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This article examines the role of geopolitics in modern Czech polit-
ical thinking. It draws on the distinction between geopolitics and
anti-geopolitics to argue that the dominant tradition of Czech
political thinking is anti-geopolitical. This anti-geopolitics is pre-
sented by a review of four central figures of Czech political thought
since the nineteenth century (Palacky, Masaryk, Nejedly and
Havel). However, it also shows that geopolitics represents an
important undercurrent in Czech political thinking which tends to
dominate for brief periods of turmoil. Three such periods are
addressed: the early 1920s, the late 1930s and the early 1990s.

INTRODUCTION

The concepts of geopolitics, and Central and Eastern Europe have seemed
quite natural bedfellows since the early 1990s.! The fall of the Soviet bloc,
the disintegration of several formerly communist states and the eastern
enlargements of NATO and the EU have frequently been addressed in geo-
political terms by Western observers. Moreover, geopolitical thinking
(re)emerged in the region itself, providing a possible alternative to the pre-
viously unchallengeable Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy. This post-communist
geopolitics raised a keen interest in the traditions of geopolitical thinking in
Central Eastern Europe, as well as in the role of geopolitics in their current
politics.? However, the research has focused on Russia while mostly ignor-
ing other Central and Eastern European countries.’

This article helps fill this gap by examining Czech geopolitics. It traces
geopolitical ideas in modern Czech political thinking from its origins in the
second half of the nineteenth century. Moreover, it looks into the geopolitical
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dimensions of Czech political and academic discourse since 1990. On this
basis, it argues that despite the dominant tradition of Czech political think-
ing not being geopolitical, geopolitics represents an important undercurrent
in the thinking which tends to dominate for brief periods in times of
turmoil.

I take four steps to substantiate this claim. First, I specify how geopoli-
tics and its opposite anti-geopolitics are understood in the paper, pointing
to geopolitics as one of the default theories of international relations. Sec-
ond, T review four central figures of Czech political thinking (Palacky,
Masaryk, Nejedly and Havel) to argue that its mainstream has been shaped
by ideas that are not geopolitical. Third, I look into the most important con-
tributions to Czech geopolitics in the interwar period, presenting them as
reactions to political instability and uncertainty. Finally, by examining geo-
politics in the 1990s I argue that geopolitical arguments reached a peak dur-
ing the division of Czechoslovakia, and have been fading away since then.

GEOPOLITICS AND ANTI-GEOPOLITICS

To study the role of geopolitics in the Czech political discourse, I introduce
the distinction between geopolitics and anti-geopolitics. This enables me not
only to specify which geopolitical ideas are present in the discourse but also
to assess the significance of geopolitics as compared to its non-geopolitical
alternatives.

Geopolitics means many, often contradictory, things. Any attempt to
come up with a definition of geopolitics is therefore bound to be con-
tested.* Given that I examine a particular national geopolitical discourse in
the long run, I draw on the definition of geopolitics as “a policy-oriented
discourse about a state inspired by its position on the map”, which Wusten
and Dijkink use in their long-term study of German, French and British geo-
political discourses.’

Geopolitics usually claims to provide an impartial perspective on inter-
national politics, free from ideology and any discursive factors in general. Its
self-proclaimed objectivity is supposedly guaranteed by its focus on the
objective and enduring conditions captured by the map. In this sense, geo-
politics is “a foil to idealism, ideology and human will”.? It is a part of the
realist tradition of international thinking,” relying on determinist discourse,
which analyses politics as a result of unchanging, geographical and/or cul-
tural features. In this respect geopolitics conceptualises the realist struggle
for power more specifically as a struggle for territory.

This conservative, determinist discourse has as its foil “anti-geopolitics”.
Anti-geopolitics sheds light on the ideological nature of geopolitics, hidden
behind its claims of its own objectivity and impartiality. From a geopolitical
point of view, anti-geopolitics represents a subversive discourse which
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emphasises the social role of ideas, human agency, and the possibility of
profound social change transcending the straitjacket of objective conditions.

So geopolitics is often presented as the ideology used and abused by
the state, whereas anti-geopolitics is attributed to dissidents who challenge
it.” However, this does not always have to be the case, as anti-geopolitics
can also be used by the state power. Gorbachev’s New Thinking is a nice
example of state-sponsored anti-geopolitics. Dijkink notices the absence of
“the geopolitical reflex” in the official Soviet discourse in the last years of
the Soviet Union.!” He puts this absence down to the paradigm of New
Thinking which replaced the (neo)Stalinist paradigm of Empire. New Think-
ing was anti-geopolitical, considering geopolitical expansion and empire-
building as outdated and, instead, focused on human resources and
multilateral approaches, while being initiated from the very top of the Soviet
state.

Similarly, the political discourse of Clinton’s Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright was also to a large extent anti-geopolitical. Nijman
speaks about her “denial of geopolitics”, arguing that Albright seemed
“intent on silencing the role of geography in foreign policy” while embrac-
ing “a voluntaristic perspective” instead.!! He contextualises her position
within the tradition of American foreign policy “idealism”, which he con-
trasts with the European tradition of realpolitik. This distinction again over-
laps to some extent with the distinction between anti-geopolitics and
geopolitics as T understand it.

However conceptually clear these distinctions are, they often get blurred
in actual discourse analysis. Thus Nijman shows that even though the thrust
of Albright’s discourse is anti-geopolitical, she occasionally uses geopolitical
arguments too, representing “a peculiar blend of ‘American’ and ‘European’
foreign policy traditions.”'* Any operationalisation of the distinction between
geopolitics and anti-geopolitics has to take such “blends” into account,
addressing both of the two categories in the discourse, even if it is only one
person’s discourse, as a matter of shades of gray rather than black or white.

These blends are particularly likely to occur in the anti-geopolitical dis-
course. There are at least two reasons for this. To start with, reflection on
the facts of physical, political or cultural geography is often unavoidable in
foreign political discourse, no matter how universalistic and idealist the
speaker’s aspirations. In this respect, changes on the map can be expected
to make geopolitical discourse more prominent.

Moreover, geopolitics tends to be sedimented in the political discourses
of political communities, including most European nations. Geopolitics, like
political realism, contributes to what is usually seen as the common sense
on international politics.'”> One can distinguish between practical geopoliti-
cal reasoning “of a common sense type’ and theory-based formal
geopolitical reasoning. In this practical capacity, geopolitics provides taken-
for-granted claims about international relations, and serves as one of the
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default theories of international thinking. So geopolitics can be difficult to
completely avoid in most foreign policy discourses, even if their overall
spirit is anti-geopolitical.'

CZECH POLITICAL THINKING: AN ANTI-GEOPOLITICAL
TRADITION WITH A GEOPOLITICAL FLAVOR

I argue that anti-geopolitics plays an important part in Czech political think-
ing, representing a key dimension in the thought of its most influential
tigures. This argument is substantiated in three steps. To start with, I divide
modern Czech political history into four periods: the late Austrian monarchy
(pre-1914), democratic Czechoslovakia (between the two world wars), com-
munist Czechoslovakia (during the Cold War) and the renewal of democ-
racy (post-1989). Following this, I identify four major political and
intellectual figures, whose ideas reflected and shaped the periods: FrantiSek
Palacky (1798-1876), Tomas Garrigue Masaryk (1850-1937), Zdenék Nejedly
(1878-1962) and Vaclav Havel (b. 1936).

Finally, in examining their ideas I conclude that anti-geopolitics domi-
nates geopolitics in their arguments. This conclusion is based on the distinc-
tion between the descriptive and normative parts of their arguments. As
expected, I come across blends of anti-geopolitics and geopolitics in their
works and speeches. However, geopolitical arguments, if present at all,
tend to appear when these figures describe what they consider political
realities. In contrast, their recommendations (and all of them were active
enough politically to try to put them into effect) tend to be based on anti-
geopolitics. Therefore, with respect to their discourses, geopolitics may be
considered either as an unavoidable received wisdom, which speakers use
to drive home their point, or as a bleak backdrop of reality, against which
the need for anti-geopolitics should become obvious. '

FrantiSek Palacky: Founding Father

FrantiSek Palacky is considered the founder of Czech historiology, and his
work!” still informs the prevailing understanding of Czech history. More-
over, he exercised considerable influence, both direct and indirect, on
Masaryk, Nejedly and Havel.

On the one hand, Palacky uses geopolitical reasoning quite frequently.
His Herderian conception of Czech history as a never-ending engagement
between Slavs and Germans'® refers to a geopolitical struggle for living
space. Similarly, he understands the Austrian empire as a geopolitical shel-
ter of the Danubian space against Ottoman expansion in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, and against Russian and Prussian expansion since
the eighteenth century.
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On the other hand, Palacky’s main assertion, that the greatest achievement
in Czech history is the reformation of the Church, is deeply anti-geopolitical.
He argues that the Hussite movement of the early fifteenth century represents
the greatest Czech contribution to humanity, and an ultimate benchmark in
Czech political evolution, after which the Czechs have experienced a decline.
Palacky considers Jan Hus’s attempt at reformation of the Catholic Church as
an avant-garde of the European reformation a century later. On this basis, he
interprets the Hussite movement in universalistic terms as an early advocate
of humanistic and democratic values."

Palacky also marks a careful distinction between the Hussite move-
ment as spiritual, which he considers highly, and the destructiveness of the
Hussite wars, which tore apart the country for fifteen years and which
Palacky harshly criticises.?’ However, this did not prevent him from making
admiring comments that the Hussite wars had been wars of ideas, and not
of material interests.*!

With respect to the distinction between anti-geopolitics and geopolitics,
it is crucial that Palacky does not identify the most important moment in Czech
history as its time of greatest territorial expansion (the Great Moravian state,
or Bohemian Kingdom, under king Pfemysl Otakar 1), or with its greatest
political influence (during the rule of Charles V), as a geopolitical perspec-
tive would suggest. In contrast, he focuses on a period of civil war and for-
eign intervention which, however, was distinctive from the anti-geopolitical
perspective as it brought about the reformation of the Church, thus contrib-
uting to the European tradition of democracy and humanity.

Why is this so? There is no easy answer. However, the prominence of
anti-geopolitics could at least partly be explained with respect to the striving
for national emancipation which was the main project of the late nineteenth
century Czech elite. The geopolitical discourse of the day tended to either
pan-Slavism or pan-Germanism and did not provide a good basis for Czech
emancipation. While Germany represented the main other against which
the Czech nationhood was constructed, the pan-Slavism associated with the
Russian orthodox autocracy failed to provide an appropriate alternative.
Moreover, the emerging German geopolitics was rather hostile to the politi-
cal emancipation of small German neighbors. In this respect, a perspective
which emphasised principles rather than size or force provided a more
accommodating framework for the emancipation needs of a small nation
which could not count on brute force.

Tomas Garrigue Masaryk: The Struggle with Positivism

Tomas Garrigue Masaryk was the political and intellectual leader of the
Czech emancipation movement at the turn of the century, becoming the first
Czechoslovak president after the creation of the state in 1918. Masaryk
“modernized”** Palacky’s legacy to transform it into a political program,
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which became the official ideology of the new Czechoslovak state.®> His
interpretation focuses on the anti-geopolitical features of Palacky’s thinking,
while downplaying his geopolitical reasoning.

Like Palacky, Masaryk considers the Czech reformation as the greatest
achievement of Czech history. He argues that it introduced democratic ideas
into Medieval Europe, conceptualising democracy in moral terms such as
individual responsibility and self-limitation, which need no external
enforcement.? By his understanding, democracy is opposed by theocracy,
which he defines as the fusion of state and church into a single power hier-
archy epitomised either by the dominance of the Catholic Church in the
Austrian empire, or by the complete state control over the protestant
churches in Prussian-led Germany. So the Czechs are seen as early pioneers
of democracy, and their case for independence from Austria is basically
argued from an ethical and normative perspective as the struggle of a dem-
ocratic nation against a theocratic empire.

Masaryk also criticises those parts of Palacky’s work which are more
geopolitical. Although at first he acknowledges the geopolitical function of
Austria, he later comes to the conclusion that it needs to be broken up
because it is undemocratic. Furthermore, he is critical of the idea that Czech
history can be understood as a struggle between Slavs and Germans, point-
ing to the positive aspects of Czech-German co-existence.” In general, he
rejects thinking and politics based on the worship of power,?® which is an
inherent part of the geopolitical discourse.

Still, Masaryk himself is to some extent open to geopolitical interpreta-
tion, particularly his teleological understanding of history as a march from
theocracy to democracy. In this respect, he interprets World War I as a fight
of democracy (France, UK, and the USA) against theocracy (Austria and
Germany), with the Czechs siding with democracy due to their tradition of
religious reformation. In doing this, Masaryk strengthens the case for Czech
independence, adding the pragmatic argument of being on the right side of
the history to the ethical and normative arguments of being democratic.

However, as philosopher Jan Patocka observes, this introduction of the
positivist, Comtian law of history undermines the rest of Masaryk’s philoso-
phy as it clashes with his moral and metaphysical understanding of democ-
racy as focused on responsibility and agency.?’

Consequently, Masaryk’s philosophy suffers from a deep contradiction
of positivism and metaphysics. Moreover, as Gellner notes,*® the positivist
reading of Masaryk became quite important in the public discourse while
the moral dimension, though essential for Masaryk, was marginalised. The
positivist reading was geopolitical, arguing that “the Spirit of World History”
(in the shape of a march to democracy) is located in the West, and therefore
it makes sense for Czechs to ally with the Western powers. Thus by embrac-
ing positivist elements, Masaryk’s basically anti-geopolitical conception
allowed for a thoroughly geopolitical interpretation based on the contrast
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between the East and the West. Moreover, this geopolitical interpretation
proved destructive to democracy, making it quite easy to switch from the
democratic West-orientated “Spirit of World History” to an East-orientated
revolutionary communist Spirit.

Zden¢k Nejedly: From Positivism to Marxism-Leninism

Zdenék Nejedly became infamous as the first communist minister of educa-
tion, being responsible for the Stalinisation of Czechoslovak education and
research in the late 1940s and 1950s. A historian and musicologist by back-
ground, he was the most prominent communist intellectual in Czechoslova-
kia. As a scholar he tried to reconcile the traditions of Czech political
thinking and Marxism-Leninism, laying the groundwork for the official
Czechoslovak communist ideology. In this respect, he drew both on
Palacky, whom he admired, and on Masaryk, whom he acknowledged as
his former mentor.

Marxism-Leninism is anti-geopolitical, rejecting any kind of geographical or
cultural determinism and replacing it with the teleological determinism of world
revolution leading to a classless society.”” Given the anti-geopolitical nature of
Palacky and Masaryk, the official rejection of geopolitics by the communists
could easily relate to previous thinking. In this respect Nejedly drew on
Masaryk’s positivist side, replacing his liberal-democratic teleology with a revolu-
tionary Marxist one. Nejedly accepted the general framework of Masaryk’s inter-
pretation of Czech history, focusing on the Hussites and their legacy. However,
he did not interpret the Hussites as a religious reformation movement at the
avant-guard of European democracy. In contrast, he saw them as a social, proto-
communist movement.’® With this connection, the Czechs could once more
claim a distinguished heritage associating them with a grand historical force.

This anti-geopolitical argument was also supplemented with a more
geopolitical line of argument. The Spirit of History (in the shape of the
march towards a classless society) was located in the East, and on this basis
the Czechs pragmatically chose an alliance with the Eastern power to be on
history’s winning side. Moreover, Palacky’s geopolitical conception of
Czech history as a struggle between Slavs and Germans seemed confirmed
by two world wars and the alliance with the USSR (in its capacity as a geo-
political power) and made sense even for those who did not subscribe to
Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy.

Viaclav Havel: Almost Consistent Anti-Geopolitics

Viaclav Havel, playwright and former dissident, became the first post-
communist Czechoslovak president in 1989. Throughout his presidency,
Havel's most important role model was Masaryk.>' Although Havel's
influence on the public discourse has never been as strong as Masaryk’s was,
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he was very prominent in foreign policy, shaping the discourse and practice
throughout the period of post-communist Czechoslovakia (1990-1992). For
Havel, the core of Masaryk’s legacy consists in the belief that politics must
be based on morality.?® In this sense Havel, who was also significantly influ-
enced by Patocka, draws on the metaphysical parts of Masaryk’s theory,
while putting aside his positivist philosophy of history.

Unlike Masaryk, Havel has not come up with a developed philosophi-
cal conception that provides the background for his policy. He has not put
his trust “in overall historical theory, but in the eventual victory of simple
decency”.? In this sense, Havel has offered his personal credo of “Living in
Truth”, with which he fought against the communist regime and which is
close to Masaryk’s favoured slogan “Truth Prevails.” While this made Havel
less prone to geopolitical interpretation, it put him at odds with the prevail-
ing common sense, costing him domestic political support.

In a completely anti-geopolitical manner, Havel defines the “spirit of
our [Czechoslovak] foreign policy” as a campaign for human rights, their
universality and indivisibility. ¥ He argues that this policy has to be
anchored in the moral awareness of individuals and in responsibility for the
world as a whole. Therefore it cannot pursue the narrow interests of any
particular country at the expense of others. Policy should understand its
interests as a part of the common interest of mankind.

Thus he argues that Czechoslovakia participated in the Gulf War because
of the indivisibility of freedom, and not to make Western allies happy. Similarly,
he says that meeting with the Dalai Lama was worthwhile, despite the risk of
annoying China and losing valuable contracts there. Also, refuting the usual
templates of Czech geopolitical thinking, he calls for respect for “otherness”,®
equates anti-German feelings with anti-Semitism,* and rejects the idea of blocs
and alliances, preferring an inclusive pan-European system.”’

Havel refers to geopolitical arguments far less frequently than his prede-
cessors. However, he cannot completely avoid them either. He is aware that
the principles he is fighting for are embedded in Western political thinking, so
he does not hide his admiration for Western or “euro-atlantic” values,
although this admiration is usually accompanied by a reflective criticism. This
Western element is also present in his reflection on the Central European
location of the Czech Republic, which is supposed to signal its belonging to
the West.>® However, this geopolitical feature should not be too surprising as
it represents another connection with Havel’s role model Masaryk.

CZECH GEOPOLITICIANS: LINGERING ON MARGINS

The above review of the four figures suggests that anti-geopolitics tends to
prevail in the blend of geopolitics and anti-geopolitics within the
mainstream of Czech political thinking (Table 1). However, this generally
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TABLE 1 Czech political thinking between anti-geopolitics and geopolitics

Anti-geopolitics Geopolitics
Palacky  Hussite movement and its Czechs have always been situated
universalistic and humanistic legacy in the middle of an eternal struggle
constitute the basis of modern Czech between Slavs and Germans.

political existence.
Austrian monarchy exists to provide
a geopolitical shelter against Prussia
and Russia.
Masaryk  Hussite democratic legacy fully Czechoslovakia belongs to the

justifies the existence of democratic democratic West.

Czechoslovakia. Austrian monarchy

as an oppressive theocracy lost its

justification.

Nejedy  Hussite revolutionary legacy fully Czechoslovakia belongs
justifies the existence of communist to the Slavic East.
Czechoslovakia.

Havel Czechoslovakia must not pursue its Czechoslovakia belongs to the
narrow self-interest. Instead, it has to democratic West.

actively promote universality and
indivisibility of human freedom.

anti-geopolitical mainstream has had its own geopolitical margins. And
these were occasionally quite broad. In this respect, I focus on the work of
two classics of Czech academic geopolitics, Viktor Dvorsky (1882-1960)
and Jaromir Kor¢dk (1895-1989). Their work became influential for brief
periods when reacting to the profound political changes of their time: the
foundation of Czechoslovakia (1918) and destruction of Czechoslovakia
(1938). However, this influence did not last and by now their work has
fallen into almost complete disregard.

Viktor Dvorsky: Czechoslovakia as a Newcomer on the Map

Even though the mainstream, shaped by Masaryk, justified Czechoslovakia’s
sovereign existence after 1918 with reference to the Czech tradition of
democracy, the case for an independent Czechoslovakia was also argued
from a geopolitical perspective. Viktor Dvorsky, a leading geographer,
member of the Czechoslovak delegation at the Versailles conference, and
the founder of formal geopolitics in the Czech environment, provided these
arguments.

Dvorsky, who acknowledges his debt to Ratzel, turns against the
Masaryk-dominated mainstream in several respects. First, geography and
force rather than norms and ideas dominate history and politics. Second,
the identity of the Czechoslovak nation does not stem from the Hussite
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movement but from the Great Moravian state. Third, the tension between
Czechs and Germans is basically irreconcilable.

Dvorsky presents geopolitical reasoning as part of a new “science
about states”, or “biology of nations”.* He is dismissive about international
law in general and about the League of Nations in particular, particularly if
they do not respect geography, arguing that borders change by force and
not by law. Dvorsky believes that territories are the true agents of history,
having decisive influences upon the evolution of states, and it is “states that
make nations” and “not nations that make states”."” Each territory has its
natural boundaries; all formal borders are only temporary unless they corre-
spond with natural ones. His discussion of borders is based on the distinc-
tion between basin states, whose centers are around rivers and their borders
in mountains, and dorsal states, which occupy mountains and have their
borders in valleys. Plainly, two neighboring entities of the same kind can
easily agree on their shared borders, whether the mountains or the basin
between them. However, basin states and dorsal states will have trouble
existing side-by-side as basin states will seek their borders in the centers of
dorsal states and vice versa.

With respect to Czechoslovakia, he sees it as a perfect geomorphologic
unit with clear natural boundaries with Germany in the shape of mountains,
and which is open to the Slavic East and the South-East.*' That is why the
nation on the territory is Slavic and why Christianity came from Byzantium.
The key national territories of the Czechoslovak nation are three basins: the
Moldau-Elbe basin, the Morava-Thaia basin, and the Danubian basin. The
Morava-Thaia basin gave rise to the Great Moravian state in the eighth
century, where the Czechoslovak nation was born. After the Hungarian
invasion in the tenth century the Great Moravian territory was split and the
centre of the Czechoslovak nation moved to the Moldau-Elbe basin in
the northwest, which was better protected by surrounding mountains. The
Czechoslovak state with its center in Prague on the Moldau is thus “a restitu-
tion of the Great Moravian state in the same sense as current Italy is a
restitution of the Roman Empire”.%?

Unlike Masaryk, Dvorsky does not derive the modern Czechoslovak
identity from the Hussite movement but rather from the Great Moravian
state. In this respect he is rather critical about the Hussite reformation, as
he argues that it destroyed religious and national unity, thus bringing about
the end of the Bohemian kingdom. Moreover, the tension between Czechs
and Germans is interpreted as a clash between basin and dorsal states
rather than a clash between democracy and theocracy. Dvorsky claims that
the Czechoslovak western border is a place of tension between the
German dorsal strategy (to draw the border inside the Elbe-Moldau basin),
and the Czechoslovak basin strategy (to draw the border in the surround-
ing mountains). The Czech-German tension is thus seen as geographically
inevitable.
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Vladimir Kor¢ak: Czechoslovakia Disappearing from the Map

Czechoslovakia’s official, anti-geopolitical ideology was increasingly chal-
lenged in the late 1930s with the crisis of the Versailles system in Europe.
Czechoslovakia had to face the threat of German aggression, to which it
eventually succumbed. This crisis brought about a renewed interest in geo-
political thinking. At that time Jaromir Korcik, economic geographer and
the founding father of Czech demographics, published a book which can be
seen as the most elaborate scholarly contribution to Czech geopolitical
thinking.*3

Korcak believed that the official Czechoslovak anti-geopolitical thought
was unable to engage the geopolitical claims which doubted Czechoslovak
sovereignty and territorial integrity, and which were based on proliferating
German geopolitical literature.™ His theory tried to remedy this. Kor¢ik
provides a geopolitical analysis of Central Europe that points out the geopo-
litical weakness of the region, the geopolitical unsustainability of the
Austrian empire, and the natural shape of Czechoslovakia. However, his
theory is also skeptical about the future of liberal democracy, praising some
aspects of its totalitarian challengers.

Kortik considered himself a disciple of Dvorsky. However, besides the
Ratzelian influence, Kor¢ik also drew from the French geopolitical think-
ing,* which prompted his interest in human geography. This human
dimension is strongly reflected in the central concepts of his theory. Thus
he introduces the notion of the “tribal area” (kmenova oblast), which is a
geographical area with a very long continuity of human settlement where a
distinctive ethnic group had been formed under influence of both physical
geography and migratory waves.?” It serves as the “genetic kernel” of the
nation. “Action centers” are established tribal areas with an especially high
concentration of people. They influence their greater neighbourhoods ema-
nating “geopolitical energy”.*® There are four such centers on the European
continent: the Eastern Mediterranean, Italy, Western Europe (between the
Rhine and the Seine) and the Baltics.

However, Central Europe, defined as the Central Danubian floodplain,
has never been an action centre because it is sharply divided, lacking an
integrating central area. This is the case because a large chunk of its terri-
tory actually does not fit in.** Kor¢ik contends that Alféld, (the great plain
East of the Danube containing most of Hungary’s current territory) is com-
pletely different from the European plains that host European action centers.
Geologically, it is comparable to the Asian steppes, which are not suitable
for a sedentary life based on the cultivation of land. As a result, Alfold was
inhabited by nomads for millennia, failing to develop sedentary life and
European urban culture. Thus, instead of giving rise to a specific tribal area
it served as a passage for the repeated Asian invasions that disturbed
European progress. On this basis, Kor¢ak argues that the basin is not a



Czech Political Thought 431

natural geographical unit and, therefore political bodies which try to unify
it, such as the Austrian empire, are doomed.

Still, there is a powerful tribal area in the Central Danubian floodplain,
which is located at the intersection of several important passages. This is the
Lower Morava River floodplain (the central part of Czechoslovakia, and
northeastern part of Austria)—an important tribal centre since the Neolithic
period®® and tribal area of the Czechoslovak nation. This area gave rise to
the Great Moravian state, which fell after the Avarian invasion from Alfold.
The invasion brought about what Kor¢ak calls “the greatest geopolitical
loss” of Czechoslovak history,”* namely, the split of the Morava River flood-
plain in the eleventh century, whereby an important part of the area came
under direct control of the Holy Roman Empire, becoming the cradle of the
Austrian state.

However, drawing on Dvorsky, Kor¢ak identifies two other Czecho-
slovak tribal areas: the Elbe River Lowlands in Bohemia and the Danu-
bian lowlands in Slovakia. Kor¢ak argues that both tribal areas are very
well connected with the Moravian tribal area, from both geographical
and demographical perspectives. First, the mountains separating the
areas are rather low and easy to pass. Kor¢ik also claims that from
Moravia it is even easier to connect with Slovakia than with Bohemia.>
Second, all three areas were connected by the Celtic inhabitation, mak-
ing them receptive to later absorption by the Roman culture and by
Slavic migration.

In this respect, he pictures Czechoslovakia as a natural geopolitical
entity, whose appearance in 1918 is only the renewal of what had existed a
millennium before and had been destroyed by Alfold. Similarly, he empha-
sises the connection between the Czech lands (Bohemia and Moravia) and
Slovakia, which was increasingly doubted in the late 1930s. However, the
very same Alfold prevented the geopolitical unity of the Austrian empire,
making it quite an artificial construction.

The admiration of physical force which comprises part of the geo-
political theorising of both Dvorsky and Korcik translates into Kor¢ak’s
ambiguity about Nazism. On the one hand, he sees Nazi Germany as a
mortal threat to Czechoslovakia, while on the other hand he admiringly
identifies Germany with the Baltic action center, which is the youngest
and the most dynamic of the four European action centers.>® Therefore
Germany is also a source of inspiration as a new, dynamic Europe. In
this respect, Alfold, which is seen as a negative influence in general,
turns out to be beneficial. Kor¢ak argues that the loosening of the links
with West, brought about by Alfold, prevented Central Europe from
developing some Western weaknesses connected with the “effeminacy
of urban life and an excessive interest in material welfare”.>* This makes
Central Europe “young”, and able to learn from the mistakes of the
West.
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CZECH GEOPOLITICS AFTER THE SPLIT OF CZECHOSLOVAKIA

Even though the Czech post-communist mainstream, shaped by Havel, was
anti-geopolitical at first, the split of Czechoslovakia in 1993 changed this.
The split was preceded by a change in ruling elites. The former dissidents
surrounding Viclav Havel were succeeded by pragmatic economists led by
Vaclav Klaus. Although their worldview was mainly shaped by neo-classical
economics, they were much more open to geopolitical reasoning than the
previous dissident elite.

Their brief embrace of geopolitics can be explained according to their
need to differentiate themselves from the previous elite, which they criti-
cised for neglecting Czech interests. Hence their geopolitics came into being
as a negation of Havel’s anti-geopolitics. However, this official geopolitics
has taken over Havel’s geopolitical arguments, calling for a rapid integration
of the Czech Republic into Western political institutions. The focus on insti-
tutions then gradually replaced the original geopolitical focus. In contrast, a
dissident geopolitical perspective also emerged, rejecting both Havel’s anti-
geopolitics and official geopolitics.

Official Geopolitics

The public discourses of prime minister Klaus and foreign minister Josef
Zieleniec frequently relied on a variety of geopolitical arguments. This new
discourse delimited itself against the Czech anti-geopolitical tradition. Thus,
not only has Klaus often criticised Havel for his idealism, but he also took
on Masaryk, reproaching him for focusing too much on normative theory
without standing up for the national interest.”” The definition of national
interest was very much a matter of geopolitics, which the foreign minister
saw as “the most important factor of foreign policy making.”*°

Despite these claims, the geopolitics of the new elite was not embed-
ded in any systematic geopolitical theory. However, the geopolitical state-
ments were a matter of political expediency, justifying the split of
Czechoslovakia and demonstrating that the Czechs belonged in the West. It
was thus claimed that after the split the Czech Republic re-orientated itself
towards the West, losing contacts with the post-Soviet and Danubian
spaces, making the state more stable and more transparent to the West.>’
Similarly, it is often emphasised that the Czechs “have been part of Western
Europe for 1000 years, with the exception of 40 years”,”® which is occasion-
ally supported by a contestable claim that Christianity came from Rome, and
not from Byzantium.” The Western orientation of the official geopolitics
also included good relations with Germany, as Klaus proclaimed the St.
Wenceslavian tradition (named after the Bohemian sovereign who strove
for accommodation with the Holy Roman Empire) the basis of Czech
national existence.*
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The official geopolitics also had support in academia. Bofek Hnizdo
lecturer in political geography at Charles University, who introduced Anglo-
American geopolitical theories to Czech students and researchers,®' pro-
vided several geopolitical arguments supporting official policy. Hence he
argued that the Czech Republic is in Central Europe no matter how the
region is defined, and that due to its location Central Europe has to be
included in any scheme of pan-European integration.®? Similarly, he argued
that the communist Eastern orientation was unusual in Czech history, and
that it was Slovakia which drew the Czech lands to the East. Therefore, the
split of Czechoslovakia was beneficial in bringing the country to the West.
In this respect, he argued that the building of a new oil pipeline from
Germany, and the connections to West European highways networks are
likely to facilitate a “geopolitical transition” of the Czech Republic from an
“East European” to a “West European” country.63

Dissident Geopolitics

The official geopolitics neither developed any systematic theory, nor
engaged the previous Czech geopolitical thinking—both these moves were
made on the margins. This dissident geopolitics is largely connected with
Oskar Krejci, one of the most prolific Czech writers on international politics
in the 1990s. Despite his rich publishing activity, Krej¢i has been barred
from any academic job in the Czech Republic since 1990 because of his
close connections with the communist establishment and intelligence ser-
vices in the 1970s and 1980s. In this respect, Krej¢i represents that part of
Czech society that perceives the fall of communism and transition to liberal
democracy as a loss. This dissident background is also reflected in his the-
ory. Krej¢i sharply rejects both Havel’s anti-geopolitics and the official geo-
politics. He sees both of them as pro-German ideologies jeopardising the
very Czech national existence, which was seriously wounded by the split of
Czechoslovakia.

Krej¢i mainly draws upon the Czech geopolitical thinking of Dvorsky
and Korcak, while also presenting Palacky and Masaryk as geopoliticians.**
His analysis of the Central European region relies on Kor¢dk. Therefore, he
pays great attention to the period from the tenth to the eleventh century
when, “Czech statehood had taken its fundamental shape”, and when “fun-
damental geopolitical givens had arisen” which persist until the present
day.%

This period starts with the fall of the Great Moravian State after the
Alfold incursion the late tenth century. Krej¢i considers the Great Moravian
state the greatest achievement of Czech history: the state controlled vital,
pan-European merchant routes and was able to balance the German influ-
ence by intensive contacts with the Byzantine Empire. Its fall brought about
several adverse effects, which shaped Czech statehood for centuries to
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come. First, the core of the state shifted northwest from the Moravian tribal
area, where conditions had been optimal, to the Elbe plain, which was
harder to control and consolidate. Second, the Czech and Slovak territories
were split. Third, the Hungarian-German alliance cut off the Czech state
from the Byzantine Empire, making the German empire the exclusive focus
of Czech politics. In the sixteenth century, Alfold again intervened. Under
the Turkish threat, the Empire was centralised, and the Czech state com-
pletely lost its autonomy.

On the basis of his geopolitical reading of history, Krejci identifies three
traditional orientations for Czech foreign policy: German, Western and East-
ern. The German tradition is least desirable—it consists of embrace of
pan-German ideology and the subordination of Czech interests to German
ones. In contrast, the Eastern tradition fares best. Drawing on the Great
Moravian connection with the Byzantine Empire, the tradition boils down to
a quest in the East (Russia) for allies against Germany. The Eastern block,
cemented by Slavic ideology or proletarian internationalism, is deemed
unbeatable. The Western tradition is second best, to be applied only when
the Eastern great power is too weak or when it allies with Germany itself.%”
It also balances against Germany, but does so by looking for allies behind
Germany (France, UK).

Krejci observes that after the split of Czechoslovakia and the fall of the
Soviet Union, the Czech Republic came inevitably into the German orbit.
Krej¢i bemoans that contemporary Russia is too weak and too distant to
matter in Central Europe. In this connection, he claims that the current
Czech political elite is unfit to pursue the national interest as it pushes the
country further into German hands by rejecting a Slavic orientation, and by
relying on France and Britain, which are weak, or on the USA, which
ignores German dominance as long as it is not military.

Institutionalism

So can we conclude that Czech political and academic discourse is currently
dominated by geopolitics? Not really. After its heyday in the early 1990s geopol-
itics faded away. No new geopolitical conceptions have appeared, and the ones
that were presented were hardly elaborated upon. Geopolitics returned to its
usual place in the margins. Instead, the Czech political discourse is dominated
by a broadly defined institutionalism, connected with the study of and acces-
sion to NATO and the EU. Hence the focus is on institutional reforms, proce-
dures, and policies rather than on the spatial dimension of international politics.

This is hardly surprising. A brief review of the Czech geopolitical think-
ing of Dvorsky, Kor¢ak and Krej¢i showed that this kind of geopolitics is
difficult to reconcile with the unquestioning respect for democracy and
international law which constitutes Czech political thinking after 1989.
Although the official geopolitics of the early 1990s did not draw on this
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undemocratic tradition and, therefore, did not clash with democracy or
international law, it did not develop any alternative concepts which would
make it attractive, instead staying at the superficial level of political state-
ments. Moreover, its main message that the Czech Republic is climbing out
of the Danubian mess might have been good PR in 1992/1993, but it
became redundant when most of the Danubian countries were also invited
into NATO and the EU.

CONCLUSIONS

The embrace or rejection of geopolitics can be seen as a rejection or
embrace of human agency. Czech political thinking has tended to be rather
anti-geopolitical in stressing religious, moral, legal, or social perspectives.
This tradition also emphasised freedom, responsibility, and agency at the
expense of determinist constraints of the geopolitical kind. The best exam-
ple of this focus is Palacky ‘s interpretation of the Hussite movement, taken
further by others, as a free expression of democratic ideals and a high point
of Czech history.

Still, geopolitics has been an important undercurrent in Czech political
thinking, coming to brief moments of dominance in times of turmoil. Czech
geopolitics represents a determinist discourse drawing on the German geo-
political tradition. While anti-geopolitics celebrates the Hussite movement,
most geopoliticians consider the Great Moravian State as the defining
moment of Czech history. In their accounts geographical factors and quasi-
natural migration patterns call all the shots, while agency is totally absent.

To sum up, in Czech political thinking, a discourse stressing human
freedom and responsibility dominates in stable times, while a more deter-
minist discourse takes over in times of turmoil. Moreover, given the revival
of geopolitics in other post-communist countries®® it can be argued that this
link between a lack of political stability and a rise of geopolitics represents a
more general phenomenon which can also be found elsewhere. Although
the question as to why this is so has yet to be properly addressed, it may be
argued that a return to geopolitics offers a return to the perceived certainties
of a common sense whose particular construction is deeply ingrained in our
modernity. Hence times of uncertainty may induce the embrace of geopoli-
tics as a bulwark of certainty.
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