Eva Taterova

Czechoslovak Diplomacy

and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
from 1948-1989

V&R unipress



G unipress






Eva Taterova

Czechoslovak Diplomacy
and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
from 1948-1989

With 15 figures

V&R unipress



This work was funded by the Czech Science Foundation as part of the project Czechoslovak
Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict from 1948-1989 (Grant No. 23-05300S), carried out
at the Institute of Contemporary History of the Czech Academy of Sciences.

ISBN 978-3-8471-1917-3

ISBN 978-3-8470-1917-6 (pdf)

ISBN 978-3-7370-1917-0 (eLibrary)

DOI https://doi.org/10.14220/9783737019170

Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek
The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie;
detailed bibliographic data are available on the Internet at http://dnb.dnb.de.

© 2026 Brill Deutschland GmbH, Robert-Bosch-Breite 10, 37079 Gottingen, Germany

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, translated, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise, without prior written permission from the publisher. Text and data mining

for commercial purposes requires the Publisher’s permission.

V&R unipress and Brill Deutschland GmbH are part of De Gruyter Brill.
www.degruyterbrill.com

Questions about General Product Safety Regulation: productsafety@degruyterbrill.com

Cover illustration: Prague Mirroring Jerusalem, © Romana Bejdova
Printing: CPI books GmbH, Leck


https://doi.org/10.14220/9783737019170
http://dnb.dnb.de
www.degruyterbrill.com

Contents

Preface . . . . .. . . e
Acknowledgements . . . . . .. . L L o

Czechoslovakia in the Postwar Middle East: A Soviet Satellite
ontheColdWarFront . . . ... ... ... .. ... ... ...,
Historical Background of Czechoslovak Activities in the Middle East
Principles and Evolution of Czechoslovak Foreign Policy
inthePost-WarEra. . ... .. ... ... . ...
Czechoslovak Diplomacy after February 1948: Soviet Domination
and Political Purges . . . . . . . . .. .
Post-Stalinist Era and the Gradual Political Thaw . . ... ... ...
Era of Normalization and the Final Years of the Communist Regime .

A Brief Era of Czechoslovak-Israeli Friendship in the late 1940s . . . . .
Czechoslovak Political Support for the Emerging State of Israel
Czechoslovakia’s Role in Arming Israel . . . .. .. ...........
Antisemitic Purges and The Decline of Czechoslovak-Israeli
Friendship in the Early 1950s . . . ... ... ..............

Forging New Alliances: Czechoslovakia’s Shift Toward the Arab World .
The Czechoslovak-Egyptian Arms Deal in the Cold War Middle East
The Suez Crisis and Czechoslovakia’s Expanding Presence in the Arab
World . .. ...
Czechoslovakia and the Arab Countries in mid-1950s . . . . . ... ..
Revolutionary Year 1958 from Czechoslovak Perspective . . . . .. ..

Czechoslovak Arms, Goods, and Influence: Political, Military,

and Economic Relationsinthe 1960s . . . . . .. ... ... ... ....
Czechoslovakia’s Efforts to Expand Its Sphere of Influence in the Arab
World . . . . e e

12

15

15

20

23

28

32

37

40

46

52

61
64

69

75

81

87

89



6 Contents

A Modest Thaw in Czechoslovak-Israeli Relations . . . . .. ... ...
Building Alliances: Czechoslovakia’s Strategy toward Arab Partners . .

The Six-Day War and Beyond: Czechoslovakia’s Break with Israel

and Deepening Alignment with the ArabWorld . . . .. ... ... ...
Czechoslovak Assistance to Arab Allies in the Aftermath
oftheSix-DayWar . . . . ... ... ..t
The Prague Spring and Its Reflections by Arab-Israeli Conflict Actors .

Transforming Czechoslovak Cold War Alliances in the Middle East

During the 1970s Détente . . . . . . .. ..o v v ittt
Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Yom Kippur War . . . . ... .. ..
Czechoslovakia’s Waning Influence in a Rapidly Transforming Middle
East . . ... . e

Czechoslovakia’s Diminishing Role in the Middle East Before the Fall

of the Communist Regime . . . . ... ... ... .............
Czechoslovakia in the Midst of the Arab-Israeli Conflict in the 1980s
Balancing Solidarity and Pragmatism . . . . . ... ...........
Limited Revision of Czechoslovak Policy toward the Actors
of the Arab-Israeli Conflict in the Final Years of Communism . . . . .

Conclusion . . . . . i i e e e e e e e e e e
Abbreviations . . . . . . . . . e e e e e e e

Bibliography . .. . ... ... . e
Primary Sources . . ... ... . ... e
Archives . . . . . . . e
MeMOIrs . . . v v v vttt e e e e e
Documentary Source Editions . . . . ... .. .............
Media . ... 0o i e
Secondary Sources . . . . ... ..o
Books . . ...
Book Chapters . . . . . ... . i i i
Journal Articles . . . . . . ... e e
Internet Sources . . . . . . ... Lo o o e
Thesis/Dissertation . . . . .. .. ..o vt

94

98

109

116
123



Preface

The events of the Arab-Israeli conflict—which to this day remain among the
most complex and polarizing issues in the Middle East—resonated widely within
the politics and society of postwar Czechoslovakia. Although the conflict un-
folded in a geographically distant region, Czechoslovakia emerged as one of the
very active Eastern Bloc states in the Middle East during the Cold War, and in
many instances the conflict exerted a direct influence on domestic political
developments. These included political purges targeting Czechoslovak Jews,
expressions of support for Israel as a form of resistance to the communist
leadership, and among other factors the expansion of economic cooperation and
cultural exchange with selected Arab countries. At the same time, Czechoslo-
vakia’s engagement in the Arab-Israeli conflict offers an important contribution
to the understanding of Cold War history from the distinctive perspective of a
Soviet satellite state, drawing on recently declassified Czech archival sources.

A comprehensive analysis of Czechoslovak diplomacy toward actors involved
in the Arab-Israeli conflict between 1948 and 1989—the period of communist
rule in Czechoslovakia, with selected references beyond this timeframe—illu-
minates not only the evolution and transformation of Czechoslovakia’s diplo-
matic approaches, but also the broader diversity of its activities in the Third
World within the intersecting frameworks of East-West confrontation and East-
South global relations. In addition to identifying and explaining conceptual
shifts in Czechoslovak diplomatic priorities in relation to the development of
bilateral relations with actors directly involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict—
namely Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and the Palestinians—the book
examines the extent to which Czechoslovakia’s status as a satellite state of the
Soviet Union shaped its diplomatic approaches during the Cold War. Particular
attention is devoted to the character of Czechoslovak involvement, especially the
interplay between communist ideology and political pragmatism, as well as to the
degree of compliance with Soviet priorities in contrast to the limited semi-
autonomy of certain diplomatic initiatives toward the aforementioned actors.
The analysis also addresses Czechoslovakia’s contributions to the political,
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economic, military, cultural, and educational development of the aforemen-
tioned actors. Altogether, it makes the topic of Czechoslovak diplomacy towards
the main actors of the Arab-Israeli conflict a significant part of the Cold War
history that has thus far been rather downplayed.

The activities of the Eastern Bloc in Third World countries during the time of
the Cold War have aroused the increasing interest of academia and the public.
Due to the opening up of archives in some former Soviet satellites over the last
years, researchers have had the opportunity to study the declassified documents
to reconstruct the political, economic, military, cultural, scientific, and educa-
tional interactions of the Eastern Bloc in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Most of
the existing publications examining the interactions between the Eastern Bloc
and the Middle East predominantly focus on the Soviet Union with respect to the
traditional interpretations of the Cold War as the exclusive game of the super-
powers. To date, the policies of Soviet satellite states toward the Middle East have
been examined only selectively, most often through studies of bilateral relations
between individual satellite states and specific Middle Eastern countries—fre-
quently Israel’, reflecting the sustained international scholarly interest generated
by its global historical significance—or through case studies focusing on par-
ticularly prominent moments in Middle Eastern history that had broader in-
ternational repercussions. The attitudes of Czechoslovakia towards either the
Middle East or the Arab-Israeli conflict are in these publications enlisted only
briefly or not covered at all. In general, there are not many publications on
foreign policy activities of Czechoslovakia in the Middle East in the Cold War
either in Czech or English that could offer a comprehensive analysis of Cze-
choslovak interactions with the actors of the Arab-Israeli conflict—thus, the
proposed book aims to fulfil the existing gap of knowledge and to provide an in-
depth analysis of the topic.

Contemporary historiographical approaches to the Cold War emphasize the
need to move beyond an exclusive focus on diplomatic relations between indi-
vidual states and to account for the full spectrum of interactions—economic,
military, cultural, educational, and otherwise—that shaped international rela-
tions during the period. Since the end of the Cold War, the study of diplomatic
history has increasingly shifted toward the broader framework of (new) inter-
national history, an approach that conceptualizes the Cold War as a global
process extending far beyond the bilateral confrontation between the United

1 Lorena De Vita, Israelpolitik: German-Israeli Relations, 1949-1969 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2020); Jeffrey Herf, “At War with Israel: East Germany’s Key Role in Soviet
Policy in the Middle East,” Journal of Cold War Studies 16, no. 3 (2014): 129-163; Kata Bohus,
“Not a Jewish Question? The Holocaust in Hungary in the Press and Propaganda of the Kdddr
Regime during the Trial of Adolf Eichmann,” The Hungarian Historical Review 4, no. 3 (2015):
737-772.
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States and the Soviet Union. Within this perspective, growing attention has been
devoted to the roles of other state and non-state actors from the so-called First,
Second, and—particularly following the completion of decolonization—the
Third World.?

This book is grounded in the historiographical framework of the so-called
New Cold War History, which has challenged earlier superpower-centered in-
terpretations by highlighting the agency of satellite states and regional actors.
Rather than treating these actors as passive recipients of superpower policies, this
approach emphasizes their capacity to shape Cold War dynamics within specific
regional contexts.” The Middle East and subsequently the Arab-Israeli conflict
emerges from this perspective as a key arena of Cold War rivalry, in which both
superpower blocs and their individual members pursued a wide range of polit-
ical, economic, military, and cultural activities. The growing availability of newly
declassified archival collections from former Eastern Bloc countries has further
reinforced this shift, providing historians with access to previously unavailable
sources and opening new possibilities for revising established interpretations of
the Cold War.*

One of the ultimate ambitions of this book is to present new and, until now, in
many cases unpublished findings on Czechoslovak foreign policy toward the
direct actors in the Arab-Israeli conflict, drawn predominantly from archival
research by using the traditional methods of historical inquiry. In reconstructing
the diplomacy of communist Czechoslovakia toward actors in the Middle East,
more than one hundred thousand pages of archival documents were examined
for the purposes of this study, following an initial preselection process. Origi-
nally, archival findings were intended to be compared and contrasted with in-
terviews with individuals who had taken an active role in Czechoslovak diplo-
macy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict, specifically diplomats and political de-
cision-makers. In practice, however, this approach proved largely unfeasible, as
the majority of actors involved in Czechoslovakia’s Middle Eastern diplomacy
and politics during the period under study are no longer available as living
witnesses. Although a small number of individuals who were active during the
final years of the regime remain alive, access to them for the purposes of in-
terviews for the present study could not be secured. Where available, this limi-

2 Jan Koura, “Prvni, druhy, tfeti svét... Studend vélka jako globélni fenomén” [The First,
Second, and Third Worlds... The Cold War as a Global Phenomenon], Déjiny a soucasnost 41,
no. 5 (2019): 16-18.

3 Michael F. Hopkins, “Continuing Debate and New Approaches in Cold War History,” The
Historical Journal 50, no. 4 (2007): 913-934.

4 Odd Arne Westad, Reviewing the Cold War: Approaches, Interpretations, Theory (London:
Routledge, 2000), 5-6.
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tation was partially mitigated through the use of published memoirs and auto-
biographical accounts.

The core of the research was conducted in the Archive of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic (AMZV). In the context of a totalitarian
political system, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) was not the ultimate locus
of decision-making: crucial decisions were made primarily at the level of the
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (KSC), often after consultation with the
Soviet leaders. Nevertheless, the MFA played an essential coordinating role and
was typically responsible for preparing the analytical and background materials
on which these decisions were based. As a result, the AMZV preserves thousands
of documents relating to the Middle East, including reports from Czechoslovak
embassies in Amman, Beirut, Cairo, Damascus, and Tel Aviv; internal assess-
ments of current political developments; records of diplomatic meetings and
official visits, together with their preparatory materials; diplomatic correspon-
dence; minutes of meetings held at the MFA; and, where relevant, situational
reports from other ministries, most notably the Ministry of Foreign Trade. These
materials are drawn primarily from the fonds of the relevant Territorial De-
partments, Political Reports, and the records of meetings of the MFA Collegium.

These sources are further complemented by holdings from the Archive of the
Office of the President of the Republic (KPR), which include materials on state
visits, the conferral of state honors, presidential correspondence, and other re-
lated records. Another substantial body of sources was consulted at the National
Archives of the Czech Republic (NACR), which hold documents of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (UV KSC) from the pe-
riod 1945-1989. These materials include records concerning the approval of
specific policy decisions and proposals for individual measures related to actors
involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict. The relevant documents for this book are
organized within the fonds of the First/General Secretaries of the Communist
Party—Antonin Novotny and Gustdv Husdk—as well as those of the Presidium
and the International Department. At the time of writing this book, the fonds of
Gustdv Husdk remained closed for an extended period due to an ongoing process
of cataloguing and digitization. This circumstance inevitably imposed certain
limitations on the research. Nevertheless, as the majority of key materials are
mirrored in the holdings of the AMZV, this restriction does not constitute a
substantial obstacle to the present study, even though some personal insights and
informal commentary of Husdk may necessarily be absent.

Another important repository consulted for this research is the Military
Historical Archives (VHA), reflecting the central role of military cooperation in
Czechoslovakia’s engagement in the Arab-Israeli conflict. At present, the cata-
logued and publicly accessible records of the Ministry of National Defense ex-
tend only up to 1970. Regrettably, archival collections relating to Czechoslovak-
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Israeli military relations in the late 1940s were severely damaged during the
Prague floods of 2002 and are therefore no longer available. This limitation is,
however, partially mitigated through the use of relevant literature, most notably
the documentary source edition: Czechoslovakia and Israel 1945-1956: Docu-
ments’ by Marie Bulinovd, Jif{ Dufek, Karel Kaplan, and Vladimir Slosar (1993),
whose editors had access to these materials prior to their destruction. A com-
plementary role was played by the Security Services Archive (ABS), which pre-
serves records of state security and intelligence services, particularly in relation
to instances of state-sponsored antisemitism. While this archive also contains
extensive materials on intelligence activities involving actors connected to the
Arab-Israeli conflict both within Czechoslovakia and abroad, a systematic
analysis of these sources lies beyond the scope of the present book.

Given the limited accessibility of relevant Soviet and Middle Eastern archival
sources, this study does not systematically integrate such materials; instead, it
relies primarily on Czech archival evidence in reconstructing Czechoslovak
foreign policy toward the Arab-Israeli conflict. In recent years, criticism of the
Russian Federation by the international academia has been expressed for not
providing full access to the archival documents from the time of the Soviet Union
but just carefully chosen files that support the current regime’s interpretations of
Russian history.® The situation is even more complex in the Middle East, where
much of the region remains governed by regimes that are reluctant to open
sensitive issues related to their twentieth-century history. For this reason, states
such as Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria generally grant limited—or no—access to
archival collections on contemporary history for foreign researchers.”

Israel likewise exercises caution in granting access to archival collections
dealing with sensitive areas such as foreign policy and national security. Nev-
ertheless, the relevant fonds in the Israel State Archives (ISA) and the Central
Zionist Archives (CZA),—which provided valuable insights into the affairs of
communist Czechoslovakia, particularly with regard to Czechoslovak Jewry—
were consulted. This research was complemented by archival work conducted at
the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York, whose collections address
related themes. Additional perspectives on Czechoslovakia’s activities in the

w

Marie Bulinovd, Jifi Dufek, Karel Kaplan, and Vladimir §losar, ed., Ceskoslovensko a Izrael
1945-1956. Dokumenty [Czechoslovakia and Israel 1945-1956: Documents] (Prague: Ustav
pro soudobé d&jiny AV CR, 1993).

Alexander Leonidovich, “In the Dark: Access to Key Russian Archives Is Being Restricted as
the State Seeks to Tighten Its Control of Historical Memory,” Novaya Gazeta Europe, October
8, 2025, https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2025/10/08/in-the-dark-en.

Kian Byrne, “A Survey of Middle East Archives: Egypt,” Wilson Center, 2020, https://www.wil
soncenter.org/blog-post/survey-middle-east-archives-egypt; Kian Byrne, “A Survey of Middle
East Archives: Lebanon,” Wilson Center, 2020, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/surve
y-middle-east-archives-lebanon.
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Middle East were provided by archival holdings at The National Archives (TNA)
in London and at the Diplomatic Archives of the Ministry for Europe and Foreign
Affairs (CADLC) in Paris. As former colonial powers in the Middle East, Great
Britain and France retained significant political influence in the region and
possessed extensive information on developments in Middle Eastern countries
particularly in the early years of the Cold War.
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Czechoslovakia in the Postwar Middle East: A Soviet Satellite
on the Cold War Front

Historical Background of Czechoslovak Activities in the Middle East

Born out of the postwar reordering of Europe following the end of the First
World War, the First Czechoslovak Republic (1918-1938) envisioned its role not
merely within Central Europe but across a broader international landscape
shaped by political, cultural, scientific, and economic aspirations. While its
primary focus was evidently placed on Europe, the United States, and the other
major powers —both through bilateral relations and the platforms of interna-
tional organizations—the leaders of the newly established state also recognized
the necessity of expanding a network to promote Czechoslovak interests in other
parts of the world.” In this context, the Middle East was of particular significance
due to its relative geographic proximity to Europe, rich natural resources, and,
last but not least, its cultural and scientific importance—especially in relation to
the history of the world’s monotheistic religions and, more broadly, to the history
of humankind."

Although engagement in the Middle Eastern region was often challenging—
particularly after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire following First World War,
which led to the region becoming a sphere of influence for European great
powers such as France, Italy, and Great Britain''—it simultaneously presented
numerous opportunities, especially in the realm of economic cooperation. The
local markets were, in many respects, underdeveloped, creating economic
prospects for already highly industrialized countries such as Czechoslovakia.

9 FrantiSek Zbotil, Ceskoslovenskd a Ceskd zahranicni politika: minulost a soucasnost [Cze-
choslovak and Czech Foreign Policy: Past and Present] (Prague: Leges, 2010), 212-214.

10 See Petr Zidek and Karel Sieber, Ceskoslovensko a Blizky vychod v letech 1948-1989 [Cze-
choslovakia and the Middle East in 1948-1989] (Prague: Ustav mezindrodnich vztaht, 2009),
15-16.

11 See Rory Miller, Britain, Palestine and Empire: The Mandate Years (Oxon: Routledge, 2016);
Tom Segev, One Palestine, Complete: Jews and Arabs Under the British Mandate (New York:
Henry Holt and Company, 2013).
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Over time, Czechoslovakia gradually expanded its presence in the region, with
particular emphasis on countries such as Persia, Turkey, Egypt, and British
Mandatory Palestine.'” These priorities were also expressed through the found-
ing of the Oriental Institute in Prague in 1922, which brought together prominent
scholars such as the renowned Arabist Alois Musil, the Hittitologist Bedfich
Hrozny, the Egyptologist Frantisek Lexa, the Iranologist and Turkologist Jan
Rypka, and others."

From the early years, the territory of British Mandatory Palestine was at the
center of attention of Czechoslovak authorities, a territory that would later be-
come the central arena of the Arab-Israeli conflict, which was already taking
shape. In fact, compared to other countries in the region—which were rich in
mineral resources such as oil and natural gas—the interwar Palestinian economy
had relatively little to offer, with its primary exports limited to citrus fruits,
particularly the renowned Jaffa oranges, along with a few other tropical agri-
cultural products. However, what truly distinguished Palestine was the presence
of Czechoslovak Jews, whose transnational ties constituted a natural link between
their former and new homelands, emerging from successive waves of Jewish
migration to the Middle East beginning in the late 19th century."* The Jewish
community with roots either directly in Czechoslovakia or in the former terri-
tories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire played a significant role in fostering
bilateral relations, not only politically and culturally but also economically."

Several Zionist organizations emerged in interwar Czechoslovakia, including
the Makkabi sports association and the Zionist youth organizations HeHalutz
and Tchelet Lavan. One of their primary objectives was to mobilize Jewish youth
in Czechoslovakia, foster a stronger sense of Jewish identity, and ultimately
encourage their emigration to Palestine.'® It is also important to note that in-
terwar Czechoslovakia was among the few countries in the region that not only

12 See Adéla Jinové Mackovd, Nerovné partnerstvi: Ceskoslovensko-irdnské vztahy 1918-1938
[Unequal Partnership: Czechoslovak-Iranian Relations in 1918-1938] (Prague: Nérodo-
hospoddrsky tstav Josefa Hldvky, 2013); and Adéla Junovd Mackové and Libor Jin, ed.,
Ceskoslovensko v Orientu, Orient v Ceskoslovensku 1918-1938 [Czechoslovakia in the Orient,
the Orient in Czechoslovakia 1918-1938] (Prague: Masarykuv ustav a Archiv CR, 2022).

13 “Historie” [History], Oriental Institute of the Czech Academy of Sciences, https://orient.cas.c
z/cs/o-nas/historie/.

14 Tatjana Lichtenstein, Zionists in Interwar Czechoslovakia: Minority Nationalism and the
Politics of Belonging (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2016), 271-
273.

15 Tom4$ Kluson, Ceskoslovensko-arabské vztahy v mezivdlecném obdobi: Politické a hos-
poddrské vztahy mezivdlecného Ceskoslovenska k arabskym zemim Blizkého vychodu [Cze-
choslovak-Arab Relations in the Interwar Period: Political and Economic Relations of In-
terwar Czechoslovakia with the Arab Countries of the Middle East] (thesis, Charles Uni-
versity, 2011), 122-123.

16 Lichtenstein, Zionists in Interwar Czechoslovakia, 226-231.
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tolerated its Jewish minority but also granted it full civil and political rights. This
inclusive environment facilitated the establishment of a Jewish political party,
which, although minor in parliamentary representation, possessed the authority
to propose legislation. Its efforts were primarily directed toward combating
antisemitism and addressing the specific cultural, religious, and educational
needs of the Jewish minority."” The party’s role became increasingly significant
as traditional forms of antisemitism began to intensify in parts of Czechoslovak
society, reflecting the broader rise of far-right political ideologies across Europe,
particularly the ascendancy of Nazism in Germany.'

Despite the rise of antisemitism, especially in 1930s Europe, the right of the
Jewish people to self-determination—embodied in the aspiration for an inde-
pendent state—was largely perceived positively within contemporary Czech
society. For this reason, segments of the Czechoslovak political elite, as well as
parts of society, viewed the Zionist project as a parallel endeavor—a sister re-
public pursuing comparable goals and facing, to some extent, similar historical
challenges.”” This favorable disposition is further evidenced by the fact that
Czechoslovakia hosted three World Zionist Organization congresses in 1921,
1923, and 1933 in Carlsbad, underscoring the positive relationship between
Czechoslovakia and the Zionist movement during the interwar period.20 In 1937,
the global congress of the Orthodox movement Agudat Yisrael—which at the
time stood in opposition to the ideology of Zionism—was also held in Marien-
bad.”!

Altogether, these factors contributed to the need to establish an official Cze-
choslovak diplomatic mission in Jerusalem in 1925 initially in the form of a
consulate, which was elevated to the status of a general consulate a decade later.

17 Nonetheless, the political influence of Jewish representatives remained constrained, largely
due to internal divisions within the community. The most prominent divide existed between
secular, urban Jews and ultra-Orthodox Jews mostly in rural eastern Slovakia and especially
Subcarpathian Ruthenia, who adhered to traditional values and modes of life - see for more
details Katefina éapkové, Czechs, Germans, Jews?: National Identity and the Jews of Bohemia
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2012).

18 Marie Crhovd, “Politické strany a politika zidovské mensiny” [Political Parties and the Policy
of the Jewish Minority], in Politické strany, 1861-1938 [Political Parties, 1861-1938], ed. Jif{
Malit and Pavel Marek (Brno: Doplnék, 2005), 965-986.

19 Moshe Yegar, Ceskoslovensko, sionismus, Izrael: Historie vzdjemnych vztahii [Czechoslo-
vakia, Zionism and Israel: Shifts and Turns in Complex Relations] (Prague: Victoria Pub-
lishing, 1997), 23-29.

20 Zbotil, Ceskoslovenskd a Ceskd zahraniéni politika, 277.

21 Daniel Mahla, Orthodox Judaism and the Politics of Religion: From Prewar Europe to the State
of Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 148.

22 See Archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Territorial Departments-Regular (TO-0),
Israel 1945-1959, £. 9, ref. no. 106143, Generdlni konzuldt v Jerusalemé - zastaveni Cinnosti
[Consulate General in Jerusalem — Termination of Activities]. 27.2.1952, 1.
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The mission was headed by Czechoslovak diplomat Vladimir Fric (1925-1932),
followed by Miroslav Kadlec (1932-1939). Concurrently, two honorary consuls
also operated in the region: Viktor Griinwald (1927-1939) in Haifa and Rudolf
Stiitz (1929-1935) in Tel Aviv, who was later succeeded by Zikmund Glasel (1936~
1939). Griinwald and Glasel wielded considerable influence among Zionists in
Palestine and played a pivotal role in fostering commercial and cultural relations
between Czechoslovakia and Palestine, particularly through the Czechoslovak-
Palestinian Chamber of Commerce.” This step formed part of a broader expan-
sion of Czechoslovak diplomatic presence in the region, which also included the
opening of missions in Cairo (1923) and Beirut (1926).>* Although cooperation
with the Jewish community in British Mandatory Palestine was, for the reasons
outlined above, more dynamic, active, and eventful than with the Arabs—who, in
most cases, lacked any significant ties to either Czechoslovakia or Central Europe
—contemporary Czechoslovak diplomacy adopted a cautious approach. This
strategy aimed to engage with both communities, ultimately resulting in a de-
clared stance of neutrality amid the escalating conflict between the two groups.”

Czechoslovak activities in interwar Mandatory Palestine received diplomatic
reinforcement through the state visit of Tomds Garrigue Masaryk, who, in April
1927, became the first head of state to visit the territory.”® Although Masaryk’s
visit was originally conceived as unofficial, the Czechoslovak consul Fric quickly
recast it as a strategic opportunity. In addition to arranging visits to major
heritage sites, he facilitated meetings with leading political and religious figures
in Mandatory Palestine, including David Bloch-Blumental, the mayor of Tel
Aviv; Haj Amin al-Husseini, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem; Sir Herbert Samuel,
the High Commissioner for Palestine; and the philosopher Hugo Bergmann.”
The president’s visit received extensive and detailed coverage in the local media,
further enhancing Czechoslovakia’s standing in the region. Masaryk’s reputation
as a staunch opponent of antisemitism, particularly due to his role in the infa-
mous Leopold Hilsner trial®®, brought considerable prestige not only to himself

23 Kluson, Ceskoslovensko-arabské vztahy v mezivdlecném obdobi, 107-113.

24 Istanbul (1919), Cairo (1923), Jerusalem (1925), Beirut (1926), Tehran (1930), Bagdad (1933),
Tel Aviv (1950), Damascus (1954), Amman (1964).

25 Zidek and Sieber, Ceskoslovensko a Blizky vychod, 129-130.

26 Yegar, Ceskoslovensko, sionismus, Izrael, 41-43.

27 Milo$ Pojar, T. G. Masaryk a zZidovstvi [T. G. Masaryk and Judaism] (Prague: Academia,
2017), 214-223.

28 The so-called Hilsner Affair involved a young Jewish man who was accused of murdering a
Christian girl despite a lack of substantial evidence in 1899. The case provoked a significant
wave of public antisemitism in the Czech Lands, then part of Austria-Hungary, largely fueled
by deep-seated anti-Jewish prejudices. Tomds Garrigue Masaryk, at the time a university
professor, was among those who openly condemned the antisemitism surrounding the case
and criticized the trial’s lack of fairness - See for more details Jifi Kovtun, Tajuplnd vrazda:
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but also to Czechoslovakia. In 1935, the mayor of Tel Aviv, Meir Dizengoff,
awarded Tomd$ Garrigue Masaryk honorary citizenship of the city on the oc-
casion of the president’s 85th birthday. Later in 1940, the Czechoslovak-
Lithuanian kibbutz Mishmar Zevulun was renamed Kfar Masaryk.”

- ; y

Figure 1: President Tomds G. Masaryk (left) visiting Jerusalem in 1927 together with philosopher
Hugo Bergmann (middle) and the Czechoslovak Consul Vladimir Fric (right) © Wikipedia
Commons

Despite the escalating conflict between Zionists and the local Arab population,
which had already led to violent riots in Mandatory Palestine during the 1930s
and created a highly tense security situation,” mutual relations between the
actors persisted through various forms of cooperation. However, these interac-
tions were ultimately disrupted by the destruction of Czechoslovakia by Nazi
Germany and the subsequent events of the Second World War. The former
Czechoslovak territory—now the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia—and
the clerofascist puppet Slovak State also implemented racial and discriminatory

Pripad Leopolda Hilsnera [A Mysterious Murder: Case of Leopold Hilsner] (Prague: Sefer,
1994); Martin Wein, History of the Jews in the Bohemian Lands (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 40-45.
29 Jitka Radkovitov4, “Ceskoslovensko pod palmami aneb s Masarykem po Izraeli” [Cze-
choslovakia under the Palms, or With Masaryk through Israel], Masarykuv lid 21, no. 3
(2015): 8-10.
30 See Benny Morris, Righteous Victims: A History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 1881-1998 (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2001), 121-128.



20 Czechoslovakia in the Postwar Middle East: A Soviet Satellite on the Cold War Front

anti-Jewish laws, leading to the near-total elimination of approximately 90% of
prewar Czechoslovak Jewry.” Nevertheless, even during Second World War,
Czechoslovak contacts in the Middle East remained strategically significant, as
the Czechoslovak consulate in Jerusalem played an important role in coordi-
nating Czechoslovak military activities within Western Allied units in the Middle
East and North Africa.”” Additionally, some Czechoslovak soldiers participated
in the conflict as part of allied military units operating in the Middle East.”

Principles and Evolution of Czechoslovak Foreign Policy
in the Post-War Era

Following the end of the Second World War, the international community faced a
range of complex political challenges. The post-war period was marked by sig-
nificant turbulence, characterized by profound political, social, economic, and
ideological transformations, both in Europe and the Middle East. These regions
quickly emerged as key arenas in the geopolitical struggle between the two
dominant superpowers of the era—the United States and the Soviet Union.*
Efforts to rebuild war-torn territories and revive devastated economies across
Europe were accompanied by rising tensions and growing resistance in colonial
and dependent territories, ultimately contributing to the global process of de-
colonization. This period was further shaped by a severe economic crisis, ethnic
and religious tensions, and instability driven by rapidly changing international
dynamics, alongside a growing danger of political coups that often resulted in the
establishment of undemocratic, authoritarian regimes and, in some regions, even
the outbreak of armed conflicts.”

31 See Livia Rothkirchen, The Jews of Bohemia and Moravia: Facing the Holocaust (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2005); Benjamin Frommer, “Holocaust v Cechéch a na Morave”
[The Holocaust in Bohemia and Moravia], in Zidé v Ceskych zemich: Spoleénd cesta déjinami
[Prague and Beyond: Jews in the Bohemian Lands], ed. Katefina éapkové and Hillel J. Kieval
(Prague: NLN, 2022), 241-291.

32 Yegar, Ceskoslovensko, sionismus, Izrael, 60-61.

33 Paul Lenormand, “The Palestinian Triangle: Czechoslovaks, Jews and the British Crown in
the Middle East, 1940-1943,” European Review of History-Revue européenne d’histoire 27,
no. 1-2 (2020): 99-221; Zdenko Marsilek, “Ceskd” nebo “Ceskoslovenskd” armdda? Ndrod-
nostni slozent ceskoslovenskych vojenskych jednotek v zahranici v letech 1939-1945 [“Czech”
or “Czechoslovak” Army? The National Composition of Czechoslovak Military Units Abroad,
1939-1945], 1938-1953 (Prague: Academia, 2017), 271.

34 See John Lewis Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947 (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2000); Melvyn P. Leffler and David S. Painter, Origins of the
Cold War: An International History (London and New York: Routledge, 2005).

35 Nicholas White, Decolonisation: The British Experience since 1945 (London and New York:
Routledge, 2014), 11-32.
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Simultaneously, there were concerted efforts to establish a new international
order, with the newly founded United Nations (UN), established in 1945, envi-
sioned as its central guarantor. Despite widespread hopes for the construction of
a better, more peaceful world grounded in international law—where potential
violators would be held accountable and all nations could coexist in harmony and
prosperity—the post-war reality diverged significantly from this vision.’ Instead
of universal cooperation, the emerging global order was characterized by ideo-
logical polarization, strategic rivalries, and the frequent undermining of the very
legal and moral principles upon which the new international system was
ostensibly founded. These developments collectively ushered in a new era of
international relations—one often marked by instability, rapid transformations,
and recurrent conflicts.” Already in the final stages of the Second World War, it
was apparent that internal tensions existed within the wartime alliance of the
victorious powers, and both superpowers were already pursuing the formation of
networks of allied states, either under their direct influence or aligned with their
respective ideological frameworks.*®

In the post-war period, Czechoslovakia was primarily tasked with the chal-
lenging process of restoring its statehood, consolidating its domestic political,
economic, and social conditions, and, crucially, defining its position in the
emerging new system of international relations.” Following the end of the
Second World War, significant efforts were undertaken to restore Czechoslovak
foreign policy, notably through the reappointment of Jan Masaryk as Minister of
Foreign Affairs and the facilitation of the return of interwar-era diplomats to
their former posts. Available data indicate that, as of January 1, 1948, the MFA
employed a total of 1,256 individuals, 602 of whom had already been serving at
the Ministry prior to 1938.* Although the Ministry was not initially a stronghold
of the KSC, over time an increasing number of communist-aligned diplomats—
among them Deputy Minister Vladimir Clementis—were able to consolidate
their influence and ultimately achieve dominance within the institution.*’ Al-

36 Paul Kennedy, The Parliament of Man: The Past, Present, and Future of the United Nations
(New York: Random House, 2006), 3-50.

37 Maarten van Alstein, “The Meaning of Hostile Bipolarization: Interpreting the Origins of the
Cold War,” Cold War History 9, no. 3 (2009): 301-319.

38 See John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York: Penguin Press, 2005).

39 Jan Rychlik, Ceskoslovensko v obdobi socialismu 1945-1989 [Czechoslovakia in the Period of
Socialism 1945-1989] (Prague: Vysehrad, 2020), 35-44.

40 Jan Vytopil, “1948: Likvidace samostatné zahrani¢ni politiky” [1948: The Liquidation of an
Independent Foreign Policy], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, 2005, http://
www.mzv.cz/jnp/cz/o_ministerstvu/historie_a_osobnosti_ceske_diplomacie/unor_1948_na
_mzv.html.

41 Jindtich Dejmek, Diplomacie Ceskoslovenska: Dil L Ndstin déjin ministerstva zahraniénich
véci a diplomacie (1918-1992) [Czechoslovak Diplomacy: Vol. I. An Outline of the History of
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though certain members of the Czechoslovak leadership—most notably Presi-
dent Edvard Benes and Foreign Minister Jan Masaryk—initially envisioned the
country as a bridge between East and West, the geopolitical reality proved to be
markedly different.*

Already during the period of the Third Czechoslovak Republic (1945-1948),
Czechoslovakia increasingly aligned itself with the Soviet sphere of influence,
primarily through the actions of the KSC, which functioned as an agent of Soviet
policy. The Soviet Union was regarded not only as the principal guarantor of
Czechoslovakia’s security—especially in view of persistent fears of potential
German revanchism—but also as an increasingly dominant force shaping the
country’s political and ideological orientation.* Although considerable debate
persists regarding the precise turning point at which Czechoslovakia became a
Soviet satellite—and whether a realistic opportunity ever existed to reverse this
trajectory—Soviet influence over foreign policy became particularly evident
during key political moments, such as the Czechoslovak deliberations on the
Marshall Plan in the summer of 1947. On that occasion, the Czechoslovak del-
egation initially accepted the proposal, only to reverse its decision three days
later after consultations with Moscow. According to some historians, this epi-
sode marked a milestone that effectively—albeit not officially—terminated
Czechoslovakia’s independent foreign policy prior to the communist coup of
February 1948.*

Already functioning in several respects as a Soviet satellite and certainly a
close ally, Czechoslovakia in the late 1940s served as a Soviet intermediary in the
increasingly polarized Middle East. This development was largely shaped by the
Soviet Union’s unsuccessful experience in Iran during 1945-1946, when, under
intense international pressure, the Red Army was compelled to withdraw from
the northwestern provinces of Iran, where it had supported the establishment of
short-lived, Soviet-backed Republic of Mahabad and the Azerbaijan People’s
Government.” The so-called Iranian Crisis attracted significant global attention
and resulted in substantial diplomatic pressure—particularly through the UN—
on the Soviet Union to retreat. This episode placed Soviet leadership in a polit-
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demia, 2012), 119-120.
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ically vulnerable position and contributed to a more cautious and indirect ap-
proach to sensitive Middle Eastern affairs in the subsequent years.*

Czechoslovak diplomacy quickly revived pre-war networks in the Middle East,
reopening embassies in key territories and dispatching regular reports to Prague
on the region’s shifting political landscape. Czechoslovak diplomats observed the
mounting resistance to European colonial authorities and the accompanying
efforts toward independence among national and subnational entities, regarding
these developments as a significant opportunity for the Eastern Bloc to extend its
sphere of influence. In this context, Czechoslovakia emerged as one of the most
active East European actors in the region, engaging in economic, cultural, and
intelligence activities, and playing a pivotal role in supporting the establishment
of the State of Israel in 1948, as well as cultivating relations—albeit in late 1940s
with limited success—with strategic countries such as Iran, Egypt, and Le-
banon.”

Czechoslovak Diplomacy after February 1948: Soviet Domination and Political
Purges

The communist coup d’état in February 1948 itself undoubtedly represented the
culmination of the process of subordination of Czechoslovakia to the Soviet
Union in all aspects including foreign policy.”® For the following four decades,
both the political landscape and the foreign orientation of the country were
fundamentally shaped by the dominance of the KSC, which operated under the
direct influence of Soviet leadership. In the aftermath of the coup, the MFA
experienced profound transformations, both in terms of personnel and insti-
tutional orientation. The mysterious death of Foreign Minister Jan Masaryk in
March 1948* was soon followed by the appointment of KSC member Vladimir
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Iranian Studies 47, no. 3 (2014): 379-439; Geoffrey Roberts, “Moscow’s Cold War on the
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550.

49 Jan Masaryk was found dead on 10 March 1948 beneath the window of his apartment in the
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Clementis to the position, thereby consolidating communist control over the
ministry. The subsequent resignation of President Edvard Benes on 7 June 1948,
followed by his death in September of the same year, further affirmed the as-
cendancy of the KSC. His replacement by Communist leader Klement Gottwald
marked the definitive establishment of pro-Soviet leadership in Czechoslo-
vakia.”

Figure 2: Foreign Minister Jan Masaryk (right) and his deputy Vladimir Clementis (left) in 1946
© Wikipedia Commons

Over time, the MFA’ independence eroded even in its interactions with other
state institutions, as the appointment of new employees became subject to ap-
proval by the International Department of the UV KSC and by the security
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