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Preface

This book began with a bag of dirt.
While doing research in Ukraine in 1992, just one year after it gained

its independence from the Soviet Union, I happened by the Parliament
building in Kiev. Parliament was in session, and various groups and indi-
viduals were lingering trying to get their concerns heard. One was a huge
man in full Cossack regalia. In his hand was a basket, and in the basket
were small, clear plastic bags. The bags were tied with a golden cord and
affixed with a waxed seal that contained a trident—a symbol of Ukraine.
It was not the seal, cord, or bag that mattered most, but the contents.
Inside this bag were about two ounces of dirt—but not just any dirt. This
was Cossack soil. Someone, a nationalist, had gone to great lengths to
conceive of, design, and distribute this physical representation of Cossack
national identity. To me it was a bag of dirt, but to the man it repre-
sented the Cossack nation, its land, its homeland. Had I not met the
Cossack distributing measured and reverently packaged bits of his home-
land to passersby, this book would not have been written.

Although a Cossack planted the idea of this book in my head, many
friends and colleagues helped me bring it to fruition. I was extremely
fortunate to have the guidance of John Mearsheimer and Steve Walt, and I
thank them both for stressing the value of asking important and interesting
questions and then teaching me how to go about best answering them.

I thank the many teachers, colleagues, and friends who read various
parts of this book, including Robert Bates, Nora Bensahel, Michael
Brown, John Colarusso, Walker Connor, Michael Desch, Paul Diehl, Al-
exander Downes, Tanisha Fazal, Jim Fearon, Elise Giuliano, Hein Goe-
mans, Arman Grigorian, Ted Gurr, Yoshiko Herrera, Chaim Kaufmann,
Beth Kier, Andy Kydd, David Laitin, Rose McDermott, Jonathan Mer-
cer, Sharon Morris, Roger Petersen, William Rose, Robert Rotberg, Steve
Saideman, Jack Snyder, and Ronald Suny. For help with the statistical
portions of the argument, I would like to thank Bear Braumoeller, Jon-
athan Cowden, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay. I would also like to thank Ghia
Nodia, an expert on Georgia’s transition to independence, and Kakha
Kenkadze and David Soumbadze, both currently officials with Georgia’s
government and advisers to Georgian president Eduard Shevardnadze,
for generously sharing their time and thoughts on Georgian politics. Ex-
cellent research assistance was provided by Ali Ahmed, Moshe Arens,
Vlada Bukavansky, Deborah Lee, Kate Regnier, Michelle Von Euw, and
especially Katie Gallagher.
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doctoral fellow from 1998 to 1999. My time as a postdoctoral fellow and
then the assistant director of the Olin Institute provided the ideal envi-
ronment to work on my manuscript. I am indebted to Sam Huntington
and Steve Rosen for being such wonderful and supportive colleagues.

Portions of this book appeared or will appear in “Multinationality, Re-
gions, and State-Building,” “Indivisible Territory, Geographic Concen-
tration, and Ethnic War,” and “The Case of Two-Way Mirror National-
ism in Ajaria.” I thank the publishers for permission to use the material
here. I would also like to thank my editors at Princeton University Press,
Dalia Geffen, Charles T. Myers, and Deborah Tegarden, and my indexer,
Victoria Agee, for making the process of this book seem so seamless.

Finally, my family has been an important source of strength and inspi-
ration. The impending birth of Samuel, my first child, helped me focus
on revising the manuscript and delivering it to the publisher before de-
livering Sam to the world. I also thank my parents, Joan and Bill, my
brothers, Bill and Peter, and my sisters, Anne, Jane, and Kate, for their
personal support: I am proud to put my family name—Duffy—front and
center. My last name, however, I share with the person to whom I owe
the deepest gratitude: my husband and colleague, Ivan.
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1
The Forgotten Meaning of Territory

So that my generation would comprehend the
Homeland’s worth,

Men were always transformed to dust, it seems.
The Homeland is the remains of our forefathers
Who turned into dust for this precious soil.

—Cholpan Ergash, Uzbek poet

No matter how barren, no territory is worthless if it is a homeland. His-
tory is replete with conflicts in which people fight to the death over what
appears to be territory of questionable value. This is because territory is
simultaneously a divisible, quantifiable object and an indivisible and ro-
mantic subject.

As a physical object, territory can be divided and later redivided. It can
be explored, inhabited, mined, polluted, exchanged, sold, bought, and
farmed. Borders and boundaries can be redrawn, place-names changed,
and people moved from here to there.

Yet in many places of the world, borders and boundaries seem fixed in
time and in the imagination. The name of the land has remained the
same for generations, and the people inhabiting that land would rather
die than lose the hope or right of return. In this context territory takes on
a meaning that far exceeds its material and objective description. It be-
comes not an object to be exchanged but an indivisible component of a
group’s identity.

Territories are objects that are physically divisible; at the same time
they become intractably and eternally indivisible. How else can we ex-
plain why, in places like Jerusalem and Kosovo, men and women not only
are willing to die but also allow their sons and daughters to die just to
remain in their homeland?

The central theme of this book is that different actors—states and ethnic
groups—view the same territory in different ways. This is not because
states are generally rational and ethnic groups are generally irrational.
Rather, it is because territory means different things to states and ethnic
groups. Chapter 2 introduces and explores a theory of ethnic violence
that places the dual meaning of territory at the center of a general expla-
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nation of why some ethnic conflicts become violent and others do not. I
call it the theory of indivisible territory. Territory is a sine qua non of the
state and can be an irreducible component of ethnic group identity. For
both, control over territory may become a matter of survival and, conse-
quently, an indivisible issue. When both sides in a conflict regard control
over a disputed territory as indivisible, violence is likely.

In fact, if we ask ourselves why presumably rational actors—in this
case, political elites representing states and ethnic groups at a hypotheti-
cal bargaining table—ever resort to violence, we are left with a puzzle.
The puzzle stems from the often observed fact that there are almost al-
ways solutions short of violence which benefit both or all sides of a con-
flict more than could violence. Violence is costly, and it is risky, so
whyever try it? The answer lies in the “almost always” qualification. So-
cial scientists have in fact isolated three key obstacles to a rational settle-
ment of disputes short of violence: (1) private information; (2) a commit-
ment problem; and (3) an indivisible issue.1 The private-information
obstacle focuses our attention on the fact that parties to a dispute often
have a large incentive to conceal their true aims and goals, as well as the
costs and risks they are willing to sustain to reach those goals. In such
cases, over- or underestimations can lead to suboptimal outcomes (namely,
war). The commitment problem addresses the issue of trust over the long
term: if I agree now, and I am the weaker party, how can you, as the
stronger party, credibly commit to honoring whatever agreement we
reach short of war? Finally, the indivisible-issue obstacle comes up in con-
flicts over values that either literally cannot be divided (one thinks here of
the apocryphal tale of Solomon’s decision to divide a baby in half to
satisfy two women who claim to be the mother) or that for one reason or
another, the two parties consider indivisible.2 Territory, or more specifi-
cally, homeland territory, often has this characteristic.

Understanding ethnic war therefore requires an understanding of how
two actors come to view control over the same piece of ground as an
indivisible issue.3 For ethnic groups, the key factor is settlement pat-
terns—that is, where groups live and whether they are concentrated in a
homeland and a majority or a minority. Settlement patterns bind the ca-
pability and legitimacy of an ethnic group’s mobilization for sovereignty.
Where both capability and legitimacy are high, as they are for groups
concentrated in a region of a state, ethnic groups are likely to consider
control over disputed territory an indivisible issue and demand sover-
eignty. However, states are likely to view control over a territory—even a
worthless or costly territory—as an indivisible issue whenever precedent-
setting effects come into play. Precedent setting operates when a state
faces more than one potential secessionist. The state fears establishing the
reputation that it allows the division of its territory. Only when both an
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ethnic group and a state, usually for different reasons, view the issue of
territorial control as indivisible will violence erupt. If, however, the ethnic
group does not demand sovereignty (that is, make an indivisible claim to
the territory) or the state sees its territory as divisible, ethnic war is less
likely.

A key contribution of this book is to detail the important differences
between political actors in ethnic conflicts and how these differences play
themselves out in disputes over territory. Ethnic groups (and nations) are
not states. Although reducing ethnic groups to the ontological equivalent
of states may make for elegant and parsimonious theories, my research
makes it clear that such theories can be of only limited use.4

Finally, the central subject of this research is violent ethnic conflict. At
its root, ethnic conflict is about groups of people arguing with other
groups, where the “other” is usually characterized by differences in race,
language, or religion. The vast majority of ethnic conflicts do not involve
violence.5 Here, however, my focus is on the subject of violent ethnic
conflict—both its presence and its absence. The book’s central question
is, Why do some ethnic conflicts turn violent, but not others? I do not
attempt to explain why ethnic conflicts arise in the first place, only the
conditions under which they are more or less likely to escalate to
violence.

The Importance of the Issue

Today nearly two-thirds of all armed conflicts include an ethnic compo-
nent. Ethnic conflicts are almost twice as likely to break out as fights over
governmental control and four times more likely than interstate wars.6

Ethnic conflicts are the most prevalent form of armed conflict and are
unlikely to abate in the short or long term. The number and intensity of
ethnic conflicts across the globe directly and indirectly threaten the lives
of millions. Since World War II alone, millions of people—both those
capable of bearing arms and those incapable of doing so—have died as a
result of their membership in a specific ethnic group. Understanding the
conditions under which ethnic conflicts escalate to violence—especially
extreme forms such as genocide—may help political elites and policy
makers prevent such fatal outcomes more effectively, or at least reduce
their destructiveness when they do happen. The structural explanation I
offer holds out the possibility of facilitating this worthy goal.

Beyond highlighting policy options that can work, this book sheds a
cautionary light on a number of policy proposals that either are unlikely
to work or may prove counterproductive. Marc Trachtenberg proposes
one potential policy measure, which my research suggests is problematic.
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If the problem in what used to be Yugoslavia is that different ethnic groups
there can no longer live together peacefully, and if for reasons having to do
with precedent, proximity, and spillover effects in general, the Western world
decides that the continuation of such violence is intolerable, then there is no
compelling reason that intervention should be limited to preventing starvation
or controlling atrocities . . . there is no reason why the outside powers should
rule out as illegitimate the very idea of trying to get at the root of the prob-
lem—for example, by arranging for an orderly, equitable, and humane ex-
change of populations.7

Trachtenberg’s recommendation of population exchanges seems an intu-
itively sound policy, yet the current empirical research does not make it
clear that the exchange and separation of ethnic groups will “get at the
root of the problem” and quell ethnic violence.8 My research shows why.

Ethnically based violence may also expand from conflicts within state
boundaries to those involving other states.9 In the most famous example,
World War I, an essentially ethnic conflict between Serbia and Austria-
Hungary eventually engulfed all the great powers, resulting in a shatter-
ing destruction and loss of life. Similar fears appear today in the cautious
approach that European governments are taking to the caustic Balkan
environment. Ethnic wars have created refugee flows, disrupted trade,
and closed transportation routes, all of which have the potential to desta-
bilize the international system.10

The theory of indivisible territory presented in chapter 2 directly ad-
dresses these issues by detailing how ethnic conflicts escalate into vio-
lence. It demonstrates that without an understanding of what territory
means to each actor in a potential negotiation, averting potential conflicts
is all but impossible. The theory, which addresses the origins of ethnic
violence, also bears on the resolution of such violence. Concerns over
control of territory does not wither as a result of armed combat.11 In-
stead, the fact of combat usually only reinforces the argument that be-
cause more brethren have died defending the land, it is even more in-
cumbent on a new generation of fighters to regain or maintain control
over that land.

The Literature

A review of the recent literature on ethnic violence illuminates the ways
in which my theory is different from past approaches. Territory as a fac-
tor—its meaning and implications—is largely missing from previous con-
siderations. A number of approaches have been proposed to explain eth-
nic violence, but each provides only a partial explanation for why ethnic
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violence erupts.12 These approaches can be divided into three rough cate-
gories: material, nonmaterial, and elite.

Thesis: Material-Based Approaches

A number of scholars have approached the subject of ethnic violence by
focusing on the material conditions of ethnic groups within a state. This
approach has three major strands: development and modernization, rela-
tive deprivation, and intrinsic worth.

Political-development and economic-modernization arguments focus
on the relative development of regionally concentrated ethnic groups
within a state’s borders.13 As the economy and state structures modern-
ize, individuals should transfer their loyalties from their ethnic group to
the state, leading to a demise in ethnic identity.14 This in turn should
cause ethnic conflict and violence to diminish. In this theory, any ethnic
conflict and violence that remain are the product of uneven development
and modernization.15 Equalize economic development, and ethnic con-
flict disappears.16

The development and modernization approach has not fared well em-
pirically. First, development and modernization have not led to a decline
in the salience of ethnic identities or regionally based ethnic conflict and
violence. Violence continues to plague Spain and Northern Ireland, for
example. Second, violence plagues rich and poor regions alike. In the
former Yugoslavia, secessionist demands and violence broke out in the
richest regions first, not in the poorest. Only after the federation was fully
compromised did violence break out in the backward region of Kosovo.
Economic development alone cannot explain the emergence of ethnic
conflict and violence.17

The group of scholars arguing for relative deprivation focus on re-
source competition among individuals who identify with a group. They
claim that violence stems principally from perceptions of a decline in eco-
nomic or political conditions after a period of improvement.18 The result-
ing competition for resources sparks collective action among individu-
als, who invariably form groups. As one group mobilizes, other groups
are spurred into action. As these groups compete, conflict and violence
erupt.19

Although the idea of relative deprivation seems intuitively correct, it is
impossible to test this theory adequately. Within any given society, indi-
viduals and groups have different notions of what constitutes a relative
decline or improvement in their standard of living.20 The theory provides
no guidelines on how to measure the perceptions of individuals in a soci-
ety and how to aggregate those perceptions across groups.
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A third major type of material-based argument comes from the inter-
national relations literature and focuses on a territory’s intrinsic worth, a
value that does not vary among actors.21 In this theory, actors are more
willing to use force to secure valuable territory.22 This argument has two
variations: strategic worth and intrinsic value. Often the two are inextri-
cable.23 Strategic worth describes the security value of a given piece of
territory. Is the territory astride major routes of communication? Does it
share an interstate border? Does it contain natural barriers to invasion
from other states or from states considered historical enemies? Intrinsic-
value arguments focus on the wealth or resources that inhere in a terri-
tory. Does the territory contain a concentration of mineral or natural
resources? Does it possess an infrastructure or industry of value? Does it
have space for population expansion or arable land that could support an
expanded population? If the loss of the contested territory threatens to
undermine the security or economic survival of an actor, then that actor
is likely to resort to force. This argument contains a powerful logic, and,
as we will see, this logic does explain some variation in outcomes.24

Although material conditions do affect relations between states and
ethnic groups, explanations based only on material conditions underplay
the ethnic dimensions and consequent tensions that might also contrib-
ute to conflict. State policies, for example, are not only economic or
strategic, nor do they have only economic or material ramifications. Con-
sider the Aral Sea basin. The Soviet state controlled the development and
distribution of economic resources throughout the Soviet Union. It
adopted policies and industries that undermined both the economic well-
being of ethnic groups living in the Aral Sea basin and the cultural heri-
tage of some groups. The huge hydroelectric dams and energy projects
that benefited the rest of the Soviet Union caused the Aral Sea to dry up.
Areas once teeming with fish are gone, and salt from the sea has caused
severe damage to herding areas. The professions of fishing and herding
are not only vital to the economic well-being of the indigenous popula-
tions of the region but also constitute part of their cultural heritage and
national identity. In this case, economic development, or mis-develop-
ment, by the state has caused these groups to suffer in both economic
(material) and cultural (nonmaterial) terms.

Material-based explanations tend to overlook the frequent conjunction
between material and nonmaterial factors. They thus oversimplify the
motives of the actors. They cannot provide an explanation for why some
groups are willing to risk death, internment, or mass deportation for
seemingly worthless territory, or why those groups sometimes seek inde-
pendence even when economic conditions are certain to be more desper-
ate than those they are fighting to leave behind.

Rather than exclusively seek to ensure their material well-being, ethnic
groups may rationally choose violence as a means of securing a cultural
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and historical livelihood that may link them to a particular place.25 Con-
trol over economic development can provide for material needs as well as
secure a part of the group’s identity. In other words, even if we could
redistribute wealth from richer to poorer regions or alleviate economic
disparities between groups, such material redistribution would not neces-
sarily eliminate the underlying fears and resentments between them. Fi-
nally, these approaches provide no necessary or logical reason why, among
all the potential values over which two actors might struggle, material
values matter most. The priority of material values is simply assumed.
This assumption, as we will see, leads to significant weaknesses in the
ability of material-based approaches to offer a general explanation of vio-
lent ethnic conflict.

Antithesis: Nonmaterial-Based Approaches

Another group of scholars has written about particular ethnic conflicts
and the personalities and events that caused them to escalate. This litera-
ture crosses several disciplines, including anthropology, political science,
psychology, and sociology. These scholars typically focus on such factors
as the identity, history, and cultural heritage of groups to explain ethnic
violence. The two most common variants are ancient hatreds and secu-
rity-dilemma explanations.

ANCIENT HATREDS

Ancient-hatreds arguments explain violent conflict as stemming from
long-standing historical enmities among ethnic groups. They tend to
place great weight on the linguistic, cultural, racial, and religious ties of
individuals within a group. These ties are passed down from generation
to generation. Individuals so socialized are considered as being inside the
group—they, together with “me,” constitute “we.” Those outside this
socialized group are “they.”26 Because individual identity is so directly
tied to that of the group, when the group is threatened, individuals, as
members of that group, also feel threatened.27 Ethnic violence emerges
when each group attempts to maintain its boundaries against what it
perceives as the depredations of historical enemies.

The ancient-hatreds argument suffers on three counts. First, many eth-
nic conflicts are not ancient. They may be modern phenomena that can
be traced back for only decades as opposed to centuries. The notion of a
Bosniak, for example, which differentiated a Bosnian Muslim from a Bos-
nian Croat or Bosnian Serb, emerged only in the late 1960s. Second, this
argument cannot explain why a group that fights wars also cooperates
with the group it is fighting against some of the time. Ethnic groups
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cooperate with one another most of the time.28 Third, this explanation
cannot account for why some cases escalate to violence and others do
not.

SECURITY DILEMMA

The second nonmaterialist explanation places ethnic violence in the con-
text of a security dilemma.29 The central driving force is fear.30 When the
authority of a multinational state declines, the central regime can no
longer protect the interests of ethnic groups, creating a vacuum in which
ethnic groups compete to establish and control a new regime that will
protect their interests. When considering the future composition of a
new regime dominated by opposing groups and the probable treatment
of their own group within such a new regime, ethnic groups fear wide-
spread discrimination and even death. Imagining a worst-case scenario,
each group attributes offensive capabilities and hostile intentions to com-
peting groups.31 The likely result is violence.

Although the security-dilemma explanation is logically quite powerful,
we can find many cases in which fear was not the motivating factor for
ethnic violence. The logic of the security dilemma was originally invoked
to explain how actors not interested in aggression might nevertheless end
up fighting a war. It does not address other motivations such as greed or
aggressiveness.32 In his efforts to mobilize Serbs to attack Bosnia in 1992,
Slobodan Milosevic, for example, was probably more motivated by greed
or personal ambition than by fear. The collapse of central authority may
make some actors fearful, but greed or outright aggressiveness cannot be
dismissed as possible motivations for others.

The main difference between nonmaterialist approaches and material-
based arguments is that nonmaterialists recognize that individuals, as part
of groups, can be mobilized in order to protect elements of their identity.
But in many such explanations, the mechanism of violence reduces to the
claim that ethnic groups fight because they “naturally” want indepen-
dence to ensure the protection of their identity and well-being.

Further, nonmaterial-based approaches tend to overemphasize the lo-
cal or bottom-up aspects of conflicts of interest while downplaying or
even ignoring the concerns of a state as an actor in the international
system.

Protosynthesis: Elite Manipulation

A third approach emphasizes the role of political leaders in exhorting the
masses to violence. Elite-manipulation approaches straddle material and
nonmaterial explanations; some scholars focus on the material incentives
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that leaders use to rally support, and others turn to nonmaterial incen-
tives, such as a leader’s charisma and ability to evoke history and national
identity.

Elite-manipulation approaches assume that passive masses can be stirred
to violence by the oratorical skills of charismatic leaders.33 Thus national-
ism is a tool used to maintain power. The most common recent version
of this approach is the delegitimized Communist leaders attempting to
hold onto office. Many of these leaders hit upon the convenient idea that
they had been ardent nationalists all along. Their privileged access to the
state media enabled them to reconstruct national identities, placing
themselves at the vanguard of a new national mobilization.34 Given that
many formerly Communist states were multinational, nationalist rhetoric
by leaders seeking legitimacy often directed national passions against
members of other groups, leading to increased violence. Milosevic, for
example, invoked both the history of the Serbian nation as a victim of
atrocities dating back for centuries and the threat by the secessionist re-
publics of Croatia and Slovenia to the economic well-being of Yugoslavia.
According to Milosevic, Serbs needed to rally to avoid falling victim
again to the Croats and to save the Yugoslav economic system from col-
lapse.35 This explanatory approach has a strong prima facie appeal. Na-
tionalist leaders certainly appear to have been responsible for much vio-
lence in the twentieth century.

Nevertheless, elite-manipulation theories present at least four prob-
lems. First, they misconstrue and underestimate the power of national-
ism. They afford nationalism little independent effect. Elites are assumed
not to believe in the nationalist cause, and the masses are assumed to be
passive victims of the elites’ charged rhetoric. The theories provide no
evidence that the distribution of demagogues is greater in areas that turn
to violence and fail to explain violence in cases in which either the elites
or the masses are genuine nationalists. Second, even when elites manipu-
late symbols, myths, and histories for personal gain, their constructions
become embedded in history, perception, and interpretation. Elites are
then beholden to this constructed reality if they want to stay in power.36

Third, elite-manipulation explanations overpredict violence. If leaders can
arouse a passive nation to violence, why should they not be able to dis-
suade an aroused nation from taking up arms? This explanation does not
address such cases either logically or empirically. Finally, some elites suc-
ceed, and others fail. A recent failure is Slovak prime minister Vladimir
Meciar’s attempt to inflame an ethnic conflict over borders and minor-
ities. Meciar recommended a population transfer of ethnic Slovak and
ethnic Hungarian minorities living in neighboring countries. He was ex-
coriated domestically and internationally.37 Such cases highlight a chief
weakness of elite-manipulation approaches: they cannot be generalized.

Although the literature can be divided into material and nonmaterial-
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based approaches, none of the scholars mentioned earlier argues that his
or her chosen explanation exhausts the useful range of approaches. Each
approach explains some occurrences of violence. None by itself, how-
ever, constitutes an adequate basis for a general explanation. Material-
based approaches suffer when explaining why some ethnic groups and
states risk their survival in pursuit of materially worthless land.38 Non-
material-based approaches feature violence as the inevitable consequence
of human nature (in this case, the desire to exist in a bounded ethnic
community). None explains why some conflicts are much more intense
than others or why some groups appear to coexist more easily with
others.

Territory As an Indivisible Subject and a Divisible Object

An emphasis on territory and how it informs the motives of actors helps
us to better understand the emergence of violence in three ways. First, by
examining territory in relation to settlement patterns and homelands we
learn how ethnic groups go about legitimating their claims and mobiliz-
ing their populations. Second, recognizing the different meanings of ter-
ritory allows us to better understand the differing behaviors of states.
Finally, because violence is an interactive process, seeing how different
types of actors view disputed territory helps us to understand how they
end up in violence together.

As we will see more fully in the remaining chapters, territory is both a
material resource—an object that can be divided and exchanged—and a
nonmaterial value—a subject that can be neither divided nor exchanged.
The next chapter isolates the conditions under which this logic operates
more or less intensely.

Research Methods and Procedures

In this book I examine principally the type of violence that pits ethnic
groups against states.39 This type of violence is more common than other
types, for example, group-to-group violence within a state.40 I have fo-
cused on this single category in order to achieve depth and detail. Yet the
explanatory scope of the theory introduced here is wide enough to ex-
plain other categories of violence. As will become clear in chapter 2, if
the state is dominated by one ethnic group with concerns about the in-
tegrity of the state and the defense of an ethnic historic homeland, then,
according to my theory, the state will behave like an ethnic group. This
pattern is exemplified by the Israeli-Palestinian struggle. Similarly, two
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states, each dominated by an ethnic group, might engage in an interstate
war for worthless land because the ethnic groups see the disputed land as
part of their respective and mutually exclusive homelands. This pattern is
exemplified by the conflict between Turkey and Greece over Cyprus.
Such interstate wars resemble ethnic wars more than they do wars of
conquest.41

The main hypotheses of the theory of indivisible territory and ethnic
war involve the settlement patterns of ethnic groups and fears of prece-
dent setting by states. If an ethnic group is a majority, concentrated in a
region of a state, and is located in its homeland, then it is most likely to
see control over a particular territory as indivisible, demand indepen-
dence, and therefore end up in violence. If a state contains two or more
ethnic groups capable of seceding, then it is likely to see its territory as
indivisible and resort to violence to maintain its borders. To test these
and other hypotheses, I employ two methods. Statistical analysis tests the
relationship between key variables (for example, settlement patterns and
resources) and the likelihood of violent ethnic conflict, and case study
analysis investigates and scrutinizes the logic of this explanation in com-
parison with alternative explanations.42 Each method compensates for
some of the weaknesses of the other. Although the statistics are not well
suited to capturing the element of strategic interaction, they nevertheless
help to establish the validity of the more general claim that certain as-
pects of territory explain ethnic violence. The case studies, however, suf-
fer from being only four of hundreds of potential cases of ethnic-state
violence. They may include a bias that I failed to notice in selecting them
to test the theory. Yet, where the statistical analysis does not allow us
to gain a sense of the interactive element among the combatants, case
studies help us enter the minds of the decision makers.

Statistical Analysis

To determine the relationship between territory and violent ethnic con-
flict, I employ the Minorities at Risk (MAR) data set.43 Because ethnic
conflict is assumed for the inclusion of cases and the data set includes the
presence and absence of violent political activity, MAR is an excellent
data set for testing my theory. In this project Gurr and his colleagues
categorized 275 politically active communal groups from World War II
through the 1990s. They included groups that had (1) experienced sys-
tematic economic or political discrimination vis-à-vis other groups in a
state and/or (2) undertaken some sort of political action (violent or non-
violent) to secure their collective interests. Information for each group
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includes the level of concentration of minorities, as well as different levels
of political action, ranging from no action to full-scale rebellion.

Because this theory is ultimately a model of conflict bargaining, and
the decisive variable that produces violence is a lack of issue divisibility
among the actors (that is, strategic interaction in bargaining), a direct
statistical testing of all the mechanisms of the argument is not possible.
Instead, the statistical analyses are used as plausibility probes regarding
the more general question of whether the likelihood of ethnic violence
varies with (1) different settlement patterns and (2) concerns about pre-
cedent setting. In other words, the statistical tests address whether settle-
ment patterns and precedent setting matter, rather than how they matter.
The statistics show, for example, that the concentration of an ethnic
group in a region is practically a necessary condition for violence and that
the dispersion and urbanization of ethnic groups are sufficient conditions
for nonrebellion. They do not, and cannot, show that this violence
emerged because of actors’ specific concerns, such as majority rule or
fears of establishing a reputation for allowing a division of its territory.

Case Studies

The particular mechanisms of the theory are tested more systematically
by way of process tracing.44 I examine four case studies, in which two
states interact with two component ethnic groups actively seeking greater
autonomy and control over their homelands, formerly part of the Soviet
Union. These cases consist of Russia in relation to the Chechens and
Tatars and Georgia in relation to the Abkhaz and Ajars, roughly from
1990 to 1994.

These cases serve as a good laboratory because they offer variation on
both the independent and the dependent variables (for example, settle-
ment patterns and violence due to ethnic conflict). They also control as
much as we can hope for in the social sciences for such variables as his-
tory (both states had similar forms of government—one-party, commu-
nist systems), culture and religion (all four groups more or less adhered
to Islam), administrative status (each had equal administrative status in
the Soviet Union as an autonomous republic), and the interstate system
(their emergence as independent states at approximately the same time
produced similar structural constraints and opportunities).

Such case control comes with methodological costs. Perhaps the most
glaring cost is the active nationalities policies of the Soviet system, which
deeply influenced the geographic disposition of ethnic majorities and mi-
norities in this region. Therefore I distinguish those aspects of ethnic
group behavior that might be unique to the region from those that are
not.
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Yet, for all the problems, there are also benefits, notably the vast
amount of readily available census data and number of maps. The Soviet
Union was very good at keeping track of its populations. One of the
most comprehensive resources available on the visual distribution of pop-
ulations is the 1964 Atlas Narodov Mira (Atlas of the nations of the
world).45 A multitude of other maps are available from authoritative
sources such as the United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).
These two sorts of data provide an accurate picture of the landscape: the
census data provide the raw numbers and percentages of group members
and the maps graphically depict where people reside.

In conjunction with these census and cartographic data, many primary
and secondary accounts describe the play of events in this period. I con-
sulted primary sources such as newspapers, along with the speeches and
interviews of politicians involved in the decisions over whether to negoti-
ate or to fight. The nature of nationalist discourse and statesmanship
requires an examination of speeches and interviews in light of the audi-
ences to whom their message is directed. Mintimer Shamiyev, the leader
of Tatarstan, for example, was more nationalistic when speaking before
Tatar nationalists than in interviews that he knew would receive a broader
audience. As I researched the case studies, I kept the possibility of such
strategic behavior in mind when analyzing the discourse, interpreting
what it meant depending on the context. Relatedly, in some cases deci-
sion makers might represent a territory as indivisible in order to create
the most advantageous bargaining position. We would like evidence,
such as diary entries or memorandums from private meetings, to suggest
that the decision maker truly believed the territory was indivisible. When
such evidence is not available, as is often the case, one needs to scrutinize
the behavior of elites and populations. We would expect pragmatic, un-
committed, and self-serving elites to be less consistent in bargaining and
less likely to risk violence. Elites who are true believers or committed
nationalists are likely to be both more consistent and more willing to risk
violence. If elites and their populations willingly put themselves in harm’s
way to achieve independence, this is a good indication that they truly see
the territory as indivisible.

I weigh evidence testing the theory of indivisible territory in light of
competing explanations. So, for example, in each case, I consider whether
elite-driven or material considerations better account for the emergence
of violence or peace.

Plan of the Book

Using the idea of the indivisibility of territory as a foundation for explain-
ing ethnic violence, in the following chapter I set forth the theoretical



14 C H A P T E R  1

framework. I begin with an examination of the two types of actors in
theory: states and ethnic groups. I argue that ethnic violence is a function
of how these actors view territory, which is intricately connected with
each type of actor’s conception of survival. I lay out two conditions for
ethnic violence: if the state regards its territory as indivisible and an eth-
nic group demands independence, then violence is likely. If either of
these conditions is absent, then a negotiated settlement might be achieved.

Statistical tests of the propositions of the theory are laid out in chapter
3. Although due to limitations in available data not all of the variables in
the model can be tested, the basic argument about the centrality of terri-
tory in explaining ethnic violence receives strong support. The tests show
that settlement patterns must be part of any general explanation of ethnic
violence. Furthermore, the presence of resources is not a good indicator
of violence, whereas the ethnic profile of a state (for example, unina-
tional, binational, or multinational) is.

Further support for the argument is developed in chapters 4 through 7,
which detail the case studies in depth. Chapters 4 and 5, respectively,
examine Moscow’s relations with the Tatars and Chechens from the late
1980s until 1994. The Moscow-Tatar interaction ended in a negotiated
settlement, whereas the Moscow-Chechen one turned into a civil war. In
the Moscow-Tatar interaction, we find the Tatars representing their inter-
ests in divisible terms. Although the Tatars would have liked to control
their homeland, their weak demographic presence in the region pre-
cluded them from representing Tatarstan as the domain of Tatars only.
Economics were at the heart of this conflict, not identity. In the Chechen-
Moscow interaction, both sides represented their interests as indivisible.
The Chechens, concentrated in their homeland, viewed Moscow as an
illegitimate imperial power bent on destroying Chechnya and Chechen
identity. In the Chechen view, the conflict that emerged after 1989 was
not new but the continuation of a three-hundred-year old struggle that
began with their ancestors and would continue with their own deaths, if
it came to that. Because both sides viewed control over the territory in
indivisible terms, there was no room for compromise. The result was war.

Chapters 6 and 7 move us to Georgia for an examination of Tbilisi’s
interactions with the Abkhaz and Ajars. As in the previous set of cases,
civil war emerged in one (Abkhazia), a negotiated settlement in the other
(Ajaria). In Abkhazia we find a minority that sees itself under siege. Most
Abkhaz live in Abkhazia, yet they constitute only a small minority (18
percent) of the population. Fear of a loss of identity in a Georgian-domi-
nated state induced the Abkhaz to seek greater autonomy. At first Ab-
khazia’s terms made the territory divisible, as the group sought a loose
confederal arrangement. However, once Georgia dispatched troops and
Russia came to Abkhazia’s aid, Abkhazia’s demands shifted. In its view,
the territory became indivisible. The state of Georgia represented its in-
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terests in indivisible terms all along. This explains why violence marked
this interaction. The Ajars represented a completely different situation, in
which regional actors spent much of their time convincing the state that
they were not a threat, that they saw themselves as part of the broader
Georgian nation. The state, however, under siege from multiple seces-
sionist movements, the machinations of power politics by Russia, and its
own version of virulent nationalism, had difficulty seeing the Ajars as
friends. Although Georgia represented its interests as indivisible, it ulti-
mately recognized that the Ajars were not a threat, and violence was
averted.

Taken together, these two pairs of case studies provide for a good deal
of variation. In two cases we find civil war breaking out, and in two other
cases negotiated settlements were achieved. And the variation in out-
comes occurs within each of the two states: both Russia and Georgia
either negotiated or fought in one of the two cases.46 Along with the
variation, these cases also offer a fair degree of control. As mentioned
earlier, all four ethnic groups adhered to Islam more or less. All experi-
enced the breakup of the Soviet Union at the same time, and all faced
similar international constraints and opportunities.

Chapter 8 begins by summarizing the basic argument and introducing
both a competing argument—that institutions such as socialist-style fed-
eralism can better explain actor capability and legitimacy endowments—
and how my theory fares against this argument in explaining the nature
of the disintegrations of Czechoslovakia and the Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia. It then discusses the limitations of the analysis and concludes
with a discussion of its key theoretical and policy implications. Three
main theoretical implications and three policy implications follow from
this analysis. I argue that, theoretically, it is wrong to assume that ethnic
groups are irrational actors, even if they seem to be fighting for worthless
territory or a dire economic situation following independence, that some
interstate wars resemble ethnic wars more than is commonly recognized,
and that elites alone are not responsible for the worst manifestations of
nationalism. On the policy side, I argue that for a peaceful resolution to a
dispute, both stability and justice must be pursued, that we need to con-
sider how the origins of conflicts affect whether and how they are re-
solved, and that resettlement and partition must take into account the
notion of homeland for true peace to be achieved.

Conclusion

I have a number of goals in this book. The first is to emphasize the vital
role that territory continues to play in domestic and interstate affairs.
Scholars in international relations sometimes suggest that with globaliza-
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tion and transnationalism, the value of territory is diminishing. Yet, if this
were the case, ethnic groups would not be so desperate to control their
homelands. Nor would states and the international community hesitate
to allow them to do so. In current accounts of ethnic violence, this close
connection between identity and the occupation and control of a self-
imagined territory has largely been forgotten, both in social science theo-
rizing and in policy making. Forgetting territory keeps us from under-
standing the dynamics of groups that are, in essence, competing for
control over territory.

Second, I want to show that although elites play an important role in
inciting ethnic conflicts, audience participation matters as well. This is
not a new insight, but it has been largely overlooked by analysts who
place the burden of ethnic conflict almost exclusively on the shoulders of
elites. The masses are not blind followers.47

Third and finally, this focus on territory and indivisibility should pro-
vide further evidence that discourse is a vital component in interactions.
Even if discourses are not “real,” they have real, material consequences.
Tales about historic homelands and about the generations of ethnic breth-
ren who gave their lives to defend those homelands may seem half-baked
and artificially constructed, but they often resonate with those who tell
them and those who listen to them. They consequently affect the cohe-
sion, unity, and mobilization of ethnic groups. These recounted and re-
cast tales also provide information about where a particular group places
its ethnogenesis, which in turn reveals the territory its members would
like to control. Regardless of their objective validity, these historical dis-
courses have a real impact on the relations between and among ethnic
groups and states.



2
Indivisible Territory and Ethnic War

Of course, the need for a “homeland,” a
national space of one’s own, is a central tenet
of nationalism. Indeed, nationalism is always,
whatever other aims it may have, about the
possession and retention of land.

—Anthony Smith, The Ethnic Origins
of Nations

This book asks a simple but important question: why do some ethnic
disputes turn violent and others do not? In other words, what causes
ethnic war?

The world is populated with multiethnic states: 82 percent of all inde-
pendent states comprise two or more ethnic groups, which are often in-
volved in disputes either with each other or with the state itself.1 Al-
though such disputes do not always lead to war, they often do, as we
know from recent history in the Balkans, Rwanda, East Timor, and
elsewhere.

As noted in chapter 1, an extensive body of excellent research in bar-
gaining theory tells us that rational actors in a dispute will generally pre-
fer a solution short of violence. And nonviolent conflict resolution is
what happens most of the time. However, bargaining theory highlights
three categories of obstacles that can explain how two rational actors
who prefer a solution short of violence nevertheless end up at war: prob-
lems of commitment, of imperfect or private information, and of the
indivisibility of issues.2 In recent years, several scholars have taken up the
subject of internal conflict in this framework.3 But no one has yet ex-
plored the problem of issue indivisibility as an obstacle to the nonviolent
resolution of ethnic and secessionist conflicts. This book focuses on the
issue of the indivisibility of territory as a contribution to our understand-
ing of violent ethnic conflict and war.4

This chapter presents a theory of ethnic violence that explains the con-
ditions under which we can expect ethnic groups and states to escalate
disputes over territory to violence. It demonstrates that the likelihood of
violence depends on how the actors in a dispute view the territory at
stake and how they represent their interests over that territory. If both
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actors maintain that their interests over the territory are indivisible, then
they are unlikely to reach an agreement over who should control that
territory. The tragic, preeminent case is Jerusalem. Both Jews and Pal-
estinians see parts of Jerusalem as indivisible.5 According to Yisrael Meir
Lau, one of Israel’s chief rabbis, “Jerusalem is one and cannot be di-
vided”; similarly, Sheik Sabri, the mufti of Jerusalem, has stated, “We
cannot permit any non-Muslim sovereignty over the entire area of Al
Aksa [Jerusalem], either above or below ground.”6 So far, both sides have
flatly rejected resolutions that grant sovereignty to one or the other
group, or schemes for sharing sovereignty. Both groups see the territory
as indivisible and represent its control in zero-sum terms. The perception
of indivisibility in large measure accounts for why no solution to the
status of Jerusalem has emerged and why violence continues to plague
this area.

Jerusalem, however, may be an exceptional case. Settlement patterns
powerfully influence whether ethnic groups will represent a territory as
divisible or indivisible. The settlement pattern of a group in a territory,
especially if that territory is its homeland, influences how that group will
bargain with competing groups or with the state over control of that
territory. Groups concentrated in a region of a state are more likely to
represent control over territory as an indivisible issue. Dispersed and ur-
ban groups are far less likely to see territory as indivisible. States that
include more than one ethnic group capable of seceding are more likely
than other states to represent the entire state territory as indivisible. Such
states are preoccupied not with homelands but with precedents. They
fear that if they allow one group to secede, they will face other secession-
ists. When both sides see the issues as indivisible, although perhaps for
different reasons, nonviolent solutions to the dispute become all but
impossible.

A Theory of Indivisible Territory and Ethnic War

Ethnic disputes sometimes turn violent; other times, they are resolved
without bloodshed. This section presents a theory that explains when
ethnic wars are likely to occur and elaborates the logic underpinning that
theory.7

Let us assume that the likelihood of ethnic war is largely a function of
how the principal antagonists—a state and its disgruntled ethnic minor-
ity—think about the territory in dispute.8 Violence is likely if two condi-
tions are met: (1) the ethnic minority demands sovereignty over the terri-
tory it occupies, and (2) the state sees this territory as indivisible from the
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rest of the state’s territory.9 If either of these conditions is absent, the two
sides can cut a deal that averts armed conflict.

When will an ethnic group seek direct control over the territory it oc-
cupies (that is, demand sovereignty), and when will a state consider its
territory indivisible? The key to understanding ethnic group demands is
their settlement patterns. Ethnic groups will seek to rule territory if they
are geographically concentrated in a particular region of a country, espe-
cially if that region is a historic homeland. They will show little interest in
controlling territory when they are either widely dispersed across the state
or concentrated only in cities. For states, the key issue is precedent set-
ting: states will refuse to surrender territory to one ethnic group when
they fear it might lead other groups to demand independence, setting in
motion a process that may unravel the state. Understanding the impor-
tance of territorial control to both ethnic groups and states requires un-
derstanding the different ways in which each actor links territorial control
to its long-term survival.

Territory and Survival

Controlling territory is of great importance to ethnic groups and to states
because both actors believe their survival depends on it. Nevertheless,
each sees the relationship between territorial control and survival differ-
ently. For ethnic groups, territory is often a defining attribute of their
identity, inseparable from their past and vital to their continued existence
as a distinct group. States are defined by borders and therefore tend to
view challenges to those borders as threats to their very existence. The
different ways in which ethnic groups and states link their survival to the
control of territory largely influences whether territorial disputes end in
negotiations or in war.

Ethnic groups are composed of individuals who share (1) a common
trait such as language, race, or religion, (2) a belief in a common heritage
and destiny, and (3) an association with a given territory.10 These shared
ties are often intricately connected, as the Welsh national anthem illus-
trates:

Wales! Wales! I am devoted to my country.
So long as the sea is a wall to this fair beautiful land,
may the ancient language remain.

All Welsh share a common lineage and language, and these have deep
roots in a particular and distinctive land. Without a Wales, the Welsh
could not exist. The territory of Wales is the Welsh homeland.

The key to understanding what motivates ethnic groups and their con-
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cern for survival is the notion of territory as homeland. Homelands con-
tain “the fundamentals of culture and identity. And, as such, [they are]
about sustaining cultural boundaries and boundedness. . . . The other is
always and continuously a threat to the security and integrity of those
who share a common home.”11 A homeland is therefore a special category
of territory: it is not an object to be exchanged but an indivisible attrib-
ute of group identity. Regardless of a territory’s objective value in terms
of natural or man-made resources, ethnic groups rationally view the right
to control their homeland as a survival issue. Thus, in places like Jerusa-
lem and Kosovo, men and women continue to risk their lives to establish
or maintain control of their homelands. Homeland control means that a
group’s language can be spoken, its culture expressed, and its faith prac-
ticed. This intimate connection between homeland territory and the pres-
ervation of identity distinguishes ethnic groups from states when the state
is not an expression of the ethnic group.

States view the link between territory and survival differently. A state is
the center of political relations for a specific population over which it has
the recognized authority to establish and enforce laws—if necessary, by
violence.12 Whereas states provide for the survival of their citizens, includ-
ing members of ethnic groups, no higher authority provides for the sur-
vival of states.13 As a result, they constantly worry about the physical ca-
pacity of other states to compromise their survival.

A key consequence of this deep-seated concern for survival is that states
tend to view power in material terms, and they fixate on obtaining, main-
taining, developing, measuring, and mobilizing material resources for de-
fense or conquest.14 Thus, the state’s focus on physical survival often
overrides subjective or sentimental attachments to land. This perspective
contrasts with that of ethnic groups, who view territory as intricately
bound with their identity and, ultimately, their survival as a group. Two
examples illustrate this difference in perspective. The state of Israel, for
example, is perfectly willing to negotiate control over Jerusalem if doing
so would improve its security. But Orthodox Jews would never do so,
preferring to put their physical survival at risk in order to save Jews from
a fate worse than death: the loss of control over a territory that in their
view defines what it means to be a Jew. Similarly, in 1999 the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia grudgingly accepted loss of control over Kosovo
under threat of destruction from NATO, but Serbs refuse to consider
Kosovo lost.

In sum, both ethnic groups and states care about survival, but they
define survival and its relationship to territory differently. It remains,
therefore, to consider the conditions under which ethnic groups will de-
mand sovereignty and states will regard the disputed territory as indi-
visible.
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Ethnic Groups and the Demand for Sovereignty

Ethnic groups will demand sovereignty when two conditions hold.15

First, their capabilities must give them a reasonable chance of gaining
control of the territory they desire. Second, they must believe that their
cause is legitimate. In this section I explain how group settlement pat-
terns affect capability and legitimacy, and how these in turn affect the
likelihood of a group’s sovereignty demand.

Settlement patterns describe the physical distribution of ethnic groups
within states.16 There are essentially four patterns: concentrated majority,
concentrated minority, urban groups, and dispersed groups. Concen-
trated groups live almost exclusively in a single region. For example, be-
fore Yugoslavia broke apart in 1991, ethnic Slovenes were concentrated
in one region (now the independent state of Slovenia), in which they
constituted 90 percent of the population. Concentrated groups can be
majorities or minorities (here the operational meaning of majority is
equal to or greater than 50 percent). By this definition, the Slovenians
were a concentrated majority. Other groups live concentrated in a single
region but do not constitute a majority of the region’s population. For
example, in Abkhazia, a region in the former Soviet Republic of Georgia,
ethnic Abkhaz were a concentrated minority because in 1989 they repre-
sented only 17 percent of the population, yet most Abkhaz live in the
region. Urban groups are concentrated in one or several cities. Eighty-
eight percent of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers living in the four-
teen new states created from the wreckage of the Soviet Union, for ex-
ample, live in urban areas.17 Dispersed groups are those whose members
are scattered across a state. The Roma and pre–1945 European Jewry
exemplify this pattern.

Although the categorization of these ideal types of settlement is rela-
tively straightforward, their application is more complicated. Actors may
disagree as to which lands constitute the claimed territory and whether
the named lands constitute the homeland in whole or in part. This logic
might be better explained by way of an example. In Sri Lanka, the Tamils
and Sinhalese represent two ethnic groups.18 The Tamils perceive them-
selves to be a minority group in Sri Lanka, fighting for the self-deter-
mination of their homeland of Eelam, in the Northern and Eastern Prov-
inces of Sri Lanka.19 The Tamils constitute roughly 11 percent of the Sri
Lankan population of about 18 million, but they are about 65 percent of
the population of Eelam. The Sinhalese, although a majority constituting
74 percent of the population of Sri Lanka, imagine themselves as a mi-
nority. This is because they see the Sri Lankan Tamils as one part of
a greater Tamil nation, combining the approximately 1 million Indian
Tamils within Sri Lanka and an additional 60 million across the strait in
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the Indian state of Tamil Nadu.20 Although the Sri Lankan Tamils are
fighting exclusively for the autonomy of Eelam, the Sinhalese see the Sri
Lankan Tamil drive toward independence as the first step of an invasion
of their country by Tamils from abroad and the unification of the entire
area in a greater Tamil homeland. In short, to understand how a group
perceives its vulnerability and legitimacy, we need to look at both what it
perceives to be its homeland and where that homeland stands relative to
potential and actual rivals and threats. In this case, the Tamils have repre-
sented their case as a concentrated majority under siege in their home-
land of Eelam.21 The Sinhalese have presented their cause in similar
terms, fearing being overrun by Tamils not only in the Northern and
Eastern Provinces but throughout greater Sri Lanka. Both sides feel
equally justified in mobilizing and fighting for control of the territory.
Neither side is willing to acknowledge the fears of the other, yet each side
has a keen sense of its own status vis-à-vis the contested territory.

Ethnic-group settlement patterns affect both the capability and legit-
imacy of a group’s mobilization for independence. They therefore predict
the likelihood that such a demand will be made. Capability refers to the
capacity to wage a successful fight for independence. The number of
group members influences the resources (including armed combatants)
that can be brought to bear in the fight. These resources include control
over economic, political, and social networks (and their more formal
counterparts, institutions), access to communications and media that are
vital to concerted action, and money or other goods that can be ex-
changed for weapons, food, medical supplies, or mercenaries.22

Each of the four group settlement patterns has different capability im-
plications. Urban groups have the highest capabilities. Residence in an
urban area implies access to media and money, as well as dense networks
(especially economic ones). Urbanites tend to be more closely connected
than nonurban groups and better informed about state policies that affect
them. As a result, urbanites are likely to be the most efficient mobilizers.

Concentrated majorities have capabilities second only to those of ur-
ban groups. As majorities, these groups can be expected to mobilize
more fighters and resources in pursuit of sovereignty than minority or
dispersed groups. They are also more likely to have dense networks and
to control local institutions.

For concentrated minorities, capability is indeterminate: some groups
are the largest in their region, others may be the smallest.23 When the
group is relatively small, it is unlikely to control many local resources or
dominate networks. This disadvantage hampers the group’s efforts at
mobilization.

Dispersed groups will have the weakest capabilities. Because members
are scattered across a state, dispersed groups are unlikely to have the
ability to gather together the fighters necessary to achieve sovereignty in
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any particular region or develop the dense networks that facilitate coordi-
nated action. Effective mobilization will therefore prove difficult.

Legitimacy refers to the perceived justness of the cause; because it de-
termines the effectiveness of mobilizing capability, legitimacy directly in-
fluences a group’s decision to seek sovereignty.24 Legitimacy enhances
resource mobilization because group members are more willing to sacri-
fice wealth and risk their lives in pursuit of a just cause. Two principles of
legitimacy link settlement patterns to a group’s demand for sovereignty:
homeland and majority rule.

The homeland principle is the idea that a people with deep roots and a
historical attachment to the land have a right to control it. Control over
the homeland is vital because it determines how economic and political
resources are distributed, how many foreigners can immigrate, which lan-
guages are recognized, sponsored, and spoken, and which gods may be
worshiped. Losing control of homeland territory may therefore result in a
loss of the capacity to reproduce nationals and, by extension, of national
identity. In Canada, for example, the main motivation for the Québécois’
demand for sovereignty is the protection of spoken French. Without the
French language, the Québécois would soon cease to exist as Québécois.
Canada’s opposition to Québécois’ demands has been constrained by the
widely perceived legitimacy, even among English-speaking Canadians, of
a “Québec for Québécois.”

The homeland principle incorporates notions of investment and tenure
that are often used to justify ethnic-group mobilization for sovereignty.
Investment refers to a group’s contribution to a given territory: a group’s
development or sacrifice in defense of the land may be advanced in order to
establish a legitimate claim to its control.25 For example, although ethnic
Serbs constituted a tiny minority of Kosovo’s population, Yugoslav leader
Slobodan Milosevic argued that Serbs were entitled to control Kosovo
because in the fourteenth century Serb ancestors had sacrificed their lives
resisting marauding Ottomans. Most historical myths include tales of hero-
ism against marauding bands in defense of the homeland. Blood spilled by
a nation’s predecessors continues to legitimate claims to territory. The
Boers invoked the deeds of ancestors as a way to legitimate their claims in
their fight against the British; a Boer war song expresses these sentiments.

Leave us alone! Leave us alone!
You shall not rob us of our own;
We will be free! We will be free!
Our birthright shall our standard be.

Our fathers’ sweat, our fathers’ blood
Have soaked the ground on which they stood;
Our mothers’ tears, our mothers’ toil,
Have hallowed this Afric soil.
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This is our land! This is our land!
Reclaimed by our fathers’ hand;
Reclaimed once, we claim it now,
As made a garden by our plough.

We ask, what has to us been left?
We will no longer be bereft!
For Fatherland and freedom dear,
We die, or live, and vanquish here!26

The principle of tenure is based on the identity of the first people to
inhabit a territory.27 Groups often claim the right to control a territory if
their ethnic ancestors settled it first. Serbs consider Kosovo the cradle of
the Serbian nation because it was the seat of a medieval Serbian empire.
Albanians go even farther back in time, tracing their ancestors to ancient
Illyrian tribes. Both groups see Kosovo as their legitimate homeland.
Both have a strong attachment to the region, and both have battled with
pen and sword to defend their claims. The Albanians, however, have
something the Serbs do not: a majority.

The majority-rule principle is simple: if one group comprises 50 per-
cent or more of the population in a given region, it should be entitled to
govern. As a principle of legitimacy, majority rule is important for three
reasons. First, in contemporary liberal states, it is widely regarded as a
foundational democratic principle, if not the most important one.28

Wherever democracy is viewed as legitimate, claims based on majority
status must also be viewed as legitimate.29 Second, a majority is quantifi-
able and easily recognizable. Outside observers and participants in a dis-
pute can agree more easily on whether a group constitutes a majority
than on the validity of tenure or investment. Finally, majority rule often
facilitates ethnic group mobilization. As Thomas Schelling points out,
“People require some signal, preferably a signal so plain and so potent
everyone can be sure that everyone else will respond similarly, thus afford-
ing one another the greater immunity that goes with action in large num-
bers.”30 Majority status therefore explains both how some ethnic groups
are able to overcome collective action problems and why states are often
reluctant to conduct plebiscites, referenda, and formal censuses.31 States
face high risks in denying greater political autonomy to groups that have
a majority within a given territory. For example, although Belgrade claimed
the right to protect minority Serbs in Kosovo before 1999—by brutal
means if necessary—the fact that more than 90 percent of the regional
population of Kosovo was (and still is) ethnic Albanian seriously under-
mined the legitimacy of Belgrade’s position.

Each of the four settlement patterns has different legitimacy implica-
tions. Concentrated majorities have the highest legitimacy. They enjoy
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the legitimacy of majority rule, and because they are less likely than urban
or dispersed groups to be recent arrivals, they are more likely to claim
homeland legitimacy as well. The combination of high capability and
high legitimacy makes these groups the most likely to demand sover-
eignty and risk violence toward that end.

Concentrated minorities have mixed legitimacy. Although they may be
fighting for control of a homeland, the lack of majority status in that
homeland is sure to hinder the effectiveness of their mobilization efforts.
Regarding capabilities, these groups are also less likely than concentrated
majorities to have sufficient resources to risk violence in pursuit of inde-
pendence.32 In short, these groups are less likely to demand sovereignty
than concentrated majorities but more likely to do so than either urban-
ites or dispersed groups.

Urbanites are especially weak on the legitimacy dimension. They are
usually recent immigrants who, unlike concentrated majorities and mi-
norities, lack a strong sense of attachment to the land they occupy.33 As a
result, those urbanites who are passionately devoted to a homeland are
usually attached to a distant land, rather than to the city in which they
reside. Two consequences follow. First, attachment to a land other than
the city of residence makes group claims to majority status unlikely, even
in those rare circumstances when numbers support their cause. Second,
because their employment skills tend to be transportable, in a crisis urban
groups are more likely than other groups to flee than to fight.34 Ethnic
Russians living beyond the Russian Federation, for example, did not take
up arms to keep the union together when the Soviet Union collapsed,
even though they controlled many key institutions and had the best jobs
and the most money. For the most part (excepting Russians in Kazakh-
stan and Ukraine who settled before the twentieth century and are
viewed as “native” to the areas), these new-minority Russians simply
packed their bags. Large-scale migration, not violence, has been the
norm. Thus, although their potential capabilities are the highest among
the four group patterns, their legitimacy is the lowest; and without a
willingness to act, potential capabilities are largely irrelevant. States
should therefore be less worried about urbanites than about concen-
trated-majority or concentrated-minority groups.

Dispersed groups combine low legitimacy with low capability. Their
scattered presence precludes them from claiming majority-rule legitimacy
(even when they view a region as their homeland), and they will find it
difficult to mobilize potent military forces. States should therefore be
least concerned about dispersed groups. Table 2.1 presents a summary of
these relationships.

In sum, variations in settlement patterns explain variations in group
capacity and legitimacy, which in turn predict variations in the likelihood
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TABLE 2.1
Ethnic Groups and the Demand for Sovereignty

Settlement
Patterns Capability

Homeland
Legitimacy

Majority-rule
Legitimacy

Likelihood of
Sovereignty
Demand

Concentrated
majority

High High High High

Concentrated
minority

Indeterminate High Low Moderate

Urbanites High Low Low Low

Dispersed Low Low Low Low

that a group will risk violence to gain sovereignty. But when does ethnic
war actually break out? In the next section I explain when states are likely
to resist an ethnic group’s demand for sovereignty, thus causing a war.

The State and Its Territorial Integrity

States will regard territory as indivisible when they believe that allowing
one ethnic group to gain territorial sovereignty will set a precedent that
encourages other ethnic groups to demand self-rule. In this section, I
explain (1) why multinational states are the only type of states that worry
about precedent setting; (2) how precedent setting influences political
leaders in multinational states; (3) why precedent setting explains state
intransigence better than arguments on the economic or strategic value
of territory; and (4) why it may provoke multinational states to oppose
dissatisfied ethnic groups quickly and violently.

For states facing an ethnic group’s sovereignty demand, the key ques-
tion is whether the secession of the group will set a precedent for other
groups, thus spurring subsequent secessions. A state’s ethnic profile (the
number of ethnic groups it contains) determines whether this precedent-
setting effect applies. There are three types of ethnic profiles: uninational,
binational, and multinational. Uninational states are ethnically homoge-
neous. Ethnic Poles, for example, comprise 98 percent of Poland’s popu-
lation. Ethnic secession is not possible in uninational states. Binational
states contain two well-defined ethnic groups. In the former Czecho-
slovakia, for example, Czechs and Slovaks were concentrated in western
and eastern regions of the state respectively. In binational states, prece-
dent setting will almost never be an issue because one secession cannot
provoke subsequent secessions.35 Czechoslovakia’s “velvet divorce,” for



I N D I V I S I B L E  T E R R I T O R Y 27

example, was peaceful because after Slovak secession, no other potential
secessionists remained to threaten the integrity of the new Czech and
Slovak states.

Multinational states contain more than two ethnic groups. They are by
far the most common type of state, comprising roughly 90 percent of the
distribution of state ethnic profiles worldwide.36 Indeed, two-thirds of all
independent states contain three or more concentrated ethnic groups,
making these states particularly concerned about precedent setting. Ex-
amples include India, Myanmar, and Russia, all of which govern concen-
trations of many distinct racial, linguistic, and religious groups.

In multinational states, precedent setting powerfully constrains the
government’s willingness to bargain over territorial control. Virtually all
states are likely to be concerned about precedent setting. In Roger Fisher’s
view, “A precedent is a fact which cannot be undone by accompanying
the action with a statement that it is not a precedent. The fact demon-
strates to oneself as well as to others what actions one is prepared to take
under particular circumstances.”37 A state may therefore press a position,
not necessarily for the immediate consequences but with the hope of
establishing (or avoiding) a precedent for the future. Precedent setting
can thus become one way in which a seemingly worthless piece of terri-
tory is elevated to the status of a vital interest: the loss of the territory
itself matters far less than the precedent its loss might set. The practical
effect of precedent setting is to make a state’s entire territory indivisible.

The logic of precedent setting influences leaders in multinational states
in four ways.38 First, leaders are acutely aware that actions taken toward
one ethnic group may serve as an example of what is acceptable for other
ethnic groups, thereby becoming a principle of legitimacy. As a principle
of legitimacy, precedent setting works by assuming an equality of status
among political units. If all units are considered equal, rights granted to
one political unit must count as legitimate rights for all similar units. This
factor of equality creates particular problems for multinational states that
grant equivalent status to their component ethnic groups. During the
final months of the Soviet Union, for example, Soviet premier Mikhail
Gorbachev deliberately tried to deter Russian leader Boris Yeltsin’s bid
for Russian independence by elevating the status of autonomous repub-
lics (for example, Chechnya and Tatarstan) to the same level as union
republics (for example, Latvia and Ukraine). The union republics had
long been guaranteed the right to secede under the Soviet constitution,
but the autonomous republics had not. Because sixteen of the twenty-
one Soviet autonomous republics were located in Russia, if Gorbachev
had succeeded, the newly independent Russia might have faced sixteen
entitled secessionists.39 In short, unless a clear historical factor distin-
guishes one group’s status from all others (thus justifying special treat-
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ment), multinational states will view disputed territory as indivisible,
thereby increasing the likelihood of war.

Precedent-setting logic also explains why states sometimes bargain
hard for worthless territory yet in other cases give up economically or
strategically valuable land. Consider a hypothetical country with two dis-
satisfied ethnic groups, each concentrated in a different region. One re-
gion is economically backward and a net drain on state resources, and the
other contains oil, gold, and defensible mountains. Although allowing
the backward region to secede may seem rational—the loss would leave
the state better off—this sets a precedent that encourages the oil- and
gold-rich region to secede, thus endangering the state’s survival. Even
assuming that the material and strategic value of the state’s ethnic re-
gions were equal, the logic of precedent setting suggests that the threat
of cumulative losses may jeopardize the state.40

Third, precedent-setting logic also explains state intransigence better
than the most compelling alternative explanation, which is that states will
be unwilling to give up control over territory that contains valuable re-
sources, either economic (for example, diamonds, gold, petroleum) or
strategic (defensible mountains, rivers, or even plutonium). Because
gold, petroleum, and defensible mountains equal power, and power equals
survival, states may calculate that their security demands unequivocal
control over territory containing these resources. The problem with this
argument is that although states will bargain harder for strategically valu-
able territory—because strategic and especially economic issues are divisi-
ble—states can often negotiate arrangements that compensate them for
anticipated losses. For example, once Russia’s independence set a prece-
dent for other union republics, such as Ukraine and Kazakhstan, to de-
clare independence, Russia was surrounded by weak states containing
valuable strategic and economic resources. In Ukraine, for example,
Russia faced the possibility that key elements of the Soviet Union’s nu-
clear-weapons manufacturing and defense system—including surface-to-
surface ballistic missiles with nuclear warheads—might fall under the
control of a new and potentially hostile state. Ukraine faced a proximate
and much larger potential adversary in Russia and for this reason should
have sought to keep these weapons and control of their manufacturing
facilities in order to protect itself from a potential threat from Russia or
any other state. Yet Russia and Ukraine cut a deal that left Ukraine with
the Black Sea fleet and Russia with possession of all Soviet nuclear weap-
ons. The divisibility of economic and strategic goods explains why states
are often willing to negotiate over resource-rich territory. Precedent-
setting logic explains why states sometimes risk violence over worthless
territory.

Finally, precedent-setting logic explains why a state faced with an eth-
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nic group’s demand for sovereignty might respond both quickly and vio-
lently. If willingness to countenance one secession might provoke subse-
quent secession demands, it follows that a swift and forceful response to a
first demand might set a precedent that deters subsequent demands.41

Milosevic’s decision to move troops to Slovenia, for example, sent a clear
signal to other independence-minded republics that sovereignty was not
negotiable. Thus the more quickly and violently a multinational state acts
to prevent secession by any group, the fewer secessionists it is likely to
face.42

Modeling the Interaction of Interests

Because bargaining is an interactive process, failures and successes in bar-
gaining are not necessarily the result of one actor adopting a position
that represents its interests as indivisible. Therefore, we need to consider
the intersection of the actors’ interests in bargaining situations.

Issue divisibility dramatically reduces the likelihood of violence,
whereas indivisibility increases its likelihood. To reiterate, because they
experience an attachment to the land which has little to do with the
land’s strategic worth or resources, ethnic groups, especially concentrated
majorities and concentrated minorities, are more likely to represent inde-
pendence as an indivisible issue. States with more than one group capable
of seceding are more likely to present the same territory as part of a larger
indivisible whole due to their fears of precedent setting. If both the state
and the ethnic group calculate that control of the disputed territory is
indivisible, violence is likely; if neither does so, violence is unlikely. This
logic is shown in table 2.2. What we are looking for in these cases, then,
are situations that cause both sides to represent the issue of contention as
indivisible and what happens when just one side does.

This theory explains why the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is so difficult to
resolve. “Land for peace” is a classic state strategy for accommodation in
negotiations.43 But so long as the state of Israel is controlled by conserva-
tive Jews, the lands of Judea and Samaria are not divisible: they appear as
indivisible components of Jewish identity.44 The Palestinian Arabs, for
their part, do not yet have a state. They do, however, lay claim to much
of the territory of Palestine as a homeland. At various times the Palestin-
ians have invoked both majority rule and tenure arguments to support
their case. Israelis have responded with the tenure and investment princi-
ples, and later, as the Jewish population increased due to immigration,
with majority rule. The same territory is currently represented by both
sides as indivisible. So long as both sides represent the issue of control
over this disputed territory as indivisible, conflict will continue.



30 C H A P T E R  2

TABLE 2.2
Bargaining Model:
Indivisibility of Issues

Actor 1

Actor 2 Indivisible Divisible

Indivisible Violence likely Violence possible

Divisible Violence possible Violence unlikely

The move from a representation of interests—divisible or indivisible—
to the likelihood of violent conflict is a matter of probabilities. When
both sides represent their interests as indivisible, the probability of vio-
lence increases; no deal can be made. If either or both represent their
interests as divisible, then the probability of violence decreases; a deal can
be made. We may hypothesize the following:

• If both a state and an ethnic group represent their interests as indivisible,
then the chance of reaching a settlement short of war is unlikely.

• If either a state or an ethnic group represents its interests as divisible, then
the chance of reaching a settlement short of war is possible.

• If both a state and an ethnic group represent their interests as divisible,
then the chance of reaching a settlement short of war is likely.

These hypotheses will be tested in subsequent chapters. An important
consequence of modeling ethnic violence in this way is the suggestion
that a key to avoiding violence is in encouraging actors to advance divisi-
ble issues. If even one of two parties to a dispute advances a divisible
issue, the chances that a solution short of violence can be reached are
dramatically improved.

A Caveat: Actor Rationality and the Costs of War

Until this point I have left out any direct discussion of the costs of war.
War is costly, and states and ethnic groups would prefer not to fight to
obtain their desired ends. Classic deterrence logic tells us that decision
makers bent on conquest will calculate the strength of their adversary and
will fight if the balance favors them by a significant margin. If the balance
does not favor them, they will hold off. Every state has an interest in
maintaining enough military capability relative to its largest indepen-
dence-minded component group so that it can always attack and suppress
that group if necessary. The ethnic group will then have to face a state
that in all likelihood has the capability not only to meet but to quash any
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movement for self-determination.45 This seemingly inevitable defeat does
not mean groups challenging the state are irrational. Ethnic groups
might risk a “hopeless” war for at least five possible reasons. First, it is
not certain that secessionists will lose; they may be able to inflict high
enough losses on the state to achieve some of their aims.46 Second, the
decision to fight may not rest, or rest clearly, with the ethnic group. The
group may be propelled into violent conflict by the state. Ethnic groups
have limited aims and are located within a distinct territory. Thus for
many, such conflicts are defensive in nature. The group will seek control
over a limited piece of territory, not territorial aggrandizement. Third,
even if a group calculates that the chances of victory are slight relative to
the risks of violence, its members may initiate violent conflict because
they fear that to wait might expose them to an even worse outcome, such
as genocide.47 Fourth, sometimes leaders provoke a crackdown to gain
support internally or externally. Internally, the fact that the state shows its
“true” colors by resorting to violence helps mobilize coethnics. Exter-
nally, ethnic groups might gain international sympathy if the state is seen
as wrong or too harsh in its use of force. Groups with large diasporas
might provoke a crackdown in an effort to involve foreign powers on
their side. Fifth, conditions may have become so dire that there is essen-
tially nothing to lose by fighting. Groups in the process of being rounded
up for mass murder are in this category. One thinks of the example of the
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising of World War II, in which thousands of Jews
being warehoused before transportation to death camps organized a des-
perate resistance against the Nazis, who were holding them prisoner in a
special district of Warsaw.

For all these reasons, resorting to violence and war usually does not
mean irrationality or the failure to maximize utilities. Rather, each actor
defines its utility differently. Ethnic groups want to control territory be-
cause it means securing their identity. A secure identity, in turn, guaran-
tees the group’s continued existence and survival. States desire territorial
integrity even if guaranteeing that integrity means that they might have
to devolve political power.48 Regardless of a group’s size, if it manages to
secede, it sets a precedent. Therefore states may agree to negotiate changes
in political structures but not in borders. For states, secure borders equal
survival.

Summary

This chapter introduced a theory to explain why violence breaks out be-
tween some states and their disgruntled ethnic groups but not others.
The key to explaining violence, I argue, is understanding the different
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ways in which states and ethnic groups think about the connection be-
tween control of territory and their survival. For ethnic groups, control of
territory ensures survival by protecting group identity. For states, control
of territory is directly linked to physical survival. To resort to violence,
both states and ethnic groups must calculate that they need to control
the same piece of territory to guarantee their survival. Whether an ethnic
group is likely to risk violence in pursuit of territorial sovereignty depends
on its settlement pattern. Ethnic groups that form a concentrated major-
ity in a particular region of a state, especially if that region is considered
their homeland, are more likely to press for independence than ethnic
groups that are dispersed or urbanized or that constitute concentrated
minorities. States will oppose an ethnic group’s sovereignty demands
with violence, regardless of a territory’s material worth, when letting go
of that land might set a precedent that encourages or legitimates subse-
quent demands by other dissatisfied groups. If an ethnic group is willing
to accept an outcome short of full independence, or if the state sees its
territory as divisible, ethnic war is unlikely to break out. When an ethnic
group demands independence and a state fears precedent setting, ethnic
war is almost certain to occur.

In this chapter I have argued that the choice between violence and
accommodation in disputes over territory is conditioned by the expected
utility of fighting for control over that territory. I have proposed that to
understand which outcome is likely, we need to assess the different mean-
ings of territory and the survival interests of states and ethnic groups.

Although precedent setting may also be seen as a legitimacy principle
for states, the ultimate challenge is not proving that the cause is just but
maintaining order and borders. The survival of the state is perceived to be
at stake. If a multinational state determines that precedents may be set,
then it will probably do its utmost to retain control of every piece of
territory in its charge and will represent its interests in the territory as
indivisible.

I have highlighted how both capabilities and legitimacy are important
in assessing whether ethnic groups will risk violence. Having no capa-
bilities means not fighting. However, capabilities alone cannot explain
why some fights occur, especially in cases in which the state has over-
whelming force at its disposal. To mobilize support for the cause, each
side has to make the case that its cause is legitimate. This is simpler in
some cases than in others. I have highlighted two principles of legitimacy
that might be invoked: majority rule and homeland. I have argued that
the majority-rule principle is the most powerful in that it both enhances a
group’s capacity to fight and gains credence from being one of the core
tenets of democratic rule. The homeland principle is also quite powerful
in legitimating claims over who is the rightful owner of a given territory.
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As we will see in subsequent chapters, much ink and blood have been
spilled defending these principles.

The next chapter tests the proposed relationship between territory, set-
tlement patterns, precedent setting, and the likelihood of violent ethnic
conflict. For data I rely on phase 3 of the Minorities at Risk data set.



3
Territory and Violence

A STATISTICAL ASSESSMENT

The force of the people . . . operates only when
concentrated; it evaporates and disappears with
extension.

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract

This chapter offers two tests of my theory’s main hypotheses. The first
test focuses on the part of the argument that deals with the aggrieved
ethnic group and examines my hypotheses about the relationship be-
tween certain settlement patterns and violence. The second test considers
the interests of the state as well, examining the effect of five factors on
the likelihood of violence: (1) the relative impact of settlement patterns;
(2) attachment to homeland; (3) the duration of residence in a region;
(4) precedent setting; and (5) the richness of resources in a region.

The findings regarding settlement patterns and the likelihood of vio-
lence are striking.1 Two findings stand out. First, a group’s concentration
in a region of a state serves as practically a necessary condition for vio-
lence, whereas urbanism and dispersion are practically sufficient condi-
tions for nonviolent political activity. This statistical finding is important
because although there is a sense in the social sciences that the concen-
tration of ethnic groups “should” matter, no researcher has yet de-
termined empirically whether this is the case or offered a satisfactory
explanation for how the concentration or dispersion of ethnic groups
influences politics and war. Second, the richness of resources in a region
is negatively associated with violence. This finding counters the conven-
tional wisdom that states fight for rich regions and not poor ones. The
analysis presented here supports the idea that something other than the
material value of a territory accounts for ethnic violence.

Two Statistical Tests

The data I employ for the two statistical tests are from phase 3 of the
Minorities at Risk (MAR) data set.2 MAR is appropriate for testing the
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theory’s propositions for two reasons. It is the largest data set on issues
related to ethnicity and conflict. Unlike data sets of civil wars, which
exclude cases in which no war results, MAR accounts for outcomes in
which violence was absent, as well as civil war.3 MAR is also well suited to
testing my theory about the relationship between ethnic groups and
states, because the unit of analysis in MAR is ethnic groups, and it spe-
cifies several levels of group violence against the state.4

The dependent variable is the same for both tests: violence between
the state and the ethnic group. This is captured by MAR’s REBEL vari-
able. The range of activity moves from “none reported,” which is indi-
cated by a score of 0, to “protracted civil war,” which is indicated by a
score of 7. Intervening levels of rebellion (from “local rebellion” to
“guerrilla activity”) fall between 0 and 7. The values correspond to the
levels of activity presented in table 3.1.

TABLE 3.1
Rebellion Variable

Label Value

0 None reported
1 Political banditry
2 Campaigns of terrorism
3 Local rebellion
4 Small-scale guerrilla activity
5 Intermediate guerrilla activity
6 Large-scale guerrilla activity
7 Protracted civil war

For some of the analysis, I collapsed these values to “no rebellion,”
“low-intensity rebellion,” and “high-intensity rebellion.” Because large-
scale guerrilla activity and protracted civil war involved similar levels of
engagement among the participants, including the willingness to engage
the state (or groups controlling the state) and the resources needed for
such engagements, I collapsed them together under high-intensity rebel-
lion. Protracted civil war involved rebel militaries fighting from base
areas, and large-scale guerrilla activity engaged more than one thousand
armed fighters in more than six armed attacks per year, and those attacks
affected large parts of the area occupied by the group. The remaining,
lower levels of rebellious activity involved fewer resources, manpower,
and engagements.5 The collapsed categories are summarized in table 3.2.

The REBEL variable is coded for five-year periods since 1945, based
on the highest level of violence within each five-year period.6 Because
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TABLE 3.2
Composite Rebellion Variable

Label Value

0 No rebellion
1 Low intensity (political banditry to intermediate guerrilla activity)
2 High intensity (large-scale guerrilla activity to civil war)

most of the background data used to code the cases (such as population
figures) are from the 1980s and early 1990s, I examined three inclusive
periods from the data set: 1980–84, 1985–89, and 1990–95.7 I col-
lapsed these three time periods to derive a “maximum level of rebellion”
score for each group over the entire sixteen-year period.

In the first test, the independent variable group is settlement patterns;
this assesses whether settlement patterns are associated with different
levels of violence or rebellion. I derive settlement patterns from MAR’s
group spatial concentration measures (REG, or region) as listed in table
3.3.

These REG variables underpin the analysis here to create the compos-
ite variable “settlement pattern.” Settlement pattern collapses the six
values (plus six subvalues) into four, which correspond directly with those
of the theory of indivisible territory. Table 3.4 presents these values.

I supplemented a good deal of majority and minority status data for

TABLE 3.3
Spatial-Concentration Variable

Label Value

REG1 Group concentrated in one region

REG2 Majority in one region, minority in nearby areas

REG3 Dispersed minority in one region
/1 Living separately
/2 Living interspersed
/3 Degree of integration unknown

REG4 Majority in one region, others dispersed

REG5 Predominantly urban

REG6 Widely dispersed
/1 Living separately
/2 Living interspersed
/3 Degree of integration unknown
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TABLE 3.4
Settlement-Pattern Variable

Label Value

0 Dispersed (REG6 coded)
1 Urban (REG5 coded)
2 Concentrated minority (REG1–4 coded)
3 Concentrated majority (REG1–4 coded)

cases missing information in MAR (the total number of cases is 270).
Nonetheless, quite a few of them (83) are still missing data, as indicated
in the total in table 3.5. Table 3.5 reveals that slightly less than a majority
of cases (48.3 percent) are concentrated majorities. Urban groups are the
least common in the data set, followed by concentrated minorities and
the dispersed, equally.

Settlement Patterns and Violence

I regressed rebellion (using ordinary least squares) on three dichotomous
measures of settlement patterns: concentrated minority, which takes on a
value of 1 if the group constitutes a minority of the population in a
region and 0 otherwise; urban, which takes on a value of 1 if the group
lives largely in cities and 0 otherwise; and dispersed, which takes on a
value of 1 if the group is scattered across a state and 0 otherwise. Con-
centrated-majority groups are the baseline category (the constant).

This test determines whether, as my theory predicts, concentrated ma-
jorities displayed higher levels of violence than other types of groups. The
constant term provides information on the mean level of violence of eth-
nic groups that are concentrated majorities. The mean level of violence
among these groups is 2.78, substantially higher than the scores for the
three other types of settlement patterns.8 Concentrated minorities, dis-

TABLE 3.5
Overview of MAR Cases, according to Settlement-Pattern Variable

Settlement-Pattern Value Label N % of cases

0 Dispersed 40 19.3
1 Urban 27 13.0
2 Concentrated minority 40 19.3
3 Concentrated majority 100 48.3

Total 207 100
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TABLE 3.6
Regression of Rebellion on Settlement Patterns

Variables Coefficient Standard Error

Constant/Concentrated majority 2.780* .353
Concentrated minority �1.605* .490
Urban �2.447* .472
Dispersed �2.105* .418

Number of cases 207
R-squared 0.170

*p � .01, one-tailed test.

persed groups, and urban groups have lower levels of violence (the coeffi-
cients are statistically significant and negative). Urbanites display the low-
est level of violence overall. The results of this first regression analysis are
summarized in table 3.6.

This test provides strong support for the hypothesis that particular set-
tlement patterns increase the likelihood of violence. It clearly shows that
concentrated majorities are the most prone to violence. Further, it shows
that concentrated majorities are two and a half times more likely than
concentrated minorities and approximately four to five times more likely
than urban and dispersed groups to engage in rebellion. These results are
shown in figure 3.1.9 Of all ethnic groups engaged in large-scale rebel-
lion, 78 percent were concentrated majorities.10 The other three catego-
ries together made up the remaining 22 percent of groups engaged in
large-scale rebellion. Only 37 percent of concentrated majorities that
were involved in ethnic conflict did not engage in any sort of violence; of
the 63 percent that did engage in some sort of political violence, 25
percent were involved in large-scale rebellion (see figure 3.1). Concen-
trated minorities were substantially less active: 68 percent were not en-
gaged in any type of rebellion, and of those who did, only 10 percent
engaged in large scale rebellion. Dispersed groups revealed levels similar
to concentrated minorities: 80 percent were not engaged in any rebel-
lion, whereas only 5 percent were involved in large-scale rebellion. Urban
groups hardly engaged in rebellion: 93 percent of urbanites were not
involved in any rebellion. Only one urban group was engaged in large-
scale rebellion, a case that may reflect a coding error.11 These data clearly
show that concentrated majorities are the most rebellious and worrisome
group for states, and urbanites are the least worrisome, thus supporting a
principal tenet of my theory.

Consistent with the theory of indivisible territory, the lack of violence
among dispersed groups can be explained by a reduced capacity for mo-
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FIGURE 3.1. Settlement Patterns and Frequency of
Rebellion, 1980–95

bilization: members of this group are too spread out to form networks
and to organize in violent protests against the state. But what then ex-
plains the reticence of urban groups?12 Although urbanites are concen-
trated in cities, their lack of attachment to the land is a good predictor
that they will not mobilize to control that land. In fact, compared with
those concentrated in regions, urbanites also had among the lowest mean
scores for nonviolent protest during the 1980s.13 Urbanites, it seems, do
not even “voice” their grievances, but simply “exit” the political arena, to
use Hirschman’s terminology. The 1992–95 war in Yugoslavia supports
this claim. It was the Kraijina Serbs in Croatia, and not those in Zagreb,
who took action. As Misha Glenny laments, “These urban Serbs were
among the greatest victims of the war, whose plight, however, is one of
the least well known.”14

The confounding case of urbanized ethnic violence between Protes-
tants and Catholics in Northern Ireland may be attributed to the central-
ity of Belfast. Violence has plagued Belfast for decades. Even if Belfast is
an exception to the rule, this exception bolsters my argument about the
importance of ethnic groups’ attachment to territory and homeland. In
chapter 2 I argued that one of the primary reasons ethnic groups take up
arms to secure their objective is that they view the territory in question as
part of their identity; to put it another way, control of the territory means
control over their identity. Both Protestants and Catholics view Northern
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Ireland as rightfully theirs and vital to their identity: the primary conflict
of interest hinges on whether Northern Ireland should be part of the
United Kingdom or of the Republic of Ireland.15 Because of the meaning
of this territory as a homeland to both, it is not surprising that these
groups have resorted to ethnic violence. The theory of indivisible terri-
tory, in other words, can readily explain this exceptional case.

At every level, dispersed minorities and urbanites do not seem prone to
political activity, whether directly or indirectly. This finding is important
for three reasons. Although it cannot tell us why the most concentrated
groups—urbanites—are the least engaged in violence, it clearly demon-
strates that demographic concentration alone cannot predict the likeli-
hood of violence. This is important because to explain the outbreak of
violence, both capability and legitimacy are necessary. An ethnic group
must possess not only the capability for action but also a legitimate cause
to justify mobilization. Second, the lack of violent activity by widely dis-
persed and urban ethnic groups means that, statistically speaking, disper-
sion or urban status is a sufficient condition for not resorting to violence,
as well as to other types of political activity. Third, this analysis clearly
indicates that concentrated majorities are the most worrisome for states.

A Full Test of the Theory of Indivisible Territory

Because violence depends on the interaction of ethnic groups and states,
explaining it requires consideration of both actors’ positions and of all
the hypotheses. A more comprehensive test of the theory goes beyond
the settlement patterns of ethnic groups. In this second test, the depen-
dent variable is the same (REBEL) over the 1980–95 period.16 This test,
however, has two sets of independent variables: one focuses on ethnic
groups, and the other on the state. To test the part of the theory dealing
with ethnic groups, I included a settlement-pattern variable, as in the first
test, and added a homeland variable and duration variable. The settle-
ment-pattern variable used to test the entire theory is a collapsed version
of the four patterns employed in the first test: 0 indicates the group is not
a concentrated majority in a region, and 1 indicates that it is. Because the
concentrated-majority variable is so central to my theory, I replaced the
missing values with predicted values. I did this using a probit model with
fifteen independent variables to predict a concentrated majority. The in-
dependent variables were chosen on the basis of a plausible correlation
with a concentrated majority. This model correctly predicted 165 of the
192 cases, or 86 percent of the values originally available.17 With the
interpolated data for the missing cases included, concentrated majorities
are 100 (37 percent) of the cases, leaving 170 (63 percent) nonconcen-
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trated majority cases. My theory predicts that concentrated majorities are
more likely to be engaged in violence than other groups.

The homeland variable indicates whether the ethnic group sees the
territory in which it is residing as part or all of its homeland. Here, 0
indicates that the group does not view the region as its homeland, and 1
indicates that it does. The vast majority of cases, 208, or 78 percent,
comprise groups in which the ethnic minority resides in homeland terri-
tory. The remaining 57 cases, or 22 percent, reside in territory that is not
considered the group’s homeland. An example of the latter is the Slovaks
in the Czech Republic. The theory predicts that ethnic groups residing in
their perceived homeland are more likely to be engaged in rebellion than
those that are not.

The duration variable indicates how long a group has lived in the
place. It consists of three values: 0 indicates residence since 1945, 1 indi-
cates residence beginning between 1800 and 1945, and 2 indicates resi-
dence since before 1800. It is based on MAR’s TRADITN2 variable. A
review of the cases reveals that most ethnic minorities settled in their
place of residence before 1800: 216, or 80 percent. Only 32 cases (12
percent) involved groups that immigrated in the nineteenth or early
twentieth century, and 22 (8 percent) immigrated since 1945. My hy-
pothesis is that the longer a group has resided in one place, the more
likely it is to be involved in violence.

In terms of relationships between these variables, I found that concen-
trated majorities tended to live in territories they regarded as their home-
land (91 of 99 cases, or 92 percent) and most (90 of 100 cases, or 90
percent) immigrated before 1800. Concentrated minorities showed pat-
terns similar to those of concentrated majorities: 88 percent (35 of 40
cases) lived in their homeland, and 83 percent (33 of 40 cases) settled
before 1800. By contrast, 65 percent (17 of 26 cases) of the urban
groups were unlikely to live in their perceived homeland, and they were
six times more likely than the other types of ethnic minorities to have
immigrated to the region after 1945, although a slight majority (52 per-
cent, or 14 of 27 cases) settled during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. For the dispersed groups, only 58 percent (22 of 36 cases)
lived in their perceived homeland, but most settled before 1800 (31 of
40 cases, or 78 percent).

The other part of the theory focuses on state-level factors. I include two
independent variables: ethnic profile and resource richness. The ethnic-
profile variable aims to capture the number of potential regional secession-
ists confronting the state. Thus, this variable was coded for whether the
group resides in a state that (1) has only dispersed groups, (2) is homo-
geneous or contains one concentrated group with dispersed minorities,
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(3) contains two concentrated groups with or without dispersed minor-
ities, or (4) contains three or more concentrated groups with or without
dispersed minorities.18

There are some points about the ethnic-profile variable. Ethnic groups
residing in states with three or more concentrated groups constituted 91
percent (n � 245) of the cases in MAR. The worldwide distribution of
such states stands at 67 percent, or one-third lower. Because ethnic con-
flict is a prerequisite for inclusion in MAR, this descriptive statistic alone
reveals that groups in states with three or more concentrated groups are
at a greater risk for ethnic conflict than those in other types of states. Yet,
because these states are so overrepresented in MAR, I was not confident
about using the ethnic-profile variable in the regression equation. There
is too little variation, leading to a lack of statistical significance. Running
the equation with it or without it, however, did not change the findings
in either estimation (which is what we expect statistically). The equation
reported here includes the variable: 0 indicates that the ethnic group lives
in a state that does not contain three or more concentrated ethnic groups,
and 1 indicates it does. According to my theory, states with three or more
concentrations of ethnic groups are more likely to regard territory as indi-
visible because of fears of precedent setting and, as a result, to resort to
violence more readily than states with other ethnic profiles.

The resource-rich variable indicates whether the region in which the
ethnic group lives contains valuable man-made or natural resources such
as minerals, dams and river systems, pasture and farmlands, industries,
and strategically important locales (for example, mountain passes or
heights).19 It is included in the equation as a dummy: 0 indicates no
valuable resources, and 1 indicates the existence of a valuable resource.
This variable (which I created and is not in MAR) allows precedent set-
ting to be tested indirectly by examining the leading alternative hypoth-
esis, that states will resort to violence to control wealthy regions more
readily than poor regions. If we find no relationship (if the coefficient is
not statistically significant), or if violence is employed to gain control of
poor regions more often than of rich regions (that is, the coefficient is
negative), then this lends credence to the claim that the fear of precedent
setting might be operating (as even poor regions are seen as indivisible
and worth resorting to violence to keep). Table 3.7 presents two varia-
tions of the model of the theory: one in its pure form and the other after
correcting for missing values on the key independent variable, concen-
trated majority. To control for any possible spillover effects of one
group’s activities provoking another’s in the same country, I used the
“cluster” command in Stata on the country code variable (CCODE),
which specified that the observations are independent across groups lo-
cated within the same country.
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TABLE 3.7
Regression of Ethnic Violence

Missing Data
not Replaced Missing Data Replaced

Variables Coefficient
Standard

Error Coefficient
Standard

Error

Ethnic group level
Concentrated majority 1.864*** 0.407 1.604*** 0.373
Homeland 0.838*** 0.375 0.966*** 0.350
Duration 0.362** 0.185 0.363** 0.178

State level
Ethnic profile 0.172 0.563 0.140 0.545
Resource rich �0.736* 0.467 �0.468 0.443
Constant �0.681 0.601 �0.716 0.570

Number of cases 188 235
R-squared 0.22 0.17

*p � .1. **p � .05. ***p � .01, one-tailed test.

Overall, the statistical analysis in table 3.7 confirms the main hypoth-
eses of the theory. Concentrated-majority status predicts violence, just as
it did in the first test. Groups living in what they perceive as their home-
land also seem to engage in violence more readily. The longer a group
has lived in a region, the greater the chances of violence.

The state-level hypothesis, that precedent setting matters more than
resources, also received support. First, even given the limitations of the
ethnic profile variable described in table 3.7, the coefficient is positive
(although not statistically significant), indicating that ethnic groups in
states with three or more concentrated groups are more likely to experi-
ence violence (perhaps because of states’ fears that they will set prece-
dents).20 Second, ethnic groups living in resource-rich regions were less
likely to be involved in violence than groups living in resource-poor re-
gions. The coefficient was negative and statistically significant in the vari-
ation in which the missing values were not replaced, and it was just barely
insignificant (p � .11) in the variation that included the replaced values.
This suggests that states sometimes believe that resources are divisible.
Further, the fact that violence is occurring more often in resource-poor
regions than in resource-rich regions confirms the idea that states, as well
as ethnic groups, are willing to fight over worthless territory. This lends
further support to the notion that something other than the value of
resources must be motivating violence.

In sum, these tests establish that concentration in a region is almost a
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necessary condition for rebellion and civil war, whereas dispersion and
urbanism are practically sufficient conditions for nonviolence. Yet the sta-
tistical evidence shows only an association between the proposed vari-
ables and the likelihood of violence. This is an important empirical find-
ing in itself, but it tells us little about causation or what explains the
correlation.

This is my argument in summary: settlement patterns influence capa-
bilities and legitimacy claims. With the notable exception of urbanites,
concentrated ethnic groups (especially concentrated majorities) are en-
gaged in rebellion more often and at higher intensities because they have
greater capability and legitimacy than dispersed or urban groups. Further,
out of fear of setting precedents, states are most likely to directly (and
one might predict, aggressively) engage those groups considered most
likely to set off a series of secessions, regardless of the value of the terri-
tory. All of this makes sense logically, and the statistical analysis supports
this logic. But is the logic supported historically?

To determine whether the logic of the theory is supported historically,
it is necessary to examine a handful of carefully selected case studies. Case
studies allow us to look for appeals to legitimacy and then to attempt to
measure which appeals appeared to give states and ethnic groups the
most leverage with (1) domestic coethnics, who will be asked to risk
death and economic privation in pursuit of autonomy or statehood, and
(2) other interested states, which may be asked to intervene either diplo-
matically or militarily on behalf of the appealing group.

In the next two chapters I examine the relationship between two eth-
nic groups and their interaction with a state. The strategic interaction
between Moscow, Kazan, and Grozny reveals a state concerned about
precedent setting and ethnic groups wanting greater autonomy. Whereas
Moscow and Kazan negotiated a bilateral treaty regulating their relations,
Moscow and Grozny engaged in a full-scale civil war over the question of
Chechen secession which has yet to be resolved.



4
Russia and Tatarstan

Scratch a Tatar, you’ll find a Russian.

In the late 1980s the collapse of the Soviet Union touched off a chain
reaction in which many of the former union republics and autonomous
republics began to seek independence. Among them was Tatarstan, which
did not end up as a sovereign state. Although it had been demanding
independence from Russia, it eventually moderated its position, and in
1994 a bilateral treaty that regulated political and economic relations was
signed.1 In this chapter I show how the Tatar settlement pattern affected
the group’s demand for independence; although Tatars viewed Tatarstan
as their homeland, they simply did not have the legitimacy or capability
to launch an ethnically based independence campaign.2 Realizing this,
Tatar leaders represented their interests as divisible, stressing their desire
for control over the economy rather than the protection of a Tatar iden-
tity and control over Tatarstan. On the other side, the Russian position
was clearly dominated by an unwavering concern for precedent setting.
Russia’s position on the subject of independence was indivisible, but Ta-
tarstan’s divisible position provided room for negotiation and an ultimate
settlement.

This chapter has five sections. The first section sketches the historical
background of the Tatars and the evolution of their settlement pattern,
the second section considers Tatarstan’s bargaining prior to the collapse
of the USSR, and the third considers its position in post-Soviet Russia.
The fourth and fifth sections demonstrate how my theory best explains
the process and the outcome of the bargaining that took place between
the two actors by examining questions of Tatar legitimacy and Russian
fears of setting precedents.

Tatars and Tatarstan

Descendants of nomadic Tatar tribes who migrated from southern Si-
beria, the Tatars first appeared in the lower Volga basin in the eighth
century and were converted to Islam during the tenth as a result of con-
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tact with traders and migrants from the south. From the ninth to the
twelfth centuries, they formed a political-administrative entity that was
centered in Bolgary Velikie. Conquered by the Golden Horde in the thir-
teenth century, the Tatars joined the conquerors as they continued west
into areas populated by Russian city-states. Following the disintegration
of the huge Mongol Empire over the course of the fourteenth century,
the Tatars established the khanate of Kazan in 1445 in the Volga-Kama
region, which they ruled until 1552, when their capital, Kazan, was con-
quered by Czar Ivan IV (the Terrible) and incorporated into the Russian
Empire.

With Russian occupation came Russian settlements. Though the terri-
tory of contemporary Tatarstan is small (approximately twenty-six thou-
sand square miles), its geographic location and natural resources have
made it desirable to Russia throughout the centuries. Tatarstan is five
hundred miles east of Moscow and lies on the banks of the Volga River,
which connects central Russia with the Urals, northern Kazakhstan, cen-
tral Asia, Siberia, and the steppes to the south. Tatarstan’s strategic loca-
tion is depicted in figure 4.1. The Tatar nation’s early history, first as
conqueror of the Russian Empire and then as the vanquished, was only
the first in a series of oscillating conditions that would mark subsequent
relations between Tatars and Russians. Beginning with Russian settle-
ment of the area in the sixteenth century, competition for “cultural, ter-
ritorial, and ideological (both political and religious) control of the
non-Russian peoples of the Middle Volga”3 dominated Russian-Tatar in-
teractions. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, intergroup
tensions manifested themselves as sporadic Tatar revolts against a grow-
ing Russification and attempts at forced conversion to Orthodox Chris-
tianity. By that point Kazan had become the center of Slavic colonization
and of Moscow’s assimilation and missionary efforts, but the Tatars, de-
termined to stem the spread of Russian influence in the area, managed to
retain their language and religion.4 Nonetheless, the familiarity that ac-
companies the passage of time, along with growing realizations on the
part of both groups that the other was there to stay, led to some degree
of rapprochement and a learning to live together, keeping the area intact
in spite of the aforementioned tensions and fears. A working relationship
between the two groups developed as the Russian Empire spread east-
ward, with the Tatars increasingly functioning as middlemen between the
Christian imperial center and the newly conquered Turkic people, facili-
tating economic and political transactions between the two. Such a role
bridged the gap between the Russians and the Turkic people, helping
them, over the centuries, to learn to coexist.

Tatarstan’s central location gave the Tatars prime access to numerous
tradesmen and trade routes, and by the late nineteenth century the signif-
icant prosperity they enjoyed as a group led to the formation of a large
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FIGURE 4.1. Location Map of Tatarstan

middle class. They had a high literacy rate and a national consciousness
that developed from an awareness of increasing Russian nationalism and
its consequent threat to the Tatar way of life. Recognizing the need to
educate their children so they could lead materially and spiritually pro-
ductive lives, they set about developing an educational system whose cre-
ation was plagued by a national apprehension: only children who learned
Russian could take full advantage of economic opportunities, but the re-
sulting Russification and “de-Tatarization” necessarily threatened Tatar
identity.5 Debates on language and religion were thus brought to the
fore, and the group was forced to address the difficult question of what
exactly constituted, or should constitute, a Tatar. By the turn of the nine-
teenth century a clear agreement arose among the group that a distinct
Tatar identity existed, with a homeland in the Volga region; nonetheless,
a multitude of competing views emerged over what, precisely, were the
identity’s specific parameters.

Tatar identity did not coalesce further in the early part of the twentieth
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TABLE 4.1
Population Data for Tatars (1989)

Distribution of Tatars Number of Tatars
Portion of Tatar

Population

Throughout FSU 6,649,000 100%
In RSFSR 5,522,000 83
In Tatar Republic 1,765,000 32
Elsewhere in Russia 3,757,000 68

century. The borders of contemporary Tatarstan, created by Soviet terri-
torial engineers, were explicitly designed to divide Tatars across several
political-administrative units to prevent the formation a large Turkic-
Muslim nation in the Volga region. By the 1980s, this engineering’s suc-
cess manifested itself in the continual weakening of Tatar ethnic identity.
In 1989, 68 percent of all Tatars in Russia lived outside the republic, as
indicated in table 4.1.

Within Tatarstan, ethnic Tatars were a minority, constituting only 48.5
percent of the republic’s population.6 Ethnic Russians comprised 43.5
percent of the population. In addition, the physical distribution of Tatar
settlements within Tatarstan revealed a relative lack of concern for geo-
graphic ethnic cohesion, as Tatars were highly intermingled with ethnic
Russians and Russian speakers, especially in the urban areas. They also
had high rates of intermarriage with ethnic Russians: 20 to 38 percent of
Tatars had mixed marriages.7 Further, only about 50 percent of all Tatars
considered themselves Muslim, only about 20 percent practiced Islam,
and 60 percent of Tatar children born since 1981 had been given non-
Muslim names.8 The Tatars constituted a dispersed group.

Given the lack of a clearly defined Tatar identity at the end of the
nineteenth century and the progressive weakening of what existed of that
identity over the course of the Soviet era, it should come as no surprise
that “the newest Tatar national movement” had a “long road . . . to
travel to reconstruct its national high culture.”9 In fact, when Tatarstan
did start to push for national independence as the Soviet Union began to
collapse, it proved simply unable to muster a campaign centered on eth-
nic issues. The course of this campaign is the subject of the next section.

The First Stage in Tatarstan’s Independence Bargaining:
The Death of the USSR

Tatarstan’s moves toward independence in the early 1990s cannot be
understood in the absence of a clear grasp of Soviet and Russian politics.
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As the Soviet Union grew weaker and weaker, the future of the checks on
Russia became tenuous. Autonomous republics in Russia that during the
Soviet era had enjoyed some degree of protection (due to the presence of
a higher form of authority in the USSR) were now faced with the immi-
nent possibility of having to be subordinate to the Russians, with no
mediating political body serving as a buffer.

In the case of Tatarstan, initial fears of impending Russian dominance
centered primarily on economic issues. Greater independence would give
the residents of the autonomous republic the increased control over their
own trade and industry that they felt they deserved. By contrast, status as
a subordinate republic within a post-USSR independent Russia might
further decrease what little economic control Tatarstan had. At that
point, the push for sovereignty was not a matter of ethnic identity: 60
percent of all Russians in the republic supported greater independence
from Moscow, apparently for economic reasons.10 As it was, residents of
Tatarstan were already forgoing a great deal of their prosperity in favor of
other sectors of the federal system. Though Tatarstan produced 25 bil-
lion rubles’ worth of output annually, it had no ministry of industry. Con-
sequently, it controlled very little of the earnings from its industry and
resources: 80 percent of its enterprises were directly subordinate to the
Soviet Union and 18 percent to Russia, leaving only 2 percent for Kazan.11

What was Tatarstan’s solution? It pushed for status as a union republic,
independent from Russia but bound by the laws of the USSR, which
almost all residents of the republic, for reasons of protection from Russia
and for easier facilitation of economic and political transactions among
the republics, sought to sustain.12 Union republic status, it was believed,
would lift Tatarstan to a position where it could enjoy the economic
control and benefits that it deserved; Tatar elites pointed repeatedly to
the example of Lithuania, which, despite having roughly the same terri-
tory and population as Tatarstan, enjoyed a per capita income that was
seven times as high.13 Tatarstan’s goal, then, became the achievement of a
status equal to Russia’s within a preserved USSR.

Tatarstan’s quest for equal status with Russia was greatly enhanced and
legitimized by the political maneuvering of Soviet president Mikhail Gor-
bachev in early 1990. At the time, Gorbachev was seeking to engineer
unprecedented political and economic reforms while simultaneously at-
tempting to preserve the complex web of political relationships that held
the USSR together.14 Many of the union republics, however, had already
begun to press for independence.15 To undermine these independence
movements, Gorbachev attempted to drastically alter the political struc-
ture of the Soviet Union:16 in April 1990, upon his insistence, the Su-
preme Soviet of the USSR passed the All-Union Law on the Demarca-
tion of Powers between the USSR and Members of the Federation,17
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which declared that both the USSR’s union republics and the autono-
mous republics were equal subjects of the federation. Intended to dilute
the political power of the union republics, the law had the consequence
of granting to both types of republics the right to secede. Thus, it was
hoped, union republics seeking independence would now pause before
setting an example for those territories within their lands that now also
had the right to follow suit. With sixteen of these autonomous republics
contained within its borders, Russia’s territorial integrity became seri-
ously threatened.18

Gorbachev’s attempt to preserve the union backfired. In June 1990, in
response to what were perceived as the president’s threatening efforts to
reel it in, Russia declared itself a sovereign state. Two months later, on
August 30, 1990, Tatarstan took the opportunity to guarantee what it
saw as its own political freedom by declaring, in turn, itself sovereign
from an increasingly powerful Russia.19 The Tatarstan declaration, which
was passed unanimously by the Tatarstan Parliament (with one absten-
tion), proclaimed the constitution and laws of the republic supreme
throughout its territory. It also was intended to serve as the basis for
Tatarstan’s participation in the anticipated drafting and concluding of a
unionwide treaty and treaties with Russia and other republics. According
to Tatar leader Mintimer Shamiyev, who was still hoping for the preserva-
tion of the USSR, the Tatar Republic had to “establish treaty-based rela-
tions with Russia, defining the division of powers on a number of posi-
tions of mutual interest,” and the declaration did “not only proclaim
Tatarstan’s sovereignty, but . . . also define[d], in general terms, the prin-
ciples and mechanisms for its implementation within a union of sovereign
states.”20 It is important to note once again, however, that Tatarstan did
not define itself in ethnic opposition to Russia; part of the declaration of
sovereignty contained a guarantee of the equal use of Tatar and Russian
as the republic’s official languages. Although at that point fears of Rus-
sian strength had quite clearly shifted the debate to a level higher than
that of simply protecting economic control, Tatarstan’s actions were
nonetheless aimed only at preventing a strong power from eroding its
political freedom, and not at restraining an enemy viewed as encroaching
on Tatar identity. Had this been the case, the Tatarstan Parliament would
not have been so quick to preserve Russian as one of the republic’s offi-
cial languages.

Still, relations between Russia and Tatarstan deteriorated rapidly. When,
in a last-ditch effort to reformulize relations among the USSR’s union
republics, Gorbachev presented a draft of the Union Treaty in November
1990 and a referendum in March 1991 to poll the populace on its recep-
tion, Tatarstan took the opportunity to distance itself further from
Russia.21 Many republics had added questions on the local political situa-
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tion alongside those on the Union Treaty, with Russia asking whether it
was worthwhile to create the position of Russian president. Tatarstan re-
fused the polling of the additional question in its territory, a slap to Rus-
sian leader Boris Yeltsin and a further signal that Tatarstan insisted on a
separate status.22 Moreover, one month later, in April 1991, the Tatarstan
Parliament reiterated its sovereignty by declaring the supremacy of Ta-
tarstan’s legislation over that of Russia, and in May, Shamiyev announced
that Tatarstan would sign the Union Treaty, but “only as a member of
the USSR, with the subsequent conclusion of a treaty with the RSFSR
[Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic].”23 His republic, he explained,
was seeking a “profound reshaping” of its relations with Russia, to in-
clude “principles of mutual respect for sovereignty and real equality on
the basis of a bilateral treaty.”24

When the election for president of Russia was held in June 1991, it
became the first test case measuring the resolve of Tatarstan residents to
pursue their quest for an independent status. Although the Tatarstan Par-
liament officially decided that the republic would not take part in the
presidential election (but would hold elections for its own republican
president), it also decided not to prevent residents of Tatarstan from par-
ticipating on their own if they so wanted. It adopted a decree that di-
rected the republic’s electoral commission to organize the elections of
the Russian president in the republic but declared that the results would
have no juridical consequences for Tatarstan.25

The concession, I argue, was an attempt to accommodate the multiple
sets of views within the republic and was a sign that the desire for sepa-
ratism was far from complete. The largest nationalist organization, the
Tatar Public Center (Tatarskii Obshchestvennyi Tsentr, TPC) was, in
fact, a moderate group whose agenda sought the enhancement of Tat-
arstan’s regional and economic status, and not the advancement of a dis-
tinct Tatar identity. Though its platform called for Tatar as the republic’s
language and for the cultural and spiritual consolidation of all Tatars
within the Soviet Union, its main agenda was to achieve greater eco-
nomic sovereignty.26 Extremist nationalist organizations did exist, namely
the groups known as Ittifak and Azatlyk, but they were small and never
drew a large following. These groups invoked the concepts of homeland
and duration of inhabitation, which ethnic struggles often cite, making
the claim that “[h]alf of Russia’s territory is Tatar lands” and that “the
time has come to raise the question of annexing to Tatarstan the lands
that belonged to the Tatars of old, lands where they now dwell.”27 Their
demands for a “Tatarstan for Tatars,” their support for a right of return
and citizenship for any Tatar living beyond the republic, and their con-
demnation of Russian-Tatar marriages were, however, counterbalanced
by equally extreme groups on the other side. Organizations such as the
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Democratic Party of Russia (DPR) and Soglasie (Agreement) advocated
even closer ties with Russia and were largely composed of ethnic Russians
within the republic who feared the emergence of hostile relations should
Tatarstan become independent.28

Perhaps most indicative of the need for an accommodation of opinion,
though, was the fact that none of these groups ever managed to draw
even a fraction of the population as active members. Although Tatarstan
had a population of 3.6 million in the late 1980s, the TPC, the largest
nationalist group, had only 2,000 activists at its height, and Azatlyk had
approximately 500, Ittifak about 300, and Soglasie only 50.29 According
to polling data, by December 1992, two-thirds of the electorate sup-
ported none of the political parties.30 Given the resounding lack of opin-
ion expressed by most Tatar residents, it comes as no surprise that the
Parliament was unwilling to forbid participation in Russian elections
should any constituents express the desire to do so.

As the election for the presidential posts for both Russia and Tatarstan
approached, however, Tatar nationalist organizations managed to garner
increased support among the general public and to stage what would
become the largest demonstrations of the independence movement.
They resented that Russian presidential elections were taking place on
Tatar soil, and at the end of April 1991, some 10,000 rally participants
demanded the recall of Tatar deputies from the Russian Parliament. A
15,000-person demonstration on May 21 included members of Ittifak
who went on a hunger strike.31 By this time, the newspaper Novosti had
noted the daily rallies and protest meetings, and that the issue of eth-
nicity was becoming increasingly prominent in the struggle for power in
the republic. As one reporter put it, the moderates were demanding the
quick adoption of a Tatarstan constitution that would nullify Russian
laws in the republic, and radicals announced that their goal was “the
creation of a Tatar state and a change in the demographic situation in
favor of the indigenous [Tatar] nation.”32 Leaflets posted around Kazan
put the situation in the following stark terms: “We are witnessing the end
of the Great Russian yoke that many peoples in our country have suffered
under for more than four centuries. No referendums or treaties can hold
together the two collapsing matryoshka dolls: the Soviet Union and the
lesser empire, the so-called Russian Federation.”33 According to those
demonstrating, continued Russian control over Tatarstan was a threat to
the Tatar people.

Although such demonstrations represented a significant step in the
progression of the Tatar independence movement toward a more eth-
nically defined agenda, even at their height, they drew only 0.4 percent
of the total Tatar population. Compared with demonstrations in the Bal-
tic republics (4–27 percent of their populations), this was relatively weak
support.34 The nationalist fronts in the Baltics also enjoyed much greater
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participation levels: among Estonia’s population of 1.5 million, for example,
the Popular Front had an estimated membership of 300,000 to 900,000;
in Lithuania, with a population of 3.7 million, the Lithuanian Restructur-
ing Movement (Sajudis) had an estimated membership of 180,000; and
in Latvia, whose population was 2.6 million, the People’s Front of Latvia
claimed 250,000 members.35 Although, as we shall see, the Tatar demon-
strations had two significant effects on the course of the independence
movement, such displays were not necessarily representative of public
opinion as a whole within the republic.

The first significant effect of the nationalist demonstrations was nearly
immediate. On May 28 the Tatarstan Parliament, probably surprised that
such a degree of mobilization could be achieved in the thus-far quiet
republic, capitulated to the demands of the protesters and ruled that the
only elections to be held in Tatarstan would be for the president of Ta-
tarstan, and not for that of Russia.36 It was only a halfhearted capitula-
tion, however, as residents of Tatarstan who did want to vote for a Rus-
sian president were allowed to do so and were provided with some
support, though any official organization of the vote, as planned, was
absent.37 Voter turnout was 63 percent, with 35 percent of eligible voters
casting a ballot for the Russian election and proving that a good portion
of Tatarstan residents disagreed with those who had staged the vocal
nationalist rallies only weeks earlier.38 Shamiyev won the presidency of
Tatarstan; running uncontested (and with a turnout of 63 percent), he
garnered 71 percent of the vote.39

The second effect was that the presence of nationalists on the Tatar
political scene forced Russia to take the independence movement seri-
ously. This presence helped to make Shamiyev’s tough stances seem more
legitimate and representative than they probably were. I believe that
Shamiyev never intended to seek full independence but was willing to use
whatever rhetoric and other devices were necessary to maneuver himself
into a position that in the end would garner as much autonomy as possi-
ble. Thus the nationalist presence was one of the primary devices that
Shamiyev used to gain a more favorable bargaining position, making it
seem as if he really was accountable to a population demanding sover-
eignty. Russia would have been less likely to take Tatar demands seriously
had it perceived the population as inactive and uncaring. When the na-
tionalists became too threatening, as they did in October 1991 when a
rally of two thousand demonstrators ended with an unsuccessful storm-
ing of the Parliament, Shamiyev clamped down, closing the capital and
declaring an end to all militia movements.40 For the most part, however,
he was happy to grant them a larger role on the political scene than their
numbers deserved, as their mere presence forced Russia’s bargaining po-
sition closer to the middle to meet more moderate Tatar demands.

Thus, with a presidential victory in hand, Shamiyev set about regulat-
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ing relations with Russia and the USSR. Downplaying recent attempts by
the nationalists to add an ethnic dimension to the independence move-
ment, he stressed control over economic resources.41 He warned that Ta-
tarstan would set up its own banking system to collect federal taxes and
argued that to ensure that the funds would make it to the federal coffers
and back to Tatar enterprises, Tatarstan would need to pay them directly
to the USSR, bypassing Russia.

Russia’s response was increased pressure on Tatarstan to sign the up-
coming Union Treaty as part of the Russian delegation. Shamiyev in-
sisted that a favorable resolution of his republic’s status was the “main
obstacle to the signing of the Treaty”; thus, despite Russian hesitation,
negotiations on the subject did take place. During the summer of 1991,
a series of official letters detailing the working committees and objectives
of the talks were exchanged.42 Delegations from each side met in Mos-
cow for three days, from August 12 to August 15, and agreed on the
following statement:

[We] recogniz[e] and understand the aspirations of the Russian Soviet Federal
Socialist Republic and the Republic of Tatarstan, as participants in the Union
Treaty of sovereign states, to renew and raise their status, to orient themselves
to the use of treaty forms to regulate relations of the Russian Soviet Federal
Socialist Republic with the republic of Tatarstan, taking into account their pri-
ority interests without impairing the interests of other republics and the Union
as a whole.43

Although this statement represented distinct progress on both sides in
terms of meeting the other halfway, the momentum was lost in the
events of subsequent days. Only one day before the Union Treaty was to
be signed, the August 21 coup against Gorbachev occurred. Shamiyev
was forced to choose between the conservative Communist coup leaders
and the liberal reformers headed by Yeltsin. Shamiyev, a conservative for-
mer Communist who sought the preservation of the union for his repub-
lic’s benefit, flew to Moscow to meet with the coup leaders and upon his
return issued a statement supporting the coup in the local press. Fearful
of the coup’s potential of possibly increasing Russian power, he also im-
mediately declared that Russia’s laws had no jurisdiction in Tatarstan.44

But rather than slow down the USSR’s disintegration, as was the coup
leaders’ intention, the coup attempt hastened it. Yeltsin emerged victo-
rious and substantially strengthened. Gorbachev was pushed further and
further into obscurity as more republics declared their independence, and
Yeltsin and his team assumed greater control over functions that previ-
ously were the reserve of the Soviet government.45 Gorbachev tried to
pass the Union Treaty, but on November 25 the union republics formally
declared that they would not sign. On December 8 Russia, Ukraine, and
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Belarus announced the formation of the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS), agreeing to coordinate economic and defense policies and
inviting the other union republics to join.46 Shamiyev wanted Tatarstan to
be admitted as a founding member of the CIS, but, not surprisingly, he
was rebuffed, as such a concession would have meant Russia’s recogni-
tion of Tatarstan as an independent state. Yeltsin continued to push for
the idea of a federal treaty, similar to the Union Treaty, to regulate rela-
tions between Russia and its constituent republics, including Tatarstan.
Finally, on December 17, Gorbachev and Yeltsin signed an agreement
stipulating that the Soviet Union would cease to exist on January 1,
1992, and Tatarstan, in its negotiations with Russia, was left without the
buffer that it had been fighting to maintain for so long.

The Post-Soviet Era: Tatarstan’s Referendum
and Negotiated Settlement

The August 21 coup had significant ramifications on nationalist fervor
both in Tatarstan and in republics throughout the former Soviet Union.
Increasing Russian nationalism that grew around the rising power of
Yeltsin led to a growth of similar sentiments in the autonomous repub-
lics, as Tatarstan and other regions feared the consequences of a more
dominant and belligerent Russia. At this point Tatar nationalists could
make their strongest case, and highly vocalized, if not widely shared,
demands for a public debate on the question of secession spread rapidly.

Once again, the Tatarstan Parliament found itself giving in to increas-
ing nationalist pressure, and a referendum on the status of the republic
was scheduled for March 1992. Moscow was anxious, recognizing that a
“yes” vote could endanger the legitimacy of the Russian Federation,
formed on January 1, 1992.47 Shamiyev tried to allay Russian fears:

I never talked of independence or even of separation. The question was not put
that way. Russia succeeded in retaining its sovereignty—why should we not do
the same? We see real processes of self-assertion taking place in the autonomous
republics, which are impossible to stop now. The people of Tatarstan should
speak about its sovereignty; the Parliament has given it this right. We have not
raised any question about the borders, customs, military doctrine or our own
currency. We, by all means, intend to strengthen our union with Russia and
work out a treaty in the near future, which should stipulate the powers we can
exercise together.48

On March 5 the Russian Parliament issued an appeal to the Tatarstan
electorate not to vote in favor of separation, arguing that the referendum
was likely to increase interethnic strife,49 and on March 8 the Tatarstan
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Parliament issued an appeal, again reiterating the idea that it was not
attempting to secede.

The question presented in a referendum does not envisage secession or non-
secession of the republic of Tatarstan from Russia or its isolation from Russia as
a separate state entity. . . . Tatarstan is united with the Russian Federation in a
common economic and geopolitical space and builds its relations with Russia
on the basis of equitable treaties and the delegation of a number of powers.50

Despite Russian protests, Tatarstan proceeded with the referendum.
On March 21, 82 percent of the electorate participated: 61.4 percent
voted in favor, and 37.2 percent against. The yes vote was higher in the
predominantly Tatar rural areas (75.3 percent) than in the urban areas
(55.7 percent). In Kazan the majority of voters—51.2 percent—voted
against the referendum.51 All in all, the referendum did not represent an
overwhelming victory for those in Tatarstan who sought Tatarstan’s inde-
pendence, and at this point the extreme Tatar nationalists were effectively
silenced.

In fact, just two days after the referendum, Shamiyev stressed that
what he sought was a direct treaty with Russia in which the configuration
of power would resemble a confederation. Proving that the referendum
had, in effect, put an end to calls for complete independence, Shamiyev
reported that defense, security, and border protection would be delegated
by treaty to Russia.52 The time had come to get down to the business of
hashing out a treaty to govern relations between Russia and what would
inevitably be a subordinate Tatarstan.

Yeltsin had hoped that a bilateral treaty between Tatarstan and Russia
could be signed before the opening of the Russian Congress of People’s
Deputies on April 6, so that both the bilateral treaty and the Russian
Federal Treaty could be ratified simultaneously. Instead, delegates from
Tatarstan and Russia met and signed only a protocol on the results of
their consultations.53 They decided to continue talks,54 Shamiyev declar-
ing a year later his continuing intention to work for a solution.

[M]any questions are not solved yet, politically or economically. . . . We will go
about this without confrontation and in a constitutional way. . . . Tatarstan has
begun . . . a civilized path toward a new form of relations with Russia. We’re
ready to take part in the federation, to make available our military-industrial
capacity to Russia, and turn over our national security to Russia.55

Negotiations continued through 1993.56 At the end of August 1993,
Mihammat Sabirov, the prime minister of Tatarstan, announced that Ka-
zan and Moscow had reached an agreement on finances and oil and that
Russia had agreed to lift its budget blockade of Tatarstan. The agreement
stipulated that Tatarstan would contribute 2.1 million tons of oil toward
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paying off the foreign debt of the Former Soviet Union (FSU), and that
Tatarstan would be allowed to dispose of 5 million tons on its own.57 And
in February 1994, Russia and Tatarstan signed a bilateral treaty that nor-
malized their relations. The treaty, the result of two years’ negotiations,
included recognition of Tatarstan as a sovereign state freely associated
with the Russian Federation and a clause that recognized the republic’s
right to legal secession from the Russian Federation, though all involved
knew that Tatarstan would never again attempt to secede and that even if
it did, Russia would never allow it.

Tatarstan’s Bargaining Position and Questions of Legitimacy

The outcome of the Tatarstan-Russia conflict can best be explained by
Tatarstan’s inability to push for complete independence—once the de-
bate had shifted away from solely economic issues—because of a lack of
popular support for such a status. Prime evidence of this is found in the
republic’s almost-immediate softened rhetoric and willingness to sit
down for hard negotiations following the less-than-successful referendum
of March 1992. Nonetheless, evidence of the republic’s inability to mount
a serious effort for an ethnically based separation because of legitimacy
questions was interspersed throughout the four years of the indepen-
dence movement.

Two characteristics of Tatar settlement patterns were pointed to re-
peatedly as markers that detracted from the legitimacy of attempts to
secede. The first is that the Tatars were a dispersed group, since most
ethnic Tatars lived outside the republic. This fact was highlighted by
Vladimir Morokin, an ethnic Russian serving as a people’s deputy from
Tatarstan, in a March 1992 article in Rossiiskaya Gazeta. Morokin
pointed out that 75 percent of Tatars lived beyond Tatarstan and that
more than 700,000 of them lived in Moscow and its environs.58 In Sep-
tember 1992 Valery Tishkov put the issue perhaps most succinctly in the
following query: “If this is taken seriously as territorial self-determination,
explain to me, what will Tatarstan’s independence do for the four-fifths
of Tatars who live outside Tatarstan and the 300,000 who live in Mos-
cow?”59

It was thus impossible for those arguing for a “Tatarstan for Tatars” to
put forth their cause as legitimate, one that truly had the intention of
promoting a universal Tatar interest. Tatarstan could not be presented as
a home for Tatars, given that most Tatars would not have been able to
enjoy the fruits of the independent republic had it been allowed to se-
cede. An ethnically based movement, then, was delegitimized from the
start by such considerations. It is also worth noting that even if he had
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intended to present the independence struggle as an ethnic one, Sham-
iyev would have been unable to claim the position of leader of all Tatars;
paradoxically, Yeltsin represented more Tatars than the elected leader of
the Tatar Republic did.

Evidence, albeit limited, of an urban-rural divide in Tatarstan, with the
rural areas tending to support a more nationalist Tatar agenda than the
urban areas, surfaced in this case.60 Not only did the rural areas have
higher turnouts for the various elections, but they voted overwhelmingly
for Shamiyev and in support of the referendum on independence. Con-
versely, urban areas, in which ethnic Russians tended live, displayed much
apathy toward the electoral process, as evidenced by low voter turnout.

Perhaps more important, however, was the second characteristic of
Tatars’ settlement pattern: their lack of majority status within Tatarstan.
Given that ethnic Tatars comprised only 48.5 percent of the republic’s
population, an independent Tatarstan for Tatars would have been dele-
gitimized by that fact that the majority of the new state’s populace would
have been non-Tatar. Yeltsin understood this and used the concept against
those fighting for an independent state when he warned, “The actions of
ultra-nationalist forces [are] fraught with an infringement upon the rights
of the majority of the population and [will] result in a split among the
peoples of Tatarstan.”61 And although the simple fact that Tatars were a
minority within their own republic was enough on its own to severely
undermine the credibility of the independence movement, further dam-
age was done to secession efforts by the specific ways in which that popu-
lation was distributed. That is, in addition to being in the minority, Tatar
settlements were greatly interspersed with those of Russians, and Tatars
and Russians shared extremely high rates of intermarriage. Vladimir Bel-
yaev, a leader of the pro-Russian Soglasie movement, noted, “There is a
better chance for peace here because almost half of the families are
mixed—Tatar and Russian. . . . It will be much harder to split people
among ethnic lines.”62

More than four hundred years of mixing and assimilation between the
two groups had created a society in which it had become impossible to
separate the two populations. They had lived together for centuries and
had been socialized in a way that they were unable to define themselves
in opposition to each other. Most Tatars simply had no desire to separate
completely from Russians, a fact proven by the relatively small member-
ships of nationalist organizations and the low participation levels at inde-
pendence rallies throughout the course of the movement. One analyst
even described the apathetic Tatar population as inert (inertno) and at-
tributed the condition, in part, precisely to the high rates of intermar-
riages and births.63

The minority status of Tatars in the republic and the dispersion of the
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Tatar people as a whole thus served to severely undermine the legitimacy
of ethnically based independence attempts that arose sporadically. In ad-
dition, assimilation had resulted in high levels of familiarity. Thus, it
should come as no surprise that the majority of the republic’s population
was simply not willing to endorse an identity-based movement.

Russia’s Bargaining Position and Fears of Setting Precedents

Russia understood the legitimacy problems that a push for full Tatar in-
dependence entailed, and as such, it was never fully worried that Tatar
leaders or nationalists would follow through on any of their more ex-
treme threats and demands. This condition explains Russia’s willingness
to negotiate with the Tatars: they knew that if given moderate conces-
sions, Tatarstan would eventually back down from calls for independence
and would be satisfied with partial economic and political autonomy. By
contrast, as we shall see shortly, Russia knew that Chechens as a group
were serious about secession and that there was no hope for a Chechen
retreat. They were compelled to resort to force immediately in order to
rein in the Chechen Republic. The Tatars, however, could be reined in
with token concessions, and thus, as reported by ITAR-TASS, Yelstin
declared that force in the Tatar case was not an option and that Moscow
and Kazan needed to deal with each other in a “calm manner.”64

Regardless of Russia’s moderation in dealing with Tatarstan’s demands
as a whole, however, it was not willing to stand idly by while the republic
sent signals that secession was a possible goal. Lest any other indepen-
dence-minded republics get ideas about making threats of their own,
Russia was prepared to meet extreme Tatar gestures with tough rhetoric.
And despite periodic Tatar insistence that secession was not the republic’s
intention, there were plenty of opportunities for Moscow to respond
heatedly to mixed Tatar signals. In January 1992, for example, as an
agreement regulating economic relations was signed by Moscow and Ka-
zan,65 the Tatarstan Parliament was drafting citizenship legislation, an act
that Russia quite reasonably perceived as a possible step toward indepen-
dence.66

Likewise, in September 1992, Tatarstan was criticized in the Russian
press and by the Kremlin for its ambiguous stance toward independence.
Tatarstan remained insistent that it was not seceding, with Tatarstan vice
president Vasily Likhachov declaring, “There is no doubt that Tatarstan’s
policy is aimed at changing the republic’s status with respect to the Rus-
sian Federation. But those who say that Tatarstan wants to secede from
Russia and, moreover, is wrecking the Federation, are wrong.”67

But Shamiyev, in an effort to reinforce Likhachov’s sentiments, only
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added to the ambiguity: “I can plainly state that I have never in any
speech declared that we would secede from Russia. We continue to de-
clare that Tatarstan will strive for its independence.”68 And, at about the
same time that the vice president uttered his declaration, a delegation
sent to Moscow to carry on negotiations presented a draft treaty to the
Russians stipulating that the “Republic of Tatarstan enters into relations
with foreign states, concludes international treaties, and exchanges diplo-
matic and consular representatives,”69 an unambiguous signal of the in-
tention to be independent.

However, one of the greatest sources of Russian confusion, and thus
insecurity, was Shamiyev’s tolerance of an alternative government estab-
lished in Tatarstan in February 1992 by Ittifak. The attempt at an alterna-
tive government initially took the form of a congress (kurultay) popu-
lated by 877 members representing Tatar peoples from all over the former
Soviet Union.70 The congress was intended to reflect the dispersion
of Tatars but gave priority to the Tatar homeland: even though three-
fourths of all Tatars lived outside Tatarstan’s borders, they held only a
third of the congress’s leadership positions.

At their first meeting, the congress adopted more than twenty resolu-
tions, including one that gave the Tatars the right to use any means “to
conduct a liberation movement against Russian invaders.”71 In addition,
it adopted a flag for the Tatar nation, appealed to CIS members to recog-
nize the independence of Tatarstan, and requested recognition and full
membership in the UN Security Council.72

At the same time, the congress voted to recall their representatives
from the Russian Parliament and elected a seventy-five-member ruling
national assembly (Milli Medzhlis) that was designed to be an alternative
parliament to the Tatarstan Parliament. It was charged with the coor-
dination of cultural and national autonomy for Tatars, including the
preservation of language, development of education and media, and the
organization of interactions with states where large concentrations of
ethnic Tatars existed. In addition to adopting a resolution that gave the
Milli Medzhlis the authority to initiate referenda, the congress gave the
assembly the right to overturn Supreme Soviet rulings that it believed fell
within its jurisdiction.

Moderate Tatar organizations and leaders, including Shamiyev, re-
jected the congress and its resolutions. Although Talgat Abdullin, the
elected chairman of the Milli Medzhlis, told Interfax that “the congress
lays no claim to power in Tatarstan,” Shamiyev believed otherwise.73 He
was highly critical of the congress and threatened to take strong measures
against those who advocated a war of liberation against Russia. Shamiyev
urged Parliament to express its opinion on the congress’s attempt “to
replace or influence the legally elected Parliament”74 and condemned the
threatening and divisive tactics of the nationalists at the conference, an-
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nouncing that Tatarstan would pursue independence “exclusively in a
civilized and constitutional way.”75 Still, probably realizing that he would
benefit from giving Russia somewhat of a scare, he refused to shut the
alternative congress down.

Moscow was quick to respond, stressing that such Tatar moves toward
independence could potentially undermine Russia’s integrity. The Rus-
sian Parliament Commission for the National-State System and Inter-
ethnical Relations, for example, warned that interethnic relations would
be harmed, economic reform would be severely hampered, and the Con-
gress’s resolutions could “endanger the Russian Federation’s unity and
integrity.”76 Tatarstan, as we shall see shortly, was viewed as just one
domino in a series of potential secessions.

Perhaps the greatest source of Russian apprehension, though, was the
adoption by the legitimate Tatar Parliament of a new constitution in No-
vember 1992, months after serious bargaining had already been under
way. Many of the articles of the constitution presented Tatarstan as an
independent state, with a body of citizens acting in accordance with not
only its own constitutional laws but with international laws as well. Arti-
cle 59, for example, declared that the republic’s laws would have prece-
dence throughout the territory. Article 61 declared, “The Republic of
Tatarstan is a sovereign state and a subject of international law associated
with the Russian Federation–Russia on the basis of a treaty on the mu-
tual delegation of powers and authority.”

Under article 111, which delineated the powers of the president, sec-
tion 9 declares that the president “represents the republic in international
relations . . . and concludes treaties with foreign states.”77 The constitu-
tion also proclaimed some moderating features: the equality and protec-
tion of the rights of all citizens (at home and abroad) of all nationalities
(articles 3, 13, and 21), Russian and Tatar as the two state languages
(article 4), and dual citizenship—Tatar and Russian (article 19). But be-
cause the constitution did not clearly state that Tatarstan was part of the
Russian Federation, the authorities in Moscow insisted that it meant that
Tatarstan was seeking a separation from Russia. The Parliament most
likely passed such a constitution because at the time it was still unclear
what the final outcome of the negotiations would be.

Although Russia suspected that Tatarstan would never follow through
on such hints of complete independence, it was nonetheless imperative
for them to respond to such leanings in an unwavering manner. The
primary goal of Russian politicians at the time was to keep the Russian
Federation intact, and thus such threats had to be dealt with firmly in
order to avoid setting the precedent of being soft on secession. In a new
Russian Federation composed of twenty-one autonomous republics and a
multitude of ethnic groups that might someday mobilize for autonomy,
the structure of Russia precluded Moscow from considering, much less
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allowing, the independence of one of these. Thus, because Moscow faced
numerous potential secessionists, its bargaining position with regard to
any moves by Tatarstan for independence (but, remember, not auton-
omy, which it was willing to negotiate) was viewed as indivisible. As de-
scribed by an Izvestiya correspondent,

[Russia’s] concern is prompted not only by the possible complication of rela-
tions with Tatarstan and of the internal political situation there, but also by the
rather dangerous precedent, one that could become an example for certain other
autonomous republics. A precedent that could be an appreciable spur to disin-
tegrative and divisive processes in Russia and could make the establishment and
strengthening of Russia as a unified, integral state more difficult. The anxiety
[is] justified.78

This anxiety was voiced repeatedly in Russian reactions to perceived
extreme Tatar moves. Russian vice president Aleksandr Rutskoi issued
what was perhaps the strongest statement regarding the Tatar situation
when he declared that “the division of Russia is tantamount to death, not
only for us, but for humanity. It will mean death to the whole world.”79

In March 1992 Yeltsin, somewhat less dramatically, stated that he feared
that “the . . . actions of the leaders of Tatarstan clearly show that their
political course is aimed at splitting from Russia,”80 and he worried that
such actions “might jeopardize the dialogue between the state bodies of
Russia and Tatarstan to form a new type of relations within the federa-
tion. [Surely the] republic,” he added, “is capable of playing a construc-
tive role in building a free, democratic Russian federation.”81 Yeltsin him-
self argued that a unified Russia—and its territorial integrity—was an
unconditional right that had to be maintained.82

From the course of events, it is evident, then, that Russia was willing
to negotiate some measures of autonomy for the Tatars because it under-
stood that Tatar nationalists were not backed by a sense of legitimacy
sufficient enough to create a clear secession threat. Nonetheless, the Rus-
sians were quite unwilling to tolerate Tatar words and actions that seemed
to push for complete independence from the federation, responding to
them with strong rhetoric of their own in order to dissuade fellow repub-
lics backed by a greater sense of legitimacy and capability from attempt-
ing real secessions. The Russian bargaining position on independence,
then, was made indivisible by the constant need to avoid setting prece-
dents that might one day lead to the disintegration of the federation as a
whole.

The agreement that was eventually signed by Tatarstan and Russia cre-
ated an overall impression that an independence-minded republic had,
through tough bargaining, gained an increased measure of sovereignty.
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In reality, however, it was Moscow’s position that remained unwavering:
its leadership simply could not countenance an independent Tatarstan for
fear that it would lead to the disintegration of Russia. The Russians knew,
however, that given some concessions on autonomy, the Tatar resistance
would quickly melt away. Thus, Tatarstan’s leadership proved most con-
ciliatory as they backed down from vocalized plans to secede and ac-
cepted smaller measures of economic and political control. Their reluc-
tance to use ethnicity in the political arena was due wholly to the
constraints of their settlement patterns: Tatars were dispersed and did not
constitute a majority in Tatarstan. They therefore lacked the legitimacy to
push for complete independence, and this lack of legitimacy ultimately
explains why Tatarstan accepted a final subordination to the Russian
Federation.



5
Russia and Chechnya

This is our land. Get out! We’re defending our
homeland and we have nowhere to retreat.

—A Chechen in the face of Russian troops,
December 1994

Two contrasting events marked 1994 in the former Soviet Union: the
signing of a bilateral treaty and the outbreak of civil war. Although both
Chechnya and Tatarstan had initially demanded greater independence
from the Russian Federation, Tatarstan eventually moderated its de-
mands and signed a bilateral treaty with Moscow in February of that year.
Chechnya, however, remained recalcitrant, precipitating the deployment
of Russian Federation troops in December 1994 and a subsequent civil
war. Given the apparent similarities between the two independence
movements, and given their close proximity in time, why did a negoti-
ated settlement obtain in one interaction but not in the other?

This chapter focuses on the interaction of Russia with Chechnya.1 As in
the other case studies included in this book, I isolate the question of how
the state—Russia—and the ethnic group—the Chechens—viewed the
disputed territory, how such views conditioned their negotiations, and
how, as a result, violent conflict became more or less likely. In this inter-
action, violent conflict erupted because leaders on both sides presented
their cases as indivisible: Russia for reasons of reputation and precedent
setting and the Chechens because they had the legitimacy and capability
to do so.

This chapter is divided into four main sections. The first one presents
the historical and demographic background of the Chechens and Chech-
nya. The second section examines Chechnya’s bargaining with Moscow
over its independence bid from 1990 to 1994. The third section analyzes
the Chechen case with regard to settlement patterns and precedent set-
ting. The final section includes a comparative analysis of the merits of
material, nonmaterial, and elite-manipulation explanations in contrast to
my theory, to explain the outbreak of war in Chechnya versus the secur-
ing of peace in Tatarstan. Although the alternative explanations account
for part of the story, they explain less than the theory of indivisible terri-
tory can. The physical distribution of Tatars and Chechens influenced
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each group’s bargaining with the state, and precedent setting proved to
be a powerful determinant of Russia’s approach in both interactions.
Taken together, these positions determined whether the outcome of the
disputes would be a negotiated settlement or a civil war.

Chechens and Chechnya

Contemporary Chechnya comprises approximately 6,200 square miles
(16,000 square kilometers)2 and is located along the northern slopes
of the Caucasus Mountains, reaching into the flood plain of the Terek
River. It borders the Ingush republic to the west, the Dagestan Republic
along the east and north, and the Stavropol’ Kray and North Ossetian
Republic to the northwest. Across the mountains to the south lies Geor-
gia (see figure 5.1).

Because of the republic’s central and strategic location, Chechen his-
tory has been riddled with wars of conquest, and these wars have im-
printed on Chechen identity a virulent determination to resist any form
of colonization by outsiders. Though this determination is certainly most
recognizable with regard to its most recent application vis-à-vis Russia, it
has been in the making for centuries and has been directed at a multitude
of would-be rulers, in addition to the group’s neighbors to the north.
The region’s first conquerors, the Iranian Alars, ancestors of the Christian
Ossetians, came in the ninth through twelfth centuries and were respon-
sible for the Chechens’ conversion to Christianity. In 1241 the area was
taken over by the Golden Horde, which proved unable to secure lasting
control and was overthrown by the indigenous populations in 1300.
Turkish and Persian domination soon followed, and though regions sub-
servient to the Turks were allowed to govern themselves for the most
part, all taxes and issues of revenue were orchestrated by the Ottoman
Empire’s central government. At this time the Chechens, to secure the
better treatment and benefits that came with being more akin to their
rulers, began to adopt Islam as their faith.3 Subsequent efforts by out-
siders (namely, the Russians and Soviets) to dislodge this faith failed, and
it has survived for centuries to become a central characteristic of contem-
porary Chechen identity.

As the eighteenth century came to a close and Turkish and Persian
power waned, the Russian Empire moved south in its quest for imperial
expansion. Having defeated the Persians and the Ottomans by the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, Russian efforts focused on subduing the
newly obtained areas’ local populations. From 1817 until 1864, the re-
gion was host to a series of struggles known as the Caucasian Wars, at-
tempts by the peoples of the Northern Caucasus to dislodge the Russian
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imperial yoke and the religious and cultural suppression that came with
it. Most of the ethnic groups in the region were organized as tribal feder-
ations, and though these broad federations did not survive to the twen-
tieth century, they resulted from a societal structure that centered around
clans and remained a defining characteristic of Chechen sociopolitical
identity through modern times: “Here, where age-old concepts of honor
and mutual aid to one’s kin prevail, where the custom of blood ven-
geance persisted, protests against the repression took the familiar patri-
archal form—blood for blood.”4

The broadest union of Caucasian peoples resisting Russian domination
occurred during a twenty-year period that followed an 1839 Russian at-
tempt to disarm the locals through searches and seizures of private resi-
dences. This Russian policy provoked the peoples of the area to join ef-
forts under the military and spiritual leadership of Imam Shamil, the most
powerful of the region’s warlords; Shamil led the people of the North
Caucusus quite successfully, until his defeat in 1859. Although armed
conflicts continued sporadically, by the mid-1860s the Caucasus region,
including present-day Chechnya, had been successfully subdued and in-
corporated into the Russian Empire. For the most part, the Chechens
adapted their way of life to the new circumstances; though some locals
sought refuge in the Ottoman Empire and some remained in the moun-
tains to try to eke out a living in the harsh and desolate environment
there, most returned from battle to their land along the flood plain and
were forced to share it with Terek Cossack settlers.
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The adoption of a way of life within the Russian Empire, however, was
a forced necessity, and it neither erased the Chechen desire to be free nor
precluded Chechen attempts, when the opportunities presented them-
selves, to try yet again to secure independence.5 The twentieth century
saw three distinct Chechen attempts to break from Russia, each coming,
quite strategically, at a time when the larger state was weak and preoc-
cupied with revolutions or external wars.

The first of these attempts took place during the uncertainty of the
Russian Revolution. When the Bolsheviks took power in 1917, most
Chechens supported them with the expectation that they would receive
land and autonomy in exchange for their help after the war. Although
there were calls for an independent Chechnya, in 1918 the Chechens
united with other Northern Caucasus people to form the Mountain Re-
public (Gorskaia respublika). The first independence attempt of the
twentieth century thus found the Chechens retaining their outlook of the
nineteenth century: identifying with the Northern Caucasian people as a
whole rather than desiring a separate nation. As the Russian civil war
raged in the area, the forces of the newly established Mountain Republic
took part in the effort to eliminate the enemies of the Bolsheviks.6 And
although its support was welcomed during the war, it was repaid with
severe repression afterward; following the defeat of the opposition armies,
the Bolsheviks, seeking to consolidate power, occupied the region, put
into place a military regime, imposed direct rule, and suppressed the prac-
tice of Islam.7

It was only in the late 1930s, in large measure as a direct result
of Soviet policies, that the Chechens began to adopt an independent
Chechen identity, distinct from the other Mountain peoples of the re-
gion.8 In an effort to cope with the multitude of minorities within its
borders, the Soviet Union began to confer on certain groups official rec-
ognition. By giving them something to gain or lose, namely recogni-
tion—thus making them more cooperative—and by creating tension
among the groups through competition for recognition, the Soviet Union
hoped to reduce the instability that the existence of such groups pre-
sented. Thus in 1934, just before the adoption of the 1936 Soviet consti-
tution, the Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR)
was created. Republican status meant that Chechens were now an offi-
cially recognized national minority, leading to the creation of a Chechen
literary language, the promotion of Chechen culture,9 and, indirectly, the
consolidation of a Chechen identity.

Despite this elevation in status, the 1930s brought more struggles for
the Chechens, as they fell victim to the Soviet collectivization campaigns
and purges of local populations that were taking place throughout the
state.10 World War II and the 1940s brought the most brutal treatment,
as a failed Chechen independence movement, the second of its kind dur-
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ing the century, led to the government’s specific targeting of the group.
While Moscow was preoccupied with the war and the Germans were
gaining more control in the Caucusus region, the Chechens appealed to
the German invaders for recognition of an independent Chechen state.
Incensed, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin branded all Chechens traitors, ac-
cused them of aiding the invaders, dissolved the republic, and ordered
large numbers of them to be deported to Kazakhstan and Siberia.11 A
total of 498,452 people were deported from the republic to “special lo-
calities,” and of these, 316,317, or more than 60 percent, were Chech-
ens.12 Close to one-fourth of them died.

After the deportation, tens of thousands of Russians, Avars, Dargins,
Ossetians, and Ukrainians were settled in the Grozny area to avert an
impending economic crisis in the region. Chechens also charged that
such settlements were part of a deliberate Soviet policy to make a future
restoration of the Chechen-Ingush ethnic ASSR impossible.13 Nonethe-
less, the ethnic balance shifted back to favor the Chechens several years
later when they returned en masse following Khrushchev’s 1956 secret
speech that rehabilitated deported nationalities.14 It was a remarkable re-
turn, considering the fact that the Chechens had received no support or
assistance for the move from the Soviet state; Chechens wishing to return
to Chechnya had to bear all of the costs and risks of return themselves,
but they did so precisely because they considered the territory of Chech-
nya their homeland.

The strength of Chechen identity that was evident in this mass migra-
tion was still present at the close of the Soviet era and the beginning of
the Chechens’ third struggle for independence during the twentieth cen-
tury. In what are perhaps two of the greatest indicators of cultural status,
the Chechens displayed remarkable resilience and unification. First, as of
1989, 98.8 percent of Chechens retained their mother tongue15 despite
the fact that in most cases urbanization leads to a shift to Russian and
discourages the use of native languages. Among all non-Russian urban-
ites living in the former Soviet Union, only 62 percent retained their
mother tongue, compared with 84 percent of rural dwellers. Not only
did both urban and rural Chechen groups retain their language at a higher
proportion than was the state norm but the difference between the two
groups was a mere 2 percent: 97 percent of urban Chechens and 99 percent
of rural Chechens claimed the retention of their mother tongue.16

Second, in terms of religion, the people of Chechnya have insisted on
retaining their faith despite nearly continuous religious suppression over
the last two centuries. Islam remains strong in the region: nine out of ten
Chechens and Dagestanis consider themselves Muslims; seven in ten
Chechens, including most young people, say they not only believe in but
also practice Islam, and nearly 85 percent of Chechen and Dagestani
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TABLE 5.1
Population Data for Chechens (1989)

Distribution of Chechens
Number of
Chechens

Portion of Chechen
Population

Throughout FSU 957,000 100%
In RSFSR 899,000 94
In Chechen-Ingush Republic 753,000 82
Elsewhere in Russia 164,000 18

children born since 1981 were given Muslim names.17 The strength of
the Chechen Islamic faith has been attributed to the prevalence of Sufism
among the group; because Sufism is clan based and less reliant on
mosques and other Muslim institutions, it has been better able to with-
stand the attempts of the Russians and Soviets to force the Chechens to
convert.18

The strength of Chechen identity at the end of the Soviet era was also
reflected by the fact that, at the time, almost all Chechens lived in the
Chechen Republic. According to the 1989 census, Chechens comprised
0.6 percent (899,000) of the total population of Russia. Of this num-
ber, 82 percent (735,000) lived in the Chechen-Ingush Republic, and
only 18 percent (164,000) resided elsewhere in Russia, as indicated in
table 5.1.19

In addition, within Chechnya, Chechens clearly constituted a majority:
according to the 1989 census, the districts considered part of the
Chechen homeland (separate from what constitutes the Ingush Republic)
contained just over one million people, of whom 715,000 were Chechen,
269,000 Russian, and 25,000 Ingush. Mixing between the groups was
minimal: rates of intermarriage were low, and most Russians were geo-
graphically concentrated in the urban areas. The Chechens constituted a
concentrated majority.

At the end of the Soviet era, then, conditions in Chechnya had ripened
to the point where a prime opportunity existed for challenging Soviets’
and Russians’ sovereignty over the republic. The central government, as
during the Chechens’ two previous twentieth-century attempts at inde-
pendence, was weak, and Chechen identity had been consolidated and
reinforced by the presence of most Chechens within the borders of their
homeland. oFears of external domination had been kindled not only by
stories of empires’ past domination but also by the very real and threaten-
ing deportation experiences of many Chechens, most of whom were still
alive, during the Soviet years. The Russians and Soviets had proven re-
peatedly their willingness to destroy the Chechen Republic, and the
events of the 1990s were perceived as being no different. What follows is
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a description of the Chechen attempt to secure independence as the So-
viet Union disintegrated and an explanation of how Chechen settlement
patterns and Russian fears of precedent setting combined to produce
conditions that would inevitably lead to the brutal outcome of war.

Chechnya’s Bargaining with Russia

Chechnya’s most recent quest for sovereignty did not start out in the
violent fashion in which it ended. In fact, initial Chechen discontent cen-
tered on perceived Soviet indifference to local environmental concerns.
Chechen patterns followed those emerging throughout the rest of the
USSR: as perestroika led to an openness in Soviet politics in the late
1980s and people were allowed to voice their concerns over an increasing
range of issues, discontent with environmental conditions became one of
the primary impetuses for public mobilization. This newfound mobiliza-
tion among local groups proceeded to then usher in a period of national
evaluation and reflection among many of the USSR’s ethnic minorities.
In the case of Chechnya, the first mass public demonstration occurred in
the summer of 1988, in the city of Gudermes, over a Soviet proposal to
construct a biochemical plant. The main issue? Not Chechen indepen-
dence from the state, but impending environmental degradation, the
need to protect the local population, and the perception that Moscow
and the Communist Party were indifferent to such concerns. These initial
concerns and demonstrations, however, gave rise to broader ones, and in
a short period they encouraged the emergence of questions about
Chechen history, its role in the union, and issues of self-determination.

Two months after the Gudermes demonstration and the subsequent
perceived inaction of the state, the People’s Front of the Chechen-In-
gushetia Republic, the first organization to form in opposition to the
dominant Communist Party, was formed. The front had a broad agenda
and was not necessarily nationalist. It sought to establish a democratic
system of government, to protect the environment, and to revive the
history, culture, and language of the Chechen and Ingush nations.20

Throughout 1989 and 1990, numerous nationalist political and social
groups began to form, and the Communists were forced to adjust their
platform to meet the demands of the people.21 The original People’s
Front became more and more marginalized as most of its agenda was
adopted by the Communist Party.

The front’s replacement as Chechnya’s most influential political group
came in May 1990, when the Vaynakh Democratic Party (VDP), at first
formed simply to advance the rights of Chechens without a specific polit-
ical agenda, was established. Although it was initially loyal to Chechen
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Communist Party secretary Doku Zavgayev, it broke away from him by
autumn with an increasingly extreme platform that called for a sovereign
and independent Chechen republic with equal rights in the USSR.22 It
also pushed for the reestablishment of a council of elders, a greater role
for Islamic law, proportional representation in the local cadres, and an
end to migrations to and from the Chechen-Ingush ASSR.23 The VDP
became the leading party within the broader-based Chechen National
Congress (CNC), which was formed by intellectuals in November 1990
and quickly became the largest national political organization, serving as
the republic’s version of a popular front for the Chechen population.24

The battle to set an agenda and capture the population’s support gave
rise to tensions between Chechnya’s Communist government and the
CNC. During its first meeting, in November 1990, the CNC called for a
sovereign Chechen-Ingush republic and elected Zhokhar Dudayev as
chairman of its Executive Committee. Dudayev, born in a Chechen vil-
lage in 1944, had been deported a few weeks later with his family to
Kazakhstan. After returning to Chechnya in 1957, he had entered the
military, joined the Communist Party in 1966, and become a major gen-
eral of the air force. From 1987 to 1991 he commanded the strategic
bomber group based in Tartu, Estonia. He was sympathetic to the objec-
tives of the Estonian national movement and was able to observe the
movement and learn how nationalist popular fronts operated. After his
election as chairman of the National Congress Executive Committee, he
retired from the air force and returned to Chechnya.25 His return, and the
CNC’s actions, were met by equally sweeping moves on the part of the
Communist-dominated Chechen-Ingush Supreme Soviet, which, in No-
vember 1990, in an effort to garner the support of the people, adopted
its own nationalist decree, the Declaration on State Sovereignty of the
Chechen-Ingush Republic.

The CNC nevertheless maintained that the Communist government
had lost the trust of the people and that it needed to be dissolved. Con-
tinuing to stress that Chechnya should be independent and that the
rights of Chechens should be protected, it called for the “unconditional
recognition of the Chechen nation’s right to independence, compensa-
tion for crimes committed against the Chechen nation, trials of the
guilty, and establishment of a government based on democratic princi-
ples.”26

Throughout the early part of the movement, however, it was unclear
precisely what portion of the public supported the moves of the CNC
and its leadership. Membership and polling data are to this day unavail-
able and probably do not exist at all. The first clear demonstration of
public support for Dudayev did not come until the events of August
1991, which found Communist leader Doku Zavgayev in Moscow for
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the signing of the Union Treaty during the ill-fated coup against Gor-
bachev. Out of pragmatism, and hoping that they would be supported
once their fellow ideologues took control of the central government,
Zavgayev and his deputies backed the coup. Dudayev, much more con-
cerned with issues of justice and nationalist considerations, took what he
saw as the high ground, issuing a decree denouncing the coup plotters as
criminals and appealing to the Chechen population to defend democracy
and begin a campaign of civil disobedience. Large rallies were held in his
support and in support of the CNC. When Zavgayev returned to Chech-
nya on August 21, Dudayev and his followers had taken control of Grozny,
and Zavgayev was unable to regain power over the institutional struc-
tures of the republic. On September 6 troops from the CNC stormed the
Chechen Parliament building and forced Zavgayev to officially resign and
the Parliament to disband. Power had effectively been shifted completely
to the CNC.

Simultaneously, Gorbachev survived the coup, but power devolved to
Russian leader Boris Yeltsin. The coup in Chechnya, which sought to
overthrow Communist-era cronies and supplant them with Chechen na-
tionalists, fitted with Yeltsin’s moves in Moscow, and at this stage, the
Russians regarded Chechnya and Dudayev as potential allies in the power
struggle to displace the old ruling elite. Moscow nevertheless remained
concerned about how events were playing out in Chechnya and in No-
vember attempted to establish order. Viewing the CNC government as
illegitimate—having taken power only by a coup—it set up the Provi-
sional Supreme Council (PSC) and scheduled elections for November 17
for a permanent government. The newly elected government, Moscow
hoped, would legitimately represent the will of the people.

Dudayev, however, was uninterested in Moscow’s help and went about
consolidating his position. After his troops stormed the local KGB offices,
he demanded that Moscow recognize that legitimate power was in the
hands of his CNC Executive Committee.27 Russian vice president Alek-
sandr Rutskoi met with Dudayev and the Executive Committee on Octo-
ber 6, during which he warned Dudayev about the illegality of storming
buildings and “told him to stop ‘politicizing’ the people.”28 The PSC
stepped up its activities and rhetoric in response to Rutskoi’s visit, declar-
ing itself the only legitimate political authority in the republic and warn-
ing Chechens about the activities of the CNC.

Armed formations are on the rampage; buildings of state agencies have been
seized; unconstitutional resolutions have been published, including some that
are provoking interethnic conflicts; and television and radio are being used to
discredit people disagreeable to the Executive Committee. In view of the fact
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that the Provisional Supreme Council is the only body of power of the
Chechen-Ingush Republic Supreme Soviet, its members appeal to the peoples
of Checheno-Ingushetia not to permit a further escalation of antidemocratic
processes.29

Dudayev, meanwhile, was planning elections of his own, to take place a
month earlier than the Russian- and PSC-backed ones. The PSC im-
plored the Chechen people to boycott Dudayev’s early elections and, in
an attempt to establish a sense of stability earlier rather than later, re-
quested that the Russian Supreme Soviet recognize its legal status as the
permanent government of the republic. Following a report from Rutskoi
about his trip to Chechnya and his observations of the worsening political
conditions, the Russian Supreme Soviet Presidium officially responded by
declaring that the PSC was the only legal political formation in the re-
public and that it had the authority to take all necessary measures to
stabilize the situation. Armed formations (that is, the CNC’s troops,
called the National Guard) were to turn in their weapons, and elections
were to be held in accordance with Russian Federation legislation.30

Dudayev described the resolution as a “virtual declaration of war on
our republic.”31 The Executive Committee of the CNC announced a
general mobilization and the expansion of the National Guard, and fifty
thousand people demonstrated in Grozny in Dudayev’s support.32 The
units of the National Guard were put on alert,33 and the CNC called for
the suspension of all activities by the Russian-dominated prosecutor’s of-
fice, Ministry of Internal Affairs, and judicial agencies.34

Moscow, still underestimating the resolve of Dudayev and his support
among the Chechen people, attempted to handle the crisis by negotiat-
ing with the CNC. From October 11 to October 16, talks between a
Russian parliamentary delegation and the Executive Committee of the
CNC centered on four demands:

1. Cancellation of the Chechen presidential election set up by the CNC.
2. Preservation of the integrity of the republic within Russia.
3. Suspension of the blockade of news media and government buildings.
4. Disarmament of armed formations35.

Though Dudayev was willing to consider the third demand, the other
three were seen as vitally linked to Chechen independence and sover-
eignty and thus, in his mind, were nonnegotiable.36 So, for example, he
called off the general mobilization and handed over control of the Coun-
cil of Ministers building and the local television and radio studios to the
Ministry of Internal Affairs (thereby meeting the third demand), but he
refused to reschedule elections, guarantee the integrity of Chechnya, or
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disarm his troops.37 He further rejected Russia’s idea that the PSC, and
not the Executive Committee of the CNC, was the only legal power
structure in the republic.

Yeltsin responded with more harsh rhetoric, ordering the citizens of
Chechnya to surrender their arms within three days and warning the Ex-
ecutive Committee that if they did not cease their illegal activities, Russia
would take measures to “stabilize the situation.”38 Ignoring his demands,
the Executive Committee pressed ahead with preparations for the Octo-
ber elections.

On October 27, 1991, the CNC-organized presidential and parlia-
mentary elections took place. The population of Chechnya, minus ethnic
Russians and Ingushetians, voted overwhelmingly in favor of Dudayev
and his supporters.39 In the eyes of the people, Dudayev was the legit-
imately elected president of the republic, his faction gaining control of
Chechnya’s newly elected Parliament.40 Acting as the legitimate represen-
tative of the Chechen people, Dudayev issued a decree on November 1,
1991, proclaiming the sovereignty of the Chechen Republic.41

Russia, however, discounted the authority of the elections and main-
tained that they were simply one more illegitimate action undertaken by
a group that had come to power in an illegitimate fashion. Pushed by
Rutskoi, who was the more extreme nationalist of the two, Yeltsin de-
clared a state of emergency in the Chechen Republic on November 7 and
sent troops to Grozny. The newly elected Chechen Parliament responded
by granting Dudayev emergency powers, who then ordered martial law
and mobilized his troops. Hundreds of Russian Interior Ministry troops
were met as they landed, disarmed without a struggle by Chechen troops,
and later bused to North Ossetia. The Russian Parliament, uneasy about
the unfolding situation, pressured Yeltsin to recall the troops and end the
state of emergency, which he subsequently did.42

The episode made Moscow look like the aggressive and incompetent
party in the affair. Dudayev emerged as the victor and was able to parlay
his successful resistance to the Russian military offensive into even more
popular support.43 On November 9, “tens of thousands” gathered on
Freedom Square to support Chechnya’s independence and the new gov-
ernment. When Dudayev was sworn in as president by the Chechen Par-
liament, he turned Moscow’s profession of support for democracy and
legitimacy against it, arguing, “If Russia [were to] recognize the sover-
eignty and rights of the Chechen people, . . . the majority of the popula-
tion [would] vote in favor of the status of a Union Republic,”44 and
warning at the same time that “if a new war begins in the Caucasus,
people in Moscow won’t sleep peacefully.”45 Even some of the opposition
came over to Dudayev’s side. Moscow’s imposition of troops was trans-
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lated into the triumph of the Chechen people over the invading Russians
imperialists. As one of Dudayev’s aides declared:

We have no opposition now; resentments and disagreements have been forgot-
ten. We are united in the face of the threat of intervention. Not tens but hun-
dreds of thousands of our people are armed. The Vainakhs [Chechens] will
fight to the bitter end. But we give fair warning: if blood is shed, we won’t
forgive Yeltsin, Rutskoi, Arsanov, or anyone else for it.46

From Moscow’s perspective, the problem was that Union Republic
status would have afforded Chechnya the right to secede from both
Russia and the USSR. The Russians, viewing the CNC as illegitimate,
were furthermore unable to come to terms with the condition laid down
by Dudayev for negotiations: Moscow had to recognize him as president
and the faction in control of Parliament as the legitimate bodies of power
in the republic.47 Because Chechnya remained unyielding about its inde-
pendence and who represented the republic in this bid for independence,
elites in Russia grew frustrated. It was this frustration that had led to the
dispatch of troops in 1991. Although the purpose was simply to demon-
strate that Russia would not countenance the independence of an errant
republic, the effect was that it proved, in the eyes of the Chechens, that
Moscow, once again, was threatening the survival of the Chechen people,
and it served only to strengthen their resolve.

Stalemate: 1992–93

Throughout 1992, Dudayev continued to refuse to compromise on
Chechnya’s independence from Russia, and Moscow remained adamant
in its refusal to negotiate with Dudayev and to recognize Chechen inde-
pendence.48 Deliberations over negotiations between the Chechen and
Russian delegations, which began in March 1992, were difficult. On De-
cember 31 a suggestion for a draft agreement delineating Chechen-Rus-
sian relations was published in the local press but was quickly rejected by
both Dudayev and Husein Akhmadov, the head of the Parliament, on the
grounds that it violated both Chechnya’s declaration of sovereignty and
its constitution.49 The year 1992 ended with little compromise on either
side.

By the beginning of 1993, Dudayev had managed to consolidate his
position, but Chechnya was beginning to feel the impact of the economic
and transportation blockade that Russia had imposed earlier as a way to
isolate Chechnya and undermine Dudayev’s rule.50 One side effect of this
strategy was a sharp increase in illegal and black market activity in
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Chechnya, thus increasing the anarchic conditions in the republic. The
year was characterized by troubles between the leaders and their domes-
tic opposition in both Chechnya and Russia, as much as by conflicts be-
tween the two entities. Dudayev faced mounting opposition at home as
some constituents blamed him for the misfortunes of the Chechen econ-
omy. As one analyst put it, “Even sympathetic observers have called the
Dudayev government’s management of the Chechen economy a disaster;
the blockade and other sanctions imposed by Russia, even though they
were haphazardly enforced, accelerated the economic decline.”51 Between
1991 and 1993, the gross national product of the republic declined by
some 65.3 percent, per capita income fell to one-fourth its 1991 level,52

and industrial production fell by as much as 60 percent.53

The Chechen Parliament, seeking to distance itself from a leader who
it suspected would be forced to take the political fall for the republic’s
economic woes, demanded Dudayev’s resignation; in response, Dudayev
imposed emergency rule and issued a decree dissolving the Parliament,
though the dissolution never took place at the time. The reaction to
Dudayev’s moves proved that he had not lost all support: thirty thousand
of his backers gathered in front of the Parliament building, and “some-
what” fewer opposition supporters gathered on another square.54 While
Dudayev and his supporters held previous communist administrations re-
sponsible for the political and economic crisis, the opposition continued
to place the blame on Dudayev’s failure to cope with the economic block-
ade and stated that the public would not back the leader due to the
drastic drop in living standards.

Meanwhile, in keeping with its refusal to negotiate with Dudayev, Russia
attempted to strike a deal with the Chechen Parliament and Yaragai Ma-
modayev, the Chechen prime minister. In response, Dudayev sacked
Mamodayev and issued yet another decree, which dissolved the Parlia-
ment. Nevertheless, the Parliament called for a referendum asking
Chechen citizens whether they wanted to retain the presidency and
whether they trusted Dudayev or the Parliament, a move that Dudayev
obviously did not support.55 In June his military units stormed two build-
ings occupied by opposition legislators,56 and he threatened that if the
opposition Parliament continued to push for the referendum, he would
use “any means” to prevent it.57 The Parliament was eventually dissolved.

Although Dudayev’s support in the Parliament had obviously waned,
his popular support, for the most part, had not. Though the public was
discontented with the state of the economy, it still viewed Dudayev as the
legitimate leader and the only man capable of leading Chechnya to inde-
pendence. Parliament overestimated the sway that the economic issue
would hold among the populace and underestimated Dudayev’s political
staying power. According to one report, local authorities in 70 percent of
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the villages and towns in the republic refused to hold the referendum on
Chechnya’s presidency and their trust in Dudayev, and three thousand
people gathered in front of the presidential palace to demonstrate in sup-
port of Dudayev and of his opposition to the referendum. Only about
half as many came out in support of the dissolved Parliament.

With the Parliament’s dissolution, a formal opposition government led
by former prime minister Mamodayev was formed.58 Although Mamoda-
yev was in opposition to Dudayev, he too pushed to clarify Chechnya’s
status vis-à-vis Russia. Mamodayev sent a letter to the constitutional arbi-
tration body of Russia requesting that they investigate the inclusion of
Chechnya in the Russian constitution59 and claimed that in terms of inter-
national law, Chechnya had never been part of Russia, that in fact it had
been seized, and that the seizure was never legally regularized. Although
Dudayev did not recognize Mamodayev’s authority, the two men agreed
that Chechnya’s relationship with Russia should be negotiated, and both
seemed committed to Chechen independence. The year 1993 had thus
brought increased dissension within Chechen society but had neverthe-
less not changed the republic’s bargaining position vis-à-vis Moscow.

Civil War

The year 1994 brought more direct conflict between the Russian Federa-
tion and its independence-minded regions, Chechnya in particular. Mos-
cow was beginning to face the reality that a Chechen opposition was
incapable of overthrowing Dudayev.60 In seeming recognition of Dud-
ayev’s continued support, a high-level meeting took place between Rus-
sian prime minister Viktor Chernomyrdin and Chechen prime minister
Mairbek Mugadev at the end of January. According to Mugadev, the two
sides concluded that Yeltsin and Dudayev should meet to resolve eco-
nomic disputes and engineer a political settlement.61 Moscow again is-
sued stipulations to Chechnya before the negotiations could begin:

1. Chechnya must stop slandering Moscow.
2. Chechnya must act as a republic within the Russian Federation.
3. The Chechen delegation must study the treaty signed between Tatarstan

and Moscow.

Although Dudayev expressed his willingness to meet with the Russian
leadership in March, he nevertheless stressed that he would not retreat
“one iota from the idea of the state independence of the republic.”62

Aslanbek Akbulatov, the head of the Chechen delegation, underscored
Dudayev’s position: Chechnya was willing to compromise on details but
would insist on independence.
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Moves toward negotiations continued through the spring, but each
side’s preconditions precluded any serious progress. Although Moscow
was now willing to negotiate with Dudayev and had dropped the condi-
tion that he be replaced, it was on the added condition that Dudayev
himself sign the Russian Federal Treaty. Dudayev, however, refused to
submit to negotiations if it meant that Chechnya had to accept that it
was a part of Russia,63 and signing the Russian Federal Treaty would have
meant exactly that.

Out of frustration, Moscow yet again sought to negotiate with others
in Chechnya. On April 15, for example, Yeltsin issued a decree calling for
the Russian government to negotiate not only with the Dudayev govern-
ment but also with other Chechen political and social movements. In a
further display of Dudayev’s support among the populace, including the
backing of his enemies, opposition leader Mamodayev warned that Mos-
cow’s move was fraught with complications and would probably disrupt
the already tenuous negotiations.64 Dudayev was still very much in con-
trol of Chechnya’s future.

At the end of May it seemed as if negotiations would finally take place
between Yeltsin and Dudayev, as Sergei Shakrai, widely viewed as a pri-
mary obstacle to negotiations, was dismissed as the Russian minister for
Nationalities Affairs and Regional Policy.65 Dudayev supported this ac-
tion, and Russian officials announced that Yeltsin would soon meet with
the Chechen leader. Yet political intrigue persisted, and Dudayev re-
mained wary: prior to May 1994, he had survived four assassination at-
tempts and a parliamentary coup, and on May 27 a fifth attempt was
made on his life. Accusations abounded that Moscow was sponsoring
state terrorism and that it was behind this and the other attempts, as well
as the sponsor of Dudayev’s opposition.66 Not surprisingly, the negotia-
tions halted.

Throughout the summer of 1994, the opposition in Chechnya contin-
ued its unsuccessful attempts to destabilize Dudayev. With aid and arms
from Moscow, the opposition Chechen Provisional Council (CPC) built
up armed units and sought to unite others against the government.67 By
August 2, after declaring itself the only legal body in Chechnya, the CPC
claimed to be in control of all Chechnya, except for a few small areas,
though the situation on the ground indicated otherwise.68 Not only did
the western media report that Dudayev was still firmly in control, but at a
large meeting held in Grozny on August 10, in which all seventeen ad-
ministrative districts were represented by religious and clan leaders, the
participants voted to launch a holy war in the event of a Russian invasion
and advised Dudayev to declare martial law and a general mobilization.
Popular support remained with Dudayev, and certainly with his objec-
tives.69 On August 21 a rally attended by ten thousand participants was
held to show support for Dudayev; and on September 6 an astonishing
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two hundred thousand supporters attended a speech he gave to mark the
third anniversary of Chechnya’s independence.70 In the speech, Dudayev
maintained that the Chechen people had no one to fear so long as they
remained united to defend their independence.

Clashes between Dudayev’s forces and the opposition intensified, and
there were indications that Russian troops and equipment were involved
directly, although the Russian Defense Ministry issued repeated denials.71

One of the largest assaults came on November 25, when CPC forces
attempted to storm the Chechen capital. Backed by some forty helicop-
ters with Russian markings, artillery, and tanks, they claimed to control
the presidential palace.72 The attack, however, was an unmitigated disas-
ter for Dudayev’s opponents, both in Russia and in Chechnya. Within
twelve hours, Dudayev’s forces decisively crushed the CPC assault, cap-
turing Russian crews and supplying definitive proof of his long-standing
claim that Chechen opposition was really the work of Russia and its agents.

The crisis continued to escalate. On November 29, Yeltsin stepped up
his rhetoric, ordering the two sides to immediately lay down their arms or
else face all the force Moscow had at its disposal. Dudayev ignored Yeltsin’s
demand, and on December 5, while stating that Chechnya was willing to
hold talks with Moscow, reiterated his insistence that Chechnya’s indepen-
dence was not negotiable.73 On December 9 Yeltsin responded by ordering
the disarmament of illegal armed formations in Chechnya and stating that
his goal was to seal off the republic by December 15.

By December 15 approximately six hundred Russian tanks and an esti-
mated forty thousand troops advanced from Ingushetia, Dagestan, and
North Ossetia and remained fifteen to forty kilometers outside the capi-
tal.74 Their advance had been slowed by civilians blocking their approach
along the way, as well as by attacks from Chechen units. Dudayev refused
to agree to talks until all Russian troops left Chechen territory, realizing
that although Moscow’s capitulation was surely preferable to war, he held
a strong hand either way. If Moscow backed off, then Dudayev could
take credit for fending off Russian imperialism and maintaining Chechen
independence. If Moscow decided to fight, he could wage a war of the
kind the Russians feared most—another Afghanistan—at the same time
benefiting from Western outcries at a Russian attack on such a small eth-
nic group. Russian troops did not leave until 1996, when, after taking
and losing Grozny several times and suffering a huge number of casu-
alties, Russia sued for peace.

Analysis: Settlement Patterns and Precedent Setting

Among Chechens, Moscow has always been viewed as an imperialist
power that colonized the Caucasus by force and repeatedly threatened to
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annihilate them. Each time that Russian or Soviet power eroded, the
Chechens fought wars to gain their independence. In a speech in August
1992, Chechen leader Zhokhar Dudayev demonstrated the group’s hos-
tility toward Russia and its attachment to the homeland, declaring that
“[i]n the future, any armed intervention of Russia in Chechnya’s affairs
will mean a new Caucasian war, believe me. . . . For the last 300 years
they [Moscow] taught us to survive. To survive not as individuals but as a
nation. . . . Three hundred years of bloodshed are quite enough. . . .
This will be a war without rules.”75 Moscow, Chechens believed, threat-
ened their survival as a nation, and under Dudayev’s leadership Chechens
persisted in demanding an independent state, viewing it as the only guar-
antee of their survival as a people. Survival rhetoric abounded, with Dud-
ayev accusing Moscow of robbing Chechnya of its cultural heritage and
economic assets. He even rejected Russian proposals that advanced eco-
nomic stability over political freedom,76 explicitly proving his willingness,
and the willingness of Chechens as a whole, to accept economic hardship
in exchange for political independence and what was viewed as ethnic
survival.

Chechnya’s dire outlook was facilitated by Chechen settlement pat-
terns, which supported both the capability and the legitimacy of its inde-
pendence demand. Chechens were concentrated and comprised a major-
ity of Chechnya’s population; as such their capacity to mobilize was high.
The widely accepted notion that Chechnya must be ruled by Chechens
and the perception that Chechens had an obligation to defend their
homeland provided legitimacy and was proven by Moscow’s inability to
dislodge Dudayev because of the support he had garnered from the pub-
lic as a whole. Just as Chechen ancestors had fought to overthrow the
Russian imperial yoke, so would today’s and tomorrow’s generations: the
past was no different from the present. Dudayev was representing the
position of a majority of Chechens at the bargaining table, and as such he
understood that he possessed both the capability and the legitimacy to
fight the state, if it should come to that.

Russia, as discussed in the previous chapter, was a multiethnic state
with numerous concentrated ethnic minorities and therefore faced many
potential independence movements. Consequently, Moscow was deeply
opposed to granting independence to any of its dissatisfied ethnic groups,
fearing this would lead to independence by other groups and ultimately
threaten to unravel Russia. This concern about precedent setting explains
why Russia viewed all of its territory, be it Tatarstan or Chechnya, as
indivisible. Thus, to Russia, the use of force in Chechnya must have
seemed preferable for two reasons. First, it was guaranteed to succeed,
and at a relatively low cost in blood and treasure.77 Second, Tatarstan had
only just achieved greater political autonomy after a long and drawn-out
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period of negotiations short of violence, so the resort to force in Chechnya—
a positive use of the logic of precedent setting—might discourage others
from attempting to achieve greater autonomy or succeeding by any other
means. Though Russia negotiated for several years before sending in
troops, such measures were extremely halfhearted and most likely a result
of the need to buy organizational time and perhaps even to garner do-
mestic and international support; attempts to negotiate would make it
look as if Russia had at least tried to solve the crisis without using brute
force, thus legitimizing any future war.

On December 12, 1994, just days before the war began in earnest,
Yeltsin made a speech before both houses of Parliament and asked a rhe-
torical question reflecting the importance he attached to precedent set-
ting. He questioned whether Russia should “negotiate the status of
Chechnya as part of Russia, and is the Parliament ready to introduce into
the constitution an amendment on the right of Chechnya to secede, in
view of the possible domino effect this would have on other secession-
minded republics within the Russian Federation.”78 Yeltsin’s speech made
it clear that in his view, Chechen territory was indivisible and that using
force to suppress the Chechen independence movement was the only
option left. Six years later Yeltsin again stressed the preeminence of prec-
edent setting. In his published memoirs, he stated that during the session
of the Russian Security Council in which the decision to use force in
Chechnya was made, “The general position was unanimous: We cannot
stand idly by while a piece of Russia breaks off, because this would be the
beginning of the collapse of the country.”79 Moscow thus had to inter-
vene to prevent Chechnya and others from attempting to gain indepen-
dence, since the accumulation of seceding actors would eventually
threaten Russia’s very survival.

Comparative Analysis and Competing Explanations:
Chechnya and Tatarstan

In the Russia-Chechnya interaction, the conflicting parties were a state
concerned about precedents and an ethnic group willing and capable of
seceding. This situation differed greatly from the predicament of Ta-
tarstan. To test whether my theory best accounts for war in Chechnya
and peace in Tatarstan, let us examine the cases in relation to possible
alternative explanations. As I demonstrate, materialist, nonmaterialist,
and elite-manipulation theories, outlined in chapter 1, are capable of ac-
counting for some of these dynamics, my theory accounts for more of
these dynamics.
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Materialist Explanations

Although it seems clear that precedent-setting concerns dominated Mos-
cow’s thinking in both Tatarstan and Chechnya, there is an alternative
explanation. That is, Russian leaders viewed the disputed territories as
indivisible due to their strategic and intrinsic worth. Chechnya, for exam-
ple, was strategically important because it shared an international border
with Georgia. Losing the republic would therefore mean a Russia that
was smaller and more vulnerable to external forces. Tatarstan, however,
which was located well inside Russia, had no international borders and
would presumably be easier for Russia to control. The problem with this
argument, however, is that during the negotiations between 1991 and
1994, it was not clear that Russia itself would remain intact. Tatarstan
could have had an international border had other regions gained their
independence.80 The strategic-worth argument therefore cannot ade-
quately explain why violence emerged in Chechnya and not in Tatarstan.

What about natural and man-made resources? Can their presence or
absence explain why violence emerged in Chechnya and not in Tatarstan?
The problem with this argument is that both Tatarstan and Chechnya
contained important resources. Grozny, for example, was a major oil-
refining center, and an important pipeline network transited northern
Chechnya. This pipeline provided Russia needed leverage over the entire
Caucasus region and played a role in Russia’s dispute over exploration
and drilling rights in the Caspian Sea. As for Tatarstan, it served as a
major hub for transporting oil and natural gas throughout Russia. Thus,
since both regions had roughly equal resources, it is impossible to argue
that differences in resource levels alone can account for the different out-
comes in these two cases.

Two further points cut against the materialist argument. If the oil
pipelines were all that mattered, then the Russian army’s job should have
been done once it gained control over the territory containing the pipe-
lines. The army, however, did not halt but pushed deeper into Chechnya
in an effort to control the entire republic. It is also worth noting that
Russia could have negotiated a solution that would have made the loss of
complete control over the pipeline less harmful to its interests. If Mos-
cow was worried in general about Chechen control of energy resources
or being blocked in efforts to participate in an energy consortium, why
was it not just as concerned in the Tatar case? Tatarstan was allowed to
sell off 50 percent of its oil wealth, but in Chechnya Moscow refused
even to negotiate about such resources, even though these resources, like
those of Tatarstan, were divisible. Given that Moscow had demonstrated
its willingness to divide such resources with Tatarstan, this argument can-
not explain why it was unwilling to compromise with Chechnya.
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Second, Russia was under extreme fiscal duress in the early 1990s.81

The government had almost no income from taxes, precisely because
many republics refused to pay them. Under such circumstances, the loss
of revenue from any errant republic might provoke strong measures from
Moscow. The problem with this argument is that Tatarstan was a rich
republic, whereas Chechnya was not merely poor but a net drain.82

Therefore, if budget considerations were driving Moscow’s thinking, it
should have cut Chechnya loose.

Clearly all of these factors played a role in Russia’s decision to commit
combat troops. But just as clearly, there were many indications—though
ignored by many in Moscow—that the costs of military intervention
would be high and the benefits of conquest low. Galina Starovoitova,
Yeltsin’s adviser on ethnic issues, told Russian television journalists, for
example, that the security situation in the Caucasus, including Chechnya,
did not pose a real danger to the national interests of Russia.83 In short,
materialist explanations alone cannot account for divergent Russian be-
havior in the two situations.

Nonmaterial-Based Explanations

If material-based explanations are weak, perhaps the variation in the two
outcomes can best be explained by using a nonmaterial-based approach.
According to the nonmaterialist approach, ethnic groups in contact with
one another would necessarily experience conflict, as tension due to their
distinct identities would necessarily arise. This explanation, however, suf-
fers from an overall lack of variation and an inability to account for the
differences between ethnic groups and their particular identities. If identi-
ties derive from the attachment of a people to its territory, in the case of
Tatars and Chechens an examination of their documents and records of
negotiations reveals very little difference between the way they viewed
their connection to Tatar and Chechen territory respectively: both re-
garded their territories as sacred homelands, and both could trace their
ancestors back for generations. Moreover, both viewed Russian domina-
tion and their own subordination as a threat to the survival of their iden-
tities. Tatar nationalists were as concerned about the assimilation of
Tatars as the Chechens were of another round of Moscow brutality and
repression. What mattered was not the identity ties to a particular terri-
tory, which were similar in both cases, but rather how such ties were
represented in negotiations with the state, which were due not to the
mere existence of such beliefs but rather to their level of popularity
among the population, a fact influenced in large part by the settlement
patterns of the populations.
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Elite-Manipulation Explanations

Another explanation for different outcomes among structurally similar
actors in the former USSR is given by elite-manipulation theories: one
leader’s charisma and skill at manipulating nationalist discourse leads to
one outcome, and another leader’s lack of skill leads to a different out-
come. Thus, according to this idea, Shamiyev lacked the charisma and
skill needed to manipulate nationalist discourse, whereas Dudayev was
a talented, charismatic manipulator. This difference would explain why
peace came to Tatarstan and war to Chechnya.

The problem with this argument is that both Shamiyev and Dudayev
were charismatic and talented. The difference, however, is that Shamiyev
could not tap nationalist discourse even if he so desired. There is no
doubt that Shamiyev was an excellent politician, but his excellence was
reflected in his decision not to play up nationalism to gain or stay in
power. Tatar nationalism did not resonate with the broader population
he represented. The strength of his opposition—in this case composed of
conservative and independence-minded nationalists—was severely cir-
cumscribed by both low membership and low levels of political activism.
As noted in the previous chapter, at the height of the nationalist move-
ment, the largest rally yielded only fifteen thousand demonstrators in a
population of 3.6 million.84 Tatars simply did not come out in force to
support a nationalist Tatar independence cause, and recognizing that he
had a broader constituency that included both Tatars and non-Tatars,
Shamiyev therefore opted for a largely economic platform rather than a
nationalist one. In contrast to Shamiyev, Dudayev faced a Chechen popu-
lation united around the idea of an independent Chechnya. From a pop-
ulation of just over a million (three-fourths of whom were Chechens),
200,000 demonstrators came out to support Dudayev and Chechnya’s
independence in September 1994, a time when his opposition was sup-
posed to have been at its strongest.85

Overall, although it is clear that Shamiyev and Dudayev had similar
talents, resources, and outlooks, and that this similarity mattered to some
extent, it is also true that leaders maneuver within boundaries whose
areas are determined by forces beyond their control. This is a crucial
point, because it counters the tendency to see leaders as always forming
public opinion ex nihilo, rather than representing a preexisting public
opinion. In the cases analyzed here, for example, a minority of Tatars
lived in Tatarstan, and within Tatarstan ethnic Tatars made up less than
half of the population. Moreover, they were significantly intermarried
with ethnic Russians. This made it difficult to form majorities in favor of
ethnic-based policies in Tatarstan and to demand an independent Tatar-
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stan for Tatars.86 In other words, the popular basis for separatism, eth-
nicity, simply was not there. This was not true in Chechnya, where the
largely Chechen population provided sustained support for indepen-
dence. Thus, it is more likely that given the distribution of ethnic groups
in each territory, any leader representing a majority would have put for-
ward policy aims similar to those advocated by Shamiyev and Dudayev,
respectively. Consequently, settlement patterns better explain why nation-
alism emerged as a tour de force in Chechnya and fizzled out in the Tatar
republic.

The Theory of Territorial Indivisibility

I have argued that whenever both parties in a dispute come to see the
value over which they struggle as indivisible, they are less likely to resolve
their dispute peacefully. In ethnic conflicts, violence occurs when two
conditions hold: (1) states fear setting precedents, and (2) an ethnic
group demands sovereignty.

The crucial factor that explains why Moscow represented control over
both Tatarstan and Chechnya as indivisible is precedent-setting. In a new
Russian Federation composed of a multitude of ethnic groups that might
someday mobilize for independence, Moscow feared for its territorial in-
tegrity and survival. The structure of the Russian Federation, with more
than one group capable of seceding, precluded Moscow from consider-
ing, much less allowing, the secession of any of them. Out of concerns
for its reputation, Russia therefore viewed control over both territories as
indivisible.

With Chechnya, Moscow argued that it had to intervene to prevent
others from attempting independence, since the accumulation of seced-
ing actors would eventually constitute a significant territorial loss. This
also helps to explain the timing of violence. Moscow became impatient
and resorted to force sooner rather than later; although it calculated that
it was as likely to win later, resorting to force sooner signaled that it was
willing to keep the Russian Federation intact. This was especially impor-
tant, as it had just signed a bilateral treaty with Tatarstan, a precedent it
preferred not to repeat.

The notion of precedents presupposes the acceptance of a particular
form of legal process or negotiation. Russia demanded that Chechnya
renounce its independence as a precondition for negotiations—negotia-
tions whose subject was to be precisely the legal and international status
of Chechnya. The Chechens attempted the same thing, again relying on
the acknowledged but unspoken power of precedence: a meeting be-
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tween Yeltsin and Dudayev would have the effect of legitimizing Dud-
ayev’s status as a representative of a coherent national entity.

In the battle to avoid setting precedents, however, Russia could hope
to win only halfway. In a very real sense, it had already crossed a thresh-
old by signing an agreement with Kazan granting special economic rights
to Tatarstan. Russia’s negotiators were keenly aware of this risk. But in-
terestingly, once again Russian negotiators did not demand the precondi-
tions from Tatarstan that they later did from Chechnya.87 Even so, Russia
could not be happy with the negotiations with Shamiyev nor with the
likely outcome: an increased autonomy for Tatarstan, possibly setting a
precedent for other independence-minded regions.

In the Tatar interaction, one actor viewed the issue as indivisible, and
the other actor viewed it as divisible. What explains this? The dispersed
settlement pattern of ethnic Tatars in Tatarstan restricted any representa-
tive of the majority to the representation of divisible, that is, economic,
issues. If more Tatars move into Tatarstan or are born there or more
Russians leave, then any future bargaining may shift to resemble Chech-
nya’s. Tatarstan represents an interesting case in which the assimilation of
Tatars does seem to have undermined the nationalist discourse and
movement.

In the Chechen interaction, both Moscow and Chechnya viewed the
issue as indivisible. Moscow’s views have been explained, and Chechnya’s
can be explained by the widespread notion that Chechnya must be ruled
by Chechens and the fact that Chechens believed they had an obligation
to defend their territory. The 1994 violence was interpreted as a continu-
ation of a three-hundred-year-old struggle. Moscow and ethnic Russians
would forever be viewed as outsiders, imperialists who had no right to
conquer and control the Chechen people or their homeland. Dudayev, in
other words, was representing the historically held position of a majority
of Chechens at the bargaining table.

In sum, both Tatarstan’s and Chechnya’s negotiations with Moscow
over their independence status provide solid support for the causal logic
that underpins my theory. Settlement patterns largely determined whether
each ethnic group had the necessary legitimacy and capabilities to push
for independence, and, on the other side, precedent-setting concerns
dominated the Russian state’s position.



6
Georgia and Abkhazia

He who has lost his homeland has lost
everything.

—Abkhaz proverb

Throughout its history, Georgia has been plagued by both internal strife
and external interference. Ronald Grigor Suny, writing about the six-
teenth century, described Georgian politics as consisting of “[l]ocal
dynasts maneuver[ing] among the contenders for political hegemony,
sometimes choosing the king, other times the great empires that bor-
dered Georgia.”1 Richard Pipes, discussing Georgian politics in the early
twentieth century, wrote, “In its endeavor to create a homogeneous na-
tional state, the Tiflis government showed little sympathy for the at-
tempts of . . . minority groups to secure political and cultural auton-
omy.”2 Both Suny and Pipes could just as well have been referring to
contemporary Georgia. During the 1990s, Georgia faced two serious re-
gional civil wars, suffered a coup in the capital for control of the central
regime, and balanced the interests of neighboring Russia in its internal
affairs.

The next two chapters investigate the territorial disputes between the
state of Georgia and two of its regions, Abkhazia and Ajaria.3 Civil war
emerged in Abkhazia, and Ajaria acquired the distinction of being the
only region in Georgia not to witness violence in the post-Soviet period.
There are many similarities between these interactions and those we an-
alyzed in chapters 4 and 5. As with Tatarstan and Chechnya, Abkhazia
and Ajaria were autonomous republics within the Soviet Union, and
Georgia constituted a union republic, like Russia. Further, Abkhazia and
Ajaria were dominated by ethnic groups that adhered to Islam, whereas
the population that dominated the Georgian state adhered to Christianity
(as in Russia).

There are three main differences between this set of interactions and
those examined in the previous two chapters. First, there is no variation
between Abkhazia and Ajaria on the independent variable, settlement
patterns—both were concentrated minorities—yet there is variation on
the dependent variable—civil war arose in Abkhazia but not in Ajaria.
Although this difference in outcomes seems to represent a problem for
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the theory of indivisible territory, I argue that the theory nonetheless
can account for the divergence. Abkhazia pursued only greater auton-
omy, not independence. Only after Tbilisi resorted to force and Russia
provided military aid did Abkhazia represent its position of an indepen-
dent Abkhazia as indivisible. Ajar identity and attachment to Georgian
land goes far in explaining Ajaria’s lack of a full bid for independence.

Second, isolating the state of Georgia’s motivations is a tricky matter.
This is because the state was dominated by one ethnic group—Geor-
gians—which meant that as an actor Georgia regarded its survival vis-
à-vis Abkhazia and Ajaria in both state and ethnic terms. As a multina-
tional state, Georgia viewed their bids for greater autonomy as a serious
threat to its territorial integrity, and as a concentrated-majority ethnic
group, it felt compelled to fight over territory it perceived as part of the
imagined Georgian homeland. This combination of state and ethnic in-
terests complicates Georgia’s motivations.

The third difference is the active intervention of a proximate great
power: Russia. Russia’s engagement in the political affairs of Georgia runs
deep, and the period under investigation here—roughly 1990–94—is no
exception.4 Although the Abkhaz sought greater autonomy and felt that
their claims to the territory were legitimate, the ratio of their passion for
autonomy to their military capabilities makes it doubtful that they would
have sought independence by arms when they did if not for the very
active military support of an ever-meddling Russia.

This chapter consists of three main parts. The first part provides a
broad overview of the history of the Georgians and Abkhaz, their settle-
ment patterns, and their dispute over the territory of Abkhazia. The
Georgians represented a concentrated-majority ethnic group that feared
Russian political and cultural domination, as well as exploitation by eth-
nic minorities. These ethnic concerns combined with more traditional
state concerns about the inviolability of borders as Georgia pursued its
own independence course from Russia. The Abkhaz represented a con-
centrated minority that had consistently feared Georgian domination but
possessed little capability to act on those fears. The second part details
the bargaining between Tbilisi and Sukhumi over the disputed territory
of Abkhazia. Both actors regarded Abkhazia as part of their homeland
territory, but Georgia was also concerned about the rights of all citizens
living in Abkhazia (including ethnic Georgians) and its territorial integ-
rity. The third section relates how civil war erupted in Abkhazia. It is
apparent that Georgia believed it could defeat Abkhazia in a violent con-
frontation. However, it could not defeat an Abkhazia backed by Russia—
a factor that Georgian elites failed to anticipate fully.
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Georgians and Abkhaz

This section introduces the main protagonists—Georgians and Abkhaz—
and their bargaining over control of Abkhazia. Both sides viewed Ab-
khazia as integral to Abkhaz and Georgian identity, but the Georgian side
also had state concerns about maintaining the territorial integrity of
Georgia. As a concentrated-majority state, the Georgians represented
their interests as indivisible. As a weak concentrated minority, the Abkhaz
demanded greater autonomy, and their interests were divisible. Although
my theory predicts that violence is less likely in these cases, civil war
nevertheless occurred. I make the case that had it not been for the active
intervention of neighboring Russia, large-scale violence would have been
averted, mostly because the Abkhaz lacked the capability to resort to
violence to achieve their objectives.

The Development of Georgian Identity

The territory of contemporary Georgia is part of an isthmus between the
Black and Caspian Seas. To the north lie the Caucasus Mountains, and to
the south lies the lesser Caucasus mountain range. Georgia borders the
Russian Federation to the north and northeast, Azerbaijan to the east and
southeast, and Armenia and Turkey to the south. Georgia’s western bor-
der is the Black Sea. Although Georgia does not border the Caspian Sea
to the east, it is connected by oil and gas pipelines to the Azerbaijani port
of Baku. Other important transportation links include the main rail with
links to the Russian Federation, along the Black Sea coast into Turkey,
Azerbaijan, and Armenia. The main ports of Georgia are Sukhumi and
Batumi which provide international shipping connections with Black Sea
and Mediterranean ports (see figure 6.1).

Due to its geostrategic location in the heart of the Caucasus, Georgia
has been the site of competition among successive empires seeking hege-
mony in the region. Conquered by the Persians, Byzantines, Arabs, Mon-
gols, and Ottomans, Georgia succumbed to Russian imperial domination
in 1801, which continued until the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917.5

In 1918 Georgians gained complete political control over their historic
homeland for the first time. Georgia experienced independent statehood
for three years under a Menshevik socialist government. It was recog-
nized by twenty-two countries, including Soviet Russia in 1920, and en-
tered into alliances with Western states. Prior to the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, ethnic Armenian businessmen had dominated the urban environment
and, along with ethnic Russians, occupied the most important posts in
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the government. Georgians had been on the political fringe, despite their
ethnic dominance, so this was an opportunity for them to gain promi-
nence.6 But independence in Georgia was short-lived. Nine months after
Moscow had signed a treaty affirming the Georgian Democratic Repub-
lic’s sovereignty, Bolshevik troops invaded Georgia. The land then be-
came a Soviet Socialist Republic, and in 1922, along with Armenia and
Azerbaijan, it became the Republic of Transcaucasia.7 The Georgians
feared this consolidation, as it increased not only imperial centralization
but also Russian domination.8

Georgian identity and nationalism thus developed as a defense against
the pressures and the blandishments of the “higher culture” of the Rus-
sians. Georgians and non-Georgians suffered the imposition of a political
system that favored Russians and their chauvinism and that suppressed
any hints of nationalism.9

As the system evolved, however, the titular nationalities, including the
Georgians, managed to express their own version of national chauvinism.
Within Georgia this meant that non-Georgians were affected by Georgian
chauvinism: Georgia became a protected area of privilege for Georgians.10

Abkhaz, Armenians, Ossetians, Ajars, Kurds, Jews, and other minorities
in Georgia were at a considerable disadvantage. Georgians received the
bulk of the rewards: the leading political positions in the republic, the
largest subsidies for cultural projects, and access to a vast economic net-
work of black market and illegal operations.11 Minorities in Georgia re-
sented the imposition of a Georgian higher culture and the inaccessibility
of the Georgian economy. Close kinship ties, combined with the domi-
nance of a distinctly Georgian caste within the republic’s political elite,
“reinforced the exclusionary character of politics in the republic, the
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sense of superiority of the titular nationality and inferiority of the non-
Georgians.”12

Paradoxically, however, Georgians felt threatened by ethnic minorities
living in the republic. Noticeable apprehension centered on the question
of the demographic balance in Georgia.13 Considerable alarm, for exam-
ple, developed among Georgians after the 1979 Soviet census revealed
that some of the non-Georgian nationalities had significantly higher
birthrates than Georgians did, even though Georgians still accounted for
68.8 percent of the republic’s population. A 1983 report discussing de-
mographic trends warned that if Georgian birthrates continued to decline
and non-Georgian birthrates increased, within thirty years Georgians
would be a minority in Georgia.

As of the 1989 census, Georgians comprised 70 percent of Georgia’s
total population of 5.4 million.14 Suggesting an ethnic group with a close
affinity to its homeland, more than 95 percent of all Georgians world-
wide lived in Georgia.15 Within Georgia, Georgians constituted a concen-
trated majority.

Georgians are descendants of an ancient Christian nation located in the
southern part of the Caucasus. Ethnically they are part of the Kartvelian
people, and they call their land Sakartvelo. Three groups make up most
of the Kartvelian group: the Georgians (85 percent), Mingrelians (10
percent), and Svans (1 percent). Each group speaks a distinct, yet related,
language within the South Caucasian (Kartvelian) language group.16 Min-
grelians and Svans had their own census grouping until 1930, when they
began to be classified under the broader category of Georgian.17 The
Georgian language is one of the oldest in the region: the script has been
traced to the fourth century. The Georgians are united with Russians in
their Christianity, so the primary “ethnic” dimension that separates Geor-
gians from Russians is language. More than 98 percent of all Georgians
consider Georgian their native language, and only a third claim Russian
as a second language.18 Again, these figures indicate an ethnic group with
strong territorial and linguistic ties.

In short, throughout the Soviet period, the well-being of the Geor-
gians remained a dominant issue. Threats to Georgian identity were
perceived to emanate not only from the dominance of Russia and the
Russian language and culture but also from the minorities and their re-
spective languages, religions, and culture. One such minority were the
Abkhaz.

Abkhazia and the Abkhaz

Religious and linguistic differences mark the Abkhaz-Georgian relation-
ship. Although the Ottoman Empire and Islam competed for dominance
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in the region of Georgia against the Persian and Russian Empires, it was
only in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that the Abkhaz con-
verted to Islam.19 After the suppression of two rebellions against imperial
Russia in 1866 and 1877, large portions of the Abkhaz population—half
of all the Abkhaz, and all of them Muslim—were exiled or sought refuge
in the Ottoman Empire. Many of those Abkhaz who remained converted
to the Christianity of the Russian Empire. Thus both Islam and Chris-
tianity are present among the Abkhaz, with neither commanding a strict
adherence; instead the Abkhaz combined elements of each with their
own traditional customs. Yuri Voronov, chairman of the Human Rights
and Inter-Ethnic Relations Commission for Abkhazia, described religion
among the Abkhaz as such: “[M]ost Abkhazian people are Christians,
although there are Muslims too—but we generally take religious matters
easy.”20 Anywhere from 20 to 70 of the Abkhaz are Muslim, and the
remaining portion adheres to the Orthodox Christian Gregorian Church,
“but both these religions form no more than a surface layer on the old
paganism.”21

The language of the Abkhaz is literary, resulting in the publication of
books, journals, and newspapers, and it is written in the Cyrillic script as
opposed to the Georgian script.22 In 1989 more than 93.5 percent of the
Abkhaz considered Abkhaz their primary language, and 78.8 percent
claimed Russian as their second language. Only 3.4 percent of the Ab-
khaz declared a language other than Russian as their second tongue, in-
dicating little use for Georgian.23 According to a 1979 estimate, almost
25 percent of Abkhaz and 44 percent of Georgians living in Abkhazia
could not communicate with one another. The imposition of a third lan-
guage—Georgian—along with Abkhaz and Russian was viewed by mi-
norities with anxiety, for the language determined access to higher educa-
tion, government offices, and professions.24

Despite these religious and linguistic differences, neither Georgians nor
the Abkhaz would deny that the Abkhaz are indeed a distinct ethnic
group with a language and culture that can trace its origins to lands in
and around contemporary Georgia. Disputes arise, however, over which
group first inhabited the territory of contemporary Abkhazia and there-
fore can rightfully claim the region as its homeland. Both trace ancestors
back for generations, and both see the region of Abkhazia as vital to
being an Abkhaz or a Georgian. During the 1950s and then again in the
1980s, scholarly debates among Georgian historians challenged the Ab-
khaz’s claims of being indigenous to the territory, arguing that the Ab-
khaz were “recent” settlers who had displaced Georgians.25 Georgians
seemed willing to accept that descendants of the Abkhaz had been in
Abkhazia for at least three to five hundred years but argued that their
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TABLE 6.1
Population Data for the Abkhaz (1989)

Distribution of the Abkhaz Number of the Abkhaz
Portion of Abkhaz

Population

Throughout FSU 105,308 100%
Throughout Georgia 95,853 91
In Abkhaz Republic 93,267 89
Elsewhere in FSU 9,455 9

own Georgian ancestors were the original settlers of the region. For their
part, the Abkhaz thought (and continue to think) of Abkhazia as their
ancient homeland. Abkhaz scholars regarded Georgians as the “newly-
arrived, non-native population of Abkhazia,” and Abkhaz intellectuals,
academics, and politicians have gone to great lengths to prove the long
and continued history of the Abkhaz in the region, claiming a presence of
at least two thousand years.26

In 1989 the Abkhaz of the former Soviet Union numbered 105,308.
They made up just 1.8 percent of the population of Georgia. Most Ab-
khaz—about 89 percent—resided in the former Abkhaz Republic, as in-
dicated in table 6.127

The total population of the Republic of Abkhazia was 525,061. The
Abkhaz numbered 93,267, or only 17.8 percent, as opposed to the Geor-
gians, who made up 45.7 percent.28 Those claiming Abkhaz as their na-
tionality constituted substantially less than 50 percent of the regional
population, yet a vast majority of the Abkhaz in Georgia and the former
Soviet Union (FSU) resided there.29 The Abkhaz were a concentrated
minority.

The Territorial Dispute over Abkhazia

During the era of perestroika, events and actors in Georgia followed a
course similar to the FSU and Russia, with the autonomous entities seek-
ing greater autonomy. At the time of the dissolution of the FSU, there
were three autonomous entities in Georgia: the South Ossetia Autono-
mous Oblast, the Ajarian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, and the
Abkhaz Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. Whereas South Ossetia
and Abkhazia were established on the basis of nationality, Ajaria’s terri-
torial division was grounded in religion. The period of perestroika inten-
sified relations among these entities and the emerging state of Georgia, as
Ronald Suny describes.
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In the last years of Soviet power, Georgians rapidly developed a powerful oppo-
sition to the old order, but instead of a single, united nationalist movement,
deep cleavages tore at the fabric of Georgian society. In the multinational con-
text of the Georgian republic . . . the policies and rhetoric of leaders, the
choices and use of potent symbols, would either work to ameliorate these divi-
sions in a unified struggle for independence and democracy or reinforce and
exacerbate the interethnic divisions within the republic. Tragically, Georgians
made political choices that deepened social and ethnic divisions.30

In Tbilisi the cause of a “Georgia for Georgians” intensified, despite
the fact that a good portion of the inhabitants of Georgia were neither
Georgian nor Christian. Georgia’s minorities felt threatened and mo-
bilized in response. As Georgians protested Moscow’s attempt to gain
more control over the republics, Georgia’s ethnic minorities struggled
against what they saw as a “Tbilisi for Georgians.” One of the most vocal
minority groups was the Abkhaz.

Well before perestroika, the Abkhaz had asserted themselves politically
in defense of their national language and culture. The year 1978 marked
a low point for ethnic relations in the Georgian Republic, when the
Georgian republican government attempted to revise the language policy
as outlined in the 1978 constitution.31 The government sought to re-
move a clause that affirmed Georgian as the sole official state language of
the republic and to replace it with one that gave equal status to Russian
and other languages. Georgians hotly objected to this measure, forcing
an embarrassed Eduard Shevardnadze, who was first party secretary of the
Georgian Communist Party (1972–85), to back down and retain the
original clause privileging Georgian.32 Non-Georgian minorities inter-
preted this capitulation as a retreat in the face of nationalism and as evi-
dence of an increase in Georgian chauvinism.33

During the late 1980s ethnic tensions came to a head, culminating in
violent demonstrations. Abkhaz elites and politicians regularly wrote let-
ters to Moscow to protest the status of Abkhazia. These letters were
widely blamed for precipitating interethnic violence. For example, Ab-
khaz Communist officials addressed an open letter to the Twenty-ninth
Conference of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union detailing Ab-
khaz grievances against Georgia and demanding the right to secede and
join Russia. This letter was seen as a provocation. First, it catalyzed the
Georgian opposition into demonstrations, which in turn brought the Ab-
khaz to the streets. On November 3, 1988, 100,000 Georgians came out
in protest demanding the end of discrimination against Georgians by Ab-
khaz, Azeris, Ajars, and Ossetians. On February 15, 1989, several thou-
sand Georgians demonstrated in Tbilisi against Abkhazia’s secession cam-
paign and for depriving ethnic Georgians of equal access to leadership
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positions in Abkhazia.34 The slogans “No to secession” and “An end to
discrimination” epitomized the demands and concerns of the Georgian
demonstrators.35 On March 18, 1989, on the initiative of the People’s
Forum of Abkhazia (Aydgylara, hereafter PFA), 30,000 people rallied in
the Gudauta district of Abkhazia.36 The PFA sought to restore the 1921–
31 status of Abkhazia as a Soviet Socialist Republic, a status equal to
Georgia’s. On March 25, 1989, a counter-rally was held in Sukhumi,
Abkhazia’s capital city, with 12,000 Abkhazia-dwelling Georgians in
attendance.

Tensions continued to mount, resulting in what has been termed Black
Sunday. On April 4 an estimated 20,000 Georgians gathered around the
Council of Ministers in Tbilisi. During the next few days, the numbers
swelled to more than 100,000. Although the main thrust of the demon-
strations centered on Georgia’s right to determine its own fate, concerns
over Abkhazia were also prominent. The demonstrations spread through-
out Georgia. By Sunday, April 9, the republic of Georgia was embedded
in a series of nested conflicts, with Georgians demanding their indepen-
dence from Moscow and decrying Abkhazia’s call for independence from
Tbilisi, and Abkhazia demanding the right to secede from Georgia. The
Georgian government was incapacitated and turned to Moscow in an
effort to restore order. Moscow obliged. Troops from the Soviet army
and Ministry of Internal Affairs were deployed. Nerve gas was used, and
approximately twenty people died and hundreds were injured.37

Officials in Moscow and Tbilisi were hard-pressed to explain and justify
the confrontations.38 Within a week, the government changed leadership
and signaled that it was willing to open a dialogue.39 As a sign of further
compromise, arrested nationalist leaders were released; Zviad Gamsa-
khurdia was among them.40 Although there was some expectation that
the Georgian independence movement might be stifled, April 9 became a
rallying cry and only intensified Georgia’s desire to secede from Moscow
and Abkhazia’s desire to secede and join Russia.

The April 9 events provided the Georgian opposition movement with
substantial credibility and launched a Georgian independence campaign.
Although divisions remained, a multitude of parties were united in view-
ing non-Georgians as “foreigners, recent arrivals living on authentically
Georgian land, and as more loyal to imperial Russian power than to
Georgian.”41

As Tbilisi pursued its independence course, the Abkhaz struggled for
their own independence, seeking to attach themselves directly to Mos-
cow. On July 8, 1989, the PFA appealed to the chairman of the Supreme
Soviet of the USSR to subordinate Abkhazia directly to Moscow. The
Abkhaz did not want double subordination any longer, fearing an inde-
pendent Georgia more than they feared Moscow.42
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Although the Communists moved closer to the Georgian nationalist
agenda in 1989 and into 1990, their hold on power steadily waned, in-
creasing anxiety among the minorities, who viewed the Communists as
their only hope for protection, since the Communists were the only party
that did not target the minorities as a threat to Georgia. Although the
opposition nationalist parties were not cohesive, they were united in their
profound distrust of Moscow and of the minorities living in the republic,
viewing the minorities as a fifth column of Moscow, readily available to
prevent Georgia’s independence.

The minorities feared that Georgian independence would disenfran-
chise them from the political process. They became especially concerned
with two issues. First, the electoral law drafted for parliamentary elections
required all registered parties to have country wide reach. Because the
minorities in Georgia, including the Abkhaz, tended to support parties
with limited regional reach, this law potentially excluded them from the
political process. Second, the Communist Party, the only party that
seemed to support the rights of the minorities, had written into its plat-
form a clause affirming the party’s commitment to Georgia’s territorial
integrity, a move that was seen to have direct appeal to Georgians. The
only way the Abkhaz could express their views was by boycotting the
elections. The Supreme Soviet of Abkhazia called a special session and
declared itself a sovereign Soviet Socialist Republic, a declaration quickly
overturned by the Georgian Supreme Soviet.43

On October 28, 1990, general parliamentary elections were held in
Georgia. Six nationalist blocs competed in the elections against the Com-
munists (the Abkhaz and Ossetian party candidates were prohibited from
running). With 68 percent of the electorate participating, only two par-
ties/blocs of the competing eleven gained enough votes to pass the 4
percent threshold for seats under the proportional voting system.44 Gam-
sakhurdia’s Round Table finished first, gaining control of 155 out of 250
seats. The Communists finished second, garnering 64 seats. Gamsakhur-
dia was elected chairman of the Supreme Soviet and formed Georgia’s
first non-Communist government, headed by Tengiz Sigua. The new
government immediately indicated that Georgia was going to pursue in-
dependence and that it would deal with the minorities in its own way.

Gamsakhurdia’s political dominance unnerved the ethnic minorities.
His earlier dissident writings often invoked the peril of the Georgian na-
tion and blamed both Moscow and the minorities for the destruction of
its land, language, and culture. So his slogan “Georgia for the Geor-
gians” was interpreted as a battle cry for the suppression of minorities.45

At the same time that Gamsakhurdia’s party gained control of the
Georgian Parliament, Vladislav Ardzinba was elected chairman of the Ab-
khaz Supreme Soviet.46 Ardzinba had been one of the leading figures in
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pressing for an upgrade of the status of the autonomous formations and
rights of ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union. Now he was to head one
of the autonomous formations for an ethnic group that constituted a
clear minority within Georgia and Abkhazia. With Ardzinba as chairman,
the Abkhaz Parliament pressed ahead with its objective to subordinate
Abkhazia directly to Moscow.

The close of 1990 was therefore marked by a declaration of Abkhaz
independence from Georgia and the transfer of political power to a na-
tionalist Georgian leadership whose rhetoric clearly and directly threat-
ened the rights of national minorities residing on Georgian territory. It
was not just rhetoric. After the Supreme Soviet elections in October and
the ascension of Gamsakhurdia as leader of the Georgian Parliament, the
autonomous status of South Ossetia—a region of another of Georgia’s
national minorities—was abolished. Gamsakhurdia justified the action by
declaring that the Ossetians had the right to self-determination only in
those lands that constituted the homeland of the Ossetian nation, namely
North Ossetia.

Georgian Independence

The question of whether the Soviet Union would remain intact preoc-
cupied Georgians and Abkhaz for the first part of 1991, as both Gam-
sakhurdia and Ardzinba were concerned about the future of their rela-
tions with Moscow.

At the beginning of March, Gamsakhurdia issued an appeal to the Ab-
khaz people stressing the long history that Georgians and Abkhaz shared
and accused Abkhazia of seeking a confrontation. Ardzinba said his re-
public was a full member of the Soviet Union and on an equal footing
with the union republics, implying that Abkhazia had the same status as
Georgia and the right to secede (according to the terms of the Union
Treaty draft circulating at the time).47 In an interview, he stated, “Mos-
cow has assured us rights as a sovereign republic within the Soviet
Union. Why wouldn’t Abkhazia support the union?” Ardzinba’s point
was underscored by Zurab Asinba, the deputy chairman of the PFA, who
said, “Georgians want to govern us as if we were a colony. We have more
of a chance at equal rights from Moscow than from Tbilisi.”48

As with the other autonomous republics in the Soviet Union, the Ab-
khaz welcomed the March 17, 1991, referendum, which addressed the
fate of the Soviet Union, since it provided them with the opportunity to
voice their preference to join the proposed union as a sovereign republic
equal to Georgia. Although Gamsakhurdia prohibited the population of
Georgia from participating in the Soviet referendum, Abkhazia disre-
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garded his prohibition. More than half of the electorate of Abkhazia,
largely the non-Georgian population, took part in the voting. When asked,
“Do you consider it necessary to preserve the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics as a renewed federation of equal, sovereign republics, in which
the rights and freedoms of people of all nationalities will be fully guaran-
teed?” more than 98 percent answered yes.49 Georgia insisted that the
results had been falsified and threatened to prosecute Abkhaz officials.

Yet Gamsakhurdia’s government was too preoccupied with its own in-
dependence referendum to pursue the matter. On March 31, 1991, with
91 percent of the Georgian electorate participating, 98 percent voted to
restore Georgia’s sovereignty.50 A few days later, the Georgian Parliament
unanimously elected Gamsakhurdia as president. The Parliament’s deci-
sion was ratified by the population on May 26, when 87 percent chose
him as the first popularly elected president of an independent Georgia.51

While Tbilisi was establishing its independence from Moscow, the Ab-
khaz Parliament inched closer toward establishing Abkhaz control over
its political institutions. On July 9 it passed a law allowing the creation of
new electoral districts on the basis of ethnicity. Whereas the Abkhaz
viewed this as a way to retain some sort of representation in a republic in
which they constituted only 18 percent of the population, Georgians and
their representatives in Parliament interpreted it as a clear violation of
their rights. Shevardnadze later equated the law with apartheid.

The electoral law of July 9, 1991, totally ignores the norms and practice of
modern parliamentarism. What is this if not apartheid de jure, the striving of
the minority to dictate its will to the majority, deliberately provoking the threat
of inter-ethnic clashes? The restriction of electoral rights on the basis of nation-
ality put the Georgians living in Abkhazia, and making up almost half the pop-
ulation, as well as Russians, Armenians, Greeks, and other national minorities,
in an obviously unequal position. This was pure racial discrimination and the
establishment of an ethno-dictatorship.52

Gamsakhurdia issued a presidential decree annulling the electoral law.
In a series of negotiations to resolve the issue of representation in the
Abkhaz Parliament, the parties agreed to a new election law that guaran-
teed a number of seats to each ethnic group and stipulated that certain
legislation would require a three-quarters majority to pass. Of the 65
seats, 28 were to be reserved for Abkhaz, 26 for Georgians, and 11 for
remaining nationalities. In December 1991 the new Supreme Soviet of
Abkhazia was elected into office, but only 38 of 65 deputies were elected.
Voter turnout was high in the regions where the Abkhaz dominated, but
Abkhazia’s Georgians had become so frustrated they simply did not
bother to vote.53
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In the meantime, tensions were mounting in Georgia between the sup-
porters and the detractors of Gamsakhurdia. In August 1991 the opposi-
tion made a move to oust him.54 By September most of the counterna-
tionalist groups were in alliance with one another. Gamsakhurdia argued
that the opposition was nothing more than a disgruntled coalition of
intellectuals, ex-Communists, and criminals.55 On October 4 the two
groups clashed in front of the Parliament building in Tbilisi. Although it
was unclear who fired the first shot, Gamsakhurdia’s troops tried to encir-
cle the opposition troops. Demonstrations followed the next day.56 The
clash resulted in at least one dead and several dozen wounded. Gam-
sakhurdia declared a state of emergency, clamped down on the media,
and seemed for the moment to be in control.

In December the opposition staged a full-scale assault on the Parlia-
ment building and demanded Gamsakhurdia’s resignation.57 Tengiz Sigua
(the former head of government, now a member of the opposition) ar-
gued that Gamsakhurdia had become a dictator and was moving Georgia
away from its newly realized democracy toward totalitarianism. He stated
that Moscow allowed Gamsakhurdia to get away with corrupting the
economy, political system, and relations abroad. Moscow wanted Georgia
to accede to the Union Treaty; chaos in the republic would help achieve
that end.58 He also accused Gamsakhurdia of increasing Georgia’s vul-
nerability to Islamic forces in the region. Here he tapped into Georgian
fears of the diminishing influence of Christianity and of a weakened
Georgian nation.

By the end of the century a large Muslim region, centered in Kazan, could arise
in Russia. In time it would move more actively to the southwest, toward As-
trakhan, and could possibly end with the restoration of the Astrakhan Khanate.
During this same period something like a Crimean Khanate could appear in the
Crimea. Lying between them in a rather dense dotted line are Muslim Chech-
nya, Ingushetia and Northern Ossetia (granted, it is half Christian), and then
Kabarda, Balkaria, and so on. But “lying” in their way are the Krasnodar and
Stavropol Cossack areas—the only obstacle preventing an easy and natural link
between Astrakhan and Crimea. Serious conflicts are very likely in this region in
the near future. It is not by accident that the Cossacks so insistently raise the
question of borders today. The powerful foreign Muslim states nearby, espe-
cially Turkey, are also aggravating the situation. In this setting Georgia and
Armenia are tiny specks, two islands in an ocean. The policy of the Georgian
president is also exacerbating the situation. Z. G. [Zviad Gamsakhurdia] is
making increasingly active efforts to draw closer to Turkey and Iran. Perhaps
this explains why no single Christian state is establishing contacts with us, with
the result that Georgia has ended up in total isolation.59
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While the opposition presented him as a dictator who was threatening
the future of Georgians, popular support remained with Gamsakhurdia as
the legitimately elected president. Nevertheless, the opposition again
tried to unseat him from power. This time it succeeded. On December
17, 1991, the opposition adopted a declaration condemning Gamsakhur-
dia, and armed conflict broke out in the capital, resulting in approx-
imately one hundred deaths. The guards loyal to Gamsakhurdia were
unable to defend him against the opposition’s forces. Gamsakhurdia was
forced to flee the capital.

Outcome: Civil War

By January 2, the opposition controlled Tbilisi. A military council took
power, with Sigua as prime minister. The new government announced
that once the situation stabilized and a government was formed, the new
Military Council would surrender its power. The council’s first order of
business was to declare a state of emergency and impose a curfew. Rallies
and demonstrations were banned. Gamsakhurdia, after fleeing the capital,
declared the beginning of a civil war.60

The unconstitutional overthrow of Gamsakhurdia left the Military
Council with a legitimacy problem: it was accused of violating the peo-
ple’s will, basic freedoms, and human rights. In an attempt to gain legit-
imacy, the Military Council formally asked Eduard Shevardnadze to serve
as head of state.61 Shevardnadze agreed. The new government set up a
state council, vested with both legislative and executive authority to
replace the Military Council. It then dissolved the popularly elected
Supreme Council. Shevardnadze, along with opposition-paramilitary
leaders Tengiz Kitovani and Jaba Ioseliani and Prime Minister Tengiz
Sigua, formed a presidium.

Shevardnadze faced a seemingly impossible set of tasks. First, he had to
unite the various Georgian political factions and their respective militias
around the idea that his government was the only legitimate one. Next
he needed to deal with the supporters of Gamsakhurdia, whose resistance
to him was understandable, given Shevardnadze’s ties and influence in
the former Soviet government and his alleged collaboration with the per-
petrators of the coup in Georgia. Finally, Tbilisi was at war in South
Ossetia, and the problem of Abkhazia’s status had yet to be seriously
dealt with, much less resolved.

Shevardnadze’s return brought relative stability through the spring of
1992. Yet by June rifts within the larger Georgian political scene became
readily apparent. Zviadists, supporters of Gamsakhurdia, were organized
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and active in Gamsakhurdia’s home district of Mingrelia (in western
Georgia and bordering Abkhazia).

Within Abkhazia, divisions between ethnic Georgians and the Abkhaz
intensified. Georgians accused the Abkhaz Parliament of becoming a fo-
rum for advancing Abkhazia’s moves toward independence from Geor-
gia. Evidence to back such claims included the passage of legislation
without regard for the required two-thirds majority and the creation of
an Abkhaz national guard consisting of only ethnic Abkhaz and subordi-
nate to the presidium of the Abkhaz Supreme Soviet.62 By May the Geor-
gian deputies of the Abkhaz Supreme Soviet stated they would no longer
attend any sessions of the Parliament. In June Georgians in Abkhazia
announced a campaign of noncompliance with the rulings of the Su-
preme Soviet and staged a three-day strike to demand new elections. The
situation in Abkhazia was further complicated by the fact that its Geor-
gian population was divided between those who supported the new gov-
ernment under Shevardnadze and those who remained loyal to Gam-
sakhurdia.

On June 13 the newspaper Abkhazia published the “treaty principles
of interrelations between the Republic of Abkhazia and the republic of
Georgia.” The treaty declared that “the sides recognize Georgia and Ab-
khazia as sovereign states and equal participants of international and for-
eign-economic relations . . . [and that] the sides independently conclude
treaties and agreements with other countries.”63 The treaty draft also con-
tained provisions for the protection of minorities in the territories under
Georgian and Abkhaz jurisdiction and for the establishment of either a
confederation or a federation between the two entities. Georgia’s terri-
torial integrity would been maintained, but Abkhazia would be granted
quite a bit of autonomy. The State Council of Georgia did not respond
to the treaty draft.64

On July 23, after months of recriminations, the Abkhaz Parliament, in
the absence of Georgian deputies, declared the independence of the re-
public. To pass, this legislation required a two-thirds majority in parlia-
ment, but it had only a simple majority. The Parliament maintained that
this call for independence was a reaction to Georgia’s declaration and
reinstatement of Georgia’s 1921 constitution.65 Such moves, they argued,
automatically reinstated the Abkhaz constitution of 1925, and conse-
quently the republic of Abkhazia was “united with Georgia on the basis
of a special treaty.”66 The deputy chairman of the PFA insisted that the
Parliament’s decision did not mean that Abkhazia was seceding from
Georgia but that Abkhazia was to become a federal republic.

This time the Georgian State Council did not take long to respond.
Two days later, it declared the Abkhaz Supreme Soviet’s decisions re-
garding the 1925 Abkhaz and 1978 Georgian constitutions invalid.67
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Tedo Ninidze, a member of the juridical commission of the State Coun-
cil, argued that the “decree of the Abkhazian Parliament cannot be con-
sidered valid in as much as it cannot express the interests and opinion of
the majority of the population of the Autonomous Republic, for it was
adopted in the absence of a quorum.”68

With tensions mounting between Sukhumi and Tbilisi over Abkhazia’s
political status, and with the different factions fighting to control Georgia
at the same time, the collision of the two conflicts seemed inevitable
given the fact that most Georgians living in Abkhazia were supporters of
Gamsakhurdia.69 This became an issue when a group of Gamsakhurdia
supporters kidnapped twelve Georgian officials and reportedly held them
in the town of Kokhori in the Gali district of Abkhazia. The Georgian
government dispatched troops to release the hostages. On August 14 the
Abkhaz Supreme Soviet declared the move an act of aggression.70

Reports came out that the leadership in Abkhazia and Georgia had
agreed on the deployment of Georgian troops. The Georgian govern-
ment was expected to destroy the Zviadist formations that were targeting
civilians and destroying rail bridges that linked Georgia to Russia in the
Gali and Ochamchira districts of Abkhazia. Following that, the troops, in
conjunction with Abkhaz formations, were to redeploy along the routes
to Sukhumi to secure the main rail lines that connect Georgia to Arme-
nia, as well as rid Abkhazia of the remaining Gamsakhurdia supporters.

The Abkhaz Parliament nevertheless protested the deployment of troops,
declaring it a violation of Abkhaz sovereignty. The Parliament argued
that although it had permitted the deployment, the Georgian govern-
ment changed the objectives: it both pursued the Zviadists and sought
control over Abkhazia. As a result, troops from the Abkhaz Internal Af-
fairs Ministry opened fire on the Georgian National Guard troops.

Although the Georgian government acknowledged that it had come to
an agreement with Abkhaz officials, Shevardnadze stated that calling
Georgia’s troops an occupation force was absurd, since Abkhazia “is an
integral part of Georgia, and the Georgian government has the right to
bring troops into any part of Georgia, proceeding from national inter-
ests.”71 He added that Georgian troops would remain in the area so long
as state interests required them there. The situation was further compli-
cated by Moscow’s dispatch of Russian paratroopers to the region to
protect Russian military installations.

Georgian prime minister Sigua and State Council presidium member-
Mkhedrioni commander Jaba Ioseliani flew to Sukhumi on August 15
to negotiate a cease-fire.72 Gunfire persisted on August 16, and each
side accused the other of violating the terms of the cease-fire agree-
ment. Sigua threatened that “unconstitutional units” in Abkhazia
would be neutralized if they failed to surrender their arms. By the
morning of August 17, Georgian troops were in control of all the major
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towns, with the exception of Gudauta (forty-five miles northwest of
Sukhumi). In an address that day, Shevardnadze stated that the Geor-
gian government was in control and restored order throughout the ter-
ritory of Georgia.73

A cease-fire was set up, and Georgian troops withdrew from Sukhumi
on August 17. The cease-fire was quickly violated, however, when on
August 18 the Georgian National Guard reentered the Abkhaz capital
with a full contingent of armored vehicles. It targeted the Parliament
building, shelling and storming it in an attempt to get Abkhaz leader
Ardzinba to resign. The building was burned to the ground, and Ard-
zinba, along with fifteen hundred troops, fled the capital for the coastal
town of Gudauta. Georgia had brought Abkhazia to the brink of defeat..

With the violation of the first cease-fire, fighting continued. On August
19 Ardzinba, in a telephone conversation with Shevardnadze, laid down
his terms for engaging in talks. He insisted that Georgian troops had to
leave Abkhaz soil and that negotiations had to take place in Russia. Shev-
ardnadze and the Georgian State Council rejected Ardzinba’s demands.
Shevardnadze stated that he did not insist on Ardzinba’s resignation—
largely because Ardzinba had the support of the Abkhaz population in
the republic—but did insist that the Supreme Soviet address the question
of a political settlement for the republic. If it was unable to come to an
agreement, then Abkhazia’s status would be held to a referendum. This
latter option was not acceptable to the Abkhaz side, however; they were
not confident that other non-Georgian minorities would support their
cause in a referendum.

Negotiations continued. During a meeting between Ardzinba and
Georgian State Council member Ivlian Khaindrava, the two men signed
an agreement stipulating the withdrawal of Georgian troops from Suk-
humi on August 20 and 21. Yet on August 22 Shevardnadze stated that
troops would remain in order to safeguard the rail links from Zviadists.74

Ardzinba remained adamant that he would not negotiate with Tbilisi so
long as Georgian troops remained on Abkhaz soil.

On the night of August 24–25, intense fighting resumed. Colonel
Giorgi Karkarashvili, commander of the Georgian National Guard troops
in Abkhazia, issued an ultimatum to Ardzinba to resign on August 26 or
face an attack on his headquarters in Gudauta.75 According to one ac-
count, Karkarashvili warned the Abkhaz in a televised address that they
faced the possibility of extinction if they continued their military resis-
tance against the Georgian troops.76

Russia interceded and appeared to side with Tbilisi. Russian president
Boris Yeltsin stressed Georgia’s unity and territorial integrity.77 On Sep-
tember 3, Ardzinba, Yeltsin, and Shevardnadze met to arrange another
cease-fire. On September 5 all armed formations were to lay down their
weapons. A commission including representatives from Abkhazia, Geor-
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gia, and Russia would be set up to monitor the cease-fire. A limited
number of Georgian troops would be allowed to remain in Abkhazia, but
only to guard important railroads and institutions. Russian troops would
be stationed in Abkhazia but would remain neutral and not participate in
any conflicts. By September 15, conditions for the functioning of govern-
mental bodies in Abkhazia were set, and negotiations began over the
status of Abkhazia’s constitutional-legal relationship with Georgia. The
wording of the agreement guaranteed Georgia’s territorial integrity. In
fact, the first line of the document stated that “[t]he territorial integrity
of the Republic of Georgia is ensured.”

Russia stopped the escalation and perhaps the spread of violence along
its southern frontier. It let it be known quite clearly that it did not coun-
tenance the secession of autonomous republics in Georgia, or in Russia.
Yeltsin had other events on his mind when he pressed for the signing of
the accords. He stated that without them ethnic wars would erupt, and
the Caucasus would threaten to become “five Nagorno-Karabakhs.”78

Ardzinba stated that he signed the agreement only “to stop the geno-
cide and flouting of human rights in Abkhazia,”79 and that he saw Yeltsin
as the guarantor of a fair and peaceful settlement of the conflict. But
because the Abkhaz side did not support the agreement, he signed it only
under extreme pressure and, in the end, did not keep to the terms of the
agreement. Abkhazia’s representatives failed to appear at the first round
of scheduled talks on September 8. Shortly thereafter, the Abkhaz side
declared that Georgia had violated the primary condition of the cease-fire
agreement, namely the complete withdrawal of Georgian troops from
Abkhaz territory.

On October 1 Abkhazia launched an offensive against the city of Gagra.
The offensive included heavy armored equipment, including T-72 tanks.
The Georgian forces were surprised by the offensive and retreated. They
quickly recovered, however, and within hours had reestablished the origi-
nal front lines. The Abkhaz forces reconsolidated and launched another
attack on Gagra and captured the city. Shevardnadze responded to the
capture with the following statement: “For the first time in my life, I
have found myself deceived and driven into a political blind alley. I un-
derstand that for all practical purposes, there are no methods left for
resolving the Abkhaz conflict except military ones.”80

The Georgian side, according to Russian army lieutenant general Suf-
iyan Beppayev, deputy commander of the Transcaucasus Military District,
had complied with the letter and spirit of the September 3 accords. It
had withdrawn its heavy equipment two days before the offensive on
Gagra: twelve hundred Georgian troops and corresponding equipment
had been withdrawn from that city.81 Beppayev viewed the Georgian side
as a victim of political treachery. Suspicion that Russian troops were di-
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rectly involved grew, especially given the type and quantity of equipment
that helped advance the Abkhaz offensive.

The situation in Abkhazia looked desperate, and a negotiated solution
seemed unachievable. As an indication of the divide between the two
parties, the head of the UN mission, Antoine Blanca, an assistant to the
secretary general, said that there was little hope of resolution given that the
Abkhaz leader had his own interpretation of the September 3 agreement.82

On October 11, by popular vote, Shevardnadze was elected chairman
of the Georgian Parliament. He was the only candidate who ran for of-
fice, but with 95 percent of the electorate selecting his name (requiring a
threshold of 30 percent), the vote was interpreted as a mandate for his
continued leadership.83 Even though Shevardnadze had the support of
the Georgian population, he was at his wits’ end about what to do with
the Abkhaz conflict. Evidence mounted that Russia was aiding and abet-
ting Abkhaz forces. According to a Georgian commander,

It is not clear whom we’re fighting. Given the current lineup of forces, we
could defeat the armed units of the separatists and the confederates in a few
days. But Russian planes are bombing us. Russian units are firing on our posi-
tions. Russian generals are threatening us. Yet we are in our own country, on
our own legitimate territory.84

By the end of October Shevardnadze had broken off talks with Russia,
declaring that because of Russia’ “undisguised interference, including
military interference, . . . in the internal affairs of sovereign Georgia, we
have no other choice.”85 Russian troops were actively helping Abkhaz
separatists, and therefore his main demand was the withdrawal of Russian
troops from the conflict zone. If these troops were not withdrawn, then
Georgia would take more decisive steps and demand the withdrawal of
Russian troops from all of Georgia. The Parliament then adopted a reso-
lution demanding the withdrawal of Russian troops from Abkhaz terri-
tory. Russia ignored the demand.86

Civil war raged in Abkhazia until the autumn of 1993, with Russia
providing support to the Abkhaz side.87 Shevardnadze never doubted
Russian involvement. In March 1993 he said, “An analysis of recent
events shows that what happened in Sukhumi was a military action for
which serious advance preparations had been made. Certain circles in
Russia knew exactly when it was supposed to take place and what was
supposed to happen.”88 He went on to add that the military equipment
used by the Abkhaz forces must have come from somewhere. Russian
claims to neutrality just did not square with what was happening on the
ground.89 By the middle of September, the Abkhaz side retook Sukhumi,
and Georgia’s defeat in Abkhazia seemed imminent. A desperate She-
vardnadze appealed to Yeltsin for help.
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I appeal to you at this tragic hour for my homeland. No longer able to request
anything of you, I inform you that tanks and heavy combat equipment of the
Gudauta group are being massed outside Sukhumi. . . . Any minute now, its
forces are going to burst into the helpless city, which lacks even minimal means
of defense. . . . What have we done wrong in the eyes of Russia and the world?
Isn’t it that yet again in the Georgian people’s history, we have wanted freedom
and independence for ourselves?90

On September 21 the Russian government interceded as peacemaker.91

By September 27, Abkhaz forces had complete control of Sukhumi and
all of Abkhazia. Georgian forces were expelled, and Abkhazia was de-
clared liberated. Although large-scale warfare was eventually halted as a
result of Russian intercession, which balanced the warring factions, the
resulting peace remains tenuous. Abkhazia has achieved de facto inde-
pendence. Georgia, for its part, has accepted a Faustian bargain to main-
tain its de jure territorial integrity. It accepted more Russian troops on its
soil and became a member of the Commonwealth of Independent States,
an organization established and dominated by Russia.

The fundamental disagreement between Georgia and Abkhazia re-
mains the same: Georgia insists on the preservation of its territorial integ-
rity, and Abkhazia continues to demand independence from Georgia. In
other words, control over the disputed territory remains an indivisible
issue.

This concludes the discussion of the territorial dispute between Abkhazia
and Georgia. Although a fuller explanation of events in relation to the
theory of indivisible territory is in the next chapter following the case
study of Ajaria, it should be clear that the settlement patterns of the
Abkhaz weakened their capabilities and consequently their demands for
independence. Although both the Abkhaz and Georgians acknowledged
that the Abkhaz had rightful claims to Abkhazia as a homeland, home-
land legitimacy was not enough to allow the Abkhaz to risk violence to
gain independence. The Abkhaz’s minority status, albeit concentrated,
seriously undermined any independence bid. Needed capabilities came
only with Russia’s help. The Georgians too viewed Abkhazia as part of
their homeland, but because they represented the state of Georgia, they
had state concerns as well. As a multiethnic state facing multiple seces-
sionist challenges in other regions, such as South Ossetia and Ajaria, its
preeminent concern was maintaining the territorial integrity of Georgia.
Georgia calculated that it could have defeated the Abkhaz in a violent
confrontation, and in fact it did. Only after Russia intervened on Ab-
khazia’s behalf did large-scale violence and civil war emerge. In the end
Georgia was forced to accept Russian “help” in order to maintain its
borders.



7
Georgia and Ajaria

Deep quiet holds the breath of night;
My mother-land in silence lies,

Yet oft is heard an anguished moan
As Georgia in her slumber sighs.
—Ilia Chavchavadze, “Elegy”

While the rest of Georgia broke out in violence in the early 1990s, Ajaria
acquired the distinction of being the only region to avoid it. I argue that
violence failed to erupt there largely because the Ajars did not view their
identity as distinct from that of the dominant group and because they
regarded the territory of Ajaria as an integral part of Georgia. The Ajar
leaders identified and represented themselves to Tbilisi as Georgians,
committed to the territorial integrity of Georgia. The question of terri-
torial independence from a “Georgia for Georgians” was not an issue at
the bargaining table. Rather, the issue of contention between Ajaria and
Tbilisi centered on an attempt by Georgia to restrict Ajaria’s preexisting
political and economic privileges. Ajaria’s position was divisible.

We have seen from the previous chapter that Georgia, driven by both
state and ethnic concerns, refused to countenance the division of its bor-
ders. The integrity of Georgia had to be maintained, even if force and
Russian intercession were needed to maintain the borders. The state’s
position was indivisible. Because Ajaria’s interests were represented as di-
visible, however, a negotiated settlement short of violence obtained.

This chapter contains four main sections. The first section provides an
introduction to the Ajars and the formation of their identity. The second
section outlines the relationship of Ajaria and the Ajars with Georgia and
Georgians. We find an intriguing situation of misperception and a prob-
lem of timing. Because Tbilisi was under siege and those who controlled
the government had a narrow conception of what it meant to be Geor-
gian, they needed time to be persuaded that Ajaria was not trying to
separate from Georgia, largely because Ajars saw themselves as Georgians
and their territory as integral to a larger Georgia. Once Tbilisi under-
stood Ajaria’s position vis-à-vis the rest of Georgia, the dispute over
Ajaria’s status dissipated and violence was averted. The third section then
compares the Ajaria case with Abkhazia in light of competing explana-
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tions, and the fourth section argues that the theory of indivisible territory
best explains this set of cases. Concerns over the territorial integrity of
Georgia influenced Georgia’s bargaining as did concerns about maintain-
ing control over a homeland. Georgia had both the legitimacy and the
capability to defend its interests (or so it thought) and represented its
interests as indivisible. Abkhazia had only homeland legitimacy to tap
and thus pursued only limited autonomy. Its position was divisible, be-
coming indivisible only after Moscow provided the needed capabilities.
Civil war was the result. The Ajars did not demand independence, and
thus, as postulated by the theory, one of the needed conditions for vio-
lence was absent.

Ajaria and Ajars

Whereas the Abkhaz are seen as distinct from the Georgians, the Ajars
are considered ethnic Georgians, albeit Muslims. The ancestors of con-
temporary Ajars converted to Islam in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies when the Ottoman Empire occupied the western portion of Trans-
caucasia. Their written language is Georgian, although they speak a
Gurian dialect that contains numerous Turkic words. Ajars are deeply
attached to their faith, and there are few Christian-Muslim marriages
among them.1

In the 1926 census, the Soviets categorized the Ajars as a distinct eth-
nic group. Even though some Ajars continued to distinguish themselves
from the Georgian population, in the 1939 census, the Ajars were folded
into the same category as Georgians.2

Today most Ajars and Georgians consider the Ajars Georgian in terms
of descent and familial lineage. Religion, however, is another matter and
complicates the relationship between the two groups. Ajars see this as a
nonissue: They are Georgians regardless of their faith. They do not see
themselves as “other” in relation to the broader Georgian ethnic group.
However, this is not the case for Christian Georgians. That Ajars are
Muslims does not accord with their commonly held sentiment that to be
Georgian means being a Christian. In contemporary discourse, most
Georgians and most descriptions of Georgians describe members as pro-
fessing their Christianity.3 Thus, the Ajars are seen as a sort of contradic-
tion and, perhaps even more perniciously, as an aberration that needs to
be corrected. For the dominant Christian Georgians, the key question is
whether a Georgian can be a Muslim.4 Given the limited information
about such matters, the question can be only partly explored. The follow-
ing case might shed some light on this issue.

In the mid-1980s a series of articles targeting the Muslims of Ajaria
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appeared in Georgian newspapers but did not target the Azeri popula-
tion, which is also Muslim. Why would Muslim Georgians be targeted
but not other Muslims? Elizabeth Fuller advanced the argument that the
attacks against the Ajars were due to Soviet fears of Islamic fundamental-
ism arriving across the border from Turkey into the Soviet Union.5 Yet
this explanation fails to explain why Azeris would not be targeted, since
they too would be susceptible to the same feared Islamic influence.

A better explanation focuses on the demographic balance in Georgia.
When the results of the 1979 census were released, Georgian (namely,
Christian Georgian) intellectuals and authorities became wary of the fact
that non-Georgians had higher birthrates. The Ajars were targeted pre-
cisely because they were viewed as Georgian, albeit aberrant Georgians.6

Here was a group of Georgians with higher-than-average birthrates who
simply needed to be secularized, if not Christianized (which was forbid-
den under the Soviet system). If they could be converted from Islam,
then the Georgian group’s numbers would increase and the threat of
being overtaken by minorities and questionable Georgians would be
reduced.7

If one considers that the main Georgian newspapers readily discussed
(and continue to discuss) such issues, and that the Georgian Central
Committee advocated and implemented policies that “called for the in-
tensification of atheistic education in Ajaria”8 and the official resettlement
of Georgians into traditionally Georgian areas, then such an interpreta-
tion seems logical. One could go even further to make the case that there
was a sort of double desperation, given the religion of these Georgians
and their high birthrates. In May 1981, for example, Zaria Vostoka quoted
the first secretary of the Ajar Oblast Party Committee as saying that a
quarter of the republic’s population was of school or college age and that
this population had higher birthrates than did Georgia writ large. The
insinuation was that these students needed to be converted before they
advanced to adulthood and had (Muslim) children of their own. Secu-
larizing or converting Ajars would make them Georgians (in the eyes of
Christian Georgians). Ajars would no longer be “other.”

This brings us to the question of exactly how many Ajars lived in the
Georgian Republic. As mentioned earlier, Ajars were not counted as a
discrete nationality after the 1926 census,9 According to the 1989 census,
the population of the Ajar Republic totaled 381,000, of whom 317,000
were Georgians.10 With the countryside considered largely Muslim and
Batumi, the capital, non-Muslim, the number of Ajars has been estimated
at about 130,000–160,000, or 34–42 percent of the total population of
Ajaria.11 The number of Ajars living outside Ajaria is very small. One
expert explained that this lack of out-migration is similar to the migratory
(or rather nonmigratory) patterns of other Georgians.12 Given that a ma-
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jority of Ajars lived in Ajaria yet constituted a minority, the Ajars were a
concentrated minority.

The Territorial Dispute over Ajaria

Whereas violence broke out in most regions of Georgia, Ajaria remained
a bastion of stability, despite the fact that Batumi sought greater auton-
omy and the state resisted these demands. Further, Ajar calls for greater
autonomy were at first met with much greater resistance than those of
the other autonomous entities. Whereas Abkhazia’s autonomy status was
never questioned, but only its degree, in Tbilisi proposals were advanced
to abolish Ajaria’s autonomy altogether.13

The chief proponent of abolishing Ajaria’s autonomy was Zviad Gam-
sakhurdia, who on November 14, 1990, became the chairman of the
Supreme Soviet of the Georgian SSR. Gamsakhurdia’s Round Table–
Free Georgia coalition won 155 of 250 seats on a platform that was
common to all the parties competing in the elections, including an inde-
pendent Georgia, a free market economy, a multiparty system, a legal
system that protected the rights of all citizens, the strengthening of the
rights of Georgians, restricted immigration, and protection of the Geor-
gian language.14 Unlike other parties, however, Gamsakhurdia’s coalition
added a messianic message of a Georgia for Christian Georgians. In terms
of foreign policy, he envisioned a Georgia that would serve as the media-
tor between East and West, Islam and Christianity.15

Ajars could not help but notice that while moving toward greater inde-
pendence under perestroika, Georgia was also moving toward a more
exclusive conception of Georgian citizenship. Further, the status of the
Ajar Republic was directly and publicly threatened. Not surprisingly,
therefore, Gamsakhurdia’s Round Table polled only 24 percent of the
vote in Ajaria in the October 1990 elections for the Georgian Supreme
Soviet. The Communist Party, viewed as less hostile to the non-Georgian
minorities, came in first with 56 percent.16 In view of these results, Gam-
sakhurdia retreated, stating that the abolishment of Ajar autonomy would
come only by local initiative.17

During the height of the confrontation between Batumi and Tbilisi,
Tbilisi accused Batumi of separatism. Yet if one looks at the evidence
carefully, one finds that although resentment over the dominance of
Christianity in Georgia was heard and felt in Batumi, the issue of conten-
tion was not separatism per se but the much more limited question of
whether Ajaria would remain an autonomous republic. In 1989, for ex-
ample, Guram Chigogidsze, the then-chairman of the Ajar ASSR Council
of Ministers, stated in a speech to the Georgian Supreme Soviet that a
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separatist organization in Ajaria consisted of six persons at most and did
not represent the views of the population at large.18 Similarly, Pridon
Khalvashi, the head of the Ajar branch of the Georgian Writers’ Union,
wrote that “no separatist inclinations of any kind exist in Ajaria.”19 Over-
all, then, separatism among Ajars can be described as nonexistent or ex-
tremely limited.

Tbilisi nevertheless feared that Ajaria was pursuing secession. From the
Ajar point of view, the debate at this point was not whether Tbilisi would
have control over the republic but how much control it would exert.
During the winter months of 1990–91, for example, the Ajar Supreme
Soviet passed legislation that required candidates for the republic’s Parlia-
ment to be permanent residents of Ajaria.20 Two rationales emerged to
explain the law, neither of which revealed secessionist tendencies. The
first was that the law was intended to protect the positions of bureaucrats
and cronies in the republic. The second hinged on representation and
implied that parliamentarians needed to come from Ajaria in order for
the Ajar Supreme Soviet to function properly and pass legislation that
served the best interests of the republic’s population. Neither rationale at
the time provided evidence that the law reflected the emergence of a
separatist. The Georgian Supreme Soviet declared the law invalid, since it
violated the constitutional right of citizens “to elect and be elected to
Councils of People’s Deputies and other elected state organs.”21 The law
was then sent back to the Ajar Supreme Soviet to be amended so that all
citizens of Georgia would be eligible to run for the republic’s Supreme
Soviet. The Ajar Supreme Soviet did so in early February 1991.

In the meantime, Gamsakhurdia sent Tengiz Putkaradze, a fellow co-
alition member, to Batumi to act as Tbilisi’s prefect in the republic. Ajar
officials feared that Putkaradze’s appointment marked the beginning of a
purge. Indeed, shortly thereafter, Tengiz Khakhva, the chairman of the
Ajar Supreme Soviet, resigned (at his own request), and Aslan Abashidze
was elected in his place.22 The elections to the Supreme Soviet were then
delayed from March 31 to April 28, 1991.23

Just before the April 28 elections, rumors surfaced that the Georgian
Supreme Soviet had abolished Ajaria’s autonomous status. In response,
several thousand workers staged mass demonstrations in Batumi to de-
fend the republic’s autonomy. Concern over Islam did play a role in the
demonstrations, especially over the nationalist government’s strong
Christian bent, but this concern translated not into an “Ajaria for
Ajarians” but into a “Georgia for all Georgians, Christian and Muslim.”
Abashidze met with the demonstrators in an attempt to persuade them
that the rumors were false. Yet the demonstrators remained unconvinced
and demanded that local officials be placed in positions currently held by
those appointed from Tbilisi. As demonstrations continued, members of
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the Georgian National Guard fired shots, but no one was hurt and the
violence did not escalate. The demonstrations did not end until April 24.
Elections were postponed again, until June.

Shortly thereafter, Nodar Imnadze, the acting first deputy chairman of
the Supreme Soviet and a Round Table supporter, was killed by security
guards after he opened fire on a meeting in the Supreme Soviet building.
(Abashidze was injured in the melee.) Contrary to what might have been
expected, the killing of Imnadze did not ignite hostilities between
Batumi and Tbilisi. In May 1991 officials from Tbilisi visited Ajaria to
discuss the economic and political development of the republic. A month
later Gamsakhurdia himself visited the republic and stated that while
Ajaria remained “the cradle of Georgian Christianity,” the new Georgian
government would remain committed to freedom of conscience. He reit-
erated that any decision on the autonomous status of Ajaria would have
to come solely from the local population.24

Elections to the Supreme Soviet were finally held on June 23, 1991.
Voter turnout was low, at 60.2 percent overall and less than the required
threshold of 50 percent in eleven of the forty districts. No single party/
bloc garnered a majority of the votes. The Round Table came in first
with 48 percent, followed by the local, nationalist Ajara electoral bloc
with 20 percent.25 The Ajar Oblast Organization of the Georgian Com-
munist Party came in third with 18 percent. Because candidates in only
five districts received a majority in the first round, runoff elections were
held on July 10. Turnout was even lower this time (in part because the
polling took place on a Wednesday rather than on a Sunday). Round
Table obtained the highest number of seats, followed by the Communist
Party, and then the Ajara bloc. Ajar nationalist separatism was simply not
evident.

Later in 1991, when the status of Georgia vis-à-vis the USSR was still
unclear and Batumi feared provocation by Tbilisi, the Supreme Soviet of
Ajaria called for the creation of a headquarters for the defense of the
republic. The decree declared that Ajaria shared common Georgian inter-
ests and that the defense preparations were designed to maintain order.
In flowery terms, the decree went on to say that Ajaria had always been,
and would be, committed to the ideal and realization of Georgian unity.

We remind everybody, both friends and enemies, that Ajaria is the region in
which the population has not only heroically defended itself over centuries, but
has also defended the whole of Georgia and has constituted a kind of shield for
it. Ajaria has heroically resisted countless conquerors, has been the first to take
upon itself the blows of the invaders, has been a support for our fatherland, and
has held high the banner of Georgian unity. The unshakable spirit and the
genetic code of our heroic ancestors are still alive in us. If the interests of our
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motherland demand this, all of Ajaria will rise again and be the vanguard of its
defenders.26

This passage raises three key points in terms of my theory of indivisible
territory. First, note the Supreme Soviet’s insistence that the unity of
Georgia was in the interests of the republic, and that the republic alone
should be responsible for ensuring that unity. Second, note the reference
to the historic and heroic deeds of ancestors. It is the responsibility of the
present generation not only to ensure the future of the next ones but to
guarantee the continuation of the ancestors’ deeds, which remain em-
bodied within the present generation. Third, it shows that Ajaria was
concerned about maintaining and defending Georgia. This concern was
all the more prescient in light of events that took place in Georgia. Dur-
ing the coup of December 1991, with the overthrow of Gamsakhurdia,
the republic’s security forces and interior troops were put on alert, and
they remained so throughout 1992 as the possibility of civil war loomed
in Georgia.27

Largely because he continued to back Gamsakhurdia as the legitimate
leader of Georgia, Abashidze came under increasing pressure from parlia-
mentary deputies in Tbilisi. They accused him of usurping power and
establishing a dictatorship.28 The deputies attacked Abashidze’s move
toward an independent economic policy and claimed that because he
lacked the support of both the Parliament and the majority of the popu-
lation, he had sought to protect his rule by issuing weapons to those loyal
to him. Finally, they stated that such an anti-Georgian leadership had
never before ruled in Ajaria.29

Abashidze rejected such criticism as slander. His support for Gam-
sakhurdia and opposition to the coup was not personal, he insisted, but
rather because he believed the coup seriously violated democratic princi-
ples: “I will repeat once again that deposing the republic’s lawfully elected
leaders was a mistake.”30 He continually insisted that he was committed
to stability and to Georgia’s territorial integrity:

The situation in South Ossetia and Abkhazia cannot be compared with the
state of affairs in Ajaria. Our republic is an administrative unit that is inhabited
by members of various nationalities, but all of them are citizens of Ajaria, and
hence of Georgia as well. We have never had, and never can have, any territorial
claims against Georgia. . . . Ajaria is historically a part of Georgia, and there has
never been any instance in history in which Ajaria has created problems for its
motherland [that is, Georgia]. Reports that Ajaria intends to become part of
Turkey are totally unfounded.31

In the same interview, Abashidze rejected the accusation that he was a
dictator and denied charges that he was pro-Russian, pro-Islamic, or pro-
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Turkish. Rather than harp on differences in religion, Abashidze stressed
the importance of advancing the economic interests of the republic, not
the cultural interests of the Ajars. What he sought for Ajaria, he stated,
was a stable political system, which would allow for the development of
the economy. This was highlighted in the slogan adopted by his party,
Ajarian Revival: “Wealthy people mean a wealthy state.” Later he ex-
panded it to “A wealthy state is a strong state.”32

Abashidze was quite vocal in his opposition to Tbilisi’s use of force in
Abkhazia. Throughout the conflict he tried to arrange meetings between
the two sides. According to him, Abkhaz leader Ardzinba was willing to
negotiate the status of the republic: it was Tbilisi that was unwilling to
negotiate and closed off channels of communication.

He [Ardzinba] did indeed blame the Georgian leadership in extremely cate-
gorical terms for their decision to bring in the troops. . . . I agreed with him.
Our leaders were after all uncompromising too; they were responsible for turn-
ing an internal political problem into a bitter military conflict. My main con-
cern was that Ardzinba was willing at that time to settle the question of the
demarcation of functions between the center and the autonomous formations
via talks.33

In his opinion, it was the center that had led to the current situation
and the stalled negotiations over Abkhazia’s status. Nevertheless, Aba-
shidze remained committed to maintaining Georgia’s political integrity.
In an interview in October 1994 he stated that “Ajaria is zealously pre-
serving Georgia’s territorial integrity. This is borne out by its entire his-
tory. Ajaria cannot be separated from Georgia. It is not from Georgia we
are splitting ourselves. Rather, we are distancing ourselves from those
decisions which are harmful to Georgia.”34

In another interview, he again stressed the importance of maintaining
Georgia’s territorial integrity: “I well remember the moment during the
discussion when I suddenly realized that my disagreement [over the use
of force] might be seen not so much as concern for Georgia’s integrity
and interests as a calculated political approach to the problem by the
chairman of a similar autonomous republic’s Supreme Council.”35

Two points are worth noting. The first is Abashidze’s sense that he was
not only a leader of a republic within the borders of Georgia but also a
representative of a greater Georgian state. As such, early in the struggle
between Sukhumi and Tbilisi he adopted a vocal stance and attempted to
persuade the parties to adopt courses of action that would not hurt the
interests of Georgia proper (as these would hurt Ajaria as well). Second,
and more interesting, is his recognition of the power of precedence in
how his actions were being interpreted. Was he the leader of another
secessionist republic, or did he have the interests of a greater Georgia in
mind? The evidence clearly supports the second point: Abashidze was as
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committed to maintaining Georgia’s territorial integrity as was Shevard-
nadze.

Throughout the period of 1991–93, while Georgia was facing ethnic
conflicts in South Ossetia and Abkhazia and civil war over control of the
government in Tbilisi, the situation in Ajaria remained relatively stable.
There were moments of tension between the Ajars and Georgia, but they
were not of the scope (regional as opposed to ethnic) or magnitude (bal-
lot rather than bullet) of those in other reaches of the chaotic country.

Unlike the previous set of cases, these cases were much more compli-
cated. Here we have a contested state with a contested identity involved
in a fight for its survival vis-à-vis a proximate great power—Russia—and
two armed secessionist movements (Abkhazia and South Ossetia) simul-
taneously. In addition to the normal risks and problems of intervention
by external powers, Georgia itself was dotted with military installations
garrisoned by Russian Federation troops—a legacy of the collapse of the
federal structure of the Soviet Union.

Analysis: Competing Explanations of Variation in Outcomes

So much for the evidence about bargaining over territory in Georgia.
What conclusions can we draw from this nested, layered, and confusing
sequence of events? However complicated the reality, in other words, is
there a simple explanation for the outcome of each interaction? If so,
which of the several explanations can offer us the most insight? We turn
to these questions in the final section of the chapter. I begin with mate-
rial-based explanations.

Material-Based Explanations

The first category of explanations of war and peace involve the specific
strategic or economic resources of the areas in question. Was there some
resource particular to Abkhazia which caused Georgian authorities to take
a hard line? Further, would such resources explain Russia’s intervention?

There is in fact some support for a material-based argument in the case
of Abkhazia: a vitally important railway linking Russia and Georgia runs
through Abkhazia. This railway was the only such link between Georgia
and the Russian Federation and hence a major import and export artery.
In the period under analysis, the Russian Federation was Georgia’s chief
trading partner, so the Zviadists’ disruption of the links provoked a rapid
and violent response from Tbilisi (a response that, as mentioned earlier,
was later used by Tbilisi as a pretext for dispatching troops to Abkhazia).

Our interest, however, is not really in the absolute strategic value of
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the resource in question—in this case rail communications. Rather we are
interested only in whether the relative distribution of strategic or material
resources explains the variation in outcomes: in this case, specifically be-
tween Abkhazia and Ajaria. What strategic resources did Ajaria have?

Ajaria contained few resources that could be counted as vital or strate-
gic, save Batumi. Batumi is clearly a vital industrial port. Its infrastructure
is extensive, and it provides Georgia’s main point of sea communications
with Turkey and other trading partners. More important, Batumi is the
Black Sea terminus of an important oil pipeline that begins in Baku on
the Caspian Sea (one of the few pipelines not under Moscow’s control
after the collapse of the Soviet Union). It is therefore difficult to argue
that rail communications to the Russian Federation were a much higher
priority to a worried Tbilisi than the sea communications and oil pipeline
through Ajaria.

In short, there is little evidence to suggest that disparity in the value
the state ascribed to strategic or material resources in each area accounts
for the disparity in outcomes. Furthermore, there is no evidence that
Georgia chose to fight for control over Abkhazia because of resources as
opposed to other issues.

Nonmaterial-Based Explanations

The essence of nonmaterial-based explanations is that ethnic groups fear
each other. They do not want to be subordinate to those belonging to
another ethnic group for fear of discrimination, which might lead to the
loss of control over their lives and identities. Therefore, they seek auton-
omy or independence.

In this set of interactions we appear to have strong evidence to support
the nonmaterial-based argument. Clearly the Abkhaz were passionately
committed to independence from Georgia. Georgians too seem to have
been equally committed to distinguishing themselves politically from the
former Soviet Union and from a position subordinate to a newly inde-
pendent Russian Federation. The Ajars, by contrast, did not view them-
selves as significantly distinguished from non-Muslim Georgians (al-
though the reverse was not true: the Christian Georgians did see the
Ajars as distinct). War obtained in the dispute between Moscow and
Georgia and between Abkhazia and Georgia, but not between Ajaria and
Georgia. Thus to the extent that ethnic fear can be ranged along a vari-
able axis, this case would appear to support the argument that ethnic
groups seek independence if they are fearful enough. The greater the fear
the greater the demands and the greater the willingness to use violence
to achieve those demands.
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But there are at least three difficulties with this explanation in this case.
First, even if we can characterize the Abkhaz as being dedicated to an
independent state, as observed earlier, this hardly explains why violence
emerged in Abkhazia. It was Georgia that moved in and set the stage for
violence, not Abkhazia.

Second, the nonmaterial-based explanation cannot account for the
motives of the three other actors: Georgia, Russia, and Ajaria. The prob-
lem is that Georgia and Russia already had states. Georgia’s argument
with Abkhazia was really about the preservation of a preexisting state, not
about statehood as such. There is, in other words, a crucial difference
between an ethnic group seeking a state it does not already have and a
state seeking to preserve its territorial integrity. In cases of statehood
seeking, the dynamics of nationalism are in full play. In cases of extant
statehood, the dynamics of interstate conflict take over. In other words,
Georgia’s actions (especially following independence in 1991) can more
simply be described as those of a state rationally attempting to secure its
territorial integrity while facing an external threat.36 As we will see, this is
a better explanation for the timing and intensity of the conflict between
Abkhazia and Georgia, but by itself it is insufficient in explaining all of
Georgia’s behavior.

Third, the Ajars should have been the most fearful ethnic group and
therefore the most likely to resort to violence. Tbilisi had already demon-
strated that it considered assimilation of the Ajars a viable option for
sustaining Christian-Georgian predominance in the republic-state. To
them the Ajars were aberrant Georgians who simply needed to be con-
verted to Christianity. Without Islam, the Ajars would cease to exist.
However, no such claims were made against the Abkhaz. In fact, the
Georgians recognized the Abkhaz as a distinct ethnic group, with a dis-
tinct language and culture. When Georgia formally declared its indepen-
dence in 1991, the declaration stated that it expressed the “wishes of the
people.” Interestingly, “the people” included the Abkhaz, to whom the
declaration afforded special consideration “as an aboriginal people of
Georgia.”37

The bottom line is that the nonmaterial explanations fail to account for
most of the dynamics in these cases. Do elite-manipulation explanations
do any better?

Elite-Manipulation Explanations

The logic of elite-manipulation arguments is that there is a significant
difference in intensity of nationalism between ethnic masses and charis-
matic leaders. Leaders can skillfully manipulate nationalism among the
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masses to mobilize for political autonomy, or against members of other
groups in a preventive or preemptive way.

For such explanations to be of use here, then, we would need to estab-
lish a significant gap in nationalist aspirations between the Abkhaz people
and their leaders, or the Georgian people and their leaders. Did such a
gap exist? Or is it more accurate to say that the leaders who emerged in
these regions represented their populations’ interests?

Although we can identify charismatic leaders in Abkhazia, Ajaria,
Georgia, and Russia, there is little evidence to suggest that the escalation
of disputes was due to the machinations of charismatic leaders. The indi-
vidual who came the closest to fitting this description is Zviad Gam-
sakhurdia, an outspoken Georgian chauvinist. Not only did his party—
one of the most nationalist—gain the highest number of votes in the first
set of parliamentary elections in 1990, but Gamsakhurdia himself, a com-
mitted Christian-Georgian nationalist, was elected by popular vote. Gam-
sakhurdia was a representative leader. Further, during the main period in
which the disputes escalated, Gamsakhurdia was a hamstrung figure who
had suffered a coup: his access to the media was extremely limited, and
he and his forces were constantly on the run.

Although it could be argued that Gamsakhurdia in fact stirred nation-
alist passions among Georgians prior to his ouster, more than eight months
passed between his ouster and the firing of the first shots in the Abkhaz
civil war. Shevardnadze, the consummate diplomat and statesman, was in
charge during this time. Gamsakhurdia, the passionate nationalist, was
viewed as Shevardnadze’s opposite: articulate and charismatic but diplo-
matically inept. Gamsakhurdia was incapable of seeing Moscow as any-
thing other than a unitary colonial power, and as a result he is blamed for
missing a golden opportunity to secure strong relations with Yeltsin dur-
ing the breakup of the Soviet Union. This sense of his foreign policy
incompetence goes a long way toward explaining why he was removed
from power. During the crisis, Georgia got what it needed most: a states-
man, not a demagogue. As we have seen above, Shevardnadze clearly
identified the problem of Abkhazia as one that could be mediated, short
of violence (because the Abkhaz would be quickly overwhelmed mil-
itarily, which they were).38 Thus, while Georgian nationalism helped him
field reasonably effective fighting forces, in no way did it alter the likeli-
hood or necessity of their deployment.

With respect to Abkhazia’s Ardzinba, there is simply no evidence that
he was representing anything other than the wishes of the Abkhaz peo-
ple—wishes that had remained constant for decades. Again, we have a
charismatic leader, and again, no real evidence that the issues of conten-
tion were in any sense reframed or intensified by that leader.

For his part, Ajaria’s Abashidze was criticized for being anti-Georgian
in even his more modest proposals for increased regional autonomy. He
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simply was not a demagogue, and in fact he showed himself incapable of
changing his people’s opinions, much less their identity.

The Theory of Indivisible Territory and Ethnic War

We have three alternative explanations, yet none of them adequately ex-
plains the variation in outcomes. What can settlement patterns and prece-
dent setting tell us about the likelihood of violent ethnic conflict in these
interactions?

My argument is that states and ethnic groups fear for their survival,
especially in periods of transition. For states, survival hinges on its terri-
torial integrity. If a state is multinational and faces the possibility of mul-
tiple secessions from disgruntled ethnic groups which might unravel the
state, then it is likely to view disputed territory as indivisible. For ethnic
groups, survival is based on the group’s identity, which in turn is based
on control over territory, usually a homeland. If a group calculates that it
has both the legitimacy and the capability to gain control over a territory,
then it will demand independence. If an ethnic group demands indepen-
dence and a state fears setting precedents, then violence is likely. If, how-
ever, an ethnic group does not demand independence or the state has no
fear of establishing precedents, then violence is less likely. How well did
the logic of my theory of indivisible territory hold up in this interaction?

The ethnic group portion of my theory appears to be refuted here for
two reasons. First, we established the settlement patterns of both
Abkhazia and Ajaria as concentrated minorities, yet the outcome was dif-
ferent in each interaction. Second, my argument may have been over-
whelmed by interstate or balance-of-power dynamics. The argument is
further complicated by the logical expectations, in terms of capability and
legitimacy, of a concentrated-minority actor representing only 18 percent
of the regional population. Because such actors are outnumbered in their
own homeland, we would expect them not to risk violence, regardless of
whether they possesed high legitimacy.

When we look more closely at the interactions in this case, however,
my argument goes a long way toward explaining more of the variation in
outcomes than any of the competing explanations. What follows is an
analysis of the interactions beginning with Georgia and Abkhazia and
then Georgia and Ajaria.

Georgia and Abkhazia

We need to remember that Georgia was a state dominated by a concen-
trated-majority ethnic group in a dispute with a proximate great power



120 C H A P T E R  7

and a concentrated-minority group. As a state under siege and as a con-
centrated majority, we would expect the Georgian leadership to represent
indivisible issues at the table. And so it did.

Two reasons of state explain Georgia’s position of viewing Abkhazia as
indivisible: capabilities and precedent setting. First, Georgia’s military ca-
pability was high relative to any of its component ethnic minorities, and
especially the Abkhaz. It could therefore feel confident that as long as the
Abkhaz were on their own, Georgia had little incentive to compromise.

Second, and more important, as a multiethnic state Georgia could ill
afford to establish a reputation that allowed secessions, for fear that other
component ethnic groups would quickly petition for independence, lead-
ing to a rump Georgia ever less capable of maintaining its own security.
In fact, Georgia was already in the throes of a civil war in South Ossetia,
so the idea of precedent setting was clearly on the minds of Georgians as
Abkhazia sought its own independence. In August 1992 Shevardnadze,
for example, allowed Russian peacekeeping troops to be deployed to
South Ossetia because he believed “this senseless war must be ended at
any price.”39 This “price,” however, did not include “the inviolability of
our [Georgia’s] borders or the integrity of our territory.” To maintain
Georgia’s borders, Georgia accepted Russian mediation in its internal af-
fairs and Russian forces on its soil: high prices to pay for a state that only
recently had secured its independence.

Time and again, the notion of territorial integrity was advanced as the
reason for Georgia’s fight with Sukhumi. But this notion took on two
different meanings. First, it meant securing the state of Georgia’s interna-
tionally recognized borders. It is not surprising, therefore, that the first
line in the September 1992 cease-fire agreement guaranteed its territorial
integrity. Moreover, opinion polls from June 1993, at the height of the
war, indicated that the Georgian population overwhelmingly supported
maintaining the territorial integrity of Georgia: 95 percent believed that
the territorial integrity of Georgia had to be maintained at all costs, and
92 percent opposed independence for Abkhazia.40 The population, like
their elite counterparts, were concerned that the independence of Ab-
khazia would lead to their country’s dismemberment.

Second, maintaining Georgia’s borders also meant keeping intact the
homeland of Georgians. Both Abkhaz and Georgian historians and an-
thropologists bickered about who had settled the disputed territory first
and could therefore claim it as their homeland. Not surprisingly, although
Tbilisi was forced to acknowledge the long tenure of the Abkhaz people,
it claimed that Georgians had settled the area first and that the Abkhaz
were recent settlers. Shevardnadze, for example, viewed it as his respon-
sibility to maintain the motherland, the place that had given birth to the
Georgian nation. “Whoever is a politician,” he said, “even if he is a man
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of genius, his interests are a drop in the ocean compared with the integ-
rity of the motherland.” He continued, “Singling out provinces, and
speaking about an administrative and state system dividing the country
into provinces, may be a time bomb.”41 Shevardnadze’s fears of setting
off a “time bomb” extended to the even narrower question of the struc-
ture of the Georgian state. If the structure was not negotiable, then talk
of independence for any one region, especially a region that was seen as
homeland territory, was unthinkable.

Beyond these state and homeland attachment incentives to advance
indivisible issues at the bargaining table, we expect Tbilisi to have ad-
vanced indivisible issues because 46 percent of those living in Abkhazia
were Georgians—constituting a far greater portion of Abkhazia’s popula-
tion than did the Abkhaz—18 percent—or any other single group. In
this technical sense, Tbilisi could therefore claim a kind of democratic-
representative legitimacy in Abkhazia. Weeks into the fighting, Shevard-
nadze insisted that Georgia must “reinstate the rights of citizens of
Abkhazia, including the 50 percent of Georgians who live in the auton-
omous republic, including 15 percent of Russians and 15 percent of
Armenians.”42

Although it is difficult to disentangle ethnic motivations from state
ones in the struggle to prevent Abkhazia’s secession, it is clear from the
empirical record that Georgian nationalism had been mobilized around
the negative aim of maintaining the state of Georgia against specifically
Russian colonialism and secession by minorities. Thus, because Georgians
viewed Abkhaz (and South Ossetian) separatists as agents of Russian co-
lonialism, a secession would be simultaneously a reduction in state power
and a diminishment of Georgians’ pride and identity.

From the Abkhaz side, we expect fear of annihilation or greed (for
territory) to be constrained by the vulnerability of the ethnic group
within the contested territory. In fact, Georgian authorities themselves
acknowledged the Abkhaz vulnerability. Georgian vice premier Aleksandr
Kavadze, for example, stated that “[a]s for the forms of autonomy and
management, particularly in Abkhazia, I believe the Abkhazes—unlike
the Armenians, Greeks, Azerbaijanis, and other people living in Geor-
gia—have no native land but Abkhazia. Consequently, we must do every-
thing to ensure their rights. This is a matter of honor for our state.”43

Here was a Georgian official acknowledging that the Abkhaz had a right
to the land and that it was the responsibility of the Georgian state to
protect their rights: this ethnic group had nowhere else to go. Yet the
same officials were fighting to preserve a state. And so in this situation,
where elites were forced to choose between ethnic-identity interests and
state interests, state interests took precedence.

Returning to the Abkhaz side, we expect leaders of a concentrated
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minority, because of a lack of capability, to represent divisible issues at the
table, or more accurately, to attempt to represent indivisible issues as
divisible ones. This is what the Abkhaz did. Settlement patterns played
into Abkhazia’s bargaining position in two ways: in the demands it made
and in its use of principles of legitimacy. First, Abkhazia did not demand
full independence; rather, it sought greater autonomy or confederation
within Georgia. Following the initial Georgian offensive in August 1992,
for example, Zurab Achba, deputy chairman of the Standing Committee
on Legal Matters of the Abkhaz Republic, claimed:

On August 14 we were busy writing documents on the model of the Federal
Treaty, and we intended to separate the powers of Georgia and Abkhazia on
the basis of some kind of federal agreement—and we did not want anything
beyond that, since we know all too well that we couldn’t possibly coexist in
another kind of environment. . . . Now that it’s clear that they continue killing
and humiliating my people, I’m afraid we may be compelled to secede after all.44

Achba cited the treaty that detailed Abkhazia’s desired relationship
with Georgia. He said that this was not the basis for declaring Abkhazia
independent from Georgia. Abkhazia would be voluntarily united with
Georgia with powers divided between them on the basis of bilateral
treaties and agreements resulting in what he termed a “normal federative
system.”

Second, as minorities in their own homeland, the Abkhaz could play
for sympathy: they could reasonably argue that their vulnerability entitled
them to autonomy. Although there is a distinction between a play for
sympathy and a claim to legitimacy, the aim of both is similar: to increase
the likelihood of support in the event of a crisis. Further, the Abkhaz
argued that they were the first to arrive and settle in Abkhazia, and as
such Abkhazia was their homeland. Combined with the play for sympa-
thy, this resulted in an impassioned nationalism, but one constrained by
the lack of capabilities from taking the form of armed rebellion. Achba
pointed out that Abkhazia’s fate was intimately tied to Georgia, largely
because of settlement patterns.

How is it possible to create a territorial autonomy in Abkhazia, where the
population is diffused, where there is no compact settlement of Abkhaz, where
we are all mixed up. This is impossible. The idea of territorial autonomy in
Abkhazia cannot be realized. . . . This will be a sovereign republic, enjoying
normal federative relations with Georgia. We shall deal with our interethnic
problems ourselves. . . . We shall not return to an autonomy [republic subordi-
nate to Georgia]. This is absolutely ruled out.45

But my argument is that in such an interaction—concentrated-major-
ity state versus a concentrated-minority ethnic group—we expect these
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disputes to endure but not escalate into violence. What then explains the
fact that civil war was the outcome?

In a word: Moscow. Recall that Georgia opened the war by moving
against Sukhumi, which it quickly captured, causing the Abkhaz forces to
flee in disarray. Had Russia not actively intervened at this point, it seems
certain that the conflict would have ended, and ended with relatively
little bloodshed. But Russia did intervene, and its support enhanced Ab-
khazia’s capabilities. Russia sent tanks, planes, fuel, ammunition, and mil-
itary advisers. Ardzinba was no longer constrained in the demands he
could table, and he ceased all pretense at advancing divisible issues. The
Abkhaz were able to take back Sukhumi and establish de facto indepen-
dence from Georgia. As a result of ethnic cleansing, conducted during
and after the military campaigns, the Abkhaz now constitute the largest
ethnic group in Abkhazia, with Georgians making up only 15 percent,
most of them in the Gali region, bordering Georgia. The Abkhaz are as
committed to preventing the repatriation of Georgians as the Georgians
are to returning and reclaiming this part of their imagined homeland.

For its part, Moscow had mixed motives for intervening in the conflict
in Abkhazia. On the one hand, it remained committed to a united Geor-
gia, and the Georgian government played on this concern by insisting
that Abkhazia remain an integral part of Georgia. In the opinion of
Vazha Lordkipanidze, the Georgian ambassador to Russia, the precedent
of an independent Abkhazia might have triggered the disintegration of
Russia.46 It was in Russia’s strategic interest to keep Georgia’s borders
together. Yet it was also in Russia’s interests to have instability in Geor-
gia. Instability would allow Russia to mediate disputes, sustain its military
presence, and bolster its influence on the region.

Georgia and Ajaria

The Georgian-Ajarian dispute also featured a concentrated-majority state
and a concentrated-minority ethnic group. As in the Abkhaz interaction,
we expect the state to represent indivisible issues and the ethnic group to
represent divisible ones. All other things being equal, we expect conflict,
but not violence. Again this is what happened.

Ajaria began by representing divisible issues—increased autonomy—at
the table. The logic here is the same as in the case of Abkhazia. The
combination of the lack of capabilities and vulnerability implied a conflict
that would not escalate into violence. After the collapse of the Soviet
Union, the Ajars did advance moderate demands. Given its own fight
with Moscow, however, Tbilisi at first not only resisted such claims but
threatened to deprive Ajaria of its preexisting rights and freedoms. But
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this is not what happened, and the explanation for it has to do with the
peculiar nature of the interaction between Ajaria and Georgia.

From the Georgian point of view, Ajars were fallen Georgians. The fact
that they were ethnically and linguistically the same as true Christian
Georgians, but nevertheless Muslim, made them different, perhaps in need
of redemption by conversion. From the Ajar point of view, however, the
religious distinction carried relatively little weight: Ajars were Georgians.

This meant three things. First, the Ajars were loyal to Tbilisi’s stated
aim of maintaining the integrity of the Georgian state; at no time did
they support secessionist claims by other groups within Georgia. Abashidze
did object to the use of force to solve the Abkhaz-Georgian dispute (at
least before it became obvious that Russia was actively intervening—a
response provoked by premature Georgian attempts at a fait accompli).
However, he clearly distinguished between the legitimacy of the means
employed to resolve the crisis and the legitimate aim of Georgia’s policy:
the maintenance of Georgia’s territorial integrity.

Second, the Ajars were reluctant to involve Russia in their struggle
with Tbilisi. In fact, although Abashidze kept the “Russian card” in his
deck47 and let Tbilisi see the card, he never played it, even when Tbilisi
appeared poised to deny any separate identity to the Ajars by completely
abolishing all parallel administrative and political structures.48

Third, the struggle between Ajaria and Tbilisi revealed something im-
portant to Tbilisi and the Christian Georgians: unlike the Abkhaz, the
Ajars had not in fact advanced demands as a first step toward achieving
de facto political autonomy. By the time the crisis passed, Tbilisi had
come to see the Ajars as the Ajars saw themselves: true and loyal Geor-
gians, whose petition for autonomy had been just that, nothing more.

Conclusion

This chapter examined a series of nested interactions between actors in
disputes over territory. The overarching conflict took place between a
newly independent Georgian nation-state and the Russian Federation: a
multiethnic great power bordering Georgia. Moscow’s interests in Geor-
gia can best be described as foreign-policy inertia and the grasping of a
superpower in rapid decline.

Georgia’s interests vis-à-vis Moscow were matters of simple survival:
survival as a state with intact boundaries. Georgia’s leaders, Gamsakhur-
dia and Shevardnadze, each understood the Russian threat in a different
way. Gamsakhurdia recognized the state threat. When asked, for exam-
ple, whether the 1989 ethnic clashes were provoked by Moscow, he re-
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plied, “Of course. As soon as our struggle for independence intensifies,
Moscow immediately stirs up ethnic conflicts and even openly threatens
us with them.”49 But his response to that threat was to incite Georgian
nationalism, even chauvinism. Shevardnadze recognized the state threat
even more clearly, and his first response was to attempt to persuade
Russia to back off. He then blundered badly, attempting to capture Su-
khumi and crush the Abkhaz in a surprise attack—perhaps hoping to
remove any pretext for Russian intervention.50 Once the war was on, and
Russia had begun actively arming and supporting the Abkhaz, he ap-
pealed to the United Nations, to no avail. Although Georgia could have
defeated Abkhazia on its own terms, it could not defeat a Russian-rein-
forced Abkhazia and was forced to accept greater Russian military pres-
ence and influence on Georgian soil. Shevardnadze admitted as much:
“We have to cooperate with Russia . . . otherwise Georgia will collapse
and disintegrate.”51

Georgia dealt harshly with Abkhazia for three reasons. First, Georgian
ethnic identity had been attached to the notion of a Georgian state free
of patronizing Russian domination. Ardzinba made no secret of Ab-
khazia’s desire to ally with Russia, and this made it easy to see Abkhaz
resistance as a smoke screen for Russian neocolonialism. The loss of Ab-
khazia would have been the equivalent of a diminished Georgian identity.
Second, Georgia felt threatened by a meddling and formerly colonial
Moscow, and as a state it could ill afford to lose the territory and re-
sources represented by Abkhazia, however small those may have been. In
the event, the rail communications through Abkhazia could hardly be
characterized as small to Georgia, but they do not explain the variation in
outcomes. Third, to have allowed Abkhazia’s secession would have been
to set a bad precedent in multiethnic Georgia, with several potential and
actual secessionists. Georgia desperately sought to avoid the reputation of
a state that allows secession.

Given its precarious state, why then did Georgia deal so leniently with
Ajaria? The answer is simply that Ajaria did not advance demands that
threatened the physical territory of Georgia or ethnic identity of Geor-
gians. Given its settlement pattern, we did not expect Ajaria to advance
indivisible issues, and it did not. Yet as noted earlier, the divisible charac-
ter of Ajar demands may not have been so obvious to a Tbilisi in crisis,
which it was at the time the demands were tabled. Yet after a clear refer-
endum on the abolishment of a separate Ajar republic, and after months
of solid support for Georgia’s ethnic and state aims vis-à-vis South Osse-
tia and Abkhazia, Tbilisi came to view Ajaria as an administrative region
only, not as a region occupied by a separate and potentially secessionist
ethnic group. As such, precedent-setting logic did not enter into negotia-
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tions with Ajaria. Georgia was therefore able to deal leniently with Ajaria
and devote its scarce resources to more pressing conflicts in Abkhazia and
South Ossetia.

In sum, the bargaining positions and behavior of the actors in these
cases provide excellent support for my theory. Ethnic settlement patterns
and state precedent-setting concerns influenced whether the actors repre-
sented control over the disputed territory as divisible or indivisible.



8
Conclusion

Breathes there the man with soul so dead,
Who never to himself hath said,
This is my own, my native land!

—Sir Walter Scott,
“The Lay of the Last Minstrel”

This book started with a simple point. Territory is not only a material and
divisible object but also a nonmaterial and indivisible subject. In the last
century alone, millions died in wars and in other violence as a result of
this simple and enduring problem. Although this dual nature of territory
has never been forgotten in such diverse places as Israel/Palestine,
Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka, and Spain, in academic treatments of ethnic
conflicts and wars and in many attempts to implement policies designed
to end ethnic violence, it has largely been forgotten or overlooked. The
central purpose of this book is to both recall and underscore the crucial
role of territory in explaining ethnic violence. To this end the central
question motivating my research was, Why does violence erupt in some
ethnic conflicts but not in others?

To answer this question, I introduced a theory of ethnic war called the
theory of indivisible territory. I argued that the likelihood of ethnic vio-
lence rests on how a conflict’s principal antagonists—a state and its dis-
satisfied ethnic minority—think about or value a disputed territory. At-
tempts to negotiate a resolution short of war will fail when (1) the ethnic
minority demands sovereignty over the territory it occupies, and (2) the
state views that territory as indivisible. Ethnic war is less likely to break
out if one condition only is met, and very unlikely if neither condition is
met.

The remainder of this concluding chapter contains four sections. The
first introduces and reviews an important competing explanation of eth-
nic conflict in the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia: namely,
the idea that the institutions of Soviet-style federalism are a better expla-
nation for the capability and legitimacy endowments of different ethnic
groups in the three states that had such arrangements. The second sec-
tion then provides an overview of the main elements of the theory. The
third section highlights the main findings of the statistical analysis and
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case studies. The fourth and final section presents a number of the the-
ory’s key theoretical and policy implications.

Alternative Explanations and Cases

In the first chapter I outlined three approaches to explain the outbreak of
ethnic violence —material based, nonmaterial based, and elite manipula-
tion—and detailed that although each captures some of the dynamics,
none of them is sufficient on its own. In this section I focus on a compet-
ing argument, namely, that the institutions associated with Soviet federal-
ism may allow ethnic groups to mobilize more readily by providing ac-
cess to resources and information. I also compare this argument against
my own in two additional minicases: the disintegrations of the Yugoslav
Federation and Czechoslovakia.

At the broadest level, a number of scholars of ethnic conflict point to
federalism as a major factor in increasing or decreasing the likelihood of
ethnic violence. Arend Lijphart, for example, argued that federalism’s dif-
fusion of power makes it useful for managing ethnic conflicts.1 Yet other
scholars argue that by allowing groups greater control over institutions
and resources that can facilitate collective action (mobilization), federal-
ism has precisely the opposite effect.2

The theory of indivisible territory neatly explains why Lijphart can be
right in some cases but, as his critics observe, wrong in others. If my
theory is right, then federalism’s impact depends on the nature of the
issue of contention. If the basis of dissatisfaction with a status quo or
with a state’s criteria for distributing values has a material basis—say
taxes or economic subsidies—or perhaps a political-control or educa-
tional basis—such as cabinet positions or access to education—then
Lijphart is likely to be right, and federalism would serve as a useful insti-
tution to deflect calls—especially violent calls—for autonomy. When,
however, the issue is homeland territory or national identity (including
way of life), then federalism will only enhance the resources of actors
determined to obtain independence, even at the risk of violence and civil
war. This is another way of saying that a key implication of the theory of
indivisible territory is that territory and identity concerns can overwhelm
institutions in many settings: sandbags are all well and good, but when
the big river rises, nothing man-made is going to stand in its way.

In Subversive Institutions, for example, Valerie Bunce argues that the
organization of Communist institutions undermined them.3 She notes
that the only Communist states that broke apart were those characterized
by ethnofederal institutions (for example, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet
Union, and Yugoslavia). Ethnofederalism allowed for the strengthening
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of identities and control over resources by the units, thereby weakening
the power of these states. Bunce makes it clear that the national-federal
design created “states-in-the-making, complete with their own borders,
elites, national communities, and a full array of economic, political, so-
cial, and cultural institutions.”4

But how then would Bunce account for the variation in outcomes? All
three states collapsed, but only one—Yugoslavia—collapsed violently. To
explain the violent demise of Yugoslavia, Bunce argues that three factors
“guaranteed” a violent ending: (1) a sense of injustice and the need for
retribution embedded in Serbian nationalism; (2) the Yugoslav army as
an extension of Serbian national interests; and (3) the presence of large
Serbian minorities in Croatia and Bosnia.5 She argues that the last factor
was less important in and of itself than how it interacted with the institu-
tional characteristics that distinguished Yugoslavia from Czechoslovakia.

The Socialist Federations: Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia

Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia disintegrated within a year of one an-
other: the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1992 and Czechoslovakia in
1993. The Czechoslovak disintegration was nonviolent, but not without
costs or victims. The Yugoslav disintegration was extremely violent and
continues to produce both high costs and victims.

Czechoslovakia had a federal structure, but its disintegration is best
explained by pride on the Slovak side and economic interests on the
Czech side. Its peaceful disintegration is best explained by the fact that
Czechoslovakia was a rare binational state. The secession of either com-
ponent republic could therefore not set a precedent for subsequent seces-
sions, which would threaten the territorial integrity of either newly inde-
pendent republic.

The history of the Czechoslovakian disintegration is as interesting as it
is straightforward.6 The Slovaks felt slighted by their wealthier and more
numerous Czech neighbors.7 After the collapse of communism in Czecho-
slovakia, Slovak leader Vladimir Meciar advanced a political agenda that
would make Czechs and Slovaks equal partners in a confederal state.8 The
Czechs, led by Vaclav Klaus, demurred, calculating that the economic
costs of confederation would be too high, and would further delay Czech
entry into “European” institutions such as the European Union and NATO.
Matters quickly got out of hand, as political elites on both sides escalated
their rhetoric until the velvet divorce became a fait accompli.9

The Czechoslovak case highlights the limitations of institutional solu-
tions to ethnic disputes when one or more parties consider the state’s
criteria for distribution of resources illegitimate and where national iden-
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tity (or national pride) is involved. Meciar and a majority of Slovaks be-
lieved that the institutions they sought to change favored the Czechs
disproportionately.10 Their solution was a new institutional arrangement
that shared the state’s resources more equitably and gave them greater
control over the pace of economic reform. Confederation and slowing
the transition to a market economy were unacceptable to the Czech side.
The state split without much fanfare on January 1, 1993.

In Czechoslovakia it was the stronger republic that wanted to split the
state into two. Klaus’s predecessor, Czech prime minister Petr Pithart,
stated that “Czech selfishness played a significant role [in the breakup of
the federation]. . . . We created the impression that the state was being
smashed by the Slovaks but really, two motives clashed here, not one.”11

The two ethnic groups—Czechs and Slovaks—lived in different territo-
ries. Few Czechs lived in Slovakia, and only a small group of Slovaks
resided in the Czech Republic. For the most part, each group occupied
its own homeland. Neither side had a potential fifth column residing in
the other territory, and territory was not contested between the two par-
ties. The split was simply a matter of dividing economic resources.

The same cannot be said of Yugoslavia, where ethnic groups were con-
centrated in regions and laid claim to territories occupied by other ethnic
groups. Bosnia, for example, was claimed as the homeland of Bosnian
Muslims, Croats, and Serbs, whereas Kosovo was considered the home-
land of both Kosovar Albanians and Serbs. In addition to competing
claims, there were concerns about the issue of precedent setting. This
explains why Belgrade attacked Slovenia.12

As predicted by my theory the Slovenes, a concentrated majority, were
the first to seek independence (June 1991). Also as predicted by my the-
ory, the multinational state of Yugoslavia objected to establishing the pre-
cedent of granting independence to one republic for fear of setting off a
domino effect. This fear was warranted because just days after Slovenia
declared independence, Croatia followed suit. Within a matter of weeks,
federal troops had moved into Slovenia and then into Croatia. Although
in Slovenia the fight was short, it dragged on in Croatia, in large measure
because Serbs were concentrated in regions of Croatia that they deemed
part of the Serbian homeland (for example, Kraijina).

This civil war eventually engulfed Bosnia-Herzegovina, a republic in
which no ethnic group constituted a majority.13 Like Croatia and Slo-
venia, Bosnia was embedded in federal institutions that dispropor-
tionately benefited Serbs and Serbia. If it could be arranged without
bloodshed (as in the Soviet and Czech examples), then Bosnia would be
better off on its own instead of being stuck with a reform-resistant and
chauvinist Serbian “big brother.” Even so, Bosnia would not have de-
clared independence had Slovenia and Croatia not done so. Bosnia’s
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leader, Alija Izetbegovic, argued that Bosnia would be forced to declare
its independence should Croatia or Slovenia secede. Croatia and Slovenia
did declare independence, and Bosnia was pressed to do so as well.14 But
why was the disintegration of Yugoslavia so violent, and why was the
fighting in Bosnia in particular so brutal?

The answer lies in a factor particular to Yugoslavia and to conservative
nationalist intellectuals within the Serb Republic. Like other national-
isms, Serb nationalism had a strong territorial component, and this, in
combination with two other factors (a Serb-controlled military and a
powerful precedent-setting problem), is sufficient to explain why—in a
postfederal reality in which other states asserted sovereignty over lands
claimed by ethnic Serbs—violence was overdetermined. But in addition
to the territorial component, there was an ideal Serb identity that con-
temporary Serbs had reconstructed around an active mission to liberate
Serb lands from “Turks.” In other words, the new Serb nationalism had a
vengeful component built into an already territorial self-conception. The
language used is strikingly similar to the language of conservative Mus-
lims regarding jihad in defense of the Holy Land. The reasoning—such
as it was—behind Serb atrocities in former Yugoslavia was twofold. First,
“if we don’t do it to them, they will do it to us,” and second, “anyway
they deserve it because of what they did to us in [fill in the blank].”

In sum, federal institutions in these cases tended to magnify the exist-
ing capability and legitimacy endowments of disparate ethnic groups. In
each case, the state’s distribution of values (offices, educational access,
and economic aid) were bitterly resented by the other groups in the state.
Violence did not erupt in Czechoslovakia because the stronger actor—
the Czech Republic—had nothing to lose (in terms of identity) and
much to gain (economically) from Slovak secession. Violence did erupt in
Yugoslavia because Serbia, the stronger actor, had nothing to gain and
everything to lose, both economically and concerning its identity, by al-
lowing the secessions of Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia.

Summary

In sum, the proper question regarding institutions as competitors for the
theory of indivisible territory is not, Do institutions explain some features
of ethnic violence as well as or better than the theory of indivisible terri-
tory? but rather, Under what conditions do institutions constrain de-
mands for national self-determination? My theory brackets the answer.
Institutions can constrain demands for political autonomy when the is-
sues over which the various actors contend are not territory or national
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identity. Otherwise, institutions—and federalism in particular—tend to
increase rather than decrease the likelihood of a self-determination claim.

This is what Bunce concludes. Bunce is a careful researcher. She sets
out to explore the ways in which institutions—in this case a de jure so-
cialist federalism that became more de facto over time—affect simmering
ethnic disputes. But her explanation of Yugoslavia’s descent into brutal
violence, although convincing, is too specific to be generalized beyond
this case. More important, she concludes that in the final analysis nation-
alism overwhelmed the effects of institutions. She asks: “[C]ould we dis-
pense with the federal side of the argument and account for the end of
these three states by emphasizing, simply, the national side?”15 Her an-
swer is yes: “The three socialist states that ended were the most nation-
ally diverse of any in the region—as indicated, for example, by the size of
their second largest national group; many of the nations in each of these
cases were geographically concentrated and, thus, optimally positioned to
form solidaristic groups promoting a nationalist agenda; and it was pre-
cisely those compact nations that did mobilize and tear the state asunder.”16

After providing an elegant theory of institutions and their impact on
the dissolution of multiethnic states, in other words, Bunce concedes that
nationalism and the distribution of groups within the state have to be
considered in the analysis: “Thus, while the nation in some sense seems
to be a necessary condition for secession, federalism does not.”17

In sum, institutions such as federalism may act as a bulwark against the
disintegration of multiethnic states in some circumstances but not in
others. Although Bunce and other researchers have a different focus—
disintegration rather than violent disintegration—the theory of an indi-
visible territory helps to bracket those circumstances.

The Theory of Indivisible Territory

My theory begins by positing territory as a survival issue for both states
and ethnic groups. Assuming—for the sake of theory building—that
both types of actors seek, at a minimum, to survive, I argue that there are
systematic differences in the way states and ethnic groups will view the
connection between territory and survival.18

I assume that for states, territory (maintaining borders) is a matter of
physical survival. I argued that for states, a key issue is structure or ethnic
profile. States with more than one ethnic group capable of seceding are
likely to fear setting precedents. This fear will cause them to regard the
territory as indivisible regardless of the territory’s material worth.

For ethnic groups, territory should be a matter of survival for the
group’s identity: control over territory means control over the group’s
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identity. I argued that the settlement patterns of ethnic groups were the
key—but not the only—determinants of a group’s legitimacy and capa-
bility. Majorities and groups concentrated in a region of a state, especially
if that region is a homeland, are more likely to regard control over terri-
tory as indivisible than are groups that are minorities, dispersed, or ur-
banized. This is because concentrated and majority groups have relatively
greater capability and legitimacy. Dispersed groups are likely to lack capa-
bility, whereas urbanites are likely to be recent immigrants who lack at-
tachment to the territory in which they reside.

I then posited that the intersection of a state’s and an ethnic group’s
bargaining positions over control of a disputed territory determined
whether their dispute would escalate into violence. If both actors repre-
sent their interests over the disputed territory as indivisible, then violence
is likely. If one or both do not, then violence can be averted.

The theory was subjected to two main tests: a statistical test to estab-
lish a significant positive correlation between settlement patterns and the
likelihood of violence and a test of the theory’s causal logic in four com-
parative historical case studies. In both cases, though with minor quali-
fications, the theory received strong support.

Data Analysis

The statistical analysis in chapter 3 showed that the type of settlement
patterns by ethnic groups and the ethnic profile of states explain the like-
lihood of ethnic violence. Using the Minorities at Risk (MAR) data set, I
organized this analysis into two separate tests of the relationship between
settlement patterns and violence over a fourteen-year period. The first
test examined only the ethnic group portion, and the second included
the state-level factors as well. Both tests confirmed the theory’s main
hypotheses.

In the first test I regressed settlement patterns against rebellion. I hy-
pothesized that concentrated-majority groups were more likely to engage
in violent ethnic conflict, and at higher intensities, than their concen-
trated-minority, dispersed, and urban counterparts. This test showed that
concentrated majorities are the most prone to violence: they were two
and a half times more likely than concentrated minorities to be engaged
in rebellion, and approximately four to five times more likely than urban
and dispersed groups.

The second test was more comprehensive. Five factors were included
to test the likelihood of violence: (1) the relative impact of settlement
patterns; (2) attachment to homeland; (3) duration of residence in a re-
gion; (4) precedent setting; and (5) the resource richness of the region.
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Overall, the second test confirmed the main hypotheses of the theory.
Concentrated-majority status predicted violence, just as it did in the first
test. Groups living in what they perceived as their homeland also seemed
to more readily engage in violence. The longer a group had lived in a
region the greater its chances of violence.

The state-level hypothesis, that precedent setting mattered more than
resources, was also confirmed. Further, ethnic groups living in resource-
rich regions were less likely to be involved in violence than groups living
in resource-poor regions. I argued that this finding suggests that states
sometimes believe that resources are divisible. In addition, the fact that
violence occurred more often in resource-poor regions confirms the idea
that states, as well as ethnic groups, are willing to fight over worthless
territory. I contended that something other than the value of resources
must be motivating violence.

In sum, the two tests clearly establish that concentration in a region is
almost a necessary condition for rebellion and civil war, and dispersion
and urbanism are practically sufficient conditions for a settlement short of
violence. This is a crucial finding because it confirms that power—in the
sense that concentrated groups have more capability and therefore are
most likely to escalate autonomy claims to violence—does not explain
why concentrated groups risk violence to attain their goals. Concentra-
tion matters, but the most concentrated groups—urbanites—are the least
likely to press autonomy claims, violent or otherwise. The empirical find-
ing, in other words, suggests that only by overlaying legitimacy and iden-
tity concerns with power can a sound explanation of the likelihood of
ethnic violence emerge. Moreover, the notion that precedent setting was
a key concern for multiethnic states also received strong support.

The statistical analysis, however, confirms only an association between
settlement patterns and the likelihood of violence. This is an important
empirical finding in itself, but it tells us little about the causal links be-
tween variables. The case studies examined in chapters 4 through 7 pro-
vide additional support for the proposed mechanisms of the theory of
indivisible territory.

Evidence from the Cases

The case studies in this analysis were structured to give us a greater un-
derstanding of the dynamics of ethnic conflicts and to test the logic of
competing explanations. On balance, the results of this careful research
supported my argument. The first set of cases (chapters 4 and 5) exam-
ined the interaction between Russia, the state, and two component re-
gions, Tatarstan and Chechnya. The second set of cases (chapters 6 and
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7) explored a more complex relationship between Georgia as a state and
two component regions, Abkhazia and Ajaria. As we have seen, the sec-
ond case study raised some unanticipated but important findings.

Russia, Tatarstan, and Chechnya

At the outset, Russia’s relations with its ethnic minorities were compli-
cated by the problem of precedent setting: the very arguments Russian
president Yeltsin and the Russians leveled at Soviet leader Gorbachev and
the USSR were subsequently invoked by union republics and later by
ethnic groups within those republics. In this first set of interactions,
Russia stands as the state. It possessed an overwhelming advantage in
numbers, military infrastructure, and, on paper at least, a large and so-
phisticated army, air force, and police force. In the bargaining between
the two actors, precedent-setting logic made Russia adamant about the
possibility of Tatar and Chechen independence.

The dispersed settlement pattern of Tatars in Tatarstan left the various
independence movements rather poorly supplied in terms of both legit-
imacy and capability. This weak bargaining position best explains the na-
ture of the demands Shamiyev, Tatarstan’s leader, introduced at the bar-
gaining table. Essentially, Shamiyev represented Tatarstan’s short-term
interests in economic terms—both to the Russians and, crucially, to his
own people. Putting things this way made the issue of contention divisi-
ble. For its part, Russia had come to view Tatarstan as a potential prece-
dent-setting issue, but due to the shared understanding regarding the
distribution of legitimacy and capability between the two actors, Moscow
treated Tatarstan rather patiently and professionally. The outcome was
therefore a negotiated settlement that resulted in significant economic
concessions to Tatarstan, in exchange for an agreement to delay talk of
political autonomy to a distant date.

Chechnya, by contrast, was a concentrated majority with an equally
charismatic leader. Dudayev, understandably concerned about (though
hardly awed by) Russian military capability, nevertheless advanced
Chechen independence from Moscow as an indivisible issue. Although it
appears that Dudayev was not especially determined to resort to arms,
Moscow’s bungling, and its refusal to negotiate with Dudayev in good
faith, undermined Dudayev’s moderate rivals in Chechnya and hardened
Dudayev’s position to the point where armed rebellion became the pre-
ferred course of action. As in Tatarstan, precedent-setting logic made
Russia’s position on Chechen autonomy indivisible. Both sides advanced
indivisible issues, and civil war erupted.

There is no question that other factors—such as the years of bad blood
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between Moscow and Chechnya and the Russian army’s abandonment of
large stocks of munitions and heavy weapons—affected Chechnya’s legit-
imacy claims and capabilities. However, what is striking about this case is
the way the concentrated-majority settlement pattern strongly influenced
which of several political elites rose to the top and represented Chechen
interests at the bargaining table with Moscow. For its part, Moscow in-
stantly regarded Chechen autonomy probes as a vital threat to its secu-
rity, leading to a series of diplomatic and military blunders that only esca-
lated the conflict and squeezed out political moderates in Chechnya. This
state of affairs dramatically reduced the likelihood that divisible issues
would be presented at the bargaining table. On the contrary, Chechnya’s
Dudayev came to represent a “live free or die” position. The end result
was a civil war that was never resolved and that tragically reignited in
1999.

In both Tatarstan and Chechnya, Moscow clearly attached material
and strategic values to both territories, but the variation in these value
assessments was not sufficient to explain the variation in outcomes. Con-
sistent with the logic of nonmaterial-based explanations, both groups
wished for greater autonomy, but the scope of that autonomy and the
intensity with which each was willing to pursue its aims differed mark-
edly. Leaders emerged who were representative of respective group aspi-
rations. Neither Shamiyev nor Dudayev was a demagogue, however, and
the elite-manipulation explanation cannot account for the variation in
outcomes between Tatarstan and Chechnya. Finally, precedent-setting
concerns clearly made Moscow intransigent on the issue of political au-
tonomy for both Tatarstan and Chechnya. Variation in outcomes is there-
fore best explained by differences in the issues each ethnic group repre-
sented. In sum, this first set of interactions supports the importance of
settlement patterns and precedent setting in explaining violent ethnic
conflicts.

Georgia, Abkhazia, Ajaria, and Moscow

The second set of interactions presented a more complex situation than
the first. Although Georgia stands as the state here, during the period
under analysis it was simultaneously embroiled in (1) a conflict of inter-
ests with Moscow (a proximate and meddling great power), (2) a civil
war in South Ossetia, (3) a civil war for control of the government and
two calls for increased autonomy, (4) calls for greater autonomy in Ab-
kazia, which became calls for outright independence once Russia came to
its aid, and (5) limited calls for a demand for increased regional auton-
omy in Ajaria.



C O N C L U S I O N 137

Tbilisi represented itself as both a multiethnic state trying to hold to-
gether what has been termed a miniempire and an ethnic group under
siege by minority groups that were outbirthing the dominant Christian
Georgians. As a concentrated-majority nation-state, Georgia demanded
full autonomy from any Russian-dominated post-Soviet federal structure.
Georgia’s unwillingness to roll over and join Russia in a confederation
angered Moscow, which soon set about undermining Georgian indepen-
dence by encouraging minorities on Georgian territory to mobilize for
independence.

Ultimately state concerns trumped ethnic concerns, with Tbilisi strik-
ing a Faustian bargain with Moscow. As a state, Georgia was faced with
the threat of Russian military intervention on its territory. Precedent-set-
ting logic made it intransigent regarding autonomy calls, all the more so
as evidence developed that the scope and intensity of such calls were
increasing due to Moscow’s interference. Still, as a state, Georgia could
field an armed force backed by a population of 5.4 million against com-
ponent groups who could field armed forces backed by populations of
235,000 at most (assuming that other non-Georgians in Abkhazia fought
along with the 90,000 Abkhaz). Its capabilities were high, precedent set-
ting was a significant factor, and a sizable proportion of minorities in
Abkhazia (46 percent) and Ajaria (39 percent) were Georgians. Georgia
was therefore not about to treat autonomy calls from component minor-
ities as divisible issues.

As a concentrated minority, the Abkhaz sought greater autonomy but
would not by themselves have resorted to violence, due to their lack of
any reasonable chance of obtaining independence without risking annihi-
lation. The Abkhaz argued that a primary reason they were a minority in
their own homeland was Georgia’s genocidal policy of forced resettle-
ment of ethnic Georgians on Abkhaz land. But if Georgia was adamant
and Abkhazia fearful, why did indivisible demands get tabled by both
sides? The answer is Moscow. Moscow’s active intervention gave Ab-
khazia the capability it could never have achieved on its own. This effec-
tively converted the interaction, resulting in indivisible issues being ta-
bled by both sides and in a civil war.

The Ajars were a surprise altogether. Although I did expect them to
represent their interests as divisible, which they did, they did so not be-
cause of a lack of capability or legitimacy but because they viewed them-
selves as Georgians. The Ajars share the descent of Georgians, but they
are Muslim. So, whereas the Christian Georgians saw Ajars as tainted and
therefore not true Georgians, the Ajars saw themselves as Georgian. They
did not see the need to separate their territory from Georgia proper, since
Georgia proper was viewed as their homeland as well. Thus they repre-
sented their interests as divisible.
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TABLE 8.1
Theoretical Expectations and Research Findings

Interaction Outcome

Does Theory of
Indivisible

Territory Explain
Case?

Outcome
Expected?

Case 1 Negotiated Yes Yes
Russia (state) settlement
Tatarstan (dispersed)

Case 2 Civil war Yes Yes
Russia (state)
Chechnya (concentrated

majority)

Case 3 Civil war Yes No
Georgia (state)
Abkhazia (concentrated

minority)

Case 4 Negotiated Yes Yes
Georgia (state) settlement
Ajaria (concentrated minority)

Case 5 (Violence) (Yes) (Yes)
Russia (state)
Georgia (concentrated

majority)

As table 8.1 indicates, the theory of indivisible territory fared well in
this set of interactions. Fears of precedent setting and settlement patterns
influenced the relative strengths and weaknesses of the actors’ bargaining
positions.

On the face of it, however, two aspects of the Georgian case challenge
the validity of my argument. First, Georgia and Abkhazia came to blows,
but Georgia and Ajaria did not; yet both ethnic groups shared the same
settlement pattern. If settlement patterns explain variation in outcomes,
why were the outcomes different? Second, my argument faces the chal-
lenge that the complex dynamics of ethnic conflict reduce to simple cal-
culations of relative power whenever other states actively interfere in the
interaction.

In the event, it was clear that Moscow’s diplomatic and military inter-
vention dramatically affected the outcomes. Where Moscow intervened
(in Abkhazia), the outcome was a civil war. Where Moscow did not inter-
vene (in Ajaria), the outcome was as predicted: a negotiated settlement.
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This explains the variation in outcomes and answers the first challenge
these interactions presented to my explanation. But what of the second
challenge? My answer must be that in this case the intervention of a great
power overwhelmed the dynamics. Yet this raises an interesting subsidiary
question: what is the distribution of interactions that are likely to be
affected by a proximate and activist great power as compared with those
removed from such interference? The answer to this question lies beyond
the scope of this analysis, but I would argue that the number of cases is
small compared with the number of cases that play themselves out with-
out such intervention. Further, although the theory of indivisible territory
failed to capture all of the dynamics of bargaining, it did capture impor-
tant aspects of many of them. The case of Ajaria is illuminating here. Had
I not examined this case in light of territories and homelands, we may
have missed the important fact that Ajars see themselves as Georgians and
their homeland as Georgia and thus were not and are not likely to press
secessionist claims.

The statistics and cases complemented each other well. Whereas the
statistics could not prove that attachment to the territory motivated the
ethnic groups and that precedent setting motivated the states, the case
studies did show that these factors were among the deepest and most
pressing concerns among the actors.

Implications and Conclusion

The theory of indivisible territory has a number of important theoretical
and policy implications. In this section I highlight three from each.

Theoretical Implications

The first theoretical implication has to do with the rationality of ethnic
groups and states. In the literature on ethnic conflict and violence, states
are often assumed to be rational, whereas ethnic groups tend to be
treated as irrational actors. This is because ethnic group members are
often observed to be willing to die for a cause that hardly seems to justify
such a steep price. My research makes it clear, however, that both types
of actors act rationally. Ethnic groups calculate and maximize their utility
just as states do, but they define utility—or more narrowly, survival—
differently. Whereas Moscow, for example, seemed to think it was fight-
ing its first Chechen war, the Chechens viewed it as the latest phase in a
three-hundred-year struggle to save themselves from foreign domination.
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Ethnic groups may indeed rationally calculate that it is better to risk
death than to lose their identity.19

Second, although the theory deals exclusively with intrastate conflicts,
its has implications for interstate conflicts. Specifically, some wars be-
tween states have an ethnic dimension that is linked to territory. In those
cases, the dynamics of conflict should reflect, in part, the basic logic of
my theory. Consider the recent Eritrean-Ethiopian war, which began in
February 1999 over the Badme region.20 This rocky and sparsely popu-
lated hinterland lies between Eritrea and Ethiopia and is of little material
consequence to either. However, the ethnic group that dominates each
state views Badme as an integral part of its homeland. An Ethiopian mer-
chant put it this way: “That area, I think, is desert. It is valueless . . .
[but] it’s territory, you know. We’ll die for our country.”21 Interstate wars
of this kind resemble ethnic wars more than they resemble traditional
wars over resources or geopolitical advantage; as such, my theory explains
them better than it does more traditional theories of interstate war.

A third theoretical implication centers on the role of elites in shaping
ethnic identities, which also has policy implications. Among the most
common elements of ethnic identity is shared territory: an attachment to
the land which is indivisible from a conception of self. This leaves open
the important question of which of the elements of a given identity will
become or be made salient and explains why the question of identity is
irreducible to a particular formula or definition that remains fixed over
time. This highlights the fact that ethnic and national identity cannot be
meaningfully evaluated without a discussion of the role of elites. It is vital
to note, however, both the importance of leaders in guiding public opin-
ion (and mobilizing the popular will) and of the ways in which the distri-
bution of coethnics within a given territory can constrain leaders attempt-
ing to make a particular element of national identity more or less salient.

We can envision four scenarios. In the first, leaders and masses might
share the same nationalist vision. In the second, leaders might be even
more committed nationalists than the masses. In the third, leaders might
use nationalist discourse for personal gain. And in the fourth, leaders
might be committed to both nationalism and staying in office. In all four
scenarios elites are free to attempt to shape identity and interpret dra-
matic events as they wish, but these identity constructs and interpreta-
tions are unlikely to be equally successful in mobilizing and sustaining
support for the nationalist cause. Moreover, elites may become victims of
their own rhetoric, making themselves captive to policies and discourses
that helped them gain power.

Elites represent groups and often respond to popular will. In all of the
cases examined in this book, elites were representative. Gamsakhurdia
was a committed nationalist, but so was the broader Georgian population
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who elected him to office. Dudayev too represented the popular wishes
of his people, as did Shamiyev. Their positions regarding autonomy or
independence were limited by the popular wishes of those they repre-
sented. When political leaders represent interests rather than construct
them, their ability to make concessions or even negotiate is severely cir-
cumscribed. The literature on ethnic violence and policy formulation in
dealing with ethnic violence do not fully reflect the fact that in some
cases the masses may be as nationalistic as—or even more than—the
elites who represent them.

Policy Implications

My argument has implications for policy as well. Here I discuss three:
stability versus justice, conflict termination, and partition.

The first policy implication is that states face a trade-off between the
short-term benefits of supporting stability for its own sake and sacrificing
blood and treasure in order to forge lasting settlements to ethnic disputes
in the pursuit of justice. This calculus looks entirely different from the
top down and from the bottom up.

From the bottom up, the ethnic-group perspective, the trade-off looks
like a sacrifice of justice to stability and is often intolerable.22 Turning to
the former Soviet Union as an example, it is clear that stability came with
a high price tag: millions murdered, imprisoned, resettled, sent to the
front, and so on, all for the sake of a peaceful and stable union. The
implication is that for states who wish to deny nationalist claims, such
measures may be required to maintain peace.

From the top down, the state perspective, the sacrifice of justice to
stability seems at least fair and in many cases necessary, even if unfair to
some groups (keeping in mind that for states, physical survival is the
ultimate value). Nationalism played a large role in both the causes of and
brutal conduct in two world wars in the last century. Thus unchecked
nationalism would proliferate states, some so small that they would fall
below the threshold of viability. If this process continued, the likelihood
of war would increase, thus, paradoxically, making everyone worse off.23

My argument implies that between these two extremes is a consider-
able and largely unexplored middle ground and that this ground is de-
marcated by settlement patterns. Policymakers can use settlement pat-
terns to identify the fault lines of ethnic disputes long before a crisis
causes actors to begin the process of reevaluation, which may lead to
violence. This is analogous to being able to identify a weak building prior
to an earthquake and then taking steps to improve it structurally so that
when an earthquake does happen, the building will remain intact (or will
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collapse in a way that spares lives). Dispersed and concentrated-minority
nations can be made to feel less vulnerable by the establishment of social,
economic, and educational policies and forums—especially sharing power
by having greater representation in the state—that reduce their insecurity
without threatening the state’s political control of the territory. The polit-
ical quiescence of urbanites means that states have little to fear from
these groups. A key implication is that if states feel the need to move
ethnic minorities, they should move them to urban centers, not to rural
areas. Although class interests and divisions are likely to arise in urban
centers, there are two reasons these divisions are unlikely to lead to large-
scale ethnic violence or war.24 First, class interests cut across ethnic identi-
ties, making it more difficult for individuals to organize into groups. Sec-
ond, when class grievances do emerge, states can meet these needs through
educational and employment opportunities. Such opportunities are more
easily provided than land, which is not only a finite, material resource but
may be a sacred and an indivisible part of another group’s identity. Con-
centrated majorities’ desire for complete independence may be modified
by carefully designed federal structures and power sharing that allow
them a good deal of independence, if not outright statehood. States
should be wary, however, of establishing quotas for the distribution of
power and services. Although concrete formulas for dividing power seem
desirable for achieving equity and a balance of interests, future demo-
graphic changes may lead to instability and perhaps violence.25

Moreover, because legitimacy is so important, all actors could benefit
from an increased openness and more dialogue about the facts and con-
texts of national history. In some cases such dialogues might make na-
tional independence fair and necessary, but my guess is that in most cases,
they would make national independence seem unnecessary or even wrong.

The second policy implication concerns the termination of ethnic con-
flicts. This theory suggests that intrastate conflicts over territory are likely
to be more difficult to resolve than fights over the makeup of the govern-
ment (such as who should run it or the nature of its political system).
The historical evidence of intrastate conflict reveals that fights over terri-
tory are three times more likely to end in a cease-fire or stalemate than in
an outright military victory or a lasting peace settlement.26 In contrast,
fights over the makeup of the government are just half as likely to end in
stalemate as to be resolved.27 Figure 8.1 illustrates this.28

Intrastate conflicts over territory—which are invariably ethnic—are not
likely to be resolved through either force or persuasion, and efforts to
resolve them must take this into account. Because in such cases territory
is not seen as a divisible asset, attempts to make deals to share control of
the territory are usually unworkable, both in the period leading up to the
conflict and at the end of the conflict. States’ precedent-setting concerns
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do not diminish with the outbreak of violence, and the death of ethnic
brethren while defending their homeland may only intensify a group’s
attachment to its territory. This dynamic of extended and intensified indi-
visibility is not found in fights over other issues, such as the makeup of
the government, which may explain why on balance the latter are more
amenable to negotiated settlements. Resources can be divided, and posi-
tions in the government can be shared by the contending groups. In
ethnic wars, the disputed territory may have little material value to either
side, compared with the costs of continued fighting, but both sides are
willing to spill blood because of precedent-setting or identity concerns.

The theory of territorial indivisibility explains why these wars are un-
likely to be resolved easily. Neither of the two cases of war I examined in
depth has been resolved. The violence in Abkhazia ended with a cease-
fire, and negotiations have taken place over Abkhazia’s status. However,
a durable solution remains a distant hope. Two issues in the negotiations
have hampered progress. First, the Abkhaz remain committed to inde-
pendence from Georgia. Georgia does not accept this. Second, Georgia
remains persistent about the right of return for ethnic Georgian displaced
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persons. The Abkhaz will not allow large-scale repatriation for fear that
this will tilt the demographic balance against them. Until either side
budges from its indivisible bargaining positions, peace will remain
elusive.

Abkhaz-Georgian affairs seem mild compared with events that tran-
spired between Chechnya and Russia. The Abkhaz war ended in neither
peace nor war, and so did the Chechen war. Whereas the Georgians re-
fused to even countenance the notion of negotiating Abkhazia’s status,
Moscow agreed during the 1996 peace talks to allow the discussion and
decision of Chechnya’s status to be postponed. Yet no progress was made
in these status talks, and relations deteriorated, as did Chechnya’s eco-
nomic and political well-being. In September 1999, only three years after
Russia’s defeat, war again ravaged the region, and victory is nowhere in
sight.29 Although the Chechen side has not fared as well as it did in the
previous war, Moscow has failed to gain a decisive victory. For the time
being Chechnya is back to a position of stasis, neither at peace nor at war.
Nevertheless, a negotiated settlement is unlikely.

The difficulty of settling territorial ethnic wars suggests the limits of
relying on a third-party intervention to end them.30 Intervention in such
conflicts may lead to the signing of peace accords, but if the warring
parties fail to settle the underlying territorial disputes, these peace efforts
will disintegrate. The Dayton Peace Accords (1995) are a prime example.
The basic territorial issues were not resolved and to this day remain un-
solved. Richard Holbrooke’s 1995 warning that “[t]he territorial issues—
the ‘map’—would be far more difficult to resolve than the constitutional
issues” continues to ring true.31 Peace has been secured by NATO forces,
which cannot be removed without violence breaking out again. In non-
ethnic wars, by contrast, both sides are more likely to change their minds
about the worth of fighting once the war is under way; in such cases
third-party intervention may be an effective way to stop the violence and
allow the two sides to engineer a peaceful solution.

The third policy implication concerns the controversial issue of parti-
tion. In a recent article Chaim Kaufmann argues that in order to stop
ethnic violence, it is essential to separate and resettle the rival ethnic
groups (even if that means population transfers) and to give each group
increased political autonomy. He does not advocate granting statehood.32

However, there are two problems with this kind of partition. First, it does
not account for the notion of homeland and the attachment of different
ethnic groups to particular places. In fact, partition is unlikely to work
unless serious attention is paid to settling ethnic groups in their respec-
tive homelands. The existence of different meanings of territory implies
that ethnic groups will maintain a strong attachment to the land. Such an
attachment has often been characterized as irrational, and irrationality has
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thus become a common historical justification for state coercion. But
understanding how ethnic groups relate to territory implies that redis-
tributing people will be costly in terms of treasure, and possibly blood.
Partition as a policy is also risky in moral terms: at the extreme end,
resettlement becomes merely a euphemism for ethnic cleansing.33 Even a
process as brutal as ethnic cleansing will fail because the people who are
moved maintain the memory of their attachment to their land. In the
case of both Chechens and Crimean Tatars, for example, even a partic-
ularly brutal Soviet Union could not erase the memory of the land from
national consciousness. The Crimean Tatars are currently migrating—at
great cost and risk—from the Russian hinterlands (where Stalin moved
them en masse in the 1930s) to their ancestral homelands in present-day
Ukraine. In Ukraine they have begun demanding greater representation
and even political autonomy, and they have invoked both tenure and
investment arguments to support their demands.

Second, Kaufmann’s policy of separating and concentrating rival ethnic
groups in enclaves, without granting them independence, is a prescrip-
tion for more violence.34 In effect, it would create multiethnic states with
concentrated majorities, which is the most violence-prone settlement pat-
tern. A better way to make partition work is to settle rival ethnic groups
in their homelands, or at least some part of their sacred territory, and
then grant them statehood.

The long history of Chechen resistance to Russian rule suggests the
benefits of granting independence. Russia has engaged in wars with
Chechens for centuries, wars that have resulted in the loss of tens of
thousands of Russian and Chechen lives. Russia’s current military strategy
of rooting out every last insurgent has been tried before and has yet to
work. Although attractive in theory, to be successful, this strategy re-
quires far more troops than Russia can afford to commit, and increased
deployment tends to offer only more targets for guerrilla attacks.

Russia has also been unsuccessful in its political strategy of establishing
a sympathetic government through aid from Moscow. This strategy failed
both in Afghanistan in the 1980s and in the 1994–96 and 1999 confron-
tations with Chechnya. At one time Russia may have pursued this option
successfully, but that time has long since passed in Chechnya, as 1999
events revealed. On October 24, 2002, a group of Chechens seized con-
trol of a crowded theater in a working-class district of Moscow. Their
demands were far from clear,35 but they appear to have centered on an
end to Russia’s war in Chechnya. Most ominously, the group’s spokes-
man and leader, a nephew of the famed (and now deceased) Chechen
general Barayev, declared that the forty or so fighters he led were
smertniki, or suicide martyrs.

After three days, during which the 600 or so hostages—some of whom
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were elderly or in poor health—suffered deprivation of food or the ability
to use a bathroom,36 Russian special forces pumped an opiate gas into the
theater, turning the hostage takers into smertniki, and killing as many as
120 of the hostages.

These facts, sketchy as they are, are not in dispute; but details of the
operation and its depressing outcome are less important than two ques-
tions. First, what led to the hostage taking in the first place, and second,
what are the likely political consequences?

As should be clear by now, Chechens and Russians live in a different
reality concerning historical facts and what past acts either side can be
said to justify or necessitate. Like Palestinians and Israelis, they share a
rich and intimate history, but each side chooses from that history selec-
tively in order to justify its often brutal and counterproductive acts.

That said, even a Russian sampling of Russian-Chechen history makes
it relatively simple to explain, though not justify, why a group of young
Chechens, including eighteen women (many of them widows of Chechen
men and guerrillas), might imagine that seizing hostages and world at-
tention would gain them leverage in their war to force the Russian army
to leave Chechnya. Chechens, for reasons ranging from geography to
culture and social customs, resent central authority, and historically
Russia has presented itself as the quintessential conqueror, colonial
power, and central authority in the Caucasus.

But more important, strong evidence suggests that in the last three
years since Russia reignited a military campaign in Chechnya, the desire
for independence has been successfully sublimated into a more primal
desire to survive. Such resistance as continues to exist, and to inflict a
steady toll of painful Russian casualties, increasingly appears to be the
result of a simple desire for retribution for continuing Russian abuses and
atrocities.37

As to the political consequences, these follow logically. Due to deliber-
ate and systematic distortion in the press and mass media, few Russians
are aware of the true nature of the actions of the Russian army in Chechnya.
Although they are daily reminded of Chechen atrocities against Russian
forces—which are real—they are rarely told of the Russian atrocities that
most often precede and give rise to such acts.38 In the longer historical
perspective, Chechens are viewed as a conquered and inferior people who
should consider themselves lucky to be part of the Russian Federation
and who no more deserve independence than would Native American
tribes in the United States. Combined with outrage over the Moscow
hostage-taking attack, this grants Russian president Vladimir Putin new
and considerable political license to act freely against Chechnya.

But few outside Russia understand that militarily there is very little
Putin can do to escalate the fighting against Chechen guerrillas in the
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Caucasus. Russian forces can, and have, expanded their sweeps for arms
and young men in Chechen villages and escalated their harassment of
Chechen males. But beyond this, there is simply not much in the way of
coercive leverage to be gained in Chechnya itself.

The great danger—and what has in fact solidified into the main politi-
cal consequence of the Chechen attack in Moscow—has been Putin’s
escalation of the fight beyond Chechnya. This has taken two forms. First,
Putin has declared the Chechen fight a fight against global and Islamic
terrorism, a move supported by the United States and NATO.39 Second,
and as a consequence, Putin has declared that international boundaries—
the very principle of state sovereignty—will become conditional and po-
rous.40 For example, he has put Georgia on notice that its border with
Russia will not preclude the deployment of Russian troops on Georgian
soil in the event that a counterterrorist operation becomes necessary.

The prospects for a lasting peace in Chechnya—as in the region as a
whole—are therefore dim. There are three reasons for this. First, Chechens
will never give up the idea that Russians have no business governing
them in their own homeland. Second, Russia and Russians continue to
believe that, short of genocide, Chechens have a “willingness to suffer”
that frustrates any attempt to convince them to scale back their demands
for independence.41 Finally, a lasting peace in Chechnya will demand bil-
lions of dollars in reconstruction and economic assistance. Russia simply
does not have it, and it is unlikely that Russia would allow foreign donors
to help rebuild Chechnya.

Russia faces three options. The first, and arguably best, option is to
declare victory and grant Chechnya independence. It could also opt to
prosecute an unpopular, Stalin-style war. Finally, Russia could try to live
with a counterinsurgency struggle for decades. Each course of action car-
ries its own risks.

Granting Chechnya greater independence might induce other regions
to seek similar political rights. In addition, it might not have a quick
impact on terrorism and organized crime—issues that motivated Rus-
sians’ public support for the war in the first place. Perhaps the greatest
obstacle to the adoption of this policy is Russia’s sense of betrayal, which
followed the 1996 peace accords, particularly among members of the
military (who were forced to accept a treaty negotiated by one of their
own generals, Aleksandr Lebed). On a psychological level, Russia may
simply be unable to accept Chechen independence.

Pursuing all-out war against Chechnya and Chechens is a difficult strat-
egy, even assuming the existence of well-trained forces and complete
control over information from the battlefield. Escalating the war effort
when Russia’s troops are demoralized and the public no longer believes
in victory is likely to increase popular dissatisfaction and bolster support
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for the insurgents. Moreover, success in the longer term would require
the wholesale killing of Chechens, amounting to genocide or mass de-
portation. If the historical precedent has any bearing, one might ask the
current Russian president, Vladimir Putin, what makes him think he can
solve the Chechen problem in this manner if Stalin was incapable of solv-
ing it.

A protracted counterinsurgency campaign looks as untenable as full-
scale war. Russia is losing too many soldiers to maintain a viable counter-
insurgency force in Chechnya. The media are becoming more critical,
and popular support continues to erode. Further, with the war taking up
an estimated one-third of the defense budget, Russia simply cannot af-
ford to prosecute, either politically or financially, a long and costly coun-
terinsurgency campaign.

In sum, Russia’s best option is to grant Chechnya independence. The
risks of independence seem relatively minor compared with the alterna-
tives Russia currently faces. Although precedent setting may still be on
the minds of some Russian elites, Russia currently faces no other viable
independence movements. In part, this is because Moscow’s resolve and
brutality in prosecuting the most recent Chechen wars in 1996 and 1999
sent a clear signal that independence from Russia will not be tolerated
easily. The independence option may be a bitter pill to swallow, but if
Russia is to find a long-term solution to its Chechnya problem, it must
begin by granting independence and then offer significant economic aid
to help rebuild Chechnya and repatriate the Chechen people to their
homeland. Only then can a stable and lasting peace be established.

We now know a great deal more about the dynamics of ethnic violence
than we did before. As a first step in better understanding these complex
and important dynamics, I have established that how people live together
determines the likelihood of violence between and among them. I have
done so by means of a general theory. I hope that this research serves
both to further our understanding of violent ethnic conflict and as a solid
foundation for policies that will make such violence less likely.

The theory of indivisible territory is not intended to completely explain
every violent ethnic conflict. What it can do is explain why some ethnic
conflicts turn violent and others do not. My research clearly suggests that
a more careful and diligent study of the motivations of different actors
and how these may lead to war can lead to general theoretical insights
and improved policies. In the cases explored here, territory, both as an
imagined homeland and as a real material resource, had profound impli-
cations regarding whether people lived or died. Recognizing this double
meaning of territory is the first step toward a better understanding of the
origins, character, and duration of ethnic violence.
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APPENDIX 1
Number of Independent States in the World � 191

0: (11/6%) 1: (35/18%) 2: (18/9%) 3�: (127/67%)

Andorra Antig./Barbuda Australia Afghanistan
Burundi Bahamas, The Cyprus Albania
Holy See Bahrain Czech Republic Algeria
Mauritius Barbados Djibouti Angola
Monaco Cape Verde Dominica Argentina
Nauru Cuba Estonia Armenia
Qatar Dom Republic Germany Austria
Rwanda Grenada Israel Azerbaijan
San Marino Haiti Kiribati Bangladesh
Singapore Iceland Lithuania Belarus
Trin./Tobago Ireland Netherlands Belgium

Jamaica New Zealand Belize
Japan Norway Benin
Korea, North Oman Bhutan
Korea, South St. Kitts/Nevis Bolivia
Kuwait St. Vinc./Grens Bosnia/Herz.
Lesotho UAE Botswana
Liechtenstein Uruguay Brazil
Luxembourg Brunei
Maldives Bulgaria
Malta Burkina Faso
Marshall Is. Burma
Palau Cambodia
Poland Cameroon
Portugal Canada
Saint Lucia Cent. Afr. Rep.
Samoa Chad
Sao Tome/Prin. Chile
Saudi Arabia China
Seychelles Colombia
Slovenia Comoros
Swaziland Congo/Brazz.
Tonga Congo/Kinsh.
Tunisia Costa Rica
Tuvalu Cote d’Ivoire

Croatia
Denmark



150 A P P E N D I X  T A B L E S

APPENDIX 1
(continued)

0: (11/6%) 1: (35/18%) 2: (18/9%) 3�: (127/67%)

Ecuador
Egypt
El Salvador
Eq. Guinea
Eritrea
Ethiopia
Fiji
Finland
France
Gabon
Gambia, The
Georgia
Ghana
Greece
Guatemala
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Guyana
Honduras
Hungary
India
Indonesia
Iran
Iraq
Italy
Jordan
Kazakhstan
Kenya
Kyrgyzstan
Laos
Latvia
Lebanon
Liberia
Libya
Macedonia
Madagascar
Malawi
Malaysia
Mali
Mauritania
Mexico
Micronesia
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APPENDIX 1
(continued)

0: (11/6%) 1: (35/18%) 2: (18/9%) 3�: (127/67%)

Moldova
Mongolia
Morocco
Mozambique
Namibia
Nepal
Nicaragua
Niger
Nigeria
Pakistan
Panama
Papua N.G.
Paraguay
Peru
Philippines
Romania
Russia
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Slovakia
Solomon Is.
Somalia
South Africa
Spain
Sri Lanka
Sudan
Suriname
Sweden
Switzerland
Syria
Tajikistan
Tanzania
Thailand
Togo
Turkey
Turkmenistan
Uganda
Ukraine
United Kingdom
United States
Uzbekistan
Vanuatu
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APPENDIX 1
(continued)

0: (11/6%) 1: (35/18%) 2: (18/9%) 3�: (127/67%)

Venezuela
Vietnam
Yemen
Yugoslavia
Zambia
Zimbabwe

0 � intermingled; 1 � homogeneous or one concentrated group with dispersed minor-
ities; 2 � two concentrated groups with or without dispersed minorities; 3� � three or
more concentrated groups.



APPENDIX 2
Minorities at Risk Cases and Key Variables (n � 270)

Country/Group Rebel80951 Settpat 2 Homeland 3 Duration4 Resource 5 Ethnic Profile 6

Afghanistan Hazaras 7 1 3 0 3
Afghanistan Pashtuns 7 1 3 0 3
Afghanistan Tajiks 0 0 3 3
Afghanistan Uzbeks 7 0 3 3
Albania Greeks 0 0 3 1 3
Algeria Berbers 0 1 3 0 3
Angola Bakongo 0 1 3 1 3
Angola Cabinda 4 3 1 3 1 3
Angola Ovimbundu 7 1 3 1 3
Argentina Indigenous Peoples 0 2 1 3 1 3
Australia Aborigines 0 0 1 3 0 2
Azerbaijan Armenians 7 3 1 3 0 3
Azerbaijan Lezgins 0 1 3 0 3
Azerbaijan Russians 0 1 0 2 0 3
Bahrain Shi’is 0 0 1 3 0 1
Bangladesh Biharis 0 1 0 1 0 3
Bangladesh Chittagong Hill 7 3 1 3 0 3
Bangladesh Hindus 0 0 0 3 0 3
Belarus Poles 0 3 1 3 1 3
Belarus Russians 0 0 1 2 0 3
Bhutan Lhotshampas 3 3 0 2 0 3
Bolivia Highland PPLS 1 1 3 1 3
Bolivia Lowland PPLS 1 3 1 3 1 3
Bosnia Croats 7 1 3 1 3



APPENDIX 2
(continued)

Country/Group Rebel80951 Settpat 2 Homeland 3 Duration4 Resource 5 Ethnic Profile 6

Bosnia Muslims 0 1 1 3 0 3
Bosnia Serbs 7 1 3 1 3
Botswana San Bushmen 0 3 1 3 1 3
Brazil Afro-Brazilians 0 1 3 3
Brazil Amazonian Indians 3 2 1 3 1 3
Bulgaria Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Bulgaria Turks 0 0 3 1 3
Burma Kachins 7 3 1 3 0 3
Burma Karens 7 2 1 3 0 3
Burma Mons 5 1 3 1 3
Burma Rohingya 4 2 1 1 3
Burma Shans 5 2 1 3 0 3
Burma Zomis (Chins) 5 3 1 3 0 3
Burundi Hutus 5 0 1 3 0 0
Burundi Tutsis 1 0 1 3 0 0
Cambodia Vietnamese 0 0 0 1 0 3
Cameroon Bamileke 0 3 1 3 1 3
Cameroon Kirdis 0 3 1 3 1 3
Cameroon Westerners 0 2 1 3 1 3
Canada French Canadians 0 0 1 3 0 3
Canada Indigenous Peoples 3 0 1 3 0 3
Canada Québécois 0 3 1 3 1 3
Chad Southerners 6 3 1 3 1 3
Chile Indigenous Peoples 1 3 1 3 1 3



China Hui Muslims 0 0 1 3 0 3
China Tibetans 1 3 1 3 0 3
China Turkmen 0 2 1 3 0 3
Colombia Blacks 0 1 3 1 3
Colombia Indigenous Peoples 1 1 3 1 3
Costa Rica Antillean Blacks 0 2 1 2 1 3
Croatia Serbs 7 1 3 1 3
Cyprus Turkish Cypriots 0 3 1 3 0 2
Czech Rep. Roma 0 0 0 3 0 2
Czech Rep. Slovaks 0 3 0 3 1 2
Dem. Rep. Congo Hutus 0 2 0 1 1 3
Dem. Rep. Congo Luba 0 1 2 0 3
Dem. Rep. Congo Lunda, Yeke 0 1 3 0 3
Dem. Rep. Congo Ngbandi 0 1 3 0 3
Dem. Rep. Congo Tutsis 0 2 0 1 1 3
Djibouti Afars 7 3 1 3 0 2
Dominican Rep. Blacks 0 0 1 1 2
Ecuador Blacks 0 3 1 3 1 3
Ecuador Highland PPLS 0 3 1 3 1 3
Ecuador Lowland PPLS 0 2 1 3 1 3
Egypt Copts 0 1 3 3
El Salvador Indigenous Peoples 0 2 1 3 1 3
Eritrea AFARS 6 3 1 3 3
Estonia Russians 0 3 0 1 2
Ethiopia Afars 6 3 1 3 0 3
Ethiopia Amhara 6 3 1 3 1 3
Ethiopia Oromo 5 3 1 3 1 3
Ethiopia Somalis 4 3 1 3 0 3
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Ethiopia Tigreans 7 3 1 3 1 3
Fiji East Indians 0 0 0 2 0 3
Fiji Fijians 0 0 1 3 0 3
France Basques 2 2 1 3 0 3
France Corsicans 2 3 1 3 0 3
France Muslims 0 1 0 1 0 3
France Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Georgia Abkhazians 7 2 1 3 1 3
Georgia Adzhars 0 3 1 3 1 3
Georgia Ossetians (South) 0 3 1 3 0 3
Georgia Russians 7 1 0 2 0 3
Germany Turks 0 1 0 1 0 2
Ghana Ashanti 0 3 1 3 1 3
Ghana Ewe 1 1 3 0 3
Ghana Mossi-Dagomba 0 1 3 0 3
Greece Muslims 0 2 0 3 0 3
Greece Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Guatemala Indigenous Peoples 6 3 1 3 1 3
Guinea Fulani 0 3 1 3 0 3
Guinea Malinka 0 1 3 1 3
Guinea Susu 0 1 3 1 3
Guyana Africans 0 1 3 0 3
Guyana East Indians 0 0 2 0 3
Honduras Black Karibs 0 2 1 3 1 3



Honduras Indigenous Peoples 0 3 1 3 1 3
Hungary Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
India Assamese 4 3 1 3 1 3
India Bodos 5 1 3 0 3
India Kashmiris 6 3 1 3 3
India Mizos 4 3 1 3 0 3
India Muslims 0 0 1 3 0 3
India Nagas 4 3 1 3 0 3
India Sikhs 6 3 1 3 1 3
India Tripuras 6 2 1 3 3
Indonesia Acehnese 5 3 1 3 1 3
Indonesia Chinese 0 1 0 2 0 3
Indonesia East Timorese 5 3 1 3 0 3
Indonesia Papuans 5 3 1 3 1 3
Iran Arabs 2 3 3 3
Iran Azerbaijanis 0 3 1 3 0 3
Iran Baha�is 0 1 1 2 0 3
Iran Bakhtiari 0 3 0 3
Iran Baluchis 4 3 1 3 0 3
Iran Christians 0 1 1 3 0 3
Iran Kurds 6 3 1 3 0 3
Iran Turkmen 4 0 3 0 3
Iraq Kurds 7 3 1 3 1 3
Iraq Shi�is 7 1 3 1 3
Iraq Sunnis 0 1 1 3 0 3
Israel Arabs 1 3 1 3 2
Israel Palestinians 2 3 1 3 0 2
Italy Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
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Italy Sardinians 1 2 1 3 0 3
Italy South Tyrolians 2 3 1 3 3
Japan Koreans 0 1 0 2 0 1
Jordan Palestinians 0 0 1 3 0 3
Kazakhstan Germans 0 3 0 1 3
Kazakhstan Russians 0 3 1 3 1 3
Kenya Kalenjins 0 1 3 1 3
Kenya Kikuyu 0 3 1 2 1 3
Kenya Kisii 0 2 1 3 1 3
Kenya Luhya 0 3 1 3 1 3
Kenya Luo 0 1 3 1 3
Kenya Maasais 0 2 1 3 1 3
Kyrgyzstan Russians 0 1 0 2 0 3
Kyrgyzstan Uzbeks 0 3 0 2 0 3
Laos Hmong 4 1 2 0 3
Latvia Russians 0 0 0 1 0 3
Lebanon Druze 7 3 1 3 0 3
Lebanon Maronite Christians 7 3 1 3 0 3
Lebanon Palestinians 7 0 1 3
Lebanon Shi�is 7 3 1 3 0 3
Lebanon Sunnis 7 0 1 3 0 3
Lithuania Poles 0 3 1 3 0 2
Lithuania Russians 1 0 0 1 0 2
Macedonia Albanians 3 3 1 3 1 3



Macedonia Roma 0 0 3 3
Macedonia Serbs 0 0 3 1 3
Madagascar Merina 3 1 3 1 3
Malaysia Chinese 0 0 0 2 0 3
Malaysia Dayaks 0 2 1 3 1 3
Malaysia East Indians 0 0 2 3
Malaysia Kadazans 0 3 1 3 1 3
Mali Tuareg 0 1 3 0 3
Mauritania Black Moors 0 0 1 3 0 3
Mauritania Kewri 4 1 3 0 3
Mexico Mayans 6 1 3 1 3
Mexico Other Indigenous 0 0 1 3 0 3
Mexico Zapotecs 3 3 1 3 1 3
Moldova Gagauz 0 2 1 2 1 3
Moldova Slavs 5 3 0 1 3
Morocco Berbers 0 1 3 3
Morocco Saharawis 7 3 1 3 3
Namibia Basters 0 3 1 2 3
Namibia Europeans 0 1 1 2 0 3
Namibia San Bushmen 0 1 3 0 3
New Zealand Maori 0 1 3 2
Nicaragua Indigenous Peoples 6 2 1 3 1 3
Niger Tuareg 5 1 3 0 3
Nigeria Ibo 0 3 1 3 1 3
Nigeria Ogani 0 3 1 3 1 3
Nigeria Yoruba 0 3 1 3 1 3
Pakistan Ahmadis 0 0 1 2 0 3
Pakistan Baluchis 1 3 1 3 0 3
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Pakistan Hindus 0 2 0 3 3
Pakistan Mohajirs 2 1 0 1 0 3
Pakistan Pashtuns (Pushtuns) 6 3 1 3 0 3
Pakistan Sindhis 4 3 1 3 1 3
Panama Blacks 0 1 1 2 0 3
Panama Chinese 0 1 0 1 0 3
Panama Indigenous Peoples 0 1 3 1 3
Papua N.G. Bouganvilleans 4 3 1 3 0 3
Peru Blacks (Afro-Peruvians) 0 1 3 3
Peru Indigenous Highland PPLS 0 1 3 1 3
Peru Lowland Indigenous PPLS 0 2 1 3 1 3
Philippines Igorots 5 1 3 0 3
Philippines Moros 6 3 1 3 0 3
Romania Magyars 0 2 1 3 1 3
Romania Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Russia Avars 1 1 3 3
Russia Buryat 0 2 1 3 1 3
Russia Chechens 7 3 1 3 1 3
Russia Ingush 3 3 1 3 0 3
Russia Karachay 0 2 1 3 0 3
Russia Kumyks 0 2 1 3 1 3
Russia Lezgins 0 1 3 0 3
Russia Roma 0 0 1 3 0 3
Russia Tatars 0 3 1 3 1 3



Russia Tuvinians 0 3 1 3 1 3
Russia Yakut 0 3 1 3 1 3
Rwanda Hutus 2 0 1 3 0 0
Rwanda Tutsis 7 0 1 3 0 0
Saudi Arabia Shi�is 1 2 1 3 1 1
Senegal Diolas in Casamance 4 3 1 3 1 3
Sierra Leone Creoles 0 1 0 2 0 3
Sierra Leone Limba 0 1 3 0 3
Sierra Leone Mende 0 1 3 1 3
Sierra Leone Temne 6 3 1 3 0 3
Singapore Malays 0 0 1 0 0
Slovakia Hungarians 0 2 1 3 1 3
Slovakia Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Somalia Issaq 7 1 3 0 3
South Africa Asians 0 1 0 2 0 3
South Africa Coloreds 0 3 1 3 3
South Africa Europeans 1 0 1 3 0 3
South Africa Xhosa 2 3 1 3 0 3
South Africa Zulus 0 3 1 3 0 3
South Korea Honamese 1 3 1 3 0 1
Spain Basques 2 3 1 3 1 3
Spain Catalans 2 3 1 3 1 3
Spain Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Sri Lanka Indian Tamils 0 2 0 2 0 3
Sri Lanka Sri Lankan Tamils 7 3 1 3 1 3
Sudan Southerners 7 3 1 3 1 3
Switzerland Jurassians 2 2 1 3 0 3
Syria Alawi 0 3 1 3 0 3
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Taiwan Aboriginal Taiwanese 0 2 1 3 0 2
Taiwan Mainland Chinese 0 1 0 1 0 2
Taiwan Taiwanese 0 0 1 3 0 2
Tajikistan Russians 0 3 0 2 0 3
Thailand Chinese 0 1 1 2 0 3
Thailand Malay-Muslims 2 3 0 3 3
Thailand Northern Hill Tribes 0 1 3 0 3
Togo Ewe 7 1 3 1 3
Togo Kabre 3 1 3 1 3
Turkey Kurds 0 1 3 1 3
Turkmenistan Russians 0 1 0 2 0 3
Uganda Acholi 5 1 3 0 3
Uganda Baganda 7 3 1 3 0 3
Ukraine Crimean Russians 0 3 1 1 0 3
Ukraine Crimean Tartars 0 2 1 3 0 3
Ukraine Russians 0 2 1 2 1 3
United Kingdom Afro-Caribbeans 0 1 0 1 0 3
United Kingdom Asians 0 1 0 1 0 3
United Kingdom Catholics in N. Ireland 2 2 1 3 0 3
United Kingdom Scots 1 3 1 3 0 3
United States African Americans 0 0 1 3 0 3
United States Hispanics 2 0 3 3
United States Native Americans 0 2 1 3 3
United States Native Hawaiians 0 0 1 3 0 3



Uzbekistan Russians 0 1 0 2 0 3
Venezuela Blacks 0 1 3 3
Venezuela Indigenous Peoples 1 1 3 1 3
Vietnam Chinese 0 1 1 2 0 3
Vietnam Montagnards 1 2 1 3 0 3
Yugoslavia Croats 0 2 1 3 1 3
Yugoslavia Hungarians 0 3 1 3 1 3
Yugoslavia Kosovo Albanians 3 3 1 3 1 3
Yugoslavia Roma 0 0 0 3 0 3
Yugoslavia Sandzak Muslims 0 3 1 3 0 3
Zambia Bemebe 3 3 1 3 1 3
Zambia Lozi 3 3 1 3 0 3
Zimbabwe Europeans 0 1 1 1 0 3
Zimbabwe Ndebele 4 3 1 2 1 3

1This variable indicates the level of rebellion for 1980–95: 0 indicates no rebellion, and 7 indicates a protracted civil war. Other scores indicate the
level of rebellion between these extremes.

2SETTPAT describes the settlement pattern of the ethnic group: 0 indicates dispersed, 1 indicates urban, 2 indicates concentrated minority, and 3
indicates concentrated majority.

3HOMELAND indicates whether the group regards the region in which they are residing as part or all of their homeland territory: 0 indicates they
do not, and 1 indicates they do.

4DURATION indicates how long a group has resided in a given place: 0 indicates residence since 1945, 1 indicates residence beginning between
1800 and 1945, and 2 indicates residence since before 1800.

5RESOURCE indicates the resource richness of the region in which the group resides: 0 indicates that the region contains no natural or man-made
resources, and 1 indicates that it does. I have a fuller form of this variable, which indicates whether the resources are man-made, natural, or both.
Readers can contact me directly for these data.

6ETHNIC PROFILE indicates the number of ethnic groups that make up the state in which the group resides: 0 indicates the state has only
dispersed groups, 1 indicates the state is homogeneous or contains one concentrated group with dispersed minorities, 2 indicates two concentrated
groups with or without dispersed minorities, and 3 indicates that the state contains three or more concentrated groups with or without dispersed
minorities.



APPENDIX 3
Ethnic Data for Autonomous Units of Russian Federationa

Total
Population

Titular
Nation

%
Titular

� of
Titulars

%
Russian

� of
Russians

% of Total
in RF in Region

Republics
Adygey 432,046 Adygey 22.1 95,439 68.0 293,640 77.7
Altay 190,831 Altay 31.0 59,130 60.4 115,118 85.2
Bashkortostan 3,943,113 Bashkirs 22.9 863,808 39.3 1,548,291 29.2
Buryatia 1,038,252 Buryats 24.0 249,525 70.0 726,165 59.3
Checheno-Ingushetia 1,270,429 Chechens 57.8 734,501 23.1 293,771 81.7

Ingush 12.9 163,762 — — 76.1
Chuvashia 1,338,023 Chuvash 67.8 906,922 26.7 357,120 77.4
Dagestanb 1,802,188 80.2 1,444,795 9.2 165,940 51.1
Kabardino-Balkaria 752,531 Kabards 48.2 363,494 32.0 240,750 94.2

Balkars 9.4 70,793 — — 90.4
Kalmykia 322,579 Kalmyks 45.4 146,316 37.7 121,531 88.2
Karachay-Cherkessia 414,970 Karachay 31.2 129,449 42.4 175,931 86.1

Cherkess 9.7 40,241 — — 79.3
Karelia 790,150 Karelians 10.0 78,928 73.6 581,571 63.2
Khakassia 566,861 Khakass 11.1 62,859 79.5 450,430 80.1
Komi 1,250,847 Komi 23.3 291,542 57.7 721,780 86.7
Mari El 749,332 Mari 43.3 324,349 47.5 355,973 50.4
Mordova 963,504 Mordva 32.5 313,420 60.8 586,147 29.2
North Ossetia 632,428 Ossetians 53.0 334,876 29.9 189,159 83.2
Sakha (Yakutia) 1,094,065 Yakuts 33.4 365,236 50.3 550,263 96.1



Tatarstan 3,641,742 Tatars 48.5 1,765,404 43.3 1,575,361 32.0
Tuva 308,557 Tuvinians 64.3 198,448 32.0 98,831 96.3
Udmurtia 1,605,663 Udmurts 30.9 496,522 58.9 945,216 69.5

Oblasts
Birobidzhan 214,085 Jews 4.2 8,887 83.2 178,087 1.7

Okrugs
Buryatia 77,188 Buryats 54.9 42,362 40.8 31,473 10.1
Chukchi 163,934 Chukchi 7.3 11,914 66.1 108,297 78.5
Evenki 24,769 Evenksi 14.0 3,480 67.5 16,718 11.6
Khanty-Mansi 1,282,396 Khanty 0.9 11,892 66.3 850,297 60.4

Mansi 0.5 6,562 — —
Komi-Permyak 158,526 Komi-Permyak 60.2 95,415 36.1 57,272 64.8
Koryak 39,940 Koryaks 16.5 6,572 62.0 24,773 34.9
Nenets 53,912 Nentsy 11.9 6,423 65.8 35,489 18.3
Taymyr 55,803 Dolgans 8.9 4,939 67.1 37,438 7.0

Nentsy 4.8 2,446 —
Ust’-Orda Buriyat 135,870 Buryats 36.2 49,298 56.5 76,827 11.7
Yamalo-Nenets 494,844 Nentsy 4.2 20,917 59.2 292,808 59.8

aTabulated using data from the 1989 Soviet Census 7, part 1, table 4, pp. 104–680.
bFor Dagestan, the category of titular nation includes 10 ethnic groups under the category “The Peoples of Dagestan.” These people include the

following nationalities and their respective percentages and numbers: Avars, 27.5 (496,077); Aguls, 0.8 (13,791); Dargins, 15.6 (280,431); Kumyks,
12.9 (231,805); Laks, 5.1 (91,682); Lezgins, 11.3 (204,370); Nogais, 1.6 (28,294); Rutuls, 0.8 (14,955); Tabassarans, 4.3 (78,196); and Tsakhurs,
0.3 (5,194). They total 80.2 percent of the population, and none of the groups constitutes a majority.
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Notes

Notes to Chapter 1
The Forgotten Meaning of Territory

The poem by Uzbek poet Cholpan Ergash is reprinted in Connor, “The Im-
pact of Homelands,” p. 17.

1. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War.”
2. Whereas Fearon largely rejects the indivisibility (obstacle) as a cause of war,

others do not, including Thomas Schelling (Strategy of Conflict); Fred C. Iklé
(How Nations Negotiate); Glenn Snyder and Paul Diesing (Conflict among Na-
tions, chaps. 2 and 3); Janice Gross Stein (Getting to the Table, chap. 8); Alex-
ander George and Gordon Craig (Force and Statecraft, chap. 12); Roger Fisher
(“Fractionating Conflict,” pp. 91–109; John Vasquez (“The Tangibility of Is-
sues,” pp. 179–92); and Paul F. Diehl (“What Are They Fighting For?” pp. 333–
44). A more general social science treatment can be found in Elster’s, Solomonic
Judgements.

3. Previous research falls under two disciplinary rubrics. International relations
scholars tend to restrict their analysis to material considerations (for example,
resources) and to impute state motivations to ethnic groups (if they consider
ethnic groups at all). Comparativists and area specialists often ignore material
considerations and state motivations (that is, they do not consider the interests of
the state acting in the capacity of an international actor) and focus on nonmater-
ial factors (language rights, status), or they produce analyses that are largely sui
generis and are not easily generalized. By restricting the analysis to only one type
of actor or by assuming symmetrical interests, this research does not pay sufficient
attention to the full range of motivations that different actors might bring when
bargaining over territory.

4. International relations scholars have tended to equate ethnic groups and
nations with states in their application of tenets of neorealism to internal conflicts.
Although their approach is consistent with the applicability of such notions as
anarchy and self-help at both levels of analysis, these other approaches have ten-
ded to emphasize material factors and the balance of capabilities as causes of
conflict. Security of identity, attachment to territory, and legitimacy tend not to
be considered. International relations scholarship that conflates ethnic groups
with states includes Van Evera’s “Hypotheses on Nationalism and War,” Posen’s
“Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,” and Wagner’s “Causes of Peace.” An
exception is Waever, Buzan, Kelstrup, and Lemaitre’s Identity, Migration, and the
New Security Agenda. For an excellent review and critique of neorealism and its
application to internal wars, see David’s “Internal War.” For a fine review of
international relations studies of ethnicity and nationalism, see Lars-Erik Ceder-
man, “Nationalism and Ethnicity.”

5. Fearon and Laitin, “Explaining Interethnic Cooperation.” The literature on
the politics of ethnic conflict and its management is vast. Some of the best treat-
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ments include Byman, Keeping the Peace; Esman, Ethnic Politics; McGarry and
O’Leary, The Politics of Ethnic Conflict Regulation; Montville, Conflict and Peace-
making; and Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict.

6. Wallensteen and Sollenberg, “Armed Conflicts.”
7. Trachtenberg, “Intervention in Historical Perspective,” p. 31.
8. See Kaufmann’s, “Possible and Impossible Solutions,” Schaeffer, Warpaths,

and Kumar, “The Troubled History of Partition.”
9. Cf. Blainey, Causes of War, and Walt, Revolution and War. On ethnic con-

flicts in particular, see Lake and Rothschild, The International Spread of Ethnic
Conflict. This last volume presents both pessimistic and optimistic assessments on
the likelihood of the spread of ethnic conflict across interstate boundaries.

10. On refugee flows and other problems associated with ethnic conflicts, see
Newland, “Ethnic Conflict and Refugees”; Weiner, “Bad Neighbors, Bad Neigh-
borhoods”; and Ryan, Ethnic Conflict.

11. This was less true prior to World War I, when the principle of national self-
determination was elevated to the status of an international and legitimate norm.
Prior to World War I, defeated peoples often resented defeat but accepted it
nonetheless. Once the principle of national self-determination became a norm,
then the very idea of rule by “others” was considered an affront. Ethnic and
national conflict subsequently emerged as the rule rather than the exception. For-
tunately, most contemporary ethnic and national conflicts—and these are hardly
restricted to the developing world—remain nonviolent.

12. The number of recently published edited volumes demonstrates the multi-
tude of scholars and practitioners interested in understanding the dynamics of
nationalism, ethnicity, and violence since the end of the cold war. See, for exam-
ple, Brown, Ethnic Conflict and International Security; Tiech and Porter, The
National Question in Europe; Kupchan, Nationalism and Nationalities; Brown,
The International Dimensions of Internal Conflict; Brown and Ganguly, Govern-
ment Policies; Lake and Rothschild, The International Spread of Ethnic Conflict;
Carment and James, Peace in the Midst of Wars; Walter and Snyder, Civil Wars;
and Szayna, Identifying Potential Ethnic Conflict.

13. Within the vast modernization and development literature, logical argu-
ments and evidence have supported contradictory claims. Donald Horowitz, for
example, hypothesizes that the level of economic development among an ethnic
group and the region in which it resides contributes to separatism; low develop-
ment on both dimensions equals danger. Jean LaPonce argues that both econom-
ically advanced and backward groups and regions might seek independence. Re-
search has supported both sets of hypotheses. See Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in
Ethnic Conflict, especially chap. 6, and LaPonce, Languages and Their Territories,
especially pp. 137–49. The seminal work is Deutsch’s, Nationalism and Social
Communication. For critiques, see Hecter’s Internal Colonialism. Also see his
“Dynamics of Secession” and, with Levy, “The Comparative Analysis of Eth-
noregional Movements”; Tiryakian and Rogowski, New Nationalisms; and Coak-
ley, Territorial Management, for more general accounts of national regional
movements.

14. Anderson, Imagined Communities; Gellner, Nations and Nationalism;
Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism. Also see Hroch, Social Preconditions.
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15. See Wolf, Peasant Wars.
16. For an excellent review of this literature, see Saul Newman, “Does Mod-

ernization Breed Ethnic Political Conflict?” More recent research within this ma-
terialist tradition is being conducted under the auspices of the World Bank, stress-
ing economic variables and development as causes of civil war more generally; see
Collier and Hoeffler, “Justice-Seeking.”

17. Walker Connor spells out this logic in “Eco- or Ethno-Nationalism?”
18. See Davies, “The J-Curve”; Gurr, Why Men Rebel; and Olzak, The Dy-

namics of Ethnic Competition.
19. Within this interethnic-competition approach, some scholars argue that be-

cause ethnic groups occupy distinct economic niches, which have discrete terri-
torial locations, conflicts often become geographically based. The argument
works best for immigrant groups who try to move beyond their particular niche;
different groups then compete for the same resources. The seminal work on this is
Barth, Ethnic Groups. Thinking along similar lines about “middleman minorities”
can be found in Horowitz’s Ethnic Groups in Conflict, especially pp. 116–24.
Again, a crucial element is some sort of identity marker, such as ethnicity.

20. Timor Kuran goes one step further in the critique and argues that not only
can we as outsiders not know each individual’s “tipping point” of dissatisfaction,
but we do not and cannot even know our own. Predicting violence based on
relative deprivation is impossible. See Kuran, “Now out of Never.” 

21. For a discussion of the value of territory, see Diehl and Goertz, “Entering
International Society.” Diehl and Goertz also consider the “relational” value of
the territory in which the actors attach some sort of historical or identity-based
value to the territory, and this value varies with the actors. Yet the indicators they
use in their model are “materially-based,” and the value of the territory is consid-
ered only from the perspective of the state or imperial power.

22. Traditional and contemporary international relations theories lead us to
expect that strategic or intrinsic worth should cause the strongest reaction from
the state. And, indeed, Paul Huth found that a powerful predictor of territorial
disputes among states was the desire to control strategically located territory. Fur-
ther, Huth found that the presence of a bordering minority with linguistic or
cultural ties to a challenger state was “not a primary cause of territorial disputes
between states in the post–World War II period. Huth, Standing Your Ground,
chap. 4 (p. 81 for quotation, his emphasis).

23. A state’s concern with economic autarky is the most obvious manifestation.
See, for example, Snyder, Myths of Empire, pp. 3–4, 24–25; Gilpin, War and
Change, chap. 3; Quincy Wright, A Study of War, pp. 167–72; and Waltz, Theory
of International Politics, chap. 7.

24. The “geostrategy school” is epitomized by Mackinder, “Geographical
Pivot,” and Spykman, The Geography of Peace; Sprout and Sprout, Ecological
Paradigm. Whereas Mackinder and Spykman spent much of their energy on
identifying key locations, Sprout and Sprout went further in exploring not only
how geography informs actors’ interests but also how it conditions their behavior.

For more empirical analyses of objective geographic elements, see Harvey
Starr’s and Benjamin Most’s numerous articles testing whether shared borders
and the proximity of states to one another contribute to a state’s proclivity for
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war. Starr, “Opportunity and Willingness” and “Joining Political and Geographic
Perspectives”: Starr and Most, “Contagion and Border Effects” and “Forms and
Processes of War Diffusion.” Also see Siverson and Starr, Diffusion of War. For a
review of this literature, see Diehl, “Geography and War.” Diehl points out that
none of these authors argued that geography is all determinative. Rather, geogra-
phy is only “one of many influences that defines [sic] the possibilities of war” (p.
14). For a general empirical exploration of the role of territory since 1816 in the
interstate system, see Goertz and Diehl, Territorial Changes. Also see Liberman,
“The Spoils of Conquest.”

25. Agnew, Place and Politics. Agnew parses the meaning of place in three
ways: locale, location, and “sense of place.” Locale refers to the setting of social
interactions; location is a wider setting and involves broader social interactions
(for example, at the state and international levels); sense of place describes a more
subjective, emotive attachment to land in which territory is tied to ancestors and
is viewed as the homeland. For an impressive empirical investigation of the former
Soviet Union informed by Agnew’s framework, see Kaiser, The Geography of
Nationalism.

26. Brewer, “Social Identity. Brewer and Gardner, “Who Is This ‘we’?”
27. Exemplars of this school are Shils, “Primordial, Personal”; Geertz, “Inte-

grative Revolution”; and Isaacs, Idols of the Tribe. Bloom’s Personal Identity and
the more empirical account of the Middle East conflict as analyzed in Self-In-
volvement in the Middle East Conflict, by the Committee on International Rela-
tions. For an account that combines biology with sociology, see Van den Berghe,
“Race and Ethnicity.”

28. For an analysis of how cooperation within ethnic groups may foster cooper-
ation between different ethnic groups, see Fearon and Laitin, “Explaining Inter-
ethnic Cooperation.”

29. The first scholar to apply the security dilemma to ethnic conflict is Posen,
“Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict.” This approach has produced a vast cot-
tage industry. A comprehensive review can be found in Rose’s, “Security Di-
lemma and Ethnic Conflict.”

30. For an interesting and important theoretical treatment of other emotions,
as well as fear, in relation to status among ethnic groups, see Petersen, Under-
standing Ethnic Violence.

31. These are conditions that Robert Jervis identified as leading to the most
intense security dilemma. Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma.”

32. For recent work in this area, see Glaser, “Political Consequences of Military
Strategy” and “Security Dilemma Revisited.”

33. Three of the best works on elite-manipulation approaches are Brass, Eth-
nicity and Nationalism; Gagnon, “Ethnic Nationalism”; and Gourevitch, “The
Reemergence of Peripheral Nationalisms.”

34. Snyder and Ballentine, “Nationalism and the Marketplace.”
35. For an interesting discussion of the role of nationalism among Croats and

Serbs, see Ignatieff, Blood and Belonging, especially pp. 21–28.
36. According to the Kosovo Commission Report, this is precisely what hap-

pened to Milosevic: “By playing the nationalist and ethnic card in Kosovo as his
path to power, Milosevic had made himself captive of internal ideological forces
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that were unwilling to compromise on Kosovo.” Independent Commission on
Kosovo, Kosovo Report, p. 132.

37. Jane Perlez, “Slovak Leader Fans Region’s Old Ethnic Flames,” New York
Times, October 12, 1997.

38. Actually, the explanation in such cases reduces to the claim that such actors
are in fact not rational. This is hardly satisfactory, however.

39. Ethnic violence can occur in four situations: first; among members of an
ethnic group; second, between different ethnic groups; third, between two states;
fourth, between an ethnic group and a state. In the first type, referred to as
intraethnic, violence occurs when members of an ethnic group resort to violence
against their fellow members. The violence is restricted to the group. Because this
theory assumes that both actors are unitary, it has little to say about the first type
of conflict, that which occurs within a group. In the second type, violence
emerges among two different ethnic groups. This type is often referred to as
communal violence. The third type of conflict, between two states, is referred to
as interstate war. The fourth type of violence occurs between an ethnic group and
individuals, usually soldiers, fighting on behalf of the state. It often takes the form
of general civil war and may entail fights to control the government or secession-
ist bids. The last type constitutes the research domain of this book.

40. One scholar found that since 1945 the largest number of conflicts were
about territorial questions, and a majority of these involved the search for greater
autonomy or secession from the state. See Gantzel, “War in the Post–World War
II World.” Also see Gantzel and Schwinghammer, Die Kriege nach dem zweiten
Weltkrieg.

41. Territory is not unimportant in traditional state-to-state interactions but has
a different meaning. Kalevi Holsti and John Vasquez (using Holsti’s data set)
have shown that contests over territory have figured prominently in interstate
wars over the last three hundred years. Using a liberal measure of “territorial
issues,” Vasquez estimates that 149 of the 177 wars (84 percent) involved issues
related to territory. Holsti, Peace and War, and Vasquez, War Puzzle, chap. 4.

42. For the merits of a research design that includes quantitative and qualita-
tive methods, see King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry.

43. The Correlates of War data set, including the more recent section on civil
wars, is not helpful here. First, I would like to have variance on both the indepen-
dent and dependent variables. Examining instances of civil war would preclude
variance on the latter. Moreover, of the 106 civil wars, almost all “were between
members of the same ethnic or linguistic family.” In the case of the U.S. Civil
War, Singer and Small stated, “However, the lack of ethnic differences between
the two sides, as well as the military contention for control of areas near the
capital, clearly place the war in the civil category.” Singer and Small seemed bi-
ased against including civil wars they deemed “ethnic.” Small and Singer, Resort
to Arms, appendix A, p. 317.

44. Some works on case-study methodology include George’s “Case Studies
and Theory Development”: George and McKeown’s “Case Studies and Theo-
ries”; King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Van Evera, Guide to
Methods, pp. 49–88; and Bates et al.’s Analytic Narratives, pp. 3–22.

45. This collection of maps has two problems, however. First, the data used to
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detail the maps are well over thirty years old. Although, for the most part, the
territorial distribution of ethnic groups is similar to what it was then (areas that
have undergone upheaval and major population movements are excepted), pro-
portional distributions are not. Second, these maps only represent linguistic
groups; religious and racial groups are not considered. Thus for cases in which
religion served as the underlying cleavage, the Soviet atlas is of limited use. This
reliance on linguistic groupings also implies that I had to be careful of the Soviet
categorization of peoples and places. The atlas categorizes the population of Biro-
bidzhan not as Jewish but as Yiddish speakers.

46. The tight connection of the “Georgian” ethnicity with the state of Georgia
provides for an additional case study. Chapters 6 and 7 spell this out.

47. Nationalist leaders are free to construct national identities, but not to do as
they please.

Notes to Chapter 2
Indivisible Territory and Ethnic War

Anthony Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, p. 163.
1. See appendix 1.
2. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations.”
3. Barbara Walter’s article on how internal wars end, for example, focuses our

attention on how third-party intervention can ease the commitment problem and
allow actors to reach a negotiated settlement. James Fearon modeled the effects
of private or imperfect information on states seeking to resolve disputes. Walter,
“Critical Barrier,” and Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations.”

4. Although this book is about ethnic violence between ethnic groups and
states, when an ethnic group dominates a state and when the group sees the same
territory as intrinsic to its respective state and ethnic group, then this theory can
be readily applied to states. Jürgen Habermas explains this dynamic as a situation
in which “[t]his leads to a double coding of membership, with the result that the
legal status defined in terms of civil rights also implies membership in a culturally
defined community.” Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other, p. 113.

5. Jerome Segal and his colleagues found that a key issue regarding the division
of Jerusalem among the Palestinians and the Israeli Jews they surveyed is their
inability and unwillingness to recognize as legitimate the other group’s claims to
the same territory. See Segal et al., Negotiating Jerusalem.

6. Al Aksa refers to the site of the Al Aksa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock
shrine, which is venerated by Muslims (called Al Haram al Sharif, or noble sanc-
tuary). This site is also venerated by the Jews, as it is the location of the First and
Second Temple. Greenberg, “Chief Rabbis.”

7. As noted in chapter 1, it is useful to recall that a theory, by its very nature,
abstracts from reality and advances assumptions that may or may not prove true
empirically. As a result, many of the statements advanced in this section are not
intended to stand as descriptions of empirical reality (though they may reflect it
accurately). They are intended to be hypothetical and tentative, not absolute.

8. When I use the terms ethnic groups and states, in each case I mean the
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individuals who are responsible for acting on their behalf. This analytic simplifica-
tion, which portrays the ethnic group and state as unitary, rational actors, is useful
in modeling this kind of interaction. However, it ought not to be mistaken for
reality.

9. One way around the indivisibility issue is to admit to the possibility of issue
indivisibility rhetorically, but then add the concept of side payments to effectively
eliminate issue indivisibility from consideration. Catalan nationalists, for example,
may trade political autonomy for increased economic autonomy. Yet this is a
troubling approach. It backs us up only one level of analysis: instead of asking,
Under what conditions will actors consider a given issue indivisible? we must now
ask, Why do some actors accept side payments on indivisible issues while others
do not? The Algerians, North Vietnamese, Bengalis, Palestinians, and Chechens
were offered side payments and refused.

10. Smith, Ethnic Origins, pp. 22–31. Only a handful of ethnic groups lack an
association with a given territory.

11. Morley and Robins, “No Place like Heimat,” p. 8.
12. For excellent discussions of the state, see Mann, States, War, especially

chap. 1; Tilly, “Reflections” and “War Making”; Skocpol, “Bringing the State
Back In” pp. 3–37; and States and Social Revolutions, especially chap. 1.

13. See Waltz, Theory of International Politics.
14. On this point in particular, see Scott, Seeing like a State.
15. In this book, to “demand sovereignty” means demanding full indepen-

dence, namely the creation of a new state within the international system of
states.

16. An important consideration is exactly how settlement patterns emerged to
begin with. Natural processes, mass migration following natural and man-made
catastrophes, deportations, ethnic cleansing, genocide, imperial relocation and
forced settlements, and natural birthrates are all possible explanations. This anal-
ysis takes patterns as a given, although why a pattern has emerged is discussed if it
bears directly on the case at hand.

17. Koltso, “Territorialising Diasporas.”
18. The Sinhalese are largely seen as being in control of the “state,” making

this a case for an actor with both ethnic and state-centric interests. If an ethnic
group dominates a state, we can expect such actors to be motivated by both sets
of interests. Other examples include the former Yugoslavia, where the Serbs were
seen as dominant; the former Soviet Union, the Russians; Israel, the Jews;
Rwanda, the Tutsi; Turkey, the Turks; Germany, the Germans; and so on.

19. Eelam consists of the Northern and Eastern Provinces. The Tamil United
Liberation Front, the main organization committed to the creation of an inde-
pendent Eelam, claimed, “Whereas throughout the centuries from the dawn of
history, the Sinhalese and Tamil nations have divided between them the posses-
sion of Ceylon, the Sinhalese inhabiting the interior parts of the country in its
southern and western parts . . . and the Tamils possessing the northern and east-
ern districts.” According to the 1981 census, the Sri Lankan Tamils constituted
86 percent of the Northern Province and 41 percent of the Eastern (in these two
provinces combined, they comprise 65 percent of the population), and 71 per-
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cent of all Sri Lankan Tamils in Sri Lanka lived in these two provinces. An inde-
pendent Eelam would deprive Sri Lanka of two-thirds of its coastline, and Mus-
lims in the Eastern Province, comprising about 33 percent, fear that the Sri Lan-
kan Tamils will ethnically cleanse the territory. See Peiris, “An Appraisal.” Also see
K.H.J. Wijayadasa, “Tamil ‘Homeland’ Theory of EP-A Hoax,” The Island,
March 29, 1998.

20. Riggins, “Sri Lanka.”
21. The Tamils fear government settlements of Sinhalese in areas deemed their

traditional homeland. See Manogaran, “Sinhalese-Tamil Relations.” Available on-
line at www.tamilnation.org/conflictresolution/cnfus96/cnf02.htm.

22. The best treatment of the requirements of collective action remains Tilly’s
From Mobilization to Revolution, chap. 3.

23. For example, a concentrated minority may constitute 49 percent of a re-
gion’s population, and two other groups may make up about 25 percent of the
population. Or conversely, a concentrated-minority might simply be 25 percent
of a population of which another group constitutes the remaining 75 percent.

24. Little theorizing exists on legitimacy and ethnic claims. Donald Horowitz
argues that prior occupation is the strongest claim to legitimacy. Ernest Gellner
touches on some of these issues in his discussion of what should constitute the
proper boundaries of political units in “Nationalism in a Vacuum,” pp. 243–54.
For a discussion of majority rule as a legitimating principle, see Robert Dahl’s
essay “Democracy, Majority Rule, and Gorbachev’s Referendum,” Dissent (fall
1991) 491–96. Horowitz’s discussion can be found in Ethnic Groups.

25. The Jews in Israel are a good example. Jews often highlight their achieve-
ments in irrigating once fallow land and building viable settlements as a way of
enhancing the legitimacy of claims to Israeli-occupied territory.

26. Grant, Recent British Battles, p. 345.
27. Tenure may depend on two factors: (1) the longer a group has lived in a

particular place and has had historical ties to the land, the more legitimate its
claims; and (2) the group that can claim to have occupied the territory first may
have a legitimate case, regardless of the number of ethnic brethren who currently
inhabit the territory. In most cases, these arguments reduce to the same thing: the
first national on the territory has, ipso facto, entitled subsequent nationals to the
claim of duration. However, the event that proves the exception is a large dia-
spora. So, for example, one group occupies a land for fifty years and then subse-
quently abandons it (perhaps due to a drought). After some time, members of the
group return to the abandoned land to find it occupied by another group. In this
case the distinction between the two forms holds, because the original inhabitants
did not occupy the land as long as its subsequent inhabitants, but they have a
claim to have done so “first.”

28. There is some disagreement among scholars as to whether majority rule is,
or should be, the foundation principle or one of a handful of principles. Regard-
less of this principle’s standing, it is regarded as foundational both among theor-
ists and among those seeking self-determination by democratic means.

29. This matters because the world’s most powerful states—including the
United States—are democracies, making external support for groups seeking sov-
ereignty both more likely and more useful. Support is more likely due to shared
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values, and it is more useful because of the power and resources these states can
bring to bear. NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo is a case in point.

30. Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict, p. 74.
31. An example is Israel’s refusal to allow an official census of Palestinians living

on “Israeli” territory. See Greenberg, “Palestinian Census.”
32. External support matters a good deal in these cases.
33. For an excellent study of population movements, urbanization, and land

issues, see Weiner, Sons of the Soil. Weiner points out that most of the migration
to India’s cities is from other urban areas and that migrants tend to be dispersed
throughout the country, not concentrated in a particular region (p. 36). David
Laitin provides support as well in his research on attitudes of Russians in non-
Russian Soviet successor states toward assimilation. He found that only 14 per-
cent believed that the “the future for Russians in their republic was best fulfilled
by mobilizing politically as Russians.” See Laitin, Identity in Formation, p. 202.

34. On the Russian tendency to emigrate back to Russia from the near abroad,
see Chin and Kaiser, Russians As the New Minority.

35. Precedent setting could still affect relations with other states, however. One
state may pressure a binational state to resist sovereignty demands in order not to
set a precedent for its own national minorities. The Kurds of Iraq, Iran, and
Turkey are the classic case.

36. See appendix 1.
37. Roger Fisher, “Fractionating Conflict,” p. 100.
38. A state’s concern about precedent setting also makes a powerful appeal to

other multinational states, who may be indirectly damaged by another state’s acqui-
escence to a secession. The status quo has itself become a powerful norm of inters-
tate politics, to the degree that the intrinsic legitimacy or merit of claims is often
subordinated to the potential of an outcome that might upset the status quo. After
the forceful reannexation of Georgia in 1922, Lenin, for example, deflected criti-
cism by placing the spotlight on the British and suggested the following course of
action: “First, to evacuate Ireland and conduct a popular referendum there; second,
to take the same steps in India; third, to apply the same measures in Korea; fourth,
to take the same action in all countries where armies of any of the great imperialist
powers are kept.” As quoted in Connor, National Question, p. 218.

39. Gorbachev was criticized by many of his contemporaries who believed that
by granting independence to the Baltic republics he could have prevented or at
least delayed the collapse of the Soviet Union. For example, he could have
granted independence on the grounds that because they had been independent
prior to their forced annexation by the Soviet Union, that is, they had not volun-
tarily joined the union (one of the conditions detailing the status and rights of
union republics under the Soviet constitution), their independence could not set
a precedent to which any other union republic could appeal (the Baltics were the
only union republics that met these strict criteria).

40. An alternative logic might operate as well. If violence is costly and the
material or strategic worth of a territory is low, allowing secession might seem the
more rational course in the face of a hostile threat to state survival. Facing a
tradeoff between a simultaneous internal and interstate war and a low-cost seces-
sion, states might simply allow the nation to secede. Two tensions arise with this
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argument, however. First and most important, if precedent-setting logic applies
most intensely during a time of high perceived external threat, the true choice
may be between (1) risking multiple consecutive secessions (or even worse, the
alliance of a seceding national territory with a threatening external adversary) or
(2) fighting two costly wars: one against a low-priority territory (in order to pre-
vent a precedent) and the other against another state. Second, because even the
most rational actors tend to underestimate the costs and risks of war, especially a
government opposed to secessionist-minded nations, the risks of initiating war
against a nation will generally be discounted compared with the risks of losing
land and population in the face of an external threat.

41. The logic here is similar to the chain-store paradox in which a store pre-
cludes competition in the long term by forgoing profits and engaging in a price
war in the short term in order to eliminate the competition. Selten, “Chain Store
Paradox.”

42. For an analysis of when an actor should attack given short-term but espe-
cially long-term considerations, see Brown, “Deterrence Failures.” Donald Horo-
witz touches on the importance of the timing of action in Ethnic Groups in Con-
flict, p. 625 n. 38.

43. For excellent discussions of Israel’s territorial dilemmas, see Lustick, Unset-
tled States, chap. 1; and David Newman, “Real Spaces, Symbolic Spaces.”

44. There are also more traditional state justifications for intractability on the
issue of exchanging land for peace: Israel is a small state surrounded by more
populous enemies. In a war, Israel could exchange territory for time, which would
materially improve its chances of survival. Moreover, some of the territory that has
caused conflict is of particular strategic worth: the Golan Heights materially im-
prove the offensive capabilities of the state that controls it. Israel’s binational
structure, however, precludes the operation of precedent setting.

45. I am assuming at least parity of capabilities between states and ethnic
groups. In most cases the state will probably possess an abundance of military
capability relative to the individual groups.

46. Presumably, they would not resort to arms if they calculated their chance at
victory as zero. Also, nations may be able to perceive and pursue an entire range
of goals short of what we more typically think of as “victory” in state-state con-
texts. Their requirements to win may be lower. The maxim that the weak side
(that is, ethnic groups) wins by not losing looms large in these interactions. Fi-
nally, on-paper balances of forces can shift rapidly once violence starts. Cuba’s
Batista, for example, appeared to possess an overwhelming military advantage
against Castro’s revolutionaries, but Batista’s ability to use his advantages effec-
tively proved to be virtually nil. Whole units deserted or defected, and the tide
quickly turned in favor of the “suicidal” revolutionaries.

47. Scott Sagan, for example, argues that in the case of the Pacific War, “Deter-
rence failed in 1941, despite the anticipated ‘unacceptable’ costs of war to Japan,
because the costs of not going to war were considered even higher.” Sagan, “Ori-
gins of the Pacific War,” p. 350. For an examination of the conditions under
which small states might attack large states, see Paul, Asymmetric Conflicts. For a
concise discussion of when to initiate a war, see Mearsheimer, Conventional De-
terrence, pp. 62–63.
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48. Donald Horowitz provides an overview of some mechanisms and condi-
tions that might be involved in the devolution of power within states in chapter
15 of Ethnic Groups in Conflict, pp. 601–52.

Notes to Chapter 3
Territory and Violence: A Statistical Assessment

1. These findings are very robust. I first tested some preliminary hypotheses on
settlement patterns using phase 1 of the Minorities at Risk data set and found
similar results. Subsequent analyses by other scholars have replicated my findings.
For my earlier analysis, see Toft, “The Geography of Ethnic Conflict.” For later
tests of similar hypotheses, see Fearon and Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and
Civil War.”

2. MAR data are available on-line at http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/inser/mar/
home.htm. For explanations of the data set and empirical findings derived from
MAR, see Gurr, Minorities at Risk and Peoples against States; and with Marshall
and Khosla, “Peace and Conflict.” Data for variables that are not included in the
main data set can be obtained from me directly.

3. See, for example, Small and Singer, Resort to Arms; Licklider, “The Conse-
quences of Negotiated Settlements,” and Sambanis, “Partition As a Solution.”

4. MAR consists of 275 politically active communal groups, defined as cultural
or religious groups that do not have a recognized state or institutionalized status
and whose members share a distinctive collective identity based on cultural or
ascriptive traits that are salient to both members and nonmembers. To be in-
cluded, a group must have a population of at least one hundred thousand, or else
constitute more than 1 percent of its state’s total population. All groups included
in the MAR data set suffered from discriminatory policies and/or mobilized to
protect or advance their interests. In other words, if a group is included in the
data set, ethnic conflict is presumed. My theory makes the same assumption.

From the 275 cases, I excluded five: (1) the foreign workers of Switzerland, (2)
the scheduled tribes of India, (3) the Saami of the Nordic countries, (4) the
indigenous peoples of Paraguay, and (5) the Roma of Croatia. The first two were
excluded because they are “economic groupings” with no attachment to land,
and the third because it was categorized not under a particular state but under a
region. The last two cases were missing codings for the concentration measures.
The Haitian blacks of Dominica were missing a “REG” coding, but they did have
codings for the composite concentration measure of GROUPCON. The Scots of
the United Kingdom were also miscoded, but I corrected the coding. With the
exclusion of these five cases, the total number of cases used in this analysis was
270. See appendix 2 for a listing of the cases and key variables.

5. I considered collapsing intermediate guerrilla activity into the high-intensity
rebellion coding, but the scale of activity was sufficiently smaller to justify coding
it under low-intensity rebellion. I checked to determine whether this collapsing
skewed or changed the results, and it did not. In fact, having a higher threshold
for high-intensity rebellion should generate higher confidence in the results.

6. MAR provides variables for the level of rebellion annually from 1985 as well.
The values are obviously the same.
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7. Although MAR is set up to measure rebellion at five-year intervals, for idio-
syncratic reasons, not all of the periods comprise five years.

8. This figure indicates that of a possible mean value between 0 and 7 (from
“no rebellion” to “protracted civil war”), these groups averaged 2.78 in the level
of rebellious activity. The p-value indicates that the level of violence in these
groups is statistically distinguishable from 0 by any conventional standard.

9. Pearson chi2(6) � 41.61, p � .000.
10. Recall that large-scale rebellion refers to engagement in large-scale guerrilla

activity or a protracted civil war (that is, a series of 6 or 7 in MAR).
11. The sole urban group identified as engaging in rebellion consisted of the

Russians of Georgia. This, however, might be a coding error: it was the former
Soviet/Russian military that was engaged in the fighting in Abkhazia, not civilian
resident Russians (who fled, along with ethnic Georgians and others).

12. Aside from rebellion and political protest, MAR includes a measure of com-
munal conflict, or conflict with other ethnic groups. Activity under this type of
conflict ranges from acts of harassment at one extreme to communal rioting and
to communal warfare (defined as protracted, large-scale intergroup violence) at
the other. Considering that urbanites and widely dispersed minorities comingle
with other groups, we should not be surprised to find them engaged more readily
in violence with other ethnic groups. Yet here their frequency of engagement in
this type of conflict was equal to that of other groups, which was generally very
low, and again, they had among the lowest mean scores. During the 1980s none
of the urban or widely dispersed groups were engaged in communal warfare
(three dispersed groups were engaged in deadly communal rioting, the Tutsi and
Hutu of Burundi and the Muslims of India, but this finding was not statistically
significant). Not surprisingly, these urban and widely dispersed groups shared low
mean scores of communal conflict with their concentrated counterparts.

13. The only groups that had lower mean scores for nonviolent political protest
were categorized under REG6/2 and REG6/3, or widely dispersed minority,
interspersed, or degree of integration unknown. My inclination is not to read too
much into these scores: the number of REG3/2 cases did not exceed eight, and
for the REG3/3 cases, the fact that the degree of integration is unknown makes
these cases suspect.

14. Glenny, The Fall of Yugoslavia, p. 123.
15. For an excellent discussion of nationalist discourses over Northern Ireland

see, McGarry and O’Leary, Explaining Northern Ireland.
16. I tested these hypotheses using OLS regression. I also analyzed the data

using an ordered probit model. The findings were the same: the coefficients were
in the expected direction and were statistically significant. OLS output is pre-
sented here because it is simpler to interpret.

17. The independent variables are GNPPRCAP, GROUPCON, CONCENX8,
REG1, SEPX, PROT85X, REGMAJD, ATRISK1, LANG, CUSTOM, BELIEF,
RELIG, AUTLOST, CATNESS, POLDIS90, and AUTON90.

18. The ethnic-profit variable is a new variable I created for MAR. Coding this
variable involved referencing ethnographic maps, reports, surveys, and books to
determine where individual ethnic groups reside and whether the state contained
one or more regionally concentrated ethnic group. The most helpful sources were



N O T E S  T O  C H A P T E R  4 179

Atlas narodov mira and the multitude of maps produced by the United States
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The CIA maps are available online at http://
www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/index.html. Other sources include David H. Price,
Atlas of World Cultures: A Geographical Guide to EthnographicLiterature (New-
bury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1989), Roland J.-L. Breton, Atlas of the
Languages and Ethnic Communities of South Asia (Walnut Creek, Calif.: AltaMira
Press, 1997), and James Minahan, Nations without States: A Historical Dictionary
of Contemporary National Movements (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1996).
See appendix 1 for the breakdown of states.

19. The resource-rich variable was coded using a variety of sources including
ethnographic maps, United States Geological Survey maps, data from the World
Bank, the Economist Intelligence Unit, newspaper accounts of fights over re-
sources, and individual-country economic data. To test whether strategic worth
alone affects violence, I created a variable of interstate borders (both land and
maritime) and found that it was not statistically significant. Ethnic groups living
in regions with interstate borders were neither more nor less likely to experience
violence than those that did not have borders.

20. Ethnic groups in states with three or more concentrated groups displayed a
mean score of rebellion of 1.90, and those in binational states (n � 16 or 6
percent) had a substantially lower score of 0.69. This descriptive statistic is a good
indication that ethnic groups in multinational states experience more violence
than those in binational states.

Notes to Chapter 4
Russia and Tatarstan

1. The epigraph to this chapter is a corollary to Napoleon Bonaparte’s remark
“Scratch a Russian and you will find a Tatar.” Tatarstan is an autonomous repub-
lic within the internationally recognized state of the Russian Federation. It is
referred to as Tatarstan or the Tatar Republic. I use the term Tatars to refer to
people who identify with the group on linguistic, religious, or cultural grounds,
whether or not they live within the borders of Tatarstan. I refer to Russia as
“Russia” or the “Russian Federation.”

2. In fact, because of the weak legitimacy of the independence movement,
capabilities as a factor are hardly broached in this case.

3. Wixman, “The Middle Volga,” p. 423.
4. After a ban of two centuries, in the eighteenth century Catherine the Great

allowed Islam to be practiced again to curry favor with Tatar elites. This recogni-
tion lasted for almost a full century, until Islam and Tatar nationalism were
deemed threatening to the Russian Empire and imperial control. Rorlich, The
Volga Tatars, especially chap. 5.

5. Wixman explains that the Tatars and the Russians faced the same dilemma:
to become a Tatar or a Russian meant to adopt the language and religion of the
other. Hence they saw each other as threatening, and educational policies, espe-
cially those dealing with religion and language, were debated with consternation.
Wixman, “The Middle Volga,” p. 423.

6. These figures were rounded to the nearest thousand and were taken from
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the 1989 Soviet Census 7, part 1, table 2 (p. 10), table 3 (p. 66), and table 4 (p.
178). Itogi Vsesoiuznoi perepisi naseleniia 1989 goda. The number of Tatars in the
Former Soviet Union includes all Tatars, not just Volga Tatars, who can more
readily trace their roots to the region in and around Tatarstan. For a discussion of
Crimean and “Kazan” Tatars, see d’Encausse, Decline of an Empire, pp. 191–
199.

7. See Toropov, Spravochnik novykh partii, p. 5, who put the figure at 20–30
percent. Another estimate put the figure at 38 percent for the 1980s. See Raviot,
“Tipy Natsionalizma,” p. 46.

8. United States Information Agency, “Islam Commands Devotion.”
9. Derlugian, “Historical Sociological Interpretations,” p. 89.
10. Sheehy, “Tatarstan Asserts Its Sovereignty,” p. 2 n. 6.
11. These data were taken from a Tatar Province Party Committee meeting

and reported in Pravda, September 1, 1990, p. 3.
12. When asked in a unionwide referendum on March 17, 1991, whether they

considered “it necessary to preserve the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as a
renewed federation of equal, sovereign republics, in which the rights and free-
doms of the people of all nationalities will be completely guaranteed,” 87.5 per-
cent of Tatar voters supported sustaining the Soviet Union. The referendum was
held in nine republics: Azerbaijan, Byelorussia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan. The three Baltic republics,
Armenia, Georgia, and Moldova, refused to participate. Overall, 76.4 percent of
voters were in favor of sustaining the union.

13. Lithuania’s per capita income in the late 1980s was 1,500 rubles, whereas
Tatarstan’s was a mere 212 rubles. Tatar Province Party Committee meeting,
reported in Pravda, September 1, 1990, p. 3.

14. The political structure of the Soviet Union was federal, with four levels of
administrative divisions. At the top of this structure were the 15 Soviet Socialist
Republics, or union republics. Each union republic bordered a foreign state, and
all remaining administrative units were contained within and accountable to these
15, including 20 autonomous Soviet Socialist Republics (ASSRs), 8 autonomous
areas (oblasty), and 10 autonomous districts (okruga). Article 80 of the USSR
constitution designated only the 15 union republics as founding members of the
Soviet Union with the right to secede.

15. By August 1990, seven union republics had issued declarations of sover-
eignty or independence: Lithuania (March), Estonia (March), Latvia (May),
Russia (June), Uzbekistan (June), Ukraine (July), and Byelorussia (July). One
study found that among the union republics, concentration of the titular nation-
ality was a strong indicator of an early disposition to secede. See Emizet and
Hesli, “Disposition to Secede.” For a statistical account of the independence
movements in Russia, see Treisman, “Russia’s Ethnic Revival.”

16. For an account of Gorbachev’s maneuvers, see Dunlop, “Russia.” Also see
Suny, The Revenge of the Past, chap. 4.

17. In addition to this law, a related law—the Law on the Procedures for
Resolving Questions Related to the Secession of Union Republics from the USSR
(O poryadke reshenie voprosov, svyazannykh c vykhodom soyuznoi respubliki iz
SSSR)—was adopted. Article 3 stipulated: “The peoples of autonomous republics
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and autonomous formations shall retain the right to decide independently the
question of staying in the USSR or in the seceding union republic, as well as to
raise the question of their own legal state status” (Za narodami avtomnym re-
spublik i avtomnykh obrazovaniy sokhranyaetsya pravo na samostoyatel’noe re-
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Notes to Chapter 5
Russia and Chechnya

1. For purposes of this analysis, I refer to the self-declared sovereign state of
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Some of these people were the ancestors of those who today consider themselves
part of the “Chechen” nation.

9. Omrod, “North Caucasus.”
10. Avtorkhanov claims that 14,000 men, or 3 percent of the republic’s popu-
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19. These figures were rounded to the nearest thousand and were taken from

the 1989 Soviet Census 7, part 1, table 2 (p. 10), table 3 (p. 66), and table 4 (p.
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came out against its violent tactics. Izvestiya, October 11, 1991, pp. 1–2.
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36. Parliamentary elections were to be held on November 17, 1991.
37. RFE/RL Daily Report, October 15, 1991.
38. Ibid., October 23, 1991.
39. There were four candidates for president: Dudayev, chairman of the CNC’s

Executive Committee; R. Gaitemirov, leader of the Green Movement; M. Sul-
ayev, chairman of the World Democratic Movement; and B. Umayev, director of
a military base. Izvestiya, October 21, 1991, p. 1.
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On October 29, 1991, Izvestiya reported that approximately 55 percent of eligi-
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admitted it on December 5, 1994. RFE/RL Daily Report, November 21 and 29
and December 6, 1994.

72. RFE/RL Daily Report, November 28, 1994.
73. Ibid., October 19, December 5 and 6, 1994.
74. Ibid., December 15, 1994.
75. Official Kremlin International Broadcast News, August 12, 1992.
76. Kline, “Conflict in Chechnya.”
77. The Russian military’s overestimation of its chances of success in Chechnya

should now be ranked among legendary miscalculations.
78. RFE/RL Daily Report, December 13, 1994; emphasis added.
79. Yeltsin, Midnight Diaries, pp. 58–59; emphasis added.
80. For such a discussion see, Nezavisimaya gazeta, November 26, 1991, p. 3.
81. For a discussion of the budget wars and the distribution of resources, see

Izvestiya, January 5, 1993, pp. 1–2.
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86. In most of these post-Soviet regimes, the structural arrangements adopted
were based on the principle of majority rule rather than the mechanism of pro-
portional representation.

87. On Russia’s unwillingness to negotiate, see Lapidus, “Contested Sover-
eignty,” pp. 24–25.

Notes to Chapter 6
Georgia and Abkhazia

1. Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, p. 47.
2. Pipes, The Formation of the Soviet Union, p. 212.
3. For purposes of this analysis, the self-declared sovereign state of the Repub-

lic of Abkhazia is referred to as Abkhazia, or the Abkhaz Republic. Ajaria is an
autonomous republic within the internationally recognized state of the Republic
of Georgia. It is referred to as Ajaria or the Ajar Republic. Finally, Georgia, for-
merly the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic, is now officially the Republic of
Georgia and referred to here as Georgia. Tbilisi is the capital of Georgia, Sukhumi
of Abkhazia, and Batumi of Ajaria.

4. During one of his weekly interviews, Georgian premier Eduard Shevard-
nadze put it in the following stark terms: “Of course I think of the ideals of
mankind because the implementation of these ideals depends significantly on
Russia. But I also think of my motherland, my little country, first of all. Because,
if democracy fails to win there, Georgia will be drowned in blood. It will find
itself in an even deeper pool of blood.” Georgian radio, Tbilisi, October 4, 1993.
Transcript provided by the British Broadcast Corporation (BBC), October 6,
1993. Also see Colarusso, “Abkhazia,” and Lynch, Conflict in Abkhazia, pp. 16–
17.

5. These lands had not been united under a single political authority since the
fifteenth century. Eastern Georgia (Kartli and Kakheti) was absorbed into the
Russian Empire in 1801, Mingrelia in 1803, Imeretia in 1804, and Abkhazia in
1810. John F. R. Wright, “The Geopolitics of Georgia,” p. 136.

6. Suny, “Georgia and Soviet Nationality Policy,” p. 207.
7. In 1936 the Republic of Transcaucasia was parceled into three entities: Ar-

menia, Azerbaijan and Georgia.
8. See Pipes, The Formation of the Soviet Union, pp. 266–93.
9. Suny, for example, argues that the 1956 student demonstrations in com-

memoration of Stalin (in reaction to Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign)
were the result of patriotic pride for a fellow Georgian and indicated a growing
national awareness. The severe crackdown by Moscow, resulting in dozens killed
and hundreds wounded, revealed a nervous and confused state. Suny, The Making
of the Georgian Nation, pp. 302–4.

10. Ibid., p. 290.
11. Suny points out that although the rate of Georgia’s national income grew

at the third lowest rate in the USSR from 1960 to 1971, in 1970 Georgians had
savings accounts nearly double those of average Soviet citizens. Suny, “Georgia
and Soviet Nationality Policy,” p. 213.

12. Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, p. 318.
13. Azerbaijani birthrates were almost double those of Georgians. Ethnic-bal-
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ance concerns were a consistent theme among Georgian intellectuals, described as
a sort of paranoia. There was speculation that the resettlement of Georgians with
“exceptionally high birth-rates” following natural disasters to areas where the
Georgian population was “under siege” was in part designed to bolster the Geor-
gian presence in those regions. Fuller, “Disastrous Weather,” p. 1, and “Mar-
neuli,” p. 4. Also see her “Georgian Writers.”

14. These figures were rounded off and taken from the 1989 Soviet Census 7,
part 1, table 1 (p. 8), and part 2, table 13 (p. 444). Itogi Vsesoiuznoi perepisi
naseleniia.

15. Only one nationality surpassed Georgians: Lithuanians, with 95.3 percent.
Latvians shared the Georgian percentage. Narodnoe khozyaistvo SSSR, p. 81.

16. Comrie, The Languages of the Soviet Union, p. 197.
17. The linguistic differences among these three groups continue to influence

the play of politics. Many Georgians living in Abkhazia speak Mingrelian or
Svanetian, and not the more dominant Kartvelian. Thus Abkhaz people had rela-
tively little interaction with the official Georgian language, which was actually
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Olson, “Dissolution of the State”; Ulc, “Bumpy Road”; Saideman, “Dual Dy-
namics”; Sevic, “Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Divorce”; and Leff, “Could This Mar-
riage Have Been Saved?”

10. Deis, “A Study of Nationalism,” p. 11, table 5.
11. “Czechoslovakia Breaks in Two, to Wide Regret,” New York Times, January

1, 1993.
12. See Silber and Little, Death of a Nation.
13. By 1991, 44 percent of the population was Muslim, 31 percent was Serb,

and 17 percent was Croat. For an excellent overview of the demographics of
Bosnia, see Burg and Sharp, War in Bosnia-Herzegovina, chap. 2.

14. Ibid., p. 70.
15. Bunce, Subversive Institutions, p. 136.
16. Ibid., pp. 136–37; emphasis added.
17. Ibid., p. 138.
18. Please note the important distinction between theoretical assertions and

empirical description. The theory of indivisible territory posits a number of claims
about actor motivations that are not meant to stand as exhaustive descriptions of
how actors actually behave in a crisis or negotiation. Actors and motivations are
both ideal types in the Weberian social scientific sense.

19. There is some irony in the fact that Thomas Hobbes, the seventeenth-
century philosopher, used the concept of self-preservation (survival) as the starting
point in a geometry of human relations whose ultimate aim was a defense and
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justification of tyranny (absolute monarchy). He named his essay Leviathan. By
Hobbes’s conception, it would be irrational to prefer a life that was “nasty, brut-
ish, and short” to a life under tyranny (even slavery). But Hobbes can succeed in
his argument only by shearing the self of self-preservation of all the qualities that
make living worthwhile. For most human beings, life in a coma, a dungeon, or a
rape camp is a life not worth living. In such cases, it might be rational to prefer to
risk death rather than to go on “living.”

20. Ian Fisher, “New Fighting,” and editorial, “Africa’s Futile War,” New York
Times, February 7, 1999, p. 16.

21. Ian Fisher, “Behind Eritrea-Ethiopia War.”
22. See the discussion in n. 19.
23. For an account of the perils of the proliferation of states, see Etzioni, “The

Evils of Self-Determination.”
24. Kenya provides an excellent example of how violence was averted because

urban groups “refused to join in an ethnic war.” See Kahl, “Population Growth,”
p. 116.

25. See Toft, “Differential Demographic Growth.”
26. This finding is consistent with findings explaining the relationship between

territory and interstate war. John Vasquez, for example, found that territorial dis-
putes have a greater probability of leading to war than other types of disputes,
and they are more likely to produce interstate rivals. Suzanne Werner found
mixed support. She found that territorial conflicts are more likely to result in a
recurrence of low-intensity conflict but not necessarily war. See Vasquez, “Map-
ping the Probability of War,” “The Origins of Interstate Rivalry,” and “Territorial
Issue.” Also see Werner, “The Precarious Nature of Peace.”

27. Data taken from Wallensteen and Sollenberg’s “Armed Conflicts.”
28. Pearson chi2(2) � 12.39, p � .01. There were 59 armed intrastate con-

flicts: 28 over territory and 31 over the makeup of the regime. Armed conflicts
led to at least 25 battle-related deaths during the year. Included in this analysis
are interstate conflicts coded as “terminated.” Terminated conflicts are those in
which the number of deaths in 1996 did not exceed 25 or, if the conflict was
active in 1996, fighting ceased by December 31, 1991, by peace agreement or
victory. Peace agreements are defined as “an arrangement entered into by warring
parties to explicitly regulate or resolve the basic incompatibility.” Victory is “a
situation in which one party has been defeated and/or eliminated by the other, or
otherwise succumbed to the power of the other (e.g., through capitulation).”
Ceasefire-stalemate refers to “a ceasefire agreement between the warring parties
and cases where, by 31 December 1996, the final date of data collection, no
armed activity above the threshold had been recorded between the actors for at
least one year.” See ibid., pp. 339 and 357.

29. In September 1999 Russia sent troops to Chechnya on the pretext that a
series of terrorist bombings within Russia proper were fomented and directed
from Chechnya. As in 1994, Russia expected the 1999 war to last only a few
days. As of the writing of this book, the war continues and casualties continue to
mount on both sides.

30. On the role of third-party guarantees, see Walter, “Critical Barrier” and
“Designing Transitions.”
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31. Holbrooke, To End a War.
32. Kaufmann, “Possible and Impossible Solutions.”
33. A surprising but little-noticed fact about partition is that few cases have

been successful, and few cases exist today, yet it remains one of the most con-
tested ideas in the press and academic literature. Two reasons might explain this.
The first is Bosnia, which seemed a likely candidate for partition. The second is
the prominence of some potential cases, such as Palestine, Cyprus, and Northern
Ireland.

34. For a similar critique, see Downes, “Holy Land Divided.”
35. Reports conflicted. Some claimed the fighters demanded money, and others

denied this.
36. The Chechen treatment of Russian theatergoers was probably intended to

mirror the treatment of Chechen hostages by Russian armed and secret police
forces, who routinely restrict the movement of hostages and force them to defe-
cate in their own clothing as a form of humiliation. See Masha Gessen, “Igno-
rance Perpetuates the Chechen War,” New York Times, November 1, 2002.

37. In addition, as with Palestinians in the occupied territories, the wars in
Chechnya have come to involve an entire generation of Chechens who know no
other life but one of violence and death. See, for example, Sabrina Tabernese,
“With Few Ties to Russia, Young Chechens Join Militants,” New York Times,
November 19, 2002.

38. See, for example, Gessen, “Ignorance Perpetuates.”
39. See Elaine Sciolino, “Putin Unleashes His Fury against Chechen Guer-

rillas,” New York Times, November 12, 2002.
40. In this, he is following the clear precedent established by NATO’s 1999

assault on Serbia over the Serbian abuse of ethnic Albanians in Kosovo.
41. The phrase “willingness to suffer” harks back to U.S. calculations of the

degree of pain necessary to coerce North Vietnam to abandon its support of Viet-
cong guerrillas in South Vietnam in the 1960s. In that war, U.S. Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara concluded after careful analysis that no amount of
pain that the United States could inflict would succeed in coercing the North.
For an analysis of the outcomes of different strategic interactions, see Ivan
Arreguı́n-Toft, “How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conflict,”
International Security, vol. 26, no. 1, Summer 2001, pp. 93–128.
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