
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
        

Annual Meeting Agenda, AAASS, Philadelphia, PA 

 
Saturday, November 22,  8AM, Meeting room 306, Bagels and coffee provided! 

 
Meeting Agenda 
 
1. Call To Order and Introductions (5 minutes) 

 
2. Reports 

a. Treasurer's report (Patricia Krafcik, 5 minutes) 
b. Treasurer position replacement (Kevin Deegan-Krause, 5 minutes) 
c. Secretary's report (Carol Leff, 5 minutes) 

 
3. Relationships with Other Groups 

 
a. Cooperative efforts and reception review (Kevin Deegan-Krause, 5 

minutes) 
 

4. Major Projects 
 

a. Website redevelopment (Kevin Deegan-Krause, 30 minutes) 
b. Library of Congress lecture plans (Kevin Deegan-Krause, 5 minutes) 
c. Slovak Studies seminar plans (Carol Leff, Martin Votruba, 15 minutes) 
d. Fund-raising (Kevin Deegan-Krause, 5 minutes) 

 
5. Membership-Related Plans 

 
a. Dues proposal (Carol Leff, 10 minutes) 
b. Membership drive (Kevin Deegan-Krause, 5 minutes) 

 
6. Adjournment 
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2008 Convention News 

 
 
Joint Reception for the Society for Slovene Studies, the Czechoslovak Studies 
Association, the Slovak Studies Association, and the Polish Studies Association –  
Grand Ballroom Friday night 7:30 Salon A 
  
Panels on Slovakia and Papers Presented by SSA Members in chronological order  
(with apologies for omissions) 
 
James Ramon Felak, U of Washington “Faith and Nation in Troubled Times: John Paul II’s 
1983 Pilgrimage to Poland “ 1-10 Grand Ballroom Salon E, Thursday IPM 
 
2-02 Bouts of Rapid Change under and after Communism: Slovak Splitting Pains -
Franklin Hall 2 Thursday 3:15 
Chair: Martin Votruba, U of Pittsburgh 
Papers: Scott A. Brown, U of Washington, “What Slovak Politics in the Relaxed 1960s Tell 
Us about the Velvet Divorce” 
Michael E.W. Varnum, U of Michigan, “Does Democracy Make People Happy? New Data 
from Slovakia” 
John Peter Butler Barrer, Monash U (Australia), “Ordinary Heroes: Revealing National 
Identity Discourses in Slovak Reality TV” 
Disc.: Carol Skalnik Leff, U of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
 
2-11 Carpatho-Rusyns and the Folk Arts: Dance, Song, Architecture –  
Grand Ballroom Salon F ς  
Sponsored by: Carpatho-Rusyn Research Center 
Chair: Patricia Ann Krafcik, The Evergreen State College 
Papers: Cathy Black, Brigham Young U, “From Obscurity to the Kyczera Stage: The 
Reconstruction of the Polish Lemko Rusyn Fedory Ritual” 
Robert Carl Metil, Chatham U, “Rusyn Song in Eastern Slovakia: Old and New 
Performance Contexts” 
Joby Patterson, U of Oregon, “Cultural Communication in Wood: The Diffusion of 
Building Styles in the Carpathians” 
Disc.: Robert A. Rothstein, U of Massachusetts, Amherst 
 
Frank Cibulka, Zayed U (United Arab Emirates) 
“Religion, State and Society in Slovakia” 5-27  Meeting Room 301, Friday 1:30PM   
 
Barbara Rose Lange, U of Houston “Spoofing Slovakia’s Smallness in the Music of Požoň 
Sentimentál”  6-27 Meeting Room 301, Friday 3:45 PM  
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9-32 Land Reform, Colonization and National Identity in Inter- War Eastern Europe - 
Meeting Room 401 Saturday 1:30 
Chair: Thomas Anselm Lorman, U of Cincinnati 
Papers: Daniel E. Miller, U of West Florida “Aspects of Consociationalism in the 
Czechoslovak Land Reform between the World Wars”   
 
Mark Richard Lauersdorf, U of Kentucky “Czecho-Slovak Dialects and Borders: A 
Diachronic Perspective” 9-40 Meeting Room 408, Saturday 1:30 
 
James Krapfl , McGill U (Canada) “The Ideological Origins of the Velvet Revolution” 11-
10 - Grand Ballroom Salon E 
 
Kevin Deegan-Krause discussant on panel 11-27 Populism in Postcommunist Europe: 
Towards a Comparative and Theoretical Understanding – Meeting Room 301 
 
 
.ǳǘ ƴƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ƛƴ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀΣ ƛǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀǎ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
error in New Orleans that turned the entire AAASS convention into a Slovak Studies 
forum: 

 
 
 
 

2009 Convention News 

 
I am interested in organizing one of several possible panels for the 2009 AAASS 
convention in Boston 
1. Slovakia in Europe.  
2. Political incorporation of minorities into post-communist politics (obviously including 
Slovakia), and/or something that traces Hungarian and Slovak interaction within 
SLovakia over time. 
3. The twentieth anniversary of the Velvet Revolution, focus on Slovakia 
 
If there is any interest in participating in any of these panels, please contact Carol Leff at 
leffc@illinois.edu 
 

mailto:leffc@illinois.edu
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Call for Papers 

 
Midwest Slavic Association annual conference is held at the Blackwell Inn and 
Conference Center on the Ohio State University Campus, next year April 16-18, 2009. 
Deadline for paper proposals is February 1 2009. Proposals should include a one-
paragraph abstract of the paper and brief cv. Graduate student submissions 
encouraged, with limited hotel room funding for students.  Submissions to 
CSEES@osu.edu.  
.  
 

Letter from the President 

 
“In with the new” need not mean “out with the old.”  For over thirty years, our 
organization has served as a gathering point for scholars who studied Slovakia and for all 
others who cared what those scholars had to say.  In the eighties this meant a lot of 
stamps and a lot of typewriter ribbons.  By the nineties, changing technology allowed us 
to reach more people more easily with email and a website.  Now, as we approach the 
teens of the new century, technology is again making our communication even easier, 
but even as  we transform our organization again for the better, our goals remain the 
same: helping those interested in the scholarly study of Slovakia to meet, work with and 
learn from one another.  
 
We have begun our transformation with a new look, a redesigned website, and our 
easier-to-remember address: www.slovakstudies.org.  We invite you to try it out and 
make suggestions about what you would like to see us do better.  
 
This new website, however, is only our first step, a fresh update of the hard work that 
our webmaster Mark Lauersdorf has done for the past decade.  During the coming 
months we hope to go much further to take full advantage of some remarkable tools for 
linking our members in a scholarly network.  The next improvements to the website will 
transform it from a notice board into an active conversation.  Right now, members send 
information to the association, and we compile it and send it back in newsletters like 
this one.  Our plan is to make it far easier for you to contribute your news and 
information directly to a common space, one which will make it possible for us to follow 
one another's work, finding those with similar interests, easily posting news of our own 
publications, presentations and travels, and receiving unobtrusive alerts about the what 
others are doing in the field.  For those members who do not wish to get more actively 
involved in the new electronic network, rest assured that all of our efforts will serve the 
goals of personal contact.  We will still meet at conferences, still talk to one another in 
person, and still exchange newsletters .  The only difference is that all of these 
traditional methods will be enriched by the organization's more active, online life.  
 
In order to make our changes we need your help in a few new ways: 

mailto:CSEES@osu.edu
http://www.slovakstudies.org/
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 Information about You  
While we regularly conduct surveys to update our list of our  members' 
addresses and positions, this year we are asking a lot  more questions so that we 
can create a richer database that can help members find one another and 
identify others with common interests.  We encourage you as soon as possible to 
visit our online Membership Form at http://www.slovakstudies.org/?q=node/25 
and give us any and all information you may think appropriate, or send us a note 
(post or electronic) and we will send you a paper copy of the form.. 

 Academic Expertise  
Among our projects for the next year will be efforts to create a series of 
factsheets on how to live and do research in Slovakia, how to find grant support, 
how and where to publish Slovakia-related work and other helpful tutorials.  If 
you would be interested in helping us, please let us know at 
slovakstudies@gmail.com.  

 
We also need help in the same ways that we always have:  
 

 Suggestions of Potential New Members 
We are in the process of dramatically expanding our membership base, actively 
recruiting not only from the academic community but also from the diplomatic 
community, government, and business. If you know anybody who studies 
Slovakia (or who is interested in finding out what scholars of Slovakia know), 
please let us know at slovakstudies@gmail.com.  Be sure to give us enough 
information for us to contact likely members with an invitation to join.  

 Financial Support 
Finally, as always, we are looking for financial support.  Changing technology 
allows us to spend less on stamps, but we need to spend more on maintaining 
our website.  We will also be embarking on a series of new initiatives to increase 
the visibility of Slovak studies and to encourage such studies at the graduate 
level--we will inform you about these efforts as they develop--and for this we 
will need new resources. Nor do our financial requests concern the SSA alone.   

 
Over the next few months, we will be sending out shorter, more specific messages 
about specific needs and opportunities.  (If you do not wish to receive those messages, 
just drop us a quick note and let us you know you would rather not receive them).  
 
We are thrilled about the opportunities ahead of us and look forward to working with 
you to improve communication among those who study Slovakia and thereby make our 
professional lives a bit better.  
 
Sincerely, on behalf of the whole Slovak Studies Association board, 
Kevin Deegan-Krause  
Associate Professor of Political Science, Wayne State University 

http://www.slovakstudies.org/?q=node/25%22
mailto:slovakstudies@gmail.com
mailto:slovakstudies@gmail.com
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Cedar River Rising: Czech and Slovak Museum and Library Flooded 

 
Most of you are probably aware of the massive flooding that seriously damaged the 
building and collections of the National Czech and Slovak Museum and Library this past 
June. As the SSA website shows, both we and the Czechoslovak Studies Association 
made contributions to the restoration work.  
 

 
Prague Daily Monitor…photo 13 June Friday 2008 from the Prague Post 
 

 
ČTK Museum director Gail Naughton, pictured above, says people working on the site 
managed to retrieve hundreds of artifacts. 
 
 The Museum and Library are operating at an interim location during re-building. It was 
unfortunate timing, because the institution has been thriving and had expansion plans 
to more accessibly house the massive archival collections and to give more emphasis to 
North American Czech and Slovak immigrant communities in museum programming and 
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resources.  Prior to the flood, I think it is fair to say that this rapidly expanding collection 
rivaled that of the best universities, with 30,000 items.  
 
Among the damaged parts of the collection were substantial donations of books and 
journals from Stanley and Zdenka Winters.  Only months before the flooding, Stan 
Kirschbaum and I participated in a wonderful conference there on the Prague Spring and 
Normalization, and I imagine there are other SSA members who have interacted with 
the NCSML over time. 
 
If you wish to contribute to the restoration effort, there are two ways. 

1. Money Financial donations may be made online on their website  or by check to: 
National Czech & Slovak Museum & Library, 30 Sixteenth Avenue SW, Cedar Rapids, 
Iowa 52404.  Weblink: http://www.ncsml.org/Donate%20Now.htm 
The National Czech & Slovak Museum & Library is a 501c (3) nonprofit organization as 
determined by the United States Internal Revenue Service so contributions are tax 
deductible 

2. Here I repeat the language of the NCSML website 
Donating family heirlooms and books: Many people have been eager to donate family 
heirlooms and books to help us replace items lost in the flood.  …  We encourage you to 
contact us if you have items that may replace those that were damaged or lost, though 
we ask that you refrain from sending items to us until we are able to accept them.  
  Please contact Stefanie Kohn, Curator  at 319-362-8500 (ext. 9, then 1) about donating 
family heirlooms or artifacts.  Please contact (SSA member) Dave Muhlena, Library 
Director at 319-362-8500 (ext. 5) about books.   
 
I have contacted Dave Muhlena, the library director, to ask whether he can say anything 
more specific about the parts of the collection that were lost, and we will post that 
information on the SSA website.  Incidentally, should you wish to try to consult him in 
person, he is serving on a Friday roundtable entitled “Hidden Library Treasures” at the 
AAASS convention in Philadelphia (see above).  
 
 

Oral Histories 

 
“Making the History of 1989” is an interesting website that features four scholars (one 
of them SSA member Bradley Abrams) who were in Eastern Europe just before or during 
the collapse of communism. The interviews are in both video and printed form, with 
comments on teaching the subject. http://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/interviews 

http://www.ncsml.org/Donate%20Now.htm
http://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/interviews
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Fulbright Scholars from Slovakia, 2008-2009 

 
Hudecova, Daniela 
Speech and Language Pathologist, Department of Speech and Language Pathology, 
Faculty Hospital With Polyclinic, Bratislava, Slovak Republic  
Research: Preverbal and Early Verbal Behavior and Listening Skills in Prelingually Deaf 
Children With Cochlear Implants 
Clarke School for the Deaf - Center for Oral Education, Northampton, MA, c/o Mr. 
William J. Corwin  
September 2008 - January 2009 
 
Nemeth, Ilona 
Associate Professor, Department of Intermedia and Multimedia, Academy of Fine Arts 
and Design, Bratislava, Slovak Republic  
Research: Development of Public Art in the United States Since the Second Half of the 
20th Century 
New York University, The Steinhardt School of Education, Department of Art and Art 
Professions, New York, NY, c/o Dr. Nancy Barton  
September 2008 - January 2009 
 
Vasecka, Michal 
Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic  
Research: Rethinking Minority and Migration Policies in Central Europe: Clash of Ethnic 
Particularism and Liberal Universalism 
Georgetown University, Institute for the Study of International Migration, Washington, 
DC, c/o Dr. Elzbieta M. Gozdziak  
September 2008 - January 2009 
 
 

Student Scholarships 

 
The Council of Higher Education (Matice Vyššího Vzdělání) is a not-for-profit 
organization the purpose of which is to promote Czech, Slovak, and Ruthenian heritage 
and culture through the encouragement and support of higher education in the United 
States and Canada.   It provides scholarships to American and Canadian students of 
Czech, Slovak and/or Ruthenian ancestry. More information about the Council and the 
scholarships can be obtained at the Council's website: www.cheonline.org.  This link has 
also been added to the SSA website.   
 

http://www.cheonline.org/
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Member News 

 
New members: If you haven’t introduced yourself to the SSA crowd already, please send 
a capsule sketch of yourself—about a paragraph—that will give other members a sense 
of your background and interests 
 
Bradley Abrams presented "1968's Long Shadow over the Central European Left?" at 
the University of Toronto conference Light in Shadows: Czechoslovakia 1968. 
 
Helene Cincebeaux is working on a book on Slovak culture, customs and traditions that 
she hopes to finish next year. 
 
James Felak  has presented two recent conference papers "Nationalism, Communism, 
History: John Paul II's First Pilgrimage to Poland, June 1979," Spring Conference of the  
American Catholic Historical Association, St. Mary's College, Notre Dame, Indiana; and   
"Faith and Nation in Troubled Times: John Paul II's 1983 Pilgrimage to Poland," 
A.A.A.S.S., Philadelphia, November 2008. His most recent publication on Slovakia is 
entitled "Conflicts over the State Monopoly of Education in Slovakia, 1945-1948: 
Catholics, Communists, and Democrats," Contemporary European History, XVII, No. 17 
(November 2008), 505-522. 
 
Gregory C. Ference wrote the introduction to the English translated edition of 
Konstantin Culen’s History of Slovaks in America (St. Paul MN: Czechoslovak 
Genealogical Society, 2007), originally published in Bratislava in 1942. 
 
Patricia Krafcik held a Fulbright Senior Specialist Grant which I did last spring. She 
lectured at Comenius University for three faculty in the Department of Ethnology and 
Cultural Anthropology on Rusyns in Slovakia and on immigration, as well as the universal 
figure of the noble brigand which in Slovakia took the form of Janosik. She discussed 
American equivalents to this figure which, though not exactly the same, share features 
with the noble brigand (and Janosik) in their legends. She reports that  that the students 
were very interested in all this... and that she herself had a wonderful time! 
 
James Krapfl presented the paper “The Contested Legacy of 1968 in 1989" at the 
University of Toronto conference “Light in Shadows: Czechoslovakia 1968” 
He has recently published:  
“Poetický základ politiky: Dějiny významu r. 1989” *The Poetic Basis of Politics: A History 
of the Meaning of 1989], in YŀǇƛǘƻƭȅ Ȋ ŘŠƧƛƴ őŜǎƪŞ ŘŜƳƻƪǊŀŎƛŜ Ǉƻ ǊΦ мфуф [Chapters from 
the History of Czech Democracy after 1989+, ed. Adéla Gjuričová and Michal Kopeček 
(Prague: Paseka, 2008) 
“The Diffusion of ‘Dissident’ Political Theory in the Czechoslovak Revolution of 1989,” 
Slovo (London), vol. 19, no. 2 (Autumn 2007) 
“Czech Perceptions of Roma in the First Republic,” Center for Slavic and East European 
Studies Newsletter, University of California, Berkeley, vol. 24, no. 2 (Spring 2007) 
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Carol Skalnik Leff participated in two conferences on the 40th anniversary of the Prague 
Spring and Soviet invasion of 1968, one at the Czech and Slovak Library and Museum in 
March and “Light in Shadows” at the University of Toronto in October. (see below) 
 
Brian Rohlik is a Lecturer in the Department of History at 
Southern Connecticut State University. His new e-mail is rohlikb1@southernct.edu.   
 
John Scherpereel has published Governing the Czech Republic and Slovakia: Between 
State Socialism and the European Union_ (Boulder: First Forum Press, 2009).Despite the 
official 2009 publication date, the book has been printed already and is available for 
purchase through Lynne Rienner's website and elsewhere. 
 
In May 2008, M. Mark Stolarik taught a course on Slovak immigration to North America 
at the Catholic University of Ruzomberok.  In his capacity as chair at the University of 
Ottawa, he organized a major international conference “The Prague Spring and the 
Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia, 1968,” held in October 2008.  Among the 
participants was Stan Kirschbaum, as commentator on the perspective from Bratislava.  
 
Martin Votruba recently published "Highwayman's Life: Extant Documents about 
Jánošík." _Slovakia_ Vol. 39#72-73, pp. 81-98.   He has also added an outreach page to 
the "Slovak Studies Program," U. of Pittsburgh, webpage.  It features condensed 
answers of possibly general interest to queries mostly from the Slovak-American 
community.  The page is gradually expanded:  
http://www.pitt.edu/~votruba/qsonhist/qsonhist.html 
 
James Mace Ward received his Ph.D. in history from Stanford University in June 2008. 
His dissertation was titled: "No Saint: Jozef Tiso, 1887–1947." For the 2008–2009 
academic year, he will remain at Stanford as an acting assistant professor in the History 
department.  
 
Sharon Wolchik is currently a Reagan Fascell Fellow at the National Endowment for 
Democracy, where she is working on a follow up project to her work with Valerie Bunce 
that focuses on the day after democratizing elections in the post-communist world from 
Slovakia 1998 to Kyrgyzstan 2005. 
  
 

Member Contact Information 

 
Please note the following changes: 
Carol Leff’s e-mail has changed to leffc@illinois.edu 
Brian Rohlik’s e-mail is now rohlikb1@southernct.edu. 
Carol Fedorchak  halupky@gmail.com 
 

mailto:rohlikb1@southernct.edu
http://www.pitt.edu/~votruba/qsonhist/qsonhist.html
mailto:leffc@illinois.edu
mailto:rohlikb1@southernct.edu
mailto:halupky@gmail.com
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Board Contact Information 

 
President 
Kevin Deegan-Krause 
Associate Professor, Department of Political Science, Wayne State University, 2040 F/AB, 
Detroit, MI 48220 
++ 313-577-2630 (phone)/++ 313-993-3435 (fax), slovakstudies@gmail.com 
 
Vice-President 
Susan Mikula 
Professor, Department of History, Philosophy and Religious Studies, 5700 College Road, Lisle, 
Illinois 60532 
++ 630-829-6300 (phone) 
 
Secretary and Newsletter Editor  
Carol Skalnik Leff 
Professor, Department of Political Science, 361 Lincoln Hall, 702 S. Wright Street, University of 
Illinois, Urbana, Illinois 61801, USA 
++ 217-244-2270 (phone)/++ 217-244-5712 (fax), leffc@uiuc.edu 
 
Member at Large 
Helen Fedor 
Reference Specialist, European Division, Library of Congress 101 Independence Avenue,,SE, 
Washington, D.C. 20540-4831 
++ 202-707-3704 (phone)/++ 202-707-8482 (fax) 
 
Member at Large 
Jonathan Larson 
Postdoctoral Fellow, The Harriman Institute for Russian, Eurasian, and Eastern European 
Studies, Columbia University, 420 West 118th Street, New York, NY 10027 
++ 212-854-4623 (phone) / ++ 212-666-3481 (fax), larsjonathan@gmail.com 
 
Treasurer 
Patricia Krafcik 
Associate Professor of Russian Language and Literature, The Evergreen State College, Olympia, 
Washington 98505, USA 
++ 360-866-6000 ext- 6491 (phone)/++ 360-867-6553 (fax), krafcikp@evergreen.edu 
 
Webmaster 
Mark Richard Lauersdorf 
Associate Professor of Modern Languages and Linguistics, Department of Modern and Classical 
Languages, 1055 Patterson Office Tower, University of Kentucky, Lexington, Kentucky 40506-
0027, USA 
++ 859-257-7101 (phone)/++ 859-257-3743 (fax), lauersdorf@uky.edu 

mailto:slovakstudies@gmail.com
mailto:leffc@uiuc.edu
mailto:larsjonathan@gmail.com
mailto:krafcikp@evergreen.edu
mailto:lauersdorf@uky.edu
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Parting Thoughts 

 
This was an anniversary year, and our membership participated in a range of major 
conferences on 1968, as noted above. In case it might be of interest, I append here 
excerpts from my paper at the University of Toronto conference, which is an evaluation 
of the role Slovak politics played in the Prague spring, invasion and normalization. It may 
eventually be published, so I would welcome any comments.  
 

“Bratislava Spring? Slovakia's Role in Reform and Normalization", Carol Skalnik Leff 
 
The Slovak weight in the political balance of the Prague spring and its aftermath has 
been duly noted virtually from the outset of our scholarly and journalistic assessments 
of 1968.  
 
Three things have been highlighted.  

1. The dissatisfaction of Slovak elites and public with the existing status of Slovakia 
within the state, and the significant role such dissatisfaction played in creating 
the coalition that forced out Novotny and launched the Prague Spring 

2. The elite debate within Slovakia on the priorities to be attached to 
democratization and federalization, with the common argument that 
federalization trumped democratization in Slovak priorities 

3. The role of the Slovak elites and the federal project in undergirding 
normalization, the use of the Slovak representation as a rationalization for 
ousting Czech reformers, and the emergence of yet a second successive Slovak 
leader to supplant Dubcek. 

 
The perceptions generated by the second and third components of this paradigm 
proved highly consequential for the Czech Slovak relationship in subsequent years, as it 
fed into Czech understandings of Slovakia as a project that systematically disregarded 
democracy in favor of nationalism.  Moreover, the normalization process did 
substantially shape the Slovak and Czech elites in distinctive ways, as Gil Eyal 
persuasively argues in The origins of postcommunist elites : from Prague Spring to the 
breakup of Czechoslovakia (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003).1 The 
impact of these perceptions had a poisonous effect on Czech-Slovak relations 
 
What I want to argue here today, however, is that it only the first of these elements had 
a significant impact on the outcomes of 1968, and that the priority debate during the 
Prague Spring and the use of federalization as a diversionary and pacifying tactic after 

                                                 
1
 Drawing on survey research, Eyal demonstrates a divergent pattern among Czech and Slovak respondents. 

Whereas the number of downwardly mobile intellectuals was quite similar in the two republics in 1971 (16 

versus  13 percent), Slovaks were decidedly more successful in the subsequent decade in ñcorrecting 

trajectoryòðsuch that by 1980 the downwardly mobile crept up slightly in the Czech Republic but 

improved position significantly in Slovakia.  p. 44  Eyalôs findings comport with the common judgment 

that the party purge in Slovakia was much less radical than in the Czech republic.  
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the invasion did not make any fundamental difference in Soviet responses to socialism 
with a human face and to the effectiveness of the normalization process.  In short, 
Dubcek was  more important that Husak in determining the immediate outcomes. 
Whether you find this argument ridiculous or obvious, it is a framing of the question 
that I haven’t seen.  
 
1.  A schematic way to think about the Slovak role in the Prague Spring opening is to 
visualize it in political science terms along political dimensions.  We do this anyway 
when we talk about a continuum from left to right in communist politics, from 
hardliners to moderates to reformers. What was critical to 1968, however, is that 
politics was not unidimensional. The coalition that ousted Novotny was 
multidimensional, the second dimension being an identity dimension marking relative 
enthusiasm for institutional change on the national question. One has only to remember 
that Vasil Bil’ak was among the vocal critics of Novotny in the showdown of fall and 
winter 1967, and that he issued one of the first calls for democratization, to recognize 
that the coalition that defeated the KSC leader was emphatically not simply a reform 
coalition. The “Slovak Question” was thus an important mobilizing factor that brought 
additional allies to the cause of removing Novotny from the party leadership. 
 
2.  Once the Prague spring was launched, the latitude that reformers in the KSC 
politburo could find, or fail to find, for opening the system was constrained by the Soviet 
leadership and Czechoslovakia’s fraternal allies, and by a broader coalition with of 
conservatives at all echelons of the KSC, and not distinctively by the Slovak apparatus. In 
this sense, the federalization versus the democratization debates that occurred in the 
Slovak elite did not drive any significant decision that Prague made or did not make 
between January and August about opening the system, even though Vasil Bil’ak as 
head of the Slovak Communist Party was a significant voice for limiting that opening.  
 
Let us also look at the underlying public attitudes about reforms. What is striking about 
Czech and Slovak attitudes toward reform (as collected in Jaroslaw Piekalkiewicz’s Public 
opinion polling in Czechoslovakia, 1968-69) is that there isn’t a decisive “democracy” 
gap between public sentiment in the Czech and Slovak regions of the state. Both publics 
strongly favored reform (3/4s of the population in both regions supported the Party’s 
Action Program) and the lag factor in Slovak support, where it existed, was in the 
neighborhood of at most 10 percentage points. The widest gap in reform support—
some twenty percentage points--ironically, was on reordering the Czech-Slovak 
relationship, and of course it was Czechs who were far less interested in THAT reform. 
(Even there, almost 3/4s in favor).  There is nothing in this attitudinal pattern that would 
inhibit sweeping changes in either part of the country.  
 
In addition, Slovakia had its own, less studied branches of Klub 231 (40,000 people 
repressed for anti-state activities after 1948), and a fledgling Christian democracy 
movement whom Bilak traduces with scathing commentary on the biographies of 
selected leaders (those with ties to the west or to HSLS). Less visible than the Czech 
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intellectual challengers, they all shared a certain constraint in pushing the reform 
communists too far. 
 
Indeed, the most significant impediment to the realization of reformist values across the 
country as a whole is the demobilization effect that both Fred Eidlin and Gregorcz  
Ekiert note: the support of the Communist party’s reform project (in the awareness that 
it was threatened from outside) had the effect, they argued, of constraining full public 
mobilization and challenges to Dubcek’s leadership. Ekiert considers this a significant 
factor in the subsequent passivity of response to the dismantling of socialism with a 
human face. And note that his argument applies across the board, to both the Czechs 
and Slovaks. He says:  “wide support for the reform leaders as well as for the ideas 
contained in the Action Program prevented the post-invasion popular mobilization from 
developing into a powerful opposition movement and blocked emergence of any 
alternative political discourse”  Indeed, Ekiert’s work focuses primarily on Prague. 
Moreover, even supposing that Slovaks were pacified by the commitment to 
federalization, that doesn’t mean that Czechs were actively mobilized themselves, and 
outflanked by Slovak passivity.  
 
The infamous letter of invitation to Brezhnev (cautiously written in Russian) requesting 
fraternal help was signed by both KSC and KSS leaders Bil’ak, Indra, Kolder, Kapek, and 
Oldrich Svestka and was hardly a Slovak project. Based on his reading of the Slovak 
press, Skilling argues that popular response to the invasion in Slovakia paralleled that of 
the Czechs, and both nationalist and liberal intellectuals condemned the invasion, 
regardless of their differences in priorities during the Prague Spring. Indeed, Vasil Bilak 
reports in his memoirs being abandoned at the airport on his return from Moscow after 
the invasion, facing ubiquitous “insulting” slogans about himself on Bratislava buildings 
including his own residence, and being touched that the son of a communist friend 
brought him breakfast for fear the shops would refuse to serve him.  
 
Even if the first KSS response was more tepid and focused on preserving calm, by the 
second day the KSS Presidium was urging Husak in Moscow to demand release of the 
interned leaders, troop withdrawals and the normalization of political life.  The Slovak 
party congress began the process of convening in the mode of the extraordinary 
Vysocany congress and were only persuaded to delay by Dubcek himself. The KSS 
central committee plenum nonetheless disapproved the invasion. Some of the state and 
party organizations were operating underground. In his memoirs, KSS First party 
Secretary Vasil Bil’ak hotly excoriates as renegades and traitors state and party forces 
who thus challenged Soviet behavior (not least perhaps because the plenum began the 
process of making some significant personnel changes).  He had tried in vain from 
Prague and Moscow to convince party organs, if not to welcome the invasion, then at 
least not to condemn it as KSC had done. (113:2) 
 
The KSS congress convened “under semi-legal conditions” in a Bratislava factory, 
endorsed the 14th KSC party congress (an endorsement which Husak later persuaded or 
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forced the delegates to rescind after considerable opposition) and revamped the 
Politburo, dropping Bil’ak not only from the Politburo but from the Central Committee 
itself.  Obviously consequential because it undercut the validity of the newly selected 
KSC leadership, 
 
In response to the invasion, massive emigration occurred after the invasion in both parts 
of Czechoslovakia-those who left and those who failed to return home from abroad—
several hundred thousand (estimates). Disproportionately the intelligentsia left in both 
republics, but arguably more serious for the smaller Slovak population. Those who 
stayed behind were more isolated than before (travel abroad from Slovakia plummets 
from 200,000 in 1969 to 42,000 in 1970).  
 
There has long been consensus, of course, that there was less drastic personnel 
normalization in Slovakia than in the Czech lands, but less consensus as to the reason. 
Some scholars have suggested that Husak and other newly empowered Slovaks 
protected their own, and allowed, in Eyal’s terms, a more ready opportunity for 
“trajectory correction” among those who strayed from orthodoxy during the Prague 
Spring. Others have pointed to a history of cross-ideological interaction in the smaller 
Slovak elite, cemented by common defensive interests in enhancing or preserving 
national identity. Still others have suggested that the elite of 1968 had faced less 
restructuring to begin with, so that committed reformers vulnerable to purge were 
scarcer. In fact, whether you tend to see Slovakia as more quiescent during the 
normalization era depends in part on the relative weight you attach to secular versus 
religious dissidence—for Slovak religious dissidence toward the end of the normalization 
period mobilized a larger swath of the population than did intellectual dissidence in the 
Czech Republic. 
 
Some of the negative resonance of Slovakia’s role in the late history of the CSSR is 
historically tied to the visibility of several key figures from the Slovak Communist party: 
Gustav Husak and Vasil Bil’ak. In the case of Husak, even if one does not agree with 
Slovak scholar Jozef Zatkuliak in his characterization of Husak as a purveyor of 
“normalization of the lesser evil,” it is probably not entirely fair to focus on Husak 
without at least equal weight to Dubcek. And Bil’ak’s eventually greater visibility as a 
signatory of the ‘letter of invitation’ owes to the historical accident of longevity: by the 
time the letter was discovered and forwarded from Soviet archives in July 1992, Bil’ak 
was the sole living survivor of the quintet who originally appealed to Brezhnev and thus 
the target of any subsequent legal action on the question of treason. 
 
Overall, then, although the allocation of blame for the death of the dream or illusion of 
socialism with a human face exerted a powerful influence on Czech-Slovak tensions 
before and after the collapse of communism, this tentative exercise in counter-factual 
reasoning suggests that Slovak politics was more consequential to the dream than to its 
destruction. 
 


