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The United States has been visibly 
rebalancing its focus from Europe 
and the greater Middle East towards 
other parts of the world but mainly 
towards itself over the last several 
years. The world balance of power 
constantly shifts, and looking 
at the present situation around 
the globe as well as in the US itself, 
such a trend is partly understandable. 
At the same time it does not mean 
that it is being welcomed 
from the Czech point of view.  

As Czechs, we strongly believe that 
traditional US areas of focus 
of the last many decades should not 
be totally neglected. It would back-
fire. There is no “end of history” 
and deeply rooted undercurrents 
have not disappeared. The Western 
democratic world cannot neglect its 
self-preserving instincts. It has 
to continue to jointly work on its 
defense in the broadest sense 
of the word. It has to stand strongly 
and persuasively behind the values 
of democratic and pluralistic         
societies. It has to strive to preserve 
basic freedoms and liberties. It has to 
strive for preservation of market 
economy.   

The situation in the Balkans and its 
integration into the European and 
transatlantic structures is far 
from over. Yes, it is more up to us, 
Europeans, because it is primarily our 
neighborhood. At the same time we 

have in the last years repeatedly 
learned that it is not exclusively our 
European backyard but the backyard 
of the whole transatlantic communi-
ty.  

Farther to the East, present day Rus-
sia, fortunately, does not possess 
the strength of the former Soviet 
Union even when many of its top 
representatives would like to see 
it that way. Russia is rather reminis-
cent of the traditional Russian Empire 
of the nineteenth century with deep 
Soviet power nostalgia entrenched 
in the mindset of the ruling elite. 
The so called Russian “near abroad” 
is, with the exception of the EU 
and NATO integrated Lithuania,  
Latvia, and Estonia, traditionally 
in permanent chaos, and the fate 
and aspirations of all the nations 
bordering the Russian Federation is 
far from decided. There can be no 
doubt that the more democratic, 
pluralistic, and prosperous the post-
Soviet space is, the better for every-
one. Such development should,    
however, not be taken for granted. 
There are strong and committed 
forces trying to achieve the exact 
opposite.  

Last but not least, no matter that one 
wishes to get out of the Middle    
Eastern chaos as far as possible, 
the complicated and scary reality 
of the Middle East will be pulling 
us all back into the region in at least 
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the next few decades to come. 
The greater Middle East is also our 
joint neighborhood. The develop-
ments in the region continue to affect 
our security and economic situation, 
our culture as well as our energy 
independence.   

Democracies are Created by 
Demo-crats not by Elections  

We should not fool ourselves that 
the immediate destiny of all regions 
neighboring the Western world 
is western style democracy. Unfortu-
nately, it is not the case. The most 
significant changes have to always 
come from within the respective 
societies. They have to be deeply 
rooted in domestic traditions 
and systems of the government. 
At the same time, it is in our deepest 
western interest that all the neigh-
boring regions are more rather than 
less pluralistic, more rather than less 
democratic and more rather 
than less free. The alternatives are 
far more dangerous and much more 
costly.  

The wide gap between the pluralistic 
democratic order and the totalitarian 
environment or complete anarchy 
as well as between war and peace 
always exists. Whenever the trajec-
tory of development leads more 
in the direction of pluralism 
and peace, the better it is for us 
and for everyone else. We shall 
at the same time be careful, wise, 
and think in the long term. The main 
aim of our joint efforts should not be 
driven by a messianic belief               
in miraculous solutions of free      
elections or of the ability to impose 
real democratic order. We must ra-
ther patiently, consistently, 
and from the bottom-up seek 

the more deeply rooted spread 
of ideas of pluralism, free society, 
rule of law, and of economic free-
doms. It was brilliantly summed up 
by the founder of democratic    
Czechoslovakia T. G. Masaryk 
who said that democracies are     
created by democrats. We should 
always support primarily the demo-
crats not the ballots.  

We do have to have the immediate 
outcome of potential revolutions 
and deep, systemic changes con-
stantly in mind. We have to question 
the “wisdom” of holding elections 
which are not based on democratic 
traditions, pluralism, the rule of law, 
and a system of checks and balances. 
Islam is definitely not the solution 
to the situation in the Middle East 
in the sense that the main slogan of 
the Muslim Brotherhood states.  
Toppling of the relatively moderate 
regimes which are not hostile      
towards the western world and 
at least some western values can 
easily bring a much worse alterna-
tive. Imagine, for example, the pre-
sent alternative towards the regime 
of Ilham Aliyev in Azerbaijan. 
We must be smart, humble in our 
assessment, and convincing. 
We must support our true and po-
tential friends and allies and we must 
not turn them into our enemies. 

Convergence of American Idealism 
and Czech Skepticism  

Many Americans are by nature    
idealists. As Czechs we do thank 
American idealism for our freedom. 
Without it Czechoslovakia would not 
have been born after World War I; 
we would not have survived World 
War II, and we would not have re-
gained our freedom after the Cold 

War. As Czechs we are by nature 
sceptics. That does not mean that we 
do not believe in freedom, liberty, 
and democracy. It just means that we 
do not believe in miraculous or im-
posed solutions and we do usually try 
to warn of wearing rosy glasses 
based on wishful thinking. We are 
not always right and our skepticism 
can be an obstacle. At the same time 
wishful thinking can easily lead 
to the opposite results of those in-
tended.    

Our history has taught us to look 
at the undercurrents and to be     
passionate. We have learned to see 
the dangers of simplified impositions 
of artificial democratic rules 
and simplistic solutions   demon-
strated by a belief in holding        
elections without developed demo-
cratic structures and culture in place. 
One man, one vote, one time is 
not the solution. Yes, elections are 
a necessary component of democra-
cy. However, if applied only by itself, 
they can bring enormously           
destructive results. We do strongly 
believe in possibility, and we do wish 
that eventually there will be         
democracy in Russia as well as  plu-
ralism in the Middle East. The events 
of the last two decades have clearly 
demonstrated that such changes do 
not come overnight and are not 
guaranteed. We should support 
them, but we should not expect 
to get the results overnight. And we 
have to be prepared for setbacks.  

The last decades have shown us 
that we need US idealism and that 
we should be afraid of US isolationist 
tendencies. On our Czech side, we 
hope that we have demonstrated our 
commitment in defending transatlan-
tic values and that our joint work can 
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eventually bring mutually desired 
results. Unfortunately, traditional 
human rights and the United States 
agenda to promote democracy has 
been significantly weakened over 
the last several years. The post Arab 
Spring chaos in the Middle East 
as well as growing assertiveness 
of the Russian Federation should put 
a realistic democracy agenda back on 
the forefront of our transatlantic 
relations. 

Czech Experience and the Legacy 
of Václav Havel  

The successive governments 
of the democratic Czech Republic, 
relevant state institutions as well as 
flourishing nongovernmental organi-
zations and think tanks, have been 
engaged in worldwide support 
of basic human rights and transitions 
towards democratic and pluralistic 
societies for more than two decades. 
The relocation of Radio Free         
Europe/Radio Liberty from Munich 
to Prague has been more than sym-
bolic. The same symbolism reflecting 
the new realities in the world can be 
seen in broadening of the scope of its 
broadcasting and partly shifting of its 
attention from Europe to the broader 
Middle East.  

All four post-Cold War American 
presidents have repeatedly visited 
Prague and human rights and de-
mocracy agenda combined 
with the discussion about the        
situation in the Balkans, Eastern  
Europe and the Middle East have 
always been among the main topics 
of their official talks and public 
speeches. The long list of joint    
American and Czech projects 
in the field can be mentioned. 
The work of the National Endowment 

for Democracy, the National Demo-
cratic Institute as well as of the In-
ternational Republican Institute 
with Prague and Brno based partners 
vis-à-vis the Balkans, Eastern Europe, 
Middle East as well as Burma, Cuba, 
and Venezuela started already 
in the 90’s. Significant projects have 
been done through the Open Society 
Institute network and many         
respected organizations have grown 
in the Czech Republic – People 
in Need, Transitions Online, Vaclav 
Havels Forum 2000 Foundation,   
Prague Security Studies Institute, 
Central and Eastern European Law 
Initiative (CEELI), Center for Democ-
racy and Culture in Brno, as well 
as CEVRO among others.  

Prague already for years has hosted 
the largest world documentary film 
festival dealing with human rights 
and democracy issues, “One World,” 
and most recently Prague has estab-
lished itself as an important,        
respected and neutral venue 
for various meetings bringing        
together actors from across the Mid-
dle East, Europe and North America 
including Israelis and people 
from countries which do not         
recognize Israeli exist-
ence. Willingness to come in great 
numbers and feedback collected 
from participants provide the best 
proof that the concept is attractive 
and that it delivers results no matter 
how difficult and sometimes even 
tragic the situation in various      
countries and regions is. 

The major inspiration and supporter 
behind strong transatlantic relations 
as well as all democracy promotion 
and human rights defense projects 
was without any dispute former dis-
sident and later President Vaclav 

Havel. The Czech humanitarian 
and human rights NGO People 
in Need was the first organization 
of its type from the post-communist 
Central and Eastern Europe which 
started to work in the warzones and 
inside authoritarian and dictatorial 
regimes of the Balkans, Eastern   
Europe and later on in the Middle 
East. The first funding came from 
the citizens of the Czech Republic 
deep in the time of our own political 
and economic transformation.      
Later on, the Czech government was 
the first in Central Europe to release 
funds for projects supporting demo-
cratic transformations and human 
rights defense. It is no secret that 
the US and not European democratic 
assistance models were the           
inspiration. The release 
of government funds as well as    
domestic fundraising from the side 
of NGOs for projects outside 
of the Czech Republic have been 
the best examples demonstrating 
our strong commitment to       trans-
atlantic values. We have not been 
the most vocal promoters of our-
selves but we have proven ourselves 
through our deeds. 

Lessons Learned  

The history of the Czech nation    
confronting Nazi and Communist 
totalitarianisms, its successful politi-
cal, economic and security           
transformation after the fall 
of the Soviet Union as well as        
geographic location of the Czech 
Republic in general and Prague 
in particular puts us into the best 
position to work together 
with the United States towards 
achieving the above mentioned 
goals. It is vital for the Czech Republic 
to keep the United States engaged 
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in Europe. We strongly believe that 
it is important for the United States 
not to lose its friends 
on the European continent. Joint 
projects carried out vis-à-vis third 
countries in the field of democracy, 
human rights, pluralism, as well as 
economic and security reforms could 
only cement the bonds.  

From our own experience we can 
state that it is always far better 
to engage authoritarian and         
totalitarian forces and ideologies as 
they are emerging. It is wise               
to confront them inside the regions 
they come from. We should simply 
not wait for them to come to our 
own, domestic playgrounds. Then 
our defense comes too late and is 
much harder. There are plenty 
of examples from modern history 
supporting wise and preventive 
measures. There are probably even 
more crystal clear examples 
of failures. 

Back to the Basics  

American institutions and founda-
tions have been recently expelled 
from Cairo and Moscow. Such      
developments have only        
strengthened the need for our      
cooperation. A good sign is that we 
already see new projects starting. 
International Republican Institute 
initiated, for example, the training 
of Egyptians run from Prague by 
CEVRO. The talks about                     
the establishment of The Center 
for Civil Society Innovation in Prague 
started months before recent events 
in Ukraine and the Russian invasion 
into Crimea. Creation of CCSI was 
initiated by the US government 
and should be jointly funded 
by several other governments 

and private foundations. It should 
aim to creatively and flexibly respond 
to emerging challenges and opportu-
nities facing civil society in Eurasia. 
Creation of such a center in Prague is 
not only timely. It is the most recent 
example of the potential for our joint 
and long term cooperation based 
on values as well as expertise 
from our transition of the last quar-
ter century.  

There are programs which cannot be 
run from Washington D.C., Brussels, 
London, Paris or Berlin. The main 
reason is far from being the price 
and geographic location. The main 
reason is the commitment 
and the expertise. The second reason 
is in a sense the neutral 
and historically-geographically suita-
ble environment. The opportunity 
should not be missed for the sake 
of Czech - American relations as well 
as of the democratic and free     
transatlantic community.  

The “reset” of U.S. relations 
with Russia has failed not surprising-
ly. It actually never had chance 
to succeed. Not because of the lack 
of good will from the side the United 
States. Simply because the present 
Russian ruling elite has not been 
interested. Their interest is primarily 
focused on re-creation of an authori-
tative empire not on smooth rela-
tions with the United States 
in particular and the West in general. 
The value based reset of US - Central 
European partnership in support 
of a pluralistic neighborhood 
of NATO and EU has a better chance 
to succeed. In any case, it will be 
a long run. 

 

Summary 

 We must support strong     
transatlantic relations and pre-
serve and defend our liberal 
democratic order as well as 
peace, and prosperity on both 
sides of the Atlantic is an         
imperative. We must continue 
to support democratic ideas 
and to help in building pluralistic 
societies around the world.  
 

 The main geographic areas 
of focus should naturally be 
on the borders of NATO and the 
EU, be it in the Balkans, Eastern 
Europe or in the broader Middle 
East. The past experience 
and interest of relevant players 
from Venezuela, Cuba, Burma 
or Vietnam have proven 
,however,  that Czech based ex-
pertise and experience          
supported by convenient 
and relatively neutral ”space” 
provided by a smaller member 
state of the EU and the NATO 
without any past hegemonic  
aspirations continues to be 
enormously inspirational. 
 

 Last but not least, the      trans-
atlantic bonds must be based 
not only on shared values 
but also on implementation 
of very specific joint and mutu-
ally beneficial projects linking 
various institutions, think tanks, 
NGOs as well as individuals. 


