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Never before has history witnessed such a dramatic shift in the world balance of power than is now occurring in the wake of the Soviet Union's dissolution and the fractionalization of its nuclear arsenal and military strength. At its zenith, the Soviet military-joined with its allied forces in Eastern Europe, China, and North Korea-controlled nearly 85 percent of the Eurasian landmass. For more than 40 years, America and its allies maintained an extensive economic and military counterweight to communism, finally forcing the Soviet Union to concede that it must either radically scale back its vast empire of security commitments or begin urgent political, economic, and social reforms. Gorbachev's perestroika and the " new foreign policy" were aimed at trying to avoid such a stark trade-off. In fact, Gorbachev's grand hope was that economic reforms would lead to an overall improvement in the Soviet economy, allowing him to devote enough rubles to a modernized, more efficient Soviet military. While the forces of history never afforded us the opportunity to see if Gorbachev could have succeeded in Ms restructuring of the USSR's political and economic institutions, it did at least provide a powerful clue that the maintenance of the Soviet empire was reaching its limits.

The democratic revolutions in Eastern Europe and the rise of nationalist and democratic opposition forces in the Soviet republics set the stage for the dramatic stand-off between conservative and democratic forces during the August 1991 coup attempt, which quickly resulted in the Soviet empire's demise.

The political crisis that erupted in Moscow in late September and early October of this year, pitting President Boris Yeltsin against a militant parliament whose ranks included a sizable contingent of communist holdovers and nationalists, posed yet another crucial test of the Russian Army's loyalty to the presidency. Russian Defense Minister Pavel Grachev and his top generals, meeting in closed session during the tense days of early October, finally cast their support behind Yeltsin and thus determined the future of the Russian state and the role of its armed forces. Their decision perhaps saved the Russian Federation from a bloody civil war. The participation of Russian troops in determining the outcome of Moscow's recent political crisis holds perhaps the last best hope for Yeltsin to preserve the course and very survival of democracy in Russia. No longer neutral, the military now has chosen political sides; and in doing so, the Russian Army has determined its future mission and military capabilities. As other republics of the former Soviet Union build their own armed forces, Russia is confronted with the task of weaving a new set of complex interrelationships across the Eurasian landscape. In allying itself with Yeltsin, the Russian Army has linked itself to his vision of Russia's role on the Eurasian continent. And Yeltsin's use of the military as an instrument of diplomacy will undoubtedly serve as an important force in shaping these new interrelationships.

The Breakdown of a Unified CIS Force

The creation of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in December 1991 proved to be an important vehicle for a number of the former Soviet republics to create a new economic and political order while questions of sovereignty and national defense could be decided on a peaceful basis. The emergence of four new nuclear states in the wake of the USSR's demise has remained a challenge for Russia, which claims sole ownership of the Soviet nuclear arsenal. Although the other states have agreed to complete the process of nuclear disarmament and become signatories to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, the lack of security guarantees/ coupled with a distrust of Russian nuclear superiority, forces them to postpone these efforts despite offers of economic assistance from the United States.

Historically, the disintegration of empires involved widespread destruction and bloody ethnic strife. Even the dismantlement of Europe's colonial possessions, although relatively well organized, left ethnic and clan-based wars in its aftermath. India, Pakistan, Vietnam, and Algeria are just a few examples. Of all the events that have taken place in the vast expanse of the former Soviet Union during the past two years, the most spectacular occurrence is that the level of violence and military confrontation has remained relatively low. However, there are a number of small localized conflicts that plague Russia's borders and have the worrisome potential of spreading easily into the country's interior. One could counter that the Soviet Union was not an empire in the classical sense and that, therefore, its disintegration could not have had the same consequences as the dissolution of empires centuries ago. In comparison, the post-Soviet emergence from an imperial legacy has been relatively quiescent due in large measure to the level of cooperation between Russia and Ukraine, despite protracted and controversial negotiations over strategic, conventional, and naval components of former Soviet armed forces. One could also claim that the international environment is much different than was the case in the 19th and early 20th centuries since no major power has designs on the territorial fragments and proto-nations resulting from the dissolution of the Soviet Union, as was the case in the aftermath of the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires.

To be sure, the transformation of the former Soviet Army into a new Russian Army is not merely a case of changing names and emblems. It is an extremely complicated process made all the more so by the actions of contradictory forces. The simultaneous process of dismantling the Soviet empire and giving birth to a plethora of new independent nations out from under Moscow's control runs directly contrary to Moscow's historical ambitions for hegemony in Eurasia. Issues of defense proved to be one of the most divisive problems for CIS leaders to resolve, particularly with respect to the control over both the Soviet nuclear arsenal and its naval forces. Originally, it was proposed that the forces of the former Soviet Union be divided into three components. The first component, which would be under direct CIS command, would comprise all nuclear forces, anti-ballistic (ABM) and air defense forces, airborne troops, border troops, and possibly the Navy. The second component would consist of general-purpose forces, which, while being administered by the former republics, would be considered joint forces intended to ensure the security of all CIS members. The third component would have been paramilitary forces of the former republics, such as national guards.1
Although CIS members had reached a number of agreements with respect to the formation of these forces, the failure to resolve fundamental issues resulted in the abolition of the CIS Joint Armed Forces Command. By its very nature, the centralized CIS military command was simply a shell of the former Soviet Ministry of Defense headed by Marshal Evgenii Shaposhnikov. The task of creating a political mechanism allowing supranational control over a unified CIS force proved impossible, primarily because Ukraine and several other new nations insisted on creating their own independent armed forces and because these states feared relinquishing their military power to a Russian-dominated command. The participation of Russian forces in conflicts in the " near abroad," particularly in Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Tajikistan, has raised the specter of a new Russian desire for regional hegemony. 

Continuing disputes over the disposition of strategic forces and the creation of numerous independent armies ringing Russia's borders finally convinced Yeltsin in May 1992 that Russia must create its own national army. Accordingly, a Russian Defense Ministry was established and promptly took control of all armed formations in the Groups of Forces (Soviet divisions in Germany, Poland, and the Baltic states), as well as the 14th Army (stationed primarily in Moldova) and Soviet forces remaining in Caucasus. Forces in the Central Asian states currently remain under joint control with Russia. Ukraine obtained control of the best front-line divisions of the former Soviet Army. When crack Soviet divisions returned from Eastern Europe, they were divided up and reduced in combat strength. Despite the recent turmoil, troops in the Caucasus region remain in relatively good condition.

The dissolution of the CIS Joint Armed Forces Command on 15 June 1992 confirmed the failure of CIS nations to preserve a unified force structure. According to defense analyst Stephen Foye, " Moscow's primary motivation for scuttling the CIS Joint Armed Forces was to obtain control over former Soviet nuclear weapons based outside of Russia." 2 CIS leaders, recognizing the importance of cooperation on defense issues, have replaced the CIS command with the Joint Staff for Coordinating Military Cooperation, with Colonel General Viktor Samsonov as chief of staff. Never consisting of more than several hundred officers, the CIS military staff will remain more of a coordinating body among CIS defense ministries.

Despite the failure of CIS nations to form a unified command, disagreement over the future of the Soviet Navy continues to place control technically under CIS command. The same conditions hold for Strategic Deterrent Forces (ICBMs, SLBMs, and strategic bombers), ABM defenses, and Border Troops (although a number of republics are forming their own border troop divisions).3 The CIS is also responsible for overseeing the destruction of nuclear weapons. Thus/ although Russia has claimed dominion over the bulk of former Soviet armed forces, the unified command of several of its components and the conditions of joint control are factors limiting complete freedom of action for the new Russian armed forces.

Russia's New Foreign Policy

Recent remarks by President Yeltsin and Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev's declaration before the UN General Assembly underscored Russia's intention to remain a strong influence in the affairs of the former Soviet republics. Asking for endorsement and funding for Russian peacekeeping interventions in these new nations, Kozyrev declared that no other group of nations " can replace our peace-making efforts" in the regions of the former Soviet Union. Clearly, the mission of the new Russian Army is to remain a dominant force across the Eurasian continent and to maintain a distinctly Russian sphere of influence around its borders. This sphere of influence, a traditional component of Russian security requirements, will unquestionably add a new/ potentially dangerous dimension to an already unstable environment, given the myriad ethnic conflicts surrounding Russia.

Russia's concern over the creation of independent Ukrainian armed forces and Ukraine's demands for control of the Black Sea Fleet have blocked further progress in Russian-Ukrainian relations. The confusion issuing from the Yeltsin-Kravchuk Summit on 3 September 1993 in the Crimean town of Massandra left Russia claiming that Ukraine had agreed to " sell" its claims on half of the Black Sea Fleet and to allow Russia to dismantle its inherited nuclear missiles. Apparently, Yeltsin had delivered an ultimatum-begin paying off its $2 billion worth of debt to Russia or face a cutoff of vital gas and oil supplies. Although Kravchuk had agreed to consider selling part of Ukraine's claim on the fleet and leasing Sevastopol to Russia, he declared his intention to study the proposal. Nevertheless, Yeltsin capitalized on Ukraine's economic vulnerability and will likely do so again in maximizing Russia's interest in subsequent security accords.

Despite the setbacks and the loss of control over the former Soviet republics, Moscow's leaders continue to value highly their country's influence in the " near abroad." Fears of spreading ethnic mini-wars and the potential for the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, largely along Russia's southern rim, reinforce the perception among Russia's political elites of the need to maintain some sort of military presence by whatever means in the former Soviet republics. Wherever Russian soldiers are found-whether in Moldova, Nagorno-Karabakh, Georgia, or Tajikistan-it is clear that Russia is still able to shape the course of events in the " near abroad." 

Of particular concern to Russia has been the aspiration of Central European states to join NATO. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic have requested full membership in NATO, as has Russia itself. The Clinton administration's new NATO policy of 'Partnerships for Peace" offers these nations eventual full membership while taking Russian concerns into consideration. Just how far NATO expands eastward remains to be seen, since Ukraine's participation would be highly doubtful without Russia's full membership. Such a development will mark a new configuration of security arrangements in Eurasia, reflecting the new shift of power westward and the decline of Russia's historic hegemony in the region. Russian Defense Minister Grachev, buoyed by the strengthening of the Army's position after the recent Moscow uprising, took it upon himself to announce Russia's rejection of NATO's " Partnerships for Peace" arrangement for Russia and for other former Warsaw Pact members. In so doing, he reinstated Russia's traditional doctrine of maintaining its sphere of influence through the unilateral deployment of Russian soldiers in regions that involve his country's national interest.

The Survival of Russia's Armed Forces

The new Russian Army continues to face a host of problems as it struggles to maintain stability throughout the Russian Federation. The greatest threat to the integrity of the Russian Army has been the steady erosion of political power and leadership in Moscow. Although a contingent of troops came to Yeltsin's assistance during the August 1991 putsch, the fact that the Soviet High Command had been involved in the plot and had deployed its forces against the government only served to disgrace the Soviet armed forces. Changes in policy and leadership have left a deeply divided officer corps, many of whose members have formed the Russian Officer Union, which advocates a nationalistic approach to defense issues and is fundamentally anti-Yeltsin in nature. Their rallying cry is the loss of prestige that accompanied the USSR's withdrawal of nearly a half a million troops from Eastern Europe, followed immediately by the usurpation of Soviet divisions and an entire fleet by Ukraine. These and other losses, coupled with demobilization, means that the Russian armed forces have lost nearly 19 percent of their total troop strength compared to the Soviet period; nearly one-fifth of the Army has been demobilized or has switched its allegiance to Ukraine.

The waves of Soviet troops returning home from Eastern Europe and former Soviet republics have left what was once the " pride of the Fatherland" living in tent cities amid deplorable conditions. Although Yeltsin raised soldiers' salaries in September, the pay rate still remains insufficient-roughly 5,700 rubles, or five dollars per month. This, on top of rapidly shrinking pensions and other benefits, has left the Russian Army demoralized. Confronted by a massive draft evasion rate, the Russian Ministry of Defense has turned to the idea of starting a volunteer force. Initiated in December 1992, the new volunteer force has already signed up nearly 100,000, with 150,000 scheduled for 1994. In the Defense Ministry's plans to reform the military, Russian General Gennadii Ivanov indicated that the experience of the United States and European countries was seriously considered. One Western analyst concluded that " propelling the concept of a professional army forward is the inescapable fact that the Russian conscription mechanism is hopelessly broken." 4 

Although the new volunteers are well paid and receive a wide variety of benefits, the effort to build a new professional Russian Army amid the immense problems of demobilization, draft evasion, and the failure of the government to pay soldiers on time will remain a daunting task toward the new century. Morale remains extremely low, and although the Army had successfully put down the October uprising, it dampened the interest of new recruits to sign up for special-forces units.

Faced with such obstacles, the Russian Army will remain undermanned and far from combat-ready. In the meantime, the morale problem grows. A number of provincial cities have refused to billet Russian troops redeployed from former Soviet republics. Lack of military hardware, supplies and logistical support, training, and proper financial management will continue to plague the Russian Army's combat readiness and military capabilities. This combination of factors has crippled the Russian armed forces' effectiveness and severely limits it in carrying out any large-scale combat operations.

As the process of Soviet disintegration continues, the remnants of Soviet military forces will continue to undergo their own regionalization. When field commanders can no longer rely on supplies or support from the center, they turn to mercenaries or support particular sides in regional conflicts, allowing them shared command over newly formed militias. In the Caucasus, such " tribalization" of armed forces and privatization of weapons are legion.

The Military and Disintegration of the Russian Federation

Prior to the latest political crisis in Moscow, the chairman of Russia's parliament, Ruslan Khasbulatov, had attempted to exploit the emerging power vacuum by accusing Yeltsin of pursing policies that were sabotaging Russia's military-industrial complex and its armed forces. Khasbulatov and Vice-President Aleksandr Rutskoi, a veteran of the Soviet war in Afghanistan, attempted to exercise greater control over security policy, including appointments to the Army's top ranks. At the beginning of the political stand-off, Rutskoi declared himself the new commander-in-chief of the armed forces and named hard-line nationalist General Vladislav Achalov as defense minister. This left Yeltsin no other alternative but to involve a military which would have preferred to stay out of the crisis altogether.

The final showdown at the Russian White House, resulting in a ten-hour barrage by tanks and armored personnel carriers, placed the Russian Army squarely behind Yeltsin. The surrender of the rebels and the arrest of Rutskoi and Khasbulatov, the banning of various recrudescent communist and nationalist political groups, censorship, and military curfew, all point to Yeltsin's reliance on the military to bring law and order to Russia's capital. Undoubtedly, Yeltsin will have to rely on the military to maintain his authority for some time. The events of October 3-4 confirmed that the Russian Army has added to its basic mission that of the country's internal security forces and has, thus, become politicized.

Among Yeltsin's more pressing concerns is the increasing regionalization spreading throughout the Russian Federation. Russia's ethnic republics and its regions are demanding greater autonomy, and in some cases, outright independence from Moscow. What is at stake is the territorial integrity of Russia itself. Although the 21 ethnic republics comprise nearly 30 percent of the territory of the Russian Federation and 15 percent of its population, their demands for sovereignty and, quite possibly, ultimate secession, threaten to unravel the Federation. The ethnic republics of Chechnya and Tatarstan have already declared sovereignty and have seen fit to thwart Moscow's control, especially when the national government's executive and legislative branches were locked in a power struggle. Chechnya, led by Major General Dzhokhar Dudaev, declared independence after the August 1991 coup attempt, exploiting Moscow's weakness in responding to such an act. Tatarstan has declared itself a " sovereign state" associated with the Russian Federation. Other republics, such as the mineral-rich republic of Sakha (Yakutia) are demanding more and more economic autonomy from the Russian Federation, including ownership and control over their natural resources. Still a host of other republics have refused to pay taxes to the Russian Federation.

Although Yeltsin has managed to bind a majority of the republics to the Russian Federation through treaty arrangements, separatist movements threatened to resume their activity if newly acquired rights and privileges were not preserved under the new Russian constitution. Yeltsin's new draft of the constitution, however, has discarded these special rights and privileges, and it remains to be seen how much support the constitution receives from the republics in the December referendum.

Though the prospects for a Russian civil war have greatly diminished, October's crisis reminds us that it is always a distinct possibility in reacting to the country's many fundamental political conflicts. If such a civil war were to occur on a dramatic scale it would most likely start in the capital itself. Would the war have the potential to spread throughout Russia's provinces? The recent crisis in Moscow indicated some troubling territorial cleavages, with provincial leaders " taking sides" in Moscow's struggle for power. Unless a dire situation involved outright control over a territory's economic resources, political leadership, or the basic structure of the relationship between Moscow and the territory itself, it is highly doubtful that a large-scale civil war could extend from one of Russia's republics or regions. Such tensions are more likely to be localized; yet, if handled improperly, such conflict could encompass a wider region.

Of particular concern in this regard is whether the military units assigned to these regions fall under the same spell of " regionalism" for purely practical reasons, or whether such a scenario can be avoided altogether by fostering a new sense of national identity and purpose that transcends regional interests.

Yeltsin is attempting to do just that through a new constitution that equalizes the status of Russia's territories and puts the country's politics on a democratic foundation. If he is successful, the domestic role of the Russian Army as the guardian of stability will eventually recede. In this case, the only question that will remain to be answered is whether Yeltsin's prudence in protecting Russia's integrity and national purpose, and his use of the Russian Army in this effort, will extend beyond its borders.
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