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Neoconservatives Among Us?
A Study of Former Dissidents’
Discourse

JENI SCHALLER

Abstract: Neoconservative political thought has been characterized as “distinctly
American”, but could there be fertile ground for its basic tenets in post-communist
Europe? This paper takes an initial look at the acceptance of the ideas of American neo-
conservative foreign policy among Czech elites who were dissidents under the communist
regime. Open-ended, semi-structured interviews with eight former dissidents were con-
ducted and then analyzed against a background of some fundamental features of neocon-
servative foreign policy. Discourse analysis is the primary method of examination of the
texts. Although a coherent discourse among Czech former dissidents cannot be said to ex-
ist, certain aspects reminiscent of American neoconservative thought were found.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Neoconservatism, as a strain of political thought in the United States, has
been represented as “distinctly American” and Irving Kristol, often considered
the “godfather” of neoconservatism, emphatically states “[t]here is nothing
like neoconservatism in Europe” (Kristol 2003: 33). Analyst Jeffrey Gedmin
writes that the “environment for neoconservatism as such is an inhospitable
one” in Europe, especially Germany (Gedmin 2004: 291). The states of Cen-
tral Europe, in contrast to many of the established continental EU members,
represent a rather more pro-American stance. With groups of former dissi-
dents whose political leanings are in part informed by the American anti-
communist, pro-democracy policies of the 1970s and 1980s, could there be
a more hospitable environment for neoconservative ideas in a Central Euro-
pean state such as the Czech Republic?

The Czech dissident community was not as extensive or well-organised as
that in Poland or even Hungary, largely due to the post-1968 “normalisation”
in Czechoslovakia. While their counterparts in Poland and Hungary enjoyed
some limited bargaining power vis-&vis the regime throughout the 1980s,
Czech dissidents remained a very loose group of individuals with various ide-
ological viewpoints, brought together by their opposition to communist total-
itarian rule. Despite their difficult conditions, “a small but forceful opposition
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with echoes of support in society and abroad” was maintained and finally
gained widespread public support in autumn 1989 (Vachudova 2005: 28).
After the collapse of the communist regime in late 1989, the new government
consisted mainly of former dissidents and some who had not been active dis-
senters, but had not been active party members either. In comparison with
Slovakia, many more Czech dissidents with no previous political or even pro-
fessional experience were willing to assume not only legislative, but also ex-
ecutive posts (Ucent 1999: 85). Viclav Havel provides the most striking ex-
ample, but quite a few other politically inexperienced former dissidents took
important positions, especially within the first few post-1989 governments.
Without exaggerating the influence of former dissidents in the post-commu-
nist era, I assume that their presence in the government, cabinet, and extra-
governmental research does have an (at least limited) impact on policies, as
well as public opinion. The goal of this paper is not, however, to measure or
attempt to characterise the influence of former dissidents on Czech politics,
but rather to examine and describe a narrow slice of the ideological spectrum.

My objective is to analyse the discourse of Czech former dissidents on US
foreign policy to determine whether there is a pattern of political thought
among the Czech political and intellectual elite sympathetic to or supportive
of American neoconservatism.! The analysis looks specifically at the texts of
interviews with former dissidents — who partially comprise the foreign poli-
cy elite — to determine whether these texts comprise a discourse supportive of
American neoconservatism. Discourse analysis can help to identify the sources,
key concepts, and relations between the concepts used by the Czech elite to
describe and explain American foreign policy.

Several important works have been published that generally discuss the
dissident movements in Central and Eastern Europe, including Czechoslo-
vakia (Falk 2003; Holy 1996; Rupnik 1998), but none directly address the
views of the Czech dissident movement on foreign policy, perhaps because
the democratic opposition in Central Europe was primarily concerned with
the transformation of their domestic systems to embrace democracy. Falk
warns against trying to outline the specific views of Charter 77: “Beyond
human rights, it is difficult to pin down a definitive ‘charter position’ on
anything, and to do so misses the point entirely” (Falk 2003: 253). However,
once the democratic transformation was realised, and the former democratic
opposition assumed the leadership role, specific policies had to be formed. In
the literature dealing with the transformation from democratic opposition to
the new rulers, no study has examined the role of American neoconservatism
on Czech foreign policy. This project, therefore, aims to be a first step in ex-
ploring the possible implications of neoconservatism for the Czech Republic,
and hopes to spark a debate about the resonance of this “distinctly American”
mode of thought in the post-Communist world.

I1. THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

This project aims to provide a microanalysis of a small section of the Czech
elite’s constructions of American foreign policy and neoconservatism. The
analysis will look at key concepts in Czech former dissidents’ discourse on
American foreign policy, establishing whether those concepts form a dis-
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course revealing implicit or explicit support of American neoconservatism.
The methodology will follow Milliken (1999), who stresses that to establish
the existence of a discourse; one must identify the “key aspects of significa-
tive practices”, the ways in which objects within the discourse are given
meaning (Milliken 1999: 231).

Discourse analysis (DA) primarily aims to identify and describe the dis-
courses used in public texts, which is to say that the intention is to stay at the
level of discourse, and not venture into what actors “actually” think or per-
ceive (Waever n.d.: 5). Furthermore, as critical social theory, it is not taken for
granted that actors somehow provide objectively “true” representations of
their beliefs, or even that there could be such a representation. Rather, actors
must represent and recontextualise their own and others’ social actions, with
the effect that the actions exist only in representations and recontextualisations
(Fairclough 2001). Meaning in discourse does not arise independently from
material objects, but rather is built on the relationships between objects with-
in a sign system, and the structure of these relationships will most often occur
in binary oppositions (Derrida 1981). In Milliken’s analysis, discourses “are
background capabilities that are used socially, at least by a small group of of-
ficials if not more broadly in a society or among different elites and societies”
(1999: 233). These background capabilities provide the means by which (in in-
ternational relations) the world is organised and understood, and ultimately
make possible certain policy actions, while rendering others impossible.

In foreign policy DA studies (one of three major types of DA presented by
Milliken), the concern is with “explaining how a discourse articulated by
elites produces policy practices (individual or joint)” (1999: 240). This study
can be considered to fall under this domain, but the specific group of elites
represents a very narrow section of the political spectrum. If a specific for-
eign policy discourse among current political elites with a personal history of
dissent in fact exists, it would act as a background capacity? for understanding
Czech foreign policy in relation to America. As a study involving a substantial
number of intellectual and academic elites, aspects of international relations
theory DA studies may also apply. This type of DA “extend[s] analyses of
theoretical representations via arguments that knowledge produced in the
academy is fused with that of policy-makers to make up a ‘dominant intel-
lectual/policy perspective’” (1999: 236-237).

Milliken extends the explanatory power of foreign policy DA to “analyz-
ing how an elite’s ‘regime of truth’ made possible certain courses of action by
a state”, noting that the goal of DA should be to explain how discourses pro-
duce “policy practices” (1999: 236-2377). The aim of this study is much nar-
rower and will only explore the first step in the process — whether a coherent
discourse on American foreign policy and neoconservatism can be identified
among Czech former dissidents. Much more extensive research should be
done to determine whether and to what extent such a discourse affects the for-
mation of Czech foreign policy practices.

Methodology
Interviews of current academic or political elites with personal histories of

dissent were collected. The sample of elites was drawn from current and for-
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mer government officials (MPs, senators, foreign ministry officials), represen-
tatives of think-tanks, university professors and other “intellectuals-at-large”
with a history of dissent against the Communist regime. I define dissent as
participation in a dissident movement, such as Charter 77, samizdat publica-
tions, or other dissident activities. Furthermore, I included one individual who
lived in exile during part of the communist regime.

The eight interviewees, while mostly not directly active in foreign policy
making, have been involved in the process and continue to hold positions which
may influence policy making. Most of the interviewees are intellectuals rather
holders of governmental office, however in recent years several have held po-
sitions such as Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs and Ambassador. Although
they are now mostly in non-governmental positions, the importance of their
opinions, contributions to media outlets and general intellectual discussions in
the Czech Republic should not be underestimated. Some of the individuals are
regular contributors to academic journals, the mass media and governmental
and academic conferences, all of which serve as vectors spreading their opinion
to other areas of Czech society. Others are involved with think tanks and or-
ganisations regularly producing policy briefs and recommendations, and serve
as experts and sources of information for the Czech government. Furthermore,
as experts in politics and international relations, their opinions and analyses
may play a role in informing and convincing policy makers. With this in mind,
a coherent discourse among these individuals could have considerable potential
to affect the foreign policy actions of the state.

Interview structure

I used a combination of structured and semi-structured interview questions,
following the findings of Aberbach and Rockman (2004), who argue that
open-ended questions are more useful where there is little prior research on
the subject at hand. Furthermore, open-ended questions are often more valid
because “they provide a greater opportunity for respondents to organise their
answers within their own frameworks” and because they allow elite respon-
dents to answer freely rather than “being put in the straightjacket of close-end-
ed questions” (2004: 2). The questions were structured around the features of
neoconservative foreign policy as discussed in section VI, in the hopes of ob-
taining as much coverage of the target areas of foreign policy as possible. The
eight interviews were transcribed in part and analyzed for specific linguistic
and syntactical constructions consistent among respondents. The small sam-
ple size and the in-depth nature of the interviews call for close analysis of the
texts and any consistencies among them to determine if the assumed dis-
course does exist.

ITI. NEOCONSERVATISM AND CZECH DISSIDENTS

Neoconservatism has become a rising political force in the United States,
breaking from traditional conservatism to press for activism and morality in
international relations. The origins of neoconservative thought will be dis-
cussed later (section V), but it is useful to note that its potential influence on
American politics was being recorded as early as the late 1970s and early
1980s, although it focused on domestic rather than foreign policy (Steinfels
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1979, Joseph 1982). One of the major distinguishing aspects of the neocon-
servative vision of international relations is the belief that universal democ-
racy (combined with US benevolent hegemony) will create a peaceful world.
Furthermore, the debate over the influence of American neoconservatives
is increasingly controversial and multi-faceted in the US and Europe. The
Czech Republic, like other post-communist European states, has had a fairly
consistent pro-American foreign policy. While other states in Europe have
become hostile towards US policy since the 2003 invasion of Iraq the states
of Central Europe (termed “new Europe” by Donald Rumsfeld) joined the
American “coalition of the willing” in Iraq, contributing much-needed inter-
national legitimacy. The Bush administration has praised these states as shar-
ing America’s values and remembering the hardships of totalitarian regimes.

The former Czech dissidents seem to represent the most pro-American sec-
tor of the Czech political elite. Under communism, some dissidents devel-
oped an affinity for the United States as a symbol of democracy, as the US
held the main symbolic role in opposition to the Soviet Union. The US sup-
ported this image through outlets such as the Voice of America and Radio Free
Europe. One interviewee noted that since 1965 he had followed the American
press courtesy of the US embassy in Prague, which welcomed Czech citizens
to its reading room and provided information not otherwise available. With
US tacit support for indigenous democrats, the dissident elite made out of
America a model for democracy and for how their countries could emerge as
(or return as) democratic states. In addition, the perceived importance of the
Reagan administration’s foreign policy in ending the Cold War may add to the
admiration of an interventionist, pro-democracy foreign policy. The expecta-
tions of this study stem from an assumption that the experience of the Czech
dissidents under a totalitarian system would inform a pro-democracy and an-
ti-totalitarian stance similar to that of American neoconservatives.?

Furthermore, the dissident community was partially built on the ideas rep-
resented by Czechoslovakia’s pre-war democracy, founded by Tomas Gar-
rigue Masaryk — ideas later forbidden by the regime and idealised by the
democratic opposition (Holy 1996: 48—49). NATO representative Karel Ko-
vanda (himself a former dissident) has characterised the Czech affinity for
American idealism thus: “[w]e detect a strand of idealism in US foreign pol-
icy which appeals to us: for better or worse, President Masaryk’s country —
our own — was founded on the strength of Wilsonian idealism, back in 1918.
It is an idealism dedicated to freedom and democracy” (Kovanda 2003). Wil-
sonian idealism, the (sometimes naive) desire for democracy around the
world, based on the belief that democracy is a universal value, is often con-
sidered a foundation for American neoconservatism (which however, tends to
push for a harder application of this policy). As we shall see in the next sec-
tion, the terms Kovanda uses are very similar to those used by American neo-
conservatives in describing their own foreign policy vision.

Because of their experience as the democratic opposition under totalitarian
rule, the dissident elite would be expected to sympathise with individuals in
a similar position in other regimes. This is clearly evident in the former dis-
sidents’ vocal support for the indigenous Cuban and North Korean democrats,
which has even led to conflicts at the EU level. A speech by former Ambassador
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to the US, Alexandr Vondra, illustrates how personal experiences lead to sym-
pathy with North Korean citizens:

We do have some common experiences with my country, which had its
own bitter totalitarian experiences where we struggled to bring it down. Many
of my fellow citizens paid for the depravity of the communist dictatorship
with exile, imprisonment and some with their life. I have had my own expe-
riences with freedom fighting and I was fortunate enough to spend only two
months in a communist prison. I mention this disturbing fact because I think
it illustrates a political experience comparable with that of present-day North
Korea. (Vondra 2003)

Such strong empathy with the oppressed democratic opposition in totali-
tarian regimes leads indicates that the former Czech dissidents would be
strongly against all such regimes and would actively support political or even
military action — a position strongly favoured by US neoconservatives, but by
few other sectors of the population in the US or Europe. Although the neo-
conservative and Czech dissident experiences are vastly different, their rea-
sons for supporting action against such regimes do not differ so greatly — both
look to the spread of democracy as a guarantee of human rights and security
around the world.

‘We might expect to find an underlying support for action against totalitar-
ian regimes, possibly with America as the leading power, stemming from an
understanding that the hard-line actions of President Reagan were crucial in
the disintegration of the Soviet bloc. This is demonstrated in Vaclav Havel’s ap-
peal to the US Congress for leadership in helping “the Soviet Union on its ir-
reversible, but immensely complicated, road to democracy” (Havel, 1990).
The neoconservative movement has its roots in the vehement opposition to
the Soviet Union and the US policy of détente. Disillusioned by Washing-
ton’s “soft” approach to the Soviet Union, early neoconservatives (most of
them leftists) were “mugged by reality” in Irving Kristol’s phrasing, and
turned to support a hard-line approach to the Soviet Union. In a similar way
many of the early Czech dissident community originally supported socialism,
but grew jaded with its implementation.* Later generations (including most of
those interviewed for this study) were certainly anti-Soviet, and generally
supported a more hard-line stance by the US and Western Europe in the Cold
War. As one interviewee told me: “If you understand the logic of the totalitar-
ian system, it can be overcome, but not from within. You need international
support and the assistance of a strong authority from the outside. (...) Without
Ronald Reagan and his explicit rhetorics, nothing would change in Russia.”
It can be easily (although perhaps not always accurately), argued that this par-
ticular foreign policy of the neoconservatives would have been heavily sup-
ported by those who fought against the communist regime.

A final link between Czech dissidence and neoconservatism is the empha-
sis on the return of morality to politics. Morality and the fight against evil is
a common strain in the writings of Havel, especially since the fall of com-
munism and the establishment of democracy in Central Europe. “For peace
cannot be attained without a readiness to defend it against the forces of evil”
(Havel 1999). Furthermore, the role of a strong military behind the democra-
cy has come into focus, especially in light of NATO’s Central European ex-
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pansion. “An army will always remain an unequivocal expression of the shared
will to live in freedom, to defend freedom and to engage in joint efforts in or-
der to ensure freedom for others as well” (Havel n.d.). This emphasis on the
need to defend freedom (after fighting for it for so long) echoes neoconser-
vative calls for greater military strength. The combination of anti-Soviet his-
tory and a deep-seeded belief in the importance of democracy in securing hu-
man rights help raise an expectation of similar discourses between American
neoconservatives and Czech former dissidents.

IV. FEATURES OF NEOCONSERVATIVE FOREIGN POLICY

Identifying the key areas of neoconservative policy and theory can be prob-
lematic because of the wide range of opinions held by neoconservatives and
the large amount of misleading or misunderstood information published on
neoconservative policy beliefs.> Weekly Standard® editor David Brooks
warns: “If you ever read a sentence that starts with ‘Neocons believe’, there
is a 99.44 per cent chance everything else in that sentence will be untrue”
(Brooks 2004: 42). Nevertheless, there are certain qualities around which
a fairly coherent neoconservative worldview, specifically concerning foreign
policy, is structured. I identify three guiding pillars of neoconservative for-
eign policy: American hegemony, hard Wilsonianism, and moralistic visions
of good and evil in the world. As we shall see, these three main features are
intricately connected and form a distinct and coherent mandate for US foreign
policy.

American Benevolent Hegemony

After the end of the Cold War, America was often hailed as the only re-
maining “superpower”. For neoconservatives, this is America’s rightful place;
it is the only country with the ability and desire to build and reinforce a stable,
peaceful (read: democratic) world. This belief centres around a strong convic-
tion in American exceptionalism, which Zachary Selden identifies as an al-
most unquestioned core idea of American foreign policy. Exceptionalism is
manifest in the view of the American notion of liberal democracy as a univer-
sal concept. As a bastion of stable democracy, America has both the right and
the duty to build a peaceful world society. Furthermore, the influence of the
US in the world is seen as undeniably positive. Joshua Muravchik, a resident
scholar at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI),” identifies as one of two ba-
sic “truths” of America’s foreign policy that “America is a great force for good
in the world” (1991: 222). Irwin Stelzer, a former AEI director, writes: “Neo-
cons believe that a militarily powerful America must play what can be rea-
sonably described as an imperial role if there is to be a new, peaceful world or-
der” (2004: 11).8 Neoconservatives envision a new world order, in which
peace and democracy prevail, and America retains its power in what Charles
Krauthammer has called a “unipolar era” (Kristol and Kagan 2000: 58).

Neoconservatives see dire consequences for America and the world if the
superpower does not live up to these expectations:

Even if the threat from China were to disappear tomorrow, that would not
relieve us of the need for a strong and active role in the world. Nor would it
absolve us of the responsibilities that fate has placed on our shoulders. Given
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the dangers we know currently exist, and given the certainty that unknown
perils await us over the horizon, there can be no respite from this burden
(Kristol and Kagan 2000: 71).

This statement, typical of neoconservative writings, blends traditional con-
servative pessimism, which sees no end to the possibility of evil in the world
with an underlying sense of responsibility for confronting and even over-
coming this evil. America is portrayed as “burdened” with the responsibility
for confronting and removing these “dangers”. Neoconservatives have thus
moved beyond realism to a more progressive view, in which evil can be over-
come, a feature that will be explored in greater detail below.

“Hard Wilsonianism”

Although neoconservative writers claim Wilson as an important ideologi-
cal predecessor, there is a significant difference in the neoconservative appli-
cation of Wilsonian idealism. Democracy is still the goal, but the means have
taken a more aggressive turn. This is often referred to as “hard” Wilsonian-
ism: making democracy possible by deposing dictatorial regimes that threaten
American security and the world order — using military force if all else fails,
following regime change with nation-building, and relying on various ad-hoc
coalitions rather than on the United Nations’ support (Stelzer 2004: 9). The
traditional liberal tools of diplomacy, institutions, and multilateralism are, in
the more hawkish writings, portrayed as weak and inefficient means of
achieving democratisation. However, neoconservative authors are divided as
to how aggressive this policy should be, and to what extent unilateralism is
better than multilateralism.’

The neoconservative vision of a democratic world involves far more than
supporting indigenous efforts to democratise; the policy is the “export of
democracy ”. Joshua Muravchik’s book, Exporting Democracy (published by
the AEI), gives three reasons for America to take democracy export as the
main engine of its foreign policy. First is ‘empathy with our fellow humans,’
giving others the possibility to pursue freedom in the American fashion. Lest
the policy be derided as pure altruism, the second reason points to the in-
creasing friendliness of a democratic world to American interests — “what is
good for democracy is good for America” (Muravchik 1991: 222). The last
reason is essentially a restatement of the democratic peace theory: a world
consisting of democracies is most likely to be a peaceful world. There is
clearly an understanding that the ideas and values of the US should serve as
the basis for government in the rest of the world, precisely because shared or
common values will both increase security and render political and ideologi-
cal conflict unlikely.

Neoconservative idealism is infused with an extremely value-driven policy
and a very inclusive understanding of national interests extending far beyond
the minimal realist understanding. National interests extend beyond econom-
ic wellbeing and protection from immediate threats to include securing free-
dom and democracy around the world. In seeing liberal democracy and the
free market as the most important factors in promoting peace around the
world, neoconservative policy draws upon democratic peace theory. This re-
jection of the traditional conservative pessimistic view of a world doomed to

50 PERSPECTIVES 25/2006




JENI SCHALLER

perish is another fundamental break with realism.!? Unlike traditional con-
servative realism, neoconservatism postulates that a world without conflict
could be possible, if all players agreed to US-dominance and Western-style
democracy. The conclusion is that national interest is no longer confined to
the geographical sphere. Great powers (like the United States) must also con-
sider their interest in ideological terms.

The spread of (Western-style) liberal democracy remains the goal of hard
Wilsonianism, as Irving Kristol has argued, “not only out of sheer humanitari-
anism but also because the spread of liberal democracy improves U.S. security,
while crimes against humanity inevitably make the world a more dangerous
place” (2003: 49). In Kristol’s argument, the alternative to liberal democracy
is crime against humanity. No other system is viable. Liberal democracy, ac-
companied by the free market, is taken for granted as the best form of gov-
ernment universally, and American foreign policy should strive to support
democracy around the world.

Moralistic Visions of Good and Evil

To examine the final pillar of neoconservative foreign policy, moralistic vi-
sions of good and evil, a brief discussion of the movement’s political devel-
opment is useful. What is now called neoconservatism has its theoretical roots
in a group of individuals who in the 1930s and 40s were part of the anti-Stalin-
ist left. Their philosophical idealism comes from an association with pre-war
political leftism, which rejected cynical realist approaches to foreign policy.
During the 1960s, as the New Left movement gained publicity and strength,
the reactionary movement also built up steam, albeit more quietly. Within the
context of the Cold War, the first generation neoconservatives!! turned away
from the prevailing liberal views to a hard-line stance on Communism and in-
terventionism, emphasising the need for strong anticommunism and support
for freedom around the world. In a domestic context, the group bemoaned
a “lack of moral fibre” evident in the civil rights and antiwar movements,
leading them to accept conservative social and moral values. Thus in con-
temporary neoconservative theory we can identify policy values from both
sides. From its liberal underpinnings, neoconservatism takes a broad view of
the national interest and America’s responsibility in the world, while from
conservatism it takes a respect for tradition and moral values that also inform
its foreign policy.

The underlying sense of distinct moral values is also found in neoconser-
vative foreign policy. According to this understanding of the world, there are
good and evil forces, and the distinction between them is quite clear. Edward
Rhodes, in his critical appraisal of George W. Bush’s NATO policy, identifies
the “changing faces of evil” in the administration’s rhetoric. The “new faces”
of evil — terrorism and tyranny — are merely extensions of the same evil that
has been the target of American foreign policy all along (previously in the
form of Nazism and communism). “Thus while the faces, names, and forms
change, the underlying nature of evil and the appropriate reaction to it are
constant: it is the denial of individual freedom, carried out by intimidation
and terror, against which the Atlantic partners have fought and must continue
to fight” (Rhodes 2004: 135). In the neoconservative view of international re-
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lations, evil is ever-present and ever-changing, but the forces for good are al-
ways gradually advancing against it.!? The “end of the Cold War represented
a real and irreversible victory” in the struggle against evil, although the war
on evil (in the form of terrorism and tyranny) has not been won decisively
(Rhodes 2004: 135).

Thus the mandate of “good” forces is to rid the world of “evil” ones. The
belief that evil can be overcome is an important departure from traditional
conservative and realist thought. These evil, tyrannical regimes cannot be ex-
pected “to play by the existing— which is to say American — rules of the
game”. Therefore the answer lies in a policy of regime change including out-
right military means, covert support for dissidents, economic sanctions and
diplomatic isolation (Kristol and Kagan: 2000: 70).

Although neoconservative thought also presents a vivid and fairly coherent
policy program for domestic concerns, the focus here will remain on foreign
policy. Certainly other areas of concern have not been discussed in depth, in-
cluding the extension of military and defence capabilities. However, these
concerns can be traced back to three fundamental values: American domi-
nance, the universal appeal of democracy and the division of the world into
good and evil. The next section will take these three features of neoconserva-
tive foreign policy as a starting point for the analysis of the interview texts.
An additional section on the respondents’ conceptions of neoconservatism it-
self will also be included.

V. DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEW TEXTS

American Dominance

In neoconservative discourse, the ideal international power structure for the
United States and the world is a benevolent hegemony of the United States,
especially with regard to military structures. Although the desirability of
American dominance is often disputed, the fact that it remains the strongest
military power and that the world power structure can no longer be con-
sidered bipolar presents a level on which competing strains of IR theory
converge. US dominance, therefore, is taken as a background feature of the
current international relations discourse. I expect a Czech dissident discourse
that recognises the status of America as hegemon and supports this position.
Every dissident respondent answered that the US is the dominant power in the
world, most presented a positive appraisal of US foreign policy in general,
and there were varying degrees of support for US hegemony (including dis-
agreement).

All respondents answered that America is the dominant power in the inter-
national system. Although this question was presented as a structured multi-
ple-choice question, several respondents gave this answer even before hear-
ing all the choices. In the discourse of these former Czech dissidents, as well
as in the greater IR discourse, the perception of the US as most powerful is
presented as a widely agreed “fact” or “reality”, rather than an interpretation
of the global power structure.!3 The “reality” of American dominance there-
fore acts as a background capacity most likely not limited to the dissident
elites, and which may extend to most sectors of the Czech political spectrum.
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The neoconservative discourse sees American leadership as necessary for “the
maintenance of a decent and hospitable international order” (Kristol and Kagan
2000: 64). In contrast, the former dissidents interviewed all stressed the impor-
tance of increased cooperation, multilateralism, and moderation in US ambitions
and power. Europe was most consistently named as a power that could or should
play a larger role vis-&vis the US. Thus there is no clear sign that any of the re-
spondents view the proper response to increasing American power as deference
or gratitude on the part of the rest of the world, the response neoconservative
writers seem to expect. Embodying what several pointed out as the European
affinity for cooperation, respondents highlighted multilateralism as an alterna-
tive to the perceived overly ambitious US “go-it-alone” policy.

An interesting feature of the responses is that concepts of Europe and
America are consistently portrayed as opposites, with very distinct characteris-
tics that are both complementary and the source of conflict. Whereas Europe
is constructed as cynical, old, experienced (with war) and even disillusioned,
America represents optimism, the new, and is seen as willing to make clear
distinctions between right and wrong. According to one respondent, “We
have all been educated in Central Europe and you know this is the region
where you had so many wars in the past that it [taught] the people to be a little
bit sceptical and relativistic.” This opposition of Europe and America (particu-
larly as female and male) has also been described by neoconservative theorist
Robert Kagan (2000), and this idea was referenced directly by one respon-
dent. Despite these differences, Europe and America are both portrayed as
democratic and sharing the same values, hence the perceived need for more
cooperation between the two.

Only one respondent characterised the role of the US as negative, so the
call for multilateralism does not originate in anti-American feelings. The ma-
jority of respondents, although they pointed out various US policies with
which they disagree, still maintained that the overall influence of the US in
the world is positive. These relatively numerous positive evaluations of the
America’s influence in the world indicates a point of departure from general
Czech public opinion. In a poll conducted around the same time as these in-
terviews, over 40% of Czech respondents indicated that America represents
a threat to the world.!* In contrast, none of the respondents of this study even
hinted opinion that the US could represent such a danger. These former dis-
sidents, although from various political positions, tend to evaluate US foreign
policy more positively than the general Czech population. The convergence
of opinion on the influence of the US and its position in the world are the
strongest indicators of support position of neoconservatism. As such, the idea
of America as a hegemonic force for good in the world could provide evi-
dence of a background capacity for the policy practices of this particular dis-
course. However, the weakness of the other factors, as we shall see, most like-
ly rules out the chance of establishing a coherent dissident elite discourse, let
alone one supporting neoconservatism.

Democracy Export
One of the most distinguishing features of neoconservative foreign poli-

cy is its unabashed commitment to democracy-building around the world.
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Democracy promotion may be a stated goal of other strains of foreign policy,
but the distinguishing point of neoconservatism rests in the means through
which neoconservatism is willing to pursue democracy — even by force-and
the view that democracy-building constitutes security policy, which benefits
the national interests of those pursing the strategy as well. This point is also
the basis for the original assumption that the former democratic opposition of
the Czech Republic would support a hard-line democracy building approach
that has been criticised by other sectors. These “indigenous democrats” have
personal experience with totalitarianism and are therefore likely to sympa-
thise with the cause of the democratic opposition elsewhere in the world.

To approve of universal democracy export, one must believe that democra-
cy is fundamentally achievable in any country in the world. The policy advo-
cated by neoconservatives sees a short- to medium-term timeframe for change,
with prompting from established democracies. The quintessential contempo-
rary example of this has become Iraq, supported by the precedents of the
(re)constructions of democratic, market-oriented systems in Germany and Ja-
pan after WWIIL. Neoconservatives have pushed for a more active democra-
cy-building policy and deeper commitment, especially militarily, to stabilise
democracy (Boot 2004, Kristol and Kagan 2000).

In the interviewee responses three general opinions can be identified on the
question of establishing democracy anywhere in the world. Two respondents
believe democracy cannot be universally achieved around the world, three in-
dicated a level of scepticism or uncertainty, and three stated that it is indeed
possible in any country, albeit difficult. In this section I shall look at the con-
structions of democracy, and the reasons democracy export is or is not possible
according to each of the three lines of opinion. I will then examine whether
elements of a discourse are evident despite the contrasting opinions.

The two respondents who stated that democracy is not a universal phe-
nomenon are both active Catholic advocates. This may serve to inform their
understanding of democracy, although neither directly claimed a religious or
moral reason supporting their beliefs. One respondent insisted on the phrase
“liberal democracy”, defining it as based on the rule of law and private prop-
erty, cooperation among citizens, and the existence of a middle class. This
system developed out of the “continental or Anglo-American way of enlight-
enment. [It is] the product of a very special philosophy”, thus implying that
systems not originating from this specific enlightenment philosophy are not
capable of supporting democracy. The other respondent did not define democ-
racy, but rather stated “I don’t think there is anything specifically universal
about democracy being the best model for each and every human society.”

Both respondents, however, did acknowledge that there are ways in which
democracy could be implemented in other countries. The imagery used by
each in explaining the “growth” of democracy involved elements of nature:
“very slow organic growth”, “seeds for that kind of a political climate”, “can-
not implant... a mature liberal democracy”. In stressing the organic nature of
democratic growth, the respondents construct democracy as something natu-
ral for a certain system and unnatural for others. One respondent specifically
identified these others as “non-European”. Holy (1994) has found similar ev-
idence of metaphors of natural and artificial systems in the Czech media and

54 PERSPECTIVES 25/2006




JENI SCHALLER

public discourse about the creation of the Czech Republic, where the demo-
cratic Czech state is considered natural vis-&vis the artificial Czechoslovak
state.

Three respondents supported the claim that democracy is universally ap-
plicable. Each of these voiced support for democracy-building as foreign pol-
icy (implicitly for the United States, but possibly for any democratic state).
Using the theory of democratic peace, two respondents noted that spreading
democracy is in essence a security policy. From this perspective, all three fur-
ther supported the use of military force to establish democracy in place of
a non-democratic regime. Specific examples of states were used to back up
the claims that democracy is possible on a universal basis. The most com-
monly cited examples were post-war Germany and Japan — both of which are
key components of Muravchik’s argument for democracy export as a foreign
policy. These three former dissidents, in their approach to exporting democ-
racy, come closest to the neoconservative view of American foreign policy. In
the construction of democracy-building as security policy, several former dis-
sidents adopted the discourse of neoconservatism.

The sceptical (or middle) viewpoint tended to divide democracy imple-
mentation into theory and reality, noting that things are much more difficult
and complex in practice. These respondents, as well as those who supported
democracy export, expressed doubts about the quality and endurance of democ-
racy where the people do not understand or desire democracy.

Despite the division over the possibilities for democracy, a few common
features can be distinguished in the responses. Nearly all respondents noted
that there are several key concepts in the discussions of democracy: the “right
local conditions”, and the “long process” of democracy. What constitutes the
right local conditions was not always clearly delineated, but included civil so-
ciety, open debates about democracy, and the determined interest of the coun-
try in question (its citizens or government). Similar to the “organic” concept
of democracy, “local conditions” require that the country desires democratic
change, and that the basic tenets of democratic rule are understood and agreed
upon.

The respondents almost uniformly draw on personal or “Czech” experiences
in discussing democracy and its achievement around the world. This is often
tied to the concept of the local conditions, as if the Czechs should understand
the need for local support for democracy because they experienced a state in
which their conditions favoured democracy amid the falling communist rule.
The success of democracy-building in the Czech Republic is seen as a direct
result of the strong desire for democracy. This experience is then applied to
other cases, as one respondent told me: “every Czech will agree with this
[need for local acceptance of democracy] because of our experience.” These
references to the Czech experience are a particularly strong part of the dis-
course and may also provide a clue as to why the discourse about democra-
cy-building among the Czech elite is much less enthusiastic than in the neo-
conservative literature. The Czech national character has been described as
inherently cynical and self-critical (Holy 1996, Brodsky 2002), and the dis-
course about politics, even among a very specific sector of the population,
should not be expected to significantly differ. This may explain the cynical
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attitude towards the success of democracy-building efforts, which sharply
contrasts with the idealism considered so characteristic of US and neocon-
servative policy. This view parallels the above-mentioned distinction between
“cynical Europe” and “optimistic America”.

The evidence of a coherent discourse is less evident in this aspect than in
the first area (American dominance). Several aspects of the texts share simi-
lar features, but the range of different reasons given for the possibility or im-
possibility of specific democracies and the means necessary to bring them
forth are not systematic or representative of a consistent discourse informing
Czech policy.

Evil

Part of neoconservatism’s underlying ideology is the view that there are un-
mistakable forces of evil present in the world. Also a centrepiece of conser-
vative and moralistic views of foreign policy, the fundamental difference of
the neoconservative view is a progressive belief that this evil can be over-
come. Texts by neoconservative authors frequently refer to non-democratic,
authoritarian regimes as “evil”, and thus targets for aggressive American for-
eign policy. Respondents were asked to evaluate the use of the term “evil” in
American foreign policy speech. In a discourse among Czech elites sympa-
thetic to neoconservatism, one would expect references to evil as an existing,
but eventually surmountable force, clearly distinguished by certain character-
istics, and which can be contrasted with similarly clear “good” forces.

Nearly every respondent characterised the use of “evil” in rhetoric as a sim-
ple (or simplistic) means of expressing foreign policy. This is seen as both
positive and negative. In a positive light, the policy shows that the US has the
“will to speak clearly” or to mandate “clear policy”, which can help overcome
“European cynicism” or “relativism” which prohibits such clearly delineated
policy from being set forth. One respondent characterised the US use of
“evil” as a “tradition from the 80s” and several others identified it with the
politics of President Reagan and the end of the Cold War. Reagan’s “single-
minded” policy and its legacy in central Europe seem to be an important as-
pect of the pro-American tendencies among dissidents (Bransten 2004).

The use of evil in American political speech was evaluated negatively by
some respondents. One respondent noted that such vocabulary “puts one into
the role of sovereign judge” — a role in which the United States does not be-
long. Another respondent, who voiced his support for such rhetoric, noted
that although it is effective for mobilising a war-time population, it is not
pragmatic for “serious political analysis”. The simplicity and clarity of cate-
gorising some actors as evil is seen as having various uses and even political
relevance, but many respondents also note that such language has distinct
drawbacks.

This question was intended to reveal not only opinions towards US politi-
cal rhetoric involving evil, but also at the existential level, whether evil actu-
ally exists in the international relations context. In hindsight, the question did
not, in most cases, achieve this second purpose. Of the few respondents who
offered their views on the existence of evil, all expressed a belief that evil
does exist. In order not to presume the beliefs of those who did not offer them,
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I shall concentrate only on these responses. The most striking feature of those
who acknowledged evil is that the responses were couched in terms of per-
sonal experience. While there was very little narrativising, references were fre-
quently made to “our experience”, encompassing various dimensions: small
nation, Central Europe, part of the Soviet empire.!> Offering an answer based
on experience seems to lend it legitimacy, especially on a topic like evil, which
cannot easily be objectified.

For those who acknowledge it, evil is an existential truth, one that simply
exists or is embodied in a regime. There are no explanations as to how or why
it came into being, whether it was always there or evolved. The discourse as-
sumes that evil simply is. In the responses, regimes are described as evil, and
sometimes leaders, but citizens and nations are excluded or excused from the
description. These regimes have various evil qualities; in the words of one re-
spondent, evil regimes force “people to give public agreement and express
joy over policies that these very people considered criminal or idiotic”. These
evil regimes are brutal, capable of breaking people’s wills and even of “steal-
ing people’s souls”. Yet, the evil does not take on a personality, nor does it de-
scribe the people of the country; a distinction is made between the “regime”
and the people, who are construed as its victims. Several common examples
were given (North Korea, Iran, Nazism, communism), but very few references
were made to individual leaders. The importance of the Czech lands’ histori-
cal experience is evident in the fairly consistent naming of the Nazi and com-
munist regimes as evil.

Of the expectations of discourse, none were met by a majority of the re-
spondents. A select few viewed evil as an existing and surmountable force
that could be identified and distinguished from good and several others ac-
knowledged parts of this understanding. Few commonalities emerged among
respondents that could have led to fruitful analysis. The “moralistic visions of
good and evil” is the feature of the neoconservative discourse that receives
the least support among the interviewees. This is despite the emphasis on
morality in politics and the evils of the communist regime prevalent in dissi-
dent writings.

Neoconservatism

The final question in the interviews asked for the respondents to describe
American neoconservatism directly. This question did not follow a foreign
policy feature, but rather aimed directly at constructions of neoconservatism:
its views and its influence. As an open-ended question, it left a lot of room for
respondents to take any stance or framework for their descriptions. In the
writings of prominent neoconservatives, there has been a contention that neo-
conservatism does not, in fact, represent a coherent body of thought nor group
of individuals (Kristol 2003, Brooks 2004). Neoconservative writers them-
selves have trouble characterising neoconservatism; many decry the label al-
together. In fact, the most concise depictions of neoconservatism often come
from its harshest critics (Lind 2004, Zakaria 2004). I do not expect a dis-
course supportive of neoconservatism to adhere to a very simplistic charac-
terisation. Instead one would expect such a discourse to present neoconser-
vatism’s complexities alongside its strengths. Upon analysis, the interview
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responses seem constructed to reinforce this disputed belief that there is a co-
herent and consistent body of neoconservative thought.

One of the key concepts in respondents’ descriptions of neoconservatism is
“idealism”: neoconservatism is identified as idealist. In the discourse of in-
ternational relations, “idealism” is often presented in opposition to realism. In
the early 20th century, idealism encompassed the active pursuit of ideals such
as civilisation, democracy and peace, challenging the traditional realist pur-
suit of economic power, military power, political power and strictly defined
national interests. Traditional liberalism in American foreign policy repre-
sents this idealism, with a focus on negotiation, diplomacy and soft power.
Contrary to liberalism, neoconservatism acknowledges possibilities for the
use of force in its pursuit of goals like democracy, free trade and peaceful re-
lations. This is what is referred to in neoconservative writings as “hard Wil-
sonian” policy. Neoconservatism is thus somewhat paradoxical in its combi-
nation of idealist goals with realist means. In the discourse of the Czech elites
neoconservatism is depicted as opposing traditional realism and embracing an
idealist view, and as a paradoxical mix of contrasting objects.

Derrida has noted that when binary opposites occur in discourse, they are
almost always presented within a paradigm of power relations (Derrida
1981). This can be seen in the discourse of the US realist camp, which por-
trays neoconservative idealism as naive and uninformed (Prestowitz 2003).
Yet the sense in which respondents used “idealism” to describe neoconser-
vatism probably does not refer to the realist/idealist IR theory paradigm.
Rather, the context is probably a more everyday one, which views “realistic”
practical solutions as superior to unrealistic “idealistic”” solutions, which can
be naive, utopian, and unachievable. Furthermore, the language context also
has bearing on the meaning of idealism. Although in English the word “idea-
lism” has a more positively charged etymology, based in something higher —
the “ideal” rather than in the ordinary “real” — the same is not necessarily true
of Czech. Although the interviews were in English, it is highly likely that the
linguistic context in which they are situated is Czech. In the Czech context,
that which is “realistic” or practical is more reliable, and thus more desirable,
than something ideal or utopian. So applying the notion of binary opposites,
it can be said that idealism is the inferior of the two.

Expanding on the negative idealism that characterises neoconservatism, re-
spondents often represented it as something of a mix of otherwise incongru-
ous objects. For example, one respondent described neoconservatism as a mix
of “neoliberal economic measures and (...) religious (...) input”’, while another
characterised it as a “strange” combination of “antiestablishment thinking and
conservative thinking”, or as “trying to bring ideology into conservatism”
(according to this respondent, conservatism is ideology-free). Neoconservatism
thus reconciles measures or modes of thought often categorised as opposites.
It also reveals a sense of confusion among the respondents as to what neo-
conservatism actually means and what its consequences for America and the
world could be.

Those who ventured into longer descriptions of neoconservatism inevitably
brought out the history of leftism and anti-Sovietism. In explaining the neo-
conservative turn from leftism, the most important reason offered (and for
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some the only) was the disagreement with the policy of détente. This anti-
-Soviet tendency, from the perspective of dissidents of the former communist
block, forms an important basis for the support, explicit or implicit, of the
neoconservative position today. The experience of the dissident community
under a restrictive communist regime gives these individuals empathy for dis-
sidents under oppressive or non-democratic regimes. Furthermore, those who
voiced support for the anti-Soviet policies of the neoconservative bloc most
often expressed support for the current administration’s policies towards other
regimes (North Korea and Iran were most frequently mentioned).

The construction of neoconservatism as both idealist and hard-line in its
confrontation with the Soviet Union forms a coherent picture of neoconser-
vative foreign policy that matches the concept of hard Wilsonianism. While
idealist in the sense of its belief in democracy and active global intervention,
neoconservative policy is not limited to soft measures, but is willing to use
hard (military) means against regimes not sharing its ideals.

Despite some convergence on the concept of idealism, and a few other scat-
tered commonalities in responses, it is difficult to characterise the responses
to direct questions about American neoconservatism as a coherent discourse.
Many of the respondents were fairly knowledgeable about the origins and
postulates of neoconservative thought, but understanding does not neces-
sarily signify sympathy with the ideas. Although all respondents identified at
least one of the concepts mentioned above, and several patterns can be estab-
lished, the data set of texts is not comprehensive enough to comprise a co-
herent discourse.

VI. CONCLUSION

This study explored Czech elite constructions of American foreign policy
and neoconservatism with hopes of identifying a discourse supporting neo-
conservatism among these former dissidents. After analysing the transcrip-
tions of eight interviews with current members of the former dissident elites,
a coherent and consistent discourse cannot be said to exist. The interview
questions were scheduled around a set of neoconservative foreign policy fea-
tures: American hegemony, democracy export and visions of evil. Among the
respondents the most consistent discoursive features included: the US’s posi-
tion as the dominant global power as a “reality”, the US as a positive influ-
ence on the world, democracy-building as a “long process” requiring “the
right local conditions”, and American neoconservatism as “idealism”. These
discoursive features, although occurring in the texts of several respondents,
cannot be taken to form a consistent discourse because of the disparate nature
of their occurrence and the relatively small size of the set of texts analysed.

Moreover, the constructions of American foreign policy and neoconser-
vatism do not represent a wholly supportive view of neoconservatism for sev-
eral reasons. First, there is a fair amount of disagreement on the feasibility of
democracy export, especially to non-Western states, the belief in which is
central to neoconservative foreign policy. Second, although many respon-
dents expressed support for the use of “evil” in rhetoric, those who affirmed
that evil is existent and recognisable in the world were few (only three). Fi-
nally, the construction of neoconservatism as “idealist”, in the Czech context,
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indicates a negative (although perhaps only slightly) perception of neocon-
servatism.

The objectives of this research were on two levels: first to establish
whether a discourse exists and second to determine using that discourse the
level of support for or acceptance of neoconservative political thought among
the former dissidents of the Czech elite. From the data, it is not possible to
state that a coherent discourse exists, despite a moderate level of similar dis-
coursive features found in the discussion of American foreign policy. This
conclusion stands only for the data analysed, and a broader study of the Czech
elite might provide more conclusive evidence of a discourse. Further research
into the discourse of the Czech elite and former dissidents could provide more
substantial evidence of a small body of support for neoconservatism in the
Czech Republic. In addition, more in-depth research into the discourse of for-
mer dissidents, of which a fair amount has been written, could provide more
similarities between neoconservative and dissident discourses in the Czech
Republic and other former or current totalitarian societies. More systematic
research into the topic on these three levels is needed for a more concrete con-
clusion on whether neoconservative foreign policy has found a haven in Cen-
tral Europe. As such, this study can serve only as an introduction to the area,
hoping to provoke discussion and further research.

ENDNOTES

! Due to the limited data set and scope of the project at hand, this paper aims to introduce an area in
which further research is needed before concrete conclusions can be made.

2 “[Dliscourses operate as background capacities for persons to differentiate and identify things, giv-
ing them taken-for-granted qualities and attributes, and relating them to other objects” (Milliken,
1999, p. 231).

3T acknowledge that the origins of the pro-democracy and anti-totalitarian stances of the US neo-
conservative community and the Czech dissident community stem from very different experiences
of the Cold War. However, the formation of these ideas is not the focus, but rather their symbolic
presence within the Czech discourse.

4 However, as Falk argues, these early pro-Communist intellectuals may have actually shifted further
left rather than to the right, in the face of a dysfunctional Communist regime: “throughout the re-
gion much of the opposition to authoritarian communism grew from and remained committed to
the Left” (Falk 2003: 61).

5 Perhaps because the neoconservative community is seen as nadve or even hostile by more leftist
academia, or perhaps for other reasons, there seems to be a lack of literature taking neoconser-
vatism as a serious strand of thought. Even among neoconservatives there is often some disagree-
ment over the pillars of policy. Furthermore, the term “neoconservative” itself acquired a negative
connotation and was perhaps misused in the wake of the US military action against Iraq in 2003.

6 The Weekly Standard is one of the leading neoconservative publications. For a more complete dis-
cussion of neoconservative thinkers, periodicals, documents and think tanks see “Empire Builders”
at The Christian Science Monitor Online, www.christianssciencemonitor.org/specials/neocon/
index/html.

7 Research scholars at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) are among the most prominent neo-
conservative theorists and the AEI is widely considered a “neoconservative” think-tank that push-
es for policies in line with these beliefs.

8 Stelzer (2004), p. 11.

9 See Kristol and Kagan (2000), and Boot (2004), for dissenting opinions on unilateralism.

10 The authenticity of the neoconservative commitment to idealist goals has been called into question.
In an analysis of post-Cold War US foreign policy, Mohamed Ben Jelloun takes a postmodern un-
derstanding of the policy, characterising neoconservatives as Straussian “gentleman” or Niet-
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zschean “liberal impostors” who take on “an outward (exoteric) idealism and a basically subter-
ranean (esoteric) realism” (Ben Jelloun, 2004, p. 5). American and European leftists emphasise the
importance of corporate ties for many within the current administration and tend to view active
policies proposed by the neoconservatives as fronts for maintaining favourable conditions for these
corporations at the expense of the rest of the world.

'Some of the names associated with the first generation include: Irving Kristol, Jeane Kirkpatrick,
Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Michael Novak and Robert Nisbet.

12 The fact that evil is ever-present and yet good constantly gains ground on it is a central contradic-
tion of neoconservatism, but perhaps functions as an important rhetorical tool. See Rhodes (2004)
for an interesting discussion of the use of “evil” as a rhetorical tool in the discussion of NATO ex-
pansion.

13 Tllustrating this, one respondent even asked to clarify if I was “talking about the actual situation,
reality,” and proceeded to present American dominance as the reality of the international system.

14 Centrum pro vyzkum vefejného minéni (CVVM), 24 March 2005.

15 These references were not limited to just this question, but were omnipresent in the interviews.
They may also serve as a tool for explaining the situation to a researcher such as myself, as an
American, who is perceived as not having had experience with non-democratic regimes or the
“harsh realities” they can pose.
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