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ABSTRACT

It is widely assumed that modern environmentalist thinking was imported into 
post-communist states such as the Czech Republic post 1989. This paper shows 
these countries had environmental traditions of their own. From its inception in 
the late 1950s Czech environmentalism was concerned with nature conservation 
and youth education. At the core of its pedagogy was a concern to educate about 
and in nature, following the woodcraft and scouting tradition. But formal educa-
tional experiences were also significant. Environmental problems were framed 
as exclusively scientific issues by communist higher education systems. Thus, 
Czech environmentalism was a blend of the officially sanctioned rational and 
scientific perception of environmental issues and a more independent romanticis-
ing undercurrent. We show how Czech post-war environmental politics blended 
Soviet ecology with covert references to the mythology of American West, the 
virtues of pristine nature and of individual freedom. This heritage allowed Czech 
environmentalism to adapt to both communist and capitalist systems. However, 
it also meant it was not equipped to deliver a strategic or systematic critique of 
either. Our research helps to explain the surprisingly muted role of environmen-
talism in post-communist politics, and confirms the importance of nuanced and 
culturally specific analyses of the history of environmental politics.
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Interviewer: Why did you apply for the job of director of Greenpeace Czech 
Republic?

Respondent: Because I am an old tramp.1

Environmental movements were prominent catalysts in some of the most dra-
matic political events of the second half of the twentieth century. They were 
important components in the alliances that brought down the Central and East-
ern European communist states in 1989. But it has been noted that they have 
had little impact on the trajectory of economic and social development since 
that time. In this paper we look at the intellectual and cultural origins of Czech 
environmentalism to excavate some of the reasons for their muted presence in 
the post-Communist era.2

Perhaps as a consequence of the pivotal role of environmentalism in dis-
mantling the Czechoslovak communist regime, most analyses of the Czech 
environmental movement have been written from within political science. The 
dominant perception of the environmental movement is as a civil society actor 
engaged primarily in democratisation of post-communist society. Hence it is 
considered in the literatures on resource mobilisation theory and political op-
portunity structure. These have firmly focused the attention of researchers on 
the post-1989 period and neglected much of the movementʼs pre-1989 history. 
Only a few authors have attempted to put forward a more comprehensive history 
of the Czech environmental movement between the mid-1970s and late 1980s.3 
Much of the more distant past of the 1960s and early 1970s has until recently 
remained shrouded in mystery. This may in part be because it reaches beyond 
the personal experience of the majority of people who have been active in the 
movement since 1989 and who have been the main sources of information for 
most of the existing literature.4

This article has two interrelated aims. First, it traces the distinctive charac-
teristics of the early years of Czech environmentalism during the communist 
period. This demands an exploration of the long-standing co-existence of its 
two, seemingly incompatible, fundamental strands: the anti-modern, romantic, 
first-hand knowledge of nature on the one hand and the representation of envi-
ronmental problems in terms of rational scientific expertise on the other. The 
second step taken by the article is to apply the exploration of founding influences 
to the burgeoning debate on the applicability of the current western hegemonic 
environmental discourse – ecological modernisation – to societies beyond the 
political and economic context of western advanced industrial societies for 
which the concept was originally developed. 

In her article ʻLegacy of Waste or Wasted Legacy?  ̓on the history of the 
Hungarian waste management, Zsuzsa Gille convincingly argued that pre-1989 
communist systems did, in the 1980s, begin to establish environmental protection 
measures that were, at the theoretical level at least, parallel with the discourses of 
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ecological modernisation in the West. However, unlike the Hungarian state-run 
system of waste management,5 the Czech environmental movementʼs experi-
ence, views and style of activities were not rejected in the post-1989 period in 
large part because they evolved as a critique of the communist management of 
public policies. We argue in this paper that the Czech environmental movementʼs 
complex ideological heritage made it remarkably compatible with ecological 
modernisation as a political programme that various western agencies began to 
disseminate in the country in the wake of the 1989 regime change. 

This argument will be developed in the rest of the paper. The first section 
outlines ecological modernisation and the transformation of western environ-
mental movements within that process. It considers the degree to which the 
Czech environmental movement of the 1990s shared the characteristics of the 
ecologically modernised Western environmental movement. The second sec-
tion explores one aspect of this in more depth, that is, the tradition of framing 
environmental problems as scientific-technical questions. The third section of the 
paper investigates the other main strand in Czech environmentalismʼs cultural 
roots, that is, their relationship with an anti-modern romantic individualism 
inspired by the American woodcraft movement. The conclusion of the paper 
shows how these intellectual and cultural influences shaped a distinctive form 
of environmentalism. It considers how the Czech environmental movement that 
had its origins in a blend of American woodcraft and Soviet ecological science 
was capable of adapting to both communist and capitalist systems, but was not 
equipped to deliver a strategic or systematic critique of either.

ECOLOGICAL MODERNISATION AND CZECH 
ENVIRONMENTALISM

A fundamental change occurred in the dominant western environment-develop-
ment discourse between the early 1970s and mid-1980s. Notions of environmental 
limits to economic growth connected with theories of de-modernisation and de-
industrialisation were replaced by a discourse or belief system that incorporated 
modernity, economic growth and capital accumulation – ecological modernisa-
tion.6 The basic premise of ecological modernisation is that the environment and 
the economy can be made mutually reinforcing. The emergence of ecological 
modernisation is most clearly expressed by the prominence of this thinking in 
the publications of the OECD and the Brundtland Commission in mid-1980s. 
Ecological modernisation is often interpreted as a Western elaboration of sus-
tainable development.7

Ecological modernisation, both as a theory of social change and as a political 
programme is not so much about improvements in the physical environment, but 
rather about social and institutional transformations that will deliver that end. 
Ecological modernisation became an environmentalist ̒ norm  ̓in the 1990s. This 
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is best explained by the reframing of environmental protection in the context 
of the hegemony of neo-liberalism (comprising the promotion of free trade and 
market forces as the main engines of economic growth and the retreat of the 
state from the economy and civil society). Ecological modernisation is essen-
tially concerned with ̒ the restructuring of the capitalist political economy along 
environmentally more defensible linesʼ.8 Although environmental degradation 
is perceived as a structural problem that requires changes in organisation of the 
capitalist economy, this does not amount to demands for a completely different 
political-economic system.9 

Most scholars working in the field would agree on the following core features 
of ecological modernisation:

•    environmental protection and economic growth as a positive-sum game;

•    increasing importance of market dynamics and economic agents (producers, 
consumers, insurers) as carriers of ecological restructuring;

•    the preventive role of science and technology through technological and 
organisational innovations;

•    transformations of the nation-stateʼs internal role towards more decentralised, 
flexible, bottom-up and consensual environmental governance; 

•    at the same time, the (western industrialised) nation-state remains the central 
analytical unit of ecological modernisation; and

•    greater involvement of environmental movements in public and private deci-
sion-making institutions, partnership between public authorities, business 
and NGOs. 

As to the last point, the exact nature of environmental movements  ̓ greater 
involvement in these processes is rarely analysed.10 However, there appears to 
be a broad consensus in the ecological modernisation literature with respect to 
western environmental movements  ̓transformation as part of this process, which 
can be summarised by a number of shifts from:

•    radical opposition to capitalism, industrialisation and bureaucratisation to 
being more oriented toward institutional reform;

•    being part of a broader ̒ new social movement  ̓including womenʼs rights and 
the Third World, to being more single-issue oriented towards the environ-
ment;

•    playing outsider to moving to increasingly insider roles in the environmental 
transformation of societies;

•    being external critics to increasing communication, negotiation and consulta-
tion directly with economic agents and state representatives;
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•    dominating environmental agenda-setting to being one of actors influencing 
these processes; and

•    working closely with the state to working more closely with market ac-
tors.11

     There is evidence that the Czech environmental movement in the post-
1989 period is largely consistent with this summary of the constituents of an 
ecologically modernised environmentalism.12 Most Czech environmentalists 
view evidence and expert knowledge as the main criteria according to which 
environmental disputes should be resolved. For them, liberal democracy and 
the market economy are the preconditions for effective solutions to environ-
mental problems. Conversion at the individual level is held to trigger social 
change. However, the notion that systemic change might be required to resolve 
environmental problems is often explicitly rejected. Technology can be a par-
tial solution to current problems, but only in the context of market-based and 
flexible instruments of environmental policy. The main collective actor is ̒ civil 
societyʼ, including environmental groups. In this framing, environmental groups 
represent mediators between individuals or locally based informal groups of 
citizens, and the central state authorities. Although infinite economic growth 
and administrative regulation are both stigmatised, the market economy and the 
ecologically conscious individual are seen as sufficient conditions for progress 
towards an ecologically modern Czech society.13

A tempting line of explanation would be that these views were formed and 
developed in the course of the 1990s as a result of western influences and that 
the fundamental change in the form and function of Czech environmentalism 
experienced in the 1990s14 was accompanied by a similarly far-reaching shift 
in their worldviews. But our research points to a much longer heritage for such 
thinking originating from two startlingly different influences, namely the early 
twentieth century American woodcraft movement and Soviet ecological think-
ing. The next section explores the second of these. 

UNDERSTANDING ENVIRONMENT – THE PRESERVE OF 
SCIENTIFIC EXPERTISE

The environmental protests and mobilisations of the late 1980s that made a 
substantial contribution to the overthrow of the communist regime coalesced 
around two major concerns. The first and most prominent emerged in the mid-
1970s around the adverse effects of industrial pollution on human health and 
the stability of fragile, mostly mountainous ecosystems. The second was the 
longer-standing impact of various large-scale government projects such as hy-
dropower plants on biological diversity and landscapes.
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Communist institutional understandings of ecological problems were 
founded in scientific/technical worldviews. Hence ecological problems were 
interpreted by the regime as mere temporary aberrations that were to be resolved 
by ever more vigorous application of scientific and technical advancement.15 
The dominance of science and technology in problem solving in Czechoslovak 
communist society was reflected in all aspects of intellectual life including the 
curricula at all levels of the educational system,16 in publishing policy and in 
research priorities. Starting in the 1970s, environmental studies at the tertiary 
level of education were taught within university departments and faculties of 
science and at polytechnics. The limited number of students allowed to enrol on 
these programmes were required to study a range of highly specialised scientific 
analytical methods and the (technical) management of protected areas. This 
model of environmental studies was preserved well into the 1990s.17

The scientific/technical worldview was dominant amongst elites on account 
of the nature of graduate and post-graduate education. Graduates represented 
only seven per cent of the Czech adult population in the second half of the 1980s, 
and their educational experiences were remarkably homogeneous. About 80 per 
cent of university degree holders graduated either from polytechnics or faculties 
of science (including medicine). This emphasis on scientific and technological 
solutions to all of societyʼs problems ensured that from the 1950s onwards at 
least 90 per cent of university graduates received a highly specialised education 
at the expense of holistic or interdisciplinary approaches.18

Unlike the neighbouring communist countries such as Hungary and Poland, 
where academics and intellectuals enjoyed some limited access to western social 
scientific literature, Czechoslovakia was virtually cut off from the wider inter-
national intellectual community. Discussion of political, economic, and social 
issues in Czech publications were descriptive and technical, and lacked analytical 
and theoretical dimensions.19 This contrasts with East Germany, where much 
environmental activism prior to 1989 had a left-wing, anarchistic and autono-
mous ideological background partly nurtured by the work of western authors 
such as André Gorz and Ivan Illich. This framing of environmental issues was 
developed further by East German authors (published in West Germany) such 
as Rudolf Bahro and Wolfgang Harich.20

The resulting narrow technocratic paradigm in which environmental prob-
lems were addressed by the Czech research and academic communities was 
characterised by strong cognitive-informational capacities for data gathering, 
analysis and classification. However, this was in tandem with a lack of ability 
to use the resulting data bases for the development of effective environmental 
protection policies. An environmental status report produced for the IUCN in 
1989 captures the mood of Czechoslovak science of environment in the fol-
lowing words:

Steps are being taken to record and evaluate the rate of environmental change. 
Monitoring of the environment is therefore being developed in various forms 
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and localities. For example, there are several institutes using remote sensing, 
such as the State Institute for Protection of Monuments and Nature Conservation 
in Prague which operates its own Remote Sensing Laboratory principally for 
monitoring environmental deterioration in a large protected area.21

In other words, expertise was almost exclusively directed to ever better record-
ing and understanding of the process of environmental deterioration rather then 
to developing policy proposals as to how these trends could be reversed or 
prevented. From the early 1970s onwards the intellectual climate surrounding 
environmental understanding was influenced by the Soviet landscape school 
of thought on the environment. The Institute of Landscape Ecology of the 
Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, established in Prague in 1971, played an 
important role in this. In the Soviet Union this intellectual current had a long 
history, associated with pre-revolutionary and early Soviet-era scientists such 
as V.V. Dokuchaev and V.P. Semenov-Tyan-shanskij.22

What distinguished this school of thought from the narrow disciplinary ap-
proaches typical of Czech environmental science of the time, was its emphasis 
on the ̒ functional and integrated way of looking at the natural environment  ̓and 
its ʻregional, integrated approach to geography, combining natural and human 
phenomenaʼ.23 It placed emphasis on revealing regularity, patterns, causality 
(of natural phenomena) and ʻlaws of natureʼ. Its key concept was a landscape, 
or a landscape zone closely related to the notion of geosystem:

A ʻgeographicalʼ, or ʻnatural  ̓ or ʻlandscape zone  ̓ features common thermal 
conditions and a moisture regime, which together determine a specific nature of 
hydrological conditions, geochemical processes, soil formation and character 
of vegetation cover.24

The key point in relation to environmental problems is that these features deter-
mine the resistance of each zone to human disturbance and its resilience, i.e. the 
ability of the landscape to return to its equilibrium or original state. A landscape 
zoneʼs capacity to withhold external disturbances depends on its degree of diver-
sity. As a consequence, the same interference with landscape might have vastly 
different implications depending on the zone in which it occurred. 

The value of this holistic approach to environmental problems lay in its ability 
to describe in a complex and systematic manner the functioning of ecosystems, 
disclosing ʻlawsʼ, regularities and patterns characterising human interferences 
with the environment. It shared with the Czech traditional approach both the 
virtues of its sound scientific analytical grounding and the vices of its inability, 
inherent in the structure of Soviet science, to extend its insights to the more 
prescriptive, policy-making and decision-making sphere.25 

An example of an influential Czech publication of the 1980s that contained 
a number of references to the influence of the Soviet landscape school is 
ʻThe Environment through the Eyes of the Scientist  ̓(Životní prostředí očima 
přírodovědce), whose first edition appeared in 1979 and the second edition 
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in 1989.26 The authors were three leading environmental scientists – chemist 
Bedřich Moldan,27 plant ecologist Jan Jeník and chemist Jaroslav Zýka. Another 
important publication of that period was the translation of Paul Duvigneaudʼs 
La synthèse écologique published under the Czech title Ekologická syntéza in 
1988. This western book was to some extent influenced by the Soviet school 
of thought and some of its conceptual underpinnings were compatible with the 
approach of other Czech and Soviet publications of that period.28

The group that most clearly represented both currents of the ̒ scientific envi-
ronmentalism  ̓described above was Ecological Section (Ekologická sekce). This 
elitist academic organisation, in full name Ecological Section of the Biological 
Society of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, which was, after a decade 
of thwarted attempts, officially established in December 1978,29 evolved from 
a group of friends and colleagues, most of whom held jobs in various institutes 
of the Academy of Sciences. At its peak in 1989, the membership of Ekologická 
sekce reached 400. It effectively ceased to exist after November 1989 when the 
majority of its leading members joined the newly created Czech Ministry of the 
Environment. The activity of Ekologická sekce initially displayed what some 
members viewed to be an excessively scientific bias.30 However the more critical 
strand of its activities gained in strength over time, particularly its concern with 
access to secret environmental data and the effects of pollution on ecosystems 
and human health. In practical terms, Ekologická sekce was largely involved 
in integrative and co-operative ventures such as public lectures and seminars, 
publishing conference proceedings and preparation of expert reports commis-
sioned by government institutions. 

As the 1980s progressed, environmental damage was increasingly manifest 
in industrial air and water pollution with their attendant human health and land-
scape impacts. These problems were linked to industrial production – above 
all in resource-intensive industries (metallurgy, mining and coal-based energy 
production). They became powerful symbols of the communist stateʼs misman-
agement of the economy and disregard for its citizens  ̓well being. Members 
of Ekologická sekce were aware of the politically destabilising effects of the 
degraded environment.31 One of the reports commissioned by the government, 
the ʻReport on the State of the Environment in Czechoslovakia  ̓(1983), was 
leaked to the dissident group Charter ʼ77 and was consequently published in 
the western press in 1984. This act brought Ekologická sekce closest to what 
could be called a macro-level critique of the system. This undercurrent of 
environmental critique tacitly levelled the blame for growing environmental 
degradation on the communist stateʼs management and reached a paradigmatic 
status in the second half of the 1980s.

However, the members of Ekologická sekce were also pursuing less overtly 
political and more intellectually ambitious interests including global environ-
mental problems and their social and economic dimension. For example, they 
published semi-official Czech translations of Hardinʼs ̒ The Tragedy of the Com-
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monsʼ32 and of the Club of Romeʼs Limits to Growth. Nevertheless, as Bedřich 
Moldan, who was mainly responsible for the latter, recalled in an interview for 
Nová přítomnost monthly at the beginning of the 1990s, this effort had no impact 
on the wider Czech environmental movementʼs discourse: it met with very little 
response. The limited influence of western academic literature and discussions 
is confirmed by Miroslav Kundrataʼs observation, made in the early 1990s, that 
ʻeven within the [Czechoslovak] environmental movement there are few people 
who have a deep knowledge of the works of the Club of Rome; the names of 
E.F. Schumacher, A. Toffler, F. Capra and others are almost unknownʼ.33 

The influence of the Soviet school of ecological thought reached much further 
mainly through university textbooks and other official academic and popular 
scientific publications.34 Although most Czech academic authors in this period 
would occasionally make use of references to Soviet authors as ʻlibationsʼ,35 
there is good evidence that the Soviet school of ecological thought was influential 
amongst the membership of Ekologická sekce, as the book Životní prostředí 
očima přírodovědce makes apparent. This and other writings contained references 
to the Soviet bio-geochemist and thinker Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadskiy36 and 
his theoretical concepts including biosphere and noosphere. Leading figures of 
Ekologická sekce Moldan and Mezřický were already acquainted with Vernad-
skiyʼs theories in the early 1970s.37 During the 1980s, Vernadskiyʼs ideas were 
influential in Czech academic debates, as the additional chapter to the transla-
tion of Duvigneaudʼs La synthèse écologique, dated in 1985 and co-authored 
by three senior members of the Institute of Landscape Ecology, demonstrates. 
The chapter contains a polemical debate with Duvigneaud on the exact meaning 
of Vernadskiyʼs concept of noosphere.38

In the late 1980s, Vernadskiyʼs environmental thought achieved cult popu-
larity in some segments of Czech academia. Not only was the Czech Society 
of V.I. Vernadskiy founded in that decade, but in 1989 an exhibition dedicated 
to Verndaskiy was held in Prague and České Budějovice (the seat of the In-
stitute of Landscape Ecology).39 Between 1986 and 1990, Vernadskiyʼs ideas 
were widely used as methodological concepts underpinning research projects 
conducted by the Institute of Landscape Ecology.40 Vernadskiyʼs philosophical 
approach, synthesising inorganic and organic parts of nature, in some respect 
resembles Lovelock and Margulis  ̓Gaia hypothesis that was published half a 
century later.41 However, a number of Czech leading academic ecologists, for 
example Alois Zlatník, were dismissive, and stressed the importance of pure 
disciplinary scientific approaches to ecology.42

Despite the fact that Vernadskiyʼs holistic philosophical approach could 
be represented as contrasting with perspectives based in narrow academic 
disciplines, they shared an important feature with it – the lack of a policy- 
and decision-making dimension. Scientific, technical, rational, apolitical and 
value-free interpretations of environmental issues were dominant in the Czech 
environmentalist circles of the 1970s and 1980s. This was the only type of 
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reasoning that did not contradict the official ideology of social advancement 
based on scientific-technological progress and was hence permitted by the au-
thorities. The key goal of the environmental scientists was to gather more data 
and information, which would enable them to mount more effective scientific 
arguments in communication with the authorities.

A ROMANTIC EDUCATION: ʻBUILDING CHARACTER  ̓THROUGH 
EXPERIENCE OF NATURE

The academic and other protagonists of the environmental mobilisation of the 
late 1980s clung tightly to scientific data and arguments in their interactions 
with the communist state authorities. However there is strong evidence that 
key formative experiences were, for many of them, drawn from a markedly 
different tradition of Czech environmentalism. A number of Czech academic 
ecologists were apparently able to reconcile their professional environmental 
activity, based on scientific and technocratic rationality, with an older Czech 
romantic and spiritual cultural undercurrent. This extolled the virtues of direct 
experience of pristine nature including the character-building potential for the 
individual. For example, Bedřich Moldan gave the following response to a 
journalistʼs question on the origin of his environmental orientation:

When I was 14 or 15, I joined an excellent woodcraft tribe in Děčín. It was 
several extremely important years of my life. We went on hikes and camped out 
under the leadership of an erudite forester Klen. He was a person of exceptionally 
strong principles that were based on the ideas of Seton and woodcraft including 
extreme modesty and the ability to get by with very little. When we went on a 
hike, we mustnʼt have left a trace.43

Václav Mezřický answered a similar question in the following way: ʻAnd later 
I joined the scouts where I acquired that romantic attitude to nature and learnt 
various “Indian” and backwoodsmanʼs traditions…ʼ.44 In his book dedicated to 
the history of the Czech woodcraft movement, Libor Pecha suggests that the 
majority of Czech academic ecologists are in one way or another connected with 
scouting and woodcraft and draws up a list of prominent contemporary individuals 
in support of his argument. Pechaʼs list of leading environmental academics-
activists – all former scouts and woodcrafters – includes Bedřich Moldan, his 
co-author of Životní prostředí očima přírodovědce Jan Jeník, chairman of the 
Society for Sustainable Living (Společnost pro trvale udržitelný život; the 1990s 
successor of Ekologická sekce) Igor Míchal, the Czechoslovak federal minister 
of the environment between 1990 and 1992 Josef Vavroušek, and the head of 
the department of ecology at Olomouc University Milena Rychnovská.45 Pecha 
seems oblivious to the contradictory mix of an anti-modern woodcraft ethos 



PETR JEHLIČKA AND JOE SMITH
196

OUT OF THE WOODS AND INTO THE LAB
197

Environment and History 13.2 Environment and History 13.2

and education that these people grew up with and the scientific environmental 
discourses that they were practising professionally and in public life.

A number of interviews with contemporary Czech environmental move-
ment intellectuals, who were one or two generations younger than the former 
leaders of Ekologická sekce, identified a broadly similar range of influences 
on the formative experience of these activists. Five mentioned their tramping 
(outdoor hiking and camping – more discussion below) experience, and four 
their childhood membership in scouts. Another four referred to the influence of 
romantic books on the nineteenth-century American West (by German writer 
Karl May), North American wilderness and the life of Native Americans (by 
US writer, artist, educator and naturalist Ernest Thompson Seton) and Czech 
boy scouting (by Czech writer Jaroslav Foglar).46 

Scouting, woodcraft and tramping, which, in that order, range from an or-
ganisation to a loose movement, are, in the Czech historical context, all mani-
festations of the same cultural formation whose origin lies in the early years of 
the twentieth century. The common historical point of reference for all three 
strands is the work of Ernest Thompson Seton. Inspired by the lives and culture 
of Native Americans, in 1906 he published, under the title The Birch Bark Roll 
of the Woodcraft Indians, a handbook that set forth the aims and methods of 
his woodcraft movement.47 Some ideas from Setonʼs book appeared in Baden-
Powellʼs Scouting for Boys, published in Britain a year later.48 

Both scouting and woodcraft almost instantly found their enthusiastic Czech 
promoters. A high school PE teacher A.B. Svojsík founded the first Czech scout 
organisation (Junák-český skaut) in 1914. Starting in 1912, Setonʼs ideas were 
also promoted in the Czech Lands by a high school biology teacher Miloš Seifert. 
After several years of unsuccessful attempts to develop a movement modelled 
on Setonʼs ideas within Czech and later Czechoslovak scouting, an independent 
organisation called the Woodcraft League (Liga lesní moudrosti) was eventually 
founded in 1922. Setonʼs romantic books about North American wildlife and 
woodcraft were hugely popular in the inter-war Czechoslovakia49 and were also 
published during the 1948–1989 communist period.50

Although Svojsíkʼs adaptation of scouting to Czech conditions softened the 
military and religious associations, it was still regarded by many boys in their late 
teens as an excessively regimented activity. As a reaction to scoutingʼs emphasis 
on discipline, a loose movement, initially called ̒ wild scouts  ̓and later labelled 
ʻtrampingʼ, quickly sprang up across the country immediately after the First 
World War. Tramping owed its popularity to the presence of a specific strand 
of contemporary American culture. This was communicated through Czech 
translations of literature on the North American wilderness and through early 
American westerns. Influential US writers included James Fenimore Cooper, 
James Oliver Curwood, Zane Grey, Bret Harte and, above all, E.T. Seton and 
Jack London. A leitmotif of this literature was the strong and indomitable indi-
vidual set within a harsh and dangerous but pristine nature.51 
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Tramps went on hikes or canoe trips on scenic rivers, and built camp sites 
and log cabins where they spent weekends doing sports, carving totem poles and 
playing guitars and singing songs around the bonfire at night. While tramping and 
the associated popular culture (music, literature, magazines and films) always 
nurtured positive attitudes to nature, the movement has gone through several 
major transformations. Before World War Two tramping represented an alterna-
tive and left-leaning youth subculture.52 In the communist era tramping enabled 
people of all age groups to find a refuge from oppressive every-day reality with 
a group of like-minded friends in their log cabins or campsites. In the same way 
as other ̒ silent dissent  ̓movements such as the clandestine woodcrafter and scout 
groups and in contrast to its pre-World War Two tradition, during the communist 
period tramping developed anti-left-wing political attitudes. All three movements 
retained their popularity during the four decades of the communist regime due 
to their mildly oppositional nature and their rootedness in the ʻgolden age  ̓of 
Czech history – the interwar democratic Czechoslovakia. Nevertheless, they 
needed legitimate, regime-sanctioned protection if they were to maintain their 
activities. Not surprisingly, given their close affinity with nature and outdoor 
activities, they soon found this refuge in the science-based, and hence apparently 
apolitical, sphere of nature conservation.

The proclaimed genesis of the first Czech post-World War Two environmental 
group shows the influence of the romantic woodcraft tradition of youth education. 
Zoologist Otakar Leiský tells of how, on 3 March 1957, he went with his family 
for a Saturday walk to a limestone valley called Prokopské údolí near Prague. 
They were approached by a group of boys who were eager to learn about the 
area. From that date on this serendipitous grouping held regular weekly meet-
ings. In the summer of 1957, Leiský, himself a scout in his childhood, organised 
a summer camp for this group of children with a programme modelled on the 
woodcraft educational system (outdoor games, hikes to the countryside and 
basics of ecology).53 

Leiský wanted to keep a distance from the Communist Party-controlled 
Pioneer Organisation and the Czechoslovak Union of Youth, and at the same 
time to avoid persecution by the authorities. It was essential to find an officially 
recognised shelter for their activities. Since it was impossible to establish a new 
organisation, the only option was to join a body sanctioned by the Communist 
authorities. This led to the formation of a new section of the Scientific Association 
of the National Museum – the Section for Nature Protection – in 1958. During 
the 1960s the Section transformed, as a consequence of its growing membership, 
into the Association for Nature Protection of the National Museum.54 Taking 
advantage of the political thaw associated with the Prague Spring, in November 
1969 the Association broke away from the National Museum Society and regis-
tered with the Ministry of Interior. From this point on it became an independent 
organisation under the name Yew Tree – the Union for the Protection of Nature 
and Landscape (Tis – Svaz pro ochranu přírody a krajiny).55 
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At its peak in 1979, Tis had 16,000 members. Up until 1974 Tis was the 
only environmental group in the territory of todayʼs Czech Republic, hence the 
composition of its membership reflected both constituent traditions of Czech 
environmentalism. A large proportion of Tisʼs members were children and young 
people in ʻClubs of Young Nature Protectionistsʼ. The leadership of Tis saw 
tramping and Tis-style environmental activism as kindred souls. In 1968-1970, 
Eva Olšanská who was in charge of the Tisʼs educational section also ran, under 
the title The Sprig of Yew (Pod snítkou tisu) a column in a monthly magazine 
Tramp.56 In this way she disseminated information on the work of Tis within 
the tramping movement and recruited new members for the organisation. The 
intimate relationship between tramping and environmentalism at the local level 
is illustrated by the recollections of the early 1970s of a tramp and Tis veteran 
in Valašské Klobouky:

And because I really think that aside from their vision of friendship, romanticism 
and camaraderie, the tramps always accepted nature as their basic space, we got 
inspired very quickly and thatʼs why we founded Tis back then.57

The second group of Tis members were people with a scientific educational 
background58 – either university teachers and researchers, including some very 
senior ones, from the Academy of Sciences or professionals who used their 
tertiary level of education in biology and other scientific disciplines in an ap-
plied way – as high school teachers, forest managers and the like. Respected 
and well-known scientists, including Vernadskiyʼs critic Alois Zlatník, usually 
held the top representative posts.59 

While the leadership of Tis was undoubtedly proud of its capacity to sustain 
independence from the regimeʼs institutions such as the National Front (Národní 
fronta),60 the organisation was at the same time involved in all sorts of co-op-
erative ventures. An important feature of Tisʼs activities was wide-ranging co-
operation with various stakeholders whether it be local schools or state nature 
protection institutions such as Landscape Protected Area authorities, museums 
or local governments.61 

Throughout its history as an independent organisation (1969–1979) Tis 
received no state funding. To fund its activities, Tis raised membership fees, 
arranged public lectures and film projections, and undertook contracted weekend 
work for co-operative farms or the state company managing forests. To earn 
income for the organisation, Tis developed an entrepreneurial culture and drew 
on the unique skills and expertise of many of its members. During the 1970s 
it produced 30 consultancy reports, many similar to present day EIAs. These 
reports were commissioned by various state bodies and included a comprehensive 
ecological assessment of the site of politically sensitive uranium mining.62

During the last six years of its existence, Tis shared some of its key expert-
activists with Movement Brontosaurus (Hnutí Brontosaurus).63 The roots of this 
environmental group date to 1973. Several young researchers in the Academy of 
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Sciences  ̓Institute of Landscape Ecology in Prague who did not want to join the 
Communist Party needed to find an alternative means of political engagement. 
The director suggested that the Institute found a branch of Socialist Union of 
Youth (Socialistický svaz mládeže; SSM) that would specialise in environmental 
protection and education. The idea was seized upon by the Central Committee 
of SSM which declared 1974 as the Year of Environmental Protection, the main 
manifestation of which was a huge media campaign called Action Brontosau-
rus (Akce Brontosaurus) aimed at children and young people and designed by 
experts from the Institute. Magazines for children and young people and the 
Czechoslovak Television and Czechoslovak Radio took part in the campaign. 
Each month of the Year was dedicated to a particular environmental problem 
such as air pollution, waste management, transport and water pollution.64 Fol-
lowing its phenomenal success, the Central Committee of SSM decided to turn 
Akce Brontosaurus into a permanent programme of SSM activity called Hnutí 
Brontosaurus. Brontosaurus could count on almost 10,000 volunteers in its 1980s 
heyday. Brontosaurus was engaged in a range of activities, the most popular of 
which were summer camps located in areas of natural beauty. Participants worked 
as volunteers for two weeks, yet the demand greatly exceeded the number of 
available places. Only about a tenth of applicants could participate. 

The most important component of the Czech environmental movement in 
the 1980s was Czech Union for Nature Conservation (Český svaz ochránců 
přírody; ČSOP). This was established by the Czech government in September 
1979 to replace Tis which the authorities forced to ʻvoluntarily  ̓disband itself 
at the end of the same year.65 While Tis leadership ostensibly refused to join the 
newly created organisation, many members of local branches, to whom ČSOP 
was often presented as the Tisʼs successor, joined the new Union. In fact, they 
had no choice if they wanted to continue their conservation work. At the end of 
the 1980s the ČSOPʼs membership reached 26,000. ČSOP resembled Tis not 
only in the breadth of its activities, but also in its co-operation with a range of 
institutions and companies which often became its collective members.

The task given to ČSOP by the authorities was ̒ to develop ideo-educational 
and propagandistic activities aimed at winning the masses for nature conservation 
and protection of the environment along the Communist Party lineʼ.66 However, 
several groups in ČSOP, especially in the second half of the 1980s, became 
engaged in activities that led to co-operation with more openly political groups. 
A case in point was the publication of the ̒ ecological bulletin  ̓Nika, the official 
magazine of the Prague City Committee of ČSOP, which throughout the 1980s 
dared to enter into a direct confrontation with the Communist Party over some 
environmentally controversial projects. In addition to articles by staff editors 
Nika printed occasional nom de plume articles by ʻecological dissidents  ̓and 
also by distinguished scientists – members of Ekologická sekce. Continuing 
the tradition established by Tis, ČSOP placed a great emphasis on childrenʼs 
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education. Several thousand ČSOP members were children under 15 who went 
through an educational programme based on scouting and woodcraft.

While in their practical nature conservation and expert consultancy work the 
members of Tis, Brontousaurus and ČSOP were guided by scientific rationality 
and expertise, the educational programmes of all three organisations were much 
wider and more culturally rich. These programmes were aimed at instilling in 
children and young people positive attitudes towards nature, and had strong 
romantic, aesthetic and spiritual components. They emphasised the importance 
of experiential learning in the outdoors. The woodcraft and tramping-related 
tradition was centred on gaining a working knowledge of nature, and emphasised 
modest lifestyles and self-reliance. This helped to nurture the strong commit-
ments within the Czech environmental movement to the centrality of lifestyle 
in environmental protection. The emphasis on young peopleʼs education was 
an expression of the importance of reformist ʻmicro-level  ̓strategies of change 
to the Czech environmental movement.

PRESENT DAY CONSEQUENCES OF THE HERITAGE OF CZECH 
ENVIRONMENTALISM

The pre-1989 Czech environmental movement largely developed in isolation from 
western environmental movements and the influences that informed the latter 
in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. During the communist period communication 
between Czech environmentalists with their western counterparts was almost 
non-existent. Czechs had little experience of the foment of critical thinking that 
was part and parcel of the emergence of new social movements out of which 
western environmentalism was forged. Up until 1989 Czech environmentalism 
was shaped by two longer traditions: early twentieth-century American woodcraft 
and Soviet ecology. This blend of romanticism and scientific/technical rationality 
shaped a distinctive domestic environmentalism.

From its inception in the late 1950s the Czech environmental movement 
was concerned with science-based nature conservation and youth education. 
At the core of its pedagogy was a concern to spread a working knowledge of 
nature, following the woodcraft, tramping and scouting tradition. Scouting, and 
its anti-authoritarian sibling tramping, had been hugely popular in inter-war 
Czechoslovakia. Many environmentally concerned Czechs were thus imbued 
with woodcraft, scouting and trampingʼs conviction that individual betterment 
could be achieved through education about and in nature. It was a short step for 
the environmental movement to conclude that environmentally positive lifestyle 
changes would be an effective strategy for the transformation of the relationship 
between society and the environment. 

But formal educational experiences were as important as the extramural 
environmental legacy. During the communist period the structure of secondary 
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and tertiary education was heavily biased in favour of technical and scientific 
disciplines. Graduates in these disciplines made up about 80 per cent of all 
university graduates. This was reflected in the educational background and 
professional experience of leaders of Tis, Brontosaurus, ČSOP and Ekologická 
sekce. Some disciplines, primarily biology and ecology, which were in the 1970s 
and 1980s under the influence of the Soviet school of ecological thought, were 
clearly more conducive to the involvement of individuals in the environmental 
movement.67 Thus, the Czech environmentalism of the communist period was 
a peculiar blend of the officially sanctioned moderate current of rational, tech-
nocratic and scientific (ecological) perception of environmental issues and the 
more independent romanticising undercurrent which, with its covert references 
to the mythology of American West, extolled the virtues of pristine nature and 
individual freedom. 

Contrary to suggestions that modern western environmentalist thinking, 
framed as ecological modernisation, was simply transported and promulgated 
within post-Communist states after 1989, we have found that the conditions were 
already laid for its promotion. The distinct domestic form of environmentalism 
that emerged in Czechoslovakia during the communist era laid the ground for 
an embrace of the paradigm of ecological modernisation. Whereas western 
environmentalism emerged in tandem with a broader New Left counterculture, 
Czech environmentalism represented a more moderate response to ʻexisting 
socialism  ̓and politically leaned to the right or centre. It was well prepared to 
promote a response to ecological problems founded in free markets and indi-
vidualism after the fall of communism.

To domestic commentators, the explanation rested exclusively in the fact 
that ʻecological damage in Czechoslovakia was perceived as a consequence of 
the communist centrally planned economic system and hence Czech environ-
mentalists saw the capitalist system and market economy as their hopeʼ.68 The 
macro-level environmentalist critique voiced primarily by Ekologická sekce, was 
not directed against industrialisation per se, but against the detrimental effects of 
industrial pollution on the health of the public and ecosystems. These problems 
were associated with a particular kind of economic development – the paradigmatic 
heavy industries representing the alien Soviet model of forced industrialisation. 
As a consequence of the omnipresent, unaccountable and economically incom-
petent state Czech environmentalists associated environmental reform with a 
retreat of the state, from both the economic and the political sphere. Gaining 
access to data on environmental degradation became an important part of their 
struggle. Such data could be used in arguments against the communist state. 
The contemporary doctrine of social progress through science and technology 
dictated the terms of exchange. Both protagonists – communist state authorities 
and their environmental critics – felt comfortable with this as they shared the 
same scientific and technical educational background.
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However, it can be argued that environmentalists in other post-communist 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe, such as East Germany, shared both the 
experience of ecologically destructive Soviet models of industrialisation and 
the obligation to frame debates in scientific/technical terms. Yet, unlike East 
Germany, there was no tradition in the pre-1989 Czech environmental move-
ment of opposition to capitalism or of attempts to merge environmentalism with 
a left-wing ideology. This points to the importance of the other – anti-modern 
and romantic – strand in Czech environmentalism, rooted in Setonʼs American 
woodcraft movement. 

We conclude that the strange marriage of Soviet ecological thinking and 
American woodcraft tradition at the roots of Czech environmentalism left 
the movement well adapted for the rapid adoption of ecological modernisa-
tion post-1989. The combination of an aversion to state-centred responses to 
environmental problems, and the promotion of a re-framing of nature-society 
relations in terms of individual experiential learning meant this variant of en-
vironmentalism arrived at the same place intellectually, and at the same time, 
as its West European form, albeit by a very different route. But this left Czech 
environmentalism ill-equipped to deliver a mature critical voice in the post-
communist era. The years since 1989 have seen rapid economic, political and 
social changes, but these changes have progressed with minimal reference to 
environmental frames of thought.

Although in the mid-1990s the Czech movement launched several campaigns 
aimed at preserving the system of public transport69 and returnable bottles it 
subsequently ran out of strategic space within which it might argue for some of 
the environmentally valuable legacies of the communist era, whether planned 
by the state (e.g. an extensive public transport system) or developed in response 
to its failures (e.g. extensive local self-provisioning and barter in food).70 The 
simultaneous emphasis on the importance of scientific rationality and techni-
cal management, and a romantic educational programme aimed at changes in 
individuals  ̓ lifestyle through living ʻin natureʼ, stopped the movement from 
addressing wider structural dimensions of environmental degradation. 
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