding the significant number 
of former communist cadres who created a corrupt business environment.

Since the year 2000, attention has focused on history and remembrance. The 
fight against communism has continued, particularly through rhetorical means. 
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Communism has been presented as a continuing danger to a free, democratic 
society and something that must be faced through historical research and the 
memory of its victims. Interest has increasingly turned to archives as key sources 
for rhetorical and symbolic reconciliation. The archives of the State Security were 
completely opened in the years 2002–04, but this has not led to a deeper under-
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reduced the communist past to its repressive aspects. This trend has resulted in 
the founding of the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes in 2007, which 
was supported by the political right.77 In the second half of the decade, intellec-
tuals of the younger generation have begun more actively to protest such treat-
ment of the past. Their protest is related to opposition to global capitalism ac-
companied by searching for alternatives to the neoliberal status quo.78 The dream 
of the “end of history” has evaporated. Twenty years after the fall of the socialist 
dictatorship, the Czech society, in a time of economic crisis, is marked by con-
flicts, resentments and fears. 

 The Czech Republic as part of the “global village”

The Czech society has undergone a great social change.79 The geographic 
position of the Czech Republic in Central Europe holds undeniable benefits—it 
is not peripheral, but a transit country through which money, goods and labor 
pass. As a result it has become a postindustrial consumer country, despite the fact 
that the standard of living of an average Czech still lags behind that of an average 
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be reached in the foreseeable future.80 Psychological changes are mainly based 
on the country having opened, allowing possibilities to travel, study, or work 
abroad. These changes are also based on the technological and information rev-
olution and the interconnection of the world.81 Personal computers connected to 
the internet and mobile phones belong to the basic equipment of the average 
Czech. The banking revolution has also created changes: almost all Czechs have 
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has become a social reality. 

A revolutionary change has taken place in ownership structures. The state has 
ceased to have a decisive influence on ownership distribution or the control of 
property. There are large differences between the upper and the middle class; the 
situation of the latter is very unstable. The sectors of culture and education con-
tinue to be undervalued. The number of people educated at universities is increas-
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the purchasing of college degrees, which are still highly valued by many Czechs. 
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between teachers, economists, or lawyers. Among the most significant social 
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cheap labor from eastern countries. This trend has been accompanied by a decline 
in trades and apprenticeships, for which there is little interest. In times of global 
economic crisis, it seems that long-term social stability, which in principle is a 
constitutive element of the egalitarian Czech society, is threatened.

Translated from the Czech original by Michael Werbowski 
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