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Pseudo-States as Harbingers of a New
Geopolitics: The Example of the
Trans-Dniester Moldovan Republic (TMR)

VLADIMIR KOLOSSOV and JOHN O’LOUGHLIN

In the late twentieth-century, optimistic forecasts of a ‘global village’
premised on internationalisation' are challenged by studies picturing the
future in more dramatic colours. Important reports, like those of the Club of
Rome, the ‘Global 2000’ report to President Carter of the United States, the
reports of the United Nations-sponsored Brandt Commission on the ‘North-
South’ gap and the Brundtland Commission on the global environment, paid
great attention to the gap between the developed countries and the Third
World. The reports argued that the global disparities undermine the
sustainability of human civilisation but they did not discuss the possibility
of an appearance of non-western civilisation models nor did they consider
consequences of a global geopolitical restructuring. As documents issued
during the Cold War, they took it for granted that geopolitical era would
continue and remained silent on the nature of political forms of the twenty-
first century, expecting the sovereign nation-state format to remain
hegemonic.

Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ thesis trumpeted the end of large-scale
conflict in the democratised world but recognised the probability of local
wars continuing in the global periphery. Recent works by US commentators
challenge this optimistic scenario and cast doubt on such crucial notions as
‘progress’ and ‘democracy’.? The limits of the western ‘civilisation of
consumption’ can be defined and recognises a world of disparity and ‘a
West versus the rest’.’ A network of islands of ‘transitional’ or ‘incomplete’
statehood is emerging and we refer to these states as ‘pseudo-states’. These
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Kolossov. The research was completed in the Program on Political and Economic Change of the
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September 1997. We thank Professor A.L. Tschepalyga of the Institute of Geography of the
Russian Academy of Sciences for his assistance in arrangements in Tiraspol and to our fieldwork
colleagues, Sven Holdar, Andrei Treivish and Alexi Krindatch. Luiza Bialasiewicz assisted with
translation of original texts and Bertrall Ross made the map and collected the newspaper accounts
of the events in Moldova and Transniestria.
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pseudo-states have achieved varying but low levels of recognition by the
international community, are highly involved in local wars whilst their
unsettled political status makes further conflict possible. They typically
constitute part of what Robert Kaplan has called the ‘ends of the earth’,
places where ‘scarcity, crime, overpopulation, tribalism and disease are
rapidly destroying the social fabric of our planet’.*

Another set of ‘quasi-states’ with fungible territorial control is
predicated on criminal or quasi-criminal organisations, frequently
specialising in the production and sale of drugs, as well as the illegal traffic
of weapons and in the laundering of ‘dirty money’. They also maintain an
interest in the processing of the flows of transnational speculative capital.
This network of ‘well organised chaos’ is becoming a stable and more and
more unavoidable part of the post-modern geopolitical reality, coexisting
uneasily with the developed world. Moreover, it has some appendices inside
the settled world, for example, in urban enclaves.® These quasi-states are
“non-institutionalised” and represent a conglomerate of areas under the
authority of local chiefs, field commanders, big landowners and/or drug
barons. These local leaders can co-operate but cannot conduct wars of ‘all
against all’, and are thus half-institutionalised since they are unlikely to
control their territory permanently. Current examples include the Gorno-
Badakhshan (Tajikistan), Garm region (Tajikistan), Kurdistan, Northern
Afghanistan, ‘Golden Triangle’, Shan region, Western regions of
Cambodia, Western Sahara, southern Sudan, southern Angola, Sierra
Leone, and the Medellin part of Columbia. In this paper, we maintain a
distinction between pseudo- and quasi-states; this separation allows us to
focus on pseudo-states as important, emerging elements of the world
political map.

The ‘underground’ geopolitical world of pseudo-states is relatively
neglected by English-speaking social scientists and by political
geographers, who traditionally focus their studies on the developed world
and on the formal politics of recognised and stable states. Like Peter Taylor,’
we believe that any political geography worth its name and relevance must
confront the whole world, with all its disparities of wealth, comfort,
security, ethnic relations and democratic norms. In this article, we turn our
attention to those places that have recently experienced civil or interstate
wars and where political control and external relations are still under
dispute. Most of our ‘geopolitical black holes’ are barely-visible in the
geopolitical codes of Western strategists, who focus on states that have
global resources or that have important historical or cultural ties to the core
countries

We remain sceptical of descriptions of post-modernist political and
social organisations and forms because of the Western biases and blinkered
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world-views implicit in such accounts.® We find it highly ironic that groups
mnﬂ factions are intent on creating that most modernist of all projects, the
nation-state, in these supposedly postmodernist times. At first glance, the
profusion of territories that are either self-proclaimed states (Chechnya),
recognised by a few neighbours or a single neighbour (Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus), controlled by an ethnic or political faction (Gorno-
w.mamwum:mcv or the object of continuous military skirmishing or serious
fighting (Liberia, Somalia, South Sudan or Afghanistan) supports the
modernist project of making even more ‘nation-states’. Regardless of the
reasons for the attempts to carve out smaller and smaller autonomous
territories, there seems no end in sight. We believe that the globalisation
hype has overstated the imminent demise of the territorial state.’

Kaplan exaggerates both his regional descriptions and the global impact
of conflicts in the ‘ends of the earth’.” Only states in the vicinity of the
conflicts seem to maintain significant and durable interests in the ebb and
flow of political control at the centre and the challenges to central
w:Ewaamm. Russia, above all, is implicated in the pseudo-states because of
1ts pivotal location bordering on many conflict regions and, coincidentally,
because of the presence of ethnic Russians in newly-independent titular
republics of the former Soviet Union. As both an instigator and a supporter
of many armed insurrections, Russia continues to exert significant
geopolitical influence on its neighbours in the ‘Near Abroad’.
Ooﬂo:ﬁoﬁ@ Russian geopolitical codes intersect with local political and
national mobilisations to produce a complex mix of identities, territorialities
and state-building projects in places as geographically dispersed as
Tajikistan, Abkhazia, and Transniestria."

Most of pseudo-states are situated along the frontiers of large
‘civilisations’: between their cores — West Christian (Catholic and
Protestant) and the East Christian (Orthodox Russia), between both of them
and the Arabic-Turkic-Muslim world, and between Russia and the Chinese
world. Dramatic events in the periphery of the core areas of great
civilisations and uneasy relations between the core and their peripheries as
well as between peripheries, cannot be reduced to the scheme proposed by
Samuel Huntington. However, the concept of ‘limitrophs’ — geopolitically-
unstable spaces between civilisational platforms — is very useful in our
discussion."” Indeed, Huntington understands ‘civilisations’ as mostly areas
of the great world confessions. Obviously, civilisations are based not only
on religions (Huntington’s reduction) but on a complex of ideas and
representations cementing culture, social practice and geopolitics. As one
moves from the core area of a civilisation, some of the features that define
the civilisation disappear and are replaced with new ones that are more
characteristic of neighbouring civilisations. Usually, the areas of limitrophs
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are in the state of cultural, religious and ideological self-defence from the
nearest civilisation that threatens their identity. Geopolitical uncertainty and
instability is especially pertinent along the borders of the former Russian
Empire-Soviet Union; this zone includes the so-called ‘Great Limitroph’,
abandoned by Russia and identified as the Balto-Pontic belt separating
Russia from the core of Europe all the way to Manchuria. Limitroph
geopolitics is one of the main reasons for the emergence of pseudo-states.
Which feature is considered more important in defining a particular
limitroph depends on the geopolitical players and on realities of the
geopolitical time-space convergence. The concept of limitroph,
unfortunately, continues to be predicated on the traditional geopolitics of
force and zones of influence.

In this article, we offer a preliminary classification of pseudo-states. We
consider the elements and strategies of state-making in the pseudo-states in
the absence of international recognition. We compare four pseudo-states
that have emerged from the debris of the Soviet Union and have been the
scenes of significant violence in the past decade. Finally, we provide a
lengthier case study on one of these pseudo-states, Transniestria."”

Classification of Pseudo-States and Quasi-States

The apparently fixed cartography of the world political map yields the false
impression that state control extends to the boundaries of neighbouring
countries in all cases. It seems probable that states are undergoing
functional, rather than spatial changes, with greater permeability and
increased sharing of political spaces in some world regions and new, bigger
fences in other parts of the world." It seems improbable that pseudo-states
emerge only as a result of power relations between major countries,
because, as David Knight noted, the international community consisting of
mostly multiethnic and multicultural states is clearly motivated to maintain
the status quo.” Attempts to gain self-determination by indigenous ethno-
cultural groups certainly play a role in pseudo-state formation.

Some states maintain a tenuous territorial hold on their territories. By the
early 1990s, 27 states were not in full control of their respective territories.
Between 1945 and1990, 14 states chronically did not exercise full control over
their territory whilst civil wars occurred between 1945 and 1990 in 41 states.
In 15 states between 1945 and 1990, foreign forces occupied at least a part of
the territories of other sovereign states.' In 1996, 24 states had 27 continuing
civil wars; only one conflict (India and Pakistan) was inter-state.'” There is a
downward trend in the number of conflicts during the 1989-96 period. The
marginal, usually frontier-like, territories under dispute are frequently the
locations for the pseudo-states under consideration in this paper.
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It is possible to make a tentative and preliminary classification of

pseudo-states. A first category can be labelled ‘institutionalised’ pseudo-
ma:.@m‘ those units that have declared sovereignty, have all necessary
attributes of a ‘normal’ state, and are in full control of their territories.
Io<<@<.@.h these pseudo-states are not recognised and have little chance of
recognition by the international community or by most neighbouring states.
Current examples include the TMR, Chechnya, Abkhazia, Nagorno-
Wmamg@, Serb republic of Bosnia, Kosovo, Somaliland, and the Turkish
W@Ec:o of Northern Cyprus. Another method to classify pseudo- and
-Quasi-states is by genesis and functions. Examples include first, self-
a@zsmo.m:on of an area with a specific nationality (Northern Cyprus or
Palestinian Autonomous Areas); second, the splintering of an empire or
large multi-national state (such as Abkhazia or Chechnya); third, areas of
oo.z?oﬁ c.SS no permanent control as a result of a civil war and/or a foreign
military intervention (such as Afghanistan or Bosnia); and fourth, pirate
states based on criminal-terrorist activities (Somaliland, ‘the Golden
Triangle’ or the area of the Medellin cartel in Columbia).

.vmmcao-ma:@m are typically located in the Shatterbelts of sub-Saharan
Africa and Central Eurasia (the Balkans to Afghanistan through the
Caucasus).” The zones of contact between empires and civilisations, and
areas .Om mixed populations with complicated, hierarchically-organised
identities can be considered as geopolitical black-holes. Competing with
each other over long historical periods, empires have typically disputed
these areas, which frequently shift as a result of war from one side to
another, giving rise to blurred and immutable forms of identity, and in turn,
om@.n becoming the objects of special manipulation on the part of interested
political forces and powers. The Transdniestrian Moldovan Republic
A.;\:wv, our case study, provides a good example of such a frontier area.
This territory is situated on the border between the Roman cultural realm,
the nomads of the Great Steppe and the East Slavic world. It lies in the
mm&ém% from the East European plain to the Balkans and southern Europe.
Historically, Transniestria was a border area between the Russian and
Ottoman empires (like Chechnya and Nagorno-Karabakh).

Uncertainty, Territory and Mobilisation at the Century’s End

We live in an age of ‘groupism’, according to Immanuel Wallerstein.”” With
the weakening of state control in many parts of the world and in the face of
@.owzonu.o globalisation that has irrevocably altered the relationship between
citizens and their governments, the construction of defensive groups is
understandable in regions in which the old certainties have collapsed.
moa@BomH among these regions are the former Communist states where
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integration into the world-economy after 1989 corresponded to the collapse
of the existing political-economic apparatus. Attempts at ‘ethnic-based’
state construction have already led to war in Georgia and Moldova, created
serious problems in Latvia and Estonia, and have provoked a massive
exodus of non-titular populations from Kazakhstan, as well as several of the
other new republics in Central Asia. Typically, the defensive groups assert
identities around which they build solidarity and struggle to survive against
other, neighbouring groups. One of the most effective ways to assert this
new or re-discovered identity is to assert territorial control that demarcates
a region as belonging to the group in question and not to others.* The
eventual aim of most of these new ethno-territorial groups is international
recognition that can be shown by three criteria: membership of the United
Nations, political sovereignty and economic autonomy; a distinctive
national culture that is both primary and primordial; and political
development and separation over time. The conundrum of the principle of
self-determination, promulgated most forcibly by US President Woodrow
Wilson, is that the people cannot decide on self-determination until it is
decided who the people are. The Wilson doctrine has close echoes in the
principles of the Leninist national policy of the same era — self-
determination, abstract equality and development.”

The concept of identity is a thorny one, though it is not usually
acknowledged as such by the activists engaged in political struggle. As
noted by Brian Graham, it remains an amorphous concept, comprising
elements of political allegiance, citizenship, cultural and ethnic nationalism,
and constitutional preference.”? The hegemony of the nationalist identity,
persisting for over a century, now extends into the next millenium.
Nationalism is recognised by its autonomy, unity and identity trilogy to
which we must add territoriality.* For Robert Sack, territoriality is always a
" means to an end, and is used for classification, communication and
enforcement of control. Most importantly, territoriality can help engender
more territoriality in a space-filling format, whilst Kaiser notes that
indigenous national territoriality has produced a reactive national
territoriality among non-indigenous groups in the former Soviet Union,
especially those living across the border from their former home republic.

In the vast literature on the origins of identity, there seems to be a
preponderance of agreement that identity is socially constructed and not
primordially ordained. Whilst a nation may be a ‘self-aware ethnic group’
in Walker Connor’s terms, this awareness is generated, manipulated and
directed by political, social and economic activists.® Our theory of
nationalism argues that whereas ethnic/cultural distinctiveness is a
necessary condition for nationalist identity, it is not sufficient. The
construction of an identity, whether for economic, territorial or cultural
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control, is needed in order to maintain a nationalist posture. The fact that
dozens of ethnic groups do not exhibit the smallest vestiges of nationalism
offers powerful evidence for the social construction approach. Many studies
wm nationalist construction offer clear evidence of the role of the newly-
independent state, as well as that of nationalist intellectuals and the
educated classes before independence. Other studies have supported the
observation that ‘if there is any conclusion to be derived from such a study
of the longue duree of a small nation, it might be that a nation is never fully
made’.*

. Studies of nationalism usually assume that nationalist identity is
singular, predominant and unchanging but recent works have challenged
Eo.mo assumptions, especially for the emergent nations of the former Soviet
Union. The concept of ‘matrioshka nationalism’ has special appeal, with
F%Qm of identities pocketed inside each other.”’ Rather than trying to
identify a singular identity for a group, especially in the new states that
correspond to the republics of the former Soviet Union, it is often more
appropriate to accept the possibility of many attachments that can be
national, local, ideological or super-national. Thus, in the Russian-
populated provinces of eastern Ukraine, many residents find it hard to
identify with one political territory because of inter-marriage between the
ethnic groups and an attachment to some elements of the ‘Soviet identity’.”
For political leaders faced with confusing, multiple or unformed identities,
the challenge of constructing an uncontested identity that conforms to the
territorial boundaries of the state and that cuts across pre-existing ethnic
loyalties is a major task.” In pre-independent Ireland in the late nineteenth
century, public memorials were especially effective in promoting and
defining a revived Irish identity. Fundamentally, identity for both the
individual and the community depends on a ‘positive and supportive
representation of place’.*

Writers on nationalism frequently make a neat dichotomy between a
west European or North American type of nationalism, based on civic
(territorial) attachments, and an east European version that is based on the
ethnic majority, is exclusionary and rejects a multi-cultural state.” The
distinction is extended to that between jus soli (citizenship based on
residency) and jus sanguinis (citizenship based on membership of the
nation); the US and Germany are considered as the model cases of each
type. Some post-Soviet states, such as Ukraine, clearly opted for a civic
model, as the new authorities were faced with a high proportion of the
population (about 22 per cent) that did not belong to the titular Ukrainian
nation. The lack of significant ethnic conflict in the state can be taken as
evidence of the success to this point of that strategy.” By contrast, other
post-Soviet states, especially the two Baltic republics with large ratios of
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Russians, Latvia and Estonia, tried initially to implement the ethnic-based
definition of citizenship and introduced language rules to make it very
difficult for non-titular groups to obtain citizenship despite length of
residency. In Moldova, initial post-independence trends seemed to favour
movements that would push the ethnic agenda but within a couple of years,
the nationalist position had been shunted aside by the electoral strength of
cross-ethnic movements that stressed the civic nature of the state.”

For our discussion of the state-making efforts in the TMR, we need to
provide some background on the pre-independence situation in the territory
and in other Soviet republics. The Soviet nationalities policy that emerged
in the 1920s was a mixture of concessions to the myriad of ethnic groups in
the vast state and centralised control from Moscow. The central elements
were recognition of titular groups and allocation of special privileges to
these groups in Russia and in the other 14 republics, an attempted
construction of a Soviet mentality and identity that would supersede the
ethnic loyalties of the regions, a promotion of Russian as a lingua franca,
and the settlement of Russians and other groups in all territories.” The
federal structure clearly motivated the various indigenes to construct and
define a home and, despite national ideology about equality, the Russian
population was clearly primus inter pares, although not in terms of well-
being and incomes. The combination of a strong sense of belonging to a
territory and the resentment against Russians as a privileged group was
easily translated into national exclusion and an ethnic-based nationalism
after 1989, especially in Central Asia and the Baltic republics.

In Soviet times, group identity was (inadvertently) promoted by the
disproportionate allocation of skilled, industrial and state jobs to Russians
in Kazakhstan, Central Asia and partly in Transcaucasia, whilst in other
republics, groupism was maintained by a cultural division of labour
between Russians and the titular populations. Russians occupied jobs
mainly in industry and construction (especially as engineers and
technicians), health care, science, and applied technical research and
teaching; titular peoples were concentrated in agriculture, research and
teaching in the social sciences and humanities, cultural pursuits and in the
state apparatus. The rise of the educational level of titular ethnic groups and
their demographic pressures led to increasing competition between
"Russians and titular peoples for the prestigious jobs, and this competition
was easily transferred into an ethnic one. Feelings of relative deprivation
came into play and the kind of mobilisation fostered by resentment
considered instrumental in rebellion could be seen in many of the republics
even before 1989.* Russians living outside of Russia perceived a decline in
their living standards as the indigenous majority took control of the state
apparatus and widespread emigration, especially from the Central Asian
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republics, resulted. In many newly-independent states, an alliance between
Russians as the new minority and ‘third-level’ national groups, who had
become small minorities in the same weak position relative to the new
majority (e.g. Jews in Abkhazia), occurred in states such as Georgia,
Moldova, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and other republics of Central
Asia. In their speeches, Russian politicians widely exploited the theme of
the civil rights of the Russian minorities in former Soviet republics but did
little to aid their co-ethnics in political and cultural fields. Only in recent
months have these (conservative) political figures succeeded in drawing
international attention to the fate of the Russian minorities in the Baltic
states. 4

In post-1989 conflict near its borders, the Russian state came to the aid
of both Russians and the other minorities. In the most violent situations, the
main objective of the Russian state was to stop violence in regions that
bordered Russia. Despite some controversy both internally and externally in
1992-93, due largely to the dynamics of internal politics in the struggle for
power in Moscow, Russia frequently adopted the peacekeeping mantle. In
the four pseudo-states on which we focus (Abkhazia, the TMR, Chechnya
and Nagorno-Karabahk), Russia was heavily involved, as either a
protagonist or as peace-builder, in the wars that helped to make these
pseudo-states.

After the ceasefires, the construction of a new or forgotten identity was
high on the agenda of the new regimes. As Tom Nairn has remarked,
nationalism is Janus-like in looking back to a historical legacy and forward
to a programme of continued national construction.* For both large groups,
like Ukrainians, and small groups, like Latvians, the chequered history of
the nation was re-visited and selectively clarified, whilst the separatist
identity during the decades of Soviet control was recognised and lauded.
For small groups in multi-ethnic territories, such as the Russians in the
TMR, the situation was more delicate and required a much more
sophisticated and multi-faceted construction of identity. As relative late-
comers (only after the incorporation of the Trans-Dniester region in 1792
into the Tsarist empire, did Russians settle in the region in force) and as a
29 per cent minority, the Russian elite perforce bad to choose a civic,
territorial identity as the only option for construction of the new
Transniestrian identity.”

The government of TMR declared separation from Moldova late in 1991
shortly after the break-up of the Soviet Union consequent on the failed
putsch in Moscow in August of that year. Like any new political regime,
the TMR government was faced with the dilemma of creating the state
apparatus but, additionally, had the task of promoting its domestic and
international legitimacy by maintaining the separate state as well as
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engaging in state-making. Raising revenues and an armed force, as well as
seeking international recognition, became immediate priorities for the
TMR. The low-grade war with Moldova, which simmered in late 1991 and
exploded in significant violence in June 1992 before the intervention of
Russia’s 14th Army ended the fighting, occurred at a time when the crisis in
Yugoslavia was escalating rapidly and, thus, the conflict along the Dniester
did not achieve the kind of prominence in the Western media that such
violence might usually have warranted. The complex inter-ethnic security
dilemma combined with belligerent leadership and hostile masses on both
sides to evolve to war* Despite strenuous attempts by the Yeltsin
government in Russia, the intervention of the OSCE {(Organisation for
Security and Co-operation in Europe), the election of a less nationalist
government in Moldova in 1994, and a series of trilateral meetings (Russia,
Moldovan and TMR negotiations), the political situation is still at a
geopolitical stalemate. The central demand of the TMR government for a
special recognition within the Moldovan state has still not been accepted by
Chisinau (Kishinev in Russian).

As a ‘civic nationalism’, the Transniestrian identity that is now being
promoted by the government in Tiraspol does not single out one ethnic
group for pre-eminence but recalls instances of local, non-ethnic histories
and instances of Transniestrian territorial demarcations in its icons. The
antecedents of the present state are viewed as pre-existing and the
population composition as evolving over a long period of time. ‘During the
nineteenth century, a polyethnic pattern of population was evolving in the
Dniester region and a single socio-political and historical-cultural entity
was taking shape — the people of (the) Dniester region.” A recent series of
TMR stamps, for example, has scenes of pre-historic humans chasing
animals and making fires. The Atlas of the Dniester Moldavian Republic,
published by the Dniester State Corporative TG Shevchenko University in
1997 in both Russian and English, further declares that ‘In 1924, (the) DMR
region gained its first ever statehood, earlier than Moldavia, when the
Moldavian Autonomous SSR (MASSR) was established within the
framework of the Ukrainian SSR with the capital in Tiraspol.... The
statehood on (sic) Dniester region was established in 1990 for the second
time.”® The explanation for the formation of the new state is provided in a
brief, but clear, sentence. ‘After the adoption by Moldova’s parliament of a
series of discriminatory laws, especially the laws on languages and the
ouster (of) regional deputies from Moldova’s parliament, the people of (the)
Dniester region had no option but to seek adequate measures to protect their
rights and human dignity.”*' A museum to memorialise the battle of Bendery
(the city on the west bank of the Dniester that was the scene of the most
intense fighting in June 1992) has now opened in that city, replete with
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commemorative banners, books, videos and picture albums.

The promotion of a civic kind of Transniestrian identity is, obviously,
not uncontroversial. The government in Tiraspol has been assailed for its
repression of the Moldovan identity and language* and as many ‘histories’
exist as there are parties to the Transniestrian conflict. It is not our intent to
present the dimensions of the many-sided continuing conflict in this article;
indeed, this would easily fill volumes. As a pseudo-state and without strong
external supporters, the TMR is vulnerable to the internal centrifugal
pressures of a poly-ethnic society and, like many post-independence
African states, the TMR faces an uncertain future. But as the East German
experience has shown, identities can form rather quickly and, in turn, make
future political ~territorial resolutions more intractable. In a time of conflict,
identities can switch and become modified in surprising ways.*

Ethno-Cultural Conflicts and the ‘Separatist Manifesto’ in the
Post-Soviet Geopolitical Space

New titular-based states emerging from the ashes of the former Soviet
Union discovered that the formal attributes of sovereignty do not guarantee
true independence, much less the consolidation of a stable and strong state.
State building appears to be a difficult task whose realisation typically
requires several generations. Success along this arduous route depends, in
large part, upon the identity or the raison d’etre chosen by the nascent state.
Two choices are predominant. The first is whether to favour the self-
determination of a titular (or ‘principal’) population, thus constructing a
nation-state in the best ‘exclusionist’ image of the European states of the
past century. The second alternative is to attempt to construct a ‘super-
structural’ (civic) state that heeds compromise between the common
interests of all its population(s), assuring each ethnic group the right and the
means to preserve and develop its language, culture and traditions. If the
state is not neutral between competing ethnic groups and not equally
protective of all identifiable groups, groups may resort to their own devices.
As one of the causes of the civil war in Moldova in 1990-92, the actions of
the Popular Front in Moldova (promoting restrictive language laws that
threatened the hegemonic position of Russian in the newly-independent
state) generated a feeling of insecurity by the Russophone minority, though
accommodation of Russian minority views might have been possible
without the interference of Russia and the machinations of the military-
political elites in the TMR.*

The formation of a stable country requires that the political regime
govern a stable territory and a ‘fixed” population, whose majority holds
confidence in this regime. It has become a cliché that a regime can only be




162 BOUNDARIES, TERRITORY AND POSTMODERNITY

considered as democratically stable after the passage of at least three
consecutive legislative and/or presidential elections with successive (and
peaceful) transfers of power accompanying them. None of these conditions
has been fully realised in many of the successor states of the Soviet Union:
democracy is too ‘new’, the populations are prone to emigration or
frequently involved in nationalist, regionalist and separatist movements
directed against the regimes in power. Hirschman’s trilogy of exit (out-
migration to ethnic homelands by minorities), voice (rebellion by minority
groups or by majority titular groups against external influences) and loyalty
(a quiet resignation to the new geopolitical realities) can easily be
documented in the Caucasian and Central Asian successor states.” In
addition to these formal political strategies, considerable segments of the
territories of the new successor countries have refused to submit themselves
to effective control by the central authorities. They have become the domain
of local elites and clans but retain the continued appearance of a functioning
central state. Within the ex-Soviet republics, all three elements of the state
(the regime, the territory and the population) are contested at once, a
combination that renders the situation more unstable than other world
regions.

The weakness of the new states places in question the system of
international relations predicated on stability and affects geopolitical
organisation not only in the post-Soviet space proper, but in Europe as a
whole. After a territorial transformation generated by a separatist movement
is legitimated by the international community, there is the risk of ‘infection’
in neighbouring countries, harbouring their own disputes and dormant
conflicts.® The mass exodus of non-titular populations can, similarly,
disrupt the national as well as economic equilibria of neighbouring states,
thus launching a contagious process of geopolitical transformations,
particularly dangerous in the form of refugee influxes and forced
migrations.”’

It is useful to look comparatively at four cases (Chechen Republic in
Russia, the Moldavian Republic of Transniestria, Abkhazia in Georgia, and
the Republic of Nagorno Karabakh in Azerbaijan), where the governing
parties of the new republics have openly proclaimed themselves
independent republics, a kind of ‘Separatist Internationale’ (Table 1).*
Taking advantage of external support and the prevailing economic and
political chaos, as well as the emergent conflicts between the countries of
the Commonwealth of Independent States, these actors succeeded in
reconfiguring the geopolitical order after the implosion of the USSR.
Though there is no single path to conflict, combinations of ethnic
competition, external involvement, the security dilemma and elite
manipulation can easily result in violence.” There is a real (though
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diminishing) risk that the example of the independence movements cited
above will be followed by other minority peoples in the Russian Federation
or in other countries emergent from the ex-USSR.®

TABLE 1
NUMBER OF VICTIMS AND MATERIAL DAMAGE IN MILLIONS OF U.S. DOLLARS
(ITALLICS) IN THE SELF-PROCLAIMED REPUBLICS IN THE FORMER USSR.

Region Nagorno- Transniestria Abkhazia Chechnya
Karabakh
1988-89 100 0 0 0
20 0 0 0
1990 400 0 0 0
30 0 0 0
1991 500 0 0 0
40 0 0 0
1992 14,000 800 3,800 0
130 380 750 0
1993 2000 0 8,000 0
60 0 1,500 0
1994 0 0 200 4,000
20 0 50 1,200
1995 0 0 0 25,000
0 0 0 2,500
1996 0 0 0 6,000
0 0 0 1,800
Total 24,000 800 12,000 35,000
300 380 2,300 5,500

Source: Zverev et al., 1997.

The summary figures for the four conflicts shown in Table 1 clearly
demonstrate that the Chechen conflict was significantly more violent and
destructive than the other three wars. In a shorter time-span, about the same
number of people were killed and more damage occurred than in the other
three wars combined. The Nagorno-Karabakh war predated the collapse of
the Soviet Union whilst the other three wars began after the formal end of
the USSR in 1991. Though the estimate for those killed in the TMR war is
800, higher estimates suggest that about 1,000 were killed on both sides.*

Nationalist conflicts were certainly the result of the astounding
transformation of the power structure tied to the weakening and later
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disappearance of the USSR, a super-centralised state whose repressive
apparatus had successfully ‘frozen’ all traditional and potential ethnic
conflicts. The Cold War arrangement of a hierarchical power dominating a
‘geostrategic realm’ was thus replaced, bit by bit, by a great number of
smaller multi-polar systems embracing not only the previous Soviet
republics and their regions, but also neighbouring countries.” The “security
dilemma”, provoked by one group attempting to improve its relative
position, thus resulting in a perceived loss for other groups, is critical to
understanding conflict escalation and possible peace arrangements.”

The profile of the pseudo-states resulting from the four wars varies
considerably.* Transniestria lies at the juncture of the great macroregions of
Europe — Eastern Europe and the Balkans — as well as Central and Southern
Europe. In the words of the former commander of the Russian 14th Army
in the TMR, General Alexander Lebed, Transniestria is the ‘key to the
Balkans’.* The geographical location of Chechnya has, during recent years,
become strategic. The discovery of oil and the start of its exploitation in the
Azerbaijanian shelf of the Caspian Sea puts the future transport of oil by
pipeline to the Black Sea on the geopolitical agenda. The oil transport issue
strongly influences relations between Russia and a number of other CIS
states and, in a wider context, between Russia, Iran, Turkey and the West.
Russia is extremely interested in using the existing pipelines that cross
Chechnya to pump Caspian Sea oil and Chechnya, in turn, would like to
obtain as much revenue as possible for the transit rights. These oil-transit
revenues are central to the calculation of the chances of the economic
viability of the Chechen pseudo-state and the separatists are able to reject
Russian entreaties for co-operation because of expectations of a bounty
from oil transport.

The ethno-cultural heterogeneity of Transniestria and Abkhazia, or the
clear domination of titular peoples in Chechnya and Nagorno-Karabakh
would not suffice, in themselves, however, to predict the extremity of the
conflicts that exploded after 1989. Rather, we should point to the role played
by the wide chasm between the groups involved in the conflicts. Enormous
cultural gaps divide the turcophone, Muslim Azeris from Christian
Armenians as well as separate Orthodox Georgians from the Abkhazis, who
speak an entirely different language and are partly Orthodox. (Azeris are
also part Muslim but mostly non-religious). In the case of Moldova, it was
the disappearance of the USSR and subsequent machinations of elites in the
respective capitals, Chisinau and Tiraspol, that engendered the conflict; in
the other three cases, the end of the Soviet Union merely revived pre-
existing cultural-ethnic divides. The absence of conflicts with the Moldovan
republic prior to 1990 distinguishes the TMR from the other self-
proclaimed republics, where the ethnic conflicts date back several centuries

PSEUDO-STATES AS HARBINGERS OF A NEW GEOPOLITICS 165

or, at a minimum, for several decades.

The crisis phase of the conflicts began, in three of the four cases, by
legislative acts implemented by the new parliaments of the republics,
elected in 1990 on the wave of democratic (and often nationalist) opposition
to the communist regime. It is pointless to ask who took the first step
because each successive response amounted to an escalation of the conflict.
One view argues that, whilst the Moldovan nationalist fronts made
aggressive anti-Russian language moves in 1989 and 1990, it was the
response of Moscow and its allies in Tiraspol that allowed the conflict to
escalate. Prevailing perceptions of menace, the necessity to mobilise all
the forces of the nation to face this impending menace and the lack of time
and inclination for a reasoned response all contributed to create the right
environment for the explosion of hostilities.

The conflict in Moldova is the most ‘internationalised’ as the number of
internal and external parties involved is much higher than in the Caucasian
conflicts which have been largely regional and domestic. Yet in each case,
the development of the conflict has tied external and internal factors into a
single knot, erasing any clear distinction between domestic and
international actors. Political issues are surely at the forefront for most of
the metropoles; only Transniestria played a significant role in the economy
of its metropole prior to the implosion of the USSR. Mimicking the
independent states” quest for a new identity, separatists within the
metropoles have structured their struggle around a number of ‘threats’, to
the integrity of their territories, to their national spirit, to the loyalty and
confidence of their citizens; the security dilemma is therefore broadened. A
final theme centres on the question of the military presence of great powers
in the region — a presence that may be real or potential, desired or
undesirable. From the separatists’ perspective, the key questions revolve
around the threat to the very existence of the cultural or national minority,
and the associated risk of its assimilation, dispersion, and oppression.
Again, it is only in Transniestria that local economic factors have played a
role with a separatist strategy to take advantage of the TMR’s relative
economic power vis a vis the rest of Moldova.”

Since the cessation of the civil wars, no definitive political solutions
have been found. One of the external reasons for the utter failure of all
attempts at negotiation and mediation can be found in the instability of the
entire system of international relations in the post-Soviet era. It is notable
that the division of responsibilities in the space of the ex-USSR between
Russia and the Western political community, along with the ambiguity of
the internal situation and the foreign policy initiatives of Russia, has helped
to both shape and stabilise the geopolitical situations. The Russian
Federation was the only external guarantor of the ceasefire in Abkhazia
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while sharing this role with Ukraine and Romania in the TMR. It was
clearly the direct intervention of Russian troops as ‘forces of separation’
that assured the completion of the Transniestria accords, a situation repeated
in Abkhazia and Southern Ossetia. The final balance of military power and
the shape of the ceasefire arrangements was imposed by the Russian forces.
In the eyes of anti-Russian movements, these arrangements favour the pro-
Moscow forces. Open hostilities continued in two conflict zones, Chechnya
and Tajikistan, in 1996 but political dialogue has brought ceasefires to
Chechnya, the Trans-Dniester region and South Ossetia. The conflicts in
Nagorno-Karabakh and Abkhazia remained deadlocked.®

The Trans-Dniester Moldovan Republic

The conflict between Transniestria and Moldovan central authorities is a
rare example of recent conflict based in cultural (rather than ethnic)
divisions involving several states. (See Figure 1 for the location of the TMR
in its regional setting). Compared to other post-Soviet conflicts, the genesis
of violence in Moldova can be considered quite atypical.” A more detailed
review of the evolution of this pseudo-state and its external relations with
its neighbours will allow consideration of the kinds of choices and
constraints facing pseudo-states.® Because of its southern European
location, the situation in Transniestria affects non-FSU states more directly
than the Caucasian wars and the TMR conflict can easily become dragged
into current disputes about the boundaries of NATO Europe and relations
with the Russian Federation.®

More than 50 per cent of the population of the TMR have a mixed ethnic
background. Most people simultaneously mix an ethnic identity with one as
an inhabitant of the post-Soviet space (i.e. the CIS), or simply label
themselves as a ‘Soviet citizen’. Residents of the TMR most often identify
with Moldova as a whole whilst simultaneously considering themselves as
(ethnic) Russians, Ukrainians, or Moldovans, as well as inhabitants of
Transniestria. The regional component of identity with the pseudo-state of
Transniestria is growing and the state authorities of the TMR purposefully
develop the identity by cultivating the representation by political and
ideological symbols (iconography). This representation is particularly based
on the history of settlement of Transniestria as a part of the Great Steppes,
in which Slavic and other peoples played important roles, and the periods of
separation of Transniestria from the rest of Moldova. Transniestria was
included in the Russian Empire in 1792 as a result of the lassy treaty with
the Ottoman Empire, whilst the Moldovan territory between the Prut and the
Dniester was obtained by Moscow only in 1812. The TMR territory
experienced two historical expressions of self-identification and a separate
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FIGURE 1
THE LOCATION OF THE TMR IN ITS REGIONAL SETTING
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statehood of Transniestria, as the Moldovan Autonomous SSR in Ukraine
(1924-40) and in the current pseudo-state since 1990.

More than 90 per cent of participants of the referendum (85 per cent of
electors) in January 1990 about the establishment of the TMR voted in
favour of it.”? At the same time, as often happens in such border zones,”
Transniestrians can manipulate their identities and citizenship. The
Transniestrian citizenship is not recognised anywhere and Moldova does
not allow a Russian consulate in Tiraspol (capital of the TMR), despite the
great number of Russian citizens there. Many Transniestrians, 52&9.9
illegally have two or three passports, typically those of Transniestria, Russia
and Moldova.

Eight years after the declaration of sovereignty, TMR has all the
attributes of a normal state, except for international recognition. These
characteristics include a constitution adopted by referendum, an elected
parliament and president, formal government, a system of security (police,
an army of 5,000 to 7,000 men, and custom services), a system of elected
local administration, and a (weak) currency. In the summer of 1997, the
TMR finally succeeded in stabilising its rouble, after years of galloping
inflation.* The TMR persists, despite blockades and obstacles to moa.mz
economic relations with its main market and raw materials supplier, Russia.
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The Geopolitics of the Four Powers — Russia, Moldova, Transniestria
and Ukraine

For nearly a half-decade after the severe violence of 1992, Transniestria
refused to sign a joint document with Moldova. The TMR argued that,
according to its Constitution adopted by referendum, it was an independent
country and, therefore, any formula establishing a common basis of the two
Moldovan states would be anti-constitutional. The TMR leaders declared
also that jumping directly to the solution of the most difficult general
political problems was a mistake and they opted instead for step by step
confidence-building negotiations. When the Transniestrian leadership,
finally in 1997, agreed to participate in the preparation of such a joint
document, the position of Moldova had toughened. From the Russian
perspective, if the Moscow government fails to succeed to make progress
and the abilities of the Russian Federation in peacemaking in the post-
Soviet space become seriously undermined, the West would be well placed
to replace Russia as the regional peacemaker.” In 1997, Russian diplomacy
did its best to persuade both Moldova and the TMR to return to the
negotiating table and to compromise. A real breakthrough under this
Russian pressure brought Petru Luchinschi of Moldova and Igor Smirnov
(the TMR president) to a solemn signing in Moscow on 8 April 1997 of a
Memorandum on relations between Moldova and the TMR. The document
was also signed by Presidents Yeltsin and Kuchma (Ukraine), and the acting

Chair of the Organisation of Co-operation and Security in Europe (OCSE),

General Petersen. The key article of the Memorandum is its Article 11

stipulating that Moldova and the TMR ‘will build their relations in the

framework of a common state within the boundaries of the Moldovan SSR

by January 1998’. The Memorandum thus confirmed the common future of

both sides, as well as autonomy for the TMR, in particular in the field of

external economic activity.

Integration of the TMR with Moldova will not follow the example of
German reunification, because it is politically impossible to merge
‘mechanically’ Transniestria and Moldova given the legacy of the conflict
and, especially, the 1992 war. The leadership of Moldova hopes that
economic collapse and other material realities of day-to-day life will push
the TMR toward re-unification. But rational economic reasons rarely work
in such situations. Forces of self-identification and the opposition of ‘us’ to
‘them’ in critical and transitive historical periods (as is currently the case in
Moldova) are often much stronger than the most urgent economic needs.
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The ‘Triangle’: Chisinau-Tiraspol-Moscow

In accepting the compromise formula, President rcoE:moE & zo_aoé 5H
fact accepted the idea that the conflict in Transniestria in principle canno
be solved without Russia. At the same time, Russia let Zo_aoé know that
it would continue to consider Chisinau as the sole representative of Uowr
Moldovan states, if Chisinau rejected rapprochement i:.r Z>,_,.O and did
not allow any foreign (Western) military presence oOn its 85@%. _uﬂn.ﬂ
empting NATO encroachment into the Balkans 1s a more ._B@onwmn
geopolitical aim for Russia than the protection of pro-Russian elites in
TMR. .
Peacekeeping remains the principal task of the ‘Operative an:bhom
Russian Troops in Moldova’ (the current name for the remnants of the 1 Hm
Russian army). A second task is the protection of the huge warehouses O
weapons and of military equipment accumulated over decades near
Tiraspol, which had served as the headquarters of the moE:nE m:mﬁnm__o_
Direction of the Soviet Army, making it the major springboard om. a
operations in the Balkans and south-eastern Europe. At 9@. CIS summit Sm
Chisinau in 1997, President Boris Yeltsin clearly stated: ,;.n bor:om o
Russia towards Transniestria consists of the fact that ZoEo«.\m._m united .m:a
indivisible. We shall deal only with it in this way. All remaining questions
ill be solved only via Chisinau.’ )
N From time 8%&3@ Tiraspo! likes to demonstrate its noo:oa:o. and
political independence from Russia. Since 1996, Tiraspol has vm.cﬂ.:_w
awaited an additional company of Ukrainian peacekeepers that were invite
to protect the bridges under repair across the Dniester but Kiev has .=om
answered this request. Moreover, the TMR agrees to use the S_.nm_.ﬂoa
bridges only if they are protected by Ukrainians, arguing %B.m EM nﬁ
presence of Ukrainian peacekeepers will reduce Ukrainian M.Ex_nQ abou
Moscow’s intentions in the TMR. Moscow clearly does not like a:.m move
and the Russian foreign minister (now prime minister) <mu<mn3~ Primakov
responded that ‘there was no need for an additional contingent of bm,%ﬂ
keepers’. Ukraine, like Russia, officially supports ZoEo<m.. H:nc -
obviously worries that its relations with Ukraine will be o.oB@:.oBmaw y
possible creation of a new political bloc within %.n CIS C:m_ca:.,m ﬂ :M_ww@,
Georgia, Armenia and Moldova) under the m:m?on.m.% 59.\ aime ma rn
isolation of Russia. Being very interested in the Smc._:a\ of F._m EOG m:_ the
participation of Moldova in it, Ukraine could easily sacrifice its re msﬁwn
benevolence to Tiraspol. However, this issue largely depends on the
outcome of the presidential elections in Ukraine in 1999. . N
With respect to future geopolitical scenarios for ﬂ.mmo_c:oz of %wn m_,ﬁm_mn,
the options remain as they were at the time of the crisis of 1990-92. Thes
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scenarios include 1. the Ukrainian option, in which the TMR is included in
Ukraine either as a ‘normal’ oblast, as an autonomous territory within the
existing borders, as a part of the recreated Moldovan Autonomous Republic
using the 1940 borders or in exchange for the Kiliya territory of the Odessa
oblast to Moldova, thus giving access to the Black sea; 2. the Russian option
with the TMR included in the Russian Federation as a republic after a
referendum; 3. the independence option, in which the TMR remains for a
small independent state; and 4. the Moldovan option, in which the TMR is
included in the Moldovan state as either a set of administrative units
(Anschluss), as an integral autonomous territory with special rights for the
Russian and the Ukrainian population and languages, or as a constituent part
of a confederation accepted by both sides. In the heat of conflict in 1992,
the former Moldovan leader, Mircea Snegur, rejected TMR autonomy in
Moldova, itself a member of the Commonwealth of Independent States, but
he accepted this option in 1994.

Since 1993, public opinion polls in the TMR show consistent
percentages of respondents choosing the following options: to join Russia,
26-27 per cent; to enter Ukraine, 16 per cent; to create a federation or a
confederation with Moldova, 5658 per cent (Private communication from
Professor Vladimir Grosul, Tiraspol, 24 September, 1997). The government
of the People’s Front that came to power in Chisinau after the first
democratic elections to the Supreme Soviet of the Moldovan SSR in 1990
tried to suppress the Transniestrian multiethnic cultural minority first
numerically and then by force.®® As a reaction, Transniestrian requests
rapidly escalated, according to the ‘classical’ scenario, from a demand of a
‘free economic zone’, often a hidden form of separatism, to an autonomy
within a united Moldovan state, then later to the creation of a federal state
and, finally, to a confederation.

In 1998, the official TMR position in building relations with Moldova
consists ‘in the creation of the common state on a confederal basis and on
the issues of partition, of delegation and of integration of competencies by
two equal subjects’. (Private communication from First Deputy-Chairman
of the Supreme Soviet of the TMR, Vladimir Atamaniuk, 25 September
1997; his emphasis). The TMR insists that it should keep its separate
constitution. Having its state symbols and the right independently to decide
questions of domestic and foreign economic relations, the TMR suggested
to Moldova that both sides declare the whole territory of the former
Moldovan SSR as a demilitarised zone. Moldova answered that its army
was a necessary and an obligatory element of Moldovan statehood.

The probability of a new outburst of violence in Transniestria now
seems to be small. But if violence is not used, there are few signs that the
status quo in the conflict will change despite the obvious continuing

PSEUDO-STATES AS HARBINGERS OF A NEW GEOPOLITICS 171

economic losses to both the TMR and to Moldova. Over time, the
economies of both the pseudo-state, Transniestria, and the rump state of
Moldova are adapting to the current situation. Whilst the well-being of the
citizens on both sides of the Dniester is more likely to improve with a
rapprochement, the political elites on both sides have learned to exploit the
current situation for their own benefits. Only an economic disaster or
significant pressure from below can force the TMR leadership to retreat
from its de facto sovereignty.*” In the end, it appears that only patient and
continuous efforts by the international intermediaries — Russia and Ukraine
— and of the international community as a whole will help to bring about a
political, federative solution of the Transniestrian conflict.

Conclusions

Radical geopolitical shifts in the former Soviet Union and in other East-
Central European countries in the late 1980s and the early 1990s have
generated ongoing issues of transition: How to assist democratisation
without supporting the evils of nationalism and separatism? How to defend
the civil rights of ethnic minorities without stimulating ‘reactive’
nationalism? How to develop the principles of federalism to accommodate
the claims of ethnic regions for self-determination and for autonomy
without promoting the disintegration of the existing state system? Recent
events in Kosovo with all the implications for spillover effects into the
adjacent states of the Balkans confirm the continuing importance of these
issues of ethnic territoriality and the need to resolve traditional political-
geographical problems in the context of the fin-de-siécle.

In trying to resolve nationalist conflicts, it is essential to avoid a revival
of the lines of classical geopolitics, which manufactured a bi-polar world
and juxtaposed the West against the East. Both sides were guided by
traditional stereotypes of eternal geopolitical interests and by ‘natural’
friends and foes. Common and unavoidable interests of all states must
remain in the foreground; this global interest forms the main basis of what
we can call the ‘geopolitics of interdependence’. Separatism has typically
deep ethnic, religious, economic, historical and political roots. The
experience of such protracted conflicts as those in Cyprus, Kosovo,
Northern Ireland, Kurdistan and Palestine show how important it is to reveal
the reasons for the relative stability of national political and regional
identities and/or the rapid changes in these beliefs consequent on recent
developments.

Most geopolitical black holes exist in the poorest regions of the world or
in areas that are in the throes of difficult transitions. Such regions typically
do not cross the televisual gaze of Western viewers except in times of
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extreme crisis, such as famine or genocide, or in instances when the global
interests of the Western states, especially the US, are challenged.
Frequently, central governments cannot put an end to separatist movements
and take full control of state territory by force because of paucity of
resources or because of international constraints on violent suppression;
typically, it is in Europe (the former Yugoslavia, for example) that the
constraints are most evident. At the same time, it is difficult to imagine that
member-states of the UN will allow legalisation of quasi- or pseudo-states,
as in the case of the former Yugoslavia. There are often powerful economic
and political forces interested in maintaining the status guo: some of the
‘new Russian big businesses needed economic chaos in Chechnya for the
laundering of dirty money, for illegal imports and exports, and for the
expropriation of money that the central government had allocated for the
pacification of this region,

A federal solution can be found for some of the current pseudo-states
located closer to the world’s political and economic core, who abhor the
existence of regions of instability with attendant risks of refugees and
conflict spill-over near the core’s borders. In these areas, including the
TMR, internationalisation can triumph. But the semi-permanence of the
pseudo-states can also be anticipated as new members of the ‘underground
internationale’ and its veterans remain elements of the world’s political map
in the absence of a co-ordinated external pressure to settle uneasy and
temporary territorial compromises.
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