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In tro d u c tio n

The Soviet Union occupied one-sixth of the land surface of the globe 

and its territories were inhabited by more than 100 nationalities and 

e thn ic groups. The nationality problem  in the Soviet Union had 

a lw ays been of high g ravities and com p lex ities . By adopting 

Socialism as the state ideology the founders of the Soviet Union and 

the Com m unist Parly of the Soviet Union (CPSU) wanted to unify all 

nationalities and ethnic groups of the state, and to rise above and 

g loss over religious, national, e thn ic and o ther d ifferences. The 

Communist Party was used as a militant vanguard of the Soviet State 

and people irrespective of their national, cultural and religious origin. 

Apart from the rule of the Russian comm unists, the Stalinist rule and 

the extreme totalitarian regimented system had played a major role in 

su pp re ss ing  all nationa l u p ris in gs , and  th e ir  rights of se lf 

determ ination were ignored. The socia list ideals and com m unism  

were g iven all the credit in keeping "unprecedented '' harmony 

among the Soviet nationalities. For an outsider it was really a fantasy

1. It should be remembered that the number of the Soviet Communists 
were considerably less than one per cent of the total population during 
the early years of the Soviet rule and the overwhelming majority of the 
communists belonged to the Russian Nationality. See, Donald D. Barry, 
Caral Darner Barry, Contemporary Soviet politics : An Introduction, 
London, p. 102 (1978). The latest, statistics show that 58 percent of the 
Soviet Communists were from the Russian Federation and 60 per cent of 
the four thousand seven hundred delegates of the 28th party congress 
held in July 1990 came from Russia alone. A good number of Russian 
Communists resided in all other fourteen non-Russiar> Republics. Thus 
the proportion of the Russian Communists in the CPSU were well! above 
70 per cent, while the Russian proportion in the total Soviet population 
constituted about 50 per cent.



to observe that the national feelings had been replaced by the 

proletariat internationalism  or feelings of novy Sovetsky chelavek 

(new Soviet people).

Gorbachev era came out with a great surprise telling the entire world 

that the nationality problem were not solved but suppressed. When 

Gorbachev himself admitted the graveness of nationality problems, 

then probably no one could try anym ore to see the hands of 

Western or Muslim anti-com munist propaganda in them,^ Ethnic and 

nationality conflicts and vio lence sw eeping across the different 

Soviet republics were of g reat concern for many quarters. This 

violence had been taken as a part of Gorbachev phenom enon by 

many observers. Many analysts and observers are greatly perturbed 

and seriously concerned about the state of nationality conflicts in the 

form er Soviet Union causing the deaths of thousands of innocent 

people including old, wom en and children. At present though the 

western states are mainly concerned with the deep economic crisis 

and territorial integrity of some of the form er Soviet Republics, yet 

nationality issues are still a bew ildering  phenom enon fo r many 

quarters.

The failure to resolve the nationality problems will not only portend 

disintegration of some of the form er Soviet republics including the 

Russian Federation, but also may appear as a difficult obstacle to 

overcom e m ounting econom ic cris is. Abandoning the obso le te  

comm unist ideals and the m onopoly of the CPSU on power, the 

Gorbachev era was suppose to create new binding forces among the 

former Soviet republics, as the previous mechanism and dynam ics of 

the relationship among the different nationalities were destroyed 

completely. The total fa ilure of the Gorbachev era in handling the 

nationality problems quickly gave birth to fifteen sovereign states in 

the territories of the fo rm er Soviet Union. In this context some 

pertinent questions need to be answ ered. How M oscow w ou ld  

maintain the territo ria l integrity of the Russian Federation and the
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2. In the past, discussions on nationality problems of the Soviet_Union 
were being taken as the anti -Communist propaganda. See for details : 
V. Zaglagina, Ye Pankova, O. Reingolda (eds), Krizic S tra tegee  
Sovieremennoye Antikommunizma, Moscow : P. 33,34, 176 (1984).



ascendancy of the Russians over other fourteen newly independent 

states? Is any new dem arcation needed or possible am ong these 

fifteen sovereign states? What would be the ultimate reaction of the 

millions of Russians living outside the Russian Federation';' W hat 

would be the fate of secessionist or nationalist m ovements led by the 

non-R uss ian  n a tio n a litie s  in d iffe ren t parts  of the R ussian 

Federation? Does d ism antlem ent of the Soviet Union have any 

serious longlasting  im pact on  nationalist m ovem ents striv ing for 

independent states? Is it merely a crisis of socialist ideology or a crisis 

of federalism  experiencing similar tendencies in all other big federal 

states? This paper is an attempt to address some of these questions.

Nationality problem  in Russia : H istorical Perspective

In the second half of the 19th century the Russian colonial expansion 

was so quick and dram atic that all the neighbouring non-Russian 

nationalities both inside and outside the Empire had to succum b to 

the irresistib le ascendancy of the Russians. The Russian Empire 

turned into the th ird  largest Empire after the British and Mughal 

Empires in the entire hum an civilization. ^ But the expansion of the 

Russian Empire w as not always driven by econom ic causes; it was 

first and fo rem ost a m ilitary occupation by the R ussians of the 

territories inhabited by the other nationalities to fulfill the hegemonic 

ambitions of the Russian Nationalism.

The russian occupation  over many regions did not prove to be 

justified economically, rather it tended to appear an econom ic burden 

for the Empire. In the absence of modern technology, a shortage of 

capital for investm ent and because of inadequate infrastructure the 

Russians fa iled  to derive  econom ic benefit from  her co lonies. 

Maintenance of big colonial apparatus and army itself appeared to be 

a heavy burden for the Tsarist regime. ^ During the late years of the 

19th century and the early years of the 20th century the Empire was
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3. See for details : Michael Rywrin fed) Russian Colonial Expansion to 
1917, London, P .1-7, 235-256-. (19S8).

4. James Bryce, Transcaucasia and Ararat: London, p U 6 , 117(1977). 
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heading towards a deep economic and political crisis. The Russian 

revo lu tion  of 1905-07 was the outcom e of so c io -po litica l and 

econom ic cris is of the Empire. ^ Though the status quo of the 

Empire was seriously endangered by that revolution, the Tsarist 

regime, however, prevailed with some liberalized policies. Along with 

the Russians, the non-Russian nationalities were also benefited by 

the post revolutionary relaxation of its earliar regirpentation . ®

In the w ake of the w orld  w ar I many nationa lities , previously 

suppressed by the Tsarist regim e, began to voice the ir distinct 

national identities. ^ After the Octgber Revaluation one after another 

nationa lity  expressed  the ir firm  de te rm ina tion  to achieve their 

sovereign states. ^ For Lenin this nationality problem  was not a 

novelity. Even before the O ctober Revolution Lenin him self had 

been trying hard to ur>ite proletariats of d ifferent European countries 

on various issues and found M arxist stances on nationalism  and 

in te rn a tio n a is m  u tte rly  in e ffe c tiv e . ^ In^.a bid to seek an* 

accom m odation fo r all nationalities, previously ruled by the Tsars. 

Lenin initially expressed the idea of a close alliance of alt peoples of 

the Empire and advised the Russians that "they should make it 

possible  fo r all o ther nations w ithout exception free ly  to decide 

w he ther they w ish to live, as separate  state, or in Union with 

whom soever they please." But he insisted that it would be better 

for the Russians and non-Russians alike to form  a new Russia as a
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71 ,79 ,329 ,(1986).

9. See, Mizanur Raman Khan, Changing Faces of Socialism, BUSS papers 
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union of free republics. '''' Lenin argued that if the nnajor nationalities 

were allowed to have their own republics with all distinct territorial and 

constitutional identities within a Socialist Federation, they would see 

enough reasons to remain under the Bolshevik state. '*2 Lenin 

expressed his readiness to recognize the right of secession of non- 

Russian nationalities at any time in the case of their genuine will. His 

argum ents found expression in the decree on Nationality adopted in 

the very early days of the Bolshevik regime.

A federal system or any such on arrangem ent was com pletely 

fore ign to the M arxist doctrine. But the Russians justified if the 

ground that : "we work solely from  the fact that during and after the 

O ctober Revolution federation was accepted as an exception from 

the general rule, owing to the specific circum stances in which Russia 

found itself and which were marked by an intensification of national 

strife and political fragmentation."''

The Soviets, however, tried to put a M arxist facade on these 

affairs. They admitted the presence of fierce struggle by the different 

nationa lities against the Bolshevbik regim e, but only blamed the 

Bourgeois sections of those n a tio n a lit ie s .S im ila r ly  the Bolsheviks 

claim ed that their government maintained the territorial integrity of the 

Soviet Union with the help of the fraternal aid and support of different 

nationalities and according to them such cooperation was possible 

because of their ideological comm itments and affiliation. Thus they 

tried to highlight the efficacy of marxism and downplay the role of the
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11. V. I. Lenin, First All-Russian Congress of Soviets of Workers and 
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Red Arm y and the dom inaNng position  of the R ussians and 

communists.

Despite p ragm atic  po licy show ed by M oscow tow ards the 

nationality problem, different nationalities maintained their stubborn 

refusal to accom m odate them selves in .the  Bolshevik state. Lenin 

showed further political realism when he accorded independence to 

Finland and Turkish Arm enia.Though Lenin hesitated for about two 

years, finally in 1920 he recognized the independence of Lithuania, 

Latvia and Estonia. H ow ever, ihe  generosity  to the nationa lity  

problem showed by Lenin must not be overem phasized. Lenin was 

indulgent to those nationa lities  w here there were th reat from  

external powers being involved  In the secession movement, Many 

n a tio na litie s  co n tin ue d  th e ir  s trugg le  fo r the ir right of se lf 

determination and Lenin expressed his exasperation at the late years 

of his life. 'IS However, he tried to salvage the problem by preaching 

peaceful co-existence of d ifferent nationalities in a proletariat state. 

At the time of the 1st All-Union Congress of the Soviets in December 

1922 Lenin reiterated his plan for the voluntary unification of equal
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17. Formally the Council of people's Commissars of the RSFSR issued a 
decree recognising the independence of Estonia on December 7, 19t8 
and similar acts were adopted on Decemvber 22, 1918 with respect to 
Latvia and Lithuania. But in reality such decrees or acts meant very 
little until Lenin was compelled to recognise their sovereignty in 1920 
because of the fear of direct involvement of other Europian forces in 
the Baltic affairs. On January 31, 1919 the Presidium of the Central 
Executive Committee of the Bolshevik party adopted a decision 
recognising the independence of Byelorussia. But the decision was not 
materialised as there were no fear from outside intervention.The 
Bolshevik government also granted independence to the Emirate of 
Bukhara and the Khiva khanate. But as soon as the Bolsheviks 
succeded to neutralize Iran and Afganistan, these territories were also 
incorporated with the Soviet Union. See for detais : M. M. Ahsan Khan, 
Soviet -Afghan relation ; Security and Religious dimensions. In : 6//SS 
Journal. Vol. 11 No. 2, Dhaka, p, 245-246 (1990).

18. Lenin warned his fellow communists and party leaders by saying. "I 
think that our colleagues did not give sufficient attention to the very 
important principal question." Here by "important principal" Lenin meant 
the nationality problem. In V. I. Lenin, Poslednie PIsma i statiu. 
Moscow, p. 17 (1981).



Soviet republics in the Soviet Union. As a result officially the USSR 

was formed and Lenin stressed that along with Russian Federation, 

the largest republic, non -Russian republics should enjoy equal 

status and rights w ithin the Soviet Socialist Federation. Thus he 

visualized that if the smaller nationalities were given status at par with 

the Russian Republic, tension would be m in im ized am ong the 

nations. This principle was incorporated in the Soviet constitution of 

1924 as the basis of the Soviet Federation.

Stalin opposed to such a federation recognizing such overt 

nationa l identity ; he w anted a strong unitary fo rm  of socia list 

government transcending all national peculiarities,^^ However, when 

he came to the helm  of the Soviet affairs he did not challenge 

Leninist a rrangem ents, but accepted the federa tion  m ore from  

administrative convenience-than from nationality identity perspective. 

For that purpose Stalin spilled some non-Russian republics into 

pieces and also created more Autonomous republics. For example, 

in 1929 the territory of the then Uzbekistan was divided into Uzbek 

and Tajik Republics. In 1939 the Kazakh ASSR and Kirghiz ASSR 

were given the status of union republics. By 1936 the num ber of 

Soviet republics reached eleven. Under Stalin aspira tion  of the 

sm alle r na tiona lities  tended to be frustra ted  to the  exten t of 

endangering the ir nom inal existence. Main benefic iary from  such 

arrangem ent w as the R ussian nation, a lready they had the 

prepondering interests in the federation, Stalinism further reinforced 

their privileged position.
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19. A,K. Vonrosu, O. Natsionalnostyaka ili ob "avtonom izatsi" In : V. I. 
Lenin, Izbrannys Proizvedenia V. Trekh Tomakh. Vol. 3, Moscow : p. 
700-705. (1980).

20. See for details : P. N. Fedoseeva (ed). The Fundamental Law o f the 
USSR, Moscow : p. 10-11 (1980).

21. In fact any sort of liberal federal system was not acceptable to the very 
of the authoratarian leadership of Stalin. Lenin was very much aware of
the d ic ta to ria l-------- att'tude of Stiin and wrote, "Stalin is too rude and
this defect, although guite tolerable in our midst and in dealings among 
us Commu lists become intolerable in a Secreetary-General. That is why 
I suggest that the comrades think about a way of removing Stalin from 
that post" In : V. 1, Lenin. Problems of Building Socialism: Communism in 
?/?e USSf?, Moscow : p. 68. (1984)



Stalin soon resorted to a policy of ruth less exterm ination of 

nationalists trying to be recalcitrant. However, he slackened his grips 

over them in his bid to seek support to the war effort during the world 

war II. 22 But that was short lived, so he reverted to his well known 

"blood and Iron policy". During world w ar II Stalin incorporated the 

Baltic Republics, soviet western Ukraine .and a part of Rumanian 

te rrito ry  ne ighbuoring  w ith the then A u tonom ous R epub lic  of 

M oldavia. Together with the occupied Rumanian territory Moldavia 

was given the status of a Union Republic. Thus number of the Union 

Republics reached to fifteen. All nationalities living under Soviet rule 

by then have resigned to the Russian dom ination  and socia list 

regim entation as their final destiny. A fter the death of Stalin a soft 

critical attitude of the CPSU to the Stalin era did not change the 

character of nationality policy. But gradually d ifferent non-Russian 

na tiona lities , sub-na tiona lities  and e thnic g roups began to be 

assertive in their respective republics, autonom ous-repulics and 

regions. The nationalists took care not to be overt, rather they tried to 

make their condition better through the proclaimed socialist ideals of 

equality and fraternity.

Brezhnev probably being conscious of the dam age done to the 

different nationalities tried to compensate them  encouraging equal 

participation of all nationalities in the Com m unist Party and the state 

a p p a r a t u s . 23 All the non-R usssian nationa lities took it as an ' 

advantage to challenge the Russian supremacy in the party and state 

organs at least in the Union Republic levels. In some republics non- 

Russians succeeded in captureing many key posts, replacing the 

Russians.

Being comm unists and capturing important party and state posts 

the non-Russian Soviet citizens, not necessarily, helped socialism. 

By using their power and consolidating their position in the party and
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22. See Alexandre Bennigsen ; S. Enders Wimbush, Muslims o f the Soviet 
Empire : A Guide. London : p .14-15. (1986) Lean Emin, Muslims in the 
USSR, Moscow, p. 21-23. (1984).
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people and society of Kazakhstan. See for details : L, I. Brezhnev. 
Malaya Zemlya, Vozroshdenie, Tselina, Tash kent (1981)



State organs they rather helped nationalism to revive. It was a sort of 

secret war of nationalism against socialisnr'i.

Thus it is apparent that more than seventy years’ of socialist rule 

could not make the Soviets a unified nation transctnd ing  nationality 

susceptibility. The different non-Russian nationalities rsot only took 

entire period of Soviet history negatively, they firmly tended to view 

Soviet rule as an episod of colonialism  and Marxsim, as a ploy to 

exploit them. Article 72 of 1977 constitution stipulated that "Each 

Union Republic shall retain the right free ly  to secede from the 

U S S R ." But in rea lity  such p ro v is io n  w as not m eant for 

implementation and. therefore, the Soviet nationalities had very little 

confidence in such written constitutional provisions. 25

Declaration o f Sovereignty by Soviet Republics : Causes 
and C onsequences.

Gorbachev by initiating his peres tro ika  and g la sn o s t program m es 

wanted to bring about radical changes in the "Soviet Society". He 

described his program m es as "a revolution w ithout b u l l e t s " . His 

new policies primarily meant for economic and political reorganisation 

fo r the entire soviet system. But G orbachev's program m es had its 

w ide ram ification in all East European Socialist countries. Socialist 

system  in ail East European countries were at bay, giving rise to 

denx)cratic atmosphere.

D eve lopm ents  in East Europe w as a b y-p ro du ct of 

Gorbachev’s era. However he himself made it clear that iVtoscow was 

no more interested to keep any satellite Socialist state and criticized
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24. "Despite the best efforts of communists over 70-odd year's the Soviet 
tJnion is not one glorious socialist; It is a codection of 15 dissimillar 
republics, whose inhabitants use different scripts, worship different 
gods and owe greater allegiance to local heroes then to Lenin, Stalin or 
Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev'’, In : The Economist June p. 9. (1990).

25. See Constitution (Fundamental Law) of ttie Union of ttie Soviet Socialist 
Republics, Adopted at the Seventh (Special) Session of the Supreme 
Soviet of the USSR. Ninth Convocation, on October 7, 1977, Moscow : 
29-47 (1982)

26. Strategic Survey 1989-1990, London : The international Institute of 
Strategic Studies, p. 15. (1990).



his predecessors for their expansionist policies. In fact. Gorbachev 

w an ted  to get rid of all p roc la im ed  in te rna tion a l p ro le ta ria t 

responsibilities across the globe, especially through out the Socialist 
world. Gorbachev felt that the Soviet Economy could no more could 

bear the liab ilities of o the r coun tries. R eleasing the Socia lis t 

countries, Gorbachev thought he w ould  get a freer hand with his 

internal restructuring programmes.

Leadership in Kremlin was alm ost ready to allow all the republics 

to enjoy western type of freedom  and dem ocracy and hoped that it 

would help implement new economic policies successfully and would 

make peoples enthusiastic in new program m es, tnstead of using new 
opportunities for liberalization of their econom ic and political system, 

some of the republics expressed their w illingness to have their own 

independent sovereign states. Three Baltic republics, Georgia and 
fvlaldavia were in the forefront of the demand tor complete separation 

from  fvloscow. But it is pertinent to ask why these republics so 
hurried ly  w ent for the p rogram m es in tend ing  to achieve the ir 

complete independence from fvloscow?

The Baltic republics were quick in arguing that historically they 

belong to W estern Europe and the capita list world. Such a prompt 
reaction on the part of Baltic republics may find several d ifferent 

explanations. But all sorts of explanations have some grounds in 

common. These three republics were finally incorporated w ithin the 
Soviet Union imm ediately after world war II. It means between the 

years of I and II world wars they enjoyed full Ireedom recognized by 
the Bolshevik regime and the R u s s i a n s . 2 7  Even After world w ar II 

L ithuan ians w aged arm ed strugg le  aga inst M oscow fo r the ir 

independence, while fate of the majority of the Soviet Republics had 

been sealed in 1920s. The very fact that the Baltic Republics were 

incorporated lately proves their less deeper socialist character and 
their greater hostility towards Soviet Integration,

But the nationalist leaders of the Baltic republics m iscalculated 

severa l th ings. D espite th e ir overa ll loose in tegra tion  w ith the
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27. The Soviet sources claim that as a result of agreements with Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania signed on September 28, October 5 and October 
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Dvukh Tomakh. Vol 1 fvloscow, p, 392, (1980).



m ainstream  of the S ovie t S ocie ty, they were econom ica lly  

dependent on Moscow, As such there exists no easy way to go back 

to western economic fold. These three republics are very small and 

their economic m ight fs very negligible. They occupy an area of 

174,000 sq. km. with a population of 8 million. The presence of a 

large number of Russians in those republics was often ignored. For 

example, the proportions of the Russian population in Estonia and 

Latvia are 28 and 33 per cent respectively. Lithuania, of course, is in a 

fa r better situation in this respect, where the Russians constitute 

only 9 per cent of the total population of the republic. This numerical 

strength of the Lithuanians perhaps led to an early declaration of 

independence on 11 f\/1arch, 1990. Great ethusiansm and courage of 

the Lithuanians quickly encouraged the Latvians and Estonians to 

fo llo w  the sam e path , w itho u t g iv ing  much though t of the 

consequences of their declarations.

f\/1oscow initially tried to accommodate the nationalist movements 

through negotiations, d iscussions and public gatherings organized 

in the capital cities of Baltic republics. Gorbachev himself visited the 

Baltic republics and tried to convince the Baltic nationalist leaders not 

to go for secessionist program m es. Failing in ail its negotia lion  

attempts to stop the Balitc republics in the process of final declaration 

of sovereignty, f\/1oscow adopted a policy of total economic blockade.

In the face of econom ic blockade of Moscovj, Lithuania proved 

to be helpless though in itia lly  the L ithuanian leader Vytautas 

Landsbergis claim ed that "until 1944, L ithuania lived on its wn 

products and had a stable economy. "28 That might be a m atter of 

p leasure fo r rem em brance, but present reality was com plete ly 

d ifferent. Lithuania was com plete ly dependent on fvloscow for its 

many supplies including oil and gas, and fvloscow used to supply 

them at 25% of their real price. ^9 f\/iost of the 200 largest industries in 

Lithuania were controlled by f\/1oscow. 30 Over looking the graveness 

of the problem Landsbergis declared that his intended sovereign
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28. Newsweek, April 30, 22. (1990).

29. See : Time, January 22. (1990).

30. See. The Economist, ■ ’ -23 fvlarch 50. (1990).
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republic can "hold out for 100 Years without gas and oil", But that 

was simply a rhetoric and Deputy prime Minister of Lithuania Algirdas 

Brazauskas told the republic's parliament that it would be impossible 

to survive a blockade fo r long, warning that unem ploym ent would 

quickly reach intolerable levels^^ within a short time it was really 

so.

On June 28, 1990 Lithuanian parliament went for a compromise, 
suspending its proclam ation of sovereignty for 100 days. Though 
f\/loscow was not so happy w ith that tem porary m oratorium  on 

independence, yet M o s c o j v  looked at it favoarably and relaxed the 

blockade and resum ed supply of some raw m ateria ls to run the 

factories producing fin ished products for other Soviet republics. In 
this tactical com prom ise both the conflicting parties Intended to save 

their faces at least to their own peoples. On July 19,1990 Lithuania 

established its own arm ed unit and declared a military policy. Such a 

ploy was done to prove that the Lithuanians did not give up entirely 
th e ir  s tru g g le  fo r  co m p le te  in d e p e n d e n c e . S tre n g th  of 

independence m ovem ents of other two Balilc republics was weaker 
than L ithuania. These  three republics thought that un itedly they 

might face successfu lly econom ic blockade of Moscow. But united 
efforts fa iled to bring any favourable result to the ir side, rather it 

exposed the ir help less condition On the o ther hand, since the 

bloody army crackdow n in Baku on January 20. 1990, Gbrbachev 
waited almost a year to use army in Baltic republic. Just before the US 

attack on Iraq, on January 12 !991. Gorbachev ordered for a similar 

kind of army crackdow n in Lithuania. But bloodshed and casualties 
were n-iuch less than that of Baku. Still this time even the Russsian 

themselves did not endorse sucti frequent use of force against the 

non-Russian peoples and many Russians dem anded the resignation 

of Gorbachev.

In general the Russians were in support of peaceful m ethods for 

keeping the territona l integraty of the Soviet Union. Declaration of 

sovereignty by the Russian federation in fact w as  the g reatest 

de te rren t and ch a llen ge  to all o the r rep ub lics .T h e  R ussian 

Federation occupies three fourth of the form er Soviet Onion and it is
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inhabited by a little more than half of the total Sov .et population and it 
abundant has valuable natural re s o u rc e s .P re v io u s ly  inter-republic 

trade and business were governed by the socialist principles and 
the Russian Federation had to sacrifice both in term s of price and 
volume in its transactions with sm aller and poorer republics. The 

Russians thought that in the case of their sovereignty over fall 

natural and hum an resources of the R ussian Federation, their 

country would not only be greatly benefited in its inter-republic trade, 

it may also can claim  billions of dollars from some of the republics for 

its subsidies previously provided to them.

The quest for sovereignty by the Baltic republics would have 

been greatly acce lera ted  if the w estern  w orld  had come with 

substantial moral and financial support. But the west appeared to act 

more as an observer of the Baltic scenario than an active champion of 

the right of se lf-determ ination of the subjugated people.The West 

European countries were busy with the task of accom m odating the 

liberated East European Socialist countries into their orbit, while the 

Am ericans w ere seriously concerned about the ir in fluence on 

European and fvliddle Eastern affairs in  the future. Thus no 

external force was interested to involved in the Soviet Baltic affairs. 

The Baltic republics achieved their independence depending upon 

them selves
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33 . The Russian Federation accounts for 90 per cent of oil output, 70 per 
cent of gas output, 70 per cent of hard-coal production, 58 per cent of 
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contracted fegally or not, the property must be divided nonetheless." 
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Gorbachev admitted that Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 was unjust.
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countries and in this context in the near future American military 
presence in the West European countries would be undesirable for 
Europeans as a whole. In the absence of American military power, US' 
influance on the European politics would be insignificent.



Ukrainian republic declared its sovereignty on July 16, 1990, 

Among all the fourteen non-Russian Soviet republics this republic 

can form a stable and viable independent state and In the USSR it 

was the second largest state after the Russian Federation with a 

population of 52 million and a strong industrial and agricultural base. 

Despite all political and economic difficulties, along with three Baltic 

republics, M aldavia  and G eorgia  im m edia te ly  fo llow ed  their 

footsteps. Since the death of Stalin Georgian nationalists from time to 

time wanted to challenge the authority of fvloscow over their republic, 

M aldavia antic ipated active help from  R om ania because of its 

h is lo ric a l and cuUurat links  and its p a rlia m e n t declared  

independence on June 24,1990.

Declaration of sovereignty by Azerbaijan on 23 September, 1989 

in fact rem ained unnoticed and was not taken seriously by the 

outsiders. But encouraged by the situation of other republics, some 

of the so called five Central Asian Muslim republics had been trying 

to drift from  the grip of Moscow. U zbekistan also declared  its 

sovere ignty on June 20. 1990. The at that time declara tion  of 

independence by any Soviet republic was a tactical step to increase 

its bargaining capacity with Moscow However, Uzbekistan and the 

U zbeks had som e a dvan tages in th e ir fa vou r in ach ieving  

independence. The Uzbeks formed the largest M uslim  nationality 

with a size of population of 15 million., about a fourth of the total 

M uslim  popula tion  of the then Soviet Union, it achieved its 

membership of the UNO on March 2, 1992.

Among the Soviet Central Asian republics Uzbekistan is in a 

better situation both in industrial and agricultural t e r m s , T h e s e  

advantages would not be enough to achieve immediately the status 

of a prosperous sovereign country  fo r several reasons, Firstly, 

prolonged Russian and Socialist rule over Uzbekistan has deepen 

their econom ic dependence on the Russian Federation fo r many 

essenftai supplies and Uzbek nationalist leaders are poignantly aware
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of this. Adilov Miralam, leader of Uzbek nationalist party, Birlik,^^ says: 

"M oscow treats us like slaves. We are the poorest republic in the 

Soviet Union but rich in resources, which Moscow takes from us." 38 

Moreover, extensive cotton cultivation directed by Moscow over last 

several decades has created a devastating situation in the entire 

republic. 39 Apart from  the adverse affect on the fertility of the 

cultivated iand, water resources of Uzbekistan in many places were 

either remarkably shirnked or dangerously polluted. Secondly, the 

Uzbeks believed that Moscow by establishing various settlements of 

Russian, Tatars, Meshketians and many other in their republic in fact 

greatly weakeend their national solidarity. Ethnic problems in the 

M uslim  republics is not an unexpected  phenom enon. Moscow 

encouraged settlem ents of Russian people in non-Russian republics 

in order to defuse their national militancy.

It is not certain yet w hether creation of independent states for 

different nationalities is a viable answer to the nationality problems. In 

the present circum stances, establishm ents of com plete separate 

states of major form er Soviet nationalities in fact added only another 

new fifteen states to the group of LDC-s. For example, condition of 

Tajikistan might be similar to that of Afghanistan from tribal, ethnic and 

econom ic perspective . Econom ic s ituation  in A zerba ijan  and 

M aldavia also m ight be w orse than the Iranian Azerbaijan and 

Romania respectively. Likewise the three Baltic states may quickly 

turn into the poorest countries of Europe. Proably condition of 

Turkm enia  w ould  be no better than o thers, which declared its 

independence on 24 August, 1990 and become m em ber of the
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UNO on 31 July, 1992. A third of this republic's 3.5 million inhabitants 

lived on 75 roubles a month which is well below the then was Soviet 

poverty iine.'^'' Twenty per cent of the Turkmenian, population are 

already unem ployed and the rvumber of unemployed workers is still 

mounting. In fact in every Muslim republic within the next couple of 

years one third of the adult population would be u n e m p l o y e d . ^2 

Moreover, conditions of m illions of Russians living in non-Russian 

Republics would also adversely affect the situation because of their 

neighbourhood and centuries-long interaction.

Kazakhstan stands as a stark testimony of the painful and difficult 

nationality scenario-if the principle of complete self determ ination is 

conceded. The Kazak republic covers a territory of 2, 717,000 sq. 

krn. and inhabited by about 18 million people. The proportion of the 

Muslim and non-M uslim  population of the Republic is almost equal 

and the history of annexation of Kazakh territories by the Russians 

goes back to seventeen century. Any attempt to make the republic 

purely Russian or Kazakh w ould  sure ly lead to civil w ar and 

bloodshed. For the sake of the estab lishm ent of socia lism  in 

Kazakhstan, Stalin took the lives of more than a million Kazakhs. 

The Kazakhs would defin itely try to take revenge on the Russions in 

retaliation of the m assacre perpetrated on their forefathers. So rights 

of self-determ ination or establishm ent of sovereignty by any form er 

Soviet republic can not be viewed in isolation from  the interests of 

one nation from  another. The dislocation created by the seventy 

years' of socialist rule and the world war II in  many places are of 

historical reality and the entire history can not be reversed.
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The Russians tended to view  the dem and of the M uslim  

nationalists for self-determ ination with more apprehension vis-a-vis 

stirrings of other nationalities, Islamic element in the Russian Empire 

and Soviet Union was a traditional factor and it had become more and 

more marked since the Afghan crisis and the Islamic Revolution in 

Iran. Therefore, the Russians were circum spect about the Muslim 

nationalities and still it is not unlikely that they would try to play one 

M uslim  nation against the other against the backdrop of sharp 

divisiveness among the. Muslim nationalities.

V iolences and riots between the Uzbeks and the kirgtzes in the 

city of osh in kargizia in June and July 1990 probably suggested a 

newly devised Russian strategy to challenge Muslim  nations 

Some observers think that "the Kremlin appears to be intent on trying 

to buy time by putting Muslim against M uslim ." Though Osh is 

situated in Kirgizia, it is inhabited by a sizable Uzbek Muslims who 

traditionally cultivated lands in the region. In the name of privatization, 

a ttem pts had been made deliberate ly to take the lands from  the 

Uzbeks and to give them to the Kirgizs, an unprecedented policy in 

privatization process followed in other republics. If, however, such 

principle of privatization of land was followed in other republics then 

the Russains would be d isadvantaged in procuring ownership of 

land. Privatization of land and introduction of free market economy 

have been creating chaos and confusion in all Muslim republics and 

as a result ethnic violences are becoming increasingly endemic in all 

Muslim republics. State authorities can easily use them as a pretext of 

reviving Stalinist method of suppressing the situation. Gorbachev's 

heavy handed dealing with the Azari and Tajik nationalities in.January 

1990 was the glaring exam ple of that. Despite almost the sim ilar 

characte r of nationalist m ovem ent in Baltic republics and Muslim  

republics, one could easily discern the sharp contrast in Gorbachev's 

approaches tow ards Muslim  nationalist m ovem ents com pared to 

other non-Muslim  nationalist movements.
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The cases of Tajik is tan , D aghistan, C hecheno Ingushetia , 

Tataria, Bashkeriah and Nagorno Karebakh crises bear testimony of 

Russian double standard towards the Muslim nationalists. Even the 

Gorbachev era meant very little for the liberalization of the Muslim 

republics. "The beginning of perestro ika or as it was called the 

process of democratization, was viewed as progressive in many parts 

of the country. But in Central Asia it was viewed as reactionary when 

an attempt was made to introduce anti-lslam ic and anti-nationalist 

m e a s u r e s . "46 During the Gorbacher era a renewed anti-lslamic policy 

was adopted in Central Asian R epublics and attem pts had been 

made to replace local Muslim leaders by the Russians. With the help 

of local comm unists the Russians indirectly are still holding power in 

Tajikistan and thousands of Tajik  Muslims had to take refuge in 

A fghanistan. This policy can be regarded as a continua tion  of 

Communist vision on central Asian Republics.

GORBACHEVS LEGACY AND CIS

It was apparent that during G orbachev era endem ic nationality 

problem s and ethnic vio lence endangered the very basis of the 

Soviet Federal system. Gorbachev shifted the entire responsibility on 

the past. He asserted that there was "distortion of the nationality 

policy. There was even imperial oppression of various nationalities as 

well as attempts to Russify other peoples""^® He had been trying to 

salvage two integral aspects of Russian life-R ussian nationalism and
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the com m unist ideo logy. Am ong the Soviet na tiona lities  the 

Russians spearheaded the Bolshevil< Revolution and they were the 

vanguards in establishing Soviet Socialist Federal system.

G orbachev tried to keep the Russians in good humour and at the 

initial stage of his rule he was required to pay at least lip-service to the 

comm unist ideals. Gorbachev knew very well that those ideals were 

instrum ental in sustain ing the federal system  accom m odating so 

many diverse nationa lities and ethnic groups. M oreover, to the 

R ussians, the com m un is t idea ls  w ere not m ere ly  econ om ic  

principles, they were rather a way of life and integral part of Russian 

culture. Loss of Christian heritage and wide dislocations of many 

Russian settlements caused by the world w ar II made the Russians 

obliged to accept com m unism  as the ir way of life. That is way 

Gorvbachev did not want to underm ine neither Russian nationalism 

nor the highest ideals of comm unism. His main concern was how to 

protect the territorial integrity of the Soviet Union. Admitting the fact 

that the Soviets lagged much behind the west in at! parameters o? life, 

he did not see the salvation in the dism antlem ent of the Soviet 

Union. Rather he wanted to put to an end of "splendid isolation" for 

the Soviet Union from the capitalist courtries. He was enthusiastic in 

carving a niche in the W estern W orld and hoped lhat the west would 

provide a bonanza for the crumbling Soviet economy.

This was not entirely a Gorbachev phenomen on. Since the death of 

Brezhnev, Kremlin tried not to be a rival to the W est, but "an 

im portant and integral part of new global e c o n o m y . B u t  a w eaker 

Soviet economy did not allow the Russians to be the real business 

partner of the developed industria lized countries. With the help of 

W estern technology and capital Gorbachev wanted to rejuvenate the 

Soviet economy! He was convinced that once the Soviet econom y 

starts reaping the fruits of open market, econom ic solvency would 

defuse nationality problems. But Yeltsin found it impossible to  move 

with such a huge limping econom y. Yeltsin representing solely the 

interest of the Russians, in fact, wanted disintegration of the Soviet 

Union and waited for a favourable time.

49. Ibid,
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On his part G orbachev came with two form ulas : a) Com m on 

European Home and b) New Union Treaty. While the form er formula 
intended more integration with the European countries, the later 

purposes more cohesion with the internal nationality interests. But 
his emphasis on Europeanism tended to alienate him Irom the Asian 

nationalities. In defence of his New Union Treaty (NUT) Gorbachev 

voiced that "there should be real sovereignty for the republics in 1̂1 

spheres of the ir life. There should be qualita tively new relations 
between the republics and the centre and also among individual 

r e p u b l i c s . O n  March 9. 1991 Kremlin published the text of NUT, 

which allowed every Soviet republic to establish diplom atic relations 

with fore ign countries and to join the international o rganizations 

freely. Three Baltic republics, Georgia and Maldavia simultaneously 

and ca tegorica lly  re jected  the NUT and ins is ted  on th e ir full 

independence from Ivloscow. O ther republics, though outrightly did 

n ot reject the treaty, expressed their dissatisfaction over some of the 

provisions of the treaty.

Against this backdrop of the nationality problems and crisis of 

Soviet federal system, Gorbachev hoped for enthusiastic support of 

his Westen partners to strengthen his personal grip on power. But 

once the nightm are of com m unism  and cold w ar fizzled out from  

European scene, the W estern leaders became less enthusiastic in 

their support fo r G orbachev. The western countries main concern 

was the nuc lear a rsena ls  of the  Soviet Union particu la rly  in 

Kazakhstan. "A  wave of nationalism  and religious fundam entalism  is 

propelling Muslims tow ards independence. Given the fact that some 

of the m ost d an ge ro us  Is lam ic  na tions m ight have nuc lea r 

weapons".®'' Not a Soviet leader, but a Russian leader could ensure 

the West that the Russians would not allow any non-Russian nations 

to possess nuclear weapons. Yeltsin was ready to offer this service to 

the West on behalf of the Russians.

But still Ye lts in  was not the dom inant personality  vis-a-vis 

G orbachev on the R ussian scene and, there fore , the w estern  

leaders did not want to betray Gorbachev overtly. The military coup o f

50. Ibid.
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August 1991 against G orbachev paved the way for Yeltsin to 

becom e sole rep resen ta tive  of the Russian Federation in the 

in te rn a tio n a l a r e n a . ^2 Soon a fter the coup, fo rm ation of the 

C o m m o n w e a th  of In d e p e n d e n t S ta te s  (C IS ) m ade the  

dismantlement of the Soviet Union a reality for all. Thus Gorbachev's 

initia l success in m anaging the recalcitrant nationalities w as more 

apparent than real. As a protector of the Russian interests Yeltsin has 

started jettisoning the vociferous nationalities and drifted to influence 

them indirectly.

THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION AND THE FOURTEEN 
OTHER INDEPENDENT STATES.

Both the nuclear arsenals and the veto power in the security council 

of the UN are controlled by the Russian Federation. The western 

help to Boris Yeltsin is entirely meant for the Russians. All other 

fourteen independent states are alm ost fo rgotten entities to the 

w este rn  big pow ers. A ll the fourteen  sta tes are increas ing ly  

becom ing helpless in the ir relations with the Russian Federation. 

Along with Kazakhstan, Ukrain and Belo-Russia had to surrender 

unconditionally their all nuclear arsenals to the Russian Federation. 

The Russian Fede.ration on its turn even did not ensure security to 

any of the fourteen states, but become a trustworthy ally to the West.

In short, this can be regarded as the scenario of the relationship 

between the Russians and the non-Russian peoples of the form er 

Soviet Union. But it has also w ide im plications m anifested in .the  

affairs of European civilization. The Serbs are the iraditicmal allies of 

the Russians. Though militarily the western powers, with the help of 

NATO, could easily stop the atrocities, war crimes and violation of all 

sorts of human rights by the Serbs against the Bosnian M uslims; by 

adopting strong policies against the Serbs, but they did not want to

THE FORMER SOVIET REPUBLICS 43

■52. "Once widely thought of as a drunk and a demagogue, Mr. Yeltsin has 
seen his reputation rise over the.past year as it became increasingly 
apparent that it was he, not Mr. Gorbachev, who most strongly 
advocating the sort of reforms the West favours. He performed well on a 
recent visit to America.” In : The Economist, August, 24th-30th p. 25. 
(1991).



hurt the Russian in terest in the form er socia list Ygoslavia. The 

Russian support fo r the illegitim ate interests of the Serbs fully 

m anifested itse lf in the  UN sponsored Geneva H um an Rights 

Conference held in June 1993, when eighty mem bers of the UN 

voted for a proposal of lifting arm s-em bargo against Bosnia, The 

Russian Federation was the only state which voted against such a 

proposal, while the rights of self-defence of the Bosnian M uslims, at 

least Itieoretically, was recognized by all the W estern powers, it is 

needless to mention that because of arm s-em bargo on the Bosnian 

Muslims, they have been com pletely denied to the rights of self- 

defence.

The foreign policy of the Russian Federation is quite happy with the 

present Serbian atrocities in th e 'te rrito ries  o f Bosnia, w hich is an 

independent state and a member of the UN. The is not an incidental 

Russian foreign policy. The parochial view of the Russian Federation 

as tilted forwards Serbia for obvious reasons of historical and ethnic 

alignment could not put Serbia and Bosnia in the same footing as 

independent states. The situation is very sim ilar to that o1 Arm enia 

and Azerbaijan. With the help of the Russian soldiers Arm enia has 

been o ccu p y in g  m ore than  tw e n ty  per cen t te rr ito r ie s  of 

A z e r b a i j a n . I n  fact, the Azeri nationa lis ts  spearheaded  the 

independence-m ovem ents of all the non-Russian republics of the 

form er Soviet Union. It w as the Azeri parliam ent, w ho becam e 

cham pion in realis ing the ir constitu tional right, stipu lated by the 

constitution of the USSR, to secede from  the Soviet Union. Now the 

Azeris have been paying a heavy price in terms of material and human 

resources fo r the ir independence  and fo r m any hundreds of 

thousands Azeris the ir independent status becam e a sym bol of 

untold sufferings. And in a bid to save the Azeri people from  further 

Armenian and Russian aggression, the Azeri governm ent joined the 

CIS in 1993.
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The Russian nationalism  with the help of western capitalism  might 

easily overcome its econom ic crisis for the simple reason that all the 

fourteen non-Russian states are no more an econom ic burden for 

the Russian Federation. At prosent none of those fourteen slates 

can blame the Russians for their own problems and failure. Sim ilarly 

the Russian Federation can not accuse other fourteen states for itp 

own backwardness. Because of its territorial vastness, resources and 

be tte r o rgan iza tiona l s tructu re  of state organs, the Russian 

Federation is in an advantageous position vis-a-vis other fourteen 

states. It was the earner of eighty per cent of hard currencies of the 

then Soviet Union. By virtue of the rules of free-market econom y all 

these newly independent states w ould possibly find them selves 

more dependent on the Russian Federation than before. But still the 

principles of free-market economy in the Russian Federation remains 

in the papers.

Dem ocratic constitu tiona l princip les have yet to regulate the 

nationality issues. After the referendum held in 1993 Yeltsin now has 

w ide ranging executive pow ers. But in the process of achieving 

strong executive power challenging the supremacy of the Russian 

parliament, Yeltsin governm ent dem onstrated its military m ight killing 

five hundred people in besieging the parliament house in 1993 and 

putting some parliamentarians in jail. As a consequence Yeltsin and 

his supporte rs cou ld  not w in  the m ajority  seats in the firs t 

parliam entary election of the Russian Federation. Success of the 

extreme Russain nationalists in this election is remarkable and the 

u ltra -na tiona lis t fo rces are posing a real th reat to the Ye lts in  

governm ent. Ali these sequence of events have their im plications 

and ramification in all other fourteen republics.

The Russians living in the non-Russian states can easily claim  

the ir representation in  the respective parliam ents. But achieving 

independence from  the Russians, the non-Russian nations are still 

blam ing the Russians fo r the ir own m iseries and are not ready to 

provide  the R ussians a p ropo rtiona te  rep resen ta tion  in the ir 

parliaments."Today, more than twelve million Slavs live in central Asia,
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almost twenty five per cent of the total p o p u l a t i o n , "54 Ninety per cent 

of these Slaves are Russians. In Kazakhstan about forty p e rc e n t of 

its total 18 m illion population are Russians. Though the Russian 

colonial rule brought these Russian people to these Muslim states, 

still their legitim ate rights should not be denied as the m ajority of 

them w ere  born and brought up in these traditional M usljm  lands. 

More importantly, Islam does not allow the Muslims to persecute the 

non-Muslims living in the Muslim states. But prolonged colonial rule 

made the Muslim rulers and citizens downgraded in spirit and values. 

Morally they are not in a position to adopt the Islamic principles to be 

followed in their state system.

In terms of legislation the Muslim states are still in a form ative stage. 

They have just rejected the colonial legislations, but yet could not 

develop their own system. In these circum stances, the Russians can 

not dem and a very ideal situation for them in the six M uslim  states. 

Situation in other eight non-Russian states is in no way better fo r the 

Russians, In the three Baltic states the Russians have been treated 

as the second class citizens of those countries and even are under 

the pressure of fo rcefu l m igration to the Russian Federation, The 

Russian Federation providing the legitimate rights to its tw enty per 

cent non-Russian population can yet set an exam ple to be followed 

by all other fourteen states. Muslim autonomous republics, Tataristan 

and Bashkiria of the Russian Federation, cover an area of 68.000 and 

143,600 sq km. respectively and about fifty per cent of their eleven 

million population  are M uslims. Chuvash, D aghistan, Checheno- 

Ingushetia, Crimea, Kabardino-Balkarn have strong M uslim  heritage. 

A il these  a u tonom ous repub lics and reg ions of the  R ussian 

Federation  dem and  appropria te  a ttention  of M oscow  and the ir 

p roportionate  representa tion  in the Federal and provincfa l state 

organs, spec ia lly  in the leg is la tive  bodies. G uaran ting  such a 

co n s titu tio n a l p lace  in the parliam ent p ro ba b ly  the  R ussian
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Federation can only hope to protect the legitimate rights of the thirty 

m illion Russians living in other fourteen states.

Beside these constitutional problem s Yeltsin has been facing 

more serious ideological and political problem s. Yeltsin could not 

organize his own strong political party to rely on. His popular support 

is m ainly based on capitalist ideals and dem ocratic ideas, none of 

w hich are ingrained in the Russian soil. During the Soviet rule 

interests of socialism and Russian nationalism  had been converged 

in 4 h e  m ajor policies of the CPSU and Kremlin. Maj0"'ty of the 

R uss ians cou ld  easily  see th e ir lia tio n a l p ride  and g lo ry  in 

implem entation of the socialist policies in the non-Russian republics. 

Now the situation is com plete ly d ifferent. Until now the ordinary 

Russians can not see the success in the rules of capitalist mode of 

p roduction  and d is tribu tion. In fact, the ideals of the w estern 

dem ocracy are still distantly related with the hopes and aspirations of 

the Russians. On the o ther hand, the newly em erging Russian 

ca p ita lis t class is still in a d iso rganized  shape. M oreover, the 

.exploitative character of capitalism and the W estern dem ocracy is so 

apparent in all the form er Soviet republics that the Russians are 

increas ing ly  becom ing d is illusioned w ith  the positive aspects of 

liberalism  and individualism. The Russian are not yet psychologically 

ready to take “blood-bath” to earn their livelihood in the free-m arket 

dynamics.

The problem  with the capitalism  is that it needs resources to be 

g iven  in the hands of private  ind iv idua ls. R eligious o r national 

identities of the capitalists are irrelevant to the W estern democracy. 

For its effectiveness democracy needs big tax-payers. It has no time 

or scope to be selective in collecting taxes. Thus the Russians have 

no scope to deny the rights to the non-Russians to be asserted as 

capita lists. The few  years' experiences show that the non-Russian 

citizens of the Russian Federation are much more enthusiastic and 

successful in the capitalist mode of ownership and, possession. The 

Russian Federation is abundant in natural reasources including oil, 

gas, steel and other valuable m ineral resources. But in the absence 

of highly technological m ight and efficient m anagem ent the Russian 

Federation can not exploit those resources. Though the w orld 's
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largest oil reservoir, the Russian Federation has been failing in using 

the oil industry for its ecomoic em ancipation; rather it invites foreign 

investors to exploit all natural resources including oil. This is the 

reason why western powers fear that in the absence of Yeltsin 

leadership  R ussians may w itness a backlash, an unpala tab le  

phenomenon fo r the West. M oreover, many westerners believe that 

their cooperation with the Russians in introducing capitalist economy 

in Russia would not only allow the W estern capita lists to have an 

access to the vast natural resources,which the Russian Federation 

com m and, but also burgeon ing  consum er m arket there. Huge 

Russian consum er m arket is wide open for western goods, but very 

rarely Russian rubles can buy them. Not of speaking about millions of 

unem ployed Russians, even the m ajority of em ployed Russians 

hardly can buy the necessary com m odities needed for their normal 

daily life. Chances of bright success of capitalism  in the near future is 

very slim, but the constitutional crisis dem ands an urgent solution of 

power sharing system  between legislative and exective branches 

both in central and provincial level.

CO NCLUSIO N

The founders of the Bolshevik state pinned the ir hope that the 

proletariat internationalism  would eventually usher a unified Soviet 

Russia transcending creed, colour, ethnic and other peculiarities. But 

history went w rong fo r them . It was not the socia list creed but 

tota litarian regim entation, Stalinism  and the Red Army that played 

pivotal role in enforcing their envisioned unity. Bui the nercissus of 

nationalism  was only m arking time. G orbachev’s p eres tro ika  and 

g/asnosr program m es together with his abandonment of international 

proletariat com m itm ent provided the long awaited moment for the 

hydra of nationalism to expose itself. As a result, all the fifteen Union 

republics of the form er Soviet Union declared their independence in 

quick successions during the early months of the 1990. Some of the 

autonomous republics also fo llowed suit. At the initial stage except 

three Baltic republics, other republics declaring their independence 

wanted to boost the ir bargaining lever in the ongoing agreements for 

a new form of federation, or at least a confederation.
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The leadership of several republics knew very well that they were 

lacking in necessary economic muscle to give concrete expression to 

their sovereign will. They were helplessly dependent on the Russian 

Federation for many essential supplies. Free market economy put 

them in a disadvantageous position as most of the republics had few 

valuable articles in their store to sell to other republics.

During the Gorbachev era the West could come up with succour 

to resum e republics in the ir quest fo r sovere ignty. Such an 

opportunity would have been seen as a heaven-sent opportunity by 

the W est in the cold w ar era. But the W estern countries kept 

them selves as silent observers in this regared. Rather they had been 

helping Gorbachev to implem ent his policies throughout the former 

Soviet Union. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the Gorbachev 

era had to be finalised simultaneously.The Russian Federation under 

the leadership ot Boris Yeltsin fo llow ed the Am erican policy in all 

im portant internationnal affairs except Bosnia, Gorbachev had been 

a llow ing the Soviet republics su ffic ien t lee-w ay to assess their 

position, w hile Yeltsin wanted to see non-Russian republics to be 

dism antled from the Russian Federation. The west European leaders 

were cautious about the nationalist m ovements in the former Soviet 

Union because of its repercussion  in the entire Europe. The 

Americans had no problems with the secessionist trend in the Soviet 

Union, but could not foresee tha t the tem po of pan-European 

integration would ultimately reinforce anti-Americanism in Europe.

In view of impending secessionist threat, Gorbachev came out 

with two new formulas to salvage the Soviet Union from collapse. His 

common European Home policy aimed at more accommodation with 

the W est, whereby he hoped to take advantages of the W estern
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55. "That question— how to earn money and make their way in the world—  is 
the toughest one facing the Balts. Their road to independence has been 
hard and bloody, and the jubilation that followed their success was 
short-lived. They have virtually no natural resources, lew products good 
enough for export to the West and little hard currency to pay for their 
needs on the world market." In : Time, September 9, 22, (1991).

—7



technological and m anagerial expertise. The economic d ividend.that 

m ight fo llow  from such W estern co-operation  could extinguish 

nationalist chauvin ism . His proposed new Union treaty, a loose 

federal system among the republics, while ensuring national cultural 

d istinctiveness for all nations hoped to maintain a sem blance of 

Soviet unity. Apparently the Russian Federation might be a looser 

from  such an arrangem ent. In reality econom ically ^ n d  politically 

advanced Russian Federation could gain more in a com petative  

economy. Thus Gorbachev could only bolster the dom inance of the 

Russians. There was sign that Gorbachev's plan was bearing some 

fruit. But August m ilitary coup of 1991 turned table entirely against 

him and Yeltsin him self finalized the dism antlem ent of the Soviet 

Union and declared the form ation of the CIS. Except the three Baltic 

states all other twelve form er republics gradually joined the CIS in a 

bid to make use of their socialist legacy.

As an idea the Com m onweath of Independent States (CIS) is 

very sim ilar to that of the British Com m onwealth. G orbachev was 

categorical in his view to oppose the idea of CIS and argued that it 

would never be a viable a lternative to the Soviet Union. Yeltsin 

needed a formal allaince of the form er Soviet republics to neutralize 

the forces subscribing to the ideas of Gorbachev. The existence of 

the British Com m onwealth has provided a strong argument to Yeltsin 

in favour of his CIS policies. During the second half of the twentieth 

century the British C om m onw ealth  has been serving the neo

co lonia l in teresrts and apparen tly  there is no reason w hy the 

Russians can not use the CIS in a sim ilar way. During the struggle of 

independence from  British rule, the British imperial rulers playing with 

the national and religious issues put the colonies in an inferno and 

divided the colonies in a way, which ensured internecine conflicts 

among the newly independent states and nation^;. Moscow has been 

using N agorno Karabakh  issue to pro long the w ar betw een 

Azerbaijan and Arm enia. It is also helping the Serbs against the 

Bosnian Muslims. In the near future many more issues are at sight,
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where the Russian m ilitary involvem ent may play a very dom inant 

role,56 Abkhajia and Krimea are two examples of such issues.

It is most probable that w ithout many other war fronts for the purpose 

of its compelling security and economic stratagem, Moscow has little 

opportunity to establish its upperhand in the affairs of the form er 

Soviet republics. Som e of these countries along with central 

E uropean sta tes have been s trug g lin g  hard to acqu ire  the 

membership of NATO. But unlike the British, the Russians are almost 

surrounded territoria lly by the non-Russian nationalities sharing 

socialist legacy. In the hands of all these people capitalism is now a 

tool to salvage their national and religious interests. The Russian 

Federation occupaying the three-fourth territory of the form er Soviet 

Union with a population of 150 million of different nationalities is still 

facing crucial choice between constitutionalism  and dictatorship or 

real federalism and further dismantlement.
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