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Modernisation and Social Transformation in the Czech Republic 
 

PAVEL MACHONIN* 
Institute of Sociology, Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, Prague 

Abstract: The specific analysis of the Czech historical experience could offer inter-
esting incentives for theoretical generalisations. The global post-Communist societal 
transformation is conceived in the following paper as a complex social transforma-
tion and modernisation in all spheres of human culture. Analogously, in several 
other European countries which already were relatively advanced before World War 
II, the influence of the totalitarian/egalitarian state socialist social system on the 
modernisation processes in the Czech lands was in principle negative. So far, the 
post-Communist transformation of Czech society has been rather successful. How-
ever, this was caused, among others, by the abandoning, the postponing, or the miti-
gation of some aspects of the originally presupposed radical liberal democratic 
changes. The long-term prospects of Czech society depend mainly on the ability of 
the social and institutional system to stimulate a significant progress on the road to 
qualitative modernisation. It will only be possible through creating a dynamic social 
equilibrium generating a new motivation structure based on social relationships 
strongly influenced by the principles of equity of chances and meritocracy. 
Czech Sociological Review 1996, Vol. 4 (No. 2: 171-186) 

As far as the broader theoretical and methodological background of this paper is con-
cerned, the author will limit himself to only one short remark. The original incentive for 
developing the orientation of thought presented in this paper was not the academic desire 
to apply some already existing general theory of social change to a new historical case, 
i.e. the post-communist transformation of the 1990s in general or in a group of selected 
countries. Quite on the contrary, the considerations cumulated in this study, have been 
stimulated by the need to explain the concrete historical experience of the Czech and 
Slovak Republics with the state socialist social system, its collapse and replacement by a 
newly emerging social order. In the analysis of the post-Communist changes, more em-
phasis is given on the ongoing processes in the Czech Republic, now a sovereign state. 
Thus, the task of this study is to analyse, from a theoretical point of view, some aspects of 
the concrete historical experience of recent changes occurred in one society in the last 
fifty years. I do not think such an approach less valuable for the development of theoreti-
cal thought in sociology than are either the inductive generalisations of many analysed 
cases or the deductions on the level of abstract categories. On this point, I share one of K. 
Marx’s methodological principles, i.e. to consider “the reproduction of the concrete by 
means of thought” as an indispensable, and perhaps most significant, part of theory [Marx 
1857]. However, this principle can work only if the unique subject of analysis gives 
enough incentives for the development of theoretically relevant ideas. 

I think that focusing on the Czech experience could fulfil this requirement. Before 
World War II, the Czech Lands belonged to advanced European capitalist industrial re-
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gions, with a corresponding cultural level and a well operating pluralist democracy. After 
the war, however, they also became a part of a small amount of countries where, in the 
course of a radical left-turn, the Communist attained a relatively broad social and political 
support and where, subsequently, the Communist policy was carried out in highly radical 
forms and with serious consequences on all spheres of human life. This specific contra-
diction brought some unique traits into the mutual relationships of social and political 
changes on the one hand, and of the cultural modernisation processes on the other. It be-
came clear for the first time during the inspiring attempt at a modernising reform of the 
state socialist system in the 1960s, which peaked in the 1968 Prague Spring movement. 
The brutal defeat of this attempt caused a prolonged and harsh repression and societal 
stagnation in the period of ‘normalisation’, 1970-1989. After the 1989 ‘Velvet Revolu-
tion’, the contradictory development continued. In none of the other post-communist 
countries in Europe, did the newly established political and economic system seem so 
radical and persistent in the endeavour to push through a liberal economic reform and 
corresponding right-wing orientation. This paper has been written in the time following 
the dramatic June 1996 Czech elections, which yet again surprised with its partial left-
turn, not expected by most foreign observers. Basically, the historical developments of 
Czech society in the last sixty years were extremely contradictory and involved many 
sudden, abrupt and radical societal shifts related to the main subject of this paper: the 
relationship between changes in social structures and the dynamics of the modernisation 
(or anti-modernisation) processes. This could be the case when historical experience ac-
cumulated in one subject should bring important incentives for theoretical generalisations 
is one example. 

1. Basic Concepts 
The existing conceptual framework, familiarly used when dealing with social transforma-
tion and modernisation, is far from being unambiguous. There exists, e.g., a tendency to 
confuse the two basic concepts: social transformation and modernisation. In order to 
avoid possible misunderstandings, I therefore consider it useful to begin with a clarifica-
tion of the most important concepts as I understand them. Looking for inspiration mainly 
in classical sociological and cultural anthropological works, I share the view that every 
human society can be conceived as a complex of three basic, mutually interpenetrating 
entities. These entities (leaving aside the interpenetration of society with both external 
and internal nature) are: a) human personalities, b) their mutual, that is social relation-
ships and c) the culture created by them in the course of human history. Continuing the 
tradition of some classics of cultural anthropology and some of the pioneers of Czech so-
ciology (Chalupný, Bláha) I apply here – in spite of the existing strong tendency to re-
duce culture only to ‘that what people are learning, not to that what they are doing and 
creating’ [Keesing, Keesing 1971] – the concept of culture in its broadest sense, i.e. in-
cluding all creative and reproductive human activities and also all their socially adopted 
products – both material and non-material. 

Those, however, who prefer a different concept such as A. Weber’s dualism of 
(material) civilisation and (spiritual) culture, for example, can simply replace the concept 
of culture I am employing with an image of an intrinsically contradictory complex of 
spiritual culture and civilisation. In such a framework, the field in which social relation-
ships and culture interpenetrate is the sphere of institutions conceived as stabilised pat-
terns of social interactions or, concurrently, as the cultural aspect of social relationships. 
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With regard to social transformation, I have in mind the historical process of a 
structural, qualitative change of social relationships, while in the case of modernisation, I 
refer to a certain orientation of structural change in culture, including institutions and cor-
responding socially adopted values and forms of behaviour. Those institutional changes, 
which are usually presupposed to be part of post-Communist transformation, e.g. the 
marketisation of the national economy, the introduction of a pluralist democracy and 
‘state of law’, the creation of a balanced and stimulating structure of (predominantly pri-
vate) ownership forms, etc., represent in this conceptual framework the connecting link of 
both major processes in question. They can be regarded, on the one hand, as changes in 
social relationships and on the other, as phenomena characterising modernisation in the 
cultural sphere. 

Only the complex of cultural changes – mainly the modernisation processes – and 
of changes of social structures, that is social transformation (encompassing changes in 
economy, political relationships, law, moral, etc.), intermediated by the connecting link 
of institutional changes, represents the global societal transformation. And the interac-
tions of cultural changes (modernisation) and social transformations create the societal 
environment for the development of human beings as social actors and personalities. In 
the end, the existence of rather stimulative or inhibitive conditions for the developments 
of human personalities is the decisive criterion for the success or failure of societal trans-
formations. 

Among the enumerated concepts, perhaps the concept of modernisation is the most 
disputable. I, of course, share the emphasis laid by most modernisation theories on the 
processes of innovation, rationalisation, mobilisation, secularisation and other kindred 
cultural changes. However, in our context, we were obliged to conceive modernisation as 
a general process embracing – including the corresponding institutional changes – each 
important sphere of societal life: ecology, demographic behaviour, health-care, education, 
science, technology, infrastructure, housing, amount and qualitative standards of produc-
tion and services, well developed markets of goods, services, labour and capitals, corre-
sponding characteristics of consumption, structure of leisure activities, advanced pluralist 
democracy and rationalisation of administration, perhaps quality of life of individuals and 
families in general. Hence, by modernisation I mean general progress in the level of 
broadly conceived culture. It is, of course clear, that the empirical information concerning 
the processes of modernisation in one country, or in a group of countries, presented in 
this paper, has had to be substantially reduced to only several phenomena of crucial sig-
nificance for societal change. 

On the other hand, the former state socialist countries’ cultural backwardness in 
comparison with the advanced countries compelled us to exercise extreme caution with 
some of the consequences of so-called ‘post-modernist’ approaches. For the time being, 
we are not concerned so much with the ‘pathology’ of modernity (clearly a very important 
phenomenon occurring in the more developed countries and, unfortunately, in the future 
very likely to appear in our countries), as much as by the apparent lack of modernity and 
by the specific pathology behind it. We have also observed some post-modern phenom-
ena in our society – partly in real social life, partly as an anticipation of possible future 
developments. I find it rational to make a distinction between those which only represent 
a little excessive reaction to the ‘pathology of modernity’ and those which can be ex-
plained as a comprehensible negation of the deviations and imperfections typical of the 
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former phases of modernisation. Similarly, as the recently emerged stream of neo-
modernism referred by Alexander [1994] I, though for other reasons, view some of the 
phenomena stressed by post-modernists (e.g. the new role of information systems and 
mass media, the collapse of ‘great theories’ in their ideologised form, or the increase of 
the significance of subjective actions of individuals, social groups and institutions) rather 
as elements of continuing modernisation, bringing society closer to the post-industrial 
phase of development. I prefer to speak of a new, more complex and sophisticated phase 
of rational approaches to societal reality rather than of the collapse of rationalism. Per-
haps, for other societies, it is time to speak about the ‘end of history’ (although I person-
ally doubt it too), but in our case the very clear standards of an advanced modern society 
still lie before us. 

Under the given circumstances, Prof. Zapf’s straight-lined approach, directly link-
ing modernisation and post-Communist transformation stressing on innovation, mass-
consumption, marketisation, the welfare-state, ecology, a well-operating pluralist democ-
racy and similar well known phenomena as constituent elements of modernisation proc-
esses, seems to be quite appropriate [Zapf 1994; Machonin 1996b]. Perhaps we will also 
be able in the future to accurately appreciate the significance behind the sophisticated 
concept of ‘reflexive modernisation’ [Giddens 1990; Beck 1993]. 

2. Communism and Modernity 
Many European – including Czech – members of the cultural ‘vanguard of modernism’ of 
the 1920s identified themselves to some degree with the Communist ideology under the 
assumption that this is, finally, a scientific theory aiming at the introduction of rational-
ism, technological progress, new lifestyle and other attributes of modernity into societal 
reality. This assumption also became one of the factors assisting to gain the support of a 
not negligible part of the Czech democratic intelligentsia in favour of the post-war Com-
munist programme describing the idealised ‘specific Czechoslovak road to socialism’. In 
the 1960s, yet again, a part of intellectuals met with sympathies the attempt to link the 
vision of the ‘scientific-technical revolution’ with expected reforms of the state socialist 
system. And even now, there are authors finally considering in their retrospective analy-
ses some aspects of the socialist industrialisation and corresponding changes in the way 
of life of the Czech population under state socialism as a contribution to the modernisa-
tion processes. As all these phenomena registered in the Czech milieu have some analo-
gies in other East-Central European countries, it is important to understand at least the 
main reasons for the emergence of these illusions about the modernisation potential of 
communism and to confront them with historical facts. 

In my opinion, one of the reasons for the possibility to identify communism, or at 
least some aspects of its ideology and practice, with modernity, lies in the doubtless am-
biguity of this social and political movement and ideology. Marxism was born in the last 
century as a continuation of rationally argued and presented tendencies of thought con-
nected with the Enlightenment and bourgeois democratic revolutions, applied scientific 
methods of empirical cognition and building of theory and tried to base even its utopian 
futurological ideas and political radicalism on the presupposition of the actually ongoing 
industrial modernisation of technology and rationalisation of economy. Everywhere the 
social and political movements influenced by Marxism had to face either the backward-
ness of pre-industrial societal conditions or the monopolistic, authoritarian and militaristic 
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tendencies of the developed capitalism (mainly those connected with the fascist ideology 
and politics), they emphasised the ‘modern’ aspects of their ideologies. 

This was apparent particularly in those countries which, under objectively given 
pre-industrial conditions, really had to solve the tasks incurred by the first extensive 
phases of industrialisation and urbanisation. In some of these societies, the communist 
regimes in fact stimulated cultural changes crucial for modernisation and favourable for 
the population in certain aspects. Besides the relative technological progress in the pro-
duction of goods and the basic consumption standards (including some improvement in 
housing conditions), a doubtless educational expansion also needs to be mentioned. It is 
still obvious: the less industrially developed were the post-Communist European coun-
tries before the establishment of state socialism, the stronger seems to be the ‘legacy of 
Communism’ – the positive evaluation of the ‘contributions’ of Communism, etc., in the 
public opinion and, consequently, the support in favour of political subjects linked to the 
communist past or using populist and authoritarian ruling methods. This historical cul-
tural difference seems to be one of the grounds for the partly diverging public opinion 
and political development in the Czech Lands and Slovakia. 

However, the communist regimes introduced in the European countries concerned 
new social systems based on the combination of totalitarianism, abolition of the market 
economy and subsequently the egalitarianism concerning the distribution of wealth, offi-
cial incomes and, to some extent, also of lifestyles. Functionally interconnected material 
privileges for the nomenclature and an extensive network of corruption of the less quali-
fied and less efficient people were inevitable. Power and income distribution became in-
congruent to education, work complexity and cultural level of lifestyle. A deep status 
inconsistency became a typical characteristic of the state socialist social structure. 

Table 1. Rank Correlation Matrices for Status-Forming Variables in 1984* 

 Czech Republic Slovak Republic 
Variables CA EA MP WC CA EA MP WC 
ED 0.49 0.19 0.34 0.62 0.56 0.21 0.31 0.64 
WC 0.37 0.20 0.31  0.46 0.24 0.31 
MP 0.16 0.30   0.18 0.30 
EA 0.08    0.11 
*) ED = education, WC = work complexity, MP = managerial position,  
EA = earnings, CA = cultural level of leisure activities. Data from the secondary 
analysis of results of the survey on class and social structure, IPhSo CS AS, Prague 
[Machonin, Tuček 1994]. 
 

The low values of correlations between the earnings distribution and other status-forming 
variables are particularly apparent when comparing the relationships found out both in the 
course of the Czechoslovak reform attempts in 1967 and in the course of the post-
communist transformation in 1991, 1993 and 1995. The somewhat higher degree of status 
consistency in Slovakia proves the already mentioned various modernisation impacts on 
the regional processes of modernisation with different levels of industrial developments 
on the advent of communism. 

Under such conditions and after the exhaustion of natural sources caused by exten-
sive industrialisation, the population of state socialist countries lost their motivation. Peo-
ple were not able to own the fair results of their work, could not be recompensed 
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according to their real merits, lacked the opportunity of free development in the economic 
and political sphere, disposed of limited chances of free development in their leisure ac-
tivities, were neither able, nor willing and, additionally, not allowed to overstep the 
threshold separating them from the more demanding activities typical of the intensive 
phase of industrial developments. Even the most developed European state socialist coun-
tries were not successful in starting the post-industrial developments on a large scale. 
Only the limited sphere of production, research and development connected with the mili-
tary purposes could be considered an exception. At the same time, the arms production 
was one of the reasons which led to the extreme and extensive industrialisation favouring 
heavy industry and thus contributed to the stagnation of the acquired extensive industrial 
level. Compare analogous conclusions in Srubar [1991]. 

While in the originally pre-industrial countries the state socialist way of industri-
alisation can be said to have somewhat contributed to the basic modernisation of socie-
ties concerned – although in specific forms of the ‘Soviet-type industrialism’ –, the same 
cannot be said about some of the countries which belonged to the economically and cul-
turally relatively advanced European states before the Second World War. This is doubt-
lessly valid for the Czech Lands, for East Germany and probably for Slovenia too. 

The difference between the two clear-cut types of developments (from both the 
pre-industrial and industrial level) can be demonstrated using the cases of the Czech 
Lands and Slovakia. We will use two of the basic indicators of degree of modernisation: 
the branch (sector) structure and educational attainment. 

Table 2. Branch Structures in Percentage of Economically Active Persons* 

 Czech Lands Slovakia 
Sector 1921 1930 1983 1992 1921 1930 1983 1992 
Agriculture 36.6 30.4 11.2 8.6 65.0 60.6 17.2 12.1 
Industry 46.2 47.6 55.3 49.1 20.9 20.7 49.8 44.0 
Services 17.2 22.0 33.5 42.3 14.1 18.7 33.0 43.9 
*) Recounted statistical data from [Machonin 1996a]. 
 

Table 3. Attained Levels of Education in Percentages of Population over 15 
Years* 

 Czech Lands Slovakia 
 Males Females Males Females 
 1950 1991 1950 1991 1950 1991 1950 1991 
Tertiary 1.6 9.5 0.3 5.2 1.0 9.5 0.1 6.3 
Secondary 7.3 21.7 3.2 24.6 4.6 22.1 2.0 26.9 
Lower degrees 91.1 68.8 96.5 70.2 94.4 68.4 97.9 66.8 
*) Recounted statistical data from [Machonin 1996a]. 
 

This, as well as many other known data, clearly shows that in the end the extensive de-
velopment under state socialism brought the industrially more advanced Czech Lands 
(now a sovereign country) only very limited pro-modernisation changes in comparison 
with the pre-industrial Slovakia. Even the quantitative development of the educational 
structures was substantially more favourable for the latter. It is necessary to take into ac-
count that most quantitative and qualitative indicators of the Czech post-war modernisa-
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tion processes lag significantly behind analogous indicators for comparable Western 
countries like Austria, Belgium, Norway, the Netherlands, etc. It means that, in principle, 
the long development started in the late 1930s until the late 1980s can be evaluated from 
the point of view of stages of modernisation rather than of stagnation or even of relative 
regression. 

This tendency was already perfectly known by the better educated part of the 
Czech population in the 1960s and has become one of the stimulating factors the reform 
attempts with their culmination in the 1968 Prague Spring movement. The endeavour to 
substitute the conflictual co-existence of capitalism and socialism by the convergence 
strategy was accepted in the case of this region as a) a confirmation the cultural stagna-
tion under state socialism and b) as a challenge to start the trend of a new stage of mod-
ernisation [Machonin 1992]. Unfortunately, the Warsaw Pact occupation and the re-
establishment of the nomenclature-rule not only renewed the operation of the totalitarian 
and egalitarian inhibitive mechanisms known from the 1950s, but additionally, required 
the strengthening of the social corruption benefiting the numerous less qualified strata as 
a compensation for the loss of national sovereignty. 

After the sudden and smooth collapse of the state socialist regime in 1989, the 
stagnation of modernisation processes expressed itself a) in the radical turn of the intelli-
gentsia from the Communists to those forces which were supposed to re-fuel the mod-
ernisation strategies and b) in the consequent popularity of the slogan ‘return to Europe’ 
understood as an attempt to join the advanced European countries. 

Generally speaking, one cannot only speak about the ‘interrupted modernisation’ 
(Mojca Novak’s formulation for Slovenia), as far as the Czech case is concerned, but 
more directly about – for the second time – a repeated dysfunctional extensive industri-
alisation with final anti-modernisation effects. The decisive reason for this – after the in-
fluence of the German occupation and the consequent inclusion of the Czech Lands into 
the military economy during the Second World War – was, indeed, the protracted influ-
ence of the state socialist social order. From the point of view of the Czech experience, 
the state socialist system as the ‘really existing’ incarnation of the Communist ideology 
and policy, proved to be anti-modern right through its essential characteristics. This cir-
cumstance became one of the most important reasons for the simple and easy collapse of 
communism in the Czech Lands. One of the leading presupposition of the country’s de-
velopment after the ‘Velvet Revolution’ was, for a large part of the population, the return 
to European modernisation trends and, as a goal, the attainment of modern standards of 
advanced countries. 

3. Achievements and Problems of the Czech Societal Transformation 
Leaving East Germany aside, which represents rather a case of the national reintegration 
based on the more developed part of a formerly divided country, there remain four coun-
tries in East Central Europe of the so-called Visegrád group. After the well-known left-
turns in Poland and Hungary and the conflictual developments on the Slovak political 
scene, it is quite clear that the original, somewhat simplified one-way models of liberal 
democratic transition, popular after 1989, have not been satisfactorily verified by the 
societal changes in these countries. It does not mean that the post-communist transforma-
tion has been abandoned there. The real changes have been much more complicated and 
conflictual than initially expected. 
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Before the June 1996 elections, the Czech Republic was considered by its govern-
ment and also by many both domestic and foreign observers as, perhaps, the only case 
among the Visegrád countries where nearly all principles of the transition models had 
been applied and where successful results had been attained. Some of these achievements 
are commonly known and doubtless: 
a) Obvious was the progress in the field of human and citizens’ rights with broad social 

support for a liberal democratic President and a relatively broad social support for the 
right-wing conservative-liberal government. (Even after the last elections it still em-
braced approximately half of the adult population.) 

b) An extensive privatisation and substantial liberalisation of the national economy was 
attained in conditions of a stable macro-economic balance and the annual inflation has 
been reduced to one-figure percentage. 

c) Quite clear was the progress of the service sector which in 1994 supplied 54% of the 
GDP, that is much more than in the over-industrialised state socialist economy. 

d) Some recovery and even revitalisation of the economy was observed. After the initial 
fall of the GDP in 1991 to approximately 82% of the level achieved in 1989, this indi-
cator grew gradually in the last years, already stepped over the level of the late 1980s 
and is still increasing today. 

e) In 1991 and after the decrease of the average real income to three quarters of their 
value in 1989, this indicator already stepped over the initial level and is making yearly 
progress. These changes were followed by a steadily low unemployment rate between 3 
and 4% and nearly negligible poverty rate. 

f) As indirect consequences of some of the transformation processes, several improve-
ments were shown in the environmental parameters and even in the life expectancy. 

On the other hand, social changes accompanying all the above-mentioned achievements 
were not favourable and smooth for everyone in all parameters. 

An almost complete exchange of the old ‘nomenclature’ for a new political élite 
led to the stepwise and simultaneous exclusion not only of the Communists from 1989, 
but also of moderate centrist and left-wing democratic subjects, including many of those 
active in the anti-Communist dissent and including the non-communist Social Democ-
racy, from the power élite. In spite of the mentioned progress made by pluralist democ-
racy, this kind of changes also led also to the emergence of some centralist, bureaucratic 
and partocratic tendencies, hindering the developments of ‘civil society’. These became 
the subject of a systematic criticism by the President of the Republic [Havel 1996]. One 
of the results of the June 1996 elections will obviously be distinct improvements in this 
direction. 

The far-reaching and rapid privatisation of the Czech national economy accom-
plished either by the voucher method, or by the standard privatisation methods have not 
yet led to firm and clear-cut ties between the new owners and managers – mostly pre-
pared for their careers during their professional experience in state socialism – and have 
left relatively high participation of the state (through its share in the large banks and 
companies) in the formally privatised economy [compare Mlčoch 1995a, b]. The financial 
capital, including the investment funds and companies, has remained one of the most 
probable pretendents of the leading position in economy, while the decisive role of man-
agers is not as clear as I. Szelényi assumes on the base of the Hungarian experience 
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[Szelényi 1995]. Besides, a part of the privatisation acts and initial activities of the priva-
tised firms have been doubtlessly accomplished by unlawful and/or immoral means. 

The so far accomplished differentiation of incomes, wealth and life-styles created a 
stratification structure with some class aspects. Approximately 10-12% of the economi-
cally active population belong now to the higher income categories (with significantly 
higher representation of entrepreneurs with employees, small private businessmen and a 
section of higher professionals), while the agricultural workers and members of co-
operatives, the unskilled and semi-skilled workers as well as some pensioners and mem-
bers of the one-parent families and families with three and more children, often belong to 
the segment of population endangered by poverty. Some surveys show that the amount of 
families having certain difficulties with ensuring their elementary needs could be esti-
mated as approximately one quarter of the total number. 

However, the cross-national comparisons prove that the inherited, still relatively 
egalitarian distribution of incomes continues to operate: among one half of the popula-
tion was registered in 1992 in the medium interval of an equidistant seven degrees scale 
of per/capita family incomes, which is more than in Hungary and much more than in Po-
land. The average ratio for one hour’s wage of an employee with tertiary education to the 
wage of a worker with elementary education and without apprenticeship or vocational 
school in 1994 was not greater than 1.7 : 1. In 1995 the ratio among males was 1.95 : 1 
and 1.7 : 1 among females. 

It is no wonder, under these circumstances, that the President of the Union of In-
dustry and Transport (that is the head of the main industrial lobby) Mr. Š. Popovič ex-
plained its position in this issue with the following surprisingly open words: 

“In the former regime, you earned roughly the same, irrespectively of whether you 
were working or not. That is why after the revolution all applauded the idea that 
the social differences among people would finally be more distinct. Now some so-
cial stratification has appeared. And some people wish that everybody were paid 
the same once again. However, I cannot agree with this, it is a very dangerous ten-
dency. This would lead to the thought that stealing is better than working more and 
better. Such an approach does not motivate people to a better achievement but to 
destruction.” [Popovič 1996a] 

The most complicated issue resides in the situation of the ‘new (upper and lower) middle 
classes’ composed of higher and lower professional employees. These groups are devel-
oping slowly and unevenly. The status of manager in industry, particularly if employed a 
firm with foreign capital, other economic professionals, mainly in the business services 
(banks, insurance), professionals in the foreign trade, information services, communica-
tions, mass-media and entertainment industry, in some sections of administration, justice, 
armed forces are particularly advantageous. However, the material status of most physi-
cians and other professionals in the health-care and social services, teachers of all levels, 
workers in science, research and development, people active in culture and arts and in 
kindred professions is, as a rule, far from being satisfactory. If we add the relatively good 
situation of some branches of heavy industry with their lower than average qualification 
level, it is clear that the differentiation in wages is far from matching the differentiation in 
work-complexity and qualification. 
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Table 4. Average wages in selected branches in 1995 in thousands CZK 

Credit plus insurance 18.7 Research and development 9.0 
Finance 14.3 Construction 8.8 
Information services 12.5 Motor-cars production 8.3 
Insurance 12.1 Machinery 7.9 
Energy 10.4 Health-care 7.5 
Coal-mining 10.3 Education 7.4 
Publishing and press 10.1 Culture, recreation, sport 7.1 
Administration, defence 9.6 Agriculture 6.9 
Metallurgy 9.4 Textile industry 5.9 
 Retail-trade 5.9 
 

The unfavourable situation of numerous groups of professionals with tertiary and secon-
dary professional education not only hinders the development and homogenisation of the 
middle-classes, so important for the maintenance of social equilibrium, but, concurrently, 
also hinders the implementation of the meritocratic principle, conceived as social equity 
of chances. 

The contemporary class structure as well as intertwining with the social stratifica-
tion of the Czech society is not distinctly enough developed or stabilised yet. It represents 
rather a dynamically moving hybrid combination of surviving state socialist (etatist and 
egalitarian) principles of social differentiation with emerging new social differentiation 
(class structure and social stratification) typical of modern industrial and post-industrial 
societies. 

The increase of vertical social differentiation has had a significant impact on the at-
titudes and political orientations of people. At present, the Czech population’s opinion of 
the post-Communist transformation is far more sceptical than it was at the beginning of 
this process. It is becoming more and more socially differentiated according to the ac-
quired social experience. All this is contributing to the gradual increase in the social de-
termination of political orientations, preferences and voting behaviour. As a result, a 
long-term polarisation process was observed even before the 1996 elections between the 
two right-wing civil parties and the Czech Social Democracy. 

Table 5. Ratio of Votes or Voting Preferences for the Civil Parties and for the 
Social Democracy 

 Elections  Public Opinion Polls*  Elections 
 1992 9/92 9/95 5/96 1994 
 4.28 : 1 6.00 : 1 1.33 : 1 1.26 : 1 1.15 : 1 
*) Trendy, STEM Prague 
 

In the Czech case, this turn is not favourable for the direct followers of the Communist 
Party, but for the traditional left-centrist Social Democratic Party. Up to now it has not 
been as extensive as the recent left-turns in Poland and Hungary and did not bring the 
victory of a new, relatively homogenous majority. However, it is an ongoing left-turn, 
indeed, which in some points corroborates the Polish and Hungarian experience. 

Thus we come to the conclusions concerning the often declared specific Czech 
transformation. The transformation process in the Czech Republic in some points really 
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differs from the changes in the other three Visegrád countries. It has been more moderate 
and less conflictual. 

The main factors delaying so far a sharp culmination of the social and political 
conflicts in the Czech Republic and an even more radical left-turn, in our opinion, are: 
a) a better economic situation at the beginning of the transformation; b) the initial politi-
cal situation which was in a way also more favourable for the post-communist transfor-
mation, namely, a high degree of discreditation of the Communist Party; c) a more 
careful course of action of the Czech right-wing governments in the process of economic 
and social reforms; d) the notorious historically developed high adaptability of the Czech 
people to sudden social and political changes. 

On the basis of these conclusions we can state that the post-Communist changes in 
the Czech Lands have been so far relatively successful. Indeed, they seem to be, in many 
ways, closer to what was expected from the original transition models, than what hap-
pened in other countries (except East Germany. These results were however achieved by 
abandoning, or, at least, with the substantial mitigation of the formerly presupposed eco-
nomic shock-therapy as well as of some imaginable hardships in the political field. Par-
ticularly in the field of the widely conceived social policy, a careful approach led by all 
governments in the period of post-Communist transformation moderated the conditions 
created by economic reforms, mainly for the lower classes. On the other hand, the proc-
esses of meritocratisation were hampered to the dissatisfaction of the new middle classes. 
In this way, many immediate achievements occurred despite the fact that the solution of 
many problems was at the same time postponed for future phases of development or were 
solved to the dissatisfaction of a not negligible part of the population. This experience 
influenced the results of the 1996 elections, an event which has meant some shift in the 
political power distribution, by now closer to the standard equilibrium of the democratic 
right-wing and left-wing political parties as seen in advanced European countries. 

As far as the future developments in the Czech Republic are concerned, one cannot 
totally exclude the eventuality of partial success of either the left-, or rather the right-
wing variants of authoritarian populism, although this eventuality has so far remained 
unlikely. However, the basic meaning of post-Communist transformation can be achieved 
only by the realisation of the democratic and market (liberal) alternative of development 
in any one of its possible variants. So far, the most likely perspective for the Czech Re-
public in the next years still consists in the continuation of the neo-liberal strategy of 
transformation, perhaps with some modifications coming from the centrist liberal democ-
ratic strategy and from the pressure of the social reformists. Less probable, but not fully 
excluded, seems to be the social reformist variant of the liberal democratic alternative of 
changes (in possible combination with the socially coloured centrist liberal democratic 
strategies). In certain circumstances, even a ‘large coalition’ involving social and political 
subjects from the democratic left-centre to the neo-liberal right would not be excluded, 
although this solution does not seem likely in the actually existing present conditions. 

4. Long-Term Prospects: Post-Communist Transformation and Modernisation 
The brief analysis of the social and political strategies of post-Communist transformation 
presented in the previous section is significant mainly in a short- or medium-term per-
spective. If any one of the enumerated liberal democratic strategic orientations win within 
the next two or four years, or if any combination of these strategies succeeds, it is quite 
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clear that only some important institutional and corresponding social changes could be 
completed or newly concretised in this short-term. 

However, even the most imaginable radical institutional and social transformation 
following the neo-liberal concepts would in no case mean the fulfilment of the essential 
long-term goals which many people quite naturally connect with the post-communist so-
cietal transformation in East-Central Europe and, especially in the Czech Lands. The 
long-term prospects of the Czech developments can only be discussed essentially in the 
framework of a completed conceptual apparatus, encompassing the crucial issue of mu-
tual relationships between post-Communist social transformation and modernisation. 

Many social scientists (Habermas, Zapf, Offe, Srubar, Müller, Havelka and others) 
have stressed the importance of the modernisation processes in the post-communist 
changes. Most authors dealing with these issues quite rightly evaluate many of the steps 
already accomplished or in the process of being accomplished in the rebuilding of social 
institutions as modernisation measures. This concerns the introduction of both the parlia-
mentary democracy and state of law and the market institutions and instruments as well as 
many other reforms. However, the profound sense of the ‘escape from state socialism’ 
does not consist only in the revolutionary or reform changes in (selected) institutions, 
mainly those regulating the distribution of power, incomes and wealth. (Compare with 
the identical position of P. Sztompka concerning the same issue [Sztompka 1996].) It was 
quite natural, that this kind of institutions has become the primary subject of rebuilding in 
the course of and after the political upheavals. On the other hand, if one of the most im-
portant reasons for the collapse of Communism was the population’s objectively deter-
mined dissatisfaction with the quality of life as a whole (from lack of freedom through 
stagnation of living standards, short life expectancies and deterioration of the environ-
ment to low standards of work productivity, technological level of production and insuf-
ficient information services), then the modernisation of the key political and economic 
institutions will demonstrate its usefulness only if it gives incentives for positive changes 
in the whole quality of life as well. That is why we are compelled to conceive modernisa-
tion as a long-term process of profound changes in all spheres of culture, the success or 
failure of which have not yet been decided by the first, although highly important, steps in 
modernisation of a section of institutions. 

As it has been already emphasised, the modernisation processes in the Czech Lands 
had already progressed before World War II. The analysed developments during the 
German occupation and the state socialist regime rule led to substantial lagging behind 
the advanced European countries. After November 1989, the modernisation processes in 
the Czech Republic progressed (concurrently with the already discussed major changes 
in institutions) mainly in the field of information and business-services as well as in the 
import of a wider selection of consumer goods. Some positive quantitative changes are 
visible also in the educational system, particularly as far as the secondary professional 
and tertiary education is concerned. However, the modernisation is still lagging behind 
West-European standards in science, research and development, many qualitative aspects 
of education, technological progress and restructuralisation on the level of enterprises, 
health-care, housing, consumers’ satisfaction and protection, environmental protection, 
culture, the rationalisation of administration, etc. 

At least two of the broad spectre of the problems connected with the insufficient 
modernisation need to be especially mentioned here. First of all, an increasing number of 
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both foreign and domestic economists connect the well known difficulties in the Czech 
foreign trade balance (increasing prevalence of import of goods above export) with still 
low levels of technology and labour-productivity on the micro-level of industrial enter-
prises, that is with the lagging behind of the restructuralisation of plants and enterprises. 
Many of these experts explain this phenomenon with the insufficient degree of the priva-
tisation process. Let me once again use one of the declarations of the ‘industrial lobby’s’ 
leader. Having been asked about the reasons of the low unemployment rate and the exist-
ing ‘lack of skilled people’, he simply stated: 

“The main restructuralisation of enterprises has not yet been accomplished. It is 
true, they have been privatised, but the former over-employment is still there. (…) 
The enterprises have often remained the same as they were in the past. The coupon 
privatisation has been carried out, but the new owners have brought neither new 
money, nor unfortunately, new ideas about what to do with the firms. (…) How-
ever, the restructuralisation can be carried out only by really existing owners.” 
[Popovič 1996b] 

Another frequently presented explanation of the same phenomenon resides in emphasis-
ing the lack of young professionals with scientific and/or technological qualification ca-
pable of elaborating and realising modern scientific and technological projects [Janouch 
1996]. Directors of many advanced machinery factories complain of insufficient ‘supply’ 
in tertiary technological schools leavers. 

This explanation leads to the second important aspect of the insufficient moderni-
sation. It is, generally speaking, the very slow and structurally unbalanced development 
of the quaternary sector, science, research and development and education inclusive. It 
has been proven by many special studies that the conditions for science, research and de-
velopment are so far particularly unfavourable [see, e.g., Niederle 1994]. The most regret-
table statistics about the transformation process I have ever seen, shows the decrease in 
the number of people employed in research and development from 138 thousand in 1989 
to 39 thousand in 1994, including the decrease in workers with tertiary level education 
from 46 thousand to 14 thousand [Statistická… 1995: 285]. Even taking into account pos-
sible lower qualification of a part of employees in the 1980s, these figures reflect a catas-
trophical process. This decrease has not been substituted by a corresponding increase of 
people engaged in research and development at universities, where conditions for such 
activities remained unfavourable, and unfortunately, by an increase on the soil of practi-
cally non-existing private research institutes, either. Some authors explain the difficulties 
of the developments in the quaternary sector by the inability of the free market instru-
ments to saturate the demanding needs of this sector and see in the apparent state of crisis 
in science, research and development, health-care and culture and in the existing difficul-
ties in education, a proof of the urgency to complement the market relationships by the 
operation of a strong public sector in this field [Pick 1996]. 

In any case, all the above mentioned issues represent crucial points deciding 
whether the modernisation process in the Czech Republic will be able to overstep the tra-
ditional industrial cultural level and lead to a progressive development of the already ex-
isting nuclei of the post-industrial phase of its history. 

What are the reasons for the relatively slow pace of thus conceived modernisation 
in various spheres of societal life? The clearest reason seems to be the lack of time and 
financial means (in a still undercapitalised country). This could be partly connected to 
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the second reason, that is the endeavour of the ruling élites to prevent eventual dissatis-
faction of the lower classes with the ongoing political changes and social differentiation. 
In other words, it is the problem of the high social costs of the post-Communist transfor-
mation, spent at the detriment of investments put into the development of the quaternary 
sector (including adequate salaries) and into the restructuralisation of the industrial pro-
duction and of the infrastructure. At the same time, the left-wing oriented critiques point 
out the wasting of public financial means in favour of people getting rich by illegal and/or 
immoral means. The third explanation could stress the obvious unwillingness of the Czech 
conservative neo-liberals to use even the market-conform means for an intentional stimu-
lation of modernisation tendencies on the base of rational strategies concerning the de-
velopment of the national economy, or, at least, of some of its branches. Thus, the 
‘invisible hand of the market’ remains in this regard also blind. 

Our survey on “Actors and Strategies of Social Transformation and Modernisation” 
in 1995 showed that more than 40% of the adult population express consequent pro-
modernisation attitudes mainly concerning production, even if it were to bring some so-
cial costs (increase of unemployment, endangering of firms with obsolete technology, 
decrease in agriculture); about 20% are against and the rest is neutral. [Machonin 1996c] 
This is not a bad result as far as socio-psychological presuppositions of modernisation are 
concerned. 

The attitude of the decisive political subjects to the same question seems to be far 
more complicated. The Czech Social Democracy, naturally stressing the principle of so-
cial solidarity, concurrently devoted some passages of its programme documents to the 
support of individual aspects of the modernisation trends. Access to education, support of 
export of goods and services produced by progressive branches and companies, formula-
tion and realisation of the ‘industrial policy’, improvement of the situation in the quater-
nary sectors and some other items of this reformist programme may be important in this 
connection. On the other hand, the topic of modernisation seems to be not too attractive 
for the right-wing parties, which almost forget to mention it in their programmes, mainly 
because any engagement in this direction is seen as a deviation from the programmatic 
non-interventionism required by the neo-liberal doctrine. However, our survey data from 
1995 shows that Social Democrats sympathisers, that is their social background, are less 
intense supporters of the modernisation processes (if they required social costs) than peo-
ple supporting the right-wing civil parties. It is a paradoxical situation: those who declare 
to be pro-modern have not a sufficient social support for modernisation actions since their 
electorate prefers social solidarity (and, frequently, egalitarianism). On the other hand, 
those, who receive social support for modernisation from better educated , more compe-
tent and enterprising people are not willing to take any clear-cut measures in favour of 
this process for ideological reasons and, in practice, are in many cases acting against it by 
reducing (on fiscal grounds) means necessary for the development of the budget sphere. 

In any case, the long-term future depends on further, widely conceived, modernisa-
tion of Czech society. Irrespective of the results of the recent elections, all significant po-
litical and other institutional subjects have to face this challenge. It seems true that the 
new competition already opened after the elections will not touch only the traditional so-
cial and political problems connected with the increasing social differentiation. One of the 
key issues of the future social transformation will be how to achieve a dynamic social 
equilibrium in order to push forward the qualitative modernisation of the country. The 
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only possibility is to built a new motivation structure, corresponding to a modern market 
society by giving new life to equity of chances for individuals, families and firms and of 
social justice based on rewards roughly adequate to the real achievements of all socially 
relevant actors, both individual and institutional ones. In the long-run only a substantial 
progress of meritocratic principles will give the ongoing social transformation the quality 
necessary for further modernisation. Despite the leading Czech right-wing political party 
simply refusing in its political programme the idea of social justice as a ‘tragic and quite 
false Utopia’, we are convinced that the long-term social and political strategy of signifi-
cant political subjects will be evaluated mainly in terms of their capability to propose and 
concretise strategies able to achieve the goals of modernisation and to develop appropri-
ate means of motivation based on the principle of equity. 
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