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CZECH society has taken notice of the ongoing conflict
in the far-away, little-known North Caucasus republic
of Chechnya since it first sparked to life thirteen years
ago. Because the conflict began soon after Czechoslovakia
gained independence after more than forty years of Soviet
domination, Czech attitudes have not been impartial.
Unavoidably, the Czech perspective has been influenced
by currents of popular opinion established in the 1980s
and 1990s and reflecting how Russia and Russians were
viewed. Czechs saw the Russo-Chechen wars, at least the
first one, through the prism of their own past and there-
fore supported the Chechen struggle for independence
from Moscow.

Public and media discussion of the Chechen situation
has been shaped by a loosely divided elite. Intellectuals
and opinion leaders associated with former president V4-
clav Havel have unceasingly tried to bring national and
international public attention to the Chechen conflict, and
especially to the many violations of human rights. Their
views tend to be opposed by leftists and pragmatists.
Several geopolitical variables have influenced Czech
social discourse about Chechnya, including changes in
U.S. policy toward Russia following the terrorist attacks
of 9/11, the new paradigm of the war against terrorism,
in which Russia is considered an ally, and Moscow’s
decision to brand the Chechen rebels as “terrorists.”
Many Western media outlets also shifted their tone after
9/11. As will be argued below, the Czech position on the
Chechen conflict continues to show particularities even
today, although it is now much closer than formerly to
Western mainstream perceptions.

Czech attitudes toward the Chechen conflict have not
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formed in a vacuum, but are part of the broader devel-
opment of Czech-Russian relations. Bilateral ties with
Russia were difficult in the 1990s, because of Moscow’s
opposition to the country’s accession to NATO. Relations
began to normalize in the early 2000s, but turned tense
again in 2007 when Washington announced plans to build
a missile defense radar facility not far from Prague. The
Russian government’s sharp statements of disapproval
have invoked images of a new cold war in Europe and
an “inevitable arms race.”! Should relations with Russia
deteriorate, the conflict in the North Caucasus could again
play a role in Czech political and social discourse as a
part of a “rhetorical campaign” to undermine Russia’s
proclaimed commitment to peace and respect for inter-
national law.

All Eyes on Chechnya

The reaction of the West to the first Chechen war
(1994-96) was erratic, varying between tacit approval of
Russia during the initial phase of the war and criticism in
1995-96. Chechnya presents the West with the traditional
dilemma of not wanting to endanger relations with Russia
by criticizing its actions. Characteristically, during the first
months of the war, NATO Secretary General Willy Claes
and U.S. Defense Secretary William Perry described the
Chechen war as Russia’s “internal affair” and exhibited
little willingness to meddle.> Western strategists justified
their silence by arguing that criticism of Russian policy
in Chechnya would play into the hands of President Boris
Yeltsin’s opponents.?

The implicit license given the Kremlin to settle its
“internal affair” soon expired, however. The scenes of
burning Chechen cities and villages and of civilian casu-
alties that were regularly broadcast on international—not
to mention Russian—television necessarily influenced
public opinion in the West and forced its governments to
protest ever more emphatically against the obvious human
rights violations. Discussion of Russia’s membership in
the Council of Europe was suspended in February 1995,
in part because of allegations related to Chechnya. The
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE) was critical to the point of being undiplomatic. In
its March 1996 report, for example, the OSCE described
the Russian offensive in western Chechnya as “aimed
directly against the civilian population” and denounced
its tactics as “terror against the civilian population” rather
than an effort to suppress an insurgency.* The Chechen
resistance was primarily understood as a national libera-
tion movement, an image widely propagated by Moscow’s

Former president of the Czech Republic Vaclav Havel considers
Chechnya an issue of human rights and self-determination, not
Islamic terrorism. (AP Photo/CTK, Marta Myskova)

disastrous media policy during the first Chechen campaign
and the propaganda and media savvy of its Caucasian
adversaries.

The beginning of the second Chechen campaign in
the autumn of 1999 and the terrorist attacks in New York
and Washington two years later introduced a number of
new, emotionally charged terms and concepts into the
Russian political vocabulary, later to be picked up in the
United States and worldwide. The new approach had
crystallized by September 1999. Following a string of
lethal terrorist attacks in the cities of Moscow, Volgo-
donsk, and Buinaksk, Russia began to describe itself as
the target of a global Islamist front waging war against
Western (Christian or Judeo-Christian) civilization and
its values.’ The presence of a common arch-enemy, so
it was claimed, would unite Russia and the West. By
making Chechen separatism an element in a “worldwide
jihad,” Moscow intended, at the very least, to obtain
carte blanche for a definitive settling of scores with the
Chechen resistance.
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During the first years of the Chechen conflict, Western
governments and citizens repeatedly condemned Russia’s
systematic violations of human rights and stressed the
need to differentiate terrorists and civilians. The Western
criticism of Russia in the context of the new, accelerat-
ing Chechen campaign reached a climax at the OSCE
Istanbul Summit in November 1999. By this point, in the
autumn of 1999 and the subsequent winter of 1999-2000,
the Western public had been shocked by the massive
artillery and aerial strikes against Grozny and other cit-
ies. These actions were supposed to lay the groundwork
for the Russian occupation of the capital, but they also
resulted in the deaths of thousands of Chechen civilians.
Some of the harshest criticism at that time came from the
United States. In February 2000, George W. Bush, then
the governor of Texas and a presidential candidate, even
proposed imposing economic sanctions against Russia
“until they understand they need to resolve the dispute
peacefully and not be bombing women and children and
causing huge numbers of refugees to flee Chechnya.”®
Chancellor Gerhard Schroder of Germany, who in the
next few years would establish a close friendship with
President Vladimir Putin, was pressured by German
public opinion into talking about a “war against an entire
nation” and “indiscriminate attacks against the civilian
population.”’

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, led the
Bush administration to frame international security
policy in the context of a global “war on terror” in which
the United States assumed a key role. The U.S. military
operations in Afghanistan and later in Iraq, and growing
difficulties in mobilizing international support, softened
Washington’s approach to its new-found ally, the Russian
Federation. The United States, like Russia, now began
to see the Chechen insurgents as terrorists. The attacks
inside Russia by the Chechen resistance and its sympa-
thizers since 9/11 also played a role, contributing to the
ideological and political transformation of the Chechen
resistance from ethno-nationalism to religious extremism,
as did the global spread of Islamophobia. The fighters for
national liberation and self-determination so admired just
a few years earlier were now transformed into “Islamist”
terrorists attacking Western values or interests around
the world. The most obvious change took place in the
vocabulary of the Western media.®

Chechnya Through Czech Eyes

Czech discourse on Chechnya has gone through several
phases since the early 1990s. A thorough analysis of news
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media coverage of the conflict and of the opinions pre-
sented by all of the currents of societal discussion of the
conflict would go far beyond the scope of this essay, so the
treatment here will be limited to some key reflections.

From the beginning, Czech society has not considered
the Chechen conflict to be a pressing international issue,
and public discussion of the conflict has not aroused
much emotion or the kinds of ideological differences that
might lead to mass social activism. The conflict seemed
of interest to the news media and the government mainly
after the outbreak of the first and second wars, and later
after the seizures of the Dubrovka Theater in Moscow
(2002) and the school in Beslan, North Ossetia (2004),
high-profile terrorist actions that attracted worldwide
public attention.

When the Chechen conflict began, Czech society had
just recently thrown off the yoke of communism, leaving
a majority consensus for a pro-Western orientation that
would eventually lead to membership in NATO and the
European Union. Not surprisingly in light of this, most
Czechs viewed the first Chechen conflict as a legitimate
struggle of the Chechens for national self-determination
and as a natural continuation of the breakup of the former
Soviet Union/communist empire, which the Kremlin
sought to halt at any cost. Hiding behind these somewhat
oversimplified reactions was probably a residual continu-
ation of the bipolar worldview of the cold war, but now
with the polarity switched.’ The last Russian troops finally
left Czech territory in 1991, and the Czech Republic,
unlike some of the former Soviet republics, had not yet
experienced any negative consequences from its depen-
dency on imported gas and oil from Russia (in 2005,
Gazprom-delivered natural gas covered approximately
79 percent of Czech demand). Finally, aside from the
suppression of the Prague Spring by Warsaw Pact troops
in 1968, there were no major differences between the two
countries on the interpretation of history. Moreover, dur-
ing his 2006 visit to Prague, President Putin apologized
and admitted Russia’s moral culpability for the occupation
of Czechoslovakia thirty-eight years earlier.

As international reactions and views on the Chechen
rebel movement evolved, the insurgents gradually lost
a great deal of the tacit support that Czech society had
offered—partly because of the actual inclination of
some elements of the Chechen resistance toward radical
Islamism, and partly because of Russia’s consistent de-
piction of its intervention since 1999 as an anti-terrorist
operation. The geographical projection of the North Cau-
casus as a battleground in the struggle between Western
civilization and Islamist terror now became entwined



with Islamophobia. While this sea change has not taken
root firmly in the Czech environment, it is nonetheless
quite apparent in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks in
recent years against European and U.S. targets and the
successful spread of the interpretation of today’s world
order as a clash of civilizations. With the loss of a clear
value differentiation identifying a “good” side and a “bad”
side in the conflict, there was a society-wide decline in
pressing the issue. The horrified reaction to the events in
Beslan, where hundreds of children were killed, was a
striking exception.

Key Players and Currents of Opinion. Czech social and
political discourse on the Chechen war reflects the sig-
nificant differences on the issue among the nation’s elite.
Since the public at large is not deeply interested in the
subject, the elite have become the main source of opinion.
The leading critics of Russian policy in Chechnya, espe-
cially regarding human rights, are former president Vaclav
Havel, the non-governmental organization People in Need
(Clovék v tisni), the daily newspaper Lidové noviny, and
the weekly Respekt. Many of the journalists and human
rights advocates associated with Havel have had their
own experiences with events in Chechnya and under-
stand how complex the situation is. They have therefore
held back from expressing overt support for the Chechen
rebels and have concentrated instead on human rights
violations—mostly, but not exclusively, by the Russians.
They speak of the cycle of violence and crime unleashed,
although not exclusively perpetrated, by Russian security
forces. This group also includes people who at least to
some extent sympathize with the secular elements of the
Chechen resistance (e.g., circles other than those around
the former Chechen president Aslan Maskhadov). These
conservative currents have focused on criticizing Russian
domestic and foreign policy, protesting the “appeasement”
of Moscow by the West. This group includes the writers
associated with the magazine Sti‘edni Evropa and mem-
bers of the Civic Institute (Obcansky institut).

Those on the other side of the debate over Chechnya
are mostly communists and other opponents of Havel or
of the United States who have spoken out against what
they see as uncritical support—or even propaganda—for
America’s worldwide imperialism. These groups regard
Havel and the human rights advocates around him as abet-
ting U.S. imperialism. Three factors have played a deter-
mining role in this stance: residual Russophile (although
the admiration of all things Russian varied throughout the
communist era), support for the Russian government as
a possible barrier to the spread of U.S. influence (despite

Foreign Minister of Chechnya Ilyas Akhmadov during his press con-
ference in the headquarters of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty in
Prague on November 15,1999. Czech state institutions largely ignored
Akhmadov’s visit. (AP Photo/Michal Krumphanzl/CTK)

the ideological gulf between hard-line Czech communists
and Russia’s fragile democracy in the 1990s or Putin’s
subsequent pragmatism), and opposition to Havel.

It should be added, however, that the criticism of Havel
and People in Need by the Communist Party of Bohemia
and Moravia is chiefly motivated by their worldwide ac-
tivism in the area of human rights, which the communists
denounce as conveniently selective and aimed primarily
at Fidel Castro’s communist regime in Cuba. For ex-
ample, the Communist Party’s daily paper Halo noviny,
denounced the People in Need organization as “the toady
of the former ruler [Havel]”!" in connection with its cam-
paign for the observance of human rights on the “Island
of Freedom.” Havel is also a thorn in the flesh of the com-
munists because of his criticism of them on the domestic
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End the Silence over Chechnya

The following is an open letter from former president of the Czech Republic Vaclav Havel, French philosopher André
Glucksmann, Prince Hassan bin Talal of Jordan, former president of South Africa FEW. de Klerk, former president of
Ireland and UN Human Rights commissioner Mary Robinson, president of the Nippon Foundation Yohei Sasakawa,
foreign minister of the Czech Republic Karel Schwarzenberg, founder of the Open Society Institute George Soros, and
Nobel laureate Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

Thursday, March 2, 2006

It is extremely difficult for an honest observer to break through the closed doors that separate Chechnya from the rest
of the world. Indeed, no one even knows how many civilian casualties there have been in ten years of war.

According to estimates by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the figure is between 100,000 (that is, one
civilian out of ten) and 300,000 (one out of four). How many voters participated in last November’s elections? From
60 to 80 percent, according to Russian authorities; around 20 percent, reckon independent observers. The blackout
imposed on Chechnya prevents any precise assessment of the devastating effects of a ruthless conflict.

But censorship cannot completely hide the horror. Under the world’s very eyes, a capital—Grozny, with 400,000
inhabitants—has been razed for the first time since Hitler’s 1944 punishment of Warsaw.

Such inhumanity cannot plausibly be described as “anti-terrorism,” as Russia’s president Vladimir Putin insists.
The Russian military leadership claims to be fighting against a party of 700 to 2,000 combatants. What would be said
if the British government had bombed Belfast or if the Spanish government bombed Bilbao, on the pretext of quelling
the IRA or the ETA, respectively?

And yet the world remains silent in the face of the looting of Grozny and other Chechen towns and villages. Are
Chechen women, children, and all Chechen civilians less entitled to respect than the rest of mankind? Are they still
considered human? Nothing can excuse the seeming indifference displayed by our worldwide silence.

In Chechnya, our basic morality is at stake. Must the world accept the rape of girls who were kidnapped by the
occupying forces or their militias? Should we tolerate the murder of children and abduction of boys to be tortured,
broken, and sold back to their families, alive or dead? What about “filtration” camps, or “human firewood”? What
about the villages exterminated to set an example? A few NGOs and some brave Russian and Western reporters have
witnessed countless crimes. So we cannot say, “We did not know.”

Indeed, the fundamental principle of democracies and civilized states is at issue in Chechnya: civilians’ right to life,
including the protection of innocents, widows and orphans. International agreements and the United Nations charter
are as binding in Chechnya as anywhere else. The right of nations to self-determination does not imply the right of
rulers to dispose of their people.

The fight against terrorism is also at stake. Who has not yet realized that the Russian army is actually behaving like
a group of pyromaniac fire-fighters, fanning the fires of terrorism through its behavior? After ten years of large-scale
repression, the fire, far from going out, is spreading, crossing borders, setting the northern Caucasus ablaze and mak-
ing combatants even fiercer.

How much longer can we ignore the fact that in raising the bogeyman of “Chechen terrorism,” the Russian govern-
ment is suppressing the liberties gained when the Soviet empire collapsed? The Chechen War both masks and motivates
the re-establishment of centralised power in Russia—bringing the media back under state control, passing laws against
NGOs and reinforcing the “vertical line of power”—Ieaving no institutions and authorities able to challenge or limit
the Kremlin. War, it seems, is hiding a return to autocracy.

Sadly, wars in Chechnya have been going on for 300 years. They were savage colonial conflicts under the tsar and
almost genocidal under Stalin, who deported the whole Chechen population, a third of whom perished during their
transfer to the Gulag.

Because we reject colonial and exterminating ventures, because we love Russian culture and believe that Rus-
sia can bloom in a democratic future and because we believe that terrorism—whether by stateless groups or state
armies—should be condemned, we demand that the world’s blackout on the Chechen issue must end. We must help
Russia’s authorities escape from the trap they set for themselves and into which they fell, putting not only Chechens
and Russians, but the world at risk.

It would be tragic if, during the G8 summit scheduled for St. Petersburg, Russia, in June, the Chechen issue were
pushed to the side. This dreadful and endless war needs to be discussed openly if it is to end peacefully.
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scene and, quite paradoxically, thanks to his opinion on
the Bene§ Decrees.'> Somewhat in contradiction to the
declared internationalism of the communist movement,
the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia has taken
a strongly nationalistic stance on this issue.

Criticism of the Havel faction on the question of
Chechnya and Russia has not, however, been limited to
communists. Smaller news media such as Britské listy
(which publishes writers of many different ideological
stances and often extremist opinions) have occasionally
criticized the Havel group as “selling out” to the United
States.'* More pragmatic criticism has been aimed against
a cosmopolitan program of promoting human rights at the
cost of, for example, worsened relations and the corre-
sponding loss of potential profits from international trade
with countries like Russia and China, countries that the
former president has criticized. These are minority views
but by no means isolated. With the accession to the presi-
dency in 2003 of Véaclav Klaus of the Civic Democratic
Party (ODS) and the government of Jifi Paroubek and
the Czech Social Democrats (CSSD), this pragmatism
began to play the lead role in the formulation of Czech
foreign policy.

State Institutions. Historically, the attitude of the Czech
government toward the Chechen conflict, which neces-
sarily at first reflected the mostly positive popular at-
titude toward the Chechen struggle for independence,
but also the international non-recognition of Chechen
independence, can be divided into two periods: the Havel
presidency (1993-2003) and afterward. Havel was and is
acknowledged worldwide as a moral authority. His con-
demnation, during his presidential administration, of the
violations of human rights in the North Caucasus played
an important role in the formulation of Czech foreign
policy with respect to Russia, and he partially succeeded
in reorienting the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and other
government agencies. The cabinet has constitutional
responsibility for Czech foreign policy,'* but both of the
post-1989 presidents—and especially Klaus on ques-
tions relating to European integration—have nonetheless
played a very activist role in this area.

At the 1999 OSCE summit meeting in Istanbul, Havel
denounced Russia for unleashing the second Chechen
conflict. Among his accusations, he declared, “The Rus-
sian Federation cannot defend its integrity the way that
it is now being done, nor can it fight against terrorism
in this manner.”"* In May 2000, Havel and People in
Need held a public hearing on human rights violations
in Chechnya. Summing up the meeting, he directed the

following statement to Russia: “We cannot tolerate a
state, no matter how powerful that state may be, if it is
repressing people. . . . We cannot tolerate the repression
of national individuality.”'®

These steps, however, were not entirely in accordance
with government policy, which itself was rather contradic-
tory. At approximately the same time as Havel’s hearings,
Minister of Foreign Affairs Jan Kavan (CSSD)—later
elected chairman of the UN General Assembly with the
negotiated support of Belarus, a country with a poor hu-
man rights record—spoke of the need to prevent Russia
from being isolated and rejected the possibility of sus-
pending Russia’s membership in the Council of Europe.'’
On the other hand, a Ministry of Foreign Affairs position
statement on the situation in Chechnya, dated December
1999, expresses concern about the “continuing violations
of human rights and humanitarian principles,” and urges
Russia to stop the fighting.'® At the same time, the Foreign
Relations Committee of the Chamber of Deputies (the
lower chamber of the Czech parliament) voted to send
a letter to the Russian Duma that singled out the dispro-
portionate use of force in Russian military operations and
called for negotiations with Chechen representatives led
by President Aslan Maskhadov."

Overall, Havel succeeded in getting Czech state institu-
tions to consider issues related to human rights abroad.
He has continued to speak out on the Chechen conflict
since the end of his presidency. In 2006, for example, he
stated his views in an open letter (“End the Silence over
Chechnya”) that was also signed by the philanthropist
George Soros and by Karel Schwarzenberg, then a senator
and publisher of the weekly journal Respekt.

With Havel’s departure from office and more prag-
matic politicians assuming supreme executive power,
the Czech position on relations with Russia and hu-
man rights violations in Chechnya has undergone a re-
evaluation. This development was motivated partly by
populist pragmatism, manifested as an emphasis on the
economic interests of the Czech Republic, as opposed to
the cosmopolitan—and therefore rather abstract—norm
of human rights, and also by a growing awareness of the
ways that terrorists fight fed by the reports from Beslan
(2004). Evidence of these new tendencies includes the
government’s response to Putin’s visit to Prague in 2006.
Putin’s presence sparked protests by non-governmental
organizations against the violations of human rights in the
North Caucasus, but in contrast to his earlier meeting with
Angela Merkel, Germany’s newly appointed chancellor,
the topic of Chechnya was scarcely mentioned during his
talks with President Klaus and Prime Minister Paroubek.
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A woman wearing head-to-toe robes that reveal only her eyes with
Arabic script printed on the hood, one of armed Chechens, who
seized a crowded Moscow theater in October 2002, poses with a
pistol somewhere inside the theater in this image from television
by Russia’s NTV. Such symbolism contributed to the public percep-
tion that the Chechen rebels are Islamic terrorists. (AP Photo/NTV
Russian Channel)

The discussions in Prague concentrated on trade relations.
According to the joint declaration, the two presidents
“appreciated the pragmatism and respect in their mutual
relations.”” Klaus subsequently expressed agreement
with Putin, saying, “You cannot resolve [the situation in
Chechnya] by the waving of some magic wand.”* How-
ever, the Czech Ministry of Foreign Affairs has not lost
its interest in human rights altogether. In connection with
Cuba, for example, the Czech Republic, unlike Spain and
other countries, has very fiercely promoted maintaining
EU sanctions.”? A former director of People in Need,
Tomas Pojar, now serves as deputy foreign minister for
bilateral relations.

In the fall of 2006, Paroubek’s government was re-
placed by aright-center coalition led by Mirek Topolanek
(ODS).” Although this government, with Count Karel
Schwarzenberg as foreign minister, has taken a bold

24 Problems of Post-Communism May/June 2007

stance against Russia in the case of hosting U.S. mis-
sile defense facilities and presents itself as much more
restrained vis-a-vis continuing European political integra-
tion, on other issues, including Chechnya, it has yet not
formulated a position. For the time being, it seems likely
that the issue of U.S. military facilities in the Czech Re-
public will remain the focus of Czech-Russian relations.
Whether or not Czech politicians will revive Chechnya
as an instrument for “rhetorical action” against Russia
remains to be seen.?* Topolanek opposed Klaus on many
domestic and party issues, but his foreign policy priorities
beyond the EU are still unclear.

Civil Society. Czech non-governmental organizations,
especially People in Need and Czech Catholic Char-
ity, have been the voice of civil society on the Chechen
conflict, both at home and abroad. In addition, a small,
somewhat ad hoc group has concentrated on defending
the Chechen resistance and drawing attention to Russian
human rights violations. It has often staged demonstra-
tions in front of the embassy of the Russian Federation in
Prague, especially at times when public attention to the
Chechen conflict has increased, such as at the beginning
of both wars. For example, in 1999 the Czech Helsinki
Committee spoke out in open letters to several important
Russian officials that described the Russian attack as
“disproportionate intervention and a gross violation of
human rights.”

The People in Need foundation and humanitarian or-
ganization was co-founded in 1994 by Nadace Lidovych
Novin (Lidové Noviny Foundation), a foundation
launched by Simon Pének, the student leader of the No-
vember 1989 revolution, Jaromir Stitina, a journalist, and
the Czech Television network. The organization sponsors
humanitarian projects in Nagorno-Karabakh and Bosnia.
Its personnel and structure connect it to the pro-Havel
current of Czech opinion. People in Need is the largest
Czech non-governmental organization, with projects in
the Czech Republic and in many other countries around
the world. Thanks to St3tina, in particular, Chechnya has
always had a very significant place in the activities of
People in Need. After the outbreak of the first conflict, the
foundation organized a fund-raiser, sent a humanitarian-
aid convoy to the North Caucasus, and set up a perma-
nent mission there. It undertook similar activities again
in 1999, when, together with Czech Catholic Charity, it
became the main agent for UN humanitarian assistance.
After providing for basic needs, it concentrated on recon-
struction of housing, schools, and hospitals.” In recent
years, however, it has come under growing pressure from



the Russian government, which has used the news media
to accuse People in Need of supporting Chechen terror-
ism. The foundation ended its on-site activities in 2005,
soon after Ministry of the Interior security forces raided
one of its buildings in downtown Grozny. A Chechen
rebel was killed during the raid; he apparently had been
hiding in the building unbeknown to the organization.
The Russian security agents confiscated a printer suppos-
edly used to manufacture false documents together with
a small cache of weapons. One of the few other foreign
humanitarian organizations active in the North Caucasus,
the Danish Refugee Council, would later fall victim to
similar harassment.?

People in Need was a thorn in the sides of both Moscow
and the pro-Russian Chechen government not because of
its reconstruction projects, but because it openly aroused
worldwide public opinion by issuing reports directly
from the scene of the conflict. The activities of People
in Need in relation to Chechnya went well beyond the
implementation of humanitarian projects. Fully in accord
with its focus on human rights, the foundation regularly
reported news on human rights violations in Chechnya
to the Czech public using the news server Infoservis.cz
and through several documentaries created in collabora-
tion by People in Need and Czech Television. The films,
such as Odvrdcend strana svéta (The Far Side of the
World, 1999), Anatomie vdlky (Anatomy of War, 1997),
and éeéensky sen (Chechen Dream, 1995), mainly came
from the studios of the journalists Jaromir Stitina and
Petra Prochdazkova. They were broadcast on state tele-
vision and were shown at the One World (Jeden svét)
human rights festival, held by the foundation every year
since 1999. The festival regularly devotes considerable
attention to Chechnya.

Czech News Media. The news media have played an
exceptionally important role in shaping Czech reactions
to the Chechen conflict. Their role may be described
as mutually dependent—Czech society has formed its
opinions through the media, while the media recognize
that reportage on the conflict has limited marketability
and have consequently dedicated somewhat limited at-
tention to it. Specific news outlets have not infrequently
promulgated rather different views of events in the North
Caucasus and have created different schemata for their
interpretation.

One camp consists of media connected with the pro-
Havel faction and with People in Need. Chief among them
is Lidové noviny, long one of the country’s most widely
read periodicals. The two most important journalists

covering events in Russia, Chechnya, and other zones
of Eurasia since the early 1990s are Petra Prochdzkova
and Jaromir Stitina, who founded their own agency,
Epicentrum, for that purpose. Lidové noviny has printed
stories with provocative headlines like “Chechen Elec-
tion Staged by the Kremlin” (“Cecenské volby reZiroval
Kreml,” November 28, 2005). Nonetheless, the relative
marginality of the topic of Chechnya is reflected in pub-
lic attitudes. For example, the death of Chechen warlord
Shamil Basayev in July 2006 received coverage for only
afew days, while the killing of Chechen president Abdul-
Khalim Sadulayev a month earlier got only a brief men-
tion, without any commentary on the dubious version of
events presented by the Russian government. Other news
media on this side of the debate include Respekt, a liberal
weekly magazine with a pro-Havel stance and a smaller
readership. Among other items, it has carried interviews
with the insurgent leader Aslan Maskhadov and the for-
mer Chechen foreign minister Ilyas Akhmadov during
the latter’s visit to Prague in 1999, which was ignored by
the government.?’ It has also published articles critical of
Russian policy. Hospoddrské noviny, a daily focusing on
the economy published in cooperation with Handesblatt
and the Wall Street Journal Europe, has long expressed
a somewhat less negative but still critical stance. The
Czech Radio network has also tended to be critical of
Russian policy in Chechnya. During the early days of the
conflict, news reports by state-run Czech Television were
also critical of Russian policy. This channel’s role in the
activities of People in Need—for which it was criticized
by opposing groups—and its support of documentaries on
the violation of human rights in Chechnya have already
been mentioned. TV reporter Martin Yazairi provided
detailed coverage of the tragedy in Beslan direct from the
scene. Otherwise, however, events in the North Caucasus
currently receive only marginal attention.

Without any doubt, the most important figures in the
field of news reporting on the Chechen war are Petra
Prochdzkova and Jaromir Stitina. They both worked at
Lidové noviny—Stitina as its Russia correspondent from
1990—until they founded their own agency, Epicentrum,
in 1994. The agency’s coverage of events in Eurasian and
African conflict zones has won international renown for
its founders. Ststina, for example, received the prestigious
Novartis Award for journalism from the Johns Hopkins
University School of Advanced International Studies for
the documentary The Far Side of the World. Because of
their activities as reporters critical of Russian policy in
the North Caucasus, they have both been prohibited from
entering Russian territory. In 2004 Stitina was elected to
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the Senate of the Czech Republic, where he has dedicated
himself to human rights issues and speaks out against the
Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia. As a Czech
senator, he has been forbidden by Belarusian authorities
to enter Belarus because of the country’s alleged ““support
for Chechen terrorists who have waged genocide gainst
the Russian people.”?

The Czech news media have also criticized Prochaz-
kové and Stitina for their condemnation of the Russian
government and their leaning toward some elements of
the Chechen resistance, especially those close to former
Chechen president Maskhadov. They have also been
accused, quite falsely, of supporting Shamil Basayev,
especially during the emotionally charged period after
the events in Beslan. They both knew Basayev personally
during their work in Chechnya and had several interviews
with him. Critics took issue with their refusal to embrace
a one-dimensional condemnation of Basayev and their
insistence on describing him as a product of the cycle of
violence and cruelty unleashed by Russia in the 1990s.
In response to this criticism, which resurfaced after they
covered Basayev’s death, Stitina commented:

Never could I ever have expounded the thesis that the evil
Russians are at fault for everything. That is too primitive
a formulation, and it is moreover contradictory to my
Russophilia, of which I am proud. So I will say it again
(although after all these years I feel like I am wasting
my breath): Chechen terror is a reaction to the terror of
the Army of the Russian Federation, to the terror of the
Interior Ministry forces of the Russian Federation and to
the terror of the Federal Security Services of the Russian
Federation . . . both forms of terror are equally condem-
nable and should be subject to the same prosecution, both
in accordance with Russian legislation and international
law. Just as much a criminal as Basayev is the former
defense minister, General [Pavel] Grachev. The deaths of
the children in Beslan are just as horrifying as the death
of forty thousand Chechen children killed by Russian
soldiers. . . . Given the situation whereby Russia has
turned Chechnya into an information black hole, hardly
anyone is able to get a truthful picture of the conflict, the
Chechen resistance is already today an epic story of the
courage and persistence of a small nation.”

At the other end of the media spectrum is the daily
newspaper of the Communist Party, Halé noviny, which
completely shares the view of the Chechen conflict and
current Russian policy held by the Communist Party of
Bohemia and Moravia. Besides invective directed against
President Havel—for reasons, as said above, going beyond
his stance on the Chechen conflict—and against the anti-
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communist circles close to him, including People in Need,
the paper also presents events relating to the Chechen
resistance with a pro-Russian slant. As already pointed
out, the communist daily’s view is somewhat difficult to
comprehend with respect to its ideological foundation,
but the pro-Russia slant has been evident, for example,
in its reporting on the hostage situation at the Dubrovka
Theater in Moscow (2002), which led to a temporary rise
in Czech media attention to the Chechen conflict.

Halo noviny is the only Czech news outlet whose cov-
erage is generally favorable to Russia and unfavorable to
the Chechen rebels. In contrast, Lidové noviny has printed
the most articles with the opposite view, nearly all of
them from the pen of Petra Prochazkova. Respekt, Cesky
rozhlas, and Hospoddrské noviny report less frequently
on Chechnya. Their news coverage has been evaluated as
favorable to the struggle for independence but not to the
terrorist attacks.* The Chechen side of the conflict and the
pro-Havel current sympathizing with the more moderate
rebels and criticizing Russia’s violations of human rights
have been subject to criticism from sources other than
just Halo noviny, such as polemics published by various
other news outlets. These voices all tend to see Havel’s
approach to human rights as inconsistent and harmful
to Czech economic interests but cannot be assigned to
definable opinion groups.

Conclusion

Since its beginning, Czech social and political discourse
has never treated the conflict in Chechnya as an issue of
great salience, nor has there ever been a mass mobiliza-
tion in support of one side or the other. Reactions to the
conflict have been left for the most part to the elite, who
have sought to influence public opinion through the news
media and, to a lesser extent, through demonstrations and
media campaigns against violations of human rights in the
North Caucasus. Public interest in the conflict has fluctu-
ated—popular discussion was strongest at the beginning
of the first and second Chechen wars and in connection
with the terrorist attacks at the Dubrovka Theater in
Moscow and the school in Beslan.

Czech public opinion has to some extent been influ-
enced by the Western media depiction of the conflict, an
image that in turn has been influenced by geopolitical
factors. For example, the stance of the United States has
changed radically, particularly in connection with the
launching of a worldwide campaign against terrorism in
which Russia has suddenly become an ally. Even so, a dis-
tinctly Czech viewpoint can be found among the diverse



ideological positions espoused in Czech society. While
world opinion now tends to regard Chechnya as a case of
Islamist terrorism, Czech elites have been among the few
persistent critics of the human rights violations there.

The front-line fighters of this camp are drawn mainly
from the circle around former president Vaclav Havel,
notably the humanitarian organization People in Need, the
journalists Jaromir Ststina and Petra Prochdzkov4, and the
weekly journal Respekt. The ideological bond of this cur-
rent was present in government agencies during Havel’s
presidency, but gave way to the pragmatic strand after he
left office in 2003. However, key portions of Czech civil
society and the media have continued to criticize the many
violations of human rights in the North Caucasus, espe-
cially those perpetrated by Russian military and security
forces, and to express sympathy for the secular elements
of the Chechen resistance, and especially the faction as-
sociated with the late president Maskhadov.

Standing in opposition to this current is an ideologi-
cally somewhat heterogeneous group consisting mainly of
Czech communists (who view Russia as a possible barrier
against U.S. imperialism and criticize Havel’s emphasis
on human rights and his criticism of the Castro regime
in Cuba), but also of pragmatists who see criticism of
Russia’s Chechnya policy based on a cosmopolitan notion
of human rights that endangers the economic and other
interests of the Czech nation. This is also the position of
the current Czech president, Vaclav Klaus.

In large part, world opinion associates the Chechen
rebels with Islamism because of the way Moscow has
manipulated the interpretation of their terrorist opera-
tions in Russia. Members of the Havel circle in the news
media who reject this simplified view, and interpret those
terrorist acts—which they unambiguously condemn—as
the product of a cycle of violence and cruelty unleashed
by Russia, have come under growing criticism for sup-
posedly favoring the terrorists.

In the 1990s, most Czechs tacitly supported the Chech-
en rebels, seeing them as fighting for freedom and self-
determination for a nation repressed by the dying remnant
of the Soviet empire. This position has been eroded by
the shift of some elements of the resistance movement
toward radical Islamism, the new global paradigm of a
war against terrorism, and the spread of Islamophobia.

The attitudes of the elite groups mentioned above,
however, remain fundamentally unchanged. Nonethe-
less, the North Caucasus seems to be slowly but surely
dropping out of sight from the perspective of Czech
society, thanks to the termination of People in Need’s
fieldwork in Chechnya and the de facto ban on access to

the conflict zone by foreign journalists. As a result, Czech
perceptions of the Chechen war seem to be converging
with those of other Western countries, perhaps with the
notable exception of Poland. The ongoing division at the
elite level, however, and the ongoing efforts of one of its
major components are likely to guarantee that this change
will not be absolute and that Czech discourse will retain
some unique characteristics.

The Chechen issue could be revived in the context of
the wider debate about hosting a U.S. anti-missile defense
radar facility in the Czech Republic and Russia’s opposi-
tion to the proposal. Yet proponents of the U.S. facilities
have so far been in the minority and have not brandished
the Chechen/North Caucasus case to undermine Russia’s
stated commitment to peace and respect for international
law. It is, rather, the U.S. position and the declared “other”
against whom the anti-missile defense is aimed that has
been deconstructed in the Czech media. Most Czechs, and
especially most members of the political elite, have been
calling for a multi-lateral (e.g., NATO) solution to the
missile-umbrella question and do not consider Russia’s
concerns to be illegitimate.
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