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Abstract 

In order to fill a gap in the literature and illustrate what a public debate on religion might 

look like in a country as unchurched as the Czech Republic, this thesis conducted thematic 

content analysis on two parliamentary debates related to church property restitution. 

Transcripts of the debates in The Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament of the Czech 

Republic on the 2012 Church Property Restitution Bill and the 2017-2019 Proposal to Tax 

Church Property Restitutions were used to answer theoretically and empirically informed 

questions pertaining to secularisation. The finding was that it was not religion necessarily, 

but rather matters of finances, legality, and procedure that figured quite prominently in the 

debate. Despite this, closer analysis revealed some relevant reflection on religion, most 

notable on in what sort of relation should churches and religious communities be with the 

state. The main takeaway from the research is that Members of Parliament acknowledged 

low individual level religiosity and did not promote something resembling the concept of 

vicarious religion. There speeches were on the whole interpreted to be more in line with 

advocating secularisation, rather than desecularisation.  

 

Abstrakt 

S cílem zaplnění nedostatku v literatuře a ilustrování, jak by mohla veřejná debata o 

náboženství vypadat v zemi tak necírkevní, jako je Česká republika, tato diplomová práce 

provedla tématickou obsahovou analýzu dvou parlamentních debat týkajících se restituce 

církevního majetku. Přepisy debat v Poslanecké sněmovně Parlamentu ČR o “Zákonu o 

majetkovém vyrovnání s církvemi a náboženskými společnostmi” z roku 2012 a “Novele 

zákona o majetkovém vyrovnání s církvemi a náboženskými společnostmi” z letech 2017-

2019 byly použity k zodpovězení teoreticky a empiricky informovaných otázek týkajících 

se sekularizace. Zjištění bylo, že v rozpravách nešlo nutně o náboženství, ale spíše o 

finance, zákonnost a postup. Přes toto, podrobnější analýza odhalila některé relevantní 

úvahy o náboženství, zejména v jakém vztahu by měly církve a náboženské společnosti být 

se státem. Hlavním závěrem výzkumu je, že poslanci Sněmovny uznali nízkou individuální 

religiozitu Čechů a nepropagovali něco, co by se podobalo konceptu zástupného 

náboženství. Projevy byly vcelku interpretovány více v souladu s prosazováním 

sekularizace než desekularizace. 
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Introduction 

In 1967 the renowned sociologist Peter L. Berger predicted that the modern world would 

be witness to a linearly progressing decline of religion.1 This sort of prediction was at the 

crux of the so-called secularisation thesis - the notion that modernisation brings about with 

it a decline in the importance of religion. In 1999 Berger, however, stated that “the world 

today is “[...] as furiously religious as ever it was, and in some places more so than ever”.2 

This foray into the subject matter, though illustrative, does not yet nearly well enough 

depict how contentious the debate on the secularisation thesis has been. Important to note, 

however, is that one of the outcomes of the debate is that overarching predictions such as 

the one in the introductory sentence have given way to more consideration of contextually-

determined differences in religious situations of particular localities. But while the 

predictions of Berger and similarly-oriented social scientists have not come true globally, 

there are nonetheless countries where it might seem that secularisation has been a 

successful and even completed process.  

 The Czech Republic is often colloquially described as the most atheist country in 

the world. This is not merely hearsay; sound reasoning for such a claim can be provided 

with little effort. Czech census data reveals the Czech Republic to not only be a country of 

a considerably low number of religiously-affiliated citizens, but also a country where a 

steep decline of church-belonging throughout the years has been recorded, especially in the 

current, post-communist period.3 If taking into account, for instance, that the number of 

                                                 
1 Cited from: Titus Hjelm, “Peter L. Berger and the sociology of religion,” Journal of Classical 

Sociology 18, no.3 (2018): 231-248. 

 
2 Peter L. Berger, “The desecularization of the world: A global overview,” in The 

Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics, ed. Peter L. Berger (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 2. 

 
3 Czech Statistical Office, “Czech Demographic Handbook - 2016,” Prague: Czech Statistical 

Office, 2017, Accessed 17 May 2019, https://www.czso.cz/csu/czso/czech-demographic-handbook-2016.  

https://www.czso.cz/csu/czso/czech-demographic-handbook-2016
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non-religiously affiliated citizens was around 56% in 1991, and that the in the span of 20 

years the number rose to around 79% in 20114, the Czech Republic truly represents an 

exceptional case. Despite this, existing academic research shows us that we are dealing 

with a more complex religious situation than originally thought. Surveying religiosity 

revealed that even though Czechs indeed do show very weak belief in fundamental aspects 

of religion5, they nonetheless demonstrate a non-negligible affinity for what has been 

dubbed alternative religiosity.6 What is more, historically-oriented work does not primarily 

relate the “unchurched” characteristic of the Czech society to a triumph of rationality, 

modernisation or to communist suppression, but rather to questions of nationhood and 

identity. One of the strongest shaping factors of Czech irreligiosity is thus said to be found 

in nationalist identity-building practices of the 19th century, more specifically in the 

clashing with the Catholic character of the Habsburg Monarchy, later Austria-Hungary.7 

Whilst existing research is solid when it comes to quantitative data and historical 

perspectives, it is quite lacking in terms of qualitative accounts, particularly those of a 

linguistic nature. A gap in the literature that remains unresolved concerns the issue of how 

various facets of religion are being negotiated in the Czech Republic. Alongside such 

micro-level and linguistic interests, there would also be benefit from more research on the 

relation between the state and religion, to which some existing research noticing the 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 

 
5 For instance, belief in God or in afterlife etc. 

 
6 Alternative religiosity entails belief in things such as faith healing, horoscopes, good-luck charms 

and fortune-telling. Source: Dana Hamplová, and Zdeněk Nešpor, “Invisible Religion in a “Non-believing” 

Country: The Case of the Czech Republic,” Social Compass 56, no.4 (2009): 581-597. 

 
7 Ibid. 
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discrepancy between the presence of churches in the public and private sphere, already 

points us.8 

Fortunately, a very contemporary debate lends itself well to analysing these two 

missing aspects. After years of trying to accomplish it, in 2012 the Czech Republic set out 

to restore property that had been confiscated from the churches by the communist 

government after 1948. Petr Nečas’ government of the time thus created the Church 

Property Restitution Bill and put it up for discussion in the Chamber of Deputies - the 

lower house of the Czech Parliament. The bill proved to be highly divisive and 

controversial, passing with only a narrow margin needed after it was rejected in the Senate 

- the upper house of the Czech Parliament. That was not the end of the debate, however, as 

a proposal to tax the property restitutions found its way to the desks of the Chamber of 

Deputies MPs in late 2017. This proposal was likewise hotly debated, likewise rejected by 

the Senate, and likewise ultimately passed (in May 2019).  Analysing both these debates on 

church property restitution, as they have been carried out in the Chamber of Deputies of 

the Czech Parliament, was taken up by this thesis as its empirical contribution to the 

research on religion in the Czech Republic. 

The main and key research question the dissertation is tackling is: how has religion 

been discussed in in the parliamentary debates concerning church property restitution? 

Taking into consideration the selected relevant theoretical debates, as well as insights from 

existing research, eleven additional thesis sub-questions were also posed.9 In order to help 

clearly and successfully answer them, this work is structured as follows. 

                                                 
8 Jakub Havlíček, and Dušan Lužný, “Religion and Politics in the Czech Republic: The Roman 

Catholic Church and the State,” International Journal of Social Science Studies 1, no.2 (2013): 190-204. 

 
9 As they depend on explication of theoretical linkages and existing empirical research, they are 

specified in the chapter on research questions. 
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First of all, the dissertation frames its discussion within a few relevant theoretical 

concepts and debates, namely those related to defining religion, those concerning 

secularisation, and conceptualisations pertaining to the relation between religion and 

society. Secondly, key and relevant existing research is presented, the more general one 

divided by a thematic-methodological key, and supplemented with the more specific 

research on church property restitutions. Thirdly, a chronology of the entire debate on 

church property restitution is presented so as to provide historical context for the analysis. 

With this chapter the groundwork of the thesis is concluded, and we then proceed with 

listing and elaborating research questions. The chapter following the research questions 

touches on the sources used in order to better explain the choice of methodology, which is 

then the topic of the subsequent chapter. More words on what sort of methodology was 

chosen, why, and how it was to be carried out are provided there. Only then does the 

analysis chapter, which is divided into two parts according to the two debates researched, 

enter. Finally, a discussion with comparative and synthetic aspirations makes up the final 

chapter of the thesis, which is then followed only by concluding remarks. 

 

1. Theoretical considerations 

The introductory chapter used the terms traditional and alternative religion, listing some 

possible elements of both. Perhaps the distinction between the two would be closer to 

everyday understanding if religion was not split into two different aspects, and was instead 

as a whole contrasted with spirituality. But would that retain the original meaning? Herein 

lies the theoretical problem with researching religion. The first problem is that there is no 

universal definition of religion, but there certainly are different, sometimes incompatible 

elaborations of it. On the level of general approaches we may find substantive, 

functionalist, and constructionist standpoints. Moreover, there exists a collage of concepts 
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created by prefixing an adjective to the term “religion”. These concepts sometimes 

primarily carry theoretical weight, whilst in other cases they denote a particular process 

relevant to one or more societal contexts, i.e. the empirical world. As such, they can be 

referenced when researching some other context; the problem lying in knowing which 

concept to choose. With all that in mind, as well as that research on the Czech Republic 

shows there might be various meanings of religion present in the Czech society, it is 

necessary to clarify a few key theoretical terms and explain how they will be used in 

research. 

 

 1.1 The definition of religion 

As was stated, there exists a plethora of definitions of religion, and there also exist several 

overarching approaches to religion. This subchapter will be utilitarian and brief. It will not 

argue about which approach is the right one, but will instead try to see which elements of 

approaches can be used as guiding light when researching the two church property 

restitution debates.  

A constructionist approach to religion can be taken into account first. According to 

any such approach, “the category of religion is subject to constant negotiation and 

renegotiation”.10 The approach can thus be seen as a prioritisation of the social over the 

sacred, and what follows from the definition is also that research taking up a 

constructionist approach is primarily interested in how different contexts shape the 

meaning of religion. Given that the parliamentary debates analysed within the scope of this 

thesis have been understood as localities where different articulations of what religion is 

could be found, the thesis itself shares the social constructionist desire of exploring 

                                                 
10 James A. Beckford, Social Theory and Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 

4. 
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context.  When entering research, there was consequently a choice to leave things open-

ended in terms of all that religion could be described as, but it was considered more 

advisable to have at least some guiding explications. 

At this point the functionalist approach comes into play as debating religion can 

also contain reference to the roles and functions religion may provide. Based on getting 

acquainted with the Czech case and imagining what a potential debate might look like, I 

created a typology of roles that could be encountered in analysed material. The six possible 

roles concern only the (traditional) religion’s potential public role because the point of the 

thesis project was chiefly to see if supporting church property restitution was related to 

wanting greater presence of churches in the public sphere. The roles and their short 

descriptions are as follows: 

 religion as a component of national identity → linking the history of the 

nation with a particular church and tying national identity to it 

 religion as a defender of morals → religion as an ally of traditional values 

and of conservatism as a political ideology 

 religion as a provider of charity → care for the most depriviledged members 

of society 

 religion as a boost to public institutions  →  participation in social services 

such as education or healthcare 

 religion as a provider of spirituality → based on the presupposition that 

people have religious needs i.e. a desire for the transcendent 

 religion as a nourisher of the community → strengthening of social bonds 

by means of rituals, norms and traditions, and through individual’s 

participation in them 
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The main question relating to substantive definitions of religion was what do with 

the difference between traditional and alternative religiosity. In order to be able to better 

track if there was mention of alternative religiosity, it had to have been made clear what it 

could entail. To avoid confusion, it should also be said that religiosity is different to 

religion, and that it denotes an individual attitude to all matters of religion. Religiosity is 

individual, religion is cultural11. Alternative religiosity, more specifically, concerns 

“preferences, emotions, beliefs and actions that are concerned with ‘New Age’ or 

‘Alternative Spirituality’”12 and can be operationalised in various ways. 

 

   1.2 Secularisation 

Secularisation has many definitions, but usually the term refers to: 

[...] actual or alleged empirical-historical patterns of transformation and 

differentiation of the institutional spheres of "the religious" (ecclesiastical 

institutions and churches) and "the secular" (state, economy, science, art, 

entertainment, health and welfare, etc.) from early modern to contemporary 

societies.13 

Secularisation thesis, by contrast, goes a step further and proclaims an imminent end to 

religion as modernisation marches on. Theorising on secularisation has been a lively 

debate since 1960s, but the genesis of the topic and theoretical articulations close to the 

secularisation thesis can actually be tracked further back. If we have look into history, we 

                                                 
11 Jörg Stolz, “Explaining religiosity: towards a unified theoretical model,” The British Journal of 

Sociology 60, no.2 (2009): 347. 

 
12 Ibid. 

An operationalisation used in this research was: belief in astrology, belief that some fortune tellers 

can see in the future, belief that good luck charms really sometimes work, and belief in reincarnation.  

Another operationalisation has been presented in footnote 6. 

 
13 José Casanova, “The Secular and Secularisms,” Social Research 76, no.4 (2009): 1050. 
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may find relevant theorising in the works of sociological classics such as Emile Durkheim 

or Max Weber. The latter, for instance, spoke of “disenchantment” of the world, claiming 

it to be a characteristic of our age and stating it was related to rationalisation. The result of 

the disenchantment is then “that precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have 

withdrawn from public life”.14 The contemporary meaning of the secularisation thesis may, 

however, contain five aspects or claims: modernisation and secularisation come hand in 

hand, individual-level religiosity is diminishing, science is the most “deadly” aspect of 

modernisation, secularisation is irreversible, and the secularisation thesis is applicable 

globally.15 Much criticism has been mounted against this, and against the last aspect in 

particular, if we remember Berger’s words about the world being as furiously as religious 

as ever as an example. Berger, instead, went on to talk about desecularisation as a process 

of resurgence of religion in public life.16 Whilst there are still proponents of the 

secularisation thesis, it can be argued that it was only Europe (its Eastern part excluded) 

that has witnessed strong secularisation, even thus warranting being called an exceptional 

case.17 The research on the Czech Republic shows mixed indicators: the inclination 

towards spirituality observed in surveys has been used to challenge the notion of 

unequivocal secularisation. 

By looking at debates concerning the restoration of church property, we wish to see 

what was advocated in regards to secularisation. In order to do that, it would be better to 

                                                 
14 Max Weber, The Vocation Lectures: Science as Vocation and Politics as Vocation (Indianapolis, 

IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2004), 31. 

 
15 Rodney Stark, “Secularization, R.I.P.,” Sociology of Religion 60, no.3 (1999): 249-273. 

 
16 Berger, “Desecularization of the World”. 

Another related term is post-secularism, which looks favourably at the prospect of dialogue between 

reason and faith. Source: Jürgen Habermas, “Notes on a post-secular society,” Sign and Sight, accessed May 

17, 2019. http://www.signandsight.com/features/1714.html.  

 
17 Grace Davie, Europe, the Exceptional Case: Parameters of Faith in the Modern World (London: 

Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd., 2002). 

 

http://www.signandsight.com/features/1714.html
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have a more elaborate approach than the definition of secularisation and aspects of the 

secularisation theory as described above. In that sense, it is useful to refer to José Casanova 

as an author who has already been used in research on the Czech Republic, and who 

highlights more aspects of secularisation. Most notably, it was he who coined the term 

privatisation of religion, wanting to denote the process by which religion loses its place in 

the public sphere. The concept is in turn used when describing secularisation in Europe, 

where it represents one of the three dimensions of secularisation:18 

● differentiation of the secular spheres from religious institutions and norms 

● decline in religious beliefs and practices 

● the privatisation of religion 

 

In this research we will be using these dimensions to answer the question if support for 

church property restitutions as a whole could be interpreted as having been more along the 

lines of secularisation or desecularisation.  

 

1.3 Conceptualisations of the relation between religion and 

society 

Our knowledge of world affairs may alert us to the fact that the question how religion and 

society can be brought into relation has vastly different answers, depending on which 

locality is observed. The relation between the two is thus a very much an empirical thing; 

contrasting, say, how present religion is in the public spheres of Saudi Arabia and France 

not only confirms the notion but also illustrates the gravity of the question. Nonetheless 

there are also theoretical concepts which can serve to better illuminate the intricacies of 

cases researched. In this subchapter we will deal with two relevant ones of such ilk: 

                                                 
18 José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago and London: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1994): 211. 
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believing without belonging and vicarious religion. Both owe their existence to the British 

sociologist of religion Grace Davie, who generated them when researching the case of 

Great Britain.19 

 Believing without belonging is a rather self-explanatory concept. At its core is the 

idea that there is a “mismatch between different measurements of religiousness”.20 When 

we apply it to the Czech case, it may mean that indicators of belief in spirituality should be 

taken as a sign of believing, all the while other data which shows that church affiliation 

and inclination towards “harder” measures of religiosity is low is a sign that there is no 

belonging. Such an analysis could be seen as a weak interpretation of believing without 

belonging because it does not stress that it is the traditional religious elements which 

prevail.21 A methodological issue related to weak interpretations is uncertainty about what 

can be legitimately counted as non-traditional belief. Criticism of the concept also states 

that believing without belonging might merely be explaining a transitory period marked by 

the presence of generations who are not as secularised as the younger ones, meaning that in 

a wider perspective there is progression towards more secularity.22 

But how to apply the concept to this research? As it would turn out, it is difficult to 

use it with parliamentary debates; the topic is simply not optimal for it. A more appropriate 

research topic would be any topic dealing with the citizens themselves. With that in mind, 

existing research on the Czech case using surveys is a much better choice, and interviews 

might be useful as well.  But existing research claims that Czechs do have some religious 

                                                 
19 Chronologically believing without belonging precedes vicarious religion; the latter can be seen as 

the author’s striving to provide a better explanation for the British case. 

 
20 Grace Davie, “From Believing without Belonging to Vicarious Religion: Understanding the 

Patterns of Religion in Modern Europe,” in The Role of Religion in Modern Societies, ed. Detlef Pollack, and 

Daniel V.A. Olson (New York: Routledge, 2008), 165-176. 

 
21 David Voas, and Alasdair Crockett, “Religion in Britain: Neither Believing nor Belonging,” 

Sociology 39, no.1 (2005): 11-28. 

 
22 Ibid. 
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beliefs, albeit not of the traditional sort. Consequently it may then be argued that they 

possibly also have religious needs. This is where the avenue opens up for this thesis project 

because we can try to ascertain if speakers in the parliament show, in any way, knowledge 

of aforementioned academic research and if they mention the religious needs of the non-

belonging citizens. To be more precise, possible articulations supporting the church 

property restitutions would state that they are good and needed because more property will 

enrichen the lives of the churches, thereby allowing for better service to believers. That 

would also mean that there is an analytical triad of actors: the churches, society, and its 

citizens. The distinction between society and its citizens is necessary here because one may 

advocate some general benefits to society, all the while shying away from mentioning the 

citizens as a distinct social actors. The contradiction present, however, is that by 

acknowledging believing without belonging and by advocating the churches as providers of 

religious services, the speaker would really be in favour of believing and belonging. As 

tricky as the use of the concept was, attention was paid if such utterances were present. The 

concept of vicarious religion, on the other hand, was more suited for investigation within 

this research. 

Vicarious religion is ‘‘the notion of religion performed by an active minority but on 

behalf of a much larger number, who (implicitly at least) not only understand, but, quite 

clearly, approve of what the minority is doing”. 23 Arguing the importance of this notion 

can be seen as extension of recognising that historic churches “still have a place at 

particular moments in the lives of modern Europeans [...]”.24 On the whole Davie does not 

                                                 
23 Grace Davie, “Vicarious Religion: A Methodological Challenge,’’ in Everyday Religion: 

Observing Modern Religious Lives, ed. Nancy T. Ammerman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 

21–35. 

 
24 Grace Davie, “Vicarious Religion: A Response,” Journal of Contemporary Religion 25, no.2 

(2010): 263.  
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see the concept as something countering secularisation theory, and predicts it will lose its 

significance by mid-21st century as religion will be chosen instead of inherited.25 

Nonetheless, her belief in the concept’s expiration date is also accompanied by belief in its 

applicability in present day Europe. Critics of this concept, such as Steve Bruce and David 

Voas, point out that popular sympathy for the churches and their social roles does not 

necessarily need to mean approval of religion and of vicariousness. 26 

At this point, when thinking how to use the concept of vicarious religion in this 

research, it is useful to break apart its definition. The notion of an active minority 

performing religious work seems to be applicable because the religious and churches are 

indeed only a minority in the Czech Republic. Concerning the requirement about the large 

majority which approves of what the minority is doing, that can be more difficult to apply. 

There is no empirical backing that would say that the majority knows what the church 

minority is doing or that it approves it, meaning we cannot be sure of what kind of 

arguments could be found. But in order to prove that vicariousness was advocated in 

analysed speeches, we would need to see statements about the citizens wanting the 

churches to prosper from restored property because they approve of the social roles the 

churches can fulfil. If the arguments do not include the category of the people, they may as 

well be interpreted as articulations of a minority (an MP or parliamentary party) approving 

the work of a minority. As a final note and if it has not been made clear enough, it should 

be stressed that the thesis does not test if vicarious religion is present in the Czech 

Republic. The goal is instead to see if it the concept has any advocates. 

 

                                                 
25 Ibid. 

 
26 Steve Bruce, and David Voas, “Vicarious Religion: An Examination and Critique,” Journal of 

Contemporary Religion 25, no.2 (2010): 243-259. 
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2. The Czech case: existing research 

Aside from the groundwork importance of theoretical understanding of the dissertation’s 

topic, knowledge of existing research is also another prerequisite for dealing with it. In 

general, it might be worth stating that by the year of writing this thesis there has been a 

moderate amount of contributions to the field and that research on religion has become “a 

standard part of the Czech sociological mainstream”. 27 That was not always the case; some 

15 years ago Czech sociology of religion was said to be “in rather poor shape”. 28 Another 

thing to note is that a grand share of the work on the contemporary religious situation in 

the Czech Republic has been done by Dr. Zdeněk R. Nešpor, although there are certainly 

valuable contributions from other researchers. Despite progress that has happened, there is 

nonetheless still room for much research, so that the picture of the Czech case could 

become clearer, especially in light of the fact that there are areas almost entirely 

unexplored. This subchapter will thus highlight such areas, but, more importantly, relay 

some of the most pertinent findings of existing research. Four of the first subchapters that 

follow deal with general research on religion in the Czech Republic. The research is 

divided according to the type of insight it offers. The fifth subchapter takes into 

consideration the research whose topic overlaps with this thesis’, i.e. with research on 

church property restitution in the Czech Republic.  

 

2.1 Census data 

The census provides accessible and approachable data on religious affiliation in the Czech 

Republic. It can be used in order to gain a clear idea of: 

                                                 
27 Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Padesát let české sociologie náboženství na stránkách Sociologického 

časopisu,” Czech Sociological Review, 50, no.5 (2014): 735. 

 
28 Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Dvojí tradice české sociologie náboženství,” Czech Sociological Review, 40, 

no.4 (2004): 447-468. 
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● How many people are affiliated with churches and religious communities 

● How affiliation has changed throughout the years 

● Which churches and religious communities are the most represented ones 

 

It would be unnecessary to show the entirety of census data so the table below will only 

focus on the Roman Catholic Church as the dominant church throughout all census years, 

then on two churches with a distinctly national character, as well as on the categories of 

unspecified affiliation or lack of religious affiliation. In addition to absolute numbers, 

relative numbers putting the absolute ones in relation to the total population of each census 

are displayed. 

 

1921 1930 1950 1991 2001 2011 

f 

(%) 

f 

(%) 

f 

(%) 

f 

(%) 

f 

(%) 

f 

(%) 

Roman Catholic 

Church 

8 201 464 

(89,7 %) 

8 378 079 

(90,5 %) 

6 792 046 

(76,3 %) 

4 021 385 

(39,0 %) 

2 740 780 

(26,8 %) 

1 082 463 

(10,4 %) 

Czechoslovak 

Hussite Church 

523 232 

(5,2 %) 

779 672 

(7,3 %) 

946 813 

(10,6 %) 

178 036 

(1,7%) 

99 103 

(1,0 %) 

39 229 

(0,4 %) 

Evangelical 

Church of Czech 

Brethren 

231 199 

(2,3 %) 

290 994 

(2,7 %) 

401 729 

(4,5 %) 

203 996 

(2,0 %) 

117 212 

(1,1 %) 

51 858 

(0,5 %) 

Believers not 

identifying with 

any church or 

religious 

community 

 
705 368 

(6,8 %) 
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No religious 

belief 

716 515 

(7,2 %) 
834 144 

(7,8 %) 

519 962 

(5,8 %) 

4 112 864 

(39,9 %) 

6 039 991 

(59,0 %) 

3 604 095 

(34,5 %) 

Not stated 
1 564 

(0,01 %) 

22 889 

(0,3 %) 

1 665 617 

(16,2 %) 

901 981 

(8,8 %) 

4 662 455 

(44,7 %) 

  

Table 1. Religious affiliation throughout census data from 1921 to 2011, selected 

categories29 

 

The general insight offered is that the number of religiously affiliated Czechs dropped 

significantly after 1950. The Catholic Church started witnessing a decline even some time 

before that.30 The Czech churches were on the rise leading up to 1950, but they too have 

been losing members since then, and particularly after the fall of communism. After 1991 

the undeclared and the explicitly non-religious made up a bit over half of the population, 

whilst as of 2011 they make up almost four fifths of the population. 

 

2.2 Quantitative research 

Surveys offer the possibility to go beyond affiliation and provide better insight into 

religious beliefs and practices. There are some distinctly academic projects and 

publications which provide quantitative data, but there are also projects related to certain 

                                                 
29 Czech Statistical Office, “Czech Demographic Handbook - 2016”. 

Some oddities should be briefly commented on. Religious affiliation was not recorded in the post 

1950 communist censuses so there is a gap. Between 2001 and there is a huge rise in the number of those 

who provided no answer. This can be attributed to the question about religious affiliation being optional in 

the 2011 census. More clarification about issues with census data can be found in: David Václavík, Dana 

Hamplová, and Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Religious Situation in Contemporary Czech Society,” Central European 

Journal of Contemporary Religion 4, no.2 (2018): 103-108. 

 
30 This should be interpreted, among other things, with reference to the deportations of Catholic 

ethnic Germans after World War 2. 
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public institutions and major surveying projects. In regards to the latter, Eurobarometer 

surveys, for example, demonstrate some useful data, in particular those that can be 

considered related to traditional characteristics of religiosity. For instance, the 

Eurobarometer survey of 2010 found that belief in God was only supported by 16% of the 

surveyed Czechs, putting the Czech Republic dead last in the EU.31 According to older 

European Values Study (EVS) surveys from 1991 and 1999, however, the number of 

people identifying as believers did not match the later obtained number on belief in God. In 

1991 37,4 % of the respondents said they were believers, 47,4 % said they were non-

believers, 10,2 % did not know what they were, whilst only 4,9 % described themselves as 

atheist.32 In 1999 40,4 % identified as believers, 45,4 % as non-believers, 7,7% as atheists, 

and 5,3% did not know.33 Therefore there was a lower number of surveyed Czechs 

identifying as atheists than expected, and the number of those identifying as believers 

surpassed expectations. Another interesting bit from the same dataset is that in 1999 only 

71% of those who declared themselves as believers actually belonged to a particular 

religious denomination, which brings up the believing without belonging concept. 34 

Progression towards investigating more aspects of the religious situation was done 

when indices of alternative religiosity entered the investigative field. The two most used 

data sources for studies covering such aspects are the 1998 International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP) and a 2006 project titled De-traditionalisation and Individualization of 

Religion in the Czech Republic (DIN). The results of the more recent one warrant 

displaying: 

                                                 
31 European Commission, “Special Eurobarometer 341: Biotechnology,” Bruxelles: Directorate-

General for Communication (European Commission), 2010. 

 
32 Dušan Lužný, and Jolana Navrátilová, “Religion and Secularisation in the Czech Republic,” 

Czech Sociological Review 9, no.1 (2001): 85-98. 

 
33 Ibid. 

 
34 Ibid. 
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 Yes (%) No (%) 

*Afterlife 36,1 63,9 

*Heaven 26,2 73,8 

*Hell 21,5 78,5 

*Religious miracles 27,0 73,9 

Good luck charms 42,6 57,3 

Horoscopes 46,1 53,9 

Fortune-tellers 53,0 47,0 

Faith-healers 41,1 58,9 

Supernatural power 50,7 49,3 

Efficiency of a prayer 38,2 61,7 

New Age coming 23,3 76,8 

 

N=1200 

 

Table 2. Agreement with religious contentions, adapted35 

 

In short, the results showed that belief in four components associated with traditional 

religion was mostly rejected, but also that there was a surprisingly high number of those 

who believed in some elements of spirituality. Research data was consequently passed over 

to factor analysis, which extracted two factors dubbed traditional religiosity and 

alternative religiosity. 

                                                 
35 Source: Hamplová and Nešpor, ‘Invisible Religion’, 585. 

Table information is reduced in the sense that both categories also had a “strongly” and an “agree” 

subcategory. The results from 1998 were presented in the quoted publication but have been omitted for 

brevity’s sake. Readers should also note that original rounding contributed to some indices’ “yes” and “no” 

answers not amounting to 100% when tallied. 
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There is also some research on sociodemographic and regional differences in 

religiosity, but for the purposes of this dissertation it suffices to mention one generational 

research which showed that older generations have a higher affinity towards traditional 

religiosity than the younger ones.36 This, of course, further brings into question what the 

place of religion in society will be in the future, even if most Czechs are not atheists per se.  

In a nutshell, quantitative research has been a strong contributor to challenging the 

notions of progressing and all-encompassing secularisation in the Czech Republic. Due to 

the age of the data, it is questionable if the findings are highly representative of present-day 

religious situation, but they do still support the main and relevant takeaway - that it might 

be better to describe Czechs as unchurched or apathetic37 towards religion rather than as 

atheists.38  

 

2.3 Historical research 

Some of the quantitative research already mentioned in the previous chapter also entailed a 

historical perspective on the causes of Czech unchurched-ness. Excurses into the more 

distant past tell of over a 1000 years of presence of Christianity in the Czech lands - a 

presence very much so characterised by sharp rifts between Protestantism and 

Catholicism.39 Hussitism and the figure of Jan Hus with his idea of corrupt (Catholic) 

churches that need reforming still carry symbolic importance for national identity to this 

                                                 
36 Marie Laudátová, and Roman Vido, “Současná česká religiozita v generační perspektivě,” 

Sociální studia 7, no.4 (2010): 37-61. 

 
37 Dušan Lužný, and Petra Tlčimuková, “Academic Study of Religion in Secular Age – The Case of 

Czech Republic,” Procedia - Social and Behavioural Sciences 106, no.? (2013): 289-294. 

 
38 Sometimes I use the term irreligious as well because it highlights low belief in traditional 

elements of religion. 

 
39 František Štěch,”Fluid Religion in Liquid Age? De/Traditionalization and its implications for 

Youth ministry in the Czech Republic,” Journal of Youth and Theology 9, no.2 (2010): 61-77. 
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day.40 Coupled with the forced catholicisation, which especially took swing after the 1620 

Battle of White Mountain, these are the key aspects in Czech history on which anti-

Catholic sentiments can be, and are built on even today. What is more, because the 

Catholic Church is the dominant church in the Czech Republic, there can also be a thin line 

between anti-Catholicism and anti-clericalism.41  

 In more recent history it is the mid-19th century national revival movement which 

is considered to be the crucial point that ultimately tipped the Czechs towards not being 

religiously affiliated. The briefest explanation would be that as national consciousness 

grew, negative perception of Catholicism arose in opposition to the Catholic Habsburg 

Monarchy, embracing Hussitism as something closer to national tradition.42 

It is then the period of the First Czechoslovak Republic (1918–1938) where the 

process continued. This period is said to have been characterised by “[...] a rising distrust 

towards religious institutions, a tendency for privatisation of religions and a growing 

indifference towards religion”.43 In regards to changes in church membership, in 1918 “a 

million and a half Czechs left the Roman Catholic Church, half of whom subsequently 

joined the newly established Czechoslovak (Hussite) Church, with the other half choosing 

to abandon formal religion altogether and stand without confession”.44 After World War 2 

it was the deportation of ethnic Germans that contributed to the loss of the Catholic 

                                                 
40 Ibid. 

 
41 That is why when analysing the two debates some conflation between “the church” and 

“churches” can be spotted. Some speakers, whether they said it consciously or unconsciously, at times took 

the debates to be about “the church“, i.e. The Roman Catholic Church. 

 
42 Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Religious Processes in Contemporary Czech Society,” Czech Sociological 

Review 40, no.3 (2004): 277-295. 

 
43 Václavik, Hamplová, and Nešpor, “Religious Situation”, 101. 

 
44 Olga Nešporová, and Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Religion: An Unsolved Problem for the Modern Czech 

Nation,” Czech Sociological Review 45, no.6 (2009): 1216. 
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Church’s members, and the communist regime afterwards played a part in supressing the 

churches, including the distinctly Czech ones.  

The communist regime was indeed strongly anti-clerical but consulted authors 

would not agree that it played a key role in the forming of Czech irreligiosity and 

secularity.45 The notion can be strengthened by making a simple comparison with 

Slovakia, which was a part of the same country as the Czech Republic, yet is nowadays a 

religious country. The reason why communism in the Czech Republic may seem 

successful in supressing religion is because “classical Marxist interpretations of religion 

built on and drew its credibility from nationalist anti-Catholicism of the pre-WWII 

period”.46 And even though religious organisations became a symbol of dissent against the 

regime in the 1970s and 1980s, allying with them was as political, not a spiritual act.47  

Finally, the fall of communism brought about some religious revival; (traditional) 

religion was said to have re-entered public life.48 The revival was short lived as in a 2004 

snapshot of religious processes in the Czech Republic Nešpor claimed that the country was 

characterised by: out-of church movements, strong anti-clericalism, de-traditionalisation, 

rise of new spiritual outlets (New Age or Pentecostalism), although also a certain de-

privatisation of traditional Christian beliefs.49 Regarding the last point, it was also 

remarked that religion “returned to politics” and “took part in policy and making and 

parliamentary coalitions”, but it was claimed that religion should not be considered “too 

                                                 
45 Nešporová and Nešpor, “Religion: An Unsolved Problem”, 1219. 

 
46 Václavik, Hamplová, and Nešpor, “Religious Situation”, 102.  

 
47 Václavik, Hamplová, and Nešpor, “Religious Situation”, 103. 

 
48 Lužný and Navrátilová, “Religion and Secularisation”. 

 
49 Nešpor, “Religious Processes”. 
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powerful”.50 Nešpor also took notice of the significance of the Christian Democratic Union 

(KDU-ČSL) party as an option for all Christian voters.51 To conclude the historical 

overview, in a very recent publication Nešpor remarked that the “over-secularised” Czech 

society is being and will increasingly be faced with post-secular trends.52 

 

2.4 Qualitative research 

This will be a brief subchapter as not much qualitative53 research on the topic exists and 

only a minor part is pertinent to this dissertation.54 If the dissertation deals with public 

debate on religion, then all accounts which show how religion is portrayed publicly should 

be of interest. Therefore analyses of how the Czech media represents religion come into 

the field of view. There are, unfortunately, only some fragments which do not yet give a 

general picture. For instance, Nešpor points that out the media’s tendency to create “media 

stars” out of some representatives of the churches, at the same time adding that the Roman 

Catholic Church had lost its informal spokespeople and that churches are withdrawing 

within themselves, which does not refer to total isolation but rather presence in their own 

media.55 Some more specific investigation of media discourse can be seen in Lužný’s 

                                                 
50 Ibid, 287. 

 
51 This party proved to be a significant advocator of a positive outlook on religion in the two debates 

analysed in this thesis. 

 
52 Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Postsekularismus po česku? Ne/religiozita současné české společnosti mezi 

Východem a Západem,” Střed 10, no.1 (2018): 101-118. 

 
53 This is not to say that historical research is not qualitative; the separation between the two was 

done to better highlight the lack of micro-level and/or linguistically oriented research.  

 
54 A more comprehensive summary can be found in: Václavik, Hamplová, and Nešpor, “Religious 

Situation”, 116-117. 

 
55 Zdeněk R. Nešpor, Příliš slábi ve víře. Česká ne/religiozita v evropském kontextu (Praha: Kalich, 

2010), 161. 
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paper researching media discourse on the Church of Scientology56, as well as in Kalenda et 

al.’s paper which used discourse analysis to investigate media and academic representation 

of the Unification Church.57  

There is also example of ethnographic research, such as the one Nešpor conducted 

in the town of Česká Lípa. In what was one of the rare relevant publications using 

interviews, he noticed that the town had low (traditional) religiosity, and that all the 

religions had low presence in the public sphere, not approaching anything close to the 

notion of vicarious religion.58 

The common denominator of publications collected under this qualitative heading 

is that they only address a particular issue or focus on a particular locality. When reflecting 

on the gaps to fill, the question is not just of a methodological nature, but also concerns 

topics. What is missing is work on how religion is negotiated in the political sphere, and 

more broadly work on the presence of religion in the public sphere.  

 

2.5 Research on church property restitutions 

Aside from publications that deal with restitutions in the Czech Republic in a broader 

sense59, interest in the church property restitution debate is almost non-existent within the 

                                                 
56 Dušan Lužný, “Stát, média a (nová) náboženství,” in Jaká víra? Současná česká 

religiozita/spiritualita v pohledu kvalitativní sociologie náboženství, ed. Zdeněk R. Nešpor (Prague: 

Sociologický ústav AV ČR), 91-105. 

 
57 Jan Kalenda, Tomáš Karger, and Jiří Poslt, “Czech Social Sciences and the New Religious 

Movements: Dangerous Liaisons,” Religion and Society in Central and Eastern Europe 6, no.1 (2013): 47-

63. 

 
58 Zdeněk R. Nešpor, “Attitudes towards Religion(s) in a 'Non-believing' Czech Republic,” 

Anthropological Journal of European Cultures 19, no.1 (2010): 68-84. 

 
59 For instance the following book approaching the topics from an economic viewpoint: Karel 

Zeman, Analýza restitučních procesů v České republice: Restituce a ostatní procesy transformující vlastnická 

práva (Prague: Karolinum, 2016). 

Or this doctoral thesis by the late sociologist Olga Šmídova as an example of a research much closer 

to this dissertation: Olga Šmídova, “Restituce identity a identita restitucí. Restituční diskurs Rudého práva v 

roce nula,” (PhD Thesis, Charles University Prague, 1990), 171, https://is.cuni.cz/webapps/zzp/detail/85269.  

https://is.cuni.cz/webapps/zzp/detail/85269
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academic sphere. It is, however, found to a smaller degree in student theses, although those 

that were found approached the topic from either an economic, legal or a theological point 

of view.  

One MA dissertation analysed church property restitutions from the theological 

point of view on the concept of justice, concluding that some harm was done to the 

Catholic Church due to not receiving more compensation60. Regardless of whether or not 

one takes up such an approach, the thesis is relevant due to representing the debate about 

whether or not there should be compensation for the benefit that the churches missed out 

on having between 1948 and 1989 due to the confiscation of property. The very same 

thesis also posits that the restitution law was not about restitution itself but about the 

separation between the church and the state. Another MA thesis shortly lists criticism of 

the 2012 restitution bill, likewise conveying that the bill might not have been about 

restitution, and adding that: there was danger of restoring property confiscated before 

1948, the compensations were high and even concerning some newly-founded churches, 

and that churches might have gotten different treatment than other restituents.61 A different 

MA thesis also approaches the matter in terms of law, finishing with a very critical 

conclusion that the 2012 bill was “[...] yet another ideologically framed solution 

transferred into legal form and accepted with misconception that there is no other more 

correct and legally cleaner solution”.62 An example of an economic policy approach to the 

                                                                                                                                                    
 
60 Martina Macíková, “Círekvní restituce jako náhrada zabaveného majetku církvím,” (MA thesis, 

Palacký University Olomouc, 2013), 109, 

https://theses.cz/id/z1btp3/?furl=%2Fid%2Fz1btp3%2F;so=nx;lang=en.  

 
61 Ota Pačes, “Pozemková reforma po roce 1918 a právní úprava církevních restitucí,” (MA thesis, 

University of Economics Prague, 2017), 81, 

https://vskp.vse.cz/70698_pozemkova_reforma_po_roce_1918_apravni_uprava_cirkevnich_restituci. 

This is a very good short summary of the legal arguments against the law. 

 
62 Petr Karola, “Problematika tzv. církevních restitucí po roce 1989,” (MA thesis, Charles University 

Faculty of Law Prague, 2014), 209, https://is.cuni.cz/webapps/zzp/detail/145968/. 

https://theses.cz/id/z1btp3/?furl=%2Fid%2Fz1btp3%2F;so=nx;lang=en
https://vskp.vse.cz/70698_pozemkova_reforma_po_roce_1918_apravni_uprava_cirkevnich_restituci
https://is.cuni.cz/webapps/zzp/detail/145968/
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topic would be an MA thesis that concluded that a positive financial impact would not 

come any sooner than after 50-60 years.63 

There are also some scant mentions of church restitutions scattered throughout 

publications researching religion more generally. For instance, in an analysis of religious 

life in some post-communist countries in early 1990s, it was said that disputes around 

church property restitutions were a fairly crucial topic, but also a “particularly bitter” 

one.64 In a recent publication, when trying to explain why religious organisations account 

for one of the least trustworthy public institutions in Czech society, this was said to be 

affected by disputes over restitutions of church property.65 In explaining the decline of 

church membership in the 1990s, Lužný and Navrátilová mention the very same - how the 

churches reduced “religious questions mainly to the issues of restitution of church 

property” among other things.66 

Concerning the topic of public support for church property restitutions, there is only 

some data from research agencies. As for the 2012 bill, 72,6 % of the respondents in one 

internet67 survey believed that the churches can function even without property restitution, 

70,2 % believed there should be a referendum, whilst 60,2 % said they would reject the 

                                                                                                                                                    
 
63 Cyril Klepek, “Církevní restituce v České republice, jejich důsledky na veřejné rozpočty, 

financování církví i na vztahy mezi státem a církvemi,” (MA thesis, University of Economics Prague, 2013), 

106, https://theses.cz/id/t0t9mx/?lang=en. 

 
64 Jonathan Luxmoore, “Eastern Europe 1994: A Review of Religious Life in Bulgaria, Romania, 

Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Poland,” Religion, State and Society 23, no.2 (1995): 213-218. 

 
65 Václavik, Hamplová, and Nešpor, “Religious Situation”, 108. 

 
66 Lužný and Navrátilová, “Religion and Secularisation”, 86. 

 
67 Although we are said a representative sample of some 4000 adults was used, doing a survey 

online generally tends to make it likely that the results are skewed. 

 

https://theses.cz/id/t0t9mx/?lang=en
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restitutions if a referendum were to happen.68 The taxation of the restitutions was 

supported by about 66% of the respondents in another later survey.69 

 

3. A chronology of church property restitution in the 

Czech Republic 

Church property restitution in the Czech Republic was not only a topic of debate in and 

around the period when the Church Property Restitution Bill was being drafted and voted 

on70, but has also been discussed all throughout the post-communist period. If wanting to 

provide an even broader historical perspective, a history of church property should be 

summarised, but that is not crucial for this thesis. It may only be necessary to point out that 

as there are historical controversies regarding religion itself, there are also some historical 

contentions regarding church property. Two points can be singled out: the Catholic Church 

acquiring non-Catholic property after the Battle of White Mountain (1620) and the reforms 

(1781) of Joseph II which implemented greater control of church property.71 The three land 

reforms of the 20th century should garner more interest as they figured prominently in the 

debates on property restitution.  

1918 marked the beginning of the first land reform (pozemková reforma) under the 

guise of which all church properties greater than 150 hectares were supposed to be 

                                                 
68 Karolina Brožová, “Více než dvě třetiny Čechů odmítají církevní restituce, ukázal průzkum,“ 

Kurzy.cz, January 10, 2012, accessed May 17, 2019.  https://www.kurzy.cz/tema/detail/vice-nez-dve-tretiny-

cechu-odmitaji-cirkevni-restituce-826530.html.  

 
69 Daniel Černý, “Průzkum: Většina Čechů si nepřeje vládu podporovanou 'přeběhlíky'. Zdanění 

restitucí se nebrání,“ iRozhlas.cz, November 25, 2017, accessed May 17, 2019.   

https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/pruzkum-cesky-rozhlas-median-prebehlici-zdaneni-cirkevni-

restituce_1711250700_pla.  

 
70 And consequently proposed to be modified by adding taxation. 

 
71 These points in history were used to argue that property (at least a good proportion of it) the 

Catholic Church demanded as part of the 2012 bill never actually belonged to it. 

https://www.kurzy.cz/tema/detail/vice-nez-dve-tretiny-cechu-odmitaji-cirkevni-restituce-826530.html
https://www.kurzy.cz/tema/detail/vice-nez-dve-tretiny-cechu-odmitaji-cirkevni-restituce-826530.html
https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/pruzkum-cesky-rozhlas-median-prebehlici-zdaneni-cirkevni-restituce_1711250700_pla
https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/pruzkum-cesky-rozhlas-median-prebehlici-zdaneni-cirkevni-restituce_1711250700_pla
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nationalised. The second land reform of 1947 was the revision of the first one and now 

mandated the nationalisation of all property larger than 50 hectares. Even though churches 

lost property as a result of those reforms, neither of them was the topic of the 2012 

restitution bill. The bill only sought to restore property confiscated by the communist 

reform of 1949, which gave the state full control over church property. 

Before presenting the two debates the dissertation is interested in, it should be 

clarified that the 2012 bill was not the first attempt to come to an agreement regarding 

church property restitution. The questions of the relation between the churches and the 

state, as well as how the churches should be financed was raised from the very beginning 

of the post-communist period. Very early on, in 1990, they resulted in the so-called 

Enumerating Law (výčtový zákon) which returned a total of 170 properties to the 

churches.72 This law did not entail financial compensations, nor anything about the relation 

between the church and the state. In another law in 1991, a so-called blocking article 

(blokační paragraf) was introduced, and mandated that all property that was taken from the 

churches by the communists may not change ownership until a new church property law 

was implemented. Obviously, this blocking paragraph is of significance to the 2012 

Church Property Restitution Bill because it added pressure to pass some sort a law dealing 

with church property.73 There was some property restitution in the period between 1996 

and 1998 done by means of executive power, resulting in a total of 128 restored properties. 

In 1999, however, a law was made in order to forbid restitution by any other means than 

those based on a specific law. During this time the then social democrat (ČSSD) minister 

of culture Pavel Dostál proposed and preferred to create a property fund that would have 

                                                 
72 Unless specified otherwise this paragraph is sourced from: Macíková, ‘Círekvní restituce jako 

náhrada’. 

 
73 Pressure was also present due to other countries resolving the issue sooner. 
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been used to finance churches.74 In the very same year there was an attempt by the 

government of Miloš Zeman to create another enumerating law, but negotiations with the 

churches failed. Attempt number two of the previous was undertaken in 2001, but also did 

not result in any law or action. Three additional enumerating proposals were presented 

between 2003 and 2006, again failing to achieve mutual agreement of the parties involved. 

In the 2007 the government of Mirek Topolánek made it a priority to solve church property 

restitutions. In 2009 a church property restitution law entailing restoration of one third of 

property and 83 billion Czech Crowns of compensation for the other two thirds was 

proposed in the Chamber of Deputies, but was rejected. It was finally when Petr Nečaš 

took the Prime Minister seat in 2010 that the issue of restitutions was to be solved as soon 

as possible, resulting in the creation of a new bill.   

The bill titled Zákon o majetkovém vyrovnání s církvemi a náboženskými 

společnostmi, which should be translated and referred to as the Church Property 

Restitution Bill75, was sent out for parliamentary discussion in January 2012. It sought to 

return property confiscated from February 25th 1948 to January 1st 1990, however that was 

not feasible for all of them so financial compensation was planned. The compensation 

which was to be paid out annually for 30 years was proposed to stand at 59 billion Czech 

Crowns, whilst the value of the restored property was estimated at 75 billion Czech 

Crowns. Aside from the aims of restitution and compensation, an explicitly stated goal was 

to achieve separation between the church and the state. After 17 years of the law being in 

                                                 
74 Ota Pačes, “Pozemková reforma po roce 1918”.  

This footnote is relevant since some other ČSSD members advocated this approach in the two 

debates analysed in the dissertation. 

 
75 The translation is not literal. Rather than calling it The Law on Property Settlement with Churches 

and Religious Societies, a more descriptive name is used. Moreover, the translation was borrowed from and 

is thus identical to the one used in: Havliček and Lužny, “Religion and Politics in CZ”. 

Source for the law and its timeline: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Sněmovní tisk 

580 Vl.n.z. o majetkovém vyrovnání s církvemi a nábožen. společ,” Accessed 17 May 2019, 

http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/007schuz/7-2.html#q86.  

 

http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/007schuz/7-2.html#q86
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effect (therefore in 2030), the state would stop paying church salaries. The bill went 

through a heated debate in the Chamber of Deputies, but was ultimately passed in 

November 2012, even though the Senate rejected it beforehand. President Václav Klaus 

did not sign the bill, but also did not return it for further discussion, and so the bill came 

into effect with the beginning of 2013. There were two complaints to the Constitutional 

Court that ended up being rejected. 

Finally, there was a proposal to tax the church restitutions, initiated in 2017. The 

proposal officially titled Novela zákona o majetkovém vyrovnání s církvemi can be 

translated and referred to as The Proposal to Tax Church Property Restitutions.76 It was 

proposed by 15 Chamber of Deputies MPs of the communist KSČM party and represents 

an amendment to two articles of the 2012 law, removing obstructions to taxing the 

financial component of the restitutions. The amount of tax applied would be 19%. As of 

the date of submission of this thesis, the taxation proposal has been accepted in the 

parliament (after being rejected by the Senate, however), signed by President Miloš 

Zeman, and most recently (May 16th, 2019) published in the Collection of Laws with the 

implementation date set for the beginning of 2020. There has been speculation77, however, 

of possible complaints to the Constitutional Court so it yet remains to be seen if the 

proposal will be challenged. 

 

                                                 
76 Much like the translation of the 2012 debate, this translation is not word for word accurate, but is 

more descriptive than calling it the Amendment to The Law on Property Settlement with Churches. 

Source for the law and its timeline: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Sněmovní tisk 38 

Novela z. o majetkovém vyrovnání s církvemi,” Accessed 17 May 2019, 

http://www.psp.cz/sqw/historie.sqw?o=8&t=38.  

 
77 Blesk.cz, “Zeman podepsal zdanění církevních restitucí. Zruší ho Ústavní soud?,” Blesk, May 2, 

2019, Accessed May 17, 2019, https://www.blesk.cz/clanek/zpravy-politika/605285/zeman-podepsal-

zdaneni-cirkevnich-restituci-zrusi-ho-ustavni-soud.html.   

http://www.psp.cz/sqw/historie.sqw?o=8&t=38
https://www.blesk.cz/clanek/zpravy-politika/605285/zeman-podepsal-zdaneni-cirkevnich-restituci-zrusi-ho-ustavni-soud.html
https://www.blesk.cz/clanek/zpravy-politika/605285/zeman-podepsal-zdaneni-cirkevnich-restituci-zrusi-ho-ustavni-soud.html
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4. Research questions 

The key and most general research question should be reiterated once more: 

● How has religion been discussed in in the parliamentary debates concerning 

church property restitution?  

Whilst the question is good starting point which also acts as a common denominator for all 

that is to be analysed, it is undoubtedly somewhat broad. Based on the need to explicitly 

answer more specific aspects of the key question, as well on the need to link theory and 

existing research with analysis, eleven additional questions have been formulated. First of 

all, when asking about what was being said in the debates, we expanded the scope of 

research to the arguments presented in them: 

● What were the main arguments used to support church property restitution, 

and which to oppose it? 

● Which were the main arguments used to support the taxation of church 

property restitution, and which to oppose it? 

The reason behind trying to answer these questions did not lie in the desire to plainly list 

arguments. On the contrary, it was their content that was of more interest, namely whether 

or not religion itself figured prominently in them or if the debate in fact only revolved 

around, for instance, public finances. Therefore the additional question was: 

● How prominently do the arguments in both debates touch on religion in it of 

itself? 

Given that history was deemed by existing research as one the key factors shaping Czech 

irreligiosity, two questions relating to it were employed: 

● Is the Czech Republic’s religious past mentioned in the debates? 

● How is the Catholic Church portrayed? 
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And as was explained in the chapter on existing research, low levels of individual 

(traditional) religiosity are an important characteristic of the present-day Czech society. 

Therefore we did not only wish to know if religion itself was being discussed, but also:  

● Have low levels of (traditional) religiosity in the Czech Republic been 

linked to the issues of restitution? If so, how? 

In addition, theory informs of some different conceptualisations on the role of religion in 

society. In what is, in the sense of looking for latent meaning, a distinctly analytical 

endeavour, we asked:  

● What sort of conceptualisations on the relation between religion and society 

are present in the debates? 

● Was the concept of vicarious religion advocated? 

● Were the church property restitutions supported with desecularisation logic? 

Due to a large number of speakers who partook in discussions and due to the greater 

importance of what was actually said in them, there is not focus much on who is doing the 

talking. However, when analysing social actors it was desirable to know: 

● How do the speakers portray the “will of the people”? 

The final, synthetic research question sought to endow the analysis with a historical-

comparative perspective: 

● Has there been a notable shift in the approach to church property restitution 

between the two analysed debates? 

As is hopefully evident, the nature of the presented research questions is rather 

interpretivist and aspires to primarily answer the what and how questions. There is no 

seeking of causality i.e. the why questions at any point. Rather, the task was to describe 

what was being said in the analysed debates and to try to obtain more general inferences 
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from it about the Czech case. The following chapter will take this into account when 

elaborating the appropriate methodological choices for the chosen research. 

 

5. Sources and methodology 

What sort of methodologies and methods does researching a parliamentary debate best lend 

itself to? After presenting the research questions we would expect to be well on our way to 

diving into the pursuit of suitable methodological avenues, if not for the necessity of yet 

another step - gaining understanding of what sort of data has been chosen for analysis. 

 

5.1 Sources 

This dissertation operates with primary data - transcripts of parliamentary debates obtained 

from the official website of the Chamber of Deputies of Parliament of the Czech Republic 

(Poslanecká sněmovna Parlamentu České republiky). All of the sources were in Czech, 

and translations of passages quoted from them are my own.78 Data is divided into two main 

categories and its full bibliographic record should be found below.79  

The first category relates to the 2012 Church Property Restitution Bill. When being 

referenced, the bill is referred to based on the three readings it went through, as well as the 

final discussion. The third reading included a repeated discussion, which means the total 

number of transcripts and targets of referencing is five. The dates, bibliographic records, 

and respective word counts of transcripts of the 2012 debate are as follows: 

                                                 
78 As such they might not be perfect. Czech syntax is quite different from English; in situations 

when I had to choose between sounding unnatural and losing the original meaning I tended to opt for the first 

solution.  

 
79 It is listed here in order to not overflow the analysis chapter with full sourcing. 
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● First reading80 

○ Dates: February 3rd and February 7th, 2012 

○ Transcript word count: 43 970 

● Second reading81 

○ Date: June 6th, 2012 

○ Transcript word count: 28 791 

● Third reading, first discussion82  

○ Dates: June 15th, June 20th, June 22nd, 2012 

○ Transcript word count: 29 622  

● Third reading, second discussion83   

○ Dates: July 11th, July 13th, July 14th, 2012 

○ Transcript word count: 52 769  

● Final discussion84 

                                                 
80 Source 1: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, "Transcript of the 33rd Session, February 

3rd 2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/033schuz/33-4.html#q439.;  

Source 2: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 33rd Session, February 

7th 2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/033schuz/33-5.html#q591.  

 
81 Source: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 40th Session, June 6th,” 

Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-2.html#q120.  

 
82 Source 1: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 40th Session, June 15th 

2012," Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-8.html#q884.;  

Source 2: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 40th Session, June 20th 

2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-9.html#q920.;  

Source 3: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 40th Session, June 22nd 

2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-10.html#q1041.  

 
83 Source 1: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 41st Session, July 11th 

2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/041schuz/41-2.html#q161.;  

Source 2: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 41st Session, July 13th 

2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/041schuz/41-3.html#q323.;  

Source 3: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 41st Session, July 14th 

2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/041schuz/41-4.html#q424.  

 
84 Source 1: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 47th Session, November 

7th 2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/047schuz/47-7.html#q638.;  

Source 2: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 47th Session, November 

8th 2012,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/047schuz/47-8.html#q674.  

 

http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/033schuz/33-4.html#q439
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/033schuz/33-5.html#q591
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-2.html#q120
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-8.html#q884
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-9.html#q920
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/040schuz/40-10.html#q1041
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/041schuz/41-2.html#q161
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/041schuz/41-3.html#q323
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/041schuz/41-4.html#q424
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/047schuz/47-7.html#q638
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2010ps/stenprot/047schuz/47-8.html#q674
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○ Dates: November 7th, November 8th, 2012 

○ Transcript word count: 17 378 

The second category of data revolves around the more recent Proposal to Tax 

Church Property Restitutions. Its timeline, breadth of transcripts, and bibliographic records 

are listed below:  

● 1st reading85 

○ Date: February 28th, 2018 

○ Word count: 14 178  

● 2nd reading, first discussion86 

○ Dates: September 30th, October 2nd, October 13th, 2018 

○ Word count: 7 485  

● 2nd reading, second discussion87 

○ Dates: December 13th, 2018 

○ Word count: 34 092  

● 3rd reading88 

○ Date: January 23rd, 2019 

○ Word count: 14 696  

● Final discussion 89  

                                                 
85 Source: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 7th Session, February 

28th 2018,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/007schuz/7-2.html#q86.  

 
86 Source 1: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 20th Session, September 

30th 2018,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/020schuz/20-5.html#q662.;  

Source 2: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 20th Session, October 2nd 

2018,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/020schuz/20-8.html#q1209.;  

Source 3: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 20th Session, October 

13th 2018,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/020schuz/20-9.html#q1319.  

 
87 Source: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 25th Session, December 

13th 2018,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/025schuz/25-1.html#q16.  

 
88 Source: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 26th Session, January 

23rd 2019,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/026schuz/26-2.html#q140.  

 

http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/007schuz/7-2.html#q86
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/020schuz/20-5.html#q662
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/020schuz/20-8.html#q1209
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/020schuz/20-9.html#q1319
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/025schuz/25-1.html#q16
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/026schuz/26-2.html#q140
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○ Dates: March 12th, March 15th, April 23rd, 2019 

○ Word count: 11 423  

The goal of this subchapter was to sketch the properties of the data that was to be 

interpreted, namely those properties which influenced decision making on questions of 

methodology. The most important factor was the lengthiness of the debates. Operating with 

a large dataset had to have reflected on which method of analysis will be used, as well as 

on ambitions in regards to how detailed the analysis should be. 

 

5.2. General methodological dilemmas 

Having presented the research questions and data, it should now finally be clarified how 

the dissertation has been approached methodologically and why. Several factors specific to 

the topic at hand that have played an important role in the process have already been 

mentioned. Given that quantitative accounts are plenty, it was indeed more beneficial to 

seek out distinctly qualitative, or better yet, linguistic accounts. This not only ruled out the 

possibility of surveys, but also methods such as quantitative content analysis. Furthermore, 

epistemological ambitions shied away from making causal claims, thereby leaving the gate 

open for methods which generally struggle with proving them. Casting internal reasons 

aside, by trying to obtain guidance from methodological papers on researching 

parliamentary debates, as well as from examples of analyses, several approaches were 

discovered to be fruitful. The dilemma was, however, narrowed down to two choices: 

discourse analysis or qualitative content analysis. Discourse analysis is tremendously well 

suited for researching linguistic content. However, it suffers from being quite time 

                                                                                                                                                    
89 Source 1: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 27th Session, March 

12th 2019,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. .http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/027schuz/27-5.html#q714.; 

Source 2: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 27th Session, March 15th 

2019,” Accessed 17 May, 2019. http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/027schuz/27-8.html#q1112.  

Source 3: Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, “Transcript of the 28th Session, April 23rd 

20ž19,” Accessed 17 May, 2019..http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/028schuz/28-4.html#q445.  

http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/027schuz/27-5.html#q714
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/027schuz/27-8.html#q1112
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/stenprot/028schuz/28-4.html#q445
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consuming in practice and consequently from possibly even requiring sampling.90 If taking 

into some of its more refined and well-rounded forms such as Richardson’s toolkit91, it also 

entails giving attention to the micro-linguistic level, which was not aspired to. 

Furthermore, one application of discourse analysis, critical discourse analysis, is quite 

focused on researching the efficacy of ideas i.e. making analysis within the framework of 

power. This was also not preferable because it does not suffice to presuppose that analysed 

language has certain effects in society92, and proving that it does would warrant additional 

research which was not at disposal and could not be produced within the scope of the 

thesis. On the other hand, content analysis is well-suited to managing and summarising 

large quantities of information and is thus more amenable to dealing with the all of the 

transcripts of the two analysed debates.93 This key difference between the two methods 

ultimately tipped the balance into the latter’s favour. The categories to be generated by 

content analysis were further specified as themes, locating the optimal choice of method at 

a nexus of qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis. 

 

5.3. Thematic content analysis 

The line between qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis is not quite clear-cut. 

Thematic analysis is considered to be a foundational qualitative method, one that is not 

                                                 
90 Titus Hjelm, “Discourse Analysis,” in The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the Study 

of Religion, ed. Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler (London & New York: Routledge, 2011), 145. 

 
91 John E. Richardson, Analysing Newspapers: An Approach from Critical Discourse Analysis 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007). 

 
92 Titus Hjelm, Social Constructionisms: Approaches to the Study of the Human World (Basingstoke 

& New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 79. 

 
93 Chad Nelson, Robert H. Woods Jr., ‘Content Analysis’ in The Routledge Handbook of Research 

Methods in the Study of Religion, ed. by Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler (London & New York: 

Routledge, 2011), 109-121 (p. 109). 

Important to note, however, that the remark is less applicable to qualitative content analysis than its 

quantitative counterpart. Yet when put in a comparative perspective, conducting a refined discourse analysis 

tends be a more intensive job. 
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necessarily very well developed, but is often used.94 The essence of the method lies in 

dubbing its categories of content as themes and then trying to discern them in text, 

primarily by looking for repetition.95 And indeed, if qualitative content analysis is 

described as “[...] as a strategy of searching for themes in one’s data [...]”96 it seems there 

is little difference between it and thematic analysis. But themes should not be generated on 

repetition alone; there should be relevance to the theoretical framing and research 

questions.97 Therefore all of the themes that were generated in the analysis fulfil this aim. 

Furthermore, when presenting them the goal was not to use quantification, but to rather 

demonstrate various subthemes of each theme and exemplify them with as much direct 

quotation as possible. Whether or not thematic analysis and content analysis differ 

profoundly, the described procedure is extremely applicable and useful for answering 

dissertation’s key question, seeing as how by looking at arguments we wanted to discern 

the themes present in debates and whether or not religion figured prominently as one.  

 There yet exists the need to be clear about the general manner in which 

interpretations have been provided. Falling into the trap of internalism represented the 

greatest potential danger to the analysis. It should be noted that, at the very least, there are 

two facets of the trap. The first one would entail the ignoring of all historical and socio-

political context surrounding linguistic content. The second one would mean presupposing 

the effects of what is being said without actually demonstrating them. As for the first issue, 

historical context of the debates is explicitly described in a chapter of its own, and 

comparing the two debates further contributes to it. Existing research and additional notes 

                                                 
94 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 

 
95 Ibid. 

 
96 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 559. 

 
97 Ibid. 
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on the political situations surrounding both debates served to illuminate the socio-political 

context. There is also care to always show party affiliation of the speaker. The second 

issue, that of ascertaining the reception of ideas, is not as relevant for this dissertation since 

the efficacy of ideas is not investigated. In that regard, the dissertation should be 

considered a work of analytical interpretivism, as opposed to a work of critical 

interpretivism. 

 

6. Analysis  

The analysis that will proceed contains two distinct chapters which are respectively made 

up of the two interlinked parliamentary discussions that the thesis takes up as its object of 

research. For both of the discussions the approach is to first paint a general picture of the 

debate i.e. provide context, mainly by listing the political parties involved and dividing 

them based on their position regarding the issue at hand. Once that is done, the general and 

most encountered arguments for and against are (irrespective of the effort to frame them 

around the research questions) summarised. The general picture aims to provide an 

overview of the debates and make easier the understanding of the subchapters – the 

specific themes which have been singled out as key and relevant. Themes are, on the other 

hand, formed based on the research questions, and as such do not necessarily represent the 

most general and most often encountered arguments. Being aware that framing content 

within key themes may yet leave certain thesis’ sub-questions unanswered (and even a few 

interesting findings undocumented), an addendum discussion chapter which serves as a 

container for the aforementioned follows after the thematic subchapters.  
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6.1. The debate on the Church Property Restitution Bill (2012) 

The 2012 debate on whether or not churches in the Czech Republic should have the 

property that was taken from them during communism restored proved to be an extremely 

lengthy discussion, ending with a very narrow98 voting outcome. The division between 

those in favour and those against the bill was rather clear, for it was the ruling coalition at 

the time which proposed and supported the law. The division between political parties 

according to their position was as follows: 

Supporting parties Opposing parties 

Občanská demokratická strana, ODS 

(Civic Democratic Party) 

Česká strana sociálně demokratická, ČSSD 

(Czech Social Democratic Party) 

Tradice Odpovědnost Prosperita, TOP 09 

(TOP 09 - Tradition Responsibility 

Prosperity) 

Komunistická strana Čech a Moravy, 

KSČM 

(Communist Party of Bohemia and 

Moravia) 

LIDEM – liberální demokraté 

(LIDEM - Liberal Democrats) 

 Věci veřejné, VV 

(Public Affairs) 

 

Národní socialisté - levice 21. století, 

NÁR.SOC 

(National Socialists – Left of the 21st 

Century) 

 

Table 3. Supporters and opposers of the bill, sorted by number of seats99 

 

                                                 
98 The bill was passed with the support of 103 MPs, 101 being the minimum requirement for a bill 

rejected by the Senate to pass. 

 
99 Henceforth parties will be referred to according to their Czech abbreviations. 

Supporting parties will be listed as: ODS, TOP 09, and LIDEM. 

Opposing parties will be listed as: ČSSD, KSČM, NÁR.SOC and VV. 
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Unsurprisingly, the supporting parties were of a right-wing or centre-right 

provenance, whilst the opposing parties were, with the exception of the liberal centrist VV, 

centre-left or leftist. Important to note is that it was the latter group of parties whose voices 

dominated the debate. The ruling coalition, on the other hand, exhibited weaker 

involvement - both in the sense of the number of speeches, and in the sense of the breadth 

of the arguments touched on in them.100 As for what the main arguments were, a brief 

skim-reading would reveal that the key points presented in the debate had little to do with 

reflecting on religion, its role in society, and its history in the Czech Republic. The most 

prominent supportive argument was the oft-repeated motto (even amongst the 

opposition101) “what was stolen, must be returned” (co bylo ukradeno, musí být vráceno). 

The saying in it of itself does not imply any sort of special treatment of or thought on 

religion, but rather contextualises church property restitutions as part of the greater efforts 

to right the wrongs of the communist system and of efforts to return the property to all 

those who had it taken away from them between 1948 and 1989, i.e. during the communist 

period. The quantitatively oriented reader would likewise not be wrong in saying that the 

most present and repeated arguments are the ones which relate to questions of state 

finances, legislation and procedure. Those pertaining to state finances are of a strongly 

critical nature and perceive the amount of money that was to be given to churches as 

                                                 
100 This fact is important to reflect on methodologically. It means the sources provide more wealth of 

material in researching positions unfavourable to the bill or even church property restitutions themselves. 

Given that the supports’ elaborations were not as quantitatively and qualitatively as exhaustive as those of the 

opposers, there should be caution with generalising conclusions as, say, the general political narrative on 

church property restitutions in the Czech Republic. It would be more accurate to say the conclusions are 

representative of this specific parliamentary debate (carried out in the Chamber of Deputies) on church 

property restitutions in the Czech Republic. 

 
101 KSČM being the exception. Despite the fact that in one of the early speeches MP Miroslav 

Grebeníček (source: first reading, February 3rd, 2012) admitted that communists did unjustifiable justice to 

the churches apropos property transfer, later on the party members went on to contest how the churches 

acquired their property in the first place. They also challenged the notion of the the 1949 Communist land 

reform as theft, due to the property being given to and serving the public. 
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simply too high. “These amounts are not small”102, many proclaimed, further lamenting the 

fact that: the inflation might increase the financial compensation, that the government is 

giving out large sums of money in a time of economic recession, that the compensation is 

based on overpriced calculations, and ultimately that the 30 year payment period would be 

a burden for future generations. Legislative arguments, on the other hand, were present in 

the speeches of supporters of the bill who referred to the Constitutional Court of the Czech 

Republic’s ruling that property must be returned to the churches, and that the 20 year 

blocking of its restoration must be resolved. The opposers, however, took issue with the 

non-existence of a clear and transparent list of property which was to be restored. Finally, 

procedural arguments refer to the opposition’s criticism of the lack of their and the public’s 

involvement in the drafting of the bill. 

Despite presenting the key points of the debate as not related to religion, readers 

may have already intuited that there is yet some fruitful, above all relevant material to be 

uncovered. When beginning the quest of finding it, one need not look much further than 

the introductory speech by Minister Alena Hanáková, in which she quite explicitly states 

that the goal of the law is not only to the right the past wrongs and to conduct property 

transfer, but also to sort out the relation between the churches and the state. And the 

relation would be sorted out by achieving greater independence of the churches through 

self-financing. Moving further away from mere counting of the frequency of arguments 

and from generalising them, themes that encapsulate answers to the thesis questions arise. 

 

6.1.1 Themes 

Four themes have been generated and will thus be presented in the following subchapters, 

namely: 

                                                 
102 The example quoted is by ČSSD’s Bohuslav Sobotka. Source: First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 
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● THEME 1: The churches should not be more privileged than other social 

actors 

● THEME 2: The churches care too much about their material interests 

● THEME 3: The churches are at odds with the people 

● THEME 4: The churches should become more independent from the state 

 

As was expected, there is evident leaning towards the contra side of the debate. In the 

thematic subchapters, descriptions of what was talked about concerning a particular theme 

are given and are then corroborated by selected quotes. 

 

6.1.1.1 Theme 1: The churches should not be more privileged than other 

social actors 

Topics of allocating state funds open up questions about who to give money to and why. In 

this specific case, the opposers of the law saw a twofold issue with, as they would describe 

it, awarding the churches with property and financial compensation: 

 

● State money should be spent on those in greater need than the churches 

● Churches should not be given greater reimbursement than citizens who had 

already went through the restitution process 

 

Despite finding itself in a satisfactory economic situation at the time of the writing of this 

dissertation, in 2012 the Czech Republic was still recovering from the economic recession. 

This strongly influenced the perception of giving property and money to churches. 

Moreover, the government had already been implementing some budget cuts, all the while 

planning some others, which opened up the field for the opposition to strongly condemn 

not prioritising other social groups. A good example of such condemnation is the critique 
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ČSSD’s MP Jaroslav Foldyna articulated: “[...] in 24 months you have been able to take 

money from the underprivileged, children, disabled people, pensioners, and you have 

aggravated all those who are working by the fact that you have increased the value added 

tax” ... “now you want to give out property.103 Some other groups’ financial needs were 

also taken into consideration e.g. those of policemen, firemen or agricultural workers. 

Concerning the differences in the amount of financial compensation that was given to 

citizens in the restitution processes and the amount proposed to be given to the churches by 

the bill, it suffices to say that critics deemed the prices to be higher than market prices, as 

well as the prices paid out to other restituents:  

If the market price of land is today about 10 CZK per square meter for agricultural 

land, and if the estimation which the Minister has been unable to defend stands at 

44 CZK, I wonder if this is the same equal approach as to the restituents from the 

90s, who received a fraction of the property that had been confiscated and stolen.104 

    

There were varying estimates of how much the compensations are overpriced. Taking all 

of them into consideration, agricultural property was said to be estimated 4 to 7 times 

higher than regular prices, whilst forest property was estimated to be compensated at a 

price 2 or 3 times higher than the regular one. In the same manner that the communist 

property transfers were considered to be a form of injustice, many MPs pointed out the 

differing prices as yet another form injustice. For instance: 

Why is the state treating churches in a rather exclusive way compared to the 

restitutents of the 1990s and is overestimating the Catholic Church's assets? This is 

only giving room for further wrongs and dragged-out disputes. Let us realize that it 

is not possible to remedy one injustice with another one. The rules for returning 

property must be the same for the sake of maintaining the esteem of the state and 

the authority of the churches.105 

 

                                                 
103 By: ČSSD’s Jeroným Tejc. Source: Second reading, June 6th 2012. 

 
104 Second reading, June 6th 2012. 

 
105 By: VV’s Otto Chalupka. Source: Third reading, second discussion, July 13th, 2012. 
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Firmly claiming that the rules must be the same as they were for the individuals who had 

already went through the restitution processes played well into another theme - that under 

which it was argued that the interests of the churches do not match the interests of the 

people. Despite this, both facets of the issue presented within this theme represent pointing 

the finger primarily at the ruling coalition and at the faults of its proposed bill. There was, 

however, also criticism which pointed the finger at the churches - the beneficiaries of the 

bill. 

 

6.1.1.2 Theme 2: The churches care too much about their material interests 

Churches making claims to property was bound to run the risk of being interpreted as 

caring solely about material interests or simply caring about them in a way that is contrary 

to their teaching and what they consequently preach. Whilst some opposing MPs took 

greater issue with those proposing the law and thus attacked the bill itself on various 

grounds, others, predominantly KSČM members, also saw the root issue in the churches 

themselves and their posited greed. As was the case with the previous theme, there exists a 

twofold aspect of how greed is brought into relation with the churches: 

 

● People will stop believing the churches due to losing respect for them 

● The churches mostly have their material interests at heart, whereas their 

spiritual and charity role is neglected 

 

The two articulations are not entirely distinct, yet there should be acknowledgement that 

some speakers presented the first one as voices concerned about the future of the churches. 

ČSSD’s David Rath, for instance, said that: “...with this law you are harming the churches 

the most, and you are harming the Catholic Church as a whole the most, and its history, 



 

45 

prestige and importance in society”.106 The two articulations were not, however, always 

kept separate, which can be best noticed in KČSM’s Vojtěch Filip’s following statement: 

“[...] it107 will destroy the churches, because the people will stop believing them” ... “no 

one can ever believe those who only aspire to property”.108 And if the churches are 

primarily oriented towards material interests, that would also mean they are not fulfilling 

their essential function(s). “For all citizens, today's meeting is just a message that the 

churches are not about spirituality, but only about money”109, said MP Pavel Ploc from 

ČSSD. What is yet interesting and worthy of mention is that some MPs hypothesised a 

causal link between the greed of the churches and the declining number of believers in the 

Czech Republic. This is best seen in the following excerpt from MP Grebeníček’s speech: 

Indeed, people in our country are turning away from established churches, which is 

undoubtedly the result of the fact that they only associate their desire for property 

with them, not the desire for spiritual values and the renunciation of affluence and 

dedication to the poor and needy.110 

 

Beyond mere attributions of greed to churches, historical perspectives played a tremendous 

role in supporting the characterisation of greedy churches. History is throughout the debate 

usually brought to the forefront as an effort to contextualise the topic of church property 

throughout Czech history. The crux of the debate can, yet again, be shown as two-fold. 

First, there are contestations of the right to property of churches. The example of the words 

of NÁR.SOC’s MP Jiří Paroubek demonstrates very direct questioning: 

In the past, the Catholic Church did not have legal subjectivity in Czechoslovak 

law. The property was a remnant of feudalism. In other words, the vast majority of 

                                                 
106 First reading, February 3rd 2012. 

 
107 The restitutions. 

 
108 Final discussion, November 7th, 2012. 

 
109 Ibid. 

 
110 Second reading, June 6th 2012. 
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the immovable property claimed by this church has never belonged to the Catholic 

Church in the true sense of the word.111 

 

This represents a harsher form criticism that not all, ČSSD in particular, were too keen on. 

In fact, the social democrats tended to not look too far back into history, as Jeroným Tejc 

even frankly stated: “I think it is supposed to be a factual debated; we should not go back 

so much in the past with such sharp words if we want to rationally talk about the law that is 

here”.112  For the social democrats, however, the churches are indeed seeking property that 

does not belong to them, but this is mostly because the bill’s estimate of the property to be 

returned seems to indicate that it would include properties taken from the churches in the 

1918 and 1947 land reforms. Aside from the fact that returning those properties would 

mean challenging parts of Czech history that are much less contentious than the communist 

rule, MPs feared, among other things, court processes from certain other parties113 who 

could claim to have lost out in the two aforementioned reforms or a results of other pre-

1948 property transfer. Going back to harsher criticism of the churches, out of all the 

historical linking, which will be better described in the next chapter, a very prominent one 

involved mentioning the former Czech cardinal František Tomášek. His words from 1991, 

in the aftermath of the Enumerating Law, about the law being “the last claim that the 

churches present" and that “churches must show solidarity with the people”114 were used to 

portray the current church leaders as having become corrupted by material interests. The 

churches are therefore not just portrayed as being hypocritical due to having material 

interests at their heart, but also due to changing their attitude from the early 1990s. KČSM 

MP Grebeníček mentioning of Masaryk’s critique of the Catholic Church that entails an 

                                                 
111 Final discussion, November 7th, 2012. 

 
112 First reading, February 3rd 2012. 

 
113 The deported Germans, for instance. 

 
114 First reading, February 3rd 2012. 
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advice to depoliticize them due to their desire for big economic and political power is yet 

another good example of crucial bits from Czech history being utilised:  

In fact, the following words of Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk are timeless: There is a 

great deal of effort to depoliticise the Church, which desires to gain the greatest 

possible economic and political power. However, churches cannot renounce 

politicisation, as well as property. They are constantly striving for their lost 

power.115 

 

Grebeníček and a few other MPs also brought Jan Hus into the discussion, linking his 

critique of the Catholic Church with that very church’s posited greediness in present-day. 

A greater part of the historical contestation of the Catholic Church, however, belongs to the 

ensuing theme on pitting the churches against the Czech people. To conclude, we may yet 

have a look at KČSM’s Miroslav Opálka criticism as paragraph that is all-encompassing of 

historical topics:  

We are basically discussing a non-transparent, breaching and very conflicting bill 

in the fourth reading. A bill, which is supposed to turn original partial owners into 

new, full owners, a law that does not respect the principle of equality. A bill which 

is a denial of the progressive traditions of our nation, which is the ultimate defeat of 

the Hussite movement's ideas, the completion of the defeat at White Mountain and 

the rejection of the foundations on which our presidents Masaryk and Beneš were 

building our statehood, a bill on new mandatory expenditures.116 

  

6.1.1.3 Theme 3: The churches are at odds with the people 

A crucial part of this thematic bloc were the repeated contestations about ignoring the will 

of the people, as was perceived to be the fault of the supporters of the law. The 

predominant argument was simply that the Czech people do not support church property 

restitutions. Naturally, outcomes of surveys which demonstrate strong disapproval of 

church property restitutions were mentioned, with the percentage of people against them 

being quoted ranging from 70% to 90%. Very much related to the surveys is another point 

                                                 
115 Third reading, first discussion, June 15h, 2012. 

 
116 Final discussion, November 7th, 2012. 
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of criticism - the ruling coalition’s refusal to have a referendum related to the bill. In short, 

ČSSD MP Bohuslav Sobotka’s can serve as an example of the general attitude the 

opposition had: “the government is… panically afraid of the opinions of its own 

citizens”.117 That can, however, be seen as the government’s fault. What about the 

churches and their relation to the category of the people? 

First, one of the critiques was that the Church is not even striving for restitutions in 

order to benefit its own believers. As per ČSSD MP Jaroslav Foldyna:   

My colleagues, at this moment and here this is not about believers! It is again and 

again about mammon! Mammon and world power, as we witnessed in the 15th 

century! The Church wants to regain its money and its influence […].118 

 

However, it was more often pointed out that people in general, believers or not, will suffer 

due to the law. The cause of their suffering will be having to pay for the restitutions from 

their own pockets. ČSSD MP David Rath’s claim exemplifies that sort of reasoning: “[...] 

it means that the entire nation will pay for a relatively narrow group - attention! - not a 

group of believers, but for a relatively narrow group - let’s call them church 

management”.119 Further strong claims about the churches being against the people were 

made when referencing privatisation. The church property restitutions were said to be “the 

largest property transfer since the coupon privatisation”120 and were said to carry a similar 

risk of injustice being done. Words of MP Grebeníček demonstrate linking the church 

heads with profiteers: “now that various ecclesiastical prelates and lobbyists have joined 

those groups of people interested in state property, let's not call it a property settlement of 

                                                 
117 First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 

 
118 Third reading, first discussion, June 15h, 2012. 

 
119 First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 

 
120 By: Antonín Seďa from ČSSD. First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 
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the state with churches”.121 If we pay even closer attention to words uttered by KSČM 

members, in this case Kateřina Konečná, we may also find them saying that: “they122 will 

take 75 billion worth of property from the country's citizens”.123 This represents the 

ultimate positioning of the church against the citizens by expecting the restitution to only 

be a new kind of theft, this time of the citizens’ property. 

As a minor detail, it is also worthy to mention the rhetorical strategy that was used 

by several opposing speakers. In their speeches, usually at the very beginning of them, they 

would assert their own status as believers. The relevance for the theme analysed here is 

that by doing so, they were further implicitly solidifying that the churches and their 

demands need not be in line with what their believers, the ordinary people, want. 

Finally, it may have already been noticed that the Catholic Church has been singled 

out in criticism. The Catholic Church is indeed the dominant church in the Czech Republic 

and about 80% of the restitutions concerned its property and money. This has not gone 

unnoticed, neither on a subconscious level of talking about an agreement between the 

church (not churches) and the state, or on a more conscious level in the critique of the 

Roman Catholic Church. Some MPs have objected to the historical wrongdoings of the 

Roman Catholic Church, such as KSČM MP Pavel Kováčik who pointed out “that we also 

do not like the way the Catholic Church has dealt with the legacy of Jan Hus or the witch 

trials, and yet we do not mention it”.124 If we look at the words of ČSSD MP David Rath, 

we will also find the historical Protestantism vs. Catholicism thread: “[...] Protestants are 

                                                 
121 First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 

 
122 The ruling coalition.  

 
123 Final discussion, November 7th, 2012. 

 
124 First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 
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far more modern and better, they are not as fixated on property as the Catholic Church”.125 

The previous theme showed that property claims were contested with the help of history, 

use of which could further be augmented by taking issue with the Catholic Church, e.g. as 

per KSČM’s Miroslav Opálka: “today you are dealing with the property of the Roman 

Catholic Church, but property before the Battle of White Mountain was often 

Protestant”.126 Given that the Catholic Church was scrutinised, the topic of Vatican also 

cropped up in reference to a foreign state having control of Czech property, which was 

perceived negatively. In regards to states and religion, it remains to be answered how the 

general relation between the Czech state and the churches was conceptualised. 

 

6.1.1.4 Theme 4: The churches should become more independent from the 

state 

As was already mentioned, one of the key reasons explicitly listed in the introductory 

words on the 2012 bill as arguments for church property restitutions was that they will 

achieve greater independence of the churches from the state. Furthermore, aiming for 

greater independence was understood as a step towards becoming a “modern, 

confessionally neutral state of the 21st century”.127 Whilst some of the opposers of the law 

expressed belief that restitutions are drawing the churches away from their socially 

beneficial activities, Minister Hanáková expected that “[...] the publicly beneficial 

activities of churches in the field of social welfare, health care or hospices will be further 

developed after the adoption of the proposed law”.128 Perhaps more curious than a 

                                                 
125 Ibid. 

 
126 Ibid. 

 
127 As noted in the introductory speech by Minister Alena Hanáková. Source: ibid. 

 
128 Ibid. 
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generally centre-right wing bloc of parties wanting more separation between the state and 

the churches was the lack of support for the same from one segment of the opposition. 

Future Prime Minister and ČSSD MP at the time Bohuslav Sobotka claimed that churches 

play an important role in the Czech society and wondered how some newly-founded 

churches “which might be close to the citizens”129 would survive financially if support 

from the state would be decreased. His party colleague Dana Váhalová agreed by also 

claiming that churches play an important role in the society, and was more in favour of 

cooperation rather than separation130, same as KSČM member Stanislav Grospič. 

Introducing a fourth example, that of ČSSD MP František Bublan, should suffice in 

showing that this theme is a most complex one: “[...] we must maintain some sort of a 

relationship between the churches and the state”.131 And according to yet another ČSSD 

member, Antonín Seďa, the bill is precisely not about separation because it cannot solve 

such a complex issue.132 The ČSSD’s alternative to the restitution bill would have been to 

create a public fund into which the property would pour into and which would be used to 

finance the activities of the churches. Of course, there were some opposition members who 

agreed with the goal of separation. But the scarce elaboration of the bill drafters and the 

differing views of the opposition make it seem as if the politicians were not quite sure what 

to think on this most abstract level of the issue. If not desiring to think abstractly, there 

could have certainly been more comparisons with the models in different countries, yet this 

was also a rarity.   

    

                                                 
129 Ibid. 

 
130 Second reading, June 6th, 2012. 

 
131 First reading, February 7th, 2012. 

 
132 Third reading, second discussion, June 20th, 2012. 
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6.1.2. Addendum 

What other interesting and relevant fragments of the debate which the thematic analysis 

failed to capture are there? Herein could lie important observations generated when 

thinking about what was not being said. If hypothesising on what an imaginary debate on 

church property restitution could look like, would not one expect that those wanting to 

return church property do so because they deem it to be useful for the members of those 

churches? Yet in the Czech church restitution debate its supporters do not explicitly 

mention the benefit to believers. Contextually, however, we understand why that is so. 

Minister Hanáková in fact brought forward a very self-conscious notion in the opening 

reading: “[...] if the state now says that it will not fulfil its promises to the churches 

because it is unpopular, it may say the same to another group tomorrow”.133 The 

acknowledgement of the unpopularity of restoring property to the churches was thus 

present, and along with the low number of believers probably the reason why the “benefit 

to believers” argument was not used. Other arguments that we might expect to be used are 

talks of centuries of a religious past and consequently the link between the nation and the 

church(es). It seems that the very tensions between Catholicism and Protestantism, that are 

according to existing research one of the key reasons for present-day Czech irreligiosity, 

have played an inhibiting role in positing a positive historical link between the Catholic 

Church (as currently the biggest church in the country) and between the state. Another 

topic, and a potential reason for supporting the restitutions, is the relationship between the 

churches and (conservative) ideology. The ruling coalition could have pointed out the 

churches’ role in defending and upholding the morals and traditions of the country, yet did 

not do so. NÁR-SOC’s MP Jiří Paroubek was a lone voice who believed bolstering 

conservative ideology to be among one of the goals of the law, adding however that he did 

                                                 
133 First reading, February 3rd, 2012. 
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not fear too great of an influence of the Catholic Church in the future.134 Overall, when 

thinking of all the ways the bill could have been argued for, the verbal support it received 

seems rather meek, yet contextually understandable. The fact that the ruling coalition was 

disproportionately less involved in the debate might also be a finding on its own, one that 

tells that it is harder to argue for religion-benefiting matters in the Czech Republic than 

against them. 

 

6.2 The Proposal to Tax Church Property Restitutions (2017-2019) 

The amendment to the Church Property Restitution Bill of 2012 which sought to tax 

financial reimbursement to churches represents the continuation of the church property 

restitution debate in the Czech parliamentary setting. There are some vital differences 

between the two parliamentary discussions which need to be pointed out. First is the fact 

that the proposal is simply an amendment to the 2012 bill. The difference lies not only in 

the quantity of proposed legislative material that was discussed, but also in the scope of 

what is being done with it. The latter means that the more recent debate therefore should 

no longer directly135 deal with whether or not to return property and if the churches should 

be separated from the state. In addition, unlike the original bill this amendment was not 

proposed by the government but by a group of 15 representatives in the Chamber of 

Deputies, all of whom were members of the communist KSČM party. In regards to 

political parties, the division between those in favour and those against the proposal was as 

follows: 

 

                                                 
134 Final discussion, November 7th, 2012. 

 
135 Old and broader arguments are, however, quite present, as will be shown. 

 



 

54 

Supporting parties Opposing parties 

Akce nespokojených občanů, ANO 

(ANO 2011- Action of Dissatisfied Citizens) 

Občanská demokratická strana, ODS 

(Civic Democratic Party) 

Svoboda a přímá demokracie - Tomio 

Okamura, SPD136 

(Freedom and Direct Democracy – Tomio 

Okamura) 

Česká pirátská strana / Piráti137 

(Czech Pirate Party / Pirates) 

Komunistická strana Čech a Moravy, KSČM 

(Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia) 

Křesťanská a demokratická unie – 

Československá strana lidová, KDU–ČSL 

(Christian and Democratic Union – 

Czechoslovak People's Party) 

Česká strana sociálně demokratická, ČSSD 

(Czech Social Democratic Party) 

Tradice Odpovědnost Prosperita, TOP 09 

(TOP 09 - Tradition Responsibility 

Prosperity) 

 Starostové a nezávislí, STAN 

(Mayors and Independents)  

 

Table 4. Supporters and opposers of the proposal, sorted by number of seats138 

                                                 
136 Although they supported the law and had 22 MPs, SPD members only made a total of 2 speeches 

in the debate. Because a distinctly right-wing party’s support of the proposal and its brief involvement is a 

curiosity, their position will be summarised at this point, as well as because they are  not mentioned in the 

thematic subchapters: 

MP Tomio Okamura stressed that SPD is not against the churches (quite the opposite), but took 

issue with how the 2012 bill was passed and agreed with the notion that the churches were overcompensated. 

Source: First reading, February 28th, 2018. 

MP Jan Hrnčír posited that the Catholic Church only owes the property that was donated to it by 

believers, whilst the rest of the property does not historically belong to it. Source: Second reading, second 

discussion, December 13th, 2018. 

 
137 The Pirates are deserving of a footnote due to their weak opposition to the taxation, elaboration 

of which was strictly based on not having been provided with an official analysis that would undoubtedly 

prove the claim that the churches were overcompensated. It should be noted that they were critical towards 

the way the 2012 bill was passed, but they simply did not say anything that was of much relevance to the 

research questions and as such will not be mentioned hereafter.  

 
138 Czech abbreviations will once more be used when referring to parties (Pirates being the 

exception, although they are not mentioned further on).  

Supporting parties are thus henceforth referred to as: ANO, KSČM, ČSSD, and SPD.  
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Looking at the political and economic context of the debates, there also exist 

notable differences, despite a time passage of only five years between the end of the first 

one and the beginning of the second one. The political landscape had changed; most 

relevantly, a great turnover of parties elected to the Chamber of Deputies had happened. 

All seven parties of the 2010-2013 mandate of the Chamber of Deputies either recorded 

significant losses in the share of votes won (ČSSD, ODS, KČSM, TOP 09), ceased to exist 

(VV), failed to get elected (NÁR.SOC) or were reformed and failed to find themselves in 

the Chamber  as well (LIDEM, now Order of the Nation). Their votes were taken away by 

newer parties such as current Prime Minister Babiš’s catch-all party ANO, the left-

libertarian Pirates, and the right-wing anti-immigration party SPD led by Tomio Okamura. 

The localist-liberal STAN party entered the Chamber as an independent party for the first 

time, but much important to note is the return of a distinctly Christian-oriented political 

option KDU-ČSL. Another difference is the margin with which the bill was passed, for this 

time around it had been a wider one.139 From an economic point of view, the late 2010s are 

a more prosperous period for the Czech Republic. Partly owing to that, partly to the low 

amount of money to be gained from taxing, there was little arguing about the importance of 

saving state money and having to allocate it to social groups in need. 

On the argumental side of things, there was now much more variance in the pro and 

contra views. Many of the most heard arguments again do not necessarily stand in an 

unmistakably overlapping relation with discussing religion per se and its place in the 

Czech society. The main argument of those who proposed the law was quite simply that 

                                                                                                                                                    
Opposing parties are henceforth referred to as: KDU-ČSL, ODS, TOP 09, STAN, and Pirates. 
139  114 votes for, 57 against. 
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churches have been overcompensated140 by the 2012 bill. Taking that into account, taxing 

the financial reimbursement component of the restitutions by 19% was seen as a fair 

compensatory measure. Conversely, the second main supporting argument is thematically 

relevant because it revolves around the category of the people and portrays the society as 

feeling the restitutions to be unjust. On the other side of the debate, the opposers 

predominantly argued that the proposal was simply wrong from a legal point view. More 

precisely, it was seen as encroachment on the legitimate expectations (legitimní očekávání) 

of churches and religious societies. Moreover, MPs who opposed the proposal stressed, 

from the very onset of the debate, the likelihood of the Constitutional Court overruling the 

Chamber of Deputies and thus rejecting the taxation. Another prominent argument 

revolved around taking issue with KSČM itself, that is, the fact that they proposed and 

advocated the amendment was seen by some as enforcement of their will141 and vendetta 

against the churches142. Aside from the notion of “the churches standing against the 

people” as an argument for the approval of the taxation, there were also some thesis-

relevant points in the opposition’s arguments, all of which will be explored in the next sub-

chapter. 

 

6.2.1 Themes 

Three themes have been generated around the debate on taxing church property 

restitutions: 

 

                                                 
140  Following the previous arguments that the price for one square metre of agricultural and forest 

land was higher than the average price of its time and for other subjects. 

 
141 Because the current government relies on the parliamentary support from KČSM.  

 
142 An even sterner condemnation came from Marek Výborný, who stated that communists 

discussing church restitutions can be likened to Nazi talking about compensating the victims of the 

Holocaust. Source: Final discussion, March 12th, 2019. 
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● THEME 1: The churches should be separated from the state 

● THEME 2: The churches are at odds with the people 

● THEME 3: The churches are important due to the social role they fulfil  

 

The first two are the same as the ones listed in the previous debate. A small exception 

encountered is the different wording of the first one, due to the idea of “becoming 

independent from the state” already having been a goal of the 2012 bill. The third theme is, 

on the contrary, new and owes its existence to the KDU-ČSL party partaking in the debate.  

 

6.2.1.1 Theme 1: The churches should be separated from the state 

What represented the most confusing aspect of the previous discussion should now warrant 

instant attention due to some more clarification provided. In short and as a summary, we 

find clearly stated support for the separation between the churches and the state from 

almost every party, sans the ČSSD and KSČM. According to Petr Gazdík from STAN, the 

separation between the churches and the state was something “we all wished for [...] 

because we are a secular state [...]”.143 Concerning general attitudes, what evokes most 

investigative interest is how the pro-Christian party KDU-ČSL’s espoused explicit support 

for keeping the churches and the state separate. For instance, their MP Ondřej Benešík 

posited that “[...] the churches need money so that they can become independent from the 

state, so that the churches and state are separated, which is in the interest of all”.144 His 

party colleague Stanislav Juránek concurs by saying “I very much wish for the definitive 

separation of the Church from the State”145, whilst another colleague, Marek Výborný, not 

                                                 
143Third reading, January 23rd, 2019.  

 
144 First reading, February 28th, 2018. 

 
145 Ibid. 
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only agrees, but quotes the low number of religiously affiliated Czechs as one of the sound 

reasons for the separation: “I  believe that this is correct, especially when many citizens of 

the Czech Republic are not a part of churches and religious societies, so it is right that they 

will not finance the operation and running of churches from their taxes”.146 The last quote 

should be highlighted as it shows that not even KDU-ČSL advocated vicariousness, or at 

least something resembling an idea that the citizens should fund the churches with taxes 

because they approve of what the churches do. As was mentioned, the social democrats 

(ČSSD) were not as keen on the idea of separation, which is in line with the previous 

debate. This time around Lubomír Zaorálek questions separating the churches and the state 

by claiming that “[...] churches have always been a part of this nation’s life”147 and even 

enlists the American case as an example to counter total separation: “I do not know that we 

are here to hold a public debate about the fact that we want an American lifestyle and that 

we want the churches similarly torn away, do you understand, from the state” … “that's 

never been done here” … “and do we want that?”.148
 Furthermore and regarding the 

previous debate of 2012, there were complains that the government did not engage in 

serious discussion on the topic, and the words of Stanislav Grospič from KSČM exemplify 

such an objection: “but unfortunately the proponents of the law did not want to link the 

discussion, and it was the right-wing spectrum that said that we will talk about it when the 

time comes, the question of property settlement is what is relevant now”.149 The same 

sentiment was echoed by MP Zaorálek:  

If we are going ahead with the separation of church and state, it is important to 

clarify what it means, what it entails and whether we want it at all. And that's what 

                                                 
146 Second reading, first discussion, November 13th, 2018. 

 
147 Second reading, second discussion, December 13th, 2018. 

 
148 Ibid. 

 
149 Ibid. 
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I demanded then. In fact, let's just say it how it is, this idea existed in the past, even 

in the distant one, at the beginning of the First Republic. This is a debate that has 

already been held here, and we had no time to realise the consequences, because 

there was no willingness to create space for it.150  

 

Zaorálek also hinted at the need for some state control over the churches by referring to 

what is, according to him, now being done in France: “They are looking for ways to not 

allow these militant religions to be enforced, religions which were very dangerous in the 

past in France, and which the state did nothing about”.151 Yet another contestation of the 

separation between the church and the state was brought forward in the final discussion of 

the second reading when Leo Luzar from KČSM cited an MA thesis from law student Petr 

Karola to point out that: [..] this law, which was adopted in 2012, was not restitution, but 

contains a so-called restitution and compensatory component” ... “two components, which, 

in his opinion, should not have been put together in one law [...].152 Luzar agrees with 

Karola that the two things should have been kept separate. But continuing on the already 

familiar argumental thread of reasoning that church property is state property, MP Luzar’s 

message sheds further light on the communists’ stance on the separation: 

As far as this law is concerned, in 2012 we succeeded in deflecting the pendulum of 

absolute separation from state property control and state influence on property in its 

own country on one side, unlike the communists who did the opposite after 1945 on 

the other side. But we are striving to return the pendulum to a sensible influence of 

the state on property in this country, the influence of the state on shaping the 

functioning of property and equality of property.153   

 

This subchapter should be concluded by pointing out that the communists were 

explicitly criticised for their ideas of keeping some state influence over the churches. When 

addressing them, TOP 09’s Miroslav Kalousek said: “you do not mind the money so much 
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as the fact that a significant part of civil society, an anti-communist one naturally, will be 

independent from the state”.154 This line of reasoning is extremely interesting as it gives 

the hint that the communist past might play the role of an intervening variable when trying 

to determine the desired relation between the Czech state and the churches. That is to say, 

if those who view the communist past in negative light introduce the notion that 

communists practised strong state control over the churches into their thinking, they might 

be more likely to support the opposite model of little or no state control.155 

     

6.2.1.2 Theme 2: The churches are at odds with the people    

If seeing churches as receiving too great of a compensation was the main argument behind 

the taxation proposal, then depictions of the 2012 restitution law as being in some shape 

against the Czech people certainly sit right next to it as the driving argumental force. In its 

simplest of elaborations, the people are said to still be displeased with the church 

restitutions. KSČM’s Leo Luzar stated that: “[...] Communists represent more than 70 

percent of Czech citizens”, meaning that according to him “more than 70 percent156 of 

Czech citizens do not agree with church restitutions” and that “it feels like injustice to 

them”.157 When questioning the main argument of the opposers, that of harming legitimate 

expectations of the churches, ČSSD’s MP Petr Dolínek also brings forth the issue of 

agreement with the restitutions: “[...] but who created such a legitimate expectation?” ... 

                                                 
154 First reading, February 28th, 2018. 

 
155 We cannot infer that with certainty, however. The topic of church-state separation did not receive 

rich elaboration in the second debate either, so interviews targeting this particular topic could shed more light 

on how actors come to conclusions about their preferred relation between the state and the churches. 

 
156 We can also find mention of a figure of 80% of the people, e.g. in Miroslav Grebeníček’s speech. 

Source: First reading, February 28th, 2018. 

 
157 First reading, February 28th, 2018. 
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“well, again the narrow majority158” ... “that was not a referendum” ... “it was not chosen 

somewhere, voted on, etc.”.159 Mentioning the low number of believers in the Czech 

Republic can be seen as further development of the “churches vs. the people” contestation, 

as is best seen in this segment from the speech of ANO’s Jiří Mašek:  

[...] all under the supervision of a predominantly atheist public, in which sympathy 

with the churches, which have been damaged by the Communist regime after 1948, 

is mixed with feelings of unjustifiably overestimated church demands for restitution 

at the expense of the Czech state and hence of all taxpayers.160  

 

Mašek also supported his claims by drawing a comparison with the costs of church 

restitutions in Poland and Hungary, countries where religion is much more present and 

relevant: 

Poland solved the settlement of churches in the amount of 1,000 CZK per citizen, 

Hungary in the amount of 1,500 CZK per citizen and in the Czech Republic the 

settlement with churches exceeds 10,000 CZK per citizen. Citizens of the most 

atheist state in Europe were deservedly punished.161 

 

KSČM’s MP Grebeníček can then be seen as generalising the claim: “moreover, no other 

country awarded the churches as generously as the predominantly atheist Czech 

Republic”.162 The idea is in essence the same as the one encountered in the words of KDU-

ČSL - predominantly atheist taxpayers should not finance the churches, however, the 

difference between the two lies in seeing restitutions themselves as an acceptable expense 

or not.  

In addition, a topic endemic to the taxation debate were the experiences of ordinary 

people and their court proceedings with the churches. First we can point out a more of a 

                                                 
158 The weak winning margin in the vote on the 2012 restitution bill was a point of criticism in some 

other speeches as well. 

 
159 Second reading, second discussion, December 13th, 2018. 
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general assertion of the problem. When talking about the outcomes of the 2012 bill, 

according to the Minister of Culture Antonín Staněk: “the newly harmed are especially 

taxpayers, as well as Czech, Moravian and Silesian cities”, who today “[...] face the 

pressure of churches in more than two and a half thousand lawsuits, you heard me well, 

more than two and a half thousand lawsuits on issuing of further property”.163 This is 

developed by adding that the churches are also demanding the property for which they 

agreed to only receive financial compensation for. As per ČSSD’s Ondřej Veselý:  

What is totally unacceptable to me is that the churches are asking for property, 

asking for property for which they are receiving compensation. They are simply in 

disputes with municipalities, with regions and with private individuals, which 

means they again want the property they are receiving exorbitant reimbursements 

for.164  

 

A rather noteworthy part of this contestation is also constituted by citing of letters or 

emails received from citizens in legal disputes with churches. As an example we may use 

an excerpt that KSČM’s Leo Luzar quoted from an email he received from “poor Mr. 

Havelek”:  

As part of the Church restitutions, the Church brought a lawsuit against me, and by 

decision of the District Court and subsequently the Regional Court, I lost my land. 

Although I have appealed to the Supreme Court, you must be aware of how the 

courts decide in matters of lawsuits in the context of church restitutions. I consider 

the predicament of losing my land to be a great injustice done to me.165 

 

If the churches are not, however, said to be taking property from citizens, they may be 

imposing strict regulations which citizens might not like. “The Church refused to sell us 

[the property] and ultimately graciously rented one garden with all the written conditions 

what we cannot do, not even plant a tree for example”166, as quoted from a letter from one 
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164 Third reading, January 23rd, 2019. 
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citizen KSČM’s Vojtěch Filip received. A counter-argument position claiming that “in 

many cases church entities have unilaterally decided not to start legal disputes or have 

decided to withdraw legal action for good relations”167 uttered by KDU-ČSL’s Pavel 

Bělobrádek, should be mentioned as it is a testament to the party’s dedication to uphold a 

good image of the churches.  

But to mention one more means by which the people were put in opposition to the 

churches: when remembering the arguments used in the previous debate, more specifically 

the warning that restitutions will harm future generations, we find an echoing of a similar 

notion when Miroslav Grebeníček brings up the topic of young people: 

[...] financial compensation to churches is completely absurdly paid by young 

people who are unable to pay for anything that happened at a time they have not 

experienced. I do not see a single reason why I should not stand on their side and 

unequivocally oppose those whose minds have been darkened by the desire for 

possession and the backstage games of power.168 

 

The last few words quoted bring back the likewise old argument about the greediness of 

the churches, which will, however, not be touched on here or in another thematic 

subchapter.169 But it is important to also take not of an argument which rejected the very 

portrayal of churches as greedy clergy, and thereby also tried to resolve the presented 

schism between the churches and the people. Directly quoted from TOP 09’s Miroslav 

Kalousek: “the church is not this or that prelate or this or that diocese” ... “the Church is a 

community of people who are equal and profess some faith”.170 Aside from being a highly 

relevant quote due to its mentioning of believers, it is also an example of a more positive 

view of the churches. More of such views will be demonstrated in the next sub-chapter. 

                                                 
167 Final reading, April 23rd, 2019 

 
168 First reading, February 28th, 2018. 

 
169 Explanation is provided in the Addendum subchapter. 

 
170 Third reading, January 23rd, 2019. 
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6.2.1.3 Theme 3: The churches are important due to the social role they fulfil  

In firm opposition to the previous theme and the arguments favouring it stands the final 

theme, which, as was mentioned, should be linked to KDU-ČSL’s return to the Chamber of 

Deputies. This is because almost all of the party members strived to mention the positive 

roles the churches according to them can have and do have in society. So which specific 

roles were mentioned? Marian Jurečka not only informs of them, but also of the need for 

the churches to have property so that they may fulfil those particular roles:  

Of course, churches as well as other institutions cannot live on air and water, and 

need adequate property in order to live. That property, in the past and present, has 

been used not only for spiritual services, but has also played an important role in 

developing cultural, scientific and social activities. In this context, it should not be 

forgotten that perhaps in all areas of the development of Western civilization the 

churches were one of the driving forces.171 

 

Readers might observe that the last sentence from the quote is an assertion of the 

civilisatory role the churches have had in history, which is another narrative by which the 

churches can be portrayed positively. Further to the point, and as it can hardly be seen in a 

negative light, engaging in charity is also highlighted: “so please do not manipulate facts 

here and tell the public that the churches - and here the Catholic Church is the greatest 

establisher, the founder of charity - do not fulfil the message "love thy neighbour as 

thyself"”.172 In fulfilling all these roles, the main message we are ultimately told is that the 

church has an important role in the society, even to the point that it may act as a substitute 

for the state: 

And among the activities of churches belong in many respects charitable activities, 

good-will ones. Churches often substitute for the duty of the state in many respects 

and these tasks, which they fulfil for the benefit of not their members or those who 

adhere to these churches, but for the benefit of the citizens of the Czech Republic, 

of course, these activities must be financed from somewhere.173 

                                                 
171 Second reading, second discussion, December 13th, 2018. 

 
172 By: Marian Jurečka. Source: Third reading, January 23rd, 2019. 

 
173 By: Marek Výborný. Source: Second reading, first discussion, November 13th, 2018. 
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What can also be added is that, playing somewhat into the communists’ hand 

regarding their criticism of the Catholic Church, KDU-ČSL’s members were particularly 

interested in pushing the message that the smaller churches would suffer the most from 

taxation, as opposed to the Catholic Church which would not be affected as much. Of 

course, if these churches have a social role to carry out, it then makes sense why this would 

be a loss. Albeit not restricted to KDU-ČSL, another pro-Church argument sought to 

portray the arrangement by which the Catholic Church redistributed some of it 

compensation to those churches who had little or no claims174 to property as “incredibly 

generous”175 - an act that happened “for the first time in these lands after White 

Mountain”.176  

To conclude, it should also be said that there were not many who wished to contest 

that the churches should fulfil certain social roles. The following quote by ANO’s Jiri 

Mašek is a minor exception, and is of high relevance because it links the declining number 

of believers with the hypothesis on the inability of the churches to provide services to the 

people:   

Between 1991 and 2011, the number of believers dropped by 1.2 million to 32% of 

the population, of which 11% belonged to the Roman Catholic Church, and below 

1% for other churches. In this context, the question arises of the development of 

services that churches provide to society in the Czech Republic.177   

   

                                                                                                                                                    
 
174 In fact, MPs criticised this in the first debate, pointing out that the Apostolic Church (Apoštolská 

církev) was founded in 1989 but was to be restituted.  

 
175 By: ODS’s Marek Benda. Source: First reading, February 28th, 2018. 

 
176 By: Miroslav Kalousek from TOP 09. Source: ibid. 

 
177 Second reading, second discussion, December 13th, 2018. 
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6.2.2 Addendum 

Before asking what was not being said in the debates, it is obvious that some things were 

not mentioned or dealt with in its very analysis. Although this may very much so remain 

open for discussion, the theme relating to the “churches are greedy” narrative was not 

singled out as relevant in the taxation proposal. There are such claims, to be sure. The 

argument for not assigning them thematic value is, however, that they do not feature as 

prominently as in the first debate, and do not present themselves as dominant when 

compared to other thematically-centred arguments in the current debate. KSČM’s Miroslav 

Grebeníček is perhaps the only one who can be seen strongly continuing this line of 

argumentation and putting it at the front stage of his speeches. As there is not much point 

in repeating old arguments, it is only interesting to perhaps note a minor change in content, 

which is the inclusion of Pope Francis. The Pope is used as an example of an insider critic 

of greed because he “[...] has been trying to make church dignitaries more modest and who 

has been trying to rid the Vatican Bank of its criminal reputation”.178 Grebeníček was also 

the rare voice who brought up the protestant vs. catholic thread, and historical figures such 

as Masaryk. 

At this point it may become clear there was also no specific paragraph of analysis 

dedicated to how history was used in this debate. The interesting difference between the 

first and the second debate is that history was mentioned much less than in the latter one. 

When history is introduced, it is usually confined to the 20th century and the question of 

the restitutions possibly encroaching on the two land reforms which preceded the 

communist one. The argument that the Roman Catholic Church has never historically 
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owned the property it is getting via restitutions can be spotted, but not significantly enough 

as a part of a particular theme.  

 Finally moving on to what was not said but could have been said, we can stop to 

think about the linking of conservative ideology and religion. There were assertions of the 

churches’ relation to some fundamental values: “the concept of equality before God, the 

idea of human dignity, the concept of charity as virtue are also inextricably linked to 

Christianity and the bearers of its tradition, that is, churches”.179 Likewise there was 

mentioning of the civilisatory role of the churches, such as by ČSSD’s MP Antonín 

Staněk: “I deeply feel and recognise the Christian traditions on which our society 

stands”.180 Despite all this, there is no advocating of the churches as defenders of morals 

and traditions in the present. They are not portrayed as the allies of certain political parties 

and the ideologies associated with them. 

One minor detail which may be of interest for those researching attitudes to 

different religions in the Czech Republic is the observable presence of antipathy towards 

Islam, although expressed only by two members of the Chamber of Deputies. When 

defending the 2012 bill, both Marek Benda and Miroslav Kalousek listed removing the 

possibility of funding Islamic churches as its advantage: 

To the greatest defenders of Christian values, particularly those who eat pork on 

Good Friday, I would like to emphasize that if we had only delayed for a year, 

according to existing legislation the Federation of Islamic Religious Communities 

would have been entitled to a state contribution, had we not accepted the law in 

2012 which we accepted.181   

 

                                                 
179 By: KDU-ČSL’s Marian Jurečka. Source: Second reading, second discussion, December 13th, 

2018. 

 
180 Second reading, second discussion, December 13th, 2018. 

 
181 Quote by: Miroslav Kalousek from TOP 09. Source: Final discussion, April 23rd, 2019. 

In the first reading MP Benda mentions “theologies we do not understand” and with which “many of 

us often disagree with”, later in the final discussion also mentioning the (undesirable) prospect of paying 

imams. 
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7. Discussion: a comparison and synthesis of the 

debates 

With the two analyses completed, some comparative considerations should be presented. It 

was, in fact, already hard to not do so when analysing the second debate, given that it 

directly tied into the first one. But what needs to be expanded on, among other things, is 

the difference in which arguments were used and how they were supported. If the 

researcher takes into account that the second debate should not have had much to with the 

very question of whether to restore property or not, nor with separating the churches from 

the state, they would feel compelled to state that there was quite a lot of repetition in the 

second debate. The repetition noticed can be related to what each party felt strongly182  

about from the onset of the debates. For ODS and TOP 09 this was to fix the injustice 

communism had done to the churches, for KSČM it was the lack of desire to give property 

back to the churches, while ČSSD’s approach was framed around proposing to maintain 

some sort of cooperation between the state and the churches. As for newcomers to the 

second debate, ANO can be described as primarily taking the approach of wanting to right 

the perceived injustice done to the people, whilst KDU-ČSL was keen on defending the 

image of the churches. However, if digging deeper into the content of the debates, the 

researcher can also point out several noteworthy differences.  

When it comes to the question of how great of a share in the debates did the talk 

about religion in it of itself constitute, for both debates we may argue for a quantitative 

primacy of legal and financial arguments. Yet, at the same time, it was difficult to cover all 

qualitative points relevant to the thesis. One difference already noted in the previous 

chapter relates to the use of history. The first debate, from a research point of view, 

                                                 
182 Or simply presented it that way. 
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contained fantastic exemplifications of the historically-conditioned Czech anti-clerical 

attitude, or better yet, of Czech anti-Catholic views. Historical figures and events such as 

Jan Hus, The Battle of White Mountain, and Tomáš Masaryk were evoked as criticism of 

the Roman Catholic Church, whose historical right to property was challenged as well. 

Echoes of historical anti-clerical remarks remained in the second debate, however, 

historical reflections going further back than the 20th century did not take centre stage. 

Although anti-clerical contestations were not shared by all, it should be noted that there 

was one element of history that no one wished to challenge. The two land reforms which 

preceded the communist one of 1948 also reduced church property, but given that the First 

Czechoslovak Republic and the post WW2 democratic government are perceived 

differently than the communist regime, there was worry about protecting the legacy of 

those reforms. Therefore if one side said the property taken away in those reforms will be 

restituted, the response from the other side was not “yes, and that is alright”, but rather “no, 

it will not”. In short, the historical context has proved to be once more important in 

clarifying the religious situation in the Czech Republic. Furthermore, the use of the 

category of the people also proved to be absolutely crucial in both debates. It should be 

noted that it worked more so for those opposing restitutions and/or wanting to tax them. 

One of the more interesting finding of this thesis is, in fact, probably how very little the 

proponents of the restitutions and opposers of taxing them had this category at their 

disposal. No one could quite argue that the Czech citizens felt sympathetic to the 

restitution cause. There was indeed awareness of low individual level religiosity of the 

Czech, and it was a hard thing to counter. In that regard, the applicability of the concept of 

vicarious religion is questionable. The problem lies in the concept’s requirement for the 

majority to be aware of what the minority is doing and to appreciate it. The second debate 

brought forward distinct acknowledgment of the social role of the churches, but it was not 



 

70 

accompanied by any sort of proclamation that Czechs are aware of these roles and that they 

thus wish to support the churches. The argument was not that “we should give property to 

churches because the people want them to fulfil certain social roles”, but rather “we should 

give property to the churches because we know the churches can and/or do fulfil some 

positive, beneficial roles in society”. Another difference between the debates was the 

waning of strong arguments about social groups being in greater need than the churches, 

which should mostly be explained by the different contexts of the debate. But the 

importance of this theme even appearing was that there was thought about prioritisation of 

social actors, and that for some the church was simply seen as below many groups in the 

society on the scale of priority. With the concept of vicarious religion cast aside, the same 

can be done with the concept of believing without belonging, but due to the fact that the 

thesis did not research the Czech citizens. In further research the concept might still prove 

to be useful or could be countered with an entirely new conceptualisation, perhaps 

something along the lines of believing in non-belonging.  

When theorising about secularisation, the initial research puzzle was: how come the 

Czech Republic finally passed a church property restitution law? Had something changed, 

was there a different approach to the churches in politics than among the people, who were 

not supportive of these sorts of restitutions? More puzzling than the initial questions was 

the debate content regarding the separation between the church and the state. The decision 

to carry it out was listed as one of the main goals of the 2012 bill, yet it almost seemed like 

an afterthought, or perhaps as if it served the role of packaging that was to increase the 

appeal of the bill. But to analyse the direction in which the course of the Czech Republic 

was shifted in regards to secularisation beyond such impressions, we may go back to 

Casanova’s three dimensions of European secularisation. The first one, differentiation 

between the secular and religious institutions corresponds with the bill’s goal of separation 
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between the churches and the state. The second one regarding the decline in religious 

belief and practices is not applicable here because the dimension is about the citizens. But 

the third one, privatisation of religion, is what is most interesting to discuss. The question 

to answer is did the supporters of the 2012 bill wish to increase the presence of religion in 

the public sphere? The one aspect of it they could have argued for, that the churches should 

act as defenders of moral and traditional values of society, can be dismissed. Nothing of 

such was advocated. Now what was noted, on the other hand, even sometimes by ČSSD, 

was the civilisatory role of the churches. However, that does not carry great practical 

relevance as the link was described as a historic one, rather than having relevance for 

present day national identity. More importantly, there was the argument that the 

restitutions well help the churches so that they may carry out their roles in society. But 

beyond simply giving property to the churches and believing they will do something with 

them, the supporters did not show substantial interest in securing that these roles will be 

accomplished. If the property will help boost the activities of the churches, would the 

government somehow (additionally) cooperate with them in carrying them out? Due to this 

lack of interest and, at the same time, presenting the separation as eventual removal of state 

financing of churches as very positive, this dissertation would claim that on a linguistic 

level the property restoration advocates were leaning more towards secularisation than 

desecularisation. As for what the real effects will be, that remains to be investigated and 

seen in some future academic work. 

At last, it is necessary to reflect on the potential limitations of the thesis and to 

perhaps suggest some avenues for future research. Reflecting on these two issues is an 

interlinked matter because the scope set for an MA thesis meant that not all aspects of the 

problem could be investigated. The knowledge on the church property restitution debates 

could be enriched by approaching it from the position of other relevant actors in society. 
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The media, for one, might have portrayed the debate in a vastly different way than 

politicians in the Chamber of Deputies. Content or discourse analyses of media coverage 

could also show how interesting the topic was deemed to be to the public. What may also 

be useful is to do research on how the churches themselves argued their positions on the 

two debates, possibly even contrasting those who partook in the creating the 2012 bill and 

those who did not. By analysing their publications, appearances in the media or conducting 

interviews, we would directly acquire their point of view, unlike having it mediated by 

MPs. Expanding the topic to effects of the restitutions would also certainly make for a 

wonderful publication, since it could not only evaluate the restitutions in simpler terms but 

could also try to see if they resulted in greater church presence in the public sphere.  

Interviews with citizens could also add invaluable insight as being in the position to ask 

questions might mean the respondents could be guided towards revealing what has shaped 

their thought concerning religion. Aside from representing different actors, comparative 

research of several other countries which have gone down the road of church property 

restitutions could prove to be fruitful. The research designs could span from simple paired-

comparisons between the Czech Republic and Slovakia to including as many countries as 

possible. Depending on the methodology, the comparative approach may also be suitable 

for those wanting to generate causal claims or perhaps even make a stronger contribution 

to theory. All of these suggestions are, however, based on the presupposition of similar 

theoretical and topical interests as the ones in this thesis. Naturally, there can exist different 

focuses and approaches, such as those chiefly taking interest in political discourse, matters 

of law, theology etc.  
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Conclusion 

There is little doubt that the debates on church property restitution will be remembered as 

heated and controversial moments of Czech history. When one of the most unchurched 

nations in the world, an exceptional case, set out to restore the property taken away from 

the churches after 1948 by the communist regime, an exceptional debate might have been 

justly expected in turn. Both the Church Property Restitution Bill of 2012 and the Proposal 

to Tax Church Property Restitutions of 2017-2019 came at a time of a record-low and 

progressively decreasing number of religiously affiliated citizens. Imagining the debate to 

look identical or even similar to how it might look like in a more religious country would 

have been a false premise. A premise that might have led to the conclusion that something 

perceived as beneficial to churches and religious communities, as well as desired by them, 

cannot be striving towards more secularisation.  

The contribution of this dissertation was to provide qualitative, linguistic accounts 

that would serve to describe what a contemporary parliamentary debate on religion might 

actually look like in an unchurched country. By doing a thematic content analysis of 

transcripts of both debates, the desire was to answer theoretically-informed questions that 

were complemented by the specificities of the Czech case highlighted in existed research. 

The two desires were also combined with an effort to historically document two important 

debates. Even though initial readings of sources pointed to religion taking second place as 

a topic of discussion to legal and financial matters, a more thorough reading revealed 

significant commentary on it. Arguments not related to religion, however, constituted an 

irreplaceable part of the debates and thus require reiterating.  

In the 2012 restitution bill, the main supporting arguments revolved around wanting 

to correct the injustice done by communist takeover of church property (“what was stolen, 

must be returned”) and around feeling obliged to do so based on the ruling of the 
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Constitutional Court of the Czech Republic that the issue must be resolved. The opposing 

arguments not related to religion pertained to critiques about spending too much money, 

spending it on the wrong social group, and pushing the law despite a lack of public support 

for it, as well as without having a detailed list of property to be restored. The taxation 

proposal was brought forward mainly on the line of reasoning that the compensations to 

churches were too high and that the public does not agree with them. The opposing side in 

this debate claimed taxation endangered the legal principle of legitimate expectation and 

took issue with communist KSČM party proposing it.   

As for arguments, and the themes encapsulating them, that were actually closely 

interlinked with religion, in both of the debates rather strong use was made of the tactic to 

oppose the people to the churches. Whether the people were said to, among other things, 

not be supporting the restitutions, to be receiving less money for their own property 

restitutions or to be losing out on state funds for their social groups, the churches were 

simply presented as acting against their interest. In what was a prominent theme of the first 

debate, the churches were depicted as instead being more interested in their own material 

interests and were portrayed as greedy. This was heavily interlinked with threads from the 

history of religion in the Czech Republic, whereby some espoused negative attitudes 

specifically against the Catholic Church and its history in the Czech lands. The other side 

of the debate struggled with employing people in their favour, as they were quite aware of 

their low interest in churches and low measures of religious belief. The other side did, 

however, particularly in the taxation debate, point out the positive roles churches can fulfil 

in society. The Christian Democrat KDU-ČSL party stood out in its advocacy of the 

former, but they cannot be seen as advocating vicarious religion because they did not 

specify it was the people wanting the churches to have those roles.  
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What made for the most interesting segment of the analysis was the fact that the 

separation between the churches and the state was listed as another key goal of the 2012 

restitution bill. By giving them property, it was desired for the churches to become self-

financed so that the state need not pay their salaries. Interestingly enough, a part of the 

opposition, mostly the social democrats (ČSSD), did not quite agree with that, and instead 

rather sought to preserve some cooperation of the state with the churches. But because the 

idea of separation was not strongly elaborated, because there was little interest in boosting 

the positive role the churches might have, as well as because there was simply an 

optimistic portrayal of ceasing to finance the churches, the main conclusion of this thesis is 

that the advocates of the property restitution debate were linguistically striving more 

towards secularisation than desecularisation. Therefore in an unchurched country it is 

possible that an act seen as beneficial to the churches be secularly tinted. 
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