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INTRODUCTION

The “right” to self-determination has recently
reemerged as the focus of much debate, as its fulfill-
ment—or denial—quite often results in mass violence.
Such conflicts are aggravated by the uncertain posi-
tion of the international community, which cannot
rely on precise guidelines for assessing the right to
self-determination.

For the many ethnic minorities of the former Soviet
Union, creating their own state seems to be the only
hope of preserving their identity. In many cases, their
struggles mean secession from and territorial disinte-
gration of Soviet successor states, whose leaders, sup-
ported by strong nationalist currents, seek to quash
such movements. Confronting an indifferent world
community, self-determination movements often feel
forced to take up arms.

To prevent wars associated with self-determination,
the world community will need to equip such organi-
zations as the UN Security Council with a more so-
phisticated legal mechanism that would infringe upon
the international legal principle of nonintervention—
an issue that is still highly sensitive in some circles, de-
spite such precedents as Bosnia, Somalia, and
Rwanda.

The consideration of different approaches to this
difficult concept may help in the development of new
criteria for legitimizing the right to self-determination.
The author offers suggestions for such criteria based

on case studies and the observations of political lead-
ers and top-level foreign policy officials.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
CONTEMPORARY NATIONALISM

Contrary to the scenarios of global integration, nation-
alism has not weakened in global society, but has, in
fact, gained strength. National feelings are rooted in
the idea of a linguistic, religious, and psychological
community based on the ancient kinship of the mem-
bers of a given ethnic group.

Only a powerful internal security apparatus could
maintain the Soviet Union’s facade of a multinational
socialist federation, so it is not surprising that the em-
pire disintegrated upon communism’s discreditation.
The Soviet republics exercised their right to secede
soon after the August 1991 putsch. Holding a status
below the union republics in the Soviet hierarchical
system, autonomous territories were not so privileged.

THE UNATTAINABLE RIGHT TO SELF-
DETERMINATION

At a time when ethnic groups are striving to affirm
their nationhood—and their statehood in the interna-
tional arena—more established states react to the prin-
ciple of self-determination with extreme suspicion.
Some seem to believe that today’s political map of the
world constitutes a final global configuration.

Determining exactly who (or what) the right of self-
determination applies to remains its most disputed as-
pect. In the post–World War II era, it has been more or
less commonly accepted that the right to self-determi-
nation applies only to colonies, which filled the ranks
of the United Nations as full-fledged states during the
wave of decolonization in the 1950s and 1960s.

It is obvious that the existing approaches to making
decisions that will determine peoples’ futures are in-
adequate. International institutions must be prepared
to address such claims adequately. The failure to do so
will surely transform a promising era of independence
and international diversity into one of unbridled
chaos and mass violence.

HOPES AND DISAPPOINTMENTS: CASE
STUDIES

The Russian Federation. From the very beginning of the
post-Soviet period, problems arising from Russia’s
ethnic and regional diversity have influenced the
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country’s course of economic and political reform. Its
most challenging problem is trying to find a type of
federation that will enable its many ethnic groups to
pursue their goal of self-determination while
preserving its integrity and viability as a multinational
state.

Russia was the only federation in the Soviet Union
with a three-tiered hierarchy of ethnically defined au-
tonomous formations: autonomous republics, re-
gions, and districts, each having a different degree of
autonomy from the central government. In reality,
however, this complicated system did little to guaran-
tee minority rights, let alone the right to self-determi-
nation. 

Not long after the union republics started moving
away from Moscow, Russia’s autonomous regions be-
gan to demand higher status and greater rights. Dur-
ing 1990 and 1991, all autonomous republics
unilaterally declared themselves “sovereign states,”
deleting the word “autonomous” from their official
names, while practically all autonomous regions up-
graded themselves to republics.

The first serious ethno-political crisis in the Russ-
ian Federation occurred when the Chechen republic
in the North Caucasus proclaimed itself independent
from Russia soon after the August 1991 coup attempt,
following the example of the union republics. Chech-
nya’s president, Dzhokhar Dudaev, was elected in Oc-
tober 1991 on a platform of sovereignty for the
Chechen republic. 

Georgia. While not formally a federation, Georgia had
a complex national-administrative structure under
the Soviet regime. The relatively small Georgian
Soviet Socialist Republic also included two
autonomous republics, Abkhazia and Adzharia, and
an autonomous region, South Ossetia. 

Tensions grew in the late 1980s as the South Osse-
tians attempted to pursue their right to self-determi-
nation and a change in territorial status. In the fall of
1990, South Ossetia declared itself a sovereign repub-
lic within the Soviet Union, but its claims garnered lit-
tle if any support from Moscow.

The Abkhaz national movement emerged in 1978,
when mass rallies were held to support a plan to se-
cede from Georgia and join the Russian Federation.
These open expressions of discontent arose over a
draft of the new Abkhazian constitution. In the late
1980s, the Abkhaz national movement resurfaced,
this time with renewed demands for union republic

status. Although Georgians and Abkhaz clashed over
the issue in 1989, the violence was sporadic.

Crimea. While the Crimea still cannot be listed among
the numerous areas of violent ethno-political conflict
in the Soviet successor states, it has recently become a
focus of domestic and international tension, with
conflicting self-determination claims voiced against a
background of interstate territorial disputes and an
unsettled legacy of military-political issues left over
from the Soviet period. 

As the Crimean Tatars returned to their homeland
from their Stalin-era relocation, the ideology of the
Crimean Tatar movement shifted toward more radical
demands, despite noticeable tensions between the
“new” settlers and the local population. No longer
content with mere ethnic minority status, the more
radical Crimean Tatars claimed the right to national
self-determination.

At present, the Crimea’s case for self-determina-
tion, involving secession from Ukraine, has attracted
little international support, since most observers con-
cur that contemporary secessionist claims are basi-
cally motivated by economic considerations, and the
Crimea’s Russian-speaking majority has not suffered
any civil or human rights violations under Ukrainian
rule.

Nagorno-Karabakh. During its nearly seven decades of
existence as an autonomous region within Azerbaijan,
Nagorno-Karabakh was populated mostly by
Armenians, though the region has no common
border with the Armenian republic and is, in fact,
separated from it by a narrow strip of Azeri land.

While the Armenian side emphasized the concept
of self-determination—vaguely mentioned in the So-
viet constitution—the Azeri side stressed the constitu-
tional prohibition against changing republican
borders without the approval of the republic(s) af-
fected by the change. 

As violence mounted against ethnic Armenians in
Azerbaijan, the number of Armenian refugees flowing
into Armenia and other Soviet republics steadily rose.
However, by late 1988, the cycle of violence and retali-
ation in the Armenian-Azeri conflict was complete, as
thousands of Azeris were forced to flee from Armenia
and Nagorno-Karabakh. The policy of ethnic cleans-
ing had become “bilateral.”

While the prospects for peaceful settlement of the
conflict seem increasingly remote, what appears to be
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a permanent cease-fire was finally established in May
1994. Yet the lull appears tenuous. 

Self-Determination through Secession: Typical Stages of

Conflict. A precondition of the struggle for self-
determination typically involves a minority ethnic
group’s perception that its autonomy within the
framework of a multinational state—or even its very
existence—is endangered.

The next stage of self-determination conflicts in-
volves spontaneous grassroots resistance movements
and their local activists, who are soon recognized as
national leaders. The central government typically
characterizes these leaders as antiregime elements
who could possibly direct a “fifth column” connected
with a sympathetic third country.

Simultaneously, the self-determination struggle ac-
quires its ideological base through the formulation of
national goals and the identification of obstacles to
their achievement. Both sides in the dispute produce
evidence to prove their historical right to the ethnic
territory in question. 

Central government officials at the local level find
themselves replaced by indigenous, charismatic lead-
ers, sometimes through legitimate elections. Simulta-
neously, the group forms new political parties openly
or underground. At first, these political organizations
demonstrate a democratic orientation.

After the creation of state bodies, the group seeking
self-determination develops contacts with foreign
powers and tries to enter multilateral discussions to
mobilize international support. Sometimes these in-
stitutions are created in exile and then transplanted to
their own ethnic territory.

The next stage is the intensification of “the war of
laws,” usually in the form of decrees and constitutions
issued by the separatist group’s representative body.
The primacy of central or local laws in the disputed
territory thus becomes the fundamental issue in the
conflict.

Feeling pressure from its own nationalists and
striving to preserve the integrity of the state, the cen-
tral government disbands local bodies of self-gover-
nance, deprives them of autonomy, or introduces its
own direct rule with heavy reliance on military force.
The leaders of self-determination movements are
forced into exile, underground, or to parts of the re-
gion inaccessible to the central government’s control. 

Spontaneous resistance movements prepare to
resume the struggle through the use of force. The

region’s political organizations are radicalized and na-
tionalist movements in sympathetic “Big Brother”
countries gain strength, making it increasingly diffi-
cult for these countries’ government officials to main-
tain a neutral position.

Organized ethnic clashes and pogroms begin to
plague the region and the surrounding area. Finally,
war slogans fill the mass media on both sides of the
struggle as the situation escalates to full-scale military
conflict.

Approaches of Decision Makers: Interviews. On the
principle of nonintervention, Margaret Thatcher
basically rejects—with one exception—the idea that
intervention in a country’s internal affairs could
improve the situation. Sam Nunn takes a similarly
pragmatic approach by suggesting that U.S.
intervention should be avoided, since the country
cannot act as a global policeman. Mikhail Gorbachev
believes that a country that ignores norms of human
rights also gives up its voice in the international
system and thus loses its claim to sovereignty. Jack
Matlock calls for the international community to take
a proactive stance in settling conflicts.

Answering the question of judging self-determina-
tion claims, Thatcher says the nation-state must re-
main the decision-making unit of international
society. Nunn contends that the size and “viability” of
units seeking separate political and territorial status
are important factors in determining nationhood.
Matlock believes that the right to self-determination
cannot be absolute, but that the international commu-
nity must establish better human rights standards.
Gorbachev argues that self-determination claims can
best be addressed within the larger context of a more
cooperative international environment.

Criteria for Self-Determination. Using a set of univers-
ally recognized requirements would help avert both
the chaos of changing borders in areas of conflict and
the attempts to settle issues of self-determination by
violence. Only the entire set of criteria together would
likely pass a test of moral legitimacy, but rarely do all
these criteria apply in any one situation.

Intolerability. The legal formulation of a claim for
self-determination should be based, first of all, on the
“intolerability of existence” for a population of any ter-
ritory, including those under the rule of a state with
sovereignty over their territory.

Historical Right. Another criterion should be
based on the “historical right” to a territory—a right
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that is the least capable of definition among all the cri-
teria under consideration for assessing the legitimacy
of self-determination movements.

Ethnic Composition of the Population. Unlike the
multinational democracy of the United States, among
the peoples of Europe, Asia, and Africa there are still
seemingly insurmountable prejudices of “blood and
belonging,” in spite of the spread of “global culture.”

Expression of the People’s Will. While criteria for
assessing self-determination claims should take into
account the territory’s ethnic composition, a certain
priority must be accorded to the democratic principle
of the expression of the entire population’s will. 

Responsibility for Consequences. Under these cri-
teria, self-determination movements will have more
time to prepare themselves for assuming the burden
of charting their own political and economic future. 

CONCLUSION

These criteria must be reconciled with the interna-
tional legal principle of nonintervention. Post-Soviet
self-determination movements that can no longer be
called “internal matters” suggest a new class of politi-
cal entities whose distinct features could allow the ap-
plication of internationally accepted norms and
procedures to satisfy their claims.  

In these cases, intervention need not pose a threat
to an existing state’s sovereignty. In fact, interventions
by the United Nations and other international organi-
zations are the most appropriate ways to settle, or at
least effect a compromise over, the conflicting politi-
cal and territorial claims of self-determination move-
ments and the states that oppose them. 
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Amajor objective of the United States Institute
of Peace is to host fellows in its Jennings Ran-
dolph Program who have the background

and experience to help bridge the gap between the
theory of change and conflict in the international
realm and the demands of governmental policymak-
ing. Galina Starovoitova, a fellow during 1993–94,
certainly met this objective.

In this important work, Starovoitova, a trained
ethnographer, examines the prominent self-determi-
nation movements in the former Soviet Union and ar-
rives at some tentative criteria that could be used to
assess their legitimacy. The need for such criteria, she
argues, is apparent. In contrast to futurists’ visions of
the “global village,” where national loyalties and bor-
ders erode under the forces of globalization and de-
centralization, Starovoitova points to the resurgence
of nationalism in the post–Cold War era, particularly
on the Eurasian continent. 

Starovoitova came to the Institute soon after the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, when serious chal-
lenges to the integrity of Soviet successor states
seemed a daily occurrence. Her experience as a Soviet
legislator and a Russian government official leads her
to reflect on the criteria for assessing the claims of
“identity” and other groups to the right of self-deter-
mination and to propose criteria cautiously, lest they
promote a chaotic explosion of new micro-states.

Starovoitova claims for herself no moral authority
in offering such a desideratum. Rather, she states
quite clearly that international organizations alone
are equipped to handle the claims of ethnic minorities
and other identity groups that seek to determine their
own course in the international community. Yet, de-
spite a proliferation of international norms that touch
on the notion of self-determination, the issue has
never acquired the kind of normative precision that
characterizes universally recognized (if not necessar-
ily universally honored) international legal principles,
such as the observance of human rights and noninter-
vention. Starovoitova attempts to fill this lacuna by
isolating some of the criteria that self-determination
movements in the former Soviet Union have relied on
in their appeals to national governments and the in-
ternational community for redress of their grievances.

The difficulty of applying such criteria is reflected
in what is perhaps the most revealing and fascinating
section of Starovoitova’s study—her interviews with
world leaders and major policy officials. Mikhail Gor-
bachev, Margaret Thatcher, Sam Nunn, and Jack Mat-
lock all testify to the tension governments experience
when they must weigh the dire conditions of many
ethnic and other identity groups against the state’s
quest for stability.

Starovoitova reminds us that statehood for a terri-
torial unit seeking self-determination and, ultimately,
secession necessarily means a loss of territory for es-
tablished states; and states inherently fight to retain
their territorial integrity and sense of national pur-
pose. Hence, she suggests that the criteria she offers
should be considered in their entirety to avoid the
kind of violent conflict that typically ensues when
self-determination groups advance their specific
grievances against central governments—grievances
the international community may find less than com-
pelling reasons for intervention. The threshold for a
territorial unit’s accession to international status is
thus set high, but that does not mean that any one cri-
terion among those Starovoitova presents is any less
important or deserving of attention than the others.

The United States Institute of Peace has made the
self-determination issue an important focus in its pro-
grams and publications, because so many disputes
around the world arise from self-determination
claims. During 1995–96, the Institute convened two
roundtable discussions devoted solely to the myriad
issues surrounding self-determination: The first ad-
dressed the theoretical nature of self-determination
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claims and the notion of sovereignty; the second cov-
ered the political manifestation of such claims in vari-
ous countries (Peaceworks 7 and 16, respectively).
The Institute’s Series on Religion, Nationalism, and
Intolerance also explores particular countries’ experi-
ences with self-determination movements, among
other issues. In addition, Ted Robert Gurr examines
the subject thoroughly in his Minorities at Risk: A
Global View of Ethnopolitical Conflicts, published
by the Institute’s Press; and Ruth Lapidoth’s Auton-
omy: Flexible Solutions to Ethnic Conflicts, also pub-
lished by the Institute’s Press, suggests one promising
approach to the dilemma of reconciling sovereignty
with self-determination.

Indeed, Starovoitova’s homeland is an extraordi-
nary laboratory for isolating some or all of the criteria
she proposes in the concluding section of this work.
The political shock wave of the USSR’s collapse still

reverberates with a special intensity across some areas
of the former Soviet Union, including Chechnya,
Nagorno-Karabakh, the Crimea, and Abkhazia. But
the wave is not likely to stop there. “In the twenty-first
century,” Starovoitova warns, “we can expect even
more claims for self-determination from the former
Soviet Union, the African continent, China, and many
other regions.” The grand hope, of course, is that the
international community will be equipped by then
with some standards to settle these claims fairly and
peacefully. Absent such standards, these regions will
likely be the new sources of even more destructive po-
litical shocks.

RICHARD H. SOLOMON, PRESIDENT

UNITED STATES INSTITUTE OF PEACE
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1

This study is a modest contribution to the on-
going debate on the problem of group
rights—primarily, the right of a people or “na-

tional group” to self-determination. That the problem
has been with us for the past ninety years or so and
has so far frustrated attempts to arrive at definitive an-
swers is a testament to just how nettlesome a concept
self-determination can be in contemporary interna-
tional law and politics. Finding its advocates among
such disparate political figures as Woodrow Wilson
and Vladimir Lenin, this idea has developed into a
norm of international law, mentioned in the United
Nations Charter and enshrined in the 1966 Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

Nevertheless, the “right” to self-determination has
recently emerged once again as the focus of much de-
bate, as its fulfillment—or denial—quite often results in
mass violence. Such conflicts are aggravated by the
uncertain position of the international community,
which cannot rely on precise guidelines for such situ-
ations. The right of a people to make a collective
choice about its common destiny still awaits full
recognition in international society. In fact, in the
realm of international law, the collective right to self-
determination is usually considered secondary or
even tertiary to the rights of the individual or the
state. 

For diplomats, the rights of the state generally pre-
vail over the rights of peoples living in that state, even

though the UN secretary general has stated that “The
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and independence of
states within the established international system,
and the principle of self-determination for peoples,
both of great value and importance, must not be per-
mitted to work against each other.”1

From a liberal point of view, the protection of indi-
vidual rights is paramount, while the rights of collec-
tives—nationalities—are somehow considered an
anachronism of tribal society. The UN Human Rights
Committee has therefore declined to define the term
“people,” arguing that self-determination is not an in-
dividual but a collective right; it is, therefore, beyond
its jurisdiction to investigate any complaint regarding
the violation of such a right. 

Ethnicity is a collective characteristic, and there are
examples of how collective rights do find advance-
ment within nations, specifically in the equal opportu-
nity and affirmative action programs that have existed
in the United States for the past three decades and
were created to compensate for the inequalities of an
era of racial discrimination and segregation.

However, global society continues to display a
stubborn resistance to such collective impulses. In-
deed, world politics at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury has come to be almost a fight for “separateness”
among the many minority groups that have suddenly
been released from their neo-imperial bonds. Is it pos-
sible to understand this phenomenon as an attempt
to preserve global cultural variety and its multicol-
ored mosaic, in preference to the gray uniformity of
globalization and the increasing irrelevance of bor-
ders? What other explanation can be given for this
process in light of increasing transnational forces,
such as trade and finance, and the worldwide spread
of new information and communications technology?

A few years ago, bewildered foreign commentators
were hard pressed to appraise the situation after the
“outburst of self-determination” in the former Soviet
Union and other postcommunist countries. One well-
known American journalist observed at the time,
“The roll call of warring nationalities invokes some
forgotten primer on the warring tribes of the Dark
Ages—Ossetians, Georgians, Abkhazians, Daghesta-
nis, Azeris, Armenians, Moldovans, Russians, Ukraini-
ans, Gagauz, Tatars, Tajiks. They die for lands much
of the world has never heard of—Nakhichevan,
Nagorno-Karabakh, the Transdniestr republic, South
Ossetia—or for causes lost in the fog of history.”2 But
these people died not so much for their land as for the
preservation of their unique cultural identity. They
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were ready to sacrifice not only their individual free-
dom, but even their lives to rescue their historic her-
itage and to preserve their ethnicity.

My ethnological field work, as well as my experi-
ence as a government official in charge of ethnic af-
fairs during the period of turmoil in the former USSR,
has presented me with striking evidence of the readi-
ness of individuals to make sacrifices for the sake of
something they themselves can call “national.” I have
visited Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-Karabakh,
the Transdniestr region, Palestine, and Ulster. In each
place, I witnessed the surprising solidarity of individ-
uals endeavoring to defend their own nation in the
face of tremendous adversity and hostility.

Years of living behind the Iron Curtain have given
the many peoples of the former Soviet Union the
hope—perhaps a naive one—that their aspirations for
national identity will be acted on by the United Na-
tions, the European Parliament, the International
Court of Justice, and other international bodies, ac-
cording to standards of justice in international soci-
ety. The beginning of the drive for self-determination
in colonies or in ethnic enclaves within multinational
totalitarian empires has often been accompanied by
the hope of swift intervention and help by the world
community in the name of justice, which to many of
these peoples transcends the more staid and estab-
lished principles of international law. Creating their
own state becomes the only hope of ethnic minorities
struggling to preserve an identity. In many cases,
these struggles mean secession and territorial disinte-
gration; more important, they typically mean the
threat of territorial losses for other states. 

Some cases of self-determination have resulted in
the creation of a new state or the restoration of an an-
cient one. Such a case arose in Palestine nearly half a
century ago with the creation of the state of Israel. The
Palestinians, on the other hand, gained the right to
create their own autonomous territory in 1993 after
many more years of conflict. For Chechens, Armeni-
ans in Nagorno-Karabakh, Kurds, and many others,
however, the situation remains hopeless, owing to the
refusal of powerful neighboring nations to relinquish
their territory. The bid for self-determination as the re-
alization of a collective right usually results in dashed
hopes. Confronting an indifferent world community,
self-determination movements often feel forced to
take up arms. As one scholar succinctly puts it, “The
violence we see around us is not generated by the
drive for self-determination, but by its negation. The

denial of self-determination, not its pursuit, is what
leads to upheavals and conflicts.”3

A sacrificial war for justice in one nation will in-
evitably grow into aggressive nationalism, accompa-
nied by violent war and barbarian ethnic cleansings,
unless the world community takes into account the
primarily peaceful demands of national groups and
until the great world powers learn to treat emerging
nations on something other than strictly legalistic
grounds. To prevent wars associated with self-deter-
mination, however, the world community will need to
equip such organizations as the UN Security Council
with a more sophisticated legal mechanism that
would infringe upon the international legal principle
of nonintervention—an issue that is still highly sensi-
tive in some circles, despite such precedents as
Bosnia, Somalia, and Rwanda.

I am aware that a discussion of group (as opposed
to individual) rights, as well as arguments about the
possibility of revising either existing national borders
or the principle of nonintervention itself, all lie out-
side the mainstream of contemporary political think-
ing. Nevertheless, I present in part 3 of this study
some examples of both successful and unsuccessful
self-determination movements in the former Soviet
Union. In part 4, I offer recollections and opinions on
self-determination from some noteworthy political
leaders—Mikhail Gorbachev, Ambassador Jack
Matlock, Senator Sam Nunn, and Lady Margaret
Thatcher—who had to address these problems on a
daily basis at a time when the concept of self-determi-
nation seemed to be going through a historic political
and philosophical upheaval. In gathering their opin-
ions of the political dimensions of self-determination
movements and nonintervention, I tried to use exam-
ples that were removed from the case studies in order
to provide a basis for comparison and to draw on
their personal experiences. Iraq and the former
Yugoslavia were the two most cited examples these
leaders referred to. Perhaps the consideration of dif-
ferent approaches to this difficult concept will help in
the development of new criteria for legitimizing the
right to self-determination. In part 5, I offer sugges-
tions for such criteria based on the case studies and
these leaders’ observations.

I conclude with some thoughts on how more
clearly defined criteria for assessing the legitimacy of
self-determination movements can help resolve the
even more challenging principle of nonintervention
when such claims are violently suppressed.
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History is littered with the wreck of states
that tried to combine diverse ethnic or linguis-

tic or religious groups within a single sover-
eignty.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.

The approach of this century’s end has pro-
duced many surprises in the international
system. The collapse (or temporary retreat)

of communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union led to the fall of the postwar bipolar system,
apparently reducing the risk of a third world war.
Nevertheless, new conflicts of a regional nature are
drawing the international community into the
process of resolving unexpected, unusual problems,
whether in Bosnia, the Persian Gulf, or Chechnya. The
collapse of the Soviet system meant less the “end of
history” than the beginning of a new era in interna-
tional politics—one whose unpredictability is attribut-
able to the entry of many new players into the global
arena.4

Many observers of international society were not
too far off the mark in their visions of increased mod-
ernization and urbanization and rapid advances in
technology and communications moving the world
closer to the vision of a unified “global village,” inte-
grated by shared information and consumer prefer-
ences. Yet some observers went too far in postulating

that such integration would lead to the breakdown of
ethnic and cultural attachments and that the ensuing
cultural homogenization would make borders obso-
lete. Contrary to this scenario, nationalism has not
weakened in this cosmopolitan pandemonium but
has, in fact, gained strength.5

Ethnicity, one of contemporary nationalism’s fun-
damental components, has not disappeared in much
of the world’s urban population. Quite the contrary,
among an increasing number of urbanites, devotion
to one’s ethnic roots has taken on an almost ideologi-
cal fervor.6

This development should come as no surprise to
some of nationalism’s more serious scholars, who see
it as a consequence of modernity in international life.
In fact, nationalism is organically connected to the in-
dustrial age. Nationalism is understood to be, in the
words of Ernest Gellner, “a principle demanding that
political and ethnic units come together, and also that
those governed and those governing within a given
political unit belong to one ethnos.”7

Despite the divergence of their perspectives, both
Marxist-Leninists and Western liberals underesti-
mated the political and psychological strength of na-
tionalism. For the Marxists, the triumph of
proletarian internationalism meant the eventual
emancipation of the peasantry from traditionalism
and its associated prejudices. Proponents of laissez-
faire economics assumed that the marketplace would
overcome the atavistic peculiarities of ethnic culture.

National feelings are rooted in the idea of a linguis-
tic, religious, and psychological community based on
the ancient kinship of the members of a given ethnic
group. Moreover, the subjective perception of this
community turns out to be even more important than
objective historic facts. Thus, Walker Connor, follow-
ing Max Weber, defines a nation as a “grouping of
people who believe they are ancestrally related. It is
the largest grouping that shares that belief.”8

Nations are defined by their territorial domain as
well, and anthropology closely connects the examina-
tion of a people’s ethnic identity not only with its cul-
ture but also with the physical environment in which
it formed itself over the course of centuries or millen-
nia. Recall for example Montesquieu’s principle of ge-
ographic determinism. Geophysical conditions and
climate largely determine the ethnic group’s economy
and way of life; these conditions also find their reflec-
tion in the folklore and psychology of the people. Af-
ter the era of Eurasia’s Great Migration in the early
Middle Ages, ethnic settlements remained more or

3
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less stable, and the people in these settlements did
not even consider a “national” existence outside their
ethnic territories. 

The American experience in the administration of
its territory gave no thought to ethnic factors when es-
tablishing internal administrative borders. Such divi-
sions are hardly applicable to present-day Eurasia.
The recognition of traditional ethnic territories is
highly significant for the peoples of the former USSR,
not only for rural dwellers who have lived in the same
agrarian communities for generations, but also for rel-
atively recent migrants whose worldview is inextrica-
bly linked with their immediate surroundings.9

Unlike the United States, the Soviet Union was a
multinational state, despite its centralized, adminis-
trative facade of uniformity. Generally speaking,
multinational states may be organized according to
three basic patterns:

Multinational Socialist Federation. A system based
on central planning’s enforced economic interdepen-
dence of regions, a totalitarian ideology, and an exten-
sive security apparatus. The largest nation and its
cultural attributes are typically dominant, while mi-
norities are suppressed or restricted to a greater or
lesser degree in their own cultural expressions. As the
state’s economy and military weaken and as the rul-
ing political party and its dominant ideology lose
their hold over various ethnic groups, growing cen-
trifugal forces may result in the disintegration of the
state and the emergence of new nation-states. Exam-
ples of this type are the USSR, Yugoslavia, and the
People’s Republic of China.

Asymmetric Federation. A union of peoples
and/or regions enjoying broad self-government, con-
trol over their natural resources, and such rights as
the pursuit of their own educational and cultural poli-
cies and the imposition of local taxes, regulations, etc.
Some of these peoples and/or regions may enjoy the
privilege of home rule, while others may have joined
or renegotiated their membership in the federation as
associated members according to special conditions
stipulated in bilateral treaties (e.g., the status of Scot-
land’s home rule within the United Kingdom,
Canada’s province of Quebec, the U.S. territories of
Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, and Tatarstan in
the Russian Federation). There are reasons to believe
that flexible membership conditions tend to make
multinational federations more viable and help to
achieve more uniformity in economic and political
development.

Symmetric Federation or Confederation. This
arrangement does not offer any special status even 
to regions with strong ethnocultural characteristics,
but it does grant broad autonomy to various constitu-
tive units within the multinational state. The best ex-
amples of this type are Switzerland and Spain.

The first two types of multinational states are usu-
ally associated with various stages of a colonial sys-
tem’s development and eventual collapse. As an
example, we can recall various aspects of this type of
system in the history of the Russian empire, which
passed on to its successor, the Soviet Union, many im-
perial methods of direct or indirect rule over its colo-
nial acquisitions. During the communist era, the
arsenal of such methods was expanded as follows:

- Mass deportations of peoples from their ethnic
territories, mostly during World War II, on the
pretext of their cooperation with the Nazis.

- Subordination of various peoples within a multi-
tiered, hierarchical state structure. In addition to
the fifteen union republics that had a right to se-
cession officially confirmed in the USSR constitu-
tion, autonomous republics with fewer rights
were subordinated to the union republics. Au-
tonomous oblasts (provinces) and okrugs (dis-
tricts) were created in the 1920s and 1930s to
give political recognition to most important eth-
nic minority groups. 

- Mass relocations of the population between re-
publics under the pretense of achieving
grandiose economic projects. These relocations
fundamentally altered the ethnic makeup of vari-
ous republics, such as Abkhazia, Latvia, and Esto-
nia. As a result, current divisions between
majority and minority groups in Soviet successor
states are in many cases quite arbitrary.

- Arbitrary changes in republican borders, with no
attempt to assess their impact on the population
on either side of the border. After the deportation
of the Balkars, the Ingush, the Chechens, and
other North Caucasian peoples, for example,
Stalin apportioned part of the North Caucasian
lands to Georgia for many years. He also decided
to transfer Nagorno-Karabakh, populated by Ar-
menians, from Armenia to Azerbaijan in 1921. In
1954, Khrushchev transferred the Crimean
peninsula from Russia to Ukraine and later ap-
portioned a few Siberian oblasts to Kazakstan.
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The Soviet regime’s powerful internal security
apparatus maintained this unjust system under the
communist doctrine of “proletarian internationalism,”
so it is not surprising that the empire disintegrated
with communism’s discreditation. The Soviet re-
publics exercised their right to secede soon after the
August 1991 putsch; the first were the three Baltic re-
publics, and others followed. The autonomous terri-
tories, however, were not so privileged. Holding a
status below the union republics in the Soviet hierar-
chical system, the autonomous territories had a rela-
tively limited set of rights that constrained their
freedom of action, especially since they found them-
selves under the control of another ethnic group, de-
spite a long struggle
for a change in their
status.

Profound cul-
tural and religious
differences between
minority and pre-
dominant majority
ethnic groups con-
tributed to a long
history of hostility
in the USSR, which
could be dimin-
ished to some ex-
tent by decrees from the central government. The
current political milieu has left these ethnic minorities
confronting the ruling majority nationalities of yet
untested, mostly uncontrolled Soviet successor states,
a phenomenon that is not confined to the post-Soviet
realm. Yet in the territory under direct Soviet rule (i.e.,
within the former Soviet republics), the fall of the
USSR brought a mobilization of national movements
under the slogan of the right to self-determination. 

The peaceful achievement of national self-determi-
nation in post-totalitarian countries is possible only
under the institutions of democratic rule. Among the
examples of such civilized self-determination move-
ments are the “amicable divorce” of the Czech Repub-
lic and Slovakia, and Russia’s voluntary recognition of
the results of Ukraine’s December 1991 indepen-
dence referendum as the lawful basis for the creation
of a sovereign Ukrainian state. Moscow similarly rec-
ognized declarations of sovereignty from other re-
publics of the former USSR. Russia, the core of the
Soviet empire, voluntarily refused the role of “Big

Brother,” and monumental changes in the political
status of these republics occurred over the course of a
relatively short democratic period after the August
1991 putsch and the collapse of communism. It is
doubtful such changes would have taken place as
painlessly three or four years later. 

The Soviet decolonization process is still far from
complete, however. Difficulties in Russia’s economic
and political reform have made the country’s current
political spectrum much more contradictory and
complex than it was in 1991. Right-wing nationalists
and advocates of a return to a centralized economy
are quickly acquiring much more influence in Rus-
sia’s grand debate over its future.

Yet many ethnic
groups that have
emerged from un-
der Soviet totalitari-
anism have
embraced the right
to national self-de-
termination as an
inherent part of
their regions’ politi-
cal and economic
reform. In addition,
the destruction of
communism’s

supranational ideology forces these peoples to search
for new sources of identity, the most natural of which
is ethnicity, based on a community of shared history,
culture, and language.

Such an ethnos, to a greater or lesser extent, serves
as the foundation for civil society. Both were repressed
by the Soviet regime, which recognized only those hi-
erarchical political and economic relations controlled
from above; it did not take historical memory and cul-
tural uniqueness into account. In an ethno-nation, in
contrast to a state, horizontal connections are widely
developed, a clear understanding of common core val-
ues exists, and public opinion has a significant influ-
ence on self-governance. These factors allow one to see
in an ethno-nation the natural embryo of a future civil
society. In some cases, only the achievement of actual
statehood can save ethno-national attributes, such as
history, culture, and language, from oblivion. Only the
institutions of the state can resist cultural entropy and
the sometimes violence-prone intermingling of dis-
tinct traditions.10 These are the principal reasons
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behind the growing significance of nationalism in
post-totalitarian countries.

THE UNATTAINABLE RIGHT TO SELF-
DETERMINATION

At a time when ethnic groups are striving to affirm
their nationhood—and their statehood in the interna-
tional arena—more established states react to the prin-
ciple of self-determination with extreme suspicion.
The leaders of many of these states seem to have for-
gotten that their own countries realized self-determi-
nation through secession from past empires. Some
seem to believe that today’s political map of the world
constitutes an ideal and final global configuration.

The history of self-determination began around the
time of the French Revolution, when the concept was
considered the democratic ideal, applicable to all hu-
mankind. In the political thought of the Enlighten-
ment, governments should be based on the will of the
people, not the monarch. People not content with
their government should be able to secede and orga-
nize themselves as they wish. This radical strain of po-
litical thought meant that “the territorial element in a
political unit lost its feudal predominance in favor of
the personal element; people were not to be any more
a mere appurtenance of the land.”11 From its incep-
tion, the concept of self-determination was a threat to
the legitimacy of the established order. Moreover, this
principle offered a method of settling conflicts
through mass rather than solely elite solutions.

After the Napoleonic Wars, Poles, Italians, Mag-
yars, and Germans—as well as the ethnic minorities
living among them—all advanced claims to self-deter-
mination. The Congress of Vienna in 1815 did not ac-
cept self-determination as a basis for reshaping the
map of Europe, but similar demands from the op-
pressed peoples of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian
empires later received more favorable treatment.12 Af-
ter the revolutions of 1848, national movements led
to the formation of two new unified states, Germany
and Italy.

It should be noted at the outset that the process of
ethnic groups’ constituting themselves as newly inde-
pendent states is more complicated from the interna-
tional legal standpoint than the self-determination of
national or territorial units that already have some de-
gree of autonomy or, in more advanced cases, some
attributes of statehood.13 In the latter case, peoples
within more or less definite borders can either vote by
plebiscite or express their will through a representative

assembly. Such democratic expressions may serve as
a basis for the legitimate development of the self-de-
termination process. To create a new entity, however,
the territory’s borders must be determined before its
inhabitants can initiate a change in their status. De-
spite all the ambiguity and controversy surrounding
this process, the development of criteria that can sup-
port a legal mechanism for such a determination of
borders is indeed possible, as we shall see in the con-
cluding section of this study. 

Only after World War I, when the former European
system began to disintegrate, did the principle of self-
determination acquire principled advocacy through
international figures as ideologically diverse as
Vladimir Lenin and President Woodrow Wilson.14

Despite Wilson’s goal of enshrining the principle of
self-determination within the League of Nations’
Covenant, the practical difficulties of realizing the
principle prevented its inclusion in the document’s fi-
nal text. Self-determination was only indirectly recog-
nized as applicable to those territories placed under
the League’s mandate and to those colonies that suc-
ceeded their ruling powers after World War I. In fact,
the League’s covenant essentially established the in-
equality of peoples. Under Article 22, lands that re-
ceived the status of mandated territories were to be
guided by the “advanced nations.” This arrangement
essentially legitimized the colonial system.

World War II once again changed the political
landscape of the world, but the principle of self-deter-
mination affected these changes in the immediate
postwar era only to a slight degree. Significant difficul-
ties arose during work on the United Nations Char-
ter—specifically, differences of opinion over the use of
the words “people,” “nation,” and “state.” The final
judgment was the following: “‘Nations’ is used in the
sense of all political entities, states and non-states,
whereas ‘peoples’ refers to groups of human beings
who may, or may not, comprise states or nations.”15

The right to self-determination in the charter is associ-
ated only with the notion of “peoples,” but the notion
of “non-self-determined peoples” corresponds to what
was traditionally described as a colony.

Determining exactly who (or what) the right of
self-determination applies to remains its most dis-
puted aspect. President Wilson and Lenin considered
“peoples and nations” to possess this right, but they
did not specify these terms, whose meanings contain
important nuances in different languages. In the
post–World War II era, it has been more or less com-
monly accepted that the right to self-determination
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applies only to colonies, which filled the ranks of the
United Nations as full-fledged states during the wave
of decolonization in the 1950s and 1960s.

The injustice of the colonial system led the UN
General Assembly on December 14, 1960, to adopt
the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to
Colonial Countries and Peoples, whose preamble em-
phasizes that the refusal or obstruction of freedom
brings about the intensification of conflicts. Article 2
states, “All peoples have the right to self-determina-
tion; by virtue of that right they freely determine their
political status and freely pursue their economic, so-
cial, and cultural development.” Furthermore, Article
3 states, “Inadequacy of political, economic, social, or
educational pre-
paredness should
never serve as a pre-
text for delaying in-
dependence.”16

Despite these de-
velopments, the de-
bate over
self-determination
was by no means
concluded. There
were as many opin-
ions informing the
Declaration on De-
colonization as
there were new
countries it applied
to. The UN Com-
mission on Human
Rights has still declined to define the word “people,”
and the term acquires little more precision in the UN
charter itself. Consider the United Kingdom’s sugges-
tion during the preparation of the charter: It might
mean “a group of individuals with special ties which
singled them out from the surrounding population,
the whole population within the frontiers of a particu-
lar State, the inhabitants of a particular piece of terri-
tory, or even a group who did not inhabit an
identifiable piece of territory but considered them-
selves a people.”17 This definition is sufficiently com-
prehensive to describe any ethnic group or
nation-state, but it is far too broad to identify who has
the right to self-determination. The first part of the
definition singles out an ethnic group, which could be
a dispersed minority living among a hostile majority.
These circumstances are not always insurmountable
barriers to ultimate unification in a more densely

populated community or to political self-determina-
tion (e.g., Jews gradually united in Israel, Palestinians
have gained self-rule in the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
and Crimean Tatars are returning to their homeland
decades after Stalin’s forced relocations).

The entire population within the borders of a par-
ticular state can sometimes realize its right to self-de-
termination without taking its ethnic composition
into account. Governments themselves can attempt to
unify multinational states under a supranational ide-
ology, attempting to serve an ethnos-forming role.

The population of a territory that is not defined by
borders within another state usually has the most dif-
ficulty achieving international recognition under the

banner of self-deter-
mination. One ex-
ample is the Kurds,
who are densely set-
tled at the junction
of three states (Iran,
Iraq, and Turkey),
not one of which is
prepared to offer
them territorial au-
tonomy. In contrast,
the Gagauz (Turk-
ish-speaking Chris-
tians) were recently
fortunate enough to
acquire an au-
tonomous district
within the
Moldovan state.

Even if this aspect of the self-determination debate
were settled, established principles of international
law pose a much more fundamental problem in the
realization of the concept: the contradiction between
the principle of self-determination and the principle
of inviolable borders of sovereign states (i.e., the
maintenance of a state’s territorial integrity).

The two most important international legal docu-
ments of the post-colonial period in this regard are
the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and
Cultural Rights and the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, both adopted by the UN
General Assembly in 1966.18 Article 1, identical in
both documents, repeats a basic idea of the 1960 Dec-
laration on Decolonization: “All peoples have the right
to self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely
determine their political status and freely pursue their
economic, social, and cultural development.”19 The
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third paragraph of Article 1, again identical in both
documents, lays out the obligations in these
covenants: “The States Parties to the present
Covenant, including those having responsibility for
the administration of Non-Self-Governing and Trust
Territories, shall promote the realization of the right
of self-determination, and shall respect that right, in
conformity with the provisions of the Charter of the
United Nations.”20

In 1970, the UN General Assembly adopted yet an-
other nonbinding document, Resolution 2625 (XXV):
the Declaration of Principles of International Law
Concerning Friendly Relations and Cooperation
Among States in Accordance with the UN Charter.
This declaration reveals the contradiction between
self-determination movements and the territorial in-
tegrity of existing states. Furthermore, in contrast to
the covenants of 1966, the 1970 declaration gives
precedence to the principle of territorial integrity.
Compare the fifth and eighth paragraphs of the decla-
ration:

The establishment of a sovereign and independent
State, the free association or integration with an in-
dependent State, or the emergence into any other
political status freely determined by a people con-
stitute modes of implementing the right of self-de-
termination by that people.

- - -

Nothing in the foregoing paragraphs shall be con-
strued as authorizing or encouraging any action
which would dismember or impair, totally or in
part, the territorial integrity or political unity of
sovereign and independent States conducting
themselves in compliance with the principle of

equal rights and self-determination of peoples 
as described above and thus possessed of a
government representing the whole people
belonging to the territory without distinction as to
race, creed, or color.21

Similarly, the Final Act of the Conference on (now Or-
ganization for) Security and Cooperation in Europe
(CSCE, now OSCE), adopted in Helsinki in 1975, did
not resolve the contradiction between these two ap-
proaches.22 Both views are expressed in the Final Act,
which stipulates that all its sections carry equal force.

There exists yet another legal approach to the self-
determination dilemma.23 The right to self-determina-
tion can be interpreted as a proposition that follows
from the fundamental principles of democracy and
human rights; that is, as an imperative or peremptory
norm, applicable to any state (i.e., jus cogens). Exter-
nal assaults on the integrity of a state threaten its sov-
ereignty and are, therefore, unacceptable by
international legal standards. But the right of a people
within an existing state to achieve its own sovereignty
has no basis for similar condemnation. In practice,
the United Nations usually decides when self-deter-
mination is applicable and when it is not, even
though clear guidelines for making such decisions
have still not been proposed. The decisions are there-
fore often influenced by arbitrary factors, or even the
personal preferences of politicians.24

It is obvious that the existing approaches to mak-
ing decisions that will determine peoples’ futures are
inadequate. In the twenty-first century, we can expect
even more claims for self-determination from the for-
mer Soviet Union, the African continent, China, and
many other regions. International institutions must
be prepared to address these claims adequately. The
failure to do so will surely transform a promising era
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HOPES AND

DISAPPOINTMENTS

Case Studies

THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION

After the fall of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federa-
tion achieved its independence, as did the other
union republics of the former USSR. As the core of the
union, Russia assumed most of its responsibilities.
But the breakup of the USSR released Russia from
two significant legacies: the maintenance of the totali-
tarian state and the necessity to support the other for-
mer Soviet republics.

Russia, by far the largest of the former Soviet re-
publics in terms of territory, population, and eco-
nomic potential, did not face the danger of being torn
apart by violent ethno-political conflicts during its
first years of independence, unlike some of the other
newly independent states. Yet from the very begin-
ning of the post-Soviet period, problems arising from
Russia’s ethnic and regional diversity have influenced
the country’s course of economic and political re-
form. Its most challenging problem is trying to find a
type of federation that will enable its many ethnic
groups to pursue their goal of self-determination
while preserving its integrity and viability as a multi-
national state.

Throughout most of its millennium-long history,
Russia has been a highly centralized and unified state,
its enormous size and diversity notwithstanding. In
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, only a
few regions of the Russian empire had a degree of ter-
ritorial autonomy, most notably Poland (1815–1831)
and Finland. While the Bolsheviks held an equivocal
position on the principle of self-determination, they
nevertheless created autonomous territories for Rus-
sia’s nationalities after the 1917 revolution. This
process transformed the country into a federation
constituted along ethnic lines—not a common prac-
tice in the history of federalism. Russia first emerged
as a federated state in 1918, when the first constitu-
tion of the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Repub-
lic (RSFSR) was adopted. After the formation of the
USSR in 1922, Russia became, so to speak, a federa-
tion within a federation. While other Soviet republics
(e.g., Georgia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan)
also had ethnically defined autonomous territories,
Russia was the only federation in the Soviet Union
with a three-tiered hierarchy of ethnically defined au-
tonomous formations: autonomous republics, re-
gions, and districts, each having a different share of
the indigenous population and a different degree of
autonomy from the central government. 
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In reality, however, this complicated system did lit-
tle to guarantee minority rights, let alone the right to
self-determination; Soviet totalitarianism was funda-
mentally incompatible with genuine region-based fed-
eralism and ethnic autonomy. This fact became
particularly obvious during the late 1920s and early
1930s, when centralism and uniformity clearly
emerged as the regime’s basic political goals. Most of
the decision making in all fields was concentrated in
the center, leaving virtually nothing within the com-
petence of regional authorities.

The centralization drive implied a change in Soviet
nationality policy as well. The condition of non-Russ-
ian minorities in Russia and throughout the USSR as a
whole, which was relatively favorable in the early pe-
riod of communist rule, quickly changed for the
worse as central authorities employed political terror
against so-called local nationalism. This policy
change, however, did not necessarily redound to the
benefit of ethnic Russians, the most numerous and
economically powerful nationality. Although from the
mid-1930s on (particularly during and after World
War II), the communist regime increasingly relied on
Russian nationalism for support, the status of the
Russian nation in the multinational Soviet empire was
rather controversial. Both the USSR and the Russian
Federation had a certain “asymmetry” in their na-
tional-political structure: Unlike the titular nationali-
ties in the non-Russian union republics, ethnic
Russians in the Russian Federation lacked basic na-
tional and cultural institutions. Russian national de-
velopment was totally dependent on the central
government, which was largely committed to its own
political and ideological goals rather than to the
salient interests of ethnic Russians. Nevertheless, Rus-
sia and the Russians were the power base of the Soviet
regime, and it is only natural that in non-Russian So-
viet republics and in the West, the regime was com-
monly perceived as essentially Russian. The
difference between “Russian” and “Soviet” became ob-
vious only in the late 1980s and early 1990s; the polit-
ical divergence between Russia and the union center
was a crucial factor in the disintegration of the USSR.
One might say that in 1991, the Russians joined with
non-Russian peoples in claiming self-determination,
thus sealing the fate of the multinational Soviet em-
pire.25

To be sure, Russia’s citizens were starting to realize
that they had their own political interests, separate
from those of the USSR. This process paralleled the

emergence of the new Russian democratic elite. In
1990 and 1991, Russia’s citizens witnessed some im-
portant steps in their country’s self-determination
and nation building: competitive elections for the
Russian Congress of People’s Deputies; the formation
of Democratic Russia* and more than two hundred
other popular movements and their factions in the
new parliament; the country’s Declaration of Sover-
eignty (while it was still within the USSR), adopted by
the Congress of People’s Deputies on June 12, 1990;
the emergence of the independent Russian Commu-
nist Party, modeled after Communist parties in other
Soviet republics; and the popular election of Russia’s
first president.

All these signs of Russia’s push for more indepen-
dence and less control from the union center could
only raise concern among the Soviet leadership. In-
deed, there was an objective historical basis for the
conflict—the clash of two opposing tendencies: Rus-
sia’s drive to establish its sovereignty and the empire’s
drive to preserve its might.

Officials in the central government naturally sought
to obstruct the growing “sovereignization” of the re-
publics, and during the last years of the Soviet Union
they tried to keep the rebellious republics together by
force. Armored units and special forces of the USSR
Interior Ministry were periodically dispatched to the
capitals of disobedient republics: Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Byelorussia (Belarus), Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania,
Kazakstan, and Tajikistan. Needless to say, Moscow
was not immune to the wave of demonstrations. 

One bold attempt to prevent the growing sover-
eignization of the republics was the abortive Commu-
nist coup of August 1991. Besides the collapse of
Communist power, the most important result of the
coup attempt was a rise in centrifugal forces, resulting
in numerous proclamations of self-determination
across the rapidly disintegrating Soviet Union. Six
union republics declared their refusal to sign the new
Union Treaty that Gorbachev and other Soviet leaders
had crafted to hold the USSR together; in fact, the
Baltic republics had already declared their indepen-
dence. The Ukrainian referendum on independence,
conducted on December 1, 1991, played a decisive
role in the final disintegration of the USSR. One week
after the referendum, the Soviet Union ceased to exist.

With their sudden independence, Russia and the
other republics faced a number of economic and po-
litical problems. Serious concerns emerged for the
first time in the political arena about the political and
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territorial integrity of Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan,
Georgia, and other newly independent states. These
concerns manifested themselves in an entirely differ-
ent way among the former Soviet republics’ more
prominent minorities, which—to varying degrees—re-
fused to recognize the legitimacy of new inter- and in-
trastate borders (old administrative borders of the
Soviet republics assumed by the newly independent
states). Among the minorities that posed the
strongest challenges to the new border regimes were
Abkhazians and Ossetians in Georgia and Gagauz
and the Transdniestr region’s ethnic Russians in
Moldova. Quite apart from their status as primus inter
pares among ethnic groups in the non-Russian re-
publics, ethnic Rus-
sians in the
immediate post-So-
viet period quickly
found themselves
in the position of a
minority—in every
respect—outside
their homeland. 

In the final years
of the USSR, prob-
lems within the
Russian Federation
were, of course, far
less important than
the mounting ten-
sions within the
union as a whole. But it was not long after the union
republics started moving away from Moscow that Rus-
sia’s autonomous regions began to demand higher sta-
tus and greater rights. During 1990 and 1991, all
autonomous republics unilaterally declared them-
selves sovereign states, deleting the word “au-
tonomous” from their official names, while
autonomous regions (except for the Jewish Au-
tonomous Region) upgraded themselves to republics.
Paradoxically, the concept 
of sovereignty in the Russian political lexicon at the
time did not imply independence or the possibility of
secession. It simply suggested more freedom for the
territories to dispose of their natural resources as they
saw fit, to conduct their own foreign trade relations,
and to negotiate the percentage of taxes owed to the
Russian government. These freedoms were encour-
aged by President Gorbachev, who not long before
the August coup invited leaders of some the Russian
republic’s autonomous territories to help develop and

sign a draft of the new Union Treaty, thereby ascribing
to them virtually the same status the fifteen union re-
publics enjoyed. This invitation simultaneously en-
couraged the impulse toward separatism on the part
of Russia’s autonomous territories and weakened the
Russian republic’s territorial integrity. The Russian
leadership wisely refrained from pressuring the un-
ruly regions into submission. Nevertheless, Russia’s
national cohesion was now open to question.

In the summer of 1991, the newly elected Russian
president Boris Yeltsin told the regions to take “as
much sovereignty as you can swallow,” implying that
the federal government was ready to devolve many of
its powers to regional authorities. In saying this, he

did not distinguish
between former au-
tonomous ethnic
territories and Russ-
ian-populated re-
gions, the latter of
which account for
the bulk of Russia’s
territory, popula-
tion, and economic
potential. Russia’s
central leadership
was wise enough at
the time not to heed
the call of the re-
gions to downgrade
the republics, and

the problem of eliminating differences in status
among constituent parts of the Russian Federation
has been an extremely painful and contentious issue
ever since.

The first serious ethno-political crisis in the Russ-
ian Federation occurred when the Chechen republic
in the North Caucasus proclaimed itself independent
from Russia soon after the August 1991 coup, follow-
ing the example of the union republics. Chechnya’s
president, Dzhokhar Dudaev, was elected in October
1991 on a platform of sovereignty for the Chechen re-
public. The Russian government’s attempt to resolve
the conflict by sending troops to the rebellious repub-
lic the following month seemed unwise from the start,
especially since the Russian parliament voted against
the decision. The troops were withdrawn within two
days without having entered combat. Despite eco-
nomic hardships and internal conflict, the Chechens
seemed to remain committed to the ideal of sovereign
nationhood, consistently declining all Russian offers
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aimed at keeping Chechnya in the federation. The
Russian government’s brutal and protracted interven-
tion three years later is a testament to its utter rejec-
tion of Chechnya’s independence, sparked by fear
that such a move could trigger a chain reaction of se-
cession across the federation. 

Russia’s federal authorities also had serious prob-
lems with the republic of Tatarstan in the country’s
Volga region. While Tatars constitute less than half of
the republic’s population, Tatar nationalism has al-
ways been strong, reinforced by memories of the
Kazan khanate that Russia conquered in the sixteenth
century. In spite of Moscow’s strongly worded ad-
monishments, Tatarstan held a March 1992 referen-
dum in which most voters supported the idea of the
republic’s becoming a sovereign state in loose associa-
tion with Russia. Citizens in the neighboring republic
of Bashkortostan also voiced similar demands.

Tensions within the Russian Federation were alle-
viated to some extent by the so-called Federation
Treaty that was signed on February 29, 1992 by all
members of the federation except Chechnya and
Tatarstan. The treaty, regarded as an integral element
of the constitution then in force, stipulated that the re-
publics accept their status within the Russian Federa-
tion. In return, they would be granted more political
and economic autonomy, especially in comparison
with the Russian Federation’s regions. Such provi-
sions mainly recognize the republics’ desires for inde-
pendent management of their own natural resources
and direct foreign trade relations, raising the official
status of the native language, and preservation of
their unique national cultures. For instance, the Sakha
republic (Yakutiia) has less than 1 percent of the Rus-
sian Federation’s total population, and only one-third
of this number are Yakuts, but it contains more than
90 percent of the Russian Federation’s entire dia-
mond supply and more than 25 percent of its gold.
Accordingly, under a special treaty, Sakha received
permission to conduct its own foreign trade relations,
with the condition that about one-third of the rev-
enues from diamond sales and nearly 12 percent of
gold export receipts be reserved for the republic itself. 

In contrast, Russian-populated regions (oblasts)
rich in energy resources, particularly gas and oil, have
no such privileges. Their grievances could be viewed
as a reaction to ethnic minorities’ national move-
ments and are reflected in their own legislation, taxa-
tion, and customs rules at their borders. Several
regions (Uralskaia, Volgogradskaia, and Vologod-
skaia among them) attempted to upgrade their status

to the republic level, and St. Petersburg successfully
conducted a referendum to be a full-fledged member
of the Russian Federation with the same federal rela-
tionship as that between the center and the republics.

A much more important guarantee of the federa-
tion’s stability, at least until the end of 1994, was not
legal or political, but economic. In January 1992, the
Russian government embarked on a comprehensive
program aimed at achieving a market economy, first
liberalizing prices and then privatizing state property.
The scarcity of goods typical of the Soviet period soon
disappeared, but during the first year of “shock ther-
apy,” inflation stood at around 2,500 percent. During
1992–1993, separatist attitudes in most Russian re-
publics were clearly on the wane. Economic reform,
albeit slow and inconsistent, did much to build an all-
Russian market that provided powerful incentives for
interregional integration. Republican elites were now
less concerned with political powers or symbolic at-
tributes of nationhood than with economic advan-
tages and preferences gained through ongoing
negotiations with federal authorities. The problem of
separatism among Russia’s regions and republics
thus receded into the background for a while.

Prior to fall 1992, Russia had been free of the eth-
nic violence that was prevalent in many states of the
“Near Abroad” during the immediate post-Soviet
period. The first bloody ethnic conflict on Russia’s
territory erupted in late October, the result of a long
territorial dispute between two North Caucasian eth-
nic groups, Ossetians and Ingush. The clashes led to 
a virtual “ethnic cleansing” as Ingush were forcibly
expelled from the Prigorodnyi district, a part of their
historic homeland that now belongs to North Ossetia.
Not only did Moscow fail to prevent violence, but
Russian troops sent to restore order in fact took sides
in the conflict, helping the mostly Orthodox Christian
Ossetians against the Muslim Ingush. This incident
greatly undermined the Russian government’s pres-
tige in the region. While the Ossetian-Ingush conflict
remains suppressed rather than resolved for the time
being, the Russian government’s handling of the affair
had profound implications that continue to the pre-
sent. For the first time, Moscow demonstrated the
lack of determination and competence necessary to
settle ethnic disputes and safeguard the human rights
of minorities.

Throughout most of 1993, the political scene in
Russia was dominated by increasing conflict between
the reform-oriented executive branch and the more
conservative legislature. This conflict had a clear im-
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pact on the development of Russian federalism, since
republican and regional elites emerged as powerful
political actors who could determine the balance be-
tween the two opposing forces. Both the president
and the parliament vied for their support by allocat-
ing subsidies and other economic privileges, to the
detriment of the nation’s financial stability. Under
these circumstances, the problem of equality between
republics and regions largely lost its importance as
both republican and regional leaders, recruited
mostly from the old Communist Party nomenklatura,
asserted themselves as the federation’s supreme polit-
ical arbiters. 

This situation, fraught with grave implications for
Russia’s unity and stability, changed radically with the
dissolution of the Russian legislature and the sup-
pression of the September–October 1993 coup in
Moscow. Yeltsin admitted that he had overstepped the
bounds of the constitution then in force, because it
was adopted in the Soviet period and did not allow
him to implement further political and economic re-
forms. The parliament, elected in spring 1990 under
the conditions of the Soviet single-party system, did
not garner as much trust among the Russian populace
as the executive branch did, as indicated by the refer-
endum of April 25, 1993. The center was now more
politically powerful, while the influence of regional
elites shrank dramatically. 

The new Russian constitution, adopted by popular
vote on December 12, 1993, does not contain the Fed-
eration Treaty (although it has not been annulled) 
but stipulates equality among all members of the
federation, a provision that in fact limits the powers of
the republics and the influence of their leaders. This
concession was made under pressure from the coun-
try’s large, industrially developed urban areas, St. Pe-
tersburg and Ekaterinburg (whose regional leader
attempted to create a Urals republic) among them.
This constitutional component can be considered an
attempt to create a symmetrical federation that equal-
izes the rights of its constituent members regardless
of ethnic composition.

According to the new constitution, each republic
could have its own national flag and national anthem.
More important, each signatory party of the Federa-
tion Treaty received the right to form its own legisla-
tive and executive bodies in accordance with its local
traditions, a first in Russia’s history. But the provision
granting republics sovereign status was dropped
from the final version of the constitution. In this con-
text, it is clear why Russia’s republics reacted to the

new constitution far less favorably than the federa-
tion’s regions. Besides, some of the republics had al-
ready elected their own presidents and had adopted
their own constitutions even before the new Russian
constitution was adopted. Moreover, some of these
constitutions clearly contradicted the fundamental
law of the federation by defining the republics as sov-
ereign states.

Article 72 of the Soviet constitution guaranteed
union republics the right to “freely secede,” even
though other articles largely contravened this right.
However, in 1990 a law was passed codifying the pro-
cedure for secession, which stipulated that a referen-
dum be held six months after the initiation of the
process. The Russian constitution, like those of the
United States, Germany, and other federal states, does
not contain the right of secession. However, the con-
stitution of the Russian Federation’s Tuva republic (a
territory in south Siberia with a Turkic-speaking Bud-
dhist majority) stipulates the republic’s right to se-
cede from Russia. The republic of Chechnya refused
outright to hold the December 1993 referendum on
the constitution. In Tatarstan, Komi, Udmurtia, and
Khakasia, the referendum was not certified, as less
than half the eligible voters in the republics went to
the polls, while the republics of Adygeya, Bashkor-
tostan, Chuvashia, Dagestan, Mordovia, and Tuva
voted against the constitution. Thus, twelve of twenty-
one Russian republics failed to approve the federa-
tion’s new constitution, a situation that may portend
new political tensions within Russia. Yet it is encour-
aging that both the federal center and the republics
(at least some of them) have indicated a readiness for
compromise. On February 15, 1994, Russia and
Tatarstan signed a Treaty on Delimitation of Authority
and Mutual Delegation of Powers, in which Tatarstan
receives more political and economic autonomy than
stipulated under the constitution. On the other hand,
the treaty makes no mention of Tatarstan’s controver-
sial “sovereignty,” which indicates that the republic
has accepted its status within Russia. Pro-reform
forces in the Russian government hoped for the sign-
ing of a similar special treaty with Chechnya, but ne-
gotiations with the republic’s leaders did not begin
within the required time frame.

Instead of negotiating a settlement of the Chechen
problem, Russian government officials, particularly
those in the president’s Security Council, relied on
military force and the well-known principle of “divide
and rule.” In fall 1994, the government secretly sup-
ported the leaders of two northern Chechen regions
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who opposed President Dudaev. Toward the end of
November, however, hopes for the opposition’s influ-
ence were starting to fade. The “power ministries” in
the Russian government (Defense, Interior, and the
Federal Security Service) began to insist on more deci-
sive measures to maintain the integrity of Russia and
to stress the role of the military in resolving the issue.
The results of the Budapest Summit at the end of No-
vember, where the decision to extend the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO) eastward was
announced with little attention paid to Russia’s nega-
tive reaction, apparently had an influence on the
Russian president as well. This rebuff also strength-
ened the position of the nationalists in the Russian
leadership and led to the ill-prepared military inva-
sion of the Chechen republic. As the military
launched its assault, the Russian government de-
clined to declare a state of emergency—a constitu-
tional requirement under such circumstances—in
which the upper chamber of the parliament must ap-
prove such an action, approval that the government
knew would be difficult to obtain. The case drew
protests from both chambers of the Federal Assembly
(the Federation Council and the State Duma) and ap-
peals to the Russian Constitutional Court to settle the
matter.

After seven months of undeclared war, whose
victims numbered in the tens of thousands, the
Constitutional Court finally accepted arguments for
consideration. In July 1995, the court concluded that
the integrity of Russia is within the domain of state
security and that its defense is fully within the author-
ity of the president. 

The surprise counterassault of Chechen guerrillas
on adjoining Russian territory in June 1995 forced the
federal government to announce a cease-fire and be-
gin peaceful negotiations on the prospects for recon-
structing the Chechen republic, elections for new
republican organs of power, and the determination of
the republic’s status within the Russian Federation.
However, it was not until the last stages of Russia’s
hotly contested presidential campaign and the death
of Dudaev that the Russian government made a con-
certed effort to at least appear committed to settling
the dispute during May 1996.

Nevertheless, hostilities in Chechnya continued
through the summer of 1996, and it was only after the
Chechen fighters demonstrated their military superi-
ority by recapturing Grozny in early August that the
war was brought to a close. On August 31, 1996, Rus-
sia’s and Chechnya’s representatives signed a peace

agreement in the Dagestani town of Khasavyurt stipu-
lating, among other things, that the problem of
Chechnya’s status vis-à-vis Russia be postponed until
2001, to be resolved during the interim through bilat-
eral negotiations. 

The idea of “delayed status” clearly helped stop the
bloodshed; however, as of this writing, neither of the
parties to the conflict seems to take this idea seriously
enough. While the Chechens (both the political elite
and society at large) predictably insist on sovereignty,
especially after Chechnya held its presidential and
parliamentary elections in January 1997, Russia’s gov-
ernment continues to regard Chechnya as a member
of the Russian Federation, limiting its possible con-
cession to granting the breakaway republic a special
status within its legal framework. Russia’s Foreign
Ministry even went so far as to warn that Russia
would break diplomatic relations with any nation that
recognized Chechnya’s sovereignty. The prospect,
however, seems remote, since few if any countries are
likely to offer Chechnya diplomatic recognition in the
near future.

The harsh measures against the Chechens evoked
a sharp negative reaction abroad as well as among
many Russian citizens, especially in the federation’s
republics. It is quite possible that the government’s
handling of its first secession crisis will revive other
separatist movements that have been dormant so far,
adding another perilous dimension to the country’s
potential for economic and political destabilization.

Apart from the republics’ and regions’ claims to
self-determination or more autonomy, extreme na-
tionalist perceptions inform other views of Russia’s
eroding territorial integrity: Japan’s claims to the
Kurile Islands; Finnish politicians’ claims to the Kare-
lian isthmus and portions of the Kola peninsula; and
the enclave status of the Kaliningrad region, which is
separated from Russia by Belarus and Lithuania.

In quite an opposite fashion, the legacy of Soviet
territory remains a complicating factor in Russia’s at-
tempts to solidify its territorial integrity, as some re-
gions in the “Near Abroad” of the former USSR seek to
forge ties with Russia that somehow go beyond the
sphere of transnational political and economic rela-
tions. Many of these connections run counter—or are
in outright opposition—to the policies of central lead-
ers in the newly independent states. Among them are
the Transdniestr region in Moldova, the Crimea in
Ukraine, the northeastern part of Estonia, and Abk-
hazia and South Ossetia in Georgia. The first three
cases involve large communities of diaspora ethnic
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Russians, some even holding pro-Russian referen-
dums aimed at changing post-Soviet international bor-
ders. Russia has so far refrained from issuing official
reactions to these claims, since a positive response to,
say, the Crimea’s or South Ossetia’s demand to join
the Russian Federation would be a flagrant breach of
international legal norms. On the other hand, ignoring
these appeals, particularly those coming from dias-
pora Russian communities, clearly complicates the do-
mestic political situation in Russia and enhances the
influence of the country’s nationalists.

Preserving the integrity of the enormous Russian
state poses a unique challenge, especially considering
the painful transitions it is now experiencing—from
an empire to a fed-
eral state, from a
centrally planned to
a market economy,
and from totalitari-
anism to democ-
racy. 

John Stuart Mill
once observed that
a country’s ethnic
diversity impedes
its progress toward
democracy. Accord-
ing to 1989 census
figures, 126 nation-
alities inhabit the
Russian Federation
(about the same number as in the former USSR, al-
though in different proportions), divided along vari-
ous racial and linguistic groups as well as religious
traditions. Apart from Christians of several denomina-
tions and some small ethnic groups faithful to their
unique traditional beliefs (some relatively smaller na-
tionalities of the north still profess pagan beliefs),
Russia is home to millions of Muslims (among them
the Tatars, Bashkirs, and most northern Caucasian
peoples), hundreds of thousands of Buddhists (the
Buryats, Kalmyks, and Tuvins), and Jews (some
Ashkenazi Jews, the highland Jews in the Caucasus,
and small communities of ethnic Russians who con-
verted to Judaism several centuries ago). 

Despite mass migrations caused by urbanization,
wartime evacuations, and Stalin’s forced deportation
of various ethnic groups, most peoples of Russia are
deeply rooted in and intrinsically tied to their ethnic
territories and natural environments and contribute to
great cultural diversity, which is reflected in the na-

tional-administrative structure of Russia. The major
peoples of Russia already possess the attributes of
statehood: twenty-two national republics and ten
other state-like formations. At the same time, ethnic
Russians in the Russian Federation today make up
more than 83 percent of the population, and together
with naturally assimilated Byelorussians and Ukraini-
ans, the Slavic share of the population is around 87
percent. In other words, the federation, despite the va-
riety noted above, is more or less ethnically homoge-
neous. This circumstance served as the basis for the
Russian right’s nationalist sloganeering during the
campaign for the parliamentary elections in December
1995 and its reprise during the 1996 presidential cam-

paign. As a conse-
quence, we will
undoubtedly see a
rise in the use of na-
tionalist slogans on
the part of ethnic
minorities. 

GEORGIA

The case of Georgia,
the newly indepen-
dent Trans-
caucasian republic
that was engulfed
for years in a bloody
civil war, exempli-

fies the problems that arise in an emerging sovereign
country trying to assert its territorial integrity in the
face of ethnic minorities’ self-determination claims.

Georgia’s population, currently estimated at 5.5
million, is rather ethnically heterogeneous, with the
titular nation, the Georgians, constituting just over 70
percent of the total. The most numerous ethnic mi-
norities are Armenians (8.1 percent), Russians (6.3
percent), and Azeris (5.7 percent). In recent years,
however, serious challenges to Georgia’s incipient na-
tionhood have come from smaller ethnic groups: the
Ossetians, comprising 3 percent of the total popula-
tion, and the Abkhaz, comprising less than 2 percent.

Unlike some other newly independent states of the
former Soviet Union, Georgia has a history of inde-
pendent statehood dating back to antiquity. Only in
the late eighteenth century did the Georgian king-
dom, under strong pressure from Persia and Turkey,
lose its independence to its northern neighbor, Rus-
sia; Georgia’s monarchy formally ended in 1801.
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While official Soviet history interpreted the incorpo-
ration as voluntary, a majority of Georgian historians
have treated this event as an annexation of their
homeland by the Russian empire. Throughout the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however,
the mostly Orthodox Georgians were treated rela-
tively favorably by the tsarist regime.

Before 1917, Georgian nationalists generally lim-
ited themselves to one demand: autonomy within
Russia. In the immediate aftermath of the 1917 revolu-
tion, however, Georgia declared independence and
was recognized by the international community as
well as by Russia’s Bolshevik rulers. This second era
of Georgian independence lasted for only three years,
ending in 1921 with the Red Army’s invasion. Popular
resistance notwithstanding, Georgia was incorpo-
rated into the USSR.

While not formally a federation, Georgia had a
complex national-administrative structure under the
Soviet regime. The relatively small Georgian Soviet
Socialist Republic also included two autonomous re-
publics, Abkhazia and Adzharia, and an autonomous
region, South Ossetia. The Adzharian autonomous
oblast was an unusual Soviet formation, since it was
based on religion rather than ethnicity (its population
consists mostly of Georgian-speaking Muslims),
while Abkhazia and South Ossetia were established
along ethnic lines. With hindsight, we can see how
this ethno-territorial arrangement was characteristic
of the Communist regime’s efforts to create artificial
sources of interethnic tension that it could exploit in
classic “divide and conquer” fashion. Throughout
most of the Soviet period, this ethnic-based autonomy
in no way insulated the respective minorities from op-
pression and attempts at assimilation. Georgian Com-
munist authorities pursued, more or less vigorously, a
policy of “Georgianization.” 

On the other hand, these autonomous territories
encompassed sizable portions of historically Geor-
gian lands, and nationally conscious Georgians
viewed them as a threat to the nation’s survival. It
seemed clear that from the end of the 1980s, Georgia,
while seeking its own sovereignty, would deny a simi-
lar right to its distinct regions and ethnic republics.
Andrei Sakharov, the Nobel Prize winner and human
rights advocate, observed that Georgia could be con-
sidered a “small empire,” emulating the larger Soviet
empire in its unequal treatment of national groups.

The Georgian national idea, based on memories of
sovereign independence, never lost its popular ap-
peal, even though before the late 1980s only a small

group of dissident intellectuals openly expressed
Georgia’s claims to national self-determination and
secession from the Soviet Union. Their appeals were
addressed to fellow dissidents in other parts of the
USSR and, of course, to worldwide public opinion.
The international response, however, was minimal.
Soviet dissidents, while supporting the right of Geor-
gia to self-determination, also took up the cause of
some of Georgia’s minorities who suffered human
rights violations, particularly the Meskhetian Turks,
who were forcibly expelled from southern Georgia to
Central Asia in 1944. Needless to say, not all members
of the Georgian national movement could support
the demand of this “punished people” to be allowed
to return to its homeland.

In 1987 and 1988, with the winds of secession al-
ready sweeping across the Baltic republics and a few
other regions of the Soviet Union, the situation in
Georgia remained relatively calm. The turning point
came in April 1989, when Soviet troops brutally sup-
pressed a peaceful demonstration in Georgia’s capital,
Tbilisi. Mass indignation over the violence triggered a
sharp rise in both anticommunist sentiment and se-
cessionist attitudes. Meanwhile, Moscow’s ability to
control the situation in Georgia (and elsewhere in the
multinational empire) rapidly deteriorated. In
October 1990, Georgia took the first crucial step to-
ward exiting the Soviet domain by holding open par-
liamentary elections that brought to power former
dissident Zviad Gamsakhurdia and his secessionist
Round Table/Free Georgia bloc. In April 1991, two
months after Soviet troops were deployed to restore
order in the Lithuanian capital of Vilnius, the Geor-
gian parliament, chaired by Gamsakhurdia, pro-
claimed Georgia’s independence from the USSR. One
month later, Gamsakhurdia was elected president by
popular vote.

His charismatic qualities and popularity notwith-
standing, Gamsakhurdia had many influential ene-
mies inside and outside Georgia. After the
presidential elections, a long and bitter power strug-
gle ensued, culminating in the military coup of De-
cember 1991–January 1992 and Gamsakhurdia’s
eventual ouster. Eduard Shevardnadze, the former So-
viet foreign minister under Gorbachev and general
secretary of the Georgian Communist Party from
1972 to 1985, assumed power. 

It was not until new parliamentary elections in Oc-
tober 1992 that Shevardnadze’s rule acquired a de-
gree of legitimacy. Most Western governments and
the international community in general, having
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shown no inclination to recognize Georgia’s sover-
eignty under Gamsakhurdia, accepted it almost im-
mediately after Shevardnadze came to power. During
Gamsakhurdia’s tenure, Georgia was perceived as
lacking the political stability for diplomatic recogni-
tion. However, Georgia hardly became more stable
and democratic after Shevardnadze’s accession. 

Georgia’s struggle for nationhood and the accom-
panying political strife, which has not subsided since
the overthrow of Gamsakhurdia (who died under
mysterious circumstances in early 1993), proceed
against a background of violent ethno-political con-
flicts in which the Georgian ethnic majority has had to
address claims to self-determination from the territo-
rially autonomous ethnic minorities, the Ossetians
and the Abkhaz.

South Ossetia

According to the last Soviet census of 1989, Georgia’s
Ossetians numbered about 164,000, with 65,000 liv-
ing in the South Ossetian Autonomous Region, where
they constitute about two-thirds of the total popula-
tion; the rest are mostly ethnic Georgians. Histori-
cally, Georgian settlement of the area antedates the
influx of Ossetians. (Many Georgians now reject the
very notion of “South Ossetia,” referring instead to
“Shida Kartli” or “Samachablo,” the Georgian names
for these lands.) Yet Ossetians can hardly be treated as
recent arrivals, having lived in the area for several
hundred years.

Under the Soviet regime, Ossetians in Georgia, par-
ticularly those living outside the autonomous region,
were subject to Tbilisi’s assimilationist policies. Ten-
sions grew in the late 1980s as the South Ossetians at-
tempted to pursue their right to self-determination
and a change in territorial status. The self-determina-
tion movement, while initiated and led by the region’s
representative soviet (council) that was dominated by
old Communist Party elites, had mass support among
all segments of the region’s society. In fall 1990, South
Ossetia declared itself a sovereign republic within the
Soviet Union, apparently aiming at eventual unifica-
tion with the Russian Federation’s North Ossetian Au-
tonomous Republic. The two territories are separated
by the Caucasus mountain range but are connected
by a tunnel and an overland pass. South Ossetia’s
claims met little if any support from Moscow, fearful
of bowing to pressure “from below” to make any bor-
der or status changes within the multinational state.

In December 1990, Georgia’s newly elected parlia-
ment abolished South Ossetian territorial autonomy
and introduced a state of emergency in the region’s
capital, Tskhinvali. Torez Kulumbegov, the speaker of
the newly established South Ossetian legislative body,
was arrested in Tbilisi during negotiations and was
imprisoned for more than a year until Russian and
Ossetian human rights workers won his release. The
imposition of martial law brought two and a half years
of guerrilla-type warfare, with both Georgians and Os-
setians involved in killing civilians, imposing block-
ades, and ethnic cleansing. Moscow initially tried to
curb the violence by sending in special Interior Min-
istry troops, but they were unable to restore order. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, South Osse-
tia actively sought support from Russia, but the Russ-
ian government, despite strong pressures from
nationalist political forces and North Ossetian author-
ities, refrained from recognizing South Ossetia’s se-
cession from Georgia. Such a move would have been
tantamount to a Russian Anschluss of a portion of
Georgia’s territory and could have provoked de-
mands on the part of other minorities for a similar An-
schluss, for example, on Russians in the Crimea or the
northeastern part of Estonia or the Lezgins in the
northern Caucasus, who are divided between Russia’s
Dagestan republic and Azerbaijan. The results of a
plebiscite held in South Ossetia, in which a majority
of participants favored unification with the Russian
Federation, were ignored by Russian authorities. It
was only in June 1992 that a viable cease-fire in the re-
gion was achieved, thanks mainly to Russian media-
tion. Russia also sent a small peacekeeping force to
the region, which was reinforced by troops from
North Ossetia and Georgia; an OSCE mission cur-
rently observes the actions of this peacekeeping force.
Georgian refugees still cannot return to the region,
however.

Violence has not erupted in South Ossetia since,
but because no permanent political solution to the
problem has yet been reached, a new outbreak of hos-
tilities is certainly possible.

Abkhazia

The situation in Abkhazia presents an even more seri-
ous challenge to Georgia’s territorial integrity and in-
ternal stability. The Georgian-Abkhazian conflict also
has far-reaching international implications.

The Abkhaz, a small ethnic group clearly distinct
from the Georgians, are linguistically and culturally
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related to highland peoples of the North Caucasus
and are among the oldest inhabitants of western Tran-
scaucasia. The Abkhazian kingdom co-existed with
the Georgian kingdom in the early Middle Ages. In
the 1860s, Abkhazia was incorporated into the Russ-
ian empire. At the time of the conquest and shortly
thereafter, much of the Abkhaz population (which
professes Islamic and Christian over traditional be-
liefs) was either expelled or migrated to neighboring
Turkey. Nonetheless, by the early twentieth century,
the Abkhaz were still a majority in their historic home-
land. After the 1917 revolution, Abkhazia entered the
Soviet Union as a sovereign republic within the so-
called Transcaucasian Federation, and in 1925 this
status was fixed in the newly adopted Abkhazian con-
stitution. In 1931 its status was downgraded to that of
an autonomous republic within Georgia.

Throughout most of the Soviet period, particularly
under Stalin, Abkhazia was subjected to extensive
Georgianization. The Abkhaz suffered discrimination
in many fields, and Georgian immigration was ac-
tively encouraged. Lavrentii Beria, Georgia’s Commu-
nist Party boss in the 1930s, played a very active role
in pursuing this policy. As a result, the ethno-demo-
graphic profile of Abkhazia has changed dramatically
over the course of two generations. By 1989, the Abk-
haz numbered about 93,000 and constituted just 18
percent of the republic’s population, while the share
of Georgians reached 240,000, or 45 percent. The
numbers of Armenians (15 percent of the total) and
Russians (14 percent) also increased considerably.

The Abkhaz national movement emerged in 1978,
when mass rallies were held to support a plan to se-
cede from Georgia and join the Russian Federation.
These open expressions of discontent arose over a
draft of the new Abkhazian constitution. Not only was
the draft constitution prepared by Georgian officials,
but it recognized Georgian as the official language in
Abkhazia. The movement, led by Abkhaz intellectuals
and tacitly supported by influential regional clans and
by the local Communist Party elite, enjoyed wide-
spread support throughout the autonomous republic
and from other ethnic minorities as well. Georgian au-
thorities were not only forced to change the constitu-
tional draft to recognize three official languages
(Abkhaz, Georgian, and Russian), but had to nomi-
nate new political leadership for Abkhazia and pro-
vide economic aid to the autonomous republic as
well.

In the late 1980s, the Abkhaz national movement
resurfaced, this time with renewed demands for

union republic status. Although Georgians and Abk-
haz clashed over the issue in 1989, the violence was
sporadic. Abkhaz leaders concentrated their efforts
on lobbying Moscow for support, trying to project an
image of loyal Soviet citizens resisting anticommunist
Georgian nationalism. Unlike the rest of Georgia,
Abkhazia participated in the March 1991 referendum
on maintaining the Soviet Union as a unified state.
President Gamsakhurdia pursued a rather concilia-
tory policy toward the Abkhaz, since the latter (unlike
the Ossetians) were officially treated as one of Geor-
gia’s “indigenous peoples.” Even though one conces-
sion allotted a disproportionately greater number of
seats in Abkhazia’s Supreme Soviet (the Soviet-era re-
publican legislature) for the titular ethnic group, the
issue of Georgia’s constitution continued to inflame
Abkhaz national passions. At the time, the Georgian
Supreme Soviet adhered to the 1921 constitution of
independent Georgia, which did not recognize Abk-
hazia as a republic with its own statehood inside
Georgia. In July 1992, Abkhazia’s Supreme Soviet de-
creed that Abkhazia’s 1925 constitution, under which
Abkhazia was deemed independent within a Geor-
gian confederation, should remain in force until the
passage of a new constitution. 

The following month, Georgian troops invaded
Abkhazia and captured its capital, Sukhumi. Abkhaz
leaders, including President Vladislav Ardzinba, fled
to Gudauta in the northern part of the republic to or-
ganize armed resistance. Hostilities lasted for about a
year, with the Abkhaz directly supported not only by
their northern Caucasian ethnic brethren (including a
Chechen military battalion) but by Russian military
units stationed in the area as well. In summer and fall
1993, the Abkhaz launched a counteroffensive. Ed-
uard Shevardnadze, who had replaced President
Gamsakhurdia, soon arrived in Sukhumi to lead
Georgia’s defense.26 However, Abkhaz forces, backed
by the Russian military, recaptured the entire territory
of the autonomous republic. Most of Abkhazia’s Geor-
gians were forced to flee, creating a severe refugee
problem. Eager to enlist Russia’s support on the
Georgian side, Shevardnadze finally signed a 1994
agreement for Georgia’s membership in the Russian-
dominated Commonwealth of Independent States, a
subtle yet serious blow to Georgian nationalism. The
two countries also concluded an agreement to allow
Russian military bases in Georgia and to share re-
sponsibility for patrolling the Georgian-Turkish
border.
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Russia, suspected of a pro-Abkhaz bias, is now pur-
suing a more balanced policy. Additionally, Presidents
Yeltsin and Shevardnadze signed a treaty stipulating
mutual recognition of existing borders. But the lead-
ers of the various factions in the Russian State Duma
have warned President Yeltsin that they will not ap-
prove the bilateral treaty until Georgian authorities
have proposed a draft of a new federal constitution. In
March 1994, President Shevardnadze signed an
agreement with U.S. President Clinton that contained
a statement on the territorial integrity of Georgia.
Both leaders discussed the issue of introducing inter-
national peacekeeping troops on the border between
Georgia and Russia, an unrealistic proposal in light of
Russia’s interests in
the region. In the
meantime, UN ob-
servers and repre-
sentatives of the UN
High Commis-
sioner for Refugees
have taken up posi-
tions on the border
between Abkhazia
and Georgia.

To date, there have been no other outbreaks of
mass violence in Abkhazia, but the conflict is far from
being resolved, despite ongoing negotiations and me-
diation provided by the United Nations. The main
problem underlying the conflict is, of course, Abk-
hazia’s status. While Abkhaz leaders have so far re-
frained from declaring outright secession from
Georgia, it does not seem likely that they would be
content with the mere restoration of Abkhazian au-
tonomy within Georgia. On the other hand, it seems
equally unlikely that Georgians could reconcile them-
selves to Abkhazia’s complete independence. More-
over, secession would likely encounter international
condemnation as violating Georgia’s territorial in-
tegrity, especially since ethnic Abkhaz constitute less
than one-fifth of Abkhazia’s population. 

In summer 1995, the Abkhazian leadership, under
the supervision of peacekeeping forces and UN High
Commissioner for Refugees representatives, allowed
approximately 100,000 Georgian refugees to return
to the southernmost district of Abkhazia, where they
once constituted a sizable majority. Not long before
that, the Georgian leadership, despite strong legisla-
tive opposition, offered a draft of a new Georgian con-
stitution, which proposes establishing a federal state

with a specified level of self-rule in Abkhazia,
Adzharia, and South Ossetia.

In fall 1996, Abkhazia held presidential and parlia-
mentary elections whose legitimacy was widely ques-
tioned, since many refugees who had not returned to
the republic (mostly ethnic Georgians) were excluded
from the vote. Georgia’s government sponsored a si-
multaneous referendum among Abkhazian refugees
in Georgia, in which most voters predictably sup-
ported the idea of Abkhazia’s status within Georgia.

Future negotiations should focus on elaborating
Abkhazia’s status as a sovereign state within a Geor-
gian federation or confederation. Equally important is
Abkhazia’s guarantee of equal treatment for all ethnic

groups, including
Georgians.

THE CRIMEA

While the Crimea
still cannot be listed
among the numer-
ous areas of violent
ethno-political con-
flict in the Soviet

successor states, it has recently become a focus of do-
mestic and international tension, with conflicting self-
determination claims voiced against a background of
interstate territorial disputes and an unsettled legacy
of military-political issues from the Soviet period. 

The Crimean peninsula is situated on the northern
coast of the Black Sea, covering a territory of approxi-
mately 270,000 square kilometers. The largest ethnic
groups among its 2.7 million people are Russians (1.7
million, or some 63 percent of the total), Ukrainians
(650,000, or about 24 percent), and Crimean Tatars
(250,000 to 300,000, or about 10 percent). 

From the fifteenth through the eighteenth cen-
turies, the peninsula was ruled by the Crimean
khanate, dependent on the Ottoman Empire. Numeri-
cally and politically dominant in the khanate was a
Turkic-speaking people who evolved into a distinct
ethnic group, the Crimean Tatars. In the course of the
Russo-Turkish wars, the Crimean khanate was incor-
porated into the Russian Empire in 1783. This move
was sealed by a peace treaty between Russia and
Turkey in 1791.

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, the Crimea’s ethno-demographic structure
underwent significant changes. Russia’s tsarist regime
pursued a decidedly anti-Tatar policy, encouraging
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Russian (and Ukrainian) settlement in the area and
forcing many Crimean Tatars to flee to Turkey. As a re-
sult, by the early twentieth century the Crimean Tatars
constituted just about one-third of the region’s popu-
lation, while the proportion of eastern Slavs reached
50 percent.

The collapse of the Russian Empire in 1917 led to a
brief period of Crimean semi-independence, with
Tatar political organizations playing an important role
in the region. As early as November 1917, the Crimean
Tatar kurultai (national congress) was convened,
adopting the first Crimean constitution. Today, lead-
ers of the Crimean Tatar national movement often in-
voke the experience of 1917–1920 to substantiate
their claims to national statehood.

In 1921, just a year after the Crimea was recaptured
by Bolshevik Russia, the region was granted territorial
autonomy within the Russian Federation. Bolshevik
leaders established the Crimean Autonomous Soviet
Socialist Republic (ASSR) in the context of their so-
called nativization policy, characteristic of the Com-
munist regime’s early nationalities policy. In general,
this policy encouraged the expression of minority lan-
guages and cultures as well as a sort of “affirmative ac-
tion” for non-Russian nationalities, while minimizing
any challenge to centralized Communist rule. To be
sure, Crimean Tatars enjoyed preferential treatment in
the fields of culture and administration in the Crimean
ASSR. In retrospect, however, the Crimean autonomy
of the 1920s–1930s seems not to have been as clearly
ethnicity-based as most other Soviet autonomies of the
period. Presently, Crimean Tatar activists regard the
Crimean ASSR as a recognition of Crimean Tatar state-
hood, while their opponents in the Crimea and be-
yond are convinced that the autonomous formation
was purely administrative. This historical controversy
is, of course, highly relevant to the present situation in
the Crimea. 

The situation of the Crimean Tatars, as well as most
other Soviet ethnic minorities, sharply deteriorated
during the 1930s, as Stalin waged a brutal campaign
of terror against so-called local nationalism. In 1944,
the Crimean Tatars, along with various other national-
ities (Chechens, Balkars, etc.), were targeted for forced
expulsion from their native land to remote areas of the
Soviet Union (mostly to Central Asia). Conducted on
the pretext of alleged collaboration with the enemy
during the German occupation of the Crimea during
1941–1944, the mass relocation was extremely brutal
and resulted in a substantial death toll. By some esti-
mates, nearly half the 240,000 Crimean Tatars who

were selected for resettlement died in the process or
shortly thereafter.

After 1956, the Crimean Tatars were no longer
treated as virtual labor camp inmates (“special settlers”
in Soviet parlance at the time), but not before the Gor-
bachev era were they allowed to return to their home-
land. For over forty years, Crimean Tatars were denied
basic cultural rights and even an ethnic identity; until
the late 1980s, Crimean Tatars never appeared in So-
viet population statistics.

In 1945, Soviet authorities formally abolished the
Crimean ASSR and renamed the territory the Crimean
province within the Russian republic. Strictly speak-
ing, its territory remained as before—an exclave sepa-
rated from the rest of Russia by Ukrainian territory.
Apparently for economic and administrative reasons,
the Soviet leadership decided to transfer the Crimea’s
jurisdiction from Russia to Ukraine, a move legally fi-
nalized by the Presidium of the USSR Supreme Soviet
in 1954, a date that coincided with the 300th anniver-
sary of Ukraine’s acceptance of Russian authority.

At the time, Soviet leaders in Moscow were not
overly concerned with the constitutional procedure of
republican border changes; the Crimea remained
within the USSR, and interrepublican boundaries
were of no real importance. The political implications
of the 1954 act became painfully clear only in the late
1980s, as the empire was facing collapse.

The early 1960s witnessed the emergence of the
Crimean Tatar national movement, whose leaders and
followers came from practically every social stratum of
the “punished people.” The movement’s initial de-
mands were confined to freedom of return to the
Crimea and restoration of the Crimean ASSR. Peaceful
and democratic in character, the Crimean Tatar na-
tional movement endeavored to make its slogans ac-
ceptable to Soviet authorities; its numerous petitions
and appeals were addressed mostly to Soviet leaders,
calling on them to repudiate Stalin’s legacy and to re-
store “Lenin’s principles of nationality politics” with
regard to the Crimean Tatars. Nevertheless, many
leaders and activists of the movement encountered
harsh treatment from Soviet officials. The clearest ex-
ample of Soviet human and minority rights violations,
the plight of the Crimean Tatars evoked sympathy and
concern among democratically minded Soviet intellec-
tuals and in the West as well, especially since the
Crimean Tatar movement tried to enlist support from
international human rights organizations. 

With the easing of political controls under Gor-
bachev, many Crimean Tatars returned to the Crimea.
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The process started in 1987, as Soviet authorities, af-
ter some vacillation, acknowledged the existence of
the Crimean Tatar issue. The 1989 Soviet census
showed the number of Crimean Tatars in the Crimea
at 38,000. It has steadily increased since then, now es-
timated at between 250,000 and 300,000, while the
total number of Crimean Tatars in the Soviet succes-
sor states has been estimated at between 360,000 and
410,000. Their return is likely to be completed in the
next few years. 

As the Crimean Tatars made their way back to their
homeland, the ideology of the Crimean Tatar move-
ment shifted toward more radical demands, despite
noticeable tensions between the “new” settlers and
the local population. No longer content with mere
ethnic minority status, the more radical Crimean
Tatars now claimed the right to national self-determi-
nation with the Crimea as their ancestral homeland.
In June 1991, a kurultai was convened in Simferopol
proclaiming Crimean Tatar sovereignty and electing a
representative legislative body (majlis), which ap-
proved a draft constitution of the Crimean republic in
December 1991. The document strongly emphasizes
the idea of ethnic self-determination and is clearly
aimed at creating a Crimean Tatar nation-state, de-
spite the fact that the proportion of Crimean Tatars in
the peninsula’s total population does not now, nor is
ever likely to, exceed 10 to 15 percent.

Meanwhile, as the Soviet Union was moving to-
ward disintegration, new factors impinged on the
Crimean political scene. During 1990–91, with
Ukraine actively asserting its sovereignty and work-
ing to secede from the USSR, the ethnic Russian ma-
jority in the Crimea became increasingly concerned
about its future, fearing that an independent Ukraine
would pursue assimilationist policies in the Russian-
speaking Crimea. These fears, exacerbated by Ukrain-
ian nationalist groups’ anti-Russian propaganda,
proved largely unfounded. In March 1991, the
Ukrainian parliament granted the Crimea the status
of an autonomous republic within Ukraine. In the De-
cember 1, 1991, national referendum, Crimeans voted
by a slim margin to support Ukraine’s independence,
indicating that the idea of secession had no over-
whelming support at the time.

However, while most Russian-speaking Crimeans
did not seem to be particularly unhappy about living
within an independent Ukraine, many Russians, in-
cluding quite a few influential politicians, could not
accept the idea of the Crimea’s belonging to a neigh-
boring state. The image of the Crimea as historically

Russian territory is deeply rooted in the Russian na-
tional consciousness. Although as early as November
1990 Russia and Ukraine concluded a treaty that stip-
ulated mutual recognition of each other’s territorial
integrity, Russia began to lay claims to the Crimea
soon after the collapse of the USSR. In May 1992, Rus-
sia’s Supreme Soviet declared the 1954 act awarding
the Crimea to Ukraine null and void. In July 1993, an-
other parliamentary resolution proclaimed the
Crimean city of Sevastopol part of Russian territory.

These irredentist claims came mostly from the
now-dissolved Supreme Soviet, dominated by so-
called national patriots, while Russia’s president and
executive branch officials have repeatedly reiterated
their commitment to treaty obligations concerning
Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Nevertheless, the
Crimea remains a potential source of Russo-Ukrain-
ian territorial disputes, particularly in the context of
the lasting controversy between the two nations over
the status of the former Soviet Navy’s Black Sea Fleet,
stationed in the Crimean port city of Sevastopol. In
late 1996 and early 1997, influential politicians in
Russia—most notable among them, Moscow mayor
Yuri Luzhkov—voiced renewed claims to Sevastopol.
As nationalist groups and their leaders continue to
rise in popularity on Russia’s political scene, the
dispute over the Crimea may result in a serious inter-
national conflict.

However, political developments in the Crimea
have been shaped more by internal factors than by
the international environment. Throughout 1992 and
1993, Russia supported separatist movements of
Crimean Russians even though leaders of the
Crimean parliament restrained their push for seces-
sion while they bargained with Kiev for more auton-
omy and economic privileges following a failed
attempt to declare independence from Ukraine in
May 1992. Having won considerable concessions
from the Ukrainian government, Crimean authorities
indefinitely postponed a planned referendum on
Crimea’s status. By late 1992, the issue of Crimea’s
self-determination seemed to have receded into the
background.

The problem soon reemerged as Ukraine’s econ-
omy rapidly deteriorated relative to Russia’s, which
was in better shape owing to a sustained period of
more consistent reform policies. The obvious gap in
living standards between Ukraine and Russia made
most Crimeans (practically all Russian-speakers and,
apparently, even some Ukrainians) much more re-
sponsive to calls for seceding from Ukraine and join-
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ing the Russian Federation. The only segment of the
Crimea’s population that has remained strongly op-
posed to the idea is the Crimean Tatars, who continue
to view the Ukrainian government as the guarantor of
their political and cultural rights. Since they regard
the peninsula as their historic homeland, endowing
them with special rights and privileges, the Crimean
Tatars are not willing to accept the notion that self-de-
termination applies to, and ultimately will be imple-
mented by, the entire population of the Crimea,
particularly its Russian and Ukrainian segments.
More important, they have valid reasons to fear that
secession from Ukraine would leave them at the
mercy of local authorities, who have so far proved un-
responsive to their legitimate rights and grievances.

The Crimea’s secessionist mood permeated its
1994 presidential election. The former leader of the
Crimean republic, Supreme Soviet chairman Nikolai
Bagrov, who advocated compromise with Kiev, was
easily defeated by political novice Yuri Meshkov, who
promised to hold a referendum on the Crimea’s inde-
pendence as a means to “break free from under the ru-
ins of the Ukrainian economy.” While Meshkov
became somewhat more cautious in his political ora-
tory after his inauguration, he and the deputies of the
Crimean Supreme Soviet faction Rossiya remained
committed to the idea of a referendum on the status
of the peninsula—an idea hardly acceptable to Ukrain-
ian leaders.

The mood of Ukrainian society also began chang-
ing in mid-1994, yielding to some extent under the
pressure of the Crimea’s grassroots movement and to
its ethnic Russians, most of whom are concentrated in
the country’s industrially developed eastern regions;
the rapid progress of Russia’s market economy had
an influence as well. Ukrainian president Leonid
Kravchuk was defeated in elections by the more pro-
Russian Leonid Kuchma on July 10, 1994. The
change initially gave some hope for a more peaceful
resolution of the Crimean problem and a more satis-
factory response from Kiev to the needs of the
Crimea’s Russians. But at the end of 1994, the Rus-
sian government launched its full-scale assault on the
breakaway republic of Chechnya, an action that si-
multaneously undermined confidence in the Russian
leadership’s goodwill and increased the pressure
from Ukrainian nationalists who insisted that Kiev
also solve the Crimean problem by force. The Ukrain-
ian leadership, concerned with Russia’s military ac-
tions and fearing the development of secessionism

among ethnic Russians in the country’s east, at-
tempted to deny the Crimea its autonomous status. 

On March 30, 1995, the Ukrainian parliament de-
manded that several articles in the Crimea’s constitu-
tion establishing the region’s autonomy be brought
into precise accordance with Ukraine’s constitution;
the interim constitution, with its institution of the
presidency, was abandoned. The Russian consulate,
established by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and charged with accepting applications for Russian
citizenship from interested residents, was ordered to
vacate the peninsula.27 The Crimean legislature
scheduled a referendum for the end of June 1995,
contrary to the decisions of Ukraine’s parliament, but
the subsequent discord in the Crimean government
precluded carrying out that decision. In addition, the
debates among the president, the government, and
the parliament of the Crimea led to Meshkov’s dis-
missal in spring 1995 and to the de facto suspension
of the presidency.

The summer meeting of Presidents Yeltsin and
Kuchma expedited the settlement of questions over
the division of the Black Sea Fleet and the status of
Sevastopol as a base for the Russian portion of the
fleet, but the status of the Crimean peninsula was not
on the meeting’s agenda. Following parliamentary
elections in early June, the legislative faction Rossiya,
whose members now dominated the Crimean parlia-
ment, selected a replacement for the parliamentary
speaker on the grounds that he did not consistently
pursue items on Rossiya’s legislative program.

Because the tensions surrounding the Crimea’s sta-
tus have not yet resulted in violent conflict, the inter-
national community has not felt compelled to
respond. Although many international conferences
on the Crimean problem have been convened, influ-
ential regional organizations and the United Nations
have not been thoroughly involved in the dispute.
One notable exception is the May 1995 OSCE round-
table in Locarno, Switzerland, which was dedicated to
the problems of delimiting powers between the
Ukrainian and Crimean governments.

A more effective response on the part of the inter-
national community may be imperative in the near
future. Russia’s acting on its territorial claims to the
Crimea would be the target of international oppro-
brium as a flagrant violation of Ukraine’s territorial
integrity, regardless of whatever historical substantia-
tion it cites for such claims. Within the context of in-
ternational law, changing the Crimea’s status can be
supported only by the principle of self-determination.
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At present, the Crimea’s case for self-determination,
involving secession from Ukraine, would attract little
international support, since most observers concur
that contemporary secessionist claims are basically
motivated by economic considerations, and the
Crimea’s Russian-speaking majority has not suffered
any civil or human rights violations under Ukrainian
rule.

The optimal solution to the Crimean case may lie
in consolidating the Crimea’s autonomous status
within Ukraine, possibly involving a sort of “special
relationship” with Russia (dual nationality for
Crimeans, tighter economic integration, etc.), without
challenging Ukraine’s sovereignty. Mediation from in-
ternational human
rights organizations
could be useful in
helping to resolve
ethno-political ten-
sions within the
Crimea by guaran-
teeing the Crimean
Tatars an extensive
set of minority
rights as well as
more opportunities
to be actively in-
volved in the ongo-
ing process of the Crimea’s self-determination.

NAGORNO-KARABAKH

The name of this small region, little known outside
Soviet Transcaucasia as recently as nine years ago, has
epitomized the bitter ethno-political disputes that
have characterized the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s
collapse. The battle between Armenia and Azerbaijan
over Nagorno-Karabakh has been the longest and
bloodiest conflict among those in the Soviet successor
states. According to the most recent estimates, its
death toll has reached 15,000, while the total number
of refugees exceeds one million.

During its nearly seven decades of existence as an
autonomous region within Azerbaijan, Nagorno-
Karabakh was populated mostly by Armenians,
though the region has no common border with the
Armenian republic, being separated from it by a nar-
row strip of Azeri land (the so-called Lachin corridor).
The region consists of five districts, only one of which,
the Shusha district, is predominantly Azeri. Two Azeri
districts bordering Nagorno-Karabakh (the

Shaumyan and Khanlar districts) have an ethnic Ar-
menian majority.

The latest official accurate demographic data on
the region, in the 1979 Soviet population census,
show the total population of the Nagorno-Karabakh
Autonomous Region numbering 162,200, with
123,100 Armenians (75.9 percent) and 37,300 Azeris
(22.9 percent). As a result of hostilities, ethnic cleans-
ing, and emigration in recent years, the population of
the area has decreased and has become even more
ethnically homogeneous; almost 100 percent of the
approximately 150,000 inhabitants are ethnic Arme-
nians.

The ethno-demographic evolution of what is now
called Nagorno-
Karabakh has long
been the subject of
bitter controversy
between Armenian
and Azeri scholars,
with each camp try-
ing to uncover his-
torical evidence to
support its claim to
the disputed area.
Without going too
far into the region’s
ancient and me-

dieval history, it should nevertheless be noted that the
Armenian side can produce an impressive number of
objective sources suggesting that it has dominated the
region for over a millennium. The Karabakh khanate,
incorporated into the Russian Empire in 1813,
brought a Turkic population to the region no earlier
than the beginning of the eighteenth century, eventu-
ally establishing its rule over the Armenian majority.
As in tsarist Russia, administrative boundaries were
not drawn along ethnic lines during this period in the
region’s history. 

Nagorno-Karabakh first emerged as a disputed ter-
ritory between Armenia and Azerbaijan when both
states became independent in 1918. The dispute was
not resolved until 1920, when both young nation-
states lost their independence to Bolshevik Russia. In
December 1920, the Azeri Communist government
renounced former claims to Nagorno-Karabakh and
several other Armenian-populated territories, recog-
nizing them as parts of Soviet Armenia. Eventually,
however, the Azeri leadership revived these claims,
lobbying Moscow for support. On July 4, 1921, the so-
called Caucasian Bureau (Kavburo) of the Russian
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Communist Party’s Central Committee voted to in-
clude Nagorno-Karabakh in Armenia. But on the next
day, a new session of the Kavburo convened and re-
vised the decision, demanding that the disputed area
be incorporated into Azerbaijan. It also decreed that
Nagorno-Karabakh be granted territorial autonomy
within the Azeri republic; this part of the Kavburo res-
olution was implemented in 1923 with the creation of
the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region (NKAO).

Advocates of the Armenian position in the
Nagorno-Karabakh dispute have often pointed out
that the Kavburo resolution of July 5, 1921, appar-
ently adopted under pressure from Stalin, clearly con-
tradicts the principle of self-determination and, in any
case, cannot be regarded as legally valid. The dispute
should have been resolved by the states directly in-
volved, they argue, not by an ad hoc committee estab-
lished within the ruling party of a third state.

Throughout the nearly seven decades of its exis-
tence, the NKAO did little to preserve and promote
the rights, culture, and identity of the Armenian mi-
nority in Azerbaijan. Lack of investment destined the
autonomous region to remain a backward agrarian
area. Limited employment opportunities and discrim-
ination against Armenians contributed to the gradual
emigration of the Armenian population from the re-
gion, while republican authorities encouraged the
inflow of Azeris from outside Nagorno-Karabakh. As a
result, between 1926 and 1979 the proportion of Ar-
menians in the region dropped from 95 to 76 percent
while that of Azeris increased from 10 to 23 percent.
Cultural rights of the Armenian minority were also vi-
olated (for example, teaching Armenian history in lo-
cal schools was banned), and cultural links between
Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia were virtually sev-
ered. It is not easy to determine, however, whether the
Azeri leadership pursued this assimilationist policy
on its own or at the behest of central officials in
Moscow, who by no means considered the protection
of minority rights a priority.

The idea of reuniting Nagorno-Karabakh with Ar-
menia had been popular among Armenians long be-
fore the late 1980s, but the few intellectuals who
dared to voice it openly under the Khrushchev and
Brezhnev regimes met with harsh treatment from So-
viet republican leaders in Armenia as well as in Azer-
baijan. The situation began to change two years after
Mikhail Gorbachev came to power and launched his
glasnost and perestroika campaigns. Encouraged by
the general easing of political restrictions, Nagorno-

Karabakh’s Armenians now resolved to present their
case to the court of world opinion and, of course, to
the Soviet leadership. In January 1988, all the district
soviets (councils) of the Nagorno-Karabakh region,
except for the Azeri-populated Shusha district,
adopted resolutions calling for the transfer of the re-
gion from Azerbaijan to Armenia. On February 20,
1988, the Nagorno-Karabakh regional soviet peti-
tioned the Supreme Soviets of Armenia, Azerbaijan,
and the Soviet Union for the region to join Armenia
(the Azeri minority in the soviet did not take part in
the vote). This move prompted mass rallies in the Ar-
menian capital of Yerevan that quickly spread
throughout the republic, led by the newly formed
“Karabakh Committee,” a group of democratically
minded intellectuals. While the incipient national
movement had mass support in both Nagorno-
Karabakh and Armenia, it was initially suppressed in
Nagorno-Karabakh by the region’s Soviet officials;
whereas in Armenia, a new leadership emerged,
clearly opposed to the local nomenklatura and the
ruling Communist regime in general.

Of course, Nagorno-Karabakh’s petition met a
fierce negative reaction in Azerbaijan. Tensions
reached a critical stage after an anti-Armenian pogrom
in the Azeri city of Sumgait in February 1988, the first
outburst of ethnic violence in late Soviet history.
Episodes of violence in the dispute over Nagorno-
Karabakh have escalated ever since.

Although many analysts believed then and even
now that Gorbachev and his fellow reformers in
Moscow would sympathize with the Armenian posi-
tion, the opposite was the case. The Soviet leadership
was by no means willing to accept within the multina-
tional empire any border or territorial status changes
initiated “from below.” Not without reason, it feared
that approving such a change might trigger the un-
controlled disintegration of the Soviet state. In addi-
tion, the national-democratic movement in Armenia
had clear anticommunist overtones, which hardly
made Moscow more inclined to meet its demands.
Thus it was only natural that in July 1988, the Presid-
ium of the USSR Supreme Soviet unequivocally re-
jected the appeal of Nagorno-Karabakh to join
Armenia. (The month before, the appeal had been up-
held by the Armenian parliament under strong public
pressure; the Azeri parliament, of course, dismissed
the appeal.) Meanwhile, the Armenian movement was
wholeheartedly supported by reform-minded intellec-
tuals in Moscow and other large Russian cities, who
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welcomed its peaceful and democratic character. The
international response to the Armenian claim to 
self-determination was, at best, cautious. Western
governments and publics in particular viewed the
Nagorno-Karabakh crisis as a mere complication that
threatened to impede Gorbachev’s reform program.

During the early stages of the conflict, both sides
rarely invoked international legal principles, relying
mostly on the still prevailing Marxist-Leninist ideol-
ogy and the Soviet constitution. While the Armenian
side emphasized the concept of self-determination—
vaguely mentioned in the constitution, though once
vigorously championed by Lenin—the Azeri side
stressed the constitutional prohibition against chang-
ing republican borders without the approval of the re-
public(s) affected by the change. Besides, Azeri (and
Soviet) propaganda often referred to the time-hon-
ored Communist slogan of “friendship between peo-
ples” and tried to portray the Armenian national
movement as inspired by “evil, mafia-like forces.”

As violence mounted against ethnic Armenians in
Azerbaijan, the number of Armenian refugees flowing
into Armenia and other Soviet republics steadily rose.
Still, Soviet authorities refrained from using force to
restore law and order in Azerbaijan, while in Armenia
force was brutally unleashed more than once to sup-
press peaceful demonstrations. However, by late
1988, the cycle of violence and retaliation in the
Armenian-Azeri conflict was complete, as thousands
of Azeris were forced to flee from Armenia and
Nagorno-Karabakh. The policy of ethnic cleansing
had become “bilateral.”

In January 1989, the Soviet central government
tried to curb the violence by placing Nagorno-
Karabakh under the direct rule of Moscow. A state of
emergency was also introduced in parts of Armenia
(but not in Azerbaijan) and members of the Karabakh
Committee, including future Armenian president
Levon Ter-Petrosian, were jailed, only to be released
six months later without trial. The change in
Nagorno-Karabakh’s status did not imply that
Moscow was taking a more balanced approach to the
issue; Azeri dominion over the area was never really
questioned. Moreover, the central government failed
to prevent or stop the Azeri blockade imposed on
Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia during summer
1989. In November of that year, Moscow abandoned
its “special form of administration” and Nagorno-
Karabakh was returned to Azeri jurisdiction. Arme-
nia’s Supreme Soviet reacted the following month by

passing a resolution on the unification of Nagorno-
Karabakh and Armenia.

Moscow’s unsuccessful experiment with the “spe-
cial form of administration” in Nagorno-Karabakh in-
dicated that the central government was concerned
not so much with resolving the conflict as with
strengthening its tenuous hold on power in the re-
gion. This fact was demonstrated once again in Janu-
ary 1990, when Soviet troops were sent to Baku to
prevent the seizure of power by the anticommunist
Popular Front. This brutal action resulted in many
deaths, mostly among innocent civilians, and did
much to turn Azeri attitudes against Moscow, further
limiting its opportunities to influence the situation
constructively. Meanwhile, the conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh was gradually transforming into a full-scale
war between Azeri and Karabakh irregulars, the latter
receiving support from Armenia.

In May 1990, Armenia held open parliamentary
elections, signaling the end of Communist rule in the
country. In August the new parliament, chaired by
Levon Ter-Petrosian, issued a declaration of indepen-
dence. In early 1991 it was clear that Armenia was at-
tempting to leave the Soviet Union without paying
much heed to Gorbachev’s idea of a new Union Treaty,
while Azerbaijan’s Communist leaders showed no in-
clination to secede. This situation apparently forced
Moscow to revert to an openly anti-Armenian stance 
in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. In spring and sum-
mer 1991, Soviet military units, supported by Azeri In-
terior Ministry forces and popular militias, waged a
campaign of ethnic cleansing against Armenian vil-
lages adjacent to Nagorno-Karabakh; the operation
was abandoned only after the failure of the August
coup in Moscow.

This military action proved to be the last use of force
by the already moribund central government; the So-
viet Union was rapidly moving toward its ultimate col-
lapse. One month after the Moscow putsch, Armenia
held a referendum on secession from the USSR; on
September 23 it declared itself independent. By this
time, the political situation in Nagorno-Karabakh had
changed significantly. The local political elite differed
from the Armenian leadership in its political orienta-
tion. No longer insisting on unification with Armenia,
Nagorno-Karabakh’s leaders now clearly preferred in-
dependence. On September 2, a session of the regional
legislature proclaimed the former Soviet autonomous
region the Republic of Nagorno-Karabakh (RNK), in-
cluding also the Armenian-populated Shaumyan dis-
trict of Azerbaijan. On November 26, Azerbaijan
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responded by annulling the autonomous status of
Nagorno-Karabakh. The self-proclaimed republic held
an independence referendum on December 10; after
parliamentary elections in late December, it declared its
independence on January 6, 1992.

The RNK has not been recognized by any member
of the international community—not even by Arme-
nia—and its government joins those of other unrecog-
nized nations of the former Soviet Union (Abkhazia,
the Crimea, and the Transdniestr region) in resenting
the fact that they were not included in the Common-
wealth of Independent States (CIS) treaty, so much so
that they created their own “CIS-2” treaty.

The hostilities between Nagorno-Karabakh and
Azerbaijan intensified as the combatants received
(usually illegally) heavy weaponry from former Soviet
military units. Turkey also supplied weapons to the
Azeri side and dispatched a small number of military
instructors to train Azeri draftees. The Azeri army also
supplemented its ranks for the war effort with merce-
naries, including about two thousand Afghan muja-
hideen; both sides have used Russian and Ukrainian
mercenaries as well. Azerbaijan’s objective advantage
in terms of human and economic potential has so far
been offset by the superior fighting skills and disci-
pline of Nagorno-Karabakh’s forces. After a series of
offensives, retreats, and counteroffensives, Nagorno-
Karabakh now controls a sizable portion of Azerbaijan
proper (about 20 percent of the whole territory), in-
cluding the Lachin corridor. Despite these victories,
both Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia have endured
tremendous hardships imposed by Azerbaijan’s
blockade, and the current instability in Georgia
makes the blockade even more effective. The danger
continues to loom large that the conflict will become
internationalized with the involvement of neighbor-
ing states—most notably Turkey and Iran.28

While the prospects for peaceful settlement of the
conflict seem increasingly remote, since late 1991 me-
diation efforts have been undertaken by Russia,
Kazakstan, Iran, Turkey, and France, and also by the
CIS and the OSCE.

On May 12, 1994, after several failed attempts,
what appears to be a permanent cease-fire was finally
established, and while it has held for almost three
years, the conflict’s lull appears tenuous. Meanwhile,
diplomatic efforts continue in the framework of the
so-called Minsk Group, under the aegis of the OSCE.
Finnish, Swedish, Russian, and U.S. diplomats and
experts are taking active roles in the process, but a

resolution of the conflict ultimately rests on the plan
for the future status of the RNK.

From the very beginning of the conflict, various
proposals emerged for its resolution. For example,
one proposal would have raised the status of the RNK
from that of an oblast to an autonomous republic
within Azerbaijan, but with its own constitution and a
significant degree of self-governance. Another pro-
posal would have introduced certain special forms of
governance to Nagorno-Karabakh, akin to the dual
Anglo-Egyptian administration of Sudan or the Anglo-
French condominium in the New Hebrides. The pos-
sibility of Karabakh’s direct subordination to Moscow
was once again considered.

Another set of proposals concerned the exchange
of territories between Armenia and Azerbaijan. The
following concessions were typical:

- Ceding part of the RNK to Armenia, with the area
controlling the headwaters of the Kura River
(flowing to Baku) and areas of Azeri population
remaining in Azerbaijan’s hands.

- Transferring the Armenian-controlled land bridge
between Azerbaijan and Nakhichevan (an Azeri
province in Armenia) to Azeri control.29

While such an exchange would have severed Arme-
nia’s direct access to Iran, an important economic
partner, Azerbaijan ultimately rejected the plan. From
the legal point of view, the plan’s approval would
have shifted the conflict’s focus from the problem of
the RNK’s self-determination to a mere territorial dis-
pute between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

U.S. Ambassador John Maresca, who was involved
in the lengthy negotiation process within the frame-
work of the CSCE’s Minsk Group, offered a proposal
that would have granted the RNK the status of a self-
governing legal entity within and freely associated
with Azerbaijan, while preserving the pre-1988 bor-
ders.30 Armenia and Azerbaijan would sign a treaty on
mutual transit across each other’s territory (between
Armenia and the RNK and between Azerbaijan and
Nakhichevan). These transit zones and the task of
refugee resettlement would be internationally moni-
tored. All of Armenia and Azerbaijan, including the
RNK, would become a free-trade area. The provisions
of the treaties signed at the Minsk Conference would
be guaranteed by the OSCE and the UN Security
Council, which would also maintain representatives
in the area.
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This type of plan is good in theory, but unfortu-
nately the two sides involved in the conflict never seri-
ously considered adopting it. For one thing, it is
impossible to guarantee the safe return of more than a
million refugees from both sides. The RNK leadership
deemed the plan unacceptable, since it removed the
Lachin corridor from Armenian control; the corridor,
which is maintained by Nagorno-Karabakh, has
served as a “road of life” for the blockaded district
over the past eight years.

The so-called Russian plan of regulation, proposed
by Ambassador S. Kazimirov, a participant in the
Minsk group of the CSCE, consists of the following: 

- a cease-fire, which is already in place; 

- the introduction along the front lines of peace-
keeping forces, including troops from Russia and
other CIS countries; or, instead, the withdrawal of
Karabakh forces from at least six of the eight oc-
cupied regions of Azerbaijan and the deployment
of a multinational peacekeeping force on the
frontiers of the RNK; 

- a zone of at least ten kilometers separating oppos-
ing forces; and

- negotiations on the region’s status.

Negotiations are essentially ongoing, but they are
sometimes complicated by Azerbaijan’s demand that
RNK leaders be excluded from the ranks of full-
fledged participants in the process (and Armenia’s re-
sponse of withdrawing from the negotiations). In the
past several years, a new economic factor has entered
into this process—the creation of a consortium for the
construction of oil pipelines that would connect the
oil-bearing Caspian Sea shelf with Turkey and Eu-
rope. The optimal geographic route for this pipeline
would run through the RNK and the southern part of
Armenia (Zangezur), but the instability of the political
situation compels international participants to search
for other, more expensive routes through Georgia,
Russia, or elsewhere. 

In international legal terms, the problem of
Nagorno-Karabakh should be addressed not as a
territorial dispute, but as a case of self-determination.
From such a perspective, Armenia should be advised
to be more forthright in renouncing its territorial
claims to Nagorno-Karabakh. Although the Armenian
government has already done so, the parliament has

not yet abandoned its December 1989 resolution on
unification of Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia, which
arouses legitimate suspicion on the Azeri side. Mean-
while, there are strong reasons to suggest that the
predominantly Armenian population of Nagorno-
Karabakh may—and indeed should—be regarded as 
a people entitled to the right to self-determination.

Three major reasons substantiate Nagorno-
Karabakh’s claim to self-determination: 1) as an au-
tonomous region, Nagorno-Karabakh had long been
a constitutive unit within both Azerbaijan and the for-
mer USSR; 2) the very subordination of Karabakh to
Azerbaijan was arbitrary and is now a remnant of the
Soviet empire’s colonial system; and 3) Azeri rule in
Nagorno-Karabakh led to massive human and minor-
ity rights violations, and after several years of bloody
conflict, restoring the status quo does not guarantee
the physical safety, let alone the civil and political
rights, of Nagorno-Karabakh’s Armenians. Moreover,
Nagorno-Karabakh had actually seceded from Azer-
baijan before the latter became an independent state
and a member of the United Nations.

However, in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, the
possibility of reconciling the right of a people to self-
determination and the principle of a state’s territorial
integrity is remote. Such a reconciliation may occur if
both Nagorno-Karabakh and Azerbaijan voluntarily
accept a solution based on granting Nagorno-
Karabakh comprehensive territorial autonomy within
Azerbaijan. This solution would require a readiness
for both concessions and compromise from the par-
ties to the conflict. So far, Azerbaijan has offered only
“cultural autonomy” for Nagorno-Karabakh’s Armeni-
ans, a concept hardly meaningful for the population
of the self-proclaimed republic. More important, Azer-
baijan’s offer would force Nagorno-Karabakh to re-
nounce its claim to statehood, a position that would
be possible only if the autonomous territory received
solid international guarantees.

SELF-DETERMINATION THROUGH
SECESSION: Typical Stages of Conflict

The examination of conflicts associated with the at-
tempt to achieve self-determination through seces-
sion that have plagued the former Soviet Union
allows us to isolate several typical stages. The stages
outlined below are not necessarily sequential or iden-
tical in every conflict over self-determination. Some of
these stages occur simultaneously; some never hap-
pen at all. The purpose here is to provide a broad
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overview of how these conflicts typically evolve, par-
ticularly in the former Soviet Union.

1. A precondition of the struggle for self-determina-
tion typically involves a minority ethnic group’s per-
ception that its autonomy within the framework of a
multinational state—or even its very existence—is
endangered. In totalitarian states, this perceived
threat is usually based on mass deportations, ethnic
cleansings, and even genocide facilitated by central
authorities.

Even when multinational states’ central authorities
employ less brutal policies to dilute ethnic minority
groups’ claims for autonomy or self-determination,
the groups affected by these policies still view them as
a threat. Such moves may include forced assimilation;
the influx of an alien labor force that dramatically
changes the balance of nationalities in a region; the
adoption of a law declaring the primacy of a majority
ethnic group’s language (for example, the enforce-
ment of statutes declaring that primary and sec-
ondary education be conducted in the official
national language); the exclusion of minority groups’
histories and culture from school curricula; and the
restriction of mass media in the language of minority
groups.

Employment policy typically follows such exclu-
sionary and discriminatory practices as limitations on
social mobility based on nationality, restrictions in the
pursuit of some professions, and educational levels
according to quotas. (Usually these limitations are
sanctioned not by law but by semiofficial instructions
from central authorities.)

Minorities that are separated from their ethnic
“homeland” either historically or by recent changes 
in political or territorial jurisdictions are especially
keenly aware of threats to their well-being. The situa-
tion of ethnic Russians in Estonia and Latvia is a typi-
cal example.

2. The next stage involves the emergence of spon-
taneous grassroots resistance movements and their
local activists, who are soon recognized as national
leaders. The central government typically character-
izes these leaders as antiregime elements who could
possibly direct a “fifth column” connected with a sym-
pathetic third country. Azerbaijan’s official mass me-
dia, for example, proclaimed the Armenian leaders of
Nagorno-Karabakh to be agents of the Armenian dias-
pora in the United States. Similarly, Ukrainian politi-
cians proclaimed the leaders of the Crimean
grassroots movement to be agents of Moscow.

3. Simultaneously, the self-determination struggle
acquires its ideological base by forming national goals
and identifying obstacles to their achievement. Both
sides in the dispute produce evidence of their histori-
cal right to the ethnic territory in question. At this
stage, other countries consider the struggle to be a
dispute over land, misinterpreting the minority
group’s claims to self-determination as a mere territor-
ial squabble, when the real issue is the future of the
ethnic community living on its territory, not merely
the territory itself.

Another misconception about these movements
stems from the characterization of their leaders as
troublemakers with their own personal agendas.
Soviet officials developed such conspiracy theories to
explain the motives of leaders in the Baltic, Nagorno-
Karabakh, and Chechen independence movements,
the latter two of which were denounced as “mafia op-
erations” aimed at deflecting public attention away
from their members’ “underhanded” activities.

Central authorities also typically advance a theory
of economic determinism to explain such move-
ments, ignoring the historical and cultural claims of
minority groups. The government focuses on the low
standards of living in the region and directs aid and
subsidies to its inhabitants as a way of dampening the
conflict, but these efforts largely fail to assuage the
ethnic group’s principal concerns.

Both parties in the conflict propagate negative im-
ages of the other side and thus reinforce widely held
prejudices and stereotypes. Mass media reinforce and
disseminate these stereotypes.

4. At this stage, the group seeking self-determina-
tion tries to achieve autonomy or increase the degree
of autonomy it already has. Central government offi-
cials at the local level find themselves replaced by in-
digenous, charismatic leaders, sometimes through
legitimate elections. Simultaneously, the group forms
new political parties openly or underground. At first,
these political organizations demonstrate a democra-
tic orientation common among the political aims of
liberation and decolonization movements, but they
frequently transform into nationalist movements and
advocate the use of force to achieve their goals.

5. After the creation of “state” bodies, the group
seeking self-determination develops contacts with for-
eign powers and tries to enter multilateral discussions
to mobilize international support. Sometimes these
organizations are created in exile (e.g., the Palestine
Liberation Organization’s congress), but they are
then transplanted to their own ethnic territory. The
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minority group’s push for statehood and separate po-
litical institutions further aggravates the central
government.

6. The next stage is the intensification of “the war
of laws,” usually in the form of decrees and constitu-
tions issued by the separatist group’s representative
body. The primacy of central or local laws in the dis-
puted territory thus becomes the fundamental issue
in the conflict. As such, it becomes more difficult to
keep “disobedient” regions within the jurisdiction of
the central government.

During this phase, the self-determination move-
ment attempts to minimize its connections with the
central government. In particular, it seeks to boycott
elections to the supreme organs of state power on its
territory and to ignore any statutes passed by the rul-
ing legislative body. Examples include Abkhazia, the
Transdniestr republic, Nagorno-Karabakh, and
Chechnya, the latter two of which recalled their repre-
sentatives from the central legislative body and re-
fused to participate in its next elections.

At the same time, efforts are made to secure eco-
nomic and political contacts with third countries and
international organizations. If it does not already have
one, the self-determination group searches for a “Big
Brother,” whose policy can range from neutrality to
economic and military assistance, provided either
openly or clandestinely.

7. Feeling pressure from its own nationalists and
striving to preserve the integrity of the state, the
central government disbands local bodies of self-gov-
ernance, deprives them of autonomy, or introduces its
own direct rule with heavy reliance on military force.
The central government’s dispatch of troops to the
breakaway region may find support among political
forces and ethnic groups in the region that are still
loyal to the central government, usually members of
the state’s predominant ethnic group. Many Russians
in Latvia and Lithuania supported the arrival of Soviet
troops in the Baltic states’ capitals in January 1991.
Similarly, ethnic Georgians in South Ossetia and Abk-

hazia supported Tbilisi’s military attempts to restore
the power of the Georgian central government in
these regions.

8. Fearing persecution, arrest, or assassination, the
leaders of self-determination movements are forced
into exile, underground, or to parts of the region inac-
cessible to the central government’s control (as is the
case of the Abkhazian separatist leader Vladislav
Ardzinba, who fled to Gudauta, a remote district of
Abkhazia not under the direct control of the Georgian
government). The dispersal of the movement’s leader-
ship typically marks an interruption in its period of
lawful struggle, as local leaders lose control over the
situation. Spontaneous resistance movements pre-
pare to resume the struggle through the use of force.
The region’s political organizations are radicalized
and nationalist movements in sympathetic “Big
Brother” countries gain strength, making it increas-
ingly difficult for these countries’ government officials
to maintain a neutral position. For example, the Rus-
sian government is under constant pressure from
Russian nationalist groups, including Vladimir Zhiri-
novsky’s Liberal Democratic Party, to protect Russian
minorities in the newly independent states of the for-
mer Soviet Union.

9. The central government may attempt to orga-
nize an economic blockade to force the separatist re-
gion to submit to its authority, targeting fuel
shipments at first, but encompassing other vital sup-
plies—such as food—over time. Central government
troops may also interdict humanitarian aid shipments
from abroad. At the same time, a total embargo on
weapons shipments to the region is announced (as
was the case in Armenia, South Ossetia, Nagorno-
Karabakh, and the former Yugoslavia).

10. Some extremist leaders of the besieged region
call upon members of the ethnic group to accept the
use of force as a way to end the hardships imposed by
the sanctions. Nationalist parties from both sides in-
sist on an end to conflict they blame the other side for



potence of international organizations in responding
to the myriad issues surrounding self-determination
struggles. Moreover, members of the international
community who seek an end to the conflict are con-
strained by the principle of nonintervention in the in-
ternal affairs of sovereign states. As noted at the
beginning of this study, the right to self-determination,
even though it is recognized in key international docu-
ments, is still an immature legal norm. As such, it can-
not yet offer any internationally acceptable guidelines
for responding to a growing number of these complex
situations.
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starting. Local authorities advocate a forceful re-
sponse to the economic and military pressure.

11. Organized ethnic clashes and pogroms be-
gin to plague the region and the surrounding
area. Examples abound in the Soviet successor
states: Askeran and Sumgait in Azerbaijan, the
Prigorodnyi district in North Ossetia (populated
by Ingush and Ossetians), Bendery in the Transd-
niestr republic, etc.

12. Finally, war slogans fill the mass media on
both sides of the self-determination struggle as
the situation gets out of control and escalates to
full-scale military conflict.

At this stage of the conflict, the intervention of
the international community is usually required
to limit its duration and spread and eventually
achieve a peaceful resolution. However, interna-
tional institutions are not always capable of effec-
tively resolving such complex national problems.
The bloody war that raged in the former Yu-
goslavia for so many years best illustrates the im-
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APPROACHES OF DECISION

MAKERS The author conducted the following interviews
in 1994. The questions revolved around two
central issues in this study: the conditions un-

der which the principle of nonintervention in internal
affairs could be violated for the prevention of wider
conflict, and the acceptable criteria for peoples to
claim the right to self-determination.

The following prominent decision makers kindly
agreed to participate in these interviews:

Mikhail Gorbachev, former general secretary of the
Communist Party of the USSR (1985–1991) and presi-
dent of the USSR (1990–1991). He now serves as pres-
ident of the Gorbachev Foundation and president of
the International Green Cross.

Jack Matlock, a fellow at Princeton University’s In-
stitute for Advanced Studies. He has twice served as
the U.S. Ambassador to the USSR, finishing his last
posting in 1991.

Sam Nunn, the former senior senator from the state
of Georgia in the U.S. Senate, who served as chairman
of the Senate Armed Services Committee.

Lady Margaret Thatcher, a Conservative member 
of the House of Lords in the British Parliament, who
served as prime minister from 1979 to 1990.

QUESTION 1: 
The Principle of Nonintervention

Is it necessary, from your point of view, to reconsider the
internationally recognized principle of “nonintervention,”
given existing threats to international peace? Can you
conceive of any situation that would increase the likeli-
hood of action by the international community? 

The respondents’ opinions on this topic range from
complete acceptance to complete rejection of the no-
tion of nonintervention. Their opinions depend to a
large extent on their perspective on national sover-
eignty, as can be expected, but they also depend signif-
icantly on their assessment of practical political
questions. For example, “Will this intervention
work?” seems to be at least as important a considera-
tion as “Is this intervention justified?” Perhaps such a
perspective is to be expected from this group, all of
whom are distinguished as pragmatic politicians, but
perhaps it also reflects the difficulty of imposing a
comprehensive theoretical framework on the wide
range of political scenarios in the world today.

Margaret Thatcher basically rejects the idea that in-
tervention in a country’s internal affairs could im-
prove the situation. Yet she argues that the
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intervention in Iraq on behalf of the Kurdish minority,
made possible by the United Nations’ sanction and
the immediate presence of UN troops, was justified
by Iraq’s overt flouting of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. Sam Nunn takes a similarly pragmatic
approach when he suggests that intervention should
be avoided because the United States cannot handle
the task of policing the entire globe. He also suggests
that the U.S. government work toward avoiding the
need for intervention in the future through more ac-
tive diplomacy.

Mikhail Gorbachev agrees with the proposition
that national sovereignty makes sense only within an
international system, so that a country that ignores
norms of human rights also gives up its voice in the
international system and thus loses its claim to sover-
eignty. He also argues that the idea of absolute sover-
eignty never existed in the first place.

Jack Matlock would like to see the international
community take a proactive stance in settling conflicts,
but he puts great responsibility on the intellectuals
within countries and the political mood they create.

MARGARET THATCHER: Well now, point number one:
We have all signed the [Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights]. I say we should all uphold the [Declara-
tion]. It was never upheld in Stalin’s day, in
Brezhnev’s day, it is not upheld in Iraq, it may not be
upheld in other countries. Why we were able to do
something about the Kurds was because Saddam
Hussein had flouted every principle by marching into
another country, and the whole United Nations [had]
the right to put sanctions upon [Iraq]. And they then
started to treat their Kurds badly, but [the allied coali-
tion forces] were still really under the auspices of the
United Nations because we hadn’t [yet] gotten a peace
settlement at all; so we were able to do something be-
cause we had our troops there. . . .

And [the UN] therefore gave us the authority to do
something about that, because there was the [Iraqi]
army which we had [allowed to withdraw and which
turned around and] attack[ed] their own people. . . .
We put total sanctions, although they don’t always
work. But that was the reason we were able to do it
there. But I’m afraid there are terrible things we
weren’t able to do anything about. For example, in
Cambodia, where Pol Pot just virtually murdered
quite a lot of people, as indeed [also] happened in the
collectivization in Russia. . . .

But, so far, there is no way in which we can go in
with an army and say, “You’re ignoring human

rights!” But what you can do is [impose] sanctions. . . .
So I think that will continue, but we do give much
more publicity to it now. You see, you can tell what’s
going on much more from satellites now. And so, it is
the publicity and trading arrangements which be-
come the important thing, although if you want to
make a people more prosperous you don’t want to
put constraints on trade, usually because that’s a way
to help them out of their difficulties. 

SAM NUNN: [The UN and U.S. intervention in Iraq]
was a new precedent in terms of protecting the Kurds,
but it also grew out of a direct international action to
make sure that Iraq was forced to leave Kuwait. That
was a unique set of circumstances and I don’t think
that precedent is going to hold in terms of many inter-
ventions around the world in what [are] primarily
civil wars and wars between ethnic groups. It is ex-
tremely difficult to deal with, and we’ve seen that
from Bosnia, we’ve seen that from the UN interven-
tion in Somalia, [and] there are probably fifteen to
twenty other inner-country conflicts going on around
the world now, and frankly world resources are not
sufficient to deal with those problems; the United Na-
tions is not sufficient. I think we’re going to have to be
much more active in diplomacy, and not use the mili-
tary in areas that do not lend themselves to military
solutions.

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV: As for today’s global realities,
the more for future realities, the existence of states,
their security, and even their survival depend upon
the world situation in general. Now it is impossible to
separate the existence and development of any state
from that of the whole world.

In such a situation, we should also revise the prin-
ciples of sovereignty; obviously a substantial part of
sovereignty should be addressed to the world com-
munity. Strictly speaking, a number of steps in this di-
rection were already made; it is enough [to mention] a
general recognition of human rights, which should be
collectively protected, a recognition of a necessity of
unified ecological norms.

- - -

It would be of great importance to strengthen the
international jurisdictional basis for the solution of lo-
cal conflicts. In particular, the notion of sovereignty
should be revised. There never was such a thing as ab-
solute sovereignty, all the more in our time of growing
interactions between the states.



Of course, we don’t recommend full refusal of sov-
ereignty or its limitations, which could damage the
natural aspirations of each people to keep and defend
its identity. However, we should take into account our
accumulated experience and devise a system that
could deal with gross violations of human rights, in-
cluding rights of national minorities and ethnic
groups.

The basis of human rights is a ubiquitous sover-
eignty which, according to [UN Secretary-General]
Boutros-Ghali, belongs to the whole of humanity and
allows everybody to participate in the solution of
problems that are of interest to the whole world. The
concept of such ubiquitous sovereignty becomes
more and more popular, but it still lacks a juridical ba-
sis and of course the recognition and support of the
world community.

JACK MATLOCK: I think it would be desirable for the
international community to develop further interna-
tional law and international practice in this regard. I
believe that it is dangerous to continue to rely on
individual countries, or even groups of countries, to
intervene in situations of this sort.

I would say, first of all, that military intervention
should be absolutely the last resort and normally
should not be employed by outsiders; it is a very dan-
gerous instrument. It’s also one very difficult for a de-
mocratic country to apply, because no country wants
its soldiers exposed to danger in places that are
distant and are not directly related to that country’s
own life and interest. So this is a difficult question.

The problem now, as I see it, is that we do not have
a sufficient structure of international law, and we do
not have a consensus on what grounds intervention
would be possible. I would like to see us develop pro-
cedures whereby the world community can influence
a situation early on by matters less than military inter-
vention, by giving encouragement to the right behav-
ior, discouragement to the other.

A lot of this has to be done unofficially, not by gov-
ernments. And I would say that the intellectuals in
every country have a very great responsibility. Those
that teach exclusive nationalism of their groups—even
worse, hatred of others—are betraying that responsi-
bility. And I think this has happened, clearly, in a
number of cases. And even though they may be them-
selves nonviolent and may not preach violence, they
are creating conditions that demagogues can use with
the people. So it seems to me, we have to deal with
that problem, and many others.

QUESTION 2: 
Judging Self-Determination

The persistent will to achieve self-determination, ex-
pressed through referenda or the decisions of local repre-
sentative bodies, cannot be ignored by the international
community; to do so only increases the probability of vio-
lence being used as an instrument to express discontent.
What kind of criteria should be considered as the inter-
national community weighs its options for preventing
violence in the name of self-determination?

More so than with the first question, the respondents
were unable to give a clear answer to this question.
This fact alone indicates that the issue of self-determi-
nation is particularly thorny; the numerous examples
that the respondents refer to in discussing the topic
demonstrate this complexity still further. Each exam-
ple comes from a unique historical situation and casts
its own perspective on the entire subject, but even the
same example can be used to support two opposite
conclusions. The discussions below do not suggest
any clear answers, but they do raise many other
equally profound questions.

Margaret Thatcher declares that the nation-state
must remain the unit of international society in which
all decisions are made. While she admits the pos-
sibility of changing borders, she insists that such
changes should occur only through a careful process
of negotiation and mutual agreement. For her, the
preservation of world order is paramount. Sam Nunn
addresses the issue of what size units should be con-
sidered separate political and territorial entities, sug-
gesting that ethnic groups must learn to work
together within a larger political entity.

Jack Matlock believes that the right to self-determi-
nation cannot be absolute, but he also contends that
the international community needs to establish better
standards for human rights around the world. If such
rigorous standards can be established, groups will
have less need to fight for their ethnic self-determina-
tion. He believes that the standards worked out by the
OSCE provide a good framework for establishing the
right to self-determination, but, like Margaret
Thatcher, he advises extreme caution when consider-
ing changing existing borders. 

Mikhail Gorbachev believes that the issue of self-
determination can best be addressed within the larger
context of a more cooperative international environ-
ment. He suggests that the general democratization of
international relations and the denial of undue influ-
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ence to any one group will contribute to the easing of
ethnic tensions, but he warns against allowing “hyper-
ethnism” to threaten the stability of existing borders
and states. 

MARGARET THATCHER: Let’s start with Yugoslavia.
Yugoslavia was put together by international treaty af-
ter World War I. When the big empires, the German
Empire and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, broke up,
you were left with a lot of units, and they took those
units and out of about seven of them they made Yu-
goslavia—the Southern Slavs—but they were very, very
different people, although they were all Southern
Slavs. They were different, so they had different reli-
gions, they had different histories, some of them had
been natural enemies, and I’m afraid the Serbs always
were expansionists. And so when [Yugoslavia] was
put together there was a right to secede for those na-
tions that formed a part of the big Yugoslavia. And so
when Croatia said it wanted to secede, Slovenia did,
and then Bosnia did. Yes, they had a right to secede . . .
and therefore the United Nations recognized them.

After the failed coup in the Soviet Union . . . we saw
what we could not have foreseen, that the fifteen re-
publics wanted their own independence. Now of
course the Baltic states were entitled to it; the others
wanted their own independence. But each of them,
you know, has considerable minorities in them. Now
you cannot take each little minority and say, “Right,
you could be independent,” because we would have
so many small states, and each within its minority
would have some more minorities. 

So [we must always keep] to the actual nation-state,
as drawn, and if there are any changes they could only
be by discussion and negotiation. We do that because
the moment we change that, we shall all be in very
considerable difficulty. I think Stalin made about a
hundred changes in the borders of the Soviet Union.

But you take the existing [borders]. If there is to be
any change, then it would have to be by agreement be-
tween the adjacent states. But in [the former Soviet
Union], in particular, you take Kazakstan: You are
very, very mixed [in terms of population], but they are
all now citizens of Kazakstan. And don’t forget, most
of them will live happily together. 

It’s only when you get troublemakers, real trouble-
makers who are out for their own power, who’ll rouse
people [by saying] “We want to go elsewhere,” or
when you get another nation-state say[ing], “We
would like to have that minority attached to us,” like

[Nazi] Germany, like Serbia. But you see, once you
start to do that, there’s no order left in the world. . . .

GS: When Germany reunified it was another case of
self-determination, from my point of view. What kind
of moral legitimacy, or criteria for moral legitimacy,
can be accepted?

MT: The whole of the country of East Germany voted
to unify with West Germany. . . . It was the whole
country voting for that. I think it would be very, very
difficult if without negotiation you suddenly had a mi-
nority saying we want to go and belong to another
country. There wouldn’t be any order left in it. . . .
Where would we all be? And you really must keep
world order.

GS: Do you accept this final decision about the future
of Ulster?

MT: Ulster voted to stay with the United Kingdom.
When it became Home Rule for Ireland, the six coun-
ties in the north refused to go into the new Republic
of Ireland. . . . They’re actually people with a very dif-
ferent background. And we said so long as those six
counties . . . vote to stay with the United Kingdom
they will have the right to do that; [they will] have that
constitutional guarantee. They are part of the United
Kingdom. . . . This is part of the constitutional settle-
ment when Ireland got Home Rule: . . . so long as the
majority of voters stay with the United Kingdom, and
it’s an absolute secret ballot, . . . we will respect that
and uphold it. And let me say, in the last war we
should all have been in much more difficulty if we
hadn’t had the ports from Northern Ireland. You see
southern Ireland was neutral; the Republic of Ireland
was neutral. . . .

SAM NUNN: Well, self-determination grew out of the
original aspirations and hopes of Woodrow Wilson
way back after World War I, and there is much to
commend that general philosophy. Certainly, we want
people to be able to vote and exercise their own
choice of leadership and their own direction. The
question is what size units. I think you have to have a
certain viability or promise or potential of viability as
a nation, both in terms of a nation that can protect its
own borders, a nation that can be able to maintain
some viable economy, a nation that has at least got the
potential of being strong enough to accord minorities
within its borders basic human rights. I think all of



those things go into self-determination, and I do not
believe there’s one formula that tells us how to deter-
mine whether a country should be recognized. 

Frankly, I think there was too quick a recognition
of the former republics of Yugoslavia before we had
set down any criteria. That wasn’t the cause perhaps
of the breakup and the war, but it certainly was a con-
tributing factor. So I think we have to use what I
would call a common-sense judgment of when a
group of people band together and claim to be a na-
tion, whether that really is something the interna-
tional [community] wants to recognize. 

If you take it to its own conclusion, which would
be an absurd conclusion, any three or four people
could declare themselves a nation. You could get
down to families thinking they’re nations, and ethnic
groups who could think they’re nations. With all the
ethnic groups in the world, it seems to me that if we
divide nations simply on [the basis of] ethnic groups,
the conflicts we have now are going to be only the tip
of the iceberg.

We’ve got to have nations where ethnic groups
work together. The United States faces that; we’ve got
to work together with ethnic groups. We’re probably
one of the most diverse countries in the world, [and]
Russia is a very diverse country. But all of us have to
use basic courtesy, common sense, and sensitivity in
dealing with ethnic differences. I think the world is
going to be more diverse, countries are going to be
more diverse, and solutions are going to be more
complex.

JACK MATLOCK: One has to understand that self-de-
termination, while it is an important principle, is not
an exclusive principle. It is like majority rule, which is
an essential part of democracy, but is not an absolute
principle. In a developed democracy, as I would de-
fine it, a majority does not have the right to trample
on the rights of a minority. It’s not a democracy if that
can happen—it becomes a tyranny; and you can have a
tyranny of the majority.

So, there are many principles that have to be quali-
fied, and self-determination is one of these. Now, for
example, I think one of the reasons the international
community is very cautious is that there are times in
history when clearly it was against the interests of all
groups, all countries, for certain areas to practice self-
determination in the literal sense. 

I am sure the Sudeten Germans in Czechoslovakia
wanted to be part of Nazi Germany in 1938. They
were mistaken to do so, but that gave Hitler the op-
portunity to extinguish Czechoslovakia as a state. . . .
The end result was not only the defeat of Nazi Ger-
many, but the fact that none of the Germans who
lived in the Sudetenland live there now. They were ex-
pelled by the Czechs, who said . . . they cannot be
loyal members of the Czech state.

. . . Another problem is the Palestinians and Israel.
Because there, the Palestinian leadership for many
[years] had as its aim the extinguishing of the Israeli
state. No state can make a compromise with someone
who wants to destroy it. You make compromises with
people when you can compromise. If the position is
uncompromising, you cannot. And this, I think, was
the main thing blocking self-determination of Pales-
tinians before the Oslo agreements.

I think the answer, if there’s going to be one, is that
we have to develop better international standards for
respect for human rights. If a state respects the full
human and civil rights of the people in that state,
there will be, in the long run, no good excuse to pull
away from that state. A state should not be based ex-
clusively on a nationality. It needs a civil society,
which is based on something else. It may well be
predominantly of a given language group, or national-
ity, but it should protect everybody in its midst. And if
it does that, the chances are we won’t have people try-
ing to pull away. I believe you cannot have a principle
that simply says that wherever there’s a majority of
people, they can under all conditions decide to create
a state for their group alone. 

It’s physically impossible, too, in many areas of the
world. [In] most areas of the world, people are mixed.
You can’t draw lines between them. And so, we really
have to develop societies where people can live to-
gether, and in mutual respect. You don’t have to love
each other, but you have to respect each other and re-
spect the rights of the other people.

Now, in the immediate term, when countries begin
to fall apart, I think a lot of the outside world tends to
stand aside until they are faced with a fait accompli.
And if a group has really pulled apart, really is inde-
pendent, then they recognize it. Until it has, there is a
tendency not to.

And I think that the [Organization for] Security and
Cooperation in Europe has developed general princi-
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part of Argentina, even though it was close to Ar-
gentina.

What the people who live in an area predomi-
nantly want is a very important factor. But it is some-
times not the decisive factor. And if there is an answer,
it is that fully democratic states usually don’t face this
problem in extreme form.

Now, we’ll have to see what happens in Canada. If
French Canada decides to separate, I’m sure there will
be no bloodshed. And then it will happen. It will be
unfortunate, as when a couple divorces. But they will
decide that. My guess is they will decide to stay as part
of Canada, because they do have full rights.

In the final analysis, a state makes a mistake if, over
the long run, it persists in trying to hold territory
where residents don’t want to be part of it. This be-
comes a problem for that state. But in the short run,
people need to be very cautious about trying to
change borders. It is wrong to try to change them by
violence or by intimidation, because this creates
much more dangerous problems. 

GS: I predict great tensions in the situation connected
with the Crimean problem, especially after the recent
elections. If Ukraine will start some embargo actions—
or even violent actions, which is very improbable—
against Crimea, what could be the reaction of the
West? Will it be considered only as an internal affair

of Ukraine? Or mutual relations between Russia and
Ukraine? Or an international issue?

JM: Whether it’s an international issue will depend on
what happens precisely. If Ukrainian policy is viewed
by the world community as grossly coercive, it could
become an international issue.

. . . My guess is that most foreign countries initially
would have some difficulty speaking about it publicly.
My guess is that most with relations with Ukraine
would strongly urge them not to react in that fashion.
That would clearly, in my opinion, be counterproduc-
tive.

. . . Now that Ukraine has granted autonomy, if it is
respected, I would certainly advise the Crimeans to
try to make it work. Certainly, they should assert their
rights peacefully. Buy why change administrations
now? 

I understand all of the historical factors. But the
fact is, the most serious thing you can get yourself in
is trying to change jurisdiction, change territory be-
tween states. This too often leads to wars, and some-
times serious ones. This is not something to do
lightly.

At the moment, my judgment—from a distance, of
course—is that the Ukrainian government has been
willing to allow a great measure of autonomy in
Crimea. And I just wonder what would be gained by
challenging the current status. But I certainly agree
that the Kiev authorities should not react to the local
political process in ways that are coercive. 

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV: We should also find a new
way to understand and formulate the rights of nations
for self-determination. An unrestrained breakdown of
the states according to the ethnic principles, sup-
ported by aspirations for so-called “ethnic purity,”
would lead to a remaking of borders of various states
and regions on such a scale that it would gave birth to
[innumerable] conflicts and would make a united
world policy practically impossible.

Some people may be tempted by international and
ethnic conflicts to reconsider the existing spheres of
influence. The tragic breakdown of the former Yu-
goslavia can serve as an example. Similar processes
can also be seen in the former Soviet Union.

As an antidote for such developments we can rec-
ommend further democratization of international re-
lations and a very simple rule: to refuse any attempts
to build a new world order according to interests of
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ples . . . which are valid. They may be incomplete.
Perhaps they need further elaboration. But basi-
cally, the principle is that borders should not be
changed except by peaceful means and mutual
agreement.

Yes. Borders can be changed. They are at times.
. . . In our own United States history, the Philip-
pines did not like their status. They were given in-
dependence. Then they decided they didn’t want
our bases. So, we left. 

Some of these things were not easy to do. . . .
There was territory with Mexico along the border
at [one] time that Mexico thought was theirs. And
we negotiated and were willing to give up some.
We didn’t consider every inch sort of sacred
ground.

Of course, if people are living there on dis-
puted territory, then their opinion matters a great
deal. We generally applauded Great Britain’s de-
fense of the Falkland Islands because it was clear
that the people living there did not want to be



any single state or a group of states. Unfortunately
there is no shortage of such ideas. We hear and see
them now everywhere.

- - -

What shall we expect considering our experience
of solving international conflicts during the last few
years?

As for the states where tensions of a national-ethnic
nature already exist or may appear, the political and
religious leaders of these are mainly responsible for a
peaceful solution to the tension. In no case may the
leaders be too late, fall behind the progress of the situ-
ation. Here a large part should be played by national
laws, which should exclude any violation of human
rights, including rights of national minorities and eth-
nic groups. However, the corresponding norms of in-
ternational law also play no less a part. There is a
shortage of such norms. The [OSCE] has started but
not finished their elaboration.

Clearly, the recognition and guarantee of all rights
of national minorities should in no case provoke dis-
integration of existing states and the remaking of state
borders on a large scale.

Such a phenomenon as “hyperethnism” now
becomes more and more popular. Under hypereth-
nism we understand the aspirations of certain ethnic
groups to guarantee their rights by means of creating
their own independent states. I think that this prob-
lem could be solved with the aid of principles of
federalization in their broadest sense and of national-
cultural autonomy.
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CRITERIA FOR SELF-
DETERMINATION As we have seen in the previous section’s inter-

views, the respondents had a difficult time an-
swering the question on self-determination,

despite their years of experience with the complexi-
ties of international politics. This is not surprising.
The documents of the United Nations and other in-
struments of international law pertaining to self-deter-
mination do not offer definitive guidelines that
describe the procedures, criteria, and conditions for
possible outside interventions to implement the right
to self-determination.

This fact alone suggests the need for further discus-
sion of the conditions for self-determination, at least
at the level of a common understanding among deci-
sion makers. The formulation and acceptance of a ba-
sis for recognizing a self-determination movement’s
“moral legitimacy” would certainly constitute a new
foundation for constructing future principles of inter-
national law that reflect a much broader range of in-
terests. While the following does not attempt to
present a complete list of possible criteria for advanc-
ing this case, let us at least try to isolate and define
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INTOLERABILITY

The legal formulation of a claim for self-determination
should be based, first of all, on the “intolerability of
existence” for a population of any territory, including
those under the rule of a state with sovereignty over
their territory. Of course, intolerability is a subjective
notion, and its assessment can be more or less arbi-
trary. However, even the subjective claim of the fur-
ther intolerability of central rule, independent of its
objective character, must be taken into account when
expressed in the decisions of a representative body or
in a referendum by those who consider themselves to
be persecuted. The majority of such documents is-
sued during the period of decolonization express this
spirit of defense, and the collapse of the USSR can be
likened to a more recent period of decolonization. 

HISTORICAL RIGHT

Another criterion should be based on the “historical
right” to a territory—a right that is the least capable of
definition among all the criteria under consideration
for assessing the legitimacy of self-determination
movements. Determining the earliest inhabitants of a
region (at least in Europe and Asia) often requires the
expert opinion of area specialists, historians, anthro-
pologists, and linguists, among others, whose find-
ings are almost always hotly contested. Determining
the boundaries of a territory that contains a self-deter-

mination movement is also frequently problematic.
Sometimes the territory is an autonomous region
with administrative borders (typically characterized
as “unjust” by the movement’s leaders), and at other
times the territory in question was once home to a di-
aspora ethnic group. 

Despite its vulnerability, the principle of historical
right cannot be ignored completely in deciding self-
determination claims. We have one noteworthy exam-
ple of reestablishing national sovereignty on the same
historical territory after the almost two-thousand-year
absence of a sizable ethnic group: namely, the cre-
ation of the state of Israel in Palestine through a 1948
UN resolution. The creation of a Palestinian state on
the basis of the same historic right entailed forty-five
more years of struggle by Palestinians.

In Latvia and Estonia, the presence of large ethnic
Russian communities, which make up more than one-
third of the population in both countries, is a pressing
problem. Although Russians have lived there for two
to three generations, they are not considered mem-
bers of the indigenous population that has historical
rights, a situation that makes it difficult for them to re-
ceive citizenship.

ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF THE
POPULATION

In principle, it is possible for multiethnic democracies
to exist; yet scholars searching for concrete examples
usually can go no further than the United States.
While this particular country has its share of national
and ethnic problems that constitute potential sources
of domestic instability, differences among ethnic
groups have played, and continue to play, a dynamic
role in the country’s political evolution nonetheless. 

Among the peoples of Europe, Asia, and Africa,
there are still seemingly insurmountable prejudices 
of “blood and belonging,” in spite of the global mix-
ing of cultures brought about by waves of migration,
urbanization, and the spread of new communications
technologies and “global culture.”

In Europe, to a higher degree than in other parts of
the world, the principle of nationalism, “demanding
that the political and ethnic boundaries should be
congruent and also that the governed and the govern-
ing in a given political unit belong to one ethnos,”31

came to be embodied in the continent’s politics. Ac-
cordingly, those states that are relatively more ethni-
cally homogeneous, such as France, Austria, and
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some of the more important among them, keep-
ing in mind that merely one or two conditions ar-
bitrarily culled from this list would most likely fail
the test for moral legitimacy. Only the entire set of
criteria together would be likely to pass such hy-
pothetical standards; even then, all of these crite-
ria rarely apply in any one situation.

Using such a set of universally recognized re-
quirements would help avoid both the chaos of
changing borders in areas of conflict and the at-
tempts to settle issues of self-determination by vi-
olent means. The existence of clear international
standards for the resolution of self-determination
conflicts would give peoples the world over the
hope that their aspirations for national identity
can at least be addressed without threatening
their own existence or damaging the sovereignty
of their neighbors.



Hungary, are regarded as having a higher degree of
political stability.

Obviously, the importance of a population’s ethnic
composition was taken into account in the various
plans for settling the crisis in Bosnia-Herzegovina,
which have all proposed—in a variety of frameworks—
the creation of small, relatively ethnically homoge-
neous states (initially up to ten and currently three) 
as a solution to the ethnic and political strife that has
plagued the former Yugoslavia since its disintegration.

Taking into account the ethnic composition of a
population, however, may contradict the principle of

historical right, inasmuch as the contemporary ethnic
composition of a country’s population is almost al-
ways markedly different than it was one hundred, two
hundred, or five hundred years ago. In the former
USSR, this situation holds not only in the Baltics, but
also in Nakhichevan, the Crimea, Abkhazia, South
Ossetia, and other territories. Indeed, under certain
political conditions, an ethnic majority within any of
the former USSR’s regions might suddenly become
an ethnic minority, and vice-versa.
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referendum cannot be held, by the decision of democ-
ratically elected representatives.

Such an expression of will should be confirmed af-
ter a certain period to ensure that it is not a fleeting re-
action to some event, grievance, or advantageous
proposal on the part of some third party. For this rea-
son, the voting procedure, at least in the local legisla-
tive body, should be repeated not less than three to
six months after the first decision has been registered.
In addition, voting for the adoption of such weighty
decisions cannot depend on a simple majority, espe-
cially in ethnically mixed communities. The poll’s
ground rules should stipulate that not less than two-
thirds of the eligible voters of different nationalities
should agree on one proposal concerning the future
status of their territory or country, and not less than
two-thirds of the elected representatives should sub-
sequently ratify this decision.

RESPONSIBILITY FOR
CONSEQUENCES

Under these conditions, self-determination move-
ments will have more time to prepare themselves to
assume the burden of charting their own political and
economic future. 

The transitional period that is built into these
criteria can be used to address possible contingencies
that may arise prior to the transfer of authority. For
example, in summer 1994, the very leaders of the
Palestinian movement that had secured its future
statehood requested the Israeli leadership to post-
pone temporarily the withdrawal of its armies from
the Gaza Strip and Jericho, since the Palestinian Au-
thority’s police forces were not yet ready to assume
the responsibility for maintaining order in these
zones. Several years after obtaining its independence,
Ukraine requested oil from Russia at the old Soviet
discount prices because it was not yet ready to begin
its own economic reform program.

For an example of what can happen without estab-
lished criteria for an orderly transition, one has to
look no further than the British withdrawal from

Palestine and the Indian subcontinent. In both cases,
interethnic conflicts were inadequately addressed and
were allowed to simmer for decades. Simply put,
British officials did not allow sufficient time for the
formation of stable statehood in these territories, al-
though they did leave behind an important legacy, the
civil service system. 

The same can be said of the Soviet Union’s hasty
and unorganized retreat from Transcaucasia and
other troubled states around its southern rim plagued
with their own internal secessionist movements and
ethnic conflicts. Shortly thereafter, responding to re-
quests from these newly independent states’ leaders
(i.e., in Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, and Tajikistan),
the Russian Federation, acting as the legal successor
to the USSR, was forced to introduce peacekeeping
forces in an effort to safeguard the borders of these
Soviet successor states. These moves were quickly in-
terpreted in the West as Russia’s quest to restore im-
perial rule, a step that would have brought neither
economic nor political advantages.

The ability to create a viable and vital economy and
the ability to control a new sovereign territory and de-
fend its borders must be evaluated in advance by the
people who genuinely seek their own sovereignty.
Otherwise, instead of a stable, independent state,
there will arise only a new hotbed of tension. Stan-
dards for evaluating “responsibility for consequences”
need to be worked out. Outside experts are not al-
ways capable of assessing the readiness of freedom-
seeking peoples to undertake massive economic and
political changes.

EXPRESSION OF THE PEOPLE’S WILL

While criteria for assessing self-determination claims
should take into account the territory’s ethnic composi-
tion, a certain priority must be accorded to the democra-
tic principle of the expression of the entire population’s
will. This can be done most clearly through a general ref-
erendum on the disputed territory’s future status; or, if a



CONCLUSION The case studies presented in this work are
more than a catalog of the many grievances
ethnic minorities have brought—and con-

tinue to bring—against central governments in
Moscow and other capitals of the Soviet successor
states. All these self-determination movements share
many distinct elements, which can be used to con-
struct a list of criteria the international community
could rely on to judge the legitimacy of such move-
ments and, even more, a way to crystallize the vague
principle of self-determination in the corpus of inter-
national law.
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