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Abstract 
 
Issuing threats of military action against opponents is a standard tool that states use to get what 

they desire. Yet, the history of issuing military threats has not followed realist argument about 

the decisiveness of power in international relations. In fact, more powerful states cannot get 

what they want through threats. It is puzzling why states resist coercion when facing a militarily 

superior state. To answer that question, this master’s thesis seeks to explore the logic behind 

Czechoslovak unwillingness to comply with demands of the “Five” Warsaw Treaty 

Organization states, which demanded an end to the Prague Spring reforms. The 1968 

Czechoslovak case is especially valuable for the crushing power asymmetry between the 

coalition of challengers and the target of the military threats. I extract four plausible 

explanations from the literature on coercion, which validity to account for Czechoslovak 

behaviour is then analysed.  I argue, that the most significant factor was the domestic political 

dynamic inside Czechoslovakia, which served to Czechoslovak officials as the argument during 

the bargaining process with the “Warsaw Five”. Besides that, it also limited the possibility to 

implement the demanded measures. 

 

 
Abstrakt 
 
Využívání hrozeb použití vojenské síly vůči svým oponentům je standartním nástrojem států 

v mezinárodním prostředí. Nicméně historická data ukazují, že mocnější státy nejsou 

v prosazování svých zájmů tímto způsobem úspěšné. Tento poznatek významně omezuje 

platnost argumentu o ústřední roli moci v mezinárodních vztazích zastávaný realistickou 

školou. Je otázkou, proč státy, které jsou v očividně slabší pozici, odolávají donucování. Za 

účelem hledání odpovědi, zkoumá tato magisterská práce možné příčiny odporu 

Československa k požadavkům pěti států Varšavské smlouvy v roce 1968, které usilovaly o 

ukončení reforem Pražského jara. Tento případ je analyticky cenný kvůli nezpochybnitelné 

mocenské asymetrii mezi Československem a koalicí vyzyvatelů v čele se Sovětským svazem. 

V tomto textu pracuji se čtyřmi možnými vysvětleními, jejichž validitu na případu 

Československa zkoumám. Tvrdím, že nejpravděpodobnějším vysvětlením byla mobilizace 

občanské společnosti, kterou představitelé Československa použili jako argument při jednáních 

s představiteli ,,Varšavské Pětky“, ale která zároveň omezovala jejich možnost splnit dané 

požadavky. 
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1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
That the world is a violent place and a military strength is an indispensable feature of most 

existing states and other political entities is common knowledge not only to students of 

international relations. Another nearly universal maxim adopted by the academic field 

“appeared” almost two centuries ago when the veteran of Napoleonic wars Carl von Clausewitz 

argued that the war is a continuation of politics by other means.1 However, states do not need 

to go into war for their armed forces to have a political utility. There is a lacuna between 

choosing a military option solely and using diplomatic tools to get what states desire. This divide 

is filled by something that goes under many different names with a slight variance in the actual 

meaning: compellence, compellent threats, coercive diplomacy, blackmail, or coercion. But all 

these share the same underlying logic, which is altering others’ behaviour by threatening 

military action against them. Such a way of conduct is preferred over going into war, which 

may cost a significant amount of blood, treasure and comprise an additional political and 

psychological toll to the challenger.2  

 Following this logic, choosing to threaten a military action as the optimum strategy of 

little risk and high payoff might be highly tempting. Alexander George, one of the “founding 

fathers” of coercion theory, claimed that states are naturally inclined to issue threats towards 

weaker states to achieve their goals.3 Todd S. Sechser verified such argument. He collected data 

for the years 1918 - 2001 with a particular focus on militarised compellent threats and 

concluded that indeed prevalent challengers were major powers making demands on smaller 

powers.4 John Mearsheimer explains the rationale behind it by stating that other major powers 

would resist giving up to threats without a fight. Therefore, it is futile to make such demands at 

 
1 Carl von Clausewitz, On War (New York: Oxford Univesity Press, 2007), 28-29. 

2 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (NY: WW Norton & Company, 2001) 152. Alexander 
George, “Coercive Diplomacy: Definiton and Characteristics” in The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy Alexander George, 
William Simons, eds. (Boulder: Westview, 1994), 9. 

3 Alexander L George “Coercive Diplomacy“ in The Use of Force: Military Power and International Politics Robert J., 
and Kenneth Neal Waltz, eds. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009), 74 quoted in Joshua B. Schore “Hollow 
Threats: Why Coercive Diplomacy Fails” (Graduation Thesis. School of Advanced Air and Space Studies. Air 
University. Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, 2015), 3. 

4 Todd S. Sechser “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001“ in Conflict Management and Peace Science Vol. 28, 
No. 4 (2011), 377-401.  
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all.5 Yet, the history of issuing threats of military action has resisted the primary power axiom 

of the realist school, that the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.6 It 

remains baffling why militarily inferior states resist coercion.  

 Several plausible explanations account for the failure of coercion issued by a more 

powerful entity. Among the most discussed is the inability of the challenger to commit itself not 

to come again with harsher demands in the future. A state weaker in resolve given its power 

might decide to stay firm because it worries that the challenger might come for more next time. 

Therefore, it is better to show resoluteness in the first instance to prevent more extensive 

concessions in the future. Another plausible explanation might be the wrong perception of the 

military balance between the challenger and the target. The target then simply does not fully 

grasp the possible amount of power it is facing and the punishment it can receive. The third 

explanation tells us that the failure to reach a “peaceful” bargain and avoid large-scale violence 

is a product of the bargaining situation, where both sides tend to misrepresent their power and 

resolve. The target views the threats as part of the bargaining “game”, not a real danger and 

thus resists. The last explanation considered in this study is that the disputed issue is non-

reconcilable for the power of the domestic environment. Usually, a state with a high nationalist 

feeling is willing to endure more cost to retain the thing demanded by the challenger. I argue 

that explanation based on the strength of the internal politics is the most convincing in 

accounting for why states resist coercion in the situation of military inferiority. 

 For exploring the power of these explanations, I have chosen to observe the historical 

case of Czechoslovakia in 1968. At that time, Czechoslovakia was going through series of 

turbulent political changes, which we commonly label as the Prague Spring. Censorship was 

cancelled, borders with the West opened, relations with West Germany was improving, several 

economic reforms were contemplated, and even other political parties besides the KSČ were to 

play a role in the policymaking. Not surprisingly, this development highly worried surrounding 

communist countries. 

 For several months Leonid Brezhnev, along with the leaders of the other communist 

states, were repeatedly dealing with Czechoslovak officials. The so called “Warsaw Five” was 

 
5 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 152. 

6 Todd S. Sechser “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001“ in Conflict Management and Peace Science Vol. 28, 
No. 4 (2011), 377-401. Also comparing several other datasets among each other: Alexander B. Downes, “Step 
Aside or Face the Consequences: Explaining the Success and Failure of Compellent Threats to Remove Foreign 
Leaders“ in Coercion: The Power to Hurt in International Politics, Kelly M. Greenhill and Peter Krause, eds. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2018), 98. Robert J. Art “Coercive diplomacy: What do we know?” in The United States 
and Coercive Diplomacy, Robert J. Art and Patrick M. Cronin, eds. (Washington DC: U.S. Institute of Peace, 2008), 
376. 
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constantly persuading Czechoslovakia to end the reforms using a variety of instruments ranging 

from diplomatic pressure to psychological operations and military manoeuvres. In August, their 

patience was gone, and joint military forces of the Soviet Union, Poland, Hungary, East 

Germany and Bulgaria invaded Czechoslovakia to settle the issue once and for all.  

 Given the massive military superiority of the Soviet Union7 combined with the other 

Warsaw Pact forces, intelligence penetration of Czechoslovakia, economic power and 

dependence of Czechoslovakia on its patron, and limited diplomatic backing inside the Soviet 

sphere of influence, it is puzzling why Czechoslovak officials did not comply with the 

challengers’ demands and coercion failed.8 By conducting a comprehensive historical case 

study, my answer is that it was chiefly for the public mobilisation during the Prague Spring. 

 As coercion is highly context-dependent, process tracing is the most useful analytical 

method. For this study, I will use primary sources of various origins as editions of archival 

documents, biographies and published interviews with the chief actors of the Prague Spring. I 

will also use a plethora of secondary literature of Czech and Anglo-Saxon provenience covering 

the topic. Studying this intrinsic case will help understand why states resist, when they are 

obviously in an exceptionally unfavourable position vis-á-vis the challenger.  

 Many other studies devoted to the failure of coercion conduct either a large-n analysis 

or the case studies are devoted decisively to threats issued by the United States.9 The problem 

with the large-n analysis is that it does not allow for the depth of the analysis that highly-context 

dependent coercion deserves. Concerning my second reproach, beside the US-centrism of the 

research, is that the ability of the United States to coerce opponents may also be limited by the 

fact that it is a liberal democracy. Given the open society, opposition to state policy might easily 

gain support and paralyze state behaviour making threats of punishment implausible, much 

 
7 See page 22, footnote 120 of this text for more detailed elaboration of power difference between Czechoslovakia 
and the USSR. 

8 There I deliberately omitted that the Soviet Union was a nuclear state. According to Sechser and Fuhrmann’s 
large-n analysis, nuclear weapons are poor tools of coercion. See Todd S. Sechser and Matthew Fuhrmann “Crisis 
Bargaining and Nuclear Blackmail“ in International Organization Vol. 67 (2013), 173-195. 

9 Alexander L. George, William E. Simons, eds. The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy (Boulder: Westview, 1994); 
Alexander George, Forceful Persuasion: Coercive Diplomacy as an Alternative to War (Washington, D.C.: United States 
Institute of Peace Press, 1991); Robert J. Art, Patrick M Cronin, eds. The United States and Coercive Diplomacy 
(Washington DC: U.S. Institute of Peace, 2008); Byman, Daniel L. and Waxman, Matthew C., The Dynamics of 
Coercion: American Foreign Policy and the Limits of Military Might (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); 
Exception to this is e. g.: Damla Aras “The Role of Motivation in the Success of Coercive Diplomacy: The 1998 
Turkish-Syrian Crisis as a Case Study“ in Defence Studies, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2009), 207-223; Tracey German  “David 
and Goliath: Georgia and Russia’s Coercive Diplomacy“ in Defence Studies Vol. 9, No. 2 (2009), 224-241; Sechser, 
Todd S., “Goliath’s curse: Coercive threats and asymmetric power“ in International Organization Vol. 64, No. 4 
(2010), 627–660 
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more likely than in an autocracy.10 For that reason, observing the behaviour of the Soviet Union 

and other communist states where the space for the public’s influence was much more limited 

is beneficial. 

 Previous large-n analyses and historical case studies also have one disadvantage in 

common. They do not treat in any particular way behaviour between countries, that are 

separated by water. These coercive episodes are complicated by what Mearsheimer calls 

“stopping power of water”.11 Mearsheimer and many other scholars argue that the decisive 

factor in IR is not the overall power preponderance but the ability to project power using land 

forces because threatening a land invasion is the ultimate form of penalty.12 The threats of 

overseas states might not seem that credible since they would need to amass a significant number 

of forces and transport them over a vast distance to defeat the opponent unconditionally. The 

case of the Soviet Union in 1968 is precisely the opposite. The USSR had its divisions all around 

Czechoslovakia and could have crushed it with a flick of the finger as in Hungary some years 

before the Prague Spring. No one could seriously dispute the Soviets’ capability to occupy 

Czechoslovakia. Additionally, the case of Czechoslovakia is invaluable because of the length of 

the crisis and availability of a large number of primary documents from both sides of the dispute 

to study. That is hardly a norm in other research of coercion.13 

 It remains vital to further understand the dynamics of coercion for both scholars and 

policy practitioners.14 Since the end of the Cold War, coercion has constituted the main 

instrument in Western states’ toolbox for international crisis management. Think, for example, 

of Iraq, Somalia, Haiti, North Korea, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Libya and Syria.15 Tami Davis 

Biddle sums this up perfectly in the case of the US: “As a major power seeking to maintain the 

existing international structure, the United States possesses coercive leverage and uses it over 

the other states. A sense of its own power, combined with a desire to use that power to solve 

complex problems with minimum trouble and expenditure, has inclined American decision-

 
10 Schore “Hollow Threats: Why Coercive Diplomacy Fails”, 24. 

11 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 83-84. 

12 Byman, Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 100. 

13 Peter Viggo Jakobsen. Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War: A Challenge for Theory and Practice (New 
York: St. Martin’s, 1998), 9. 

14 Tami Davis Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“ in Texas National Security Review 
Vol. 3/2 (2020), 95. 

15 Robert J. Art,Kelly M. Greenhill „Coercion: An Analytical Overview“ in Coercion: The Power to Hurt in International 
Politics, Kelly M. Greenhill and Peter Krause eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 98. 3. Jakobsen. 
Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 1. 
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makers to look to coercion repeatedly.” Nevertheless, the coercion has a low rate of success.16 

One of the reasons that Peter Viggo Jakobsen contemplates is the imperfect theoretical 

elaboration of issuing military threats. He correctly observes that theory of coercion has not 

been so far developed to the same level of elaboration as its more attractive “sister” theory of 

deterrence, which made a considerable career during the Cold War.17 

 With the rising power of not only China but also more assertive behaviour of other 

regional states and non-state entities in the wake of new multipolar international order, and 

given the above mentioned Sacher’s argument about the connection between power and rate 

of international demands backed by a threat of military force, it is entirely reasonable to expect 

many new rounds of issuing military threats to reach political goals in the future.18 It is only 

logical to know more about coercion to understand all these present and future challenges since 

coercion is still a relatively peaceful solution to disputes among the states even for all the 

imagined violence contained in the military threats.19 Only when threats fail to reach the 

intended goal, ruthless violence and human suffering as often exist in war, follows. It remains 

essential to study the dynamic relationship of coercion between the challenger and its target to 

solve such crises with minimum violence as possible.  

 This text is divided into three major sections: theoretical, descriptive and analytical. In 

Chapter 2 I will review the current state of the literature on coercion. Then, in Chapter 3 the 

selected case of Czechoslovakia will be presented and fitted into the theoretical framework. 

Chapter 4 and 5 will briefly present a historical background of Czechoslovakia in 1968 and the 

changes it went through. Then, in the following four chapters, I will analyse available historical 

evidence with a special focus on the coercive threats conducted by the five communist countries 

and my selected explanations. In Chapter 10, I will review my findings, compare the 

explanations and slightly touch upon broader policy implications of my analysis. 

 
16 Sechser “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001”, 389. Peter Viggo Jakobsen “Pushing the Limits of 
Military Coercion Theory“ in International Studies Perspective Vol. 12 (2011), 154. Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: An 
Analytical Overview“, 16. 

17 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 154. 

18 Stephen Biddle claims, that coercion is one of the standard tools on the asymmetrical warfare end of spectrum. 
Stephen Biddle Nonstate Warfare: The Military Methods of Guerillas, Warlords, and Militias (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2021), 12. 

19 Jakobsen, Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 2. 
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2 

 

COERCION 101 

 
Soon after the first and last two nuclear detonations in war, Bernard Brodie wrote that nuclear 

weapons are not intended to fight wars but to avert them.20 The concept of deterrence in the 

field of international relations was born on that day. Deterrence in Brodie’s terms means that 

the challenger will not attack a nuclear state for fear of devastating retaliation on its own 

population, which, in fact, overwrites all the benefits challenger initially thought he would get 

from a conflict. This way, Brodie sow the first seeds of academic interest in the psychological 

influence of arms.  

 Another well-developed analytical treatment of using the potential of military force to 

influence the opponent’s behaviour was provided by no other than Thomas C. Schelling. 

Schelling thought of arms not purely in their material sense as tools of destruction but as 

enabling a form of violent diplomacy short of actual war. Strategy in his sense was not about 

“application of force, but about the exploitation of a latent force.”21 In his canonical works Arms 

and Influence and Strategy of Conflict, Schelling uses the term coercion simply as a threat of using 

military power to influence the opponent’s behaviour.22 What then persuades others to alter 

their conduct is the image of future pain.23 The essence of such an action might be to dissuade 

an opponent from doing something, or make him to do something or alternatively stop doing something. 

Thus arms can be used not only to stop an adversary from attempting to act in a way we do not 

like, which is a standard definition of deterrence but also to pressure him to do something else 

then he is already doing, for which action Schelling created a new term compellence.24 Despite 

some possible overlapping in practice between compellence and deterrence, it is a much useful 

distinction to keep.25 

 
20 Bernard Brodie, “Implications for Military Policy” in Bernard Brodie, ed. The Absolute Weapon: Atomic Power and 
World Order (New York : Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1946), 62. 

21 Thomas C. Schelling. The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 5. 

22 Thomas C. Schelling. Arms and Influence. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 70-79. 

23 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners”, 97. 

24 Ibid., 98. 

25 See the possible effects of failure to distinguish between compellence and deterrence in the case of recent US - 
Iran relationship. Joshua Rovner “‘Real‘ Deterrence? Identifying the Trump Administration’s Iran Strategy” 
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 Building his model by deductive logic based on the rationalist assumption of cost-benefit 

calculus, Schelling proposed several conditions that influence successful compellence. These are 

material potential and credibility of the threat, reassurance of future action, and giving a target 

state a necessary time to comply with demands.26 Many others besides Schelling delved deeply 

into the subject of what he calls compellence. The unfortunate outcome is a terminological 

jungle, metaphorically said. 

 A few years later after Schelling published his work, Alexander L. George refused 

Schelling’s term compellence and proposed term coercive diplomacy to describe attempts to 

persuade an enemy to stop or reverse action with defensive intention. Blackmail strategy, in his 

terminology, is the use of coercive threats with offensive intention to persuade an adversary to 

give up something valuable without a fight.27 On the other hand, Art and Greenhill adhere to 

Schelling’s terminology in case of coercion as the general term for deterrence and compellence. 

But then they use coercive diplomacy and wartime compellence to describe threats and limited 

use of power in peacetime and war.28 Sechser uses terms as coercive diplomacy and compellence 

threats interchangeably, and by compellence Sechser means limited use of force, not necessarily 

with a prior verbal threat.29 Downes labels compellence threats as explicit uses of force, whereas 

verbal threats may remain implicit during the coercive diplomacy episodes.30  

 Jakobsen claims that a consensus in the field is emerging for using the term coercion to 

describe issuing military threats and limited use of power to change opponent’s behaviour, 

basically what Schelling did term compellence.31 Jakobsen himself uses the term coercion to 

include both coercive diplomacy and compellence strikes.32 The general concept that would 

include this new notion of coercion coupled with deterrence is Freedman’s strategic coercion.33 

 
https://www.lawfareblog.com/real-deterrence-identifying-trump-administrations-iran-strategy (Accessed May 
21, 2020) 

26 Summed up by Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 156. 

27 Alexander L. George “Coercive Diplomacy: Definition and Characteristics“ in The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy, 
Alexander L. George, William E. Simons, eds. (Boulder: Westview, 1994), 7. Levy provided a valuable criticism of 
offensive and defensive terminological divide in Jack S. Levy, “Deterrence and Coercive Diplomacy: The 
Contributions of Alexander George“ in Political Psychology Vol. 29, No. 4 (2008), 541-542. Alternatively Jakobsen, 
Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 13-14. 

28 Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 5. 

29 Sechser, “Militarized Compellent Threats“, 382. 

30 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 97. 

31 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 155. See Pape and his reasoning for replacing 
coercion with compellence Robert A. Pape “Coercion and Military Strategy: Why Denial Works and Punishment 
Doesn’t“ in The Journal of Strategic Studies Vol. 15, No. 4 (1992), 423. See footnote 1. 

32 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 155. 

33 Lawrence Freedman,  Strategic Coercion: Concepts and Cases (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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In this text, I will stick to Sechser’s terminology of accenting a verbal component of compellence 

and coercion and differentiate an actual use of force by labelling such behaviour as a strike, 

either coercive, or compellent. I also use coercion as a general term encompassing both limited 

strikes and threats that aim to change the behaviour of the other state. Due to the different 

terminology in literature, maintaining this distinction will sometimes be a little challenging. For 

this, I kindly ask for readers’ remission. 

 Besides this linguistical issue in coercion literature, there is no parsimonious and 

straightforward theory of coercion as is usually the case for IR theories.34 However, several 

factors and concepts emerge from the literature that influences the dynamics of coercion 

between actors. 

 

 

Theoretic bricolage 
 

The first factor influencing the dynamic of coercion could be labelled as nature of the demand. Too 

much is asked in too little time and coupled with too little, or no side payment. Sechser argues 

that demands for small concessions should be more successful than demands threatening regime 

survival or sovereignty.35 As the logic goes, more powerful states have more extensive demands, 

which in the end complicates their success. Art and Cronin nevertheless dispute this argument 

and finds no connection between the demand type and the chance of success.36  

 Similarly, Schelling warns of demands violating the dignity of the opponent, which 

might, in the end, change his cost-benefit calculus, whether to comply or not.37 Art specifies this 

notion by declaring that coercion highly affects the sense of national honour and, for this reason, 

might fail in the end.38 Downes argues that the reputational problem is, in fact, two-way: for its 

sense of reputation, not only target does not want to yield to coercion, the coercer does not want 

to lower his demands or offer side payment as compensation, also.39 According to George, side 

 
34 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 153. Jakobsen claims, that Schelling and George 
indeed created theories of compellence/coercive diplomacy, but they are largely untestable. Jakobsen, Western Use 
of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 4. 

35 Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse“, 653-655.  

36 Art, “Coercive diplomacy: What do we know?”, 401. 

37 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 84. 

38 Art, “Coercive diplomacy: What do we know?”, 362. 

39 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 99. 
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payment or positive inducements maintain a fundamental role in successful coercive diplomacy 

since these carrots might also serve as reputation saving measures, signalling that the dispute is 

a tit-for-tat exchange rather than unilateral subjugation.40 

 Therefore, the challenger is threatening to impose costs, but also offers benefits to 

change the targets’ calculations. In Bruce Jentleson’s theoretical framework of coercion, 

inducements play a crucial role in building credibility between the challenger and the target. 

For success, the target needs to see that offered carrots reciprocally balance his steps.41 

 Todd Sechser provided a game-theoretic treatment of reputation in a slightly different 

manner. He argues that states value reputation for future contingencies. Therefore when the 

present crisis is costly to their reputation and the danger exists, that the challenger may come 

back in the future for more, target states may choose to remain stiff.42 But if the challenger offers 

to lower its demands or offer something to compensate for the reputation cost, the target state 

might eventually comply.43 

 There is a significant difference in mechanics between compellence and deterrence in 

connection to the issue of reputation. Whereas under deterrence, the deterred state might argue 

that it had no intention to act in the first place, under compellence state need to change its 

behaviour. Therefore, the link between cause and effect is quite evident to others.44 As Art and 

Greenhill tell, in deterrence situations, the target has plausible deniability. That is one of the 

reasons why compellence is generally assumed as being more difficult than deterrence.45   

 
40 George, “Theory and Practise“ in The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy, Alexander L. George, William E. Simons, eds. 
(Boulder: Westview, 1994), 16-17. An example might be a proposal of easing UN sanctions if Libya surrendered 
suspects involved in the Pan Am 103 flight incident. Sayde-Hope Crystal, “Coercive Diplomacy: A Theoretical 
and Practical Evaluation“ in Glendon Journal of International Studies, Vol. 8, No. 1-2 (2015), 19. 

41 Bruce Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“ Policy Analysis Brief The 
Stanley Foundation (December 2006), 3. 

42 Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse“, 628-629. 

43 Ibid., 649. 

44 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“, 102. 

45 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 72-73. As discussed by Art and Greenhill, it depends on the choice of coercive 
instruments. Demographic bombing as a strategy of compellence is supposedly easier than maintaining extended 
deterrence. Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 22. 
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Asymmetry of interest 
 

The second factor is asymmetry of interest. Alexander George argues that the side with more 

interest in the outcome of the dispute and thus with stronger motivation will likely prevail.46 

However, both actors tend to be highly motivated in international disputes. The solution offered 

by George is that the challenger should not demand things of vital interest to the target, only 

then the asymmetry of interest can be maintained.47 This level of interest then transmits to the 

state’s resolve. Decades ago, Andrew Mack noticed that militarily superior states might not win 

wars with less powerful actors.48 He argued that the side with greater interest in the conflict and 

thus resolve would prevail, despite the asymmetrical power balance.49 The side with vital 

interests at stake is willing to risk more and incur higher costs than the side with only marginal 

interest. Byman and Waxman second that observation with cases specific to compellence.50  

 In connection to this, the prospect theory infused from psychology to the IR discipline 

tells us that actors are risk-averse to achieve gains but risk-acceptant to prevent losses.51 Given 

this logic, the target state will be more resolved to preserve what it already has, and the 

challenger issuing a coercive threat will be consequently less resolved to risk achieving 

something he does not currently possess.52 The perceived interest of the challenger in stake also 

directly translates to the credibility of the threat. If the challenger’s interest is perceived as 

marginal, the target might conclude that the challenger would not risk a war for such a little 

value. Target thus might remain highly resolved.53 

 
46 George, “Theory and Practise“, 15. 

47 Alexander George, Forceful Persuasion: Coercive Diplomacy as an Alternative to War, (Washington, D.C.: United States 
Institute of Peace Press, 1991), 12. Damla Aras, “The Role of Motivation in the Success of Coercive Diplomacy: 
The 1998 Turkish-Syrian Crisis as a Case Study“ in Defence Studies, Vol. 9, No. 2 (2009), 209. 

48 Andrew Mack, “Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars: The Politics of Asymmetric Conflict“ in World Politics Vol. 
27, No. 2 (1975), 175-200.  

49 I second Areguín-Toft’s argument about the practical interchangeability of balance of resolve and interest for 
the simplicity, although they are analytically distinct. Ivan Arreguín-Toft “How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of 
Asymmetric Conflict“ in International Security Vol. 26, No. 1 (2001), 94-95. 

50 Daniel L. Byman and Matthew C. Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion: American Foreign Policy and the Limits of 
Military Might (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 18. Cited in Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic 
Introduction for Practitioners“, 104. 

51 Paradigmatic study is by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky. Daniel Kahneman, Amos Tversky (1979). 
“Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk” in Econometrica, Vol. 47, No. 2 (1979), 263–292.  

52 Robert Jervis, “Political Implications of Loss Aversion“ in Political Psychology Vol. 13, No. 2 (1992), 187-204.  

53 Schore “Hollow Threats: Why Coercive Diplomacy Fails”, 23. 
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 According to Sechser, there is an inherent problem with using interest as an explanatory 

variable since actors are usually not wholly aware of the adversary’s interest at stake. Moreover, 

the level of interest might change as the crisis envelopes and bargaining continues, and states 

usually move into a firmer position concerning their resolve.54 

 

 

Information availability 
 

The third factor is information availability. Many coercion scholars argue that knowing the 

opponent is the crucial precondition for threats to succeed. It is a step away from Schelling’s 

rational cost-benefit concept to rather an information-driven approach for designing threats 

and demands. This approach largely follows Alexander L. George’s writing, who disagreed with 

the abstract model Schelling provided for its limited practical utility in designing a proper 

strategy and the lack of predictive power.55 Rather than calculating with a rational actor, 

George proposes to focus on the psychological, cultural and political factors.56 Art and Greenhill 

confirm that precise intelligence is a crucial variable in coercion.57 Bratton claims that it is 

necessary to know target’s “centres of gravity”, its internal composition, struggles, et cetera, to 

move behind a deductive rational actor assumption.58 

  Jakobsen, however, disputes such an approach and claims that the US was able to 

coerce the adversaries about which it had limited information. The second problem he raises, 

is the availability of information in the time of crisis on the one hand and then an abundance of 

it on the other.59 “The power to hurt trumps the power to understand”, Jakobsen sums up.60 

 

 

 
54 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 99. Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse“, 630. Art “Coercive 
diplomacy: What do we know?”, 365. 

55 George, “Theory and Practise“, 13. Paradoxically, George himself also verified, that his framework does not 
have predictive power. Jakobsen, “Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War“, 21. 

56 George, “Theory and Practise“,  20. 

57 Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 31. Jentleson seconds that. Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: 
Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“, 9. 

58 Patrick C. Bratton, “When is Coercion Successful? And Why Can‘t We Agree on It?“ in Naval War College Review 
Vol. 58 /3 (2005), 106. 

59 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 161. 

60 Ibid., 165.  
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Domestic politics 
 

The fourth factor influencing the dynamic of issuing coercion is domestic politics of both the 

challenger and the target. This proposition comes from acknowledgement that states are not 

unitary black-boxes but are, in fact, collectives of people with various individual and group 

interests.61 As Waxman and Byman write, different regimes have different pressure points that 

the challenger should focus on to threaten.62 Jentleson’s three proposed elements of coercive 

diplomacy strategy (proportionality, reciprocity, coercive credibility) are better fulfilled if the 

efforts of the coercer have international support and if the influence of the target’s domestic 

politics is limited. Elite’s interests might complicate compliance of the government with the 

demands. The elites may serve in two primary roles:  a) circuit breakers: blocking the pressure 

on the regime, b) transmission belts: putting more pressure on the regime to cooperate.63 

Jentleson argues that the dynamic of coercive diplomacy is, in fact, driven by the interaction 

between the coercer’s demands and the target’s domestic actors.64  

  It might be challenging to coerce highly personalised regimes not only for their threat 

perception turned inwards but also due to the fact, that they are coup-proofed by appointment 

of mainly loyal persons to top positions and thus limiting the impact of other elite actors, who 

could correct misperceptions.65 Also, following Jentlesons’ argument, in a personalist 

dictatorship, there might be less space for “transmission belts” that would pressure the dictator 

to subjugate to the threat. 

 Traditionally, the divisibility of things in dispute might make the bargaining more 

feasible.66 But even if the disputed thing is theoretically divisible, as territory e. g., the values 

state and its population gives to the issue make it indivisible in practice. Therefore, when the 

things in dispute are extremely valuable for the target population, for example, for deep 

nationalist feelings connected to the territory, the target will then firmly resist giving up due to 

its domestic dynamics.67 Such a topic was slightly touched before in discussing the nature of the 

demand. Not all international disputes are about territory, but despite that, representatives of the 

 
61 Sayde-Hope Crystal, “Coercive Diplomacy: A Theoretical and Practical Evaluation“ 9. 

62 Byman, Waxmann: The Dynamics of Coercion, 44-45. 

63 Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“, 4. 

64 Ibid., 8-9. 

65 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 113. 

66 James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War“ in International Organization Vol. 49, No. 3 (1995), 381-382. 

67 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War“, 389-390. 
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state must calculate whether the political support will decrease or increase as a result of 

subjugating to threats and improving the relationship with the challenger.68 As Byman and 

Waxman argue, all leaders want to be perceived as resolute in facing the external pressure.69 

 Nationalism also helps states be insensitive toward civilian suffering since deaths are seen 

as sacrifices on the nation’s altar.70 According to Pape, this resistance might be further 

empowered by democratisation when the citizens see themselves as direct components of the 

government.71 Downes stresses the importance of challenger’s domestic policy in democracies 

and the effect of audience costs, which ties leaders to keep their promises. That, in effect, makes 

democracies more credible in issuing military threats. 72 However, a contradictory argument 

can be made, that given the open society, opposition to state’s policy might gain support, and 

with such a view, the target might consider the threat implausible.73 In the same vein is the 

argument that democracies may speak with many different voices, which might complicate 

communicating a clear and uncontradictory message.74 

 

 

International isolation 
 

The fifth contemplated factor is international isolation. I have already said that coercive threats 

against small powers without an ally should work, according to Mearsheimer.75 According to 

George, both international and domestic support of the challenger are crucial factors for success 

of coercive diplomacy.76 The defensive nature of coercive diplomacy is supposed to be in accord 

with the norm of international law, allowing the challenger to claim the broad legitimacy of his 

 
68 Sayde-Hope Crystal, “Coercive Diplomacy: A Theoretical and Practical Evaluation“, 8. 

69 Byman, Waxmann, The Dynamics of Coercion, 36. 

70 Pape, “Coercion and Military Strategy: Why Denial Works and Punishment Doesn’t“, 432. 

71 Ibid. 

72 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 100. Audience cost literature: Jack S. Levy (2012) Coercive 
Threats, Audience Costs, and Case Studies, Security Studies, 384-385. Contemplated is even a distinction in 
credibility between democracies with presidential and parliamentary system. Bratton, “When is Coercion 
Successful? And Why Can‘t We Agree on It?“, 105, footnote 36. 

73 Schore “Hollow Threats: Why Coercive Diplomacy Fails”, 24. 

74 Bratton, “When is Coercion Successful? And Why Can‘t We Agree on It?“, 107. 

75 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 152. 

76 Levy, “Deterrence and Coercive Diplomacy: The Contributions of Alexander George“, 540.  
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actions to both internal and external audiences.77 To Downes, isolation of the target is also an 

essential condition for achieving success through compellence threats, even with huge military 

preponderance.78 Similarly, Jentleson claims that international support for the challenger is an 

important contextual feature for achieving desired results by issuing coercive threats.79 In sum, 

the target cannot rely on receiving help from any other great power in the system for coercion 

to be successful. 

 

 

Asymmetry of power 
 

The sixth and final factor is asymmetry of power. The relation between power and military threats 

should be pretty straightforward. Schelling argued that threats need to be backed by force 

potent enough to change the cost-benefit calculus of the opponent.80 Mearsheimer claims that 

issuing military threats to alter behaviour does not work between great powers, which have 

enough military power not to give concessions without a fight. Threats against minor powers 

without a great-power ally should be much more successful, however.81 Power to hurt is then a 

decisive component of military threats. It not only gives a material capability to realize what 

was said, but it also gives credibility to the threat. To better understand the nexus between 

power and threat, we must now turn to the issue of compellence strikes.  

 Schelling claims that successful compellence sometimes requires actual use of force, not 

only as a demonstration of willingness, but a series of limited strikes, that continue until the 

target changes its behaviour.82 In war, these are instances of wartime compellence. Separated 

use of air and sea power are the best examples of such a strategy.83 The connection with 

emphasis on air power was studied by Robert Pape, who argued that air power in punishment 

role is not as effective as air power used in a denial role in achieving the desired outcome.84 

 
77 George, Forceful Persuasion: Coercive Diplomacy as an Alternative to War, 68. 

78 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 110. 

79 Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“, 4. 

80 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 2, 70-75. 

81 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics , 152. 

82 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 70. 

83 Jakobsen, „Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 162. 

84 Robert A. Pape, Coercion and Military Strategy: Why Denial Works and Punishment Doesn’t“ in The Journal 
of Strategic Studies Vol. 15, No. 4 (1992), 423-475. 
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Concerning the maritime forces, Schelling states that it was never certain whether the naval 

blockade aimed at crippling the military force, or pressuring the population, thus whether the 

intent was punishment or denial.85 Mearsheimer responds that states usually applied both of 

these choices at the same time. Overviewing the historical records of the naval blockades, he 

concludes that these are of minimal value in producing victory.86  

 What about the effect of land power? Mearsheimer argues that despite the nuclear 

weapons’ destructive capabilities, the ground forces are the most decisive instruments in states’ 

armed arsenal.87 They can also be used in a limited manner as air or naval forces, but ground 

forces have qualitatively different escalatory potential. According to Tami Davis Biddle, land 

power is a standard tool of brute force for, in the end, it does not require consent to cooperate 

from the target, which mechanism is in the heart of the compellence.88 The logic corresponds 

with Mearsheimer’s accent on the land forces: they can conquer, occupy and replace 

adversary’s government.89 No other branch of the armed force alone can achieve such a decisive 

result.  

 Byman and Waxman argue that perception of escalation dominance enables coercive 

strategies in war to succeed.90 The challenger needs to have enough capabilities in every aspect 

to persuade its target that it can increase the threatened damage despite any counter-escalatory 

measures attempted by the target.91 The escalation ladder is widely known from Herman 

Kahn’s work on nuclear war. The concept of the escalation ladder tells us that there are certain 

steps in a conflict between nuclear states, and basically, the state with a higher ladder (room for 

escalation) would prevail in a conflict.92 But the concept is applicable to conventional dimension 

as well.93 Concerning the conventional conflict, the top position on the escalation ladder is 

reserved to land power precisely for the things mentioned by Mearsheimer: occupying the state, 

destroying military force and eradicating the regime. Such threat, if credible, is decisively 

 
85 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 16. 

86 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 94. 

87 Ibid., 128-129. 

88 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“, 101. 

89 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 83-86. 

90 Byman, Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 38. 

91 Ibid. 

92 If there is something as the ability to prevail in a nuclear conflict at all. Herman Kahn, On Escalation: Metaphors 
and scenarios (New York: Praeger, 1965), 25-34. 

93 Byman, Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion, 40. 
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influential.94 The possibility of a land invasion is, therefore, the ultimate conventional threat 

that states can issue. Biddle supports the proposition by arguing that “the threat of land invasion 

- even a vague threat - is sometimes enough to convince an adversary that the game is no longer 

worth the candle.”95  

 However, the question of power and coercive threats is not that simple. Todd Sechser 

created a large quantitative dataset covering the years 1918-2001 that includes the demands 

between states to alter their behaviour under the threat of military action.96 Threats followed 

by an application of force are not excluded - the verbal threat is a fundamental condition for 

inclusion of a reaction involving kinetic strike e. g. as a form of demonstration of resolve in the 

dataset. However, inter-war compellence, as cases on which Pape built his work, are excluded 

from the dataset.97 One of Sechser’s main findings is that more powerful states, measured by 

the CINC index, target less powerful states. That might not seem that surprising, but what is 

more counterintuitive is the conclusion that this asymmetry of power does not correspond with 

the higher coercion success.98 

 Elsewhere, Sechser provides a possible explanation for such an outcome: a powerful 

challenger cannot credibly signal that he will not come with additional demands after the first 

compliance is achieved.99 Sechser describes that the abundance of power complicates the 

information exchange between rivals and make threats less likely to succeed.100 Given the 

challenger’s power superiority, it cannot easily reassure that it will not come for more in the 

future, now knowing the level of resolution of the target. Therefore, the target state has little 

incentive to give up to threats and rather faces the prospect of war to shore up its reputation for 

future contingencies.101 Following this logic, given the limited power projection of the adversary, 

a distant challenger poses a more negligible risk and simultaneously mitigates concern for its 

intentions, and demands may succeed more likely.102  

 
94 Ibid., 100. 

95 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“, 107. Bratton, “When is Coercion 
Successful?“, 100. 

96 Sechser, “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001“, 379. 

97 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 102. 

98 Sechser, “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001“, 389. Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 
19. 

99 Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse “, 627-660. 

100 Ibid., 628. 

101 Ibid., 645. 

102 Ibid., 643. 
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 Downes own research based on Secher’s dataset disputes the inverse connection of 

successful military threats with power preponderance in one particular scenario: demands for 

regime change. Surprisingly, Downes finds out that demands for leadership change had an 82 

per cent success rate. He explains such outcome by the logic of cases available: only when the 

power asymmetry was overwhelming, and the target state had no available means to resist, the 

regime change was, in fact, demanded.103 Downes proposes several conditions, due to which 

the coercive threats of regime change were that much successful: crushing power asymmetry 

and geographic proximity, diplomatic isolation of the target and demonstration of force.104 

Downes analysis partially supports the notion that land power superiority (thus power projection 

capability) concludes in higher coercion success. 

 

 

Proposed explanations of coercion resistance 
 

Based on the conceptual review of the literature, what are the plausible arguments explaining 

why states resist coercion when facing a decisively more powerful opponent? 

 Sechser’s bargaining theory of coercion tells us that the target will not succumb to threats 

because the challenger cannot easily commit not to come for more in the future given the 

anarchical nature of the system and challenger’s power. Originally, a target weak in resolve, 

who might in the first instance think it is entirely rational to give up to threats, might eventually 

become firmly resolved when he thinks that the bargaining “game” will be repeated.105 For this 

reason, the weak state might firmly oppose the demands of the stronger challenger despite the 

threat of war and might willingly gamble war instead of complying with the demands. 

 Another possible explanation is a misperception of power. This explanation tells us that 

realists are not wrong, and power still matters. Except for the fact that leaders of the target states 

reach a false conclusion about their and challenger’s military capabilities. That fact gives the 

target confidence that it could endure the threatened action and, therefore, logically does not 

need to subject to the threats.106  

 
103 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 95-96. 

104 Ibid., 95. 

105 Todd S. Sechser, “A Bargaining Theory of Coercion“ in Coercion: The Power to Hurt in International Politics, Kelly 
M. Greenhill and Peter Krause, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 69-70. 

106 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War“, 390. Jakobsen, Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 
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 The inability to read others’ minds and reach private information is at the heart of 

several IR concepts and forms a cornerstone of the third explanation. As James Fearon argues, 

in the bargaining dispute, actors tend to misrepresent (both exaggerate and withhold) their own 

and others resolve and capabilities to strike a better deal.107 Sechser claims that coercive 

diplomacy would always be successful under the condition of complete information about 

others’ resolve.108 Therefore, a war might result from differences in perception and an 

inaccurate amount of information about other’s resolve to shape both the challenger’s demands 

and the target’s range of compliance.109 Simply put, the target may believe that the challenger 

is bluffing. Sechser argues that this is an inefficient explanation for the failure of coercive threats 

since when coercion threat fails, and war follows, the bluff is seen, and the state may have a 

window of opportunity to comply.110  

 The last plausible explanation is based on the intersection of balance of interest theory 

and the nature of the challenger’s demand, with special emphasis on domestic politics. 

Traditionally, the divisibility of things in dispute might make resolving the issue more 

possible.111 However, even if the demanded thing is theoretically divisible and some 

compromise thinkable, the values states give to the issue make it practically indivisible. The 

territory is an excellent example of such a bargaining challenge. The territory might have 

strategic importance, and usually, an actor, whose territory is at stake is deemed more resolved 

to keep it since its vital interest is threatened.112 However, the same territory can also have a 

very limited strategic value, but profound symbolic importance and entail strong nationalist 

feelings, which makes it hardly divisible and expendable as well. Therefore, when the things in 

dispute are extremely valuable for the target population, the leader will firmly resist giving them 

up. Moreover, accepting such demands could lead to the fall of the responsible policy officials, 

who would be accused of incompetence by their opponents.113 Compliance with the demands 

would then mean a nearly certain political death and an accusation of treason in extreme cases. 

Therefore, the government officials would be strongly resolved to resist such highly unpopular 

demands.  

 
107 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War“, 381. 
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 That is directly connected to the theory of audience costs. In the context of coercive 

threats, audience costs were primarily studied from the perspective that these costs tie the hands 

of the representatives of democratic states to fulfil their threats and not to back down. 

Consequently, these threats are more credible.114 But the target’s leaders also need to count the 

domestic costs of complying with the threat. Especially in non-institutionalised democracies, 

complying might eventually threaten the very survival of the regime.115 On a similar note, Art 

and Cronin warn of demands that ignite the passions of the target state, which in effect make 

the population more supportive of its government, which then solidifies its position and is lesser 

willing to comply.116  It is helpful to use the term “over-coercion” for this phenomenon that 

Byman and Waxmann coined.117 

 I argue, that this last explanation has the most explanatory power in accounting for why 

militarily inferior states resist coercion and I will analyse its validity in comparison to other 

alternatives in explaining the dynamic between Czechoslovakia and other Warsaw Threaty 

Organization states  in 1968.
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3 

 

CZECHOSLOVAKIA IN 1968 
 

As we saw earlier, compellence (or coercion…) as a military strategy has many different 

components, and its success is highly context-dependent. Facing the failure of coercive threats, 

following only Schelling’s works, we might jump to the easy and comfortable conclusion that 

the threat of force was not credible. However, that does not tell us anything analytically 

valuable. George claims that the theory of coercive diplomacy needs to be built inductively by 

studying the cases of failure and success concerning the specific setting applied.118 For that 

purpose, a thorough case study analysis offers significant benefit by providing a deep look into 

the context and conditions of the coercive dynamic between actors. 

 One of such cases of failure and success involves Czechoslovakia in the period 1968-

1969. The Czechoslovak case is included in Sechser’s comprehensive dataset, coded as the 

success of compellence diplomacy. Downes, working with the same dataset, explains the success 

through his theoretical framework by the interaction of four elements. These are a) crushing 

material superiority, b) geographic proximity, c) diplomatic isolation of the target, d) 

demonstration of force.119  

 Crushing power asymmetry means such a power disbalance that leaves the target 

practically defenceless and leaves no doubt about the ability of the challenger to use brute force 

to resolve the dispute. From the Czechoslovak perspective, the balance of power undisputedly 

favoured the Soviet Union.120 Both in the overall military power and also in the land power 

component discussed in relation to Biddle and Mearsheimer earlier. The Soviet Union could 

 
118 George, “Theory and Practise”, 20-21. 

119 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 110. 
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budget was 26 times higher. When using GDP as an index of national power, the SSSR was nearly 13 times 
stronger than Czechoslovakia. “The Warsaw Pact“ in Military Balance Vol. 68, No. 1 (1968), 1-9. When using CINC 
dataset to measure national power, the score for the year 1968 shows a similar divide in power. Czechoslovakia in 
1968 scored 0,0096, whereas the Soviet Union got 0,171. For the comparison of the Soviet power, in the same 
year, for example, the US scored 0,203. David J. Singer, Stuart Bremer, John Stuckey, "Capability Distribution, 
Uncertainty, and Major Power War, 1820-1965" in Bruce Russett, ed. Peace, War, and Numbers (Beverly Hills: Sage, 
1972), 19-48. The periodically updated version of the dataset is available at: https://correlatesofwar.org/data-
sets/national-material-capabilities.  



  
- 23 - 

have without any serious issues projected its power to Czechoslovakia for many of its armored 

divisions were located in neighbouring countries.121  

 In Downes framework, targets of successful coercion were also usually those with little 

hope for other great powers to intervene on their behalf to resist the challenger. Coerced states 

were within the acknowledged sphere of influence of great powers.122 Czechoslovakia was since 

1948 undoubtedly firmly placed in the Soviet sphere as its client state. Although it could possibly 

count on a symbolic support of Western countries and especially their communist parties, the 

armed intervention on its behalf was unthinkable. The only other superpower capable of 

matching the Soviets was too preoccupied with engagement in Vietnam and tailoring further 

nuclear arms-control agreements.123 Inside the Soviet sphere, the only countries relatively 

supportive of Czechoslovakia were Romania and Yugoslavia. Other than that, we might say 

that Czechoslovakia was diplomatically isolated. Goodman claims that western states remained 

calm in their support for Czechoslovakia, in order to prevent giving the Soviets munition to put 

Czechoslovakia under more pressure.124 

 Another necessary ingredient allowing for compellent threats on regime change to 

succeed are according to Downes the deliberate manoeuvres of forces and mobilisation. These 

serve as the demonstration of capabilities and willingness to use force.125 The Soviet Union, 

together with other Warsaw Treaty countries, conducted several demonstrations of force to 

underline the credibility of their power. As coded by Sechser, these demonstrations also include 

military manoeuvres.126 Several such manoeuvres and exercises took place in the vicinity of 

Czechoslovakia and one called Šumava even in Czechoslovakia itself, with the prolonged 

withdrawal of Soviet forces, which should have served as a warning to the regime.  

 Moreover, given the above-mentioned condensed framework extracted from the 

literature on coercion which Downes partially covers, it is also necessary to say, that the 

information available to the Soviet Union about Czechoslovakia was substantive. It was due to 
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Fink, Philipp Glassert, Detlef Junker, eds. 1968: The World Transformed  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres, 
1998), 121. 
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the high penetration of Soviet personnel in various Czechoslovak institutions and the number 

of pro-Soviet informants on the ground.127  

 Given such sum of information, one would not be surprised to learn that the issue’s 

outcome was resolved favourably to the Soviet Union as Sechser codes this historical episode. 

From the realist perspective of power, it is the least likely case, where we should find resistance 

to coercion. However, the Soviets failed in 1968 and that is what makes this case of 

extraordinary value. However, the coercive pressure issued during several months did not result 

in compliance, and in the end, the invasion was necessary to resolve the issue once and for all. 

 Nevertheless, as we can consider the subsequent invasion successful in its military 

objectives, it failed to reach its political goals.128 Soviets intended to install their puppet 

“revolutionary government of workers and peasants” with the help of loyal Czechoslovak 

communists, but the popular support for the previous government headed by Alexander 

Dubček and resistance to Soviet invasion was of such extent, that Dubček was soon after the 

invasion returned to his former position. Only in the spring of 1969, after another major 

coercive threat following several violent outbreaks in the streets of Prague, the original Soviet 

demands were completely fulfilled. Dubček was replaced by Gustav Husák, and expelled from 

the public sphere.129 The liberalisation process in Czechoslovakia finally reversed its stream.  

 

 

The limited use of force 
 

The major problem with Sechser’s coding of the Czechoslovak case is that he considers the act 

of invasion within the compellence strike definition: a symbolic use of force to demonstrate 

resolution to fulfil the threat.130 A measurement for whether to include such use of force as a 

mere compellence strike is the target’s level of fatalities: over or under 100.131 Even without 

 
127 Karel Kaplan, Československo v letech 1967-1969, 4. část (Praha: Státní pedagogické nakladatelství, 1993), 59. 
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questioning the verity of such a number in the case of the 1968 invasion132, the quantitative 

measure might not be that useful and may bring more confusion than clarity to the issue.133 

 Despite the limited number of casualties resulting from the government plea to the 

people telling them not to resist, the number of forces used for the invasion in 1968 was massive: 

almost double the overall size of the Czechoslovak People’s Army.134 Given the abilities and 

dislocation of the Czechoslovak Army in the western part of the state, armed resistance was 

impossible.135 The Czechoslovak government reflecting this state of affairs issued specific orders 

that the military should remain calm and not intervene. The armed resistance was indeed 

lacking, but not for the destruction caused, which would almost automatically label the event as 

a war, rather than the outcome of coercive pressure136, but for the decision of the president and 

government officials, including the minister of defence Dzúr.137 

 Especially in the case of Czechoslovakia, it seems more reasonable to choose a 

qualitative measure rather than a quantitative. By definition proposed by Alexander L. George, 

the limited force used in coercion should be only demonstrative and symbolic to give just enough 

credibility to the threat that the future pain will come if the target does not comply.138 

Additionally, Jakobsen proposes his own conditions that should determine if the use of force 
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was limited: a) actual communication of a limited intent; b) military force used, that does not 

aim to settle the dispute decisively right away.139 

  The issue here is whether the invasion was the instance of Schelling’s brute force or the 

limited use of force. What pushes us to consider the event as limited is that the USSR, prior to 

the invasion, expected cooperation from several high-ranking politicians in Czechoslovakia, so 

called “heathy-forces”. The official leaders of Czechoslovakia were then kidnapped and 

transported to Moscow to sign an agreement with the occupation known as the Moscow 

Protocol, which all of them, but Frantisek Kriegel, did. Brezhnev threatened to absorb 

Czechoslovakia to the Soviet Union and endanger the lives of citizens should they refuse to do 

so.140  

 By definition, brute force does not need any consent from the target to achieve its 

goals.141 From that perspective, we might conclude that the force used was limited, although it 

really puts the definition under significant strain, especially since the state’s official 

representatives did not voluntarily choose to comply sensu stricto. On the other hand, coercion 

should be considered successful only if the target is not entirely defeated.142 That was not the 

case of Czechoslovakia, which indeed was completely defeated, although without a single battle 

taking place.  

 The reason is for the specific conditions described above. I argue, that the Soviets indeed 

intended to settle the dispute decisively, and thus the invasion should not be seen as limited use 

of force. Jakobsen’s perspective on the limited use of force is valuable here. He claims that the 

criteria of the number of troops or airstrikes are insufficient. The decisive factor is the 

challenger’s intention. Whether it seeks to offer any chance of choice to the target to comply or 

imposes the decision by force in the form of a ground offensive.143 In 1968 the Warsaw Pact 

countries chose the second option preventing me to label the event as limited use of force. 

 However, such issue with coding does not explain why government officials did not 

comply with Soviet demands even before the invasion itself, given the military and intelligence 
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superiority, strong power projection capabilities that mitigate any possibility of counter-

escalation in the military sense, international isolation and several demonstrations of credibility. 

The question is, why did Soviets’ coercive diplomacy fail to produce desired changes in 

Czechoslovak behaviour. Answering this question by conducting a case study with these 

extraordinary parameters will invaluably benefit determining why states resist coercion in the 

situation of military inferiority.
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Relations between Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union before the Prague 

Spring 

 
The entanglement between Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union worth mentioning for this 

paper was put in place during the Second World War. The special relationship was set in motion 

in 1943 when President Beneš signed a treaty with Stalin. In the treaty, the Soviet Union 

acknowledged the legitimacy of the exile government in London and declared commitment to 

the pre-war territorial integrity of Czechoslovakia.144 Few days before the war’s official end, 

Beneš’ exile government and Czechoslovak Communists in Moscow struck an agreement 

known as the Košice Government Programme. The Program set the basic dimensions of the 

post-war Czechoslovak state with the limitation on the number of political parties, 

nationalization of companies, and the geopolitical orientation towards the Soviet Union.145  

With the victory of the KSČ in the first and last free Czechoslovak elections since the Second 

World War, these were the first steps on the road to the communist coup in 1948. Since then, 

Czechoslovakia was an exemplary member of the Soviet Bloc except for the short period of 

liberalization in 1968.146 

 

Novotný’s Era 
 

Before the start of the reform period, widely known as the Prague Spring, Antonín Novotný 

concentrated the majority of political power in his hands. Novotný was elected as the First 

Secretary of the Czechoslovak Communist Party (the KSČ) Central Committee (the CC) in 

1953. Four years later, after the death of Antonín Zápotocký, he also accepted the role of the 

President. Novotný also held the positions of Supreme Commander of the Army and the 
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Chairman of the Central Committee of the National Front of the ČSSR.147 During his first 

years in office, Czechoslovakia experienced stable economic growth, which led to the adoption 

of a new Constitution in 1960 that triumphantly proclaimed that Czechoslovakia had reached 

socialism and the transition to communism might begin.148  

 Soon, the celebratory mood needed to cease. By the end of 1962, the economic situation 

proved fatal and led to the dismissal of the third Five-Year Plan.149 The economic problems had 

deep roots, however. The specialists in factories discontented the fundamental rewards system 

based on egalitarianism and continual state interventions into the planning process. They 

wanted to be paid adequately for their work in relation to the profit of the enterprise and be in 

charge of the production planning process.150 Novotný contemplated several economic reforms 

as a remedy. Mainly decentralizing planning and delegation of business control to workers 

themselves. That step should have enhanced the productivity, technological progress, financial 

output, and subsequently the well-being of disaffected citizens.151 However, no actual reform 

was implemented during Novotný’s time in the office for the simple reason - Ota Šik’s proposed 

rearrangement of the economic system was based on the premise of democratization. This was 

unthinkable for Novotný. His power relied on the support of the conservative communists, 

whose positions would be endangered following such steps.152 Despite that, the economic crisis 

eroded the legitimacy of Novotny’s rule in the eyes of his fellow high-ranking communists. 

 The crisis had a more troublesome effect in Slovakia, which was more dependent on the 

heavy industry than the Czech lands.153 This unequal distribution of the economic impact was 

only the last bit that further saturated the persistent nationalist issue in the country. Slovaks 

living in Czechoslovakia had for some time felt culturally and institutionally oppressed by the 

Czechs and started to demand a fairer distribution of power, ideally in the form of a 

federation.154  
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 The third cause of the acute situation in Czechoslovakia in the early 1960s was the 

practical unfulfillment of the de-Stalinization process, for which Khrushchev called in his speech 

first at the XX. Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956 and then came 

back to the agenda at the XXII. Congress in 1961.155 Khrushchev’s critique of the past practices 

commonly labelled as “thaw” produced a fresh stream of liberalism in all East European 

countries that allowed the citizens to adopt unprecedently critical stances toward the regime.156 

These were only some issues that eventually cost Khrushchev his position as the General 

Secretary of the CPSU in 1964. 

 In Czechoslovakia, an almost paradigmatic shift in the position of intelligentsia toward 

the regime occurred in 1963 during the Kafka Conference of the Writers’ Union. Since then, 

literature, movie, and theatre production faced a loosened intervention by the state authorities. 

Some of the most significant cultural pieces were produced by such figures as Milan Kundera, 

Josef Škvorecký, Miloš Forman, and Jiří Menzel.157 The wave of liberalism in the cultural sphere 

was the first seed of the incoming Spring. 

 I have already mentioned the reasons why Novotný could not allow for economic 

reforms. He was, however, unable to deal with the other challenges facing Czechoslovakia as 

well. Novotný was a strict adherer to Stalin’s method of rule and participant in the political 

processes of the early 1950s. During that period, the KSČ first dealt with the opposition to the 

communist rule in Czechoslovakia and then turned to purges inside its party. The fact that no 

rehabilitation of the victims of such processes occurred, besides the Kolder Commision in 1962 

(which results, however, remained secret), further saturated discontent of the Slovak part of the 

population. Many Slovaks were in the 1950s accused and imprisoned due to allegations of 

“bourgeois nationalism” and anti-communist plots.158 The last nail in the coffin of Novotny’s 

political career as the First Secretary was excessive use of police force toward the students, who 

were protesting against the living conditions at Strahov dormitories on October 31, 1967. The 

Central Committee of the KSČ widely criticised repressive action, which symbolized the 

significant change of attitude toward the coercive methods of communist rule.159 
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 The inability of Antonín Novotný to handle these challenges resulted in his resignation 

from the position of First Secretary in January 1968. His rule was discontented not only by 

citizens, who were never actually supportive of him but more importantly, by his fellow 

communists in the highest ranks.160 Together with the diminishing support from Kremlin, 

Novotný learned that his time had come.161 After January 1968, Novotný only retained the 

position of President for several months until he resigned from that post as well, arguing with 

bad health.162 However, the real cause was a combination of popular pressure caused by his 

connections to general Šejna, who was allegedly preparing to orchestrate a military coup in 

Novotný’s favour. Besides these rumours, Šejna was verifiably accused of economic fraud and 

defected to the West in February 1968.163 The leadership then sought a new President. One of 

the fundamental conditions was wide popularity among the citizens.164 In April, the search 

ended. Ludvík Svoboda, a Second World War Eastern Front veteran and a former Minister of 

National Defense, became a new President. 

 

 

Dubček Arrives 
 

Alexander Dubček was appointed the First Secretary of the Czechoslovak Communist Party 

instead of Antonín Novotný on January 5, 1968. At October 1967 Central Committee Plenum, 

where Dubček heavily criticised Novotný, the fundamental elements of reform policy were 

articulated. More thorough treatment was given to the issue at January Plenum, where Dubček 

was appointed the First Secretary. Since then, the work on the reform programme of the 

Communist Party of Czechoslovakia started.  It was officially adopted in April 1968 at the 

plenary session of the Central Committee. This so-called Action Programme announced several 

deep and wide reforms to the Czechoslovak political, economic, and social system.  
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 Concerning the economy, reform communists contemplated reforms as higher 

companies’ independence from the state control with doses of the market system. Nevertheless, 

they could not be brought to existence due to disputes about the specific procedure. Besides 

that, freedom of speech, press, and religion was about to be officially recognized. Another major 

step was that Action Programme declared an intention to allow for the existence and active 

support of non-communist political parties outside the overarching political platform of the 

National Front. Such clubs were to provide aid and consultations (not direct participation 

nonetheless) in creating government policy.165 The underlying idea was that even in a socialist 

community, different groups and individuals with various interests exist. These need to be 

voiced and resolved for the country to function properly, ideally by the KSČ as a mediator.166  

 Due to the Action Programme, the police control would be relaxed as well to permit 

freedom of travel, and deliberate assembly and association of people, which would legalize 

forming of the aforementioned political clubs that were to play an active role in society.167 

Complete rehabilitation of victims of political trials from the 1950s was to be conducted as 

well.168  

 Since the resignation of Novotný, the Slovak question remained an important public 

issue supported by the highest echelons of the KSČ as e. g. the chairman of the National 

Assembly Josef Smrkovský.169 In fact, Alexander Dubček was a Slovak, which allegedly also 

helped him be elected the First Secretary to ease the tension in the eastern part of the state.170 

Regarding this issue, the Action Programme stressed the need for constitutional changes 

between both parts of the republic.171 The principle of federation between Czechs and Slovaks 

was real more than ever before. 

 Novotný never dared to solve challenges created during his time in office by 

contemplating, or actually applying similar instruments. By adopting the Action Programme, 
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Dubček and other progressive communists in the leading positions172 tried to reform the society 

and the system “from above” and seriously improve the party’s legitimacy among the 

Czechoslovak population. From then on, the communist party was intended to rule not by 

coercion but rather by persuasion, deeds, and example.173  

 Besides these reforms directed “from above”, there was a significant movement for 

change emanating “from below” among lower-echelon party members and non-partisans as 

well. Party members in local organizations of KSČ stimulated public debate and criticized their 

conservative leaders, who opposed the reforms.174 Several organizations as the KAN (Club of 

engaged non-party members), intended to participate in the political process. Social Democratic 

Party, which was absorbed by the KSČ following the coup d’état in 1948 and was to be re-

established. Many other clubs were created, especially among the youth, which Dubček 

acknowledged as especially important.175 

 Dubček’s position as the First Secretary and a newly appointed government with Prime 

Minister Oldřich Černík had widespread support both from the public and from the members 

of the communist party. “Two Thousand Words” by Ludvík Vaculík was published by major 

Czechoslovak newspapers on June 27. The manifesto also demonstrated such public support. 

In the text, the author and other nearly seventy signatories with various backgrounds voiced 

their support for the reforms. They urged the government to move more swiftly with the 

implementation process.176  The initiative aimed at helping the reformist leaders by igniting 

more support for the change from below, especially in the regional and local factories, urging 

the people to organize themselves in parties, clubs and, civil commissions and committees, and 

enforce the resignation of individuals, who abused their positions.177 Furthermore, the 
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manifesto was highly critical towards the past behaviour of the communist party involving harsh 

repressions and political processes and warned before anti-reformists and especially foreign 

interference in Czechoslovak internal affairs.178 The text also appealed for non-violent actions 

and even armed resistance to defend the reforms if necessary.179  

 Nevertheless, following the Soviet pressure and internal disputes, the Central 

Committee of the KSČ, in its resolution, condemned the manifesto. Despite its support for the 

reform policy.180 Dubček, in his public appearance, specifically denounced calls to strikes and 

demonstrations as actions undermining the reform struggle.181 Others condemned the 

manifesto based on being romantic or hysterical.182 However, as Tony Judt argues, “Two 

Thousand Words” was the first warning to the Czechoslovak leadership that its position resided 

in the ability to pursue the Action Programme.183
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5 

 

SOVIET AND OTHER EAST EUROPEN COMMUNISTS STATES’ 

CONCERNS WITH CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

  
Such was a brief history of the Prague Spring reform movement. Sticking to the topic of this 

text, we need to further focus on the outside interference into the Czechoslovak internal 

development caused by that reform movement. There were several fundamental issues with the 

Prague Spring that concerned other countries of the communist bloc, five of them especially: 

Soviet Union, Poland, East Germany, Hungary and Bulgaria (hereafter referred to as the 

“Five”). At first, Soviet leadership and representatives of the other Warsaw Treaty Organisation 

states were optimistic about Dubček’s abilities to handle the domestic situation inherited from 

his predecessor. Moreover, as he spent his young years partially in Russia, his loyalty was 

unquestioned.184  

 Dubček soon failed to orderly fulfil the expectations of Brezhnev and other leaders of 

the communist states, who doubted Novotný’s abilities to handle the deteriorating domestic 

situation. Dubček’s policy was brought to the attention of other WTO countries only weeks 

after his appointment. The first incident occurred during the February celebration of the 20th 

anniversary of the creation of socialist Czechoslovakia. As was a common practice at that time, 

all speakers exchanged texts of their speeches.185 After reading through Dubček’s, Brezhnev 

forced him to change several parts of the speech, which initially entailed too harsh criticism of 

the previous administration.186 Other sets of objections to the internal development of 

Czechoslovakia were conveyed soon after. On March 6, the Soviet leader demanded on Dubček 
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to make several personal changes in the leading functions.187 One week later, Brezhnev fully 

declared to Soviet Politburo that the hopes placed in Dubček were not fulfilled.188 
 Days after this first round of requirements and critique of Czechoslovak internal affairs, 

Warsaw Pact countries, except for Romania, met in Dresden on 23th of March 1968. The 

original intention for the meeting was to discuss the issues of economic cooperation inside the 

bloc. Instead, the Czechoslovak delegation consisting of Dubček, Lenárt, Černík, Kolder and 

Bil’ak learned that the five WTO members were deeply concerned about the position of the 

KSČ in society, about the future of socialism itself and the activity of the counter-revolutionary 

movement in the country, that in fact governs the state.189 Brezhnev personally criticised 

Dubček for allowing the dismissal of many old-guard loyal proponents of the regime. 

Worrisome also proved the way Antonín Novotný resigned.190  

 The proposed resolution, as the outcome of the summit, declared, that anti-socialist 

elements supported from the West operate in Czechoslovakia, and timely measures need to be 

adopted to eradicate them. With the help of Hungarian and Bulgarian leaders Kadár, and 

Živkov, the Czechoslovak delegation was able to prevent the resolution from being adopted, 

arguing with fear from the Czechoslovak citizens’ reaction and subsequent empowerment of 

anti-reformists inside the party.191 According to Galia Golan, the Soviet delegation at the 

summit offered Dubček a possibility to deploy Soviet forces to Czechoslovakia to preserve the 

KSČ’s role in society. He refused.192  

 As a part of the private meeting in Dresden among the leaders of the “Warsaw Five”, a 

military option was already being debated. The leaders of East Germany and Poland, Ulbricht 

and Gomulka, who were already noticing some of the Prague Spring spill-over in their own 

countries, emphasised the need for military intervention.193 Two other possibilities to “solve” 
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the Prague Spring besides military intervention were as early as March also on the table.194 The 

first option was to pressure Dubček and contemporary leaders of the KSČ to reverse the reforms 

on their own. The second option was to non-militarily remove the leaders of the KSČ and 

replace them with more Soviet-compliant individuals from the Central Committee, commonly 

referred to as the “healthy-forces”.195  

 The Central Committee had not yet approved the Action Programme in the time of the 

Dresden Summit, but following its adoption in April, Dubček and other officials were invited to 

a bilateral meeting in Moscow on May 4. Here, the Czechoslovak delegation faced another 

harsh and vast critique of the domestic situation. The Soviets repeated the allegations of the 

existence of counter-revolutionary movements and based their claims on citations from the 

press, television and radio broadcasting.196 As an example of the unrestricted freedom of media 

and its malign effect, Brezhnev cited the articles about the possibility of Soviet involvement in 

the death of Jan Masaryk.197 In that relation, Brezhnev claimed that “it interferes with the state 

interests of the Soviet Union”.198 Dubček, with his colleagues, were then accused of inactivity 

facing such an acute situation. The Soviet leader warned them that as in Hungary in 1956: “it 

might end up with communists being hanged in your country.”199 

  Brezhnev also listed several other concerns: the intentions for an earlier organization of 

the 14th National Party Congress and the vast organizational and personal changes in the 

military and throughout all government levels. Soviet leader discontented also the lack of unity 

among the Presidium members and Czechoslovak’s divergence from the ideological orthodoxy 

of Marxism.200 Again, the Czechoslovak delegation refused allegations about the existence of 

counter-revolutionary movements in society and rejected the claim that it was losing control 

over the domestic situation. Delegation instead stressed the positive results of the Action 
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Programme. Dubček explained to the attendants: “the people’s trust in the communist party 

increased. This is the most important thing for us; we regard it as our real source of strength.”201  

 After return to the homeland, Dubček, with his colleagues, except for Bilak, did not 

voice the full extent of Moscow’s concerns to the public and the rest of the party. That created 

a situation where citizens and other KSČ members saw the conflict with the Soviet Union as a 

rather misunderstanding than a real concern. 202 The wide variety of actors adopted such lens: 

e. g. the military, parliamentary and union delegations travelling to Moscow and experiencing 

Soviets’ discontent with Czechoslovakia at first hand. The journalists reviewing the newspapers 

in other WTO countries used a similar narrative: others did not correctly understand the 

Czechoslovak historical and societal context, which led to the present unfortunate situation.203 

 Besides the fear of strengthening the anti-reformist wing inside the KSČ, there was 

another reason for careful informing the Czechoslovak public of Soviet concerns. Proponents 

of the reform were worried that revealing the full extent of the dispute would trigger an anti-

Soviet wave in the society, which would even more aggravate the relationship with Kremlin.204  

 On May 8, a secret meeting took place in Moscow among the Warsaw Pact members. 

Romania and Czechoslovakia were not invited. The “Five” discussed the previous bilateral 

meeting between the Soviet and Czechoslovak representations, with specific details given to the 

Action Programme and the activity of media. The military option that was first explicitly 

articulated at the Dresden Congress was further discussed on demand by its prior proponents: 

East Germany’s and Poland’s leaders, who repeated the same arguments as during the previous 

secret meeting.205 Soviets explained their intention to orchestrate large military manoeuvres on 

the Czechoslovak territory to mount pressure on the reformists and support the conservative 

pro-Soviet wing in the KSČ.206  

 On Dubček’s explicit demand, Brezhnev informed Czechoslovakia about the content of 

the meeting, however unsurprisingly, without mentioning that the “Five” discussed the 

possibility of a military option. Any remarks of the intention to enlarge the Czechoslovakia-

based military exercise Šumava, scheduled to include only command-staff officers, were absent 
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as well. In the end, the volume of participating forces and length of the actual stay came as an 

unpleasant surprise to Czechoslovak leaders.207 

 

 

Time is running up 
 

Another breaking point in the relationship between Czechoslovakia and the “Five” was the 

publication of “Two Thousand Words” manifesto on June 27. The piece’s content was widely 

criticised in letters that the Central Committee received in July from the “Five” countries, and 

then at the July meeting of the WTO countries in Warsaw, where the Soviet Union, Bulgaria, 

Poland, East Germany and Hungary participated. This time, Czechoslovakia was also invited 

to participate, but it refused to send a delegation.208 Dubček and other officials preferred a series 

of bilateral meetings on the Czechoslovak territory before meeting in a multilateral format. Also, 

they refused to travel abroad on a monthly basis to explain their domestic policy.209 Moreover, 

Czechoslovakia wanted to include Romania and Yugoslavia in the series of bilateral and 

multilateral meetings too.210  

 At the Warsaw Summit, the Czechoslovak domestic situation was further put under 

scrutiny with a special focus on the allegedly eroding position of the KSČ in the society resulting 

from the activity of “counter-revolutionaries” assisted by the West.211 “Two Thousand Words” 

manifesto served Brezhnev as one of the evidence of the KSČ’s losing position in 

Czechoslovakia.212 The military option initially argued for only by Gomulka and Ulbricht had 

also finally convinced the Soviet representatives, that such a solution might, in fact, be necessary 

to deal with the Czechoslovak question. A pro-intervention stance was adopted even by 

Hungarian and Bulgarian leaders, Kadár and Živkov. The “Five” reached the unfortunate 

consensus.213 
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 Warsaw Summit had a significant output: an official joint letter sent to Dubček, in which 

the “Five” described the existence of hostile forces in Czechoslovakia and the KSČ’s losing grip 

on power, that were together threatening “the common vital interests of other socialist 

parties.”214 Letter as the synthesis of the “Five’s” issues with Czechoslovakia, included several 

specific steps that Dubček needed to fulfil. The allies demanded that the party retain its leading 

function in society by postponing the 14th National Party Congress, start a resolute offensive 

against all rightist and anti-socialist forces within and without the party, and again claim control 

over the media and repress all active political clubs.215 The “Five” made an offer that 

Czechoslovak leadership “can count on the solidarity and general assistance of the parties of 

the fraternal socialist countries” if needed.216  

 Czechoslovak officials refused conclusions reached in Warsaw Letter as unfounded and 

refused the possibility of international help of the WTO countries to defend socialism in 

Czechoslovakia.217 In the official response sent to the “Five”, backed by the vote of the Central 

Committee, the Presidium claimed that the concerns of the allies were sincere but did not take 

into account the real nature of the reform movement. The reforms were needed to strengthen 

the idea of socialism in Czechoslovakia, not to ruin it.218 

 The publication of the letter by the “Five’s” media agencies prevented Dubček and other 

reformists to continue with their calming rhetoric about the nature of the dispute with the other 

bloc’s countries. Warsaw letter caused metaphorically said an earthquake to citizens’ 

perception. The Five WTO countries’ intended the publication of the letter to strengthen the 

Soviet-loyalists among the Czechoslovak communists, so they would have pressed Dubček to 

make real concessions. The outcome, however, was precisely the opposite. The fact that the 

public was able to see the real nature of the dispute with Kremlin and other countries unified 

them against the “Five”. 219 The people realized the possibility not only of the end of the reform 

politics but also of sovereignty and threat of military intervention led by the Soviets.220 The 

content of the Warsaw letter was perceived as a violation of sovereignty and a national offense. 
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As a result, the party and the nation rallied around Dubček and other reformists in the 

Presidium.221 

 

 

Alea iacta est 
 

At the next summit, from July 29 to August 1 in Czechoslovakia in town Cierna nad Tisou, the 

Czechoslovak Presidum and the Soviet Politburo met face to face. The Soviet delegation 

showed again concerns about Czechoslovak inaction in defending socialism, irresolute stance 

towards the “Two Thousand Words” manifesto and the number of personal changes. Brezhnev 

also told the Czechoslovak delegation that their country is facing a threat of a coup. 222 

 To the criticism of the domestic situation, Dubček responded by pointing to the growing 

approval of the reforms among Czechoslovaks and again confirmed the foreign policy 

orientation toward the Soviet Union. 223 However, he simultaneously agreed to criticism of the 

reforms included in the Warsaw letter and made a verbal commitment to act in the matter of 

censorship, personal changes and the existence of independent political clubs. The content of 

the Warsaw letter was supposed to be forgotten, which Dubček and his colleagues deemed a 

victory.224 The talks took longer than was initially planned since both sides wanted to reach an 

agreement. The Soviet delegation stressed the importance of the accord to avoid any hurt to 

the international communist movement.225 

 Before the meeting, another extensive civil activity occurred in the form of Pavel 

Kohout’s “The Message from the Citizens to the Presidium”, which proclaimed broad popular 

support for the specific sovereign Czechoslovak way that was compatible with friendly relations 

with other socialist countries. The representatives of these countries with the USSR in the lead, 

“showing lack of knowledge of our development and situation” were to be persuaded at Cierna, 
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that the “revitalization process in our country [Czechoslovakia] must be accomplished”.226 The 

initiative was widely distributed and signed.227  

 As Kaplan argues, on the one hand, the initiative proclaimed support for the 

Czechoslovak officials, but on the other hand also tied them to defend the ideals of sovereignty, 

right on a specific way and partnership with the Soviets. Dubček, Smrkovský, Špaček and 

Černík took that as an assurance of their position but were nevertheless afraid of anti-Soviet 

elements in the movement.228 Another civic initiative “Fond republiky” was set up during the 

Cierna meetings. People worked overtime for the sake of the republic and handed valuable gifts 

and gold to defend the state sovereignty and the nation.229 The public acknowledged the KSČ 

and its leadership, especially Dubček, as the rightful political authority.230 The Soviets expected 

to divide the delegation at the Summit in Cierna and attract more officials to their side, but as 

Kieran Williams writes, these were compelled by massive popular support for Dubček not to 

deviate from the official position.231 

 Two days after the meeting in Cierna nad Tisou, the bilateral format changed into a 

multilateral one and the Czechoslovak delegation met with the “Warsaw Five” countries. As 

was agreed during the talks in Cierna, the congress in Bratislava was not explicitly about 

Czechoslovakia. Nevertheless, the Czechoslovak issue was undisputedly implicitly present when 

the participants discussed the fundamentals of socialism and the leading roles of the communist 

parties and a need to mutually defend socialism in friendly states.232  

 On top of that, the final resolution stressed the principle of equality among the nations 

and mutual solidarity.233 It lacked the Czechoslovak proposal which emphasised the need for 

socialist countries to respect “the sovereignty and national independence of each country”.234 

Bratislava congress was significant in one other thing. There, three members of the Central 
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Committee, Indra, Bil’ak and Kolder, handed the Soviets a letter of invitation for military 

intervention, for which Soviet leadership asked in July.235 It should have been a cornerstone of 

legitimacy for the invasion but was nevertheless never brought up. The letter remained secret 

until its revelation in Soviet archives in 1992 and a subsequent declassification.236 

 The information about the content of the meeting conveyed to the citizens of 

Czechoslovakia were again abundant of optimism and calmness. The same day the Bratislava 

Congress ended, the last Soviet soldiers, who remained in the country after the Šumava military 

exercise, left the country, although they remained at the borders.237 The media were full of 

proclamations that the reason had won in Bratislava, a compromise was achieved, and the 

Czechoslovak delegation averted a threat of military action. The reality of dispute with the other 

communist states was once again portrayed in a much more idealistic manner than it was.238 

 On August 6, the Central Committee of the KSČ debated fulfilling demands presented 

during the Cierna congress, especially concerning rehabilitation as the main point of the K-231 

organization, allowing political clubs as the KAN or the Social Democratic Party to register as 

legitimate political organizations, and the state of censorship. Moscow nevertheless demanded 

swift implementation of the measures, not a slow-moving process consisting of discussions as 

demonstrated by the KSČ. For the next couple of days, the Soviet side communicated this 

opinion intensively to Dubček. 

 On August 9 and 13, Brezhnev and Dubček conducted a telephone conversation, where 

the Soviet leader criticised the slowness in implementing the necessary measures.239 During the 

second call, Brezhnev claimed that failure to fulfil the demands from the Cierna summit would 

create a new situation, where new independent measures would need to be adopted.240 

Especially during this call, Brezhnev repeatedly pressed Dubček to set a date, when the demands 

will be fulfilled, which ones specifically and in what way. Dubček responded that it is difficult to 

implement anything in such a short time.241 On August 17, the Soviets sent a letter to Dubček 
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to reaffirm the position agreed upon previously in Cierna and urge Dubček to behave 

accordingly to fulfil the requirements. Brezhnev also pointed out the anti-Soviet articles in the 

press.242 Dubček received another letter on August 19. This time addressed to the Central 

Committee of the KSČ, where its members further learnt about other Soviet concerns as that 

Czechoslovak leadership had lost control over the situation and that the demands committed 

to at Cierna and Bratislava were still left unattended.243  

 The accumulative inactivity in fulfilling the “Five’s” demands and loss of confidence in 

Dubček’s willingness to implement them at all, led on August 18 at the meeting of the “Five” in 

Moscow to the final official decision to invade Czechoslovakia. On August 21, shortly after 

midnight, the armed forces of the “Five” members of the Warsaw Treaty Organization crossed 

the borders of Czechoslovakia.
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6 

 

WHAT WAS DEMANDED? 

 
In analysing the dynamic of coercive relationship, it is crucial to first make sense of what is 

demanded of the target, what is threatened if the compliance is not achieved and how the target 

reacts. Only then we can move to explore the reasoning behind the target’s behaviour. 

 The list of demands presented by the “Five” communist countries to Czechoslovakia 

was relatively constant in its content with only slight deviations and specifications over the eight 

months duration of the Prague Spring. The set of requirements submitted to Czechoslovak 

representatives were periodically brought up in multilateral meetings in Dresden and Warsaw, 

bilaterally in Moscow and Cierna and in private conversations between various “Five’s” 

delegations and Czechoslovak representatives. Underlying demand was that the KSČ must 

retain and secure the leading position in society. For that purpose, Czechoslovak leaders were 

to re-establish censorship, repress all the radical domestic opponents inside and outside the party 

and prevent any formation of various political clubs and organizations, that might affect KSČ’s 

grip on power. Also, the “Five” demanded some changes in the leadership composition as the 

dismissal of Kriegel, Císař or Pelikán from their positions. Personal changes were connected to 

the requirement to postpone 14th National Party Congress, where more reformists could have 

been elected to the Central Committee and completely replace conservative pro-Soviet 

individuals as Kapek, Kolder, Švestka and Bil’ak.  

 We see that demands were substantive and quite precisely articulated. They were rather 

specific than vague. Using Alexander George’s typology of coercive diplomacy, the “Five’s” 

demands encompassed both Type B demands: persuade an opponent to undo the action and 

Type C demands: persuade an opponent to make changes in government.244 In line with 

Sechser’s finding that preponderance of power leads to excessive demands, we may very well 

second such hypothesis.245 In the case of Czechoslovakia, the demanded policy and leadership 
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changes were deeply interfering in the domestic policy and could be considered as, in fact, 

threatening the leadership survival in the end if implemented. The “Five” could not have made 

many other demands, that would have conveyed the message to the Czechoslovak leadership, 

that it needs to shore up its reputation and show resoluteness for future contingencies as the 

Sechser’s theory declares. As early as in this phase, we see, that Sechser-based explanation may 

not work well for this case. 

 

The interests at stake 
 

What was the nature of the motivation behind the “Five’s” demands? Why was internal 

development in one of the communist bloc’s countries of such an issue? For the answer, it is 

necessary to analyse the “Five’s” interests related to Czechoslovakia. It is helpful for such a 

purpose to use Jakobsen’s typology of the objective hierarchy of interests. Jakobsen divides 

interests as: a) vital, b) strategic, c) stability, and d) moral/ideological interest.246 Soviets and the 

other countries’ concerns entailed all of these interests simultaneously.  

 Following the losing hold on power by the KSČ, the vital interest, meaning the security 

of the homeland of the “Five” countries, would be threatened by a loss of a significant military 

component of the Warsaw Treaty at the borders with NATO. For the absence of the Soviet 

forces in Czechoslovakia, whose presence the Czechoslovak officials resisted since the 1950s, 

Czechoslovak Army was the only force defending the 365km long border with West 

Germany.247 For that reason, the Soviets made much higher requirements for the Czechoslovak 

Army than for any other member states’ armies of the Warsaw Treaty Organization.248 The 

ratio of soldiers to the male population was in Czechoslovakia higher than in the Soviet 

Union.249 Additionally, the military expenditures per capita were in 1964/65 higher than in 

East Germany and Poland.250  

 Given its location, the Czechoslovak People’s Army (the ČSLA), following the Soviet 

demands, was in case of war meant to act as the first echelon of forces able to escape the surprise 
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nuclear strike251, contain enemy’s conventional attack and prepare the conditions for counter-

offensive with the help of the other WP countries.252 Since 1960 Czechoslovakia had to form an 

autonomous strategic front, building first and second echelon forces on its own.253  Some Czech 

historians consider the events of 1968 as primarily driven by the Czechoslovak failure in this 

effort and the Soviet need to place their military in Czechoslovakia to face NATO, then by the 

need to stop the liberalisation process.254 However, these two are inseparable issues.  

 No less significant loss for the security of the “Five” would be a “mere” cancellation of 

the treaty for emplacement of nuclear warheads in Czechoslovakia signed in 1965. An indirect 

step towards the presence of Soviet troops was an agreement to build three stock places (Javor 

50, 51 and 52) for storing nuclear warheads. These warheads were supposed to be maintained 

by unarmed and ununiformed Soviet personnel.255 Their role in the actual conflict would be 

marginal, but the deployment of nuclear warheads to Czechoslovakia was crucial.  Previously, 

in case of conflict, Czechoslovakia had to await transport of warheads from the Soviet Union, 

which would take app. 12-16 hours.256 The second eventual option was to rely on the strategic 

bomber force in East Germany to conduct nuclear strikes. However, it would also take them 

several hours to join the action.257 Both these options were meaningless given the short warning 

time and stress put on surprise in the nuclear planning. From a strategic point of view, it made 

sense to store the warheads in Czechoslovakia. Warheads were to be installed on several tactical 

and operational-tactical rocket missiles that Czechoslovakia received since 1962.258 A bomber 

force could have also delivered the nuclear strike. For that purpose, the ČSLA got from the 

Soviets 102 Suchoj Su-7B fighter bombers in 1964, from which 48 had necessary technical 
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alternations to load and deploy a nuclear warhead.259 Besides Su-7B, for two years, from 1966 

to 1968, 10 MiG-21 PFM jet fighters were also tweaked to wield a tactical nuclear payload. The 

actual use of nuclear strikes was a part of the Czechoslovak operational plans since 1956 and a 

common theme of various exercises.260 

 There was a possibility that such an arrangement could fall apart if the Prague Spring 

reforms would remove the KSČ from power, or the party would pursue more independent 

foreign policy as declared in the Action Programme. Moreover, the Memorandum prepared by 

the Military Political Academy of Klement Gottwald stated that nuclear warfare on 

Czechoslovak soil would be irrational and that deterrence strategy was pointless.261 As a result, 

a gap in the wall of the Warsaw Treaty “nuclear fortress” would have occurred.262 It is not 

surprising that such fears crossed the mind of the Soviets and the others.  

 With this fundamental importance of Czechoslovakia in mind, the Soviets were afraid, 

paraphrasing the words of the Soviet Prime Minister Alexei Kosygin, that Czechoslovakia 

would first transform to Yugoslavia, which was an independent country inside the Eastern bloc, 

then to Austria, a neutral country between the two blocs.263 Czechoslovakia was viewed as an 

essential part of the communist bloc, especially in the time, when the Soviet Union was facing 

intra-bloc issues with China, Romania and Albania. It just could not afford to lose any other 

country. These were the vital and strategic interests, that the Soviets connected with 

Czechoslovakia. However, there is an important question, that needs to be answered. Was the 

level of interest communicated properly to Czechoslovakia as to cast away any doubts about 

the resolve of the challenger, which is the cornerstone of one of our alternative explanations?  

 Marshal Grecko explicitly verified the importance of Czechoslovakia for the Eastern 

Bloc: “Czechoslovakia was a strategic point in Europe and losing it would mean to nullify the 

results of the Second World War.”264 Even if such development would have not occurred in 

Czechoslovakia, even a contemplated downgrading of the military force would be an issue for 

the “Five” as Brezhnev told the Czechoslovak delegation in Moscow during the May meeting: 

“If your army is being weakened, that, too, is not simply an internal matter. We rely on your 
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strength just as you rely on the power of the Soviet Union. No one can guarantee, that tomorrow 

a new war will not break out.”265 

 The question of the safety of the western border of the Eastern Bloc was raised in several 

following summits. In Warsaw, the Soviet leader claimed that “the internal 

counterrevolutionary forces… are counting on being able to turn Czechoslovakia back to the 

capitalist path, to weaken the strength of the Warsaw Pact… It goes without saying that if the 

international reactionary forces succeed in carrying out their plans, there will be a direct threat 

to the security of our countries.”266 The “Five” perceived the Prague Spring as threatening its 

vital interests and this position was explicitly stated in the Warsaw Letter.267 The strength of the 

“Five’s” interest was clearly articulated. 

 Besides the issues with the foreign policy orientation, there were threats to other interests 

as well. The Soviet hegemon behind the Iron Curtain was afraid of the eroding position of the 

communist party in the country, that was so far one of the most loyal members of the Eastern 

bloc since any alternation to the leading monopoly on power of the communist party in any of 

the socialist state would in effect directly undermine the core principles of socialism.268 The 

“Five” was nervous about the domino effect, meaning that internal changes in one country 

could conclude in a series of political instabilities in other countries as well.269 Such actions could 

ultimately undermine the positions of the communist parties and their leaders in the respective 

states leading to their removal.270 Poland, East Germany, and the whole Soviet Union, 

including republics of Moldovia, Belorussia, Georgia and Baltic states, faced their internal 
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political dissent among the intellectuals and students as the legacy of Khrushchev’s “thaw”.271 

The events in Czechoslovakia could have empowered these movements as happened in early 

1968 in Poland, where people hold signs, that read “Polska czeka na swego Dubczeka”.272  

 The ideological spill-over from the Prague Spring not only included weakening of the 

idea of socialism but following the Czech-Slovak question of the federation, it was perceived, 

that it could empower nationalistic tendencies in Ukraine, Baltic countries and 

Transcaucasia.273 In sum, the “Five” leaders thought that the Prague Spring might in this sense 

eventually threaten also their strategic interests. Since some of the leaders had been already 

witnessing embolden dissenting voices in their countries, they, in fact, pushed forward the 

military option as soon as during the Dresden Congress in March. 
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7 

 

CZECHOSLOVAK BEHAVIOUR 
  

How did the Czechoslovak representation deal with the demands of the “Five”? Even before 

any specific demands arose concerning the foreign policy orientation and loyalty to the Warsaw 

Pact, Dubček, in the aftermath of his appointment as the First Secretary, visited Moscow. There 

he declared that “fraternal friendship and firm alliance with the Soviet Union are not a question 

for individuals in our party.”274 Such attitude was re-affirmed in the Action Programme and 

even by the author and signatories of the “Two Thousand Words”.275 

 

Foreign policy position 
 

That foreign policy was a dangerous thing to play with did experience Czechoslovak Foreign 

Minister Hájek at first hand. He was told by his Soviet counterpart Gromyko, that “the USSR 

would do everything it could to prevent a change of the ČSSR’s policy vis-á-vis Federal 

Germany”276 Czechoslovak loyalty to the Soviet Union and other communist states was never 

officially questioned and periodically restated during various meetings with the “Five”. The 

allegiance to the communist bloc and its various organizations was periodically declared in 

hope, that such measures could satisfy Moscow not to interfere in Czechoslovak domestic 

affairs.277  

 However, at the same time as confirming allegiance to its allies, the reformists declared 

in the Action Programme, that “the ČSSR will formulate its own position toward the 
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fundamental problems of the world politics”278 and refused conceptional and organisational 

principles in the military based on the Soviet Armed Forces.279 Leading politicians and media 

reporters often used unprecedented claims of Czechoslovak national interests and independent 

foreign policy.280 Also, at the preparatory meeting for the world communist conference in 

February and April 1968, Czechoslovakia emphasised the need to respect sovereignty and non-

interference in the domestic affairs of other communist countries.281 The Czechoslovak 

leadership, too, sought a deeper relationship with “rogue states” within the Eastern Bloc, 

Yugoslavia and Romania, and hoped for an improvement in diplomatic and economic relations 

even with certain western countries, most prominently West Germany. There were signs that 

Czechoslovakia might restore diplomatic contact with Israel as well.282  

 Besides that, Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) was widely criticised in 

the press.283 There was a worse signal of foreign policy intentions, however. General Prchlík, 

chief military-political officer of the KSČ criticised the Warsaw Pact structure for being 

subjected to Soviet hegemony and proposed a reform to make the organisation more equal for 

example by rotating the commanding posts among the member countries.284 Such a proposal 

was not far from what Romania was suggesting at that time, but that could hardly be considered 

a favourable thing. However, I must add that as a step in favour of Kremlin’s objections, 

Prchlík’s department was dismissed, although Prchlík himself remained in the Army until April 

1969. That was the first and only “Five’s” demand, that Czechoslovak leaders complied with 

and it was still done only half-heartedly. 

 Aside from the issues with Prchlík’s open criticism of the Warsaw Pact, a document 

called “Memorandum: to formulate Czechoslovak interests in the military” written by leading 

Czechoslovak thinkers associated with the Klement Gottwald Military Political Academy was 

an attempt to formulate an autonomous Czechoslovak doctrine inside the WTO. Along with 
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the similar document “Action programme of the ČSLA”, both were published in the weekly 

military journal Obrana lidu.285  

  The Memorandum stressed the need to form an ideology-free military doctrine based 

on the scientific approach and the national interest of Czechoslovakia, not the USSR.286 

Authors also critically dealt with the historical purges of the Czechoslovak officer’s staff, the 

events of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the suppression of the Hungarian liberalisation movement 

in 1956 and the credibility of West German threat. The authors described the view of nuclear 

war as utter horror that cannot happen, especially considering the geographical position of 

Czechoslovakia, which would become a nuclear battlefield.287 According to the authors, 

Czechoslovakia should have pursued the nuclear disarmament policy to defuse the possibility 

of nuclear conflict. Nevertheless, the allied partnership with the other parties to Warsaw Pact 

was affirmed, with special emphasis on the alliance with the Soviet Union.288 

 The other source of contemporary Czechoslovak military thinking, and planning are the 

1968 issues of military magazine Vojenská mysl. Following the liberalisation in the whole society, 

Vojenská mysl provided a free space for the critique of the development of the Czechoslovak Army 

under the direct influence of Moscow. As these cannot be taken as the official position, they 

show us different modus of thinking about nuclear war. For example, Jaromír Vyhnanovský 

argued that the Western strategy of massive retaliation equalled apocalypse, and although the 

use of nuclear weapons could not be discounted, the ČSLA should focus solely on the limited 

use of conventional force.289 Vyhnanovský questioned the entire logic of deterrence. Should 

such opinions be officially endorsed, it would undoubtedly complicate the emplacement of the 

nuclear warheads in Czechoslovakia discussed earlier.290  

 
285 Pithart, Osmašedesátý, 192. 

286 Antonín Rašek “Vojenské Memorandum 68“, 177. 

287 Bílek, Československá lidová armáda v koaličních vazbách Varšavské smlouvy, 244. 

288 “Formulovat a konstituovat československé státní zájmy v oblasti vojenství” 

289 Stanislav Polnar, Bronislav Prokop “Reforma československého vojenského myšlení a rok 1968 in Vojenské 
rozhledy Vol. 29 (2020), 92. 

290 It is ironic, that even after the invasion, the warheads were probably never on the Czechoslovak territory. 
Actually, in the 1990s, the radiation measurement was conducted in these objects. The results were negative. Ivo 
Pejčoch, Prokop Tomek a kolektiv, ČSLA a NLA v rámci Varšavské smlouvy (Praha: VHÚ, 2014), 37, 75. Petr Blažek, 
“Jaderné hlavice, Československo a Varšavská smlouva po karibské krizi“ Available online at: 
http://www.praguecoldwar.cz/rakety.htm (Accessed April 14, 2021) 



  
- 54 - 

Domestic policy position 
 

The Czechoslovak leadership chose similar ambiguity that defined the foreign policy in dealing 

with the issues connected to the domestic situation. The leading role of the communist party 

was never officially disconfirmed, but other forms of social and political organisation were 

allowed and fostered.291 Facing the “Five’s” demands, Dubček periodically promised to fix the 

situation after the next month’s plenum.292 More specifically, on Soviet criticism in May 

concerning the unrestricted freedom of information and anti-Soviet articles, Dubček responded 

that it “can’t be completed in a single day, but we’ll dealt with it.”293 No measures were, in fact, 

taken. Concerning the media, the same scenario was repeated in July, when Dubček promised 

to discipline newspaper editors to prevent the publishing of anti-Soviet texts, which were a thorn 

in Brezhnev’s eye.294 

 A similar attitude adopted Czechoslovak leadership in relation to the question of the 

14th National Party Congress. On the Soviets demands, Dubček in June assured Chervonenko 

that he would personally make sure that pro-Soviet Indra and Kolder would not be stripped of 

an opportunity to be re-elected to the KSČ’s Central Committee. Simultaneously more radical 

proponents of the reform as Kriegel and Šik, would be prevented from such a possibility.295 

Nevertheless, Dubček did not intervene in any of these issues. He let them deliberately envelop 

themselves. The same approach was adopted in dealing with demands of several personal 

changes like removing Císař and Pelikán from their positions.296   

 The style of bargaining that Dubček and his colleagues performed in dealing with the 

“Five”, was usually to promise to fulfil the demands during face to face meetings, but to never 

actually implement them and behave as in the process of it.297 Czechoslovaks never openly 

confronted the Soviets and other parties to the dispute or ceased the communication and rather 

continually negotiated with them. Dubček described that behaviour in his memoirs as defusing 
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the situation by continuous dealings and buying time before organising the 14th National Party 

Congress.298 

 How did the other side of the dispute view such behaviour? As early as at the Moscow 

Summit, Brezhnev expressed his frustration over the Czechoslovak leadership’s ambiguity and 

inability to fulfil the demands: “All along we’ve been hearing soothing pronouncements that 

things in general are all right, that in two or three weeks things will improve, and so on. Yet 

events continue to develop there and the situation is becoming ever more tense.”299 Similar 

complaints Brezhnev articulated in Warsaw and Kosygin in Cierna.300 In the telephone call on 

13th August, Brezhnev repeatedly stated that Dubček’s behaviour was a mere deceit.301 Kieran 

Williams argues that the Soviet leaders felt that they were being played by Dubček. The absolute 

lack of trust in his abilities and future actions, and mainly a failure of Dubček to keep his 

promises, was one of the fundamental reasons why the “Five” selected the brute force measure 

eventually.302 In that relation, we need to ask another fundamental question: how were possible 

penalties for non-compliance communicated to Dubček and other reformists?
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WHAT WAS THREATENED? 
 

What was demanded of Czechoslovakia and how it reacted is now quite clear. One crucial 

variable is, however, still missing from my simplified coercive equation. As much as the “Five” 

clearly and distinctly articulated the demands, such was not the case for the threats. The nature 

of punishment for non-compliance and actual deadlines were not explicitly articulated. Both 

Sechser and Downes claim, that unlike demands, threats do not need to be verbally stated and, 

in fact, rarely are.303 Concerning the optimal coercive strategy, Biddle argues that ambiguity 

and vagueness might help uphold deterrence, whereas the precision of expression is needed for 

successful compellence.304 Let me now analyse the nature of pressure toward Czechoslovakia 

with special emphasis on the military element as ultima ratio regum. 

 

 

The military solution, the best solution 
 

Three possibilities to “solve” the Prague Spring including the military intervention were as early 

as March discussed in private meetings of the “Five”.305 The first option was to pressure Dubček 

and other Presidium members to reverse the stream of reforms on their own. The second option 

was to remove leaders of the KSČ by non-military means and replace them with more Soviet-

compliant individuals. The third variant was the military intervention itself, for which East 

Germany and Poland argued most vehemently since Dresden.306  

 Since the March Summit, the Soviets saw several challenges to the military intervention: 

financial costs, the possible number of own casualties, the image of communism in the world, 

and the estrangement of the KSČ and the Czechoslovak people, who were for a long time loyal 
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partners of the Soviet Union.307 Among the Soviet leadership especially Brezhnev wished to 

avoid a bloody scenario.308 Jiří Valenta argues that basically since spring, the Soviets applied a 

wait-and-see policy, as there was not a definitive consensus on the nature of the threat posed by 

Czechoslovakia and on the specific form of the most suitable solution.309 Nevertheless, the secret 

preparations in the case invasion would be necessary in the end, were already commenced in 

April 1968.310  

 The military option was periodically brought up in series of private meetings closed to 

Czechoslovakia. Essentially during Warsaw Summit in July, the “Five” reached consensus 

about the inevitability of using the military force to solve the Czechoslovak issue in the worst-

case scenario. However, only in the very last weeks before the invasion, no one articulated 

concerns about using brute force to deal with Czechoslovakia.311 Even formerly reluctant 

Brezhnev realised that it was the only remaining option to stop the 14th National Party 

Congress from taking place. There the reform policy would be approved and with that stamp 

of legitimacy, reforms might have spilt over to other countries rapidly.312  

 To illustrate the layered and heterogenous behaviour that the “Five” adopted in dealing 

with Czechoslovakia, Kieran Williams argues that during the Cierna summit, fully armed Soviet 

divisions attending the military exercises near the borders of Czechoslovakia intended to invade 

the country, should the talks fail.313 However, Czechoslovak leadership’s verbal pledge to act in 

desired manner satisfied the other members of the meeting to the degree as to give 

Czechoslovakia more time to comply with the demands.314 Such an assurance from the “target” 

was enough to convince the Soviets to continue with the peaceful options again.315 Let us not 
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forget that during the Bratislava Summit, the Soviets were handed the “Letter of Invitation” as 

well, the cornerstone of the second option: non-military coup to remove Dubček and other 

reformers from the leadership and to replace them with the “healthy forces”.316 Overall, it might 

be said, that the behaviour that the coalition of challengers was most of the time pursuing is best 

described as simultaneous dual to triple-track diplomacy.  

 

 

Implicit threat during the first months 
 

In the available documents, there are no indications of explicit threats conveyed to 

Czechoslovakia, that the use of military force is a possibility if the compliance is not achieved. 

There were nevertheless numbers of inexplicit hints that could have served as warnings.317 For 

example, the massing soldiers on the borders like the one mentioned above, or verbal ones as 

in the case of Soviet Marshal Konev, who during his May visit to Czechoslovakia told factory 

workers in Kladno, that Soviet Union would not allow anyone to destroy fraternal ties between 

Czechoslovakia and the USSR.318 Similarly, Soviet official Alexei Yepishev told Czechoslovak 

soldiers that Soviet forces are ready if the request for help to save socialism would be placed.319 

Let me first review the state of indirect verbal threats, before moving further. 

 In the official communication conveyed during the meetings, the common rhetorical 

figures used by the “Five” to describe the situation in Czechoslovakia were analogies and 

references to the events more than a decade ago in Poland and especially in Hungary. The term 

“counter-revolution” to describe the Prague Spring was used publicly for the first time during 

the Dresden Summit in March.320 Polish leader Gomulka took the analogy to a different level 

claiming that „Czechoslovakia’s allies will not permit it” meaning the occurrence of counter-

revolution in Czechoslovakia.321 Concerning the validity of comparisons to the bloody 
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suppression of the Hungarian liberalisation in 1956 and what it could mean to Czechoslovakia, 

Dubček in March told Hungarian official Komócsin that their situation is somewhat different 

than in Hungary in 1956 since Czechoslovakia is undergoing gradual reforms with the KSČ 

directing the pace.322 Such a view was not held unanimously among Czechoslovak officials. 

Zdeněk Mlynář, secretary of the Central Committee, during the Plenum of the CC, also warned 

of an outcome similar to Hungary.323 

 The second recurring theme in dealing with the “Five” was more ambiguous than 

drawing parallels to 1956. In Dresden, Brezhnev declared, that “We are ready to give you 

moral, political and democratic support…If you disagree, we still cannot remain indifferent to 

the developments in Czechoslovakia. We are tied to each other by ties of friendship, by 

commitments of an internationalist nature, by the security of the socialist countries, by the 

security of our countries.”324 Simultaneously, he stressed that „the events are enveloping in a 

dangerous direction.”325 The Soviet Prime Minister Kosigyn articulated a more substantial 

commitment to the Czechoslovak issue: “all our governments supports you, because the matters 

of Czechoslovakia are our common matters and we will not hand it to our enemy, whatever the 

cost.”326 What was the nature of the support was quite evident. Soviet and East German general 

staff was presented during the Dresden Summit. When Černík asked about the reason, 

Brezhnev told him that in the case Czechoslovakia asked the “Five” for immediate help.327 

 In these terms, the first seeds of a serious conflict between Czechoslovakia and the “Five” 

were described. Even from such short quotations, we can conclude a different approach adopted 

by Brezhnev and Gomulka, who, as described above from the very beginning, talked about 

Czechoslovakia being on the verge of counter-revolution. Brezhnev was more reconciliatory 

than other leaders in public but also in private. In a letter sent in April, Brezhnev told Dubček: 

“I want to assure you…that you can always count on our full support in the struggle to bolster 

the cause of socialism,”328 
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 The tone set for another meeting was very similar to the Dresden’s. In Moscow, 

Brezhnev declared that: “The situation, I repeat, is very serious” but he did not forget to add 

that “[a]ll of us are ready to offer assistance if it will be necessary.”329 Narrative of providing 

“assistance” and “support” to the Czechoslovak leadership was a common theme for all the 

subsequent negotiations. In a letter demanded by Dubček to inform him about the content of 

the private Moscow meeting among the “Five”, Brezhnev claimed that: “The representatives 

of the fraternal parties showed full solidarity with the KSČ, resolution to provide necessary help 

and support to the new leadership of the Central Committee,”330 In a letter from June 12, 

Brezhnev ended the proposal for a bilateral meeting with the similar words.331  

 After the publication of “Two Thousand Words” manifesto, a Soviet letter addressed to 

the Central Committee of the KSČ slightly escalated in rhetoric by stressing the “extreme 

gravity” of the situation and that the “fraternal countries cannot regard with indifference these 

numerous statements in the press, on the radio, and on television,”332  However again, the letter 

ended with Soviets’ declared readiness to “provide all necessary help to socialist Czechoslovakia 

to ensure victory in this struggle.”333 Infamous Warsaw Letter contained identical bid: “you can 

count on the solidarity and comprehensive assistance of the fraternal socialist parties”334 and 

phrased that: “We can never agree that imperialism should break through the socialist system 

by peaceful or violent means, from within or from without, and change the balance of power in 

Europe to its advantage.”335 These messages of proclaiming the serious nature of the situation 

in Czechoslovakia and at the same time ambiguously offering assistance and help were 

composed in the specific Soviet linguae, as Dubček later verified.336 On the one hand, assistance 
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was offered to help Czechoslovakia, but on the other, it contained a warning before any changes 

in the Soviet sphere of influence.  

 

 

Implicit threat in the last weeks 
 

In his farewell address to the Czechoslovak delegation at the Cierna Congress, Brezhnev 

pronounced the following words: “However, as far as we are concerned we want to declare that 

we are ready to give you an unlimited assistance in this struggle. If our plan is thwarted, it will 

be very difficult to convene another meeting. I say this with full responsibility. We will then have 

to come to your assistance instead.337 We can clearly sense a further escalation in the meaning 

of the message. From the earlier offers of help, if requested, to the provision of assistance without 

the recipient’s consent. Another hint of the possible military threat could Dubček and other 

reform leaders extract from Brezhnev’s speech at the Bratislava summit. The Soviet General 

Secretary argued that other socialist countries cannot passively look at the weakening of other 

communist parties inside the socialist system. According to Tony Judt’s interpretation, that was 

a clear signal of a possibility of a preventive strike in case socialism is threatened in any client 

state.338  

 Other events that could persuade Dubček of the grave nature of the dispute took place 

soon after the congresses in Cierna and Bratislava. On August 9 and 13, Brezhnev and Dubček 

conducted a telephone conversation, where the Soviet leader criticised the slowness of executing 

the measures and emphasised the seriousness of the situation.339 During the second call, 

Brezhnev claimed that failure to fulfil the demands from the Cierna summit creates a new 

situation, and the new independent measure will be adopted to defend the rule of socialism in 

the country.340  

  In the last communication between Soviet and Czechoslovak leader through the letter 

received by Dubček on August 19, similar arguments as before were repeated, but still, no 
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indication of military intervention was stated.341 Probably the strongest hint was contained in 

the final “Letter of Warning” to the Presidium sent by the Soviets on August 17: “The Politburo 

of the CPSU Central Committee wishes to stress, with all gravity, the urgency of fulfilling the 

commitments undertaken by you at this meeting and at the conference of the fraternal parties 

without further delay. Any delay in this matter would be extremely dangerous.”342 We can 

clearly sense the highest level of interest invested in the domestic affairs of Czechoslovakia and 

the severe nature of the situation. The Soviets were very clear in that matter. 

 In analysing the verbal signalling from the perspective of explicit/inexplicit threat, we 

need to take with a grain of salt the testimony of Vasil Bil’ak that the Soviets claimed at the 

Moscow Summit, that they “cannot allow [for Czechoslovakia to exit the socialist camp and 

Warsaw Pact] even if that would mean a Third World War”.343 Besides that, Bil’ak, according 

to his words, tried to convince Dubček to revoke censorship by personal changes in the media, 

“otherwise we will not avoid a catastrophe.”344 According to Rebekah Young, Dubček was 

warned several times during the months of negotiations about the possibility of intervention.345 

Supposedly, even Hungarian leader Kadár, who visited Prague on August 17, personally 

warned Dubček of the people he is dealing with and the possibility of “extreme measure”.346 

These instances plus the official communication conveyed in terms of providing “assistance” 

and resolution to “not permit” a victory of the counter-revolutionary forces and change in the 

European balance strongly signalling the “Five’s” stakes in the dispute, were however not 

persuasive enough to convince Dubček and other reformists to make any changes in fulfilment 

of the “Five’s” requirements. 
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Military exercises as tools of coercive diplomacy 
  

The threat of military invasion as the costliest form of penalty for non-compliance was never 

explicitly phrased by the “Five”. Either to prevent loss of strategic surprise or for the reason of 

disagreement about military intervention being the ideal solution for most of the time.347 

Possibly for both these reasons combined. According to Dubček, Soviet Marshall Konev even 

refuted the rumours about the military intervention spreading through Czechoslovakia.348 

Mikhail Prozumenshchikov, after a devout study of CSPU documents argued, that the Soviets 

paid close attention to the official documents sent to Czechoslovakia, so they did not contain a 

clear message of using the military force, or on the other hand of using solely the peaceful tools 

in dealing with Czechoslovakia.349 The Soviets chosen ambiguity to the bone. 

 However, in contrast to the rhetoric of assistance, the clearly militarised part of the 

bargaining was made through various exercises and mobilisations. In the end, military 

manoeuvres are standard tools of coercive diplomacy.350 Brezhnev verified the coercive intent 

of the exercises during the secret Moscow talks among the “Five”: “We will press ahead with 

the military exercises. These may turn out to be one of the most decisive factors enabling us to 

turn events around.”351 

 Since March, several military exercises of the WTO countries without the participation 

of the Czechoslovak People’s Army were conducted. These also entailed the movement of the 

armed forces along the Czechoslovak borders.352 Few days after the Moscow congress, reports 

of military movements in East Germany and Poland reached Czechoslovakia. One tank and 

one moto-rifle division manoeuvred around the borders with Czechoslovakia.353 Rumours 

about the intervention spread.354 In fact, on the last day of May and the first day of the Central 
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Committee summit, Soviet units crossed the borders with Czechoslovakia in the West, and 

several Antonov aeroplanes landed in Mladá. These were the first parts of the units arriving for 

the Šumava exercise.355 Only Dubček and his closest colleagues knew that the planned exercise 

of the military staff was rescheduled to an earlier date.  He agreed on the matter with Soviet 

Prime Minister Kosigyn on May 24 in Karlovy Vary. However, due to the agreement, no land 

forces were to attend the exercise, only military staff officers. Despite that, the actual number 

and character of incoming soldiers was an unpleasant surprise. 356 

 However, Czechoslovak leadership viewed the Šumava exercise as a declaration of 

allegiance to the Eastern bloc, whereas the WTO countries saw it as a coercive instrument to 

intimidate the rightist movements and the reformers.357 The “Five” had also another intention 

in mind. Šumava served as a secret reconnaissance mission in preparation for the eventual 

invasion. The complete withdrawal of the Soviet soldiers after the Šumava exercise was 

significantly prolonged. Several high-ranking Soviets officials as Kosygin, Andropov, and 

Gomyko even argued that the Soviet units should stay put, since ultimately, the intervention 

would be the only possible option to deal with Czechoslovakia.358  

 Despite that, Soviet soldiers eventually withdraw as late as on August 3, more than a 

month after the officially agreed date.359 The units completely left Czechoslovakia only when 

the consensus at Bratislava Summit was attained. The length of stay is significant to notice 

because the Soviet troops were still on the Czechoslovak territory during the Warsaw Congress 

and the preparatory talks, where the response to the “Warsaw Letter” was being drafted.360 

Their presence intended to empower the pro-Soviet conservative wing in the KSČ to press 

Dubček to make concessions. But as I have stated earlier, the popular anti-Soviet wave 

prevented the conservatives in the Central Committee to vote against the proposed resolution 

and fully backed Dubček’s response to the Warsaw letter. Rather than serving as a coercive 

instrument to receive concessions, the Czechoslovak public disdained the presence of foreign 

soldiers and united behind Dubček’s leadership even more than before.361  
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 In weeks before the invasion, the military movement in surrounding countries arose 

significantly. With the refusal of the Warsaw Letter, armies of the “Five” set to combat 

readiness.362 That was undoubtedly a highly worrisome signal. At the end of July after Šumava, 

another huge military exercise of the rear logistic units Nemen took place in the Soviet Union. 

The exercise enlarged to Poland and East Germany during the first days of Cierna nad Tisou 

and Bratislava Summits.363 The movement of divisions started as the Czechoslovak delegation 

was arriving in Cierna.364 As early as July 30, the embassy in Berlin informed Prague that heavy 

tank and missile units are at the borders and reservists were mobilized. Similarly alerting 

information was received from Budapest and Warsaw.365 On August 10, an exercise of signal 

units took place in West Ukraine, South Poland and East Germany. Furthermore, During 

Cierna Congress, the Ministry of the Interior informed that numbers of suspicious Soviet 

“tourists”, possibly KGB agents, were being seen in the streets of Prague.366  

 In sum, vast military manoeuvres and the movement of Soviet “tourists” could not 

escape Dubček’s attention. The sabre-rattling must have been heard loud and clear and 

complement the meaning messages of “assistance” and “international support”, which were at 

first sight of ambiguous essence. Was it still possible, that the reformists misperceived power and 

resolve of the challenger, even though backed by above listed activities? 

 

 

Misperception? 
 

Karel Kaplan, historian and an eye-witness, argues, that following the various military exercises, 

the possibility of the military intervention became clear to the reformists, and most of them 

acknowledged that Czechoslovakia could not militarily resist.367 At the August 17 meeting of 

the KSČ and the press, several journalists raised the possibility of the invasion, but the reformist 
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did not admit such possibility.368 Only František Kriegl commented that the fateful days are 

ahead, and the sword of Damocles was hanging over the country by a thread.369 Still, no 

measures were adopted to satisfy the challengers, and four days later, the columns of tanks rolled 

in Czechoslovakia. 

 When the Presidium members at the meeting on that fateful night on 20th August learnt 

about the intervention, Dubček burst into tears claiming that “on my honour as the communist, 

I had no idea, that the Soviet Union wanted to intervene militarily. How is that possible…”370 

On August 31, ten days after the invasion, Dubček told the Central Committee the same thing, 

adding, that he and his colleagues did not expect such an outcome, despite being warned by 

pro-Soviet elements in the KSČ. 371 Dubček simply did not believe them. It is quite easy to see 

why he would not take seriously, for example, Bil’ak’s warnings, since he was a member of the 

anti-reformist wing and early in the crisis adopted the “Five’s” position. In his memoirs, Dubček 

confessed that he misperceived Soviet intentions and was naive in dealing with them.372 

 In the end, Dubček’s misperception was not of the military strength of the “Five” 

countries with Soviet in the lead, which is what my second proposed explanation would suggest. 

Exactly for the clear power asymmetry he carefully informed the public about the content of 

dealings with the “Five” for he knew that stronger anti-Soviet resentment could lead to a 

scenario not far from the Hungarian one.373 Also, with the Soviet threat in mind, Dubček 

planned to announce the date of 14th National Party Congress with the shortest time in advance 

as possible.374  

 Dubček correctly perceived the military activity as an instrument of coercion but instead 

questioned the ultimate resolution for the invasion.375 As much as that might seem fascinating 

given the lively memories of suppression of Hungarian liberalisation in 1956 and recurring 

analogies to the Prague Spring and stress put on the serious essence of the situation with vital 

interests of the challengers at stake, Dubček explained that he in 1968 considered Hungarian 
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events as a thing of a different era and did not think it as rational to contemplate that the 

invasion was a real possibility.376 “After all”, he said, “we were bounded together by an allied 

treaty.”377 With the same approach, Dubček easily discarded the reports from the embassies in 

the respective “Five” countries, which contained warnings of the countries’ readiness to use 

military power in case Czechoslovakia exits socialist camp.378  

 These facts support the third explanation based on Feamor’s theoretical framework. But 

despite the confessed misperception of the possibility and the “Five’s” resoluteness to invade 

Czechoslovakia, in which Dubček was far from being alone379, our question remains the same 

despite this revelation. Why did the Soviets’ coercive diplomacy fail to produce desired changes 

in Czechoslovak behaviour? For the complete answer, we need to turn to our last explanation 

focusing on the domestic level during the episodes of coercion.
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9 

 

NON-COMPLIANCE 

 
Why did Dubček not comply with the demands? As stated above, the threat of invasion was 

never clearly articulated toward Dubček and he confessed that he misperceived the “Five’s” 

resolve to use military force. But that does not give us a complete picture, why the target state 

did not submit to the demands of such a powerful sum of states using the combination of 

diplomatic, psychological and ideological pressure during the whole period of the Prague 

Spring.380 

 Pavel Tigrid wrote a couple of years after the events that the Czechoslovak leadership 

faced two constant pressures. First, from the other socialist states with the Soviets in the 

vanguard to reverse the reforms, and second, from the public and party members, to continue 

with the set direction.381 These were interdependent issues. The more Soviets coerced Dubček 

and other reformers to turn around the Prague Spring policy, the more popular support they 

received.382 The more popular support was then in effect expressed, the more the “Five” 

escalated the pressure. Furthermore, such wide public acceptance emboldened the reformists 

to stood up against the Soviets as well. Should they start fulfilling the demands of the “Five”, 

they would lose their only strength against the external pressure and in effect their domestic 

positions.383   
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The domestic factor during the Prague Spring 
 

The reformists were seeking public support immediately after Dubček was appointed the First 

Secretary. In fact, the underlying goal of the Prague Spring was for the KSČ to regain popular 

legitimacy and ignite support for the reform. Only then the socialism in Czechoslovakia could 

have been rebuilt.384 The public was to be a final guarantor of the party’s leading role in society 

in establishing what came to be known as a “socialism with a human face”. By public integration 

to the policy matters, the reformists sought to fix the criticised defects in the system, which long 

haunted the country and eventually led to the fall of Antonín Novotný. 

 In January and February, Josef Smrkovský published two newspaper articles intended 

to explain the nature of reforms debated at the January Central Committee session.385 

Smrkovský’s text “What Lies Ahead” in Rudé právo announced the intentions of the KSČ 

leadership to face acute social, economic and political problems and “search for Czechoslovak 

road to socialism”386 with the assistance of the whole society. Dubček  then affirmed such an 

approach during his speech on 20th anniversary of the 1948 events: “We want to rally all the 

citizens of our republic to implement the progressive objectives of socialist development and 

strengthen confidence in the party.”387 Without public support, the party would have no power, 

as Dubček revealed in March to Kladno factory workers.388  

 The activity was reciprocal. Not only the reform communists sought popular legitimacy, 

the citizens, long under duress from the party, took their chances and became significantly 

politically active on their own.389 Petr Pithart argues that the stream of popular activity, in fact, 

firmly caught the reformists.390 One example where the initiative first came from below was 

censorship. The censors themselves sent a resolution to the leadership demanding abolishing 
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censorship as early as in March. The official abolishment by law came only three months later, 

although it was de facto accepted since March.391  

 Also, immediately after the Dresden Summit, on 25th March, a group of actors and 

other cultural figures signed an open letter that included a demand for the KSČ to “stand up 

to [international] pressure motivated by doubts about the nature and objectives of our internal 

measures. Thus, although we want to assure you have our full support in all your statements, 

we emphasize that the need to maintain international solidarity among socialist states should 

not cause you to forget that your responsibility for this country is above all to its own people.”392 

We may read that as the first sign of the conditionality of Dubček’s rule on public support. The 

first extensive public demonstration of such support took place on May 1, the International 

Worker’s Day. For the first time in many years, the traditional parade was not directly organised 

by the communist party. People filled the streets of Prague shouting: “Long live Dubček, 

Svoboda and democracy.”393 

  Many other spontaneous demonstrations of support followed in direct relation to 

growing external pressure. Some of these I had already presented throughout the text. Besides 

the mentioned, the Czechoslovak Writers Union passed a declaration in support of Dubček in 

June 1968394 and following the publication of the Warsaw Letter, many new initiatives arose as 

“The Message from the Citizens to the Presidium”, or “Fond republiky”, which were able to 

attract a million of sympathisers.395 Such initiatives aimed to persuade the leadership to respect 

the will of the public.396 

 The danger of external threat created a ferment of movements that stood up to defend 

Czechoslovak sovereignty, national pride and right to the unique Czechoslovak path.397 The 

popular support for Dubček’s rule was tremendous. 78 % of citizens in Czech lands and 86 % 

in Slovakia supported the government, whereas, before Dubček’s appointment in January, the 
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support was only 23 %.398 Similar trust to Dubček was among the members of the KSČ. 80 % 

of members supported the reform, according to Kašpar’s report from August.399 Regional party 

officials’ initiatives even exceeded the policy outlined in the Action Programme.400 

 

 

The youth replaces the elders 
 

Since Dubček replaced Novotný as the First Secretary of the KSČ, he began a series of personal 

changes throughout all party positions. With the ousting of Novotný from the post of President 

and adoption of the Action Programme, many of Novotný’s loyalists and other officials from 

various government levels, who hold their positions due to the stiff regime and the political 

processes in the 1950s, were replaced by the reform minded individuals. Some of them 

rehabilitated, as Josef Pavel, who became Minister of Interior. The conservatives with roles in 

the political trials, as Novotný himself, were expelled from the Presidium, and some even lost 

party membership. Concerning the personal changes in the government positions, Jiří 

Hendrych lost the position of KSČ Secretary for Ideology, Jan Bartuška was removed from the 

position of General Prosecutor, Jan Kudrna resigned on the position of the Minister of Interior, 

and the Ministry of Justice lost its chief Alois Neumann.401 Minister of National Defense General 

Lomský resigned as well as the Chief of the Union Pastyřík.402  

 Additionally, to seal this novel situation, a new Czechoslovak government was formed 

on 8th April. Conservatives were not only administratively removed but also resigned on their 

own.403 They sensed the change of the atmosphere, both from above and from below. Not only 

from the population but more importantly from the lower ladders of the communist party.404 

Reform communists in the leading positions supported the critique against the long-serving 
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communists and did not interfere whatsoever in the newspapers, television and radio 

broadcasting, which were the common ways to transfer the critical messages to the citizens.405 

  We could also infer the penetration of the reform ideas inside the party from the fact 

that 55.5 % of the members favoured abolishing the one-party system in favour of the multi-

party system experienced during the previous decades in Czechoslovakia.406 Moreover, district 

and regional party conferences delegated to the National Congress those members, who were 

decisively favouring the reform policy.407 There was a real danger that on the 14th National 

Party Congress the conservatives and defenders of the Soviets’ interests, Indra, Bil’ak, Kolder, 

Kapek and Švestka among them, could be out-voted from the Central Committee, and 

Dubček’s reform policy would get the ultimate seal of legitimacy.408  

 A similar wave of personal reorganization and pressure for changes in compliance with 

the reform occurred throughout the other official organisations in Czechoslovakia, as in ROH 

(the Trade Union Movements), JZD (the Agricultural Union), ČSM (the Youth Movement) and 

SVAZARM.409 Young people were, in general, the most active element throughout the Prague 

Spring.410 The chief editors of the newspapers were replaced as well. Karel Kostroun, who 

strongly opposed the reformers, was replaced by Jiří Hájek as the chief editor of monthly 

Plamen. Josef Škvorecký became a chairman of the editorial board.411 Official party newspaper 

Rudé právo remained under the authority of Oldřich Švestka, a conservative member of the 

Presidium. Nevertheless, his subordinates resigned as the result of the reform pressure.412 

 For our analysis of coercive dynamic, we need to take a closer look at several things that 

connect external pressure and the domestic situation. First, we need to look at how the 

reformists instrumentally used this domestic support in dealings with the “Five”. Second, it is 

necessary to analyse the degree to which internal factor tied hands of the Czechoslovak officials 

to comply with the challengers’ demands. 
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Utilisation of the public factor 
 

The degree of public mobilisation of Czechoslovak citizens was brought up early in the 

negotiation process. At the Dresden Summit in March, a member of the Czechoslovak 

delegation, Prime Minister Černík claimed that never since 1948 was there such political activity 

in the party and the society and that this activity was primarily pro-socialist, not counter-

revolutionary as the “Five” claimed.413 In Moscow, Dubček explained the attendants: “after 

April Plenum session, the people’s trust in the communist party increased. That is the main 

thing for us; in that we see our real strength.”414 Josef Smrkovský stressed there similar things: 

“Now, the people again look at the party with hope… The current situation shows, that the 

people trust us.”415   

 The public support was also an argument for discarding the inexplicit hints of the “Five” 

how to reverse the Prague Spring. Dubček, on several occasions at Moscow Summit, declared 

that measures of administrative nature to circumspect, e. g., the activity of the political clubs, 

cannot be realised.416 At the same meeting concerning the discussion about the media, he 

reacted: “Should we put them in jail? The only way is discussion as we did in Bratislava. That 

is the only option to get them on our side. We need to deal with them personally, speak with 

them.”417 Černík shared his concerns: “We cannot as before use only hard measures. It cannot 

be done like that now.”418  

 In the official response to the Warsaw Letter, the KSČ Presidium played the domestic 

card again. Reformists turned the interpretation of the domestic activism accused of counter-

revolutionary tendency around. They stressed that: “The paramount aim of our post-January 

development is precisely to increase the internal strength and stability of the socialist system 

and, as a consequence, our ties of alliance.”419 The letter continues: “The communist party 

relies on the voluntary support of the people; it does not apply its leading role by ruling society 
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414 “1968, 7. květen, Moskva. - Sovětský záznam o rozhovorech vedoucích představitelů̊ KSČ a KSSS v Moskvě 
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but by dedicated service to free, progressive and socialist development. The party cannot 

enforce its authority; it must constantly gain it by its actions.”420 Due to the reformists, using 

excessive force to achieve the demanded goals was out of the question since “the slightest 

intimation that there could be a return to these methods would trigger opposition among the 

overwhelming majority of party members and resistance among the working people, 

cooperative farmers, and members of the intelligentsia. By taking such a step, the party would 

politically endanger its leading role and provoke a situation in which a true confrontation would 

arise.”421 Reform, in fact, needed to continue, and demands could not be satisfied since their 

fulfilment would result in what the “Five” communist allies were truly afraid of: the collapse of 

the KSČs hold on power and a possible counter-revolution eventually. 

 During the first day of the Cierna Summit, Brezhnev accused Dubček of being subjected 

to the “nationalized public.”422 Dubček nevertheless continued in the previous pattern and 

stressed that KSČ has power firmly in its hands by pointing out the nationwide signature 

campaign.423 Dubček refused the Soviet interpretation of the domestic situation as counter-

revolutionary, he argued the opposite: “The main and decisive force, which guides the next 

steps are the socialist forces, which grow in our nations as a result, that after the January and 

May Plenums, the authority of the party among the masses of the working class tremendously 

grew.”424 The amount of support generated for the KSČ was repeated several other times 

during the Cierna talks. 

 In response to the content of the Warsaw Letter, where the “Five’s” position suggested 

a return to the old methods, Dubček at Cierna argued instead that “the KSČ sees henceforward 

the centre of gravity in the dimension of the people masses, which is successful.”425 Furthermore, 

he claimed that face-to-face discussion with the students proved to be successful in the effort to 

gain broad legitimacy across the population.426 Such method was crucial that “the society, the 

people, would accept any measure against those who seek the disintegration of the working 
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class.”427 Popular legitimacy of the regime was for Dubček sine qua non and foundation of the 

KSČ’s grip on power, which so much concerned the “Five”. 

 During a highly emotional call on August 13 between Brezhnev and Dubček, the latter 

explained the inability to implement the demanded measures by stating that: “these are very 

complex matters, which can’t be resolved as easily as you might think.”428 He argued by a need 

to stick to a proper procedure, again refusing to use the repressive methods. Later in the 

conversation, Dubček claimed: “I’m not able to take responsibility upon myself for doing 

everything in just five to seven days; this is a complex process, which has encompassed the whole 

party, the whole country, and the whole nation.”429 That confession supports the fourth 

proposed explanation based on the strength of the domestic factor in the negotiation process.  

 On August 16, Dubček received the last direct letter from the Soviet leader, where 

Brezhnev repeated the previous series of arguments. What is nevertheless more interesting is 

the set of notes that Dubček wrote on that letter, commenting on the “Five’s” demands and the 

situation in Czechoslovakia. In one of these, Dubček claims: “What’s decisive for us is the 

posi[tive] relationship of the nation and the people toward the KSČ CC’s poli[cies].”430 

 

 

The unbearable heaviness of complying  
 

The domestic situation was utilised on another occasion as well. In a conversation with the 

General Secretary of the French Communist Party, Dubček confessed that he pressed 

Yakubovskii to know the date when the Šumava military exercise would end by pointing to the 

fact that the public would turn against the party and that it would be against Soviet interests.431 

That means that the domestic situation was used not only as an argument to refuse the demands 

of the “Five”, but also to alter their own behaviour in return. Similarly, at the Dresden Summit, 

Kolder, in relation to the intended resolution critical towards the Czechoslovak reforms 
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claimed: “we cannot adopt such resolution and I beg you, do not complicate our position at 

home.”432  

 Dubček very well understood the nature of the measures he would need to take to fulfil 

Moscow’s demands. “[Y]ou want to restore Novotný or Novotný’s methods”433, he told Soviet 

ambassador Chervonenko. The reformists disputed the validity of methods suggested by the 

“Five” in several bilateral and multilateral meetings. Such argument was not communicated 

only to the allied audience but inside the KSČ as well. On a Plenary Session of the Central 

Committee at the end of May, Dubček accepted some of the remarks of other communist 

countries about the existence of the rightist and anti-communist movement. However, he 

refused to repress them forcefully. Instead, Dubček stressed, that: “We maintain that the 

fundamental path to follow is the one that will have the full backing and recognition, above all, 

of the working masses, the working class, and cooperative farmers.”434  

 An invaluable source in this regard is the interview that Dubček conducted in 1990. 

There Dubček argued that concessions to the “Five” would have been, in fact, the worst thing 

to be done: “They needed somehow to compromise my integrity as well as that of Smrkovský 

and others. They had to ensure that all of us would be rendered powerless in front of our 

people… But what exactly could I have done? Reimpose censorship? Get rid of those people? 

These were precisely the things they were seeking and demanding. I simply could not embrace 

the line they were trying to force on me.”435 In the same interview, he affirms that position: “But 

these very things would have caused disunity among us and a split between the leadership and 

the people, and the armies might have arrived here even sooner than August 21… I could not 

have done that, it was not in my character. They were bound to be disappointed in that light.”436 

Not only he stresses the moral objections to using the repressive methods but he also argues that 

such methods would be met with great disapproval from the public and create upheaval that 

would affirm the arguments of the “Five” about counter-revolution and result in the earlier 
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arrival of “assistance”. Dubček’s hands were tied in this manner. Brezhnev’s personal notes 

verified the utilisation of the public against Czechoslovak reformists. The Soviet leader 

described the importance of using disinformation and other tools to compromise, discredit and 

accuse the leaders of collaboration in front of the masses.437 

 Zdeněk Mlynář, who held the position of the Secretary of the Central Committee during 

the Prague Spring, argues in his memoir that Dubček in fact at first instrumentally used the 

public pressure in dealing with the old-guard communists from Novotný’s period and to 

convince Brezhnev that he was the only one with enough strong authority in the society, who 

could handle the situation appropriately. Dubček speech during the district and regional 

secretaries was in the similar sense: “Anti-communist opposition could gain a more important 

political influence only if the trust of the majority of the population in the new policy of our 

party would be weakened or eroded somehow.” In other words only Dubček and his colleagues 

are the defenders of socialism against the counter-revolutionary movements and those who hold 

socialism in Czechoslovakia dear, should support them as well.  

 

  

Taming effect of the public factor for the negotiation process 
 

So far, I have dealt with the way, the domestic element was used in the negotiation process as a 

counter-argument to refute various allegations of counter-revolution and explain the improper 

essence of the methods to fulfill the “Five’s” demands. But how did the domestic situation 

influence the decisions of the members of the Central Committee?  

 Pro-Soviet members of the KSČ who stood against the reform movement were 

continuously losing the sympathies of the population and party members. Kolder, Idra and 

Bil’ak, the staunchest supporters of the Kremlin stance, found themselves practically politically 

isolated.438 When the conservatives had the opportunity to object to the reform and publicly 

stand on the side with the “Five” as in response to the Warsaw Letter, they did support the 

Presidium’s position in the end mainly for fear of the popular reaction, which was sufficiently 

aggravated not only by the letter itself but also by the prolonged withdrawal of Soviet forces 

after the Šumava exercise.439 During Cierna Summit, the public was that much opposed to 
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anyone, that would sabotage the reform policy, that Bil’ak and Kolder were afraid of being 

accused of treason.440 

 However, conscious regard to the public view did not spare even the reformists. Dealing 

with the Soviets had such a stigma that Dubček often desired to speak with Brezhnev or meet 

with the Soviet ambassador in Prague Chervonenko in secret to deny the knowledge of the 

meeting to the media and consequently the public.441 Smrkovský, after he visited Moscow in 

half June, adopted the Soviet language of the presence of anti-socialist elements in the media 

and the threat of counter-revolution. The public severely criticised him, and he quickly 

apologised for his position.442 If such public disapproval could strike Smrkovský, even Dubček’s 

position was not secured. Mlynář claims, that the First Seceraty was surprised by the pressure 

that the civic society could have leveraged through the free press.443 

 Valenta nicely summed up the double-edged nature of the popular support by pointing 

out the role of media: “[o]n the one hand, the press was able to apply pressure on the anti-

reformist forces in the Czechoslovak Communist Party by arousing national support for the 

reformist demands; on the other, some articles, such as the one on Nagy’s execution, actually 

aided the cause of the interventionist coalition.”444 

 On many occasions, Dubček needed to downplay the seriousness of the conflict with the 

“Five” to prevent public condemnations of the communist allies, which would only serve as a 

“munition” at following meetings. He needed to persuade the “Five”, that they do not need to 

be worried about the Prague Spring.445 But to revoke censorship would be the end of the 

reformation movement, which had such massive support from the citizens, both party and non-

aligned individuals. Dubček admitted that such a move would then lead to a political disaster.446 

 According to Pavel Tigrid, an attempt to revoke censorship even in a very limited 

manner failed. During the Cierna Congress, a member of the delegation, Prime Minister 

Oldřich Černík, conducted a telephone conversation with Císař, urging him to make sure, no 

media releases might endanger the bargaining process in Cierna. Caricatures in journals Literání 
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listy and Reportér were about to be published the next day, mocking the Soviets and East German 

leader Ulbricht. Despite the pressure from Císař and Mlynář, the Minister of the Interior Pavel 

refused to order the police forces seizure of already printed issues.447 This short episode shows 

us that the so called “old methods” would not only be potentially politically suicidal for the 

leadership, but their execution could have faced resistance among the members of the state 

apparatus, where the reform movement was widely popular and who would be responsible for 

the implementation of the demanded measures in the end.448  

 Let us now review the state of support among the enforcement institutions in 

Czechoslovakia, the military, the State Security (StB) and the Czech People’s Militia, which the 

leadership would theoretically use for swift implementation of the demands and supressing the 

popular upheaval resulting from such action. 

 
 
The Reform and the Repressive Power Wielders 

 
 
The wave of resignations during the Prague Spring did not spare the Czechoslovak People’s 

Army. Moreover, the members of the military, who campaigned against Dubček and were 

staunch supporters of Novotný, were ousted against their will.449 Its role also played a series of 

allegations concerning an attempt to orchestrate a coup to support President Novotný. The 

coup was supposedly planned by Generals Šejna, Mamula, and Janko, with Generals Lomský 

and Rytíř knowing about the intent.450 Such information has never been profoundly verified.451 

Nevertheless, all above listed lost their positions soon after. Šejna defected to the West, and 

Janko committed a suicide when invited to testify in the case of Šejna’s defection.452 Long-

serving Minister of National Defence Bohumír Lomský resigned in April and was replaced by 

Dubček’s close friend Martin Dzúr. A similar fate met the Chief of Staff General Otakar Rytíř, 

 
447 Tigrid, Kvadratura kruhu, 50. Zdeněk Mlynář described the situation similarly. Mlynář, Mráz přichází z Kremlu, 
127. 

448 Suri, “The Promise and Failure of ‚Developed Socialism‘“, 153. Jeremi Suri validly points out that Dubček 
could probably not even count on the loyalty of the enforcement units and military to suppress the civic movements, 
where the reform also had an undisputed appeal. 

449 Kramer, “The Prague Spring and the Soviet Invasion of Czechoslovakia: New Interpretations“, 9. 

450 Kramer, “The Czechoslovak Crisis and the Brezhnev Doctrine”, 124. Tigrid, Kvadratura kruhu, 41. 

451 Rice, The Soviet Union and the Czechoslovak Army, 1948-1983, 112. 

452 Benčík, V chapadlech kremelské chobotnice, 67. 
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who was succeeded by Karel Rusov. Many other leading army and security officials resigned, 

were expelled or isolated to limit their influence.453 

 Martin Dzúr as the new Minister of National Defense replaced or transferred to different 

posts individuals with known ties to the Soviets.454 Most of the newly appointed commanders 

were proponents of the reform as General Prchlík or General Pepich.455 The support of the 

Prague Spring among the military could also be demonstrated by the support for Prchlík’s 

activity456 or support generated for the Memorandum discussed earlier.457 What was the 

situation in other powerful institution, the one responsible for the internal security? 

 In March, Ministry of the Interior was entrusted to Josef Pavel, one of the most devout 

proponents of the reform.458 The change in the position that had under its command highly 

potent internal security units was vital.459 Pavel conducted a thorough purge of the Secrete 

Police (StB) staff to remove Czechoslovaks who kept direct relations with the Soviets and worked 

in their interest.460 Minister of the Interior issued several orders that constricted the activity of 

the StB in relation to Czechoslovak citizens also. His goal was to transform the StB into a 

traditional intelligence agency of a common democratic state.461 Members of the force did not 

unilaterally welcome such measures, which created tension between the reform proponents 

(mainly the young members) and defenders of the status quo inside the StB.462 The public 

severely criticised the StB for its role in the former political processes, which also severely 
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paralysed the force’s working.463 VB - public security, the second branch of the internal service, 

was more inclined towards the reform policy than the StB.464 

 Since July, the Soviets tried to persuade Czechoslovak officials to remove the State 

Security (StB) from the control of Minister Pavel and place it under his deputy minister Viliam 

Šalgovič, a conservative and a Soviet agent. Šalgovič, in fact, led the units to arrest the members 

of the Presidium during the invasion.465 Still, the arrests on that fateful day needed to be done 

chiefly by Soviet commandos from the Taman division with the assistance of KGB since Pavel 

removed most of the conservative individuals connected to Soviet organs and replaced them 

with those who strongly supported the Prague Spring.466 And really, Czechoslovaks who assisted 

the arrests on August 21 were only the expelled StB officers.467 Despite this internal purge, the 

conservatives inside StB were in lively connection with the KGB and cooperated in various 

disinformation operations as distribution of forged leaflets under the operation codenamed 

Progres.468  

 The situation with the People’s Militia was a bit more complicated than with internal 

security units and the military. The militia’s assembly in July passed a resolution that showed 

solidarity with the reformers, supported the implementation of the Action Programme, and 

opposed interference in the internal affairs.469 A letter with a relatively conservative tone was 

produced the very same day and sent to the USSR. The Soviets then later used it instrumentally 

against the Czechoslovak leadership as part of the psychological coercion, which led to the 

public calls to dissolve the Militia.470 

 Therefore, I conclude, that the most powerful institutions in terms of repression potential 

were inclined toward the reform movement and Alexander Dubček’s policy, although not in 
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the same extent as the public and the KSČ members.471 Dubček himself claimed at the Cierna 

Summit that the military was positively turned towards the reform. 472 In an interview 

conducted in 1990, he verified this observation: “our new ideas were already deeply rooted in 

the people, we were able to unite the nation, as well as the army and a majority of the security 

forces, and even the militia…”473 The population, the party and the most potent repressive 

forces in Czechoslovakia had all significant pro-reform elements within them.474 In 

consequence, the reform movement was “coup-proofed” in several way. First, from the 

influence of the outside interference, secondly, from internal pressure by the conservatives, 

thirdly also from possible reformists’ sabotage “from above” in seeking ways to comply with the 

“Five’s” demands.

 
471 As argued by e. g. Zdeněk Doskočil. Doskočil, “Duben 1969: Anatomie jednoho mocenského zvratu”, 115. 
Interesting is also, that the “Five” in planning the invasion counted on using the Militia only after their gains were 
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Czechoslovakia. “O zdravých silách v Československu. Záznam ze schůzky představitelů komunistických stran 
BLR, MLR, NDR, PLR a SSSR v Moskvě 18. Srpna 1968” in Listy Vol. 23, No. 4 (1993), 57. Šedivá Koldinská, 
Šedivý, Válka a armáda v českých dějinách, 181-185.  

472 “1968, 29. červenec, Čierna nad Tisou - Záznam stanoviska předsednictva ÚV KSČ, předneseného A. 
Dubčekem na prvním zasedání.” 
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carefully communicated its position to prevent inflaming public opinion. Karen Dawisha argues, that the final 
decision to go with the third option, military invasion, was probably due to the acknowledgement, that even if the 
,,healthy forces” could have taken control and replace the reformists in the leading positions, the military and 
security forces would not go along such a non-violent coup. Dawisha, “Soviet Security and the Role of the 
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10 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

What do we get when we put all these pieces together? It is not inconsistent within the literature 

on coercion that the less powerful states do not comply with the demands of the more powerful 

ones. Yet, the reason why has not yet received an adequate attention. In this study, I tried to 

explore why militarily inferior states resist coercion by conducting a comprehensive case study 

of Czechoslovakia in 1968 and looking for answers to why the Soviets’ coercive behaviour failed 

to persuade Czechoslovakia. My answer is that the most decisive factor was the popular 

mobilisation resulting from the Prague Spring. In this particular case, domestic politics, on the 

one hand, served Czechoslovak leaders as the argument during the bargaining process with the 

challengers, on the other, it limited the possibility to implement the demanded measures. 

 

 

Alternative explanations 
 

I have found no support for the explanation based on Sechser’s bargaining theory of coercion. 

Sechser’s theory tells us that the target will not comply with the demands because it expects that 

the challenger will come for more in the future. Therefore, it is better to show resoluteness now 

than later. The reason for the theory’s insufficiency in the Czechoslovak case is that the first set 

of demands were that much interfering and threatening the position of the Czechoslovak 

leadership that not many more extensive demands could have been claimed in the future. The 

only demand that was fulfilled was to dismiss General Václav Prchlík, Head of the Military 

Administrative Department, from his position in the military. That was a minor requirement 

compared to other demands and still was done only half-heartedly since only Prchlík’s 

department was cancelled, but he stayed in the Army in a different position. Czechoslovak 

representatives were unwilling to accept any of the other demands from the fear of the domestic 

reaction then, not for any other demands that could arise in the future. 

 Concerning the second explanation stressing the misperception of power, the sources 

report that General Prchlík and several of his subjects, were preparing plans for organising 
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armed resistance against the invasion.475 These were nevertheless instantly dismissed by Dubček 

and Minister of the National Defense Dzúr. However, this activity alarmed Moscow, which 

decided to put pressure on Dubček to dismiss Prchlík as described above. The Army leadership 

was more concerned about the military manoeuvres in the neighbouring countries than 

Dubček, but also, with few exceptions agreed, that defence would be meaningless.476 General 

Vitanovský argued that given the location of the Czechoslovak forces in the western part of the 

state, and its long-term operational plans for that striking direction, reversing the whole force 

to the East was utterly impossible.477 Zdeněk Mlynář confessed in his memoir that not only the 

Soviets had complete information about the strategy and equipment of the Czechoslovak Army, 

but that the Soviets also controlled its communication channels.478 These factors must have 

been known to the leadership. In the end, any attempt to resist invasion would probably be 

futile nevertheless and any preparation would only hasten the act itself.479 

 The Czechoslovak leaders did not misperceive the volume of the military power facing 

Czechoslovakia. In the preface to Valenta’s book, Dubček claims that military resistance was 

out of the question since it would only conclude in “a senseless bloodbath.”480 If this might be 

of debatable value for the time passed since the events, on August 29 1968, Dubček in his radio 

speech told the listeners almost identical statement: “Our country was seized by great military 

power and facing, it in the same manner, would have been absolutely hopeless and futile…”481 

In an interview from 1990, Dubček declared, that should he had implemented the demanded 

measures, it would have provoked such a public reaction, that the invasion would have 

happened sooner than August 21.482 Similar behaviour Dubček showed during the whole 

Prague Spring. He did repeatedly calm the public emotions in relation to the Soviet Union and 

portrayed the dispute in a much more casual manner exactly for the danger of mass anti-Soviet 
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protests that would “invite” the Soviet forces. Therefore, Dubček very well understood the 

power of the “Five” and threat of the invasion and tried to keep the public anti-Soviet 

demonstrations at minimum. He correctly perceived the amount of Soviet power and the threat 

it posed should the situation get out of hand. 

 That leads us to the third explanation based on the misperception of resolve given by 

the bargaining situation using Fearson’s theoretical framework. Given the inability to reach the 

private information and the bargaining situation, where both sides try to get as much as possible 

with the least cost as possible, actors tend to misrepresent others’ resolve and consider it a part 

of the “ bargaining game”.  

 Both sides had significant stakes in the dispute and clearly communicated that fact. Since 

Dresden, Brezhnev warned Czechoslovaks, that their internal development is dangerous483 and 

on many other occasions the Soviet representatives claimed, that the development in 

Czechoslovakia is threatening their vital interests. Czechoslovakia was receptive of the “Five’s” 

stakes in the dispute and continuously reassured them that the communist party has the situation 

firmly in hand and that implementation of the measures would result in the situation that the 

“Five” was actually afraid of.484 

 Indeed, Dubček, in the aftermath of the invasion confessed, that he did not believe that 

the invasion was highly possible and confessed that he misperceived the Soviets intentions.485 

And indeed, the whole nature of the possible punishment in the form of invasion was explicitly 

never proclaimed by the “Five”. The “Five” adopted strategic ambiguity to prevent losing the 

moment of surprise in case the invasion would be agreed upon, since until the very last month, 

the invasion was only one of the proposed solutions to the events in Czechoslovakia. Other 

sources give us a richer picture than Dubček himself and describe that the threat of invasion 

was quite clear.486  

 As stated above, Dubček, on many occasions acted in a manner to calm the anti-Soviet 

resentment. He and other Czechoslovak officials were well aware of the Soviets’ readiness to 

use force and that the invasion could occur in the end, but they did not think that the 
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Czechoslovak situation was that alarming, especially after the successful negotiations in Cierna 

and Bratislava.487 In the end, Dubček was simply not aware of crossing Rubicon.  

 Nevertheless, the logic of this explanation leads us to think that should the “Five” have 

signalled their intention to use force more strongly, that it would have led to the desired 

concessions. Czechoslovakia would then correct its perception and make specific steps to avoid 

the invasion. But it would probably have been seen as a part of the bargaining situation as well 

and only stiffen the position towards the “Five”. 488 

 Additionally, when the reformists tried to comply with the demands as during the Cierna 

Summit and make sure no caricatures would be published the next day that could endanger the 

negotiations, they were unsuccessful for the loyalty of the Minister of the Interior Josef Pavel to 

the reform. Although I have found evidence supporting this third explanation, I argue, that it is 

more useful to focus on analysing the domestic resistance toward the “Five’s” demands during 

the whole period of the Prague Spring to get the complete picture of the coercion dynamics. 

 

 

Domestic factor 
 

The coercive pressure that Czechoslovakia faced during the eight months of the Prague Spring 

was nearly omnipresent. The “Five” used severe diplomatic pressure during the negotiation 

talks followed by psychological pressure in the form of various military exercises and troop 

manoeuvres, malign propaganda campaigns in their mass media489, and covert operations as 

the emplacement of arms cache near the Czechoslovak borders and claiming that these came 

from the West. Additionally, the Soviet agents fabricated various types of forged documents to 

compromise the reform leaders in the population’s eyes490 as flyers containing information of 

CIA activities in Czechoslovakia and an encouragement to topple the government.491 KGB 
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organised even fake signature campaigns that demanded the abolishment of the People’s 

Militia.492 

 Nothing of this sort did persuade the Czechoslovak officials to comply with the demands 

to revoke censorship, repress the activity of radical reformists inside and outside the party and 

prevent the official formation of various political clubs. I argue in this text that the reason 

Dubček and other reformists did resist the requirements of the “Five”, was the significant 

domestic support for the reform policy that the reformists used as the counter-argument in the 

negotiation process and which also left them with a little variety of options to choose from should 

they have decided to comply eventually. 

 The Prague Spring reform had wide popular support among the party members and 

other citizens. Petr Pithart argues that the reformists were actually overwhelmed by the extent 

of the popular support, which was unprecedented for decades in Czechoslovakia and maybe 

even for any other until then existing communist parties.493 As a consequence, due to the deeply 

interfering nature of the “Five’s” demands, which were perceived as a national offence and a 

threat to sovereignty, the more pressure the “Five” created toward the Czechoslovak 

representatives, the more support from below was generated for the Czechoslovak officials to 

stood up to the external pressure. That applied right after the Dresden Summit.494 Besides 

numerous public proclamations of support, the strength of the public on the practical politics 

was also evident during the Central Committee vote session to confirm Dubček’s response to 

the Warsaw Letter. Sensing the atmosphere in the society, even the pro-Soviet individuals inside 

the Central Committee confirmed the proposed response 495 

  On many occasions, the Czechoslovak representatives stressed that the measures that 

would need to be taken to satisfy the “Five’s” demands were out of the question since they would 

cause the thing they ought to prevent: a counter-revolution. Dubček confessed that that was, in 

fact, the Soviet intention. To ignite the resistance against the implementation of the demands 

and make the Czechoslovak leadership powerless in front of the people so that the “Warsaw 

Five’s” assistance would be accepted.496 Dubček stressed similar concerns at the counsel of local 

and district party secretaries on May 12. Using the ,,old” methods would split the party and 
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society apart and lead to the waves of anti-communism.497 The only possible way to deal with 

the situation, according to the reformists, was the discussion and further strengthening party’s 

legitimacy.  

  I argue that due to the popularity of the reforms, especially among the party members 

and the repressive forces (from which the conservatives were to a certain degree expelled in 

favour of the pro-reform minded individuals), the actual implementation of the demands would 

be challenging, nonetheless. This notion verifies Jentleson’s observation that if the effect of the 

domestic policy is limited, coercive diplomacy has a better chance for success.498 I have shown 

that population, elites and repressive forces were positively turned in favour of the reform 

movement and would resist alternations in compliance with the “Five’s” demands. Dubček 

himself verified this in his memoirs and argued in response to the Warsaw letter that the 

implementation of the proposed requirement would have resulted in the collapse of the KSČ’s 

position in society. The things in dispute were extremely valuable to the target population and 

conceding would threaten the leadership’s survival.  

 The strength of the domestic factor proved crucial, especially after the invasion. The 

national dissatisfaction and support for the reformist government prevented the Soviets from 

installing their puppet “revolutionary government of workers and peasants” with Indra, Kolder 

and Bil’ak as the core of the leadership.499 Citizens peacefully demonstrated, tried to disorient 

invading forces by removing street signs, and published newspapers and transmitted 

broadcasting voicing their anger. Facing this development, East German, Polish and Bulgarian 

leaders suggested that the Soviets should impose the military dictatorship over the country, but 

Brezhnev did not like the idea of further repressions.500 In despair, the Soviets had to reinstall 

Alexander Dubček.  

 In the end, both the target and the challenger relied on domestic support in designing 

their conduct during the eight months of the Prague Spring and the period after the invasion.501 

The effect of the public on the policy was substantial despite the fact, that the Czechoslovakia 

was far from being democracy in 1968. Czechoslovak representatives needed to demonstrate 

that their policy had mass legitimacy, and the Soviets tried to provoke waves of discontent with 
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the government, that would conclude in the provision of “assistance” or replacement of the 

reformists with the “healthy pro-Soviet forces” in the Central Committee.  

 Based on this study, I argue, that the fourth proposed explanation based on the strength 

of the domestic factor has the most explanatory power in this case. Such is also my conclusion 

about the power to resist coercive demands issued by the powerful states with the decisive 

military superiority and unquestioned power projection capability.  

 

 

Other theoretical implications 
 

Conducted analysis of Czechoslovakia in 1968 has several implications vis-á-vis the theoretical 

framework presented at the outset of this thesis. My analysis supports Sechser’s hypothesis that 

small concessions would be more successful than more extensive demands.502 After Soviets’ 

complains, the Czechoslovak leadership abolished General Prchlík’s department. But no other 

demands were fulfilled since they were different in magnitude. 

 Events in Czechoslovakia provide a very interesting case for evaluating the importance 

of information availability during coercion. At first sight, the Soviets should have had the perfect 

information about the situation in Czechoslovakia. Nevertheless, the Soviet officials in Prague 

intentionally misinformed their superiors in Kremlin about the pro-Soviet public mood and 

popular support for the “healthy-forces”.503 Consequently, the Soviets were truly surprised by 

the wave of non-violent resistance that Czechoslovaks pulled up, which caused a defeat to their 

political intention of installing their own puppet government.  

 Also, Czechoslovakia did not comply even though internationally isolated. The officials 

were very clearly aware that the United States would not intervene on its behalf.504 The only 

support that Czechoslovakia received was from the West Communist Parties and Romania and 

Yugoslavia. All this support was only symbolic at best, but it was not a significant factor that the 

Czechoslovak officials consider when standing up to the demands of the “Five”. 
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 Overall, this study claims that the states are not unitary black boxes following the 

rational actor model. When a state intends to apply coercion, it needs to consider the internal 

politics of the target. Especially when the demands are of such an extent that they violate the 

nationalistic feeling of sovereignty and independence. Nationalism is an especially strong 

emotion, and states issuing threats should beware of its power.505 There is no other ideology 

that made and makes modern man sacrifice his life on such a scale.506 

 Moreover, it is worth considering, that the domestic situation has more analytical value 

in explaining the outcome of coercive relationship since this factor is observable during the 

dispute. Misperception of power and resolve may be, in many instances, determined only ex 

post. Nevertheless, more work needs to be done to verify my conclusions about the strength of 

domestic politics, ideally by conducting a multiple historical case study. Only then the proposed 

explanations can be rigorously tested and either proofed or disproved.  I consider my analysis 

as just a first step in such an endeavour. Therefore, the conclusions presented in this text are by 

no means definitive.  
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SUMMARY 

 
Presented master’s thesis sought to explore the reasons why less powerful states resist coercion 

when facing militarily superior opponents. For that reason, I selected the case of Czechoslovakia 

in 1968, which was challenged by a sum of neighbouring states with the Soviet Union in the 

lead. This coalition was superior in military, economic and demographic indexes of national 

power. Yet the Czechoslovaks did not comply with the demands. Based on the comprehensive 

case study of coercion dynamics during the eight months of the Prague Spring, I argue, that the 

most analytically valuable factor to explain the outcome was the domestic politics. The demands 

of the coalition of challengers were highly interfering with the internal politics. The population 

felt their sense of national sovereignty and independence violated. The leaders of 

Czechoslovakia facing such popular discontent did not dare to accept the demands, which 

would conclude in the end of their political paths. They rather used the domestic activity as an 

argument of the legitimacy of their own politics to decline implementation of demanded 

measures. Czechoslovak leaders were caught between these two pressures, internal and 

external, which prevented them from any serious activity and concluded in the invasion of 

Warsaw Treaty Organization forces on August 21.  
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Československu.” in Mezinárodní souvislosti československé krize 1967-1970. Ediční řada Prameny k 

dějinám československé krize v letech 1967-1970, 4. díl, 1. svazek: Prosinec 1967-červenec 1968. Jitka 

Vondrová, Jaromír Navrátil et al., eds. (Praha-Brno, ÚSD-Doplněk 1995) Available online at: 

http://www.68.usd.cas.cz/files/dokumenty/edice/507.pdf 

 



  
- 96 - 

“1968, 12. květen, Praha. - Záznam vystoupení Alexandra Dubčeka na poradě vedoucích 
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Introduction to the topic 

 
That the world is a violent place and a military strength is an indispensable feature of most 

existing states is a common knowledge not only to students of international relations. Another 

nearly universal maxim adopted by the field was ,,invented” almost two centuries ago, when 

the veteran of Napoleonic wars Carl von Clausewitz argued, that the war is a continuation of 

politics by other means.507 However, states does not need to go into war for their armed forces 

to have a political utility. There is a lacuna between choosing solely military option and using 

diplomatic tools to get what states desire. This gap is filled by something that goes under a lot 

of different names with a slight variance in the actual meaning: compellence, compellent threats, 

coercive diplomacy, blackmail, coercion. But these share the same underlying logic of altering 

others behaviour by threatening a military action against them. This way of conduct is preferred 

over going into war, which may cost significant amount of blood, treasure and comprise 

additional psychological and political cost to the challenger.508  

 Following this logic, choosing to threaten a military action as the optimum strategy with 

little risk and high payoff might be highly tempting. Alexander George, one of the ,,founding 

fathers” of coercion theory claimed, that states are naturally inclined into issuing threats towards 

weaker states to achieve their goals.509 Such an argument was verified by Todd S. Sechser, who 

collected data for years 1918 - 2001 with a special focus on militarized compellent threats and 

concluded, that indeed prevalent challengers were major powers making demands on smaller 

powers.510 Mearsheimer explains the rationale behind by stating that other major powers would 

resist giving up to threats without fight, therefore it is futile to make such demands at all.511 Yet, 

the history of issuing threats of military action has resisted the main power axiom of the realist 

school, that strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.512 

 
507 Carl von Clausewitz, On War (New York: Oxford Univesity Press, 2007), 28-29. 
508 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (NY: WW Norton & Company, 2001) 152. Alexander 
George, “Coercive Diplomacy: Definition and Characteristics” in The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy Alexander 
George, William Simons, eds. (Boulder: Westview, 1994), 9. 
509 Alexander L George “Coercive Diplomacy“ in The Use of Force: Military Power and International Politics Robert J., 
and Kenneth Neal Waltz, eds. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009), 74 quoted in Joshua B. Schore “Hollow 
Threats: Why Coercive Diplomacy Fails” (Graduation Thesis. School of Advanced Air and Space Studies. Air 
University. Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, 2015), 3. 
510 Todd S. Sechser “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001“ in Conflict Management and Peace Science Vol 
28(4)/2011, 377-401. 
511 Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 152. 
512 Todd S. Sechser “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001“ in Conflict Management and Peace Science Vol 
28(4), 377-401. Also comparing several other datasets among each other: Alexander B. Downes, “Step Aside or 



  
- 109 - 

 

 

Research target, research question 
 

There are several explanations possible for such an outcome in the situation of military 

superiority. Among the most discussed is the inability of the challenger to commit itself not to 

come again with harsher demands in the future. Other explanation might be the wrong 

perception of the military balance between the challenger and the target. The third explanation 

is that the failure of reaching a ,,peaceful” bargain and avoidance of large-scale violence was a 

product of the situation of bargaining, where both sides tend to misrepresent their power and 

resolve. The fourth possible explanation is that the demanded issue was non-negotiable for the 

domestic policy environment. Usually, a state with high nationalist feeling is willing to endure 

more cost to retain the thing demanded by the challenger. 

 For exploring the power of these explanations, I have chosen to observe the historical 

case of Czechoslovakia in 1968, which was going through series of turbulent political changes 

in 1968 which are commonly labelled as Prague Spring. Censorship was cancelled, borders 

opened, relations with West Germany was improving, several economic reforms were 

contemplated and even the leading role of the communist party was shaking in its foundations. 

Not surprisingly, this development highly worried other communist countries as Poland and 

East Germany, but the Soviet Union the most. For several months Leonid Brezhnev, General 

Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was dealing 

with Czechoslovak officials, pushing them to end these reforms. In August, Brezhnev’s patience 

was gone and joint military forces of Soviet Union, Poland, Hungary, East Germany and 

Bulgaria invaded Czechoslovakia to settle the issue immediately and once and for all. Given the 

massive military superiority of the Soviet Union, intelligence activities, economic power and 

dependence of Czechoslovakia on its patron, limited diplomatic backing inside the Soviet sphere 

of influence, it is puzzling, why Czechoslovak officials did not comply with Soviet demands and 

coercive diplomacy failed. Studying this intrinsic case will help understand why states resist, 

when they are obviously in an exceptionally unfavourable position vis-á-vis the challenger. 

 
Face the Consequences: Explaining the Success and Failure of Compellent Threats to Remove Foreign Leaders“ 
in Coercion: The Power to Hurt in International Politics, Kelly M. Greenhill and Peter Krause eds. (NY: OUP, 2018), 
98. Robert J. Art “Coercive diplomacy: What do we know?” in The United States and Coercive Diplomacy, eds. Robert 
J. Art and Patrick M. Cronin, (Washington DC: U.S. Institute of Peace, 2008), 376. 
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  It remains vital to further understand the dynamics of coercion not only for 

scholars, but also for practitioners.513 Since the end of the Cold War, coercive diplomacy has 

constituted main instrument in Western states’ toolbox for solving international crisis 

management, think for example of Iraq, Somalia, Haiti, North Korea, Bosnia, Afghanistan, 

Libya and Syria.514 Biddle sums this up perfectly in case of the US: ,,As a major power seeking to 

maintain the existing international structure, the United States possesses coercive leverage and uses it over the other 

states. A sense of its own power, combined with a desire to use that power to solve complex problems with minimum 

trouble and expenditure, has inclined American decision-makers to look to coercion repeatedly.” Nevertheless, 

the coercion has a low rate of success.515 One of the reasons that Jacobsen contemplates is the 

poor theoretical elaboration of the theory behind issuing military threats, which has so far not 

been that developed as its more attractive ,,sister” theory of deterrence, which made a huge 

career during the Cold War.516 

  

Literature review 

 
Soon after the first and last two nuclear detonations in war, Bernard Brodie wrote that nuclear 

weapons are not intended to fight wars, but to prevent them.517 The concept of deterrence was 

born that day meaning, that the challenger would not attack a nuclear state for the fear of 

devastating retaliation on its population, which in the end overwrites all the benefits challenger 

originally have thought he would get from a conflict. One of the most founded analytical 

treatment of using the potential of military force to influence the behaviour of the opponent was 

made by no other than Thomas C. Schelling. Schelling thought of arms not purely in their 

material sense as tools of destruction, but as allowing a form of violent diplomacy short of actual 

war. Strategy in his sense was not about ,,application of force, but about the exploitation of a 

potential/latent force.”518 

 
513 Tami Davis Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“ in Texas National Security Review 
Vol. 3 (2)/2020, 95. 
514 Robert J. Art,Kelly M. Greenhill „Coercion: An Analytical Overview“ in Coercion: The Power to Hurt in 
International Politics, Kelly M. Greenhill and Peter Krause eds. (NY: OUP, 2018), 98. 3. Peter Viggo Jakobsen. 
Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War: A Challenge for Theory and Practice (NY: St. Martin’s, 1998), 1. 
515 Sechser “Militarized Compellent Threats, 1918-2001”, 389. Peter Viggo Jakobsen “Pushing the Limits of 
Military Coercion Theory“ in International Studies Perspective 12 (2011), 154. Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: An 
Analytical Overview“, 16. 
516 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 154. 
517 Bernard Brodie, “Implications for Military Policy” in Bernard Brodie, ed. The Absolute Weapon: Atomic Power and 
World Order (New York : Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1946), 62. 
518 Thomas C. Schelling. The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 5. 
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 In his canonical works Arms and Influence and Strategy of Conflict Schelling uses the term 

coercion as a threat of using military power to influence the behaviour of the opponent.519 What 

then persuades the enemy to alter his conduct is the image of the future pain.520 Essence of such 

an action might be to dissuade an opponent from doing something, or make him to do something or 

alternatively stop doing something. Thus arms can be used not only to stop an adversary from 

attempting to act in a way we do not like, which is a common definition of deterrence, but also 

to pressure him to do something else, than he is already doing, for which action Schelling 

created a new term compellence.521 Despite some possible overlapping in the practice between 

compellence and deterrence, it is a useful distinction to keep. 

 Building his model by deductive logic based on the rationalist assumption of cost-benefit 

analysis, Schelling proposed several conditions that influence the successful compellence as 

potential and credibility of the threat, reassurance of future action and giving a target state a 

necessary time to comply with demands.522 Many others beside Schelling delved deeply into the 

subject of what he calls compellence. The unfortunate outcome is the metaphorically said a 

terminological jungle. 

 A few years later, Alexander L. George refused Schelling’s term compellence and 

proposed the term coercive diplomacy to describe attempts to persuade an enemy to stop or 

reverse and action with defensive intention. Blackmail strategy in his terminology is the use of 

coercive threats with offensive intention to persuade an adversary to give up something valuable 

without fight.523 Art and Greenhill on the other hand adheres to Schelling’s terminology in case 

of coercion being the general term for deterrence and compellence, but then use coercive 

diplomacy and wartime compellence to describe threats and limited use of power in peacetime 

and in war.524 Sachser uses terms as coercive diplomacy and compellence threats 

interchangeably, and by compellence Sachser means a limited use of force not necessarily with 

prior verbal threat.525 Downes labels compellence threats as explicit uses of force, whereas 

during the coercive diplomacy episodes, this may remain implicit.526 Jakobsen claims, that a 

 
519 Thomas C. Schelling. Arms and Influence. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 70-79. 
520 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners”, 97. 
521 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners”, 98. 
522 Summed up by Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 156. 
523 Alexander L. George “Coercive Diplomacy: Definition and Characteristics“ in The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy, 
Alexander L. George, William E. Simons, eds. (Boulder: Westview, 1994), 7. Levy provided a valuable criticism 
of offensive and defensive terminological divide in Jack S. Levy, “Deterrence and Coercive Diplomacy: The 
Contributions of Alexander George“ in Political Psychology Vol. 29(4)/2008, 541-542. Alternatively Jakobsen, 
Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 13-14. 
524 Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 5. 
525 Sechser, “Militarized Compellent Threats“, 382. 
526 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 97. 
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consensus in the field is emerging, that in fact uses the term coercion to describe using military 

threats and limited use of power to change opponent’s behaviour, basically what Schelling did 

term compellence.527 Jakobsen himself uses the term coercion to include both coercive 

diplomacy and compellence strikes.528 The general concept that would include this new notion 

of coercion coupled together with deterrence is Freedman’s strategic coercion.529 In this text, I 

will stick to Sachser’s terminology of accenting a verbal component of both compellence and 

coercion, and also differentiate an actual use of force by labelling such behaviour as strike, either 

coercive,, or compellent. I also use coercion as a general term encompassing both strikes and 

threats, that aim to change the behaviour of the other state. Due to the different terminology in 

literature, maintaining this distinction will sometimes be a little challenging.  

 Besides this linguistical issue, there is not any as parsimonious and straightforward 

theory of compellence threats as is usually the case for IR theories.530 However, several factors 

and concepts do emerge from literature, that influence the dynamics of compellence between 

actors. 

 

Conceptual and theoretical framework, research hypotheses 

 
The first factor influencing the dynamic of compellence could be labelled as the nature of the 

demand. Too much is asked in too little time and with too little side payment. Sechser argues, 

that demands for small concession should be more successful than demands threatening regime 

survival or sovereignty.531 As the logic goes, more powerful states have bigger demands, which 

in the end complicates their success. Art and Cronin nevertheless disputes this argument and 

finds no connection between the demand type and the chance of success.532  

 Schelling warns of demands violating the dignity of the opponent, which might in the 

end change his cost-benefit calculus, whether to comply or not.533 Art specifies this notion by 

declaring, that coercion highly effects the sense of national honour and for this reason might fail 

 
527 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 155. See Pape and his reasoning for replacing 
coercion with compellence Robert A. Pape “Coercion and Military Strategy: Why Denial Works and 
Punishment Doesn’t“ in The Journal of Strategic Studies Vol. 15(4)/1992, 423. See footnote 1. 
528 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 155. 
529 Lawrence Freedman,  Strategic Coercion: Concepts and Cases (NY: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
530 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 153. Jakobsen claims, that Schelling and 
George indeed created theories of compellence/coercive diplomacy, but they are largely untestable. Jakobsen, 
Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War, 4. 
531 Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse“, 653-655. 
532 Art, “Coercive diplomacy: What do we know?”, 401. 
533 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 84. 
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in the end.534 Downes argues, that the reputational problem is in fact two-way: for their sense 

of reputation, not only target does not want to yield to coercion, also the coercer does not want 

to lower his demands or offer side payment as compensation.535 According to George, side 

payment, or positive inducements maintain a fundamental role in successful coercive 

diplomacy, since these carrots might also serve as reputation saving measures, that the dispute 

is tit-for-tat exchange, rather than unilateral subjugation.536   

 The challenger is therefore not only threatening to impose costs, but also offers benefits 

to change the targets’ calculations. In Bruce Jentleson theoretical framework of coercion, 

inducements play a crucial role in building credibility between the challenger and the target. 

For success, the target needs to see, that his steps are reciprocally balanced by offered carrots.537 

 Todd Sechser provided a game-theoretic treatment of reputation in a slightly different 

manner. He argues, that states value reputation for the future contingencies, therefore when the 

present crisis is costly to their reputation and the danger exists, that the challenger may come 

in the future for more, target states may choose to remain stiff.538 But if the challenger offers to 

lower its demands or offer something in exchange to compensate for the reputation cost, target 

state might eventually comply.539 

 There is a significant difference in mechanics between compellence and deterrence in 

connection to the issue of reputation. Whereas under deterrence, deterred state might argue, 

that it had no intention to act in the first place, under compellence state need to change his 

behaviour, therefore the link between cause and effect is quite obvious to the others.540 As Art 

and Greenhill tell, in deterrence situations, target has plausible deniability. That is one of the 

reasons, why compellence is generally assumed as being more difficult than deterrence.541  

 Second factor is the asymmetry of interest. Alexander George argues, that the side with more 

interest in the outcome of the dispute and thus with stronger motivation will likely prevail.542 

 
534 Art, “Coercive diplomacy: What do we know?”, 362. 
535 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 99. 
536 George, “Theory and Practise“ in The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy, Alexander L. George, William E. Simons, 
eds. (Boulder: Westview, 1994), 16-17. An example might be a proposal of easing UN sanctions if Libya 
surrendered suspects involved in the Pan Am 103 flight incident. Sayde-Hope Crystal, “Coercive Diplomacy: A 
Theoretical and Practical Evaluation“ in Glendon Journal of International Studies, Vol. 8 (1-2)/2015, 19. 
537 Bruce Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“ Policy Analysis Brief 
The Stanley Foundation (December 2006), 3. 
538 Sechser, “Goliath’s curse“, 628-629. 
539 Seschser, “Goliath’s curse“, 649 
540 Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“, 102. 
541 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 72-73. As discussed by Art and Greenhill, it depends on the choice of coercive 
instruments. Demographic bombing as a strategy of compellence is supposedly easier than maintaining extended 
deterrence. Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 22. 
542 George, “Theory and Practise“, 15. 
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However, both actors tend to be highly motivated in dispute, the solution offered by George is, 

that the challenger should not demand things of vital interest to the target, then the asymmetry 

of interest can be maintained.543 This level of interest then transmits to state’s resolve. Long ago 

Andrew Mack noticed, that militarily superior states might not win wars with less powerful 

actors.544 His argument was, that the side with greater interest in the conflict and thus resolve 

will prevail, despite the asymmetrical power balance.545 The side with vital interests in stake is 

willing to risk more and incur higher costs, than side with only a marginal interest. Byman and 

Waxman second that observation with cases specific to compellence.546  

 In connection to this, the prospect theory infused to the IR discipline from psychology 

tells us, that actors are risk-averse to achieve gains, but risk-acceptant to prevent loses.547 Given 

this logic, target state will be more resolved to preserve what it already has, and the challenger 

issuing a coercive threat will be less resolved to risk.548 The perceived interest of the challenger 

in stake also directly translates to the credibility of the threat. If the challenger’s interest is 

perceived as marginal, target might reach a conclusion, that the challenger would not risk a war 

for such a little value. Target thus might remain highly resolved.549 

 But there is inherent problem with using interest as an explanatory variable according 

to Sechser, since actors are usually not completely aware of adversary’s interest in the stake. 

Moreover, the level of interest might change as the crisis envelopes and bargaining continues, 

usually into firmer position.550 

 Third factor is the information availability. Many coercion scholars argue, that knowing the 

opponent is the crucial precondition for threats to succeed. It is a step away from Schelling’s 

rational cost-benefit concept to rather information driven approach for designing threats and 

demands. This approach largely follows Alexander L. George, who disagreed with the abstract 

 
543 Alexander George, Forceful Persuasion: Coercive Diplomacy as an Alternative to War, (Washington, D.C.: United 
States Institute of Peace Press, 1991), 12. Damla Aras, “The Role of Motivation in the Success of Coercive 
Diplomacy: The 1998 Turkish-Syrian Crisis as a Case Study“ in Defence Studies, Vol. 9(2)/2009, 209. 
544 Andrew Mack, “Why Big Nations Lose Small Wars: The Politics of Asymmetric Conflict“ in World Politics 
Vol. 27 (2)/1975, 175-200. 
545 I second Areguín-Toft’s argument about the practical interchangeability of balance of resolve and interest for 
the simplicity, although they are analytically distinct. Ivan Arreguín-Toft “How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory 
of Asymmetric Conflict“ in International Security Vol. 26 (1)/2001, 94-95. 
546 Daniel L. Byman and Matthew C. Waxman, The Dynamics of Coercion: American Foreign Policy and the Limits of 
Military Might (NY:CUP, 2002), 18. Cited in Biddle, “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners“, 
104. 
547 Paradigmatic study is by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky. Daniel Kahneman, Amos Tversky (1979). 
“Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk” in Econometrica, Vol. 47 (2)/1979, 263–292. 
548 Robert Jervis, “Political Implications of Loss Aversion“ in Political Psychology Vol. 13 (2)/1992, 187-204. 
549 Schore “Hollow Threats: Why Coercive Diplomacy Fails”, 23. 
550 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 99. Sechser, “Goliath’s Curse“, 630. Art “Coercive 
diplomacy: What do we know?”, 365. 
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model Schelling provided for its limited practical utility in designing a proper strategy and the 

lack of predictive power.551 Rather than calculating with a rational actor, George proposes to 

focus on the psychological, cultural and political factors.552 Art and Greenhil confirms, that 

precise intelligence is crucial variable in coercion.553 Bratton claims, that it is necessary to know 

targets ,,centres of gravity”, its internal composition, struggles etc., to move behind a deductive 

rational actor assumption.554 

  Jacobsen however disputes such approach and claims, that the US was able to coerce 

the adversaries it had limited information about. Second problem is the availability of 

information in the time of crisis on the one hand, and then abundance of it on the other hand.555 

,,The power to hurt trumps the power to understand”, Jacobsen sums up.556 

 Fourth factor is the domestic policy of both the challenger and the target. This proposition 

comes from the acknowledgement, that states are not unitary black-boxes, but are in fact 

collectives of people with various individual and groups interests. As Waxman and Byman 

writes, different regimes has different pressure points, that the challenger should focus on in 

issuing a threat.557 Jentleson’s three proposed elements of coercive diplomacy strategy 

(proportionality, reciprocity, coercive credibility) are better fulfilled, if the efforts of the coercer 

have international support and if the influence of target’s domestic politics is limited. Elite’s own 

interests might complicate compliance of the government with the demands. The elites may 

have two basic roles, as a) circuit breakers: blocking the pressure on the regime, b) transmission 

belts: putting more pressure on the regime to cooperate.558 Jentleson argues, that the dynamic 

of coercive diplomacy is in fact driven by the interaction between the coercer’s demands and 

the target’s domestic actors.559  

  Highly personalised regimes might also be difficult to be coerced not only for their 

threat perception turned inwards, but by coup-proofing their rule by appointing mainly loyal 

persons, and thus limiting the impact of other elite actors, who could correct misperceptions. 560 

 
551 George, “Theory and Practise“, 13. Paradoxically, George himself also verified, that his framework does not 
have predictive power. Jakobsen, “Western Use of Coercive Diplomacy After the Cold War“, 21. 
552 George, “Theory and Practise“,  20. 
553 Art, Greenhill, “Coercion: Analytical Overview“, 31. Jentleson seconds that. Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: 
Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“, 9. 
554 Patrick C. Bratton, “When is Coercion Successful? And Why Can‘t We Agree on It?“ in Naval War College 
Review Vol. 58 (3)/2005, 106. 
555 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 161. 
556 Jakobsen, “Pushing the Limits of Military Coercion Theory“, 165. 
557 Byman, Waxmann: The Dynamics of Coercion, 44-45. 
558 Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“, 4. 
559 Jentleson, “Coercive Diplomacy: Scope and Limits in the Contemporary World“, 8-9. 
560 Downes, “Step Aside or Face the Consequences“, 113 
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Also, following Jentelsons argument, in personalist dictatorship, there might be on the other 

hand less space for ,,transmission belts” that would pressure the dictator to subjugate to the 

threat. 

 Traditionally, the divisibility of things in dispute might make the bargaining more 

feasible.561 But even if the disputed thing is practically divisible, as territory, the values state 

gives to the issue make it indivisible. Therefore, when the things in dispute are extremely 

valuable for the target population for example for deep nationalist feelings connected to the 

territory, the target will then firmly resist giving up for given its domestic dynamics.562 Such 

topic was slightly touched before in discussing the nature of the demand. Not all international 

disputes are about territory, but despite that representatives of the state must calculate whether 

the political support will decrease or increase with subjugating to threats and improving 

relationship with the challenger. As Byman and Waxman argues, all leaders want to be 

perceived as resolute towards the external pressure.563 

 Nationalism also helps states to be insensitive toward civilian suffering, since deaths are 

seen as sacrifices on the altar of the nation. According to Pape, this resistance might be further 

empowered by democratization, when the citizens see themselves as direct components of the 

government.564 Downes stresses the importance of challenger’s domestic policy in democracies 

and the effect of audience costs, which ties leaders to keep their promises. That in effect makes 

democracies more credible in issuing military threats. 565 However, contradictory argument can 

be made, that given the open society, opposition to state’s policy might gain support and with 

such a view, target might consider the threat implausible.566 In the same vein is the argument, 

that democracies may speak with many different voices, which might complicate 

communicating a clear and uncontradictory message.567 

 Fifth contemplated factor is the international isolation. We have already said, that coercive 

threats against small powers without an ally should work according to Mearsheimer.568 Both 

international and domestic support are crucial factor for the success of in issuing coercive 

 
561 James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War“ in International Organization Vol. 49 (3)/1995, 381-382. 
562 Ibid.,, 389-390. 
563 Byman, Waxmann, The Dynamics of Coercion, 36. 
564 Pape, “Coercion and Military Strategy: Why Denial Works and Punishment Doesn’t“, 432. 
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diplomacy according to George.569 The defensive nature of coercive diplomacy is supposed to 

be in accord with the norm of international law, which could allow the challenger to claim the 

broad legitimacy of his actions.570 To Downes, isolation of the target was also an important 

condition for achieving success through compellence threats even with huge military 

preponderance.571 Similarly, Jentleson claims, that international support for the challenger is 

an important contextual feature for achieving desired results by issuing coercive threats.572 In 

sum, the target cannot rely to receive help from any other great power in the system for coercion 

to be successful. 

 Sixth and final factor is the asymmetry of power. The relation of power and the military 

threats should be pretty straightforward. Schelling argued, that threats needs to be backed by a 

force potent enough to change the cost-benefit calculus of the opponent.573 Mearsheimer claims, 

that issuing military threats to alter behaviour does not work between great powers, which have 

enough military power to not give concessions without fight. Threats against minor powers 

without great-power ally should be much more successful.574 Power to hurt is then decisive 

component of military threats. To better understand this connection, we must now turn to the 

issue of compellence strikes, not only threats.  

 Schelling claims, that successful compellence sometimes requires actual use of force, not 

only as a demonstration of willingness, but a series of limited strikes, that continue until the 

target changes its behaviour.575 This is often used in war as instances of wartime compellence. 

Separated use of air and sea power are the best examples of such strategy.576 The connection 

with emphasis on air power was studied by Robert Pape, who argued, that air power in 

punishment role is not as effective as air power used in a denial role in achieving desired 

outcome.577 Concerning the maritime forces, Schelling tells, that it was never certain, whether 

the naval blockade aimed at crippling the military force, or pressuring the population, thus 

whether the intent was punishment or denial578 Mearsheimer claims, that both of these choices 
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were usually applied at the same time. Overviewing the historical records of the naval blockades, 

he states, that these are of very limited value in producing a victory.579  

 What about the land power? Mearsheimer argues, that despite the nuclear weapons’ 

destructive capabilities, land power is actually the most decisive instrument in states’ arsenal.580 

It also can be used in a limited manner but has qualitatively different escalatory potential. 

According to Tami Davis Biddle, land power is a typical tool of brute force, for in the end it 

does not require the consent to cooperate from the target, which is in the heart of the 

compellence.581 The logic corresponds with Mearsheimer’s accent on the land forces: they can 

conquer, occupy and replace adversary’s government.582 No other branch of the armed force 

alone can achieve that.  

 Byman and Waxman argue, that perception of escalation dominance enables coercive 

strategies in war to succeed.583 The challenger needs to have enough capabilities in every aspect 

to persuade its target, that it can increase the threatened damage despite any counter-escalatory 

measures attempted by the target.584 Escalation ladder is widely known from the Herman 

Kahn’s work on nuclear war, that uses certain steps in a conflict between nuclear states and 

basically the state with higher ladder would prevail in a conflict.585 But it has applied to 

conventional dimension as well.586 Concerning conventional conflict, the top position of the 

escalation ladder is reserved to land power exactly for the things mentioned by Mearsheimer: 

occupying the state, destroying military force and eradicating the regime. Such threat, if 

credible, is heavily influential.587 The possibility of a land invasion is therefore the ultimate 

conventional threat, that states can issue. Biddle supports the proposition by arguing, that ,,the 

threat of land invasion - even a vague threat - is sometimes enough to convince and adversary that the game is no 

longer worth the candle.”588  

 However, the question of power and coercive threats is not that simple. Todd Sechser 

created a large quantitative dataset covering the years 1918-2001 that includes the demands 
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between states to alter their behaviour under the threat of military action.589 Threats followed 

by an application of force are not excluded - the verbal threat is fundamental condition for 

inclusion of a reaction involving kinetic strike e. g. as a form of demonstration of resolve in the 

dataset, but inter-war compellence as cases on which Pape builds his work are excluded.590  One 

of Sechser’s main findings is that more powerful states, measured by CINC index, do target less 

powerful states. That might not seem that surprising, but what is more counterintuitive is the 

conclusion, that this asymmetry of power does not correspond with the higher coercion 

success.591 

 Elsewhere, Sechser provides possible explanation for such an outcome: powerful 

challenger cannot credibly threaten that he will not come for more, after the first compliance is 

achieved. Sechser describes, that abundance of power complicates the information exchange 

between rivals and make threats less likely to succeed.592 Given the challenger’s power 

superiority, it cannot easily reassure, that it will not come for more in the future, now knowing 

the level of resolution of the target. The target state therefore has little incentives to give up to 

threats and rather faces the prospect of war to shore up his reputation for future 

contingencies.593 Following this logic, given the limited power projection of the adversary, 

distant challenger poses smaller risk and thus simultaneously mitigate concern for its intentions 

and his demands may in the end succeed more likely.594  

 Downes own research based on Secher’s dataset disputes the inverse connection of 

successful military threats with power projection capacities in one particular scenario: demands 

for regime change. Surprisingly, Downes finds out, that demands for leadership change had 82 

percent success rate. He explains such outcome by the logic of cases available: only when the 

power asymmetry was overwhelming, and the target state had no available means to resist, the 

regime change was in fact demanded.595 Downes proposes several conditions, due to which the 

coercive threats of regime change were that much successful: crushing power asymmetry and 

geographic proximity, diplomatic isolation of the target and demonstration of force.596 
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Based on the conceptual review of the literature, what are the plausible arguments explaining 

why states resist coercion when facing a decisively more powerful opponent? 

 

A) Sachser’s bargaining theory of coercion, which operates on the basis, that target will 

not succumb to threats, because challenger cannot easily commit not to came for more in the 

future given the anarchical nature of the system and challenger’s power. Originally a target 

weak in resolve, who might in first instance think it is completely rational to give up to threats, 

might eventually became a strongly resolved, when he thinks, that the bargaining ,,game” will 

be repeated.597 For this reason, weak state might firmly oppose demands of the stronger 

challenger despite the threat of war, and might willingly choose a war instead of complying to 

the demands. 

 

B) Misperception of power. This explanation basically tells us, that leaders of the target 

states reached a false conclusion about their and challenger’s military power, which gave the 

target confidence, that it could endure the threatened action and therefore logically do not need 

to subject to the threats.598 

 

C) Misperception of resolve. The inability to read others’ minds and inability to reach the 

private information is in the heart of several IR concepts. Moreover, in the bargaining dispute 

actors tend to misrepresents (both exaggerate and withhold) their own and others resolve and 

capabilities, to strike a better deal.599 Sachser claims, that under the condition of complete 

information about others’ resolve, coercive diplomacy would always be successful.600 A war 

might therefore be a result of differences in perception and inaccurate amount of information 

about other’s resolve to shape both the challenger’s demands and the target’s range of 

compliance.601 Simply put, target may believe, that the challenger is bluffing. Sachser argues, 

that this is inefficient explanation for failure of coercive threats, since when coercion threat fails, 

and war follows, the bluff is seen, and state may have a window of opportunity to comply.602  
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D) Domestic factors and the nature of the demand. This explanation is based on the 

balance of interest theory in connection with the nature of challenger’s demand. Traditionally, 

the divisibility of things in dispute might make resolving the issue more possible.603 But even if 

the demanded thing is theoretically divisible and some compromise thinkable, the values state 

gives to the issue make it practically indivisible. Territory is a great example of such bargaining 

challenge. Territory might have strategic importance and usually an actor, whose territory is in 

stake is deemed more resolved to keep it, since its vital interest is threatened.604 However, the 

same territory can also have a deep symbolic importance and entail strong nationalist feelings, 

which makes it hardly divisible and expendable as well. Therefore, when the things in dispute 

are extremely valuable for the target population, the leader will firmly resist giving them up. 

Moreover, accepting such demands could lead to the fall of the responsible policy officials, who 

would be accused of incompetence by their opponents.605 Compliance with the demands would 

then mean a nearly certain political death, therefore the government officials would be strongly 

resolved to resist such unpopular demands.  

 This is directly connected to the theory of audience costs. In context of coercive threats, 

audience costs were mostly studied in the aspect, that audience costs tie the hands of the 

representatives of democratic states to fulfil their threats and not back down, and consequently 

these threats are more credible to the target.606 But the leaders of the target also need to count 

with the domestic costs of complying to the threat. Especially in non-institutionalized 

democracies, complying might eventually threaten the very survival of the regime.607 On the 

similar note, Art and Cronin warns of demands, that invade passions of the target state, which 

in effects make the population more supportive of its government, which then solidifies its 

position and is lesser willing to comply.608  It is useful for this phenomenon to use the term 

,,over-coercion”, that Byman and Waxmann use.609 

 

 

Empirical data and analytical technique 
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As we see compellence (coercion) as a military strategy has a lot of different components and its 

success is highly context dependent. Facing the failure of coercive threats, following only 

Schelling’s works, we might jump to the easy and comfortable conclusion, that the threat of 

force was simply not credible. But that does not tell us anything analytically valuable. George 

claims, that the theory of coercive diplomacy need to be built inductively by studying the cases 

of failure and success in relation to the specific setting applied.610  

 One of such cases of failure and success involves Czechoslovakia in period 1968-1969. 

Czechoslovak case is included in Sechser’s comprehensive dataset, coded as success of 

compellence diplomacy. Downes, working with the same dataset, explains the success of 

demands for policy and leadership, which were the things demanded by the USSR, by four 

elements. These are a) crushing material superiority, b) geographic proximity, c) diplomatic 

isolation of the target, d) demonstration of force.611  

 Crushing power asymmetry means such a power disbalance, that leaves the target 

practically defenceless and leaves no doubt about the ability of the challenger to use brute force 

to resolve the dispute. From Czechoslovak perspective, balance of power undisputedly favoured 

the Soviet Union. Not only in the overall military power, but also in the land power component 

discussed in relation to Biddle and Mearsheimer earlier. Soviet Union could have also without 

serious issues projected its power to Czechoslovakia for its divisions were located in 

neighbouring countries. Targets of successful coercion were also usually those, with little hope 

for other great powers to intervene on their behalf to resist the challenger. Coerced states were 

within the acknowledged sphere of influence of great powers.612 Czechoslovakia was in the 

Soviet sphere of influence as its client state and although it could possibly count on symbolic 

support of Western countries. The armed intervention on its behalf was unthinkable. The only 

other superpower capable of matching the Soviets was too much preoccupied with engagement 

in Vietnam and tailoring further nuclear arms-control agreements.613 Inside the Soviet sphere, 

only countries relatively supportive of Czechoslovakia were Romania and Yugoslavia, other 

than that, we might say, that Czechoslovakia was indeed diplomatically isolated. In fact, 

Goodman claims, that western states remained calm in their support for Czechoslovakia not to 

give Soviets munition to put Czechoslovakia under more pressure.614 
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 Necessary ingredient allowing for compellent threats on regime change to succeed was 

according to Downes also the deliberate maneuverers of forces and mobilization as the 

demonstration of capabilities and willingness to use force.615 Soviet Union together with other 

Warsaw Treaty countries conducted several demonstrations of force/signalling of resolve to 

underline the credibility of their threat. These demonstrations coded by Sechser include also 

military manoeuvres.616 Not exactly military manoeuvres at the borders were conducted, but 

several militarize exercises were conducted in the vicinity of Czechoslovakia and one called 

Šumava even in the Czechoslovakia itself, with prolonged withdrawal of Soviet forces, which 

should have served as a warning to the regime.  

 Moreover, given the above mentioned condensed framework extracted from literature 

on coercive threats, the information available to the Soviet Union about the Czechoslovakia 

was substantive due to the high penetration of Soviet personnel in various Czechoslovak 

institutions and number of pro-Soviet informants on the ground.617  

 Given such information, one would not be surprised to learn, that the outcome of the 

issue was resolved favourably to the Soviet Union as Sachser codes this historical episode. 

However, the Soviets failed in 1968 actually. The coercive pressure issued during the span of 

several months did not result in compliance and in the end the invasion was necessary, that 

aimed at resolving the issue once and for all. But as the invasion can be considered successful in 

its military objectives, it failed to reach its political goals.618 Soviets intended to install their own 

puppet government of ,,revolutionary workers and peasants.” with the help of loyal 

Czechoslovak communists, but the popular support for previous government headed by 

Alexander Dubček and resistance to Soviet invasion was such, that Dubček was actually soon 

after the invasion returned to his former position. Only in the spring 1969, after another major 

coercive threat following several violence outbreaks in the streets of Prague, the original Soviet 

demands were completely fulfilled and the liberalization process in Czechoslovakia finally 

reversed. Dubček was replaced by Gustav Husák, and expelled from the public sphere. 

 Given the military and intelligence superiority, strong power projection capabilities that 

mitigate any possibility of counter-escalation in military sense, international isolation and 
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several demonstrations of credibility of the military threat, the question is, why did Soviets’ 

coercive diplomacy fail to produce desired changes in Czechoslovak behaviour. Answering this 

question by conducting a case study with these extraordinary parameters will invaluably benefit 

determining why states resist coercion in the situation of military inferiority. 
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