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ABSTRACT
The conflict in Chechnya is one of the most protracted of all the post-Soviet
conflicts and is the only violent secessionist conflict to have occurred within
the Russia Federation. The article evaluates the main explanations for the
conflict and challenges historicist and ‘ethnic’ war accounts. It presents an
alternative analysis which focuses on the interrelationship and combined
effect of history, contingency, the instrumentalization of conflict by political
leaderships, intra-Chechen cleavages, political economy, sectional interests
and international factors. The article views the 1994-6 and 1991-present
wars as part of a continuum, and discusses how the dynamics of the conflict
have changed over time, as new radicalising elements such as Islamic
fundamentalism and Russian nationalism under Putin have become more salient.
The cascade of turbulence that followed the end of the Soviet empire in the
late 1980s, included violent ethnic and regional conflicts and other
significant potential conflicts that have not erupted into violence.1 The costs,
both human and economic, are incalculable. Many of the conflicts remain in
a ‘frozen’ state of ‘no peace no war’, while many of the potential conflicts
are in an uneasy equilibria, managed by institutional accommodations, such
as in Crimea, elite cooption, as in Kazakhstan, or disenfrancisement and
exclusivist policies, as in Estonia and Latvia. Russia is now home to onefifth of all refugees in the world.2
The destructive level and sustained nature of the conflict in Chechnya
make it the most protracted and violent of all the post-Soviet conflicts. The
conflict in Chechnya, like some other post-Soviet conflicts, involves
secession and territorialized ethnicity. The importance of the conflict,
however, lies more in the fact that it is the only violent conflict to have
occurred within the Russia Federation. Chechnya is the only case where
Russia has persistently deployed its military power to resist decolonization,
and it is the only case where secessionists challenged the sovereignty of the
Russian Federation by the use of military force. Moreover, for much of the
duration of the conflict Russia was politically unsuccessful in subduing
Chechen secessionism and suffered a humiliating military defeat in 1996.
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Consequently, the conflict has been immensely significant for the
development of Russia’s own post-Soviet state-building project.
How can we explain the destructive intensity and protracted nature of the
conflict in Chechnya? The object of this article is not to provide a detailed
narrative of the conflict itself, or of its damaging effects on Russian and
devastation of Chechen society. The relentlessly brutalising aspects of the
military conflict have been described and documented well by others.3 The
article evaluates the main explanatory frameworks applied to Chechnya, and
challenges the emphasis placed by most of the existing studies of the
conflict on its historical roots and ‘ethnic’ nature.
My analysis is concerned with a broader perspective on the causes of the
conflict, for only by understanding causation will it be possible to assess
whether a solution is possible, and what form this might take. Consequently,
my argument is critical of the overly historicist bent of much of the writing
on Chechnya. In contrast, while giving due recognition to the historical
elements of the conflict, I stress the combination of contingent factors, and
the respective roles of political agency, political economy and sectional
interests in the dynamics of Russo-Chechen relations in the early 1990s.
The discussion begins with an examination of how the conflict reflects the
process of end of empire in the post-Soviet space generally, as Chechnya
should be properly understood as one conflict among many that have
followed the end of the Soviet empire. It then proceeds to an evaluation of
the most widely favoured explanations of the causes of the Russo-Chechen
conflict. The causes of both the 1994-6 conflict and the resumption of war in
late 1999 are analysed here as being part of a continuum of interrelated
factors.
The conclusion examines the elusive question of whether any single
causative factor can explain the conflict, or even predominate in any
explanation, and argues that the causes of the conflict in Chechnya cannot
be found at any one level of politics (local, domestic, or international), or in
any single issue, or in the actions of a particular leader, or in any single
historical incident or time frame. The set of causative factors is made even
more complex by the ongoing dynamics of the conflict over time, which
sees new radicalising elements emerge and increase in salience, while others
become less relevant.

END OF EMPIRE AND THE CHECHEN CONFLICT
Theories of the end of empire generally fall into two main categories: the
‘metropolitan’, and the ‘peripheral’.4 Metropolitan theories search for the
causes of imperial collapse by focussing on the domestic politics of the
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imperial core, and the implications for its international role. A realist
explanation emphasises how significant changes in the power and
orientation of the imperial core, for example, by defeat in war, economic
decline, loss of ideological motivation or redefinition of strategic interests,
accelerate the disengagement from the ‘burden’ of empire.
A liberal perspective on this theory emphasises the role of decolonization
as an extension of the mission civilisatrice, though transformed into a
democracy promotion exercise by imperial elites. The peripheral theory, as
its name suggests, attaches great weight to the subversive effect of political
mobilization in the colonies themselves. Most usually, it is an anti-colonial
nationalist struggle that undermines the political will and military capacity
of the imperial power to retain its grip on empire. Both these theories
recognise that the management of empire is a delicate balance between
forms of control (from sustained military rule to milder forms of temporary
repression) and methods of cooption, patronage and clientelism.
These theories provide a useful starting point for understanding Russia’s
end of empire and the background to the conflict in Chechnya. Among the
key factors in Russia’s imperial retreat up to 1991 were the liberalizing and
erratic impulses of Gorbachev, which drove the disengagement from Eastern
Europe, and the changed economic calculus of the Yeltsinites, which selfinterestedly favoured a Russia-first reform programme over the economic
interdependencies that had been built up within the Soviet Union. The
Russian dismantling of empire stopped, however, at the boundaries of the
Russian Federation. There was nothing intrinsically definitive about this
boundary, since it was as much of an administrative artifice as the borders of
the other Soviet union republics. Yet, in the decade after signing the formal
end of the Soviet empire in the Belovezha Accord of December 1991, the
Yeltsin presidency led Russia into two costly wars to prevent the secession
of the small Caucasian Republic of Chechnya (known to Chechens as
Ichkeria).
History demonstrates that there is often as much violence in the exit from
empire as there is in empire-building. One of the great myths about the end
of empire, fostered by the British in particular, is that it involved generally
peaceful transfers of power. The reality is that the great European empires
that disintegrated during the twentieth century ended with bloodshed
wherever there was a significant strategic or economic interest.5 Moreover,
several of these end of empire conflicts dramatically transformed the
domestic politics of the imperial power, De Gaulle’s coup d’etat over
Algeria and the Portuguese revolution of 1974 being among the most
important cases. Others have steadily effected regime change, as in the
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erosion of constitutional liberties in Britain in response to the conflict in
Northern Ireland, with which the conflict in Chechnya is often compared by
Russian politicians and media commentators.
The conflict in Chechnya could be understood as a shift from imperial
disengagement to the rediscovery of imperial nerve in Russia, first under
Yeltsin, and then Putin. It is important to note at the outset, however, that
Russia’s involvement in military conflict in Chechnya is not unique in the
Former Soviet Union (FSU) after 1991. Russia became directly militarily
involved in several of the post-Soviet conflicts, irrespective of their
geographical proximity or distance. Those in Abkhazia and South Ossetia,
for example, are adjacent to Russia’s Caucasian borders, but those in
Tajikistan, Transdnistria, and Nagorno-Karabakh, lie well beyond Russia’s
post-Soviet borders, though within its own self-declared zone of strategic
interest. There are several explanations for this continuing involvement.
First, the nature of the Soviet collapse differed from that of preceding
empires by its speed, taking little more than two years in 1990-1. This rapid
disintegration allowed virtually no time for an adjustment to post-imperial
conditions on the part of Russia’s elites or society, or indeed among the
colonized peoples. Moreover, many Russians saw themselves as the greatest
victim of the Soviet empire and an integral part of the process of
deolonization. The suddenness of disengagement left little time for Russia’s
elites to plan for the management of conflict potential or become
comfortable with a reorientation to a post-imperial role.
Strategic thinking on how to manage the end of empire was, in any event,
far from the priorities of the economic liberals (or their foreign advisers)
who Yeltsin gathered into his first government in late 1991. Much as they
applied ‘shock therapy’ to the Soviet economic legacy in 1991-2, they
operated a ‘quit and run’ strategy toward the governments of the former
Soviet republics.6 A dominant section of the metropolitan elite, under
Yeltsin's leadership, largely initiated and forced the process whereby the
empire was dismantled. The speed of the Soviet collapse made it difficult to
control, and led to chaos in many former colonies, including Russia itself.
Second, one of the distinctive features of Russia’s
contiguous land empire, as opposed to the European maritime
empires, was that its imperial expansion across the Eurasian
plain from the middle of the sixteenth century created a much
greater fusion between metropolis and periphery, and a
blurring of identities and territory. 7 Territorial proximity and
cultural familiarity made for a much more complex and
destabilizing disengagement. Security and strategic interests
created a logic for continued Russian droit de regard,
interference and, when its national interests were perceived to be at
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stake, direct intervention in the affairs of successor states in the ‘near
abroad’. Russia may have renounced its Soviet global role, but it aspired to a
hegemonic role over the successor states. Russian involvement in some
areas was logistically straightforward because some structural elements of
empire remained – critically the presence of Russian military bases in
Transdnistria, Georgia and Abkhazia, Armenia, the Baltic states, Crimea,
and Tajikistan. The gradual assertion of Russian hegemony over its ‘near
abroad’, in its own form of ‘Munrovskii’ doctrine, was eventually embodied
in the new Russian Foreign Policy Concept of April 1993.8
Third, the sheer scale of the disintegration, the Soviet Union being one of
history’s greatest land empires, contributed to the surge of demonstration
and contagion effects among the new states, from which the colonial
territories of the Russian Federation were not immune. Chechnya’s location
on Russia’s new international frontier enhanced its capacity to effect
secession, particularly given that its immediate neighbour to the south,
Georgia, was friendly to its aspirations and hostile to Russian hegemony.
Fourth, the Soviet Union collapsed on to its own ethno-federal structure.
The policy of ‘institutionalized multinationality’ created nation-states in
embryo, for although most of them had no historical provenance as
independent entities, they became the default political-administrative
template for the post-Soviet space. Although the ethno-federal structure of
the Russian Federation mirrored that of the Soviet Union, only the latter’s
largest administrative unit, the union republics, became the internationally
recognised fracture point for the construction of new states.
Fifth, international norms of recognition for end of empire scenarios are
determined by the principle of uti possidetus jure, which favours the
existing administrative boundaries constructed by the colonizers. This norm
has contributed to a problem of frozen conflicts, with many post-Soviet
secessionist entities, such as Chechnya, existing temporarily or permanently
as de facto independent territories, while de jure remaining unrecognized by
the international system.
The conflict in Chechnya has been the most destructive by most
measures, whether military and civilian casualties, physical destruction of
Chechnya, and number of refugees.9 From late 1991 to the start of the
second war in September 1999, the population of Chechnya declined from
around one million to around 300,000. A large part of the Russian
population left in 1991-2, and much of what remained was killed by the
reckless Russian bombing and shelling of Grozny during the war. The
modern infrastructure of Chechnya has been almost completely destroyed by
the conflict. Several hundreds of thousands of Chechens are currently
refugees in the relative safety of neighbouring Ingushetia. Some idea of the
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human catastrophe may be gleaned from the following comment by one of
Russia’s leading Democratic politicians and outspoken critic of the war,
Boris Nemtsov:
[M]ore than 3,100 soldiers have been killed in the second Chechen
war alone. I don't know the exact figure because it changes every
day. Nine thousand lads among the army men and the Interior
Ministry representatives alone were crippled. There are 400,000
wretched refugees who are living in appalling conditions not only in
Ingushetia, where their camps stretch as far as the eye can see, but I
also saw all that in Stavropol Territory and Kuban region. Besides,
tens of thousands of civilians were killed - no-one knows exactly
how many...’.10

STANDARD ACCOUNTS OF THE CONFLICT
Institutionalized Ethnicity and Secession
The Russian Federation exhibits many of the characteristics that contributed
to the collapse of the Soviet Union: immense size, administrative and ethnic
complexity, and a built-in territorialization of ethnicity in the federal
structure. Communist type federations are generally seen as conducive to
state collapse during political and economic transition because of the
inherent incompatibility between democratization and the institutionalized
territorialization of ethnicity, what Brubaker terms ‘institutionalized
multinationality’. The ethnofederal design of these states, it is argued, has a
‘subversive’ corroding effect on state power that is magnified by regime
transition.11
The refashioning of the Russian Federation from early 1992 was founded
on an inherited administrative-territorial framework of ‘institutionalized
multinationality’ that remained unchanged, with one exception, the partition
of the Checheno-Ingush republic in July 1992 by mutual agreement.12
Contrary to the theory, this ethnified institutional framework has not been
destabilising. At the beginning of 1992 of the eighty-eight constituent units
in the Russian Federation, twenty were nominally ethnic ‘sovereign
republics’, and sixty-eight were overwhelmingly ethnic Russian populated
regions. Chechnya was the only case where the assertion of separatism lead
to violent conflict. How can we explain Chechnya’s exceptionalism?
The exceptionalism of the conflict in Chechnya must be explained in the
first instance by reference to the structural and political constraints on ethnic
nationalism elsewhere in the Russian Federation.13 The most important
constraints were demographic and geographic. Russia is a state of great
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ethnic diversity, with more than one hundred ethno-linguistic groups, but it
also has a demography characterised by a high level and spread of ethnic
Russian homogeneity and shaped by a long history of settler colonialism,
ethnic assimilation and Russification. At the time of the 1989 Soviet census
those identifying themselves as ethnic Russians were an overwhelming
majority (81.5%) of the 147 million population of the RSFSR.14 Only four
republics (North Ossetia, Tuva, Chechnya, Chuvashia) had an absolute
majority of the titular ethnic group. In another three republics (Tatarstan,
Kabardin-Balkar, Kalmykia) the titular ethnic group was a simple majority.
In twelve republics ethnic Russians were an absolute majority or the
majority group.15 It is not, therefore, simply numerical superiority but its
dispersion and settlement over time that makes ethnic Russian homogeneity
a powerful constraint on ethnic separatism.
In the early 1990s Chechnya exhibited characteristics that would make it
the most extreme test case for ethnic conflict potential in the Russian
Federation. Chechnya had one of the largest absolute majorities of the titular
ethnic group.16 According to the 1989 census the population of areas now in
Chechnya was composed of just over one million persons, around 715,000
of whom declared themselves as Chechens, 269,000 as Russians, and about
25,000 as Ingush. The secession potential inherent in this demographic
profile was compounded by Chechnya’s geography. Being situated on the
new international frontier of the Russian Federation bordering Georgia,
along a border that was demarcated by the remote and poorly accessible
Caucasus mountains, was an immense advantage for the capacity to assert
independence from Russia. This natural advantage is striking when one
compares Chechnya with the only other ethnic republic to vigorously and
consistently assert its independence, Tatarstan.
While all of the RSFSR’s ethnic ‘autonomous republics’ followed
Yeltsin’s lead in declaring their independence from the USSR in the socalled ‘parade of sovereignties’ during the summer of 1990, all but two
declared themselves sovereign ‘within the RSFSR’. The two exceptions
were the republics of Checheno-Ingushetia and Tatarstan, which viewed
their status as independent states. Both of these republics persisted with their
claims to sovereignty after the break-up of the Soviet Union in December
1991. Neither republic rejoined the Russian Federation by signing the
Federal Treaty of March 1992, nor did they recognise the authority of the
Russian president or parliament. Neither republic participated in the Russian
parliament or other governing bodies, nor did they hold elections to the new
Duma or the constitutional referendum in December 1993.17
In effect, these republics acted as if they were independent states outside
the jurisdiction of Russia, akin to the other newly independent states that
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had been union republics. Geography made an enormous difference to the
secession capacity of these two republics, for unlike Chechnya, Tatarstan
was situated in the heart of European Russia, surrounded by ethnic Russian
and other loyal regions, and far from an international frontier. Moreover,
much of Tatarstan’s economic wealth was derived from oil, and it was
totally dependent on Russia for transhipment. Consequently, Tatarstan was
driven to negotiate a political compromise with Yeltsin in a bilateral powersharing treaty of February 1994, which qualified its status as one of
‘association’ with Russia, and gave it extensive exceptional powers
compared with other units of the Russian Federation. The question is why a
similar political instrument was not negotiated with Chechnya as the basis
for an accommodation. An opportunistic pursuit of the advantage of
geography by the Chechen leadership is part of the answer, but there were
deeper barriers to negotiation.
Historicism and the ‘Ethnic War’ Account
Many recent accounts of the conflict have manipulated mythic elements of
the relations between Russians and Chechens to emphasise a recurrent
theme of historical ‘ethnic enmity’ as a kind of essentialist predetermined
factor of causation.18 This argument has three strains.
First, the claim is made that the conflict is one of colonizer versus
colonized, and is rooted in the particularly conflictual pattern of Russian
colonization of the Caucasus in the nineteenth century. Russian imperial
expansion into the Caucasus began in 1722, when Peter the Great annexed
the regions of the Caspian Sea littoral in present day Dagestan. It was the
start of a century and a half of military engagement and colonization as the
Caucasus became a frontier of competition between the Russian and the
Ottoman empires. The northern Caucasus area became a highly militarized
frontier zone, with the Russians colonizing the plains behind a ‘line’ of
military garrisons and cossack settlements and isolating the indigenous
peoples, including the Chechens, in the upland and mountainous areas to the
south of the Terek river. As with many colonial conflicts, these wars were
long and bitterly fought and forged a historical mythology on both sides
that, undoubtedly has contemporary resonance. The question is whether
these referents had an ongoing significance or were revitalized by the
nationalist mobilization for and during the conflict.
Second, the conflict is seen as social conflict, where the pre-modern
traditional clan (teip) based extended ethnic kin networks of the Chechens
are counterposed to the modernising Russian state. As one widely cited
Russian anthropologist, Sergei Artiunov, observed of Chechen society: ‘In
peacetime, they recognize no sovereign authority and may be fragmented
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into a hundred rival clans. However,in time of danger,when faced with
aggression,the rival clans unite and elect a military leader.’19 This argument
tends to freeze patterns of behaviour associated with Chechen communities
by eighteenth and nineteenth Russian colonizers, and projects them forward
to the late twentieth century. Thus, there is an emphasis on the mythical
ethnogenesis of the Chechens as a group of highland clan communities, with
a society based on a pastoral economy that was supplemented by brigandry
on the precarious trade routes over the Caucasus mountains and against the
plains peoples (who were increasingly Russian in the nineteenth century). It
was a society where custom law (adat) prevailed over the shariiat, and
where blood feuds and hostage taking was the norm. The brigandage is
usually interpreted as an innate expression of the martial spirit of the
Chechens, that found its full expression in the resistance to Russian colonial
expansion in the nineteenth century.20
Third, the conflict is viewed as a fundamental ‘clash of civilisations’, with
the Caucasus being a crude fissure line between the Islamic and the
Orthodox Christian world. Reference is frequently made to the mysticism of
Sufi brotherhoods that became embedded in Chechen society during the
social turmoil of colonization and resistance in the middle of the nineteenth
century. The periodic uprisings against Russia were often led by Islamic
imams, who declared ‘holy war’ against the Russian infidels, for example,
the rebellion of Sheikh Mansur in 1785-91, the ‘Caucasian War’ from 1817,
and most famously, the Avar Shamil’s revolt in the 1840s.21 Russia’s
response was ruthless military suppression, usually involving the destruction
of Chechen villages and a scorched earth policy to reduce Chechen
resistance by starvation, and ethnic cleansing by expelling Muslim peoples
from across the Caucasus into the Ottoman empire. By the late 19th century
Chechens were essentially pacified. Modernisation in the late nineteenth
century saw the building of towns, roads, railways, schools and industry, to
complement the extensive plains farming of Russian peasant settlers whose
inward migration to the Caucasus accelerated after pacification.
Consequently, as traditional Chechen social networks were broken down
by modernisation and secularisation, the main social cleavages in the
territory formed along north versus south, highland versus lowland,
agricultural/industrial settled versus mountain-pastoral, secular versus
religious, russified versus indigenous, cleavage structures. After the 1917
revolution there was a brief attempt to create a North Caucasus emirate on
theocratic lines, but this was quickly suppressed by the Bolsheviks. From
1922 historically ethnic Chechen lands had territorial autonomy within the
RSFSR, and were formed into the Checheno-Ingushetia Autonomous
Republic in 1936.
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While mutual antipathy between peoples can be fuelled by historical
memory, as often, however, bloody pasts can make for strong alliances.22 A
strong thread in the historicist thesis is that Chechen nationalism was
mobilised around a much more profound experience of resistance to Russian
colonialism, with the Chechens being the most resistant of all the peoples of
the North Caucasus. Furthermore, this memory was made more intense by a
recently ingrained and bitter historical event, notably the genocidal
deportation of 1944.23 The culminating logic of this legacy of colonial
enmity, it is argued, was Stalin’s genocidal deportation of Chechens to
Central Asia in February 1944. Several peoples of the North Caucasus, some
600,000 people (400,000 of them Chechens), were deported to Kazakhstan
and Kirghizia supposedly for collaborating with German forces against the
Soviet Army. The episode resulted in an estimated 100,000 deaths and
ingrained an ‘historical memory’ of genocide.
The deportation, which is within living memory for many Chechens, was
a defining event for the reinforcement of Chechen identity constructed
around resistance to Russia, for both Russians and Chechens. As the Russian
nationalist dissident writer Alexandr Solzhenitsyn observed: ‘No one could
stop them from living at they did. The regime which ruled the land for thirty
years could not force them to respect its laws.’24 The political
institutionalization of this identity was entrenched by the return of Chechen
deportees and the reestablishment of the autonomous republic of ChechenoIngushetia at the height of Khrushchev’s destalinisation campaign in 1957.
It was at this time that two districts (Shelkovskii and Naurskii raions)
mainly populated by ethnic Russians were transferred to ChechenoIngushetia from Stavropolskii Krai, in an attempt to dilute the ethnic
Chechen majority.
The glamourising metaphor of the ‘noble savage’ is ubiquitous but often
ambivalent in the romanticization of conquered and colonized peoples by
colonizers, from Livy to Kipling, and in the case of the Caucasus, Tolstoy’s
Hadji Murat.25 This romanticized metaphor of the chronicles of the late
imperial era of nineteenth century Europe has been readily consumed and
spread by Western journalistic accounts of the contemporary conflict in
Chechnya.26 Insights have also been moulded by the work of Soviet and
Russian ethnologists and anthropologists, which also is strongly influenced
by stereotypes dating from the nineteenth century. The Russian
ethnographer Valery Tishkov is one of the few such specialists to criticize
the distorting and malign influence of some of his colleagues on the
romanticized writing of Western journalists on the nature of ethnicity in the
Caucasus. He has described this genre as a ‘reification of Chechenness’ and
a ‘nationalistic narcissism’ which is impelled by ‘superifical historicity and
cultural fundamentalism’.27
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Most of the accounts of the post-1991 Chechen resistance to Russia
exaggerate and mythologise the enduring pre-modern nature and
‘highlander’ clan bonds of the organisation of contemporary Chechen
society. The genre emphasises the ‘noble military tradition’ of the
Chechens, their ‘antiquity’ as an ethnie, their ‘epic’ and ‘warlike’ spirit and
‘highlander camaraderie’.28 The Chechen soldiers of the 1994-6 war,
according to one reporter, were like ‘Homeric heroes’, comparable to
‘Aeneas with the RPG’ or ‘Achilles with a rocket propelled grenade’, and
characterised by ‘archaic championship…dash and elan’.29 In the search for
understanding Chechen society, comparisons are drawn with highland clan
cultures elsewhere, for example with the Berbers of North Africa and the
Gurkhas of Nepal. Oddly, comparisons are not drawn with historic clan
societies in Ireland or, in particular, in highland Scotland, from which
culture, after all, the word clan itself originates.30
Perhaps, this is because there is no anthropological foundation for
understanding contemporary Scottish or Irish society through clan referents
since, as a social phenomenon they were destroyed by the colonizing
projects of metropolitan empires and locally coopted elites. In these
societies clan may have a contemporary symbolic or lyrical resonance, but
virtually no social connection and certainly no political significance. This is
a much more convincing point of reference for understanding the symbolic
resonance of clan in contemporary Chechnya.31 However deeply embedded
clans and Sufi practices were in the past, the notion of contemporary
Chechnya as a clan based Sufist society has little basis in sociological fact.
The social significance, beyond the symbolic, of the notion of clan, was
eroded by a century of Tsarist and Soviet modernisation, in particular
industrialisation and secularisation policies, and the social cataclysm of the
deportation eliminated many of the older generation where the residues of
these traditions were strongest. This is not to dismiss evidence for a
reinvention and mythologization of traditional values as part of the nationbuilding radicalisation of society induced by nationalist elites and
strengthened by the experience of conflict with Russia after 1990 (see
below).
Modernisation brought large scale Russian migration into Chechnya.
Grozny, the capital, had been transformed from a delapidated military
garrison into an oil boomtown in the 1890s, and Russian workers poured in
during the Soviet industrialisation of the 1920s and 1930s. By the time of
the 1937 census Russians accounted for 28.6% (190,000) of the population
of Checheno-Ingushetia. During the Soviet oil industry expansion of the
1950s and 1960s there was a further influx of Russians (and to a lesser
extent Ukrainians and Belorussians), primarily technical specialists,
who concentrated in the capital Grozny, which was a major oil
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pipeline terminal, petrochemicals centre, and transhipment point on the
Baku-Novorossisk pipeline. According to the 1959 census Slavs, mainly
ethnic Russians, made up half the population of Checheno-Ingushetia. By
the 1979 census they had fallen to around 30%. This dramatic demographic
shift was partly caused by a steady flow of returnees from Central Asia, but
mostly it was caused by an explosion in the birthrate of Chechens,
benefitting from the Soviet welfare state.32 Chechens began to reverse a
century of population shifts by migrating from the overpopulated highland
areas to lowland steppe areas displacing Russians in areas that had been
Slavic populated for one hundred and fifty years or more. Consequently, by
the time of the 1989 census Chechen society was dominated by younger
generations, who were thoroughly Sovietised, urbanised (about half the
population lived in towns, and one third of the population lived in Grozny,
where about 55% identified themselves as Slav), and secularised. By the late
Soviet period Chechnya was among the least religious and most stable parts
of the country, and few young Chechens would have preferred the drums of
the zikr over the Beatles.33
Resurgent Peripheral Nationalism
A convincing argument has been made that the conflict in Chechnya was
driven by an inter-elite competition for power.34 As a consequence of Soviet
modernisation policies, an urbanised and secularised stratum emerged to
dominate the Chechen elite by the late Soviet era. This upwardly mobile
stratum felt constrained by the ethnic privileging of Russians and other
Slavs in the republic. The mobilisation of an ethnic Chechen nationalism fell
within a pattern of nationalist mobilisation across the Soviet Union in
response to Gorbachev’s weakening of the Soviet control regime and
bungling of reform in the late 1980s. The demand for national selfdetermination occurred in Chechnya as part of a drive by the ethnic Chechen
section of the Soviet nomenklatura in the republic to redistribute power in
their favour and assert their ethnic hegemony. Inter-elite competition in
Chechnya was also reflected in a regional cleavage.
The ethnic Chechen nomenklatura elite tended to be recruited from the
lowlands steppe towns of Nadterechny (Above-the-Terek) to the northwest
of Grozny. While this area was the last traditional stronghold of the
politically oriented and pragmatic Naqshbandi Sufism in the latter
nineteenth century, it was also the most urbanised, modernised, secular and
Russified part of Chechnya in the late twentieth century. Doku Zavgaev, for
example, who was appointed the first ethnic Chechen communist party
secretary for the republic in 1990 came from the town of Znamenskoye
in this area.35 This trend should not be overly stressed, however, since Aslan
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Maskhadov, one of the military leaders of Chechen resistance in 1994-6, and
elected president from January 1997, also comes from Nadterechny –
though Maskhadov fits the pattern as an essentially secular leader.
The ‘parade of sovereignties’ of union republics extended into the RSFSR
itself at Yeltsin’s instigation, as he led the RSFSR into a declaration of
sovereignty from the USSR in June 1990, and then proceeded on a tour of
key ethnic republics inciting them to ‘take as much sovereignty as you can
swallow’. The old guard of Russians and Chechens in the nomenklatura,
headed by Zavgaev, responded with a cautious approach that was evident in
several respects. The Checheno-Ingushetia Supreme Soviet declared its
sovereignty only in November 1990, one of the last of the autonomous
republics to do so.
Furthermore, although Chechnya did not participate in the all-union
referendum on the USSR of March 1991, Zavgaev was prepared to sign the
new union treaty agreed at Novo-Ogarevo in May 1991 by Gorbachev and
the leaders of the constitutent units of the USSR (the leaders of the union
republics and autonomous republics). Chechnya also participated in the
RSFSR presidential election of June 1991, and ensured a massive vote for
Yeltsin. Zavgaev’s caution on the assertion of independence increasingly
brought him into confrontation with the more radical nationalists in the
course of 1991. Metropolitan weakness often encourages peripheral
secessionists. In Chechnya, Zavgaev came to be regarded as a Russian
stooge by the radical nationalists, who wanted an unequivocal break with
Russia, and saw Russia’s internal convulsions as a historic opportunity to
strike for outright independence. Passions were also inflamed by the counter
claims of Russian nationalists on Checheno-Ingushetia for the return of the
Shelkovskii and Naurskii districts.
In many parts of the USSR moderate gradualist nomenklatura leaders
were pressured by nationalist radicals to accelerate the drive for
independence. In the case of Zavgaev, the pressure came from the National
Congress of the Chechen People (NCCP) established in November 1990 by
Zelimkhan Yandarbiev, a Chechen poet and intellectual. Yandarbiev’s
cooption of Dzhokar Dudaev, Chechnya’s most famous Soviet military
officer, who, although essentially an outsider to both the local Soviet elite
and nationalist opposition networks in the republic, brought charisma and
organisational skills to the nationalist movement.36
By the June 1991 congress of the NCCP Dudaev was a radicalised de
facto leader of the nationalist opposition. He rejected ‘colonial freedom’ or
any ‘hybrid’ version of sovereignty, and demanded a treaty with Russia that
would recognise Chechnya’s independence. The opportunity to strike at
Zavgaev’s regime came during the failed coup in Moscow in August 1991.
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Zavgaev, in Moscow at the time, wavered in choosing sides and lost
irretrievably the confidence of Yeltsin. The NCCP orchestrated
demonstrations and launched a nationalist uprising against Zavgaev. The
seizure of power by Dudaev and the NCCP occurred with the connivance of
Yeltsin and his main ally, the parliamentary speaker Ruslan Khasbulatov
(also an ethnic Chechen), who ordered local Russian military garrisons to
arm and assist the rebels.37
The Political Economy of Conflict: Economic and Sectional Interests
Chechnya is of major strategic and economic importance to Russia. Its
territory straddles Russia’s eastern gateway to the Caucasus, and the main
oil pipeline from Baku to Novorossiisk traverses through Grozny, itself one
of the Soviet Union’s major centres of petrochemical industry. Some works
suggest that that the conflict in Chechnya has an economic subtext as a
struggle over oil. It is not that Chechnya has significant extractable oil
reserves, as these are a meagre 50 million tonnes. In 1993 its production was
some 1.25 million tonnes (less than one per cent of Russia's total output),
but together with the 120,000 tonnes annually pumped through the Russian
pipeline from Azerbaijan, it was sufficient for a lucrative and largely illicit
oil trade with Russia from which Dudaev and other sections of the
governing groups in Chechnya undoubtedly benefited.38
The most important political economy factor, undoubtedly, is its strategic
location on Russia’s main transhipment pipeline for the billions of tonnes of
extractable reserves in the Caspian Basin. If Russia is to be a key player in
the Caspian oil business it must control Chechnya or at least peacefully
coexist with it, or risk losing its position as the key strategic actor in the
Caucasus. An independent Chechnya could pose a threat to Russian
economic interests in the Caspian, particularly if ruled by an uncooperative
leader and not a client of Moscow.
The drift to a coercive strategy against Chechnya during 1994 came in the
midst of the so-called ‘deal of the century’ when a Western-led oil
consortium headed by BP and Chevron signed a contract with Heidar
Aliev’s government in Azerbaijan for the development of Caspian sea oil
reserves. This was a challenge to the Russian-led Caspian Pipeline
Consortium (CPC), established with Kazakhstan and Oman in 1992 to
construct a 1,600-kilometer link between the Tengiz oil field in Kazakhstan
and a terminal near Novorossiisk. The CPC, in which Lukoil was a major
investor, was Russia’s key lever to become the main transhipment region for
Caspian oil.
The Russian pipeline monopoly, Transneft, also wanted to use its BakuNovorossiisk route for ‘early’ oil exports from three Azeri oil fields in the
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Caspian as the precursor to even larger shipments later. Since the pipeline
traverses over 153 kilometers of Chechnya, a cooperative regime there was
essential to smooth commercial operations. Sectional interests in the
Russian ‘fuel-energy complex’ (TEK) exerted a strong influence (notably
via Boris Berezovsky) on the Yeltsin ‘Family’, and formed one pillar of the
‘Party of War’ in the Kremlin to push for the ousting of Dudaev by military
means and the reinstalling of a puppet regime under the compliant Zavgaev.
Another key sectional interest formed the second pillar of the ‘Party of
War’, the military-security elites. According to the Russian Defense
Minister at the time of the December 1994 invasion of Chechnya, General
Pavel Grachev, the General Staff had been reluctant to undertake the
military operation, and were pushed into it by the government of prime
minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, himself an energy industry oligarch.39 There
are two convincing arguments, nevertheless, that elements in the military
hierarchy favoured intervention. Grachev had presided over, if not
organised, systematic corruption in the General Staff, largely based on the
illicit sale of armaments, not only to Chechnya, but using Chechnya as a
transhipment point to other post-Soviet conflict zones in the Caucasus
(Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh).
Furthermore, the fiscal austerity of the economic liberals threatened the
military with reforms and significant budget cuts during the spring of 1994.
Consequently, the military commanders around Grachev shifted in support
of intervention in Chechnya, to both cover the traces of their corrupt
activities, avert reform and pursue budget maximisation through a ‘short
successful war’.40 This convergence of opinion and interests among business
and military-security elites on the need for intervention in Chechnya created
a powerful dynamic in favour of conflict within Russian high politics.
Presidentialism and the Instrumentalization of Conflict
The dynamics of metropolitan politics has had a profound impact on the
course of Russian-Chechen relations since 1991. The reason is that the
question of Chechnya’s secession became a useful political expedient that
was instrumentalized in the political infighting within the Russian elite over
the post-Soviet transition.41 There are four main episodes which underpin
this argument.
First, the politics of dual power in 1991-3; secondly, Yeltsin’s reactive
nationalism to the nationalist-communist Duma in 1994; thirdly, Yeltsin’s
presidential re-election campaign in 1996; and fourthly, Putin’s presidential
ambitions from late 1999 (discussed later).
Beginning in late 1991 the issue of Chechnya was quickly
instrumentalized in the emerging power struggle in Moscow, as an uneasy
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situation of dual power developed between Yeltsin’s presidential
administration and the Russian Parliament led by Khasbulatov. To reinforce
his authority Yeltsin increasingly used policy toward the republic as a tool
with which to strengthen his nationalist credentials and berate Khasbulatov.
That Khasbulatov was an ethnic Chechen was doubly effective for Yeltsin,
given the widespread racism against Caucasian people, and especially the
Chechens, among Russians.42
Within the Russian political and military elites a major debate arose over
how to manage Chechen secessionism. One convincing analysis usefully
categorises the different elite positions on the 1994-6 invasion of Chechnya
into liberal, pragmatist, and nationalist camps, though it is important to note
that positions on intervention cross-cut the democratic-authoritarian
spectrum in Russian politics.43 One of the complications in evaluating the
views of the Russian elites on Chechnya is that opinions were dynamic,
changing over time as the conflict developed, both during the 1994-6 war
and that beginning in September 1999. It is perhaps more useful to analyse
Russian elite positions as a dichotomy, between those who favoured
intervention and those who opposed it. These basic interventionist and noninterventionist positions were determined by the following arguments.
The interventionists argued that Dudaev’s aggressive advocacy of
Chechen independence threatened the integrity of the Russian Federation
and had to be quashed, for if it was left unmanaged it may have a domino
effect on other recalcitrant Russian ethnic republics, not only in the North
Caucasus, but also Tatarstan and Bashkortostan. The liberal stream of
thought in favour of intervention believed it was crucial if Russia was to
develop as a ‘normal’ democratic constitutional polity and ‘civic’
federation.44
For the nationalist stream, it was critical for the reassertion of Russian
national prestige and to bolster Russia’s role as the hegemonic power in the
Caucasus and Caspian region. The non-interventionists argued that not only
was it morally wrong to use coercion against Chechnya’s exercise of its
right to self-determination, but also that the high-powered coalition of
sectional institutional and economic interests, the so-called ‘War Party’, had
the support of Yeltsin and, consequently, war was inevitable.
The conflict in Chechnya is an affirmation of the dangers inherent in
presidentialism during a democratic transition.45 Yeltsin used the presidency
in classic fashion to personalise power, as did Dudaev. The Russian decision
to intervene in late 1994 came at a high point in Yeltsin’s presidential
power.46 After his dissolution by force of the Russian parliament in the
‘October events’ of 1993, Yeltsin had used his extensive decree powers
under his tailor-made constitution of December 1993 to successfully rebuild
a network of patron-client ties not unlike that of the Soviet nomenklatura
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system. One important dimension of Yeltsin’s patrimonial system of rule
was the cooption of the leaders of Russia’s regions and ethnic republics – all
except Dudaev, who in any event showed no interest in this network. This
informal system greatly eased the process by which bilateral power-sharing
treaties were concluded and helped to stabilise Russia’s partial asymmetric
federation.47 The question is why the secession crisis with Chechnya could
not have been managed by a similar treaty conceding extensive autonomy as
that which provided for an institutionalised accommodation with Tatarstan
in February 1994. A treaty offered a peaceful political resolution to the
conflict and would have been an institutional barrier to the descent to war in
late 1994. How, then, can we explain the failure of Russia’s new presidential
federalism to reach an accommodation with Dudaev to match that with
Tatarstan president Mintimer Shaimiev?
Historicist accounts, inevitably, emphasise primordial ethnic hatreds
among the senior policy makers. Yeltsin’s key policy advisers at the critical
juncture of 1993-4, it is argued, were predisposed by their ethnic origins to
block an accommodation with Chechnya.48 We should not minimise the
extent of personal animus between Yeltsin and his key advisers on the one
hand, and Dudaev and his staff on the other. The question is whether it is
plausible to attribute political mistrust and the failure of negotiations to
‘ethnic’ hatred, or whether the process of negotiation itself generated, or at
least consolidated levels of mistrust, leading to breakdown.
For example, Yeltsin's key adviser on the issue, Minister for Nationality
and Regional Affairs Sergei Shakhrai, was a shrewd constitutional lawyer
and an extremely tough negotiator. His handling of the negotiations with
Tatarstan demonstrated that he could be party to carefully crafted political
compromises that satisfied the demands of Tatarstan for ‘sovereignty’, and
conceding wide autonomy, while preserving the territorial integrity of the
Russian Federation. Harsh uncompromising political rhetoric is the sensible
and natural position for politicians to take in negotiating mode, and it is a
mistake to over-emphasise the former at the expense of appreciating the
contents of the actual compromise.
Serious negotiations for a power-sharing treaty with Chechnya began in
1993, while the negotiations with Tatarstan were in progress.49 The
negotiations were consistently undermined, however, by two key elements.
Firstly, the Russian and Chechen sides wavered between compromising and
uncompromising positions, and the pattern of events was such that a
propitious conjuncture when both sides were ready for compromise did not
arise. Secondly, the constantly shifting negotiation positions were driven by
changing political conditions in Russia and Chechnya, which steadily
eroded the possibility for compromise.
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In Russia, the surge in support for communists and nationalists in the
December 1993 Duma elections forced Yeltsin to take a much more hardline
nationalist stance from early 1994. In Chechnya, Dudaev’s popularity
plummetted in 1993 and 1994 as the country fell into disorder and he was
increasingly challenged by opposition groups in parliament and abandoned
by many of the key Chechen leaders who had brought him to power. His
authority was increasingly restricted to Grozny and the southern highlands.50
Consequently, the Yeltsin administration increasingly stalled an
accommodation with Dudaev, in the expectation that he would be ousted by
his domestic opponents, with or without some assistance from Russia.
Moreover, it was not only a matter of inconsistent negotiating positions,
but, more importantly, that the principal negotiators never actually met.
Dudaev, for example, refused to meet Yeltsin’s key negotiators Shakhrai
and Abdulatipov and in December 1993 he unilaterally rejected a draft
treaty on autonomy that they had negotiated for months with the leaders of
the Chechen parliament (which in formal constitutional terms was the
supreme authority).51
Russia still hoped for an accommodation, however, as when the powersharing treaty with Tatarstan was signed in February 1994 Shakhrai stated
that a similar treaty would be the basis for a solution to the Chechnya crisis,
though Yeltsin warned that it would not be a ‘model’ for federal relations in
general.52
It does not appear that the historic enmity between Russia and Chechnya
was an obstacle to Dudaev’s room for compromise. Dudaev was more
concerned with how the negotiations were conducted than the outcome per
se, so long as Chechnya had a wide degree of autonomy. He wanted face-toface negotiations with Yeltsin, and harried Yeltsin with letters and
intermediaries to this effect. A critical obstacle was the growth of personal
animosity between Yeltsin and Dudaev, and the consequent
‘personalization’ of Russian-Chechen relations.53 Diverse accounts of first
hand encounters with both men reveal that both were strongly authoritarian
leaders, who had easily bruised egos, and a didactic command style
(Yeltsin’s was shaped by the command-administrative methods of the
communist party secretariat, Dudaev’s by the Soviet officer corps).54
Yeltsin’s personalization of power in the presidency was of crucial
importance to achieving stable patrimonial relations with the leaderships of
Russia’s regions and, in particular with the ethnic republics, whose
leaderships were among the most authoritarian and neo-traditional. Dudaev,
unlike Shaimiev and executives in the other republics, was an outsider to the
party nomenklatura and as a Soviet military officer was acculturated into a
very different set of values and behaviour. Consequently, he lacked the
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personal skills for adjusting to an executive federalism constructed around
Yeltsin’s new patrimonialism and inter-elite bargaining.55 By training and
temperament Dudaev was not a skilled politician, in fact he appears to have
been repelled by the politicking and insider congeniality of the tightly closed
patrimonial networks of the old communist party nomenklatura. The notion
that the conflict was a product of egos, with Yeltsin being too arrogant to
engage with Dudaev at an appropriate level of respect and considering him
an upstart, is much too simplistic and overlooks Yeltsin’s belief in the
economic and security logics of Russian military intervention.56
That Yeltsin personally was central to the conflict is indicated by the fact
that the war was pursued even after the removal from office of the key
ministers who formed the so-called ‘Party of War’ (Grachev, Shakhrai,
Yerin, Soskovets, Yegorov et al) by summer 1996.57 Furthermore, it was the
presidential electoral cycle in Russia that eventually turned the policy on
Chechnya from one of coercion to one of political accommodation. The
approach of the presidential election of June 1996 concentrated the minds of
the Yeltsin administration on finding an alternative solution to the bankrupt
coercion strategy, since Russia’s military forces were bogged down in a
seemingly unwinnable guerrilla war of attrition. During the first months of
1996 in the run up to the presidential election Yeltsin returned to a
negotiation strategy to find a face-saving exit from the conflict (see below).

RUSSIAN STRATEGIES IN CHECHNYA UNDER YELTSIN
Blockade
Dudaev’s attempt to legitimise his regime by holding elections in October
1991, when he was elected president of Chechnya with 90% of the vote, was
declared illegal by the Russian parliament and caused Yeltsin to formally
impose a ‘state of emergency’ in Chechnya in November 1991. Even
allowing for vote-rigging, most observers accepted that Dudaev won the
election. Irrespective of the conduct or outcome, Russia did not recognise
Dudaev for fear of legitimising his regime and, ipso facto, the independence
of Chechnya. There was a botched attempt at military intervention at this
stage, but when Russia’s small force was compelled to withdraw without a
fight, Yeltsin turned to a policy of blockade. The intention was to impose a
cordon sanitaire with the aim of economically strangling the Dudaev
regime. The policy was not unsuccessful, as it induced a catastrophic
general breakdown of state services and capacity in Chechnya, despite
Dudaev’s attempt at autarky by withholding federal taxes, and the
systematic plundering of oil fields and illicit sale of oil from the BakuNovorossiisk pipeline.
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From November 1991, when Yeltsin decreed emergency rule in
Chechnya (though the decree could not be enforced), Russia instigated a
sustained campaign of political, economic, and military subterfuge to
undermine Dudaev. The effectiveness of this strategy was probably greatly
weakened by the systematic reorganisation of the Russian state in this
period, including the core ‘power ministries’ responsible for such a strategy.
One consequence of this policy of isolation and non-intervention was that
during 1991-2 some 90,000 Russians and Slavs, about one-third of the total
number living in Chechnya, were physically expelled or otherwise forced to
leave. The ethnic cleansing by direct and indirect methods of intimidation
accelerated after Dudaev became president in October 1991, as ethnic
tensions and anti-Russian sentiment was allowed to spill out into
uncontrolled public disorder, with routine humiliations and robbery by
armed gangs.
The Use of Chechen Proxies
The shift in Russian policy to a more interventionist approach came when
Dudaev attempted to further consolidate the legitimacy of Chechnya’s claim
to national-self-determination by holding a referendum on independence in
November 1992. The expression of overwhelming popular support for
independence strengthened the legitimacy of Chechnya’s claim to selfdetermination under international norms. Consequently, Russian policy to
depose Dudaev became militarised, though initially the policy focussed on
divide-and-rule tactics by securing the allegiance of remnants of the
Chechen nomenklatura in Nadterechny. Groups from this region of
Chechnya were mobilized as proxies, armed by Russia and given support
from the Russian military. Russia refused to recognise Dudaev as the only
legitimate Chechen partner for negotiations, and attempted to build up the
authority of the proxies. The bankruptcy of this approach was demonstrated
early on by the absence of popular support in Chechnya for Russian proxy
regimes, beginning with Khasbulatov’s ‘peace mission’ of August 1992, and
culminating with the so-called Provisional Council set up under Umar
Avturkhanov in the Nadterechnyi village of Znamenskoe in August 1994.
Repeated attempts at the military overthrow of Dudaev by Russian proxies
in March 1992, August 1994, and November 1994, failed ignominiously.
Demonization
Russia exploited the breakdown of order under Dudaev to foster the
perception at home and abroad that Dudaev’s regime rested on a fusion of
traditional Chechen clan politics with the new post-Soviet mobilisation of
ethnic nationalism, business, organised crime, and terrorists. Chechnya, it
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was argued, was a major haven for the so-called ‘Chechen mafia’, to which
was attributed many of the evils afflicting Russia in the trough of its
transition, from massive currency fraud, arms and drugs smuggling, and
other criminal activities throughout the FSU. This ‘mafia’, it was claimed,
also threatened Russia itself by establishing centres of power in Moscow
and other cities. Comparisons especially favoured by Yeltsin and other
Russian politicians were with Panama’s former ruler General Noriega, Pablo
Escobar and the Medellin drugs cartel in Colombia, against whom the
United States deployed military forces, and the IRA in Northern Ireland
against whom the British waged a long war. The breakdown of civil order
under Dudaev and the fact that his entourage included numerous criminal
figures, gave some credence to the official Russian view, not only in Russia
but also internationally.58
Military Intervention
The decision for a large scale military intervention against Chechnya
appears to have been taken in late November 1994, following the disastrous
failure of another proxy attack on Dudaev. When the invasion came in late
December 1994 the war quickly became a catalogue of disasters which lay
bare the poor state of Russian military readiness. The initial attack on
Grozny, in particular, was one of Russia’s worst military defeats since the
Second World War.59 Russian troops were badly led and early setbacks in
Grozny led to a collapse in morale. For many Russian observers the
demoralisation of the army was a reflection of the profound depth of
national humiliation after the collapse of the USSR and the tearing apart of
Soviet society.
The ‘Afghan syndrome’ recurred, as the poorly officered and largely
conscript army lacked motivation, alcoholism and drug-taking impaired
military performance, and indiscipline led to routine atrocities against
Chechen civilians. The selling of weaponry to Chechens was an endemic
problem. The demoralisation was completed by institutional incompetence,
as the command of Russian forces was divided between the army and
ministry of interior, who competed against each other, refused to coordinate
their operational activities, and on occasion even shot at each other. The
military command was corrupt, incompetent and overconfident, as
epitomised by Grachev’s remark that Grozny would be taken within ‘a
couple of hours’. The guerilla war suited the Chechens, who were highly
motivated, well organised and well armed for this type of conflict, and were
fighting in their own terrain with local support. Russian training and
equipment was badly matched against the hit-and-run guerrilla tactics of the
Chechens, whether in the urban warfare in Grozny and other towns, or in
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the poorly accessible mountain terrain. Incapable of countering the
Chechens militarily Russian troops, in echoes of US military conduct in
Vietnam, turned to the reckless use of airpower and artillery, and massacres
of civilians.60 Moreover, Russia’s military humiliation was covered widely
by the Russian and foreign media.
Political Accommodation
The policy shift from a strategy of coercion to a strategy of political
accommodation was driven by the need to find an exit from a war that
Russia was losing, and which was negatively affecting Yeltsin’s chances of
re-elecvtion in the June 1996 presidential election. Initially, prime minister
Viktor Chernomyrdin was assigned to lead the negotiations for Russia. The
killing of Dudaev by the Russian military in April 1996 appeared to remove
a major obstacle to negotiations on the Chechen side, as he was replaced as
Chechen military leader by Aslan Maskhadov, a former Soviet commander
and a well-known moderate.
After Yeltsin’s re-election in July 1996, the lead in the negotiations was
taken by the head of the Security Council, and former Soviet army general,
Aleksandr Lebed. The negotiations were accelerated by the prospect of a
major Russian military defeat by a surprise Chechen assault on and
encirclement of Russian forces in Grozny in mid-August 1996. The talks
held in Dagestan in the settlement of Khasavyurt were eased by the respect
and rapport between Lebed and his Chechen adversaries, Maskhadov and
Basaev, and by what the parties termed the ‘presence’ of the Head of the
OSCE Assistance Group in Chechnya, Tim Guldimann. The Khasavyurt
Agreement of 31 August 1996 ‘internationalized’ the conflict, in the sense
that the joint statement on the truce, accepted the right of nations to selfdetermination, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1949 and
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 1966 as the basis
for a final treaty. A masterstroke to secure the agreement was a core
ambiguity whereby the final decision on the status of Chechnya was
postponed for ‘up to’ five years.61
Chechnya would remain part of a ‘common economic space’ with the
Russian Federation, and Russia would provide funds for the reconstruction
of the war ravaged infrastructure of the republic. The truce was policed by
joint military patrols. A Joint Commission to implement the agreements
quickly ran into difficulties, however, when Yeltsin sacked Lebed from the
government. Lebed’s replacement, Ivan Rybkin, insisted on a coalition
government in Chechnya which included the ‘legal’ government of Russian
proxies under Zavgaev elected in Russian supervised elections in June
1996. Following the completion of the Russian military withdrawal,
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presidential elections were held in Chechnya in January 1997 supervised by
international monitors who declared them ‘democratic and free’. Maskhadov
achieved a decisive victory, polling 65% of the vote.
De facto, Russia had relinquished its sovereignty over Chechnya, though
some of its government officials portrayed Chechen independence as no
different from the ‘independence’ of Tatarstan, Bashkortostan or other
republics with high levels of autonomy.62 Widely recognised as a moderate,
Maskhadov presided over the ratification of the Khasavyurt truce in a formal
peace treaty between Russia and the ‘Chechen Republic of Ichkeria’ at a
Kremlin ceremony on 12th May 1997. A special status between the Russian
Federation and Chechnya was established, where their mutual relations were
to be regulated by ‘standards of international law’, and where both sides
renounced ‘forever’ the ‘use or the threat of force in the resolution of any
disputes between them’.63 Two further agreements on the integration of
Chechnya into Russia’s economic space and a common currency were
signed at the same time.
The Manipulation of International Support
While there are comparisons to be drawn between Chechnya and Kosovo as
cases of ethnic secessionism, the key differentiating factor in both cases is
the severe limitations to international leverage on Russia or intervention in
Chechnya due to Russia’s nuclear and Great Power status.64 After the
agreements of 1996 and 1997, Russia and the international system
consigned Chechnya to a limbo status, effectively blockaded by Russia. In
addition, Russia made strenuous efforts to secure that Maskhadov’s
government did not receive international recognition, despite the legitimacy
of his democratic election in January 1997.
Western governments, anxious to bolster the more ‘pro-West’ Yeltsin
presidency at all costs, and constrained by international norms generally
unfavourable to secession, refused to antagonise Russia by supporting an
independent Chechnya. With the exception of Estonia, no foreign state
normalised relations with Chechnya, Chechen officials were not formally
received by foreign governments, and although Ichkerian passports were
issued in January 1998 they were not internationally recognised.65 Unlike in
the Balkan wars, there were no calls from Western governments for Russian
military or political leaders to be brought to an International War Crimes
Tribunal in Le Hague for war crimes perpetrated in Chechnya, and criticism
of Russia’s violation in Chechnya of the 1990 CFE1 Treaty that established
regional ceilings of conventional weapons, was muted. Western
governments adhered to the position promoted by the Clinton
administration from 1992 that the issue of Chechnya was an ‘internal’
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matter for Russia. Clinton even went so far as to favourably compare Yeltsin
with Lincoln in his struggle against secessionists.66
After the Russian withdrawal in 1996 armed gangs in Chechnya stepped
up a lucrative trade in hostage taking and assassination. What had been a
minor embarrassment to Dudaev, now became a serious problem for his
successor Maskhadov, with some 506 cases, including a few high profile
cases involving Westerners. The situation was described in the 1998 and
1999 annual reports of the Assistance Group of the OSCE in Chechnya as
one where: ‘crime, unrest and acts of terrorism have acquired endemic
proportions, adding to a volatile political situation and a general break-down
of law and order’, and where the deprivation of rights had become ‘a norm
of life’, with routine abductions, murders, robberies and provocative attacks
on neighboring North Caucasian Republics. According to the OSCE
officials, Chechnya was a ‘hotbed of crime and terror’.67 In the absence of
significant external support, Maskhadov’s attempt to consolidate his
authority and establish an effective system of governance was severely
weakened. One of the consequences of this policy was that his government
was destabilised by the growth of the power of armed radical Islamic groups
opposed to the peace process.

DUAL RADICALISATION AND THE RENEWAL OF CONFLICT
One of the common effects of any conflict is that it induces a radicalisation
and polarization of opinion. The renewal of conflict between Russia and
Chechnya in late 1999 was partly a product of political differences over the
status of Chechnya, left unresolved by the agreements of 1996-7, and partly
a response to the breakdown of order under Maskhadov. More importantly,
by summer of 1999 a dual radicalisation was peaking in Russia and
Chechnya that was driving the momentum on both sides for a return to
conflict.

Radicalization in Chechnya
As noted earlier, prior to the conflict with Russia Chechnya was a largely
secular society. The war of 1994-6, and more precisely the Russian
atrocities committed during it, radicalised large sections of Chechen society,
in particular in the highland regions where traditional Islamic communities
were more embedded, had a deeper sense of historical enmity with Russia,
and had been most mobilized to engage in the conflict. The transformation
of soldiers from highland areas into ‘Islamic warriors’ took several years.
The process of radicalization was not simply a reaction to the bitterness of
the confrontation with the ‘old enemy’, however, but also a result of
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proselytising influences from Wahhabist volunteers recruited and funded
from abroad, such as those led by the Gulf Arab Khattab, a follower of
Saudi millionaire and Islamic extremist Osama bin Laden.68 There can be
little doubt that the apparent conversion of Shamil Basaev, a highlander
from Vedeno and one of the most capable Chechen field commanders, to the
concept of ‘jihad’ (Holy War) against Russia was a profound turning point.
Many Chechen field commanders, including Basaev and Salman Raduev,
were opposed to the peace process, and had refused to participate in its
implementation, while not directly sabotaging it on the ground. Indirectly,
however, they may have been organisers of bombings and kidnappings in
Chechnya and in neighbouring parts of Russia and Dagestan, which led to a
deterioration in the relations between the Russian and Chechen
governments. Whereas Dudaev had popularised the idea of the unity of the
peoples of the North Caucasus, but not acted upon it, the radicals made no
secret of their intent to foment destabilisation in neighbouring Caucasian
republics to create an Islamic state.69 By September 1998 the radicals were
demanding the resignation of President Maskhadov on the grounds that he
was too conciliatory towards Moscow. Maskhadov's government,
consequently, was squeezed from two sides, internally from the radical
opposition, whose ranks were swelling from recruits of young unemployed
Chechens, and externally from Russia, whose blockade stunted economic
growth and exacerbated social collapse in Chechnya. Both internal and
external enemies of Maskhadov despised his government for being too soft
in dealing with the other.
By the beginning of 1999, Maskhadov’s authority had been so weakened
among the field commanders that he was politically compelled to reach a
compromise with the radicals by decreeing the introduction of Shariiat law
in Chechnya and the suspension of its parliament as a prelude to the
adoption of an Islamic constitution. This was not only in complete
contradiction to the Russian Constitution, and a further demonstration of
Chechnya’s de facto independence, but also revoked Dudaev’s secular
constitution of 1992.70 The move may have been less radical than at first
sight, as Maskhadov’s government were entrenching traditional Islam as a
way of countering the growing power of Islamicist extremists of the
Wahhabi sect. Nevertheless, the sight on Russian television of public
executions in Chechnya under Islamic law renewed popular fears in Russia
of an ‘Islamic threat’ in the Caucasus.
A turning point came in August 1999 when a large force of several
thousand Wahhabi influenced Chechen Islamic guerrillas led by Basaev and
Khattab invaded neighbouring Dagestan as the start of a ‘Holy War’ to
‘liberate’ the North Caucasus from the Russian ‘infidels’ and to establish a
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‘Caliphate’.71 A sympathetic account of the invasion termed the guerrillas
‘Che Guevaras in Turbans’ and claimed that. Islam was attractive to
Chechens and other peoples of the Caucasus because it appeared to be ‘the
only force capable of replacing the old certainties and clear social order
which was previously provided by the Soviet system’ (sic).72
Radicalization in Russia
The political cycle of metropolitan politics in Russia was as crucial to the
resumption of war in late 1999, as it had been to the initiation and settlement
of the 1994-6 conflict. By the summer of 1999 Yeltsin was preparing for a
presidential succession. His key concern was the protection of his family
security and interests by a hand-picked successor, who would have to win
the presidential election that would follow his resignation if Yeltsin’s future
was to be ensured. This new element of political expediency was combined
with traditional Russian sectional interests and strategic fears about
Chechnya, such as the threat to a newly constructed Transneft pipeline
linking the Caspian and Novorossiisk through Dagestan and bypassing
Chechnya.
In response to the attack on Dagestan, Yeltsin sacked prime minister
Sergei Stepashin and replaced him with Vladimir Putin, the head of the
FSB, and his chosen successor. A resumption of war with Chechnya was
now instrumentalized as the means to boost Putin’s popularity in advance of
a presidential campaign. The Chechen radicals had provided a causas belli
by attacking Dagestan, but the mass of the Russian public despite, or
because of, their overt racism against Chechens and other Caucasian peoples
were not likely to be mobilised by Chechen acts of ‘terrorism’, as
government propaganda portrayed it, against Dagestanis. Popular support
for a new war came only after bombings of apartment buildings in Moscow
and other Russian cities in September 1999, which killed and maimed over
three hundred civilians.73 The bombings allowed Putin, and Russia’s
political elites generally, to demonize the disorderly regime of Maskhadov
as a front for ‘international terrorism’. Consequently, the Russian
government launched a second war against Chechnya under the cover of an
‘anti-terrorist operation’. Putin declared his aim was to destroy Chechnya as
a ‘terrorist state’, ‘an outpost of international terrorism’, and a ‘bandit
enclave’ for foreign-funded ‘Islamic fundamentalists’.74
Public opinion polls showed a zero-rating for Yeltsin and 2% for Putin in
August 1999. A new military adventure in Chechnya was a high risk
strategy, given the abysmal performance of the Russian military in 1994-6.
Putin, however, was an adherent of his own brand of radical nationalism,
and he appears to have shared the view widespread in the higher echelons of
the Russian military and security apparatus that the defeat in 1996 had been due
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to a ‘stab in the back’ by Russia’s weak political leaders and, in particular,
its Western-influenced critical news media.
Moreover, Putin was an ideologue for the re-establishment of a strong
state in Russia. The reconquest of Chechnya would not only undo the
national humiliation of the defeat in 1996, but also serve as the vehicle for a
recentralization and strengthening of state power in Russia.75 For the
Russian military, a new ‘short victorious war’ would not only help restore
morale, but also replenish military power, which had been significantly
depleted by the 1994-6 war and further run down by budget cuts in its
aftermath.76
On the one hand, Putin took the conflict with Chechnya to a new low
level of dehumanisation, using gangster language to publicly remark how
Chechens would be ‘wasted in the shithouse. The question is closed once
and for all. And we have to do this today, quickly, decisively, with clenched
teeth, strangle the vermin at the root’. He also personally awarded hunting
knives to Russian troops serving in Chechnya at the New Year holiday in
early 2000.77 At the same time, he adeptly applied a combination of the
Russian strategies of the early 1990s – blockade, use of proxies,
demonization, coercion, and manipulation of international opinion.
Lessons were drawn from successful Western military conflicts. From the
Falklands and the Gulf Wars, the propaganda lesson was to control media
access and manage ‘information war’. From NATO’s war against Serbia,
the military lesson was to apply massive airpower, distance bombing, and
accept extensive ‘collateral damage’. Russia’s military performance was
transformed also by the use of larger forces and greater numbers of better
trained, led, well-coordinated and well-equipped elite units.78 The new
tactics brought early success, Grozny being retaken by Russian forces in
December 1999, having first been laid waste by aerial bombardment, and
Chechen forces were pushed back into the less accessible highland areas,
and over the border with Georgia into the remote Pankisi Gorge.
Maskhadov’s election was rejected as ‘illegitimate’, and Russia looked for a
puppet government in the rump of the Zavgaev-led Chechen parliament
elected under Russian rule in 1996, declaring it as the ‘only legitimate’
Chechen authority.79
Military success produced a sharp surge in Putin’s popularity, and
damaged his political rivals for the presidency, Primakov and Luzhkov. The
war was a key factor in the strong showing in the Duma elections of
December 1999 for the pro-Kremlin Unity party and the poor showing of
Yabloko, whose leader Yavlinsky was one of the few Russian politicians to
consistently criticise the return to a strategy of coercion.80 Putin’s success in
the presidential election of March 2000 was largely due to his image as the
victor in the war against Chechnya. As Chechen guerrillas regrouped and
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intensified the guerrilla war in the course of 2000, Russian casualties have
mounted and the war has returned to being as unpopular and as unwinnable
as that of 1994-6.
Moreover, the increasing reports of human rights abuses, atrocities,
‘purging’ of villages, and widespread torture in concentration camps by
Russian forces, despite the media controls, brought increasing criticism from
Western governments and international organisations.81 Criticism from
Western governments briefly intensified in late 1999 and early 2000, and
subsequently the Chechens were removed from the US ‘global terrorism’
list for 2000.
On 8 December 1999 there was a rare joint declaration by the United
Nations, the OSCE and the Council of Europe urging Russia to respect
human rights in Chechnya. The criticism intensified in the first six months
of the Bush presidency, but was sidelined after the Slovenia summit in June
2001 as the US prioritized securing concessions from Russia over the ABM
Treaty. 82 The attacks on New York and the Pentagon of 11 September 2001
led to a reversal of US policy on Chechnya. This was partly moral revulsion
against the associations between some Chechen radicals and the bin Laden
group suspected of the bombings, and partly a realist concession by the US
to secure Russian support for its campaign against the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan. Consequently, the US has returned to the pragmatic Clinton
policy of viewing Chechnya as an ‘internal’ matter of ‘terrorism’.83
Putin appears to recognise that war against Chechnya is unwinnable, yet
so far he has recoiled from a political solution that would involve
negotiations with Maskhadov.84 If Putin was driven by political expediency
in launching the war in late 1999, his capacity for compromise was also
constrained by a patriotic radical zeal, not only his own, but also from the
Russian military.85 After a period of military rule in Chechnya, Russia has
recently moved toward a policy of Chechenization, exploiting war weariness
among Chechens, and inter-denominational fear of the Wahhabis, by
installing a new puppet regime of proxies led, in practice, by a triumvirate of
the Chechen administration head and Mufti Akhmad Kadyrov, Chechen
Premier Stanislav Ilyasov, and Duma deputy for Chechnya, Aslanbek
Aslakhanov.
Putin has also publicly moved the Russian government’s position from
military occupation to a search for a political exit. The problem is that he
will not negotiate with the only Chechen leader who can deliver a political
agreement, Maskhadov.86 When Putin ordered the military attack on
Chechnya in late 1999, it was as much motivated by a policy to reassert
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Russian sovereignty over the territory, as it was to counter a security threat
from Chechnya. After the attacks on New York Putin appeared to refine this
policy, declaring that: ‘it is not an issue of Chechnya’s membership, or nonmembership, of the Russian Federation’, rather it is the fact that Chechnya
was an ‘irresponsible quasi-state’ that became ‘a gangster enclave while the
ideological vacuum was quickly filled by fundamentalist organizations’.87
The implication appears to be that if Chechen leaders could guarantee a
stable regime that did not threaten Russia then some kind of independence
might be tolerated. While muted criticism and a more understanding
approach from Western governments will make Chechnya less of an
inconvenience in foreign affairs for Russia, it is likely to harden Russian
policy, tilting it to an uncompromising strategy of coercion and making
agreement on a political solution even more difficult to reach.

CONCLUSION
Since 1991 Russia has employed a wide range of strategies in attempts to
manage secessionist Chechnya, from economic blockade, the use of proxies,
demonization, control and coercion, negotiation and compromise. None of
these strategies achieved the goal of subduing the aspiration of the Chechen
people to self-determination, and making it a full part of the Russian
Federation, though they have resulted in massive loss of life, immense
damage to Chechen society, and the wholescale destruction of the
infrastructure of Chechnya. Conflict with Chechnya has also been
immensely damaging to democratisation in Russia, helping to undermine
constitutional politics and the rule of law, entrenching nationalist sentiment,
eroding freedom of speech, and intensifying racism against Chechens in
particular, and all Caucasian peoples in general. The issue has also been
used, though sproadically as a foreign policy instrument by Western
governments to berate Russia. The only strategy that Russia has not so far
attempted is the granting of outright independence, and the normalisation of
relations with Chechnya on a neighbourly basis.
Moreover, it is evident that the dynamics of this protracted conflict have
radicalized positions on both sides. Chechen society is riven apart by
sectarian conflict and a growth in the power of militarised Islamic
extremists, which would be enormously destabilising were an independent
government to be restored without significant economic support from Russia
and the international community. In Russia, the multiethnic bargaining,
institutionalised in an asymmetric federal system under Yeltsin, which
appeared to have successfully contained nationalist separatism in
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Russia’s other most recalcitrant secessionist republic, Tatarstan, is now
under challenge from a resurgent state nationalism under Putin. The
negotiations that resulted in autonomisation and political accommodation
appear to be increasingly regarded as appeasement, and a betrayal of the
Russian ‘nation’. If the current asymmetric federalism was not easily
reconcilable with the demand for secession made by Chechnya, a more
symmetrical federation will be even less palatable. Putin’s plans for a
strongly recentralizing refederalisation of Russia are, consequently, a recipe
for prolonging the conflict in Chechnya.
The argument presented here suggests that no single factor, in particular,
not the historicist ‘ethnic hatred’ factor, can be usefully employed to explain
the conflict between Russia and Chechnya. The causes of the conflict lie in
a combination of historical and contingent factors, where political leaders
(Yeltsin, Khasbulatov, Dudaev, Putin, Basaev), sectional interests within
Russia (the oil and gas elites, the military elite), and regional (the
Nadterechny ‘clan’) and ideocratic (Wahhabist) groups within Chechnya,
have acted as ‘conflict entrepreneurs’, instrumentalizing conflict for political
and economic ends.
One of the key dilemmas that gave rise to this conflict was how Russia
adjusted to a post-imperial reality. The Russian elite under Yeltsin, across
the political spectrum, tended to perceive Russian identity as being
congruent with the Russian Federation’s inherited Soviet era territorial
boundaries. The Chechen leadership under Dudaev was equally committed
to the assertion of independence. Reaching a compromise on secession is
one of the most difficult of all political problems. The difficulty is made
even more complex by the international norms for managing state
recognition after the break-up of empires, which are weighted against
secession and self-determination. The fact that Chechen secessionism is
within the borders of the Russian Federation must in part account for the
ferocity of the Russian response, though we should also not underestimate
the acquiesence of Western governments in tolerating Russia’s treatment of
Chechnya as an ‘internal’ matter.
I have attempted to identify the key phases in the dynamics of the conflict
and offer an account of the factors that were critical in each phase. The
initiation of conflict was largely driven by metropolitan intra-elite struggles
in Russia between the Yeltsin presidency and the parliament in the context
of a rapid imperial implosion, which threatened powerful sectional
economic and military interest groups.
Once conflict was underway, the internal dynamics of this type of war,
which has been characterized by successful Chechen guerrilla tactics and
Russian military demoralization and endemic human rights violations,
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propagated new elements to feed the conflict in the form of a radicalization
and polarization of positions on both sides.
The temporary cessation of conflict in 1996-9 was also driven by
metropolitan political expediency, as Yeltsin pushed for a negotiated
political compromise to enhance his reelection bid. Though, it is important
to note that Russia was, in any event, on the verge of military defeat on the
ground. A more vigorous policy of support for the democratically elected
Maskhadov government from Russia and Western governments in 1997-8
might have helped avert the breakdown into disorder and contained the
growth of radicalized Islamic elements in Chechnya.
By summer of 1999, however, radicalization affected Russia and
Chechnya equally and provided a context for a resumption of conflict. Putin
and Basaev followed the trend set by Yeltsin and Dudaev as ‘conflict
entrepreneurs’ and instrumentalized conflict for political ends: to boost his
presidential electoral chances in the case of Putin, and to demonstrate his
leadership of an Islamic ‘Jihad’ in the case of Basaev. In this sense, rather
than a dramatic shift in causality between the first and second wars, there is
an inherent consistency in the protracted conflict in Chechnya.

APPENDIX – TABLE 1
KEY FACTORS IN THE RUSSIAN-CHECHEN CONFLICT

Conflict Initiation
(1991-4)

Russian metropolitan politics: intra-elite power struggle
Chechen peripheral nationalism
Russian energy and military sectional interests
Chechen regional interests

Conflict Cessation
(1996-7)

Russian metropolitan politics: presidential election
Chechen military success
War weariness
OSCE ‘presence’

Conflict Resumption
(1999-)

Russian metropolitan politics: presidential alternance
Chechnya as a failed regime
Chechen ideocratic interests
Dual Radicalization.
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