Russian Preferred Self-Image and the
Two Chechen Wars

SIMONE IsPAa-LLANDA

F rom Yeltsin’s announcement in December 1994 that Russian troops would
wage a “‘small victorious war” in Chechnya to “restore constitutional order”
to Putin’s promise in October of 1999 to “corner the bandits in the . . . house and
rub them out,”" and throughout two wars, the self-image of the Russian Federa-
tion has been profoundly linked to its ability to deal with the situation in Chech-
nya. Michael Urban has argued that the re-creation of post-Soviet national com-
munities has taken place largely through two moments: one, a positive moment,
rehabilitates national “markers” of culture (for example, “bourgeois” Russian the-
ater) that were suppressed during the communist era; the other, a negative
moment, is effected by cleansing the nation of symbols, such as statues of Stal-
in, that were imposed by communist oppressors. In Russia, the re-creation of a
post-Soviet national community has been complicated by the impossibility of
blaming someone else for the imposition of communist rule and its continuing
harmful consequences for economic and political development. The torturous
nature of identity-formation in Russia has contributed to a situation in which
everyday political conflict, bargaining, and compromise “easily becomes entan-
gled with the intractable issue of identity.”?

In this article, 1 will argue that divergent Russian responses to two remarkably
similar wars were based on Russians’ preferred images of the Russian state and
were strongly influenced by anxieties about forming a positive national identity.
The first Chechen war was unpopular with Russians because the way it was con-
ducted contradicted Russians’ preferred image of Russia as a benevolent and mil-
itarily proficient state, whereas the second war is widely supported because it pro-
jects an image of Russia as a strong country capable of protecting its citizens and
territory.

Russians’ preferred self-image has been influenced by Soviet experiences of
a powerful central government providing for citizens’ basic needs, as well as by
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more recent experiences of social upheaval. Russians would like their new state
to have territorial integrity, economic and social stability, and domestic security.

Russian citizens, used to decades of state-provided services, would also like
to feel that their society is caring and benevolent, rather than aggressive and impe-
rialistic.’ The Soviet state guaranteed its citizens free or affordable housing, day
care, medicine, education, and cradle-to-grave employment; propaganda reas-
sured all “comrades” that they belonged to the most powertul, benevolent union
in the history of the world. Thus Russian citizens, raised on decades of state-guar-
anteed prices and services, have had to contend with great economic and social
instability and the struggle to define a “national idea™ in an unstable social and
economic environment. That search for a national idea both in Russia and in other
post-Soviet societies exemplifies the void left by the departure of communist ide-
ology as a guiding force in political life.

The loss of an ideological reference point complicated center-periphery rela-
tions that had heretofore been “disguised and justified by reference to a suprana-
tional ideology and a compelling version of history that sanctioned the rule of the
Communist Party.”* After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, nationalistic
rhetoric by both central and regional political leaders flowered. Dzhokar
Dudayev’s glorification of an independent Chechnya and a mythologized native
“warrior tradition” drew on this rhetoric and on decades of Soviet nationalities
policy, which encouraged nationalist ideas by promoting ethnicity in the state
apparatus—every republic had its own institutes for the study of national lan-
guage and culture—but denied regions the right to anything more than symbolic
expressions of that nationalism.

Reasons for the 1994 Invasion

Russia entered the first Chechen war in December 1994, a year characterized by
relative calm, modest economic gains, and a cessation of imminent threats to ter-
ritory. Yeltsin’s decision to invade a rebellious province at the end of a year of
relative calm deserves explanation. Several factors influenced the decision:

» The powers of a Russian president under the 1993 constitution were
unconstrained by Western democratic standards. He could issue his own decrees,
which had the force of law throughout the Federation:;® he headed the armed
forces;’ he could declare a state of war as well as a state of emergency; and the
balance between various branches of the government heavily favored him.?
Yeltsin made several crucial decisions through decree instead of consulting the
Duma, and when he did rely on the advice of others, it was often that of the “war
party.”® Western critics saw the war party’s rise to power in the Kremlin as con-
firming the dangers of the “super-presidentialism” encoded in Yeltsin’s 1993 con-
stitution. The Russian press hardly dealt with the problems of “super-presiden-
tialism,” although there were frequent articles about Yeltsin-the-man and the need
to find a balance between having a strong president and a dictator.!” The promi-
nence of anxieties about a “return to the past” and the difficulties of forming a
positive national identity when the nation’s leader— Yeltsin—was so inconstant,
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underlay many discussions about Yeltsin’s capacities for conducting a full-scale
military operation in Chechnya.

* Russians were becoming increasingly convinced that the anarchy and law-
lessness in Chechnya required direct government intervention. The series of four
bus hijackings by Chechen criminals in the Russian North Caucasus and the esca-
lation of kidnappings in 1994 contributed to a sentiment that the government’s
hands-off policy was endangering citizens. On 29 July, the Russian government
issued a statement that described the situation in Chechnya as “practically out of
control” and warned that it would take measures to protect Russian citizens
against violence.'! In this case, the construction of national identity was strength-
ened by the possibility of the Russian government bringing order (something
sorely lacking in Russian politics during this period) to a seditious republic and
protecting citizens from “bandits” (despite a growing feeling in Russia that the
Russian government was sponsoring oligarchic crime in Russia and was quite
indifferent to the fate of ordinary Russians).

* Dudayev’s charismatic leadership aggravated the situation. During the con-
stitutional crisis of 1993, Yeltsin and other central actors offered regional leaders
concessions in return for support or the promise of future loyalty. By using sub-
sidies and tax breaks to accommodate the regions most inclined to protests, the
central government managed to defuse a crisis, albeit at the expense of central
authority.!? The spate of Chechen violence in 1994 and the “war party’s” increas-
ing insistence that Yeltsin order a full-scale operation in Chechnya notwithstand-
ing, Yeltsin was initially reluctant to use force in Chechnya. As late as 11 August,
the president appeared on national TV saying,” Were we to apply pressure by
force to Chechnya . . . there would be such a commotion, there would be so much
blood that nobody would ever forgive us. It is absolutely not possible.”!?

Dudayev’s charismatic leadership and provocative rhetoric overcame Yeltsin’s
initial disinclination to use “pressure by force.” Dudayev claimed that Chechnya
would reclaim glorious traditions once free of Russia’s yoke, promised economic
miracles through independence, and exaggerated the amount of oil in Chechnya.

In one of his first presidential addresses on Chechen TV, in 1992, Dudayev
accused the Russian secret services of masterminding an “artificial earthquake”
attack on Chechnya. He publicly insulted Yeltsin, calling him “the leader of a gang
of murderers” and his regime the “diabolical heir of the totalitarian monsters.”!*

Those personal insults, combined with verbal incitements such as his promise
to execute Russian prisoners captured in an opposition assault on Grozny on 26
November 1994, made it politically impossible for Yeltsin to retreat from his
plans of armed intervention. At a press conference held on the eve of the Russian
invasion, Dudayeyv thrice cited Harry Truman’s alleged statement that “there is no
language in which you can talk with Russians,” and repeatedly called Russia a
“satanic power.”!?

Yeltsin, intent on overhauling a state crippled by seven decades of charismat-
ic leadership, was especially sensitive to Dudayev’s insults and ideology. If “com-
munist” became a universal tag of opprobrium in Russian political debates'®
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because of the impossibility of blaming another nation for the imposition of an
authoritarian regime, a similar irony operated in the Dudayev-Yeltsin conflict:
Yeltsin’s need for the Russian Federation to maintain a positive identity was
threatened by Dudayev’s insults, especially since they were founded on the neg-
ative images of Russia as a corrupt state that it was trying to overcome and the
Soviet Union’s shared past with Russia as an imperialist, aggressor nation—
another major stumbling-block for efforts to reclaim glorious Russian traditions.

From 1991 to 1994, Russian claims about Chechen banditry and anarchy were
remarkably similar to statements made at the end of the 1990s by Western detrac-
tors to the effect that Russia had a robber economy and had become a haven for
criminals. It may be that Russia deflects negative self-images onto its own neme-
sis, Chechnya; whether or not that is true, this volley of insults demonstrates the
extent to which Russia’s search for a positive “national idea” or identity has been
inextricably linked to the wars in Chechnya.

Oil revenues and the unique status of Chechen-Russian relations are often
given as additional factors influencing the Russian invasion of December 1994,
but I hesitate to ascribe too much significance to either of them. Under Dudayeyv,
oil export revenues were threatened by the siphoning of oil by locals. However,
the FSK (Russia’s domestic intelligence agency) cautioned the Russian govern-
ment that a war with Chechnya would decrease oil revenues, as Chechen attacks
would render the pipeline inoperable. "

As for the historical animosity between Chechens and Russians,'® Stalin’s
deportation of Chechens en masse to Central Asia and Siberia in 1943-44 is
indeed a brutal episode in Chechnya’s history, but it fails to account for seces-
sionist aspirations. Other regions that suffered deportations at the hands of Stal-
in were content to stay within the federation or did not make claims that Stalin’s
deportations justified assertions about the essentially genocidal nature of Russia.

The calm of 1994 (excluding the December invasion of Chechnya) belied the
weakness of a state in the “throes of a liberal capitalist revolution.”'* By 1995,
wage arrears, asset stripping, rule by oligarchs, the corruption of the Yeltsin
regime, and hostage taking by Chechen separatists were competing for the atten-
tion of Russians already beleaguered by an economy so bad that many had begun
resorting to barter as a primary means of survival.

In June 1995, Moscow faced further political humiliation when the Chechen
commander, Shamil Basayev, led an armed force through numerous Russian
checkpoints by bribing or tricking Russian officers. After attacking a police sta-
tion in Budenovsk and briefly taking the town hall, the Chechen fighters held sev-
eral hundred people hostage in a hospital with threats to kill them if the Russian
army did not withdraw from Chechnya. Ninety-one people died in the attack,
including policemen, hospitalized Russian soldiers, and local civilians.

Yeltsin, who was shown on national TV at the G7 summit in Halifax “smiling
and toasting world leaders” during the crisis,?® was accused of incompetence and
indifference in the press, with statements such as the one in Izvestiya that “Bude-
novsk proved that Russians live in a weak state today” appearing daily.?! The con-
flation of an individual president with the image of the nation proved disastrous
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for Russians who wanted to identify their country with strength, capability, and
vigor. Prime Minister Victor Chernomyrdin added insult to injury when he put
an end to the crisis by opening negotiations with Basayev.?? Although most Rus-
sians would have preferred a decisive Russian victory to negotiations with “ter-
rorists,” many seemed relieved that the ordeal was over, and in August, a meet-
ing between General Alexander Lebed and General Aslan Maskhadov, chief of
staff of the Chechnya forces, established the possibility for a Russian withdraw-
al from Chechnya.

In January 1997, Maskhadov won the Chechen presidential election with
pledges to restore internal peace and stability and cooperate with Russia to ren-
ovate the economy. A slew of
agreements and peace accords
followed his election, although  “While the first Chechen war gave

the future status of Chechnya rise to bitter criticism of Yeltsin,
0 23 .
was left uncertain. Putin’s tough stance on Chechnya
Public opinion polls taken . . .
when he was prime minister propelled

before and after the Lebed- | . id s
Maskhadov agreements indi- him to the presidency.

cate that the only month in

which a majority of Russians

supported the invasion of

Chechnya was June 1995,

immediately after the hostage-taking debacle in Budenovsk, when Russians felt
that it was imperative that they take a firm stand against terrorism. Opinion
changed as the war dragged on and it became clear that Russian forces were
unable to score a decisive victory: By November 1996, slightly more respondents
(26 percent) agreed that Chechens should have independence than believed that
Chechnya should be kept in the Russian Federation (22 percent). 2* Anatol Lieven
believes that those figures “hardly show a population obsessed with Russian pres-
tige or even territorial integrity, let alone imperial glory, when faced with real
costs.” I would argue that support for the war in Chechnya was low for pre-
cisely the opposite reason: it was unbearable for Russians obsessed with forging
a positive national identity (or, in Lieven’s interpretation, “with prestige and ter-
ritorial integrity”) to see the calamitous condition of their military.?® Ex-finance
minister and Duma deputy Boris Fyodorov expressed that sense of humiliation
when in September of 1996 he said, “The actual result of our [Chechnya] poli-
cy is quite obvious . . . Russia’s territorial integrity is in greater danger now than
before. Russia has, in effect, capitulated, suffering humiliating military and polit-
ical defeat.”?’

The first Chechen war was unpopular because it failed to meet Yeltsin’s stat-
ed goals of bringing order to Chechnya, exposed the disastrous state of Russia’s
military, and left Russian citizens feeling more vulnerable to terrorism. Critics
also objected to spending money on the war that could have gone to badly need-
ed social services at home. The “humiliating military and political defeat” that
Fyodorov ascribed to the war had made the formation of a positive national iden-
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tity almost impossible; most Russians were willing to “let the Chechens win” if
it meant restoring Russia’s image as a strong state.

In contrast to Yeltsin’s general appeasement strategy with regional leaders,
Putin has embarked on a strategy of aggressive centralization. His use of force to
“strengthen the state” demonstrates a marked departure from Yeltsin’ s use of the
language of democracy to justify direct intervention in Chechnya.?® And while
the first Chechen war gave rise to bitter criticism of Yeltsin, Putin’s tough stance
on Chechnya when he was prime minister propelled him to the presidency.

Differences in Public Reception of the Two Wars

Several factors explain the disparity between the Russian public’s reception of
the two wars.

e The Russian public was ready for revenge after being victimized by
Chechen violence outside of Chechnya. Chechen warlords Shamil Basayev and
Saudi-born Emir Khattab led a convoy of vehicles and armed men to Dagestan
in August 1999. They said they had come in support of local Wahhabites and
planned to export an Islamic revolution to Dagestan.? The government dis-
patched Russian forces to suppress the attempt to create an Islamic revolution.

In September 1999, apartment blocks in Dagestan, Moscow, and Volgodonsk
were bombed, killing more than three hundred Russian citizens and plunging the
nation into a mood of fear and desperation. ** The Kremlin blamed Chechen sep-
aratists for the bombings, at which point Putin made his infamous remark about
“rubbing out the bandits.” ' Although some Western observers and members of
the Russian intelligentsia expressed dismay that Yeltsin’s new prime minister
(who had also been announced as Yeltsin’s “successor”) felt free to “speak the
language of thugs and gangsters from our TV screens,”* Putin’s inflammatory
words suited the mood of a nation weary of “perpetual crisis,”** fearful for their
personal security, and intent on forging a national identity as a strong country,
rather than as a nation of victims.

¢ Putin’s strong leadership inspired confidence in the Russian government’s
ability to win the second war. Yeltsin ordered the December 1994 invasion of
Chechnya as he was undergoing surgery for the repair of a deviated septum, lead-
ing to renewed speculations about his health and competency.* By the end of the
war, many Russians felt that the war could not be won under the Yeltsin admin-
istration’s fickle leadership and that contrary to its objectives, the war had
unleashed an epidemic of Chechen terrorism.

Putin’s consistent statements as Yeltsin’s prime minister that once president he
would protect Russia’s citizens from Chechen terrorists, strengthen the state, and
crack down on corruption boosted his once-dismal popularity ratings.* As pres-
ident, Putin remained focused and preoccupied with the war in Chechnya, reiter-
ating his belief that Chechnya belonged to the Russian Federation and would be
brought under control by federal forces. Far from being drunk or under anesthe-
sia, Putin went so far as to make a New Year’s visit to his troops stationed on the
battlefield in 2000.% Putin’s image as a powerful leader continues to reward him
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with high approval ratings from a public eager to identify their nation with a
strong and capable president.

* Russians had time to assess Lebed’s settlement of the first war, and they
were dissatisfied with the results. Chechnya had become increasingly lawless
since the end of the first Chechen war in August 1996. Abductions and raids into
other parts of the Northern Caucasus by various Chechen warlords were becom-
ing commonplace. In addition to incursions into Dagestan, there had been multi-
ple attacks on farmers in Stavropol Kray. The increasingly desperate plight of the
ethnic Russians remaining in Chechnya also galvanized political support for the
war.’” The preferred self-image of Russia as being an organized, law-and-order
federal country was compromised by Chechen violence. The feeling of vulnera-
bility in the face of Chechen terrorism, as well as disgust with Maskhadov for not
delivering on campaign promises to control crime and rebuild his war-torn repub-
lic,’ contributed to a feeling that Lebed had given too much away.

Russians who were disgruntled with the Lebed settlement because it empha-
sized the Yeltsin administration’s incompetence felt that it was vital for Russia
to present a strong face in subsequent crises with Chechnya. There were practi-
cal as well as psychological reasons for that, since the humiliations in Chech-
nya had presented formidable challenges to the formation of a positive self-
image for Russia. Now Russia had the chance to revise a humiliating version of
its part in the conflict.

* Western criticism of the war in Chechnya was not convincing to Russians
who had come to distrust Western advice. By October 1999, Russian disappoint-
ment with the results of economic reforms initiated or recommended by Western
experts, the March 1999 NATO bombing of Kosovo, and Western impatience with
the rate of “progress” in Russia had led to mounting anti-western sentiment. Rus-
sia now wanted to find its own way, rather than imagine itself as a a Slavic ver-
sion of a Western European country.?”

Western optimism about Russia’s transition to democracy in the 1990s led to
disenchantment for both sides when policy reform failed to ameliorate entrenched
social and economic problems. At the end of four years of Yeltsin-Gaidar capi-
talist reforms enthusiastically promoted by Western consultants, “the fall in
national income . . . was unprecedented, greater than the Great Depression in the
course of the First World War, the civil war, or even the Second World War.”4 A
mere 18 percent of Russians were being paid regularly*' and “crony capitalism”
was concentrating capital in the hands of a small business elite.*? In the course of
one month (September 1998) food prices rose by 40 percent, while incomes fell
by about a third. Members of the emerging middle class discovered that their sav-
ings had become worthless.* In the words of one Russian scholar,

In Russia, the reforms are widely seen as a plot to undermine the country, and/or a
criminal act of massive proportions. . . . The political class and the population in
general are distrustful of the West, which did not fulfill [ill-founded] expectations
of massive help, and is believed to use the Russian weakness to advance its own
geostrategic interests.*
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Leaders on all sides of the political spectrum had concluded that “Russia
should be able to choose its own mix of policies.”* Meanwhile, NATO expan-
sion was seen as a step toward the creation of a European security system either
directed against or excluding Moscow. Russian indignation with NATO rose to
new heights during the March 1999 NATO bombing of Kosovo, when NATO’s
decision to intervene in Yugoslavia without gaining the specific approval of the
UN, that “legal cornerstone of the international order,” seemed to many Russians
shocking proof of Western arrogance.*® The extension of NATO’s responsibili-
ties, which had previously been confined to the territories of its member states,
raised the possibility that the West might seek to impose its will in various parts
of the former USSR. Many Russians saw an explicit parallel between the
Yugoslav conflict and their own Chechen problem: Gorbachev warned that the
West was really seeking to strengthen its influence in the Muslim world, and
rhetoric about the necessity of a Slavic-Orthodox brotherhood became common-
place.*’ In a gesture full of symbolic uneasiness with NATO, Primakov ordered
an airplane en route to Washington to fly him back to Moscow after learning that
the Clinton-Albright team had made the irreversible decision to use NATO to
strike Serb military targets.

The interpretation of the NATO strikes on Yugoslavia as a Western assault on
Slavic civilization may have aggravated the Russian response toward Chechen
nationalists. Chechen “bandits,” like NATO “militants,” were perceived as
threatening an already beleaguered Slavic world. Serbia may have been defense-
less in comparison with NATO, but Russian nationalists were sure that Chech-
nya could be brought under Russian control. In addition, NATO’s intervention
in Yugoslavia made criticism of the brutality in Chechnya seem like hypocriti-
cal Western propaganda:*®

Most Russians . . . were unable to be persuaded by the humanitarian rationalization
of the operation. [NATO intervention] was seen as directly running against the ages-
long European legal tradition of respect towards national sovereignty and territori-
al integrity.*

Now Russians were determined to formulate an identity for the Russian Fed-
eration independent of Western guidance; indeed, many felt that self-reliance was
a critical component in any positive national identity. Putin has resisted all
attempts to bring in international mediators to end the fighting in Chechnya—a
role the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe played during the
first war.>® Putin is determined to emphasize that Russia must make its own pol-
icy decisions. His constant affirmations that Chechnya belongs to Russia and is
theretfore an internal matter likewise shows his inclination to strengthen the image
of Russia as a powerful central state capable of solving its own federalist prob-
lems. The irony of Putin’s affirmation that Chechnya belongs to Russia, even as
he wages a bloody war there and contrasts Chechnya’s anarchy with Russia’s civ-
ilization, was not lost on at least one journalist in Grozny in 1999:

And yet the war in Chechnya is above all Russia’s agony. Leaving aside any moral
considerations, it is simply not practical to wish the Russians success in “winning”
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this war. Moscow cannot succeed in making Chechnya a normal part of Russia again
because the weapon it is using—the Russian armed forces—treats Chechnya as a
foreign country, open for marauding and random violence.>’

In sum, a majority of Russians were enthusiastic about Russia’s role in the sec-
ond war because it created and strengthened positive images of Russia as a state
capable of ensuring domestic security for citizens and making consistent policy
decisions. The first Chechen war failed to galvanize popular support because it
exposed Russian military weaknesses and brutality, and because rather than pro-
tecting their state, it made them into an aggressor nation subject to retaliatory acts
of terrorism.

In addition, Putin’s crackdown on the press has made reports about human
rights abuses in the second Chechen war less available to the Russian public.’?
For citizens who want to feel that they belong to a benevolent state, the suppres-
ston of reports about brutality in Chechnya is critical to maintaining the war fever
caused by the 1999 apartment bombings. During the first Chechen war, journal-
ists drove into Chechnya with hired drivers and traveled freely; authorities gen-
erally did not censor media reports about the war.>* Uncensored media coverage
portrayed the brutalizing of conscripts and civilians alike, contributing to disgust
with the already unpopular the war.

By contrast, the risk of kidnapping has prevented all but a handful of Russian jour-
nalists from covering the second war, and Putin’s administration has put tight con-
trols on the media:

Russian journalists were routinely summoned for interviews in which they were
reminded of their patriotic duty in reporting the “anti-terrorist operation.” Strenu-
ous eff&rts were made to keep foreign correspondents out of the combat zone alto-
gether.

The construction of an image of Russia as benevolent and strong demands
active “tinkering” with the presentation of the war to the Russian public. Under
Yeltsin and Putin, deflecting anxieties about the Russian Federation onto Chech-
nya became part of the process of identity formation. For example, apprehensions
about crime in Russia are diverted when politicians call Chechnya “lawless” and
promise to “restore order” there. In the second war, journalists and intellectuals
who called attention to aspects of the war that contradicted Russians’ preferred
image of well-organized Russian troops fighting a defensive and morally justi-
fied war were shamed as “unpatriotic traitors.” “Unpatriotic” was applied so often
and in so many cases—to publicizing “ugly” facts about the war, calling for an
end to the fighting rather than victory, and approving of international mediation
rather than relying on Russian governmental bodies—that one could clearly trace
a trend to conflate patriotism with an optimistic outlook for the second war in
Chechnya.’® Optimism and “pragmatic patriotism” have therefore become an
integral part of Russian identity-formation in the Putin era. *

If “unpatriotic” has replaced “communist” as a universal tag of opprobrium in
Russian politics, then the major arena for identity formation in Russia has shift-
ed from the post-Soviet crisis over whom to blame for the Soviet legacy to the
Russian Federation’s crisis over not having territorial integrity, strong state insti-
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tutions, or charitable institutions empowered to take care of Russia’s mounting
social problems. Putin’s “spin” on the war in Chechnya as a successful effort to
restore territorial integrity and protect Russian citizens from terrorism may there-
fore console Russian citizens who would otherwise consider their state vulnera-
ble and weak.

Just as Russian self-images are influenced by the Soviet state experience, so
is Chechen separatism the outcome of decades of Soviet nationalities policy. Dur-
ing the early Soviet period, nativization (korenizatsia) helped some ethnicities to
“consolidate nationality” by encouraging the use of native language, forming a
national cultural and political elite, and officially establishing ethnicity in the
state apparatus.’’ Despite the
subsequent repudiation of the
“The slow dismantling of communist nativization policies of the
ideology was accompanied by a surge 1920s and Stalin’s promotion

of national self-determination in the of Russian language and cul-
. S ture, the majority of the ethnic

ethnic republics. ) "
republics were politically and

culturally more nationalistic as

a result of such efforts and of

limited affirmative action dur-

ing the Soviet period. Titular

nationalities were promoted,
often at the expense of better-educated Russians.® National languages were
taught, and every republic had its own writers’ union, theatre, and a host of nation-
al acadernies that specialized in national history, literature, and language.> The
nationalities of the USSR were “made” according to the needs of the present and
the constraints of the past:®°

Their pasts were constructed and reconstructed; traditions were selected, invented,
and enshrined; and even those with the greatest antiquity of pedigree became some-
thing quite different from past incarnations.®'

The beneficiaries of Soviet manipulation of the nationalities problem,
endowed with a nationalist doctrine and all the apparatus of an independent state,
“from the national opera house to a national flag and seal,”®> were nevertheless
denied political independence, that “culmination of all nationalist doctrines,”® by
the very state that had set them on the nationalist path.

National self-determination to the point of secession had been canonized by
the Soviet constitution, which guaranteed the right of separation from the union.
That was a “time bomb that lay dormant through the years of Stalinism, only to
explode with the Gorbachev reforms.”®* Indeed, the slow dismantling of com-
munist ideology was accompanied by a surge of national self-determination in
the ethnic republics. On the Moscow political scene, that was clearly illustrated
by the fate of the referendum on keeping the USSR together, organized by Gor-
bachev and held in March 1991, after rebellions in the Baltic republics and amidst
the confusion wrought by perestroika’s contradictory messages.® The three
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Baltic republics, plus Armenia, Georgia, and Moldova boycotted the referendum,
and the wording of the referendum was widely perceived as misleading by West-
ern and Russian observers (it nevertheless officially produced a substantial major-
ity in favor of the retention of the USSR as a “renewed federation”).

In August 1991, Gorbachev announced that a new treaty to transform the
multinational state into a democratic federation of equal soviet sovereign
republics would be signed later in the month. The treaty was discredited by the
attempted coup of 19 August 1991, apparently intended to avert the weakening
of central power that the union treaty augured. A procession of declarations of
republican independence led to the disintegration of the USSR itself by the end
of the year.® Since the Soviet Union’s dissolution into fifteen national indepen-
dent states, including three in the Caucasus (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia),
it seemed a cruel irony to many Chechens that they, too, had not been granted
independence.5’

Conclusion

Although many postcommunist societies disassociated communism from nation-
al identity through the understanding that “communism had never been ‘our’
doing in the first place,”®® Russia did not have this option. There, a discourse of
identity a priori waives the potentiality of re-creating a national community by
blaming someone else for the introduction and maintenance of communist rule.

The possibility of re-creating national community through more “positive”
moments such as recovering identity markers—*“symbols, rituals, anthems, his-
tory, literature and so forth—that had been suspended and suppressed during the
Communist epoch”® is still a viable one for Russia, and one that has had some
popular success (for example, the surge in Russian Orthodox practices in the post-
Soviet era as expressions of “national feeling”). But the impossibility of estab-
lishing a national idea or a coherent identity in the Russian Federation by purg-
ing the nation of markers associated with an alien/imposed period of communist
rule has complicated ordinary political processes. Urban claims that the discur-
sive practices which have emerged tend to:

1) polarize the political community over the question of national identity; 2) to pre-
clude a mutual recognition of the particular identities advanced by political sub-
jects, thus destabilizing politics at the root level of communication; and 3) to spin
off ancillary conflicts, particularly in the field of federal (ethnic) relations, that are
not only explosive in their own right but which also further aggravate the conflict
over national identity.”

The conflicts in Chechnya have therefore become like a Rorschach test of Rus-
sians’ identity aspirations, with the very accusations of bribery and banditry that
the West levels against Russia being displaced onto Chechens. Support for the
war depends on Russian citizens’ perceptions of the war: defensive or aggressive;
protective of Russian citizens or brutalizing of conscripts; exposing Russian
weaknesses or promoting Russian strength.

The search for a “national idea” to bind the Russian state and society togeth-
er is a critical undertaking for Russia’s future. In the past, many Russians sup-
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ported expansionist policies, but exhaustion with the “imperial mode of state-
craft””! has led many to seek to improve their lives inside Russia.”” A corre-
sponding determination to create a positive national identity that focuses on Rus-
sian self-reliance, domestic stability, and social services has made Putin’s
pragmatic patriotism and his version of the second war in Chechnya appealing to
many Russians.

Putin’s swift response to the apartment bombings in September 1999 showed
Russians accustomed to sluggish and inefficient leadership that their prime min-
ister would be capable of protecting them from terrorism as president. His over-
whelming victory in the March 2000 presidential elections and widespread sup-
port for his professed goals of building central state power show that Russians
want to feel that their state is effective, sheltering of its citizens (although not
imperialistic or aggressive), and non-revolutionary in its ideology and program.
Russian disenchantment with the first Chechen war coincided with a sentiment
that the war was spreading domestic instability and uncertainty and that Russian
aggression toward a rebellious region was making Russia more vulnerable to ter-
rorism. Russia, in the first Chechen war, seemed to its citizens a state with a
decaying military apparatus, corrupt draft practices, and a capricious leader who
was not committed to winning the war. The unpopularity of that war was there-
fore strongly influenced by the ways in which it contradicted Russian preferred
images of Russia as a state strong enough to care for its citizens. The second
Chechen war’s popularity was due to the way in which it showed Russian citi-
zens a state strong enough to clamp down on “banditry” in a rebellious province,
protect its own citizens from terrorism, and see a conflict through to the end.

That the Russian formulation of a positive national identity has appropriated
the war in Chechnya and Putin’s leadership does not justify the continuation of a
war in which electroshock torture, forced disappearances, and the beating of men
between the ages of six and sixty at detention centers are explained as “necessary
measures.””* And while Russians are understandably unresponsive to Western
criticism of the war in Chechnya, Putin’s current cozy relationship with President
Bush suggests that international pressure to end the disastrous military occupa-
tion of Chechnya could bear fruit. Although even the most cynical Westerner
would be inclined to laugh at Dr. Karaganov’s suggestion that shock therapy was
the work of Western consultants, who eagerly plotted Russia’s downfall to
“advance their own geostrategic interests,” it is almost certain that Western lead-
ers’ silence about the nightmarish brutality of the Chechen wars has more than a
little to do with America’s interests.
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