
www.ssoar.info

The Czech Economic Elite after Fifteen Years of
Post-Socialist Transformation
Tucek, Milan; Machonin, Pavel

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Tucek, M., & Machonin, P. (2006). The Czech Economic Elite after Fifteen Years of Post-Socialist Transformation.
Sociologický časopis / Czech Sociological Review, 42(3), 537-556. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-
ssoar-56547

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Deposit-Lizenz (Keine
Weiterverbreitung - keine Bearbeitung) zur Verfügung gestellt.
Gewährt wird ein nicht exklusives, nicht übertragbares,
persönliches und beschränktes Recht auf Nutzung dieses
Dokuments. Dieses Dokument ist ausschließlich für
den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch bestimmt.
Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments müssen alle
Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise auf gesetzlichen
Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses Dokument
nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen Sie
dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.

Terms of use:
This document is made available under Deposit Licence (No
Redistribution - no modifications). We grant a non-exclusive, non-
transferable, individual and limited right to using this document.
This document is solely intended for your personal, non-
commercial use. All of the copies of this documents must retain
all copyright information and other information regarding legal
protection. You are not allowed to alter this document in any
way, to copy it for public or commercial purposes, to exhibit the
document in public, to perform, distribute or otherwise use the
document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.

http://www.ssoar.info
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-56547
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-56547


The Czech Economic Elite after Fifteen Years 
of Post-socialist Transformation*

PAVEL MACHONIN, MILAN TUČEK, MARTIN NEKOLA**
Institute of Sociology AS CR, Prague, 

Centre for Social and Economic Strategies, Prague

Abstract: The East-Central European post-socialist transformations have now
reached a new stage, with the need to address the problems of further moderni-
sation and maintenance in the context of the EU. The role of elites in this process
is as intermediators between the influence of the European context and the
needs and interests of differentiated internal social structures. Their attitudes
and behaviour exhibit a high degree of internal fragmentation and division cor-
responding to various strategical orientations favouring various societal models.
The post-socialist Czech economic elite was initially reproduced out of former
state socialist managers and their cadre reserves. After the first phase of eco-
nomic developments, inspired by neo-liberal radical privatisation and elements
of ‘shock therapy’, and once the new, more European phase ushered in many
new factors, there was a distinct decline in the number of ‘old-new’ economic
elite on the scene. In the empirical part of the article the results of several sur-
veys are used to briefly describe the changes in the composition of the Czech
economic elite in the 1994–2005 period and to summarise their attitudes and be-
haviour. The analysis concludes that the current image of a liberal and pro-Eu-
ropean Czech elite is consistent with the stable and remarkable progress of the
Czech economy since 1999, the considerable wealth, strong profits, and high
salaries enjoyed by top elites, and the enhancement of their role in the European
economy. There are also some limitations and weak points that diverge from this
general picture. The article’s conclusions touch on the question of the role of the
economic elite in the progress of arriving at more consensual attitudes and be-
haviour among societal elites as a whole, favouring further economic growth,
modernisation and the strengthening of social cohesion in the context of the EU. 
Keywords: post-socialist transformation, Czech Republic, economic elite, change
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The post-socialist transformation and the role of the elites

The East-Central European1 post-socialist transformations that occurred between
1989 and 2005 represent a new type of non-violent qualitative societal change. In
view of the dissimilarity of the ‘state socialist’ social and political background of
these countries in comparison with others, and owing to the new balance of power
in the world and in European politics and economics, these transformations differ
from most social and European political and social revolutions that have occurred
before. The background of these countries was in a state socialist (totalitarian, egal-
itarian and non-market) system, with a largely industrially developed (semi-mod-
ern) but under-capitalised society, which in the post-socialist period progressed,
with strong probability of success, towards democratic, market and the more or less
meritocratic or class social systems characteristic of the early stages of post-indus-
trial (late modern) society. This historical process has thus far gone through two
phases, roughly determined by changing geo-political contexts. In the first phase (in
approximately the first two-thirds of the 1990s) the transition to a democratic par-
liamentary political system took place alongside rapid and radical economic and so-
cial change, all of which occurred under the key influence of the dominant neo-
liberal stream in world politics and economics, and in many cases accompanied by
the use of ‘shock-therapy’ or at least some elements of such an approach.2

The increasing economic difficulties and social tensions that ensued in the last
third of the 1990s heralded the start of the second phase, which is still in progress,
and which has been strongly influenced by: a) the requirements of the EU accession
process, b) rapidly developing economic co-operation with advanced, mainly Euro-
pean countries, and c) the normatively set consequences of EU membership. This
phase is characterised by the fact that the modernisation aspects of transformation
typical for advanced European countries and the need to somehow strengthen so-
cial cohesion have moved to the forefront.

However, in individual countries one can nowadays observe phenomena in-
dicative of a possible new turn to the more nationally oriented right, mainly as a re-
sult of some of the flaws and failures of left-centrist governments, including cor-
ruption, continuing economic and social difficulties, and a certain disillusionment
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1 The category of East-Central European post-socialist countries roughly coincides with the
new member countries of the EU from this region. 
2 In most of the European post-socialist countries the principles of the Washington Consen-
sus II among leading world economic institutions were applied, though most of the govern-
ments in question preferred not to speak too loudly about it. Rapid liberalisation and the con-
sequent privatisation of all decisive spheres of the economy, accompanied by ‘shock therapy’
were typical features of the economic reforms in most post-socialist societies. Among the
specific aspects of the first phase of Czech economic reform was the stress laid on creating a
domestic (national) economic elite and a middle class and the extreme rapidity of the
changes, mainly enabled through the unorthodox method of combining the voucher and ad-
ministrative methods of privatisation [cf. Mlčoch 1997; Sojka 2004]. 



with developments in both world and European politics. This turn recently mani-
fested itself in the outcome of the parliamentary elections in Poland in 2005 and to
some extent also in the process of constituting a new government in the Czech Re-
public after the elections in June 2006.

However, this description of the two historical phases does not apply fully to
all the countries in question. For example, the temporal pacing of Slovakia’s course
differs slightly from this general scheme, owing to a nationalist and populist
episode in politics that detained the whole process for years. However, nationalist
and populist tendencies also exist in other countries and may intervene in further
stages of development. The changes in the Baltic republics have also shown some
specificity.3 But the problems typical for each of the two basic phases had to be
solved in all the countries of East-Central Europe, and only the future can tell
whether the influence of several new factors and processes of differentiation will
call into question the existence of a unitary East-Central European type of post-
socialist transformation. 

The current social and cultural-civilisational structures of the societies that ex-
perienced the type of changes characterised above can for the most part be de-
scribed as a hybrid, consisting of the persistent bureaucratic and egalitarian rela-
tionships that survived from the past and the new meritocratic and class relation-
ships. The young democratic systems are still just developing the requisite political
culture and still trying to obtain a balance between administrative regulation and
civil society. Moreover, the political party system seems far from achieving the rela-
tive stability that is typical of countries with a long history of parliamentary democ-
racy. Only some professionals (mainly those active in the enterpreneurial sector of
the economy) have attained economic and social statuses that correspond to their
qualifications and achievements, while others (mainly those working in the public
sphere) are still suffering from the consequences of inherited egalitarianism. This
makes the influence of the new middle strata rather weak. At the same time, the
clear contours of a new class structure have emerged. In addition to the gradual re-
vival of a petty bourgeoisie class and a class of mid-level entrepreneurs and man-
agers, a top managerial and a capital ownership class have also emerged (in many
cases marked by the illegal and/or immoral way they attained their new positions),
along with elements of a political and bureaucratic class, both of which enjoy some
privileges. On the other hand, a significant unemployment rate and a considerable
amount of poverty and other forms of social exclusion show that the top and bot-
tom rungs of the social ladder have clearly become polarised. Such relationships
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3 The well-grounded empirical work by A. Steen [1997] shows that all three Baltic republics
differ from the other Central-European type of post-socialist societies owing to their histori-
cal fate of having been much more closely tied to the Soviet totalitarian system. This also sig-
nificantly influenced the composition and behaviour of even the post-socialist elites. In two
of these societies – Estonia and Latvia – the conflict between elites representing ethnic ma-
jorities and those of the Russian population has had an extraodinarily strong impact on the
behaviour of elites. 



form the social framework in which complex, deep and also controversial civilisa-
tional and cultural modernisation changes are taking place.

The complexity and continually changing nature of the external and internal
circumstances surrounding the development of the post-socialist countries allows
them the possibility to consider various social models. One such model resembles
the neo-conservative and neo-liberal concept backed mainly (but not exclusively) by
the present ruling strata in the United States. But there are also a variety of Euro-
pean types of social arrangements for consideration (e.g. democratic-socialist, social
democratic, social liberal, christian conservative), all of which combine liberal and
democratic concepts with some degree of respect for social rights and protection.
Nor can the nationalist and populist models and even the Russian-type of centralist
model be fully ruled out as yet. Conversely, a return to the principles of state so-
cialism seems – at least among East-Central-European countries – very unlikely.
And there is of course also the possibility that hybrid combinations of features from
several of these models could emerge.4

In any case, the future of the post-socialist countries is in no way pre-deter-
mined, and there is still a broad field in which to make relatively free (both rational
and irrational) choices. As EU membership provides some guarantees that these
choices will be democratic in character, and the pre-agreed and codified rules of the
game in this community lead the member countries towards modernisation and the
maintenance of social cohesion, the manifold differences between future possible
developments in most European post-socialist countries can be reduced to one main
difference: between trends that strengthen the European Union and those that
weaken it. This does not mean that the current state of the EU should be in any way
idealised or that automatic support should be given to the bureaucratic and cen-
tralist tendencies that exist in this European organisation. However, the present sit-
uation, having originated in the course of European and world history, does not al-
low post-socialist countries in East-Central Europe any general choice today other
than that of joining the advanced European countries and co-operating with them
or opting not to do so. 

According to the ‘sandwich’ concept, outlined by J. Pakulski in an elites work-
shop held in Prague several years ago, the role of national elites in the post-socialist
transformation processes lies mainly in their intermediation of external (interna-
tional) and internal (nationally specific) social influences and pressures, which are an
expression of corresponding social needs and interests. However, the post-socialist
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4 The statements in the preceding text are a condensed expression of broader reflections pre-
sented in the author’s recently published new book [Machonin 2005b] devoted to the Czech
historical experience and its relation to sociological thought. That work explains the post-so-
cialist changes in East-Central Europe in terms of societal transformation instead of applying
some version of the so-called transitological theories, particularly popular among some polit-
ical scientists. Compare, for example, the systematic explanation of the application of transi-
tological theory to the post-socialist changes in the work of one of the leading thinkers in this
approach, Michel Dobry [2000]. 



political elite are still more fragmented or even divided than they are consensually
unified, and the attitudes and activities of the economic elite (also somewhat inter-
nally fragmented) have to respond to the possibility of substantial changes occurring
in the composition of the power elites and their strategic orientations.

Each of the various internal components of a society’s elites is bound to one
or more international forces influencing the course of transformation. The majority
of these forces are geopolitical in nature. The first such sphere of forces is repre-
sented by the combined influence of international economic institutions and inter-
national corporations, US capital and administration, and the international organi-
sations controlled by them. These are usually referred to as the leading forces of
globalisation. The second sphere is clearly the EU, with its broad network of eco-
nomic, political, social and cultural institutions, and the advanced European econo-
my. Although the interests of individual old EU members and their specific rela-
tionships to the post-socialist countries – both as a whole and individually – vary,
the influence of the European community on the post-socialist societies has thus far
been primarily relatively united. Despite the defeat of the Soviet block in the last
stage of the Cold War, and despite the tensions that continue to exist between the
successor states in the former Soviet Union and the other post-socialist countries,
no one can deny Russia’s continued political and military influence and its eco-
nomic weight in some areas of international and European affairs. This makes the
influence of Russia the third geopolitical sphere of influence, albeit a weaker one
than the first two.

Individual segments of elites in the European post-socialist societies tend also
to be tied to some internal social groupings, like classes, strata, ethnic groups, eco-
nomic sectors, regions, settlement types, religious groups, and generations, etc. This
is a result of tradition, ideology, and the social composition of the members and sup-
porters of political parties or movements and their basic programme objectives.
However, political subjects striving to occupy a leading position in the political sys-
tem must to some degree transcend their ideological positions and traditional social
anchoring in order to gain a broader than the traditional mass form of support, es-
pecially in times of relatively frequent political changes caused by unexpected phe-
nomena. Such events can also occur in stable democratic systems, but in the rapid-
ly developing post-socialist countries cases of this nature are far more common than
in the advanced European countries. On the other hand, the at times confused po-
litical, economic and social developments in the European post-socialist countries
have shown that for serious political subjects and their leaders it does not pay to de-
viate too much or too long from promoting the needs and interests of their social
base of supporters or from their own traditions, ideology and past programmes.

Today, how fragmentated the political elites in the European post-socialist so-
cieties are varies considerably from one country to the next. Many factors in the
structure and behaviour of elites co-determine for periods of varying length (de-
pending, as a rule, on the election results) what kind of strategy is asserted in each
country and has a chance to shape the societal systems either in favour of or against
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the complex transformation goals it entails. Such factors include, for example, the
relationships between the individual segments of elites, the degree to which they co-
operate, make compromises, lose or win, and compete or fight, and, of course, the
strength of their influence on the population, as derived from both their programme
strategy and tactical qualities and from the personal qualities of their leaders. For
the time being, in most post-socialist countries the prevailing situation is that of a
socially and politically divided ‘ship that cannot sail’: the principal social and polit-
ical subjects exhibit only minimal ability and willingness to together search for and
implement optimal or at least compromise solutions. This is one source of the sud-
den and at times almost haphazard changes that occur in the developmental trends
in individual countries. While in such a situation the countries in question certain-
ly need their elites as the mediators between the stimuli coming from Europe and
the existing cultural and social handicaps experienced by the mass of society, and
need them to perform their role of maintaining social cohesion to facilitate further
modernisation,5 the model of elite behaviour probably ought to be more one of a ra-
tionally argued tendency towards promoting consensus, pragmatism, and compro-
mise, and even a certain level of co-operation on important issues of European and
national significance – something that Szomolányi [2002] calls the ‘gradual conver-
gence of elites’.

EU membership was assumed to be, and to some degree still is, one of the
main unifying and stabilising factors assisting the progress of transformation. How-
ever, growing differences between individual member countries and various politi-
cal streams within the EU in connection with the European Constitution and the in-
terpretation of the Lisbon strategy have significantly weakened that effect.

The origin, development and current structure of the economic elite 
in the Czech Republic

A series of analyses of economic, historical and sociological data produced by a
group of Czech sociologists in the years between 1994 and 20056 indicate that the
new economic elite were profoundly shaped by the composition, behaviour and at-
titudes of the majority of the state socialist management elite in Czechoslovakia and
the Czech lands. It was Ivo Možný [1993] who put forth the idea that a large pro-
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5 That is why we are wary of C. Lasch’s [1995] severe criticism of the elites for their nearly
total isolation from society and for their betrayal of democracy. In the current situation, the
post-socialist elites are confronted with serious problems in some aspects similar to those
that the elites of this region had to cope with during the period of nation-state formation.
Therefore, neither we, nor the elites themselves, can afford to adopt a position of nihilist
skepticism towards their role in society; instead we prefer rational and realistic criticism and
a motivational emphasis on how they should perform their positive role. 
6 See Machonin [2005a], Machonin and Tuček [1994, 1996, 2000, 2002], Machonin, Tuček and
Gatnar [1995], Hanley et al. [1996], Machonin, Šťastnová et al. [1996], Matějů [1997], Tuček



portion of Czech managers had in the 1980s already become interested in making
substantial changes to the Czech economic system. This means that they were
aware of a) the weakness of the Czech economy in comparison with economies in
more advanced countries, b) the disadvantages arising from their limited right to
make decisions within a command economy, and that a role was played even by the
fact that c) there were evident limits to their income in comparison with the salaries
of western managers, not to mention the incomes and wealth of capital owners. In
particular young and middle-aged, better-educated managers in mid-rank positions
in the economic hierarchy, regardless of whether they were members of the Com-
munist Party or not, were dissatisfied with their status and the prospects for ob-
taining higher positions occupied by old and faithful communist cadres.

The historical phases in the development of the economic elite

In the first phase of the transformation the large majority of the post-socalist eco-
nomic elite – with the continued presence and active engagement of the non-dis-
credited (and therefore less influential under state socialism but more so after 1989)
part of the top and mid-level state socialist management – played a key role in the
privatisation process and profited maximally from its prevailingly national charac-
ter. According to the Elite Research 19947 two-fifths of the economic elite in 1994
had also been members of the state socialist elites, though not necessarily in the
same positions. We will call them the ‘old-new economic elite’. As for the other
three-fifths, which we will refer to as the ‘new economic elite’, in 1989 30% occupied
a position managing several departments in an enterprise or in some other organi-
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[1996], and Tuček et al. [1997, 2005]. The common thread in this series of titles is the study of
elites as a part of stratification and mobility research. Many of the ideas expressed in these
studies, mostly written by P. Machonin and M. Tuček, or with their participation, are used in
this article without special quotations. Something similar applies also to the reflections on
some general concepts concerning the characteristics and roles of elites in the process of post-
socialist transformation, as elaborated on the basis of work on elites conducted by an interna-
tional team in the spirit of new ‘elitism’ and their application to post-socialist transformations
formulated mainly by John Higley, J. Pakulski, G. Lengyel, W. Wesolowski and others. See, for
example, Best and Becker [1997], Dogan and Higley [1998], Frentzel-Zagórska and Wasilews-
ki [2000], Higley [1997], Higley and Lengyel [2000], Higley, Pakulski and Wesolowski [1998],
and Steen [1997]. Most of the Czech and foreign works referred to are based on data on elites
collected in the first half of the 1990s. This paper aims to grasp the results of the changes in
the structure, attitudes and behaviour of elites in the second half of the 1990s and at the be-
ginning of the 20th century. A cross-national comparison can be hoped for after the data from
other European post-socialist countries is collected and elaborated.
7 The ‘International Elite Research in the European Postsocialist Countries’ in 1994 was led
by I. Szelényi and D. Treiman, and in the Czech Republic by P. Matějů and M. Tuček. For de-
tails see Szelényi and Treiman [1991], Szelényi, Treiman and Wnuk-Lipiński [1995], Tuček
[1996], Hanley et al. [1996] and Matějů [1997]. 



sational unit, which means that they were close to an elite position, while 55% were
mid-level management, and only 15% were ‘real newcomers’ to the management or
capital-ownership structure after 1989 [Tuček 1996: 157–161]. 

These findings falsify the general validity of the hypothesis of elite circulation
or qualitative exchange as one of the possible sources of new elites recruitment [see
Szelényi and Treiman 1991; Szelényi 1995].8 Exceptions to this falsification can be
found only among new owners, who attained their position in the restitution process,
and while this was a relatively more common occurrence in Czechoslovakia than in
other post-socialist countries, only a limited number of restituents actually carried on
in their or their parents enterpreneurial activities, and only a small number them be-
came members of the real economic elite. Nor has the assumption that there was a
tendency towards a kind of conversion of the old political capital into new economic
capital been confirmed as a widely valid rule, though a number of such cases did in-
deed take place. In 1994 the proportion of former communists among the ‘old eco-
nomic elite’ amounted to 95%, among the old-new 83%, and among the new 53%
[Tuček 1996: 157–161]. Data from a 1999 survey9 indicate that these percentages had
fallen to approximately 25% by the end of the 1990s, while the age composition of the
current elites strongly suggests that the decline is continuing.10

Serious economic and social difficulties and an increase in the level of popu-
lar dissatisfaction in the years 1995–1998; the apparent existence of many illegal
and/or immoral activities among a not negligible part of the old/new and new eco-
nomic elite; corresponding changes in the composition of the government (1997,
1998) and in economic and social strategy; a series of bankruptcies of privatised
banks, big industrial enterprises and other big firms; the increasing inflow of for-
eign, particularly European, capital with corresponding personnel changes; the start
of serious negotiations for EU membership; the gradual generational change in
favour of younger and, in terms of education and/or fresh experience, better quali-
fied cadres: all this, plus some other factors,11 led in the final years of the 20th cen-
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8 Conversely, the hypothesis of nearly immediate qualitative exchange of at least the power
elite was verified as one of the basic characteritics of the Velvet Revolution. 
9 The survey on ‘A Decade of Post-socialist Transformation in the Czech Republic’ in 1999
was led by M. Tuček. For details see Tuček et al. [2003].
10 That there was a relatively high percentage of former communists among the economic
elites in 1994 does not mean that they were advocates of communist ideology. For most of
them – especially the younger ones, but also the middle aged – membership in the Commu-
nist Party began during the ‘normalisation’ period and was the only way in which they could
pursue a career. After November 1989 most of them quickly severed their ties with this par-
ty and adapted themselves to the new demands of the market erconomy. 
11 All these processes started gradually in the years 1995–1996. Their early stages have been
described in the Czech report of the international business elite survey, which encompassed
Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic in 1997 and was led by Pál Tamás. See Tuček et al.
[1997, 2005]. In qualitative interviews, twenty-three top managers active in the Czech econo-
my evaluated the Czech economic privatisation process and other reform steps as necessary.



tury to the downfall of an important part of the economic old/new elite recently dis-
credited in the new environment of society. Along with the downfall of prominent
right-wing politicians engaged in economic policy (or shortly thereafter) a signifi-
cant portion of top managers and/or capital owners belonging to the old-new eco-
nomic elite were forced out of their positions,12 despite the fact that the criminal na-
ture of the privatisation activities some were engaged in could not in most cases be
proved owing to the absence of relevant legislation at the time of these activities.13

However, the work of the police and the justice system gradually became more ef-
fective and helped foil several cases of fraudulent behaviour, this time mainly
among the nouveaux riches that had emerged out of the privatisation process. 

In the ensuing years, as managers aged, those politicians and managers who
had been involved in the reform processes of the 1960s and assisted in implement-
ing the economic strategy of Miloš Zeman’s minority Social Democratic government
were gradually excluded from economic activity. At the same time the rise of the
successful privatisers continued. New possibilities for professional involvement in
the economy opened up to people with political ties to the Social Democratic Party,
and from 1998 to people with ties to the Civic Democratic Party, which gave the mi-
nority government limited support, and since 2002 also to those tied to the Social
Democratic Party’s coalition partners. Some privatisers even came to rank among
the very top elite. The emphasis governments since 1998 have put on foreign capi-
tal investment soon brought about a new wave of recruitment of newcomers to the
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On the other hand, they criticised the numerous economic policy mistakes made by the sec-
ond Czech government under Václav Klaus. They did not of course mention the evident mis-
takes made by the top management of the firms they represented. Shortly after the inter-
views, some large Czech firms, whose top figures had been involved in the survey, collapsed,
and most of them had to undergo substantial reorganisation, including changes in the own-
ership structure and corresponding personnel changes. This mainly occurred over the course
of the three years after the data sampling, which took place in 1997, that is, the same year the
second, unsuccessful government, headed by the main protagonist of neo-liberal reform in
the Czech Republic, Václav Klaus, collapsed. Simultaneously, many prominent figures that
backed neo-liberal economic policy, like economic ministers and the heads of privatisation in-
stitutions, disappeared from the top economic-political positions. 
12 The series of bankruptcies of big both industrial and financial firms was accompanied by
the departure of a group of influential post-communist managers or owners. In the list of the
fifty richest Czechs (see below) none of their names can be found. The data on the decline in
the proportion of former communists among managers cited above, and the data indicating
a juvenilisation of the economic elite (see below) can be seen as indirect proof of the fact that
an acceleration of the exchange of the old-new economic elite for the new new elite was not
typical just among its wealthies members.
13 The well-known and often criticised delay in the introduction of the relevant legal provi-
sions only after the actual privatisation process – regardless of whether it was intentional or
not – was one of the indispensable elements of the Czech neo-liberal privatisation strategy as
well as the extreme speed at which privatisation occurred, as it allowed irreversible changes
to be made before the population could become aware of their real nature.



economic elite, partly from abroad, and in most cases from the ranks of the middle-
aged and younger domestic cadres (some of them graduates of professional study
programmes in the Czech Republic or abroad).

The fifty richest Czechs

Some interesting information relating to this issue was provided in an overview of
the fifty richest Czechs, which was published at the end of 2002 in the magazine
supplement of one of the major national daily newspapers [Magazin Lidových novin
2002].14 It is not surprising that this source indicated that there was only one woman
on the list of the richest people. Further it showed that twenty-three of them were
under the age of 40 (six of them in this age group were professional sportsmen ap-
proaching the end of their active career), fifteen were in the age group 40–49, and
only ten were in the age group 50–59.

There were only two people from the oldest generation (60+) on this list, both
of them restituents and at the same time dissidents. In addition to them there was
also one relatively younger heir to a former family enterprise on the list. Only one (!)
man on the list belonged to the old-new political elite and used his social and polit-
ical capital to acquire a good deal of economic capital as a lawyer. One young man
benefited his career by using his position in a fund dealing with the confiscated for-
tunes of the state socialist youth organisation. And four on the list had returned to
Czechoslovakia after 1989 with some amount of disposable capital. If we add up all
these cases it is clear that only a real minority were those who had used their (or
their ancestors’) previous capital for their new careers.

This means that the overwhelming majority of the current Czech top eco-
nomic elite (managers and capital owners with other than Czech or Slovak nation-
ality were not included in the overview) can be described as nouveaux riches.15 How-
ever, this does not mean that these and the many other people close to them in the
highest ranking economic positions were involved in the phenomenon Ivan Szelényi
et al. called ‘making capitalism without capitalists’ [Eyal, Szelényi and Townsley
1998, 2003]. In the process of liberalisation and privatisation, which took place dur-
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14 Many important facts are presented here in a somewhat unsystematic and more journalis-
tic manner. They are elaborated in the text according to the current usage in content analy-
ses. 
15 This is also true to some degree for the economic elite as a whole. According to the survey
on elites 2003/2004, which will be referred to below [Frič, Nekola and Prudký 2005], 79% of
the current economic elite situate the event that was decisive for their professional careers in
the year 1989 or later, and a full 48% of them after 1989. According to these statements the
share of those who started their career before 1989 must to have declined to 21%. This means
that for among the current economic elites the link to the old economic elite or their cadre re-
serves, resulting from the reproduction processes that prevailed at the outset of the transfor-
mation, is no longer fully valid.



ing the second half of the 1990s and the beginning of the new century, and under
the continued functioning of old-new or new companies these people became real
capitalists, functioning normally in both domestic and international markets, re-
gardless of their rather heterogeneous career backgrounds, though somewhat limit-
ed in their activities by certain factors (which will be mentioned below). Leaving
aside the athletes, most of whom in the future are likely only to become part of the
business elite, there remain fourteen newcomers who started out mainly as mid-lev-
el managers in industry, construction, transport, commerce, and similar sectors, an-
other twelve in the sector of banking, privatisation funds, stocks, betting shops, fi-
nancial companies and the real estate business, two in foreign trade, one in agricul-
ture, one in the spa business, two in the media and show business, two in state ad-
ministration, and two as real self-made-men who started out at the bottom. But their
current standing among the economic elite, the amounts of their disposable capital,
and their forms of behaviour place them, and others with similar statuses, unques-
tionably at the core of the developing capitalist class. In this regard there are no de-
tectable features that distinguish them from the capitalist classes in statu nascendi
that developed, for example, in bourgeois or most national liberation revolutions.

In the Czech case, as in many other post-socialist transformations, the oppor-
tunities and significance of this group are limited by two factors. The first is the ap-
parent hegemony of foreign capital, which is represented among the contemporary
economic elites primarily (but not exclusively) by managers of Czech origin, whose
economic influence, based not so much on their wealth as on their mandates from
abroad, is probably even stronger than that of the richest Czech capital owners and
managers. The second limitation to the class positions of top Czech businessmen is
the considerable amount of state intervention, based on the ‘rules of the game’ as
established by legislation that dates partly from a compromise inclusion of the
Charter of Basic Rights and Liberties in the new Czech Constitution in 1992 and
partly from the past decade and the two election victories of the Social Democrats.
On the other hand, the position and influence of strong economic subjects has sig-
nificantly increased in the past several years, and their interests are often asserted
not only through the media but also by some pressure activity, lobbying, and in
cases even by clientelism and corruption, problems which have not yet been ade-
quately tackled by the state administration.

The increasing emphasis laid both objectively and subjectively on the compet-
itive strength and the modernisation of the economy, together with growing impact
of the EU on Czech economic legislation and policy, and the increasing influence of
foreign capital in the national economy have accelerated the generational turnover
and the changes in qualifications and the attitudes of the economic elite.
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16 The data from 1994 come from the already mentioned Czech elite survey in 1994. The sam-
ple of the elites studied as a whole in this case involved 1509 respondents. For 2003/2004 we
are grateful to CESES (Center for Strategic Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles Uni-
versity), and particularly to the project director Pavol Frič, for allowing us to use the data from
a survey on elites, the results of which have been published in an official report [Frič, Neko-
la and Prudký 2005]. In this survey the total sample size was 826 respondents. The use of
comparable data from the early and the later phases of the post-socialist transformation en-
ables us to better characterise the dynamics of the development of the Czech economic elite. 

A comparison between 1994 and 2003/2004

There are data for comparing the description of economic elites at two different
points in time – in 1994 and in 2003/2004.16 In two different surveys conducting in
these years economic elites were selected from a list of large and prominent firms
and a sample of their top representatives was created. The sample was created in
both surveys in a similar manner, which makes a comparison possible. Leaving
aside the question how fully representative any sample selection in any elite survey
can be, the results obtained through both surveys roughly correspond to known his-
torical facts and sociological data on the developments of society as a whole and of
the Czech economy and polititical system in particular, and thus enabled the inter-
pretations presented in this paper. 

The first piece of information to come out of the comparison is that the pro-
portion of males in the economic elite decreased from 90% in 1994 to 80% in
2003/2004. This corresponds to the known fact that there has been an increase in
the amount of private economic activity among women. However, the educational
and qualification potential of women is nowhere near being fully applied, and it
may be expected that the above trend will progress.

Data on the age structure of the economic elite are also significant and inter-
esting. Though the average age of the Czech economic elite remained nearly equal
in both periods (at around 46 years of age), the table clearly shows the differences
that developed over time. The economic elite in the first phase of transformation
was dominated by middle-aged people, while younger members of the elite were
just starting out and there were few of the oldest members owing to the departure
of the discredeted part of the state socialist elite. The middle-aged elites of 1994 be-

Table 1. Age structure of the Czech economic elite, 1994 and 2003/2004

Year Type of elites                60+     55–59    50–54    45–49     40–44     35–39      –35
1994 Old-new + new 6.4 11.1 21.1 22.3 17.9 12.3 8.9
2003/4 Contemporary 12.8 14.0 10.5 12.8 16.3 18.5 15.1

[Data 1994, 2003/4]



came old elites in 2004, and in the meantime the proportion of young people in-
creased substantially (not so with the political elite, as young people harboured
some mistrust towards the political system as a whole). The natural turnover of top
businessmen became a regular pattern of change in the structure of the economic
elite. 

The educational structure of the economic elite in the course of the transfor-
mation can also be compared. In 1989 the system of ‘working-class directors’, typi-
cal of the 1950s, had already been fully done away with, but the influence of the po-
litical approach on the nomination of cadres (applied mainly in the political purges
at the beginning of the 1970s and later on in the system of cadre recruitment until
1989) still resulted in an inadequate proportion of people with tertiary education
and of course to the insufficient qualification (one-sided qualifications inadequate
for the new conditions) of all managers. This had clearly improved by 1994. In the
sample of representatives of selected large firms it is possible to observe only a
slight decline in the percentage of tertiary educated by 2003/2004, a decline that is
much more visible in a wider sample from 2004/2005, which also included man-
agers and owners of mid-sized companies (see below). This kind of decline indicates
the existence of some upward mobility among new capital owners and managers
with lower education owing to the liberalisation of the labour-force market. This
opened up opportunities for applying other qualifications, not necessarily tied to
education, for example, enterpreneurial skills and/or a willingness to take risks.
However, it involves other risks, connected with the professional competence of
members of the elite.

The qualitative in-depth survey

The contemporary economic elite mostly share a (neo-)liberal17 outlook and support
EU membership and its positive influence on the Czech economy. This inclination
was revealed in a short qualitative (= not representative) in-depth survey of seven-
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17 A general liberal orientation seems quite certain. As for the neo-liberal (and neo-conserv-
ative) inclinations, stressing the principles of monetarism and state non-intervention, they

Table 2. Highest attained education of the Czech economic elite, 1994 and 2003/2004

Year Type of elite              Apprenticeship     Full secondary          Tertiary or
post-graduate 

1994 Old 2.4 22.6 75.0
1994 Old-new + new 0.8 13.8 85.4
2003/4 Total 0.7 17.3 82.0

[Data 1994, 2003/4]



teen members of the business elite and economic experts on the impact of the
Czech Republic’s accession to the EU had during the last quarter of 2004 and the be-
ginning of 2005.18 These findings were later corroborated using a broader CESES
sample in 2003/2004 (see below). The participants in this research also gave a high-
ly positive evaluation of the results and various aspects of EU membership. The
most frequent positive evaluations were given to the country’s inclusion in a broad
European economic, market-type space, the economic contributions from structur-
al and other EU funds, the close co-operation with European firms and their invest-
ment activities in the Czech Republic, the growth of the Czech economy, the rise in
exports, and the economy’s competitive strength, a slight increase in wages and the
standard of living, the broader assortment of goods and services, and the fact that
the expected rapid rise in prices did not occur. All these anticipated or already par-
tially achieved modernisation shifts were viewed as leading to an increase in the au-
thority of the Czech Republic on the international stage and an increase in the coun-
try’s attractiveness. At the same time, their responses also revealed some significant
criticicism partly pertaining to EU policy and especially to the policy of the Czech
government.19

The economic elite in 2003/2004

This picture is supplemented by information from data obtained in a broader sur-
vey by CESES in 2003/2004 [Frič, Nekola and Prudký 2005]. In this survey 21% of
respondents declared they had very strong feelings about belonging to Europe), 45%
had strong feelings, 26% had only weak feelings, and 8% had no such feelings at all.
(These feelings were significantly stronger among members of the cultural and po-
litical elites, and the difference may be due to the specific problems of competition
from abroad and the EU’s regulatory tendencies which primarily affect the eco-
nomic elite.) The respondents also answered a question about the expected contri-
butions of the Czech Republic to the EU: 27% see this contribution as lying in edu-
cation, 18% in the creativity, skill and flexibility of the work force, 11% in culture
and the intellectual sphere, 3% in historical experience, 10% in strategic behaviour,
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were prevalent in the qualitative in-depth survey, but less so in the CESES survey, where the
respondents relatively often referred to a need for some state regulation.
18 The in-depth survey was carried out by Petr Hartoš from the Institute of Sociology several
months after the Czech Republic’s accession to the EU. On the other hand, the two Czech
coalition governments that operated over the course of this period were exceptionally weak
and gradually lost support from both the public and even more so from professionals. Though
the Czech economy was showing quite positive developments at that time, the trend was not
that obvious and was not sufficiently stable. This situation certainly had an influence on the
results of the survey in question. 
19 A more detailed reproduction and analysis of the results of this in-depth survey is to be
published by the Institute of Sociology AS CR in a volume of papers by Machonin, Tuček,
Nekola and Hartoš [2006].



9% in the quality of production and services, while 22% chose various other kinds
of response. This does not sound like any overestimation of the possible role of
Czech national business in the European economy. On the other hand, Czech elites
on the whole (including both businesspeople and politicians, and also cultural and
mass-media professionals) are sufficiently self-confident where their role in a na-
tional dimension is concerned: 80% of Czech elites are sure that they are capable of
mobilising people to take an interest in achieving a better future, 60% of them think
that the elites possess sufficient will to modernise the country. When asked about
the internal features of the elites, they were more skeptical. This applies particular-
ly to the business elite, 49% of whose members characterised Czech elites as pri-
marily focused on defending and securing their own interests, while 42% admitted
that the elites have their acquaintances and connections to thank for their positions,
and a full 74% indicated that the elites are too closely bound to networks of ac-
quaintances and mutual services. It is no surprise that even members of the eco-
nomic elite – though not to the same degree as the political elite – expressed the
opinion that there is growing tension between the elites and the population; 14%
definitely agree with this statement and 39% somewhat agree.

Some important information on the ideological outlooks of the business elite
is provided by data on the differentiation of the business elite by their sympathies
for the main political parties: 40% of its members declare support for the leading op-
position right-wing Civic Democratic Party, and 6% for the small right-wing coali-
tion party the Freedom Union, while the Social Democrats received the support of
only 11%. The influence of the Christian Democratic Union and the Communists is
quite marginal, and 30% of the business elite do not support any of the political sub-
jects in the domestic political arena. This structure of political orientations reveals
the business elite to be the most right-wing oriented segment of the elites, similar
in this regard to only top media professionals. These results corroborate the fact that
there is a prevailing liberal orientation among the Czech economic elite and add that
it signifies prevailing support for right-wing political parties with a neo-liberal ap-
proach to solving the country’s economic problems. There is also further evidence
of the positive view the business elite take of the European Union: 56% of the sam-
ple of the business elite declared the European Union to be a highly important in-
stitution for further societal development. This percentage is significantly higher
than it is among the other segments of the Czech elites.

The survey on elites in 2004/2005

Another data sample exists from a survey carried out at the Institute of Sociology of
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic at the end of 2004 and the start of
2005,20 using a sample of 470 respondents selected from the Czech business elite.
The sample was comprised of directors, deputy directors, or owners of enterprises
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20 The project was led by M. Tuček.



with more than twenty employees, which corresponds with the de-concentration of
the enterprise structure that occurred in the process of privatisation and transfor-
mation. The economic elite is therefore conceived in somwhat broader terms than
in the surveys in 1994 and 2003/2004. For this reason in the new sample the pro-
portion of tertiary educated was only 66% while in the data from 1994 it was 85.4%
and from 2003/2004 82%. Clearly, the results of this survey, characterising the sam-
ple as a whole, cannot be used in a comparison with the data from 1994 or
2003/2004 discussed above. In order to narrow the research field to a group with
characteristics similar to the concept of business elite as described in this article, it
was necessary to focus on one sub-sample of owners or managers heading several
economic units or departments: 85% of this group were males, 75% tertiary educat-
ed, 74% working in professions corresponding to their educational field and level.
They declared themselves as belonging to the upper-middle or upper strata of the
population. Also, 75% of them are highly or somewhat interested in politics, 32%
identified their political orientation as left-wing or left-centrist, 20% as neutral, and
48% as right-centrist or right wing.

EU accession was evaluated as useful for their companies by 57% respondents
and as neutral by 35%. A full 75% evaluated foreign investments as positive for their
enterprises. In addition, 82% thought that the economy has a significant influence
on political sphere, and 76% acknowledged the influence of politics on economy.
One-half of the respondents valued the effects of the government’s economic poli-
cy on the economy, while 43% felt that government policy has no influence on eco-
nomic activities. Only 40% thought that the business elite forms a more or less co-
hesive group, while the remaining 60% indicated minimal or no cohesion. This com-
plementary information in principle corresponds with what we know from the oth-
er data sources. The slight difference in the proportion of people with tertiary edu-
cation (7% less than in the CESES survey) is probably a result of the presence of
heads of mid-sized companies in the selected sub-sample. Nevertheless, among
managers and owners in top positions in Czech companies there clearly appears to
be a predominance of people with tertiary education. 

Conclusion 

The composition, situation and attitudes of the Czech business elite revealed
through the set of data sources discussed in this article correspond to the stable and
remarkable progress of the Czech economy since 1999, and to the remarkable
wealth, strong profits, and high salaries of its top members and the enhancement of
their role in the European economy. A genuine top business elite has emerged in the
Czech Republic, one that in principle differs little from its Western counterparts.21

There is a problem in the fact that some of the economic elite do not have a tertiary
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21 Even the wave of newly exposed economic criminality and corruption cases seems to be
distinctly influenced by the presence of large economic companies and conflicts between
them.



level of education and are for this or other reasons not adequately prepared for solv-
ing the difficult tasks connected with modernisation and European integration. Al-
so, the fact that some entrepreneurs and managers attained their positions through
questionable means makes them somewhat less reliable actors in the situation of ac-
tual ‘rule of law’. Nor can one ignore the manifest clientelism and corrupt behaviour
of some of the economic and political elites.

One of the most important preconditions for changes in the composition, at-
titudes and behaviour of the post-socialist economic (and also political) elite to cor-
respond to the requirements of the new phase of developments is for the EU to re-
cover somewhat from the shock it suffered after the French and Dutch ‘no’ votes on
the European Constitution and from the conflict concerning the outlook for the fi-
nancial budget. From both Western and East-Central European populations comes
a warning: an excessively rapid and ill-prepared (i.e. the absence of dialogue with
the people of all the countries in question) institutionalisation of the economic, so-
cial and political strategies of an expanded EU and the onset of the eventual changes
they bring about can easily disturb the strategic balance between modernisation and
social cohesion that has been managed thus far. If this balance is renewed and in-
corporated into EU policies, then conditions favourable to the solution of principal-
ly the same issue on the national level could arise, that is, the establishment of a
constant balance between ongoing modernisation and an adapted social cohesion
within individual countries.

The role of the elites in the Czech Republic towards achieving this type of
strategy can be defined as: a) to support modernisation changes (coming mainly,
but not exlusively, from the EU, and, particularly stimuli from the more advanced
part of the EU) as much as possible and contribute in this way to strengthening Eu-
rope’s competitive strength, and b) to put through the kind of economic, cultural
and social reforms that are acceptable to the people as a contribution to the im-
provement of the standard of living and the culture of a broad strata of the popula-
tion. Ongoing economic growth and relative progress in the process of modernisa-
tion in the Czech Republic since 1999 render the creation, application, and fulfil-
ment of such a strategy a real possibility. But there are two significant obstacles to
this. The first one (not discussed in detail in this article) is the internal structure and
quality of the political elite in particular. The second (thus far more latent than man-
ifest) is the tension between the current power elite and the more neo-liberally ori-
ented economic elite, particularly the latter’s top representatives at the head of large
companies. Irregardless of the various possibilities for further political relationships
within the country, the elites in Czech society can contribute to further adapting so-
ciety to the new conditions and tasks arising from the country’s membership in the
EU if process could be achieved in strengthening consensus within its internal
structure.22
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22 By consensualisation we mean real progress toward agreement (or at least toward realistic
compromises) of the relevant segments of societal elites concerning not only a) the rules of
the game of a democratic state of law (including the peaceful exchange of owners, managers,



To this end it would be desirable to solve at least some portion of the many in-
ternal cleavages and conflicts that exist within the elites. The cleavages are not too
sharp within the economic elite. Ongoing generation shifts and much more inten-
sive support for research and development, education, the spread of information,
international co-operation and counter-corruption measures should improve this as-
pect of the problem. Experience thus far suggests that even the problem of the eco-
nomic elite having to adapt to changes in the power elite (e.g. after parliamentary
elections) is not beyond a solution, on the condition of course that internal contra-
dictions within the political elite are regulated to a socially acceptable degree. Some
difficulties in the economy and in the social sphere can be caused by exclusive and
biased practical adherence to the doctrine of maximum state non-intervention in
economic and related or consequent social affairs, and, conversely, by the promot-
ing equally biased radical populist strategies based on exaggerated state interven-
tion.

This article was submitted to the editorial board of the Czech Sociological Re-
view at the end of May 2006, one week before elections to the Chamber of Deputies
of the Parliament of the Czech Republic. It will be very interesting to observe what
changes the election results bring to the state of affairs analysed in the paper. 
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politicians and high bureacrats according to both the functioning of the economy and elec-
tion results), but also b) the willingness of them to seek for elaborating common long-run cru-
cial societal strategies corresponding to national needs and interests. 
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