
C
hr

on
ic

le





A Conference Commemorating 100 Years Since  
the Founding of the KSČ

Lucie Marková
Institute of Contemporary History of the Czech Academy of Sciences, Prague

On 13 and 19–21 May 2021, the international conference 100 years since the Found-
ing of the KSČ. The Legacy of Czechoslovak Communism was held, commemorating 
not only the development of the Communist Party in Czechoslovakia, but also the 
broader social context of its activities. The event was organized by the Institute for 
the Study of Totalitarian Regimes (Ústav pro studium totalitních režimů, ÚSTR) in 
cooperation with the Institute of Contemporary History of the Czech Academy of 
Sciences (Ústav pro soudobé dějiny, ÚSD AV ČR) and enjoyed the participation of 
more than three dozen Czech and foreign experts from the ranks of historians, 
political scientists and sociologists. In view of the difficult epidemiological situ-
ation, the conference was held as a  series of six online panel sessions streamed 
live via YouTube. The videos in both their Czech and English versions had been 
viewed by more than 3,000 people by the end of June. The core part of the con-
ference consisted of three keynote speeches by prominent foreign scholars on the 
issues of socialism and political development in the countries of the former East-
ern bloc. The speakers were: Libora Oates-Indruchová (Universität Graz), Mark 
Kramer (Harvard University) and Tim Haughton (University of Birmingham). 

The conference opened with a debate held on 13 May 2021 at the Václav Havel 
Library. The hour-long discussion with art historian Milena Bartlová, the for-
mer politician and political scientist Petr Pithart and philosopher Daniel Kroupa 
started with the question, raised by the moderators Oldřich Tůma (ÚSD AV ČR) 
and Ondřej Matějka (ÚSTR), whether it was not time to close and historicize the 
chapter of the communist past. The discussion also tackled other issues, partic-
ularly the rootedness and the base of the Communist Party in the Czech context 
and its continuities after 1989. The initial debate thus prepared the ground for 
the academic papers of the conference, which, however, started almost a  week 
later, on 19 May 2021.

The presentations of the conference began with opening speeches by Miroslav 
Vaněk (ÚSD AV ČR) and Zdeněk Hazdra (ÚSTR), the directors of the organizing 
institutions, with additional commentary by Jacques Rupnik, the Czech-French 
political scientist, historian and advisor to the former president Václav Havel. Fol-
lowing this, the individual panel sessions began. The presentations on the first 
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day dealt with the interwar development of the Communist Party of Czechoslo-
vakia (Komunistická strana Československa, KSČ) and its “national question” in 
different contexts, the communist takeover, Czechoslovakia’s foreign policy and 
the country’s image abroad, and problematized the existence of other political 
parties and their relation to the Communist Party. Adéla Gjuričová (ÚSD AV ČR) 
provided an extremely interesting contribution at the end of the day, which also 
drew a  positive response in the following debate. She focused on analysing the 
behaviour of the central parliamentary institutions of Czechoslovakia in moments 
of crisis as well as on their continuity into the post-war period. The presentation 
by Marek Syrný from Matej Bel University in Banská Bystrica dealt with the situ-
ation of Slovakia and the history of the Communist Party of Slovakia and was an 
important and valuable contribution to the conference. 

The first keynote speaker, sociologist Libora Oates-Indruchová, focused on 
censorship in scholarly works during the normalization period and its legacy, us-
ing feminist methodology and oral history interviews with academics from the 
Czechoslovak and Hungarian milieus. She described censorship from the perspec-
tive of authors, or rather, authors’ relationship with their texts and their readers. 
She pointed to the existence of “a  code”, through which the authors “communi-
cated” with their readers and which, at the same time, was “indecipherable” to 
censors, and which therefore ultimately had an impact on censorship in social-
ist publishing. The international case studies of narrators allowed her to compare 
the situation between Hungarian and Czechoslovak (self-)censorship, bringing 
added value to her research.

The debates among experts on the second day of the conference built on the 
previous contributions regarding the consolidation of power of the KSČ and re-
called the repression by the party not only against other social classes, but also 
within its own ranks, including the issue of expelled and suspended party mem-
bers. Furthermore, the speakers described the relationship between the Commu-
nist Party and the avant-garde, the specifics of individual regional KSČ branches 
and the interaction between the various communist bodies and the public through 
the phenomenon of complaints. As on the first day of the conference, the after-
noon saw a  keynote speech given by the American historian Mark Kramer, who 
analysed the mutual relationship between the KSČ and the Soviet Union in the 
context of crises in the Eastern bloc between 1948–1989. For Kramer, one of the 
main reasons for the rapid collapse of the regime in late 1989 was precisely the 
subordination of the KSČ to the Soviets, which was why people did not accept the 
normalization “regime” as their own. 

The morning session of the last day of the conference focused on issues relat-
ing to the social and economic policy of Czechoslovak communism. The speak-
ers presented the audience with the position of the KSČ towards the emancipa-
tion of women and the concept of the “democratic family”. They also analysed the 
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strengths and weaknesses of social policy in communist Czechoslovakia, compared 
the economic situation between the Czech and the Slovak parts of the republic, 
pointed to the ambivalence of industrial workers’ strikes and described how the 
Czechoslovak communists perceived the Chinese concept of communist capital-
ism. The final afternoon contribution by British political scientist Tim Haughton, 
one of the keynote speakers, outlined yet another increasingly topical issue, the 
legacy of Czechoslovak communism.

Haughton’s contribution dealt with the post-communist development of po-
litical parties, also paying attention to the Slovak environment. In his presenta-
tion, he exposed four major theses: the particular time period of the retrospective 
view may influence the way the legacy of communism is perceived; unanticipated 
events and electoral decisions are important; in understanding Slovak policies 
of the 1990s, its federal and post-federal experiences play a  more important role 
than its communist experience; and, what we can observe is the transformation 
of the dimensions of party politics and the attractiveness of new political parties. 
He also raised the issue of whether coming to terms with the communist past, 
for example, with lustrations, was still relevant to people. He symbolically inter-
linked the last day of the conference with the initial debate and the issue of his-
toricizing the period of communism.

The final keynote speech was followed by a  discussion panel. The panellists 
reflected primarily on the parallels between the communist parties in post-com-
munist Europe, their development and the different interpretations of the com-
munist past across these states. Other issues included the KSČ’s post-Novem-
ber approach to the government reform of the Czechoslovak economy. Markéta 
Devátá (ÚSD AV ČR) discussed memorials (and their ideology) as an international 
symbol for commemorating communism and how to come to terms with the com-
munist past. The conference concluded with final remarks by Matěj Bílý (ÚSTR), 
one of the main organizers of the event. 

Even though the individual meetings could not be attended in person and de-
spite the barrier of the virtual space between the speakers and the audience, the 
event attracted broad attention from scholars and hopefully from the lay pub-
lic too. Structuring the conference into individual panel sessions and keynote 
speeches was successful, although, perhaps, it is unfortunate that the main con-
tributions were given in the afternoon and consequently received less attention 
from the audience. The participation of Slovak historians, whose contributions 
centred on capturing the activity of the Communist Party and the specific de-
velopment of communism in Slovakia is also noteworthy. The conference acted 
as an interdisciplinary platform for sharing the existing state of research and of-
fered several fascinating contributions. It also provided important impulses for 
future research and debate, not only about the KSČ’s past, but primarily about 
the legacy left by its four-decade-long rule in the Czech and Slovak environments. 
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It is these increasingly topical issues that predict the new direction of further re-
search. A  final note: the complete version of the conference panels and keynote 
speeches is available via the links on the conference website https://100letksc.cz/.
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