The Prague Spring 1968

At the October 30-31 meeting of the KSC Central Committee, Alexander Dubcek, a moderate reformer, challenged Novotny. As university students in Prague demonstrated in support of the liberals, Novotny appealed to Moscow for assistance. On December 8, Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev arrived in Prague but did not support Novotny. On January 5, 1968, the Central Committee elected Dubcek to replace Novotny as first secretary of the KSC. Novotny's fall from KSC leadership precipitated initiatives to oust Stalinists from all levels of government, from mass associations, e.g., the Revolutionary Trade Union Movement and the Czechoslovak Union Youth, and from local party organs. On March 22, 1968, Novotny resigned from the presidency and was succeeded by General Ludvik Svoboda.
In the early 1960s, the Czechoslovak economy became severely stagnated. The industrial growth rate was the lowest in Eastern Europe. Food imports strained the balance of payments. Pressures both from Moscow and from within the party precipitated a reform movement. Criticism of economic planning merged with more generalized protests against KSC bureaucratic control and ideological conformity. The KSC leadership responded. Some hardliners were removed from top levels of government and replaced by younger, more liberal communists. 

The movement to democratize socialism in Czechoslovakia, formerly confined largely to the party intelligentsia, acquired a new, popular dynamism in the spring of 1968.  The KSC Presidium adopted the Action Program that had been drafted by a coalition headed by Dubcek and made up of reformers, moderates, centrists, and conservatives. The program proposed a "new model of socialism," profoundly "democratic" and "national," that is, adapted to Czechoslovak conditions. The National Front and the electoral system were to be democratized, and Czechoslovakia was to be federalized. Freedom of assembly and expression would be guaranteed in constitutional law. The New Economic Model was to be implemented. The Action Program also reaffirmed the Czechoslovak alliance with the Soviet Union and other socialist states. The reform movement, which rejected Stalinism as the road to communism, remained committed to communism as a goal. 

Economic progress was slow, and public opinion polls show strong anti communism. Western influences could not easily be kept out of this country, which has borders with Austria and West Germany. Something called the "big beat," an import from Western popular music, became a symbol of anti-Soviet attitudes.

Dubcek carried the reform movement a step further in the direction of liberalism. After Novotny's fall, censorship was lifted. The media--press, radio, and television--were mobilized for reformist propaganda purposes.  
“Press censorship was ended, and the newspapers celebrated their independence by indulging in all kinds of criticism, even of the USSR.”
It wasn't long before jazz music, rock clubs, pop culture, miniskirts and other symbols of Western imperialism were to be spotted all over the place, but most especially in Prague. Culture thrived, and the Czechs are especially well known for the films they produced at this time. They also invented a precursor to the modern-day music video, which they called "television songs," and experimented with multimedia.

The reforms that enabled this growing freedom were - in the words of Alexander Dubcek - an attempt to create "Socialism with a human face," and came to be known as the "Prague Spring." They were also considered to be terribly threatening by those in power in the Soviet Union, as they compromised the uniformity of the Soviet bloc. 
“We want to set new forces of Socialist life in motion in this country, allowing a fuller application of the advantages of Socialism”   - Dubcek

KSC = The Communist Party of Czechoslovakia was a Communist and Marxist–Leninist political party in Czechoslovakia that existed between 1921 and 1992. It was a member of the Comintern. Between 1929 and 1953 it was led by Klement Gottwald. After its election victory in 1946 it seized power in the 1948 Czechoslovak coup d'état and established a one-party state allied with the Soviet Union. Nationalization of virtually all private enterprises followed.
Focus Questions:

1. Why was this event called ‘The Prague Spring’?
2. What were the significant events in Czechoslovakia that lead to Dubcek’s Reforms?
3. Outline the main reforms instigated by Dubcek’s.

The Soviet Union Responds
The Soviet leadership was alarmed at Czechoslovakia’s reforms which were seen as a step toward liberalisation of the political system and democracy. In the early spring of 1968, the Soviet leadership adopted a wait-and-see attitude. By midsummer, however, two camps had formed: advocates and opponents of military intervention. The pro-interventionist coalition viewed the situation in Czechoslovakia as "counterrevolutionary" and favoured the defeat of Dubcek and his supporters. Within the Warsaw Pact, only the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) and Poland were strongly interventionist. 

In mid-July a Warsaw Pact conference was held without Czechoslovak participation. The Warsaw Pact nations drafted a letter to the KSC (Czech) leadership referring to the reforms as an "organizational and political platform of counterrevolution." Pact members demanded the re-imposition of censorship, the banning of new political parties and clubs, and the repression of "rightist" forces within the party. The Warsaw Pact nations declared the defence of Czechoslovakia's socialist gains to be not only the task of Czechoslovakia but also the mutual task of all Warsaw Pact countries (this idea became known as the Brezhnev Doctrine). The KSC rejected the Warsaw Pact ultimatum, and Dubcek requested bilateral talks with the Soviet Union.
“When forces that are hostile to Socialism try to turn the development of some Socialist country towards capitalism…it becomes not only a problem of the country concerned, but a common problem and concern of all Socialist countries”. 

- Brezhnev’s justification for invasion. 

The Soviet Union and its satellites began to more vocally criticize the renegade Czechoslovak Republic. This political pressure from around the bloc peaked in the summer of 1968. The Czechoslovaks didn't listen.   After the Czechs refused to obey a summons to come to Moscow and were unimpressed by the visits of other Communist luminaries including East German Walter Ulbricht, Brezhnev himself descended on Prague in July, bringing with him almost the entire Presidium. The Czechs were subjected to a tongue-lashing, but they stood fast.
But the Russians' patience neared exhaustion. Dubcek was becoming all too popular in Czechoslovakia. "Socialism with a human face" threatened to spread. 
“Twice in this century the Russians have had to face an onslaught from the centre of Europe.  Only they know the extent of their losses in the last war…and the country is still governed by men who fought in it.  The Russians have no intention of dismantling their defences to the West.”    - Czech historian, Zeman.

On the night of August 20 Dubcek was arrested and dragged off to Russia along with several of his colleagues. The next day a massive invasion of Czechoslovakia by some 200,000 troops from Russia, Poland, Bulgaria, East Germany, and Hungary began. The Soviets insisted they had been invited to invade the country, as loyal Czechoslovak Communists had told them that they urgently required "fraternal assistance against the counter-revolution."

Dubcek agreed to renounce his ideals and submit. There was no fighting; resistance would have been futile. Dubcek was reinstalled and remained in office for six months, presiding over a return to censorship, purging, and telling his people, to their dismay, that progress was possible only by bending to the Russian will. He accepted the presence of Soviet troops on Czechoslovak soil.
“to normalize the present complex situation … it will be necessary to take measures limiting the freedom of expression as we have become accustomed to it.” – Dubcek
Focus Questions:

1. How did the Soviet Union initially respond to the Czechoslovakian Reforms?
2. Why did Warsaw Pact members invade Czechoslovakia and why was the Soviet Union afraid of Czech reforms?
3. What was the Brezhnev Doctrine?
4. How did the Czech leader, Dubcek, respond?




The Aftermath in CZechoslovakia
The Czechoslovak population was virtually unanimous in its anger of the Soviet action. In compliance with Svoboda's caution against acts that might provoke violence, they avoided mass demonstrations and strikes but observed a symbolic one-hour general work stoppage on August 23. Popular opposition was expressed in numerous spontaneous acts of non-violent resistance. In Prague and other cities throughout the republic, Czechs and Slovaks greeted Warsaw Pact soldiers with arguments and reproaches. Every form of assistance, including the provision of food and water, was denied the invaders. Signs, placards, and graffiti drawn on walls and pavements denounced the invaders, the Soviet leaders, and suspected collaborators. Pictures of Dubcek and Svoboda appeared everywhere. 
The generalized resistance caused the Soviet Union to abandon its original plan to oust Dubcek. It was agreed that Dubcek would remain in office and that a program of moderate reform would continue.

Manifestations of anti-Soviet sentiment continued in Czechoslovakia for some time. In January 1969, a young man set himself on fire in protest; his funeral was attended by 800,000 people, but no violent incidents occurred. On March 28, the Czechs beat the Russians in a hockey game, an event said to have been viewed with delight by six million Czechs on television; crowds then smashed some windows in Russian offices. 

About 150,000 Czechs and Slovaks fled to the west. Many of those who stayed continued to protest the invasion. 
In the political purges of late 1969 and early 1970, thousands of people were removed from their jobs (and, since it was illegal to be unemployed, most of the country's intellectual elite spent the next 20 years washing windows or floors, stoking coal furnaces or selling vegetables or newspapers) and half a million people were expelled from the Communist Party. 

The easygoing leaders of the 1960's were banned (Dubcek spent the next 20 years in the Slovak forestry service), and replaced by hardnosed hardliners. The new communist government was one of the most repressive in all of the East Bloc - surpassed only by East Germany and Albania.

In May 1970, Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union signed the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance, which incorporated the principle of limited sovereignty. Soviet troops remained stationed in Czechoslovakia, and the Czechoslovak armed forces worked in close cooperation with the Warsaw Pact command.  Soviet forces remained in Czechoslovakia for 20 years.
Focus Questions:
1. How did the Czech public protest against the Soviet invasion?  Give examples.
2. What happened to Dubcek during and after the invasion?
3. What happened to those who protested or were considered too liberal?
4. How did the Soviets enforce their ways in Czechoslovakia after The Prague Spring?
The World Watches On

The wrath of the Kremlin soon turned in Prague's direction. Russians could be quite sure that the Americans, concerned with Vietnam, would not challenge them in Eastern Europe.
America had been building relations with the Soviet Union since the Cuban Crisis, and felt if they acted on the Czech’s behalf it would further slow the process of improving East-West relations.  As during WWII when Hitler invaded the Sudetenland, the West looked on.

However, it was costly victory for the Soviet Union, for the world communist movement was completely sundered; the split that began with the Yugoslav revolt and continued with the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and then the Sino-Soviet rift was completed in 1968. It could not be argued that the Czechs had threatened Soviet security, as was the case in Hungary; their only crime was wanting democratic socialism. It was an event that would have shocked the world more had others not been engaged in their own special crimes and inanities: the Americans in Vietnam, the students in Paris, London and Berlin protesting against their own governments and societies. They had as little time to worry about the Czechs as had been the case thirty years before. 

Many Communists of Western Europe, including Italians, French, and Spanish, would never again trust the Brezhnev leadership or accept Russian domination of the communist movement. Eighteen Western Communist parties protested, as did Yugoslavia and Rumania. The affair brought to a halt a trend toward improvement in Soviet-Yugoslav relations. The Chinese (who claimed that the Americans and Russians were working together against Czechoslovakia) noted with alarm the Russian attack on another communist state.

Focus Questions:

1. Why did America fail to intervene?  
2. How did Communists in democratic nations view the invasion?
3. What did the invasion do to the solidarity of Communist nations and why?
CZECHOSLOVAKIA INVESTIGATION

1. Split the class into 4 groups.

2. Give each group an information pack which contains:

· a general overview of the Czechoslovakia situation

· specific information about their section

· focus questions for their section

3. Groups are to read the information and answer the focus questions.

4. The information then needs to be presented to the class (no more than 5 minutes) in a way which answers the focus questions.
Students can use the whiteboard for notes.

The may wish to choose an interesting way to present the information e.g. through a news report, a game show etc.
