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International Reactions to Massive
Human Rights Violations: The Case of
Chechnya

SVANTE E. CORNELL

THE RUSSIAN ARMY LAUNCHED A MILITARY OPERATION on 11 Deccmber 1994 which
aimed at crushing with arms the secessionist regime that had been ruling the North
Caucasian Autonomous Rcpublic of Chechnya since latc 1991. Chechnya had
proclaimed its independence in the aftermath of the failed coup against Gorbachev in
August 1991, The hostility existing between the Chechen people and Russia, how-
ever, predaies both the Russian republic and the Soviet Union, going back to the Jate
18th century when Russia’s drive to the South, initiated by Peter the Great in 1722,
ted to the incorporation first of the Transcaucasus and only later of the rebellious
North Caucasus. In fact, under the Icadership of the Dagestani and the Chechens and
cspecially he legendary Dagestani Icader Imam Shamil, the North-East Caucasian
mountain dwellers offered Russia effective resistance until 1859, when the Caucasian
rebellion was decisively crushed. The rebellion of the Circassian tribes in the
North-West Caucasus was crushed five years later. This did not for that matter
prevent the Chechens from further rebellion in small or large numbers whenever they
perceived a weakness in the central government, like during the revolution or during
World War I1. The Russian civil war in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution was
an especially complicated period. The North Caucasian peoples soon declared
themscives independent from Russia, and a North Caucasian Republic was formed in
May 1918, that is at the time of the independence of the Transcaucasian Democratic
Republics.” Despite this, many Chechens initially sided with the Red forces against
the tsarist White armies, very much as the White leader Denikin had concentrated his
cfforts on crushing the North Caucasians with the help of the local Cossacks.?

The hardships cxperienced by the Chechens and other mountain peoples were
nevertheless substantial, especially given the brulality with which both tsarist Russia,
the Soviet authorities, and lately modern Russia suppressed these rebellions. Forced
relocations of the Chechens and other peoples have been undertaken at several points
in history by the Russian rulers. The most notable of these was the deportation of the
Chechen, Ingush, Karachai and Balkar peoples in three waves between November
1943 and February 1944, during World War IL> This deportation to Central Asia and
Siberia, ordered by Sialin personally on the pretext of alleged collaboration with the
invading German armics, led to immeasurable violations of the human rights of the
peoples involved. Without prior notice over 387 000 Chechens and over 91 000
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Ingush, including elderly, women and children, were loaded on cattle-wagons and
transported to Central Asia and Siberia in an operation which took little vover a week.
During the transport, the conditions were so poor and the people were so densely
loaded that a large number of the deportees perished of epidemics, starvation or cold,
as the deportations were cffected in the month of February. In addition, conditions in
the arcas of destination were equally poor, and research has shown that as a result
25% of the North Caucasian deportees died either in transit or in the months and years
{otlowing arrival in Central Asia’ In individual groups, up to two-thirds of the
deportees died.®

This fact is important both because it helps us to understand the deep hatred for
Russia and cverything Russian among the Chechens, and because it somehow sets a
precedent which is helpful in comprehending the otherwise so illogical war that has
taken place recently.

The recent Russian war with Chechnya, which lasted from December 1994 to
August 1996, was from the beginning a war against the civilian population rather than
against military targets. This is very much due to the fact that the war, in cssence, was
never a war between {wo well-organised military bodies, except perhaps for the initial
battle for Grozny, but developed into a guerrilla war comparable with the United
State’s Vietnam war or the Soviet Union’s Afghanistan expericnce. This led (o the
fact that the war was fought in civilian localities where the rebel forces were located,
hence to a certain degree blurring the distinctions between combatants and non-com-
batants. The primary cxample of this is Grozny, Chechnya’s capital, which was the
real and symbolic centre of the hostilities both in the initial phase and at the end of
the war.”

Among the many conflicts that have raged in the Caucasus since 1988, the Chechen
war has been by far the most severe in terms of human implications and malerial
devastation. The reason for this is two-fold: first, it involved one of the world’s
greatest military machines— the Russian army; second, like none of the other
conflicts, it displayed a fight over life and death for the rebelling minority. The
intransigence of the Chechen rebels and their unwillingness (o surrender even when
subjecied to perhaps the worst artillery shelling since World War 11 meant that the
Russian forces were unable to bring an end to the war despite their military and
numerical superiority. The human toll of this war, consequently, has been mtimidat-
ing. The number of casuallics may amount to 80 000 according to certain reports,
afthough most sources put the figure at around 50 000; the number of homeless,
wounded and refugees widely cxceeds this figure." The majority of the casualties were
civilian, of both Chechen and Russian origin.

In the midst of this, the relations between Russia and the West did not suffer any
particular deterioration. Quite 1o the contrary, thc major powcers continued their
Russia-and-El'tsin-first policy despile widespread serious doubts on El'tsin’s judge-
ment and health. Russia became a member of the Council of Europe, although its
actions were in direct conflict with the spiril of that organisation—all this in a time
when human rights considerations arc increasingly deeply included in the formulation
of the foreign policy of industrialised countries. Besides the human rights implica-
tions, the war also led o serious questions regarding Russia’s democratisation.’

This article will analysce the human rights violations commitied during the war in
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Chechnya and the international reactions fo them; furthermore, it sceks to investigate
the link between the reaction to human rights violations and the nature and strength
of the perpetrator—in this case, Russia. The political side of the Chechen war,
including the discussion on the validity of Chechnya’s claim to independcnce and the
legality of Russia’s invasion,'® is intentionally left aside, as it has been trcated
cxtensively in the literature and falls beyond the scope of this article.!' Elsewhere, I
have gone against the generally accepted view'? that the Chechen secession was
illegal under international law."”

The human rights violations

To a certain degree, both partics to the Chechen war can be blamed for neglect of
human rights. The Chechen side (or at least uncontrolled armed Chechen units) made
itself guilty of hostage taking and terrorist acts on several occasions. Two major
events descrve further detail: the first took place in Junc 1995 at Budennovsk in
Russia proper, where a Chechen gang held over a thousand people hostage in a
hospital, cxccuting twelve Russian servicemen among the hostages, only to be
subjected o an indiscriminatc Russian armed attack on the town.'* Over 120 hostages
dicd as a resull. The second cvemt occurred in January 1996 in Kizlyar and
Pesrvomaiskoe, Dagestan, where another Chechen gang took control of a village after
having raided 4 nearby Russian helicopter base." This raid was an almost cxact repeat
of the Budennovsk raid.'® Again, hostages were taken and the Russian army reacted
with an all-out attack on rebels and hostages, levelling the village to the ground and
kifling many of the hostages. These two cvents are the main human rights violations
committed by the Chechen side in the war; however, ane should recall first that
President Dudacy, the leader of the breakaway republic, condemned at least the first
attack and defined it as a renegade action; however, the sccond attack seems to have
been conducied with the tacit approval of Dudaev. In any case, Dudacv undertook no
actions against the leaders of the respective attacks, Shamil Basacv and Salman
Raduev, upon their return to Chechnya. Second, most hostages were actually killed
by the Russians in their indiscriminate attack on both hostages and Chechens. Dudacv
did however, on scveral occasions, threaten both Russia and the rest of the world with
a2 wave of terrorist actions if the ‘genocide of the Chechen people’ was allowed to
continue. Nothing of the kind happened, despite the fact that a substantial Chechen
community commands the underground world in both Moscow and St. Petersburg.
However, Dudaev on many occasions threatened to take the war into Russia; it can
be argued that Basacy only followed Dudaev’s professed strategy in Budennovsk.'’

The Chechen side has also on many occasions used civilians as shields, although
they were soon forced 1o renounce this as a strategy as it was simply uscless—Rus-
sian attacks took place notwithstanding civilian casualtics. Nevertheless the Chechen
fiphters, as is common in this type of war, continucd entrenching themselves in
villages which were subscquently attacked by Russian forces. Hence a certain blame
must be put on the Chechen side for the civilian casuallies of the war.

‘T'he responsibility for the main body of human rights violations, nevertheless, lies
with the Russian invader. Since the very carly days of the Russian invasion, an
unprecedented disrcgard for human rights could be observed in the actions of the
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Russian forces. This was all the more inexplicable as il was an action against Russia’s
own citizens, including many ethnic Russians.

The violations can be divided into several catcgories: the indiscriminate bombing
of civilian arcas and direct human rights violations such as cxirajudicial cxccutions,
torture, massacres, and the spreading of land-mines.

‘The initial phasc of the war has been called the “battle for Grozny’, and involved
an afl-out Russian attack from three directions on the Chechen capital in December
1994, This attack was faced with strong resistance from the Chechen defenders of the
city, who were able to repel the first onslaught. The Russian forees then regrouped
and launched a surprise attack on New Ycar’s night, which resulted in a total military
disaster. The Russians, unable 1o take Grozny by conventional means, then changed
their strategy. They decided first to bomb out the city and subsequently enter it block
by block, an unfortunately common practice for the seizure of a town.'™ Hence air
bombings and artillery shelling of the city intensified, causing thousands of civilian
deaths and a massive refugee flow.'” 1t is a tragic irony that most of the civilian
casualtics were ethnic Russians. Russians had formed a majority in the city; further-
more the Chechen population lived mainly in houses with cellars where they could
take refuge, whereas Russians mostly lived in high apartment buildings more
vulnerable to artillery. Chechens also had an opportunity to scek refuge with kin in
villages outside Grozny, whereas Russians had no way out of the city.

To iltustrate the level of bombardment of Grozny, it has been calculated that an
average of over 4000 blusts were recorded per hour during the most intensive fighting,
In Sarajevo, which has sct a kind of ‘standard of horror” in the post-cold war cra, the
highest rate recorded was 800.

The indiscriminate bombing of civilian areas

On 6 Janvary 1995 the International Court of Justice publicly denounced the
indiscriminate use of force employed by the Russian army against civilian targets in
and around Grozny. The court stated that ‘the Russian army violated the right to lifc
of unarmed civilians on a massive scale’.”® At the end of February, when Grozny
finally fell into Russian hands, Helsinki Watch issued a similar staterment that
‘Russian troops had commitled gross abuses in Chechnya and that the civilian
population continues to suffer’. 2" A more comprehensive report, issued by the Council
of Europe in June, described the destruction in painstaking detail.” Perhaps most
significant of all, representatives of the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) on a fact-finding mission in Chechnya were appalled by the
magnitude of destruction and compared the condition of Grozny with that of
Stalingrad during World War 11.2} Hence there is an international consensus, encom-
passing inter-state bodies as well as human rights organisations, regarding the extent
of violence used.

What, then, are the international legal instruments that enable us to term these acls
violations of international humanitarian law?

The UN General Assembly resolution 2444 of 1969 clearly states, among other
things, that in all armed conflicts (implying that the principle is cqually valid for
ingernat conflicts} ‘it is prohibited to launch attacks against the civilian populations as
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such; distinction must be made at all times between persons taking pari in the
hostilitics and members of the civilian population 16 the ctfcct that the laticr be spared
as much as possible’.** Protocol 1 (1977) to the Geneva conventions applying to
internal armed conflicts provides clear guidance in inlerpreting the international legal
provisions.”

A second principle is the rule of proportionality, prohibiting indiscriminate attacks.
In international law, indiscriminate attacks arc defined as those ‘which are not
directed at a specific military objective’ or which ‘cmploy methods or means of
combat which cannot be directed at a specific military objective’.?® This principle is
enshrined in the Geneva conventions and the protocol to them, and furthermore in the
‘Code of Conduct on Politico-Military Aspects of Security’, adopted by the CSCE at
its Budapest Summit Meeting in December 1994, only days before the invasion of
Chechnya.” The OSCE code of conduct, as il camc 1o be known, is binding upon its
signatories (§39) and came into cffect on | January 1995. Hence the utmost neglect
by Russia of the code is apparent as it violated its most fundamental principles within
days of having signed it.”®

Naturally, the principiec of prohibition of indiscriminate attacks is relative, cs-
pecially in a war like the one in Chechnya where the defending forces frequently
mixed with the population and even uscd the prohibited practice of human shiclds.
Nevertheless, military objects are those whose destruction offers a definite military
advantage. A look at Grozny's condition clearly shows that the aim was (o burn out
ihe entire city and not only specific objectives. Artillery and air raids indeed shelled
the city indiscriminately.

Other prohibited acts

Besides what we can call the ‘macro-level’” of violations described above, scrious

violations occurred at a ‘micro-level’, that is al the individual level, as well. Among
these, onc can cite arbitrary arrests, extrajudicial exccutions, torture, massacres and
. > o .

disappearances.” Included here are provisions of common article 3 of the Geneva

conventions:

(a) Violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel
treatment and torture;

(b} The taking of hostages;

(¢} Outrages upon personat dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading treat-
ment;

{d) The passing of sentences and the carrying out of executions without previous
judgement pronounced by a regularly constituted court,

According to a report prepared for the British parliamentary human rights group, all
of these principles have been violated by Russian troops on a massive scale.™

By the end of January 1995, that is after roughly two months of conflict, systematic
torture of prisoners at Russian so-called ‘filtration camps’ was reported;®’ similarly
systematic incarceration, extrajudicial executions and disappcaranccs were reported
from prisoner camps by a number of independent eye-witnesses.” In Grozny Russian
security forces separaled all men aged 15 to 60 from the rest of the population and
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sent them to the ‘filtration camps’ in Mozdok, North Ossetia---from where many of
them never returned.” This practicc was repeated in later stages of the war on
Russian scizure of Chechen villages.™ Ficld Reports of Human Rights Watch/
Helsinki immediately detailed the violations.” The matier was made worsc by
accounts, although not confirmed, of Russian military ‘physicians’ who obscrved
the effect of torture on detainees.™

Another debated issuc is the usc of chemical weapons by the Russian forces.
Such use, which would constitutc a flagrant violation of the laws of war—which
hardty occarred in World War —was first alleged by the separatist forces in May
1995 in conjunction with a renmewed Russian offensive south-west and east of
Grozny."” In August, aid workers operating in Chechnya discovered evidence of the
usc of chemical weapons. The evidence includes containers of the type used for
chemical warfare, defoliated trees, skin irritations among villagers ‘consistent with
the use of toxic chemicals’, and witness reports of yellow gases. The aid workers
argucd that these were not isolated events.™

The actions of (he Russian army against its own cilizens, then, find very few
parallels in modern history. The obvious cxistence of concentration camps, and
possibly of medical experiments, as well as the separation of all adult men from
the rest of the population find only one parallel, at least in twenticth-century
Europe: Nazi Germany in World War 1. The only difference between Germany in
the 1940s and Russia in the 1990s is that Germany was significantly more cfficient
inn achieving its aim. As repards Russia’s aims in Chechnya, there have becn
allcgations of an intention 1o commit genocide—roughly defined as a premeditated
policy aiming al annihilating a people or nation.

Allegations of genocidal practices against the Chechen people have come mainly
from the Chechen side but also from many intermnational as well as Russian
observers. Sergei Kovalev, the foremost Russian human rights activist, himself
branded Russia’s policy in Chechnyu as genocide.™

As carly as February 1995 the Dudaev government issued a stalement denounc-
ing the systematic execution of young Chechen males, aged between 12 and 20, in
arcas controlled by Russia.® This document does not by itself constitute proof of
such actions, becing the statement of a government at war. Nevertheless, corrobora-
tion of systematic executions and other violence dirccted against the Chechen male
population is widespread.”’ Massacres of civilian populations secem to have taken
place as well; the Samashki massacre is an outstanding example.* The village of
Samashki in western Chechnya, 15 000 strong before the events of April 1995, was
pounded by heavy ground artiflery for three days.” Tollowing this, 3000 troops
entered the village, shooting indiscriminatcly and lh?owing grenades into base-
ments; civilians were tortured and cxecuted.® In Samashki, as in many other
cascs, Russian soldiers were obviously under the effect of narcotics or alcohol; in
fact, reports on the Russian army unanimously show that it was in a dismal
condition,” with soldicrs oftcn being under the effect of various stimulants.
Chechen fighters even acquired weapons from the Russian soldiers in cxchange
for vodka or money. Whereas il seems that the Samashki massacre was
not sanctioned by army authorities bul carricd out by rogue units, this does
not constilute an cxcuse, especially as neither the military leadership nor the
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civilian government has made serious efforts to investigate the event and punish the
perpetralors.

The international reaction and attitudes

From the outset of the Chechen war, virtually all international actors rushed to
proclaim the crisis an internal Russian affair. This was the case equally for the leaders
of Western, Islamic or Third World countrics. Initially, there scemed 1o be a
consensus that Chechnya should not be allowed to become an obstacle in the Western
relationship with Russia and El’tsin. It was simply not a reason 1o scver relations with
an emerging democratic Russia.*

The United States

The United States was from the beginning very careful in its stance towards the
conflict. US sceretary of statc Warren Christopher even made a misplaced statement
comparing the war in Chechnya with the American civil war, in obvious support of
Russia’s purposes with the intervention. However, as the human rights violations
were blatantly exposed in mass media, it became increasingly difficult to defend this
view. By earty 1995 the United States government saw itself compelled to voice mild
criticism of Russian conduct. President Clinton expressed his disappoiniment, notably
after pressure from the republican-led Senate, which had Jong been crilicising Clinton
for his fixation with El'tsin, The US administration, however, never cven threatened
o pwt conditionality on econnmic aid to Russia, although Congress repeatedly
advacated this. The criticism remained weak, as the USA contended that Russia had
‘not fulfilled afl of its commitments under the OSCE and the Helsinki final Act’,*
which clearly is an understatement of gross dimensions. The very stalement that the
human rights violations were an internal matler of Russia, {urthermore, show a very
poor knowledge of intcrnational law. Indeed, it is a cornerstone of international
humanitarian law that mass violations of human rights cannot be considered the
internal matters of any state, but transcend boundaries and are a matter of concern for
the entirc international community. Russian forcign minister Kozyrev was even forced
to acknowledge this at a later stage.™

Western Europe

The European states and the EU adopted a tougher stance from the beginning.
Although they respected Russia’s territorial integrity and affirmed that Chechnya was
a part of Russia, the criticism of human rights violations was substantially stronger.
EU Commissioner van den Brock condemned the disproportionate usc of force by the
Russian army. Alain Juppé, then French foreign minister, issued a statement that the
EU was considering using economic pressures on Russia to compel it (o respect
human rights standards. An interim accord and a partnership agreement between the
EU and Russia were cancelled, while the union ‘utterly condemned atrocities against
civilians in violation of basic human rights’.* Certain European states, notably the
Scandinavian and Baltic countries, advocated sanctions against Russia.
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The fslamic world

The reaction of the Muslim world against the brutalitics committed against a Muslim
nation had a natural potential 10 be much stronger than that of the Western world.
However, the popular reaction was {ar stronger than the response of the governments
of Muslim countrics. Perhaps this is natural to a certain extent, but the fact remains
that the response from the Islamic world to Russia’s conduct remained very sileni—in
fact more silent than could have been expected, even after the meek response 10 the
cvents in Bosnia-Herzegovina. The two most directly affected countries were Turkey
and Iran, which both border the Transcaucasus. Turkcy has a considerable North
Caucasian, including Chechen minority (as do Jordan, Isracl and Syria but in much
Iesser numbers). The Turkish government hence had to take into account its popular
opinion, which was vocal in staging demonstrations in Istanbul and Ankara. Notably,
the Turkish nationalist ‘Grey Wolves’™ were lobbying for Turkish recognition of
Chechnya and the supplying of arms to Dudaev. 1t is interesting to note that the
Chechen government has an unofficial ‘cmbassy’ in a villa on the Bosphorus, which
is maintained and funded by the nationalist party. Russia has also accused Turkey of
supplying aid and teclnology to the Chechens, most notably the rebels’ communi-
cation systems.™ It is also widcly belicved that the Grey Wolves organised arms
shipments to Chechnya, probably with at least the partial knowledge of the Turkish
authorities.

Al the same lime, however, Turkey had to consider its own Kurdish secessionist
problem, which actually ruled out any direct support for Chechnya as Russia was
caustantly hinting at its ability to support the PKK and the Kurds.®' For this reason,
Turkey was again caught in a precarious balance, unable to pursue an independent
policy, very much as had been the casc in the Armenian-Azerbaijani conllict over
Nagorno Karabakh.”? Iran, likewisc, has rcmaincd comparatively silent on the
Chechen issuc, though for totally different reasons. Just like Turkey, Iran has been
under strong domestic pressure to support the fate of Muslims in Chechnya, as well
as in Tajikistan, both nearby arcas where Russia is scen as systematically slaughtering
Muslims. Nevertheless, Iran in the post-Cold War era has developed very close
relations with Ruassia, with which it has common strategic interests: first, keeping
Turkey’s influence in the Caucasus and Central Asia low; and sccond, as rcgards the
oil and gas resources of the Caspian sea, where both Iran and Russia press for joint
cxploitation of resources. Russia, morcover, has been supplying Iran with both
materials and technicians for its nuclear programme, and Russia has actually tumed
out 1o be one of lran’s few friends in an otherwisce hostile world.>® Hence, for different
reasons, both Turkey and Iran—just like the United States—have had 1o assign a
lower priority to promoting the human rights of the Chechen people than to their own
national interests, .

In most other Muslim countrics, from Libya to Indonesia and including Egypt,
Jordan and Pakistan, demonstrations have been held in support of the Chechens.™
However, these countries all tack the position of Turkey or Iran with regard to putting
pressure on Russia. Saudi Arabia, however, is reputed, in its habitual way, to have
donated funds to the Chechen side. However, Russia has in gencral had to suffer a
severing of relations with the Muslim world, as it increasingly is being depicted as
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an anti-Muslim country, supporting the Bosnian Serbs, the Armenians in Karabakh,
and bloodily suppressing Tajik and Chechen Muslims. The Organisation of the
Islamic Conference (OIC) on one occasion also condemned Russia for its indiscrim-
inate bombing of civilian arcas.

Easiern Europe and the CIS

As regards Eastern Europe and the independent republics of the former Soviet Union,
these countries did not see Russia’s invasion of Chechnya as an isolated event. To a
much higher degree than in the West, the leaders of these countrics saw the invasion
as confirmation of a larger pattern: Russia’s switching from a pro-Western and
cooperative policy (o a more introvert, revisionist attitude which aimed at restoring
the status and borders of the former Soviet Union. Mesbahi has called this a change
from an ‘Atlanticist’ to a ‘neo-Gurasianist’ policy, the proponents of the latter being
concerned about Russia’s loss of power and influence in the former Sovict South,
where the major threat to Russia is seen as emanating: the perceived Islamic threat.®
For the sepublics of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and Eastern
Furope, this policy change is of the utmost importance as it entails a Russian
objective to reassert its influence over the arcas lost with the fall of the Soviet Union.
Reports have shown in detail how Russia is systematically interfering in the affairs
of the CIS states, thereby jeopardising their independence.” Tlence Poles and Balts,
especially, have been among the most vocal supporters of Chechnya’s struggle for
independence, adopting slogans such as “Today Grozny, tomorrow Kicv, the next day
Warsaw’.™ Polish delegates to intcrnational bodies such as the Council of Europe
have refused 10 use the term ‘scparatists’ for the Chechen fighters, arguing that the
Chechiens never agreed to accede to Russia;®™ similarly, high Polish officials have
publicly supported the Chechens” right to self-determination.™ A number of confer-
ences on Chechnya have 1aken place in Poland with the participation of the Chechen
government, to Russia’s dismay,”® and a Chechen ‘information officc’ has been
opened in the Polish capital. '

The Baltic republics, in particular Estonia, fecl especially indebted to Dudaev. In
early 1991 Dudaev was the head of a strategic bomber unit in Tarta, Estonia. When
the Soviet army wanted to fly in anti-riot troops to suppress the Balts’ nationalist
demonstrations, Dudacy refused to grant the planes landing permission, as he refused
to allow troops to suppress unarmed civilians and a democratically elected govern-
ment.®! All three republics scem to have been very close to recognising Chechnya’s
independence; hence it came as no surprisc when the Estonian government supported
the Chechens’ right 10 sclf-determination. Estonia’s defence minister cven declared
{hat “if the time comes, we'll fight like Chechnya’.”* In February 1995 the Estonian
parliament by an unanimous vote called for the recognitions of Chechnya,” a move
which prompted an immediate and harsh Russian reaction.” In Latvia, a majority of
the partiamentarians wrote an open letier to the Russian Duma condemning ‘Russian
imperialism and scorched carth tactics’ and accusing Russia of commitling geno-
cide.”” In Lithuania, 46 of 56 municipalitics of the country signed a letter to the
parliament urging the recognition of Chechnya %

Ukraine has also been one of Russia’s main critics in the action, the Ukrainian
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parliament having debated several times a resolution condemning Russia’s conduct.®’
Ukraine has also been accused by Russia of sending mercenaries to support the
Chechen rebels; however, Ukraine has rejected the claim although acknowledging that
a limitcd number of Ukrainian nationals did fight as volunteers on the Chechen side.®®
Russian complaints of mercenaries arc not limited to Ukraine. Evidence has been
found of citizens of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Belarus and
Poland fighting on the Chechen side. In addition, & number of Abkhaz and other
North Caucasian mountain dwellers have supported the Chechens in a similar way as
the Chechens came 1o the rescue of the Abkhazians in their war with Georgia.® It
should be noted, however, that the North Caucasian solidarity was considerably
stronger in the Abkhaz case, for a varicty of rcasons, including the institutional
problems of North Caucasian cooperation.™

In the Transcaucasus, Azerbaijan has constantly been accused of sending merce-
naries to Chechnya. Russia has even accused Azerbaijun of sending a whole army
contingent there, and for a time sealed off the Azeri-Russian border. The accusations
must nevertheless be refuted as unrealistic. As Russia’s own ambassador in Azerbai-
jan, Valter Shoniya, has noted, ‘if Azerbaijan had any volunteers, they would go to
Karabakh’. Nevertheless it seems certain that isolated groups of Azeri ‘grey wolves’
have participated in the war, as have Georgian nationalists true to the late President
Gamsakhurdia.

Taken logether, it is clear that the Chechen war has alarmed the Eastern European
and CIS states to 4 much higher degree than other countrics. These states arc still the
most vulnerable 10 Russian expansionism, and are the ones that have perhaps nceded
to sce the reality of the Russian conduct in Chechnya: this is not a matter confined
1 Chechnya or the Caucasus but one that deserves 1o be given tmportance by the
West as well. However, the influence of these countries worldwide is Jow, as the
Western countries are committed to pursuing a policy of appeasement towards Russia.

The International Court of Justice

An interesting aspect of international reactions to the crisis has been the stance of the
International Court of Justice (ICJ). The ICJ actually presented a very independent
attitude comparcd with Western states, a stance which has even been termed
revolutionary by certain international lawyers. For example, it urged the Council of
Europe to refuse Russia membership, and morcover appealed to the United States to
freeze a $6.8 billion IMF loan to Russia, deploring the bleak reaction to the
‘enormous” crimes commitied by the Russian military.” This undoubtedly points to
an increasing involvement in world affairs by the ICJ, which until today has not had
a practice of taking a stance on issues in this way.

Why this feeble reaction?

The intecrnational reactions to the Chechen crisis might be taken as an illustration of
the actual importance of human rights in world politics. In conjunction with the
process of globalisation, human rights have gained salience as the conventional rigid
distinction between the national and international spheres has become blurred. When
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accused of human rights violations, many states have argued that such accusations
amount to violations of their sovereignty and integrity. However, as mentioned above,
this argument of absolute sovereignty is losing ground as violations of human rights
are increasingly understood as a transnational, global issue whose implications range
beyond the borders of the state where they are committed, primarily in the form of
refugee flows. Human rights are now indeed considercd by most policy makers to be
a global issue. In recent years, morcover, the activities of non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs) in the human rights ficld, such as Helsinki Watch and Amnesty
Intcrnational, in publicising violations and lobbying authorities have brought human
rights to a rclatively high priority in the foreign policy of many countries. This
tendency has been strengthened by the expanding mass media—notably television—
coverage of both international and intcrnal conflicts. This so-called ‘CNN effect’ has
brought the atrocitics of war into the living rooms of everyone in the industrialised
world, in turn making it difficult for policy makers 10 turn a blind eyc to massive
human rights violations even in the most remote conflicts of the world. Hence the
exposure of the atrocities of the wars in Somalia, Rwanda and former Yugoslavia has
prompied a more active response to these conflicts by the major international powers.
However, it should be noted that the conflicts where television coverage has been
absent for onc rcason or another, such as Liberia, Tajikistan or Nagomo Karabakh,
have not gencrated the same international concern,

In general, it can be said that Western governments have taken the promotion of
human rights as an important part of their agenda in their bilateral and multilateral
international relations. This has been true not only in cases of wars but also of
governments which are considered to be repressive and disrespectful of human rights.
The United States, for example, has threatened to sever cominercial relations with
countrics such as Turkey and China for human rights reasons; for example, Turkey
saw ils military aid from the USA cut by 10% in 1994 becausc of its human rights
record.” Furthermore, since the carly 1990s most Western countries have imposed
conditionality on their aid to devcloping countrics, tying the amount of aid to the
respect for human rights and democracy in the recipient countries.” However,
questions have been raised regarding the sincerity of these policies. The USA,
particularly in the 1980s, was crilicised for promoting human rights in hostile
countrics but turning a blind eye to violations in fricndly countries, especially in Latin
America. Hence the use of human rights in {oreign policy is often not objective and
impartial but closcly linked to political factors.

in the case of Chechnya, the feeble Western reaction could be justificd in the carly
stages of the invasion as the extent of human rights violations was not known. But
as the reality became blatantly cxposed by both international and Russian media
coverage,’® the international reaction, for the most part, remained weak. The level of
criticism increased moderately, but no measures 10 put seriois pressure on Russia to
change its conduct were ever undertaken.

Objectively, all grounds were present. In any case, the Russian violations of human
rights were significant compared with those committed in Turkey or China—however,
Russia ncver faced an actual threat of severing commercial relations or conditionality
on aid. The United States even supported Russia’s actions while merely deploring the
tass of life in Chechnya. In fact, some observers have argued that the West even paid
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for the Russian invasion. Russia in mid-1995 received a $6.8 hillion IMF loan;
furthermore, in early 1996 an additional $10.2 billion were granted.” The cost of the
war, meanwhile, is estimated at US$12-15 billion.”® Whether this aid has been
channcled to the war cffort is unknown; however, it certainly was instrumental in
frecing other resources 1o be used in the war. As Helsinki Watch representative in
Moscow Rachel Denber has noted, ‘despite the Chechen conflict, 1995 must be
considercd a jackpot year for the Russians as far as funds from the international
community are concerned’.”

H is clear, then, that Russia suffered no adverse conscquences in its international
sclations, either in the political or cconomic field, from its conduct. The reasons for
this arc clearly to be found in the nature of the perpetrator—Russia. As the Chechen
conflict was escalating, Russia was in a precarious political condition. The pro-West-
ern, democratic and market-oriented forces, personified by President El'tsin, were
threatened by the increasingly popular Red-Brown forces led by figures such as
Zhirinovsky and Zyuganov.”™ The consensus in the West was (and remains) that a
stablc and democratic Russia is a prerequisite for a peaccful Europe. For this reason,
it was necessary to support El'tsin economically and politically at any cost, lest the
nationalists should come (0 power. In this context, the Chechen war was not a factor
important cnough o sever refations with Bi’tsin; quite o the contrary, the volatile
political situation demanded cven sironger support for the democratic forces. As
Kuzio quotes a Western diplomat, *we're not going to get in a row with him [El’tsin]
over a self-proclaimed, troublesome republic in a region on the fringes of his
couniry’.” Furthermore, Russia was successful in disseminating a fear that, if
Chechinya sceeded, this would entail a “domino effect’ in other autonomous republics
and yegions which would be incited to follow suit. This fear must nevertheless be
deemed exaggerated, as few other republics within Russia have cither the will or the
ability to mount a struggle for independence in the way the Chechens did." Recent
analyses of scparatism in Russia can be taken as confirmation of this argument.™ It
is not to be cxcluded that the Western altitude was shaped by the reverberant fear of
the Soviet Union that plagucd Europe during the Cold War, Hence, the Western
Ieaders were not willing to stand up against Russia, rather preferring to follow an
accommodation policy and using silent--and cheque book—diplomacy. As far as
stratcpic inferests were concerned, the main focus was to sccure NATO expansion—
an additional reason not to alienate Russia for the sake of Chechnya. Too hard a
stance on Chechnya might have resulicd in Russia retaliating by opposing NATO
expansion in a4 more assertive way.

The international might and standing of the violator of human rights thus has a
strong impact on the way human rights are dealt with in intcrnational politics. Again,
it is a question of priorities: strategic considerations, although perhaps misguided, had
primacy over considerations of justice and human rights. The professed goal of
guiding Russia along a democratic path necessitated tuming a blind cye to massive
human rights violations on a genocidal scale—however, the question is how this very
attitude colours Russian perceptions of democracy. Indeed, Western silence on
Chechnya may very well incite Russian Icaders to sce democracy only as periodic
elections and a market cconomy. The rule of law and respect for basic rights and
fundamental {recdoms can be omitted. Such a posture can be seen in the racist manner
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in which non-Russian citizens, particularly those of Caucasian origin, are treated in
Moscow, Si Petersburg and clsewhere in Russia. Human rights violations arc
nevertheless not limited 1o people of Caucasian origin. Western attention is equally
absent for the other ongoing violations of human rights in the Russian Federation,
such as the treatment of convicts in Russian prisons.® The Western policy thus might
very well turn out to be sclf-defeating by sending wrong signals of what is and is not
acceptable in a democratic state.

Conclusions

The Chechen crisis has doubticss cast a shadow over the standing of human rights in
intcrnational politics. It has become clear that, despite the current tendencies of
advancing democracy, human rights and the rule of law, the fact remains that strategic
and political considerations still override human rights concerns, cven in a blatant
casc like Chechnya.

The international attitudes to the Russian invasion of Chechnya can be summarised
as weak, lax and confused. The vivid media exposure of one of the most devastating
military actions since World War II did nothing to change the accommodating policy
of the scif-proclaimed upholders of human rights and democracy. Russia was thus
successful in preventing any adverse consequences for itself from its conduct.
Whenever crilicism grew stronger, of a loan or membership in an international
organisation was in danger, Russia merely announced a ccase-fire—which it could
later ignore—o receive what it wanted.

‘This specious international attitude may however have set yet another dangerous
precedem. A stale which cnjoys good refations with the major international powers,
and which has a certain standing in intcrnational politics, may fccl tempted to usc
brute force to solve a scparatist problem, as il sces a possibility of getting away with
impunity.
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