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Power Politics and  
Energy Politics

Two Sides of the Same Euro Coin

Markos Troulis

The growing eu energy market and the decline of its domestic hydro-
carbon reserves have made the eu-Russia energy relations a very de-
batable and significant issue of the very near future. It is unquestioned 
that energy trade is found at the core of every political entity or group 
of entities desiring to be independent and self-helped. The current pa-
per aims to discuss the theoretical legacy of this energy debate on the 
basis of international relations theory and international political econ-
omy underlining the significance of energy trade and its interlinkage 
to core aspects of security. In this respect, it is also analysed why nat-
ural gas is a special energy product and which are the limits between 
dependence and interdependence as well as the implications derived 
from each one of these.

Keywords: energy politics, IR theory, EU energy security, Russia, natural gas, 
grand strategy, European politics, relative gains, international political 
economy, strategy

Introduction
Energy politics is a growing domain affecting the core of eu market 
economy and consequently, the Union’s survival as a distinct region-
al and global actor. Therefore, energy trade, its diversification, or the 
stability of the environment where energy exports to the eu take place 
are core aspects of member-states’ political and economic autonomy 
in the world scene, European people’s well-being and in general, the 
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sustainability of Europe as we know it in the decades following World 
War ii. The scope of this paper is to analyze the importance of energy 
security for the eu survival. Is the presence of the eu, as a distinct polit-
ical actor in the global arena, interlinked to the energy diversification 
principle? Under which circumstances is the implementation of the eu 
diversification principle considered critical?

The current paper is structured under the purpose of clarifying the 
interlinkage of energy to politics and economics and consequently, the 
implications of the structure of the eu-Russia energy relations to the 
eu structure itself. More specifically, it presents the historical politi-
cal-economic debate and then it clarifies its linkages to international 
relations theory and international political economy. Finally, it con-
cludes with referring to eu energy security with an emphasis on issues 
of its natural gas dependence from external producers.

The Political-Economic Diachronic Debate
International anarchy urges states to struggle for their survival using 
any means necessary, since uncertainty about the intentions of the 
other is the rule. Starting from this assumption, geoeconomics arise 
as the conceptual amalgam of political and economic tools especially 
in the post-Cold War era, since when the cost of conflict has increased 
sharply. The notion of territorial sovereignty has signified that state 
position in the world scene is relative and it is estimated vis-à-vis the 
distribution of means among the actors. For this reason, ‘as spatial enti-
ties structured to jealously delimit their own territories, to assert their 
exclusive control within them, and variously to attempt to influence 
events beyond their borders, states are inherently inclined to strive for 
relative advantage against like entities on the international scene, even 
if only by means other than force’.1 In this respect, geoeconomics re-
flects the continuing existence of the competitive international system 
in the light of economic and trade antagonisms.2 In other words, the 
conflictual substance of the international system is analysed on the 
basis of economic relations and use of economic tools towards imple-
mentation of national interests. Geoeconomic elements of power may 
contain ‘natural resources, population, industrial capacity and level of 
scientific and technological development and innovation potential’.3 
Thus, the geoeconomic dimension is the conceptual starting point for 
the relation between politics and economics.
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The first assumption is that political and economic functions are 
complementary. In this regard, economic functions are manipulated 
for the sake of power maximization which is an essentially political 
goal. Such a mercantilist logic describes the state’s struggle to maintain 
its position in the international system using economic tools. Besides, 
the liberalists of the 19th century defined security issues as the most im-
portant always in conjunction with economic prosperity when some-
one refers to state priorities. Thus, economic empowerment is the key 
towards the implementation of political and strategic goals and it is 
not a one-dimensional prosperity-oriented priority. In brief, Jacob 
Viner has made four complementary assumptions with regard to mer-
cantilism.4 First, wealth is the absolutely necessary precondition for 
either maintaining status quo or implementing offensive action. Sec-
ond, reversely, political power is also a valuable asset for accumulating 
wealth. Third, both wealth and military power are interlinked aims of 
a state simultaneously sought since it is doubtful whether either one 
precedes. Fourth, the security interest is the upmost aim and thus, eco-
nomic concessions may be necessary in short-term. A classic example 
of economic concessions for the sake of long-term security benefits is 
the Navigation Act of 1651 as it is described by Adam Smith. Its core 
logic was the subversion of the Dutch position in the world trade even 
at the small expense of the gains of the United Kingdom.5 Therefore, 
the upmost mercantilist aim is power maximization relative to any 
other competitors on the basis of economic means accumulation. The 
mercantilist thought defines state at the core of the international eco-
nomic gamble.

Modern economic liberalism, also, defines resources accumulation 
and economic growth at the core of state aims. According to this idea, 
this happens because the governing elites are checked by citizens with 
the right to vote, who lobby for economic prosperity as a precondition 
for satisfying their consumption demands.6 In 1662, John Gaunt stated 
that ‘the art of governing and the true politiques, is how to preserve 
the subject in peace and plenty’, while Adam Smith referred to mer-
cantilism as well as to himself when he said that ‘the great object of 
the political economy of every country, is to increase the riches and 
power of that country’.7 Alexander Hamilton and Friedrich List were 
not out of Adam Smith’s logic. For instance, Hamilton envisaged ‘a na-
tion in which sectional economies would interweave themselves into a 
common national economy and interest’,8 while Charles Kindleberger, 
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some centuries later, remarked that ‘maximization of long run profit 
approaches very closely the long run political goal of trying to stay in 
business, that is keeping the economic unit or political community a 
going concern’.9

Currently, the afore-mentioned complementarity is, also, visible in 
Robert Gilpin’s definition about international political economy. Inter-
national political economy is constituted by ‘the market and powerful 
actors. Both components are necessary, and one cannot comprehend 
how either domestic or international economies function unless he or 
she understands both how markets work and how states and other ac-
tors attempt to manipulate markets to their own advantage’.10 Contain-
ing both markets and states in the same definition presumes that po-
litical economy is a domain of political issues which are ranked under 
the auspices of economic means. In 1971, Richard Nixon declared that 
the future balance of power will be determined accordingly. In his own 
words, ‘Western Europe, Japan and China as well as the ussr and the 
United States are the five that will determine the economic future and, 
because the economic power will be the key to other kinds of power, 
the future of the world in other ways in the last third of this century’.11

In this sense, politics and economics coexist and co-develop under 
the prospect of the common goal of state survival and economic pros-
perity. The upmost national interest of increasing the preconditions 
of security is served by the simultaneous desire for power and wealth. 
Essentially, wealth is power and the above-mentioned remark is just a 
scheme for highlighting their complementarity. However, wealth, in 
order to become hard power, has to be mobilized and directed accord-
ingly.12 Besides, the content of economic threats themselves are often 
directly related to national security issues. Such economic threats usu-
ally concern low income or internal instability through inadequate em-
ployment and high inflation rates. Moreover, since economic threats 
result from the competitive international environment, they may con-
cern even state sovereignty, meaning its capability to use its elements 
of power without limitations or subversions.13 For instance, in Novem-
ber 1973 in the occasion of the oil crisis, President Nixon called on the 
United States to ‘meet its own energy needs without depending on any 
foreign sources’, while Senator Jackson advocated the establishment of 
a Strategic Petroleum Reserve (spr) to supply the U.S. military in times 
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of national emergency. Jackson was responding to the Department of 
Defence’s claim that it needed sufficient oil supplies to be able to sup-
port a ground war on two fronts. All this resulted to the rise of strategic 
reserves from about 7.46 million barrels in 1977 to 546 million in 1999.14

Economic elements of power are integral parts of state power and 
pillars of its political-strategic position internationally and region-
ally. Accumulation of raw materials, technology, knowhow or the 
communication of a favourable investment environment confirm the 
above-mentioned assumption. Thus, ‘almost every political question 
has an economic aspect, and once we move from the economic prob-
lems of Robinson Crusoe, almost every economic question has a polit-
ical aspect’.15 Referring to historical examples, the post-war us prima-
cy at the Western hemisphere is indicative. The Bretton Woods rules 
and the consequent economic and institutional international order 
reflected a dual procedure. On the one hand, it resulted from the us 
political and strategic primacy and the urgent need for balancing the 
ussr threat. On the other hand, this international order empowered 
the political and strategic regime of nato.16

What the us favoured was an international order best described by 
the term ‘hegemonic stability’. Hegemonic stability is the reflection of 
a system of international regimes functioning under the provisions 
of a dominant power having the role of the single stabilizer and of 
course, the leading power.17 Therefore, a system stabilized in hegem-
onic terms is both a cause and an effect; it reflects a certain balance of 
power and it, also, furthers the leading country’s strategic reach. The 
strategic partnership between the us and Western Europe during the 
Cold War aimed to the balancing of the major soviet threat. The weak 
European partners buckpassed the cost of balancing to the us and the 
us improved their position in Europe in exchange. This relation was 
institutionalized by the establishment of the international order as we 
have known it. However, there are cases that economy becomes a sig-
nificant weapon in the hands of the stabilizer and, due to shortages or 
long-term contracts, it acquires its role not for the sake of balance of 
threat but for the sake of its own imperialist purposes. Such examples 
can be found to the colonizing powers’ policies in Africa and Asia or 
Moscow’s priorities at the expense of the rest soviet republics in the 
ussr era.
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Power Politics, Interstate Antagonisms  
and Strategy Implementation

For the above-mentioned reasons, it is more than obvious that power 
is the motive. The more powerful an actor, the closer to the imple-
mentation of national interest finds itself. Power represents the means 
for achieving survival. Taking into consideration that the actors strug-
gle to survive and the game is zero-sum, this struggle for power takes 
place at the expense of the other’s security. Thus, power is considered 
the means to change the other’s behaviour either for maintaining sta-
tus quo and deter its offensiveness or maximizing power implement-
ing own offensiveness.18 In practical terms, power is reflected into two 
separate expressions interlinked to political and strategic results. It 
can be potential or putative, which means respectively either a pillar 
for building military power (effect) or a leverage for achieving strategic 
aims (power in outcomes).19 As far as it is defined potential, power is 
identified with military build-ups. Conversely, as a leverage and power 
in outcomes, it may promote economic primacy of a state on a mar-
ket as a monopoly or a monopsony, it may determine decision-mak-
ing processes of opponents and allies, it may restrict the opponents’ 
economic capabilities undermining its growth prospects and it may 
symbolize its own desires.20

Potential power contains population and wealth as those elements 
contributing to military build-up. Population contributes to the cre-
ation of big armies but, also, to the consolidation of a large internal 
market, which is the backup for decreasing external dependencies and 
broadening the prospects of industrial and agricultural production in 
the interior. Wealth is reflected by the measurement of gdp, which is 
affected by all the pillars of national economy, such as industrial and 
agricultural production, technological innovation as well as the stable 
and uninterrupted access to raw materials. Of course, there are many 
intervening variables determining national power, but gdp is the only 
measurable and relatively credible. In the case of energy politics, for 
instance, a state with large reserves of hydrocarbons – such as Nor-
way – may proliferate its gains through an effective technical and or-
ganizational structure. However, there are also ineffective and under-
developed energy-rich states – such as Nigeria – with limited gains.21 
For this reason, the possession of energy resources is not efficient by 
definition. A state’s capability to extract, use and trade this power de-
termines its fate in the margins of the international system.



11

Markos 
Troulis

In the case of power as a leverage, it is a tool itself and not an in-
termediate for acquiring another tool. In these terms, there are two 
possibilities; (a) projection of hard power aims to contribute to the 
implementation of an economic goal with political implications; (b) 
exercise of economic power – for example, through embargo – aims to 
contribute to the gain of strategic benefits. According to Jacob Viner, 
‘in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, colonial and other over-
seas markets, the fisheries, the carrying trade, the slave trade and open 
trade routes over the high seas, were all regarded, and rightly, as im-
portant sources of national wealth’. Thus, states owning the capability 
to mobilize economic goods remain to efficiently use raw materials as 
well as the conditions of international trade.22 What is stressed, here, 
regards the difficulties of describing the efficiency of hydrocarbons as 
a ‘weapon’. Is it an effective means or not? It is very important due to 
the absence of competitive substitutes in many cases. However, even if 
a producer uses efficiently the “energy weapons”, there are many limi-
tations to its behaviour due to the fact that this economically efficient 
use of hydrocarbons creates growth, which should not be at risk.

In other words, there are many parameters towards analysing the 
strategic manipulation of energy and nothing is self-evident. The ef-
ficient manipulation of energy can be determined by the existence of 
substitutes, the magnitude of the internal market, the level of diver-
sification of routes and producers, the geographical proximity to the 
production area or, reversely, to the threatening country. Respectively, 
the producer has also the interest for diversifying its markets, carefully 
including energy trade to its economic growth efforts and increasing 
its deterring capability in order to be able to deal effectively with any 
external pressures. The threat declines as far as the cost increases via a 
broadly interdependent economic structure. Stabilization results from 
the threat of a mutual cost and the limitation of asymmetries. When 
one part aims to exploit its relative advantage and maximize tis gains, 
the other feels insecure taking measures to balance the threat and 
then, the partnership is destabilized. International system is constitut-
ed by similar actors in the sense that they are all state entities which 
are, however, unequal in terms of their capabilities.23 Unequal capabil-
ities lead to imbalances of power and then, uneven growth, which is a 
core cause of war and instability. Lowes Dickinson analyses the causes 
behind the World War I – which followed a period of great economic 
interdependence among the Great Powers – concluding that the Ger-
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man economic growth and its conversion to hard power created a se-
curity dilemma for the rest powers of that era, meaning Russia, France 
and the United Kingdom.24

Economic interdependence may render into one-sided dependence 
through the manipulation of the trading product. This may happen, if 
an actor feels powerful enough to maximize its gains risking its posi-
tion. How powerful it is, it is determined relatively. Power is not meas-
ured as an absolute volume, but its distribution matters. Besides, the 
magnitude of the world market is very specific and the accumulation 
of any share by the actor A is a loss for the actor B. Thus, the more 
interdependent a relation the more politically stabilized it is, since 
it is of mutual interest a win-win situation to be kept. On the other 
side of the coin, relations of high one-sided dependence are identified 
with economic imperialism. Such a system cultivates the perception 
of mutual interest but, since this is imaginary and maybe a product of 
propaganda, the environment becomes extremely conflictual and even 
war-prone. Conflict of interest is ‘a special case of conflict in general, 
defined as a situation where parties are pursuing incompatible goals’.25 
In the case of hydrocarbons, where substitutes are scarce, the mutu-
al interest is the maximization of economic gains for both parts. The 
producer may export increasing quantities, while the consumer may 
satisfy its internal demand with cheap energy. If one part limits its de-
pendence and diversifies its exports or imports respectively, then each 
one will be able to increase prices or limit quantities.

In these terms, the upmost aim is autarky. Taking into considera-
tion that actors are uncertain about the others’ intentions, they make 
efforts to take advantage of an economic relation because the more 
dependent an actor the larger cost it will have in case of an end of the 
partnership. On the other side of the coin, the less dependent an actor, 
the less threatened it feels. Therefore, rational actors take care even 
of their allies’ policies, since power is relative and the level of depend-
ence is identified with the interstate chasm created. Also, they culti-
vate their production share and technological innovations in order to 
be able to handle international transitions. Wealthy states, with high 
gdp and a large and prosperous internal market, handle international 
transitions more efficiently since they have the capability to channel 
their production to their interior instead of other states.26 Thus, they 
are more flexible in their strategy-making.
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The highest level of strategy is grand strategy. Grand strategy refers 
to the use of all available means (military, economic, diplomatic etc.) 
at a state’s disposal, in order to achieve the objectives set by policy in 
the face of actual or potential conflict.27 Grand strategy is formulated 
by the political leadership. It is grand strategy that deals with the fun-
damental issues of war and peace. Grand strategy will decide whether 
a state will go to war in order to achieve the objectives set by policy. In 
addition, grand strategy will align the military strategy of the war with 
the political, diplomatic and economic strategies that form part of the 
war effort, making sure that they interact harmoniously and that one 
of these strategies does not have a detrimental impact on another. It 
is the amalgam of means and aims defined for the purposes of the bal-
ancing effort. The balancing effort has two dimensions; internal and 
external. External balance aims to the implementation of alliances and 
the prevention of the opponent to form alliances from its behalf. In-
ternal balance contains all these means contributing to the self-help 
of the state; economy, industry, effective bureaucracy and of course, 
military forces.

Why is energy important as one of the means of the internal balanc-
ing effort? Why is it interlinked so closely to the essence of survival and 
sovereignty? There are four parameters with regard to the inclusion 
of energy in strategy-making.28 First, strategic planning is a complex 
procedure in the sense that it involves all those dimensions of power 
and organizational skills. Thus, it is not limited to the operational or 
the logistical level and consequently, it does not ignore crucial param-
eters of power such as energy. Second, an actor implements its strategy 
multidimensionally in terms of geography. This means that it has to 
look, for example, also to its energy supply apart from the theatre of 
conflict where the main threat exists. Third, national security involves 
at its core the accumulation of economic elements of power and of-
ten energy resources. Fourth, above all, an actor implements a certain 
grand strategy. This means that it is not limited to transitory threats or 
changes in balance of power, but it is interested in the distribution of 
power in the long-run. Therefore, it often focuses on energy or other 
economic factors instead of military ones.

Moreover, energy is a strategic good meaning ‘an item for which the 
marginal elasticity of demand is very low and for which there is no 
readily available substitute […] From the standpoint of international 
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trade, a strategic item is anything is needed to pursue a given strategy 
and that is relatively inefficient to produce at home’.29 How strategic is 
a good depends on domestic consumption, domestic production capa-
bility, availability of substitutes and availability of alternatives which 
means how dependency rates are formulated. In accordance, if the eu 
domestic consumption increases, domestic production capability de-
clines, the increase of substitutes is marginal and alternatives collapse, 
then energy increases its strategic significance and its character as a 
strategic good for the eu member-states while one-sided dependency 
rates present a sharp rise. Defining energy as a strategic good reveals 
its significance with reference to political sovereignty.

Energy Security and Natural Gas Dependences
Energy security is achieved in three stages; transit country, energy 
hub and energy centre.30 These reflect essentially the steps towards 
achieving the highest possible energy security. A transit country re-
ceives certain transit fees (a) failing to put priority on domestic needs, 
(b) being satisfied with average transit terms and conditions and (c) 
not being able to re-export considerable amount of oil and gas pass-
ing through its lands. An energy hub has an extensive influence on a 
web of oil and gas pipelines as well as lng trade not only in terms of 
ability to influence transit terms and conditions, but also to re-export 
some of hydrocarbons passing through this system. It owns pipelines, 
storing facilities, terminal stations, refineries and other capabilities. 
Compatibility between international agreements and domestic energy 
mix is of utmost significance to avoid negative impact of one on oth-
er and describes the level of success in terms of energy security. In a 
way, an energy hub may act as a quasi-producer as it may claim re-sale 
rights. Finally, an energy centre reflects a situation in which energy 
hub features have been supported by massive investments such as nu-
clear power plants, renewable energy program and a comprehensive 
infrastructure composed of additional refineries, natural gas storage 
facilities, lng trains, vessels, marine terminals and ports. An energy 
centre requires achievement of sufficient energy intensity and a sus-
tainable energy mix. In these terms, a state, which is an energy centre, 
diversifies extensively its domestic supply deterring any possibility to 
be dependent from any other actor. In other words, it succeeds if get-
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ting energy in affordable and rationally defined prices reliably and un-
interruptedly.31 Energy security is discussed even more intensely when 
referring to natural gas. Gas is traded on the basis of bilateral agree-
ments between producer and consumer. Moreover, it is transferred 
via established structures, meaning pipelines, and thus, it is easy to be 
manipulated especially seeing that lng (liquefied natural gas) technol-
ogy is still inadequately used due to the long-term pipeline contracts 
especially with Russia. On the contrary, oil is traded in international 
markets in a way closer to the logic of free market and multilateral 
free trade.32 In addition, the increasing interest in gas is reasoned by 
the relevant predicted increase of world consumption from 23% to 
28% by 2025.33 In brief, easiness of political-strategic manipulation and 
the rising world consumption represent the two most important var-
iables explaining the international interest in gas. It is indicative that 
the companies supplying Europe with natural gas today – such as the 
Russian Gazprom, the Algerian Sonatrach, the Norwegian Statoil, the 
Qatari Qatargas and Rasgas – are state-owned. The general rule is that 
if you have to import natural gas, then do it from as many differentiat-
ed resources as possible.

Apart from the location of supplies, their number is important. This 
means that diversification of the energy imports still counts. The re-
siliency of the economy is increased and dependence on imports is 
lessened by improved methods for the use and recovery of the materi-
als.34 Thus, the efficient use of materials has a distinct role influencing 
basically internal consumption and afterwards, state dependence. As it 
has been underlined already, balancing dependence and transforming 
a relation into interdependence arises from communicating credibly 
that the cost of an end of the partnership will be mutually significant. 
A consumer is manipulated by a producer or an intermediate country 
under five specific circumstances.35 First, when a consuming country 
has a large share of global energy supply, it may provoke a high cost 
to the producer at a time of a dissolution of the partnership. Second, 
when a consuming country has alternative producers and routes, it is 
evident that it reduces the level of its dependence. Third, the efficiency 
of the domestic infrastructure and the state’s access to investment cap-
ital are very crucial. In other words, technology has its impact on poli-
tics. Fourth, apart from the diversification of energy supply, the econo-
my itself should be diversified. This means, for instance, that economic 
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growth should not be left exclusively to energy-intensive industries. 
Fifth, domestic political strength and legitimacy of the regime make it 
credible to deal with any external affair, including energy politics.

The European Union Member-states’ Energy Security
The eu member-states’ energy security can be achieved by the diver-
sification of energy routes and producers. The diversification princi-
ple can be found at the core of the eu priorities with regard to the 
member-states’ normal and uninterrupted energy supply. Thus, it is 
identified with the concept of energy security and, consequently, the 
economic stability of the Union. In these terms, the European Com-
mission has defined energy security and particularly energy supply as 
‘ensuring that future essential energy needs are satisfied by means of a 
sharing of internal energy sources and strategic reserves under accept-
able economic conditions and by making use of diversified and stable, 
externally accessible sources’.36 Following this definition, energy secu-
rity is considered and implemented to the extent that any consumer 
has stable and normal access to a viable pipeline network and, conse-
quently, necessary energy reserves. In the anarchic and full of uncer-
tainty inter-state system, this stable and normal access is secure only if 
it is diversified. Essentially, energy security means obtaining multiple 
choices and becoming as independent as possible. This is the crux of 
the matter for energy politics and this is where the meaning of pipeline 
diplomacy is derived from. 

According to Henry Kissinger, ‘aside from military defence, there is 
no project of more central importance to national security and indeed 
independence as a sovereign nation than energy security’.37 Moreover, 
diversification of routes and producers is a precondition for energy 
security and consequently, state independence. Besides, ‘a state that 
controls lines of communication has full strategic independence. It 
does not have to rely on the goodwill and protection of other states to 
access the resources it needs, project power where it wants, and main-
tain commercial relations with whom it wants. When a state does not 
have control over the routes linking it with the source of resources and 
other strategic locations, it falls under the influence of the power in 
charge of those lines of communication. This is why control of routes 
has always been an objective of states’.38 Why the implementation of 
the eu diversification principle is considered critical? First, the inher-
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ent significance of the energy product is an undisputed fact. The log-
ic of the European Commission’s above-mentioned definition is fully 
identified with the substance of gas as a strategic good. Strategic goods 
become more and more important as adequate quantities cannot be 
produced in the interior. As it has been mentioned previously, the defi-
nition of a good as strategic or the level of its strategic importance is 
not the same for the whole international system, but it is determined 
by internal consumption, internal – actual or potential – productivi-
ty, availability of substitutes as well as the level of dependence; i.e. to 
what extent energy imports are diversified. Here, someone could say 
that apart from monopoly there is, also, monopsony; Russia is, also, 
dependent on the eu market in order to keep its economic growth. 
This is valid in the current case study but not at the level that the eu 
is dependent on Russia. Russia – on its behalf – has opened its export 
markets for not being so vulnerable to possible turbulences regarding 
the eu-Russian energy trade. Indicatively, the country exports 37% of 
its gas to the cis (Commonwealth of Independent States) even with 
low pricing, 14% to Turkey while, also, being paid high revenues for oil 
exports to China and other non-European markets.39 Indeed, there is a 
pattern of interdependence but not at an equal level.

Second, it is geoeconomics that matters. Geoeconomics is identi-
fied with the usage of economic means for the attainment of strategic 
aims as a result of the post-Cold War evolutions. The debate on en-
ergy security is both economic and political depicting the European 
states’ strategic leverage in the world. The extent of an actor’s pos-
session of or accessibility to raw materials is a decisive variable when 
the correlation of power is measured. This is because raw materials 
feed the industrial and military capabilities and thus, they contribute 
to the implementation of national interests.40 In this sense, the debate 
on the diversification principle refers to the member-states’ core pri-
ority; their survival. Besides, in theoretical terms, energy represents 
an element of power in two ways; on the one hand, it is a means con-
tributing to economic growth and empowerment in general and on 
the other hand, it is an effect defined as a tool for increase of strategic 
and political leverage. For these reasons, it is found at the core of peer 
hegemons’ interests.

Third, in the recent years, the eu energy capabilities seem to decline 
sharply. Domestic production declined mainly with regard to the gas 
production in the North Sea. The output peak had been in 1999 and 
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production since then has been declining steadily creating problems 
not only for the uk’s and Norway’s trade balance, but also for the 
eu’s energy supplies, which have to be covered increasingly by other 
producers. It is worth to be indicated that even the United Kingdom, 
which is a gas producer itself, proceeded to imports for the first time 
in 2004 satisfying 1% of its internal demand and what is more inter-
esting and worrying is that, by 2030, this number will have climbed 
to 75%.41 It has been mentioned already that ‘although about £14 bil-
lion ($21 billion) was invested in the basin in 2013 on new production; 
maintenance and repairs cost a further £9 billion’.42 So, even the core 
gas producer among the eu member-states – i.e. the United Kingdom 

– becomes more and more dependent on imports. Overall, between 
2004 and 2014, the eu internal production of energy fell sharply with 
‘the largest reductions being recorded for crude oil (-52.0 %), natural 
gas (-42.9 %) and solid fuels (-25.5 %), with a more modest fall of 13.1 % 
for nuclear energy’.43

Fourth, the situation concerning the eu internal production seems 
to deteriorate because of the sharp rise of the internal consumption. 
The eu member-states have been demanding more and more energy 
in order to sustain their growth. The natural gas consumption rose 
about 30% in the 1990s, while environmental considerations suspend-
ed nuclear energy and oil trade development. At the same time, the 
development of renewables – basically wind and solar systems – is ex-
tremely slow and inadequate to meet the increasing internal demand. 
This is why it is argued that substitutes are not developed adequately. 
Furthermore, the close to 209 Mtoe (million tonnes of oil equivalent) 
of natural gas gross inland consumption in 1990 rose to almost 387 
Mtoe in 2013.44 Under this lens, a declining production fails to satisfy 
an increasing demand.

Fifth, peripheral instability seems to put into question any potential 
for cooperation with the alternative route of North Africa. One of the 
potential arteries is North Africa, but since the beginning of the Arab 
Spring revolts, it has been destabilized significantly. The Arab Spring 
started out from Tunisia in 19 December 2010 after a street vendor’s 
self-immolation. It was in this country where the first regime change 
took place in 16 January 2011 as a result of the revolts. Nevertheless, 
the most significant case study is Libya, which had been exporting gas 
to Europe already. The end of the civil war found Libya in chaos with 
the status of pariah state and absolutely eliminated from the world 
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scene. Nowadays, Libya is politically torn and its future as a unified 
state is uncertain. During the Libyan Arab Spring, a new democra-
tized polity model was demanded since Qaddafi’s autocracy was not 
acceptable anymore. However, at the expense of Libyan nationalism, it 
is indicative that individual groupings even claim their independence. 
Consequently, due to Qaddafi’s divisive policies which were not com-
patible with his rhetoric, Libya’s future polity remains unclear. Such 
evolutions have set back investments on gas reserves, which are poor 
anyway. It is indicative that Libya, which supplies Italy with gas via the 
Green Stream, is 45th in the world ranking of gas producers.45 In 2015, 
the eu gas imports from Libya represented 2.2% of the total volumes, 
while the respective gas imports from Algeria, between 2014 and 2015, 
fell from 6.3% to 5.4%.46

Sixth, as has been underlined already, the eu’s increasing need for 
energy imports has been met by Russia. Considerations that energy 
dependence could become a political problem has led Europeans to 
look for alternative supplies and declare the principle of diversifica-
tion. The great dependence on Russian resources led to the subver-
sion of eu principles of market economy and competitive economic 
environment. It also led to a limitation of security of gas purchases for 
the member-states’ markets due to relevant instability in transit coun-
tries such as Ukraine. Such tensions and the consequences regarding 
gas purchases have proved to be substantial obstacles highlighting the 
need for diversification. It is indicative that about 80% of the Russian 
gas purchases crosses Ukraine towards the eu market, while the de-
pendence of some eu member-states reaches, for instance, 89% in the 
case of Bulgaria and 100% for Slovakia.47  For this reason, political in-
stability in Ukraine seems to affect energy security and consequently 
economic growth in the eu.

Conclusive Remarks
It is an undisputed fact that energy becomes more and more intensive-
ly a core political and economic tool identified with the implementa-
tion of national interest. It serves political goals, while energy politics 
is conceptually defined as a domain of increasing interest towards the 
maximization of relative gains. Thus, considering that state is the prin-
cipal actor behaving in a selfish way and making efforts to increase its 
benefits at the expense of the others either they are opponents or not 
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since it is uncertain about both of them, it has also to implement a 
long-run strategic framework and secure its energy supply accordingly. 
The possibility of conflict or antagonism always exists, but it can be 
limited when there is a clear co-perception that an end to the partner-
ship would be of high cost. In these terms, Russian energy domination 
in many member-states should worry the Union since the level of po-
tential cost is not equal, the destabilization mainly in Ukraine creates 
problems and their growth sustainability is related to an actor not hes-
itating to follow activist strategies.

Natural gas exploitation and trade, exactly because it represents a 
very special case, has become a field of great interest due to its easi-
ness of manipulation. For six specific reasons, the implementation of 
the diversification principle tends to become a core interest for the 
eu in order to sustain its global role and its member-states’ economic 
growth. The theoretical and historical roots of the political-economic 
debate have proved that it is about a gamble of international politics 
with the state characteristics and simply with differentiated means. 
Power politics is still present and energy politics is an integral part of it.
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This article is a particular case study that analyzes the causes and as-
sumptions of how the Czech political elite looks towards Israel and 
how this view affects the fact that current Czech-Israeli relations have 
such a high standard in the European context and that the state of 
Israel has one of its staunchest allies in the Czech Republic.
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On 29 November 2012 at the un General Assembly, a high-profile vote 
was held. It was about the advancement of the status of Palestine in 
the un to that of a non-member observer state. The Palestinian request 
was eventually supported by 138 countries, 41 countries abstained from 
the vote, and 91 were against the request. Not only in the European Un-
ion, of which the Czech Republic is a member, but also in Europe as a 
whole and in the neighboring continents of Asia and Africa, you could 
not find a state that fully supported the position of Israel in this matter 

– except for the Czech Republic. What is the context of this unprece-
dented behavior of the Czech Republic towards the state of Israel?

In terms of its quality, the year 2012 was not an anomaly in Czech-Is-
raeli diplomacy. Practically from the very beginning of the independ-
ent existence of the Czech Republic it clearly made it known that it is a 
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very strong ally of Israel. This is certainly a continuation of the tradi-
tion of Czechoslovakia, which had a friendly approach to Zionism and 
Israel. The fact that between 1950 and 1989 there was a long ideological 
rift between the two countries, and that for a long time the relation-
ship was even completely interrupted changed little about Czechoslo-
vakia’s support for Israel. During the rule of President Václav Havel 
(1989–2003), Czechoslovakia and later the Czech Republic became one 
of the most prominent supporters of Israel. But even Havel’s departure 
from politics did not mean that this tendency would just freely contin-
ue. During some of the following rightist-liberal Czech governments 
the position of the Czech Republic towards Israel even became one 
of uncritical support in some ways. In turn, sometimes the eu policy 
towards Israel, regardless of the Czech membership in the eu, was crit-
icized by the Czech politicians. What are the factors connected to such 
a strong bond between the two countries in the European and world 
context? Is it actually a deep historical bond, stemming from the very 
beginning of the Czech and Israeli statehood? Or is it mainly related 
to the current political establishment in the Czech Republic and to the 
position of a group of influential politicians who have – at least for a 
certain period of time – considered the emphasis on the Czech trans-
atlantic relations more important than the Czech Republic’s relations 
with other members of the eu in some aspects?

The following text aims to identify and define the key points of the 
narrative which justifies or justified the pro-Israeli positions of the 
Czech political elites – regardless of whether we are dealing with the 
narrative in the context of a democratic Czechoslovakia (1918–1938, 
1989– 1992), the Czech Republic (since 1993) or the dissident counter-
elites in communist Czechoslovakia (1948–1989). To conclude, the 
text specifies why the Czech relations with Israel are so unusual and 
specific and makes some generalizations in this regard.

The article continues the discussion on Czech-Israeli relations that 
is currently taking place in the Czech Republic. In most cases, this dis-
cussion is not a scientific discussion, but rather a popular discussion 
set in Czech newspapers, the Czech media and various public discus-
sions in the media, especially those on public television.2 Publications 
and monographs on this topic which are more academic are devoted 
especially to more historical aspects of the Czech-Israeli, or Czech-Jew-
ish and Czech-Zionist, relations – e.g.  Dagan, A.; Hirschler, G.; Weiner, 
L. (1984); Dufek, J., Kaplan, K., Šlosar, V. (1993); Pěkný, T. (1993); Yegar, 
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M. (1997); Čapková, K. (2005); Zídek, J., Sieber, K. (2009); Kieval, H. L. 
(2011), and partially also Rucker, L. (2001) and Tureček, B. (2011). 

In the introduction let us define the nodal points of history which 
strongly affected the quality of Czech (Czechoslovak)-Israeli relations 
and which were so crucial in the shaping of the narrative of the 
attitudes of Czechoslovak and Czech political elites towards Israel. 
Based on an analysis of the mentioned works, these points may be 
divided into six groups:

1. The historically positive relations of the First Republic of Czecho-
slovakia (1918–1938) to Zionist movement, and the key role of T. G. 
Masaryk in this respect.

2. The Czechoslovak support of Israel and the arms supplies Czech-
oslovakia sent to Israel in the years 1948–1951.

3. The reactions of dissident counter-elites to the strong anti-Zion-
ism and sometimes even anti-Semitism of the Czechoslovak com-
munist regime in the years 1950–1989.

4. The strong rise of the Czech-Israeli relations since 1989 and the 
role of Václav Havel in this respect.

5. The Czech Republic’s alliance with Israel as an expression of Czech 
Atlanticism3, or, in some cases, Czech Atlanticism in connection 
with Islamophobia.

6. A romanticized or biased view of the Middle East, Israel and Pal-
estine on the part of Czechs.

The historically positive relations of the  
First Republic of Czechoslovakia (1918–1938) to Zionist movement 
and the key role of T. G. Masaryk in this respect
The current quality of the Czech-Israeli relationship has its roots, sur-
prisingly, in times long before the emergence of Czechoslovakia and 
the state of Israel. One of the most frequently remembered facts in 
this respect is the positive relationships of some Czech intellectuals 
and politicians to the Jews or to the Zionist movement in the times 
before the First World War. 

The anti-Semitic wave in Europe at the turn of the 19th century gave 
rise to numerous publicized scandals. The most known of these was 
the Dreyfus affair in France in 1896. Also in Austria-Hungary between 
the years 1867 and 1914 twelve lawsuits concerning alleged ritual mur-
ders by Jews were filed.4 However, the case of this sort that received the 
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most media attention was a case in which there was also a conviction 
of the accused – the so-called Hilsner Affair (1899).

The well-known Czech professor and politician (and later the first 
Czechoslovak president) Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (1850–1937) marked 
the Hilsner trial as unjust and anti-Semitic. Masaryk then started to 
be attacked by Czech nationalists and there was even a failed assassi-
nation attempt on him in 1907.5 This engagement brought popularity 
to Masaryk among Jews throughout the world and also helped him in 
his later political activities with the establishment of Czechoslovakia, 
securing the admiration and support of the Czechoslovak Jews.6 Dur-
ing his presidential term Masaryk was a supporter of Zionism, and his 
first foreign journey led to Palestine and Egypt in 1927. It was also not a 
coincidence that the First Czechoslovak Republic held several confer-
ences of the World Zionist Organization.7

The former dissident and later president of Czechoslovakia and the 
Czech Republic Václav Havel was strongly inspired by Masaryk’s ap-
proach. Havel wrote the following: 

As president I appreciate the justice, humanity and impartiality 
of my great predecessor, T. G. Masaryk, who boldly addressed 
the Hilsner Affair ... He risked his popularity, his movement 
and also the publishing of his magazine just for the sake of the 
truth. In his view, every nation, and especially a small nation, 
must have a moral idea for which the nation lives and which 
contributes to a better harmony of mankind. Masaryk wrote: 

“Anti-Semitism is, in my opinion, our pain, and only our pain. 
It harms us, disgraces us, makes us coarse ...” As the president 
of a nation that had just gotten rid of its totalitarian regime, I 
would like to remind us of Masaryk’s words: “A nation which 
itself is not morally strong cannot be saved just by politics.”8

The situation of the Jews in Czechoslovakia in the late 1920s and 
1930s was actually quite favourable even though there was a deterio-
ration of the situation of Jews in European countries at this time. It 
was not just about the free and rich cultural and political life that was 
available to them in Czechoslovakia (which started already during the 
last decades of the Austro-Hungarian Empire), but the Czechoslovak 
Jews were even allowed to officially register under an ‘Israelite religion’ 
and a ‘Jewish nationality’. This stemmed not only from a personal ini-
tiative of President Masaryk, but also from the attitudes of the Czech 
intelligentsia, which – based on its experience of fighting for national 
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recognition – also sympathised with the efforts of Jews to realize their 
ideals. The Czechoslovak recognition of the Jewish nationality was un-
precedented, and the country also acknowledged the Jewish national 
unity and the right to national self-expression of Jews. But these posi-
tive approaches to Jews were not only idealistic, but they also had their 
pragmatic aspect: the recognition of the Jewish nation also had the 
purpose of formally “reducing” the number of German and Hungarian 
minorities in Czechoslovakia.9 Many Jews in interwar Czechoslovakia 
declared their nationality to be German or Hungarian, and their main 
language was German or Hungarian. However, the greatest sympathy 
of non-Jewish Czechs/Slovaks towards Jews was aimed primarily to-
ward Jews who spoke the Czech/Slovak language.

The position of T. G. Masaryk in Czechoslovak politics during his 
presidential term (1920–1935) was almost unshakable. Similarly, to-
day, Masaryk occupies an exceptional position in the modern Czech 
historiography and is constantly mentioned as a positive role-model. 
There is no doubt that his relations towards the Jews and later towards 
the Zionist movement have become an important factor for many 
non-Jewish Czechs/Slovaks’ positive views of Czechs/Slovaks of Jewish 
origin as well as the Jews in general, the Zionist movement and, later, 
Israel in general. An important role in this was also played by the Pres-
ident’s son Jan Masaryk, who was later a very popular Czechoslovak 
Foreign Minister.  T. G. Masaryk’s and general Czech attitudes towards 
Zionism and Jews were also influenced by the suppression of the influ-
ence of Catholicism at least in the Czech part of the First Czechoslovak 
Republic. For some Czechs, Catholicism itself was an unpopular sym-
bol of the old regime and was also connected with some traditional 
anti-Semitic prejudices based on Catholic-Christian anti-Judaism. For 
that matter this kind of anti-Semitism was fully revived after the dis-
solution of Czechoslovakia (1938) in the fascist Slovak state, where the 
bond between the fascist regime and the Catholic clergy was very clear.

The Czechoslovak support of Israel and the arms supplies 
Czechoslovakia sent to Israel in the years 1948–1951
After World War ii, Czechoslovakia very actively and effectively sup-
ported the creation of Israel. In 1947 Foreign Minister Jan Masaryk, the 
son of the first president of Czechoslovakia, was very active in regard 
to this issue at the United Nations. The Czechoslovak diplomacy was 
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also represented among the eleven countries in the United Nations 
Special Committee on Palestine (unscop), which was created on 28 
April 1947, and participated in a discussion concerning the question 
of Palestine in a special sub-committee for Palestine of the General 
Assembly of the United Nations in September 1947. On 29 November 
1947 the Czechoslovak representative in the General Assembly voted 
for the partition of Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state.10 Less 
than three months later, on 25 February 1948, the communist coup 
took place in Czechoslovakia. However, the Soviet Union supported 
the creation of Israel, and thus the new Czechoslovak government rec-
ognized the independence of Israel on 19 May 1948, a mere five days 
after its birth. Diplomatic relations between the two countries were 
then established on 3 July 1948.

One of the most often mentioned milestones of the relationship be-
tween Czechoslovakia and the emerging Israel is the fact that Czech-
oslovakia was closely involved in the supply of weapons and combat 
aircraft to the newly established state and in the training of the Israeli 
army. This occurred at the time of the strong international isolation of 
Israel during the first Israeli-Arab war in 1948–1949. This Czechoslo-
vak activity should be judged in the light of the fact that the aid was 
provided at a time when Czechoslovakia was experiencing the change 
of its political regime to the openly undemocratic Stalinist regime. Ad-
ditionally, Czechoslovakia received quite high sums of money for the 
outdated arms it sold to Israel even when the young State of Israel was 
in a very critical economic situation. It is also evident that the Czecho-
slovak aid was granted with the consent of Stalin’s Soviet Union, which 
supported the creation of Israel as a counterweight to the pro-Western 
Arab regimes. Thus, in this case, Czechoslovakia worked as a kind of 
proxy-regime of the Soviet Union for the first time.11 But when in a rel-
atively short period of time it became obvious that Israel was leaning 
more towards the Western bloc, the ussr and the entire Eastern Bloc 
(including Czechoslovakia) substantially revised their attitudes toward 
the Jewish state in the early fifties.12

However, aside from the motives behind the arms sales, or the polit-
ical situation in Czechoslovakia in the late 1940s, it is certain that the 
weapon supplies to Israel proved a valuable service at a very critical 
time when other states refused to provide similar assistance to Isra-
el. Israel has many times reminded others of the fact that at the time 
the delivery of Czechoslovak arms ‘saved’ Israel.13 In the contemporary 
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Czech Republic (however, less so in Israel) the arms supplies are in the 
minds of many people and are mostly very positively remembered as 
‘the Czech contribution to the establishment of Israel’. Although there 
are no sociological surveys in this field, it seems that the arms supplies 
came to be a part of modern Czech historical mythology. The Czechs 
often see themselves as ‘a small peaceful nation which is – even now – 
in some jeopardy by German and/or Russian interests’. Israel, for many 
Czechs, also embodies the ‘little nation which is under a constant ex-
istential threat from its Arab environment’. The Czechs, who often 
do not see themselves as great warriors (they rather see themselves as 
Hašek’s satirical soldier character Švejk), at least helped a nation that 
they befriended by sending military aid to it and thus prevented Israel 
from facing a similar situation as what happened to them as a result of 
the Munich Agreement in 1938, when their European allies abandoned 
them and gave them over to the mercy of the Nazis.14 In this mythology 
the Czechs actually had a key influence on the ‘rescue’ of the Jewish 
state and laid down the ‘historical bond’ between the two countries. 
However, the fact that the context of the weapon supplies was consid-
erably more complex than this simplified scheme is not so well known.  

The reactions of dissident counter-elites to the strong anti-Zionism 
and sometimes even anti-Semitism of the Czechoslovak communist 
regime in the years 1950–1989
In May 1949 the Israeli Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett came to Prague, 
and in March 1950 a mutual economic agreement between Israel and 
Czechoslovakia was signed. This was the first Israeli trade agreement 
with a foreign state. But the exact same time was also the beginning 
of the end of the Czechoslovak-Israeli friendship. Starting in 1950, the 
mutual relationship significantly cooled, and in 1951 the mentioned 
agreement was terminated.  This change was related to the Czechoslo-
vak vassal attitude towards the Soviet foreign policy. At that time it had 
become quite clear that Stalin had miscalculated because the expect-
ed international political orientation of Israel towards the Soviet bloc 
would not happen. Thus from February 1951, all of the Czechoslovak 
weapons deliveries to Israel were stopped. The support for Israel was 
very quickly replaced by a staunch anti-Zionism and even a strong an-
ti-Semitism, which was embodied especially in the Slánský trials in the 
early fifties (see below).
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Anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism were the new official political line 
of the communist regime, but among the general public, the situation 
was less clear. The Czechoslovak Communist régime also had a num-
ber of opponents in addition to its followers. Some were members 
of the new counter-elites – mainly supporters of previously existing 
non-Communist parties, private entrepreneurs, former members of 
the ww2 resistance, etc. –  but others were simply critics of the regime 
hidden among the general public.  The first group, in particular, soon 
became the subject of harsh persecution by the regime. Both streams 
of opponents of the regime, however, retained a generally positive 
view of Jews and secret sympathies for Israel.

The first consequence – and a very extreme one at that – of the  
worsening Czech-Israeli relations was the Slánský trials in 1952, which 
came to be the first openly anti-Semitic and anti-Zionist trials in the 
countries of the Communist bloc. Out of all the political trials that 
took place in the Soviet Union in the thirties and in the Communist 
satellite states at the beginning of the 1950s, the Prague Slánský tri-
als were the worst case of anti-Semitism.15 During the Slánský trials 
the first Czechoslovak ambassador to Israel, Eduard Goldstücker, was 
convicted. There were also the subsequent trials of the Israeli citizens 
Mordechai Oren and Simon Orenstein, which not only had a strongly 
anti-Zionist character, but also involved attempts to fabricate a link 
between Zionism and Titoism.16 Moreover, the emigration of Jews to 
Israel was banned in Czechoslovakia in 1950. In Israel the Slánský pro-
cess had a specific response: besides the official protests of the Israeli 
government against the persecution of Czechoslovak Jews and Israeli 
citizens, there was also a terrorist attack on the Czechoslovak embassy   
by a radical nationalist group called ‘The Kingdom of Israel’.17

Another aspect of the change of policy of the Soviet bloc toward 
Israel in the early fifties was the emphasis on the Arab national and 
anticolonialist movements, and the Palestinian national movement in 
particular. Some of the Arab states escaped from the former British and 
French influence on them, and in their foreign policies they started to 
be sympathetic to the Soviet line. One of these countries was Egypt 
under President Nasser, which became increasingly anti-Israeli. The 
creation of Israel and the defeat of the Arab armies in the Israeli war of 
independence (with the help of the Czechoslovak weapons) had been, 
in general, reflected upon very negatively in the Arab world. Earlier 
Czechoslovak arms sales to Israel were condemned by Arab countries, 
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and the Czechoslovak government was very interested in making 
the whole thing fall into oblivion. It was one of the reasons why 
Czechoslovak anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism were so strong in the 
beginning of the fifties and why the new Czechoslovak arms contracts 
with Arab countries, mainly with Egypt, started to grow in scale.

In the context of the above-mentioned anti-regime attitudes of 
some Czechoslovak citizens, logically, Palestinian and Arab national 
movements supported by the Soviet bloc lost much of their popularity 
among these critics as well. This happened despite the fact that the 
Arab states and the Palestinians themselves never became open allies 
or satellites of the Soviet Union. From the early fifties to the mid-
sixties, relations between Israel and Czechoslovakia remained very 
cold. However, diplomatic relations were suspended formally only on 
10 June 1967 after the outbreak of the Six Day War. This was because 
under instruction of the Soviet Union, most of the satellite states 
followed the Soviet example at this time. Paradoxically, some cautious 
displays of public sympathy for Israel were possible in Czechoslovakia 
a year later – in the short period of the so-called ‘Prague Spring’ in 
1968. This was allowed primarily in relation to the Fourth Congress 
of the Czechoslovak Writers’ Union, where some alternative views 
on the establishment of the Czechoslovak anti-Israeli position after 
the Six Day War were publicly presented.18 After the Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia, which was launched on 21 August 1968, however, 
such views were again silenced. In the years after the suppression 
of the Prague Spring (the so-called period of ‘normalization’ of the 
years 1968–1989) the power in Czechoslovakia was again seized by 
the Communist comrades loyal to Moscow, and Czechoslovak foreign 
policy returned once again to a strongly pro-Soviet track. During most 
of the Cold War the Soviet Union and its satellites politically, militarily 
and propagandistically supported the anti-Israeli struggle of the 
Arabs, including the plo. In the years 1959–1989 hundreds of people 
from countries of the Arab world passed through a special training 
program for guerrilla warfare in Czechoslovakia. In 1976, the plo 
established a direct diplomatic representation in Czechoslovakia, and 
in 1988, after a meeting of the Palestinian National Council in Algiers, 
Czechoslovakia even recognized the ‘Palestinian state’ which was 
proclaimed there. It led to a paradoxical situation in which the actually 
existing State of Israel did not have its diplomatic representation in 
Czechoslovakia, but the non-existent Palestinian state did. During the 
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years of “normalization”, Czechoslovakia was one of the few countries 
of the Soviet bloc which did not permit Israeli citizens to enter their 
territory.19 The governmental campaign to discredit the dissident 
informal civic initiative called Charter 77 mentioned that it was 
founded on the instructions of ‘anti-Communist and Zionist foreign 
centrals’.20 These attitudes also affected the main camp of the Czech 
dissidents in the seventies and eighties and had an impact on their 
attitudes and sympathies towards Israel. Charter 77 itself mentioned 
the question of Jews and Israel in one of its main documents.21

After the Czechoslovak communist regime fell, many of the former 
dissidents became influential Czechoslovak (and, later, Czech) politi-
cians and their political views on Israel remained similar. In this con-
text, in addition to Václav Havel and Jiří Dienstbier, one could men-
tion other names of former dissidents (and future politicians) such as 
Michael Žantovský or Alexandr Vondra as examples of this tendency. 

Only in 1988 did the first serious changes in Czechoslovakia’s politi-
cal relation to Israel appear. During a plenary session of the un Gener-
al Assembly in New York in September 1988, a meeting of the foreign 
ministers of both countries took place. The Czechoslovak Minister of 
Foreign Affairs announced here the intention to send a delegation of 
consular officials and economists to Israel, as this delegation was to 
explore the possibilities of development of mutual relations between 
the two countries. In February 1988 a Czechoslovak government trade 
delegation visited Israel. Also, at this time, the first trade agreements 
between companies from both countries were signed, and Israeli tour-
ist groups were given permission to visit Czechoslovakia.22 But the fi-
nal breakthrough was the fall of the Czechoslovak Communist regime 
in November and December 1989.

The strong rise of the Czech-Israeli relations since 1989  
and the role of Václav Havel in this respect.
Relations between Czechoslovakia and Israel went through an almost 
meteoric rise after the fall of the Communist regime on 17 November 
1989. This turnover was associated with the general unpopularity of 
the communist regime among the broader Czechoslovak public at the 
end of the eighties, and also with with the Czechs’ sympathy for its 
opponents and their admiration for the Western world, the usa and its 
allies. The newly acquired freedom of speech gave the Czechs and Slo-
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vaks the opportunity to publicly discuss themes and opinions that had 
been publicly suppressed for decades, whether by official censorship or 
by self-censorship. Positive pieces of information about the usa and 
Israel were among the main formerly suppressed themes.

A key role in the significant turnover in the Czechoslovak-Israeli 
(and later in the Czech-Israeli) relations was played primarily by the 
former Czechoslovak dissidents led by Václav Havel. At the end of 
1989 he was elected as the first non-Communist president of Czech-
oslovakia since 1948. One of the first things which Havel advocated in 
foreign policy was the restoration of diplomatic relations with Israel. 
They were thus reestablished on 9 February 1990 during the visit of Is-
raeli Foreign Minister Moshe Arens in Prague. Czechoslovakia thus be-
came, after Hungary, the second former Soviet satellite that resumed 
diplomatic relations with Israel. In practice, the whole event was sur-
rounded by great expectations and a mood of euphoria. At a meeting 
with President Havel, Arens thanked Czechoslovakia for the supply of 
arms and the training of Israeli pilots in 1948. President Havel also 
suggested that Czechoslovakia could be a mediator between Israel and 
the plo at the time. This proposal, however, soon proved to be unreal-
istic because very soon the Czech-Slovak federation became mired in 
ever deeper problems that eventually led to its disintegration into two 
independent states in 1992. The role of the mediator in the peace talks 
between Israelis and Palestinians was in the meantime quite effectively 
taken up by Norway.

The turbulent rise of the Czechoslovak-Israeli relations was also ac-
companied by the restoration of Israel’s diplomatic mission in Prague 
on the 17th of August, 1990, this time at the level of embassy. Also at this 
time, the Czechoslovak embassy was reopened in Israel.23 Due to the 
Czechoslovak respect for the special international status of Jerusalem 
it was reopened in Tel Aviv. During the first official journey of Václav 
Havel to Israel (he was the first of the top leaders of the former Soviet 
satellites in Central Europe to visit Israel) in 1990, he was awarded an 
honorary doctorate from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Then 
in October 1991, a reciprocal visit to Czechoslovakia from the Israeli 
President Chaim Herzog took place. 

President Havel’s relationship to Israel and Judaism was very com-
plex, and its description could be divided into several points:

1. During his life, Václav Havel was inspired by Jewish culture and 
by Jewish Prague and its culture (including works by Franz Kafka, 



35

Czech-Israeli 
Strategic 
Relations

who influenced Havel’s literary work) and was friend with many 
Czech Jewish personalities, many of whom were also dissidents 
and signatories of Charter 77. In one of his texts from 1990, Václav 
Havel stated the following: 

As a dissident, I lived in a so-called ghetto and I myself learned 
about the kind of irrational injustice which can not be tackled 
in any other way than by a sense of personal freedom which 
can not be destroyed by any external oppression. The state in 
which we lived until the fall of 1989 was not able, from the 
beginning of the dominion of communism, to express itself in 
regard to the Jewish question, and it was only a certain Char-
ter 77 document that attempted to address this issue in the 
Communist era. 24 The Communist state supported anti-Semi-
tism in the fifties after some major anti-Semitic trials, and the 
regime was involved in the Palestinian conflict in the sixties, 
seventies and eighties. By doing these things, the regime was 
liquidating the Jewish problem from a position of strength 
rather than helping in the process of solving it. I often think 
about what the Czechs and the Jews had in common in their 
respective histories. We were both small nations whose con-
tinuing existence was not a given. The eternal struggle for 
survival and a sense of uncertainty were reflected in the cul-
tures of both nations and in their behavior. Writers and phi-
losophers took on the roles of politicians in both nations, and 
both nations have traditionally cultivated their respect for a 
book which kept their language and traditions alive. In par-
ticular, they both had respect for the book of books, the Bible. 
Czechs and Jews have always turned to the past; they looked to 
it for their strength and comfort, and they often mythologized 
it. They ran to the family for privacy, and from that stemmed 
their skepticism, distrust of nobility, and low concern for the 
general interest, but also their sense for making fun of them-
selves and not taking themselves too seriously. Masaryk’s ideal 
of humanity as a religious thought is perhaps as close to Juda-
ism as to Christianity; it is also an expression of the people’s 
nationality, because for centuries, nothing else was allowed.25

The text above gives a quite accurate picture of Havel’s thinking 
about the relationship between Czech (and more specifically the Czech 
counter-elites in Communist times) and Jews. Václav Havel identifies 
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the position of dissidents in Communist Czechoslovakia to a certain 
extent with the position of the Jews in the ghetto in general. He criti-
cizes the communist regime not only for its anti-Israeli approach, but 
also for its support of the Arabs. Finally, he also identifies what he be-
lieves to be the main link between Czechoslovakia and Israel – they are 
two small states in a dangerous international environment. Although 
Havel also mentions a certain ‘mythologization’, he himself introduces 
a certain romanticization of the two nations by referring to their re-
lationships to the Bible (eg. in reality, the Czechs are one of the most 
secular nations in the world, and Zionism was a revolution against 
traditional Jewish religiosity) and automatically combining Jewish and 
Israeli issues together.

2. For most of his presidential term, Havel’s sympathy for Israel was 
not made evident only by his uncritical adoration of it. Havel was 
trying to understand the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in its com-
plexity, and he was aware and critical of various aspects of Israeli 
policy. This was reflected in his (unrealised) proposal to mediate 
the Israeli-Palestinian dialogue, his several meetings with Yasser 
Arafat (including Arafat’s visit to Czechoslovakia in 1990, which 
had been planned already during the communist regime) and the 
fact that he invited not only Israeli but also Palestinian intellectu-
als to Forum 2000 conferences26.

3. Havel’s sympathy for Israel was based on the political attitudes of 
the counter-elite in the Communist regime and was thus – like 
the sympathies of a number of other dissidents from the commu-
nist bloc – a natural sympathy. An example of his attitude is the 
fact that he was one of the world politicians who fought for the 
abolishment of the un General Assembly Resolution 3379 (1975), 
which compared Zionism with racism.27 This resolution was also 
supported by Communist Czechoslovakia. In this context, Havel’s 
sympathy for Israel greatly influenced the former Soviet dissident 
of Jewish origin and later the Israeli politician Nathan Sharan-
sky. There was apparent mutual respect and inspiration between 
the two men. Sharansky and Havel were connected not just by 
the parallels of their dissident periods, but also by their political 
careers – Sharansky and Havel became influential politicians in 
their respective countries during roughly the same period of time, 
so the two men had also opportunities to meet at various inter-
national forums. During Sharansky’s political career his views 
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crystallized in the context of the influence of the Israeli right and 
American neo-conservativism. As for Havel, his views shifted in 
a similar direction mostly after the end of his presidential term 
in 2003. In June 2007, for example, Václav Havel organized, joint-
ly with Nathan Sharansky and former Spanish Prime Minister 
José María Aznar, the Conference on Democracy and Security in 
Prague, which had the support of several neo-conservative think-
tanks. In 2010, along with several other neoconservatives Havel 
supported Aznar’s initiative called The Friends of Israel, which 
aimed to ‘create a counterweight to attempts to de-legitimize Is-
rael and its right to live in peace and defensible borders’.28

In summary, Havel’s attitudes towards Israel were developing both 
during his presidency and after it. They ranged from very positive but 
balanced positions to the rather one-sided and uncritical views he held 
after the end of his presidential term. The shift in his attitudes could 
be related to the period after the outbreak of the second Palestinian in-
tifada (after 2000) and also to the overlapping period after 9/11, when a 
number of right-wing and liberal intellectuals in Israel and in the West 
shifted their views more to the right.29

The Czech alliance with Israel as an expression of Czech 
Atlanticism, or, in some cases, Czech Atlanticism in connection 
with Islamophobia
Even if we looked at the Czech-Israeli relations with references to only 
the legacies of T. G. Masaryk and Václav Havel, it would be probable 
that the present attitudes of the Czech Republic towards Israel would 
be positive. But it is also possible that their quality would be com-
parable, for example, with the quality of the relations of other Cen-
tral and East European countries to Israel. They would therefore be 
probably good, but not elevated to the level of strategic partnership 
as they actually are today. Such a high standard in the relations would 
probably never have been reached without a certain group of Czech 
politicians and officials, some of whom are former dissidents. Many of 
them – such as the mentioned Alexandr Vondra, Vladimír Žantovský, 
former Prime Minister Petr Nečas, former Prime Minister Mirek 
Topolánek, Minister of Foreign Affairs Karel Schwarzenberg and the 
diplomats Tomáš Pojar and Miloš Pojar – could be seen as being a part 
of the Czech liberal-right on the basis of their political views. In this 
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case their pro-Israeli stance is mingled with their strong support for 
trans-Atlantic ties, especially the Czech Republic’s partnership with 
the usa and the Czech Republic’s membership in nato. But pro-Israeli 
views are also present in other parts of political spectrum – most no-
tably by populist president Miloš Zeman where is his one-sided pro-Is-
raeli sympathy mingled with Islamophobic aspects. 

A romantic or biased view of the Middle East, Israel and Palestine
Czech public opinion also plays an important role in the general Czech 
public view on Israel. It could be said that in the Czech Republic there 
is a relatively strong interest in topics related to Judaism and Israel. 
This influences the sympathies of many Czechs towards Israel. There 
is, for example, a great interest in books and other publications re-
lated to Jewish and Israeli themes (both fictional and scientific texts), 
an interest in various cultural events and lectures related to Judaism 
and/or Israel, etc. These topics are also generally known through var-
ious Czech-born cultural personalities of Jewish origin (eg. Rabbi Löw, 
Franz Kafka, Sigmund Freud), as well as through a variety of romanti-
cising literature and stories (eg. by Ivan Olbracht).

This knowledge, in combination with the not very high standards 
of Czech news-reporting about the Middle East events (see below), 
causes the minds of Czechs to mix various concepts together. Many 
Czechs have, for example, a quite good knowledge of the history of 
the Czech (and, followingly, the Ashkenazi) Jewry and Judaism. In 
the Czech mind Judaism is also almost automatically associated with 
Western culture. This is supported by various European discussions on 
the ‘Judeo-Christian’ roots of European civilization. From a point of 
view that considers the very long tradition of the European anti-Sem-
itism that led to the Holocaust, however, it seems to be a quite pur-
poseful concept. On the other hand, the Czechs generally have a very 
low awareness of things like the Jewish Sephardic culture or the Jewish 
Middle Eastern (Mizrachi) culture, without which it is very difficult to 
understand current Israeli politics, for example.

The Czech view of Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is in-
fluenced by the poor quality of the Czech mainstream news discourse. 
The news discourse is based mostly on a recycling of various news 
items from news agencies, focusing almost purely on issues related to 
conflicts (wars, terrorism, and political violence) and lacking commen-
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taries with deeper insights. Generally, the Czech mainstream news 
sources also rather lean towards the Israeli view of Middle Eastern af-
fairs.  

Czechs generally have only very limited experience with a multi-
cultural society – and in light of the current wave of Middle Eastern 
violence and fundamentalism – Islam and Arabs are viewed as es-
pecially suspicious by many of them. In the minds of Czechs, Israel 
plays a much more positive role and is culturally closer to their way of 
thinking. Followingly, there is quite  a high level of Islamophobia in 
the Czech society, even if there is only a very small Muslim community 
in the Czech territory. 

The opinions of Czechs are also affected by various public figures 
(eg. by the openly Islamophobic views of the Czech president Miloš 
Zeman). It is also interesting that in the Czech Republic there is a 
growing impact of various one-sided organisations and lobby groups 
that support Israel, and in some cases, also the Palestinians, for reli-
gious or ideological reasons.30

Conclusion 
Due to the facts mentioned in the text, we can understand that the 
current quality of the Czech-Israeli relationship is not entirely clearly 
generalisable. On the contrary, it is based on various complex causes 
and historical events that are related to the six issues defined above. 
But still, it is possible to observe a certain guiding line that connects 
the history of the First Czechoslovak Republic (1918–1938), and even 
the period of roughly the two decades before its founding, with the 
current Czech politics and the current high standard of the Czech-Is-
raeli relations. There is a clear link between Václav Havel and his 
colleagues from the dissident movement – who, together with him, 
became prominent personalities of Czech and Czechoslovak politics 
after 1989 – and the positions of President T. G. Masaryk toward Jews 
and the Zionist movement. The Czech Republic’s sympathy for the 
oppressed nation and, later, the threatened state is to some extent a 
reflection of its own historical experience, and to a certain extent also 
a Czech national myth. The Czech elites and a part of the Czechs in 
general historically see themselves as ‘a small peaceful nation which 
was (and, for many, still is) subject to the interests of great powers (mainly 
Russia and Germany) and in this respect suffered the betrayal of its Euro-
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pean and democratic allies (the Munich Agreement of 1938).’ The Czechs 
have, in this mythology, ‘a unique experience from modern history ... and 
they perceive a certain parallel of themselves in modern Israel’. In their 
imagination Israel is ‘also under a permanent threat from its hostile envi-
ronment, and is also threatened by its Western allies – especially by some 
European Union countries and their appeasement politics. While so many 
EU states are creating a new Munich appeasement through their policies, 
the United States and its help are something that the Czechs and Israelis 
can always rely on’.

Such parallels offer at first glance a certain logic (albeit a very sim-
plified one), but if we compare the position of Czechoslovakia in the 
international environment before World War ii with the development 
and positions of Israel after 1948, the common similarities would be 
only very superficial. In the 1930s, Czechoslovakia eventually became 
the only democratic state in Central Europe. Nazi Germany made in-
creasing demands in regard to its border areas. In 1938 Czechoslovakia 
was abandoned by its main ally as France signed the Munich Agree-
ment. This situation meant for Czechoslovakia the loss of its strategic 
border areas populated by German nationals. This meant a de facto 
loss of any defense against Nazi Germany, which used this situation in 
a very short period of time to occupy the rest of Czechoslovakia. 

In year 1948 Israel was in a very different situation than pre-ww2 
Czechoslovakia. It was a completely newly established state, and for 
quite a long time before its creation it was clear that such a creation 
would provoke adverse reactions from the surrounding Arab countries. 
The ambitions for its creation were perceived by the Arabs primarily 
as a continuation of the European imperialism in the region of the 
Middle East, where a tumultuous decolonization was just taking place. 
After the establishment of Israel the expected war broke out, but Isra-
el – with the help of the Soviet Union, which for this purpose used the 
new Czechoslovak communist regime’s armament supplies – was able 
to win the war and stabilize its situation. 

After its victory Israel was still in a hostile international environment, 
but its army increasingly exceeded those of all of its hostile neighbors, 
partially because it was the only country in the region which devel-
oped nuclear weapons. Although Israel quickly lost the support of the 
Soviet Union, soon afterwards it acquired a strategic ally in France and 
subsequently it gained another powerful strategic partner in the Unit-
ed States. A few decades after its founding, Israel also managed to con-
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clude peace agreements with some of its enemies and thus stabilize its 
position even more. 

The hostility towards contemporary Israel is related especially to the 
unsolved Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the changes that occurred in 
this case since 1967. Thus, even at a first glance, some significant differ-
ences between the geopolitical position of Czechoslovakia before 1948 
and that of Israel after 1948 can be seen. 

Nowadays the mutual bond between the Czech Republic and Israel 
is mythologized and distorted mainly by some Czech politicians. They 
see Israel as ‘a pillar of Western civilization and Euro-Atlantic relations’, 
or more specifically, they see Israel as ‘a defender of Western civiliza-
tion against the threat of terrorism and Islam’. Overall, a constellation 
of diverse influences created a unique combination that brought about 
one of the strongest bilateral partnerships between two countries in 
contemporary international relations. There is no doubt that this alli-
ance brings with it a lot of positives in the mutual relations at various 
levels. Although the Czech Republic is not a particularly geopolitically 
important player, on the other hand, to have such an ally in the Euro-
pean Union, one which will almost literally interpret Israeli political 
positions, is very advantageous for Israel. The question is what will be 
the future development of the Czech-Israeli bond; however, this is not 
a question that falls within the scope of this article.
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special trains through the territory of Czechoslovakia to Austria.

20 Ústr: Antologie ideologických textů, available at: http://www.ustrcr.cz/cs/
anticharta-ukazka-textu-1 (accessed 10. 10. 2013).

21 e.g. Prečan, Vilém (ed.): Charta 77 (1977–1989), Od morální k demokratické 
revoluci (dokumentace), Dokumentationszentrum a Ústav pro soudobé 
dějiny Čsav, Bratislava 1990, p. 363.

22 Yegar (1997), p. 185.
23 Izenberg, David (1990). ‘Prague Embassy Open’, In The Jerusalem Post, 19. 8. 

1990.
24 Havel was apparently referring to the Charter 77 document from 1989 

entitled “Criticism of the devastation of the Jewish cultural heritage in 
Czechoslovakia and the suppression of the role of Jews in Czechoslovak 
history” (April 5, 1989; 28/89).

25 Havel, Václav (2012) ‘Dva malé národy, In Roš Chodeš’, No. 2, Vol. 74.
26 Forum 2000 is an annual international conference of the Forum 2000 

Foundation which pursues the legacy of Václav Havel by supporting 
the values of democracy and respect for human rights, assisting the 
development of civil society, and encouraging religious, cultural and ethnic 
tolerance. It provides a platform for global leaders, as well as thinkers and 
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courageous individuals from every field of endeavor, to openly debate and 
share their views on these critical issues (see http://www.forum2000.cz/
en/about-us/).

27 Ruby, Walter: ‘Havel Speaks Against Anti-Zionism Resolution’, In The 
Jerusalem Post, 19. 8. 1990.

28 Izenberg (2010).
29 See, e.g., Sitaru, Laura: Stereotypes about Islam and media-intellectuals: 

representative trends in “talking” about Islam after 9/11, available at: 
http://acmcu.georgetown.edu/spotlight/Sitaru%20-%20Stereotypes%20
about%20Islam%20and%20media%20intellectual.pdf (accessed: 10. 10. 
2013).

30 It is possible to mention here the activities of the Evangelical groups icej 
and the Zion Christian Centre. In the case of Palestine, one pro-Palestine 
group that is very active in the Czech Republic is the International 
Solidarity Movement (ism).
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plored by historians and political scientists. Focus has tended to centre 
on the career and policies of Václav Klaus, self-proclaimed Thatcherite 
and leading force behind the rapid development of a market econo-
my, parliamentary democracy and Western integration in the Czech 
Republic after decades of Soviet-inspired and -enforced Communism.3 
Concepts such as ‘Thatcherism, Czech-style’ and ‘Czech Thatcherism’ 
– developed, it must be said, by Anglophone political scientists – have 
highlighted parallels between Thatcher’s Britain and Klaus’s Czech 
Republic of the 1990s. Peter Rutland concluded that Klaus invoked 
Thatcher and other figures of the New Right for rhetorical purposes, 
while in reality his neo-liberal programme was shaped overwhelming-
ly by pragmatism and opportunism; the policies of Klaus’s ods (Civic 
Democratic Party) were a ‘curious form of Thatcherism’.4 Seán Hanley 
has revealed common economic and philosophical influences among 
British Thatcherites and the 1990s Czech Right, and suggests that both 
movements faced similar political circumstances in their respective 
decades. Adopting Stuart Hall’s concept of Thatcherism as a hegemon-
ic project, Hanley argued that 1980s British Thatcherites and the 1990s 
Czech Right successfully confronted the same challenge of securing 
popular consent for an ideology originally developed by theorists in-
habiting the political margins. 

Nonetheless, important gaps in our knowledge remain. Little is 
known about how specific Thatcher policies were regarded by Czech 
observers, even less about how Thatcher was perceived outside the 
rarefied circles of Czech intellectual and professional political circles; 
Thatcher’s portrayal in the Czech media and her standing among 
Czech women (for the politicians and intellectuals were almost all 
men) remain unexplored. This article proposes to fill, at least partially, 
one of these gaps, by examining how Thatcher and Thatcherism were 
portrayed in Czech newspapers and current affairs magazines from 
the mid-1980s until her death in 2013, with a view to postulating more 
broadly on the position of Thatcher in a Czech context. It begins with 
a discussion of the relationship between politics and the print media 
in the Czech context before and after 1989. The greater part of the ar-
ticle is comprised of a series of case studies of Czech press responses 
to Thatcher and Thatcherism. For the Communist era, reactions to 
the 1984-5 uk miners’ strike and Thatcher’s 1987 Soviet Union visit 
are examined. Post-1989 case studies include Thatcher’s resignation 
as premier, her visits to Prague in 1990 and 1999 and her death. We 
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show that under Communism Thatcherism was portrayed as the an-
tithesis of Czechoslovakia’s socialist values, while after 1989 Thatcher 
and Thatcherism were framed as exemplars for a nation in the pro-
cess of liberal-democratic state-building and consolidation: a ‘cult’ of 
Thatcher became established. Between the late 1990s and 2013 the cult 
of Thatcher remained firmly entrenched, but, in a turn which reflect-
ed widespread disenchantment with post-1989 politics, Thatcher was 
presented once again as a kind of antithesis, as her apparent resolve 
and integrity were contrasted with a Czech political establishment of-
ten criticised for weakness and corruptibility.

Media, Politics and the Czechs
The present article adopts as a theoretical starting point the old Gram-
scian thesis – along with its modern reiterations and applications – 
that journalists, newspapers and media in general are highly instru-
mental in the ‘production and dissemination of ideas and knowledge’ 
and are potentially crucial vehicles of state-approved political ideology, 
depending on the extent of the synergy between the media and the 
state.5 To quote Stuart Hall, the media and related institutions should 
be seen as not only having ‘reflected and sustained the consensus’ 
but as ‘the institutions which have helped to produce consensus and 
which manufactured consent’.6 In other words, the acts of selecting, 
framing, disseminating and validating knowledge – all being the de-
fining features of the media’s modus operandi – is inevitably a political 
act that renders the media a resource, ready to be tapped into by po-
litical interests or the interests of the ruling ideology. Czech newspa-
pers’ reception of Thatcher and Thatcherism represents a pertinent 
case study of the so-called media-politics nexus in practice. As we shall 
show, in Communist times the connection between the state and the 
media was near-absolute. During the Klaus era between roughly 1990 
and 1997 the media-political nexus remained strong, facilitating a 
largely favourable media response to his agenda (reminiscent of Hall’s 
observation of Thatcherism’s success as a hegemonic project in 1980s 
Britain). From the late 1990s state-media synergy was reduced and dis-
course became more fractured. To expand on these latter points, and 
complete our opening tour d’horizon, a brief note on the Czech press 
is called for.
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Both the 1968 Warsaw Pact invasion and the 1989 Communist col-
lapse had seismic impacts on the Czech print media. The compara-
tively liberal journalism of the Prague Spring was viewed by the Soviet 
authorities as a direct threat to the stability of the Eastern Bloc, and 
the Pact’s invasion of Czechoslovakia was partly driven by a determina-
tion to control public discourse. In the aftermath of the invasion, the 
Czechoslovak Communist Party asserted its grip over the media and 
reclaimed its monopoly on the dissemination of public information. 
Newspapers were published either by the Communist Party itself (for 
example, the national daily Rudé právo [Red Justice]), or by institutions 
with Party approval, such as the Union of Socialist Youth, whose daily 
Mladá fronta (Young Front) was the second most important newspaper; 
trade unions, authorised political parties as well as the regions also had 
their own newspapers. Of course, market forces did not apply. Rather, 
titles were accorded a certain amount of paper according to the degree 
to which each adhered to Party orthodoxy. Rudé právo was accorded 
the largest amount, and had a print-run of over a million in the 1980s.7 

The reporting of politics was stringently controlled, and framed in 
terms of a Communist ‘us’ and a capitalist ‘them’, with the subtext be-
ing that victory for ‘us’ was inevitable.8 Nor was this pattern disrupted 
by the glasnost initiative. Glasnost, along with perestroika, was paid 
lip-service by the Czechoslovak government, which remained wary of 
Gorbachev’s initiatives until the regime’s collapse: the glasnost-era me-
dia enjoyed appreciably greater freedoms in the Soviet Union, Poland 
and Hungary than in Czechoslovakia. There was some alternative to 
the state-controlled media. Samizdat material, including the newspa-
per Lidové noviny (People’s News), was read by a small circle of dissi-
dents; there was a wider audience for Western radio; but both forms 
were risky and, in the case of foreign broadcasting, subject to constant 
jamming efforts. For many Czechs, there was no consistent or easily 
obtainable alternative to the state-sanctioned media.9

The crumbling of Communist Party power in 1989 triggered major 
change in the Czech media. As part of a general attack on Commu-
nist-era practices, restrictions regarding media ownership and control 
were lifted by the Press Law of March 1990. Newspapers became pri-
vately owned businesses within the rapidly developing market econo-
my and could be established or acquired with relative ease.10 Foreign 
ownership and the drive for profits accelerated change: tabloid news-
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papers with sensationalist stories and heavy concentration on enter-
tainment and smut appeared. The leading example of this, the daily 
Blesk (Flash), quickly became established in the top three selling news-
papers. Established titles were forced to reinvent themselves. This was 
hardest for Rudé právo, with its intimate links to the Communist Party; 
it survived, however, and was the second largest selling newspaper in 
1995, by which time its name had altered to the less overtly Communist 
Právo. Mladá fronta emerged from the Velvet Revolution with greater 
credibility than Rudé právo, as many of its journalists had championed 
the challenge to Communist rule. However, it too underwent signifi-
cant alterations, including the addition of the word Dnes (Today) to its 
title. During the 1990s the Mladá fronta part was progressively mini-
mised in the masthead, and the paper became conventionally referred 
to simply as Dnes.11 Dnes was the top-selling daily by 1995 with a print-
run of 348,000. Another title that survived the Velvet Revolution was 
the former samizdat Lidové noviny, which, although having enjoyed 
unrivalled moral capital at the start of the new decade, has not man-
aged to establish itself as a leading read.12

Despite the 1990 Press Law newspapers remained closely attached 
to the political establishment. In the crucial years of neo-liberal trans-
formation during the early to mid-1990s, the press – and the media 
in general – was remarkably compliant with the striking turn in gov-
ernment policy and ideology.13 Several causes of this can be identified. 
First, there was a general public backlash against the Communist Party 
and its rhetoric immediately after 1989; by the same token, former dis-
sidents and advocates of a market economy and Western engagement, 
previously denied space in public discourse, suddenly became co-opted 
into the journalistic fraternity, their commentaries and opinion pieces 
now greatly esteemed. Additionally, Klaus and his allies proved capa-
ble of courting, persuading and intimidating the media: ample column 
inches were allotted to interviews and commentaries with and from 
Klaus, while in 1995 an aborted bill by Klaus’s minister of culture Pavel 
Tigrid would have severely restricted journalistic freedoms and rights. 
Finally, newspaper editors and owners were prepared to use their titles 
as ‘mouthpieces’ of ods-led governments for ideological reasons: they 
approved of the unfolding political and economic reforms and regard-
ed the ods as the legitimate driving force behind those reforms.14 

From around 1997 the press began to shake off partially its sub-
servient attitude to government. This turn has been interpreted as a 
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response to declining newspaper sales which was itself stimulated by 
public dissatisfaction with a staid and unchallenging print media.15 It 
also stemmed from the revelation that members of Klaus’s ods party 
had taken bribes as part of the privatisation process, a scandal which 
caused the collapse of the government. Concurrent economic prob-
lems and rising unemployment laid bare some of the recklessness of 
the rapid transition to the free market and led to an erosion of trust in 
the hitherto dominant neo-liberal doctrine: the pattern of consensus 
between people, media and politics had been broken.16 In this altered 
context, there was a partial relaxing of the politics-media nexus, al-
though there was to be no revolution. Self-censorship continued to 
be practiced by editors and journalists and unwritten ‘rules’ continued 
to apply regarding which political issues could be raised. The press re-
mained fertile ground for the powerful to project their influence and 
for journalists to help mould consensus.17  

‘And they call it democracy …’: Thatcher before 1989
Czech reportage of the 1984-85 uk miners’ strike and the 1987 visit to 
Moscow highlights the myriad of negative ways in which Thatcher 
and Thatcherism were portrayed in Communist times. Both Rudé prá-
vo and Mladá fronta covered the strike in great detail, drawing upon 
their London correspondents in addition to British sources including 
the Morning Star, the official newspaper of the Communist Party of 
Great Britain. The strike, then, was a convenient vehicle for highlight-
ing the ‘reality’ of Western life, and contrasting it with conditions in a 
benevolent Communist state such as Czechoslovakia. Within the re-
ports, terms such as ‘anti-citizen’, ‘anti-human’, ‘anti-social’, ‘inhuman’ 
pepper the descriptions of government action.18 These are the terms 
in which one of the few explicit pre-1989 references to Thatcherism 
was offered: a headline story in Rudé právo of November 1984 spoke of 
‘“Thatcherism” i.e. unfeeling plans of high capital to the detriment of 
the workers’.19 Nine months earlier Mladá fronta informed its readers 
that Thatcher’s policies were about ‘constantly increasing unemploy-
ment’.20 

Although in the early months of the dispute there were cautious 
predictions that the strikers could succeed, there was also a blunt re-
alisation of the price of failure. According to the London-based corre-
spondent Aleš Benda, writing in Mladý svět (Young world) magazine, 
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‘If the miners are to lose their struggle, the Conservative government 
can be expected to proceed even further with its anti-working class 
policy’.21 Moreover, attention often centred on the British media, judi-
ciary and the police (on one occasion compared to Nazis), which were 
dismissed as being Conservative Party dupes, under ironical headlines 
such as ‘And they call it democracy …’22 Meanwhile, Thatcher’s appar-
ent disregard for the interests of the British working class was con-
trasted with conditions in Czechoslovakia. Much was made of the invi-
tation extended by the Czechoslovak coalminers’ union to their British 
counterparts and their families to holiday at a Slovak resort in Octo-
ber 1984. Reports related how the visitors marvelled at witnessing a 
workers’ state in action. Enticing comparisons between both countries 
were duly drawn: ‘In capitalist Britain workers and their families starve 
when they rise against the government’s plans to destroy jobs, mining 
communities and trade unions. Socialist countries (on the other hand) 
send these workers food and invite them over for a holiday’.23  

Thatcher’s role in the controversy and the importance of her ‘iron’ 
character were often emphasised. Writing in Mladý svĕt, Aleš Benda 
summarised the state of the dispute in September 1984. He noted that 
the strike, as winter approached, would be a test for the Conservatives 
and in particular Thatcher, ‘who has built her career on her reputation 
of being the “Iron Lady”. She is famous for not making any concessions 
to strikers, unions and Left-wing pressures’.24 This was reiterated on a 
Rudé právo front page two months later, which noted that the strike 
was entering a critical stage for Thatcher and her government. ‘Not 
only is Margaret Thatcher’s image as the “Iron Lady”, unprepared to 
make any compromise, at stake. She wants to break the miners. Their 
victory would mean her political defeat’.25 In January 1985 Mladá fronta 
blamed Thatcher for the failure to reach a settlement that would allow 
the strikers to return to work: the num’s negotiations with the govern-
ment had been nothing more than a ‘waste of time’.26

Where the miners’ strike reveals the Czech press’s reception of do-
mestic Thatcherism, our second case study, Thatcher’s 1987 Moscow 
visit, casts light on Czech reporting on Thatcher the diplomat. In con-
trast to prevailing Western views of the visit, the contemporary Czech 
newspapers accounts were steeped in negativity and cynicism. For ex-
ample, the reporting of the meetings with the Soviet leadership tended 
to contrast a reactionary and stubborn Thatcher with an open-minded 
and reasonable Gorbachev. The Soviet leader was shown labouring to 
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establish ‘trust’ between the West and the Soviet Union, and to bro-
ker a nuclear weapons deal by offering major concessions, all of which 
Thatcher rebuffed ‘with a hardness that is typical for her’.27 Gorbachev 
was cast in a professorial light, with the role of pupil for Thatcher, es-
pecially on the subject of perestroika.28 Gorbachev’s presentations on 
the inherent superiority of socialism, perestroika and the ussr’s en-
lightened foreign policies were quoted and summarised at length; far 
less space was given to Thatcher’s remarks in defence of nato and nu-
clear deterrence.29 An opinion piece reflecting on the meeting effec-
tively sums up the official Czechoslovak perception of Thatcher the 
diplomat: ‘Let us hope that the lesson she took from the open dialogue 
in Moscow will project itself into practical steps by her government ... 
The present day requires new thinking’.30

The notion that Thatcher represented old thinking and Gorbachev 
new was the most prevalent aspect of the Czechoslovak reporting of the 
Moscow visit. Rudé právo criticised Thatcher’s flawed perception of the 
Soviet Union as belligerent and committed to spreading Communism; 
according to the newspaper, this view had been entirely disproved by 
Gorbachev. It maintained the time had come for open-mindedness 
and trust but concluded that ‘we feel that Britain and her prime minis-
ter are not playing this role as well as they could’.31 Rudé právo returned 
to this theme in an article reflecting on the outcomes of the visit titled 
‘Old thinking meets new’. Here, the picture of Thatcher as pre-détente 
relic was given its greatest elaboration. The article began: ‘Two worlds, 
two ways of thinking, two world concepts have met in open discus-
sion’. It identified Thatcher’s famous stubbornness as the sole reason 
for the failure of the ussr and the West to reach an arms agreement, 
and continued that, for Thatcher, ‘nuclear weapons are almost a bless-
ing. She thinks the ussr is a real threat. How much bias and anti-Com-
munist grudge can be felt from an opinion so detached from reality!’32 
Mladá fronta’s conclusion was similar. ‘We can hardly consider it a new 
way of thinking’, was its assessment of the uk’s security position.33 Its 
edition of 3 April summarised the comments of an Anglophone Sovi-
et apparatchik, who had presented a critique of Thatcher’s Cold War 
policy on British television. The article summarised his claims: that 
the Soviet people were ‘appalled’ by Thatcher’s attitude; that if both 
the usa and the ussr followed her approach the result would be a ‘ca-
tastrophe’; and that President Reagan was ‘more forward-looking’ than 
Thatcher, even if his methods were faulty.34 The final opinion piece on 
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the visit, written almost a week after its conclusion by Ivana Štěpánk-
ová for Mladá fronta, reiterated the motif of Thatcher the captive of 
nuclear deterrence. Štěpánková declared that Czechoslovakia had a 
role to play in achieving a gradual change of attitude in the West; she 
then made a rare Czech reference to Thatcher’s appearance on Soviet 
television, which merely stated that it confirmed that ‘she is not ready 
to be a partner in this new way of political thinking’. Like many other 
Western politicians, Štěpánková grumbled, Thatcher did not under-
stand ‘new thinking’.35

‘A Much-Needed Example’: Thatcher after 1989 
In mid-September 1990 Thatcher visited Prague and Bratislava. In 
stark contrast to her diminished popularity in Britain, the prime min-
ister was enthusiastically received by both public and politicians in 
Czechoslovakia. ‘Applause for the Prime Minister’ ran a headline in 
Lidové noviny, reporting on the rapturous reception for Thatcher’s 
address to the Czechoslovak Federal Assembly.36 Thatcher’s Czech ad-
mirers would continue their ‘applause’ in the following years, as her 
personality and policies were radically reappraised to suit the chang-
ing circumstances. The domestic political context was the burgeoning 
political Right, which rapidly mobilised to occupy to a large extent the 
discursive vacuum left by the departing Communists. Another fac-
tor was Thatcher’s image as an outspoken critic of Communism and 
advocate of the powerless majority and the dissident minority of cit-
izens living under Communism: this has been central to her appeal in 
a Czech context from the 1990s down to contemporary times. There 
were also concrete connections between Thatcher’s government and 
the new democratic leadership, by way of state visits and uk govern-
ment-initiated investment and expertise-sharing programmes. Finally, 
there were changes in the post-1989 Czech press, which, as we have 
seen, rapidly loosened itself from the shackles of Communist Party or-
thodoxy. Ultimately, whether a journalist wrote for Dnes, Lidové noviny 
or even the left-wing Rudé právo, Thatcher embodied a range of ap-
pealing principles and characteristics – including commitment to the 
free market, forceful leadership, staunch opposition to Soviet-backed 
Communist rule and benevolence towards the Czechs – which en-
sured that she was accorded a special position as an avatar of good 
governance and ethics.      
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The cult of Thatcher was advanced in the reporting of her fall from 
power, which was presented as a coup. On 23 November 1990 Dnes 
included on its front page an opinion piece by journalist and centrist 
political commentator Viliam Buchert, claiming that Thatcher’s trou-
bles had started when ‘some’ mps expressed a desire for a change of 
leader (‘uneasiness’, it was explained, was an ‘everyday companion of 
the Conservatives’). The breaking point came when cabinet members 
threatened to resign, culminating in Thatcher’s self-sacrifice for the 
sake of her party. Buchert ended with the declaration that her depar-
ture ‘is to the detriment of Britain and the whole of Europe’ before 
finishing in English, ‘Good luck, Mrs Thatcher’.37 Dnes identified Michael 
Heseltine as the man who ‘eliminated the Iron Lady’ and ‘the multi-
millionaire … behind the fall of Margaret Thatcher’,38 while the same 
newspaper framed Thatcher as the victim of a plot, ‘mostly [by] young 
men who sensed an opportunity to stand up against the authoritative 
boss’.39 

As her premiership ended, Czech reflections on Thatcher and 
Thatcherism were distinctly favourable. Buchert’s report is typical: 
Thatcher was the ‘most successful politician of the post-war period. 
Her influence was evident not only in all spheres of British life but 
all around the world’.40 Similarly, Lidové noviny rehearsed her re-
cord-breaking success in elections and asserted that she ‘changed Brit-
ain beyond any recognition’.41 It noted that among Thatcher’s greatest 
achievements was her breaking of the trade unions which were de-
scribed as being more powerful than the parliamentary opposition.42 
Reference was made in Dnes to Britain’s ‘economic growth in the 1980s’ 
and to how Thatcher had ‘rescued Britain’ in that decade’.43 Even Rudé 
právo asserted that she had ‘strengthened Britain’s international posi-
tion’, ‘made Britain great again’ and ‘helped to repair the British econ-
omy’.44 Thatcher’s leadership style was praised; and traits which were 
derided in the 1980s, such as her direct style and stubbornness, were 
now portrayed as attractive and helpful.45 Lidové noviny averred that 
she ‘was always respected internationally because she always went 
straight to the point, clearly and directly’.46 

In terms of her foreign policy, there was consensus that Thatcher 
had played a major part in the fall of Communism in Czechoslova-
kia and elsewhere. Before her September 1990 visit to Czechoslovakia, 
Jiří Rohan’s detailed profile of Thatcher affirmed that opposition to 
Communism and championing of democracy and liberalism had been 
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the guiding principles of her foreign policy: Czechoslovakia’s Velvet 
Revolution had been a vindication of these principles. Thatcher was 
presented as a benevolent influence on Czechoslovakia, with a long-
term interest in the country’s efforts at building democracy.47 After her 
resignation Lidové noviny reflected that through her ‘highly-principled 
attitude towards totalitarian regimes she contributed to the victory of 
democracy in Central and Eastern Europe where she will be missed’.48 
According to Ivana Štěpánková (now a Washington correspondent for 
Dnes), Thatcher made a crucial contribution to ending the Cold War 
by understanding and encouraging the reformist Gorbachev – a strik-
ing volte-face from the same journalist’s analysis of the 1987 Moscow 
meeting.49 

Thatcher’s resignation and the passing of power to John Major was a 
major preoccupation for Czech journalists and commentators. She was 
widely commended for her political nous and integrity. Štěpánková’s 
extended report for Dnes was headlined ‘Maggie leaves with honour’; 
it portrayed a great leader who had chosen the right moment to leave: 
‘She can retire with her head held high’.50 Rudé právo concurred, calling 
her decision ‘statesmanlike’.51 The manner in which the transition to 
Major was handled was described by Lidové noviny as ‘dignified and 
civilised.’52 Interest in Thatcher’s fall seems to have had particular res-
onance in a Czech context. Then-president Václav Havel was quoted 
in the press expressing his approval of Thatcher’s decision. He called 
it a ‘fair, sporting act’ and stated his wish to one day step down from 
high office in the ‘same sporting manner’.53 That the Czechs could 
learn about democracy from Thatcher’s example was advanced in Jiří 
Leschtina’s London report for Dnes. For Leschtina, the episode was 
less about Thatcher’s decision to resign than the effective, and entirely 
peaceful, exercise of the popular will. He then made the connection 
with his own country explicit. Ruminating on Thatcher’s career, he 
concluded: ‘Isn’t her career, including the dignified and timely termi-
nation of it, a much-needed example for our prenatal democracy, that 
firm but fair and democratic policy-making is possible?’54 

Thatcher’s exemplary image can also be observed in the coverage of 
her visit to Prague in 1999, where she accepted the highest state hon-
our (for her role in undermining Soviet Communism) and unveiled a 
statue of Winston Churchill outside the British embassy. The speech at 
the unveiling ceremony exhorted the Czechs to ‘cheer up!’ and contin-
ue their pursuit of greater liberty and prosperity. Despite its overtones 
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of the ‘preachy’ style alluded to in a Czech newspaper nine years ear-
lier,55 the speech and Thatcher were feted. A decade after 1989, it was 
a timely reminder of the significance of the Czech achievement from 
a ‘recognised heroine of the end of the Cold War’, in Lidové noviny’s 
words.56 Thatcher’s speech was the subject of a lengthy reflection by 
Pavel Tigrid in Dnes. Tigrid, who had recently served in the Klaus 
government as minister for culture, had previously been a long-term 
exile who had left Czechoslovakia for France in 1948. He offered an 
interpretation of the ‘cheer up!’ speech that stayed true to the original 
meaning while using a good deal of poetic licence: 

All of you Czechs, Moravians and Silesians, buck up! Stop 
your whining! Be optimistic! Don’t underestimate yourselves! 
Don’t belittle the most important thing that you’ve gained – 
your freedom … It is up to you to choose to identify yourselves 
with this newly free country. The chances and preconditions 
for it seem good. Take advantage of them. Use the new demo-
cratic tools that you’ve been given to effect change and remove 
the structures you no longer find agreeable. Cheer up and live 
happily in peace and freedom.57

Almost a decade after Leschtina’s comments on Thatcher’s resigna-
tion, Tigrid’s version of the 1999 speech shows that Thatcher remained 
a potent device for Czech commentators attempting to plot the na-
tion’s political future. 

Thatcher’s 1999 visit was of particular significance for the Czech 
Right. Addressing the uk Conservative party conference in 1995, the 
then-premier Klaus declared that his government’s ‘own approach has 
been founded on principles very close to British Conservatism. We 
have been directly influenced by it … We have been inspired by your 
example and your long tradition and we hope that our experiences 
with dismantling Communism and building up of a free society will, in 
turn, be inspiration for yourselves’.58 By 1999 Klaus was in no position 
to express such a sentiment. In the 1998 parliamentary elections the 
Social Democratic Party secured a majority while the Communist Par-
ty made major gains. Thatcher’s visit was thus regarded as a fillip to an 
ailing Right. An article in Lidové noviny the day after the statue speech 
noted that Thatcher was ‘pouring new hope’ into conservative Czech 
politicians (she met with Klaus during her stay in Prague).59

Yet the same article ultimately struck a pessimistic note, and serves 
as a bellwether for developing Czech perceptions of Thatcher and 
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Thatcherism. In contrast to Klaus’s 1995 speech, Lidové noviny affirmed 
that ‘Parallels between British Conservatives and the ods are, natural-
ly, limited’; this was above all because the ods lacked the Tories’ ‘po-
litical will and resolve’ to effect major change. Thatcher’s resignation 
and the transfer of the leadership was also recalled and compared un-
favourably with the Czech Right, which had failed to produce a chal-
lenger to the unassailable Klaus: ‘Thatcher stands for political loyalty, 
and also replaceability, which is something Czech elites still need to 
realise’.60 That Thatcher could serve as a mirror to reflect the short-
comings of Czech national politics was elaborated on in an article in 
the news magazine Respekt by Jan Macháček, a veteran anti-Commu-
nist turned prominent journalistic critic of Klaus’s economic reforms.61 
In a piece which complemented Tigrid’s article in Dnes, Macháček used 
the substance of Thatcher’s speech at Prague Castle on the occasion of 
her receiving the Order of the White Lion to pass a scathing judgement 
on the Czech political establishment. He fulminated against the prev-
alence of corruption, the lack of political openness and the perversion 
by politicians of the rule of law. Nevertheless, Macháček concluded 
that Thatcher’s visit demonstrated that there was room for optimism. 
Leaders such as Thatcher showed that ‘it is possible to change the 
world by being politically stubborn, brave in promoting ideals and self-
less’.62 By the end of the 1990s, therefore, Thatcher and Thatcherism 
adopted an ambivalent position in Czech discourse: as an inspiration 
and endorsement of the Czech transition to democracy, but also as an 
ideal standard with which to compare (sometimes unfavourably) the 
nation’s political leaders.

‘The Churchill of our Times’:  
Remembering Thatcher in 2013
As the news of Thatcher’s death broke on 8 April 2013 the tabloid Blesk 
proclaimed, ‘Great Britain is in tears. The Iron Lady Margaret Thatch-
er (died aged 87) has gone to heaven’; it called her Britain’s ‘beloved 
politician’.63 Beyond the tabloids, reaction was less crude but the sen-
timent similar. Three extended articles exemplify this: political scien-
tist Alexander Tomský’s front-page article for Lidové noviny titled ‘The 
only man in the cabinet’;64 Hynek Fajmon’s ‘Thatcher? The Churchill 
of our times’65 (also in Lidové noviny); and journalist Jiří Sobotka’s six-
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page obituary for Respekt magazine headlined ‘Butch lady Margaret 
Thatcher’.66 

Given their backgrounds, it was likely that Tomský, a conservative 
who resided in Britain, and Fajmon, an ods member and a Eurosceptic 
mep, would both recall Thatcher positively. Tomský selected the min-
ers’ strike among other examples when highlighting Thatcher’s steely 
resolve, and identified the ‘right to buy’ scheme as an example of how 
Thatcher had improved the British economy. He proceeded to defend 
Thatcher’s ‘no such thing as society’ remark, before claiming that she 
destroyed the snobbish oligarchy of the English public school network 
within British politics, replacing it with a meritocracy. Fajmon’s piece 
was the most detailed of several comparisons between Thatcher and 
Churchill.67 Fajmon averred that while Churchill had saved Europe 
from Nazism, Thatcher helped rid Europe of socialism, promoting de-
mocracy in its place. For Fajmon, the key motif of Thatcher’s career 
was her contribution to ‘freedom’ in Britain and beyond. His article 
concluded: ‘Thatcher is a symbol of the conservative revolution and 
Western civilisation’s crucial turn of direction in the second half of the 
twentieth century. That is why she already occupies an esteemed po-
sition in the pantheon of greats that Britain has given to the world’. 
(Much of the tone of Fajmon’s encomia was echoed in an article by 
Tomáš Ježek, the minister for privatisation in the early 1990s, who 
claimed that Thatcher could always identify the ‘true golden kernels 
of our Euroamerican civilisation … She knew exactly what is evil and 
what is good’.68) Jiří Sobotka’s article credited Thatcher with arresting 
British decline and guiding the country to prosperity and enhanced 
status. The most sober of the authors, Sobotka revealed that Thatch-
er’s premiership contributed to a long period of Conservative unpop-
ularity and the rise of New Labour, but his piece ended on an almost 
wistful note, as he compared the ‘decline’ of the West in 2013 with the 
position of Britain in the 1970s, before concluding ‘it is easy to guess 
how [Thatcher] would deal with it’ – though no elucidation was of-
fered.

There was space for criticism. The Leftist Právo carried quotes from 
socialist Czech politicians identifying anti-social or financially irrespon-
sible aspects of Thatcherism – including drawing a link between 1980s 
deregulation and the 2008 global financial crisis. Právo also mentioned 
Thatcher’s support for authoritarian regimes; likewise, the obituary 
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in Respekt, acknowledged that ‘in other parts of the world’, Thatcher’s 
closeness to General Pinochet and her condemnation of Nelson Man-
dela damaged her reputation.69 The editor of the Left-leaning online 
portal Deník referendum authored a balanced summary of Thatcher’s 
life which, rarely for a Czech publication, commented on how ‘master-
fully’ she had used ‘spin doctor and public relations’ techniques to en-
hance her appeal.70 Meanwhile, Jan Macháček, whom it was previously 
noted had taken inspiration from Thatcher in 1999 for her idealism 
and selflessness, now adopted a contrarian position on Thatcher’s leg-
acy, arguing that, far from representing any universal ideal in terms of 
political approach, Thatcher had simply been ‘in the right place at the 
right time’.71  However, the conservative press was notably disinclined 
to criticise. Dnes, for example, dismissed hostile British commentators 
as ‘left-wingers and people from the regions’: it reminded readers that 
Thatcher had won three successive elections and was therefore regard-
ed by most British people as a successful politician.72

Thatcher’s close links with, and continued relevance in, the Czech 
lands was another prominent aspect. Hospodářské noviny journalist 
Petr Fischer went so far as to announce that Thatcher’s death ought 
to prompt the Czech nation to begin reassessing the entire post-1989 
resettlement.73 There were widespread laudations for her role in the 
fall of Communism, including in Právo, and for the personal interest 
she showed in British-based Czech dissidents.74 Fajmon claimed her 
appeal was more universal: ‘for us Czechs during the 1980s’, he wrote, 
‘we told ourselves that she must be a really courageous woman, when 
she is so feared by the comrades in the Kremlin, who through tass 
created the nickname “Iron Lady” in order to damage her.’75 Thatcher’s 
role in the post-1989 transition in Czechoslovakia was elaborated upon 
in a lengthy article in Lidové noviny entitled ‘Reform hurts, she warned 
the Czechs’. It recalled Thatcher’s 1990 visit to Czechoslovakia, charac-
terising her as a sage with precious advice on economic restructuring 
for the ‘Thatcherite’ Klaus.76 Sobotka gave due attention to Thatch-
er’s influence on Klaus and the ods, but also showed how other Czech 
politicians from both Right and Left (including former Communists) 
had been inspired either by her policies or her personality and achieve-
ments.77 Thatcher’s hostility to deeper European integration was also 
touched on approvingly in several articles – surely reflecting the largely 
unenthusiastic Czech attitude towards eu membership.78 Fajmon list-
ed her opposition to deeper union among her ‘greatest merits’; Tomský 
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credited her with foreseeing the economic and political dangers of a 
more united Europe.79

But Thatcher and Thatcherism were also invoked by critics of post-
1989 Czech developments. A thoughtful article in Hospodářské noviny 
by Petr Fischer strove to identify the fundamental aspect of Thatch-
erism that transcended ideological divides. Fischer concluded that 
it consisted in Thatcher’s ability to take politics from ‘its ideological 
heights back down to earth’: Thatcherite democracy was visceral, con-
frontational and social. According to Fischer, 

In the Czech Republic, this legacy from the Iron Lady goes un-
heeded, as all local salon Thatcherites are utterly petrified of 
this dimension of politics. We are afraid of protests, we fear 
political mobilisation. We are far more comfortable with the 
naive and idealistic fantasy that democracy is a symbolic affair 
conducted on the level of language, the wounds of which don’t 
hurt.80 

More commonly, commentators used Thatcher as a standard 
against which to appraise the Czech Right, especially Klaus. Tomáš 
Ježek, in a guarded reference to Klaus, noted that Thatcher was firmly 
rooted in Great Britain and its traditions; it was this background that 
distinguished her from and, indeed, baffled, ‘all of her imitators and 
venerators, even in the Czech lands’, who had proved more brittle in 
their values and beliefs.81 A more overt comparison with Klaus came 
from Pavel Bratinka. A pivotal figure in 1989, Bratinka co-founded the 
neo-liberal Civic Democratic Alliance; the party remained firmly in the 
shadow of Klaus’s ods and Bratinka left national politics in 1998.82 In 
an interview with Dnes, Bratinka lamented that Czech governments 
of the 1990s had been ‘socially-orientated’ rather than Thatcherite; he 
held Klaus primarily to blame. Klaus, he maintained, had led a nation 
that was still excessively dependent on the state rather than practic-
ing the self-reliance which Thatcher had preached; he had not heeded 
Thatcher’s advice from 1990 that ‘reform hurts’. Bratinka concluded 
that it was ultimately a question of personality: unlike Thatcher, Klaus 
had been unwilling to take risks. In support of this, Bratinka contrast-
ed a Czech rail strike that lasted for two days before Klaus capitulated 
with, unsurprisingly, Thatcher’s response to the uk miners’ strike (a 
point echoed by Jiří Sobotka in Respekt).83 For Bratinka, Thatcherism 
was an ideal that the Czech Right had been not just unable but unwill-
ing to emulate.  
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Conclusion

Margaret Thatcher was and is a global figure; and it is surely appro-
priate that Thatcher historians are beginning to engage seriously with 
her reception and impact beyond the confines of the United Kingdom. 
Because of the immense changes that unfolded there in the late 1980s 
and 1990s, states such as Czechoslovakia/the Czech Republic offer par-
ticularly revealing examples of the international dimension of Thatch-
er and Thatcherism. Over three decades Czech newspapers reported 
and reflected upon Thatcher and her policies. Seldom were the obser-
vations dispassionate and disinterested: on the contrary, the striking 
continuity amidst the change that the Czech lands experienced from 
the 1980s to the 2010s is that Czech (or Czechoslovak) journalists and 
commentators found in Thatcher and Thatcherite Britain useful vehi-
cles for reflecting – often casually but sometimes profoundly – on their 
own state and society. In Communist times Thatcher and Thatcherism 
were vilified as anti-social and hypocritical; reportage of the uk miners’ 
strike showed Thatcher’s Britain, replete with Dickensian capitalism, 
as the opposite of the benign Czechoslovakian workers’ state. The 1987 
visit to Moscow again contrasted Britain with Czechoslovakia and the 
rest of the Warsaw Pact: the latter, under the guidance of the enlight-
ened Gorbachev, were portrayed as pacific and progressive, while the 
former, under the reactionary leadership of Thatcher and Conserva-
tives, was cast as belligerent and outdated. 

After 1989 Thatcher was embraced by the Czech political elite and a 
cult of Thatcher became established in the press. The transformation 
of Thatcher’s image from Communist folk-devil to liberal-democratic 
sage can be related to the close relationship between the Czech state 
and the media, as well as the rapidly changing political, ideological 
and economic contexts in which that relationship existed. Thatcher 
and her ideals, anathema in Communist times, were highly compati-
ble with the post-1989 elite, keen to purge the state of its Communist 
legacy and to introduce many aspects of the Western liberal-capitalist 
model, just as Thatcher had seemingly purged Britain of socialism. The 
Czech media, largely in tune with these goals, presented Thatcher as 
a figure to enlighten and inspire. Meanwhile, when commenting on 
the specific case of Thatcher’s 1990 resignation, Britain was present-
ed as a political utopia, where democracy was deeply embedded and 
high-minded politicians relinquished power for the public good. Com-
parisons were also drawn in the post-Klaus era from the later 1990s 
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until Thatcher’s death. Frequently, the purpose here was to evaluate 
the neo-liberal Klausian experiment, as well as the post-1989 settle-
ment more generally. For some commentators, Klaus had failed pre-
cisely because he had been unwilling to fully implement Thatcherite 
policies and to emulate his mentor’s metallic determination. Across 
a broad spectrum of newspapers the cult of Thatcher as the embodi-
ment of firm but honourable politics remained entrenched; her death 
was the signal for much sentimental reflection and the rehashing of 
clichés surrounding the ‘Iron Lady’s’ personality and achievements. In 
these various ways, therefore, Thatcher occupied a rare position in the 
Czech context: a Western leader who for over thirty years had imme-
diate relevance in that country’s political discourse. From this perspec-
tive, the somewhat hyperbolic description of Thatcher in April 2013 as 
‘the Churchill of our times’ begins to look apposite.
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Establishing the Complexity 
of the Islamic State’s Visual 
Propaganda
Vít Střítecký and Petr Špelda

Security analysts have not systematically studied visual discourses, 
even if they apparently play a prominent role in current propaganda 
efforts. The article intends to address this disciplinary insufficiency by 
introducing an inter-scientific approach to analysing large visual data 
samples. The article illustrates the method by applying it to the dataset 
comprised of the is’s visual stills. To achieve this goal, the article will 
first introduce an archive compiled by utilising the knowledge of is’s 
content dissemination strategies. Second, the article addresses narra-
tive techniques used to effectively convey the message of an alterna-
tive worldview. Finally, the text introduces a computational method 
based on probabilistic topic modelling. Reflecting the results of its ap-
plication, the article argues that with the growing complexity of the 
resulting topic sets there is an increase in the probability that the prop-
agandist effort in question represents an attempt at a systematic artic-
ulation of a holistic socio-political order alternative to the status quo.

Keywords: Islamic State, probabilistic topic modelling, visual propaganda, 
revisionism, social media

This article argues that the Islamic State’s (is) visual propaganda should 
be perceived as an attempt to introduce a holistic socio-political order 
serving as an alternative to liberal worldviews. The audiences of West-
ern media periodically seized by the virulent dreadfulness of decapi-
tation scenes have a natural tendency to perceive the jihadist propa-
ganda as pointless violence potentially arousing fears. This distorted 
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perspective readily summons a cycle not unlike the one discovered 
by August Ferdinand Möbius1. The trajectory of its perpetual circles 
passing first through a repugnant provocation reaches the point of its 
departure by retaliatory strikes, only to begin a new round of a possibly 
endless iteration. Devised by its perpetrators as a ceaseless cause of 
socio-political ripples, it strives to embroil liberal democratic societies 
in an apocalyptic standoff resolved only through an annihilation of the 
other.

However, there is a coherent deeper level underpinning the grim 
realities that portrays the diverse schemes of vile atrocities perpetrat-
ed by the self-styled is or various al-Qaeda affiliates. The following 
analysis will show that the is complex propagandistic endeavour has 
employed various strategies to build alternative socio-political orders. 
Using social media imagery, is attempts to depict and consequently 
establish a utopic vision that treats the reality as an obstacle that needs 
to be levelled in order to yield a space for a new socio-political order. 
The article further claims that to fully grasp and understand these 
complex phenomena, machine-generated analysis is required to over-
come the limits of human perception.

Empirically, the issue of is visual production has been tackled by 
several authors providing human interpretation of limited sets of vis-
uals2 or large sets of visuals that seem to surmount individual compre-
hension3. Additionally, there have been attempts to produce blueprints 
describing computational architectures assisting in the analysis of ex-
tremist content online.4 While recognizing this scholarship, we intend 
to overcome the limited epistemological capacity of these approaches 
producing idiographic studies with a constrained empirical reach. In 
doing so, we seek to contribute to the rising debates introducing com-
puter-assisted qualitative analysis methodologies applied to process-
ing big data within social science5. Thus, the aim of our endeavour is 
to develop a computational approach that would attempt to address 
the current methodological deficiencies of the analytical apparatus 
employed to process visual phenomena. 

The article will be divided into the following parts. First, we will 
briefly address the foundations of the is strategy introducing enticing 
utopian visions. After this, we will elaborate on the is dissemination 
strategies employed to spread the visual content followed by the expla-
nation of our approach to capturing the stills and forming the unique 
archive of is visuals. The next section will outline our methodology 
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combining a content-oriented computer assisted method based on 
probabilistic topic modelling with a refl exive analysis used to interpret 
the machine generated results. An intuitive understanding of the data-
set would imply that at the holistic level, it represents an attempt to ar-
ticulate a virtual alternative of the social, political, and economic order. 
However, given the volume of the dataset this hypothesis seems highly 
conjectural. Any of the anthropocentric epistemological approaches 
cannot settle this issue in a satisfying manner, for the puzzle lies be-
yond the reach of anthropic cognitive capabilities. Therefore, the phe-
nomenon itself is directly unobservable and requires a methodological 
treatment which is not founded upon refl exive interpretation of the 
empirical input. The method proposed in the present text attempts to 
address this issue as follows. If the input dataset exhibits the level of 
complexity pertaining to a systematic attempt at articulating an alter-
native order, the method will output topics diverging with respect to 
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the low-level visual motives, however, converging on the conceptual 
level, that is regarding the patterns of socio-political activities. Empir-
ically, we believe that one can judge the character of the propagandist 
effort according to the level of complexity of the product it generates. 
In other words, an increasing level of complexity increases the prob-
ability that the propaganda conveys an alternative conception of so-
cio-political order. To better learn the difference, refer to the results of 
the analysis provided in Appendix I.

Propaganda as Socio-Political Alternative 
When prescribing an order of socio-political conduct, most of the 
pre-is jihadi groups could display only a bleak historical ‘wreck record’. 
Despite the existence of a methodological groundwork established in 
Abu Bakr Naji’s 2004 treatise The Management of Savagery: The Most 
Critical Stage Through Which the Umma Will Pass, inability to carve out 
an order from self-induced chaos prevailed. Perhaps the first indica-
tion of the upcoming change in the strategic conduct and propaganda 
undertakings was the inception of Ansar al-Sharia groups in Tunisia 
and more importantly Libya in 20116. These groups, albeit inherently 
violent as their ideological forbearers, exhibited instrumental interest 
in socio-political conduct anchored in a purist interpretation of Sharia 
that they would impose in the areas suffering from a power vacuum. 
The mature version of this disposition was firmly embedded into the 
mechanisms guiding the daily routine of the self-styled is. It would be 
mistaken to portray the group as endowed with a considerably higher 
potential to foster and maintain a socio-political order since its foot-
hold is greatly self-exaggerated. The visual propaganda inflating the 
capacity to build a semblance of an ideal society is, however, painting 
precisely such deceptive picture. That is a picture of seamless utopia 
brimming with abundance of everything for anybody who answers the 
call and comes to the lands of the Caliphate. The virtual precursor is 
continuously filled with scenes of market stalls overflowing with food 
and shelves bending under the weight of the Hisbah-sanctioned con-
sumer goods intertwined with a selective imagery of frenetic improve-
ment and construction activities elevating the public spaces closer to 
the utterly surreal. The diorama foreground is a stage of repetitive 
charitable events scripted in the rigid fashion of a recurrent totalitar-
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ian bliss. All of this unfolds against a poetic backdrop of rustic land-
scape imagery subtly focused on its innate pastoral traits.

If we could abstract away all the cases of recruits drawn to the ranks 
of the self-styled is due to their pathological fascination with violence, 
a considerable number of those that remain could be seen succumbing 
to the alluring effects of the group’s visual propaganda. If one trans-
mits an incessant social-media staccato of grandiose utopia imagery, 
some will come and help build the next more advanced virtual and 
(more importantly) physical layers and the cycle of exponential ma-
terialization begins. These strains of visual propaganda, although in a 
disparate phase of rudimentary, are now converging across the diverse 
terrain of Sunni jihadism clearly in a bid to replicate the success of the 
self-styled is. The case of the failed is Caliphate well demonstrated the 
effects of reality-suppressing visual propaganda flooding social media. 
This in an attempt to paint a deceptive picture of sustainable utopias 
capable of providing the potential recruits and their families with the 
righteous life-style the liberal democratic societies allegedly cannot 
offer.

Tracing the IS Visual Content
As outlined above, the ascent of the is prompted advancement in nar-
rative efforts designed to usher in attempts at establishing alternative 
forms of social, political and economic organization. The is methodi-
cal approach to the daily portrayal of societal routine disseminated via 
the crowdsourced conduits of social networks exhibits a potential to 
create a deeply engaging experience. An ideologically receptive indi-
vidual was met by an incessant staccato of world-building propagan-
da that sustains the feedback loop of cognitive estrangement. Indeed, 
this phenomenon is particularly noticeable in the case of the is’s visual 
propaganda. For the present work, the main analytical interest lies in 
its subset comprised of images purporting to depict the daily life in 
sustainable and ever-expanding islands of the just societal order pred-
icated upon a rigid interpretation of Islamic scripture.

The setting presented a unique analytical opportunity because it ex-
hibited promising potential to yield a dataset of substantial size. The 
dataset would then be an ideal testbed for developing an empirical ar-
gument supporting the claim that the visual production represents a 
truly comprehensive rendering of an alternative socio-political order. 
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The prerequisite for an analytical undertaking of this kind is continu-
ous compilation of an offl  ine archive of suffi  cient volume that would 
allow performing computer-assisted analysis. The archive itself is also 
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crucial for the specificities of the lifecycle of extremist content online. 
Even though it is posted and further disseminated in a way designed 
to attain high degrees of redundancy, long-term content retention 
does not reach the sufficient levels. When piggybacking on 3rd party 
publication platforms, the data are actively removed, and attempts at 
deploying self or friendly operated platforms proved to be similarly un-
sustainable.

The necessary software toolset needed for automatic archive com-
pilation comprised of the image sets described above consists of a link 
detector and robot mirroring the discovered content for the subse-
quent analysis. The rate at which the data are downloaded successful-
ly is partially determined by the delay between the content inception 
and the detection/mirroring countermeasures that 3rd party publica-
tion platforms frequently deploy to roll back the volume of uploaded 
extremist content. The speed was of the essence even in the cases of 
now largely defunct self-operated platforms, since they flickered under 
the pressure of hacktivist attacks or shutdowns by service providers. 
Any kind of deferred batch downloads thus yields an incomplete data 
archive.

Being aware of these constraints, shortly before the proclamation of 
the is Caliphate in June 2014 we implemented and deployed a system 
based on the design described in the previous paragraph. The result-
ing computer assisted analysis described further below is based on the 
image dataset that was automatically compiled using this system. We 
could distinguish three consecutive shifts in the is image distribution 
patterns, each signifying different stages in the attempted level of the 
group’s virtual presence.

After the proclamation of the is’s Caliphate, the distribution of 
propaganda images stabilized at the first of the mentioned phases. The 
base unit of image propaganda assumed the format of an image set 
originating in one of the newly established wilayats (provinces) de-
picting a particular strain of civil or military activity. These sets, ac-
companied by the group’s branding graphics, were then uploaded to 
a content sharing site (publication platform) ready for dissemination. 
Throughout the first phase, the group’s platform of choice was the 
marginal justpaste.it. The site, although technologically trivial in pro-
viding a simple wYsiwYg editor ability to directly upload multimedia 
and generate sharable urls, became to a considerable extent a stand-
ard, later repeatedly copied to attain similar functionality. The method 
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of sharing small sets of thematically convergent images was itself later 
imitated by a wide variety of other Jihadi groups.

The generated urls leading to the prepared content were then dis-
seminated via the group’s Twitter social graph. In this case, what was 
needed for the successful compilation of the data archive was a scan of 
Twitter (via the Search/Streaming api) for the links to the content that 
needed to be mirrored. This, for the reason described above, was best 
accomplished in a fully automatic manner. However, it became appar-
ent that the tenuousness of virtual presence was not limited to the 
group’s Twitter social graph, due to the fact that the shared content 
was indeed affected in a similar way. The difference, however, is that 
unlike the social graph (which was repeatedly regenerated, although 
never to the original magnitude), the content when removed was not 
generally uploaded again, especially in the cases of image sets that 
are the subject of the present analysis. This raised a significant issue 
because the persuasiveness of sustainable alternative order is largely 
predicated upon the depictions of daily routine contained in now ac-
tively suppressed image sets. The solution that emerged involved in-
troduction of greater redundancy levels which marked the beginning 
of the second phase.

At this stage, two different approaches were employed to attain suf-
ficient levels of content redundancy. First, self and friendly operated 
platforms were deployed shadowing the core functionality of just-
paste.it to bypass its measures against extremist content. The image 
sets were usually cross-posted to assure their survival at least in one 
copy. The second approach comprised of scaling of the piggybacking 
enterprise to include more 3rd party platforms to the same ends as in 
the case of imitators. Both approaches turned out to be flawed and 
thus unsustainable for the following reasons.

The deployment of the first justpaste.it epigone manbar.me occurred 
in November 2014 and was followed by several others throughout the 
rest of 2015, with the pace of epigone deployment slowing towards 
the last third of the year. The complete list of justpaste.it epigones 
included in the resulting dataset is located in Appendix ii. However 
optimistic such a strategy of achieving content redundancy may seem, 
the lifespan of the epigones proved to be limited. Usually based on the 
popular WordPress content management system, a combination of 
lack of skill on the administering side and of various attacks or ser-
vice providers’ cancellations tended to make the career of an epigone, 
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and of the data it carried, a short one. Despite the fact that number of 
epigones made a successful recovery, their existence remained mostly 
tenuous. Several months of operational history of the fi rst generation 
became weeks in the second and days in the cases of the last, most 
amateurish, attempts. Some epigones were even proxied by Cloud-
Flare (a company providing services helping to mitigate wide variety of 
cyber-attacks), which prolonged their survival but ultimately did not 
help in escaping their inevitable end.

The strategy to scale up the dissemination using a broader set of 
3rd party publication platforms analogous to justpaste.it ended in a 
similar fashion. The trend became observable in the fi rst third of 2015 
with the use of dump.to and lasted throughout 2016. The complete 
list of used/exploited 3rd party publication platforms included in the 
resulting dataset is also located in Appendix ii. The failure of the pig-
gybacking scheme had two possible causes. The fi rst one is tied to the 
shutdown of a platform by its proprietor who realized the site plays an 
active role in the is content distribution enterprise. The second cause 
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of failure was the pressure 
of attacks that various hack-
tivist groups infl ict upon the 
sites identifi ed, sometimes 
incorrectly, as hosters of the 
is’s content. The last stand-
ing website was shortwiki.
org, which played a role in 
the dissemination of daily 
digests (see below). The fail-
ure of both strategies caused 
a fallback to the fi rst phase 
methodology, which was 
then altered in several as-
pects. The inability to secure 
uninterrupted operation of 
friendly platforms and bleak 
prospects of exploited sites 
drove the is image content 
almost exclusively back to 
justpaste.it. The eff ort to at-
tain higher levels of content 
redundancy was however 
not abandoned. Since active-
ly chased and removed, the 
image sets were now upload-
ed to justpaste.it somewhat 
desperately in a multitude 
of copies. Putting the likeli-
hood of such scheme to at-
tain higher levels of redundancy aside, it exposed the fact that the cur-
rent is Twitter social graph was unable to disseminate all the links to 
the uploaded copies. The only innovation of this iteration introduced 
in April of 2016 was the explicit trigger of content capture by Internet 
Archive (archive.org). Although the site is generally hostile towards ex-
tremist content, the mirrored image sets are intact.

Finally, a last remark about the image sets needs to be made regard-
ing the phenomenon of the daily digest. Appearing in the second phase, 
it fi rst introduced, among other information, a pictorial summary of 
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is activities published every twenty-four hours. Interestingly, its daily 
release time, despite some shifts, followed a consistent schedule. Orig-
inally, it contained only banners and links to the image sets, and with 
the ensuing crisis of the third phase whole image sets were included 
to further the quest for redundancy and the desired content endur-
ance. Over time it became an information hub, with its pictorial core 
surrounded by links to videos, proselytization pamphlets, nasheeds, Is-
lamic calendars, press releases, magazines, the is operated radios, links 
to the offi  cial is accounts on various communication platforms (such 
as Telegram), to name just a few examples. Overall “The Daily Prophet” 
represented perhaps the most advanced method of content syndica-
tion the is was able to devise. It successfully raised the redundancy 
levels and at the same simplifi ed the access to the content itself. Nev-
ertheless, it still depended on 3rd party publication platforms and con-
tent sharing sites that lay outside of the group’s control, thus failing to 
mitigate the original risk of content removal. Presumably realizing the 
unsatisfactory condition and intrinsic value of digests, in May of 2016 
the group begun to package monthly archives of “The Daily Prophets” 
and share them by various means.

Refl ecting upon the knowledge acquired throughout the process 
of the dataset compilation, although limited to the image sets, an as-
sessment of the technological side of the group’s often recognized me-
dia operation does not render a competent picture. After nearly two 
years of constant attempts to develop a reliable sharing method that 
would maintain an easily accessible and comprehensive image archive, 
the group reached the point of departure, losing most of the publicly 
shared content. Despite the currently available technological means 
and the role of visual content in inducing the state of cognitive es-
trangement, is failed to solve the foundational issue of durable content 
distribution.

Methodology: Bayesian Mixture Models 
Applied towards Topic Modelling 
The methodological apparatus of the traditional social science strug-
gles with the vastness and dynamics of the empirical domain. Comput-
er-assisted approaches generally help to process humanly ungraspable 
empirical domains, thus eff ectively scaling up individual research ca-
pability. Our intervention introduces stochastic-based (non-determin-



istic) methodology that has been largely dismissed by traditional social 
science. We tend to believe that this direction constitutes a potentially 
rich space for convergence of two methods – probabilistic modelling 
and refl exive analysis. In a nutshell, the contribution lies in the ma-
chine identifi cation of the topics that do not necessarily correspond to 
the topics a human would identify, therefore better representing the 
Big Data virtual alternatives of the actual ones.

The input dataset, whose formation was described above, amounts 
to a complete archive of the is’s propaganda imagery we collected 
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over the period between 16th August 2014 and 12th July 2015. The to-
tal number of pictures before deduplication reached 134 845. After we 
performed a simple checksum-based deduplication the total amount 
of images decreased to the fi nal fi gure of 78 977. Despite this measure, 
a certain level of duplication remained as expected since not all the 
duplicates were bit-exact copies. 

To address the complexity of the is’s visual propaganda we designed 
and implemented an exploratory tool able to deliver rapid insights 
into the vast, humanly ungraspable visual data domains. The follow-
ing lines will describe the architecture of the successfully functioning 
model. The fi rst pre-processing stage loosely adheres to the ‘bag of 
visual words’ model originally conceived as an ensemble of successive 
methods for image classifi cation tasks. Image key points are extracted 
and descriptors subsequently computed using the sift (Scale-Invari-
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ant Feature Transform) algorithm7. A codebook (vocabulary of visual 
words) is formed via a standard clustering method k-means8 executed 
over descriptors acquired from a suitable data subset. In the aforemen-
tioned experiment, the codebook (vocabulary) dataset covered a 14-day 
period around the first anniversary of the is Caliphate proclamation 
(25 June 2015 – 8 July 2015) supplemented with a small number of what 
I term “seasonal extras” – even to the lands of the Caliphate, spring 
comes only once a year. The composition of the codebook (vocabu-
lary) dataset reflects the result of year-long sedimentation processes 
that have accrued the shape of the current is socio-political practice. 
In total numbers, the 5  000 visual-word vocabulary (codebook) was 
based on the dataset of 348 images, of which 10 % was allocated to the 
aforementioned seasonal extras. With the vocabulary prepared, sift 
descriptors were computed for the images of the main dataset; these 
were then matched, using L2 norm, with the closest vocabulary word, 
thereby iteratively transforming the main dataset to its vocabulary 
representation.

After the pre-processing, the method proceeded with utilisation of 
a Bayesian mixed membership model. The goal of the mixed member-
ship models is to describe high-dimensional multivariate datasets in 
terms of concise sets of latent (directly unobservable) variables. This 
means that there is an underlying model whose parameters describe 
the posterior (conditional) probability distribution over the latent 
variables in terms of the observed data. In other words, it expresses a 
probabilistic relation between fragmentary empirical observations and 
the unobservable structure that generates them. The process can be 
described as an advanced form of clustering assigning observational 
units to the latent structure. The difference between the traditional 
clustering methods and the mixed membership models lies in the as-
sumption that controls the assignment process. The mixed member-
ship models operate on the assumption that instead of a single affilia-
tion, an observational unit belongs to, or in other words is generated 
by, a combination of several latent variables9. This one-to-many rela-
tion between an observational unit and the latent structure is given as 
a vector of continuous non-negative latent variables that add up to 110. 

The values measure a proportion which an individual latent vari-
able assumes in an observational unit. This leads to the conclusion 
that each observational unit can be represented as a Bayesian mixture 
of the latent variables whose values are approximated by the model. 
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Then, even if there are two observational units consisting of identical 
latent variables, they still might be, and probably are, different for the 
proportions given by the values of the latent variables. This amounts 
to perhaps the most non-reductive approach towards knowledge 
representation. The latent components describing or generating the 
high-dimensional observational units to a certain degree repeat; their 
proportions structuring the individual mixtures differ, however.

Recently, the mixed membership models have been successfully im-
plemented in several areas of applied statistics including the analysis 
of document collections, network analysis, analytical applications in 
social and health sciences or population genetics; the most innova-
tive result are currently being generated in the confines of the mixed 
membership models of text11. This area has been dominated by deriv-
atives, optimizations and improvements of Blei’s et al.12 highly influ-
ential work on probabilistic topic modelling, more precisely by latent 
Dirichlet allocation (lda).   

lda presumes that the observable phenomena, in this case textu-
al documents, exhibit varying mixtures or proportions of unobserv-
able topics13. The topics pertaining to the analysed document set are 
conceived of as distributions over a fixed vocabulary (unique words 
found in the set) and as such represent the latent structure14. lda it-
self describes the probabilistic generative process responsible for pro-
ducing both the latent topic structure and the content (words) of the 
observable phenomena (documents). The process is given as follows: 
‘[...] for each document in the collection, I generate the words in a 
two-stage process, [i] randomly choose a distribution over topics, [ii] 
for each word in the document (a) randomly choose a topic from the 
distribution over topics in step [i], (b) randomly choose a word from 
the corresponding distribution over the vocabulary’ 15. If reversed, the 
generative process is a case of Bayesian inference which, holding the 
document set constant, attempts to answer the question of ‘What is 
the likely hidden topical structure that generated my observed docu-
ments?’16.

Conclusion: Reflexive Analysis
Building on the argument outlined in the introductory part of the 
present article the following section will illustrate the resolution of the 
puzzle. With respect to the empirical input comprised of the is propa-
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ganda picture sets we would argue that it indeed represents a system-
atic attempt at articulating a holistic social, political, and economic 
order. Moreover, this statement stems directly from the result of ap-
plying a Bayesian mixture model to discern an unobservable genera-
tive structure represented as the revealed topics. A conventional way 
of utilising the results of probabilistic topic modelling, that is of the 
symptomatic documents pertaining to individual topics, is to interpret 
simply observable themes. This could be achieved by means of themat-
ic discourse analysis which would code the pictures into predefined 
discrete categories. As a result, the only effect of this methodology is 
quantitative augmentation of interpretative capacity.

Even though we understand such an analytical move for it is an in-
tuitive and pragmatic one, it however reduces the range of empirical 
puzzles which can be solved by it. As can be gathered from the intro-
ductory section, we have chosen the issue of complexity since it repre-
sents a natural complement to thematic-oriented studies of any kind. 
This would settle one of the most general characteristics regarding the 
propagandist efforts aimed at status quo revision. We would argue that 
according to the observed level of complexity, one can judge whether 
the propagandist efforts describe a systematic alternative to the status 
quo or merely attempt to erode it without an ambition to redefine it.

To empirically demonstrate what we have outlined above, the fol-
lowing can be stated regarding the picture sets contained in the Ap-
pendix. The picture sets below are comprised of the symptomatic im-
ages exemplifying individual topics. Picture sets 1-6 display the level 
of complexity associated with a systematic attempt at articulating an 
alternative order. This is because among the individual symptomatic 
images, which constitute the unobservable topics, there is a consider-
able difference regarding the depicted activity patterns. At the same 
time, these are, however, convergent with respect to the convention-
ally conceptualized attempts of arranging human societies according 
to a meaningful principle. The composition of image sets 1-6 stands in 
stark contrast to that of image sets 7 and 8. These sets exemplify the 
topics from the low complexity segment of the input dataset and as 
such do not exhibit any unifying principle that could be considered 
generative of a coherent alternative order. If the application of the 
above described methodology yields a topic set comprised mostly of 
simple patterns based on the low-level visual correspondence, the in-
put dataset falls into the category of erosive efforts without redefining 
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ambitions. However, if for the most part the resulting topic set is com-
prised of the image sets which are similar in their composition to sets 
1-6, we would argue that the underlying propagandist effort is indeed a 
constitutive one. This is because the depicted activity patterns exceed 
in their complexity the discrete categorisation resulting from visual-
based thematic discourse analysis. This result is possible due the ap-
plied Bayesian mixture model able to represent the exemplifying sets 
in terms of proportions of the unobservable structure, i.e. topics. More 
importantly, underlying of these mixtures are probability distributions 
which do not reduce the observable phenomena to discrete categories. 
Hence, they do not commit to unnecessarily distorted accounts of the 
phenomena predicated upon the limits of the anthropocentric cogni-
tion. In practical terms, this is most usually manifested as artificially 
parsimonious typologies to fit the coding capacity of the researchers. 
The proportion between simple and complex reported in the Appen-
dix pertains to the whole of the resulting topic set as well. As a result, 
we would argue that the input dataset, i.e. the is’s visual propaganda, 
indeed represents a systematic attempt to establish an alternative so-
cio-political order. This result does not stem from a reflexive analysis, 
but from a machine learning model thus complementing the state-of-
the-art disciplinary knowledge of the phenomenon.



vít střítecký is an Assistant Professor at the Departments of Securi-
ty Studies, Charles University in Prague and Metropolitian University 
Prague. Can be reached at vit.stritecky@fsv.cuni.cz

petr špelda is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Security 
Studies, Metropolitan University Prague. Can be reached at 
petr.spelda@mup.cz

This article was written within a Specific Academic Research Project of the 
Institute of Political Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University, 
Prague, no. 260 342/2016, Contemporary Threats to Political Order.



83

Vít Střítecký
Petr Špelda

Notes
1 This meant as a metaphor stemming from the topology of Möbius strip.
2 Aaron Zelin (2015), Picture Or It Didn’t Happen: A Snapshot of the Islamic 

State’s Official Media Output, Perspectives on Terrorism 9(4), pp. 85-97.
3 Charlie Winter (2015), Documenting the Virtual ‚Caliphate‘ Quilliam Foun-

dation, Available at: http://www.quilliamfoundation.org/wp/wp-content/
uploads/2015/10/final-documenting-the-virtual-caliphate.pdf;

 Daniel Milton (2016), Communication Breakdown: Unravelling the Islamic 
State’s Media Efforts, ctc Sentinel Report. Available at: https://ctc.usma.
edu/v2/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/ismedia_Online.pdf; 

 Carol K. Winkler and Cori E. Dauber (eds.) Visual Propaganda and Extrem-
ism in The Online Environment, Carlisle Barracks, pa: United States Army 
War College, 243 pp.

4 Saeid Balkesim (2014), Semantic Processing of Visual Propaganda in The 
Online Environment, in Carol K. Winkler and Cori E. Dauber (eds.) Visual 
Propaganda and Extremism in The Online Environment, Carlisle Barracks, 
pa: United States Army War College. pp. 193-214.

5 Paul DiMaggio (2015), Adapting computational text analysis to social sci-
ence (and vice versa), Big Data & Society 2(2);

 Ted Underwood (2015), The literary uses of high-dimensional space, Big 
Data & Society 2(2). 

6 Henrik Gråtrud and Vidar Benjamin Skretting (2017), Ansar al-Sharia in 
Libya: An Enduring Threat, Perspectives on Terrorism 11(1), pp. 40-53.

7 David G. Lowe (1999), Object Recognition from Local Scale-Invariant Fea-
tures, The Proceedings of the Seventh IEEE International Conference on Com-
puter Vision Volume 2, pp. 1150-1157;

 David G. Lowe (2004), Distinctive Image Features from Scale-Invariant 
Keypoints, International Journal of Computer Vision 60(2), pp. 91-110.

8 Stuart P. Lloyd (1982). Least squares quantization in pcm, IEEE Transactions 
on Information Theory 28(2), pp. 129-137.

9 Edoardo M. Airoldi and David M. Blei and Elena A. Erosheva and Stephen 
E. Fienberg (2015), Introduction to Mixed Membership Models and Meth-
ods, in Edoardo M. Airoldi and David M. Blei and Elena A. Erosheva and 
Stephen E. Fienberg (eds.) Handbook of Mixed Membership Models and Their 
Applications, Boca Raton, fl: crc Press, Taylor & Francis Group, pp. 618;

 Airoldi et al. (2015), pp. 3-4.
10 Ibid.
11 Airoldi et al. (2015), pp. 6-8.
12 David M. Blei and Andrew Y. Ng and Michael I. Jordan (2003) Latent Dir-

ichlet Allocation., Journal of Machine Learning Research 3, pp. 993-1022.
13 David M. Blei (2012a), Probabilistic Topic Models, Communications of The 



84

cejiss
4/2017

ACM 55(4), pp. 77-84;
 Blei (2012a), p. 78.
14 Blei (2012a), pp. 78-79.
15 Blei (2012a), p. 78.
16 David M. Blei (2012b), Topic Modelling and Digital Humanities, Journal of 

Digital Humanities 2(1).



The EU, Kosovo and Serbia

The Quest for the Status

Andrej Semenov

The task of this paper is twofold. Firstly, it classifies and explores the 
three approaches to solving the conflict in Kosovo. The first approach, 
coined into the phrase ‘Kosovo as a unique case’, undermines academ-
ic debates revolving around Kosovo and it is of no use for scientific 
purposes. The second approach rests on the assumption that Serbia 
will eventually recognize Kosovo as a sovereign state in exchange for 
membership in the eu. However, there is no evidence for such a claim 
- quite the contrary, Kosovo remains an all-consuming issue for Serbs. 
The third approach states that Kosovo’s status will be of utmost im-
portance only when Kosovo becomes fully ready for membership. This 
might have been the case prior to the Brussels Agreements; neverthe-
less, the agreements proved that even technical issues related to the 
improvement of Kosovars’ life cannot be achieved without touching 
upon the question of status. Secondly, this paper aims at setting prole-
gomenon for future discussions regarding the status. The formula runs 
as follows: Kosovo is to be independent of Serbia even if it means that 
Kosovo is not a sovereign country, and Serbia not to recognize Kosovo 
even if it means losing de facto and de jure authority over the region.

Keywords: European Enlargement, Kosovo Conflict, the West Balkans, 
Serbia

Introduction
After failing to impose itself as the ultimate power on its own turf dur-
ing the conflict in 1999, the eu has since recognized its leverage and 
opportunity not only to facilitate peace, but also to create an environ-

 

Andrej Semenov, The EU, Kosovo and Serbia: The Quest for the Status, Central 
European Journal of International and Security Studies 11, no. 4: 85-106.

© 2017 cejiss. Article is distributed under Open Access licence: Attribution - 
NonCommercial 3.0 Unported (cc by-nc 3.0).



86

cejiss
4/2017

ment in which consensus can be reached. In October 2000, the citizens 
of Serbia decided to overthrow the regime of Slobodan Milosevic and 
elected a new democratic elite led by Zoran Djindjic, the president of 
Democratic Party (srb. Demokratska Stranka - DS), and Vojislav Kostu-
nica, the leader of Democratic Party of Serbia (srb. Demokratska Stran-
ka Srbije - DSS). Immediately after the election of the new government, 
the eu promised $2 billion in reconstruction aid and $300 million a 
year in aid over the next seven years.1 This was the beginning of the 
process of Europeanization in Serbia, where the eu has been using a 
mechanism known as ‘reinforcement by reward’.2 Increased European 
incentives did not give the expected results; while monetary incentives 
pushed the political elite towards the eu, primarily their standard of 
living, the process of normative transformation remained intangible. It 
seems that for the new political elite, governing Serbia has been more 
challenging than winning elections against Milosevic. Likewise, coop-
eration with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugo-
slavia (ictY) turned out to be a stumbling block on the road to Europe. 
The cooperation with ictY became obsolete once a new challenge 
started looming – Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence in 
2008. The former trade Serbia faced – ‘membership in the eu for coop-
eration with ictY’, has been replaced by ‘membership for recognition’. 
Along similar lines, the ‘stick and carrot’ strategy at the high political 
level had been accompanied with, and sometimes entirely replaced by, 
the idea of deconstructing a highly political question into technical 
issues. This comes as a natural consequence of the split that occurred 
among the members of the eu on the question of whether to recognize 
Kosovo or not. While the majority of the members recognised Kosovo, 
there were still the five states which decided to support Serbia due to 
their internal issues of similar nature. This division demands that the 
eu crosses the borders of its own comfort and seeks new methods and 
arguments in order to reach a consensus. The eu Member States have 
opted for the option to forge a united position on essential points re-
garding the future of the region but remain divided on the question 
of Kosovo’s status. This tactic brought remarkable results such as the 
Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo (eulex) and the Brussels Agreements; 
nevertheless, the agreements on civil registry and cadaster, integrated 
boundary management and other agreements cannot be seen as a pan-
acea for the Kosovo conflict. Even though technical agreements have 
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a spillover effect on sensitive political issues such as regional member-
ship, this cannot overcome the major obstacle – the future status of 
Kosovo. 

There are three approaches to tackling this issue: the first approach 
neglects the problem by introducing the thesis ‘Kosovo as a unique 
case’. The second approach, which assumes that Serbia is ready to trade 
Kosovo for membership in the eu, acknowledges the issue but assumes 
that time will water the problem down. The third approach acknowl-
edges the existence of the problem and its solid structure, but reminds 
us that we still have several steps to take. Put differently, prior to the 
final settlement of the status of Kosovo, the region has to solve a vari-
ety of economic issues.  

Debates and Anti-Debates
In this section I will trace the history of the argument ‘Kosovo is a 
unique case’. In order to do so we need to be reminded of the four main 
debates across different fields on Kosovo. Each academic debate has 
been followed by anti-debate, an approach which is based upon loose 
argumentation aiming merely and primarily to undermine existing de-
bates.

Ever since the dissolution of Yugoslavia, Kosovo has become a model 
employed in various fields of political theory, international relations, 
international law, ethics and philosophy. The complexity of the prob-
lem invites us to stop relying ruthlessly upon arguments from our 
own academic fields and to imagine ourselves as moral agents because 
Kosovo ‘has come to be a debate about ourselves, about what we hold 
as normal and what exceptional.’3 The case calls for participants to 
stray from their areas of comfort and utilize arguments from different 
academic fields. Therefore, rather than focusing on specific academic 
areas, the literature on Kosovo will be reviewed chronologically.  

In the case of Kosovo, we find at least four major strands in literature. 
First, Kosovo has become the significant subject of scholarly research 
as the consequence of Yugoslav break-up. Before the internationaliza-
tion of the case in 1999, Kosovo was studied mainly within the Yugo-
slavia’s specialist circles.4 Even though the crisis produced a number of 
meager writings as many authors never learnt the languages nor had 
any interest in the region prior to the conflict, this period produced 
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superb scholarship as well. One of the first attempts was to understand 
socio-historical ties between the region and the two nations.5 Second, 
owing to the nato campaign against Yugoslavia outside the un, based 
on the assumption of mass human rights violations, the question of 
legality and legitimacy of nato’s intervention in the internal affairs 
of Yugoslavia became the center of the dispute.6 This question con-
tributed to the debate surrounding the use of military means against a 
sovereign state on the basis of mass human rights violations, but also 
contributed to the development of the framework of ‘responsibility to 
protect’ (R2P).7 The third debate revolved around the development of a 
sustainable international mission capable of managing the power vac-
uum and of subduing ethnic conflicts. In the early stage, the discussion 
revolved around the structure and mechanisms of a mission appropri-
ate to regulate the conflict.8 In its mature phase, after the establish-
ment of eulex in 2008, the debate reflected on the role of the eu in 
mediating the conflict.9 The debate is partly the subject of this article 
with the difference that it neither sees the conflict as international nor 
as Serbia’s internal question. The fourth debate appeared immediately 
after nato’s intervention but reached its culmination after Kosovo’s 
unilateral declaration of independence: it concentrates on the ‘nation-
al self-determination versus sovereignty’ question and its implication 
of this dispute for the future status of the region. 

This debate completes an important concept which looms in the 
background - the thesis of Kosovo as a unique case. Namely, each of 
the debates I have presented, have their ‘anti-debates’ which postulates 
that Kosovo cannot serve as a precedent for other cases. The thesis is 
nothing but dislocation from reality: when we face things that are in-
consistent with our beliefs we attempt to dislocate those things. Due to 
space constraints, let me only indicate the logic of my argument. The 
persecution which is inconsistent with human rights and liberal values 
nourished by the usa is dislocated to Guantanamo. Arguing ‘Kosovo is 
a unique case’ represents a similar dislocation, although not geograph-
ical but logical. The idea abolishes the fact that the solution is appli-
cable to other cases, i.e. it allows solutions which fall outside the do-
main of logic. It is worth emphasising a fairly obvious point here: each 
anti-debate has the same goal – to avoid contested views and pave the 
way for Kosovo’s independence. The first anti-debate goes as follows: 
the uniqueness of Kosovo occurs because the region is the last piece of 
the final break-up of Yugoslavia.10 The second denies the debate on the 
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“use of military force versus sovereignty” by assuming legitimacy and 
legality of nato intervention: ‘Kosovo is a unique situation, because 
nato was forced to intervene in order to stop and then reverse ethnic 
cleansing… Those conditions do not pertain to any of the conflicts that 
are usually brought up in this context.’11 The third anti-debate holds 
that Kosovo is a unique case on the grounds of unprecedented involve-
ment of the un:12 Serbia does not exercise any governing authority over 
Kosovo, thus the ‘new reality’ is to be acknowledged.13 Needless to say, 
these concepts usually come from politicians supported by dubious in-
terpretations of legal documents; nevertheless, a majority of scholars 
vigorously reject their arguments.14 

The main consequence of the three anti-debates is, however, ob-
struction of the fourth debate – the status of Kosovo. Therefore, even 
despite the fact that the conflict in Kosovo received extensive coverage 
in the global press, there are surprisingly few large-scale scholarly pub-
lications regarding the future status and development of the political 
system in Kosovo. The literature falls into two strands: a number of 
scholars believe that Serbia will accept the loss of Kosovo for in ex-
change for eu membership,15 while others develop the view that the de-
termination of Kosovo’s status cannot cure the deep economic, social 
and political crisis in the region.16 In the next section, we will see that 
there is no evidence to suggest that Serbia’s government would have 
accepted the membership for Kosovo trade; quite the contrary, Kosovo 
is still an all-consuming issue. 

Serbia: Kosovo or Membership?  
In this section I will tackle the second approach which states that if the 
eu pushes Serbia to choose between Kosovo and membership, Serbia 
will choose the latter. It is rather difficult (almost impossible) to oppose 
a hypothetical claim and prove that there is no evidence for something. 
Therefore, the main focus is on breaking the assumption that Serbia’s 
politics are inconsistent and chaotic (when it comes to Kosovo). Quite 
the contrary – Serbia drew the red line in the early days after demo-
cratic changes and that strategy has become the cornerstone of Serbia’s 
politics regarding Kosovo.

Once Milosevic was removed, the international community enthu-
siastically responded by lifting economic sanctions, providing aid, and 
creating a picture of a new Serbia. Overall, it seemed that nothing could 
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stop the processes of Europeanization and democratization. However, 
there was cooperation with the ictY and Kosovo. While cooperation 
with the Hague tribunal (ictY) divided the new democratic elite, a red 
line regarding Kosovo had been drawn at the very beginning. The new 
president Kostunica believed that Milosevic should not be investigated 
for war crimes, but rather for abuse of power and that he should face 
a domestic trial. On the other hand, Prime Minister Djindjic insisted 
that there was no time to waste and despite the fact that the Yugoslav 
Constitutional Court banned any extradition of Serbs to the ictY, he 
arrested and extradited Milosevic to the tribunal in The Hague. This 
depicts the essence of the Djindjic-Kostunica problem: Kostunica fa-
vored reforms based on the rule of law while Djindjic wanted reforms 
by any means.17

Unlike the question of cooperation with the Hague tribunal, the is-
sue of Kosovo did not divide the two leaders. Kostunica’s view is un-
contested among the experts; he insisted that Kosovo is part of Serbia, 
claiming that Kosovo’s Albanians can get the widest possible autonomy 
but that talks regarding Kosovo’s independence are unacceptable.18 On 
the other hand, many scholars take for granted the political mantra 
‘Djindjic saw Kosovo as de facto independent’19 and once faced with a 
choice between Kosovo and the eu, he would have chosen the Europe-
an path. This approach is not only questionable, but has the potential 
to be highly dangerous. In his last interview, Djindjic emphasized the 
importance of dealing with Kosovo at the time, stressing that the final 
solution should neither be to make Kosovo a Serbian province as it 
was before 1999, nor an independent Kosovo.20 This is a forerunner 
of Kostunica’s red line for Kosovo coined into the phrase ‘more than 
autonomy and less than independence’. Djindjic put forward the claim 
that the optimal solution might be a federation, where the Serbs would 
be constitutive people with their own institutions within the frame-
work of common institutions.21 Along similar lines, Kostunica later 
proposed cantonization for Kosovo.22 This proposal implies the same 
idea as Djindjic’s federation; Kosovo can be free to build democratic 
institutions while the Serbs would retain power in the places where 
they constitute a majority. 

There is another idea which the international community found 
problematic but on which Djindjic and Kostunica had common 
ground – the link between the status of Kosovo and the secession of 
the Republika Srpska in Bosnia (rs) and Herzegovina:23 ‘Kostunica is 
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attempting to link the final status of Kosovo to the rs secession from 
Bosnia, which will result in continued Western frustration with the 
implementation of the Dayton Accords in Republika Srpska.’24 Djindjic 
also warned that: ‘if it cannot be applied to Serbia what was signed in 
Dayton, that all the national communities got their collective status 
and that borders are unchangeable… if this does not apply to Serbia, I 
think it cannot be applied to anyone in future’.25  

By observing the comparison between Djindjic and Kostunica, we 
can see that the two agreed when it came to questions of national im-
portance. What Kostunica however lacked, a sense for political reali-
ty, Djindjic had - he prophetically predicted that the worst for Serbia 
would be that Kosovo becomes de facto independent but yet Serbia 
will have responsibility for it, which could be the major obstacle on the 
path to accession to the eu.26 Further, one should admit that they opt-
ed for different approaches: while the Prime Minister (Djindjic) found 
that Serbia earned credit in the international community and thus 
it was the right time to start solving painful questions, the President 
(Kostunica) believed that Serbia’s national question is not a matter of 
political trade but a subject of international law. Undoubtedly, Djindjic 
and Kostunica had enormous differences in their approach but they 
‘shared the same overall goals’.27 

First, they had clearly established the red line regarding Kosovo – 
that Serbia cannot recognize Kosovo as an independent state. Second, 
they believed that Serbia should be fully integrated into the eu if the eu 
acknowledges Serbia’s national interests. 

The assassination of Djindjic in 2003 and the election of Kostuni-
ca as the new prime minister in 2004 did not lead to any substantial 
change towards Kosovo and the eu. Indeed, Kostunica’s government 
prepared the Resolution on the eu Association in October 2004, speci-
fying that membership in the eu was ‘an undeniable strategic goal’ and 
that Serbia was ‘fully prepared to fulfil all the preconditions necessary 
to speed up integration into the eu’.28 

Only a year after the Serbian National Assembly adopted the res-
olution, the eu reacted with great enthusiasm and reward – negoti-
ations for the Stabilization and Association. However, Kostunica was 
left without Djindjic, who advocated investigations and extraditions to 
the Hague tribunal, and had all the power to do what he thought it was 
right to do – to stop cooperation with ictY. Consequently, Serbia lost 
precious time on the path toward the eu.29 
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Cooperation with ictY, as the main challenge, became obsolete as 
the new obstacle started looming, in February 2008 Kosovo unilater-
ally declared independence just days after the eu had taken over the 
international role from unmik through its eulex mission. Kostunica’s 
government resigned and a new election was called for on 11 May. Ko-
stunica’s dss was severely punished for the Kosovo failure, receiving 
only 12 percent of the vote. At the same time, Kostunica had realized 
that the politics ‘Kosovo and the eu’, created during the days of the 
Djindjic-Kostunica relationship, was unattainable. In a short period 
of time, dss had turned over from an enthusiastically pro-European 
to a somewhat Eurosceptic nationalist party, basing its politics on an-
ti-Western populism.

The new general elections launched a new strongman in Serbia – Bo-
ris Tadic. Tadic won the presidential elections against Tomislav Niko-
lic, a candidate from the Serbian Radical Party (srb. Srpska Radikalna 
Stranka – SRS), which were seen as a ‘European Serbia versus Milosevic’s 
Serbia’ game.30 In the parliamentary elections, Tadic’s ds received 38% 
of the votes, while dss 12% and the srs 29%, which makes together 41% 
of the vote. Ivica Dacic, known as “Little Slobo”, and his Socialist Party 
of Serbia (srb. Socijalisticka Partija Srbije – SPS) became the determin-
ing factor in forming the government. Eventually, Dacic successfully 
persuaded older party members31 and threw his 8%  to the former So-
cialist’s foes – ds, opting for the already well-established Kosovo and 
the eu politics. However, he recently confessed that his decision was 
made under pressure from Frank-Walter Steinmeier, German Minis-
ter for Foreign Affairs at the time.32 Dacic replaced Milosevic’s pop-
ulism, which combined nationalistic and communist principles with 
a new Euro-Serbian populism, with pure opportunism. But how can 
one explain the politics of Tadic and his ds? Tadic wanted to represent 
himself as a progressive and pro-European leader while ‘using nation-
alistic platitudes whenever he felt his popularity threatened’33 which 
turned the concept of ‘Europe and Kosovo’ into politics between fear 
and trembling. A full mouth of Serbia’s full integration in the eu whilst 
being afraid to confront Kosovo Serbs, the Church and ultranational-
ists did not have any concrete result. The outcome came in Novem-
ber 2011, less than four years after Kostunica’s big turn; the eu did not 
grant Serbia candidate status. The President claimed that Serbia re-
fused to recognize Kosovo, which was one of the conditions for Serbia 
to obtain candidate status.34 It had become clear to Tadic that politics 
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of the eu and Kosovo was unlikely and unrealistic, therefore Tadic and 
his ds based their next campaign upon the idea of ‘Europe has no al-
ternative’. We can say that this was a big turn for Tadic. Between the eu 
and Kosovo, unlike Kostunica, he had chosen the eu. The outcome was 
the same – the voters penalized Tadic’s politics. 

In the parliamentary elections of May 2012, Tadic lost the battle. 
His ds won 22%, The Serbian Progressive Party (srb. Srpska Napredna 
Stranka -sns) reached 22%, and Dacic’s socialists were to play kingmak-
ers once again.35 sns was party established in 2008, after general elec-
tions as a result of a clash within the Radicals (srs): Tomislav Nikolic 
and Aleksandar Vucic, the two faces from the 1990’s (Vucic was the in-
formation minister whilst Nikolic was a man who criticized Milosevic 
for being too soft), realized that Vojislav Seselj’s (president of srs) rhet-
oric was obsolete. Seselj advised his party fellows not to give up on the 
concept of ‘Greater Serbia’ and to focus on developing an allegiance 
with Slavic and Orthodox countries.36 However, Nikolic and Vucic, like 
many politicians before them, had recognized that the eu and Kosovo 
narrative paved the way to seizure of political power in Serbia. They 
put forward the claim that ‘Serbia should be a bridge between the East 
and the West’ and further stated that Kosovo is Serbia and will remain 
part of Serbia.37 As the us Ambassador to Serbia at that time, Cameron 
Munter, noticed: ‘In 2008 and 2009 they told me so; and I recall think-
ing that the 2008 vote was a choice for forward-to-Europe Boris [Tadic] 
vs. back-to-old-Serbia Toma [Nikolic], while the next vote would be 
Europe vs. Europe. And so it turned out in 2012. Both sides used the 
eu-and-Kosovo mantra…’38

In the second round of the presidential elections in May 2012 (in 
the first round no candidate had over 50 percent), Nikolic won or, to 
be precise, Tadic lost: people voted against Tadic than for Nikolic’s po-
litical vision.39 It is worth emphasizing a surprising point here; Nikolic 
won the elections despite his controversial views such as the denial of 
the Srebrenica genocide.40  The unexpected results in the presidential 
elections turned to be a milestone in Serbia’s political life, Dacic justi-
fied his decision to support sns but not ds this time with the reasoning 
that people chose sns by electing Nikolic instead of Tadic. He further 
explained that the international community does not see Nikolic and 
sns as anti-European anymore and that the new government does 
not mean going back to Milosevic’s era.41 The newly elected president, 
Nikolic, paid his first visit abroad to Russia.  Vladimir Putin stressed 
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that Russians firmly believe that Resolution 1244 must be implement-
ed and expressed satisfaction that trade between Russia and Serbia in-
creased by almost 50 percent in the last year. He concluded by saying 
that ‘Serbia is not only our traditional, highly valued partner in the 
Balkans; we see Serbs as our spiritual brothers’.42 Nevertheless, Nikolic 
did not use this visit to make closer ties with Russians but rather to 
send a message to the European officials: ‘Serbia is moving towards 
joining the eu. We will build our nation in accordance with the rules 
of the European Union. I have not heard that one of the conditions is 
that we must recognize the independence of Kosovo and Metohija’.43

Nikolic clearly showed that Serbia’s choice was to join the eu; equally 
important, he marked the red line when it comes to the recognition of 
Kosovo. The President and the new government continued exploiting 
the politics of ‘Kosovo and the eu’ although with one difference; this 
time, the government had really made a concrete move. The technical 
dialogue signed between Prishtina and Belgrade under eu mediation 
(known as the Brussels Agreement) has produced valuable compromis-
es, among others – regional cooperation and representation, integrated 
boundary management, and a promise not to obstruct the other’s path 
to the eu. The importance of the dialogue was twofold - on one hand, 
it relieves the life of people in Kosovo; on the other hand, it facilitates 
further political negotiations. The Brussels Agreement and Dacic’s at-
tempts to earn cheap political points have launched a new strongman 
– Aleksandar Vucic. In September 2011, Dacic said: ‘Of course they [the 
eu] will not ask us to recognize Kosovo, but [the eu] will insist on rec-
ognition of the elements of statehood. They will ask us to abolish our 
institutions in northern Kosovo, to recognize customs as if it is a bor-
der. What is the difference?’44 In March 2012, only two months before 
the elections, he went even further by saying that ‘for 10 years, Kosovo 
was taboo. No one could officially tell the truth. Tales were told; lies 
were told that Kosovo is ours’.45 In order to understand the real messag-
es, the two statements need to be set in the correct context. The first 
statement was given when it was evident that Serbia was not going to 
make compromises in the Brussels negotiations when the new elec-
tions were approaching. Dacic relied on patriotic clichés to increase 
his popularity. He compared relations between Serbia and Kosovo with 
relations between Kosovo Serbs and Kosovo’s institutions; he forgot 
that there is a fine difference between Serbia’s rights and the rights of 
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Kosovo Serbs in Kosovo. From Serbia’s perspective the Brussels Agree-
ment is concerned with the rights of Serbs in the province. Obvious-
ly, a year later, Dacic recognized the difference and assured citizens 
that signing the Agreement does not imply recognition.46 The second 
statement that Kosovo is not Serbian was followed with an explanation 
that ‘the Serbian president cannot go to Kosovo, nor the prime minis-
ter, nor ministers, nor the police or army. Serbs can only leave Kosovo. 
That’s how much Kosovo is ours and what our constitution and laws 
mean there’.47 The art of this statement is that Dacic successfully sent a 
message to eu officials that he would cross the red line, but at the same 
time he softened it by using the ubiquitous cliché ‘Kosovo is de facto 
not part of Serbia’ for the domestic audience. In September 2012, sever-
al months after the elections, Dacic sent a new message offering a new 
solution: he claimed that the eu cannot force Serbia to recognize Koso-
vo, therefore, division of Kosovo is the only possible solution.48 While 
Dacic had continued Tadic’s politics between fear and trembling, be-
ing feared by his own voters and trembling in front of changes, Vucic 
has insisted that Kosovo is part of Serbia49, reminding Serbs that the 
Brussels Agreement is not perfect but ‘it is the only way for Serbia to 
survive, to exist and remain united in the search for a path to a better 
future’.50 In the latest elections in April 2016 Vucic and his sns won 
an absolute majority in parliament, therefore we can confidently con-
clude that Serbia is not going to change its position regarding Kosovo 
and the eu. 

The EU in Kosovo: Time for Status
Following the fact that the case of Kosovo cannot be expected to be 
solved by facing Serbia with a stark choice ‘Kosovo or the eu’ and can-
not be seen as a unique case, this section explores the third approach 
– there are still several steps to make before the status becomes of ut-
most importance.  It is my contention that the Brussels Conclusions 
have shown that even agreements aiming to improve the life of ordi-
nary citizens cannot be fully realized when touching upon sensitive 
questions. On two occasions so far, the eu saw a very European issue 
as non-European and allowed others to arrange its own garden thus it 
is not a surprise that American-Russian relations have resulted in the 
ignominy of the Brussels administration.
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Humiliation

On the 10th June 1999, almost three months after nato’s intervention, 
the un Security Council passed Resolution 1244.51 The Interim Ad-
ministration in Kosovo (unmik) and the nato-led the Kosovo Force 
(kfor) missions responsible for ensuring peace catastrophically failed: 
230,000 Serbs and Roma immediately fled from Kosovo.52 Ironically, 
unmik and kfor proved to be successful in protecting Serbs as much 
as the Serbian police were in protecting Albanians. The second wave of 
violence in March 2004, ‘spurred by sensational and ultimately inaccu-
rate reports that Serbs had been responsible for the drowning of three 
young Albanian children,’53 signaled that unmik and kfor lost their 
authority in Kosovo. Kofi Annan, at the time the un Secretary-Gen-
eral, appointed Kai Eide to deliver a report on situation in Kosovo. 
Eide concluded that the un ‘leverage in Kosovo is diminishing’ and the 
eu ‘will have to pay the most prominent role in Kosovo’.54 He further 
stressed the importance of integration of Kosovo and Serbia into Euro-
pean-Atlantic institutions and the necessity of status talks.55 It became 
apparent that Kosovo was a European issue and that the eu had the 
highest leverage inasmuch both sides had opted for the European path.

The Security Council welcomed this recommendation and decid-
ed to ‘start a political process to determine Kosovo’s Future Status’.56 
Nevertheless, the power was still in the hands of the usa and Russia. 
Following the Council’s recommendation, the Contact Group, com-
posed of the usa, the uk, France, Germany, Italy, and Russia, delivered 
guiding principles for a settlement of the status of Kosovo: inter alia, 
the Group concluded that the future status should conform to Euro-
pean standards and values, while excluding the possibility of returning 
to the pre-1999 situation.57 The Contact Group regularly met Martti 
Ahtisaari, who was soon afterwards appointed by the un to oversee 
the process. He launched direct talks between Prishtina and Belgrade 
where it became evident that the two sides were not able to find com-
mon ground on the status issue.

 A year later, Ahtisaari presented the final plan to Ban Ki-moon, the 
un Secretary-General: besides a comprehensive plan regarding the 
structures and institutions, Ahtisaari proposed ‘provisional independ-
ence’.58 The uk, the usa, and France endorsed Kosovo’s independence 
while Russia was against imposed solutions and demanded further ne-
gotiations. It very soon became apparent that new negotiations need-
ed to be held, therefore the new process, on German suggestion, was 
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launched under three sides – the usa, the eu, and the Russian Federa-
tion. The process was best summarized by Glenny, an expert on South-
eastern Europe: 

For several months, both Russia and the us have in effect sup-
ported the maximalist demands of their chosen proxies in the 
Balkans: Serbia and Kosovo. This neutered the most recent ne-
gotiations of the us-eu-Russia troika, which were a last-ditch 
attempt to hammer out a compromise between Belgrade and 
Pristina... Neither side had any incentive to compromise, and 
the eu was exposed again as incapable of managing a political 
crisis in its own backyard, while its taxpayers will be compelled 
to clear up the resulting mess.59

The conflict of Kosovo was a forgotten European issue which re-
turned with vengeance as an imminent impediment to the eu’s com-
mon policy. Instead of taking control over its soil, the eu allowed the 
usa and Russia to humiliate the Union.60 The final act of this hu-
miliation was Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence on 17 
February 2008. The eu ended up as an instrument of American and 
Russian machinations because they took even stronger positions than 
Albanians and Serbs themselves:61 as a result the eu was unscrupu-
lously forced into an onerous challenge – to maintain a status neutral 
mission in Kosovo whilst its members were everything but neutral to 
Kosovo’s status.62

Kosovo as a European Issue
Just a day before the declaration was passed, the eulex mission (the 
most ambitious and numerous eu mission outside the eu) had begun. 
Brussels did not have time to recover from the previous humiliation 
but already has faced legal chaos and rage of both ethnic groups. 

For Kosovo Albanians, the eulex was supposed to be an organ in-
vited and welcomed to supervise the implementation of the Ahtisaari 
Plan,63 nevertheless they very soon realized that because the eulex op-
erates under the unmik umbrella, the unmik maintains its executive 
and legislative authority in Kosovo under Resolution 1244. Thus ‘cir-
cumstances on the ground due to Kosovo’s declaration of independ-
ence merely limited unmik’S operational but not legal capacity.’64 The 
unmik, and consequently the eulex, are not compatible with Kosovo’s 
status as an independent state as ‘from the perspective of a Kosovo 
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constitutional law, unmik does not exist as an authority but merely 
as a historical fact.’65 This issue has open space for anti-European pop-
ulism among Kosovo Albanians based on narratives that the eulex 
legitimizes Serbia’s demands; not only does it not recognize Kosovo’s 
independence but it also exercises unlimited executive power.66 This 
rhetoric came from a group named “Self-determination” (alb. Vetëven-
dosja), which organized a series of violent events against eulex’s per-
sonnel.67On the other hand, for Kosovo Serbs and Serbia, the eulex 
cannot be a status-neutral mission as it operates under Resolution 
1244, which guarantees Serbia’s sovereignty over Kosovo. Furthermore, 
Kosovo Serbs saw the eulex mission as a Western attempt to imple-
ment the Ahtisaari Plan without the un Council, and it was no surprise 
that they reacted by firstly attacking68 and then boycotting the interna-
tional missions in Kosovo.69

It was under these circumstances that the eu decided to take an ac-
tive role and mediate between Kosovo and Serbia. On one side there 
was the eu, effectively pushed by the un, and on the other were Koso-
vo and Serbia, which were driven exclusively by European integration. 
The result was the technical dialogue which has brought agreements 
on regional cooperation and representations, integrated border man-
agement, regulation of customs steps, return of cadastral records and 
civil registry, and recognition of university diplomas. The technical 
dialogue aimed to promote cooperation between Kosovo and Serbia, 
and to improve the lives of ordinary people.70 Even though the agreed 
conclusions use technical language, they had a spillover effect on sen-
sitive political issues such as the removal of barricades made by Kosovo 
Serbs and recognition of Prishtina’s authority over the north of Koso-
vo. Undoubtedly, interim options can pave the way for a future solu-
tion; nevertheless, the implementation process has demonstrated that 
utilization of the agreements is a rather difficult task as the question 
of the status overshadows the process itself. The best illustration is 
the Agreement on Customs Stamps and Cadaster, which the Consti-
tutional Court of Serbia proclaimed as unconstitutional. Consequent-
ly, the ‘agreed conclusions’ are not ratified by the Serbian parliament 
and therefore are not binding under international law. In other words, 
there is no guarantee that these agreements will be obeyed by a Serbian 
government in the future. If we add that Kosovo’s opposition parties 
have perceived the agreements as harmful to Kosovo’s sovereignty71 
and that most of political statements on Kosovo are related to the sta-
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tus of Kosovo,72 we can confidently conclude that the status is still an 
all-consuming issue. 

To sum up, after the machinations performed by the usa and Russia, 
the eu was pushed to take responsibility for the conflict and its answer 
has been rather effective but one should not foster the illusion that 
reaching the agreements are a means in itself. Put bluntly, not only will 
full membership in the eu require the question of status to be solved, 
but even the idea of improving ordinary people’s lives cannot prosper 
without prior settlement of the status.

Conclusion
The unilateral declaration of independence has opened an interesting 
paradox.  Under the un administration, Kosovo was universally ac-
cepted; however, after the declaration that was no longer the case. At 
this point, Kosovo has operated under a supervised independence and 
such ‘independence’ is not compatible with eu norms. In other words, 
it seems that the declaration is the noose around the neck of Kosovo 
Albanians. As Ker-Lindsay and Economides conclude: 

There is a good argument to be made that it should have sim-
ply continued in this format with indigenous Kosovo institu-
tions gaining more and more authority, thereby replacing un 
control in real terms and avoiding the problems that have now 
arisen. In this regard, the unilateral declaration of independ-
ence (udi) has in fact created many more problems than it has 
solved.73

In the same vein, the declaration has put the Serbian government 
between two fires. On one hand, the Serbs are aware that the current 
solution for Kosovo is nothing but recognition which will bring de-
fined borders to the state.74 On the other hand, recognition of the sit-
uation when the vast majority does not support such a decision would 
lead to further political instability. 

Even though the situation looks demoralizing, there is a grey zone 
in which a solution can be found. Due to space constraints, let me only 
indicate the logic of the solution. Instead of merely focusing on Koso-
vo Albanians – independence and Serbs – sovereignty, we should turn 
their desire and wishes upside down. From the discussions above, we 
can see that Kosovo Albanians do not compromise when it comes to 
their independence regarding Serbia. 
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Put it differently, they strongly oppose Serbia’s authority over the re-
gion and strongly advocate their independence from Serbia, neverthe-
less they obediently accept eu authority. Similarly, Serbia denies Koso-
vo as a sovereign state but has no illusion that it has lost jurisdiction 
over the region and again has no problem accepting the eu supervision 
in Kosovo. 

Taking into account what was previously said, the solution has to 
satisfy the two criteria: (a) Kosovo to be independent from Serbia even 
if it means that Kosovo is not a sovereign state; (b) Serbia not to recog-
nize Kosovo even if it means that Serbia will lose de facto and de jure 
authority over the region. What I have in mind is that Kosovo should 
acquire a special status within the eu where 28 members of the Union 
would share sovereignty over the region. Based on the fact that both 
nations see themselves with a European heritage and future, there is 
no doubt that European supervision is most welcome: what would 
further amplify the sense of belonging is that Kosovo should be re-
garded not merely as a supervised region but as a European patrimony. 
How does Kosovo as a European patrimony differ from Kosovo as a 
supervised independence? Kosovo’s status would not be contested and 
Kosovo would be on a fast track to the eu, which is the main carrot for 
the citizens of Kosovo. In the same vein, losing Kosovo would be a tail-
wind for Serbia: firstly, that would permanently solve chapter 35, and 
secondly, joining the eu would automatically mean that Serbia regains 
authority over the province (although shared with other members).

Finally, finding a solution for the status means that future failures 
could be addressed to particular institutions. At a moment, Kosovo is 
in legal chaos: supervised by several civilian missions, peace is provided 
by nato, while Kosovo Albanians possess de facto institutions of a sov-
ereign state and Serbia claims de jure right over the province. Every-
one’s house is usually no one’s house. Such a claim is best illustrated in 
the series of scandals related to the eulex mission,75 and more impor-
tantly in the exodus of young people from Kosovo.76 We need to ac-
knowledge the fact that if Europe does not come to Kosovo, Kosovars 
will come to Europe. 
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Securitizing Migration,  
Europeanizing Czechs?
Kristýna Tamchynová

Lately, we have witnessed continuing heightened migration to Europe. 
Despite this not being a new phenomenon, it has been often described 
as such. One of the possible explanations for this narrative of excep-
tion is that migration is being securitised in order to strengthen the 
eu, and its identity. The article analyses a specific part of Czech dis-
course in a key period of May 2015 to May 2016 to analyse whether that 
is true in the rather eu-sceptic Czech Republic. It argues that rather 
than a sense of eu-ness, a sense of Europeanness is present in the ana-
lysed part of discourse. The article further suggests that the main dif-
ference between those two concepts is that while Czechs accept that 
they belong to Europe and European civilization and they accept the 
eu as a framework of operating, they still tend to perceive the eu as an 
‘imposed’ political project and that there still exists uncertainty about 
what the shared values of the common European civilization are. Nev-
ertheless, despite the critics of the Czech attitude towards Europe and 
the eu specifically, a sense of Europeanness is present in the face of the 
current ‘crisis’.

Keywords: EU, Europeanness, identity, migration, securitization, the Czech 
Republic, media discourse

In recent years, we have witnessed continuing heightened migration 
to Europe. In media discourse, this process tends to be depicted as an 
unprecedented phenomenon threatening the security of European so-
cieties. Surprisingly, this is even truer in the case of the Czech Repub-
lic, where recent African and Arab migrants are almost non-existent. 
While the securitisation process is often used as a tactic in the fight for 
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political power, it also has an important side effect of strengthening 
the in-group identity. In other words, for every ‘evil other’, a ‘good we’ 
exists. Some authors, in particular Jef Huysmans, then see the securi-
tisation of migration as a by-product of European integration and see 
such discourses as possibly strengthening the political unity of the eu.1 

While the article accepts the idea of the sense of unity being born 
in the face of crisis, namely what is labelled the migration crisis, it 
questions the idea of political unity, or rather of unified ‘eu-identity’. 
Drawing on further authors dealing with Europeanisation and Eu-
ropean identity such as Habermas, della Porta and Caiani, Kantner, 
Katzenstein and Checkel, and others, the article explores the collective 
European identity as it appears in Czech media discourse securitizing 
migration.2 This paper specifically uses the case study of the Czech Re-
public to show whether and how the securitisation of migration may 
strengthen a notion of Europeanness, even in a country which is oth-
erwise known for its eu-scepticism. The article uses qualitative analy-
sis of selected Czech media sources to show that in writing about the 
migration crisis, there is indeed a sense of Europeanness present as 
well as acceptance of the eu as a structure. Yet, in agreement with the 
theoretical discussion, it proceeds to add that this ‘European identity’ 
or sense of ‘Europeanness’ is very vague and doesn’t hinder criticism 
of the eu as an actor. Being distinct from the ‘eu-identity’ it therefore 
does not serve as a basis for legitimizing the eu. Thus, it differs from 
what I labelled ‘euness’. On the other hand, stating that one’s position 
is in Europe allows one to claim the benefits of belonging to the Euro-
pean club with all its privileges.

Securitisation and Europeanisation
Securitisation theory, made famous by Weaver and Buzan,3 was a very 
innovative concept, bringing constructivist and post-structuralist in-
sights into the realist domain of security studies. It accepts that, to 
some extent, reality can be constructed and therefore threats are con-
structed as well.4 Those same authors broadened the scope of what 
could be feared even further when they, within the framework of what 
later was to be known as the Copenhagen school, introduced new secu-
rity sectors and stated that there might exist not only military threats, 
but economic, societal, political and environmental ones as well. The 
scope of threatened referent objects also broadened, since suddenly it 
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was not only the physical existence of the state which could be threat-
ened, but also its identity or autonomy.5 Yet, Buzan and Weaver were 
not the only ones making a connection between securitisation and the 
dimensions of security, since other authors such as Balzacq6 developed 
their concepts even further. In contrast to the well-known military 
sector and the still tangible economic sector, some sectors of security 
were a kind of breakthrough in conceptual thinking – especially that 
of societal security and of identity as a threatened object. This devel-
opment went hand in hand with new kinds of threat – real or created – 
being presented by both academicians and politicians. And migration 
was prominent among those.

Elspeth Guild, drawing from other authors such as Gellner and Bau-
man, explains that the exclusion of migrants has roots in the change of 
society according to nationalist lines and also in the economic changes 
in the society, because now it is mainly the poor migrants who are be-
ing excluded as threatening our culture and system.7 Her co-authors 
Bralo and Morrison then add that the tensions in Europe regarding 
the migrants exist also because of broader problems, not related to 
migrants as such. Some groups of people feel that they cannot decide 
on matters which concern them and that the migrants receive more 
attention than they themselves do.8 This explanation strikes close to 
home in the Czech context, where the securitisation of migration is 
accompanied by a critique of the eu for providing attention and funds 
to migrants. That is why there might at the same time exist a sense of 
Europeanness, while there is also persistent criticism of the eu. Even 
though the constructed threat unifies the people at some level, they 
still feel marginalised by specific political decisions. 

A further explanation is offered by Didier Bigo, who looks at the 
process of securitisation of migration and relates it to the sense of in-
security after the end of the Cold War (as did Bralo and Morrison), 
trying to explain how much of this insecurity was caused by the end 
of the Cold War and the end of a territorialised enemy.9 Similarly, Jef 
Huysmans takes an even more philosophical look at the securitisation 
of migration and its relation to the sense of insecurity and in great-
er detail analyses how the securitisation of migration helps societies 
to fight what he calls epistemological fear (fear of the unknown). He 
also proceeds to scrutinise how during the process of securitizing the 
migration an identity of those ‘in’ facing the challenge is created. He 
argues that today’s societies live in a state of epistemological fear (fear 
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of an unknown enemy) and to curb the fear, a more substantial threat 
is created and a solution offered.10 As shall be argued, one of the handy 
‘scapegoats’ lately have been migrants.

According to Huysmans, describing the danger a political unit is in 
serves to draw attention away from its inner problems, creating an im-
age of ‘a harmonious unit that only seems to be experiencing conflict, 
disintegration, or violence if external factors, such as migration, start 
disrupting it’.11 Huysmans further argues that putting an entity such as 
the eu within a dangerous environment ‘…is a peculiar process of con-
stituting a political community of the established that seeks to secure 
unity and identity by instituting existential insecurity’.12 

This paper draws on this notion that through securitizing migra-
tion and migrants a common identity is created, and that the ‘benefit’ 
of strengthening the identity in this way is that it doesn’t have to be 
precisely defined. The article further argues that this is precisely the 
case of the notion of ‘Europeanness’ in the Czech context, which is 
more defined by what it is not, while at the same time some concepts 
of ‘uniformity’ are generated. 

This is in line with the recent discussions on Europeanisation and 
European identity as presented by della Porta and Caiani. Della Porta 
and her co-author analyse the different versions and levels of Europe-
anisation. One of the very key findings is that while the ‘eu’ as such was 
somewhat imposed on people from above, and it is more or less taken 
for granted by now, the true discussions with people on the content of 
the given framework have only recently started, thus making room for 
Europeanisation from below.13 These discussions and inner political 
conflicts are inevitable for creating a common identity, as Kantner ex-
plains.14 Yet, according again to della Porta and Caiani they bring with 
them both a strong criticism of the eu and its decisions as much as they 
show that at this point there is hardly any consensus among societies 
on what the eu or the new European society should look like.15 Fur-
thermore, Koopmans warns that the debates and the criticism of the 
eu need to be scrutinized further to ascertain what exactly they mean 
regarding the scope and aim of the present Europeanisation process.16

The inner dilemma of the present state of Europeanisation could 
also be perceived through previous studies by Habermas who distin-
guishes between ‘Staatsbürger’, the citizens who somewhat accept the 
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political unit they are part of, and the ‘Volkgenossen’. In Habermas’s 
view, ‘Volksgenossen or nationals find themselves formed by the in-
herited form of life and the fateful experience of a shared history’.17 
According to Habermas, when the state in its modern form first ap-
peared, it needed a source of legitimacy and therefore the sense of 
nationalism was awakened in the people. Therefore, there exist two 
distinct ‘statuses’ or ‘identities’ – the technical or political one – the 
‘Staatsbürgerschaft’ and the ‘emotional’ one based on values and cul-
ture – the ‘Volksgenossenschaft’.18 We might see this as similar to 
Kantner’s distinction between two kinds of qualitative identities: on 
one hand, the rather rational cooperation of what Kantner calls the 
‘we-commercium’ group and, on the other hand, the cooperation based 
on the shared values of ‘we-communio’.19 This also corresponds with 
arguments presented by Katzenstein and Checkel. According to them, 
there are multiple European identities and even the Euro-sceptic one 
belongs among them. The major distinction is between the identity 
created as a social process and as a political project.20 

This argument is in line with the distinctions made by other au-
thors: Europeanisation from below, as della Porta and Caiani claim, 
versus the political project (systematically created by those in Brus-
sels or at the national level) of the Staatsbürgerschaft waiting for its 
cultural content, as defined by Habermas.21 Fukuyama in this regard 
states, when talking about European identity, that ‘European identity 
remains something that comes from the head rather than the heart’.22 

Yet, as Kantner and della Porta and Caiani posit, it is exactly in dis-
cussions and conflict situations when the collective identity is creat-
ed,23 and the migration crisis is exactly such a situation. The analysis of 
one sector of the Czech discourse presented below seems to conform to 
this assumption. While at this point there is more or less acceptance of 
the technical status quo and the eu as a framework to operate within, 
there is a lack of the we-communio or the Volksgenossenschaft. How-
ever, Europeanisation from below slowly appears in the discussions, 
although, at this point this identity is very vague, loosely defined, and 
not very much linked to the eu. Even the politicians themselves have 
differing views on how the political project of Europe should be con-
ceived and criticise some of the recent actions of the eu. In debates the 
eu is thus rather the ‘criticised other’ than the main ‘we-group’. 
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The Czech Case

The Czech Republic is a very interesting case study for any issue relat-
ed to possible securitisation of migration. The actual number of recent 
migrants and refugees from the most discussed areas such as Syria is 
nearly non-existent, while the media coverage of the issue is thriving 
and catastrophic scenarios are presented in relation to migration. The 
contrast between the real situation and that depicted by part of the 
media is striking. The Czech Republic is also a good example to study 
whether a sense of Europeanness might be present in the face of crisis 
– and whether this Europeanness is different to the sense of belonging 
to the eu, because the Czech Republic tends to be viewed as eu-sceptic.

Before proceeding further to the analysis itself, a few facts about 
the situation in the Czech Republic should be presented to illustrate 
the context in which the discourse on migration and the eu reactions 
takes place. According to the latest Basic Facts about Migration pub-
lished by the Ministry of the Interior, foreign nationals constituted, 
as of 30 June 2015, 4.3 percent of the Czech population, most of them 
being from neighbouring countries or from Ukraine, Russia and Viet-
nam.24 Therefore the ‘new’ Muslim immigrants who are the source of 
the news comprised only a marginal part of the population. 

Although in 2014 the number of asylum seekers rose, according to 
the same source, by 63.5 percent in comparison to the year 2013, the 
total number was merely 1156 applications. Other statistical data show 
the same trend – a rising tendency yet low absolute data.25 Therefore, 
although the numbers of migrants are rising, the absolute numbers are 
still hugely irrelevant when compared to a) the situation of countries 
like Germany or Turkey and b) the size of the Czech population. The 
continuous presence of migration and migrant-related articles in me-
dia shows that attention is brought to the issue on purpose, especially 
as significant portion of the migrants in the Czech Republic are for 
example Ukrainians while the news focus mostly on the ‘new’ Arab/
Muslim migrants. Sensationalisation of the topic could be one of the 
reasons why according to the Spring 2016 Eurobarometer survey, 32 
percent of respondents in the Czech Republic perceived migration as 
one of the two most important issues the country faced (immigration 
‘won’ over all other problems).26 That is where we can see the strength 
of the construction of threat – the migrants are not even present and 
it is to be discussed whether they are threatening at all, yet the people 
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are persuaded that the threat is real. To achieve this result, it is not only 
the Czech Republic which is taken as the threatened referent object, 
but the whole of Europe. In this way also the sense of the Czechs’ be-
longing to Europe is strengthened, as the idea of a common European 
problem exists there. Yet, sometimes this also supports anti-eu rheto-
ric in the sense of ‘Why should we suffer for what is not our problem?’ 
Here we can clearly see the lack of solidarity with fellow Europeans, 
showing that other Europeans are still not taken as the Czech ‘in-
group’ per se. That the migration was perceived more as a problem for 
the eu was visible also in the Eurobarometer survey, where 67 percent 
of the Czech Republic respondents perceived immigration as one of 
the two most important issues the eu was facing at the moment (again, 
the winner over other problems).27

Regarding the Czech attitude towards the eu as such, Czechs are 
known for their eu-sceptic opinion. The 2016 Eurobarometer statistics 
show that this is still the case, since 62 percent of Czech respondents 
do not trust the eu (the eu28 average is 55 percent).28 

According to the same Eurobarometer factsheet, 40 percent of 
Czechs are neutral while 34 percent have a totally negative image of 
the eu29 – that means the Czechs are more eu sceptic than the average 
of the eu. The statistics therefore support the idea that there is a base 
for criticism of the eu, yet as della Porta and Caiani or Katzenstein and 
Checkel explained, that doesn’t mean there cannot be ‘Europeanisa-
tion’ going on30 and that is what the analysis attempted to find out.

Content Analysis of Czech Media Coverage of Migration
Due to the large database of articles related to migration and refugees, 
the analysis covered the four main Czech journals operating at the na-
tional level: Hospodářské noviny, Mladá fronta DNES (MF Dnes), Lidové 
noviny and Právo, and it focused on their printed versions (although 
accessed electronically). The Newton database was utilised for text, 
with a time frame set between 31 May 2015 and 31 May 2016. The rea-
son was to collect a larger number of articles from the recent period 
which were not connected to a single event, as might be the case with a 
shorter time range, and which might then be influenced by the nature 
of that event. Therefore, stories were used from the last year preceding 
the first draft of this article.
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The analysis focuses on the securitisation of migration as a base for 
creating identity, and the possible creation of European identity is ex-
amined only in connection to this. To make the base for analysis broad 
and covering different aspects of the issue, the key words searched 
were migrant [migrant], migrace [migration], and uprchlík [refugee]. 
Asylum and asylum seeker were left out due to their very specific mean-
ing and connotations. The word refugee was included because it is 
widely applied in the Czech media, sometimes irrespective of its true 
legal meaning. The Czech media in the beginning had a problem with 
mixing different migration-related terms and with using them rather 
haphazardly. The logic operator or was used allowing for the selection 
of articles with one or more key words. A full text search was applied. 
As the analysis was qualitative, not quantitative, the results were sort-
ed by relevance (according to Newton) and the analysis focused on the 
first 100 articles and more in depth on the first 50. From these, the du-
plicates and irrelevant articles (such as on the migration of frogs) were 
deleted and the final overview of the analysed articles is listed in the 
annex to this article (in alphabetical order).

Firstly, the analysis focused on whether and how the threat is con-
structed, to analyse whether the community is indeed positioned in 
a dangerous environment. It further scrutinised what the main argu-
ments used to picture the migrant as a threat are, to ascertain what the 
main characteristics of the opposing society might be. Based on a pre-
liminary study of the materials, as well as the background literature, 
the main themes of focus were: the language of flood, wave etc. and 
the threat by huge numbers (previously examined for example by O. 
Kaleta31) and then notions of migrant(s) as problematic or threatening 
(as criminals, a burden for the economy, etc.)

Secondly, the analysis focused in more detail on who the communi-
ty facing the crisis is – and specifically it looked for the representations 
of Europe and Europeanness in the text to analyse whether there are 
any notions that hint at a common ‘European identity’ present in the 
times of crisis as well as on what that identity is grounded. Here one 
of the prominent themes was a territorial one – Europe as one ter-
ritorial unit. This corresponded with the first part and the language 
of flood or onslaught – affecting indiscriminately the whole territory. 
The analysis further focused on notions of common civilisation and 
values, and examined the texts to find out whether they specified what 
those notions are.
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Thirdly, the analysis proceeded to scrutinise the difference between 
the sense of Europeanness examined in step two and the attitude to-
wards the eu, to explore whether there is the before-mentioned differ-
ence between the eu as a political project, somewhat imposed on the 
people, and Europeanisation from below. Here the analysis explored 
the moments in the discourse where the eu has been positioned as the 
‘other’ rather than as the frame for the ‘in-group’.

Is There a Threat?
According to the above-mentioned literature, the first step for 
strengthening unity is to position the community in a threatening en-
vironment. Therefore, firstly it is analysed whether and how the mi-
grants are positioned as a danger in the chosen Czech media.32

The Wave, Flood and Numbers
As other authors analysed before,33 the popular terms in addressing the 
incoming migrants to create a sense of danger in the host society are 
‘flood’, ‘wave’ or ‘onslaught’, a typical example from the analysed media 
being the title ‘A migration wave is rolling towards Europe’,34 suggest-
ing the apocalyptic vision of Europe being submerged and destroyed. 
The idea of a ‘wave’ is especially popular in the Czech media. 

Another popular theme is to use the force of statistics or just to 
make remarks on vast numbers of migrants coming such as ‘Taking 
into account that the numbers of migrants started to rise massively 
only half a year ago, it is thus not clear how many asylum seekers will 
settle in Europe for good’.35 Implications that the system will just not be 
able to cope with such unexpectedly high numbers of people are add-
ed: ‘While Europe ponders over what to do with tens of thousands of 
refugees which roll onto it from the impoverished countries of Africa 
and the Middle East, one of the biggest immigration waves of this year 
has been detected at the South-Eastern coasts during the weekend’.36 
In both cases, the main message is that migration in its current form is 
something very powerful, out of one’s control. This way, the feeling of 
insecurity and fear takes ground.

Now, danger is created. The image of wave or flood is also a useful 
tool in supporting the mutual solidarity as it is a threat common for 
all parts of Europe, for the wave does not choose which part of the 
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continent it hits. It indiscriminately destroys. This imagery enables 
the writers to include the Czech Republic (which if we speak about 
rational decisions of refugees is at the very bottom of the list of desired 
destinations, as the numbers of asylum seekers showed) in the secu-
ritizing discourse.

In this first step, the epistemological fear of the unknown, as Huys-
mans calls it, is turned into objectified fear – a serious threat is pre-
sented.37 Huysmans further proceeds by stating that the process of in-
clusion and exclusion follows.38 Therefore, after presenting the threat 
coarsely, the characteristics that distinguish ‘them’ - the migrants - 
from ‘us’ (whatever the ‘us’ may be at that moment) are explored. By 
elaborating on the dangerous characteristics of ‘the excluded them’, we 
may elaborate on what are the characteristics of those included.

The Threatening Migrant
To intensify the fear and the need of common defence, the migrants 
tend to be depicted as a security threat. Examples are presented to prove 
the claim that the migrants do not deserve pity, as they are criminals 
such as the quote: ‘Is it possible to identify with this beaten man [refers 
to the beaten man from the Biblical Parable of the Good Samaritan … 
note of the author] also Ahmed H., who was captured in Hungary with 
nine passports?’39 

The motive of the migrants being sexual abusers is present, too, for 
example in the quote: ‘Is Germany really managing it, when women 
are being raped in the refugee centres? Is Britain coping, when police 
in middle-sized city tolerate for eleven years that youngsters are be-
ing raped because the police fears being labelled as racist?’40 or in the 
quote ‘Now more than half of Germans doubt that their country can 
cope with the problems related to the migration crisis, as the new sur-
vey made for ard television showed. This survey was the first after the 
New-Year’s Eve scandal with sexual assaults on women in the centre 
of Cologne’.41 Sometimes simply the rise in criminality due to migrants 
is implied. For example in the headline ‘Germany: Migration raised 
criminality’.42 Furthermore, links to illegality (being smuggled, illegal 
organisation involvement, etc.) are stressed. This way an objectified 
threat, the dangerous migrant, coming to breach the law is present-
ed and therefore it is implied that the ‘area of justice and freedom’ is 
threatened.
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Another dimension is that of economy and welfare. We can find the 
mentions of the distinction between the refugee and the economic mi-
grant, such as ‘She [Angelina Jolie] said that it is necessary to maintain 
the distinction between refugees and economic migrants’,43 but there 
are also statements about migrants misusing the welfare system such 
as ‘If the refugees do not want to work here, we cannot solve the situ-
ation by letting the ghettos grow, not integrating people into society, 
but giving benefits instead. The Nordic countries, where the welfare 
system is the most generous, now admit that some of the migrants 
misuse their system.’44 Those more optimistic at least disagree with the 
argument that more workers bring an economic boost. Yet, the term 
‘economic migrant’ is at the top of the argument – thus denying arriv-
ing migrants our pity or compassion, as they come ‘only for economic 
gains’. 

It is precisely this idea of the welfare state which is embedded in 
the perception of life in Europe.45 It is perceived as something special, 
nowadays being in danger – yet a benefit envied by many, therefore a 
privilege to protect. The notion of threat to our income is a specifical-
ly sensitive issue in the Czech Republic. Therefore it is stressed, how 
much money is given – especially by the eu – for different migrant/
refugee related causes. As Bralo and Morrison suggested, the migrant 
is hated because (s)he at least receives attention or some support, while 
the communities at the periphery do not get even that.46 An example 
of the economy related discourse is ‘Billions of euros for helping Afri-
ca, for financing refugee camps in Turkey and other countries should, 
according to the European Commission, together with a plan for the 
return of economic migrants to ‘safe countries’, be a remedy for the 
unprecedented wave of refugees which has hit the European Union in 
the last few weeks’.47

All in all, the migration is, as Huysmans writes, reified as ‘a force 
which endangers the good life in west European societies’48 and we can 
broaden that to life in European societies. Yet, it is a question of what 
the good life is and what the characteristics of the societies are. That 
is where the cultural distinctiveness of migrants comes to play a role. 
The cultural distinctiveness of migrants is mentioned in the Czech 
discourse (and the religion plays part in that). The fact that they are 
culturally distinct and hard to integrate is a very important part of the 
discourse, because by stressing the fact that they are different we imply 
who we are, that there is in fact some common culture among us – 
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whatever that ‘us’ is for this moment – and what ‘our’ values are. We 
also stress the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Examples of such 
discourse are ‘However, for the majority of citizens they [migrants] 
represent a security threat, the citizens are afraid of them [migrants], 
many because the migrants threaten their life-style and their stand-
ard of life’,49 or ‘The German party AfD, which is with 11 percent of 
preferences the third strongest party of our western neighbours, warns 
against the change of traditional European society’,50 or ‘Citizens may 
be more worried by the fear that the migrants come from a culturally 
different environment and that they will not want to integrate into 
Europe, rather than by the payments they receive, as examples from 
Belgium and France show’.51 

At this point, we can also comment on what the threatened com-
munity is. It can be noticed that it is integrating into Europe which is 
mentioned, as well as traditional European society, yet closer specifi-
cation regarding what that means is not provided, with one exception 
being religion. Religion is sometimes stressed in regard to cultural dis-
tinctiveness. 

The reasons might be twofold. The first is the mental link people 
make between Islam and terrorism, which is sometimes even men-
tioned multiple times. The second is that keeping the ‘us-them’ logic 
in mind, defining the other by religion means also defining ourselves 
like this. If they are Muslims it means that we stress the religion-re-
lated side of our own identity, the Christian-related values, yet this is 
another trait typical for the all-European identity which is said to rest 
on Christian values. Again, some examples of the religion-based dis-
course could be ‘Most of the Czechs link the word refugee with fear 
and, among the various worries, that of the spread of Islam clearly 
dominates. 

That is what arises from the stem agency survey conducted among 
925 respondents, published yesterday’,52 or ‘On their web page, the 
group [Soldiers of Odin…Finnish extremist group, note of author] 
claims that they protect Finns against “Muslim intruders”’,53 or ‘Mus-
lims prevail among the migrants. Most of them are ready to spread 
Islam. According to intelligence services some should even organise 
terrorist acts’,54 or ‘“I do not like the idea that Islamic migrants will 
want to change European culture, our values”, reasoned Mrs. Jana as 
an explanation for why she attended the demonstration’.55 It is then in-
teresting to note that an ordinary citizen (Ms. Jana) says ‘change Euro-
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pean culture, our values’.56 This suggests that the idea of some common 
European culture might pertain in the face of crisis to the ‘broader’ 
society.

Who Are ‘We’?
As the previous part of the analysis showed, through media discourse 
the community is presented as being in a dangerous environment. The 
image of numerous migrants who are culturally distinct, hard to in-
tegrate, misusing the welfare systems while threatening the common 
way of life is presented. In the face of this crisis a notion of some com-
mon European ‘we’ appears. Yet, what is the ‘we’ that figures there? 
Who exactly is the community which existence is threatened? And if 
there is really a European identity, which characteristics does it pose, 
given that Katzenstein and Checkel suggested that there might be 
many different European identities?57

The Continent of Europe, the Space of the EU, the European Whole
This community is a community of shared territory, which is an im-
portant part of the discourse. As della Porta and Caiani quoting Ander-
son explain, ‘territorial dimension will appear as strictly intertwined 
with various identities’.58 For Kantner, shared territory is one attribute 
according to which we can label people as belonging to one group. It 
is part of the so called ‘numerical identification’ – which means a state-
ment that a group of people share some objective criteria by which 
they can be described.59 But this does not tell us anything about wheth-
er the bearer of such identification truly feels as if they are a member of 
the group. Nevertheless, shared numerical identifications might be, ac-
cording to Kantner, a good start for the collective identity to appear.60 

In the analysed articles, the sense of unity is very much based on the 
territorial argument. It is the continent of Europe that the migrants 
are heading to such as in the quotes: ‘…which limits the migration to 
Europe… Madrid strives for refugees not to get to Europe...’61 or ‘Ankara 
will again send the refugees to Europe’.62

Furthermore, this shared territory is put into dangerous environ-
ment, as the logic of securitization dictates. What more, it is faced 
with the terms wave, flood, and onslaught: ‘How are those hundreds of 
thousands of migrants from Africa, which left for Europe different…’63 
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or ‘A migration wave is rolling towards Europe [title]’.64 The image of 
wave is used as it both dehumanizes the migrants and unifies those 
facing them, as the wave hits the whole European territory indiscrim-
inately. This way the sense of ‘we are all in the same boat’ is created, 
the weaker of the two kinds of qualitative collective identities defined 
by Kantner as ‘we-commercium’65, and it takes root due to the concept 
of the borderless united territory under threat. The concept of shared 
borderless territory echoes especially strong in the Czech Republic 
where 84 percent of Czech respondents of Eurobarometer survey agree 
with the free movement of citizens (this statement ‘winning’ over all 
others offered such as common defence and security policy, common 
migration policy and etc. and plus eu28 average was 79 percent),66 so 
the possibility of free movement is felt as a strong benefit.

When analysing the emerging European identity, we can therefore 
state that there is agreement on the existence of a shared European 
territory, yet who are the people residing there? What values do they 
have in common, if any? While there is also a sense of the shared civi-
lisation being in danger, what this shared civilisation is remains rather 
unclear.

European Civilisation
We move now from the domain of the ‘objective factors’ such as terri-
tory to the domain of value sharing. There are, so far, not precisely de-
fined common values shared by the group (maybe with the exception 
of Christianity). It is exactly at this point when identity loses its con-
tours. This is in accordance with Huysmans who points out that the 
‘benefit’ of creating an identity through securitizing is that one doesn’t 
need to be precise about its attributes.67 Even in the previous section 
the quotes spoke about ‘culture’ or civilisation more broadly, with-
out hinting more specifically what it consists of. We can further read 
quotes such as: ‘It [the performance of Grey People] wanted to say to 
the spectators, that these grey people, the refugees, have their place in 
European civilisation’,68 or further articles such as Rašek’s (who sticks 
out from the collection of articles as a harsh migration critic fond of 
catastrophic scenarios), stating ‘We cannot forever overlook the argu-
ment that we were not able to achieve it [integration] with Roma peo-
ple, even though they have been in contact with European civilisation 
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for six hundred years’,69 or ‘Some politicians, analysts and commen-
tators are even afraid, due to our friendliness, of the Islamisation of 
Europe and of the perishing of our civilisation’.70 

One exception to that might be the idea of ‘welfare’ and the eco-
nomic dimension. For example there is the statement that ‘The Eu-
ropean welfare state is based on the help for the economically weak-
est members of the society by redistributing the social wealth’.71 This 
quote hints at the welfare system as one of the core elements of mod-
ern European culture, and this is also in line of presenting migrant 
as an economic threat as shown in the previous section; nevertheless, 
this is still only one part of the whole picture. More details on what 
the shared culture and values are still missing. Furthermore, as visible 
from the quotes, the felt commonness is related to Europe rather than 
the eu. But is there really a difference?

The EU as ‘Us’ or the EU as the ‘Other’
So far the article has argued that migration is genuinely securitised and 
that the sense of commonness takes root in the process. In addition, it 
tried to defend the suggestion that this commonness might have the 
features of Europeanness, a vague sense of shared civilization resting 
on more specific knowledge of shared territory. This allows claiming 
the benefits of being European – linking ‘us’ to the developed civilisa-
tion, welfare provisions, history, Christian values. However, this does 
not in any way prevent criticism of the eu and its decisions. This is 
also somewhat mirrored in the discourse of some of the prominent 
Czech politicians. While they use migration to criticise the eu and 
score points on the home front, which is as statistics showed rather 
eu-sceptic, these same politicians never imply leaving the eu – they 
only suggest its alterations. Even in part of daily media discourse as the 
analysis above showed, there is a sense of belonging to Europe. Even in 
the eu-sceptic Czech Republic, a sense of common European identity 
exists, at least in part of the discourse. 

The argument is nicely summed up in the article by Rašek: ‘Too 
much is at stake, Schengen and the eu. Even though we are increasing-
ly dissatisfied with how it functions, and this crisis very clearly showed 
it, can a disintegrated Europe, crumbled into fifty independent states, 
face the confrontation with the Islamic world, China, Russia and the 
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competition of the usa?’72 Thus we might say that the eu as a techni-
cal framework of operation was therefore accepted, that the Staats-
bürgerschaft is there, yet there is lack of agreement over how it should 
operate.

What seems to be lacking further so far is the acceptance of shared 
values or rather their definition, the Volksgenossenschaft as described 
by Habermas73, or the we-communio according to Kantner74. The thing 
that has to be therefore kept in mind is the difference between the Eu-
ropean identity as political project being imposed and that of social 
process taking place naturally.75

EU as the Other
The strongest argument for a division of the European identity as an 
imposed project vs social process from below is that there are still sev-
eral examples of the eu being perceived as ‘the other’ rather than as the 
frame for the ‘in-group’. 

Firstly, when speaking about the eu, the term Brussels is used in a 
sense of an actively (and independently) acting ‘person’. That the ac-
tions of the Union are attributed to the personalised centre, which is 
geographically distant from the Czech Republic shows the felt distinc-
tion between ‘us’ on the one side and the other actor – the Brussels 
– on the other. Short examples are ‘assess the expert the proposal by 
Brussels’76 or ‘... for what [strengthening borders of the eu] Brussels 
wants to relocate over 15 billion cZk in the next year’77 or ‘However 
different our opinion on the refugee quota is, Brussels is not interested 
at all’.78 The discourse practice of showing the eu as an actor, a kind of 
person which acts on its own, is multiple, even without the ‘Brussels’ 
metaphor. The sentences do not read ‘we decided to do’ or ‘it was de-
cided that...’ but rather ‘the eu did that and that’ or more specifically: 
‘The eu missed the starting point. Yet, it cannot be blamed for inac-
tion’,79 or ‘The Union pledged to...’,80 and many other examples.

Secondly, far from the discourse showing common action, there is 
the specific part of the discourse criticizing the fact that the eu doesn’t 
listen to ‘us’ as seen in the quote ‘However different our opinion on 
the refugee quota is, Brussels is not interested at all’.81 There are fur-
ther examples of that such as ‘If the Czech government declares that 
it refuses to let Brussels dictate the quotas for refugees (rightfully, in 
my opinion), but that it instead wants to help in the places where the 
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people come from, it has now a great opportunity to prove it with its 
actions’.82 The term ‘dictated’ from or by Brussels illustrates quite nice-
ly the ‘us’ (Czech Republic) and ‘them’ (eu) position, which is common 
for the refugee quota case. 

Therefore despite the sense of Europeanness, the eu is still to a cer-
tain degree taken as the other to be argued with, leading to vocal crit-
icism of different eu actions and positioning against Brussels, as the 
Czechs try to find their place within this framework of operation. The 
dichotomy is mirrored also at the political level. While on one hand 
some of the politicians criticise the present eu, its form, shape or ac-
tions and they try to win points at home by ‘protecting’ independent 
Czech interests and its position, on the other hand they are painfully 
aware of the need for European cooperation. 

Conclusion
As can be seen, the migration in at least a segment of Czech discourse 
is, indeed, described as a threat. The migrants are depicted as illegals, 
criminals, and economic migrants not needing help but instead com-
ing to endanger our culture, which is so different to theirs that they 
cannot be integrated into it. They come pouring to Europe, flooding 
in as a wave. The threat is portrayed as a threat to the whole of Europe 
and its values. The territory endangered is therefore the whole of Eu-
rope and the community put into dangerous environment is ‘Europe-
an’. 

The vague sense of Europeanness is present in the analysed Czech 
discourse, mainly resting on these territorial arguments of one conti-
nent and one space. There are also notes on common European cul-
ture and civilisation, although those are very broad, without specifying 
what the precise characteristics are. This is in line with Huysmans’ ar-
gument that the threats are good in the process of creating identity 
as this doesn’t have to be described as it exists in opposition to what 
threatens it.83

Throughout the discourse we can therefore trace the distinction be-
tween what Habermas calls the Staatsbürgerschaft and the Volksgenos-
senschaft.84 While the eu as a political framework is at this point ac-
cepted, the values and culture filling this framework are points of 
contention. The eu tends to be criticized for specific actions or even 
presented as an independently acting ‘other’ rather than part of the 
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‘we-group’. This way the benefits of belonging to the European club 
can be claimed, while the eu-sceptic part of the public is appeased. Yet 
despite the Czechs being perceived as eu-sceptic and the politicians 
and media themselves being eu-critical, there is, at least in these ‘times 
of crisis’ a sense of Europeanness, of the Czech Republic belonging to 
Europe and Czechs to European civilisation. Whether and how this 
vague sense of Europeanness will converge with the more specific po-
litical sense of eu-ness remains a question for the years to come.
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Lucia Argüellová

After the 1959 triumph of Cuban revolution and before the 2017 U.S. 
policy change that ended the preferential treatment of Cuban arrivals, 
the U.S. approach to Cuban migrants and refugees reflected U.S. foreign 
policy goals locked into the Cold War mind-set. This article argues that 
over a five-decade-long hostility and the subsequent normalization of 
U.S.-Cuban relations played a crucial role in the push-pull framework 
of Cuban exodus. It interprets the U.S. open-door policy favouring 
Cuban immigrants as an inherent component of the U.S.-Cuba policy 
that has sought to destabilize Cuba. This article also asks whether the 
U.S.-Cuban rapprochement and the 2017 policy change could signal 
the end of the Cold War between the two historical foes.

Keywords: Cuba, United States, migration, foreign policy, Cold War

Introduction
When in January 2017—just a few days before the end of his second 
presidential term—President Obama announced the end of the so-
called ‘wet foot, dry foot’ policy, which popularly served as a synonym 
to preferential treatment of Cuban arrivals in the United States, pro-
spective Cuban emigrants as well as Cubans waiting for entry at the 
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U.S.-Mexican border felt a significant dose of resentment. Until this 
historic decision, the ‘wet foot, dry foot’ rule of 1996 was implemented 
in tandem with provisions of the Cuban Adjustment Act (caa) of 1966, 
a law enacted in times of Cold War animosity, allowing most of the 
undocumented Cubans to become legal permanent residents (lprs) 
in the United States. Although the ‘wet foot, dry foot’ policy slightly 
narrowed the open-door character of the caa after the 1994-95 Cu-
ban migration wave, the U.S. immigration policy remained benevolent 
to Cubans for another two decades, as opposed to other foreign-born 
immigrants. Such treatment of Cuban arrivals was related to specific 
goals of U.S. foreign policy and thus did not follow otherwise protec-
tionist immigration laws. 

As a consequence of this long-lasting approach, the estimate de-
rived from the 2010 census crossed for the first time the imaginary line 
of one million foreign-born Hispanics of Cuban origin in the United 
States,1 a population that corresponded to about 10 percent of Cubans 
living on the island at that time. Likewise, well over half a million of 
Cuba-born arrivals have become lprs2 since the turn of the century 
and over one and half million Cubans left the island between 1960 and 
2016.3

Under the ‘wet foot, dry foot’ rule, the U.S. Department of Home-
land Security (dhs) granted parole to Cubans based solely on their na-
tionality, which automatically gave them the opportunity to apply for 
permanent residence and welfare benefits. This is no longer the case 
after Obama’s policy change. Nowadays, Cuban nationals who enter 
the Unites States without inspection or valid permit cannot benefit 
from the caa and thus face similar barriers as any other foreign nation-
al arriving to the United States without prior authorization.

The caa, as a key element of the Cuba-specific immigration policy, 
has roots in traditionally antagonistic U.S-Cuba relations and the an-
ti-Communist positioning of the United States during the Cold War 
era. Originally, the caa was enacted by the Johnson administration 
(1963-69) due to the influx of Cuban migrants to the United States, 
which followed after the 1959 triumph of Cuban revolution and after 
the unsuccessful attempts by the Eisenhower (1953-61) and Kennedy 
administrations (1961-63) to destabilize and overthrow the Castro re-
gime. The anti-Communist policy underlying the preferential treat-
ment of Cuban immigrants, who were accepted in the United States 
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as refugees fleeing Castro’s Cuba, also inspired the language of the 
U.S. immigration law, i.e. the Immigration and Nationality Act (ina), 
which was created in 1952 and amended many times over the years. 
Importantly, this public law classifies, among other things, aliens in-
eligible for admission. For instance, the act 212 of the ina takes into 
account whether the immigrant ‘has been a member of or affiliated 
with the Communist or any other totalitarian party’.4 The presence of 
this wording in immigration legislation shows that the anti-Commu-
nist mind-set has not only shaped U.S. foreign policy after 1959 but also 
related immigration policy that eventually came to represent another 
source of pressure on the Cuban government.

In the Cold War context, U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba is often 
analysed in terms of U.S. interventionism in Cuba, the economic 
blockade of the Castro regime and diplomacy. Cuban migration flows 
and the Cuba-specific U.S. immigration legislation are often discussed 
within migration studies, that is, as a separate area of interest. How-
ever, U.S. immigration and refugee policy that allowed and even mo-
tivated many Cubans to leave Cuba is not commonly approached as 
an intrinsic part of U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba. This article thus 
seeks to interpret the long-lasting open-door policy of the United 
States favouring Cuban migrants and refugees as an inherent compo-
nent of the U.S.-Cuba policy, drawing the parallel between nearly six 
decades of U.S.-Cuba hostility and Cuban migration flows to the Unit-
ed States that were discouraged only recently. Understanding changes 
in the U.S. approach toward Cuban arrivals is important especially in 
light of Obama’s efforts to normalize U.S.-Cuban relations that raised 
hopes for ending the Cold War strategizing of both neighbours that 
have lasted into the twenty-first century.

Cold War Roots of the U.S. Open-Door Policy
The unpredictable triumph of the Cuban revolution leading to the 
emergence of a Soviet client state in the ‘backyard’ of the world’s cham-
pion of capitalism defined U.S.-Cuban relations during and even after 
the Cold War. While most of the states started adjusting themselves 
to the new world order of the 1990s, the U.S. policy toward Cuba was 
unable to abandon the bipolar mind-set of previous decades. In spite 
of the fall of the Soviet Union and with Castro still in power, the Bush 
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administration (1989-93) as well as the Clinton administration (1993-
2001) did not downgrade but rather strengthened U.S. policies seeking 
to instigate a regime change on the island.

About two years after Fidel Castro came to power and Fulgencio 
Batista fled the island, the new Cuban government proclaimed itself 
socialist. In the meantime, the outcome of Cuba’s nationalist and an-
ti-imperialist revolution—which was only later branded by Castro as 
a socialist revolution aligned with Marxist-Leninist ideology5—start-
ed having an impact in the Latin American region. As a consequence, 
political developments in Latin American states have become increas-
ingly important for both the United States and the Soviet Union that 
competed for spheres of influence. As an important Third World pro-
tagonist of the anti-U.S. sentiment, Cuba inspired proponents of po-
litical change across Latin America, which represented a threat to U.S. 
dominance in the hemisphere. Emerging challenges to U.S. regional 
hegemony caused by polarization in numerous countries then moti-
vated U.S. counterrevolutionary policies directed at Cuba and the rest 
of Latin America and Caribbean. 

The economic embargo, a U.S.-Cuba policy that would stubborn-
ly outlast the bipolar politics of the Cold War, was originally initiat-
ed by the suspension of Cuba’s sugar import quota in the U.S. market 
in July 1960. For the United States, this was ‘a tactic that had worked 
marvellously to bring the island into line in 1933’,6 relying on the fact 
that Cuban economy was highly dependent on trade with its closest 
neighbour. Yet this economic pressure, which indeed had a significant 
negative impact on Cuba’s economy in the upcoming months and dec-
ades, failed to reach its objective this time. It rather became part of the 
mosaic of push-pull factors driving Cuban emigration. 

The Eisenhower administration did not only fail to undermine 
Castro’s power, but even had to face expropriation of all U.S.-owned 
properties. It did not take long for the Cuban people and U.S. policy 
makers to realize that Castro would bring substantive changes under 
his emerging authoritarian regime. As pointed out by Portes or Pe-
draza-Bailey, a changing domestic environment—especially the Oc-
tober 1960 nationalization of industries and reforms fulfilling aims 
of redistributive policies—represented an important push factor for 
Cuba’s emigrating upper and middle class executives, manufacturers 
and other professionals.7 Nonetheless, the framework of push factors 
motivating Cuban emigration remains incomplete if it relies on this 
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relatively narrowed focus of sociologists and migration scholars who 
study predominantly socio-economic aspects. With the exception of 
work by Cuba-born U.S. scholar Masud-Piloto, not much attention has 
been paid in a structured way to the goals of hostile U.S. foreign policy, 
whose impact on Cuban emigration has been essential.

In 1961 and 1962, the Kennedy administration challenged Castro’s 
Cuba in the military, economic and diplomatic fields, which eventu-
ally proved to be counterproductive as it contributed to solidification 
of Cuba’s new anti-imperialist government, enhancing the on-island 
polarization that came to be one of the push factors of the early-1960s 
exodus. Besides affirming the economic blockade, President Kennedy 
also decided to follow his predecessor’s plans to sponsor a counter-
revolutionary force, whose U.S.-backed Bay of Pigs invasion in April 
1961 failed. The so-called ‘freedom fighters’ that aimed to overthrow 
Castro were not only defeated because the Kennedy administration in 
the end resisted an open U.S. military involvement through the air,8 
but also because ‘the revolution retained wide support and could eas-
ily crush a much stronger force than had invaded’.9 This tough defeat 
made U.S.-Cuba policy switch to the diplomatic arena, forcing the ex-
pulsion of Cuba from the oas in January 1962. Since the United States 
remained uncomfortable with even stronger Cuban revolution in the 
‘backyard’, the leadership of the counterrevolutionary movement was 
increasingly entrusted to the cia, and joint efforts with the mafia to 
eliminate Castro continued under the 1961-62 Operation Mongoose.10 
This sequence of threats and attempts to destabilize Cuba led Castro 
to align Cuban revolution with the political ideology of the Soviet bloc, 
which was a base for future economic as well as military cooperation. 
This antagonised already tense U.S.-Soviet and U.S.-Cuban relations, 
escalating to the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962.

Hostile U.S. foreign policy and its failure to overthrow Castro’s re-
gime, as well as Cuba’s domestic reforms, contributed to advance the 
first exodus from revolutionary Cuba. According to Cuban official sta-
tistics, almost 200,000 people left the island between 1960 and 1962.11 
Interestingly, Pedraza-Bailey explained that the first group of Cuban 
emigrants that fled even prior to the early-1960s exodus was composed 
of predominantly political supporters of the previous Batista regime.12 
The 1980 report for U.S. Congress gives further details on the migra-
tion of ‘close associates of Batista’ who left already in 1958 as they were 
‘the first to leave’, adding that these migrants ‘were not regarded as 
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refugees by ins [the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service], and 
hence are not included in the annual refugee entry figures’.13 Thus, de-
parture of this group is not reflected in Cuba’s 1959 data on migration 
from and to Cuba, which even shows that more people immigrated to 
the island than emigrated—with a positive total value of more than 
12,000 arrivals—during the first year of Castro in power. The apparent 
influx in 1959, however, lacks analysis in existing sources on Cuban 
migration that largely focus on the early 1960s exodus. According to 
Berrio Sardá, most of the 1959 migrants that arrived to Cuba were Cu-
bans possibly hopeful of Castro’s new leadership that had been exiled 
in Spain, Latin America and the United States during Batista’s regime.14

The unequal treatment of 1958 and post-1959 arrivals signals the 
first steps towards politicization of the U.S. approach to Cuban immi-
grants. While Batista’s associates might have had more serious reasons 
to fear Castro, they were not treated in a preferential way as they left 
before Castro seized power and, maybe more importantly, before the 
nationalization of U.S. companies and Cuban economic reforms took 
place. The new approach to Cubans fleeing from the island thus seems 
to be in line with the Cold War position of the United States, which 
‘lost no opportunity to evidence its dismay at the losses suffered by 
U.S. interests’.15 The relation between U.S. foreign policy goals and the 
special treatment of Cuban immigrants was pointed out for instance 
by Masud-Piloto, according to whom ‘President Eisenhower initiat-
ed an unwritten open-door policy for Cuban refugees to weaken and 
discredit Castro and the revolution’,16 or by Nackerud and co-authors 
in 1999, who similarly perceived Eisenhower’s ‘automatic acceptance’ 
of early 1960s arrivals ‘as an element of foreign policy that relied on 
hard-line resistance to the Cuban regime’, explaining that ‘the open 
door policy set a precedent which would sustain the Cuban contra-
diction as a viable foreign policy based on national interests for the 
next 35 years’.17 Nowadays, we know that U.S.-Cuba policy remained in 
the Cold War realm for much longer: fifty-four years passed between 
Eisenhower’s offensive steps and Obama’s push for normalization of 
U.S.-Cuban relations. 

In 1960, more than 62,000 Cubans that were often politically and 
economically tied to U.S. capital left, hoping for U.S. intervention, 
Castro’s fall and their early return. In 1961 and 1962, over 67,000 and 
66,000 Cubans respectively,18 emigrated as the Cuban economy en-
countered repeated setbacks and amidst insecure environment de-



fined by the Bay of Pigs invasion, oas expulsion, cia operations and 
the missile crisis. According to U.S. statistics on Cuban arrivals to the 
United States, most of the early 1960s émigrés—i.e. 153,000 of 200,000 
Cubans—arrived during the twelve months of tensions culminating in 
the Cuban missile crisis.19 While regime changes and especially revo-
lutions often push people who disagree, fear political persecution or 
lose power out of their countries, both Castro’s reforms and intense in-
volvement of the United States in Cuban affairs represent the two sides 
of the coin and as such are equally relevant for the structural perspec-
tive of the push-pull migration framework, in the case of revolutionary 
Cuba.  If it had not been for U.S. interventionism, the new Castro’s 
regime would not have experienced the same way of consolidation of 
power, which occurred thanks to the U.S.-enhanced polarization of 
Cuban population and subsequent success of Castro’s anti-imperialist 
rally around the flag strategy. 

After regular flights between Havana and Miami were stopped dur-
ing the missile crisis in October 1962 and before the Camarioca airlift 
was initiated in December 1965—allowing for eight years of ‘freedom 
flights’ from Varadero to Miami that transported relatives of Cuban 
émigrés settled in the United States—, Cuba’s external migration rate, 
counted from the difference between the number of immigrants and 
emigrants with respect to average population, was rather low. Thus, 
no more than 43,000 Cubans left the island between 1963 and 1965.20 
In the same period, no major confrontations took place between Cuba 
and the United States and on the international scene the two Cold War 
superpowers experienced changes in leadership, leaving U.S. politics in 
the hands of President Johnson to be balanced by the Soviet bloc under 
Brezhnev’s lead. 
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The Camarioca air bridge agreement between the U.S. and Cuban 
governments gave way to Cuban lengthy yet mass emigration under 
the Memorandum of Understanding and brought more than 264,000 
Cubans to the United States between 1965 and 1973.21 This wave was 
characterized mainly by departure of the lower-middle class, predom-
inantly motivated by family reunion and economic reasons, which re-
sulted in a technical and administrative drain for revolutionary Cuba.

In 1966, the open-door approach to Cuban influx was formalized 
by the Cuban Adjustment Act, which regularized the status of Cuban 
immigrants and refugees that were living in the United States with 
no status since early 1960s and with no plans to return to the island. 
The original wording of this public law assured that ‘the status of any 
alien who is a native or citizen of Cuba and who has been inspected 
and admitted or paroled into the United States subsequent to January 
1959 and has been physically present in the United States for at least 
two years, may be adjusted (…) to that of an alien lawfully admitted for 
permanent residence (…)’.22 Thus, the caa was to apply retrospectively 
to cover all Cuban entries since Castro’s revolutionary triumph and is 
still in place today,  even though in practice Cuban immigrants cannot 
benefit from its provisions since the January 2017 termination of the 
‘wet-foot, dry-foot’ policy.

Throughout past decades, the caa has been criticised for its politi-
cal nature and linkages to the historically antagonistic U.S.-Cuba poli-
cy.  A common critique is that the caa is ‘obsolete and locked into the 
mind-set of the Cold War era, as well as unnecessary since Cubans may 
seek asylum under the refugee laws enacted since 1966’.23 Nevertheless, 
most Cubans that emigrated from Cuba during and after the Camario-
ca airlift would not possibly qualify for traditional refugee status since 
their motivations were often economic. Indeed, the embargo affect-
ing Cuban economy augmented shortages on the island and ‘pushed’ 
many Cubans—who increasingly resembled lower classes immigrants 
from other countries, habitually ‘pulled’ to the United States by attrac-
tive economic opportunities—to emigrate, turning Cuban political 
exile into economic exile.24 The critique of the caa opposed this pref-
erential treatment given to Cubans whose motivations for emigration 
were each time less political, as other foreign-born nationals could not 
enjoy this open-door policy, needing to give proper explanation based 
on political arguments in order to justify their request for asylum and 
to eventually benefit from U.S. refugee laws. 
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Shift from Political to Economic Exile

Cuba’s insignificant external migration rate of the second half of 
1970s—that is, in times when the U.S. economy suffered recession 
accompanied by high unemployment and when Cuba’s real gdp was 
growing—increased sharply again in 1980 when Cuba experienced, 
or rather allowed for, another wave of emigration. Between April and 
September 1980, 125,000 Cubans departed to the United States from 
the Mariel port, leaving an unexpected challenge to the Carter admin-
istration (1977-81).25 According to Cuban official statistics, in the whole 
year of 1980, the number of Cubans who emigrated equalled 141,742, 
which accounts for more departures in only five months that in the 
previous nine years. This might be to a certain extent linked to eco-
nomic developments in both countries as after the 1973-75 economic 
downturn in the United States, Cuba’s gdp growth dropped briefly yet 
significantly into negative values in 1980.

It is important to note that at that time U.S. policies were led by 
President Carter who decided not to follow in the footsteps of some of 
his predecessors that were actively seeking regime change in Cuba and 
other Latin American countries within the Cold War competition for 
spheres of influence.  Carter’s vision of foreign policy rather favoured 
human rights protection and even sought to halt the tradition of U.S. 
interventionism in Latin America. It was also during the Carter admin-
istration when tensions between the two neighbours eased, bringing 
about the opening of the U.S. Interests Section in Havana and a Cuban 
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diplomatic office in Washington, D.C. In this context, it is clear that 
1980 Mariel exodus was not actively ‘pulled’ by U.S. policies seeking 
to debilitate Castro’s regime. Yet favourable laws giving advantage to 
Cuban migrants were still in place benefiting most Mariel arrivals, and 
Cuba’s economic difficulties possibly further motivated Cubans think-
ing about leaving the island.

The Mariel boatlift was possible thanks to Castro’s decision to let 
go those who wanted to leave—and also many others whom the Cu-
ban authorities deemed as convenient to leave. Thus, family members 
of Cubans living in the United States, economic migrants, dissidents, 
but also common as well as political prisoners or individuals that were 
treated in Cuba’s mental health institutions left the island in mass-
es. Prior to the Mariel crisis, U.S. open policy to Cuban migrants was 
widely supported. However, following this significant influx of so-
called Marielitos, whose arrival to the United States led to noteworthy 
economic and social challenges (including increased crime rate), the 
indiscriminate acceptance of Cuban immigrants started changing. In 
December 1984, the Reagan administration (1981-89) even managed to 
reach an agreement with the Cuban government, seeking repatriation 
of 2,746 criminals and mental patients back to Cuba.26 In return, the 
United States agreed to resume issuance of preference visas for up to 
20,000 regular Cuban immigrants per year and admit 3,000 Cuban po-
litical prisoners and their families. Already at that time, any dialogue 
or agreement between the United States and Cuba earned the U.S. 
administration negative points from those Cuban Americans oppos-
ing any political move that would lead to improved relations between 
the two countries and recognition of Castro’s regime. Luckily for the 
traditional opposition, Castro suspended the agreement in 1985 after 
Miami-based Radio Martí—labelled by Cuban official media in 2015 as 
an “unsuccessful subversive project” launched by Regan’s “aggressive 
administration”27—began broadcasting to Cuba,28 which demonstrat-
ed that the Cold War ideological struggle defining foreign as well as 
migration policies was still far from over. Indeed, it was the Reagan ad-
ministration that added Cuba to the lists of state sponsors of terrorism 
for its support of revolutionary movements abroad.

Following the Mariel exodus, Cuba’s external migration rate re-
mained low until the economic crisis of the 1990’s, declared as ‘special 
period in time of peace’ which followed after the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union. These developments left Cuba without its main trad-



ing partner and the United States with a tempting opportunity to 
strengthen the existing embargo under the enduring Cold War antag-
onistic rationale, indicating that Washington remained ‘more frozen 
in time than Havana’,29 which might be the case even nowadays. As a 
consequence of the Soviet Union collapse, the cooling of relations with 
Eastern and Central Europe, a stricter economic isolation advanced by 
the Cuban Democracy Act enacted by the U.S. Congress in 1992 with 
the aim to weaken or rather overturn the authoritarian character of 
Castro’s government, and the failures of Cuban economic system char-
acterized by energetic deficit or declining agricultural production, Cu-
bans increasingly struggled to cope with their day-to-day economic 
battles. Between 1989 and 1993, Cuba’s gdp fell by 35 percent, imports 
declined by 75 percent, the budget deficit rose to 33 percent of gdp and 
85 percent of export and import markets were lost.30

It was also during the 1990s crisis when higher education enrol-
ments begun to decline, hospital infrastructure suffered and inequal-
ities started rising, letting the income share of the poorest 40 percent 
drop from 23.3 percent to 13.9 percent between 1989 and 1996.31 Al-
though Castro tried to prepare the Cuban population for a difficult pe-
riod well ahead of time, stressing the need to fight for socialism, while 
arguing against multiparty systems and the market economy, famously 
proclaiming “Socialism or Death, Marxism-Leninism or Death”,32 the 
socioeconomic difficulties faced by Cubans—further enhanced by the 
long-lasting and strengthened embargo sustained by unchanged for-
eign policy goals of the United States—led to the Balsero crisis that 
started in 1994 and finally brought about the first revision of the U.S. 
open-door policy.
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While the new wave of exodus did not reach the early-1960s or the 
1980 levels, the departure of 81,492 Cubans during the 1994-95 Balsero 
crisis was significant after more than a decade of constantly low em-
igration.33 Initially, Castro perceived the new wave of incidents, such 
as hijacking of vessels or storming of foreign embassies by desperate 
Cubans, which took place between May and August 1994 and preceded 
the Balsero exodus, as a result of rumours of another U.S. sponsored 
boatlift to Miami, accusing the United States of encouraging illegal mi-
gration from Cuba.34 However, the Clinton administration seemingly 
was not interested in ‘pulling in’ Cubans; his aim rather was to prevent 
another exodus.

The change of receptive approach toward Cuban arrivals and Clin-
ton’s authorization of the interception, detainment and transportation 
of Cubans fleeing by rafts and boats from the island resulted in grow-
ing numbers of Cuban emigrants detained at the U.S. Naval Base in 
Guantanamo Bay. After a brief involvement of Panama, which agreed 
to place over 8,600 Cubans in its temporary camps,35 the U.S. adminis-
tration signed an agreement with the Cuban government in Septem-
ber 1994, which was expected to normalize migration between the two 
nations as ‘the status quo of U.S. policy toward Cuban migrants was 
altered significantly’.36 Before it became apparent that the new agree-
ment would not put an end to Cuban migration flows to the United 
States, some anticipated a more consistent U.S. refugee policy and the 
speedy end of preferential treatment of Cuban immigrants.37 In wake 
of the 1994 events, the United States decided to start using parole to 
allow Cubans to immigrate and become lprs under the caa. In May 
1995, another agreement sought to resolve the situation of 33,000 
Cubans detained in Guantanamo Bay, and allowed most of these Cu-
bans to come to the United States through the humanitarian parole 
provisions of the ina.38 While paroling of Cubans to the United States 
become a common practice after the 1994-95 exodus, it was possible 
only for those Cubans reaching U.S. soil, as those intercepted on the 
sea would be deported. This change in the U.S. approach put certain 
restrictions on Cuban entries to the United States, but did not discour-
age Cuban migrants as the road to benefits under the caa remained 
open for those who managed to reach U.S. shores or cross to the Unit-
ed States by land, which became increasingly popular and was halted 
only by the Obama administration in January 2017.
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Belated Cold War Termination?

Obama’s Cuba policy received a good deal of both praise and criti-
cism. Since the normalization of U.S.-Cuban relations announced in 
December 2014 and the establishment of the U.S. embassy in Havana 
in July 2015, Cuba has come increasingly into the attention of the in-
ternational community as well as the general public. The U.S. policy 
toward Cuba started significantly changing direction after more than 
five decades, which was widely welcomed by the Cuban population as 
well as international actors, while commonly criticized by a generation 
of traditional Cuban opposition on the island and in exile.

With the warming of U.S.-Cuba relations, the fears of potential U.S. 
immigration policy change, possibly affecting preferential treatment 
of Cubans, spread among prospective Cuban emigrants, leading to a 
steep rise in Cuban migration to the United States. In the first two 
months of 2016, U.S. Customs and Border Protection reported 25,806 
entries via ports of entry, which is more arrivals than in the whole 

year of 2014 during which 24,277 Cubans entered the United States.39 
Throughout the 2016 fiscal year, i.e. between October 2015 and Sep-
tember 2016, the number of Cuban entries rose to 56,406, signalling 
a 31 percent increase compared to previous fiscal year, during which 
43,159 Cubans entered in the same way.40 Typically, Cubans entering 
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the United States became lprs about a year later. After Obama’s Jan-
uary 2017 announcement, which terminated the ‘wet foot, dry foot’ 
policy, Cuban migration flow to the United States significantly dimin-
ished. Many prospective emigrants were possibly discouraged from 
risking an often dangerous journey to reach U.S. soil without having 
an assured access to residency and work permit. Accordingly, 49 Cu-
bans were intercepted by the U.S. Coast Guard off the coast of Florida 
between February and March 2017, compared with 407 in the same pe-
riod in 2016, and 86 Cubans arrived at ports of entry at the U.S. south-
ern border between February and March 2017 to make credible claims 
of fear of return to the island, which is significantly less than in the 
same months of 2016, when 11,895 Cubans sought entry under the ‘wet 
foot, dry foot’ policy.41 Another factor that could have to a limited ex-
tent influence Cuban arrivals is the changing political environment in 
the United States. Particularly, Trump’s anti-immigration stance and 
declining support of some Cuban-American Republicans for the caa 
constructed a less favourable ambience for Cuban arrivals even prior 
to Obama’s 2017 announcement. The Miami-Dade County Commis-
sion in Florida voted unanimously to ask Congress to revise the caa 
in January 2015, when Republican U.S. Representative Carlos Curbelo 
complained that this ‘generous law’ was systematically abused,42 and 
U.S. Senator Marco Rubio—one of the most vocal critics of the Castro 
regime—introduced legislation to the Senate in January 2016 seeking 
to ‘roll back some benefits to Cubans unless they are legitimate politi-
cal refugees’.43 While the normalization of the U.S.-Cuba relations and 
the increasing reluctance to keep the caa privileges alive initially sped 
Cuban influx to the United States, Obama’s termination of the ‘wet 
foot, dry foot’ policy, accompanied by change in the historically be-
nevolent attitude to all Cuban arrivals, clearly represents the decisive 
factor dissuading Cuban emigration. Nevertheless, it is questionable 
whether this change in the U.S. approach to Cuban migrants could 
signal fading away of the Cold War tendencies of U.S.-Cuba policy, as 
hostility between the two neighbours significantly increased after the 
Trump administration halted rapprochement promoted by the Obama 
administration.

While the United States started separating its immigration from for-
eign policy, Cuban leaders came to understand that more open borders, 
which would give Cubans greater opportunities to travel and even em-
igrate, increase the possibility of the actual regime perpetuating. Thus, 



147

Lucia  
Argüellová

the Cuban government decided to ease travel restrictions for the first 
time after almost five decades by the 2013 migration reform, according 
to which Cubans were no longer required to obtain an exit permit to 
travel abroad or leave. This decision did not have a major impact on 
Cuban exodus by itself, but it could have facilitated emigration stim-
ulated by the anticipation of the U.S. open-door policy termination.

Future migration flows of Cubans might be influenced by new im-
migration measures, announced in October 2017 by Cuban Foreign 
Minister Bruno Rodríguez. According to Rodríguez, Cubans living 
abroad will be able to travel to Cuba more freely as of January 1, 2018; 
they will no longer need a qualification stamp permitting travel to the 
island, children born abroad to Cuban parents will be able to apply for 
Cuban citizenship, Cubans who emigrated illegally will be also allowed 
to visit Cuba and Cuban Americans will newly have the opportunity to 
travel to Cuba recreationally by boat.44 This will possibly lead to great-
er exchange between the two nations. Yet it is unclear whether there 
will be any impact on Cuban migration flows. More Cubans might find 
an easier way to leave the island either illegally by sea, or legally, for 
instance, through marriage and subsequent family reunion. On the 
other hand, the Cuban economy and population might benefit from 
a higher amount of goods and remittances reaching the island, which 
would weaken traditional economic push factors. Importantly, pull 
factors bringing Cubans to the United States are no more the same, 
as preferential access of Cuban migrants to U.S. residency and the 
labour market ended in January 2017. In some cases, these measures 
might even motivate some Cubans currently residing abroad to devel-
op businesses in Cuba. Such an influx would bring substantial benefits 
to Cuba, whose aging population and long-term exodus of young and 
middle-aged Cubans is at the core of the island’s demographic crisis. 
However, none of this will happen if the Trump administration con-
tinues to play the Cold War chess tournament, strategizing to achieve 
the fall of Cuba’s political and economic system, which apparently still 
corresponds to its foreign policy goals.

In the period of Raúl Castro’s expected departure from the presi-
dency in February 2018 and related uncertainties, these immigration 
measures could rather strengthen the position and even nurture the 
popularity of Cuban policy makers. While the Trump administration 
rather seeks to reverse Obama’s non-confrontational U.S.-Cuba policy, 
the Cuban government aims to safeguard further a U.S.-Cuba opening, 
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having in mind that improved U.S.-Cuban economic relations would 
aid Cuba’s weak economy. At the same time, contemporary Cuban 
rhetoric intentionally puts Trump’s increasingly antagonistic attitude 
toward Cuba in contrast with Cuba’s ‘open’ approach to the United 
States. This is in line with Cuba’s foreign policy strategy that typically 
focuses on highlighting flaws of U.S. politics on one hand, and winning 
hearts and minds in the international political arena on the other one, 
which is timely especially when U.S.-Cuban relations are experienc-
ing a political and diplomatic crisis caused by mysterious sonic attacks 
that led the United States to withdraw its embassy staff from Havana 
and expel two Cuban diplomats from Washington.45 As Chaguaceda 
put it, ‘the Cuban political elite wants to portray itself to the world 
as the open antithesis of a belligerent Donald Trump, in the wake of 
the crisis generated by the alleged acoustic attacks on diplomats on 
the island. Above all, Raúl Castro and his heirs need minor allies to 
sustain their nascent authoritarian capitalism and compensate for the 
national economic and demographic crisis’.46 In November 2017, Cu-
ba’s future migration flows are rather unpredictable as well as the gen-
eral political situation on the island challenged by economic recession 
stemming from the ticking crisis in Venezuela. At the same time, the 
exact direction of U.S.-Cuba policy is uncertain as the Trump admin-
istration itself and as the U.S.-Cuban relations began rapidly cooling 
down after about a two-year-long attempt for normalization. 

Conclusion
The nearly automatic acceptance of Cuban migrants in the United 
States has evolved significantly since the 1960s exodus, yet was not 
halted until U.S. immigration policy was set in line with attempts for 
normalization of U.S.-Cuban relations. While in the 1960s and 1970s 
the open-door policy toward Cuban refugees and migrants was a prod-
uct of rapid Cold War polarization and thus was in line with increas-
ingly hostile U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba, the U.S. administration 
became less welcoming to Cuban migrants after the 1980 Mariel crisis, 
which brought a different migration population to the United States 
than previous waves. In spite of this, the dissolution of the Soviet Un-
ion and change of power dynamics on the international scene did not 
result in significant immigration policy change nor warming up of 
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relations between the two countries and rather inspired the United 
States to further deepen Cuba’s economic isolation. Nevertheless, this 
foreign economic policy has been rather short sighted, as it enhanced 
the 1990s exodus, allowed for the 2010s migration flows and even con-
tributed to the solidification of Castro’s regime that learned to use the 
embargo as the scapegoat for all Cuba’s macroeconomic problems.  
The U.S.-Cuba policy—composed of foreign, economic and migration 
policies that share identical goals based on a historical anti-Commu-
nist stance—thus became increasingly inflexible and mired in the past.

It was in the mid-1990s when a rapprochement between the two 
Cold War foes was anticipated following the narrowing of preferential 
treatment of Cuban migrants in the wake of the Balsero crisis. It was 
in December 2014 when the U.S. and Cuban public welcomed Obama’s 
announcement of expected improvement in U.S.-Cuban relations and 
in January 2017 when the ‘wet foot, dry foot’ policy was to consistently 
follow normalization of relations. However, at the end of 2017, it is un-
clear whether the Trump administration will entirely retrocede steps 
taken by previous administration within the normalization process 
in line with already developed antagonistic rhetoric. In terms of U.S. 
immigration and refugee policy, it is not expected that the U.S. laws 
would allow for preferential treatment of Cuban arrivals in the same 
way as it had been done in the past. However, Cubans can still request 
asylum as other nationals that fear returning to the country of their 
origin. It remains a question whether Cubans will be treated differ-
ently in this asylum process. While it is certainly not easy anymore for 
Cuban migrants to install themselves in the United States, the elimi-
nation of the ‘wet foot, dry foot policy’ does not necessarily mean that 
the bipolar character of U.S.-Cuban relations has faded away. Current 
tensions, sharp rhetoric of both governments, on-going U.S. control of 
the naval base in Guantanamo Bay and, importantly, the U.S. embar-
go (whose distinct aim to affect Cuba’s political and economic system) 
rather prove that the Cold War between the two countries is not yet 
fully over.



lucia argüellová is affiliated to the Iberoamerican Centre at Metro-
politan University Prague and may be reached at info@cejiss.org



150

cejiss
4/2017

This article has been written with support of the research grant provided 
by the Metropolitan University Prague “Territorial Studies, International 
Relations”, no. 52-02, subchapter “Iberoamerican Centre MUP.”

Notes 
1 Comparison of 2009 and 2010 Statistical Profiles by Pew Research Center 

(prc). Dockterman, Daniel (2012), “Hispanics of Cuban Origin in the Unit-
ed States, 2009”, prc, May 26, 2011, p. 3, and motel, Seth, patten, Eileen, 

“Hispanics of Cuban Origin in the United States, 2010”, PRC, June 27, p. 3.
2 dhs, Yearbooks of immigration Statistics 2005 and 2015.
3 one, Anuario Demográfico de Cuba 2016.
4 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, Immigration and Nationality 

Act, act 212, https://www.uscis.gov/ilink/docView/slb/html/slb/act.html, 
accessed 09/26/2017.

5 Halperin, Maurice (1972), The Rise and Decline of Fidel Castro, University of 
California Press, p. 2. 

6 Halperin Donghi, Tulio (1993), The Contemporary History of Latin America, 
Duke University Press, Durham and London, p. 291.

7 Portes, Alejandro, bach, Robert L. (1985), Latin Journey: Cuban and Mexican 
Immigrants in the United States, University of California Press, pp. 142-143.

 Pedraza-Bailey, Silvia (1989), “Cuba’s Exiles: Portrait of a Refugee Migra-
tion”, The International Migration Review, Vol. 19, No. 1, spring, p. 9. 

8 Pedraza-Bailey (1989), p.10.
9 Halperin Donghi (1993), p. 301.
10 Arboleya, Jesús (2000), The Cuban Counterrevolution, Ohio University Press, 

pp. 104-105.
11 This paper used as the source for Cuba’s demographic statistics official 

publications by National Office of Statistics (Oficina Nacional de Estadisti-
ca, one), particularly Anuario Demográfico de Cuba 2005, 2016 that contains 
data on “external migration balance” for the years 1959-2016.tucrried peo-
ple left between 200he island.” 

12 Pedraza-Bailey (1989), p. 9.
13 U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on Judiciary (1980), Review of U.S. Refu-

gee Resettlement Programs and Policies, by Congressional Research Service, 
96th Congress, 2nd session, p. 190.

14 “In 1959, thousands of Cuban refugees who used to oppose Batista came 
back from Spain, Latin America and the United States. Following the ag-
gravation of U.S.-Cuban conflict, the migration balance came to be nega-
tive. (…) To pin down what happened in 1959, it was return or repatriation 
of those who fled Batista, especially industrial petty bourgeoisie, students 
who emigrated before the closure of the Havana University, regime oppo-
nents and their families.” Personal interview with Énix Berrio Sardá, a Cu-



151

Lucia  
Argüellová

ban academic and director of an independent research initiative cepatd, 
September 2017.

15 Halperin Donghi (1993), p. 301.
16 Masud-Piloto, Felix Roberto (1996), From Welcomed Exiles to Illegal Immi-

grants: Cuban Migration to the U.S. 1959-1995, Rowman & Littlefield, p. 148.
17 Nackerud, Larry, springer, Alison, larrison, Christopher, and isaac, Ali-

cia (1999), “The End of the Cuban Contradiction in U.S. Refugee Policy”, 
The International Migration Review, Vol. 33, No. 1, spring, p. 184.

18 one, Anuario Demográfico de Cuba 2005,
19 Nackerud (1999), p. 188.
20 one, Anuario Demográfico de Cuba 2005.
21 Pedraza-Bailey (1989), p. 16.
22 The Cuban Adjustment Act, Public Law 89-732, November 2, 1966.
23 Wasem, Ruth Ellen (2009), Cuban Migration to the United States: Policy and 

trends, Congressional Research Service, June 2, p. 17.
24 Pedraza-Bailey (1989), pp. 16-17.
25 Masud-Piloto (1996), pp. 87-88.
26 Weinraub, Bernard (1984), “U.S. and Cuba Gain an Accord on Repatriation”, 

The New York Times, December 14, http://www.nytimes.com/1984/12/15/
world/us-and-cuba-gain-an-accord-on-repatriation.html (accessed 
10/28/2017).

27 Gómez, Sergio Alejandro (2015), “Radio y tv Martí en un terreno panta-
noso”, Granma, March 26, http://www.granma.cu/cuba/2015-03-26/ra-
dio-y-tv-marti-en-un-terreno-pantanoso (accessed 10/28/2017).

28 nYt (1987), “Reinstated ’84 Plan Provided For Return of 2,700 to Cuba”, The 
New York Times, November 23, http://www.nytimes.com/1987/11/23/us/
reinstated-84-plan-provided-for-return-of-2700-to-cuba.html (accessed 
10/28/2017).

29 Sweig, Julia, bustamante, Michael J. (2013), “Cuba After Communism”, 
Foreign Affairs, Vol. 92, No. 4, July/August, p. 102. 

30 one, “Cuba y la Economía”, Cuba en Cifras 2007, p. 213, http://www.one.
cu/publicaciones/cubaencifras/2007/05%20iv%20Cuba%20y%20la%20
Economia.pdf (accessed 10/28/2017).

31 Brundenius, Claes (2009), “Revolutionary Cuba at 50: Growth with Equity 
Revisited”, Latin American Perspectives, Vol. 36, No. 2, Cuba: Interpreting a 
Half Century of Revolution and Resistance, Sage Publications, March, pp. 36-
40.

32 Xianglin, Mao (2007), “Cuban Reform and Economic Opening: Retrospec-
tive and Assessment”, Latin American Perspectives, Vol. 34, No. 6, Aggressive 
Capital and Democratic Resistance, November, p. 95.

33 one, Anuario Demográfico de Cuba 2005.
34 Masud-Piloto (1996), p. 137.
35 Nackerud (1999), p. 179.
36 Wasem (2009), p. 2.
37 For example, Nackerud and co-authors titled their 1996 article “The End of 

the Cuban Contradiction in U.S. Refugee Policy”.
38 Wasem (2009), p. 3



152

cejiss
4/2017

39 U.S. Customs and Border Protection data cited by Center for Immigration 
Studies (cis). luna, Kausha (2016), “Growing Numbers of  Cuban Migrants 
in the United States”,  CIS, May 7, https://cis.org/Report/Growing-Num-
bers-Cuban-Migrants-United-States#10 (accessed 10/1/2017). 

40 U.S. Customs and Border Protection data cited by Pew Research Center 
(prc). krogstad, Jens Manuel (2017), “Surge in Cuban immigration to 
U.S. continued through 2016”, PRC, January 13, http://www.pewresearch.
org/fact-tank/2017/01/13/cuban-immigration-to-u-s-surges-as-relations-
warm/ (accessed 10/28/2017).

41 Marsh, Sarah (2017), “Flood of Cuban migrants to United States shrinks to 
a trickle”, Reuters, April 28, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-im-
migration/flood-of-cuban-migrants-to-united-states-shrinks-to-a-trickle-
iduskbn17U1jQ (accessed 10/28/2017).

42 Alvarez, Lizette (2015), “Law favoring Cuban arrivals is challenged”, The 
New York Times, February 1, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/02/us/
law-favoring-cuba-arrivals-is-challenged.html (accessed, 10/28/2017).

43 Kopan, Tal (2016), “Cuban migrant crisis spells trouble for Marco Rubio”, 
CNN, January 18, http://edition.cnn.com/2016/01/18/politics/marco-ru-
bio-cuban-migrants-immigration-crisis/index.html (accessed 10/28/2017).

44 Rodríguez, Bruno (2017), announcement in Washington, D.C. on Oc-
tober 28, “Bruno Rodríguez anuncia las nuevas reformas migratorias” 
by CiberCuba, for example available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=yzg67-Uerro (accessed 10/29/2017).

45 “Mystery of sonic weapon attacks at us embassy in Havana deepens”, The 
Guardian, September 14, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/
sep/14/mystery-of-sonic-weapon-attacks-at-us-embassy-in-cuba-deepens 
(accessed 10/29/2017).

46 Chaguaceda, Armando (2017), “‘Migratory Changes’ in Cuba: The Hype vs. 
the Reality”, Diario de Cuba, October 31, http://www.diariodecuba.com/
cuba/1509450489_35001.html (accessed 11/1/2017).



Research 
Articles 
← p. 5 

Book Reviews 

154 Global Governance at Risk
Reviewed by Simone Selva

158 Recognition
Reviewed by Tanya Narozhna



154

David Held and Charles Roger. Global Governance at Risk. Cambridge, 
ma: Polity Press, 2013. isbn 9780745665252

Global Governance at Risk
Reviewed by Simone Selva

This collection of articles lies at the intersection between disciplines 
in economics as varied as international political economy, interna-
tional economics, development studies and the history of economic 
thought. It is deliberately aimed to pinpoint the unprecedented trou-
ble that global governance is currently muddling through since the 
great crisis of 2007-08. The assumption on which this collective work 
is premised over is that the late twentieth-century process of globali-
zation has nurtured and spread across the globe a still unmet demand 
for increased global governance: within this framework, the historical 
institutions set up since the end of wwii to enhance and shape inter-
national interdependence have proved to be ineffective, whereas we 
are far from building up a new global governance framework capable 
of superseding the interests of nation-states.

According to the editors of the book, a variety of complex and mul-
tifaceted stumbling blocks hinder both the process of international 
financial and monetary integration and the construction of a global 
security system, as well as a stable environmental regime. According 
to this perspective, in their introduction Held and Roger draw our 
attention to the multiple means available today to national policy 
makers across the globe to sidetrack international trade integration 
and monetary convergence compared to the past, when trade barriers 
were essentially represented by tariffs and taxes on international trade. 
Likewise, they point to the intricacy of problems that multi-centered 
world political systems posit in terms of international security and 
ecological stability. The rampant ascendancy of new economic powers 
on the world economic stage, such as China and India, trigger inter-
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state instability in Asia and global tensions between the East and West, 
whereas the development of former least developed countries make 
much-needed worldwide agreements on gas emission reduction and 
other measures to protect the environment nothing but fruitless and 
vain. In contrast to this multifaceted approach to the issue of glob-
al governance that integrates economic and financial problems with 
matters of international security and environmental sustainability by 
the editors, the book’s chapters are all focused on different aspects of 
governing and resurrecting the process of international monetary, fi-
nancial and trade integration, along with the collateral problems of 
industrial hiving off and restructuring of the manufacturing  produc-
tion chain in light of the effects of the Great Crash on the world scale. 
Therefore, in essence this work is a collection of essays on the state 
of international economic institutions and Western powers in light 
of the recent ascendancy of new nations, most notably China, and 
of macroeconomic dynamics that anticipated and followed the 2008 
crisis. This research trajectory is quite consistently pursued through 
a comparison between the present and the Great Depression of 1929, 
but little space is left for any comparison between the current global 
economic disorder and similar problems that arose within the frame-
work of the economic downturn of the 1970s.

The centerpiece of the analysis is that the historical shift in manu-
facturing production and wealth from Western countries to the Asian 
continent that has occurred from the late 1980s through to the eve of 
the financial crisis and continued from 2012 to 2016 is the long-term 
cause for the acceleration of industrial and financial globalization at 
the end of the last century and the following economic downturn. 
Consistent with this analysis, some authors make the argument that 
the crucial effects of the 2008 financial crisis have been a staggering 
deterioration in balance of payments by Western countries that, prior 
to it, enjoyed a stable and orderly current account equilibrium. Wolf’s 
contribution set the path for this analysis in making the argument that 
the process of catching up in wage levels between some developing 
countries and most advanced industrial economies registered since 
the last quarter of the twentieth-century has prompted the Western 
world’s manufacturing system to curb real wages to keep up its com-
petitive edge in world trade markets: this triggered first a deflationary 
spiral in the West and then an inflationary upsurge on a world scale. 
Such great global convergence and the decline in the competitive edge 
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of Western economies lie at the origins of a historical shift in invest-
ments from the equity and stock markets as well as the public debt 
into real assets that caused the early twentieth-century real estate 
market bubble. In order to cope with the resulting downward slop-
ing current account deficit and in order to reshuffle the supply side, 
most advanced economies struck to fiscal tightening, increased for-
eign borrowing and suffered from a plummeting public debt (pp. 20-
28). In his chapter on the analytical contribution of intellectuals like 
Marx, Hobson and Keynes to the reasons that hindered investments, 
consumption and wages, Skidelsky stresses both the Keynesian argu-
ment of under-investment relative to saving as the key node to under-
standing a structural economic and financial crisis, and the role of fi-
nancial intermediaries in striking the balance between the supply side 
and aggregate demand in order to account for the downfall of the real 
economy that followed the two-fold historical shift in investments at 
the turn of the last century and the collapse of giant financial institu-
tions in 2007-08 (pp. 154-168). Wolf tackles a number of consequences 
that stemmed from such widespread fiscal restraints in the West to 
counteract disinvestments and capital flight from Western economies: 
among others, it is worth noting a stunning decline in the contribu-
tion of the advanced industrial economies to development assistance 
programs to the least developed countries (p. 24). Both Chang in his 
chapter on the changing concept of development, and Wade in his as-
sessment on the ways in which the Western powers have recently striv-
en to retain control of the commanding heights of the internation-
al economy, focus attention on the repositioning of developing and 
former developing countries within the architecture of contemporary 
global economic relations. According to Magnus, although differen-
tials in growth rates and export rates between the West and new world 
powers have dwarfed, there is an increasingly unmanageable growing 
gap in terms of wealth and standard of living both within the West and 
between countries like China and some developing countries. With-
in this framework, Wade argues, in light of their growing economic 
might, the institutions of Bretton Woods are recalcitrant to make way 
for increasing quotas and voting power for these new world powers so 
much so that they oppose un developmental agencies and other devel-
opment programs and institutions. 

Though most authors refer to many countries, they all consider Chi-
na the real issue in order to reshape global economic governance. In 
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particular, in his contribution on the current world monetary order, 
Cohen focuses on the Chinese manipulation of foreign exchange rates 
in order to sustain Chinese export, increase foreign currency reserves, 
and hold down the value of the Yuan in foreign exchange markets: 
an exchange rate policy that in his view accounts for the largely un-
successful imf surveillance mandate (pp. 37-38). Likewise, the authors 
question in many respects the foreseeable capability of China to lead 
the United States in world markets: Magnus argues that in order to 
sustain its recent economic expansion, the Chinese economy should 
modernize its manufacturing system and increase the technological 
content of its productions in order to perform Total Factor Productiv-
ity Growth (p. 54). According to Magnus, the Chinese monetary and 
exchange rate policy prevent foreign central banks from holding the 
Yuan on reserves, thus hindering the ascendancy of China on world 
monetary and economic leadership (pp. 72-73). On the other hand, ac-
cording to Wade the unfinished commitment of Western powers to 
rule the institutions of Bretton Woods and the un organizations re-
volves around their shared economic and political fear of the rising 
power of Beijing (p. 105).

The interpretative path of the book follows well-established eco-
nomic and historical literature on the end of the great divergence 
as the fundamental economic cleavage of our times. In delving into 
it, the authors of this book rightfully stress a number of key compo-
nents through recurrent comparisons between 1929 and 2008. Some 
of these issues should be explored further in order to increase our un-
derstanding of the international economy and its governance. Among 
others, it is crucial to understand the role of financial intermediaries 
in laying such historical shifts from productive investments to capital 
assets; likewise, the role of former developing countries and the new 
powers within the Bretton Woods institutions deserves better atten-
tion. Through a comparison between the global economic effects of 
the 2007-2008 financial crisis and the crisis that churned the world 
economic system during the 1970s, it would be possible to track some 
antecedents to today’s problems of governance.
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Recognition
Reviewed by Tanya Narozhna

Recognition is central to constructing, maintaining and realizing one’s 
personhood. It affects who we are, where we stand in relation to oth-
ers, what kind of beliefs we form, which institutions we support, and 
how we act in the world. In this carefully researched and thought pro-
voking book, Cillian McBride delves deep into complex, dynamic, and 
often antagonistic relations of recognition and misrecognition and 
underscores the importance of a struggle for recognition in shaping 
various aspects of modern life, from inter-personal relations to inter-
actions with social and political institutions. Following extensive criti-
cal engagement with existing literature on recognition, McBride devel-
ops an ‘interactive’ account of recognition that links social norms with 
individual moral agency and sensitivity to recognition of others, while 
keeping analytical focus on the issues of power and authority inherent 
in recognitive relations (Ch. 5).

A good portion of the book is devoted to a systematic critique of 
recognition scholarship. McBride observes, correctly, that the exist-
ing literature has been dominated by two distinct approaches, both 
of which reject the atomist view of self-sufficient individuals, and em-
brace instead ‘Hegel’s vision of human beings as essentially social crea-
tures, whose capacity for freedom is inextricably linked to the norms 
and institutions of their particular communities’ (p. 3). The first one, 
heavily influenced by the ideas of Charles Taylor, directs analytical 
attention to the predicament of cultural minorities, whose distinct 
identities are not recognized by the wider society. Importantly, this 
account brings to light the fundamental tension between demands 
for universal equality and demands to recognize cultural particularity 
(Ch. 1). On the downside, however, this approach blends the politics 
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of recognition with multiculturalism (p. 9), eclipsing demands for rec-
ognition based on non-cultural identities, including gender, sex, age, 
etc. The second approach that shapes much of current thinking on 
recognition is inspired by the Critical Theory tradition, especially the 
works of Axel Honneth, who sees ‘the modern world as the product of 
a series of struggles for recognition’ (p. 2) and is interested in unearth-
ing ‘the conditions under which individuals develop their capacities 
for self-determination and self-realization’ (p. 2).

Both approaches underline the harms done by misrecognition, shap-
ing prevalent thinking about recognition in terms of the ‘recognition 
deficit’ logic, i.e., ‘the minority cultural group feels that its achieve-
ments are not adequately recognized by the dominant cultural group, 
and seeks that the dominant group correct this misrecognition’ (p. 35). 
Effectively, more recognition is proposed as an ethically and politically 
appropriate solution to the problem of misrecognition. The ‘recogni-
tion deficit’ model truncates the complexity of recognitive relations by 
turning a blind eye to the potentially oppressive character of particu-
lar recognition, the unequal power relations that underpin concrete 
recognitive relations (pp. 35-39), the importance of individual moral 
agency in endorsing or rejecting the authority claims of others, and 
the relationship between recognition and social justice (Ch. 4). These 
blind spots become the primary building blocks in McBride’s own ‘in-
teractionist’ account of recognition (Ch. 5). 

McBride develops his ‘interactionist’ account explicitly in contrast 
to Honneth’s ‘developmental’ approach to recognition. The latter 
views recognition as essential for the achievement of autonomy and 
self-realization, i.e., personhood. On this view, once our conception 
of self has been formed, recognition ‘becomes redundant’ (p. 139). 
McBride clearly disagrees. To demonstrate the ongoing centrality of 
recognition in ‘the exercise of our capacity for knowledge and action’ 
(p. 141), McBride illuminates the importance of normativity in social 
life and its connection to recognition, arguing that our thoughts and 
actions are deemed recognizable as long as they can be interpreted in 
terms of authoritative social norms (p. 148). Social actors are ‘guided, 
but not determined, by social norms’ (p. 157). Moral agency is, thus, 
developed and sustained as we learn to navigate the normative field, 
in which multiple normative demands are made upon us, and recog-
nize the authority of those who project these claims, or refuse to do 
so. This idea has far-reaching implications, for it shows clearly that in 
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an ethically plural modern world we can never reach a consensus on 
how to interpret infinite normative demands or who the authoritative 
interpreters are. In this sense, there can be no end to the struggles for 
recognition. 

While McBride’s ‘interactionist’ account fills in critical lacunas in 
the current discussions on recognition, especially the relationship be-
tween recognition and social justice, the role of individual agency, and 
the place of authority in the struggle for recognition, it comes too late 
in the book and could benefit from further elaboration. It encourages 
the reader to think about moral agency, authority and recognition sen-
sitivity in highly contextual ways but it is not clear from this account 
what factors determine the extent to which we are ‘guided, but not 
determined, by social norms.’

Despite this shortcoming, the book is a must read for students in 
social sciences and readers outside academia with interest in the role 
of recognition in social and political life.  


