" The Human Dimension of the Soviet Army's Collapse" commentary by Isaac J. Tarasulo 
The biggest military machine in the history of mankind is teetering and is on the verge of collapse. It is vital to the interests of world peace to make sure that this process does not result in a world conflagration and catastrophic nuclear exchange involving the United States and Russia, or intractable military conflicts and civil wars. However, it is doubtful whether there is any force in the world that can foresee - let alone, prevent - the unthinkable in a world of such complexity and destructive power.

One original solution to prevent the dangers inherent in the break-up of the Soviet Army was offered by Sergei Rogov, deputy director of Russia's USA and Canada Institute in a December 27, 1991 article appearing in Izvestia. He proposed the creation of a military alliance of all members of the Commonwealth of Independent States within the framework of a " Eurasian NATO" - an idea similar to Russian President Boris Yeltsin's proposal for the creation of a Unified Strategic Armed Forces. This solution could have allayed the fears of other former Soviet republics over Russian domination; however, Yeltsin went even further by suggesting that Russia join NATO. Then Yeltsin suggested that Russia could join the United States in the development of a global version of the Strategic Defense Initiative. It is difficult to imagine old Communists in new clothes renouncing over seventy years of history, so their new slogan may well be: " If you can't beat them, join them." The Commonwealth's new leaders also quite possibly imagine this as a way to close the technology gap. At present, technological research in the Commonwealth is almost non-existent. As Major General L. Kozhendayev stated at January's All-Army Conference in Moscow: " Since 1990 not one new type of armaments has been introduced." 

To preserve a unified Army among such an array of newly independent states is well-nigh an impossible task. For example, it is impossible to determine how much each former republic should contribute to the CIS military budget at a time when each of the member-states faces economic devastation. Actually, what is happening to the former Soviet Union is the exact opposite of this goal: The Soviet Army, although more unified than any other institution in the former Soviet Union, is being torn apart by each new member-state trying to obtain its share of the military spoils. We should not, therefore, find it surprising that the heads of the new states must devote a significant portion of their time to military issues. And so, the February 1992 CIS summit is devoted solely to the issue of the armed forces. Naturally, what remains of the Soviet Army has expressed its profound displeasure with the new political order.

Yeltsin's relationship with the Army has markedly improved in the last eighteen months, with Yeltsin making serious pledges of assistance in improving military morale, and speaking like a Russian patriot at many a public appearance. Nevertheless, both Yeltsin and his regime are not yet fully recognized by the armed forces. A clear sign of this is the refusal of the Navy to raise the Russian banner, an incident noted in the January 22 edition of Red Star, the Soviet armed forces newspaper. Nor is it certain what degree of support exists for Defense Minister Shaposhnikov. The most significant incident in this wrangling is the struggle between Russia and Ukraine for the control of the Black Sea Fleet. It is unclear why Ukraine would like to have a fleet which it is unable to maintain or pay for. In a similar vein, Azerbaijan would like a piece of the Caspian Sea Fleet. However, there is no danger of war between the two republics. It will take years before Ukraine is able to maintain its own army. Besides, armies are not created by decrees, but emerge from the field of battle. There is a big difference between an army and a rag-tag militia, as we can see from the performance of the Georgian militias, capable only of destroying and not fighting - much like the internecine squabbling among Lebanon's militias. The Soviet Army was, and is, a Russian army to a much greater degree than the Yugoslavian Army is a Serbian army. However, there is no sense now that it is ready to defend Yeltsin's Russia any more than it defended Gorbachev's Russia. In any event, there is no armed group in the Commonwealth ready and willing to fight the Soviet Army.

In this situation of anarchy, uncertainty, and despair, it is no wonder that the prevailing mood among soldiers and officers alike is one of gloom and doom - morale has never been lower. Even before Gorbachev's perestroika, the Soviet Army was not known for its luxurious lifestyle; rather, it was a Spartan institution. It is, after all, an imperial army which desperately wants the return of its former Soviet territorial expanse as a " necessary defense space." But the biggest loss the army suffered is the loss of ideology: no armed force can exist without a cause - without knowing what they're fighting for, and who their enemy is. In desperation, military officials are turning to religion and the introduction of army chaplains into the ranks of the armed forces. General Nikolai Stolyarov, the chairman of the liaison committee with the CIS armed forces, is currently visiting the United States to learn how religious instruction has helped American troops.

The Commonwealth's press is full of stories these days about the human suffering of the soldiers and officers in the former Red Army. Whole detachments are living in tents on Ukrainian territory; homeless officers wander the streets of Moscow; soldiers are selling AK-47 rifles for as little as $10; and the real entrepreneurs in the officer corps are selling helicopters, tanks, and armored vehicles to militias in the former Soviet republics. Currently, soldiers desert at a rate three times higher than in 1990 because of food shortages plaguing the military. Officers are quitting the service in droves because their monthly salary of 500 rubles - less than $10 dollars - is inadequate to feed their families. Housing became the gravest threat to the military, making the threat from any hostile foreign country pale in comparison. The largest group of so-called " homeless officers" are returnees from Eastern Europe and eastern Germany. Fifteen thousand military families returned in 1990 to find no available housing; and 20,000 more are expected this year from eastern Germany alone. As part of the agreement finalizing the withdrawal of Soviet forces from eastern Germany, the Germans have already built 27,000 units, which should have greatly eased the situation. However, local authorities in the Commonwealth are trying to appropriate much of this housing for their own citizens. Until recently, the Soviet Army was a privileged and highly respected institution. Now, local officials in the newly independent states of the Commonwealth view the Army with indifference - or even as occupiers; whereas in the Communist era, these same officials would have done their best to help the troops. According to official data, 185,000 officers are without apartments; the unofficial number is 300,000. Salaries do not keep up with inflation, and payments are often delayed. This is not surprising considering the current state of the economy.

Western assistance is crucial in lessening the devastating effects of political disintegration on the members of the Commonwealth's society. The impact of further disarray can be truly catastrophic. Continued demoralization of the Army expresses itself in arms sales to militias, conflicting claims of loyalty among those in command, and ethnic conflict in the ranks. In the near future, we might see Russian advisers hired by Third World despots even more ruthless than Saddam Hussein. Can we allow this? The most important thing to remember when doubts arise about the value of assistance to the Commonwealth is that political stabilization has a much better chance with economic stabilization, and the former Soviet Army is a crucial factor in the calculus of political stabilization.
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