Vít SMETANA

Introduction


The lectures and contributions which follow in this volume were presented at the international seminar At the European crossroads: Czechoslovakia between West and East in the course of the “short 20th century” that was held in Prague from 10 to 14 October 2005 under the auspices of the In-service training Programme for education professionals of Council of Europe and with Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, House of International Services and Institute for Contemporary History as organisers. History teachers, teachers’ trainers and international students participated in the seminar while amongst the lecturers were some of the leading Czech historians in the field of modern and contemporary history. The lectures offered the participants a broad insight into the development of crucial tendencies that influenced the history of Czechoslovakia. 

Already in the interwar period, the significant cultural influence of Western Europe, followed by the political alliance with France, clashed with the revolutionary teaching spread by Moscow through the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia and also with the traditional Czech Russophile feelings. During the Second World War the Czechoslovak foreign policy reoriented towards the Soviet Union, which was the prologue to the communisation of the country after the Communist take-over in February 1948. It was followed by the total subservience to the orders from Moscow, both in the foreign policy matters and in the field of internal politics. While the transition to democracy after 1989 was heralded with the slogan “return to Europe”, it should be stated that the cultural links with the West had not been broken off completely even in the preceding decades.

The purpose of the seminar was twofold: 1) to present the European – both Western and Eastern – dimension of the history of Czechoslovakia, and 2) to discuss the methods of presenting particular national histories within the European context to students in history teaching as well as in textbooks. The later task was accomplished not only in the vivid discussions that followed each of the lectures (and often far exceeded the time that was reserved for it), but primarily in the three workshops which supplemented the lectures on the historical and cultural topics and focused more directly on the issues of didactics and history teaching. The goal of the concluding workshop was to draw the participants to share their own experience and the methods whereby they set the national histories of their countries into the broader European context.

