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The religious situation in former Czechoslovakia and above all in the Czech Republic is slightly different compared with the situation in other European countries. 

First:  The Czech Republic is considered together with Estonia and former East Germany (DDR) as the most atheistic country in the Europe. According to census statistics lived in 2001 in the Czech Republic more then six million (59,0 % from all population) people who declared themselves as “non-believers”. In 1991 it was only 39,8 %. It means that through ten years a group of “non-believers” increases of more then 15 %. Shifting of rate of religious affiliation, which turned up at beginning of 90’s, was likely given by social, political and cultural changes started by Velvet Revolution in 1989. It was result of changes that provoked requirement to gain a new identity. Important component of this new identity was, for a part of society, religion and affiliation to some religious tradition as well. It clears up why so many people declared themselves to be affiliated to some religious group or tradition – relationship in the religious group or religious tradition was important confirmation of the new gained identity. But it was also an expression of freedom, because under the communist regime were religion and its manifestations understood as a sign of ideological and political hostility. In the Czech Republic, after a November „Velvet Revolution”, religion again became a firm part of public life and new expectation arose, concerning the new place of religion in society. These expectations went on two levels. The first one was directed to the established traditional churches, which however due to their internal problems have not used the situation properly and in the following years reduced religious questions mainly to the issues of restitution of church property, of internal „purification” from the „cooperation” with communist regime, or of „purification” from „parallel” church structures (the discussion on the legitimacy of so called hidden church). During these discussions, the traditional churches did not represent themselves as structures capable of dynamic reaction to the rapidly changing conditions of a transforming Czech society. Lot of people found out after “disillusionment” in the middle of 90’s that new society is not something utterly new and different from society in 80’s. The changes were very clear in politics and economy. The changes in culture (in anthropological sense) and in the “thinking” of people were much complicated and slow then that. In this context revealed the fact that the declaration of affiliation to any religious group or religious tradition doesn’t mean real acceptance of religion as an important part of somebody’s life. Majority of researchers explain such high rate of “non-believers” by impact of communist ideology. This explanation seems quite logically. Communist regime in former Czechoslovakia was one of the most dogmatic and conservative in the Central and Eastern Europe. Atheism was an official state ideology and religion was described as “instrument of manipulation”, “opium of mankind” or as “false world-view”. In this context we can say that there was also the second level of expectations, which were not connected with the traditional form of institutionalized religiousness but rather, in the first years after November 1989, with a search for a kind of all-human and universalistic religion, the religion of tolerance and humanism. People did not seek any pre-defined religion but let themselves be influenced by individual aspects of various religions, and found positive features in all religious trends. This side of religious expectation corresponded to the general atmosphere of the Czech (then Czecho-Slovak) society, which was marked by its openness and search manifested in many fields of life — from politics through economics to religion. Further development, however, confirmed the victory of utilitaristic pragmatism emphasizing economically conceived material values. Both levels of religious expectations from the beginning of 1990s thus were not fulfilled and public significance of religion began to weaken. Causes of this situation are much deeper and stretch to 19th century when modern Czech nation was established. In this period indicated as National Renascence (Národní obrození) a “Free Thinkers” movement emerged in Bohemia which, given a choice between Catholicism and Protestantism, chose non-belief instead of either, doubtless because of experiences wit the Catholic Hapsburg monarchy. The emergence of independent Czech (Czechoslovak) state strengthened these attitudes. Catholicism was reflected as an embodiment of “old regime” and for this reason was regarded as problematic and hostile one. During this period lot of people left the Catholic Church and came into new established “national” the Czechoslovak Hussite Church or became “non-believers”. We assume that it was really beginning of contemporary situation. Communist regime only intensified this tendency. Atheistic propaganda met prepared environment at schools and in media and hence it was simplification to argue that only and main reason of contemporary high level of secularization of Czech society was communist repression.

Second: There are big differences in affiliation to religion in regions of the Czech Republic. Relatively high rate of believers live in Moravia (South Moravia region, Zlín region, Olomouc region) and in less industrial regions (South Bohemia region, Highlands, Pardubice region). The ratio of identification with the region and its tradition, besides level of industrialization, is another very important factor, which influences number of believers. The most atheistic regions are regions of former Sudetenland (Sudety) – Liberec region in Northern Bohemia, Ústí nad Labem region in North-Western Bohemia and Karlovy Vary region in Western Bohemia. These regions were before the World War II Germans regions with specific culture and traditions. But native German inhabitants were transferred to the Germany and Austria after the World War II and people from different parts of Czechoslovakia settled Sudetenland. The new inhabitants had not requisite relationship to a new environment. 
They were people from lower social strata very often and they looked for a new existence and new chances. They were simultaneously people tending to left-wing political opinion. Position of communist ideology (including aggressive atheism) was relatively strong among this people. These regions were mostly stigmatized by social, political and economical changes after Velvet Revolution in 1989. There is the highest rate of unemployment, high ratio of the frustration of people, frequent appearance of social-pathological phenomenon and also big tension between ethnical and national groups in these regions. These circumstances just intensified radical attitudes of people toward religion and especially traditional religious institutions (churches). 

Third: Basic structural trend of religious life in modern Czech society is the process of structural differentiation, which also includes the decreasing importance of a firm denominational tie to big traditional religious organization of the church type. The consequences of this process are reflected both in the individual lives of citizens and in the life of society as a whole. Individual citizens anymore do not feel that strong necessity to be tied to a church (of any religious traditions) and to participate in its activities. According the 1999 EVS survey, only 2,8% of people did some unpaid work for church (although compared to the year 1991, there is a slight increase from 1,5%). The frequency of attendance of religious services can also serve as an illustration of the above mentioned trend — only 6,8% of people visit church at least once a week; 4,7% once a month; 13,2% several times a year, usually on occasion of some religious holidays; 9,1% go once a year; and a whole 56,9% claim that they never visit religious services (the question excluded the occasions of weddings, burials, etc. when people go to church more out of family reasons). In comparison with 1991, there has been a slight decrease in the frequency of attendance. 

Among those who attend religious service, thus prevail people who visit church only on occasion of some holiday or maybe to sacralize important passages in life, such as marriage, birth, death, etc. However, when people had to express how important they regard religious services on these mentioned occasions, they claimed them less important than in the year 1999. Today, the religious service at birth is important for 38,2% (in 1991, it was 44%), at marriage for 37,2% (in 1999, it was 45,9%) and at death for 46% of people (in 1991, for 51,7%). 

The process of structural differentiation (or secularization) is clearly manifested in the opposition of citizens towards church influence over political or economic life. Only 5,9% of people agree with the opinion that a politician who does not believe in God is not suitable for public office, and only 8,5% think that it would be better for the Czech Republic, if more religious persons held public offices. A total majority of citizens agree with the statement that churches should not influence voting behavior (78,3%) or the decisions of the government (71,3%). At the same time, over 51% of people think that churches have influence over contemporary political life. Churches are being pushed out of the public and political life into the sphere of charity.  To illustrate this, let us mention that while 69% of Czech citizens thought in 1999 that the existence of churches is necessary or useful for the care of old and sick people, only 37% of them thought that it is necessary or useful for a good education of children. These data are of a high explanatory value, since the care of old or sick (who represent groups of „inferior“ individuals from the point of view of economically oriented society) does not take place in households (i.e. the intimate sphere of everyday life) but is delegated on special institutions. Other indicators of the decreasing social importance of churches are opinions of citizens related to the church property. We gain a good picture, if we compare the opinions of people on financial self-dependence of churches with the opinion on return of church property. According to an IVVM survey in 1997, a whole 48% of Czech citizens were convinced of the fact that churches should be financially self-reliant, while only 8% of people would agree on returning of the whole property that the churches had in times of the First Republic (i.e. before WWII), while 19% of them would agree on returning the property held by churches before 1948. Further 25% of people would return only something and 35% were convinced that churches should not be returned anything at all. At the same time, the last opinion is not held only among nonbelievers — every sixth believer also expressed the opinion that nothing should be returned, as well as a whole third of people who were not believers but conceded the existence of God. Therefore, if the citizens do not incline towards the restitutions of church property but at the same time they want churches to be financially self-dependant (an all this with the absence of any tax advantages for churches), then there might exist an unwillingness to concede bigger economic influence of religious organization. Only 3% of people think that churches should be totally financed by the state, and further 35% agree with the opinion that the state financing should represent certain part. However, those who agree with state support want it to be used on charity purpose (25%), on the renewal (21%) or on the upkeep (21%) of existing of church buildings and other monuments.

Fourth: The tie between age and religious beliefs and attitudes is very strong and the demographic change of generations is one of the most frequent causes of the decline (or transformation) of religiousness, mainly in its Christian and church oriented forms. Equally the data from the last surveys in the Czech Republic confirm that religion — especially of Christian denominations — is a matter of older people, belonging to generations born in the first half of this century. This is also visible from the finding that in the group of religious/believers (or respectively, in the group of people belonging to some denomination, or group of people believing in God, etc.), the average age is approximately ten years higher than in the group of nonbelievers. There is also a higher percentage of women among the groups of religious people in the Czech Republic, which can be only partly explained by their prevalence in higher age categories. If we compare the answers to the question of respondent’s sense of religiousness,  laid in EVS in 1991 and 1999, among groups of the same age, we clearly see that as the oldest generation dies, the religiousness measured by this question is decreasing in older age groups, since the successive generation do not have that high percentage of believers. At the same time, this religiousness grows among younger generations, mainly among people under 30 years of age. From the comparison of the same cohorts, which can illustrate the development over the past nine years since 1991, one can see that the percentage of believers increased in all age groups born after 1943. While the numbers of respondents in all the cohorts are not very high, we cannot however overestimate the explanation value of this comparison. But part of the future trends will probably be the demise of religious denomination, in our country massively corresponding to church membership and religiousness. An almost dramatic decline can be observed, if one looks at the percentage of people belonging to some denomination in 1991 and 1999, among groups of people older than 42 years of age. The comparison of the same cohorts can illuminate the extent to which these low numbers result from the exchange of generations but it at the same time confirms the general decline, since even the slightly growing number of people belonging to denominations among younger groups cannot counterbalance the high church religiousness of older generations.

Big gap between youngest age groups and people who are older then 60 is given without question by environment of communist regime and also by situation in 90´s. We can also say that youngest generation is more skeptical in face of traditional religious institution as established churches. And contrariwise young people are more open for other religious and spiritual tradition without connection with some religious institutions. It is possible to say that typical representation of religious life of youngest Czech generation is unambiguously non-institutional and individual spirituality that combine different sorts of religious traditions and trends. 

Short summary: The data gained in mentioned surveys document the scope and nature of secularization of Czech society. At a structural level, it can be supported by presenting the opinions of respondents concerning the separation of religion (or better, churches) from the spheres of political and economical life in the Czech Republic. These views are accompanied by a relatively low trust in church institutions (only 20% approximately), by the belief that churches do not deal with social or family problems, and by a low frequency of attention of religious services. Hand in hand with the decrease in social significance of institutionalized forms of religion, or decrease in social importance of churches and other plausibility structures, comes a decrease of their social control over the forms of faith. The consequence of this is a privatization of religion, also manifested by the deviance from traditional forms of belief – which can be clearly observed in the decrease of belief in personal God.  This fact can be in a satisfying manner explained by the historic development of the Czech state. It is to be noted that in other post-communist countries (probably with the exception of former East Germany), such dramatic declines of the social significance of religion did not occur. We can assume that our history had created a hidden potential for secularization (which need not be a specific feature of the Czech Republic) that fully materialized only in the atmosphere of state atheism. The data from the earlier censes of this century document that there had been a high and relatively stable number of believers / church members in years 1921 (92,82%), 1930 (92,19%) and even in 1950 (93,9%), and only a low percentage of people without denomination. However, the data from 1991 and 2001 show a completely different picture of religiousness – 43,91% of believers in 1991 and 32,1 % in 2001 and 39,92% of people without denomination in 1991 and 59,0 % in 2001.

