Brzezinski: On Russia's Regional Politics an interview with Zbigniew Brzezinski 

GJJ: Many observers of Russia in the West often liken the political forces in the Russian Federation to those that plagued the Soviet Union in its last few years. While there are distinct differences between these two entities, do you see any parallels between the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the quest for greater autonomy-and in some cases, outright independence-by Russia's ethnic republics?

ZB: There are some analogies between the current dilemmas that are faced by the Russian Federation and forces that led to the disintegration of the former Soviet Union. In the final analysis, the breakup of the Soviet Union involved, in most cases, the self-assertion of more or less nationally self-conscious peoples who were at a stage of development in which the emergence of viable nation-states seemed feasible. In the very overwhelming majority of cases involving ethnic or national problems within the Russian Federation, this is not the case.

GJJ: In a Foreign Affairs article you wrote a few years ago, you discussed the rise of post-communist nationalism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Again you addressed the situation of nationalities in the Soviet republics, noting that successive Soviet leaders had really laid the groundwork for the growth of ethnic nationalism in the Soviet republics. Does the same hold true for Russia's ethnic republics, which only recently acquired the kind of cultural and economic rights they had nominally been granted in the Soviet period?

ZB: It may be so, but emphasizing the point I made in my previous comment, within the Russian Federation it is difficult to point to more than one or two political groups which have the making of viable nation-states that are truly sovereign. Accordingly, some other formula would have to be found to accommodate their otherwise perfectly legitimate demands for self-expression, ethnic dignity, and some form of political self-determination. My view basically is that the Russian Federation will probably have to assume some form of confederation in regard to the non-Russian peoples that will have to remain within the framework of an entity which will bear the name of Russia.

GJJ: It appears that Yeltsin has eliminated the provisions in the draft constitution that would have given more economic and political rights to the Federation's regions and ethnic republics. Do you foresee any conflicts in these republics over the removal of such rights?

ZB: I think it was a retrogressive step. I think that this will be opposed. The opposition in turn will generate some tensions. I would have hoped that Yeltsin would have been more generous in dealing with the non-Russians, since the non-Russians themselves do not represent a danger to the viability of the Russian Federation. In fact, I think the Russian sovereigntists present more of a danger to the viability of Russia than the relatively small minority of non-Russians that are entitled to self-development within what ought to be the framework of a confederation.

GJJ: If violence breaks out on a mass scale over the republics' future demands to secede from the Russian Federation, what should be U.S. foreign policy in this regard?

ZB: I don't mink that we can meddle directly, but we certainly have ways to convey to Moscow our concerns over such tendencies. After all/ we are a major source of external funding and technological and managerial assistance to Russia. All of this is the outcome of the very benign and friendly feelings of the American people toward Russia, which clearly can undergo some change if Russia were to be unresponsive to what the American people view as legitimate aspirations.

GJJ: What is your estimation of the strength of U.S. foreign policy efforts with respect to Russia in the field of greater democratization, disarmament, and economic reform?

ZB: I think our policy has been generally correct in aiding Yeltsin because of the view, which I share, that he is more likely to move Russia in a desirable direction than any other alternative to him. At the same time, I think that our policy has been overly Russocentric, that we have slighted the newly independent states, and we have not been sufficiently helpful to them. As a consequence, we are unintentionally contributing to emergence of a political vacuum around Russia within the space of the former Soviet Union, with the result that imperial temptations may become stronger, in my view, in the long run. It is axiomatic that Russia be either an empire or a democracy, but it cannot be both at the same time. By ignoring that reality we may be inadvertendy contributing to such forces which will be transforming Russia not into a democracy but to some form of empire.

GJJ: You mentioned that there is a particular cluster of problems shared among the nations of Eurasia. Do you think that the U.S. government understands the new dynamics of Eurasia and what is occurring among these nations?

ZB: I don't think we are sufficiently responsive to the new reality that has emerged within the space of the former Soviet Union. Our policy tends to be one-dimensional, overly focused on Russia itself and indifferent to the challenges that emanate from the fact that geopolitical pluralism has replaced Soviet totalitarianism. In my view, it is in our fundamental interest that we consolidate this geopolitical pluralism, and the only way we can do this is to aid as much as possible these former communist republics.

GJJ: Should the United States devote resources to analyzing the new interrelationships among these new nations?

ZB: We can look at them, but to what extent do we want to get involved in them-for example, in Uzbek-Kirghiz relations? But as a general principle, we should help them perpetuate their newly won independent status.

GJJ: How do you perceive the future elections in Russia in terms of bringing a greater democratic momentum to the Federation?

ZB: I think it is a big mistake for Yeltsin to have postponed the presidential elections because it undermines the credibility of his commitment to democracy. Moreover, the new constitution seems designed to circumscribe parliamentary power to a degree that one has to be concerned for Russia is largely due to the fact that about how democratic the process is the American people are lucky to see going to be. The United States can only that Russia has become a democracy. If comment on these developments and trends seem to go in a different convey that the American people are direction than American support for sensitive to such matters. Our support such a policy, then it is going to wane.
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