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IN JANUARY OF 1968, Czechoslovakian leader Alexander Dubček 
introduced a program of unprecedented economic and political 
liberalization, intending to revitalize the nation. After two decades of 
harsh and oppressive Communist rule, the reforms ended the censorship 
of the media, press, and travel, and granted citizens the right to think, 
speak, and behave freely. Dubček’s leadership gave rise to an explosion 
of artistic expression, free discussion, and alignment with democratic 
ideology known as the Prague Spring. Although forcibly suppressed by a 
Soviet-led invasion in August of 1968, the Prague Spring left as a legacy 
the renewal of active citizenship and democratic ideals, paving the way 
to the fall of Communism in Czechoslovakia in 1989.

Communist Occupation of Czechoslovakia

The citizens of Czechoslovakia endured a tumultuous history of decades 
of occupation. After declaring its independence in October 1918 in the 
aftermath of the First World War and the collapse of the Habsburg Empire, 
Czechoslovakia was initially a thriving, autonomous, constitutional 
democracy.2 After just twenty years, however, with the signing of the 
Munich Agreement on September 29, 1938, the country was “sacrificed” 
to Nazi Germany.3 Czechoslovakia was occupied by Nazi forces 
throughout the Second World War, suffering “repression…exploitation, 
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They may crush the flowers, but they cannot stop the Spring.

- Alexander Dubček, 19681



104 Anna J. Stoneman

and extermination.”4 After the war, rather than having its constitutional 
democracy restored, a Soviet-endorsed Communist dictatorship was 
installed, and the citizens of Czechoslovakia fell behind the Iron Curtain 
(see Appendix I) and began to suffer under the most oppressive and rigid 
regime of any Soviet bloc country, which relied heavily on terror and all but 
eliminated civil rights.5 Thick barbed wire, plowed earth, watchtowers, and 
sentries with shoot-to-kill orders enclosed the country’s borders.6 Political 
opponents to the dictatorship were purged and executed following show 
trials.7 An “atmosphere of permanent fear” was established, as hidden 
government informants worked their way into the population to spy upon 
the citizens, who rapidly became reluctant to speak in public or to one 
another, not knowing who could be trusted.8

During this period, Czechoslovakia was led by the hardline KSČ 
(Communist Party of Czechoslovakia) Stalinist Antonín Novotný. The 
nation underwent major economic decline in the early 1960s, but policies 
remained stagnant.9 Slovak politician Alexander Dubček was the greatest 
rival of Novotný, maintaining loyalty to the Soviet Union but favoring 
reformed socialism through democratization and economic reform.10 
In October of 1967, Dubček challenged Novotný before the Central 
Committee of the KSČ,11 prompting Novotný to summon Soviet leader 
Leonid Brezhnev to Prague in December, expecting him to support 
the status quo.12 Upon his visit, however, Brezhnev stated, “This is 
your affair…I shall not deal with the problems that have arisen in your 
country.”13 On January 5, 1968, Brezhnev approved the Committee’s 
appointment of Dubček to First Secretary of the KSČ.14

“Socialism With a Human Face”

The leadership of Dubček was evident in his immediate introduction of 
the groundbreaking Action Program to liberalize Czechoslovakian society. 
Commonly referred to as “socialism with a human face,” the reforms 
were intended to “build an advanced socialist society on sound economic 
foundations…that corresponds to the historical democratic traditions 
of Czechoslovakia.”15 Externally, Dubček proposed opening relations 
with Western powers and other nations of the Soviet bloc, opened trade 
routes, allowed private enterprise, and proposed a ten-year transition to 
democratized socialism that would allow multiparty elections.16 Arguably 
the most significant reform of the Action Program, however, was the 
reestablishment of personal liberties to the people of Czechoslovakia.17 
Dubček uprooted the totalitarian principles of the KSČ by granting greater 
freedoms of press, travel, and assembly, and greatly limiting the power of 
the secret police.18 On June 26, 1968, Dubček provoked serious criticism 
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from the Soviet-allied leaders of other Soviet bloc governments by formally 
abolishing all forms of censorship.19 No longer were the citizens oppressed 
in thought or in action.

Dubček’s intent was to revitalize and re-popularize KSČ socialism by 
eliminating its most oppressive features, but his doing so gave rise to a brief, 
eight-month period of utter freedom, characterized by hitherto censored 
dissemination and discussion of information. Televisions began regularly 
broadcasting news programming and impromptu political meetings that 
“wound late into the night, and were watched excitedly by viewers.”20 A 
taxi driver at the time remarked that “nobody talks about football at my 
local [pub] any longer,” – now they only talk about politics.21 Tape recorders 
flew off the shelves, as citizens recorded radio news broadcasts while they 
watched television.22 This sudden exposure to opinions and third-party 
information beyond Soviet propaganda emboldened the citizens to call 
out for increased democratic reforms.

The journal Literární listy, or “Literary Pages,” was created by a group 
of playwrights, writers, and revolutionary thinkers wanting to spread their 
ideas to the public.23 In it, merely one day after censorship of the press 
was officially eliminated, journalist Ludvík Vaculík published the “Two 
Thousand Words” manifesto. Vaculík famously addressed the common 
people of Czechoslovakia to urge them to implement Dubček’s reforms 
and turn against any government not actively moving the nation toward 
democratization: 

At this moment of hope, albeit hope still under threat, we appeal to you. 
Several months went by before many of us believed it was safe to speak 
up; many of us still do not think it is safe. But speak up we did, exposing 
ourselves to the extent that we have no choice but to complete our plan to 
humanize the regime. If we do not, the old forces will exact cruel revenge. 
We appeal above all to those who have just been waiting to see what will 
happen. The time approaching will determine events for years to come.24

Through these newly opened media channels, citizens were able to directly 
communicate with previously censored political thinkers, providing the 
citizens a first non-propagandized look at Czechoslovakian and Soviet 
history.25 Dubček’s leadership in relaxing censorship thus facilitated the 
transition of political opinions and arguments from oppressed intellectuals 
to the general public and gave rise to the renaissance of expression of the 
Prague Spring – and to its revolutionary potential.26

Invasion and “Normalization”

In leading the Prague Spring reforms, Dubček believed that he had the 
tacit approval of the Soviet Union.27 Recent changes made by the previous 
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Soviet leader, Nikita Krushchev, caused Brezhnev to be considered a 
transitional figure between past totalitarian regimes and new widespread 
tolerance.28 Furthermore, the lack of direct Soviet involvement with internal 
affairs produced an illusion of sovereignty, heightened by Brezhnev’s stated 
refusal to intervene when previously summoned to Prague.29 However, the 
liberalization of Czechoslovakia during the Prague Spring was a threat 
to the unity of the Soviet bloc nations under strict Soviet hegemony, and 
therefore to the strength of the Soviet Union itself.30 The Soviet response 
to the Prague Spring consisted of three distinct stages. First came a three-
month period of reconnaissance and surveillance, which culminated in 
the summoning of Dubček to an official meeting in Dresden, Germany, 
on March 23, 1968, during which Dubček refused Soviet demands 
to repeal his Action Program.31 Secondly, the Soviet Union increased 
political pressure on Dubček, and, when the Prague Spring continued 
to grow in power, met with other Soviet bloc nations in Warsaw, Poland 
on July 14, 1968, to authorize the “last resort” of intervention.32 Finally, 
the Soviet Union called Dubček to a meeting in Bratislava on August 
3, at which the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Poland, East Germany, 
and Hungary negotiated and ratified the Bratislava Declaration, which 
stated that the Soviet Union would intervene if a bourgeois system were 
established with multiple parties challenging the KSČ, but stressed that 
socialist Czechoslovakia could continue “on the basis of the principles of 
equality, respect for sovereignty, and national independence.”33 Dubček 
left Bratislava confident that Czechoslovakia had, at long last, achieved a 
degree of autonomy within the socialist system.34 Western press considered 
the meeting a “Soviet retreat and a Czechoslovak achievement.”35

The Bratislava Declaration, however, had only been a ruse on the part 
of the Soviets, to buy time.36 During the night of August 20, 1968, less 
than two weeks after its signing, 200,000 Soviet and Warsaw Pact troops 
and 2,000 tanks were sent into Czechoslovakia to occupy the territory 
and brutally and efficiently suppress the Prague Spring movement. (See 
Appendix II.) The attack was unprovoked, unforeseen, and shocked the 
Czechoslovakian people. In a midnight radio message, Dubček urged “all 
citizens of the Republic to keep the peace and not resist the advancing 
armies, because the defense of our state borders is now impossible.”37 
Citizens were awakened in the middle of the night by Dubček’s message, 
phone calls, or the sound of tanks rolling in, and gathered together in tears 
to confirm that “the Russians have invaded our country.”38

Powerless to fight off the invasion, the Czechoslovakian people resisted 
nonviolently. Students and workers alike attempted to stop soldiers in their 
tracks and reason with them. Massive demonstrations were held in Prague, 
railways and equipment were sabotaged, and street signs were altered to 
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confuse the invaders, but it made little difference.39 The tanks and troops 
continued to roll in, and a week into the invasion, 186 citizens had been 
killed and 362 seriously wounded.40 Dubček and four other KSČ officials 
were arrested in the night and transported to Moscow, where they were 
forced to approve the “temporary” military occupation and restoration of 
complete censorship.41 The blissful eight months of the Prague Spring had 
come to a brutal halt.42

Immediately after the invasion, all reforms of the Prague Spring were 
repealed.43 Gustáv Husák replaced Dubček as leader of Czechoslovakia, 
and anyone who had embraced or participated in the reform movement 
was purged from his or her job, such that “at least three-quarters of a 
million citizens lost their jobs or were demoted or seriously discriminated 
against.”44 Censorship of speech, press, travel, and the arts was re-imposed 
in full. Literary and artistic products of the Prague Spring were destroyed. 
Czechoslovakia was launched into a decades-long, stultifying period of 
“normalization.”45

Disillusionment and Dissidence

The ashes of the suppressed Prague Spring left many legacies, 
however, which eventually brought about the ultimate democratization 
of Czechoslovakia in 1989. The most immediate legacy was the dissident 
movement. With the intellectuals no longer a part of the government, the 
movement no longer focused on reforming the government, but instead on 
overthrowing it entirely.46 Writers and thinkers, including Václav Havel, 
convened in secret, but their words percolated into the public consciousness.47 
On January 16, 1969, a student by the name of Jan Palach set himself on fire 
in central Prague to protest the censorship of free speech.48 Palach’s self-
sacrifice galvanized and provided a rallying cry for the dissidents: “They 
blamed the Soviets for Palach’s death, the Czechoslovak political leadership 
for its betrayal, and themselves for their failure to bring permanent political 
change.”49 Havel and several other leading dissidents, including Ludvík 
Vaculík, the author of the “Two Thousand Words” manifesto, produced a 
second manifesto – the Charter 77 Declaration.50 This document called the 
government to task for violations of rights guaranteed in treaties signed by 
the Communist government, including “freedom of public expression” and 
“freedom of religious confession.”51 The document received 243 signatures, 
but Havel and Vaculík were arrested and imprisoned and Charter 77 failed 
to achieve immediate success.52 Nevertheless, the political opposition 
movement continued to coalesce underground.53

The second immediate legacy of the Prague Spring was widespread 
disillusionment with Communist ideals, which was the force that drove 
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the public to action. The Prague Spring was a foray into the reinvention 
of Communism, and, according to Mikhail Gorbachev, 

The defeat [of the Prague Spring] represented not just a new wave of 
repression against all attempts at democracy under ‘actually existing 
socialism’…it also represented nothing less than the beginning of the end 
for the totalitarian system.54

Although Communist rule continued in Czechoslovakia after the invasion, 
the people now considered themselves independent from and opposed to 
the ruling government. The idea that Communism could be reformed was 
crushed under the tanks on August 21, 1968 and never recovered, as it 
became widely apparent that the actions of the current leadership were not 
for the good of the people, but that of the ruling party.55 This disillusionment 
was made palpable in that those clamoring for reform were no longer just 
a core group of writers and dissidents, but rather the common citizens. 

“The Power of the Powerless”

The ultimate legacy of the Prague Spring came in 1989, when its other 
primary legacies – dissidence and disillusionment – came together in the 
Velvet Revolution, which finally eliminated Communism from the nation.56 
In January 1989, dissidents staged a series of mass protests to mark the 
twentieth anniversary of Jan Palach’s self-immolation.57 The arrests of 
the leaders of these protests, including Havel, led to further protests that 
“went well beyond the circle of established dissidents to draw in a much 
larger group… who had not previously taken public action.”58 In Prague 
on November 17, a peaceful student-led march on Wenceslas Square was 
violently suppressed by riot police. Alexander Dubček returned from exile 
to lead the Slovakian group Public Against Violence, which united with 
the Czech Civic Forum, led by Václav Havel, to form a united front.59 (See 
Appendix III.) The legacy of the Prague Spring featured prominently in the 
Proclamation on the Establishment of the Civic Forum, which demanded 
“that those members of the Presidium of the [KSČ] who are directly 
connected with the [invasion] in the year 1968” immediately step down. 

The Velvet Revolution was the product of the unity of the people 
oppressed by two eras of Communism, evidenced by the cry, “We ask 
you people of ’68 to join us students of ’89.”60 The public continued with 
daily protests of ever-increasing magnitude and demonstrated, in Havel’s 
words, “the Power of the Powerless.”61 The KSČ Socialist regime resigned 
weeks later in the face of these mass demonstrations of the people that it 
had oppressed, and the people of Czechoslovakia finally saw the restoration 
of their democratic republic, with multiparty elections after forty years of 
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Communist rule. The Prague Spring provided the disillusionment with the 
distorted ideals of Socialism that set into motion the movement toward 
democracy. Only when the disillusionment and the generations were united 
did freedom come to Czechoslovakia.

The eight months of freedom provided by the leadership of Dubček 
revealed to the citizens of Czechoslovakia not only that autonomy was 
universally desired, but also that it was attainable. The brief lifting of 
censorship and following military occupation demonstrated to all the true 
nature of the Soviet Union. The rise and subsequent suppression of freedom 
in the Prague Spring revealed for the first time the cracks in the armor 
of the Communist regime. “Socialism with a human face” demonstrated 
that the Soviet Communist system could only function when individual 
liberties were severely curtailed. Through the leadership of Alexander 
Dubček in his introduction of democratic reforms, the Prague Spring left 
as a legacy the renewal of democratic ideals and paved the way to the fall 
of Communism from Czechoslovakia in 1989. The Soviet Union crushed 
the flowers in 1968, but it did not stop the Spring.
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Appendix I

The above is a map representing the state of Soviet occupation in Europe from 1968 
to 1989. The Warsaw Pact nations forming the Soviet bloc are Czechoslovakia, 
Poland, East Germany, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria. The dark line indicates 
the “Iron Curtain,” the division between the democratic West and the Soviet bloc.

“The Eastern Bloc in Europe.” Centre Virtuel De La Connaissance Sur 
L’Europe (CVCE): The Research Infrastructure on European Integration. Web.
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Appendix II

Citizens are pushed to the side and a Soviet soldier waves a flag as Soviet tanks 
roll into Prague in August of 1968 to forcibly suppress the movement that resulted 
from Dubček’s reforms.

Koudelka, Josef. Prague. Digital image. The Art Institute of Chicago. 
August 1968. Web.
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Appendix III

“Dubček and Havel side by side… along the arcades people simply gape. They 
can’t believe it. But when he steps out on to the balcony in the frosty evening 
air, illuminated by television spotlights, the crowds give such a roar as I have 
never heard. ‘Dubček! Dubček!’ echoes off the tall houses up and down the long, 
narrow square.”

Ash, Timothy Garton. The Magic Lantern: The Revolutions of ’89 Witnessed in 
Warsaw, Budapest, Berlin, and Prague. New York: Random House, 1990. 95.
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