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Předmluva

Jako občané jsme se vždycky ztotožňovali se státností československou. Československo jsme poci[image: Image]ovali jako svůj přirozený domov a sama myšlenka na jeho rozdělení byla tvrdým útokem na tuto naši identifikaci. Proto mnozí z nás vložili nemálo sil do pokusu přebudovat tehdejší formální federaci na federaci skutečnou a demokratickou, v níž by se všichni cítili dobře. Toto úsilí nevedlo k úspěchu. Historikové s odstupem času posoudí, zda bylo neúspěšné proto, že bylo nekoncepční, nedůsledné nebo v samých svých východiscích tak či onak vadné, anebo proto, že tváří v tvář slovenským tužbám úspěšné prostě být nemohlo. A[image: Image] tak či onak, po parlamentních volbách v roce 1992 bylo už zřejmé, že se náš dosavadní stát rozdělí. České politické reprezentaci patří uznání za to, že tak náročnou operaci, jakou je rozdělení státu, se jí podařilo—v trvalé a trpělivé součinnosti se slovenskou stranou—provést pokojným, právním a spořádaným způsobem. Zakládá to důvěryhodnost obou nástupnických států i perspektivu jejich dobrých vzájemných vztahů.

Rozdělení Československa bylo nepochybně pro mnohé z nás bolestivé. Přesto nebylo provázeno z české strany pocitem křivdy, bolestínstvím, výčitkami či dokonce odporem ke Slovensku a ke Slovákům. Pochopili jsme, že Slováci mají právo na samostatnost. I tato okolnost je nesmírně důležitá: kdyby náš rozchod byl provázen trpkostí, zatížilo by to nadlouho naše vztahy, což by se posléze obrátilo proti všem.
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Foreword

Václav Havel

As citizens, we have always identified with Czechoslovak statehood. We have felt that Czechoslovakia was our natural home, and the very idea of its division was a harsh assault on our sense of identity. That is why many among us expended considerable effort in the attempt to rebuild the existing formal federation into a genuine and democratic federation in which all would feel at home. This effort was unsuccessful. With the passage of time, historians will judge whether it was unsuccessful because it lacked a clear vision, because it was inconsistent or somehow flawed in its very points of departure, or because face to face with Slovak aspirations, it quite simply could not have been successful.

Whatever the answer, after the parliamentary elections of 1992, it was quite apparent that our existing state would have to be divided. Czech political representatives deserve recognition for carrying out this demanding operation—in persistent and patient cooperation with the Slovak side—in a peaceful, legal, and orderly manner. It lays the foundation for the credibility of both successor states and the prospect of good mutual relations.

Undoubtedly, the division of Czechoslovakia was painful for many of us. Despite that, it was not accompanied on the Czech side by a feeling of injury, by self-pity, by reproachfulness, or even by disgust for Slovakia and the Slovaks. We came to realize that the Slovaks had the right to independence. This fact, too, is immensely important: had our parting of ways been accompanied by bitterness, it would have burdened our relations for a long time. Eventually, this burden of bitterness would have turned against us.

Translated from Czech by Michael Kraus and Allison Stanger
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The Past as Prologue

Michael Kraus and Allison Stanger

Czechoslovakia’s history faithfully reflects the trials and the tribulations of twentieth-century Europe in general and Central Europe in particular. Born in 1918 out of the wreckage of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the new Czech and Slovak homeland enjoyed its most peaceful and prosperous years in the interwar period, when it was the only functioning liberal democracy in Central Europe. Following the Munich Agreement of September 1938, Czechoslovakia was partitioned into a Slovak state and the separate German-controlled Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. The Czechs and the Slovaks reunited after the war but soon succumbed to a communist takeover in February 1948, and, over the next decade, were integrated into the Soviet sphere of domination. During the quickly suppressed “Prague Spring” of 1968, Czechoslovakia attempted to emancipate itself from Soviet hegemony, but not until November 1989 did Prague’s hard-line regime fall, in part collapsing of its own defective weight, in part overturned by the surging forces of the Velvet Revolution, led by Václav Havel. For the next three years, the Czechs and Slovaks tried to redefine their relationship within the common state. But, by the end of 1992, their differences turned politically insurmountable, and, on the last day of December 1992, Czechoslovakia ceased to exist, and two new republics, Czech and Slovak, were born.

Yet the history of the peoples of the area is not only much older and richer than this capsule history of modern Czechoslovak statehood but also reveals the deeper reasons a union was forged in 1918 and, more recently, was dissolved. The first phase of shared Czech and Slovak destiny dates back to the Great Moravian Empire, which in the ninth century also included parts of southern Poland and northern Hungary. By the end of the tenth century, that empire was divided between the Germans and the Hungarians, setting the neighboring Czechs and the Slovaks on two separate paths of political development for the next millennium.

The territory of Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia, which comprises the Czech Republic today, existed in the framework of one state as early as the Middle Ages. The Kingdom of Bohemia’s greatest glory occurred in the fourteenth century, when its ruler, Charles IV, was crowned Holy Roman Emperor, and Prague became the empire’s capital and Europe’s major political and cultural center. On several occasions, the lands of Bohemia became the epicenter of Europe’s turmoil, as the Czechs rose in defiance of their more powerful neighbors. In 1415, Jan Hus, who had been a reformist preacher and the head of Prague University, was burned at the stake in Constance for heretical teachings. His followers, the Czech Hussites, rebelled in 1420 against the Roman Church and the Roman Empire; their actions established the legal foundations of Protestantism in Bohemia for the next 200 years. In 1618, the Protestant Bohemian estates rose again against the Habsburgs to reassert their religious and political rights, thereby unleashing the Thirty Years’ War that pitted Protestant and Catholic forces against each other throughout Europe. The 1620 defeat of the Czech nobility brought on the downfall of the Bohemian kingdom, and, for the next three centuries, Protestant Prague was subjected to Catholic domination and Habsburg rule from Vienna.

Unlike the territory of the Czechs, which had retained its independence until 1620, the Slovak lands remained an integral part of the Hungarian kingdom from around the tenth century until 1918. In that sense, the Slovaks shared in Hungarian triumphs and defeats. For more than two hundred years, Bratislava, today’s Slovak capital, served as the capital of Hungary; the kingdom’s coronations were held there. By the second half of the nineteenth century, ethnically related Czechs and Slovaks increased their contacts and found a common denominator in their quests for self-determination.

Foreign domination and economic hardships spurred on major waves of emigration from East and Central Europe. Between 1870 and 1914, some 250,000 Czechs and 650,000 Slovaks emigrated to the United States and Canada alone. Among some 500,000 refugees who left Czechoslovakia after 1945, many, if not most, landed on American shores.

As was true of other countries in Central Europe, the Czech and Slovak diaspora played an important role in the political and cultural life of their homelands. During the period from 1914 to 1918, exiles such as future presidents Tomáš Masaryk and Edvard Beneš, working in tandem with loyalists at home, drew their support from the diaspora, lobbied for an independent state, organized liberation armies, and played a decisive role in impressing the Czech and Slovak case for independence upon Western allies, including President Woodrow Wilson. These efforts came to fruition in Pittsburgh on 30 May 1918, when the Czech and Slovak leaders in America agreed upon the creation of an independent Czecho–Slovak state. The Czechoslovak Declaration of Independence, issued by Masaryk in October of that year in Washington, D.C., was clearly inspired by its American counterpart.

The creation of the common state in 1918 was rooted, at least in part, in the perception that the two related Slavic nations would be in a better position together, rather than each on its own, to contend with the long-standing external threats to their existence. But given that the new state contained large German and Hungarian minorities, external concerns became linked to questions of internal stability. To compound the problem, two incompatible ideological propositions were built into the political system from the start. The first proclaimed that all individual Czechoslovak citizens enjoyed equal political and civil rights. The second insisted that the state had a “Czechoslovak” character, thus elevating Czechoslovak national culture to a higher plane, whereby some ethnic groups were accorded a more equal place than others. The constitution guaranteed equal rights for all citizens, irrespective of ethnic background, and various laws stipulated the right of all to educational opportunities and religious activities in one’s native language. But, at the same time, the state retained a nationalist character whereby it excluded members of ethnic groups besides the Czechs and Slovaks from Czechoslovak nationality and did not recognize in principle the equality of these other groups and languages. While Masaryk’s nationalist philosophy—embraced by Beneš as well—had a large following among the dominant nationalities (more among the Czechs than the Slovaks), it could not generate broad support for the Czechoslovak state among the substantial minorities that constituted a full third of the population.

As a “successor” state to the Habsburg Empire, Czechoslovakia inherited over two-thirds of the empire’s industries, one-fifth of its former territory, and one-fourth of its population. More fortunate than most of the successor states carved out of the old empire, Czechoslovakia ranked among the top ten industrialized states of the world in terms of industrial endowment. Its newly acquired independence, however, had brought under one state umbrella regions characterized by very different levels of socioeconomic development. By and large, the industrial sector was concentrated in the western ex-Austrian (Czech) region. The ex-Hungarian provinces of Slovakia and Ruthenia (Carpathian Ukraine, which was annexed by Moscow in 1944), on the other hand, were predominantly agrarian.

The economic disparities among its provinces coincided with ethnic divisions. In 1921 (and for the next twenty-five years), the republic’s territory was inhabited by seven million Czechs and over two million Slovaks; over three million (Sudeten) Germans, who enjoyed the highest standard of living; three-quarters of a million Hungarians, most of whom resided in Slovakia; and nearly half a million Ukrainians and Russians in Ruthenia, the easternmost province and economically the poorest stratum of Czechoslovak society between the wars. Overlapping in terms of its national identification (especially with the Czechs) but separate in religious terms was the 350,000-strong Jewish community (including some 100,000 in Ruthenia).

The potential for ethnic tensions was further enhanced by inequities of income and status. The Germans, over 90 percent of whom lived in the Czech lands, on the whole enjoyed a higher standard of living than the more numerous Czechs; similarly, the Hungarians were, on average, better off than the Slovaks who surrounded them. The generally secular, progressive, and rationalistic Czechs lived side by side with the more religious, conservative, and tradition-bound Slovaks. But divisions between the Czechs and the Slovaks, stemming in large part from the separate development under the centuries-old rule of Vienna and Budapest, respectively, were also in evidence.

Thus considerable economic, social, cultural, and ethnic heterogeneity characterized the years of the First Republic (1918–1938). Not surprisingly, such disparities, enhanced by the economic strains of the 1930s, translated into political conflicts. On one level, they fueled Slovak demands for the home rule and governmental and administrative autonomy promised in the Pittsburgh Agreement. On another, they provided the ammunition for the increasingly nationalist orientation of the Sudeten Germans’ parties. Yet in hindsight, it is clear that even a federal system of rule could not have ameliorated the dramatic plunge in fortunes experienced by the formerly “ruling” German and Hungarian nationalities or prevented Hitler from using the German minority issue as a pretext for his war of aggression.

Although it is a historical fact that interwar Czechoslovakia treated its ethnic minorities with greater tolerance than any other country in East and Central Europe, including Germany, Prague’s relationship with its Sudeten German minority would become an international issue. Seen in that light, the First Republic’s twenty-year record of political stability and liberal democracy was a notable achievement in the history of democratic constitutional experiments, especially when contrasted with the political circumstances of the neighboring countries, which, one after another, in the 1920s and 1930s, succumbed to authoritarian rule, or worse.

This political record was complemented by the highly creative efforts of artists, writers, musicians, and scientists. Its Western political orientation rendered Czechoslovakia particularly receptive to cultural influences from England, Italy, Weimar Germany, and especially France. Cubism in architecture and design; modernism in painting, sculpture, and photography; surrealism in literature, poetry, and photography—all these cultural crosscurrents found expressions in interwar Czechoslovakia. The innovative contributions of Czech and Slovak artists, painters such as Oskar Kokoschka, František Kupka, and Alfons Mucha, writers and poets such as Karel Čapek and Jaroslav Seifert (the future Nobel Prize winner), and composers of the caliber of Leoš Janáček and Bohuslav Martinů, to mention only a few, have received their due recognition from Western publics for their universality and quality.

Moreover, an integral part of Czechoslovakia’s cultural scene was the presence of German and Jewish intelligentsia represented by Franz Kafka, Max Brod, Rainer Maria Rilke, Karl Kraus, Franz Werfel, and Edmund Husserl. The hospitable climate of liberal democracy provided a new home to refugees from Bolshevik Russia, such as Roman Jakobson and Nikolai S. Trubetskoi, cofounders of the Prague Linguistic Circle, which laid the foundations for the school of Prague structuralism, or exiles from Nazi Germany such as Thomas Mann. Interwar Prague also hosted the young Ernst Mach and Albert Einstein, who taught physics there. No such list would be complete without noting that Bohemia and Moravia were the birth lands of Sigmund Freud, Ernst Mandel, and Gustav Mahler. In short, Czechoslovakia’s First Republic enjoyed a rich period of sustained artistic and scientific growth, nourished by the presence of some of the luminaries of our age and stemming in large measure from the cultural and ethnic diversity that comprised its lands.

But the same ethnic mosaic also gave rise to forces that ultimately proved Czechoslovakia’s undoing. As the Sudeten Germans gradually fell under the spell of Hitler’s call for the unification of all Germans in one state, Prague came, by 1938, to occupy the central stage of another European crisis. In the September 1938 Munich Agreement between France, Great Britain, and Germany (to which Czechoslovakia was not a party), Prague was forced to cede to Hitler the border districts largely (but not exclusively) populated by Germans. The crisis culminated as Hitler occupied Prague in March 1939 and created the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia as part of the Greater German Reich. At the same time, he ordered the leading Slovak nationalists to establish their own “independent” state under German protection and encouraged Hungary’s seizure of Ruthenia.

That bitter series of events and developments had a shattering impact upon the twenty-year-old democracy, bringing on an agonizing crisis of legitimacy, a reassessment of the institutions and practices of democracy, and a reappraisal of the country’s international position. After all, the external blows were inflicted by enemies and allies alike, and democratic Czechoslovakia was in the final analysis a victim of Britain and France—Western democracies. For the next six years Czechoslovakia disappeared from the map of Europe. German occupation brought devastation, especially aimed at the intelligentsia, including some 360,000 victims who perished in concentration camps and prisons, about half of whom were of Jewish origin.

While the successive catastrophes of 1938 to 1945 weakened the forces of interwar democracy after the war, they also enhanced the postwar stock of the communists, who portrayed Stalin’s Soviet Union as the only reliable ally against German revanchism. Hitler’s acts of barbarism also put an end to the long history of Czech–German cohabitation in the historic lands of Bohemia and Moravia. Due to the fact that, from 1938 on, the vast majority of Sudeten Germans had rallied behind Berlin’s cause, the Prague government won the approval of the Great Powers at the Potsdam Conference to expel these ethnic Germans from Czechoslovak territory into Germany. This policy was also fully exploited by the communists, who controlled the redistribution of the expellees’ farms and property, which they conferred, if temporarily, upon their supporters. So with the advent of the Cold War in 1948, the doors were wide open for the communist seizure of power.

After 1948, Czechoslovakia’s history is the story of the vicissitudes accompanying Soviet rule in East and Central Europe in general: from the Stalinist terror and purges, nationalization of property and collectivization of land in the 1950s, to the thaw and gradual relaxation of party control in the 1960s, which resulted in the 1968 Prague Spring. Motivated in part by Slovak perceptions of inequality vis-á-vis the more numerous Czechs and led by the Slovak communist reformer Alexander Dubček, the Communist Party’s program—an early version of Gorbachev’s perestroika—embarked on a search for “socialism with a human face.” Snuffed out in August 1968 by the allied armies of the Warsaw Pact, the only lasting legacy of the Prague Spring was the establishment of the federal state that put the Czechs and the Slovaks on an equal footing and thereby removed, at least constitutionally, a long-standing Slovak grievance.

For the next two decades after 1968, Czechoslovakia was subject to a thorough program of counterreformation, or “normalization,” as it was officially called. The restoration of totalitarian practices included a massive purge of party and nonparty nonconformists, the reestablishment of strict censorship in the mass media, and a renewed emphasis on ideology in the arts, literature, and scholarship. The goal was to eradicate democratic traditions and aspirations once and for all. In 1977 the normalization campaign led to the emergence of Charter 77, the dissident human rights movement headed by Václav Havel, which openly chronicled and protested the regime-organized indignities and human rights violations.

Persisting doggedly for the next twelve years in the face of severe police repression, the Chartists and other dissidents acted as the repository of national conscience and provided the leadership for the Velvet Revolution of 1989. In December of that year, Havel, a veteran of communist prisons, became the new president and the belatedly vindicated Dubček the head of the federal parliament. A few days later, on the occasion of the traditional New Year’s day address to the country, Havel ended his speech by paraphrasing Comenius, the great Czech educator: “People, your government has returned to you!”

Over the next three years, the euphoria of 1989 gave way to the hard-hitting realities of coping with the legacies of fifty years of dictatorship. One such inheritance that proved much too weighty for the young democracy was the recasting of the deformed relationship between the Czechs and the Slovaks. While the communist era provided at best Band-Aids and at worst fresh wounds for the long-ailing Czech/Slovak marriage, Havel spared no effort in his search for a viable formula that might prolong the life of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic. The June 1992 elections, however, propelled into Czech and Slovak leadership contrasting political elites with different outlooks and diametrically opposed political agendas; the result of their negotiations was the peaceful parting of ways. From a broader historical perspective, the 1993 creation of distinct Czech and Slovak states must be seen, in part, as a legacy of a millennium of separate development, the forces of which have carried the day, at least for now.


1

Contending Views of Czechoslovakia’s Demise

Michael Kraus and Allison Stanger

If 1989 will go down in history as the annus mirabilis, marking the peaceful demise of communism in Eastern Europe, the 1990s will be remembered as “the springtime of ethnicity.” In the wake of the collapse of the Cold War order, conflicts and not only have tensions between ethnic groups brought about the disintegration of the multinational federations of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia, but many of the new successor states also face the prospect of further territorial divisions. At the time of this writing, the Czech and Slovak republics are in their seventh year as independent states. The Czech Republic has received the honor of NATO membership, while Slovakia remains at the margins of international life, despite the ouster of its authoritarian prime minister, Vladimír Mečiar, in November 1998 (after his electoral defeat in September of that year). The divergent paths that each took over the course of the past seven years only serve to confer an additional aura of inevitability upon Czechoslovakia’s extinction.

As scholars, however, we need to be wary of declaring historical events inevitable, particularly since the former Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Soviet Union each disintegrated in very different fashion. The most striking feature of Czechoslovakia’s demise was the peaceful resolution of ethnic conflict. If Czechs and Slovaks were able to part ways in civil fashion, the question arises of why they were unable to work out their differences within the framework of a common state. In this sense, the presumption of inevitability can potentially obscure more than it reveals. To advance our understanding of the sources of state cohesion, the key question should instead be: At what point in time did Czechoslovakia’s disintegration become inevitable, and what steps, if any, might political elites have taken to preempt the country’s arrival at this point of no return?

Cataloging the most salient forces, the collapse of the Czechoslovak federation might be seen as the product of (1) the legacies of the communist and precommunist eras (the inevitability thesis), (2) the rational or erratic actions of post-communist political elites, (3) constitutional deadlock, (4) the absence of political parties as well as other associations and groupings that unite people across ethnic lines, (5) the role of the mass media, (6) regional economic disparities, and (7) demonstration effects (international factors fostering separatism). Obviously, these factors are often overlapping and interrelated, but approaching the question of Czechoslovakia’s breakup from each vantage point yields valuable insights. Although they are largely applied to the Czecho–Slovak case in this volume, each of these categories of explanation might also be used to shed light on disintegration processes in other countries and contexts.

HISTORICAL LEGACIES

The first analytical framework emphasizes those factors that rendered national division a potent political force in the precommunist and communist phases of development. They include the ideological character and the institutional structure of the new state created in 1918; the bipolar imbalance of power pitting the less numerous Slovaks against the more numerous Czechs; the cultural and economic disparities between the two societies during 1918–1989; the nature of Leninist politics as a source of ethnonational identification; and the impact of external factors upon Prague’s policies of centralism.1 In short, the tortured history of Czech–Slovak relations is the obvious point of departure for examining Czechoslovakia’s fate.

Carol Skalnik Leff’s opening essay builds on the work of her successful 1987 book on the Czech–Slovak relationship, which remains one of the best available in the English language. Leff puts the events of the 1990s in their appropriate historical context, demonstrating that Czechoslovakia suffered from what Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan have termed a “stateness” problem since its very inception. Since Czechoslovakia was forged in an atmosphere of crisis largely generated beyond its immediate borders, the institutional solutions that were successively embraced during both the interwar republic and the communist era were products of that context. Consequently, Czechoslovakia’s internal political stability or lack thereof was strongly influenced by external factors.

Leff’s chapter also highlights the elements of continuity in Czech–Slovak relations before and after 1989. In three important areas—quarreling over the constitutional form of the common state, the relationships between Czech and Slovak elites, and the attempts to forge a Czechoslovak national identity—she finds that history repeated itself. Mutual suspicion and institutional failure were historical constants throughout Czechoslovakia’s relatively short lifetime. Do these historical patterns suggest that Czechoslovakia’s dissolution was inevitable? Leff answers in the negative, concluding that the Velvet Divorce was “a probabilistic outcome . . . the historical deck was stacked, not definitively, but still substantially, against” the survival of the common state.

In exploring the possibilities for Czech–Slovak compromise that existed in 1989–1992, Jan Rychlík’s contribution complements that of Leff, assessing the weight of history through a different lens. The first part of his chapter provides a retrospective look at Czecho–Slovak relations and institutions in the post-normalization period. Rychlík points out that while the normalization reforms never succeeded in fulfilling Slovak expectations, they did create a strong managerial class in Bratislava where one had never previously existed, which turned out to be useful for the newly independent Slovakia after the dissolution of the common state. Rychlík then surveys the subsequent negotiations over Czechoslovakia’s constitutional future, emphasizing the further divergence of Czech and Slovak perceptions as the conflict unfolded. In his view, the Czech side believed that “Slovak negotiators were bent on squaring a circle, aspiring to have a Slovak state while at the same time resisting the same. From the Slovak perspective, however, it seemed that the Czechs did not want to accept legitimate Slovak demands.”

Despite these differences, a compromise agreement was forged at Milovy in February 1992, which was then passed on to the Czech and Slovak national councils for ratification. A ratification vote would never take place, as the Milovy accord was killed by the Presidium of the Slovak National Council, which could not obtain a majority in favor of bringing it to a vote. After the failure of the Milovy compromise
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