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WAR IN THE CAUCASUS
BYZOLTAN GROSSMAN,

WHILE world attention has focussed
on the Balkans, another center of geopo-
litical rivalry has erupted into war: the
Caucasus.TheCaucasusregionlaysalong
the 'fault line' between Christianity and
both the Sunni and Shiite branches of
Islam. More importantly, the area has
historically been foughtover by the three
main regional powers - the Russians,
the Ottomans (Turks) and the Persians
(Iranians). New fighting within and be-
tween Caucasian states eerily recalls the
proxy wars of long ago, including the
Crimean War (1853-56) and the two
world wars. Yetthe newwarfare isbeing
waged with the modern ferocity of MiG
jets, tanks, and "ethnic cleansing."

The breakup of the Soviet Union in
December 1991 brought independence
to the three Transcaucasian republics of
Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. They
had briefly achieved independence from
Russia after World War I, only to be
incorporated into the new Soviet state.
Soviet dictator Josef Stalin artificially
drewboundaries between these republics
in a way to guarantee strife among any
future independence movements. Today,
many of Stalin's ethnic 'booby traps' are
goingoff, and Moscow's divide-and-con-
quer strategy is bearing fruit.

In Georgia and Armenia, Moscow
still has thousands ofbordertroops guard-
ing the former Soviet frontier. On Octo-
ber 6, only days after the Russian Army
crushed the Moscowrebellion, President
Boris Yeltsin asked for ~ revision in the
Treaty on Conventional Forces in Eu-
rope to allow for a greater Russian mili-
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tary presence in the Caucasus.
In addition, autonomous ethnic re-

publics within' the newly independent
states - aswellas in neighboringsouth-
ern Russia - are pressing for their sov-
ereign rights (see dark shaded areas on
map). Most of the current fighting is
centered in these autonomous regions,
but the seemingly random flare-ups
should not be seen as isolated from one
another. Any secessions or boundary
changes could easily lead to a maelstrom
of violence, and more direct involvement
by Russia, Turkey, Iran and other pow-
ers. Nonviolence International's repre-
sentative for the ex-USSR, Andrei
Kamenshikov, recently returned from the
war in Georgia. He comments, "The
Caucasus are very unpredictable. Issues
cannot be simplified and there are many
different players. Anyone who says they-- - - -
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have a clear picture of what is happening
doesn't know what they are talking
about."

GEORGIA
Georgia is an ancient Christian na-

tion, with its own distinct alphabet and
Orthodox' patriarch. Ethnic Georgians
were aided by fellow Orthodox Russians
against the Ottoman Empire, which con-
trolled the Black Sea coast until 1829.
After Moscowannexed their lands, Geor-
gians became among the most indepen-
dence-minded of all the peoples in the "
Russian Empire. However, it was an
ethnic Georgian, Josef Dzhugashvili
(later Stalin), who blocked any moves
toward sovereignty.

When Georgia's independence move-
ment won its longtime goal in 1991, it
became the first ex-SOvietrepublic out-

$lW'
\'i

--

1"4-
"

" ~
Tens of thousands of people forced from their Azeri villages by advancing Armenian
troops now live ill refugee camps. Iran provides tents and rice. Photo ({;)1993Jason
Eskenazi, Impact Visuals
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.sid~the Baltics not tojoin the new Com-
monwealth ofIndependent States (CIS).
But the newgovernment fractured within
weeks, andPres~dentZviad Gamsakhur-
dia fled Thilisi after the national Capital
was damaged by fierce infighting. His
eventual successor, former Soviet for-:
eign minister (and Geowan Communist
chief) Eduard Shevardnadze, drove
Gamsakhurdia from his stronghold in
western Georgia to Chechnia, a seces-
sionist republic in neighboring Russia.

At the same time, Georgia' sown three
autonomous ethnic regions pressed for
autonomy or secession. First, South
Ossetian nationalists fought for merger
with Russia's North Ossetia.
Second, ethnic Abkhaz - who
actually make up only one-fifth
of Abkhazia 's population - be-
gan their fight for an indepen-
dent Abkhazia that would join
Russia. (Ossetians and Abkhaz
in Georgia are both Orthodox
Christian peoples, though some
Muslim Abkhaz live in the adja-
cent North Caucasus region of
Russia.) Third, some Muslim
Ajars began to more peacefully
agitate rorAjaria 's independence
or its merger with Turkey (as
brieflyoccurredin 1920-21).

The Georgian government
accused the South Ossetians and
Abkhaz of merely serving as a
front for Moscow, which it said
wanted to dismember Georgia in
revenge for its refusal tojoin the

CIS. Soine Russian. troops did The Callcaslls.Map by ZoltanGrossman.
protect South OsseUan fighters
against the Georgian army, though Rus-
sian troops have more recently served as
peacekeeping Jorces jointly. with Geor-
gian forces. Russian officers and bomber
pilots were captured while aiding
Abkhazian fighters, but it remains un-
clear whether or not they represent a
rogue Russian nationalist element in the
armed forces..The Abkhazians were also
aided by Russian Cossack .mercenaries
and the Confederation of Mountain
Peoples, a. group of ethnic minorities
who back independence from both Geor-
gia and Russia, and who object to what
they call Georgian forced acculturation.
The Georgian military (which has been
implicated inserious human rights abuses
in Abkhazia) has in turn received direct
aid and training from the United States.
One CIA agent training Georgian forces
was killed elsewhere in the country,
though it remains unclear .whether the

killers were tied to a rebel group.
The year-long War in Abkhazia left.

over 3000 Clead.On September 27, 1993,
Abkhazian forces captured the republic
capital ofS~humi. They droveoutPresi-
dent Shevardnadze, who had desperately
'issued appeals for military help ~oboth
his. rival Gamsakhurdia and Russian

. President Boris Yeltsin. Yeltsin sent
evacuation ships and warned Abkhazian
rebels to lift their siege of Sukhumi, but
his defense minister Pavel Grachev said
that any Russian interventionary force
would have to disarm both sides, an offer
Shevardnadze refused. During the 11-.
day siege, a peace march of Sukhumi

soon captured Gamsakhurdia's strong-
hold of Zugdidi. Shevardnadze was
quoted in the Christian ScienceMonitor
as saying, "We now face the threat of
famine, not only in Georgia but Armenia
as well. Azerbaijan is also suffering
greatly."

Later in 1993,Shevardnadzeagreed
to giveRussia free basing rightsat the
port of Poti, raising fierce objections
fromGeorgiannationalists.

ARMENIA
Armenia is another ex-Soviet repub-

lic, with a long history of independence
and association With. Christianity. Its

history has been dominated by a
struggle with neighboring Turks
and Turkic Azerbaijanis. Before
World War I, the region of Arme-

; nia was split between the Ottoman
Empire (in w~t is today most of
northeastern Turkey) and the Rus-
sian Empire (in what is today the
country of Armenia). During the
war, many Armenians foughtwith
the Russian Allies against Otto-
man rule. Towards the end of the
war and in the period that foIlowed,
the Young Turk nationalist move-
ment took genocidal revenge
against Armenian civilians, kiIl-
ing at least 600,000 and deporting
two million more. An Armenian
diaspora was created in Syria, Leba- .

non, Palestine, Iraq, France, the
US and many other countries. The

... successful "ethnic cleansing" of Ar-
menians from Turkey was later cited
by Adolf Hitler as a precedent for

his actions. There was little international
outcry, though US President Woodrow
Wilson proposed that all of Ottoman and
Russian Armenia become a US postwar
mandate. Wilson's proposal shows an
historic US interest in the region, though
the Congress did not support it. Instead,
the Russian part of Armenia joined a
Transcaucasian federation that was soon
incorporated into the new Soviet Union, .

and the restbecamepart ofTurkey. .

In 1923, Stalin broke the Trans-
caucasian republic into Georgia, Arme-
nia, and Azerbaijan. In the process, he
purposely separated off a large partof the
ethnic Armenian population into
Azerbaijan in order to ensure that any
future attempt at secession wouldbe dif-
ficult. Most of these Armenians became
part of the Nagorno-Karabakh autono-
mous republic within Azerbaijan, while
others ended up in the Nakhichevan en-
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women called for unity among ethnic
Abkhaz, Georgians and Russians, say-
ing that the men on all sidesbore respon-
sibility for the war.

After the fall of Sukhumi,
Shevardnadze aIleged that rebels had
executed Georgian government officials,
and that Russian forceshad overpowered
government troops. Gamsakhurdia then
returned from exile, announcing that he
was the nationalist leader who could
hold Georgia together, and vowing to
topple Shevardnadze. The changing of
Georgia's borders has led to more fight-
ing among ethnic Georgians. Over
250,000 ethnic Georgians have fled
Abkhazia. On October 8, Shevardnadze
told Yeltsin that Georgia would acqui-
esce to joining the CIS, and within 12
days Russian forces were deployed in
Western Georgia to protect vital supply
lines from Gamsakhurdia forces. They
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