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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the question of how on the one hand politics influenced the transition of the mass
media from the communist role of collective organiser, propagandist and agitator to a role appropriate to a

democratic society with a market econoniy, and, on the other hand, how the mass media reshaped politics
in Slovakia in the period 1989-1996.

The thesis takes as its starting point in chapter one with analysis of politics-media relations.

Historical, political and social analysis of the roots of a specific modern political culture of Slovakia with
specific emphasises on media culture has been analysed in chapter two. Special attention was given to
analysis of the role of the mass media during the Gentle Revolution. The chapter continues in a brief
overview of political transition after the Gentle Revolution, which should offer a necessary though

inevitably brief idea of political development. Chapter three analyses media legislation, including general

legislation related to freedom of speech.

Chapter four deals with transition of print and broadcast media, including the birth of private broadcast
media. Chapter five discusses the changing role of mass media in political life in Slovakia with a focus on
real ethical issues, struggle over freedom of the media, issues of professionalism, real cases of various
roles of the media in the transition process. Besides numerous case studies throughout the text which relate
to particular issues, this chapter focuses on the role of the mass media in one of the most important
processes of democracy - general elections. Chapter six attempts to explain politicians’ attitudes regarding

the mass media and journalists’ attitudes regarding their role in society and in politics.

Further, there is discussion which summarises and analyses the role of the mass media in political transition
in Slovakia and puts this issue in international framework. F inally, some recommendations on the optimal

behaviour of the media in transition and the prognosis on a future transition of Slovak media have been
attempted.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Electoral power per se is the mechanical guarantee of democracy; but the substantive guarantee is
given by the conditions under which the citizen gets the information and is exposed to the pressure of

opinion makers.

Giovanni Sartori 1987, 86-87

This research examines the question of how politics on the one hand influenced the transition of the
mass media from the communist role of collective organiser, propagandist and agitator to the desirable
role of the mass media in a democratic society with a market economy, and, on the other hand, how the

mass media reshaped politics in Slovakia in the period 1989-1996.

The process of transition from communist rule in the former communist bloc involved not only the
transformation of the economy from a centrally planned to a ‘free’ market and the creation of
democratic political institutions but the establishment of mass media appropriate to the circumstances
of that transition. The case of Slovakia illustrates the importance in that process of free and
independent political communication. The constantly changing political circumstances in which the
media operated during the seven years between 1989 and 1996 with which this study is concerned
affected their role in the country’s attempt to create democracy, both within the framework of

Czechoslovakia and especially during the first years of Slovakia’s independence.

Overall, by the end of 1996, the role of the media in Slovak politics remained uncertain. The
authoritarian culture of the country’s rulers for much of that period, the restrictive legislation they had
re-introduced in many spheres, including the public mass media, and well documented attempts to
assert political and economic control over the media inhibited the latter’s achievement of an effective
democratic role. On the other hand, even in late 1996 the media was no docile instrument of the
authorities.

All these issues will be discussed in this thesis. Although Epp & Harro (1997) argue that there is no
universal East-Central European model which could explain and understand these phenomena, this
enquiry at least contributes to the underdeveloped research on politics - media relations and especially
on political communication. Indeed, while there is general agreement that democratic societies depend
on a free media, political scientists studying political transformation in Central and Eastern Europe
paid little or no attention to media in political and social transition (e.g. Pridham & Vanhanen 1994,

Pridham 1995), although some of them considered the mass media as one of the key factors in



transition (e.g. Ramet 1995, 372). Where they did so, it was mostly a description of the situation of the
media in a particular country either from the point of view of their journalistic development or from
the point of view of the struggle over freedom of the media (e.g. Ramet 1995, 390-395) or from the
point of view of both criteria (e.g. White 1991; Malova 1995, 92). At best these analyses are
fragmentary and work more as assumptions than arguments based on research (e.g. Biitora, Bitorova
& Rosova 1991, Kabele 1995, 80). Similarly, no researchers in the field of mass communication yet
offer a comprehensive analysis of the role of the mass media in the current socio-political processes in
post-communist countries although there are some useful studies of specific issues (e.g. Hester,
Reybold & Conger 1992; Hester & White 1993; Splichal & Kovats 1993; Kopplova, Jirak & Kaplan
1993; Holina 1993; Holina 1994a; Bre(lka Sr 1994; Sparks & Reading 1994; Jakubowicz 1994b; 1995;
Giorgi 1995; Johnson 1995, Paletz, Jakubowicz & Novosel 1995, Neundorfer 1996, Gindl 1996;
O'Neil 1997). Sometimes these analyses are too general and too theoretical, without the necessary
depth of primary empirical research. Some accounts have tried to build new theories. This is especially
the case of John Downing’s book (1996) on media in Poland, Hungary and Russia. Various ‘research
reports’ (e.g. Dennis & Heuvel 1991, Druker & NiOl 1993, Orcutt 1993, Rosenberger 1993a,
Rosenberger 1993b, Rosenberger 1994, Druker & Heuvel 1994) or articles in journals (e. g. Kalniczky
1992, itny 1992, Obrman 1993, Fisher 1994a, Fisher 1995b) usually offer only fragmentary (though
undoubtedly useful) data and a chronology of events from the point of view of development of
journalism and the struggle over freedom of the media. Only in Holina (1994a) can one find some data
and academic analysis on the impossible role of the media in political transition, but this is very brief,

mostly implicit and not related to political processes.

Thus, a reading of political analysis on development in Slovakia, and apparently in other Central and
Eastern European countries, gives little if any clue to what is the actual role of the media in such
processes. This is a limitation not only from the academic point of view, but also from the point of real
politics. As the struggle over freedom of the mass media elsewhere suggests, the new power elites in

the post-communist countries believe in the almost unlimited power of the media in transition.

The difficulty of making a political analysis which fully engages with the role of the media is pre-
figured in the insufficient attention paid to the question of the media in the works of political scientists
writing about democracy. Robert A. Dahl (1971, 3), for example, defined eight guarantees that real
democracy, or in his words polyarchy, will represent the real interests of the people. It can be argued,
that most of these eight guarantees are related to the existence of free and fair mass media. However,

Dahl did not pay much attention to the real possibility that these rights can be performed through the



help of the mass media. He discussed the possibility of fulfilling these ideals only in his later works
(1989, 1992), and it must be said that he came to a apparently negative conclusion. Thus, he has
recently (1992) revealed the limits of citizen competence in three areas - two of which were increasing

complexity and changes in communication technologies.

It is exciting to observe how David Held in his famous work on different concepts of democracy
(1987) advanced from giving the mass media a zero role in democracy to a position in which they have
one of the key roles, in the most advanced democracy. Ironically, Held does not consider in his work

the mass media as a separate entity worthy of longer discussion.

It it important to note that one of his models, the so called ‘competitive elitist democracy’, prefers as
low a level of participation by citizens in political processes as possible, because the citizen is
considered in this model as a problematic, disturbing element of the whole process. Held considers as
one of basic conditions of this model an insufficiently informed electorate or/and an electorate easily
influenced by emotions. From these characteristics one can conclude that the role of the mass media is
either manipulative or/and as much ‘limited’ as possible. Significantly, such characteristics closely

resemble the situation in Central and Eastern European countries.

Giovani Sartori (1993, 95-106) also considers mass media as important for democracy, and it can be
argued that he offers the most thorough and critical discussion of the role of media in democracy
among contemporary theoreticians of democracy. His conclusions are pessimistic, both in regard to
possibilities of the people to get necessary knowledge about public matters through the mass media and
in regard to the work of the media in general. He is especially critical of the US television’s role in

politics (cf. Sartori 1989).

Thus, it can be concluded that while all political scientists acknowledge the role of the mass media in
democracy, only few pay enough attention to the role of the mass media in democracy. Both Dahl and
Held consider the role of the mass media in democracy as important, but rarely discuss this issue
further. Sartori has extensively dissussed this issue in more detail and his conclusions on the possibility

of enlightment of citizens through the mass media are negative.

One wonders how such a flaw in democratic theory can be explained? This is an important issue to
discuss because most analyses of post-communist transition have adopted the axiom of a positive role

for the media in transition. This latter phenomenon (media as a key positive factor in democracy) is



perhaps easier to understand when one realises that the first major sociological works on political
systems and communication underlined the importance of mass communication in politics, between the
late 1950s and early 1960s (Innis 1951, Almond & Coleman 1960, Easton 1964, Deutsch 1966). Social
scientists Cooley, Dewey and Mead focused their attention on communication as early as the beginning
of this century (Duncan 1962). It is also well known that many philosophers (e.g. John Stuart Mill)
stressed freedom of the press as a necessary precondition for freedom in general some centuries ago.
However, the earlier phenomenon - i.e. presumably positive role of the media in early democratic

society - has been too little discussed.

Thus, in order to examine what role the mass media play in democratic Slovakia, it is necessary to
analyse the relationship between the mass media and political systems. Gurevitch & Blumler (1977,
274-275) argue that the characteristics of normative systems of the mass media, as one of their sources
of power (together with structural and psychological ones), is their ability to play a key role in crises.
In other words, our requirements in regard to the role of the mass media, i.e. what role the media
should have in society and how it should be accomplished, can have a crucial importance for the nation
in times of crisis. If the normative background is weak or insufficient, the mass media will most

probably fail against democratic expectations.

The issue of the ethics of mass media reflects the philosophical framework of day-to-day operations of
both politicians and media professionals. It helps to explain the media policies of power elites and to
clarify the ideas of freedom and responsibilities of journalists seen from the point of view of journalists

as well as politicians.

The second issue (freedom of the mass media) originates in the first issue. Though it may be largely
descriptive, it is a necessary basis for analysing the real media policies of power elites and acrual role
of the mass media in society in transition. It also signals the level of liberal ideas among power elites as
opposed to their religious or social conservatism (e.g. on the issue of pornography) or in contrast to
their political post-communist conservatism (e.g. preference of authoritarian style of government) or to
their nationalism. Since these issues have never been discussed before in a coherent framework, either
in studies on Slovakia, or in any other post-communist country, it was necessary first of all to put them
together. To answer the question whether insufficiencies in the work of Jjournalists were caused by their
lack of experience in ‘real politics” as a result of communism, or by some general characteristics of

media work, or by other factors, news criteria and related aspects of media production have been



examined. Further, to find whether the effects of the mass media were direct and/or indirect, short term

and/or long term, some aspects of media effects theory are discussed too.
Thus, this study aims to:

a) Broaden knowledge about the role of the mass media in a transitional period in one country in

particular and about media and politics in democracy in general.

b) Explain how these events and processes happeﬁed in Slovakia and what specific methods, tools and

policies were used.

c¢) Analyse what were the consequences of these events and processes on politics, mass media and

society in general during the period of ‘transition’ examined.

The objectives of this work, therefore, are not limited only to the media’s role in a country in
transition. There is a hope that this work will help to aid understanding not only of political processes

in Slovakia, but democratisation more generally.
1. 1. MEDIA, POLITICS AND TRANSITION

The fall of communism in East-Central Europe, including the former Soviet Union, has brought new
dimensions to discussions on the role of mass media in society in general and in society during
transition in particular. The evolving discussion on media-politics relations during transition has
already attempted to develop new theories. Yet most if not all of these theories offer only a discussion
about

- how to promote independent media and how to enable the functioning of impartial public media in
highly politicised post-communist societies

- the possible consequences of specific media development in post-communist countries

- similarities and contradictions with the media development one can observe in Western Europe

- which media effects theories could be applied to processes ongoing in Eastern Europe.

Still, this discussion has been so far rather fragmented, providing few clues to media - politics relations

in transition. The main reason has been the lack of empirical reseach on various mass media roles and



functions during post-communist transition, and especially on political communication in transition.

This can be seen on following examples.

Thus Slavko Splichal (1994, 316) has argued that the characteristics of the media in East-Central
Europe are similar to those located in Mancini’s analysis of the Italian public sphere in the 1980s.
These characteristics include strong state control, direct or indirect; a strong degree of media
partisanship and of integration of the media and political elites; lack of a consolidated and shared
professional ethic among media professionals: However, one must stress the word similar, since
Mancini’s analysis is impossible to apply without modifications. For example, most print media in
most post-communist countries are fairly independent of government and, to large extent, of political

parties.

John Downing (1996) attempted to apply media communication theories on transition processes in
Russia, Hungary and Poland and arrived at a categorisation which included agenda setting theory,
cultivation analysis, diffusion theory, gatekeeper theory, uses-and-gratifications theory, de Sola Pool’s
soft technological determinism theory, four theories of the press, media system dependency theory,
Talcott Parson’s functionalist theory and critical media theory. His approach is highly selective (for
example, it does not include Noelle-Neumann spiral of silence). His explanation for this omission rests
on the argument that, “the treatment that follows pivots on a politico-sociological taxomony current

within the communication research profession in the final decade of the twentieth century™ (Downing

1996, 179).

Paradoxically, in spite of clearly visible contradictions between theories of democracy and the way
media operate in societies in the West, but also in the East, no one has offered a detailed account of the
various roles and functions of media which would show contradictory aspects of media-politics
relations in societies during transition.Yet it is only after analysis of concrete cases that theoretical

conclusions can be reached.

It can be concluded that some crucial problems confront an analysis of the role of the mass media in
countries in transition. These problems are: firstly, lack of primary empirical research on the media
roles and functions in societies in transition (cf. O'Neill 1997, 3); secondly, still evolving and often
inconclusive media communication research (therefore very few, if any, verified and universal theories

on media effects) and, thirdly, lack of proper complexity in political science research in the area (for




example, there are mostly partial studies of societies in transition analysing certain aspects in certain

countries, and often without follow-up or verifying research) (cf. O'Neill 1997, 3; Downing 1996, x)

Therefore, this work attempts to focus on exactly these missing parts of research into politics - media

relations in transition.




2. CULTURAL AND POLITICAL BACKGROUND

One of the weaknesses of the democracies is their Jailure to understand some of the less rational Jacets
of human nature.

J A . C Brown 1969 ]]]

2. 1. INTRODUCTION

Although there is still academic discussion about both long-term and short-term effects of the media on
the public, this analysis attempts to demonstrate from recent experience in post-communist Central
Europe that at least under two circumstances the mass media have a strong, though not necessarily
visible or directly measurable, impact on events. First of all, this can be true in societies undergoing a
deep permanent political, cultural and/or economic crisis (as in Central and Eastern European countrie:
since 1989) and/or in societies experiencing short-term shock events - during revolutions,
assassinations of political leaders, the beginning of wars and in other specific cases of immediate

threat/crisis. Thus, for instance Michael Balfour (1979, 425) has written:

In time of war, as in time of economic and other emergencies, people are gripped by fear
for themselves, their loved ones and their possessions. Objective thinking becomes hard
to maintain, institutions which foster it and individuals who engage in it come under
attack. Yet at no time is it so important to make a rational assessment of what has caused

the crisis and of how successful the various suggested remedies are likely to be.

Mihdlikova (1994, 54) argues that this permanent and deep crisis is the principal difference between
the western democracies and the developing democracies. Some studies have documented how often
various political and other protests were present in post-communist countries. Stena (1992) has counted
352 various protests in Slovakia between June 1990 (first free elections) and June 1991, According to
Szabé (1996), there were 142 public protests in Hungary, 171 in Slovenia and 70 in Slovakia in 1993
Ekiert & Kubik (1997, 39) stated that there were 47 protests in Slovakia and 148 protests in Hungary
in 1993. These numbers again suggest that the first years of post-communist transformation in Slovakia
were the most important. Indeed, definitely in case of Slovakia, “protest was intensifying until 1992

and declined afterwards”(Ekiert & Kubik 1997, 14). Significantly, although Slovakia “did not have as
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much protest as other states, on a per capita basis its population proved to be quite contentious™(Ekiert

& Kubik 1997, 15).

The role of the media in the political processes in general and during political ﬁrotests in particular can
be either direct or indirect or both. In the case of a long-term crisis it is first of all a question of the
quality of the media, both as an institution and as individual journalists (producing in-depth, complex,
analytic reporting, analyses and investigative journalism). In the case of a short-term crisis, it is
predominantly a question of different forms of manipulation of the media, which is extremely difficult

to detect immediately.

In the case of Slovakia, as in any other post-communist country in transition, there was no lack of
different forms of crises - political, economic, social; on manifold levels - domestic national, regional
and local; and on the international level - like the war in former Yugoslavia, the Persian Gulf War and
the coup d’etat in the Soviet Union, all of which could possibly threaten the vital interests of what was

then still Czecho-Slovakia.

There is not enough room here to discuss all the real and artificial crises that the Slovak, Czech, federa!
and foreign media reported.' Obviously, the frequent negotiations about constitutional arrangements
had been a series of crises. These crises were often accompanied with protests and demonstrations by
small, but visible groups of supporters of independence. The protest meetings of the trade unions wei«
usually at the end of unsuccessful talks with the government (i.e. they were reflections of an otherwise
less visible crisis). These happened quite often in the years 1990-1992, and indeed later. Some
sensitive issues for Slovaks, which will be discussed later in more detail, like the Language Law, the
name of the federal state (the so called hyphen war), minority rights, and at least three major Cabinet
crises are only a few examples of a number of significant crises that the Slovak media observed. Some

specific cases of “artificial’ crises will be discussed further.

Another issue which must be stressed is the role of the mass media in modern society: the very narrow
results of some elections and referenda show the importance even of small gains in propaganda efforts
through the mass media and the direct and indirect role of journalists in this process. 'Epiamples abound
in the West and East. ‘The double’ referendum in Denmark in 1992-1993 on the Maastricht Treaty, the

referendum in Quebec on independence in October 1995, the Polish presidential elections in November

" It should be perhaps noted that besides media operating in Slovakia, the public also had access to sources of
information intended primarily for Czech audiences but circulating widely in Slovakia. Federal media were
intedended to serve both Czech and Slovak audiences.
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1995, the very close referendum in Ireland on divorce in November 1995, as well as the general

elections in the Czech Republic in May/June 1996 serve as examples of this point.?

2.2. THE MEDIA CULTURE OF SLOVAKIA

Slovakia became a fully independent state on 1 January 1993, but its people’s economic, political and
cultural development was different from that of other nations in the states it was part of during the 20th
century (i.e. the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and the Czecho-Slovak Republic). Consequently, in spite
of sharing the same official ideology as Czechs and, to a lesser extent perhaps, Hungarians during the
communist regime, the print media and radio broadcast in Slovakia reflected this historical difference.
There never was a daily press with a large readership simultaneously in both parts of the federal state
after 1 January 1969, partly because of cultural-historical reasons and partly because of a language
difference. In the last decades of communism there was, however, one state-wide radio and two state-
wide television channels, alongside the separate radio channels in the Czech and Slovak Republics.
This unification and centralisation of television broadcasts could suggest a tendency towards
unification of political cultures, but it was hardly the case in Czechoslovakia. On the contrary, it
appears that the dominance of the local radio and press in the Republics, strengthened by the higher
attractiveness of local issues, was probably one of the major factors that supported separate

development of an already distinct culture.

Radio broadcasting has played a very important role in politics and in cultural life in Slovakia. Henry
Delfiner (1974) analysed German radio broadcasts to Slovakia in the winter of 1938-1939 and showed
that they played an important part in the propaganda campaign in favour of the break-up of Czecho-
Slovakia. The broadcasts and other German propaganda efforts, he argued, were not a complete success
since they never attained their maximum goal of an armed Slovak uprising against Prague; but they
must be credited for a very large partial success in the sense that the Slovak apathy they induced
enabled Germany to impose her own solutions without resistance and with the passive compliance of

the Slovak people (1974, 48).

Edward Téborsky (1961, 551) wrote: “Radio listening has always been more widespread in

Czechoslovakia than in other countries of Eastern Europe; and there has been a steady and substantial

? In the Irish referendum the result was 50.28 percent in favour of divorce, or 9,110 voters actually made
difference (Adshead 1996). In the Czech parliamentary elections right wing coalition parties got 99 seats from 200
seats. In the first Danish referendum on 2 June 1992, 50.7% voted against, i.. less than 50,000 voters made
difference.

T



rise in the ownership of radio receivers in the post-war years.” By 1950 and 1960 these numbers were
195 and 259 respectively for one hundred families, for Hungary these numbers were 66 and 222
respectively and for Yugoslavia only 21 and 84 respectively. Further, in 1950 then Czechoslovakia
clearly led in number of radio licences over countries like Belgium, France, Yugoslavia, Federal

Republic of Germany, Austria and Romania (Otdzky zumalistiky 12 (2) 1969, 62). By 1959

‘Radiofication’ was finished and radio receivers could be found in every Slovak family (Horsky 1966,
34). Most people considered the radio broadcast as the main source of information in 1964, usually

supplemented with other media (Horsky 1966, 45-46).

There is general agreement that during communist era radio broadcasting was a major source of
independent news from abroad (Archie Brown & Gordon Wightman 1979, 185; Barbara Kopplova,
Jan Jirdk & Frank L. Kaplan 1993, 203). After an initial decline in the number of listeners during the
1970s and early 1980s, the number of listeners to Western radio broadcast significantly increased again
in the late 1980s, i.e. during the growing internal, although mostly less visible, crisis of communism in
Czechoslovakia. In 1983 22 percent of citizens listened to foreign radio stations, while in 1987 their
audience rose to 31 percent and in 1989 to 35 percent. (Nazory 1991, 2 (2),.32). By contrast, unofficial
opposition press (samizdat) was in June 1989 read regularly only by one percent of population, while 8
percent read this press occasionally (Krejéi 1991; compare with Table No. 16). The audiences figures
almost certainly include both regular and irregular listeners, because later, more reliable, opinion polls
showed that the ratio of regular listeners to various Western radio broadcast stations in the years
following the fall of communism in Czechoslovakia was between five and ten percent, but together
with irregular listeners it was close to the above data.” This was confirmed in later research after the
fall of communism, when 42.4 percent of citizens of Slovakia claimed that they listened to foreign
radio broadcasts during communism (Holina 1992a, 84-95; 1994b, 217-218). In addition, many
citizens listened to radio broadcasts occasionally, when something unusual happened. According to this

research, the most popular foreign radio stations were RFE and VOA.

It will be argued later that trust in radio broadcasting in Slovakia was higher during transition than in
television broadcasting, and interest in it significantly increased in the first, most critical years after the

fall of communism. In comparison with other countries, where television broadcasting or the press are

% According to the director of Czechoslovak broadcasting of RFE, Pavol Pechécek, after November 1989 number
of listeners of RFE rapidly declined. At the end of 1991 it was growing again and was between 23 and 24 percent
(Walekova 1991). According to Nézorv. 1991, 2 (2), 32-33, the number of regular and occasional listeners was 34
% for RFE, 23% for VOA and 13% for BBC and Radio Vatican respectively in February 1991. According to
Butorové (FOCUS 1993, October, p. 93). RFE was listened daily by 9% (in March 1993 it was 7.6%) of citizens
of Slovakia and sometime by additional 14.4%. According to Nazory 1993, 4 (2), p.66, in May 1993 it was daily
or sometime 34% listeners in 1991 and 25% in 1993 for RFE, 23% and 17% respectively for VOA, 13% and 10%
for BBC, 13% and 15% for Radio Vatican.
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generally considered to be most trustworthy, this preference for radio broadcasts seems to be
significant. In addition, 87.3 percent of Slovaks claimed that they talked to other people about the
content of broadcasts (Holina 1992b, 96; 1994b, 219). In other words, the evidence suggests that radio
broadcasting played the most important role during the key period (1990-1991) before the split of
Czecho-Slovakia as well as a significant role in later years. This hypothesis seems to partially agree
with the argument thf‘lt Slovakia has a predominantly ‘oral’ culture (in the sense of Marshall
McLuhan's understanding of the difference between ‘oral’ and ‘written’ cultures and the importance of
radio broadcast in specific cultures), with strong family values (1964, 300); and partially with the
attractiveness of radio broadcast in general through its appeal to imagination even beyond television
(Crisell 1986, 10-12) and especially in times of crisis (Lowery & De Fleur 1988, 56) as well as with
general attractiveness of radio as a mass medium (Lowery & De Fleur 1988, 55-56).

Indeed, there are some interesting case studies of the power of radio broadcasts from other countries.
First of all, there is the famous The War of the Worlds radio play broadcast in New York during
increasing tension in Europe in October 1938 and after years of economic depression. This play proved so
realistic that it caused panic among many Americans. The researchers found among other contributing
factorsto this panic a trust in the radio and in personalities interviewed during the play, a switchingamong
radio stations whilst not paying enough attention to the broadcast from the beginning (Jerabek 1996,
Lowery & De Fleur 1988, 55-78 and many others). Secondly, there is the example of 'Lord Haw-Haw'
broadcastingto Britain which attracted about one third of British citizens in the first months of the war, i.e.
at the height of the crisis. (Silvey 1970, 301). Thirdly, there is the War Bond Drive in 1943, when a
popular singer and entertainer persuaded, by radio broadcast, a large number of Americans to support

U.S. war efforts (Jerabek 1996 and many others).

Taborsky offers a more obvious and perhaps more convincing explanation about the significance of
radio broadcasting in Czechoslovakia: “Since radio is the cheapest and most readily available means of
entertainment, the habit of regular daily radio listening has become firmly established” (1961, 551).
Although it is true that at time when Taborsky wrote this comment, television in Czechoslovakia was
only in its beginning, the use of radio in everyday life has remained highest of all the mass media. For
example, of the total time devoted to various media in 1991 one half was spent listening to radio
(Holina 1992b, 89; see Table No. 11). However, radio was most often listened to Jjust as background
and this way of listening to radio was acknowledged by three quarters of listeners (Holina 1992b, 90).
This use of radio as a source of information and entertainment seems to be significantly higher in
comparison with many other neighbouring post-communist countries if one is to judge by the number

of receivers per person or per household. It is possible that an additional significant factor contributing
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to such differences was a higher standard of living in Czechoslovakia in comparison with most

communist countries.

Data on audiences for RFE underline the importance of radio broadcasts in Slovakia, especially at
times of crisis. Thus, the director of the Czechoslovak section of RFE has argued that after a slow
decrease in the spring of“1990 (i.e. when the revolution was over) there was a steady increase in
listenership in the years 1990-1992 (i.e. when there were various serious crises). He has argued that in
spring 1992 RFE had probably the highest number of listeners in the history of Czecho-Slovakia -
when 38 percent of Slovaks and 43 percent of Czechs.regularly (i.e. at least once weekly) listened to
RFE broadcast (Kultarny Zivot, 2 April 1992). This was at the time when there was freedom of the
mass media in Czecho-Slovakia and when there was also strong domestic competition - the very

popular radio news programme Rédiozurnal.

Academic analyses of recent political developments in Slovakia have usually failed to take adequate
account of the significance of radio broadcasting in the culture and history of Slovaks and Czechs (cf.
Pievratil 1995, 155). Radio, it should be noted, was also important in periods of crises even after the
advent of television and since the fall of communism, although its role has been largely overlooked in
these periods too. Ironically, even those who did research on radio broadcast, came to wrong
conclusions. Thus James E. Fletcher & Jan Herzmann (1992) believed that on a daily basis, 16 percent
fewer persons had access to a radio receiver than to a daily newspaper in Prague. Czechoslovak
statistics reported the number of radio receivers in Slovakia as 211 per 100 households and the number
of television sets as 135 per 100 households in 1990. Further, there had been an almost uninterrupted
growth of both radio receivers and television sets in Czechoslovakia. (See Tables 12 & 13). These
data confirm the often stated hypothesis that radio was the most often used mass medium in Slovakia
and reached virtually every household (Brecka Sr. 1994; 43, 47; Holina 1992b, 96; 1994b, 251; see
also Table no. 11). Ninenty percent of citizens regularly listened to radio broadcasts in the early 1990s.
Almost as many, 87.3 percent , claimed that they talked with others about what was broadcast on radio
(Holina 1994b, 219). Holina (1994b, 211) also found that every household actually used at least 1.6

radio sets and that the frequency of listening to radio broadcast was relatively stable in recent decades.’

4 Only in years 1978-1979 there was almost no increase in radio receivers. In 1977-601, 1978-602, 1979-602; per
thousand citizens. :

5 |t was estimated that 92% of citizens had access to radio broadcast in early 1960s in contrast to 81% to daily
press and 41% to television broadcast (Holina 1964). 86.2 percent of citizens claimed that they regularly listened
to radio broadcast in 1968, 7.2 percent listened irregularly and 6.6 percent did not listen at all. For 1987 these
numbers are 90.3, 5.9 and 3.8 respectively, and for 1992 87.7, 6.7 and 5.6 respectively (Holina 1994b, 211).
Votavova (1969) has argued that 93 % of citizens of then Czechoslovakia listened to radio newsat least
sometimes. Further, majority of people asked in survey claimed that radio broadast was the most important source
of information (Votavova 1969, 11).



Further, among the two most popular programmes broadcast in radio in 1991-1992 were news
programmes (Holina 1994b, 221). Although Brecka also noted a higher number of television licences
than radio licences, he wrote that television sets were to be found in 97.7 percent of households and
that more than one-fifth of households owned two television sets (Brecka 1994, 44, cf. Holina 1994b,
224). Moreover, it must be noted, that although statistics showed a decreasing number of registered
radio sets after 1990, in 1991 a greater number of people than in the past expressed the view that radio
broadcasting was one of the most important, although still not the dominant, source of information
(Brecka 1994, 44). A year later, i.e. when the main political crises were over, opinions returned to the

level in 1987.°

These contradictory statistics and opinion polls can be seen to have been the consequence of high
inflation in the first years ?fter communism, and deteriorating living standards. In those circumstances
many people deregistered their radio receivers, but kept listening to radio broadcasts.” This practice
was also encouraged by a 100 percent increase in the monthly license fee both for radio and television
receivers from April 1991 (cf. Holina 15"94b).s Indeed, statistics show a dramatic increase in the
number of radio licences in 1990 and an equally dramatic decrease in the number of licences after
1991.7 A similar process did in fact happen during the last years of communism in Czechoslovakia,
most likely predominantly in the Czech Republic, when a significant but low number of people
deregistered their radio receivers and a small number also their television sets, panial'ly as a form of
political protest and partially for economic reasons. '’ Obviously, it was much easier eventually to hide
a radio receiver than a television set from the authorities. In fact, however, the law did not cover ‘non-
payers.’” Therefore, it can be concluded that opinion polls showing a significant increase of interest in
radio broadcast news in the years 1990-1991 and simultaneously a decrease in the number of registered
radio receivers are correct. It seems justified to argue, that this increase in interest in radio broadcast in
Slovakia can be partially attributed to the appearance, in spring 1990, of a newly established news
programme RadioZumdl as well as the first private radio station a few months later, and partially

attributed to the highly politicised society at that time. Needless to say that it was obviously also

®In 1987 35.7 percent said TV was the most important of information, 32.9% newspapers and 12.6% radio, while
j!n 1991 these numbers were 29.9%, 28.9% and 17.5% respectively.

Data for Slovakia show decrease in number of licences for wireless radio broadcast from 1,309,000 in 1990 to
954,000 in 1994. There was decrease from 1,309,000 to 1,204,000 in 1994 in number of licences for TV sets.
Statisticka ro¢enka Slovenskej repuliky 1993 (1995, 455-456). See also appendices Nos. 12 and 13.

* From 10 on 20 crowns and from 25 on 50 crowns for radio and television respectively. It should be noted that
Druker and Nié (1993,16) mistakely wrote that this was 70 crowns in case of SRo.

® It was 1,103,000 licences in 1989, 1,309,000 in 1990 and 1,094,000 in 1991. In Statisticka ro¢enka Slovenskej
repuliky 1994. (1993, 413).

Although there was a permanent growth in the total number of licensed radio receivers, in 1989 there was a
decrease from 4,228,991 in 1988 t0 4,216,838 licensed radio receivers. Similarly, but to a much less degree this
happened in number of television sets, where was total decrease of registered television sets of 1,000 only. In
Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States 1992. (1992), 151.




encouraged by liberalisation of foreign trade. Consequently, citizens could have bought without
problems Western European or Asian cassette and radio or CD players in the first years after the Gentle
Revolution. None the less, this does not suggest a lack of radio receivers in Slovakia - on the contrary,
as statistics showed, there were enough simple radio receivers in Slovakia. Since this phenomenon was
observed in all post-communist countries, but probably in not such great dimensions, this occurrence
most likely confirms the: hypothesis of Slovak ‘radio’ culture, i.e. unusually great interest in radio
broadcasts in general as well as the hypothesis about the attractiveness of radio broadcasts in times of

crises.

To summarise, although statistics alone are not self-explanatory, and are even often misleading (cf.
Holina 1994b, 169), their proper analysis can explain apparently contradictory developments. Here it
has been suggested that radio broadcasts had indeed played the most important role in a climacteric
period of very recent Slovak history. Indeed, the first two-three years after the fall of Communism
were crucial for further political and economic transition in Slovakia. Similarly, the role of radio
broadcasting in Slovakia was momentous in earlier periods of Slovak history. Thus, there have been
documented some famous examples of crises from the Slovak past in which radio played a dominant,
or at least very important role: during German propaganda against Czecho-Slovakia in the winter of
1938, during the active resistance against (ironically) the German Wehrmacht associated with the
Slovak National Uprising in August - October 1944 and during the Prague Spring (Owen J. Johnson
1995, 223; Votavovd 1969, 13; Stadtrucker 1993, 162) and especially during passive resistance
against the five Warsaw Pact armies'' invasion on 20/21 August 1968 (Stadtrucker 1993, 162; Eidlin

1980).

It may be concluded that although in the earlier periods the cultural influence of radio broadcasting
owes more to its specific features as a medium, after the rapid industrialisation of Slovakia which
began in the 1950s and after development of television broadcasts from the late 1950s it became more
significant as the fastest, cheapest and most convenient source of continuous information. These basic
characteristics of radio broadcasting were soon recognised by citizens as an invaluable advantage at a
time of radical changes during the political and economic transformation of society in the early 1990s.
Additional reasons why radio news programmes like Radiozurnal were so attractive can be found in
specific features - they offered post-communist audiences something unusual, live broadcasting,
interviews, and until summer 1992 total freedom for journalists (Interview with Michal Berko, former

deputy director of Slovak Radio, 26 June 1996). Moreover, due to the greater resistance of radio

" Of all members of the Warsaw Pact only the Rumanian Army did not take part in that invasion. Neither.
obviously, the Czechoslovak Army.
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Journalists to political pressures, as a result of continuity of news broadcast and its easier preparation in
comparison to television broadcast, i.e. greater difficulty to control flow of information, news in radio
broadcast was usually more balanced throughout the whole period (Interview with Jan Baranek,
journalist, Slovak Radio, 14 May 1996). In addition, political elites had a less direct interest in radio
broadcast as a political tool on the side of all political elites, when television and print media seemed to
be the most important media. Finally, the personal integrity of central directors of Slovak Radio was
throughout the examinéd period firmer than that of most central directors of Slovak Television.
Therefore, the Slovak Radio news programme that was broadcast after 5 March 1990 at noon and later
that year also in the evening and morning became probably the most important and definitely most
trusted news medium in Slovakia at that time.'? Olos (1992) has argued that this was indirectly enabled
by the agrarian character of Slovak society, when large numbers of people used to listen to radio whilst
engaged in physical work. Obviously, such a person is fully occupied with his/her work and therefore

accepts information easier.

From the point of the potential effects of using print mass media in political communication it is
undoubtedly significant that Slovakia also had the highest rate of adult citizens who read the daily
press in comparison to other post-communist Central European countries. In the period 1989-96
between two-thirds and three fifths of citizens read newspapers regularly, and many others
irregularly.13 Crucially, some data has shown that only 10 percent of respondents in late 1992 (Holina
1994b, 180) and 13 percent of réspondents in early 1993 did not read any newspaper (Bltorova et al.
1993). From late 1993 until early 1996 the number of those who did not read any daily newspaper was
around 20 percent (Sramek 1996, 107). However, statistics show that there was a tremendous decrease
in total circulation of newspapers particularly in 1991-1992. This phenomenon can be explained by the
fact that most newspapers were read not only by all members of a family, but often were shared with
other relatives, colleagues and neighbours, not to mention public libraries and other possibilities.
Indeed, resarch has shown that one copy of a newspaper was read at least by 3.7-3.8 persons (Holina
1992b, 17; 1994b, 179, 208). As might be expected, even more popular were magazines, read by 89
percent of Slovaks in years 1990-1992 and even by 96 percent in 1987 (Holina 1992b, 55; 1994b,
198). It should be noted that even before the Gentle Revolution there were 83.1 percent daily readers
of newspapers in Slovakia in 1987 according to Holina 1992b, 17; 1994b, 180) and around 75 per cent
according to Gindl (1996, 219). Only 11.1 percent of citizens of Slovakia did not read any daily
newspaper (Holina 1992b, 17).

? Jesenské (1992, 21) wrote that according to survey of Slovak Radio after five weeks 10 percent of listeners
regularly listened to this programmeme, but after 3 and half months it was 26.7 percent.

" At67.3 % in 1991, this was higher than in Czech Republic (62.4 %), and much higher than in Hungary (55 %)
and Poland (28 %) (Neundérfer 1996, 157; cf. Media Projekt *96. spring, Holina 1994b, 180).
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It can be concluded that Slovakia has had a specific ‘media culture’ which embraces both the strong
apppeal of radio broadcasting and simultaneously, an unusually high interest in print media, especially
in the daily press. This can perhaps be explained as a result of the forced rapid industrialisation and
modernisation in this century, and particularly in the second half of the 20th century. Therefore, both
habits from the ‘oral cultyre’ and from the ‘written culture’ were present in the Slovak ‘media culture’,
In addition, there was increasing dominance of television in this particular culture, as can be seen in the
growing long-term interest in television and expanding time spent watching television broadcasts
(Holina 1994b, 230; see Table No. 10). The number of daily viewers has grown from about half to
three quarters of all citizens (Holina 1994b, 231). Indeed, it has been argued that Slovak society has
quite a strong tradition of visual and aural imagination, as presented in the popularity of folk songs and
fairy tales (cf. Slovak 1993, Jurik 1997). With respect to television, news programes were among the

three most popular programes althogether in the general category (Holina 1994b, 235).

Therefore, it is clear that the indirect, and occasionally direct, impact of the media in Slovakia had to
be considerable. Indeed, opinion polls show that newspapers, television and radio played a significant
role in getting information and clarification of issues of interest in 1987-1992, although in 1992 there
was also an increase in the impact of family influences and of magazines and a decrease of the
importance of radio broadcast as still the most often used medium (Holina 1994b, 242, see Table 7).
With respect to the most important sources of information, newspapers and television were stated to be

the most important media (Holina 1994b, 243, see Table 8).

Holina (1994b, 181-183) has shown a clear relationship between age, education, residence and reading
of newspapers. In short, younger, more educated and urban citizens read more newspapers than their
opposites. It can be expected that newspapers had greater influence on these groups of citizens in the
transitional period, and vice versa. Consequently, any analysis of the role of the media in the transition
of Slovak society from post-communism must consider some general observations in regard to the
importance of different media during crises and transition. Special attention must be paid to the
perhaps unique Slovak media culture, and the importance of all three media (cf. Holina 1992b, 133) as

well as interpersonal conversation in political communication in Slovakia.
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