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Washington Post

August 11, 2008
Putin Makes His Move
ROBERT KAGAN (Robert Kagan, a senior associate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, writes a monthly column for The Post. His most recent book is "The Return of History and the End of Dreams." He served in the State Department in the Reagan administration.)
The details of who did what to precipitate Russia's war against Georgia are not very important. Do you recall the precise details of the Sudeten Crisis that led to Nazi Germany's invasion of Czechoslovakia? Of course not, because that morally ambiguous dispute is rightly remembered as a minor part of a much bigger drama
.7,12
The events of the past week will be remembered that way, too. This war did not begin because of a miscalculation by Georgian President Mikheil Saaakashvili. It is a war that Moscow has been attempting to provoke for some time
.3,2,4,7 The man who once called the collapse of the Soviet Union "the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the [20th] century" has reestablished a virtual czarist rule in Russia and is trying to restore the country to its once-dominant role in Eurasia and the world
.3,4,5 Armed with wealth from oil and gas; holding a near-monopoly over the energy supply to Europe; with a million soldiers, thousands of nuclear warheads and the world's third-largest military budget, Vladimir Putin believes that now is the time to make his move.

Georgia's unhappy fate is that it borders a new geopolitical fault line that runs along the western and southwestern frontiers of Russia. From the Baltics in the north through Central Europe and the Balkans to the Caucasus and Central Asia, a geopolitical power struggle has emerged between a resurgent and revanchist Russia on one side and the European Union and the United States on the other
.2,12
Putin's aggression against Georgia should not be traced only to its NATO aspirations or his pique at Kosovo's independence
.2,7It is primarily a response to the "color revolutions" in Ukraine and Georgia in 2003 and 2004, when pro-Western governments replaced pro-Russian ones. What the West celebrated as a flowering of democracy the autocratic Putin saw as geopolitical and ideological encirclement
.2,7
Ever since, Putin has been determined to stop and, if possible, reverse the pro-Western trend on his borders. He seeks not only to prevent Georgia and Ukraine from joining NATO but also to bring them under Russian control. Beyond that, he seeks to carve out a zone of influence within NATO, with a lesser security status for countries along Russia's strategic flanks. That is the primary motive behind Moscow's opposition to U.S. missile defense programs in Poland and the Czech Republic
.4,7
His war against Georgia is part of this grand strategy
.2,7
Putin cares no more about a few thousand South Ossetians than he does about Kosovo's Serbs. Claims of pan-Slavic sympathy are pretexts designed to fan Russian great-power nationalism at home and to expand Russia's power abroad
.4
Unfortunately, such tactics always seem to work. While Russian bombers attack Georgian ports and bases, Europeans and Americans, including very senior officials in the Bush administration, blame the West for pushing Russia too hard on too many issues
.7
It is true that many Russians were humiliated by the way the Cold War ended, and Putin has persuaded many to blame Boris Yeltsin and Russian democrats for this surrender to the West
.2,7 The mood is reminiscent of Germany after World War I, when Germans complained about the "shameful Versailles diktat" imposed on a prostrate Germany by the victorious powers and about the corrupt politicians who stabbed the nation in the back
.5
Now, as then, these feelings are understandable. Now, as then, however, they are being manipulated to justify autocracy at home and to convince Western powers that accommodation -- or to use the once-respectable term, appeasement -- is the best policy.

But the reality is that on most of these issues it is Russia, not the West or little Georgia, that is doing the pushing. It was Russia that raised a challenge in Kosovo, a place where Moscow had no discernible interests beyond the expressed pan-Slavic solidarity
.2,7 It was Russia that decided to turn a minor deployment of a few defensive interceptors in Poland, which could not possibly be used against Russia's vast missile arsenal, into a major geopolitical confrontation
.2,7 And it is Russia that has precipitated a war against Georgia by encouraging South Ossetian rebels to raise the pressure on Tbilisi and make demands that no Georgian leader could accept
.4,2,3,7 If Saakashvili had not fallen into Putin's trap this time, something else would have eventually sparked the conflict.

Diplomats in Europe and Washington believe Saakashvili made a mistake by sending troops to South Ossetia last week. Perhaps. But his truly monumental mistake was to be president of a small, mostly democratic and adamantly pro-Western nation on the border of Putin's Russia
.2,7
Historians will come to view Aug. 8, 2008, as a turning point no less significant than Nov. 9, 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell. Russia's attack on sovereign Georgian territory marked the official return of history, indeed to an almost 19th-century style of great-power competition, complete with virulent nationalisms, battles for resources, struggles over spheres of influence and territory, and even -- though it shocks our 21st-century sensibilities -- the use of military power to obtain geopolitical objectives
.2,7  Yes, we will continue to have globalization, economic interdependence, the European Union and other efforts to build a more perfect international order. But these will compete with and at times be overwhelmed by the harsh realities of international life that have endured since time immemorial. The next president had better be ready.

Reviewed by Gordon M. Hahn – Analyst/Consultant, Russia Other Points of View – Russia Media Watch; Senior Researcher, Monterey Terrorism Research and Education Program and Adjunct Professor, Graduate School of International Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies, Monterey, California; and Senior Researcher, Center for Terrorism and Intelligence Studies (CETIS), Akribis Group. Dr Hahn is author of two well-received books, Russia’s Islamic Threat (Yale University Press, 2007) and Russia’s Revolution From Above (Transaction, 2002), and numerous articles on Russian politics.
 
7,12 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The author , a supposed scholar, is telling the reader that details of how this war began are not important.  This is shocking enough. It is also hypocritical, since he frequently deals in details that, of course, only support his point of view, thereby constructing a one-sided perspective on the issue. 





LACK OF HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE: The article lacks an accurate historical perspective by equating a completed fact – Nazi Germany’s conquest of much of Europe that began in the Sudeten – with Russia’s alleged desire to exact revenge against the West for the Soviet collapse, as he alludes to specifically later in the article.  In fact, it is the West’s continued disdain for Russian interests since that collapse through policies such as NATO expansion and placing anti-missile defenses in anti-Russian Poland that continue to feed anti-Western felling in Moscow. A similarly inaccurate historical perspective is evident in the author’s effort on the sly to equate Putin’s Russia with Nazi Germany; which is done here and later in the article by comparing today’s Russia with Weimar Germany and thereby to imply a Russian fascist state is in the offing.


 


3,2,4,7 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: It was precisely Saakashvili’s ill-advised military offensive on South Ossetia that sparked this war. Would the author ever argue that Russia’s attack on Chechnya did not start the first post-Soviet Russian-Chechen war?  Saakashvili clearly miscalculated. One top Georgian official flatly stated that Tbilisi did not expect Russia to respond militarily, when it planned the attack. The West’s support of Saakashvili led him to believe that he could execute a sufficiently successful operation, that Russia would fear Western retaliation if it intervened against Tblisi, and that the West might even threaten to or actually intervene militarily should Georgian forces run into trouble. Saakashvili was wrong on all three scores, and the West is in part to blame for the war for having created an environment and given signals that fed into Saakashvili’s misperception of the situation. The West has trained Georgian troops and supplied Tbilisi with new weapons. It has signaled that it will be a NATO member and therefore could count on being treated as a de facto member; NATO’s charter stipulates that an attack on one member is to be regarded as an attack on all members, which should then come to the besieged members’ assistance. Statements and actions by the Bush administration and European leaders have given Saakashvili the sense of little qualified support from the West. Even after Saakashvili banned opposition demonstrations, arrested opposition figures, and closed an opposition television station in late 2007 and even after the OSCE harshly criticized the recent parliamentary elections, the West announced at the Riga NATO summit, it would be inviting Georgia into NATO at some point in the future along with Ukraine. �


CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS: The author’s claim that Moscow had been attempting to provoke Tblisi is unsubstantiated by any data or facts. 


OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: The author excludes from his one-sided account any consideration of the fact that the use of Western-supplied surveillance drones, shot down by Russian and Abkhaz separatists several months ago may have been part of a carefully and deliberately planned attack on both of the breakaway regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. In addition, if Russia sought to provoke Georgia into a war, then why did it endorse the Abkhaz and South Ossetian offer to Georgia to sign an agreement on the rejection of the use of force to settle the dispute? 


ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Thus, while the author assumes that all Russian actions over the previous months and perhaps even years were designed by Moscow to provoke a revanchist war, none of Tbilisi’s provocative actions over the years – denying and perhaps deliberately harboring Chechen terrorists in the Pankisi Gorge, stationing forces in the Kodori Gorge in violation of ceasefire agreements, and conducting military surveillance flights over the conflict zone – are anything but innocent reactions to Russian provocations.  


3,4,5 INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA: The author provides inaccurate data by quoting Putin out of context. Putin did not simply say that the Soviet collapse was “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the [20th] century,” meaning that he supports the USSR’s restoration or that the fall of Soviet communism was a bad thing. The entire quote his address to the Federal Assembly on 25 April 2005provides the needed context for understanding his meaning: "Above all, we must recognize that the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical disaster of the century. For the Russian nation, it was a genuine drama. Tens of millions of our co-citizens and compatriots found themselves outside Russian territory. Moreover, the epidemic of disintegration infected Russia itself". Putin was recalling the impact that the Soviet dissolution had on the lives of ordinary citizens of the former USSR. In Putin’s similar 5 May 2005 statement in Germany on 5 May 2005, he added: "You know, our people say that those who do not regret the collapse of the Soviet Union do not have a heart, and those who do, do not have a head. We don't regret it, we simply take note of the fact and understand that one must look forward rather than backward." It is an accurate statement as well to assert that Putin has reestablished “a virtual czarist regime.” There are elections, albeit often less than fair ones, held at all levels of government. The government sponsors space for alternative points of view and free speech, although it also limits the overall space for these as well. There is little government oppression of Jews or other ethnic groups outside of the North Caucasus, where such violations of civil and human rights are an overreaction to jihadi violence, inter-clan violence, and criminality. CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS and SENSATIONALIZED TEXT: The author provides no data or facts to support the view that Putin or the Russian leadership believes it can re-establish its former global dominance as in the Soviet era. This is sensationalist nonsense as evidenced by the leadership’s keen awareness of its social, political and economic backwardness in comparison with the West. Moscow does think it should have a regional sphere of influence in an area approximating the territory of the former USSR, and this is a reasonable, realist aspiration to protect and advance its interests. If the U.S. has vital interests in Georgia, then why does Russia not have them? After all, Georgia and almost all of the former Soviet republics border, or are dependent on Russia. 


2,12 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and LACK OF HISTORICAL CONTEXT: The author conveniently omits that the historical context among other things. The West created this “fault line” by denying or at least not encouraging Russia membership in NATO while aggressively recruiting Eastern European and now Russia’s bordering countries, historical allies and at times its territories in some cases. 


2,7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The West not only has been aggressively courting Georgia into NATO, but the U.S. and its allies have been providing military training (including joint US-Georgian military maneuvers a week before Saakashvili’s attack on South Ossetia), tanks, armored personnel carriers, and aerial surveillance drones to Georgia. The noted drones were flying over the present conflict zone several months ago likely gathering intelligence for Saakashvili’s planned attacks on South Ossetia and Abkhazia. When Russian and Abkhaz forces shot down the drones the West harshly criticized them. The move of Western military equipment and proxy Georgian forces to Russia’s border, combined with Georgia’s past harboring of jihadi terrorists fighting against Russia, brought the dangers as perceived from Moscow to an unacceptable level. Moscow had to intervene. There is no mention in the article that Saakashvili raised the conflict to the threshold of mass violence, i.e., war, by breaking albeit a shaky peace and attacking South Ossetia. Finally, Kagan unwittingly acknowledges that NATO expansion and the West’s support Kosovo’s independence are causes of the war and thus the West bears some responsibility for the conflict when he writes: “Putin's aggression against Georgia should not be traced only to its NATO aspirations or his pique at Kosovo's independence.”


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: The author omits the considerable likelihood that the reason pro-Western, democratic regimes in the post-Soviet region are sometimes seen as a potential threat by Moscow is that they always are proceded by NATO recruiting and followed by NATO membership. It becomes impossible for Moscow to discern whether Western democracy promotion is a policy of idealistic principle or a tool for expanding Western influence and its military alliance NATO at Russia’s expense. If NATO had not been expanded, not to mention if it had been but with Russia coming in first or along with other former Soviet states, this confusion would be avoided and there would be greater trust between Russia and the West. Also, it is one-sided to state that Saakashvili’s regime represents a “flowering of democracy.” It is only marginally more democratic than the Shevardnadze regime he overthrew in the ‘rose revolution.’ Corruption remains rampant. Saakashvili banned opposition demonstrations, closed down an opposition television station, and conducted unfair parliamentary elections in 2008 and almost as unfair presidential elections in 2007. On the less than fair elections see the OSCE’s election monitoring report at www.osce.org/item/29183.html. Also, leading opposition figure Badri Pakartsishasvili was killed during the election campaign under suspicious circumstances. Indeed, until 2002 there was very little difference between the quality of democracy in Russia and Georgia, and the difference between the two countries’ regimes is significant now, it should not be overstated. Russia is a soft authoritarian regime; Georgia is a fragile democracy. 


4,7 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: This claim is not supported by data or facts, not even argumentation. The fact is that Moscow opposes the anti-missile defense system (AMD) in Poland and the Czech Republic because like the creeping nature of broken promises involved with NATO expansion, Western promises that the AMD will remain limited cannot be trusted. Moreover, the claim that it is targeted at Iranian missiles is meaningless, since the intent to target Iranian missiles does not eliminate the capacity to target Russian ones. Moreover, the US offer to station AMD components in Lithuania rather than Poland when Warsaw began to balk on accepting the system further undermined the claim.  


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Of course, the author omits that Putin would have had no occasion to move into Georgia if Saakashvili had not attacked it first. It is not easy to build a strategy that depends on the actions of one’s opponent. A less one-sided perspective would at least consider the possibility that Saakashvili’s initiative was more likely part of a strategy to resolve Georgia’s territorial integrity problem relying on Western assistance to stay Russia’s hand.  


4 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS: Again the author provides no data, facts or argumentation to support what is a demagogic claim. It is interesting that this is exactly the way Russians perceive US intentions. Many Russians would say, paraphrasing Kagan: Bush cares no more about a few thousand Georgians than he does about Kosovo’s Albanians. Claims of a community of democracies are pretexts designed to fan American nationalism and expand America’s power abroad. This is the logical outcome of NATO expansion: negative mirror-imaging about the cynical ambitions of the other side. 


7 ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: While Georgian artillery was pounding South Ossetia Mr. Kagan was silent and avoids the point throughout the article.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Although it is true that communists and nationalists in Russia were “humiliated by the way the Cold War ended,” democrats were not. Kagan’s simplistic demagoguery ignores this. Moreover, Russian democrats were badly undercut already in the mid-1990s by the West’s post-Cold War policies of NATO expansion, the lack of economic assistance during the economic collapse of 1992-93, support for Yeltsin’s oligarchic privatization scheme, the continuing of the Jackson-Vannik amendments, and much else. The undermining of Russia’s democrats led to de-democratization and, along with continued NATO expansion, a harder line against the West in Moscow. More recent NATO expansion has been radicalizing moderate nationalists like Putin.


5 SENSATIONAL CONTEXT: Kagan again is trying to associate Putin’s Russia with Nazi Germany.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Moscow viewed the ability of the U.S. to decide when and where the international community mobilizes to intervene in sovereignty disputes and support secessionist claims as potentially detrimental to its interests. The fact that Western-led “humanitarian intervention” first occurred in Slavic Yugoslavia and then in Slavic Serbia at a time when elements in the West were supporting Chechen separatists in Russia brought Russia to the point where it sought to oppose the West’s defense of Kosovo and its aspirations for independence. The fact that the U.S. was assisting Georgia militarily in blocking the secessionist claim of Russia’s traditional allies in the Caucasus, the Ossetians, and on Russia’s on Russia’s borders along its republic of North Ossetia was seen as hypocritical and evidence that the West applied principles arbitrarily as needed in pursuit of its interests and expanding its power. To be sure, Russia is also being hypocritical on principles if it opposes Kosovar independence but supports Ossetian and Abkhazian independence. However, it must be said that Moscow did not oppose Kosovo’s independence but rather favored negotiations between Belgrade and Prishtina. Nor does Moscow support independence for South Ossetia and Abkhazia, but rather has stated numerous times it backs negotiations and Georgia’s territorial integrity, though it has undermined that integrity by giving passports to South Ossetian and Abkhazian residents, sending in troops to fix railroads in Abkhazia without Tbilisi’s permission, overflying Georgian territory, and shooting down Georgian drones.    


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: On the background of broken promises and the creeping encirclement of Russia’s borders by way of NATO expansion, Moscow expects ten interceptors to gradually become one hundred and then a thousand. Moreover, this Western demarche comes on the heels of Moscow’s pique over NATO expansion. This is omitted from Kagan’s “analysis” in order to offer the one-sided perspective required by the Washington Post.  


4,2,3,7 CLAIM UNSUPPORTED BY DATA/FACTS: Kagan’s claim that Russia was pushing the Ossetians to increase pressure on Tblisi and make unreasonable demands is not substantiated by data, facts, or argumentation. OMISSION OF KEY FACTS: The nature of the demands is omitted by Kagan. When one is afforded the opportunity to read them, one may find that they were not unreasonable. INACCURATE STATEMENT/DATA Since Kagan is not a Eurasia area specialist, it is like likely he confusing the Germans’ mediation efforts to resolve the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict. No recent movement or talks have occurred between Tskhinvali and Tbilisi.


ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Kagan’s unsupported claims, omissions, and confusion produce the pre-determined one-sided view, unencumbered by inconvenient details, that blames only Russia for this extremely complicated and delicate ethnic and sovereignty conflict.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Of course, this detail – Saakashvili’s attack on Tskhinvali -- is mentioned as an aside near the end of the article imbedded in a sentence that emphasizes “(d)iplomats in Europe and Washington” placed as the subjects. In effect, the subject is still omitted from the discussion; an inconvenient detail of the kind Kagan warned readers not to be bothered with. Paraphrasing Saakashvili’s real mistake was to be president of a small, democratizing and instrumentally pro-Western nation armed and morally supported by the West so its leaders thought it would be supported diplomatically and even militarily if they tried to solve its sovereignty problem by force.  Saakashvili was particularly unfortunate in attacking at the back end of the process of NATO expansion that piqued Russian anger and suspicions.


2,7 OMISSION OF KEY FACTS and ONE-SIDED PERSPECTIVE: Kagan omits NATO expansion (ongoing for some 15 years), the establishment of US bases established across the world including in Russia’s southern underbelly of Central Asia, and the US use of force in Iraq, Afghanistan from his “harsh reality of international life” – “the use of military power to obtain geopolitical objectives” – but includes Russia’s incursion into Georgia. He might have also included the arming and training of a small, vulnerable country with sovereignty crises touching on the interests of bordering major power as another harsh reality and example of the use of military power to advance geopolitical interests.  
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