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INTRODUCTION




ON JULY 15, 2006, THE LEADERS OF THE WORLDS MOST POWERFUL governments arrived in St. Petersburg to discuss international economics, politics, and issues of security at the annual G-8 Summit. Russian president Vladimir Putin hosted the meeting, and the guest list included President George W. Bush, Prime Minister Tony Blair, Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany, Prime Minister Stephen Harper of Canada, President Jacques Chirac of France, Prime Minister Romano Prodi of Italy, and Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi of Japan.

Someone else wanted to crash the meeting. Shamil Basayev, also known by his nom de guerre, Amir Abdallah Shamil Abu-Idris, was planning to make this a G-8 meeting never to be forgotten.

Basayev, a tall, long-bearded forty-one-year-old, was a hero to some. But to most he was the nefarious chief of the Islamist-Jihadists in Chechnya, one of the most feared terrorists in the world. He had masterminded the 2002 siege of the Dubrovka Theater in Moscow (which led to the deaths of 129 hostages and 42 terrorists) and the 2004 seige of a secondary school in Beslan, Russia (where 344 civilians were killed, 186 of them children). Basayev was capable of planning elaborate attacks, and he viewed the deaths of innocent people not as collateral damage but as political justice.

For Basayev and his fellow Islamist-Jihadist leaders in Chechnya, the G-8 summit was an irresistible target. A spectacular strike deep into the heart of Russia was perhaps his last chance to refocus world attention on the lingering struggle in Chechnya and generate international pressure on the Kremlin to make concessions to the Chechens.

Aware of the logistical challenges such a mission would involve, the Chechen jihadist leaders consulted with the supreme Islamist-Jihadist leadership, including members of the inner circle of Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, in both Tehran and the mountains of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border area. The al Qaeda leaders promised them every possible assistance, deeming the proposed operation so important that they instructed the leading Arab volunteer commanders then in Chechnya to participate in the strike personally alongside their Chechen counterparts.

In the second half of May, the Islamist-Jihadist leadership in Chechnya evolved two contingency plans: best-case and worst-case scenarios. Their preferred plan involved sending a strike team of martyrdom seekerssuicide terroriststo St. Petersburg to conduct a spectacular two-phase strike at the time of the summit. In the first phase, they would shower the summits compound with improvised rocketscalled shaytan-truba (devil-tubes) by the Russian security servicesin order to scare, if not kill, the world leaders. The second phase called for the terrorist team to withdraw into a crowded public place (a school, hospital, or shopping mall) in the center of St. Petersburg, take as many hostages as possible, and commit to a protracted standoff. The plan specifically required the terrorists to commit martyrdom at the endcausing massive carnage among the civilian hostages. The Islamist-Jihadist leadership in Chechnya stressed the importance of hostage taking because such operations take time to resolve. With the international media gathered in St. Petersburg for the summit, the operation would attract unprecedented international attention, shaming President Putin and his fellow antijihadist guestsparticularly President George W. Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair.

The alternative plan addressed the possibility that the strike team might fail to breach the security cordons around St. Petersburg or that they might arouse suspicion before they reached the city. Under such circumstances, the terrorist team was to proceed to the nearest small town and conduct a localized version of the plan. They would first rocket the center of the town in order to attract attention and sow confusion. Then the terrorists would seize a school or a hospital full of hostages, barricade themselves, and maintain a standoff for as long as possible. At a given time, they would provoke a clash with the security forces that would culminate in the mass murder of the hostages and the martyrdom of the terrorists. Throughout the standoff, the terrorists were instructed, they should demand access to foreign officials as well as both Russian and foreign media, ostensibly to be used as mediators but actually to serve as instruments for transmitting the terrorists message to the world.

Regardless of whether the terrorists reached St. Petersburg, both the Chechnya-based jihadist leadership and the supreme al Qaeda leadership were certain that such an audacious strike would provoke massive retaliation by the Russian military and security forces. The leaders hoped that such a Russian strike would antagonize the civilian population of Chechnya, and the northern Caucasus as a whole, enough to scuttle the trend of pacification and normalization that had dampened the Islamists momentum in the region in recent years. The leaders looked forward to the spectacle of casting the northern Caucasus back into the flames of jihad.

In the first half of June, the regions most prominent Islamist-Jihadist commander, the native Chechen terrorist Shamil Basayev conducted a series of meetings with his senior commanders in Chechnya and southern Russia to begin implementing the strike. The most important of these was a war council convened in Krasnodar Krai, southern Russia, with a group of amirs (senior commanders) based in the krais of Adygeya, Karachayevo-Cherkessia, Krasnodar, and Stavropol. In that meeting, Basayev outlined his plans and demanded that the amirs start preparing the logistical and transportation infrastructure required to smuggle the terrorist team deep into the heart of Russiawith luck, all the way to St. Petersburg.

During this planning phase, however, the supreme al Qaeda leaders warned the Chechen jihadists that U.S. and British intelligence personnelthe latter feared mostwould be taking extra precautions to prevent any viable threat to the Western leaders. The Islamist-Jihadists would have to launch a major diversion in order to attract the attention of the intelligence servicesboth Russian and Westernand perhaps cause friction between them. The diversion should be conducted outside Russia and the Caucasus, the supreme leaders dictated, but the Chechen leadership must seem to be directly involved in, if not responsible for, the operation. After some deliberation, the leaders settled on a strike in Iraq, where trusted jihadist resources in the Baghdad area could be activated and directed on a moments notice.

On June 8, Basayev started laying groundwork to create the impression that the Chechens were responsible for the upcoming decoy operation, even though his forces would actually have nothing to do with it. He convened an urgent commanders meeting in Chechnya, knowing full well that Russian intelligence would learn about the contents soon afterward. Basayev also made sure that a report on the meeting would be transmitted to his allies in the Middle East through channels likely to be intercepted by Western intelligence services. In the meeting, Basayev announced that Chechen special services would now be used abroad to arrest and kill international terrorists and war criminals [i.e., the Russians] who are responsible for the genocide of the Chechen people and have been sentenced to death by the Shariah court. Basayev concluded his announcement with a dramatic statement: We attach great significance to the punishment of war criminals and international terrorists responsible for the genocide of the Chechen people and violence against the Muslims of the Caucasus and the whole of Russia. Thank God, our forces and capabilities are growing. We have been watching some odious figures. God willing, none of the criminals will be able to escape due punishment. Retribution will not be limited to any time frame.

On June 8, Basayev offered his stamp of approval for an operation that was already unfolding. Back on June 3, a group of masked gunmen attacked an SUV belonging to the Russian embassy in the upscale Baghdad neighborhood of Mansour, some four hundred yards from the embassy compound. It was a swift and professional operation. Within a few minutes the terrorists had killed a security officer named Vitaly Titov and seized four other diplomats: Fyodor Zaytsev, Rinat Aglyulin, Anatoly Smirnov, and Oleg Fedosseyev, blindfolding and tying them up before pushing them into waiting vehicles and speeding away. No one intervened to help the Russians; nearby residents later insisted they saw and heard nothing. Though the attack bore all the hallmarks of a jihadist operation, no one claimed responsibility or made any demand in connection with the seizure. Meanwhile, U.S. intelligence sources in Baghdad were quick to leak that all but one [of the Russian captives were] considered to be staff members of Russias secret services.

It wasnt until June 19, ten days after Basayev spoke to his commanders and a week after the report of the meeting was sent to the Middle East, that the first communiqu emerged concerning the kidnapping of the Russian diplomats. It came from the Mujahedin Shura Council, an umbrella group comprising the eight key Islamist-Jihadist organizations in Iraq: al Qaeda in the Land of Two Rivers, the Victorious Army Group, the Army of al-Sunnah wal-Jamaa, the Jamaa al-Murabiteen, the Ansar al-Tawhid Brigades, the Islamic Jihad Brigades, the Strangers Brigades, and the Horrors Brigades. The Shuras charter declares that these organizations are collaborating to confront the unbelievers gathering from different sides and to defend Islam against all enemies.

The communiqu from the Mujahedin Shura Council acknowledged responsibility for the operation. Allah has enabled the lions of monotheism to seize four Russian diplomats in Iraq and kill a fifth, it said. The message also issued an ultimatum for Moscow: The Councils Shariah court has decided to give the Russian government forty-eight hours to meet the following demands or bear the consequences: the immediate withdrawal from Chechnya, and the release of all our brothers and sisters held in Russian jails. In carrying out this operation, the council stressed, it was putting the all-Islamic jihadist cause ahead of the interests of Iraq. We know in advance that there will be appealsto release those [Russian hostages] under the pretext that Russia took a clear stand in rejecting the [U.S.-led] war on Iraq, the communiqu acknowledged. However, Moscow had already forfeited all goodwill by sending its diplomats to Iraq in support of the Crusader project led by America.


Two days later, with Moscow refusing to consider surrendering to the terrorists demands, the council issued a follow-up statement: The Shariah court of the Mujahedin Shura Council in Iraq decided to apply the rule of God against them and ruled that they should be killed. The communiqu added that the execution of the Russians would serve as a lessonto those who would still defy the mujahedin and dare to set foot in the proud Land of Two Rivers. The next day, June 22, the Mujahedin Shura Council announced that the verdict had been carried out, contending that the Russians deaths proved only that Russia put no value on the lives of its citizens.

On June 25, the council posted a ninety-second video clip on an Islamist website showing the execution of the Russian diplomats by beheading and shooting. An accompanying statement justified the verdict in all-Islamic terms. Allahs verdict has been carried out on the Russian diplomatsin revenge for the torture, killing, and expulsion of our brothers and sisters by the infidel Russian government, the statement said. The message demanded that Russia withdraw all troops from Chechnya and release all Muslim hostages in Russian hands. Since Moscow had not met the councils demands, the execution should be considered as a symbolic revenge. We present the implementation of Allahs rule against the Russian diplomats to comfort the believers, the statement explained. The execution is also in revenge for our brothers and sisters and the torture, killing, and displacement they have suffered at the hands of the infidel Russian government. After careful study, Moscow confirmed the authenticity of the videotape a couple of days later.

On July 10, with the G-8 strike about to unfold, Basayev formally reacted to the kidnapping and execution of the Russian diplomats in Baghdad. A posting on the rebel website Kavkaz-Tsentr reported that Basayev had sent a telegram to the commanders of the Mujahedin Shura Council. Mujahedin of the Caucasus express huge gratitude to those who have carried out the elimination of the Russian diplomats the spies in Iraq, Basayevs telegram read. Allahu Akbar!

As the terrorists had expected, throughout this period Russian intelligence had focused first on locating and saving the diplomats, and ultimately on finding those responsible for their execution. Putin made this a high priority. U.S. security authorities in Baghdad declined to accommodate Russian efforts, however, and a flurry of intense high-level exchanges followed between the United States and Russia, both in Baghdad and between Washington and Moscow. Still, other intelligence services with long experience fighting jihadist terrorism rallied to help their Russian counterparts, cooperating closely with Russia in various operational fields.

The Islamist-Jihadist and Iranian intelligence networks, which have thoroughly penetrated the Iraqi governing entities, enabled the jihadist leadership to follow the crisis; they learned of the Americans reluctance to help the Russians, but missed all other relationships the Russians were augmenting.

By the time this decoy operation had run its course, a number of senior commanders from the Islamist-Jihadist network were making final preparations for the trip north, slated to participate personally in what was expected to be a suicide mission at St. Petersburg. The Chechen jihad had been in decline for some time, and the leadership was intent on effecting a dramatic shake-up. Among them were Basayev himself, Ali Musaevich Taziyev (whose nom de guerre was Magas), one of the leaders of the Beslan school siege of 2004, and Abu-Hafs al-Urduni (born Youssuf Amirat, the senior Arab jihadist commander in the Caucasus).

As they prepared for the St. Petersburg operation, however, the Chechen jihadist leaders were confronted by the realities of their declining jihad, in the form of dwindling stockpiles of weapons, ammunition, high explosives, and, most important, sophisticated fuses and other sabotage systems. Once the G-8 strike was triggered, Abu-Hafs al-Urduni personally asked al Qaedas supreme leadership to help supply highly specialized equipment and high explosives from overseas resources. It was an unusual request, particularly coming directly from Abu-Hafs, and it reflected both the urgent priority of the operation and the growing shortages in Chechnya and the northern Caucasus. Placing similar importance on the operation, the al Qaeda leaders agreed quickly.

Yet it was this request that would ultimately doom the operation.


The Chechnya-based jihadist leadership, it seems, was unaware of how deeply it had been penetrated by Russian intelligence services. At first, a spy in the jihadists ranks alerted Moscow to their active preparations for the fall-back option: On the eve of the G-8 Summit, the agent reported [that] gunmen were planning to seize a major center of population in the North Caucasus. When a Western intelligence service informed Moscow at around the same time that an emissary of Abu-Hafs, and other representatives of Chechen Jihadist leaders, had met with senior al Qaeda operatives to discuss large weapons and equipment shipments for a major operation, Russian intelligence connected the two reports and instructed their agents to investigate.

One of the sources was an agent of the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) who had infiltrated the Islamist-Jihadist supply system, which helped facilitate the flow of people and materiel in and out of Russia through a particular country. Meanwhile, at Moscows request, the Western intelligence service increased its monitoring of the local Islamist-Jihadist network and their scheme to ship the requested materiel to Chechnya. It was to be a highly professional undertaking: The foreign network would deliver the goods to a third party in a neighboring country. From there, the locally based Chechen network would take control of the goods, pack them in a truck, smuggle them across the Russian border, and deliver the truck to a concealed storage site in Ingushetiya, just west of Chechnya. Once both networks were prepared to withdraw safely and conceal their tracks, Abu-Hafs and his colleagues would be notified by al Qaeda from overseas where to pick up the hidden goodsleaving no trail of connection between the Chechen terrorist networks and their supporting elements overseas.

And so it wasalmost.

The Western intelligence service succeeded in tracking the shipment for Abu-Hafs all the way to the neighboring country. The deep-cover FSB agent was already there, waiting for the shipment. Moscow had supplied him with a small gadget that included an electronic beacon, a remote-controlled detonator, and a powerful mini-bomb, and instructed him to attach the gadget to the KamAZ-brand truck the network was to use.


When the truck crossed the border, it was picked up by Russian intelligence. The Russians followed it to a safe site near the village of Ekazhevo in Nazranovskiy District, Ingushetiya. To ensure operational safety, the initial monitoring was done from afar using a small, unmanned Pchela (Bee) spy plane. As they waited for the truck to be picked up and delivered to Abu-Hafs, Basayev, and the terrorist elite, FSB special forces selected and organized ambush sites on the road leading to the storage site.

On the night of July 910, several individuals arrived in a few small cars to pick up the truck. A couple of people got into the trucks cabin, and the vehicles drove back in a small convoy, unaware of the Pchela following them from a safe distance. The ambush was waiting just outside Ekazhevo. When the convoy reached the ambush point, the remote-control detonator was activated, and the truck exploded with such power that the small cars around it were also destroyed. Numerous flechette rods were found in the cabin area, demonstrating the agents success in aiming the directed-explosion charge at the cabin to ensure the drivers death. Indeed, the explosion was so powerful that most of the mujahedin simply evaporated. Subsequent investigation revealed that a dozen mujahedin were killed, including Shamil Basayev (Moscows public enemy number one), Magas (wanted for his role in Beslan), local commander Tarkhan Gaziyev, and Isa Kushtov, a special assistant who handled weapons acquisition for Chechen separatist president Dokka Umarov. Kushtovs presence proved that Umarov had known and approved of the planned operation.

The next morning, the head of the FSB met with President Putin to report on the success of the operation. The operation, he told Putin in the public part of the event, resulted in the elimination of Shamil Basayev and a number of bandits who had prepared and carried out acts of terrorism in Ingushetiya. This entire operation became possible thanks to the fact that operational positions had been created abroad. Primarily in those countries where weapons were collected and then supplied to us in Russia to commit acts of terrorism.

Beyond killing Basayev and several veteran senior terrorists, the FSB strike was a severe blow to the Islamist-Jihadist movement in the northern Caucasusthreatening to derail a center of jihad that had been a potent source of international threat for years. Yet the strike left one of the jihads most powerful leaders, Abu-Hafs al-Urduni, at large, along with several other expert terrorists still in Chechnya or the northern Caucasus, leaving open the probability of future major strikes on Russia in the name of the jihad. Indeed, the remaining rebel forces responded to the FSB counterstrike with a defiant vow to continue the jihad. Movladi Udugov, the head of the rebel Chechen National Information Service, declared that Basayevs killing will not change anything. Udugovs statement reflected the overall grim state of the Chechen jihad: Leaders come and go, commanders get changed, those who get tired leave, and those who are strong in their belief will never relent, Udugov said. And he contended that the Jihad against Russia will continue.

Meanwhile, the Russian security services intensified their hunt of the remaining jihadist commanders. By late summer, most commanders had left Chechnya and gone underground in neighboring republics. Abu-Hafs hid in southern Dagestan, not far from the border with Azerbaijan. But he was losing control over his remaining forces in Chechnya, so he agreed to come to Khasavyurt, near the Chechen border, to meet with emissaries from Chechnya in order to discuss the resumption of fighting in the coming spring. Russian intelligence discovered the plans and waited for Abu-Hafs to settle in what he thought to be a safe house. On November 26, Russian special forces surrounded the house, and, after a lengthy firefight, stormed and killed all five muijahedin insideincluding Abu-Hafs.

It took the jihadist leadership three days to acknowledge that Amir Abu-Hafs, the Deputy Military Amir of Chechen Mujahedin [was] martyredalthough they insisted that only two fighters died with him. Abu-Hafss successorCommander Muhannad, a Sudanese nationalis of lower rank and posture in the jihadist movement. His ascent is indicative of jihadists inability to deploy and sustain a senior figure in the northern Caucasus.

Thus, by all evidence the destruction of that single truck marked not just a momentary blow but a major downturn for the grassroots jihad in the northern Caucasus, which the supreme leaders had hoped to galvanize with their planned G-8 strike. It marked the collapse of one of the jihadist movements most audacious ambitions: to take over a national liberation struggle and convert it into an instrument for the transformation of society. The result was a profound setback for the global jihad, one that came about not so much because of the Kremlins impressive antiterrorism efforts but because the jihadists overplayed their hand, failing to grasp the native populations commitments to their own heritage and traditions.

The story of the Islamist-Jihadists quest to seize the strategic ground of Chechnya and the Caucasus is a unique and critical case study for anyone seeking to understand the means and goals of the worldwide Islamist jihad. And its failureif failure it becontains lessons that may be instructive as the secular world confronts continued Islamist-Jihadist surges in places such as Iraq and Afghanistan.









       

Chapter 1

WHY SHOULD WE CARE?




TO MOST AMERICANS, THE WAR ON TERRORISMTHE POPULAR euphemism for the series of U.S.-led military campaigns all over the worldhad a distinct starting point in the spectacular terrorist strikes against the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., on September 11, 2001.

In reality, however, these strikes were milestones in what was already an ongoing global war. The Islamists quest to dominate Islam and control the Muslim world, as well as to cordon off the Islamic world from Westernized modernity until it could be taken over by the Islamists through a fateful jihad, has been unfolding in various degrees of intensity since Napoleon set foot on Egyptian soil in the late eighteenth century. At present, the primary front of the Islamist jihad is the Hub of Islamthe Middle East along with South and Central Asiawhere the jihadist movement is trying to confront Western modernity while preserving the Islamic sociopolitical character of society. Rather than adapt to the ethos of the information age and globalization, the jihadists see controlling and dominating the West as their only salvation.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the jihadists resolved to pursue three historic axes of advance into lands within reach of the Hub of Islam, lands that have been claimed by Islam since its ascent: the Caucasus (the historic avenue into the heart of Russia and Eastern Europe), the Balkans (the historic road to Western Europe), and Kashmir (the entre into the Indian subcontinent). By the mid-1990s, the Islamists were already escalating their jihad in each of these regions. During the same period, the United States was involved in conflicts in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and Afghanistan/Pakistana series of entanglements that were problematic for U.S. interests at the time and quite counterproductive, in retrospect. In each of those regions, Washington was pursuing near-term political interests while disregarding historic and global megatrends. So the idea that Washington discovered the jihadist menace on 9/11, and has since been leading the global campaign to defeat and reverse the phenomenon, simply ignores the crucial role played by key regional powers who have battled Islamist-Jihadism for more than a decade.

Critical, in these years, was Russias role in combating Islamist terrorism on the Caucasus jihadist front, in a drawn-out conflict commonly referred to as the war in Chechnya. For the Russians, the importance of containing the jihad in the Caucasus went beyond their desire to control this small republic, with a population of slightly over a million and a land mass smaller than the state of Vermont. The rebellion in Chechnya may have begun as an indigenous nationalist movement, but it was soon co-opted by the international Islamist movement as an element of its global jihad. By the turn of the twenty-first century, the jihadists were well on their way to transforming the Caucasus into a springboard for strikes into Russia and Europe, and a site of sociopolitical transformation that threatened to affect the entire Hub of Islam and beyond.

In order to comprehend the process that has become known as Chechenization, its role in the Islamist-Jihadist movement, and what it tells us about the potential vulnerabilities of jihadist activity elsewhere in the world, it is critical to examine the course of the Islamist jihad as it has played out in the Caucasus in the last decade.



Chechenization is a relatively new concept, still whispered about by experts on Islamist-Jihadist terrorism and attacked by Western politicians, mainly American, who are loath to face the reality of the conflicts their countries are mired inor to acknowledge Russias preeminent role in the worldwide war on terrorism.

Chechenization refers to the profound transformation of a predominantly Muslim society from its traditional, largely pre-Islamic structure to one dominated by Islamist-Jihadist elements that historically have been alien to that society. Chechenization involves not only the Arabization of that societys value system, social structure, and way of life, but a near-complete abandonment of a societys own cultural heritage in favor of subservience to pan-Islamic jihadist causes, even if those causes are detrimental to the self-interest of that society.

The process of Chechenizationwhich is now arguably at play in significant parts of Iraq, the Palestinian Authority, and Indonesia, as well as several Muslim communities in both Central Asia and the Balkanswas named for the jihadist campaign in Chechnya in the mid-1990s. There, the national liberation struggle of a secularized Muslim population, inspired by a rich historical legacy of quests for self-determination, was taken over from within by the Islamist-Jihadiststransforming the liberation struggle into a regional anti-Russian terrorist jihad, at the expense of the Chechens own self-interest. The processwhich included the intentional destruction of Chechnyas own socioeconomic infrastructure and the forfeiting of Chechnyas ability to benefit from agreements with Moscowcould not have been accomplished without lavish funding from charities based in Saudi Arabia and several Persian Gulf states. Since the mid-1990s, the radicalization and transformation of Muslim societies from within has bred and nourished the waves of the Islamist-Jihadist terrorists, which not only kill their own kin but also strike out at the heart of the West.

Today, the Chechenization of other regional conflicts, subversions, and insurgencies around the world is fast becoming the key to al Qaedas rapid expansion and further consolidation, despite the U.S.-led war on terrorism. The Islamist-Jihadists see Chechenization as the profound transformation of a jihad front (to use their own term) from a besieged community on the defense to a springboard for the expansion of their fateful onslaught on Western civilization. The first cycle of Chechenization saw the jihadists struggle for the heart of Asia and the Caucasus cross a major milestone. The Islamists were no longer intent merely on consolidating their hold over the Muslim states of South and Central Asia, or on liberating traditionally contested territories such as Russias northern Caucasus, Indian Kashmir, and the state of Israel. Rather, the Islamist-Jihadists launched an offensive into Russian territory aimed to transform the very shape of Eurasia. Given the strategic and economic potential of the Caucasus and Central Asia, it was the sponsoring states of this Islamist-Jihadist upsurgenot the peoples of the Caucasuswho would reap the primary benefits of this strategic upheaval.

Meanwhile, the integration of the Chechen jihad into the global Islamist-Jihadist movement made both native Chechen and Chechen-trained expert operatives and terrorists available to participating in other jihad fronts all over the world. (Foreign mujahedin who volunteered, trained, and fought in Chechnya and the northern Caucasus came to be referred to as Chechen mujahedin, an umbrella term that comprised all mujahedin native to the regionnot just ethnic Chechens but Dagestanis, Avars, Ingushets, and so onas well as Chechens and other Caucasians from Central Asia, and Circassians from Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and other Middle East nations.) Despite their relatively small numbers, the Chechen mujahedin came to play an increasingly important role in the global jihad. Many of the Chechens had extensive military knowledge and expertise gleaned during their service in the Soviet and Russian military, including service in Afghanistan. Starting in the mid-1990s, the Chechens established an elaborate training system in which such Chechen veterans, as well as highly experienced Ukrainian and Balt mercenaries/volunteers, trained the Chechen mujahedin in sabotage, communications, military and combat engineering, logistics, intelligence work, information technology, weapons of mass destruction, and the like, offering a level of expertise that exceeded what was available in other Islamist-Jihadist training programs in South Asia and the Middle East. Many of the Chechen trainees, too, were professional fightersdisciplined and responsible, having a combination of skills, expertise, and character. Today, these trainees are the most sought-after force multipliers (to use the U.S. military term) in the Islamist movementtheir unique fingerprints increasingly noted with each new phase in the jihad.

Another overlooked aspect of Chechenization was its growing impact and influence over the movement known as pan-Turkism. Originally a nationalistic trend with only vaguely Muslim overtones, pan-Turkism was co-opted as an instrument for the spread of jihadism in the Turkic lands from the Balkans to Xinjiang, China. In the early 1990s, the revival of nationalistic pan-Turkism in Turkey helped to destabilize the Caucasus, aggravating the Chechen revolt of 1994 by providing international recognition and support to the rebels. Pan-Turkism has grown in recent years in Turkey, supported by the military elite as a counterideology to Islamism; militant pan-Turkism is extremely popular with a military nostalgic for the glory of long-ago wars in the Caucasus and the days of the Ottoman Empire. Even though the Turkish military elite is essentially anti-Islamist, this pan-Turkic nostalgia has undergirded Ankaras commitment to the Chechen revolt, and it endures despite the Islamist-Jihadist nature of Chechenization. A steady stream of Turkish volunteersmost of whom are highly trained military veteranscontinues to fill jihadist ranks today, even as Ankara ignores the Islamist support for Chechnya and the drug trade that funds the jihad.

The growth of pan-Turkism also had major political ramifications for the West, and especially for the United States. Washington has long considered Turkey an ally, a status that survived even the crisis over access to Iraq that began in 2003. At first, this traditional alliance led the West to extend some support to the Chechen rebellion. Even today, this legacy provides a reluctant Bush administration with a fig-leaf excuse for not confronting the Chechen threat head-on, despite its immersion in a war on terrorism that has been aggravated by the spread of Chechenization.

Chechenization involves mobilizing a country, or a region, against the West, in large part by conditioning its local society to commit to the spread of jihad. For Russia, the Chechenization of its war in the Caucasus meant unleashing waves of jihadist terrorism at the heart of Russiaa terrorist campaign that has already taken hundreds of innocent lives and is far from over. For the United States and the West, the Bush administrations mounting contretemps with Putins Russia has prevented the United States from understanding Chechenization or benefiting from the vast intelligence data and operational knowledge accumulated by the Russians. The increasing casualties in the American quagmires in Iraq and Afghanistan testify to the self-inflicted ramifications of official Washingtons adamant refusal to confront, let alone learn from, the realities of the Caucasus and Moscows war on terrorismat a time when the United States could hardly afford to ignore the experience of the rare nation that had battled the Islamists to a draw.



In this context, a somber word about the ongoing U.S. war on terrorism. Among other things, the unfolding global jihad should be understood as the latest, and most significant and intense, phase in the profound struggle within Islam over its interaction with Western modernity, and over its own future. Since the march of Western modernity is unlikely to be reversed or stopped, the war is unlikely to end until a genuine reformera Martin Lutherrises from the ranks of Islam to lead its followers into the twenty-first century. The United States may be an object of wrath for the Islamist-Jihadist movement, but it does not have a side in this conflict within Islam itself. That is why the United States could lose this warif the Islamist-Jihadist movement triumphsbut cannot win it. Victory is solely in the hands of the Muslim world. Until then, it is in the interest of the West to understand, and combat, the strategy represented by Chechenization, in order to help the sane and responsible elements within Islam triumph over adversity while bringing modernity to their world.







    

Chapter 2

LEGACY AND ROOTS




THE WESTERN UNDERSTANDING OF THE SITUATION IN CHECHNYA, and the Caucasus as a whole, has been distorted and complicated for decades by a legacy of romanticized accounts of Russias involvement with the Caucasus. In the West, the violence in Chechnya and the Caucasus is commonly associatedby the media and most governments alikewith the legacy of Imam Shamil and his anti-Russia rebellion in the midnineteenth century. Shamil was an Avar, not even Chechen, but Western eyes still consider the myths surrounding his rebellion as a yardstick for assessing the contemporary struggle in Chechnya. The enduring impact of accounts such as Lesley Blanchs masterful 1960 epic history, The Sabres of Paradise, influenced generations of Western would-be experts and analysts, offering an alluring interpretation of Shamils struggle against Russias advance into the Caucasus. Indeed, the modern Chechen jihadist Shamil Basayev made an intense effort to associate himself with Imam Shamileven taking his namethus conflating the jihad of the midnineteenth century with that of the early twenty-first.

In order to comprehend the real war that has transformed Chechnya in the last two decades, it is important to understand the actual legacy of Imam Shamil (also spelled Shamyl or Schamyl in older books) and his nineteenth-century struggle against Russia.

Imam Shamil (17971871), a Muslim and a powerful national military leader, commanded a Caucasian guerrilla force for twenty-five years, from 1834 to 1859. In The Sabres of Paradise, Blanch, the romantic chronicler of the Caucasus wars, stressed the centrality of Shamils personality and leadership to the revolt in the mountains of the Caucasus:


To Shamyl, who straddled these mountains like a legendary giant, they were his birthright, his kingdom. From their shadows he first unfurled his black standard. In the name of Ghazavat! Holy War! he wielded the dissenting mountain tribes into the implacable army of fanatics whose private feuds were submerged in their common hatred of the Infidel invaders. For twenty-five years, he dominated both land and people. For twenty-five years, the Caucasians accepted lives of bleak abnegation and hardship for Shamyl. His Murids revolved around his dark presence with the slow set circling of planetary forces. In life and death his word was law. All of them were vowed to resist Russia to the death.



Despite such monumental efforts, however, the impact of Shamils revolt would have been marginal at best if not for larger political and social dynamics at play during his times. Indeed, the strategic impact of Shamils revolt peaked during the Crimean War (18531856) because the revolt in the Caucasus affected Russias ability to wage war against both Turkey and Great Britain. The Caucasus theater was a minor front in the Crimean War, one that had only limited influence on the greater conflict. Yet the story of Shamil left an indelible mark: Even today Moscow sees the Caucasus as the archetypal hotbed of dangerous local revolt, and as a reminder that Turkish forces might one day support a local uprising in the Caucasus. Modern Russian and Soviet military studies stress that the most important legacy of the Russian military operations in the Caucasus during the Crimean War was the effect that fighting the Shamil uprising had on Russian military performance against the Turkish army.

Indeed, Shamils impact on Russian strategic decisions transcended his actual military capabilities. In the early 1850s, when fighting between Russia and Turkey erupted in the Caucasian theater, Shamil so intensified his activities that by the fall of 1853 the Russians were hard-pressed to commit sufficient troops to the Turkish front because so many were required to hold off Shamil. By mid-1855, Shamil was engaging some two hundred thousand Russian troops, who were needed at the Crimean front.

Yet Shamils greatest influence on Russian military operations was a direct outcome of his regional popularity as a Muslim leader. The Caucasus theater of the 1850s was basically identical to that of the 18281829 Russo-Turkish War. Despite the Russians successful experience in fast-maneuver attack in the areaand despite the inferiority and insufficiency of the Turkish fortifications in KarsRussian general N. N. Muraviev chose to engage in conventional, protracted siege warfare. It was a cautious strategy, born of fear that a failed Russian attack, or any setback for Muravievs side, would encourage both the Turks and Shamils rebels, emboldening the Chechens to intensify their attacks on the Russians already strained lines of communication on the few mountain roads.

Since 1850, when Shamil had emerged as a significant threat, the Russian command had been determined to contain and eventually defeat him. Although Shamils heartland was Dagestan, the bulk of his troops were Chechens, and the Russians attempted to destroy Shamil with a series of devastating assaults on Chechen villages, destroying the uprisings economic base and Shamils greatest source of popular support and manpower. The Russians followed these raids with a wide-scale settlement effort, seizing the most fertile lands and forcing the Chechens to plead for compromise. Fearing a loss of his Chechen support, Shamil launched a series of harsh punitive raids against his former allies, who in turn sought and received Russian protection. By 1852, most Chechen citizens were settled under Russian protectionyet the mountains remained beyond Russian control.

When Turkey declared war on Russia in 1853, both sides realized the potential significance of Shamil. The Turks encouraged him to intensify his struggle under a unified banner of Islam, and the British rushed weapons and ammunition to his forces. Despite this support, Shamils irregulars were still no match for the experienced, skilled Russian troops, who had superior firepower and an advanced grasp of tactical warfare. Still, the Russians overreacted to the potential threat Shamil posed. Fearing that the now-pacified Chechens might rejoin their past leader, the Russians launched a series of preemptive raids, destroying Chechen villages and literally driving their inhabitants into the mountains. In the fall of 1853, Shamil tried to revive the rebellion, capitalizing on the Turkish advance and scarcity of Russian forces. He gathered a large force and launched a major attack in the direction of Tbilisi. However, his undisciplined troops eagerly attacked the Georgian villages, looting and burning them. The locals organized their own irregular bands, which immediately started instigating skirmishes against Shamil, eventually forcing him to stop and reorganize his troops. As he fought off the spontaneous Georgian resistance, the Russians took the time they needed to regroup for battle.

By now, Imam Shamil was the most powerful leader in the Caucasus. Yet the actual size of his forces was relatively small, and their lack of training, supplies, and competent command echelons made his forces far less valuable than their size suggested. Contemporary analysts such as Charles Duncan, in his 1855 book, A Campaign with the Turks in Asia, offered uncomplimentary assessments of Shamils forces. Even in 1854, at the height of the revolt, Duncan noted that the indisciplined and badly armed rabble that comprises the followers of Schamyl, though invincible in their mountain fastnesses, are utterly harmless in the plains of Georgia. A single Russian dragoon regiment, backed by a troop of horse artillery, would suffice to rout any force that Schamyl could bring into the plains. Duncan felt that even Shamil recognized his own limitations: Nobody is better aware of this than the chieftain himself, and he has displayed consummate wisdom in never having committed himself in any similar expedition. Indeed, by the spring of 1854, ferocious Russian raids drove the Chechens back into Russian control, where they would benefit from a regular supply of food and land, as well as freedom from taxes. In the late fall, the Russians drove the remaining Shamil loyalists into the mountains and starvation under the harsh winter conditions. Now desperate, Shamil tried to reverse the trend by launching a series of vengeance raids. Though he matched the Russians skill at destroying and burning villages, Shamil was unable to provide food and land for resettlement. The Russians could.

By the spring of 1855, the starving Shamil loyalists who had survived the harsh winter started coming down from the mountains to seek Russian help and protection. That summer, the Russians sent their cavalry in to protect farmers harvesting their crops in remote mountain villages and resupplied food to villages whose fields were burnt by Shamil. In the meantime, the winds in the Caucasus theater were shifting dramatically in Russias favor. In November 1855, General Muraviev captured Kars, and Shamils hopes of teaming up with Turkish forces collapsed. The combined impact of the fall of Kars and the Russians relentless operations throughout Chechnya and Dagestan convinced the local population that the Russians were still the dominant power and that Shamil could not stop them.

Contemporary observers stressed the importance of Russias highly mobile Cossack cavalry detachments in destroying Shamils forces. Because the Muslim chieftains were reluctant to commit forces to a direct confrontation with the Russians, the Russians had to seek out the rebel forces and launch deep raids on them. Since their first encounters with Muslim uprisings, the Russians had realized that intelligence was the key to interdicting the flexible, elusive rebel forces: They paid special attention to cutting off the rebels lines of communication and to destroying Shamils popular and economic support. The Cossacks raiding parties, which gathered intelligence from agents they had placed in Shamils camps, were the most effective Russian forces in the fight against Shamil.

One of the most crucial lessons the Russians had learned in their long struggle against the Caucasian Muslims, and especially from Shamils uprising, was that these mobile forces could outperform their opponents by drawing on such timely intelligence, which they often used to intercept and destroy Shamils raiding forces. Mackie J. Milton stressed the importance of these tactics in his 1856 book, Life of Schamyl and Narrative:


Sometimes the Circassians dash through between forts without stopping to attack them, and suffering perhaps, somewhat from crossfire, gain the country beyond the line, where they find more abundant spoils and no resistance. But on their return, they are sure to encounter the Cossacks drawn up at the ford, or some other point convenient for disputing the passage to an enemy encumbered with booty. These Russian hirelings, however, the freemen of the mountains despise, and with superior horses ride them down. Only when the espionage which is maintained among all the tribes on the borderfor everywhere there are souls which can be bought for goldsucceeds in procuring for their enemies information of any incursion before it takes place, is the foray rendered unsuccessful and the troop cut off.



By the late 1850s, the Russians were winning, having exacted repeatedalbeit localizeddefeats of Shamils key forces, while carefully eroding his popular support. Ultimately, Shamils growing reliance on the hardcore Murids (who were oblivious to the civilian populations capitulation to advancing Russian forces), rather than on volunteers from local tribes, contributed to his downfall. As John F. Baddeley stressed in his 1908 book, The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus, Shamil had lost heavily in the field, and his best lieutenants had been killed off one by one or had gone over to the enemy; while whole districts, wearied of constant warfare, had gladly submitted to the Russians as soon as they saw that the latter were in a position to protect them against the wrath of the fanatical Murids.

The struggle against Shamil in the Crimean War taught the Russians lessons that would influence their approach to the Muslim population for more than a century. They followed a simple and efficient pacification policy: Force the Muslim population to submit to Russian rule or face physical destruction. As J. S. Curtiss wrote in his 1979 book, Russias Crimean War: Although the treatment of the Chechens by the Russians was cruel, the Russians had no choice but to continue fighting against an elusive foe or subdue the population and gain control of the territory. They believed the latter course was the only safe one to follow, especially since it cost them relatively few losses in manpower. Hence they presented the Chechens with three options: to be ruined or destroyed by the Russian raids; to flee into the wilderness to try to escape their punitive measures; or to submit and break their ties with Shamil. Gradually, the majority elected the third option.

The Russians finally subdued the insurgency in the Caucasus in 1859, when Shamil surrendered to the tsar and went into exile at the heart of Russia. Shamils surrender on August 25 was a characteristically pragmatic act: He simply recognized the futility of continued struggle against the vastly superior and determined forces of the Russian empire. Indeed, unlike the portrait drawn by his contemporary self-anointed successors, Shamil was fundamentally a pragmatic traditionalist leaderfar more grounded in the sociopolitical roots of his heritage than in Islamic traditions. As Israeli historian Moshe Gammer wrote in his 1994 milestone book, Muslim Resistance to the Tsar: Shamil and the Conquest of Chechnia and Daghestan, Shamil was a born leader, commander, diplomat and politician. He repeatedly outmanoeuvred the Russians in battles, intrigues and negotiations. Contrary to Russian propaganda, he was far from extremism or blind fanaticism. He tended to use force sparingly and tried to come to an accommodation with both his internal rivals and the Russians. Furthermore, while engaged continually in these battles, intrigues and negotiations, he managed to unite a multiplicity of tribes and forge them into a unified state.

Ultimately, it was the inherent character of the peoples of the northern Caucasustheir unwavering commitment to their own distinctive tribal and ethnic self-identities and their fierce resistance to unification under any ideological-theological bannerthat was Shamils undoing. For the various clans that comprised Shamils constituency, the only real hope of rebuffing Russian domination would have been to commit to a unified group effort. But the people would not sacrifice their distinctive self-identities on the altar of independence from Russia. Shamil had failed because success was impossible, Baddeley concluded. He had to contend from the beginning not only against Russia but against a far worse foeinternal dissension; and from the nature of the circumstances he could overcome neither the one nor the other. Russian occupation, harsh as it was, permitted the people of the Caucasus to preserve the one thing that independence under Murid rule would not: their distinct self-identities. It was a profound lessonone that Shamils self-anointed successors have yet to learn.




The most profound change in the sociopolitical posture of the peoples of the northern Caucasus in the aftermath of Shamils surrender was the spread of the Qadiriya Sufi brotherhoods (tariqat). Until then, the Naqshbandiya Sufi brotherhoods had been the dominant Islamic order in the northern Caucasus. In principle, the Naqshbandiya was a diffuse, nonhierarchical order, focused on preserving Islamic practices among individuals and families without challenging the political or social status quo. The Qadiriya was exactly the opposite. Founded in Baghdad by Abd al-Qadir al-Ghilani around 1166, the Qadiriya Sufi Tariqat had spread widely but sparsely, following the key commercial routes of the Muslim world. It was a radical, clandestine order, preoccupied with communities rather than individuals.

The Qadiriya Sufi Tariqat was brought to the North Caucasus in the 1850s by a Kumyk named Kunta Haji Kishiev. Its strict social order and well-defined centralized hierarchy appealed to a population devastated by the long war and its attendant social upheaval. Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, a localized adaptation of the order spread among the Chechens and Ingush, playing an important role in the Islamicization and recovery of the population. The distinct Qadiriya of the Caucasus, known as the Kunta Haji Tariqat, incorporated the regions strong tribal and family traditions, evolving into a clandestine web of loyalties tied together by rigid communal and individual discipline, as well as personal devotion to hereditary sheikhs. The Kunta Haji Tariqat strengthened the peoples of the North Caucasus at the very moment when they were most vulnerable to Russian pressure: The tariqat operated largely under the radar, which served it well during the Soviet era and the First Chechen War; some elements of the Kunta Haji Tariqat even evolved into more or less closed societies, which the Russian and Soviet security services proved powerless to penetrate.

After Shamils surrender, the peoples of the Caucasus would resist Russian liberation for half a century; their insurrection was put down only through harsh repression. The population appeared to have been subdued until World War I broke out, when locally drafted Russian Muslim soldiers refused to go to the front and fight their brethren Turks. The Turkish invasion of the southern Caucasus, under the banner of pan-Turkic solidarity and liberation, reverberated in the northern Caucasus and created great anticipation for the arrival of the Turkish armies. Yet British military intervention in Azerbaijanmounted to preserve their control over oil resourcesblocked the Turks advance northward. The Muslim population of the northern Caucasus remained hostile to Russia through the collapse of the empire and renewed their struggle soon after the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. Their resistance peaked between the summers of 1920 and 1921, just as civil war was winding down in the region. Sporadic fighting continued at least until mid-1925, when Soviet intelligence finally caught and executed the last of the local sheikhs who inspired and legitimized the regional ghazavat (holy war).

After the revolution, the Soviets pledged to afford the people of the Caucasus equality and moderate self-rule, but their promises were met with disbelief. The Soviets continued their harsh oppression of the Muslim opposition throughout these years, but local forces offered continued resistance well into the early 1940s, with distinct uprisings in 1924, 1928, and 1936.

By now, nearly a century after the collapse of Shamils revolt, his legacy and his descendants remained a significant factor in the politics of the Caucasus. This lesson was driven home to Moscow by the efforts of Shamils grandson, Said Shamil, to organize the mountain tribes of the North Caucasus during World War II.

The story began in November 1939, when the U.S.S.R. was still allied with the Nazis under the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Treaty. Concerned that the Azerbaijan oil fields could fall into Axis hands, Winston Churchill prioritized the formulation of Operation Pike, a plan to seize and/or destroy the fields. By April 1940, the RAF had worked up detailed contingency plans for bombing oil installations throughout the Caucasus, including sites at Baku, Batum, and Grozny. But another key component of Operation Pike was a plan to instigate an anti-Soviet popular revolt in the northern Caucasus in order to tie up Soviet forces and prevent them from holding onto the Baku area. To help stir the pot, the British and the French decided to rejuvenate the Shamil legacy.

In 1940, Said Shamil visited the French commander in chief in the Middle East, General Weygand. Said Shamil represented the interests of the fighting mountain tribes in North Caucasus, and the purpose of his visit was to effect liaison with the army of Weygand, which formed the potential nucleus of an expeditionary force to the Caucasus, explained Nikolai Tolstoy in his 1981 book, Stalins Secret War. The French and British forces were too small to mount such a mission alone, and both sides hoped Turkey would join the venture, providing large forces but also inspiring the local population to rally around Said Shamil. Churchill himself made repeated efforts to convince Turkey to join the Allies war effort and repeatedly urged the nation to exercise its pan-Turkic responsibilities, particularly in the Caucasus.

But Said Shamils talks with the French did not keep him from working the other side of the street. When Germany attacked the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, Shamil sought and received extensive help from Germany. In 1942, Germany launched a major offensive into the Caucasus, surging toward Azerbaijan in hopes of seizing oil resources it considered vital to sustaining the war. The move would spark intense fighting in the rugged and harsh Caucasus Mountains that would continue until late 1943. Throughout this campaign, Germany made repeated efforts to incite the local population into rebelling against the Soviet Union and supporting the German drive. In April 1942, Berlin invited some forty emigr leaders of Soviet Muslim nations for discussions in Berlin. One of the prime guests was Said Shamil, who was promised independence of a sort for the North Caucasus after the German victory. The Germans lavished such special status because General Reinhard Gehlen considered the Caucasians and tribes of Turkish origin especially well suited for anti-Soviet covert operations.

In their plan to absorb the Caucasus, the Germans also had the help of Hajj Amin al-Husseini, the former mufti of Jerusalem, who provided Islamic propaganda for the German drive. On August 30, 1942, Said Shamil was nominated to be Hajj Amins representative with the Muslim tribes of the northern Caucasus, as well as the German armys liaison officer with the tribal leadership. At first the Germans distributed only Amins propaganda, but it didnt take long for them to realize that Shamils influence was their true secret weapon. Soon Said Shamil was issuing a series of calls for ghazavat, in the name and tradition of his grandfathers anti-Russian struggle.

The combination of Islamist incitement and traditional nationalist propaganda proved effective: The local population cooperated with the Germans even as they were being pushed out of the Caucasus by a series of Soviet offensives. In 1943, the Abwehr launched a series of covert operations in which special forces teams were inserted deep into Soviet-controlled territory for purposes of sabotage and inciting the local population. One such mission was Operation Shamil, conducted by a battalion of Soviet POWs and local volunteers recruited from the Caucasus. They distinguished themselves fighting for some months in guerrilla operations in the Caucasus Mountains, repeatedly sabotaging local oil installations.

The Caucasian revolt against Soviet rule continued for months, bolstered by the cooperation of German forces. The rebel forces inflicted heavy casualties, tying down sizeable Soviet forces in a series of ambushes and sporadic irregular warfare. The Soviets were unable to suppress the revolt until mid-1944months after the German withdrawal from the area. The Soviets brutal crackdown culminated in a mass exile of the local population, particularly the Chechens, into the heart of Central Asia. There are discrepancies in the official Soviet figures, but roughly half a million civilians were evicted from the area in spring 1944. Two years later, in June 1946, the U.S.S.R. formally abolished the Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (A.S.S.R.) because of the populations cooperation with the Germans. Although the A.S.S.R. was reinstated in 1957 as part of the de-Stalinization effort, and some Chechens were permitted to return to the Caucasus, by then between seventy and one hundred thousand exiled civilians had already died during the harsh resettlement in Central Asia.

Moscow has not forgotten the Said Shamil episode.



In the postwar era, the Soviets tried to portray Shamils revolt as a part of the popular antitsarist struggle that preceded the Communist revolution of 1917. But the effort backfired, serving merely to introduce younger generations to Shamil and his legacy. In his 1982 Islam in USSR, E. G. Filimonov stressed the importance of the Shamil legacy in subverting the youth of the Soviet Caucasus:


The supposed accomplishments of muridism [i.e., Sufi Islam] for the mountaineers were in every possible way advertised and extolled by the leaders of the religious communities. They lay at the basis of the ideological maneuvering of the defenders of muridism under present-day conditions and are the grounds on which the religious-nationalistic vestiges survive. In endeavoring to represent the murid communities as a national form of life, they play on the interests of the people, particularly the youth, in their past, and endeavor to insinuate in the believers and nonbelievers the idea of a supposed progressive role of muridism in the life of the waynahs, which ostensibly provides a class harmony among the Chechens and Ingush.

Under the influence of such propaganda, among certain young Chechens and Ingush, there are ideas current that Islam played a progressive role in the anti-feudal and anti-colonial struggle of the mountaineers under the leadership of Shamil. [This had the effect of emphasizing] not the socio-class essence of this mountaineer movement, but rather its religious-nationalistic form.



By the late twentieth century, as they faced yet another Muslim revoltthis time in AfghanistanMoscow had begun to reexamine the essence and legacy of Shamils uprising. Indeed, during the mid-1980s, Soviet military analysts were reexamining the lessons of the Caucasus War for insight into contemporary conflicts. The seemingly popular uprising in the North Caucasus, they now concluded, had actually been the work of militant feudal leaders who had manipulated the regions poor and oppressed population. To a degree, they claimed, the uprising itself was an internal affair among the Muslim populationa grassroots reaction to the religious leaders efforts to extend their power and impose restrictive economic rules in the mountains. This tension was then manipulated by external forces, namely Turkey, which was committed to preserving the old repressive ways for its own political benefit. This manipulation had led to an escalation of fighting, especially under Shamil, and consequently to the Russian annexation of the area, to save the population from Muslim despotism.

This analysis was captured in official Soviet histories such as the 1983 edition of the Soviet Military Encyclopedic Dictionary, which presented the Caucasus Wars as a historical process, an important military-political mission that intensified as a result of a mountainous movement created in Chechnya and Dagestan under the banner of gazavatled by Gazi-Magomed [and later] by Shamil and ended with the joining of the Caucasus to Russia, which was of progressive nature [because] it freed its peoples from enslavement by backward oriental despotism (Iran, Turkey) and assisted their social-economic, political and cultural development, their preparedness to the revolutionary struggle, along with the Russian people, against Tsarism.

By the mid-1980s, however, this vision of heroic Muslim revolt had taken on a life of its own, feeding into a revival of nationalist sentiment throughout the Soviet Union. For most of the population, the facts of the Shamil revolt had long since faded into obscurity; instead, it became fodder for the mythmaking efforts of interested bodies with economic and political agendas. The mythical legacy of Shamil was seized upon as a means of arousing separatist militant aspirations and hostility toward not just Soviet authorities but the Russian people.

Thus, the table was set for the Chechnya crisis of the 1990s.







    

Chapter 3

EXPLOITING THE COLLAPSE OF THE SOVIET UNION




BY THE LATE 1980S, THE SUFI STRAIN OF ISLAM HAD BECOME A manifestation of nationalism and self-identity for much of the Caucasian population. Yet the inhabitants of the CaucasusMuslims, Chechens and other peoplesrarely followed strictly traditional, let alone fundamentalist, Islam. Through prolonged exposure to Russian culture (from the time of the Russian empire through the Soviet occupation), the Caucasians had undergone a near-complete Russification. Most Chechens spoke Russian even among themselves, and few of them knew how to pray.

Moscow was confident in the stability of the North Caucasus, in part because the local economic infrastructure was strongly interdependent with the rest of the U.S.S.R. In 1991, fifteen million tons of petroleum produced by other Soviet regions were refined in Chechnya and Ingushetiya. By then, the Grozny-area refineries furnished ninety percent of the aviation fuel for the entire Soviet Uniona strategic asset the Chechen leadership should have known Moscow could not afford to give up. Moreover, this economic buildup, combined with the expulsion of the mid-1940s, had changed the demographics of Soviet Chechnya. In 1989, of more than fifty thousand workers and engineers working in the Combinat Grozneft petroleum plant, only a few hundred were ethnically Chechen. The rest were predominantly Russian and Ukrainian. During the great economic development of the North Caucasus in 19601980, no effort had been made to educate or train the local population to assume a greater role in these industries. Consequently, during these two decades, roughly one hundred thousand Chechensnow known as the Chabachnikiwere driven out of their native Republic in search of work as seasonal farmhands or construction workers elsewhere in the U.S.S.R.

Indeed, the original leader of the Chechen revolt of the 1990s, Major General Dzhokar Dudayev, rose through the ranks of the Soviet Air Force, even serving for a time as commander of a bomber regiment equipped with nuclear weaponsa very sensitive assignment that would be entrusted only to a highly assimilated commander like Dudayev, who was thoroughly Russified and had even married a Russian woman. When Dudayev broke with Moscow, it was a reaction to the violent suppression of nationalist movements in the Baltic states, not the situation in the Caucasus. Indeed, when the first wave of the Chechen revolt began in the early 1990s, it too had a distinct nationalist character and was an integral part of the disintegration of the U.S.S.R. Another future Chechen leader who returned from the Baltics at that time was Colonel Aslan Maskhadov, who (unlike Dudayev) did participate in the January 1991 suppression of an insurrection by Lithuanian separatists. Thereafter, Maskhadov was convinced by Dudayev to return to help seize power in the Chechen revolt in Grozny. It was personal ambition rather than disillusionment with the U.S.S.R.by then already collapsingthat prompted Maskhadov to leave the Soviet armed forces.

The Chechnya-Dagestan crisis that continues today began in 1991, as the U.S.S.R. was disintegrating, and was driven by motivations that were common among the various dependencies of the former Soviet Union, personal ambition among them. Sensing an opportunity to seize control, Dudayev, Maskhadov, and a host of senior officers and officials returned to Chechnya from postings throughout the U.S.S.R. and Eastern Europe in this period. These men, all relatively junior in rank and position within the Soviet system, saw a chance to ascend to power with little or no resistance in their native republic.

When the state of Chechnya unilaterally declared its independence on September 6, 1991, the move went virtually ignored in Moscow. Dzhokar Dudayev was elected president of the self-proclaimed Chechen Republic on a nationalist separatist platform on October 27, and on November 1 he reiterated the validity of Chechnyas declared independence from Russia. Yet Dudayev was reluctant to take irreversible steps toward separation from Russia, and Boris Yeltsin refused to take the Dudayev Mutiny seriously. The resulting standoff put Chechnya in a kind of suspended legal statusan opportunity quickly exploited by the rising businessmen of Russia (now commonly known as the oligarchs), who began moving money and goods in and out of Russia via Chechnya to avoid taxation. These business interests also poured money into the fledgling Chechen leadership. Since some of these oligarchs were also supporters and financiers of the Yeltsin political machine, however, the Kremlin had little incentive to close this financial loophole. For the next eighteen months Moscow and Grozny maintained a tense coexistence, conducting cycles of inconclusive negotiations as tension and personal animosity grew between Yeltsin and Dudayev.

By the time Dudayev finally decided to cut Groznys umbilical cord with Moscow in 1993, his popular and political support was fading. In April, citing emergency conditions, he disbanded the Chechen parliament by decree and established unitary rule. Even in the chaotic posture of Russias early days, as noted historian Robert Service observed in his 2002 book Russia: Experiment with a People, Dudayevs rule was a disgrace to minimal standards of political decency. Its little wonder that this move was resisted by wide segments of the local populationboth Chechen and Slav (Russian, Ukrainian, and so on)who preferred to continue formal relations with Russia. Tensions escalated, and by June a series of skirmishes had transformed into a full-blown war between Dudayevs supporters and pro-Russian elements, aided by special and covert operations by Russian forces. By the summer, there was heavy street fighting in Chechnyas capital of Grozny, though Moscow largely remained in the background. Indeed, for the next eighteen months the Russians would provide clandestine support to both sides in Chechnya, maintaining close contact with Dudayev through military channels, including old and trusted military friends. Ultimately, Moscow recognized Dudayevs popular support and accepted the legitimacy of his government.

Starting in mid-1994, the Kremlin made repeated efforts to negotiate a settlement with Dudayev. But these efforts collapsed in the fall, a victim of Dudayevs hard-line posture (which helped him shore up popular support), and the gradual escalation of military clashes between Russian security forces and Chechen separatist forces. As the military buildup continued in the Caucasus, both sides began prodding the lines and trying to gauge the limits of the other side.

A major escalation in the crisis took place in early September 1994, when Chechen forcesin actuality, a few symbolic Chechen units loyal to Moscow, backed heavily by Russian troopscaptured a few strategically located villages on the approaches to Grozny. Dudayev recognized this as Moscows attempt to strengthen its military position in case Yeltsin decided to break the deadlock before the winter. Fighting then escalated throughout the Grozny area, with Dudayevs people launching daring attacks on Russian units, inflicting heavy casualties on training units and noncombatants. Faced with heavy losses, Yeltsin ordered the military into hasty action in the dead of winter.

Throughout this periodfrom early summer 1993 to the fall of 1994the Chechen military gained strength by enlisting the Chechen Mafiya into the nationalist cause. The Mafiya arranged for the flow of illegally purchased arms from the former Soviet Union and the Near East. Dudayev also used the Mafiya and its contacts with high-level Russian intelligence officials to threaten the oil and gas pipelines passing through the regionwhose destruction would have devastated the Russian economy. Russia and the post-Soviet Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) had been planning to modernize oil and gas resources in the Caucasus and across the Caspian Sea by building an elaborate network of new pipelines passing through Chechnya; Dudayevs threats now cast a long shadow over the plan.

By the fall of 1994, Dudayev and his Mafiya aides were confident that they could pressure the Kremlin through a combination of military and economic measures. Moscow was alarmed by the long-term ramifications of having the pipelines become hostage to Dudayev. But Yeltsin was plagued by indecision. Reluctant to confront the Chechens, but equally wary of forging an agreement with them, he opted for a compromisenamely, ordering Russian intelligence to arm and unleash Chechen opposition forces on Dudayevs strongholds in the Grozny area. Moscow believed that the new Chechen opposition could retain support among the separatists and then turn popular opinion toward reaching an agreement with Moscow once Dudayev was defeated. In November 1994, however, a series of assaults by Moscows Chechen forces failed both militarily and politically.

British journalist Sebastian Smith succinctly summed up Dudayevs role in this formative period in his 1998 book, Allahs Mountains: Politics and War in the Russian Caucasus:


Dudayev, with his macho fantasies and total disregard for democracy, bore a particular guilt for what was about to happen. When there were chances for negotiations, he baited the Russian bear; when compromise might have kept peace, he threatened war. He began his rule with a threat, in November 1992, to blow up Russian nuclear power stations, and on the eve of war in December 1994 he threatened to kill prisoners, and his foreign minister repeated the threat about nuclear stations. A showdown, to Dudayev, was a self-fulfilling prophecy.



Goaded by his military to persevere, and promised a quick victory, Yeltsin lost confidence in negotiation as a way out of the escalating crisis



























OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/9780061740565.png
CHECHEN
JIHAD





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





