
This article was downloaded by: [72.234.55.226]
On: 07 December 2011, At: 16:30
Publisher: Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number:
1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street,
London W1T 3JH, UK

Central Asian Survey
Publication details, including instructions for
authors and subscription information:
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccas20

The prospects for genocide
in Chechnya and extremist
retaliation against the
West
Michael Fredholm

Available online: 01 Jul 2010

To cite this article: Michael Fredholm (2000): The prospects for genocide in
Chechnya and extremist retaliation against the West, Central Asian Survey,
19:3-4, 315-327

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/026349300750057955

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.tandfonline.com/page/
terms-and-conditions

This article may be used for research, teaching, and private study
purposes. Any substantial or systematic reproduction, redistribution,
reselling, loan, sub-licensing, systematic supply, or distribution in any
form to anyone is expressly forbidden.

The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make
any representation that the contents will be complete or accurate
or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae, and drug
doses should be independently verified with primary sources. The
publisher shall not be liable for any loss, actions, claims, proceedings,
demand, or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising

http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ccas20
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/026349300750057955
http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions
http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions


directly or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this
material.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

72
.2

34
.5

5.
22

6]
 a

t 1
6:

30
 0

7 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
11

 



Central Asian Survey (2000), 19(3/4), 315–327

The prospects for genocide in
Chechnya and extremist retaliation
against the West
MICHAEL FREDHOLM

‘We will not weep; we will not weaken; we will not forget’

The con� ict between Chechnya and the Russian Federation shows few signs of
being resolved soon. Russia has again embarked on war as the means to subdue
the region, despite the fact that the Chechens regularly have risen against their
Russian rulers since the region was � rst fully conquered by the tsarist armies in
the 19th century. In 1944, the Soviet Union attempted to eliminate the Chechen
resistance by deportation and genocide. Will Russia again resort to genocide in
the North Caucasus?

Russian military operations in the North Caucasus have always tended to
cause the radicalization of Islam in the region. Today we see the same pattern
and extremist Islamic leaders with ties to groups in Yemen, Afghanistan and
other centres of radical Islam are gradually hijacking the Chechen war of
independence. So far, they see Moscow as their chief enemy. Will they also turn
against the West?

Can the West do anything to resolve the con� ict, without antagonizing either
Russia or the Chechens?

There still remains common ground on which Chechnya and Russia may be
able to negotiate a lasting peace. Moreover, Russia and the West share a mutual
if not always obvious interest in the region, despite occasional rhetoric to the
contrary. The West should accordingly encourage the Russian leaders to nego-
tiate with the Chechens instead of � ghting them. First, however, the West needs
a comprehensive understanding of what the con� ict really is about. To explain
the background of the war in Chechnya, as well as to answer the questions posed
above, we must examine the Russian policies in the North Caucasus and the
results achieved, rather than wished for, by the Russian leaders. Such an
examination will also show what the West can, and should, do to resolve the
con� ict in Chechnya.

Russia and the North Caucasus

Although Russia made the � rst moves towards the Caucasus in 1556, early
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MICHAEL FREDHOLM

attempts to conquer the region were unsuccessful and Russia only seriously
involved herself in the Caucasus from 1783. In time, Russia conquered parts of
Dagestan as well as territories inhabited by Chechens and Ingush. Although from
1785 to 1791 several North Caucasian groups united to resist Russia—for the
� rst time—under Sheikh Mansur, a Chechen, the tsarist troops proved victorious.

The Russian cause seemed less certain, however, during the ghazawat (holy
war) of 1830–1859, in which the Dagestani religious leaders Ghazi Muhammad
and Shamil united the mountain tribes of the eastern parts of the North Caucasus
(a territory centered on Dagestan with some Chechen and Ingush groups) into a
religious state, an Imamate. Shamil successfully resisted the Russian troops for
three decades. Meanwhile, the Circassians (Cherkess) in the western parts of the
North Caucasus fought Russia in their own war. Divided by Christian Ossetia
and with little in common, the two North Caucasian resistance fronts never
managed to co-operate ef� ciently against the Russians. Shamil surrendered in
1859 and resistance in Circassia, never a uni� ed state, ended in 1864.

Russian occupation and the policy to settle large numbers of ethnic Russians
in the conquered territories led to a large exodus of Circassians, Chechens,
Ingush and Dagestanis to the Ottoman Empire, where their descendants remain
today in scattered communities. Unrest continued among those who stayed on,
however, and a major uprising took place in 1877–1878, in conjunction with the
Russian–Turkish War.

In the civil war following the 1917 revolution, many North Caucasians sided
with the Bolsheviks in an attempt to regain independence. A North Caucasian
republic (the ‘Mountain Republic’) declared independency on 11 May 1918, but
was crushed within a year by the White General Anton Denikin. More uprisings
followed, however, and a second ghazawat broke out in 1920, again with most
of the action taking place in Dagestan. In 1921, an Autonomous Soviet Mountain
Republic was formed. However, the Soviet power initiated a campaign against
Islam and the Mountain Republic only lasted until 1924. Further uprisings
followed as regularly as the seasons changed (typically in spring each year) and
were especially violent in 1924, 1926, 1928, 1929–1930, 1936, and 1941–1943.
In earlier times the majority of the � ghters had been Dagestanis, but from 1926
the Ingush and to some extent the Chechens became especially prominent.

In 1944, Stalin accused a number of North Caucasian peoples, notably the
Chechens and Ingush, of collaboration with Germany and deported them to
Central Asia and Siberia. As Stalin at the time made territorial demands on
Turkey, a strategy that may have led to war, he no doubt wished to remove
potential Turkish allies from the Caucasus. The uprising of 1941 probably
in� uenced his decision. Other mountain groups were forcibly resettled in the
lowlands. Yet more ethnic Russians were settled in the urban areas of the region.
However, Stalin’s policy was reversed after his death, and from 1956 the
deported peoples began to return, causing frequent and occasionally violent
disputes between the returnees and those who had been resettled where the
returnees used to live. Chechen and Ingush protests, for instance, took place in
1973.1
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CHECHNYA: PROSPECTS FOR GENOCIDE

With the fall of Soviet power, a number of North Caucasian republics declared
sovereignty. Chechnya’s � rst president, Dzhokhar Dudaev, went further and
declared independence in 1991, which ultimately led to the � rst Chechen war
from 1994 to 1996. Although unrecognized by the international community,
Chechnya successfully defended her independence. However, the economic
carnage caused by the war caused the new Chechen president, Aslan
Maskhadov, to lose control over parts of Chechnya that subsequently fell under
the sway of militant Islamists. Some of them in 1999 assumed control over and
spearheaded an uprising in neighbouring Dagestan, which ultimately provoked a
Russian invasion and the present war in Chechnya.

The strategic importance of the North Caucasus

For the Russian leaders in Moscow, the North Caucasus carries a geopolitical
and geo-economic signi� cance that is too high for Russia to relinquish. Russia
sees itself as struggling to preserve Russia’s territorial integrity, prevent the
unrest in Chechnya from destabilizing the rest of the region, protect vital
communications, in particular oil pipelines and access to the Caspian Sea, and
contain crime. Nonetheless, Moscow in the early years after the fall of the Soviet
Union took less interest in the North Caucasus than in what was perceived as
greater challenges. Moreover, Moscow’s capacity to address issues in the North
Caucasus has greatly diminished since Soviet times. Ethnic Russians are not only
� eeing Chechnya, they are also leaving the lowlands north of the Caucasus, such
as the Stavropol Territory.

The domino theory according to which any concessions to Chechnya will
encourage and bring the risk of separatism in other parts of the North Caucasus
appears no longer to be valid, as no other North Caucasian republic shows any
sign of or willingness to secession. It has been suggested that the chaos and
anarchy in Chechnya during the years of effective independence probably served
as an ef� cient antidote to any earlier separatist ambitions.2

Although Russia no longer needs to expand for demographic reasons, the
Caspian oil and gas assets remain of importance, and Moscow is � rmly opposed
to the aspirations in Georgia and Azerbaijan to join NATO. Through her military
bases in Armenia and, to some extent, Georgia, trade relations, and remaining
ties to individual leaders in the region, Russia is able to maintain some of her
in� uence south of the Caucasus. Russia may no longer be able to decide events
directly in the South Caucasus; nonetheless, she retains the ability to disrupt and
destabilize, by the threat of fomenting unrest and inciting local warfare or coups,
thereby forcing important issues. The present war in Chechnya has so far
increased Russian power in the region, due to the large in� ux of military forces.
Nonetheless, there is no evidence to suggest that the war will spread to Georgia
or the rest of the South Caucasus. Moreover, Russia no longer needs to rely on
the oil pipeline through Chechnya, as the bypass pipeline (planned since
September 1997) was � nally ready for operation in April 2000.3 This means that
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MICHAEL FREDHOLM

pipelines as well as railway and road communications have been re-established
between Dagestan and Russia, without the need to enter Chechnya.

Formerly, the North Caucasus formed the barrier that protected Turkey and
Iran from Russian expansion. Uprisings in Dagestan and among the Chechens
and Ingush probably forced the Soviet Union to withdraw her military force
from the ‘Soviet Republic’ of Ghilan in north-western Persia in 1921 and may
have prevented the Red Army from launching planned incursions into Iran and
the Middle East.4 Today the situation has changed. Turkey, as a member of
NATO, no longer needs to fear Russian aggression. Although Russian relations
with Turkey remain uneasy, Iran has since the mid-1990s emerged as an
important Russian regional ally.5

Chechnya also serves a domestic Russian purpose. It has been suggested that
Chechnya currently functions as the external stimulus used by the Moscow
leadership to rally Russian public opinion.6 With popular support of the war in
Chechnya so far at levels over 60 per cent, Moscow has used the war in
Chechnya to successfully tighten the level of security throughout the Federation
(through document and apartment checking and registration of North Cau-
casians7) as well as to strike against criminal activities through an increased level
of law enforcement activity.

Russian strategies to subdue the North Caucasus

Russia has experienced more dif� culties in the North Caucasus than in any other
part of her former empire. Russian policy has frequently changed in attempts to
� nd a solution to the many problems posed by the region. However, no Russian
government appears to have followed any united federal policy towards the
North Caucasus, or indeed the entire Caucasus as a region, since the fall of the
Soviet Union. Each ministry as well as many individua l political leaders
maintain their own agendas when it comes to the Caucasus. Moscow’s reac-
tions—because Russia reacts rather than acts upon developments in the Cauca-
sus—have as a result been varied and often contradictory. Since 1994, moreover,
any policy embraced has been military, not political. Today the Russian North
Caucasus policy, such as it is, by all accounts lies � rmly in the hands of
President Vladimir Putin himself.

Historically, Russia has attempted a number of mutually supportive strategies
to subdue non-Slavic regions:8

· Co-optation of local elites
· Religious or ideological assimilation/russi� cation
· Settlement of ethnic Russians
· Deportation/genocide

Let us examine each strategy in turn and in particular how it has fared in the
North Caucasus.
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CHECHNYA: PROSPECTS FOR GENOCIDE

Co-optation of local elites

The � rst step in Russian colonial strategy was always the attempt to co-opt local
elites. Closer to the Russian heartland, co-optation was often followed by
assimilation or full russi� cation (see below), but this policy was seldom
successful in the North Caucasus. Co-optation often brought successes, but only
where there was a local aristocracy to co-opt. Successful examples in the North
Caucasus include Kabarda from the 16th century and Dagestan since 1945, when
Stalin instituted the Muslim Religious Board and gradually initiated means to
balance the local elites against each other under Soviet auspices. A temporary
success can be said to have taken place in and around Dagestan between 1918
and 1926, when the Bolsheviks successfully recruited a number of prominent
Caucasians turned communists. As neither the Cherkess nor Chechens originally
had a suf� ciently strati� ed society, co-optation never proved a successful
strategy against them.

Religious or ideological assimilation /russi� cation

To a great extent, Slavic expansion since its earliest history always depended on
the assimilation of other, smaller ethnic groups. By such means, early modern
Russia turned the nobles and population of several non-Slavic groups into
Russians. This explains why many famous Russian names such as Suvorov,
Kutuzov and Turgenev are of Turkic origin. Assimilation could be full or merely
consist of conversion to Orthodox Christianity or, later, Marxism. Neither policy
was very successful among the Moslems of the North Caucasus. Although
religious assimilation (but not full russi� cation) successfully turned North
Ossetia into a loyal subject, this policy has generally proved to be counter-pro-
ductive when directed at Moslems. Vigorous campaigns to destroy Islam as a
religious faith took place from 1924 onwards but had little effect.

Settlement of ethnic Russians

As long as Russia had a surplus population, the most certain way to turn a newly
conquered territory into a part of Russia was to settle ethnic Russians in it. In
the North Caucasus, the fertile region formerly inhabited by the Cherkess were
settled thus in the second half of the 19th century. The present Chechen lowlands
too were settled by Russians at around the same time. However, since the early
1990s, a Russian exodus from Chechnya has reversed this process. Moreover,
the strategy to settle surplus population in non-Slavic territory is no longer
feasible because of the Russian demographic decline since at least the 1960s.

Deportation/genocide

It is all too easy to forget that genocide is more typically a gradual process of
extinction than immediate slaughter. According to Article 2 of the Genocide
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MICHAEL FREDHOLM

Convention, genocide is de� ned as ‘acts committed with intent to destroy, in
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group’.9 This can be
achieved by separating a population from its roots, thus obliterating its distinc-
tiveness and assimilating its young generation. Some distinguish cultural geno-
cide from true genocide and reserve the term genocide for its more immediately
lethal variety. However, the result is identical. The most common means of
genocide in Russia was always deportation. In the North Caucasus, genocide was
successfully applied against several Cherkess groups in the 1860s. Stalin also
attempted genocide through deportation against a number of other North Cau-
casian peoples, notably the Chechens and Ingush who lost perhaps half of their
population in the process. No exact � gures are known. As Stalin’s policy was
reversed in less than a generation, his attempt was not completely successful,
although he temporarily managed to reduce the numbers of the North Cau-
casians.

Genocide of a potentially hostile population may be deemed a valid if
unpleasant strategy. However, the North Caucasian peoples have been character-
ized by a rapid demographic growth since they returned from exile and today
few effects of Stalin’s policy are visible. Nonetheless, one could possibly argue
that he had some success against the Ingush, who no longer resist the Russian
rulers in Moscow. When Chechnya pressed for full independence in 1991, the
Ingush found themselves caught between their connections with the closely
related Chechens and their hope that Moscow would return the Prigorodnyi
district, until 1944 settled by Ingush but since turned over to North Ossetia. In
1992, the Republic of Ingushetia formally seceded from Chechnya and was
recognized as a part of the Russian Federation. By the end of the year, � ghting
broke out in the Prigorodnyi between Ossetians and local Ingush. However,
Russian federal forces took the side of the Ossetians, and virtually all Ingush
were forcibly displaced to Ingushetia. Despite this, the Ingush made no efforts
to join their Chechen relatives in their war against Russia. It appears that the
Ingush—who were particularly prominent in the major uprisings from 1926 to
1943—had been � nally cowed, probably by a combination of their experiences
under Stalin and with relation to North Ossetia. It should be noted that the total
Ingush population in the early 1990s equalled only one-third of the Chechen
population and not all lived in Ingushetia.

Genocide thus appears to be a successful strategy, when carried out decisively.
Even a partial genocide may apparently pacify a less numerous people, due to
the decrease in the demographic reserves available for an uprising and continu-
ous guerrilla warfare.

A full military conquest is of course a prerequisite for any successful
genocide. This leads to an important issue. With the exception of the Ossetians,
of whom most are Christians, Russia was only able to subdue a North Caucasus
region through overwhelming military force and the reserves to apply this force
for a considerable amount of time. The most striking examples are Dagestan in
1791; Dagestan, the Chechens and Ingush in 1859; Circassia in 1864; Dagestan,
the Chechens and Ingush in 1878; Dagestan in 1921; and the Chechens and
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CHECHNYA: PROSPECTS FOR GENOCIDE

Ingush in 1943. Some temporary successes too depended on overwhelming
military force, among them Denikin’s occupation of the North Caucasus during
the period 1917–1920. Whenever the military superiority was insuf� cient or
Russia was distracted by other undertakings, the Russian army suffered tempo-
rary defeats, as happened in 1996.

As this brief survey shows, no single strategy has proved suf� cient to subdue
the North Caucasus. Russia has relied on a combination of several mutually
supportive strategies. Although several regions of the North Caucasus remain
volatile, Russian strategy has nonetheless been successful in so far that since
1992, only Chechnya remains actively opposed to Russian rule.

The Chechens

Although the Chechens frequently recall past glories under leaders such as
Shamil or Sheikh Najmuddin of Hotso and Kaitmas Alikhanov, main comman-
ders of the 1920–1921 ghazawat , the fact remains that these leaders were
Dagestanis, not Chechens and the type of mountain warfare waged typically took
place in the mountainous areas of Dagestan. Most Chechens came from wooded
hills rather than bare mountains and today they tend to have an industrial, urban
background rather than that of the clannish hill warriors led by Shamil. Although
elders from mountain villages were occasionally called into Chechnya’s capital
Groznyi by Dudaev in the early 1990s, their real authority among the urban
population was low to non-existent .

The Chechens of today are � ghters but not tribesmen. Nor are the majority
militant Islamists. While Chechnya according to Soviet � gures had a rural
population of 63 per cent, this � gure does not take into account the large
numbers of Chechens who lived in cities outside Chechnya (nor for that matter
that half the population of Groznyi at this time was made up of Russians).10

Groznyi was in Soviet times a major centre for research and the production of
equipment for the petroleum industry. The city possessed major oil and gas
re� neries and even served as the main Soviet producer of aviation petrol.
Although today’s Chechen leaders in most cases belong to clans, they are not
traditional clan leaders and their backgrounds range from that of the Soviet
military (Maskhadov and before him Dudaev) to students and computer traders
(Shamil Basaev, the only highlander among the main Chechen leaders), actors
(Akhmed Zakaev), teachers, clerks and writers (Zelimkhan Yandarbiev) to
construction workers (Aslanbek Ismailov). Although the early Dagestani,
Chechen and Ingush leaders had been imams, mullahs and sheikhs, i.e. religious
leaders, from 1940—when the Chechen writer Hassan Israilov became the
leading insurgent—the new generation was Soviet-educated. This pattern has
remained until the present. With a few signi� cant exceptions (notably the
Jordan-born Khattab), the Chechens of today have more in common with their
Russian opponents than with the international Islamic extremists who support
Chechnya’s struggle, often in ways directly opposed to the policies of Chechen
president Maskhadov.
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MICHAEL FREDHOLM

If Chechnya has become fertile ground for radical Islam, the main reason is
neither religion nor nationalism but demography. During the decade of de facto
independence, a new generation of Chechens has reached the age when capable
of carrying arms. Exact � gures for population annual growth are unknown, but
comparable ones can be found in Dagestan (21 births per 1000 in 1989) and
Ingushetia (13.4 per 1000 in 1997);11 in the 1970s and 1980s, the Chechen rate
of annual population growth was as high as between 31 and 40 per 1000.12 The
young men and women of the new generation have never been a part of Russia
and have no loyalties to Russia. Moreover, due to the economic devastation of
Chechnya, still continuing unabated, their chances of � nding employment and a
regular, peaceful life are nil in Chechnya and, due to the prevalent suspicions of
criminality and terrorism associated with Chechens in the Russian Federation,
not much better elsewhere. Their choice is between unemployment at home,
work for criminal gangs in Russia and enlistment in a religious brotherhood with
international connections, monetary resources and outspoken egalitarianism.
That such a movement is regarded as extremist will hardly be a serious concern
for the new generation of young Chechens.

Chechnya is no longer, if it ever was, a viable independent country and
moderate Chechen leaders such as Maskhadov realize this. Moreover, the West
has, by not recognizing Chechen independence, made the unequivocal statement
that the con� ict is an internal Russian matter and—unlike the situation in 1918
when the self-declared independent North Caucasian state was recognized by
Germany, Austria–Hungary and Turkey13—no international recognition is forth-
coming. The Western policy is understandable , as Chechnya is of little
signi� cance compared to many other issues in the relations between Russia and
the West. Besides, Russia is not the only country whose leaders fear the loss of
the territorial integrity of their state. Moreover, Chechnya has never presented a
suf� ciently intimidated appearance to fully qualify as a human-rights case. On
the other hand, when a nascent state for years is treated as a band of robbers,
it is hardly surprising that its state structures weaken. It is too early to condemn
Maskhadov for his inability to enforce law and order in Chechnya, as he never
was allowed the means to do so.

The Russian strategy against Chechnya

How can Russia deal with Chechnya? A Dagestan-type solution, in which
leaders of different national groups are balanced against each other, is not
feasible as the Chechens are ethnically considerably more homogeneous. Except
granting Chechnya independence or at least full autonomy, Russia has only two
remaining feasible strategies: � rst, the co-optation of local elites, which was
attempted in 1994 (Umar Avturkhanov), 1995–1996 (Doku Zavgaev), 1996–
1999 (Maskhadov, who for a while enjoyed considerable political if not material
support from Moscow, even though he needed to downplay it for his domestic
audience), and again after the Russian invasion in 1999 (Bislan Gantemirov,
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CHECHNYA: PROSPECTS FOR GENOCIDE

conveniently released from jail for this purpose); and second, deportation/geno-
cide.

If Putin has studied history as well as karate, he may have come to the
conclusion that deportation/genocide is the only remaining viable option. Al-
though open genocide to some extent can be masqueraded as acts of war, it is
highly unlikely that post-communist Russia could stomach the deportation of a
whole people, as Stalin did. Such a decisive policy may no longer be an option.
Nonetheless, deportation/genocide can be encouraged by more subtle means.
Since early 1999, inhabitants of Chechnya have (by then Interior Minister Sergei
Stepashin) been offered cash and transportation to other parts of the Russian
Federation. This process continued during the present war, at least during its
early stages. Pressure was also applied through the decision in 1999 to suspend
the distribution of electric power to Chechnya, even before the war begun. No
doubt the war has increased the speed of this migration process, as large
numbers of Chechens have been forced to leave. Today a majority of the
Chechens lives outside the republic, either permanently or as refugees. Although
60 per cent of them are found in South Russia, up to and including Volgograd
Oblast, a third has moved on to other parts,14 many of them � nding a place in
the major Russian cities. The aerial bombardment of the major Chechen towns
caused 200,000 Chechens to � ee the republic, of whom more than half came
from Groznyi.

Individual ethnic Chechens living isolated from each other in Slavic regions
are more easily assimilated than groups living on their own territory. Further-
more, the Russian de facto although not outspoken policy of equating Chechen
migrants with ethnic criminal groups will no doubt encourage many law-abiding
Chechens living in Slavic communities to abandon their religion and shed any
distinctive traditions.

History shows that the North Caucasus has always risen in rebellion, unless
one or another strategy of subdual has been decisively applied. Now only the
Chechens remain. Russia has played all her cards except the deportation/geno-
cide option. Stalin, who knew his fellow Caucasians, ordered it, but as his
policies were reversed in less than a generation no permanent change was
effectuated. Putin may reason that unless he puts the deportation/genocide card
back into play, but by more subtle means, the Chechens will surely rise again,
as they have done after every Russian military conquest in the past.

The implications of the Russian strategy for Chechnya and the West

The implications of the Russian strategy for the Chechens are grim. Although
capable of in� icting signi� cant and severe defeats on the Russian army,
Chechnya cannot win a protracted war. The Russian defeat in 1996 was a
signi� cant setback, but of the type that often occurred during the 19th century
wars. Russian forces in the North Caucasus have prepared, trained and conduc-
ted exercises in anticipation of the current war since as early as August 1997.
Military organization and internal liaison have been constantly improved.15
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MICHAEL FREDHOLM

Neither the West nor Turkey or Iran (which in the last decade has grown into
a Russian ally) sees any real political gains in supporting the North Caucasus
against Russia. Russia is therefore able to treat the war as an internal con� ict and
apply her proven strategies to subdue the region. The decision will be taken, or
has already been taken, that the only solution to Chechen resistance is deport-
ation/genocide, preferably disguised as voluntary migration or anti-terrorist
operations so as to soften the impact on the in� uential media. Russia has no
other options, except continuous warfare or a compromise solution.16 The current
campaign is waged against what Moscow refers to as terrorists and bandits. In
this context, it is telling that during the Caucasus war of 1834–1859, Tsar
Nicholas referred to his North Caucasian opponents as a ‘few bands of rob-
bers’.17 However, Putin is no Stalin and today’s Russia bears little resemblance
to the Soviet Union of the 1940s. If Putin attempts the genocide option, he is
unlikely to succeed in eliminating the Chechens.

The implications of the Russian strategy are grim for the West too. Chechnya,
like Afghanistan before her, at the beginning of the con� ict did not have a
population of radical Moslems. Unfortunately, Russian military operations in the
North Caucasus since the late 18th century have tended to cause the radicaliza-
tion of Islam in the region. The famous Dagestani leader Shamil in the � rst half
of the 19th century was an example of how Russian invasion galvanized the
North Caucasus under militant religious leaders. Since the 1994–1996 war,
Chechnya has increasingly fallen under the in� uence of radical Islamic leaders,
many of them followers of the type of Islam professed by the anti-Western
militant Usama bin Laden.

Although some Russian press reports along these lines are exaggerated and
alarmist, a substantial body of evidence remains indicating that extremist Islamic
leaders with ties to Islamic groups in Yemen, Afghanistan and other centers of
radical Islam are gradually hijacking the Chechen war of independence.18 Not
only has leaders such as Khattab attracted militants from other volatile areas into
Chechnya (hundreds of whom have been apprehended in Georgia19), the activi-
ties of men such as Yandarbiev, who travelled extensively in the Middle East
and eventually also visited Taliban-sponsoring Pakistan, has further strengthened
the ties between Chechen radicals and other Islamic extremists. Individual
extremists move easily from one hotbed to another and Chechen � ghters may
eventually turn up elsewhere. If the West allows Russia to gradually subdue
Chechnya and disperse parts of her population, the most radical Chechens are
bound to turn up among the extremist Islamic circles that currently see the West
as much as Moscow as their enemy.

This does not mean that Afghan Taliban � ghers will � ood into the Caucasus
(or any other place), nor that Afghanistan will be the base for any credible
Chechen exile government actively � ghting the Russian forces. However,
individual militant Islamic � ghters (in the same manner as many revolutionaries
of other creeds before them) can be expected to turn up among sympathetic
groups elsewhere, in this case the Taliban and other radical Islamic groups.

‘We will not weep; we will not weaken; we will not forget,’ was the
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inscription of the monument to the 1944 deportations dedicated by the Chechen
government on their � ftieth anniversary.20 It has been estimated that there are
more than a 100,000 Chechen men able to carry arms in Chechnya today and
women too take part in the � ghting.21 There is also a demographic reserve in the
body of Chechens in South Russia, among whom further extremists can be
recruited. Disenchanted with the West, from which no international recognition
ever came, they will not hesitate to take the war of their militant Islamic mentors
to the West as well as Russia.

Unlike most extremist Islamic � ghters, who typically have little or no
education and are not very able to conduct their � ght in urban environments,
many Chechens are not only experienced soldiers but also in most cases come
from an industria l and urban background. Poorly educated, rural fanatics can
cause damage but are no real threat to the West. Nobody expects the Afghan
Taliban � ghters to strike successfully against Western society, be they ever so
dangerous to their fellow countrymen. Educated, urban militants such as the
Chechens are a different matter. Europe has known urban terrorism and its
effects on the domestic political development of the West were not neglible, at
a time appearing to bring the whole foundation of the post-war German liberal
democratic system into question. The United States too have recently found itself
the target of terrorists. By allowing Russia to subdue Chechnya, the West may
unleash on itself a new and vastly more dangerous type of Islamic terrorist: a
� ghter as much at home with advanced weapons as with industrialized society.

Chechen autonomy and economic reconstruction

The West should take a stand for Chechen autonomy within the Russian
Federation, not for geopolitical reasons (which there are none) or human rights
reasons (although a case for such a stand can be made) but to avoid further
radical Islamic antagonism.

Political and security questions should be separated from human rights issues.
An autonomous Chechnya at peace is far less likely to be used as a base for
terrorists or extremists than a Chechnya at war with and to a large extent
occupied by Russia. Moscow will be suspicious of Western attempts to interfere
in the North Caucasus for geopolitica l or human rights reasons. However, Russia
and the West shares the need to curb a growing radical Islamic movement.22

Arguments along these lines will no doubt be regarded as more persuasive in
Moscow than indignant calls for human rights.

The West must also be prepared to contribute to the post-war economic
reconstruction of Chechnya. A Chechen president such as Maskhadov could
probably restore the rule of law in the republic, if given adequate resources (for
instance, helicopters and communications equipment; Chechnya already has
quali� ed pilots and weapons) as well as a suf� cient level of co-operation from
federal law enforcement organs. He would not need or want Russian troops as
he has his own forces. Besides, to base uniformed Russians in Chechnya would
only play into the hands of the extremists. Minor aid in the form of helicopters
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or radio transceivers can be provided by Russia. However, Chechnya also needs
economic reconstruction. The whole infrastructure of the republic will have to be
rebuilt, a task far beyond the available Russian resources but a comparatively
small matter for the West.

Up to 1999, Russia would not have allowed any major Western involvement
in Chechnya. Now the situation has changed. Having shown its ability to occupy
Chechnya, Russia can � nally afford to offer the Chechens a Tatarstan-type
solution which gives them a high level of autonomy within the Russian
Federation but reserves foreign and military policy for the federal government in
Moscow. Such a policy, often discussed but never formally offered, can be based
on the Khasavyurt Agreement of 31 August 1996, negotiated by Maskhadov for
the Chechen side and Alexander Lebed for the Russian. According to this
agreement, the relations between Chechnya and Moscow need not be decided
until by 31 December 2001.

Only when Chechnya’s wish for genuine independence or autonomy can be
combined with Moscow’s need for security can vitally needed post-war econ-
omic restoration take place, a development urgently needed to prevent the new
generation of Chechens from turning into militant extremists, opposed to both
Russia and the West.
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