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Chapter 3

Historical Legacies and the
Politics of Inftervention in the
Former Soviet Union

Matthew Evangelista

The former Soviet Union is rife with cases of domestic turmoil spilling
over international borders, as well as external actors becoming involved
in internal conflicts. Because the fifteen independent successor states of
the Soviet Union were part of one country until just a few years ago, in
late 1991 — and most are members of the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS) — the dynamics of external involvement in the region are
rather distinctive. Three features in particular stand out.

First, the boundaries of the new states, and the regions within them,
are often artificial or arbitrary. The territorial legacy of the Soviet Union
— many groups with common linguistic and ethnic identities now di-
vided by international borders — enhances the likelihood that internal
conflicts will involve external actors in one way or another.

Second, Moscow’s role as the military, political, and economic center
of the Soviet empire, and Russia’s position as the indisputably prepon-
derant power in the region, mean that Russian external interference in the
affairs of the other Soviet successor states is, and will continue to be,
common. This is reinforced by Russia’s pretensions to comtinued great-
power or even superpower status, which incline its leaders to view any

internal conflict in the “near abroad” as engaging Russian naticiizlinter: =

ests. o
Third, many influential political leaders in the Soviet successor states,

including Russia, seem determined to reverse the Soviet legacy of isola-

tion from international political and economic institutions. Their desire to
make their countries members in good standing of the international
community increases the opportunities for involvement by international

For comments on an earlier draft of this chapter, ] am grateful to Stuart Kaufman,
Celeste Wallander, and the participants in the CSIA workshop on mternal conflict,
especially John Mearsheimer and Steven Miller. :
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institutions and outside powers in the resolution of internal contlicts. At
the same time, however, some leaders in the former Soviet Union are
preoccupied with acquiring, maintaining, and extending their personal
power; they show little regard for the views of international organizations
or other states. Only by diminishing the power of such political oppor-
tunists can international actors hope to influence the policies of the Soviet
successor states.

Those who would attempt to influence the states of the former Soviet
Union — to prevent or resolve internal conflicts and keep them from
spreading — must recognize two fundamental facts. The first is that more
than seven decades of Soviet rule have left a legacy of ethnic division,
economic disparity, and political uncertainty that creates powerful pre-
conditions for internal conflict. The second is that efforts to resolve
conflicts anywhere in the former Soviet Union must give due weight to
Russia’s power and interests. That does not mean allowing the region to
become a Russian sphere of influence. It does, however, mean that strate-
gies for influencing developments in the region must take into account
Russia’s involvement and try to shift Russian policy in benign directions.

In the first section of this chapter, I describe the historical legacy that
provides the pre-conditions for violent conflict in the former Soviet
Union. I then analyze the causes of the conflicts that broke out during the
last years of the Soviet Union and the first few years of the post-Soviet
era. Next, I discuss the involvement of international actors — states and
organizations — in internal, post-Soviet conflicts, with particular atten-
tion to the role played by Russia. Finally, I look to the future to consider
the kinds of violent conflicts that could erupt in Russia and elsewhere in
the former Soviet Union, their likely causes, and what outside powers
and international institutions might be able to do about them.

Historical Legacies and Changing Conditions

The situation in the former Séoviet Union is the produci of a historical
legacy that includes features common to other major powers, as well as
features peculiar to the Soviet experience. As with other large, multiethnic
empires, Russia’s imperial expansion over several centuries entailed vio-
lent conquest of indigenous peoples and wars against neighboring states.
Many of these conflicts — in the Caucasus, the Crimea, the Far East, and
elsewhere — brought tsarist Russia into conflict with other major powers.
The sources of internal conflict in the tsarist empire and factors that
contributed to involvement by other powers were not unique to Russia:
economic grievances, secessionist campaigns, ethnic strife, political op-. "~
portunism, power politics. TR
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The early years of the Bolshevik regime were also marked by consid-
erable violence: first, a civil war that involved more than a dozen foreign
states; then, reconstitution and expansion of the tsarist empire into Cen-
tral Asia and the Caucasus — actions that, by contrast, did not occasion
much international response.! Violent internal conflict was rare through-
out most of the rest of the Soviet Union'’s history — until its last few years.
Occasional manifestations of discontent, such as workers’ protests against
poor living conditions, were quickly and brutally suppressed and there-
fore had few international, or even local, repercussions. Even military
invasions of nominally independent states of the Soviet Union’s “external
empire” in Eastern Europe — Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in
1968 — met with rhetorical opprobrium from the international commu-
nity, but little else.

In the decades following World War 11, the Soviet Union’s possession
of nuclear weapons and the bipolar nature of the international system,
particularly the antagonistic relationship between Washington and Mos-
cow, undoubtedly contributed to a cautious attitude on the part of states
that might have considered taking advantage of any internal Soviet strife.
But the nature of the Soviet domestic political system — highly central-
ized, authoritarian, repressive — restrained potential sources of internal
conflict in any case. What has changed with the end of the Cold War —
indeed, what in many respects we mean by the end of the Cold War —
‘are two structural conditions: the change in the international system away
from bipolarity and represented by U.S.-Russian rapprochement, and the
change in the domestic system of Russia, a process that began before, and
contributed to, the breakup of the Soviet Union. These structural changes
are the permissive conditions that have allowed internal conflicts to erupt
in the former Soviet Union and have made external involvement of other
states and international organizatiors possible.

Sources and Types of Internal Conflict - o

The legacy of the Soviet domestic system, in combination with changes
instituted by Mikhail Gorbachev, go a long way toward explaining the
outburst of internal conflict in the former Soviet Union, starting in the
late 1980s. Many conflicts have been driven by a combination of ethnic

1. On Bolshevik expansion into Centrat Asia, see Marie Bennigsen Broxup, “Comrade
Muslims!” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 15, No. 3. (Summer 1592), pp. 40-47; on the
Caucasus, see Ronald Grigor Suny, The Revenge of the Past: Nationalism, Revelution, and
the Collapse of the Soviet Union (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1993).
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strife, political and economic discontent, and opportunism on the part of
political leaders.

LEGACIES OF THE SOVIET POLITICAL SYSTEM
Russia has inherited key features of the Soviet political system — in
particular, the contradictory relationship between political-economic
power centralized in Moscow and the regional organization of political
units based on ethnic or national criteria. These structural features con-
tributed to the disintegration of the Soviet Union and to the violence that
erupted in its wake. They are worth reviewing for what they tell us about
the context in which events in the region continue to unfold.

The Soviet Union was nominally organized as a federation of repub-
lics, each identified with a titular nationality which did not necessarily
constitute a majority of the republic’s population. In practice, however,
the Soviet Union was a highly centralized state in both political and
economic affairs. Hypercentralization of the economy contributed to eco-
nomic stagnation and decline. Political centralization left many local
concerns unmet and focused popular anger on Moscow for its high-
handed and arbitrary rule. When a reformist leadership came into power
in the mid-1980s, it favored timid economic decentralization and a politi-
cal liberalization intended to give people a stake in the system. The result
was the opposite of what the reformers intended. People took advantage

“of the political opening to criticize the economic results of half-hearted
reforms — and much else as well. Ultimately the legitimacy of the Soviet
system itself came into question, and along with it, the right of politicians
sitting in Moscow’s Kremlin to rule over 285 million people spread across
eleven time zones.

The peculiar structure of the Soviet Union provided the impetus and
opporturity for political action.” The Soviet state was organized into a
hierarchy of territorial units, comprised of union republics, autonomous
republics, and autonomous provinces (oblasti), each identified with a

= particular ethnic grou'p.'As Jessica Stern points out, “the establishment of - - .:x

a federal state based on ethnic divisions gave ethnic groups the expecta-
tHon, and in some cases the administrative infrastructure, of national

2. This discussion draws on Stephen D. Shenfield, “ Armed Conflict in Eastern Europe
and the Former Soviet Union,” in Thomas G. Weiss, ed., The Linited Nations and Civil
Wars (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1995), pp. 31-50. For background on the rela-
tionship between Soviet domestic structure and ethnic mobilization, see Philip G.
Roeder, “Soviet Federalism and Ethnic Mobilization,” World Pelitics, Vol. 43, No. 2
(January 1991), pp. 196-232; David D. Laitin, “The National Uprisings in the Soviet
TUnion,” World Politics, Vol. 44, No. 1 {October 1991), pp. 139-177.
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statehood.”? Each of the fifteen union republics had, for example, its own
parliament and other institutions of government. These became ready
vehicles for expression of anti-Moscow sentiments, once Gorbachev’s
political reforms permitted open discussion of pelitics and free elections.
The most striking examples of this phenomenon were the three Baltic
republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, whose ties to the Soviet Union
were always tenuous, given their forced incorporation into the union
during World War II. Beginning in 1987, new political organizations and
politicians arose in the Baliic region, demanding and ultimately achieving
independence from Moscow — with very little bloodshed.

Elsewhere in the Soviet Union, and later in Russia as well, the same
peculiar political structures contributed to intense violence. As Stephen
Shenfield has described, the organization of the Soviet state and the
Russian Federation into ethnically-based territorial units created “many
anomalies that one or another ethnic group perceived as unjust,” and
thereby fostered interethnic tension: “many titular groups (Tatars,
Bashkirs, Yakuts, Abkhazis, etc.) constituted a minority in their territories;
in some cases (for example, Tatars, Jews), most of the titular group was
dispersed outside ‘its’ territory.”*

The war between Armenia. and Azerbaijan provides the starkest ex-
ample of the possibility for conflict inherent in such a system. It was
triggered by the grievances of the Armenian majority in the Nagorno-
Karabakh region of Azerbaijan, who complained that the central govern-
ment in Baku denied them their rights as an autonomous province. A
similar situation developed in Abkhazia, which sought independence
from Georgia even though ethnic Abkhazis made up only 17 percent of
the region’s population (and 1.7 percent of Georgia as a whole). As
Shenfield points out, “were it not for the Soviet tradition of ethnic autono-
mies, it is doubtful whether the Abkhaz political leadership could have
rationalized giving precedence to Abkhaz ‘sel{-determination’ over the
rights of the Georgian majority” in Abkhazia.’ _

The - case~wf the-self-prociuinmed-“Dniester Republie,” or Trans-
dniestria, illustrates the hold of the Soviet legacy on post-Soviet politics.
The Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic was created in 1940 when a
formerly autonomous republic of Ukraine — a narrow strip of land along

3. Jessica Eve Stern, "Moscow Meltdown: Can Russia Survive?” International Security,
Vol. 18, No. 4 (Spring 1994), p. 40.

4. Shenfield, “Armed Conflict in Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union,”
pp. 36-37.

5. Ibid, p. 37.
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the left bank of the Dniester River — was combined with Bessarabia, the
province seized from Romania under the terms of the Molotov-von
Ribbentrop agreement of 1939. As he did elsewhere in the Soviet Union
(particularly in the Baltic republics), 5talin sought to dilute the Jocal
Moldovan population by fostering immigration of Russian-speakers. Five
decades later, when the newly named Republic of Moldova declared its
independence from the Soviet Union, the Russian-speaking population of
the left bank seceded from the new republic and formed the Dmiester
Republic. They did so ostensibly to protect the rights of Russians and
Ukrainians living there against anticipated discrimination by the Mol-
dovan government, which had announced plans, since downplayed, to
reunite with Romania. During the spring and summer of 1992, armed
clashes broke out between the Moldovan authorities and the leaders of
the breakaway Dniester Republic. The Dniester forces were backed by the
Russian (formerly Soviet) 14th Army, based in Tiraspol, the capital of the
secessionist republic.® ‘

Ethnic Moldovans make up 40 percent of the roughly 740,000 people
in the left-bank region, with Ukrainians comprising 28 percent and Rus-
sians 25 percent. There are actually more Russians and Ukrainians living
in Moldova proper than in the secessionist region.” They have not sup-
ported the secession; nor, by and large, have they been mistreated by the
Moldovan government. The Dniester Republic government, by conirast,
has violated the rights of ethnic Moldovans in the region, for example,
by forcing Moldovan schools to adopt the Cyrillic alphabet over the Latin
one.® Yet the conflict in Moldova is not strictly or even essentially an

6. For background, see Vladimir Baranovsky, “Contflict Development on the Tertitory
of the Former Soviet Unior,” SIPRI Yearbeok 1994 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1994}, pp. 188-19G; Bruce D. Porter and Carol R. Saivetz, “The Once and Future
Empire: Russia and v ‘Near Abroad’,” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 3 (Summer
1994}, pp. 83-85; Fiona Hill and Pamela Jewett, Back in the LISSR: Russia’s Intervention

o, 101 the, Tternal Affairs of the Former Soviet Repu'EIif:s and the Implications for United States

Policy toward Russia (Cambridge, Mass.: Strengthening Democratic Instifutions Project,
John E Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, January 1994), pp. 61-65.

7. According to the 198% Soviet census, some 564,000 Russians and 598,0C0 Ukraini-
ans lived in the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic, out of a total population of
4,335,000, See Elizabeth Teague, “Russians Outside Russia and Russian Security Pol-
icy,” in Leon Aron and Kenneth M. Jenser, eds., The Emergence of Russian Foreign Policy
{Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace, 1694), pp. 81-106.

8. The “Moldovan” language is essentially Romanian, a Romance language written
in the Latin script until the Russians imposed their alphabet after taking over in 1940.
See Vladimir Socor, “Dniester School Conflict,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 210 (Noverm-
ber 4, 1994). All citations to the RFE/RL Daily Report, and its successor, the Open Media
Research Institute’s OMRI Daily Digest, refer to the electronic versions.
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interethnic one -— indeed, both sides deny that it is. Rather, it pits sup-
porters of the old Soviet way of life against proponents of change. Jour-
nalists who have visited the Dniester Republic describe it as “a living
museum of the old USSR” and “a microcosm of the Soviet Union” domi-
nated by “Russians filled with Soviet nostalgia.”” It is the peculiar Soviet
legacy that provided the pre-conditions for the conflict — including
arbitrary territorial demarcations and the presence of the pro-Russian
armed forces on the left bank.

Other arbitrary political divisions and combustible agglomerations of
ethnic groups — such as Nikita Khrushchev’s 1954 “gift” of the histori-
cally Russian Crimean peninsula to Ukraine — could yet produce violent
conflict.

Many of the dynamics of interethnic strife that accompanied the
breakup of the Soviet Union have been repeated in Russia, where the
structure of autonomous regions mirrors the Soviet one. More than a third
of the 89 administrative-territorial units that now comprise the Russian
Federation are ethnically identified. These include 21 “republics,” such as
Chechnya, Tatarstan, Dagestan, and North Ossetia, and 10 autonomous
“areas” {(okrugi). Out of a total population of 150 million, Russia contains
30 million nron-ethnic Russians representing more than 100 ethnic
gl’OUpS.IG

Ethnic groups within the Russian Federation, as in the rest of the
Soviet Union, were subjected to Stalin's strategy of divide and rule. Many
groups thus remain separated by artificial borders, including inter-state
ones. Ossetians, for example, are divided between the Russian Federation
(the Republic of North Ossetia) and Georgia {the South Ossetian Autono-
mous Region). Attempts by the Ossetians of Georgia to gain greater
autonomy and unite with their ethnic brethren in the north led in January
1991 to violent repression by Georgian armed forces. Refugees sub-.
sequently fled over the border inte Russia.

Many ethnic groups still live with the consequences of Stalin’s whole-

sale deportations of native peoples, particularly Checherz, Ingusls=Bal s

kars, and others from the Caucasus, and with subsequent laws (in 1956
and 1991) that sought to reverse the Stalinist legacy by permitting. de-
ported peoples to return to their former territories. The Ingush, for exam-

9. The first quote is from a Reuters dispatch of November 1, 1994; the second is from
the Frankfurter Aligemeine Zeitung of November 2, 1994. Both are quoted in Vladimir
Socor, “A Rare Close-up View of ‘Dniester Republic’,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 212
(November 8, 1994).

10. Stern, “Moscow Meitdéwn,” pp- 47-48. Much of the rest of this section draws
on this article.
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ple, had been expelled during World War II from an area of North Ossetia
known as the prigorodnyi raion or “suburban district.” Their lands were
occupied by Ossetians. When Ingush deportees and their relatives sought
to resettle the area during the Gorbachev period, the Ossetians resisted.
In autumn 1992, with Russian support, they massacred some ten to
twenty thousand Ingush residents of the raion."

Evidence of Russian discrimination against a particular ethnic group,
combined with historic grievances, contributes in important ways to
instability and violence. The most striking example is Chechnya, whose
declaration of independence from Russia in 1991 provoked a delayed but
extraordinarily violent response from Moscow during the winter of 1994~
95. The lessons of Russia’s brutal but unexpectedly difficult war against
Chechnya may serve to dampen demands for autonomy elsewhere, but
the initial reaction from the Caucasus and beyond was, instead, a renewal
of suspicion of and opposition to Boris Yeltsin's regime.'?

One may hope that the Russian army’s disastrously inept military
performance may have a chastening effect on Moscow, leading to more
serious attempts at peaceful resolution of future conflicts, but such an
outcome is far from certain. In any case, the preconditions for further
ethnic conflict abound throughout the Russian Federation. In combination
with other economic and political factors, they could yet produce more
violent conflicts of the character, if not magnitude, of the one in Chechnya.

ECONOMIC COMPETITION AND POLITICAL OPPORTUNISM - _
The territorial-governmental structure of the Soviet Union and Russia,
with its arbitrary divisions of ethnic groups and promotion of sometimes
artificially constructed national identities, provided only some of the
pre-conditions for violent conflict. Other factors that contributed to the
outbreak of violence in the former Soviet Union included economic con-
cerns and political opportunism.

11. Shenfieid, “Armed Conflict in Bastarn—Laropeiad the Former Soviet Urﬁoﬁ:”
pp. 33, 40; Peter Jarman, “Ethnic Cleansing in the Northern Caucasus,” Moscow News,
No. 6 (February 11-17, 19943, p. 13.

12, Vladimir Socor, “Spillover Effect in Caucasus,” RFE/RL Daily Reporf, No. 236
(December 15, 1994); Vladimir Socor, “Ingushetia, Dagestan: Resistance to Russian
Advance Reported,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 233 (December 12, 1994); Liz Fuller,
”Abkhaz, North Caucasians, Crimean Tatars Support Dudaev,” RFE/RL Daily Report,
No. 233 (December 12, 1994); Vladimir Socor, “More from the Region,” RFE/RL Daily
Report, No. 235 (December 14, 1994); Bess Brown, “Reaction in Kazakhstan to Situation
in Chechnya,” RFE/RL Daily Repert, No. 235 (December 14, 1994); Vladimir Socor,
“Resistance in Ingushetia . . . and in Dagestan,” RFE/RL Daily Repert, No. 234 (Decem-
ber 13, 1994); Viadimir Socor, “Regional Reverberations,” REE/RL Daily Report, No. 235
{December 14, 1594.)
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REGIONAL ECONOMIC DIsPaRrITIES. Many of the conflicts in the former So-
viet Union are fueled, at least in part, by economic discontent. Although
the entire region has suffered dramatic drops in production and economic
growth, poverty and declining standards of living are not the main eco-
nomic factors giving rise to conflict. Even the growing disparities between
the poor and the recently rich do not figure prominently among explana-
tHons for internal violence — at least not yet.!* More important are re-
gional disparities, the breakdown of the administrative-command econ-
omy, and the attendant scramble for control of economic resources,
especially by former members of the Soviet nomenklatura or administra-
tive elite.

Many of the conflicts that ultimately take on ethnic dimensions are
disputes over control of economic resources that pit a given region against
the “center.” Nature has endowed some regions of Russia and the former
Soviet Union with greater natural resources than others, especially in the
energy sector:'* Many of the richest endowments are located in auton-
omous republics and areas identified with particular ethnic groups. Sakha
(formerly Yakutia), Tatarstan, and Chechnya are prime examples.

Although many of these regions bear historical grievances against
Moscow, the more immediate source of discontent during the late Soviet
period was the perceived disparity between what the regions contributed

to the Soviet economy and what they received back in funds for educa- -

tion, culture, health care, and other services.!® The initial demands of the

13. For background on the economic disparities and decline, see Rustam
Arifdzhanov, “The Middle Class is Turning into the Poor, as More and More Mercedes
and Beggars Appear,” Izoestiia, September 15, 1993, trans. in Current Digest, Vol. 45,
No. 36 (1993), p. 16; Alastair McAuley, “Poverty and Underprivileged Groups,” in
David Lane, ed., Russiz in Flux: The Political and Socinl Comseguences of Reform
(Brookfield, Vt.: Edward Elgar, 1992}, pp. 196-209; Mary Buckley, “The Politics of Social
Issues,” in Stephen White, Alex Pravda, and Zvi Gitelman, eds., -Developments in
Russian and Post-Sooiet Politics (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1994), pp. 187~
207.

14. James P. Derian and Vitaly P Borisovich, “Energy and Minerals in the Former
Soviet Republics,” Resource Policy, Vol. 18 (September 1992), pp. 205-229; Gertrude E.
Schroeder, “Regional Economic Disparities, Gorbachev’s Policies, and the Disintegra-
tion of the Soviet Union,” pp. 121-145, and Jeffrey W. Schneider, “Republic Energy
Sectors and Inter-state Dependencies of the Commonwealth of Independent States and
Georgia,” pp. 475-489, both in Richard F Kaufman and John F. Hardt, eds., The Former
Soviet Union in Transition, papers prepared for the U.S. Congress Joint Economic
Committee {Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 1993).

15. See Roeder, “Soviet Federalism and Ethnic Mobilization”; Donna Bahry, ”Pere-
stroika and the Debate over Territorial Decentralization,” Harriman Institute Forum, Vol.
2, No. 5 (May 1989), pp. 1-10.
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various regions of the Soviet Union to correct perceived economic dis-
parities were relatively moderate. They became more radical as they
encountered resistance from Moscow.

The Baltic republics, for example, initially sought changes within the
existing Soviet system. In the mid-1980s they sought to implement Gor-
bachev’s policy of perestroika and economic decentralization and to reduce
Moscow’s economic tutelage. Failing that, they issued formal declarations -
of economic autonomy or “sovereignty” in 1988 and 1989. In 1990, they
demanded full independence.!® In the Tatar Autonomous Soviet Socialist
Republic (ASSR), initial demands were also rather modest. In 1989, the
consensus position of Tatar political activists was to demand an “up-
grade” of their region to the level of Union Republic. In 1991, Tatarstan
declared its independence -— a claim as yet unrecognized by any other
country.

POLITICAL OFPORTUNISM AND RADICALIZATION. Many of the demands for
more economic autonomy from Moscow were understandable responses
to the hypercentralization of the Soviet economy, and, as such, probably
represented a consensus view of the people who lived in these regions.
In many cases, though, economic and political grievances provided op-
porturnities for political figures to gain (or retain) power. Their escalation
and radicalization of demands, in combination with Moscow’s recalci-
trance, often inflamed conflicts and made compromise solutions difficult.
In some cases, pressure for radicalization has come “from below,” as
in 1989, when Tatar activists declared a prominent writer an “enemy of
the Tatar people” because he opposed making Kazan Tatar the official
language of the Tatar autonomous republic. (Given that Tatars and Tatar-
speakers constituted a minority in the Tatar ASSR, his position was not
unreasonable.'”) Many activists adopted such radical stances as a means
of launching their political careers. Some embraced extreme positions in
order to discredit their opponents; this was true, for example, of Zviad
Gamsakhurdia in ‘Georgia and Abulfez Elchibey in Azerbaijan. - - S
Many of the most radical nationalist views were espoused not only
by former dissidents such as Gamsakhurdia and Elchibey, but by former

16. Edward Walker, “Appendix: A Chronology of Nationality-Related Events, 1985~
1991,” in Charles F. Furtado, Jr. and Andrea Chandler, eds., Perestroika in the Soviet
Republics: Documents on the National Question (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1992). 1 am
grateful to Sharon Werning for tesearch on these declarations of sovereignty and
independence.

17.  Uli Schamiloghs, “The Tatar Public Center and Current Tatar Concerns,” Report
on the USSR, December 12, 1989, pp. 11-15; see p. 15.
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Communist Party officials who sought new identities and bases of sup-
port in the post-Soviet world. Prominent examples. include Leonid
Kravchuk, the former Communist Party leader of the Ukrainian Soviet
Socialist Republic, who was elected president of Ukraine on a nationalist
platform, and then worked hard to learn to speak Ukrainian as well as
he spoke Russian; and Dzhokhar Dudaey, the highly Russified former
Soviet air force general who served most of his career outside his native
Chechnya, but returned in time to lead its disastrous independence drive
from Moscow. Significantly, however, some former communist officials
have not embraced radical nationalism. Eduard Shevardnadze of Georgia
and Nursultan Nazarbaev of Kazakhstan are notable in this regard. So,
too, is Heidar Alev, former KGB official, Soviet Politburo member, and
communist leader of Azerbaijan, whose interest in improving relations
with Russia apparently led Moscow to support him and help depose his
predecessor Elchibey in a coup.'®

In addition, non-communists who were new to politics often adopted
increasingly radical positions in order to distance themselves from their
previously apolitical accommodation to Soviet rule. Ajournalist captured
the essence of this transformation in describing his 1991 interview with
Vytautus Landsbergis, the professor of musicology who became the first
post-Soviet president of Lithuania: “his once elegant Russian had becorne
gradually more accented; now it seemed almost painfully halting, or
pointedly tentative, as if he was carefully shedding any traces of the
Soviet past.”

The radicalization of political views between the regions and Moscow
or between ethnic groups within a region makes peaceful compromise
difficalt. Pojiticians interested more in furthering their own political and
economic ambitions than in providing for the security and welfare of their
constituencies are sometimes prone to incite ethnic hatred and violenc=
in order to attain or maintain power.

International Implications and Involvement- == uiors s
The end of the Cold War increased the scope for non-Russian interna-

tHional involvement in the internal affairs of the Soviet successor states in
a number of ways — including the participation of international organi-

18. Ilja Dadashidze, “Geidar Aliev Has Become President of Azerbaijan,” Moscow
News, No. 41 (October 8, 1993), p. 8; Thomas Goltz, “Letter from Eurasia: The Hidden
Russian Hand,” Foreign Policy, No. 92 (Fall 1993}, pp. 92-116; Hill and Jewett, Back in
the USSR, pp. 10-17.

19, Paul Quirn-Judge, “Do Svidaniya,” Beston Globe Magazine, October 4, 1992, p. 43.
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zations in conflict resolution, peacekeeping, and monitering, and the
possibility of unilateral action, such as making aid centingent on main-
taining certain standards of internal behavior. The possibility for such
international involvement is the legacy of Gorbachev's foreign policy
reforms. Under Gorbachev, the Soviet Union sought to imnprove its rela-
tions with and become better integrated into the international community.
Soviet foreign policy increasingly took into account the legitimate inter-
ests of other states. Soviet support for, and involvement in, international
institutions grew.

Boris Yeltsin continued the trend, to the point where at least some
portion of the Russian foreign policy community came to advocate mul-
tilateralism and reliance on international institutions as an alternative (or
supplement} to traditional, unilateral, power politics.” Although the at-
tachment to international institutions is tenuous in some cases and merely
rhetorical in others, the fact that leaders in Russia and the other former
Soviet republics have explicitly expressed their intention to participate
actively in international institutions gives those institutions wider scope
for involving themselves in conflicts in the region.

The end of the Cold War has also fransformed the role that other
states can play in post-Soviet affairs. Whereas external criticism of Soviet
internal policy — and Soviet rejection of that criticism — were the com-
mon currency of the Cold War, the situation has changed. The Soviet
successor states” rhetorical embrace of human rights, individual freedoms,
and democracy means that they can less readily dismiss criticism of their
behavior, The fact that the United States and the advanced industrialized
countries of Europe provide economic aid to Russia and the other states
gives them more standing to comment on these matters. For example, the
French foreign minister, German chancellor, and North Atlantic Treaty
Organization {NATQ) secretary-general have all criticized Russia for its
invasion of Chechnya.® At the same time, Western governments often
seem reluctant to criticize the practices of the Soviet successor states —

- partictdarly” Reissia ~=iw: icér of undermining leaders whom they sup-
port. This was clearly the thinking behind the weak U.5. response to
Russia’s war on Chechnya.?

20. Celeste Wallander, “International Institutions and Modern Security Strategies,”
Problems of Communism, Vol. 41, No. 1-2 (January-April 1992), pp. 44-62.

21. Liz Fuller, “International Reaction,” OMRI Daily Digest, Vol. 1, No. 5 (January 6,
1995); Liz Fuller, “International Diplomatic Responses,” OMRI Daily Digest, Vol. 1, No.
7 (January 10, 1995).

22. Elaine Sdolino, “ Administration Sees No Choice but to Support Yeltsin,” New York
Times, January 7, 1995, p. 4.
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Although substantial changes in Soviet and post-Soviet policies to-
ward the international community have taken place, in crucial respects
the prospects for international involvement in internal conflicts depend,
as in the past, on considerations of relative state power. As far as Russia
is concerned, international involvement in the former Soviet Union is “by
invitation only.” Formally, Russia can veto any international intervention
conducted under the auspices of the United Nations (UN) by virtue of its
permanent seat on the Security Council. In practical terms, it has the

military power to deter unwanted interventions. Russia can also reject -

outside economic assistance to which unacceptable strings are attached
-~ as can the other post-Soviet states. Finally, Russia can simply break the
constraints imposed by international institutions when it so chooses. In
its invasion of Chechnya in December 1994, for example, Russia violated
the provisions established by the Conference on Security and Cooperation
in Europe (CSCE, now OSCE, Organization for Security and Cooperation
in Europe) for prior notification of large troop movements.

To the extent that we characterize Russia’s own involvement in the
conflicts along its periphery as “external,” “regional,” or “international,”
considerations of relative power are again crucial. Because of its predomi-
nant position, Russia needs no invitation to intervene in the affairs of its
weaker neighbors. The situation is more ambiguous with regard to the
intervention of other states in the affairs of Russia’s neighbors in the “near
abroad.” Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan have sought in various ways to
increase their influence in several former Soviet republics, at Russia’s
expense. There is not much that Russia can do about this without explic-
itly raising the prospect of military conflict.

REGIONAL INVOLVEMENT
The most prominent regional actor involved in the conflicts on the terri-
tory of the former Soviet Union is Russia. Acting independently, as well

" as ilrough the Commonwealth of Independent States (CI5) — the re— - = = )

gional organization that nominally succeeded the Union of Soviet Social-
ist Republics ~- Russia has interfered in some way in every conflict of
consequence. Other former Soviet states, such as Ukraine and Uzbekistan,
have sought to act mainly through the CIS to assert their influence in
conflicts that affected their interests. They have also sought to use the CIS
collective decision-making procedures to temper whatever imperial am-
bitions Russia might harbor. Finally, neighboring states to the west, such
as the Baltic countries and Poland, and to the south, such as Iran, Turkey,
and Afghanistan, have expressed concern about conflicts on former Soviet
territory; the latter three states have become directly involved in some of

1, AR LR T e e P




POLITICS OF INTERVENTION IN THE FORMER SOVIET UNION | 12%

these conflicts — sometimes as partisans of one side, sometimes as me-
diators. -

RUSSIA'S ROLE. Because of Russia’s predominant position among the So-
viet successor states and the great-power sensibilities of Russia’s leaders,
few violent conflicts of any consequence in the former Soviet Union have
failed to engage Russia in one way or another. In social-science jargon,
Russian intervention is “overdetermined.” One can adduce various mo-
tivations for Russian involvement: strategic requirements for a system of
military bases along Russia’s periphery; protection of Russian nationals
in the “near abroad”; the need to restore stability to conflict-ridden areas;
the desire to gain or retain control of resources, particularly energy; a
preference for “friendly” leaders in neighboring states; even the need to
stop organized crime, as Yeltsin suggested in demonizing Chechnya as a
“criminal republic.” Removing one or several of these motivations might
still not remove the impetus for intervention. It may be that Russian
activity in the “near abroad” is mainly a function of a hypertrophied
security establishment, or it may be that prominent members of the
Russian foreign policy establishment are determined to reconstitute the
Soviet Union — something that cannot be done by peaceful means.

In any case, Russia has managed to involve itself indirectly in all of
the civil wars along its periphery.® Shenfield has offered this “rough
generalization” of Moscow’s role:

Russia first helps the side it favors up to the point at which a politico-military
result that it considers satisfactory has been achieved. It then shifts to the role
of an impartial peacekeeper, prepared to use force even against those mav-
erick extremist elements of the previously favored side who are determined
to fight for a result better than the one secured for them by Moscow.2

The conflicts in Georgia, Moldova, Tajikistan, and Azerbaijan fit this
generalization quite well.

In Georgia, Russian military forces Tntervened fwice il Contliéts e
tween the central government and regional minorities. The secession
movements in South Ossetia and Abkhazia mobilized in response to the

23. A detailed overview of these conflicts is found in Hill and Jewett, Back in the
USSR. The Russian “peacekeeping” role is discussed in Roy Allison, Peacekeeping in
the Soviet Successor States, Chaillot Paper 18 (Paris: Western European Union (WEU)
Institute for Security Studies, November 1994), especially pp. 2-11, and in Porter and
Saivetz, “The Once and Future Empire.” )

24, Shénﬁeld, “Armed Conflict in Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union,”
" p. 43
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nationalist rhetoric and policies of Zviad Gamsakhurdia, elected chair of
the Georgian Supreme Soviet (in effect, the president of Georgia) in
October 1990, more than a year before the breakup of the Soviet Union.
Russia took advantage of the conflicts in Georgia to support the seces-
sionists and to put pressure on the central government in Thilisi. Its main
objective, following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991,
was fo blackmail Georgia into joining the CIS and permitting the perma-
nent basing of Russian military forces on Georgian territory.

In January 1991, efforts by the South Ossetian Autonomous Region
(oblast’) to secede from Georgia and unite with neighboring North Ossetia,
a republic within the Russian Federation, resulted in viclence when Gam-
sakhurdia ordered the Georgian army to crush the secessionists. The
ensuing fight led to a mass exodus of thousands of South Ossetian
refugees across the border into North Ossetia. They exacerbated an al-
ready tense situation in the region, where Ossetians were resisting the
return of deported Ingush settlers seeking to reclaim their land. Russian
troops became involved in the conflict in two ways. First, in October and
November 1992, they supported the operations of Ossetian special forces
in their massacre of Ingush civilians.® Second, in July 1992, the Russian
army intervened in South Ossetia as “peacekeepers,” providing a foot-
hold for further operations in Georgia.*®

In August 1992, Abkhazia’s attempt to secede from Georgia led to
warfare with the central government, headed by Eduard Shevardnadze
following the ouster of Gamsakhurdia in December 1991. While the Rus-
sian government formally professed neutrality, Russian military forces
provided the Abkhaz separatists with arms, equipment, personnel, and
training as they fought to gain control of the Abkhaz capital of Sukhumi.
Russian Su-27 aircraft bornbed the city, on behalf of the secessionists, even
as President Shevardnadze traveled to the city to organize its defense and
attempt — unsuccessfully, as it turned out — to keey it under Georgian

control. With Shevardnadze preoccupied with the war against Abkhazia,

© Gamsakhurdia rettirried fromiexile i Septeinber 1993 to launch an attack
from the western region of Mingrelia. Not until the Abkhazis had taken
Sukhumi and Gamsakhurdia’s forces were pressing their offensive did
Russia come to Shevardnadze’s aid, even though he had already acceded
to all of Russia’s demands. Georgia was to join the CIS, grant Russia

25. Shenfield, “Armed Conflict in Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union,”
Pp- 33, 40; Jarman, “Ethnic Cleansing in the Northern Caucasus,” p. 13.

26. Hill and Jewett, Back in the USSR, p. 48; Porter and Saivetz, “The Once and Future
Empire,” p. 85.
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long-term military basing rights on the Black 5ea, and agree to an in-
definite Russian military presence in Georgia.

Russia’s approach to the conflict between Moldova and the secession-
ist Dniester Republic followed the same pattern. Like Georgia,‘ Moldova
initially refused to join the CIS. The Moldovan government in Chisinau
demanded the withdrawal of the Russian 14th Army from its territory.
Instead, Moscow sided with the Russian-speakers in their conflict with
the Moldovan authorities. It allowed Russian Cossack forces from
throughout the Russian Federation to travel to Moldova to support the
Driester secessionists. It directed the 14th Army, led by Lieutenant-
General Aleksandr Lebed, to support the breakaway republic (Lebed
himself was elected to its parliament), and it provided massive subsidies
of energy and raw materials to Tiraspol. Only when Moldova capitulated
to Russia’s demands — CIS membership, economic and security integra-
tion — did Moscow take a more evenhanded appreach to the conflict,
including promises, as yet unfulfilled, to withdraw the 14th Army*

In 1992, Russia became involved in a full-scale civil war in Tajikistan.
To simplify an extremely complicated situation, the war pitted stalwarts
of the old Soviet nomenklatura, supported by an array of organized crimi-
nals largely drawn from the province of Kulob, plus Tajikistan's ethnic
Uzbek minority, against a loose coalition of Muslims, democrats, nation-
alists, and residents of the Gharm and Pamir regions that have Iong been
Kulob’s rivals. The opposition coalition claimed the 1991 election of
President Rakhmon Nabiev was fraudulent, and agitated for new elec-
tions in March 1992. Nabiev responded by forming a paramilitary presi-
dential security force, led by Yakub Salimov, a “notoricus racketeer,” to
disperse the opposition by force?® His opponents rebuffed Nabiev’s at-
tack and he was obliged to form a cealition government, granting the
opposition eight rministerial portfolios. Nabiev's pro-communist allies
refused to accept the new arrangement, however, and managed to depose
the coaliion government by seizing the capital, Dushanbe, in December

19920 Thé communists were backed by the so-called Popular Fronf, an -

armed band led by Sangak Safarov, an ex-felon recenily freed after
twenty-three years in prison. In taking Dushanbe, the Front carried out
an “ethnic cleansing” of opposition sympathizers (mainly people from
the regions of Gharm and Badakhshon). Tens of thousands of people were

27. This account draws mainly on Hill and Jewett, Back in the LISSR, pp. 61-65.

28. Vladimir Klimenko, A Tale of Two Countries,” Mother Jones (July/August 1993),
pp. 54-57; Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh, “The Bloody Path of Change: The Case of Post-
Soviet Tajikistan,” Harriman Instifute Forum, Yol. 6, No. 11 (July 1993), pp. 1-10.
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killed between October 1992 and March 1993, more than in any other
conflict in the former Soviet Union.”

The Russian military role in the conflict is somewhat uncertain, but
hardly inconsequential. Many reports indicate that Russia’s 201st Motor-
ized Rifle Division, stationed in Tajikistan, armed both sides in the early
stages of the conflict, either deliberately or by negligence (for example,
by allowing the theft or sale of Kalashnikov rifles, armored vehicles, and
tanks).? In autumn 1993, Russia accused Afghan groups of smuggling
weapons across the Afghan-Tajik border to the opposition forces. In late
September, Russian troops seized control of the Dushanbe airport and
reinforced their deployments along the border In October, the CIS de-
ployed “peacekeeping” forces to Tajikistan — mainly Russian units, with
some Uzbek troops, all under Russian command. The substantial Russian
military presence in Tajikistan has helped keep the country in Russia’s
sphere of influence and insure that the Tajik government continues to
pursue pro-Moscow policies.

The conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-
Karabakh combines elements of civil war with inter-state war. Russia has
manipulated both aspects of the conflict, seeking mainly to secure the
integration of Armenia and Azerbaijan into the CIS and the deployment
of Russian troops on their territories. Unlike the Soviet govermment,
which tended to support Baku's position by denying Nagorno Karabakh's
right to secede from Azerbaijan, Yeltsin’s government has favored the
Armenians. The Republic of Armenia depends on Russia for protection
against its historic enemies, Turkey and Azerbaijan, and has allowed the
stationing of Russian troops on its territory. Azerbaijan, by contrast, re-
fused to join the CIS or adhere to its economic and military accords, as
Armenia had done.

Russia’s actions seem to have been calculated to undermine Azerbai-
jan’s intransigence. On May 17, 1992, the day after Azerbaijan refused to
sign the CIS Mutual Security Pact, troops from Nagorno-Karabakh

launched a successful offensive on the Azeri town of Lachin, creating g ouw

land bridge between the breakaway province and Armenia. With Russian
troops patrolling Armenia’s borders during the attack, few considered the
timing coincidental. Russia subsequently contributed to the downfall of
the recalcitrant government of Abulfez Elchibey in Baku by backing Surat
Huseinov, a renegade Azeri military commander who inherited much of

29. Tadjbakhsh, “The Bloody Path of Change,” pp. 1-3; Klimenko, “A Tale of Two
Countries.”

30. Porter and Saivetz, “The Once and Future Empire,” p. 86; Tadjbakhsh, “The
Bloody Path of Change,” p. 7.
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the weaponry of the Russian 104th Airborne Division when it withdrew
unexpectedly in May 1993. Huseinov, who supported the return of Heidar
Aliev to power, conducted an assault on the Elchibey government; this
coup attempt, which followed another military victory for the Karabakh
Armenians, contributed to the collapse of the Elchibey government in
July*!

Tronically, Azerbaijan had been clese to an agreement with Armenia
on the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. Indeed, Baku had announced a
unilateral cease-fire just two weeks before the Karabakh forces attacked.
The Elchibey govermment had, however, resisted Russia’s demand to
deploy its troops as peacekeepers to secure the agreement. Russia seems
to have encouraged the Karabakh offensive to persuade Azerbaijan to
agree to its conditions for a settlement.

When Heidar Aliev took over from Elchibey, Azerbaijan still faced
intense military pressure from the Armenians as well as from Turkish and
Iranian forces which had mobilized along the border. Russian tanks were
reported to be supporting the Armenian offensive. In desperation, Aliev
made a play for Russian support by securing a mandate from the Azeri
parliament to have Azerbaijan join the CIS and accept Russian troop
deployments. Russia consequently switched sides in November 1993 and
sent 200 military officers to help train the Azeri military. At the same time,
the Russian foreign minister threatened Armenia with “something other
than persuasion” if it did not cease its support for the Karabakh forces.*

Not only did Russia’s actions vis-i-vis Armenia and Azerbaijan sup-
port its strategic objectives in maintaining a CIS security zone, but they
also demonstrated that these objectives took precedence over resolving
the Azeri-Armenian conflict. Indeed, Russia was willing, in this case as
in others, to escalate and prolong the conflict in order to secure its own
ends.

COMMONWEALTH OF INDEPENDENT STATES. The involvement of the Com-

monwealth of Independent States in internal cunflicis in the former Soviet
Union is controversial. Many critics suspect that it is merely an extension
of Russian foreign policy, another instrument of Russia’s domination of
its neighbors. Is there any reason to consider the CIS, as Russia claims,
an international organization that should be officially endorsed as such
by the United Nations?*

31. Hill and Jewett, Back in the LISSR, pp. 10-12.
32. This quote comes from ibid., pp. 14-17.
33. For background, see Elizabeth Teague, “The CIS: An Unpredictable Future,”
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There is no doubt that many Russian political figures consider the
territory of the former Soviet Union “a sphere of vital Russian interests,”
as Yeltsin put it in an address to the UN General Assembly in September
1994, Yeltsin claimed that “the main burden of peacemaking [there] rests
on the Russian Federation’s shoulders.” There is also little doubt that
senior Russian military leaders see “peacekeeping” deployments in stra-
tegic terms. By maintaining bases and troops in states on Russia’s periph-
ery, the Russian army can defend the country at the old Soviet borders
rather than develop new defensive lines at the Russian Federation’s actual
international borders. Considerable evidence supports this conclusion,
from Yeltsin’s description of the Tajik-Afghan border as “in essence the
border of Russia” to a Russian Security Council decision to defend the
former Soviet borders, at least in Central Asia, but possibly in the Cau-
casus as well.®

Although Russia is undoubtedly inclined to use the CIS for its own
purposes, one can argue that the presence of CIS forces does help to
preserve peace and stability in some cases. It is unrealistic to assume that,
were Russia not directly involved in peacekeeping in the former Soviet
Union, an impartial, multilateral force sponsored by the United Nations
would step in to take its place. Many of the conflicts in the former Soviet
Union do not meet the UN’s criteria for launching a peacekeeping mission
— the existence of a cease-fire in place, and the acceptance by all parties
of the peacekeeping force, for example. Russian “peacekeepers,” as Roy
Allison describes, “are ready forcefully to separate the opposing sides
before a cease-fire has come into effect.” Their duties, according to a
Russian military commander, include “the pursuit, apprehension or de-
struction by fire of groups and individuals who are not following the rules
of a given situation.”*® This is far more ambitious than anything the

RFE/RL Research Reporf, Vol. 3, No. 1 (January 7,-1994), pp.-9-12; Suzanne Crow,
“Russia Promotes the Ci3 @5 an International Organization,” RFE/RL Resenrch Report,
Vol. 3, No. 11 (March 18, 1994), pp. 33-38; Vladimir Socor, “Conflict-Resolution Groups
Created,” RFE{RL Daily Report, No. 209 (November 3, 1994); Susan L. Clark, “Russia
in a Peacekeeping Role,” in Aron and Jensen, The Emergence of Russian Fereign Policy,
pp- 119-147.

34. Vladimir Socor, “Yeltsin at UN on CIS Affairs,” RFE/RL Daily Reporf, No. 184
(September 27, 1994); Vladimir Socor, ““Yeltsin Doctrine,” ‘Kozyrev Doctrine’,” RFE/RI
Daily Report, No. 190 {October 6, 1994). ’

35. Pavel Felgengauer, “Starye granitsy i ‘novye bazy” [Old borders and “new
bases”}, Segodnia [Today], September 16, 1993, and the discussion in Allison, Peacekeep-
ing in the Soviet Successor States, pp. 54-55. '

36. This quote comes from Allison, Peacekeeping in the Soviet Successor States, pp. 26-27.
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United Nations would undertake. In some cases, Russian actions have
probably saved lives and brought stability to dangerous situations.

Unfortunately, in tco many cases Russia appears to have deliberately
provoked, prolonged, or intensified regional conflicts in order to secure
“invitations” to intervene. In return for playing the role of peacemaker,
Russia has extracted concessions, such as membership in the CIS from
republics that had initially resisted (Moldova, Georgia, Azerbaijan), and
agreements to long-term basing of Russian forces.

One might have more enthusiasm for the use of CIS peacekeeping
forces in the future if they had adhered in the past to the set of principles
upon which Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev and his British
counterpart, Douglas Hurd, agreed at the end of 1993: “strict respect for
the sovereignty of the countries involved; an invitation from the govern-
ment concerned, and the consent of the parties to the conflict; the use of
multinational peacekeeping forces wherever possible; and an exit strategy
for the peacekeeping forces.”” There may be emergency situations where
these conditions need not be met, but Russia has violated these principles
on a regular basis.

OTHER REGIONAL POWERS. Russia’s neighbors to the west take a great
interest in the conflicts in the former Soviet Union, but have so far
avoided direct involvement. The Baltic states, in particular, are concerned
that Russia’s behavior in Chechnya and Tajikistan, for example, could set
precedents for actions directed against them. Russian leaders have made
no secret of the issue (or pretext) that could Jead to military intervention
in the Baltic area: protection of Russian speakers living there.

Other states that have manifested interest in the conflicts along Rus-
sia’s periphery include Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan. Turkey seems to be
rictivated primarily by a desire to expand its influence in Central Asia
-~ » region populated mainly by Turkic-speaking peoples (in Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and Kyrgyzstan). It is also inter-
ested in the economic benefits to be derived by helping to export Azer-
baijan’s 0il.?® Tran and Afghanistan seem to view conflicts along Russia’s
southern border as opportunities to promote their versions of Islam in
regions where there are also people of related ethnic background. Tajiks,
for example, are related to the Iranians and speak a Persian language;
Azeris live in northern Iran.

37. Joint article published simultaneously in Tzvestiia and the Financial Times, Decem-
ber 14, 1993, quoted in Allison, Pencekeeping in the Soviet Successor Stafes, p. 62.

38. Liz Fuller, ”Russia,- Turkey, Azerbaijan, and Cil,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 209
(November 3, 1994).
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All three states are also undoubtedly motivated by concerns for their
security — but this does not tell us much about their preferences. Pre-
sumably they would feel most secure if they dominated the regions along
their borders. Short of that, it is not clear if they would prefer prolonged
instability to a Russian-imposed stability. To avoid that choice, they might
prefer the more neutral involvement of international organizations. Tur-
key, in particulax, has endorsed international efforts at peaceful resolution
of the conflicts in Nagorno-Karabakh and Chechnya, and Iran has spon-
sored talks between the Tajik government and opposition.”

INTERNATIONAL INVOLVEMENT

Given the importance of traditional power politics in the former Soviet
Union — especdially evident in Russia’s behavior — it is somewhat sur-
prising how little the major powers have become involved in the region’s
conflicts. Their involvement has taken indirect forms, as reflected in their
support for participation by international institutions, such as NATQO, the
OSCE (formerly CSCE), and the United Nations, in sponsoring negotia-
tHons and monitoring cease-fires.

THE UNITED STATES. The United States has had little involvement in
conflicts in the former Soviet Union. To the extent that one can identify
U.S. interests at stake there, they revolve around concerns that nuclear
weapons and fissile material remain secure and under Russian control.
There is also a rhetorical commitment to the territorial integrity of the
three Baltic states and Ukraine. Kazakhstan also seems to engage U.S.
interests because of its size, its vast natural resources, its place in the
Soviet nuclear legacy; and its large Russian population.

However, the United States has not sought to inveke, for example,
humanitarian concerns as a reason to involve itself in post-Soviet affairs
— despite cases of ethnic cleansing (in Tajikistan and North Ossetia-
Ingushetia), massive refugee crises (Abkhazia, Tajikistan), and deliberate
aerial attacks on civilian homes, hospitals, and orphanages (Chechnya).
Nor has the United States upheld the norm of sovereignty when Russia
has intervened in its neighbors’ civil wars.

eurore. The major European powers have tended to involve themselves
in the internal conflicts of the Soviet successor states mainly through the

39. Thid. Also, Liz Fulier, “Dudaev Appeals to Turkey for Help,” RFE/RL Daily Report,
No. 238 (December 19, 1994); Bess Brown, “Tajik Government-Opposition Commission
Meets,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 217 (November 15, 1994}; Bess Brown, “Tajik Cease-
Fire Extended,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 216 (November 14, 1954).
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actions of the international organizations of which they are the leading
members. Beyond that, Western European political, leaders have made
public pronouncements about various conflicts in the former Soviet
Union, and have occasionally linked economic aid programs to the peace-
ful resolution of these conflicts — as Alain Juppé, then France’s foreign
minister and head of the Western European Union, did in reaction to
Russia’s attack on Chechnya.

naro. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization has become involved in
conflicts on the territory of the former Soviet Union in two ways. First,
at a rhetorical level, NATO offictals express the views of the alliance’s
leading members in response to particular developments, such as the
indiscriminate killing of civilians during Russia’s bombardment of
Grozny, the capital of Chechnya. Second, NATO’s Partnership for Peace
program provides a mechanism for bringing former Soviet republics —
including Russia itself -— closer to NATO. (Of the fifteen former Soviet
republics, only Tajikistan has not joined the Partnership program.) What
that means in terms of a NATO, and, therefore, a U.S. commitment to the
security of these states is unclear, but it does imply a greater level of
involvement and interest. Russia’s uneasiness about an eastward expan-
sion of NATO, and the use of NATO forces in Bosnia, has probably made
some of the new “partners” in the “near abroad” reluctant to provoke
their powerful Russian neighbor by developing close ties with NATO.
Armenia, for example, upon signing a Partnership for Peace agreement,
explicitly ruled out direct NATO participation in efforts to resolve the
conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh.*’

csce/osce. The CSCE, now the OSCE, has become involved in the
resolution of several disputes in the former Soviet Unien. In particular, it
has worked to reach a settlement of the conflict between Armenia and
Agzerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh. It has also sent observers to South
Ossetia, the Dniester Republic, and Abkhazia. The OSCE maintains a
permanent mission in Moldova and has made recommendations, en-
dorsed by the Moldovan president, for resolving the conflict there by
granting the Dniester Republic a special administrative status.*' Finally, '
it has sought to end the Russian war against Chechnya by sponsoring

40. Liz Fuller, “Armenia Joins Partnership for Peace,” RFE/RL Daily Report, No. 190
(October 6, 1954),

41. Allison, Peacckeeping in the Soviet Successor States, pp. 49-50; Dan Ionescu, “Mol-
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negotiations between the Russian government and the forces of Chechen
president Dudaev.*? '

The OSCE’s involvement in the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute initially
created friction with Russia, which was conducting its own negotiations
with Armenia and Azerbaijan. In October 1994, Russia’s negotiator
charged that “some countries are trying to use the CSCE as a cover for
their geopolitical interests, rather than as a conflict resolution mechanism.
Some people would like to minimize Russia’s role and exclude the CIS
from the process.” The CSCE’s Committee of Senior Officials, in turn,
criticized Russia for undermining its mediation efforts.* Since then rela-
tions between the OSCE and Russia have improved. In December 1994,
the OSCE decided, with Russia’s approval, to dispatch a multinational
peacekeeping force to Nagorno-Karabakh.“ By June 1995, Russia had
fully joined the OSCE effort as co-chair of the mediation effort and
appeared to be exerting a positive influence on the parties involved.*

uniTED NATIONS. The United Nations has played a fairly active role in
several conflicts in the former Soviet Union, although its effectiveness has
often been overshadowed by Russian and CIS involvement. The UN's
main activities have consisted of spensoring negotiations to resolve the
civil war in Tajikistan and monitoring the conflicts there and in Abkhazia.

In August 1993, the UN Security Council approved the deployment
of 88 observers to monitor a cease-fire between Georgia and Abkhazia.
When the United Nations failed to get the two sides to agree to deploy-
ment of UN peacekeepers, the Russian army stepped in to play that role.*
In November 1994, the Abkhaz parliament adopted a new constitution
characterizing Abkhazia as an independent country. Arguing that the
Abkhaz action threatened to undermine the basis for a negotiated solu-
tion to the conflict, Shevardnadze appealed unsuccessfully to the UN

42 Tiz Fuller, "OSCE Chechn)}é Talksrcfdlflépse,” OMRI Daily Digest, No. 102, Part 1
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Security Council to convene an emergency session and discuss the issue.
Nodar Natadze, a leading Georgian epposition politician, asserted that
“the UN is incapable of exerting any practical influence on the settlement
of the conflict.”*® Nevertheless, the UN Security Council extended the
mandate of its observer force, expanded to 136 members, until January
1996. The CIS followed suit by agreeing to maintain its peacekeeping force
in Georgia until 1996 as well.*

During 1994 and 1995, the United Nations sponsored a series of
negotiations between the Tajik government and opposition forces in an
effort to secure a cease-fire and work out a Ionger-term settlement. The
fourth round of talks, held in Kazakhstan in May 1995, produced a
three-month extension of the cease-fire, but efforts to establish a coalition
government and revise the constitution to meet the concerns of the op-
position were adamantly resisted by the Tajik government.®

In the meantime, Russia had convinced the other members of the CIS
to send a Russian-dominated peacekeeping force to Tajikistan. Russia’s
201st Motorized Rifle Division has maintained an uneasy truce between
the communist government and the opposition, although it is generally
understood to favor the former. It has been particularly preoccupied with
securing the Tajik-Afghan border, where nine Russian border guards were
killed in January 1995.5! The United Nations sent a six-person mission to
Tajikistan to monitor the CIS peacekeepers, but most observers have been
disappointed with the UN mission’s performance.”

International organizations have achieved their greatest successes
when they have worked with Russia rather than against it — a truism
that reflects the importance of Russian power in resolving disputes in the
region. Despite the primacy of Russia’s role, however, international or-
ganizations bring to the conflicts qualities that the Russians often lack -—
impartiality, prestige, and good offices. Moreover, they are sources of new
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ideas and proposals for conflict resolution. Even if Russia must ultimately
endorse international proposals for them to be implemented, the fact that
they are put forward adds a new element to the internal Russian debates
over policies towards the “near abroad.” International engagement opens
up possibilities for Moscow to adopt a less self-interested approach than
it might have done, left o its own devices.

Conclusions

The economic and political legacy of the Soviet period has sown the seeds
of future conflicts, much as it contributed to the breakup of the union
itself. Such conflicts are likely to stem from unresolved ixredentist claims
and problems of diaspora populations, combined with economic discon-
tent and inflamed by opportunistic politicians. The result in many regions
will be violent conflict, including the possibility of cvil war among
Russians. The role for outside powers and international organizations in
preventing or resolving such conflicts will not be a large one, especially
given the preponderance of Russian power in the region. External actors
will exert a positive influence, however, if they can bolster the position
of internal proponents of moderation and undercut extremists. Such ef-
forts promise better results than ceding the region to a Russian sphere of
influence.

THE OUTLOOK FOR CONFLICT
Because violent conflict on the territory of the former Soviet Union is a
recent phenomenon, it is impossible to make confident assessments of
which situations are likely to turn violent, and which are likely to engage
other states and international organizations. Situations which have not
yet turned violent or involved regional powers may yet do so.

PROBLEMS OF ECONOMIC TRANSITION. The fundamental political and ecg-
nomic transformations that have been taking place in the former Soviet
Union have set the stage for free-for-all competitions for control of eco-
nomic resources. The collapse of central planning and state ownership
has left property rights up for grabs. As Shenfield describes, “the prospect
of privatization greatly raises the stakes in struggles for power and makes
it much more urgent to win. If the coming to power of some group is
delayed by a few years, privatization may have been completed already
in a fashion detrimental to the interests of that group.”>
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Many regions within Russia have appealed to the Soviet legacy of
“autonomies” to assert control over local resources, thereby creating po-
tential conflict situations.”® In 1993, for example, Russia’s Constitutional
Court recognized as legal the separation of the autonomous area of
Chukotka (okrug) from Magadan (oblast’). The Chukchi people repre-
sented only 7.3 percent of the population, whereas Russians and Ukraini-
ans made up 83 percent (according to the 1989 census). The motives were
clearly not “ethnic,” but rather economic. Separation from Magadan
would give Chukotka control over its valuable mineral resources (rnainly
tin and coal).” With the same goal in mind, the autonomous areas of
Khanty-Mansi and Iamalo-Nenets sought to secede from Tiumen oblast’.
In doing so, they would have taken most of the region’s oil wealth with
them.® In the Komi Republic of Siberia, some local activists have sought
to “put the natural resources exclusively to the use of the indigenes,” even
though only 290,000 of the republic’s 1.3 million residents are ethnic
Komi. Their proposals have provoked residents of the Russian-dominated
energy-producing towns, such as Vorkuta, to threaten to declare them-
selves free economic zones.”

Do these kinds of potential conflicts have any international repercus-
sions? Two possibilities come to mind. First, the divisive tendencies in-
herent in the “battle of the autonomies” could cause Russia to break apart,
with uncertain but potentially destabilizing consequences for the interna-
tional system. Second, international interests could become dixectly in-
volved in the struggle for economic resources. As investors negotiate joint
ventures with localities, they could come into conflict with Moscow; then
the host countries of the foreign firms would have to decide whether and
how to support their companies against the Russian government.

There are already worrisome precedents. When Azerbaijan negotiated
a deal with foreign firms and countries (Iran and Turkey) for development
of oil in the Caspian Sea, Russia strongly objected and was ultimately cut
in; Azerbaijan’s objectives were patently political rather than economic.”
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[t stands to reason that if Russia is willing to assert its droit de regard over
the resources of a nominally independent neighboring country, it would
do so with even greater energy with respect to its own regions. One
cannot be confident that regional leaders will be willing or able to make
the political compromises that the Azeri leadership made or that foreign
investors and their host countries will tolerate Moscow’s interference in
their business transactions. Conflict cannot be ruled out in such situations.

FPROBLEMS OF IRREDENTA AND DIASFORA. There are several outstanding
problems left over from the breakup of the Soviet Union that could erupt
into violence and involve international actors. Ukraine and Russia have
not yet resolved the status of Crimea or the disposition of the Black Sea
fleet. Failure to do so could lead to viclent conflict between troops of the
Crimean militia and the Ukrainian army, or between units of the fleet.
The dispute between Ukraine and Russia over the former’s nuclear status
seems closer to resolution. In return for signing the Nuclear Nonprolif-
eration Treaty, Ukraine received assurances that the United States, Britain,
and Russia would “respect Ukraine’s independence, sovereignty, and
integrity within its existing borders.” Belarus and Kazakhstan, the other
two former Soviet republics “born nuctear” but committed to denucleari-
zation, have apparently been given similar guarantees.”

These assurances could involve Western powers in conflicts between
Russia and its three neighbors. Ukraine and Kazakhstan both have Jarge
populations of Russians living in border regions. That in itself is not
enough to provoke violence, but combined with factors that have oper-
ated in other post-Soviet conflicts, differences between Russia and iis
neighbors could turn violent. Economic disparities between Ukraine and
Russia could come into play. Russia’s economic reforms, a failure by most
standards, are a model of success compared to those of Ukraine. The
continuing decline of the Ukrainian economy has led many Russian
citizens of Ukraine, especially in Crimea, to seek closer affiliation with
Russia. Separatist movements in Ukraine and Kazakhstan, combiried with
annexationist impulses on the part of Russian politicians, could ignite
conflicts fueled largely by economic discontent.

The potential for conflict between Russia and the Baltic states also
merits serious concern. Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia all have border
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disputes with Russia; Estonia’s is probably the most serious, owing to the
large concentration of Russians in the northeastern part of the country.
The anomalous situation of Russia’s Kaliningrad oblast” has also led to
friction and could worsen. The region around the former Koenigsberg
was absorbed into the Soviet Union after World War I as a discontiguous
province of the Russian Federation. It became a key western outpost of
Soviet military power during the Cold War. With the breakup of the Soviet
Union, Russia has come into conflict with Lithuania over transit rights for
military personnel and equipment.®® All three Baltic states and Poland
have expressed concern about the high level of Russian military deploy-
ments in the Kaliningrad region. Russia has responded mainly with
intemperate statements and threats.” The situation could become worse
if NATO proceeds with its plans to expand to include countries such as
Poland. The NATO alliance would then share a border with one of the
most heavily armed regions of Russia.

Arbitrary borders could contribute to conflicts with Russia’s other
neighbors as well. One particularly worrisome case concerns the Lezgis,
“a North Caucasian people divided by the interstate border between the
multiethnic Republic of Dagestan of the Russian Federation and the
contiguous area of Azerbaijan.”® Since every ethnic group in the former
Soviet Union has easy access to weapons, the Lezgis have had no trouble
forming an armed movement dedicated to the unification of “Lezgistan.”
Its efforts could destabilize the already tense interethnic balance in
Dagestan and contribute to conflict within and between Russia and
Azerbaijan. :

Within the Russian Federation itself, problems of irredenta and dias-
pora could combine with economic discontent and political opportunism
to produce violent conflicts. As with many potential problems in the
former Soviet Union, these owe much to the country’s Stalinist legacy. In
1937, for example, Stalin divided the former Mongolian Buriat Autono-
mous Republic into three separate entities: the republic of Buriata; the
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Aga Buriat area within Chita oblast’; and the Ust’ Orda area within Irkutsk
oblast’. The econormic resources of the former Mongolian Buriat republic
were likewise divided up, with rich farms and cattle lands ceded to Chita
and valuable lead mines controlled by Irkutsk. The Buriat people conse-
quently have serious economic grievances that opportunistic politicians
could use to foster ethnic conflict in order to promote their personal
positions. With these possibilities in mind, one Russian official called the
situation in the Buriat regions as explosive as Nagorno-Karabakh.®® Un-
fortunately, this is not a rare situation in contemporary Russia.

CIVIL WAR AMONG RUssiaNs. Vielent conflict in the former Soviet Union
has frequently included an ethnic dimension. As we have seen, however,
many disputes are more fundamentally about political power and control
over economic resources. The ethnic dimensions of conflict should not,
therefore, distract our attention from the possibility of violence among
Russians. The Russian political spectrum is as wide as any, with violent
extremists at both ends and a2 government demonstrably willing to use
force to achieve domestic political objectives. In October 1993, Yeltsin
called out the army to settle his conflict with the Russian parliament by
bombing the parliament building. In December 1994, Yeltsin ordered an
attack on Grozny, the Chechen capital, that resulted in indiscriminate
killing of Russian as well as Chechen residents — not to mention the
needless sacrifice of hundreds of Russian soldiers.

Disputes over conirol of resources could also pit Russian regions
against the central government. Some regions may well have renegade
armed forces of their own. Not surprisingly, separatist sentiments are
strongest in areas rich in resources, such as Krasnoiarsk territory (krai),
whereas heavily subsidized regions such as the Altai territory are more
loyal to Moscow. Leaders of many parts of the Russian Federation have
sought control of local economic resources by declaring that their own
laws take precedence over federal laws. At least eleven republics have
staked such claims: Bashkortostan, Buratia, Chechnya, Ingushetia,
Kalmykia, Karelia, Mordova, Sakha, Tatarstan, Tuva, and Udmurtia.®

Struggles for control of major economic assets could lead to the
breakup of the federation itself. Jessica Stern has called attention to the
possibility that an independent “Volga-Urals Federation,” encompassing
six of Russia’s republics, could be formed with Tatarstan and Bashkorto-
stan at its core. Such an entity would clearly be viable. As Stern points
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out, Tatarstan’s gross national product exceeds that of many of the former
Soviet republics that became independent states: Armenia, Estonia, Lat-
via, Lithuania, Moldova, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan. Bashkortostan
alone possesses more oil reserves than Kuwait. Not only would a Volga-
Urals Federation control much of Russia’s automobile manufacturing, oil
refining, and machine building, it would contain major fadlities for the
production of aircraft and missiles, as well as nuclear weapons research
and manufacturing centers.”> Clearly, Moscow would not give up such
assets without a fight. The viclence that such a struggle would provoke
almoest defies the imagination.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The main policy advice for fostering the peaceful resolution of conflicts
in the former Soviet Union is, unfortunately, the same as that offered to
the proverbial lost traveler: “I wouldn’t start from here if I were you.”
The Soviet legacy of arbitrary ethnic divisions, sharp economic dispari-
ties, and political tension has made violent conflict in the region highly
likely in the future. _

Outside powers and international institutions interested in prevent-
ing or resolving internal conflicts in the former Soviet Union must recog-
nize that their ability to operate effectively in the Soviet successor states
will be heavily influenced by the dominant role that Russia plays in the
region. Even if its army is corrupt and inept and its economy is a sham-
bles, Russia remains a powerful country. It would be naive to think that
any international organization or state could exert a great deal of
influence, against Russia’s interests, in matters that Russian leaders con-
sider vital to national security.

One might think, therefore, that the most reliable way to keep
conflicts in the former Soviet Union from spilling over or drawing in other
states would be to cede the region to Russia as a sphere of influence. Then,
presumably, one would only have to worry about the moral implications
of endorsing Russian domination over millions of non-Russians, or per-
haps the long-term international consequences of giving Russia an oppor-
tunity to regain superpower status. The recent tragedy in Chechnya
suggests, however, that Russian leaders are not capable of maintaining
stability, let alone peace, in their own federation, let alone in the “near
abroad.” Rather than containing conflict, they have provoked it by an-
tagonizing peoples throughout the Caucasus and inspiring calls for the
formation of a regional alliance “from the Caspian to the Black Sea” to
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resist Russian military intervention;® by spreading exaggerated claims of
outside interference (especially from Islamic countries) and thereby cre-
ating self-fulfilling prophecies;*” and by fostering unrest and oppeosition
in Russia,?® including within the military itself.%® It is difficult not to
wonder about the competence of Russia’s leaders.

One should also recognize that the Russian leadership is hardly
united in its views. Even during the Soviet era, political figures disagreed
about how best to pursue security or what constitutes the national inter-
est. Qutside actors could occasionally affect internal debates.” The behav-
ior of other states or international organizations could influence Russian
policy in the future, at least at the margins and possibly even more
fundamentally, by strengthening the position of one side or another in
Russian debates over security policy. Fundamental disagreements over
national interests, security policy, even national identity are rife in Russia
today’! No one argues that international institutions influence foreign
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policies independently of politics and power, but their activities could
lend support to certain domestic actors and produce comparatively be-
nign outcomes.

There is some evidence that international organizations have success-
fully supported the position of some domestic Russian actors over others.
Consider, for example, the case of Russian “peacekeeping” efforts in
Tajikistan. Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev proposed that
United Nations observers be stationed on the Tajik border and that they
supervise the disarmament of government and opposition forces — an
operation that would nominally be carried out under the auspices of the
CIS but mainly by the Russian army. Russian military leaders opposed
any introduction of UN observers. The foreign ministry, with UN support,
nevertheless carried the day. Although no wide-scale disarmament took
place, a UN mission was established, a ten-member commission of gov-
emmment and opposition representatives was set up, and a cease-fire went
into effect in November 1994 and was extended several times. The UN
observer mission and the Russian/CIS peacekeeping forces were sub-
sequently successful in coordinating their efforts effectively. When the
balance of internal power in Russia’s foreign policy debates is close,
external actors can make a difference in shifting the agenda and broad-
ening the scope of possible policy options.

Intervention by international institutions can play an important role
in relieving the suffering of innocent civilians caught in violent conflicts
in the former Soviet Union, but again the domestic balance of power in
Russia will determine how such humanitarian efforts will fare. During
Russia’s war against Chechnya, for example, the Russian government
invited the International Committee of the Red Cross to aid civilians in
distress, but the Russtan military blocked the relief convoys’ access to the
area.”? The same fate befell relief efforts organized by the United Nations,
prompting one UN official to wonder “Why, when we were invited in at
the highest level, are we not allowed to do our task?””” The answer lies
in the delicate balance between Russian proponents and opponents of
international involvement. A strong statement condemning such actions
from the U.S. president or the UN secretary-general could have shifted
the balance in favor of those who would allow international organizations
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to operate. By contrast, statements to the effect that Russia’s attack on
Chechnya is an “internal matter” (U.S. President Bill Clinton), that Yeltsin
is in full control of his military, that “Russia is operating in a democratic
context” and therefore the United States should “not rush to judgment”
(U.S. Secretary of State Warren Christopher) could cost lives by under-
mining those peolicymakers in Russia who appeal to international de-
mands for adherence to humanitarian norms.”

Another way of trying to moderate Russia’s behavior towards its
neighbors would be, as Shenfield suggests, “to take the CIS seriously as
a multilateral institution.” In other words, international support for
greater participation by the other CIS members — especially Ukraine and
Kazakhstan — in CIS peacekeeping and mediation efforts might help
keep in check Russia’s hegemonic ambitions.”

The wisest approach to the former Soviet Union must be founded on
a realistic assessment of Russia’s aims — that many influential leaders do
harbor desires to reconstitute the Soviet empire in some form, if only
because their conceptions of reliable security dictate it, but that other
political figures have more modest views of the requirements of security.
At least some of the neo-imperialists within the Russian foreign policy
community recognize a role for international institutions, even if that role
is mainly to legitimize Russia’s “peacekeeping” operations along its pe-
riphery. That grudging acceptance of international organizations gives
international actors an opening to monitor Russian behavior and perhaps
to influence internal debates in support of moderate leaders. The brief
record of international operations in the former Soviet Union is mixed so
far. They nevertheless offer more hopeful prospects for containing
conflicts in that part of the world than Russia’s unconstrained pursuit of
a neo-imperialist agenda.
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