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Review by Igor Lukes, Boston University 

n March 1947, French Foreign Minister Georges Bidault and Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin of Great 
Britain signed The Treaty of Alliance and Mutual Assistance in Dunkirk. Its declared purpose was to 
ensure that Germany would never again threaten the peace in Europe. A year later, in March 1948, 

Belgium, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom concluded The Treaty of 
Economic, Social, and Cultural Collaboration and Collective Self-Defense, a.k.a. The Treaty of Brussels. This 
instrument included a mutual defense clause; it is generally considered a preliminary step toward the 
establishment of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in April 1949. 

Peter Svik has undertaken to explore the role played by an event that occurred after the Dunkirk Treaty and 
before the Treaty of Brussels, the February 1948 coup d’état in Czechoslovakia. He is, of course, not the first 
scholar to examine the impact of the Communist takeover in Prague on the formation of western alliances. 
However, he notes that most studies, with notable exceptions, treat the coup in Prague “as a deus ex machina 
that did no more than accelerate the negotiations between France, the United Kingdom, and the Benelux 
countries on the establishment of the Brussels Pact” (134). Svik takes issue with those who see the Prague 
coup as an event that merely enabled the future parties to the Brussels Pact to overcome their differences and 
conclude the Brussels Pact with greater speed. He is closer to the position outlined by Vojtech Mastny, who 
sees the Communist takeover in Prague as being crucially important for the formation of NATO in that it 
made the Brussels Pact “more acceptable to the United States than it would otherwise have been,” which 
made it possible for Washington accept a formal commitment to play a role in the defense of Europe (135-
136).1 

Svik’s article is designed to assess the role played by the Prague coup d’état in the formation of western 
alliances “from the wider perspective of international relations after the end of World War II” and not only 

                                                       
1 Vojtech Mastny, “The February 1948 Prague Coup and the Origins of NATO,” in Carsten DueNielsen, 

Rasmus Mariager, and Regin Schmidt, eds., Nye fronter i Den kolde Krig [New frontiers in the Cold War] (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal, 2010), 114-130. 
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from the traditional western point of view (136-137). The article opens with an examination of the British 
role in postwar Prague. London was not prepared to engage in anything beyond a modest commitment to 
assist in reëstablishing the Czechoslovak Air Force, renewing economic relations interrupted by war, and 
replacing France as a cultural beacon in the liberated country. There was not a hint about guiding the country 
back toward democracy. This killed any hope for a formal Czechoslovak-British agreement. Svik quotes the 
British ambassador Philip Nichols who limited his own role in postwar Czechoslovakia to maintaining the 
country’s position as “dependent upon the Western Powers as well as the USSR” (137). Others went even 
further; Svik reports that Deputy Undersecretary for Foreign Affairs Sir Oliver Harvey explained in April 
1947, i.e., well before the Communist coup d’état, that the British would not sign a treaty with the Czechs 
since the Prague government would soon become fully dependent on the Soviet Union, and furthermore, 
London had no desire to get involved with countries in Eastern Europe. 

This was hardly surprising since the British had traditionally avoided alliances and treaty obligations in 
Eastern Europe. The problem was that now the French took a similar stance. Svik quotes French diplomats 
advancing the view that proper diplomatic partners for Paris were the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and the 
United States, but not Czechoslovakia or Poland. Moreover, some officials in the Quai d’Orsay presumed 
already in the summer of 1946 that Czechoslovakia would soon become a province of the Soviet Union. 
From the point of view of French diplomacy, maintaining channels of communication with Moscow would 
therefore suffice. 

Nevertheless, Czech and French diplomats went through the motions of discussing some form of possible 
agreement, with the French proposing less binding versions than the Czechs. Even a vaguely formulated 
Franco-Czechoslovak agreement was unacceptable to the British, who did not hesitate gently and indirectly to 
remind their French colleagues of the mess created by the Franco-Czechoslovak Agreement of 1925 that had 
brought the French and British to face the Führer Adolf Hitler in Munich at the end of September 1938. 
When the French failed to cut off their negotiations with Warsaw and Prague, British diplomats became less 
subtle. If Paris signed treaties with Poland and Czechoslovakia, London warned, the British would react by 
loosening their obligations under the Dunkirk Treaty. Svik quotes Minister Sir Ashley Clarke telling the Quai 
d’Orsay that “the British government will only be completely reassured once the negotiations have been 
definitely broken off” (143). 

In December 1947 the foreign ministers of the United States, France, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union 
met in a gloomy atmosphere in London to discuss the future of Germany and Austria. Despite some initial 
signs of optimism, no agreement was reached, and the ministers adjourned without setting a date for another 
meeting. Svik shows that France, weakened by massive strikes and riots as well as political instability, was 
further humiliated when the American and British governors of occupied Germany took steps in January 
1948 to promote German ‘self-governance’ in their zones. Paris was reduced to complaining that this violated 
standing agreements among the western allies. 

It was within this atmosphere that the Quai d’Orsay invited the Benelux countries—but not the British—to 
study the possibility of forming a customs union. However, London was not to be marginalized. Belgium and 
the Netherlands were uncomfortable joining an organization that would —in the absence of Britain—be 
dominated by France. There were other divisive factors. As Svik notes, the Dutch, unlike the French, were 
eager for Germany to recover economically as soon as possible. The Dutch were also not willing to give up 
their traditionally strong ties with Great Britain. In the end it was Bevin who suggested in late 1947 to U.S. 
Secretary of State George C. Marshall the establishment of “some western democratic system comprising the 
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Americans, ourselves, France, Italy etc. and of course the Dominions” (148). Neither Washington nor Paris 
received the proposal with much enthusiasm initially. But Bevin’s subsequent proposal in January 1948, one 
that included Great Britain, France, Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg, was welcomed by the French and 
the Americans alike. 

This launched a series of diplomatic activities that stretched from January into February 1948. The Benelux 
countries noted that the Dunkirk Treaty, now a year old, had been designed to guard against a re-militarized 
Germany, whereas the current security threat “came from another power.” They also wished to know how the 
French and British proposed to reintegrate West Germany into Europe. Svik writes that “the situation became 
deadlocked” (152). This is when the political crisis in Prague unfolded from 17 February to 25 February 
1948, resulting in the imposition of a Communist dictatorship. 

The bloodless, orderly, and swift Communist victory in Czechoslovakia took most western politicians by 
surprise. Svik is right to observe that at that time few western officials feared a Red Army offensive. It was the 
‘Prague scenario,’ i.e., the imposition of a totalitarian regime by seemingly lawful measures at the height of a 
domestic political crisis that had been created ad hoc, that caused general concern. Especially vulnerable were 
Italy and France, where collapsing governments created opportunities for a takeover by the indigenous 
Communists, who might be seen as acting without any discernible direct Soviet assistance. 

The British thought the situation was serious. Svik cites Bevin as telling the U.S. Ambassador in London that 
the future of Europe was about to be decided in the next six to eight weeks. With a nod to the Franco-British 
mismanagement of the crisis in the 1930s, Bevin wrote that “war was less likely if we acted firmly now than if 
we allowed matters to slide from crisis to crisis.” Svik notes that after the Prague coup d’état, the British 
thought that the threat of war was real, although not acute. By contrast, in France the Communist takeover in 
Czechoslovakia created “a state of panic, anxiety, and war hysteria” (153). Finally, the Americans reacted to 
the implosion of Czechoslovak democracy by becoming ever more determined to prevent any repetitions of 
the Prague scenario. 

According to Svik, the director of the Office of European Affairs in the Department of State stated that any 
further attempts at Prague scenarios should be regarded as a “direct threat” to national security and that the 
United States should consider participating in a “regional defense arrangement” in Western Europe (155). 
This sense of urgency grew stronger still when Moscow proposed a friendship treaty to Finland and possibly 
considered making a similar offer to Norway. Finally, the mysterious death of Foreign Minister Jan Masaryk 
in Prague provided yet another powerful argument in favor of a U.S. policy designed to strengthen the resolve 
of the remaining democracies in Europe. 

In March 1948 Secretary Marshall informed the British Ambassador in Washington that the United States 
stood ready to discuss “the establishment of an Atlantic security system” (156). Marshall also encouraged the 
French to sign the Brussels Pact without delay. It took no great effort since many officials in the Quai d’Orsay 
believed that a Soviet attack on Western Europe was imminent. Specifically, Bidault feared that Moscow 
would initiate hostilities soon in order to exploit the absence of an existing defense structure in the West. The 
Soviets, he wrote, “would be mad if they let this opportunity pass” (156). The Brussels Pact was signed on 17 
March 1948, exactly one month after the Prague coup d’état began.  

Svik’s conclusion is that the Communist takeover in Czechoslovakia made a different impact on each 
signatory of the Brussels Pact and on the United States. For the British it was a stimulus but not a strategic 
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factor. The Benelux countries profited from the Prague coup because it made the French and British 
appreciate that the Dunkirk Treaty, with its anti-German focus, had become obsolete and insufficient. The 
sorrowful culmination of the Czech crisis made the greatest impact upon the French, who now concluded 
that the Kremlin was bent on conquest, and that if Czechoslovakia, a country with a democratic tradition, 
could collapse under Soviet pressure, than so could others. Importantly, it was the Czech crisis that forced the 
French to abandon their plan for a series of bilateral arrangements and accept the prospect of a multilateral 
security pact, a prerequisite for the future creation of NATO. In the United States, Svik finds, the events in 
Prague in early 1948, and the Berlin Blockade, made it possible for Secretary Marshall to work toward the 
establishment of NATO. This was accomplished in April 1949. 

Svik does not seek to overturn any major interpretations. The article does not substantially alter one’s view of 
the role played by the Prague coup d’état in the formation of the Brussels Pact and NATO. Its genius is in the 
details. It is exquisitely well researched and provides a scrupulously accurate account of complex and fast- 
developing events that created the foundations for a world order that would last for the next forty years. 
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