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Do political leaders make crisis decisions based purely on rational calculations of 
interest according to objective cost-benetit analyses, or are there psychological and 
cognitive factors that limit their capacity to decide rationally? If human rationality is 
limited are there discemible patterns to the non-rational ways in which decision-maken 
assess alternatives and respond to crisis situations? Questions of this nature lie at the 
heart of the ongoing academic debate between rational choice theorists and their 
opponents. While recognizing that many alternative decision-making theones exist, this 
study will focus on two distinct schools of thought: expected-utility theory and prospect 
theory. The main question to be addressed in this study is which theory offers a better 
description of and explanation for crisis decision-making? This debate is especially 
important since crisis situations represent a comrnon feature of international politics but 
oniy a few analysts have explored foreign policy crises using these theories. A greater 
understanding of the ways in which political leaders make decisions during such 
circumstances is expected to improve our ability to d e f w  hostilities and resolve conflicts 
as peacefuily as possible. 

This study will unfold in stages, beginning with a review of the academic 
literature conceming expected-utility theory and prospect theory in the first chapter, 
followed by an analysis of Russian decision-making toward Chechnya in 1994 as well as 
the recent resurgence of that conflict in 1999. The fourth chaptet will discuss possible 
motivations behind Russian decisions to determine which are the most convincing and 
demonstrate how these motivations translated into hi&-risk choices. This case has been 
chosen because of the persistent nature of the violence in Chechnya. The Russian 
govemment's costly efforts to hold on to the temtory of Chechnya do not seem to be the 
product of a rational decision-making process. While there has been a substantial amount 
of cornrnentary on the Russia-Chechnya conflict, no one has yet applied these or any 
decision-making theories to this case in attempt to explain Russian behaviour. lf the 
Chechnya case does not empirically fit mainstrearn expected-utility theory, as this study 
will argue, then how else can Russian decisions be explained? Can prospect theory 
provide useful insights into Russian decision-making toward Chechnya? 

It is expected that many of the psychological and cognitive patterns described by 
prospect theory have been illustrated by Russian behaviour. How these patterns affect 
the outcome of the decision-making process is of particular interest. If it is discovered 
that the hypotheses of prospect theory cause political leaders to choose options that do 
not fit rational calculations of expected-utility, then these tindings will have significant 
implications for the study of political decision-making and cnsis behaviour. 

This study intends to demonstrate not only that the hypotheses of prospect theory 
can be used effectively to explain Russian policies toward Chechnya but, more 
si gni fi cant 1 y, that prospect theory provides a better explanation than expected-utility 
theory for Russian decisions. . The intention of this case study analysis is to demonstrate 
that prospect theory is a valid alternative theory of decision-making that is particularly 
useful in situations that cannot be adequately undentood through the lens of expected- 
utility theory. 
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Do political leaders make crisis decisions based purely on rational calculations of 

interest according to objective cost-benefit analyses, or are there psychological and 

cognitive factors that limit their capacity to decide rationally? If human nitionality is 

limited, are there discemible patterns to the non-rational ways in which decision-makers 

assess alternatives and respond to crisis situations? Questions of this nature lie at the 

heart of the ongoing academic debate between rational choice theorists and their 

opponents. While recognizing that many alternative decision-making theories exist, tlus 

study will focus on two distinct schools of thought: expected-utility theory and prospect 

theory. The main question to be addressed in this study is which theory offen a better 

description of and explanation for crisis decision-making? More specifically, which 

theory provides a greater understanding of decision-making during at the onset of a 

crisis? This debate is especially important since crisis situations represent a cornmon 

feature of international politics but only a few analysts have explored foreign policy 

crises using these decision-making theones. A greater understanding of the ways in 

which political leaders make decisions during such circumstances is expected to improve 

our ability to defuse hostilities and resolve conflicts as peacefully as possible. 

This study will unfold in stages, beginning with a review of the academic 

literature conceming expected-utility theory and prospect theory in the fint chapter. The 

implications of both theories will then be explored in subsequent chapters through an 

analysis of Russizn decision-making toward Chechnya between 1994 and 1996 as well as 

the recent resurgence of that conflict in 1999. This case has been chosen because of the 

persistent nature of the violence in Chechnya The Russian govemment's costly efforts 



to hoid on to the territory of Chechnya do not seem to be the product of a rational 

decision-making process. if the Chechnya crises do not empirically fit mainstream 

expected-utility theory, as this study will argue, then how else can Russian decisions be 

explained? Can Russian decisions regarding Chechnya be explained using an alternative 

theory of choice, namely prospect theory? While there bas been a substantial amount of 

comrnentary on the Russia-Chechnya conflict in academic publications and various 

media sources, no one has yet applied these or any decision-making theories to these 

cases to account for Russian behaviour. More specifically, no one has examined Russian 

decision-making toward Chechnya using prospect theory. 

The intention of this exercise is not to prove either theory nght or wrong. It is 

likely that both of these theoretical perspectives provide useful insights into crisis 

decision-making in general. However, when these theoties are viewed in the context of 

the stages of a particular case study, it is likely that the evidence will fit one theory better 

than the other. The intention of this case study analysis is to demonstrate that prospect 

theory is a valid alternative theory of decision-making that is particularly wful in 

situations that cannot be adequately understood in the tenns of expected-utility theory. 

This investigation will examine Russian behaviour towards Chechnya through the 

prism of prospect theory, contrasting that with an expected-utility interpretation. The 

purpose is to assess the degree to which Russian decisions are consistent with the 

assumptions and hypotheses of each theory. It is expected that many of the psychological 

and cognitive patterns described by prospect theory will be illustrated by Russian 

behaviour. How these patterns affect the decision-maker's choice is of particular 

interest. If it is discovered that the hypotheses of prospect theory cause political leaders 



to choose options that do not fit rational calculations of expected-utility, then these 

findings will have significant implications for the study of political decisionmaking and 

crisis behaviour. 

This study will proceed as follows, beginning with a review of the academic 

literature and an explanation of the theories in the first chapter. The second chapter will 

focus on the conflict between Russia and Chechnya between the yean 1994 and 1996. It 

will outline the roots of the separatist stniggle and examine the major decisions made by 

Russian President Bons Yeltsin. The third chapter will focus on the resurgence of the 

Chechnya conflict in 1999 and the main decisions made by Yeltsin and his successor, 

President Vladimir Putin. It will be argued in both of these chapters that prospect theory 

c m  better describe and explain Rwian behaviour than expected-utility theory. It will 

also be demonstrated that prospect theory can be used to explain why the conflict has 

resurfaced and continues to this day. The fourth chapter will discuss possible motivations 

behind Russian decisions to determine which are the most convincing. It will also 

demonstrate that the primary decision-maken were in the domain of losses and, 

consistent with prospect theory, this translated into high-risk choices. The concluding 

chapter will summarize the resdts of this case study analysis and discuss their theoretical 

and practical implications of these findings. 

Since there is no universally accepted definition of 'crisis' among scholars, it is 

important to dari& which definition underlies this investigation. Michel Brecher has 

developed perhaps the most useful definition of crisis as well as a clear categorization of 

di fferent lunds of crises. ' Brecher argues that a foreign poliq crisis is triggered by three 

' Brecher, Michaei, Crises in World Politics: Theory & Reality, (Pergamon Press. New York 1993, 
pp. 1-35. 



interrelated perceptions: "(1) threat to one or more basic values; (2) finite time for 

response; and (3) heightened probability of involvement in military hostilities before the 

challenge is overcorne".' Both of the case studies to be explored clearly fit this definition 

of crisis. In 1994 and 1999, Chechen independence was threatening to Russia's basic 

value of territorial integrity, there was a tinite time for response to this threat, and 

certainly a heightened probability of military hostilities before the situation could be 

resolved. The case studies also fit Michael Brecher's definition of a rnilitury-securify 

crisis in which the "key indicators are threat to basic values, action demonstrating 

resolve, and overt hostility7? Russian and Chechen actions can be viewed as resolute 

and hostile responses to the perceived threats from one another. 

It is important to keep in mind the purpose of theory and its relationship to reality. 

One of the most succinct and valuable statements on this can be found in the introduction 

to Hans J. Morgenthau's Politics Arnong Nations: 

"The test by which such a theory must be judged is not a priori and 
abstract but empirical and pragmatic. The theory, in other words, must be 
judged not by some preconceived abstract principle or concept unrelated 
to reality, but by its putpose: to bring order and meaning to a mass of 
phenomena which without it would remain discomected and 
~nintelligible.'~ 

In other words, the value of a theory lies not only in its intemal logic and coherence but 

in its abiiity to describe and explain the empirical world. Similar to Morgenthau's test of 

theory, Jack S. Levy suggests that "in evaluating the relative merits of an explanation of a 

particular case based on prospect theory with one based on a conventional rational choice 

- - 

' iùid. p. 3 .  
' Ibid. p. 2 



or expected-utility model, the primary criterion must be one of empincal fit. 1s the 

empirical evidence more consistent with one theory than another?'" Levy suggests that if 

both theories fit an empirical situation equally well, then "'the expected-utility explanation 

would be preferable on grounds of its greater parsimony and normative a p p d b .  There 

is a general preference arnong analysts for simple models and theories rather than more 

complicated ones. Since prospect theory is less parsirnoniousi than expected-utility 

theory, Levy argues that "it is not enough for the analyst to demonstrate that the observed 

behavior is consistent with prospect theory. It is also necessary to demonstrate that 

prospect theory provides a better explanation of that behavior than does expected-utility 

theory".' Using these tests of theory, this analysis wilf explore the Chechnya conflict 

throuçh the lenses of expected-utility theory and prospect theory to assess which 

perspective can best account for Russian decisions. This study intends to demonstrate not 

only that the hypotheses of prospect theory can be used effectively to explain Russian 

behaviour towards Chechnya but, more significantly, that prospect theory provides a 

heiter explanation than expected-utility theory for Russian behaviour. 

4 Morgenthau, Ham J., Politics am on^ Nations: The S t rude  for Power and Peace, Brief edition, 
(McGraw-F!ill, New York, 1993) p. 3. 

Levv. Jack S., "Prospect Theory and International Relations: Theoretical Applications and Analytical 
Problems", Political Psvcholoay, v. 13 (2), June 1992, p. 297. 

Ibid. 
' ibid. Leby points out that this argument is consistent with the widely acceptai Lakatosian criteria for the 
evaluation of theory. Lakatos ("Fatsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programsn in 
Lakatos, 1. and Musgrave, A. (eds.), Cnticisrn and the Growth of Knowled~e, Cambridge University Press, 
1970, pp. 9 1 - 196) and many others have argued that empiricai data alone is insufficient to filsi@ or test a 
theory. Rather, in addition to empiricai evidence, a theory must be evaiuated with respect to other theories. 



CaAPTER ONE: LITERATURE; R E W W  

Introduction 

Before reviewing the theoretical literature, it is necessary to distinguish between 

individual decisionmaking and group decision-making. Both expected-utility theory and 

prospect theory concem the decision-making processes of individuals rather than groups. 

Furthemore, they are both theories of decision-making under conditions of risk. The 

application of these parhcular theories of risky decision-making of individuals in crisis 

situations is appropriate since most significant cnsis decisions are made by toplevel 

decision-makers and advison. Political leaders, with the advice of their closest political 

and military advisors, determine their coune of action when faced with a cisis or a 

potential crisis. For this reason, this investigation will focus on the primary individuals 

who have steered Russian policies toward Chechnya, narnely Boris Yeltsin and his 

successor Vladimir Putin. This emphasis on the role of individuals does not negate the 

possible influence of bureaucracies, standard operating procedures, or any other factors 

that might shape policy during other crises. However, in the case of Chechnya cnsis, 

decision-making and policy influence have k e n  limited to select individuals within the 

Russian govemment. 

This chapter will review the literature on crisis decision-making with emphasis on 

two leading theories of rislcy choice: expected-utility theory and prospect theory. The 

purpose is to describe each theory and illustrate their differences. Based upon divergent 

sets of assumptions, expected-utility theory and prospect theory offer different 

undentandings of the manner in which decisions are reached. Thus, each theory yields 

different predictions regarding the outcome of the decision-making process it describes. 



Beginning with a discussion of mainstream expected-utility theory, this chapter will then 

explain prospect theory and how it deviates corn theories of rational choice. This 

theoretical review will lay the foundation for the subsequent analysis of Russian decision- 

making with respect to Chechnya 

Erpected- Utility Theory 

Expected-utility theory is a theory of rational choice under conditions of risk. 

This theory maintains that when faced with a risky decision, individuals will carefully 

assess the situation, devise a complete list of their opttons and the range of possible 

consequences of each alternative course of action, and choose the option that best serves 

their objectives with the greatest probability of success. In other words, "the decision 

maker selects that option with the highest expected utility that equals the sum of the 

utilities of the outcornes, each weighted by its probability"l. This expectation principle is 

the .'cornerstone of the rational theory of choice'". Expected-utility theory holds that the 

drsirability of each possible option is measured in terms of net asset levels. In the 

langage of econornics, monetary decisions are shaped by considerations of net wealth 

(including one's current wealth) rather than by potential gains or losses fiom one's 

current net asset levels. The assessrnent ofavailable options in tems of their expected- 

utility is both objective and invariant. This calculus is objective in the sense that it is 

independent from any partxular reference point. It is invariant in the sense that 

expected-utility theory rem upon the view that the decision-rnaker's preference will be 

the same regardless of how the situation is framed. 

t Quattrone, George A. and Tversky, Amos, "Contrasting Rational and Psychoiogical Analyses oFPolitical 
Choice". American Political Science Review, v. 82 (3), September 1988, p. 730. 



"Perhaps the most fundamental principle of rational choice is the 
assumption of invariance. This assumption, which is rarely stated 
explicitly, requires that the preference order among prospects should not 
depend on how their outcornes and probabilities are described and thus 
that two alternative formulations of the same problem should yield the 
same results. "3 

The significance of reference points and M i n g  will be discussed in greater detail in the 

following section on prospect theory. Prospect theory challenges these fundamental 

assumptions of objectivity and invariance. 

It is important to note that expected-utility theory does not necessarily require 

perfect rationality. But the theory suggests that decision-maken behave as Jthey are 

perfectly rational and their choices are the product of objective cost-benefit analyses. 

Prospect theory challenges these basic assumptions of expected-utility theory. It argues 

that decision-makers do not behave as if they are perfectly rational and in fact their 

choices do not reflect cost-benetit analyses. There are several psychological and 

cognitive tendencies, which will be described in the nea section, that encourage 

decision-maken to pursue options that do not make sense in tems expected-utility. The 

evidence that challenges the rationality assurnptions of expected-utility theory mises 

senous questions regarding that theory's descriptive capabilities. 

"The descriptive failure of normative principles, such as invariance.. . , 
does not mean that people are unintelligent or irrational. The failure 
mereiy indicates that judgment and choice-like perception and 
memory-are prone to distortion and error. The significance of the results 
stems from the observation that the erroa are cornmon and systematic, 
rather than idiosyncratic or random, hence they cannot be disrnissed as 
noise."" 

3 Quattrone, George A. and Tversky, Amos, "Contrasting Rational and Psychologicd Analyses of Politicai 
Choice", Amencan Political Science Review, v. 82 (3), Septernber 1988, p. 727. 
' Ibid.. p. 735. 



Prospect Theory 

As a result of their dissatisfaction with expected-utility theory, Daniel Kahneman 

and Amos ~ v e n k ~ '  developed an alternative theory of choice called prospect theory. 

The pioneers of prospect theory felt that the descriptive capabilities of mainstream 

rational choice theory were inadequate. Their research demonstrated that individuals 

systematically violate many of the assumptions and predictions of expected-utility 

theory.%ile expected-utility theory is nonnatively appealing in the sense that it 

perhaps illustrates how people should make decisions, Kahneman and Tversky's research 

suggests that expected-utility theory does not accurately reflect or predict how people 

actually do make decisions. Kahneman and Tversky argue that 'Wie deviations of actul 

behaviour from the nonative mode1 are too widespread to be ignored, too systematic to 

be dismissed as random error, and too fundamental to be accommodated by relaxing the 

normative system"'. Prospect theory is intended as a descriptive theory of decision- 

makinç under conditions of risk. It is important to note that the leading proponents of 

prospect theory do not make any normative claims.' 

Prospect theory differs from expected-utility theory in a nwnber of ways. It is 

based upon a different set of assumptions and yields different predictions regarding 

decision-making behaviour. Unlike expected-utility theory, which rests upon rather 

srringent conditions of individual objectivity and rationality, prospect theory emphasizes 

the psychological and cognitive limits of individual rationality. An interesting 

Kahnernan and Tvenky fim articulateci their alternative theory of choice in "Prospect Theory: r\n 
Analysis of Decision Under Risk", Economemca, v. 47 (2), March 1979, pp. 263-291. 

Ibid. 
' Tvenky, Amos and Kahneman, Daniei, "Rational Choice and the Framing of Decisions". Journal of 
Business, v. 59 (4) pt.2, 1986, p. S252. 
' Ibid., p. S272. 



implication of prospect theory is that these limits do not seem to vary greatly fiom person 

to penon. Indeed, there are common psychological and cognitive patterns and tendencies 

arnong most people that are illustrated through their decision-making behaviour. 

Prospect theory offen an explanation for our common 'irrationality' or 'non-rationality' 

when faced with decision problems under conditions of risk. The following sections will 

describe and explain prospect theory in more detail, contrasting it with expected-utility 

theory . 

Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tvenky argue that '?the carriers of value or utility 

are changes of wealth, rather than final asset positions that include curent wealth'". Ln 

other words, "people are more sensitive to changes in assets than to net asset levels. 

They thi nk in ternis of gains and losses rather than levels of weal th and wel fare. "'O For 

this reason prospect theory emphasizes the role of possible gains and losses, Framed 

around a reference point, in the decision-making process. 

Contrary to expected-utility theory, prospect theory emphasizes the impoitance of 

frarning in the decision-making process. Prospect theory rests upon the assumption that 

individuals fiame the problem with respect to a reference point. "People tend to think in 

terms of gains and losses rather than in tems of their net assets, and therefore encode 

choices in t e n s  of deviations fiorn a referme point.. .The reference point is usually the 

status quo, but that need not necessarily be the case. One can also speak of deviations 

9 Kahneman, Daniel and Tversky, Amos, "Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision Under Risk", 
Econometrica, v. 47 (2), March 1979, p. 273. 
1 O Levy, Jack S., "Loss Aversion, Framing, and Bargaining: The Implications of Prospect Theory for 
International Conflict", International Political Science Review, v. 17 (Z), Apd 1996, p. 180. 



from an uspiraiion level or some other reference point which is not equivalent to the 

status quo."1 l 

The tendency to employ the statu quo as the reference point around which one's 

options are framed is sometimes referred to as the statu quo biari2. This general 

pre ference for the statu quo carries interesting implications for the decision-making 

process. The disadvantages or potential losses involved with leaving the status quo are 

ofien over-weighted relative to the possible gains that may be anained by doing so.13 

Jack Levy points out that states may exhibit a statu quo bias in their relations with other 

states. "States seem to make greater efforts to preserve the s t a t u  quo against a 

threatened loss than to improve their position by a comparable arnount. A state might be 

willing, for example, to fight to defend the same territory that it would not have been 

willing to fight to acquire. 

Framing refers to how the decision-rnaker m e s  the issue in his or her own 

mind. The relative importance assigned to M i n g  by each theory is one of the most 

divisive issues in the debate between expected-utility theorists and prospect theorists. 

Contrary to expected-utility theory's assumption of invariance, prospect theory argues 

that the framing of options with respect to a parhcular reference point is of the utmost 

imponance in the decision-making process. Indeed, numerous laboratory experiments 

using multiple choice questionnaires have show that the phrasing of the options affects 

the preferences of respondents in a pattemed mariner.'" Changes in the framing of a 

I I  Levy, Jack S., "An Introduction to Prospect Theoq?, Political Psychology, v. 13 (2), June 1992, p. 174. 
1 2 Levy , Jack S., "Prospect Theoty and international Relations: Theoretical Applications and Anal yticd 
Problerns", Political Psvcholoay, v. 13 (2), June 1992, p. 284, 
l 3  &id. 
14 Exarnples of such findings can be found in Kahneman, Daniel and Tversky, Amos, "Proqxst Theory: An 
h l y s i s  of Decision Under Riskn, Econornetrica, v. 47 (2), March 1979, pp. 263-291; Tvmky, Amos and 
Kahneman. Daniel, "The Framing of Decisions and the PsychoIogy of Choice", Science, v.211, January 



hypothetical decision problem have been shown to cause respmdents to change their 

preferences even when the basic chafactet.istics of each problem remains the same. One 

striking exarnple illustration of the effects of M i n g  can be found in an experiment 

conducted by Amos Tvenky and Daniel Kahneman. They presented to following 

problem to two groups of undergraduate students. 

"Imagine that the US is preparing for the outbreak of an unusual Asian 
disease, which is expected to ici11600 people. Two alternative programs to 
combat the disease have been proposed. Assume that the exact scientific 
estimates of the consequences of the programs are as follows: 

(Survival frame) If Program A is adopted, 200 people will be saved. 
If Program B is adopted, there 1s a 113 probability 
that 600 people will be saveci, and 213 probability 
that no people will be saved. 

The identical description of the situation was given to a second group of 
subjects, but the same information about the alternative treatment 
programs is fmmed differently. 

(Monality h e )  If Program C is adopted 400 people will die. 
If Program D is adopted there is a 1/3 probability 
that nobudy will die, and a 2 3  probability that 600 
people will die."'* 

The results of this experiment present a serious challenge to mainstream rational 

choice theory and expected-utility theory in particular. In the survival fiame of the 

possible options, 72 % of the subjects preferred Program A.I6 The principle of invariance 

found in expected-utility theory would predict that the same option, Program C though 

fiamed difierently, would be preferable. However, in the mortality frame, 78 % of the 

1 98 1, pp. 453-45 8; Quattrone, George A and Tversky, Amos, "Contrasting Rational and Psychologicd 
Analyses of Political Choice", American Political Science Review, v. 82 (3), September 1988, pp. 7 19-736; 
and many others. 
" This formulation of Kahneman and Tvenky's âequentiy cited experirnent uin be found in Levy, Jack S.. 
"Loss Aversion, Frarning, and Bargaining: The Implications of Prospect Theory for Intemational Codictn, 
International Politicai Science Review, v. 17 (2), April 1996, p. 183. 



subjects preferred Program D. l7 "The ody ciifference in the choice problems faced by the 

two groups of subjects is the framing of the outcornes in tenns of the number of lives 

saved or ~ost."'~ Similar experiments concemed with the role of framing have yielded 

similar results. These findings present a serious challenge to the axioms of expected- 

utility theory. The ability to reasonably judge the probabilities of possible outcornes is a 

central component of expected-utility. if the decision-maker is cognitively or 

psychologically iirnited in his or ber ability to estimate probability, then he or she cannot 

and will not choose the opion with the greatest expected utility, or in other words, the 

option that will meet the desired objectives with the greatest probability. Jack S. Levy 

points out that such laboratory experiments "demonstrate that a change in fiame can 

result in a change in preferences in spite of the fact that al1 of the key parameters of the 

choice problern remain the sarne. These preference reversais are inconsistent with the 

invariance axiom of expected-utility theory, which requires that logically identical choice 

problems should yield identical res~lts."'~ 

Prospect theory rests largely upon the view that individuals treat losses and gains 

differently. "Individuals tend to be risk-averse with respect to gains and riskacceptant 

with respect to los se^."^^ Potential losses loom larger than potential gains. This dispanty 

between the treatment of losses and gains is magnified depending upon whether the 

decision-maker considers the statu quo to fa11 within the domain of losses or the dornain 

of gains. If an actor perceives himself to be in the domain of losses, he will engage in 

riskier behaviour than if he perceives himself to be in the domain of gains, that is, with 

L6 ibid. 
'' ibid. 
'"id. 
l9 %id. 



more to lose. According to prospect theory, risk aversion varies according to the 

perceived domain. This hypothesis nias contrary to expected-utility theory's assumption 

of risk aversion regardless of domain or reference point. The two theories would 

generate drarnatically different predictions of decision-making beha~iour.~' "If actors 

perceive themselves to be in the dornain of losses, they tend to engage in nskier forms of 

behaviour than might be predicted by a probability calculus based on expected utility. 

Prospect theory suggests another hypothesis as well: acton perceive themselves to be in 

the domain of losses more often than we would normally e ~ ~ e c t . " ' ~  

Prospect theory describes several psychological phenomena that derive from its 

assumptions regarding the role of framing and the significance of gains and losses. One 

such phenornenon is the endowment effect which illustrates the tendency for people to 

value what have already have more than comparable assets that they do not presently 

have in their possession. The acquisition of an item psychologically enhances the value 

one amibutes to it. This "overevaluation of current possessions"u skews the manner in 

which one evaluates alternative courses of action. In a sense, people feu losing what 

they already have more than they desire to gains items that they do not have. Thus, 

options are not weighed as objectively as expected-utility theory would suggest. The 

endowment effect challenges the assumption wderlying expected-utility theory that 

"preferences are independent of endowments'? 

'O Levy. Jack S.,  &An Introduction to Prospect Theoq", Political P-holos?y, v. 13 (2). June 1992. p. 174. 
" Quamone, George A and Tversky, Amos, "Contmdng Rational and Psychological Analyses of Political 
Choice", Amencan Political Science Review, v. 82 (3)- September 1988, p. 72 1. 
'' Levy, Jack S., "Prospect Theory and international relations: Theoretical Applications and Anaiytical 
ProbIerns", Political Psvctioloqy, v. 13 (S), June 1992, p. 291. 
13 Levy, Jack S., "An Introduction to Prospect Theory", Political Psycholoay, v. 13 (2), June 1992, p. 175. 
'' Ibid. 



Another psychological phenomenon described by prospect theory that can help 

further explain risk-seeking behaviour in the domain of losses and risk-averse behaviour 

in the domain of gains is the certuinty effect. Kahneman and Tvenky argue that "people 

overweight outcomes that are considered certain, relative to outcomes which are merely 

probable-a phenomenon which we label the certainty e f l e ~ t " . ~  Prospect theorists also 

describe a pseudocertainty effect in which "extremely likely but uncertain outcomes are 

often treated as if they were ~ertaid'.'~ Related to these findings is the discovery that 

people also "ovenveight small probabilities and undenveight moderate and high 

probabilities".27 

"In the positive domain, the certainty effect contributes to a nsk averse 
preference for a sure gain over a larger gain that is merely probable. In the 
negative domain, the same effect le& to a risk seeking preference for a 
loss that is rnerely probable over a smaller loss that is certain. The same 
psyc hological pnnci ple-the overweighting of certainty-favon risk 
aversion in the domain of gains and nsk seeking in the domain of 
iosses."'" 

The certainty effect impacts the way in which the probabilities of different 

alternatives are estimated. The evaluation of options is also shaped by another 

psyc hological phenomenon called the isolution effect. 

"In order to simpiiQ the choice between alternatives, people ofien 
disregard cornponents that the alternatives share, and focus on the 
components that distinguish them. This approach to choice problems may 
produce inconsistent preferences, because a pair of prospects can be 
decomposed into common and distinctive components in more than one 

'' Kahneman, Daniel and Tversky, Amos. "Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision Under Risk". 
Econometrica, v. 47 (2). March 1979, p. 265. 
" Lew.  Jack S., .'An Introduction to Prospect Theory". Political P-holony. v. 13 (2). June 1992, p. 178. 
'' ibid. 
'"ahneman Daniel and Tversky. Amos. "Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision Under Risk. 
Econometrica, v. 47 (2), March 1979, p. 269. 



way, and different decompositions sometimes lead to diRerent 
preferences."29 

Incorporating al1 of these patterns of behaviour, prospect theory divides the 

decision-making process into two phases: the editing phase and the evaluation phase. 

The initial editing phase includes the framing of the problem relative to a piiriicular 

reference point and the identification of possible alternatives and out corne^.^^ The 

aforementioned status quo bias and endowment effect would be most evident during this 

stage of the decision-making process. The subsequent evaluation phase involves the 

selection of alternative with the greatest perceived value.3' The ceriainty effxt, the 

isolation effect, and the difierential treatment of potenhal losses and gains would be most 

evident during the evaluation phase. 

The central hypothesis of prospect theory that individuals treat gains and losses 

differently continues even after a decision has been made. Most real world situations 

involve a series of decisions rather than a single one-time choice. Prospect theory 

suggests that not only do individuals assess potential gains and losses differently, but that 

the y accommodate to gains and losses at di fferent rates. Decision-makea "accommodate 

to gains more quickly than to ~osses".~' This immediate accommodation to gains is 

sometimes referred to as the instant enclowment efled3. Different rates of 

accommodation to gains and losses have interesting implications for the level of risk in 

subsequent behaviour. 

" Ibid. p. 271. 
'O Tversky, Amos and Kahneman, Daniel, "Rational Choitx and the Frarning of Defisions", Journal of 
Business, v. 59 (4), 1986, p. S257. 

Ibid. 
'' Levy. Jack S., "An Innoduchon to Rospect Theory", Political Psycholoay, v. 13 (2). Iune 1992, p. 177. 
33 ibid. 



"Accommodation to losses induces a tendency toward risk-aversion 
because any improvement in one's new position will be treated as  a gain 
rather than as a recovery of losses; accommodation to gains induces to risk 
seeking because any retreat fiom ones' new position will be framed as a 
loss rather than a foregone gain.''34 

The degree of risk in one's behaviour depends on how one's reference point changes, or 

does not change, during a senes of decisions. An analogy based on gambling behaviour 

can serve to illustrate this point. 

"If a gambler who s a e r s  a series of losses adopts the cumulative frame of 
his asset position at the beginning of the evening, he will be more inclined 
to be risk-acceptant and attempt to recover his losses, whereas if he m e s  
around current assets after the losses he will tend to be less risk-seeking. 
Someone on a winning streak, however, will be more risk-averse if he 
frames his choice in terms of his initial assets rather than the total assets at 
the time of each new bet.'"5 

How the decision-maker frames the problem becornes critical. The reference 

point is usually the status quo but there is arnbiguity as to how the decision-maker adjusts 

to changes in the status quo. Faster accommodation to gains than losses implies that 

"under conditions of change there is a tendency for acton to shifi toward a more risk- 

acceptant orientation more quickly than toward a more risk-averse orientatiodJ6. This 

has significant consequences for strategic interactions between states, pamcularly in 

dynarnic situations. 

"If A has just made a gain at the expense of B, B's attempt to recover his 
losses (from the old status quo) will be perceived as a potentiai loss by A 
(from the new status quo), so that both parties will be in a domain of 
losses and be more risk-~eekin~."~' 

34 Levy, Jack S., "Loss Aversion, Framing, and Bargaining: The Implications of Prospect Theory for 
International Conflict", International Political Science Review, v. 17 (2), April 1996, p. 184. 
3s Ibid. 

ibid. 
37 Levy, Jack S., "An Introduction to Prospect Theory", Political Psychology, v. 13 (2), lune 1992, 
pp. 177-178. 



If two acton are f iamhg their decisions arowd different reference points, perhaps 

di fferent de finitions of the status quo, then both will engage in riskier behaviour than 

expected-utility theory would predict. 

Clearly, expected-utility theoty and prospect theory promote two very different 

views conceming how individuais make decisions. These alternative understandings of 

decision-making are incompatible with one another. The analyst cannot logically support 

both theories at the same time. Using the evidence fiom one or more empirical case 

studies, the analyst must determine which theory offers a better explanation for the 

decisions under investigation. The next two chapten of this study will explore Rwian 

decision-making with regard to Chechnya through the lenses of expected-utility theory 

and prospect theory to detemine which theory can best account for Russian decisions. 



CEAPTER TINO: 1994-1996 CaECELNYA WAR 

Introduction 

This chapter will examine the history and escaiation of the 1994-1996 conflict 

between Russia and Chechnya through the pnsm of prospect theory. It seeks to 

demonstrate that President Bons Yeltsin's decision to employ military force in Chechnya, 

and the process by which he made that choice, was not in accordance with expected- 

utility theory and that it was consistent with the patterns described by prospect theory. 

This chapter will assess the level of risk involved with the decision to use military force 

against Chechen nationalists. The evidence suggests that Yeltsin chose the riskiest option 

available to him and this risk propensity cm best be explained by prospect theory. In 

addition, prospect theory can explain why Yeltsin continued to punue this course of 

action for so long when it appeared to be failing. Various motivations and alternative 

explanations for the launch of the 19944996 Chechnya war have k e n  put forth by 

analysts and these will be discussed and assessed in the fourth chapter in conjunction 

with those of the 1999 resurgence of the wu.  

The Itisiorical roots of the conjUcr 

The relationship between Chechens and Russians throughout history can be 

characterized as one of mutual hostility and animosity. The ethnic tensions and temtorial 

disputes in the Nonh Caucasus region have deep historical mots and it is difficult to 

extrapolate any particular crisis fiom its historical underpinnings. However, when 

analyzing the decision-making process it is helpful to focus on the immediate context of 

the crisis. The 1994- 1996 conflict between Russia and Chechnya took place at a 



particdar moment in tirne in which the decisions of the Russian SecUnty Council and 

President Boris Yeltsin shaped the way the crisis unfolded. Without ignoring the 

significance of historical tensions and previous clashes between Russians and Chechens, 

this chapter will focus on events following the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

As the Soviet Union cmbled in the early 1990s' rnany regions within the former 

Soviet sphere asserted their independence, with varying degrees of success. Chechnya 

was one of the first of these penpheral regions to try to fkee itself fiom Russian rule. 

'Tn the surnmer of 1991, the All-National Congress of Chechen People 
(ANCC) announced that the Chechen part of the Russian Federation's 
Autonomous Republic of Checheno-ingushetia would secede fiorn the 
Soviet Union and the Russian Federation. The congress made the newly 
formed Executive Cornmittee of the ANCC the highest body of political 
power in the republic, with retired Soviet army General Dzhokhar 
Dudayev chairman of the committee. At the tirne, Moscow paid little 
attention to this declaration."' 

On October 27, 199 1, Chechnya held its first dernocratic election and ANCC 

Chairman Dzhokhar ~ u d a ~ e v '  was eiected president. One of his first acts as President 

was to confirm Chechnya's proclamation of indepnden~e.~ On November 1, one month 

before the Soviet Union was annulled, President Dudayev declared Chechen-Ingushetia 

sove reign and i ndependent.' Whether ihis declaration of inde pendence appl ied to 

Chechnya7s relations with Russia is an issue of great controversy. The Chechen and 

Ingush populations were divided on the matter with the ingush voting to remain within 

the Russian republic while their Chechen kin r e k d  to vote.' Presurnably, the Chechens 

I Tok  Vera, "The War in Chechnya", Cumnt History, v. 95 (604), October 1996, p. 3 17. 
The English spelling of Russian naws tend to vary. Dudayev io sometimes spelled 'Dudaev'. For the 

puvoses ofconsistenc~. the moa comrnon spelling of his name wiil be used throu&out this document. 
Tolz. Vera "The War in Chechnya", Current Historv, v. 95 (604). October 1996, p. 3 17. 

'' Colmsso, J o h  "Chechnya: The War Without Wi~ers". Current Hiaory, v. 94 (504). October 1995. 
p. 331. 
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thought the issue of independence fiom Russia had already been settied by Dudayev's 

previous declaration of independence fiom outside rule. However, the Russian 

govemrnent did not consider either Dudayev's election or Chechnya's declaration of 

i ndependence to be ~egitirnate.~ 

Just days afier Dudayev's proclamation of Chechen independence, on November 

9, 1 99 1, Yeltsin declared a state of emergency within Chechen temtory and issued a 

warrant for Dudayev's arrest7 Christopher Panico argues that issuing this decree was 

Yeltsin's first mistake in his handling of Chechen separatism. 

"The decree had two immediate effects: first, it allowed Dudayev to 
mobilise nationalist feeling in Chechnya against a Russian threat; second, 
it weakened anti-Dudayev opposition within the country, which now 
would be seen as traitorous should it continue its activities in the face of a 
Russian crackdo~n. '~ 

Yeltsin's threat of force was widely cnticized in Russia by liberal politicians and 

the media particuiarly by Mikhail Gorbachev and his remaining followers in the Soviet 

govemrnent. On November 10, the Supreme Soviet in Moscow met to discw the 

President's de~ree."~ On the very day that the Russian Parliament met to review the 

decree, Yeltsin dispatched 600 Interior Ministry troops to ~hechn~a."  

"The failure of the Russian invasion is often attributed to the Russian 
parliament for its refusal to sanction the action, but this legal maneuver 
was of little consequence. In fact, the Chechens defeated the Russians in 
classic Caucasian style. Thousands of heavily m e d  Chechens lined the 
runways at Grony's airpon and surrounded the planes bringing in Interior 

" Panico. Christopher, "Conflicts in the Cauwus: Riissia's War With Chechnyan, Conflict Studies, v. 28 1, 
luly 1995, p. 7. 
' Colarusso. John, ..C hechnya: The War Wihout Winners", Cumnt Hinor\i. v. 94 (504). October 1995. 
g 331. 

Panico. Christopher, "Conflicts in the Caucasus: Russia's War With Chechnya", Conflict Studies, v. 28 1, 
July 1995, p. 7. 
' Lieven, Anatol, Chechnva: Tombstone of Russian Power, (Yale University P m s ,  New Haven, 1998) 
pi 63. 

Ibid. 



Ministry troops. Trucks laden with aviation fuel were driven up to the 
planes and the Russians were told that they would be burned dive in their 
craft if they did not toss out every weapon and bullet and then leave. They 
did as they were told. The Checheas had humiliateà Russia's best and 
most feared troops. It was the first of many humiliations to corne."" 

On November 1 1, the &y after Uiis failed attempt to invade Chechnya, the 

Russian Supreme Soviet overwhelrningly denounced the state of emergency and the 

introduction of troops into Chechnya. " "Yeltsin subsequently withdrew h s  own decree, 

and in what was to become a melancholy pattern of inconsistency, evasion of 

responsibility and moral cowardice over Chechnya, tried to daim that he had never been 

in favour of it anyway."13 The failure of this initial invasion and the disapproval of the 

Russian parliament for Yeltsin's actions were severe penonal blows to the President. He 

soon ordered an economic blockade of chechnyal' and shifted away from overt 

aggession toward more coven efforts to undermine Dudayev's power and Chechen 

separatism. Yeltsin's govenunent covenly supporied opposition forces within Chechnya, 

primarily by encouraging their anti-Dudayev sentiments and supplying them with money, 

weapons, ancl, at times, even Russian military personnel.'5 

Preiudes to the Russian Invasion 

Reiations between Russia and Chechnya, though always tense, were relatively 

uneventful until 1994 when hostilities gradually reached a crescendo. The issue of 

" Cotamsso, John, "Chechnya: The War Without Wuinersn, Cumnt History, v. 94 (504). October 1995, 
p, 331. 

Lieven, Anatol, Chechnva: Tombstone of Russian Power, (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1998), 

p3 14 G. 
Colmsso, John, "Chechnya: The War Without Wmners", Currmt History, v. 94 (504), October 1995, 
33 1. 

pi Russia's mven aaivities in Chechnya are outlined in detail in C hriaopher Panicor s publication 
"Conflicts in the Caucasus: Russia's Wa. in Chectinyan, Conflict Studies, v. 281, July 1995, pp. 9-15. 



Chechnya's political statu remained unresolved. Ln early 1994 the Russian govemment 

devi sed a new constitution for the Russian Federation, one that would dari@ the 

relationship between Russia and its peripheral regions and preserve the federai structure. 

During this tirne, Moscow engaged in bilateral negotiations with a nurnber of territories 

that had fomerly k e n  part of the Soviet Union, many of which had been stniggling to 

separate from Russia and aàapt to the post-çold War environment. Like Chechnya, 

several of these republics had already declared their independence from Russia. The 

terms of the new constitution seemed favourable for most of these territories so many 

regional govemments chose to remain in the Russian Federation. "Only one republic- 

Chechnya-held out against recognizing the new constitutional basis of Russia's federal 

framework. In 1994. therefore, Chechnya's independence becarne the exception rather 

than the de-and was a major eyesore for a Russian president seeking to consolidate 

and strengthen state power."'6 Anatol Lieven argues that "in seeking the origins of the 

Chechen War, the Dudayev govemment's refusal to sign some form of federal or 

confederal treaty must be judged as the most important. Without it, though tension and 

coven Russian attempts to get rid of Dudayev might have continue4 there would have 

been no war."" 

One major reason why Dudayev remained defiant was that Yeltsin still did not 

recognize him as the legitimate leader of Chechnya so he refused to negotiate with him 

both before the evennial Russian military assault on Chechnya and throughout the 1994- 

1996 Russo-Chechen War. Yeltsin's refusal to meet with Dudayev in person, despite 

l b  McFaul, Michaei, "Eurasian Letter: Russian Politics Mer Chezhnya", Foreign Policy, v. 99, Summer 
1995, p. 153. 
17 Lieven, Anatoi, Chechnya: Tombstone of Russian Power, (Yale University Press, New Haveq 1 W8), 
p. 84 



D uda yev' s re peated requests to negotiate a settlement regarding Chechny a's political 

statu, served to fuel Chechen resistance against membenhip in the Russian Federation 

and harden Dudayev's position on the matter. 

"It has often k e n  said, and perhaps rightly, that if Yeltsin had invited 
Dudayev to a face-to-face meeting, as quasi-equals, then for reasons both 
of personal vanity and personal prestige within Chechnya, Duâayev might 
have felt that his face had been saved suficiently for him to be able to 
follow Tatarstan in signing some kind of federal or codederai treaty with 
Russia. In this case, fiom the Yeltsin govemment's point of view the all- 
important question of 'secession' would have been solveâ, and the later 
war would almost certainly have been avoided."18 

Negotiation was always an option available to Yeltsin during the escalation stage 

of the conflict and throughout the subsequent war. At any point either before or afier the 

initial use of force Yeltsin couid have initiated peace talks with Chechen leaders. Yet 

negotiation was not seriously considered or pursued by Yeltsin and his advison until the 

final stages of the war, long after it was apparent that a Russian military victory was not 

forthcoming. One reason for Yeltsin's continuous refusal to negotiate with Dudayev may 

have been his personal dislike for him. The penuasiveness of this explanation will be 

assessed in the fourth chapter along with alternative motivations behind the war. 

Cutaiysts for war 

Several significant events during 1994 served to polarize the relations between 

Russia and Chechnya, cuiminating with Yeltsin's r e m  to overt rnilitary aggression 

against Chechnya at the end of that year. Anatol Lieven suggests that "the catalyst for 

the Russian governrnent's renewed pressure on Dudayev was the series of four bus 



hijackings by Chec hen criminals in the Russian North r au cas us". '' These hijackings 

took place during May, June, and Juiy of 1994 in the town of Mineralny Vody. The 

hijackers demanded high ransoms for the release of theù hostages." in the first three 

cases, the criminals were either arrested in Russia or they fled to Chechnya where there 

were subsequently arrested with the help of Dudayev's forces. With the fourth hijacking 

incident, Dudayev refused to allow either the hilackers or Russian authorities to enter 

Chechen temtory, perhaps fearing that the Russians would use this as an excuse to 

occupy at least part of Chechnya. As a result of Dudayev's refusal to provide any 

assistance, Russian forces had to resolve the situation on their own. A bungled rescue 

operation left four hostages and one Russian soldier dead." Not surprisingly, Dudayev 

was blamed for the failure of this botched rescue attempt. 

'Strangely enough, in the search for 'deeper' reasons for the Russian 
decision to invade Chechnya, the hijackings are often forgotten. In fact, 
whatever the underlying reasons, the timing of the Russian 
administration's decision to turn against Dudayev was a direct result of the 
last hijacking; nor should this be hard to undentand, if we remember the 
impact of such small and contingent, but provocative, incidents on 
Western decision-making processes."2' 

Throughout 1994, Russia's covert support for anti-Dudayev opposition groups 

continued but Russia's deepening involvement in Chechnya would not remain secret for 

long. "Russia's hidden war in Chechnya became embanassingly public on 26 November 

1994, when anti-Dudayev forces-supported by active duty Russian soldiers recruited by 

the FSK [the KGB's successor]-were badly defeated in an attempt to take Grozny by 

l9  lbid. p. 86. 
'O Ibid. 
" This description of the çvents surrounding these hijackings is paraphraseci lrom the version found in 
Anatol Lieven's book, Chechnva: Tombstone of Russian Power, (Yale University Press, New Haven, 
1998), p. 86. 
22 ibid. 



storm in an armoured a~sault."~' Dudayev7s forces caphued many of Russian military 

personnel during the assault and threatened to execute them if the Russian government 

did not acknowledge its military involvement in the coaflict." "Humiliation 

compounded defeat when, in the face of Defense Minister Pave1 Grachev's denial of any 

knowledge of or involvement in the operation, the Chechen government paraded capaired 

Russian military personnel live on t e l e ~ i s i o n . ~  Farnily members of the captive Russian 

soldiers began to identify them and publicly state that they were on active duty for the 

failed attack on ~ r o z n ~ . ' ~  During televised i n t e ~ e w s  with an independent Moscow- 

based television station, three captive soldiers said that they had signed a contnict with 

the FSK." Even more compelling7 "on 2 December the respected Russian daily Izvestiyo 

in a Front-page banner story provided uncontrovertible evidence of the involvement of 

active-duty Russian soldien recnrited by the FSK. The men left letters acknowledging 

recruitment by the FSK for military operations in Chechnya to enable their families to 

collect money fkom the intelligence organ should the men be killed in the ~ ~ e r a t i o n . " ~ ~  

Yeltsin's governrnent could no longer deny its direct involvement in the situation in 

Chechnya. The fact that Yeltsin and his government hid their actions in Chechnya fiom 

the Russian public for as long as they could suggests that Yeltsin and his advisors did not 

believe they could justify their policies toward Chechnya in the eyes of the population 

they were elected to represent. 

" Panico, Christopher, "Codicts in the Caucasus: Russiais War in Chechnyan, C o n f b  Studies, v. 281, 
July 1995, p. 14. 
"' Ibid. 
'' Lapidus, Gail, "Contested Sovereignty: The Tragedy of Chechnya", International Secunty, v. î3  (1). 
Summer 1998, p. 19. 
26 Panico. Christopher, "Conflicts in the Cauwus: Russia's War in Chechnyan,Cooflict Studies, v. 28 1, 
July 1995. p. 15. 
'' ibid. 
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Yeltsin 's Ultimatum 

On November 29, President Yeltsin issued a 48-hour ultimatum to Dudayev in 

which he threatened to take military action unless Dudayev released dl prisoners and 

disbanded his forces dong Chechnya's  border^.*^ The deadline passed and Yeltsin 

reissued the ultimatum, oniy this time without the threat of introducing a state of 

emergency in ~ h e c h n ~ a . ' ~  During these tense &YS, the Russian military continued its 

covert operations and engaged in overt acts of aggression as well, including bombing the 

Gromy airport and other strategic sites.3' By this point, the stage was set foi war. 

Yeltsin's use of ultimatums raises interesting questions about how the situation 

was framed in his own mind and those of his top advisors. As mentioned in the tint 

chapter, framing is an integral component of prospect theory. The application of prospect 

theory to any empirical case study requires a clear understanding of how the problem is 

framed in the mind of the pnmary decision-rnal~er.~' The decision-maker's reference 

point when considering alternatives is usually the stahis quo. Jack Levy suggests that 

ultimatums may alter the decision-maker's definition of the status quo and the framing of 

the problem. 

Tonsider a situation in which one state threatens military action against 
another. This initial threat of military action in itself changes the statu 
quo in terms of utilities because of the reputational and perhaps domestic 
political costs involved. Does the first state frame a possible withdrawal of 
the threat (of failure to irnplement it) as a retreat to the old status quo or a 
retreatfrom the new status quo? The second h e  is more likely to 
induce nsk-seeking behavior and the escalation of the confli~t.'"~ 

l9 bid.  
30 Ibid 
3' Ibid. 
Rose McDermott discusses the significance of Inmuig and reference points extensively throughout ber 

analysis of the Iranian hostage crisis. "Prospect Theory in international Relations: The M a n  Hostage 
Rescue Mission", Poiitical Psychology, v. 13 (2), June 1992, pp. 237-263. 
" Levy, Jack S., "Prospect Theary and International Relations: Theoretid Applications and Anaiytïcal 
Problems", v. 13 (2), June 1992, p. 290. 



It seems that once Yeltsin's ultimatum was issued and left unfulfilled by Dudayev, 

Yeltsin framed the situation in terms of losses. His perception of king in the domain of 

losses may have arisen before he issued the ultimatum and derived From any of the 

various motivations that will be discussed in the fourth chapter. Regardess, the risk- 

seeking behaviour that followed the ultimatum suggests that Yeltsin considered the 

failure of his ultimatum to be a retreat from the new statu quo, the one defined by the 

terms of his ultimatum. Had Yeltsin backed down from his ultimatum, it would have 

displayed weakness and a lack of credibility to Dudayev and perhaps the Chechen and 

Russian populations. 

The process behind Yeltsin's decision to use force does not appear to fit the 

expected-utility model. Since expected-utility theory is more mainstream and more 

parsimonious than prospect theory, it is important to refute that explanation before 

looking at this case through an alternative theoretical lens. Remarkably inconsistent with 

expected-utility theory, it seems clear that Yeltsin did not engage in even a nidimentary 

cost-benefit analysis of the use of military force against Chechnya before he threatened 

such action nor did he consider the costs and benefits of alternative courses of action. It 

is possible that Yeltsin believed Dudayev would surrender to the tems of his ultimatum 

so there would be no need to carry through with the threat of force. However, there was 

no foundation for such a belief Dudayev did not exhibit any behaviour that Yeltsin 

could have interpreted as signals of impending obedience to Russian demands. The depth 

of the Chechen identity and desire for independence and their willingness to die for that 

cause should have made it very clear to Yeltsin that Duâayev and his nationalist forces 

would never senle for anythng less than political autonomy fiom Russia If Yeltsin had 



carefully considered the cos& and benefits of his options coupled with their probability of 

success ahead of tirne, it seems highly dikely that he codd have reached the conclusion 

that the use of military force in Chechnya would serve his objectives in the lest  costly 

marner. The range of options available to Yeltsin, none of which were explored before 

his decision to employ military force, will be discussed in subsequent sections of this 

chapter. 

Yelrsin 's Decision io Invade Chechnya 

The actual decision to invade Chechnya was made hastily with little or no 

consideration given to any alternative counes of action. One might have reasonably 

expected that the failure of the two previous Russian sponsored attacks against Chechnya, 

the first in November 199 1 and the second in November 1994, would have led Yeltsin 

and his advisors to review their strategy and evaluate other options. Such decision- 

making behaviour would be consistent with expected-utility theory and any other theory 

of rational choice. That was not the case. Gail Lapidus convincingly argues that it is 

clear that the "Russian leadership's decision was by no means a "last resort" after al1 

avenues for a peaceful resolution of the conflict had been e~hausted.''~' The decision to 

use oven military force against Chechnya had already been made by President Yeltsin, 

probably before he issued the ultimatum to that effect. His decision was ratified at a 

secret meeting of the Russian Security Council on November 29, 1994. Ail available 

accounts of that meeting explicitly state there was absolutely no discussion or debate on 

34 Lapidus, Gai1 W., "Contested Sovereignty: The Tragedy of Chechnya", international Securiîy, v. 23 (l), 
Summer 1998, p. 7. 



the issue before the vote took place.35 It appean that the decision had already been made 

and the Security Council vote was nothing more than a formality. The Minister of Justice, 

Yuri Kalmykov, who opposed the use of force in Chechnya, was shocked by the lack of 

discussion and voiced strong objections against the nature of the decision-making process 

and its results. He was forced to resign the next Kalmykov's resignation appears 

to have been part of a larger pattern of excluding dissenten ftom the decisionmaking 

process both before and during the war in ~hechn~a." This narrowing of viewpoints 

does not appear to be conducive to the cost-benefit analysis of alternatives that is crucial 

to expected-utility theory. Whether the presence of dissenten within his imer circle 

would have changed Yeltsin's mind is highly questionable. However, Yeltsin's isolation 

from other opinions suggests that the decision-making patterns described by prospect 

theory may be more influential in situations where then are no devil's advocates present 

to challenge the decision-maker's tisky choice either before or afler the decision has been 

made. Perhaps a more diverse group of advisors would have created a more rational 

decision-making process and encouraged Yeltsin to consider other less risky options. 

Yeltsin ultimately made the decision on his own with surprisingly little input from even 

his closest advisors. 

" The mon detailed discussion of thir meeting un be found in John Colamsso's article, "Chechnya: The 
War Without Winners", Current History, v. 94 (504), October 1995, p. 333. Gai1 Lapidus ("Contesteci 
Sovereignty: The Tragedy of C hechnya", Intemational Security, v. 23 ( 1 ), Summer 1998, pp. 1 9-20) &ers 
to an interview between j o d i s t  Alexander Gamov and Justice Minister Yuri Kalmykov published in the 
Russian newspaper Komsomol 'sAoya Pravh ( "Security Council Votes Decisions Prior to Discussing 
Them", December 20, 1994, p. 3) in which Kalmykov stated that those present at the meeting were told to 
vote first and discuss the issue tater. 
36 Colarusso, John, "C hechnya: The War Without Wmers", Current History, v. 94 (5W), October 1995, 
y, 333. 

Michaei McFaul argues that beginning in December 1993 Yeltsin was isolateci f?om those who sought 
alternative and more peacefùl mettiods for dealing with Chechnya. By November 1994, the "party of war" 
was in control of the Kremlin and they were detennined to resolve the Chechen problem by force. 
(McFaul, Michael, "Eurasia Letter Russian Politics Mer Chechnya", Foreim Policy, v. 99, Summer 1995, 
pp. 149- 168). 



"In the case of Chechnya, the president, after soliciting the opinions of a 
few memben of the National Security Council and the power ministries, 
made the decision vimially on his own. He also failed to infom the 
parliament of his decision to use force, as required by the ~onstitution.'"~ 

On December 1 1, 1994, Russian forces began a three-pronged attack on 

Chechnya, invading from the east, west, and north. This marked the beginning of 

Russia's costl y and devastating war against the Chechen population, a people struggling 

to break free from their historical oppressors. Success against Chechen nationalists was 

elusive from the start and it remains elusive to this &y. 

Risks and Risk PtopensieHm Risky was Yelisln's Choice? 

Before concluding this chapter, it is important to briefly consider the risks 

inherently involved with Yeltsin's use of military force and the manner in which that 

decision was made. These risks were foreseeable and yet Yeltsin chose to accept them. 

A prospect theory explanation for any case study requires two fundamental strands of 

evidence: the analyst must demonstrate not only that a decision was risiq but that the 

level of risk-acceptance was drarnatically high due to the decision-maker's perception of 

being in the domain of losses. This section will discuss the inunediate and long-term 

risks involved with the decision to use force in Chechnya in 1994. The fourth chapter 

will analyze the motivations behind that decision to establish that Yeltsin perceived 

himself to be in the domain of losses and as a result he was willing to accept greater risks 

than a rational cost-benefit analysis would have recommended. The separation of these 

distinct yet complementary strands of evidence will strengthen this prospect theory 

interpretation of Russian decision-making. 

38 Tolz, Vera, "The War in Chechnya", Current History, v. 95 (604), October 1996, p. 3 18. 



The most obvious risk in any military action is the potential loss of life. Yeltsin 

was will ing to risk the lives of Russian military personnel in order to prevent Chechnya 

from seceding. He was also willing to endanger the lives of tens of thousands of Russian 

and Chechen civilians living in Chechnya by assaulting that temtory with indiscriminant 

air strikes and ground troop invasions. The human cost of Russia's war in Chechnya was 

devastatingly high. No one knows precisely how many people were killed or injured 

dunng the two years of violent conflict. Estimates conceming the number of casualties 

are wide-ranging and highly controversial. Most accounts place the nurnber of casualties 

and fatalities at approxirnately 100 000.'hussian General Aleksandr Lebed has 

suggested the figure is much higher, about 240 000 people injured or k i ~ l e d . ~  Not 

surprkingly, officia1 body counts publicized by the Russian govemment were much 

lower." Throughout the war, the Russian goverment was fiequently accused of hiding 

the human costs of the conflict with misleading propagancia assuring the Russian public 

of an imminent victory. Apart fiom these homfic figures, the war destroyed cities and 

villages throughout Chechnya, leaving hundreds of thousands of people homeless 

refugees. '' 
Russia's military assault against Chechnya also involved significant financial 

costs. The expensive military campaign diverted money and resources away fiom 

Russia's already suffering economy. It is extremely dificult, if not impossible, to 

determine the total financial coa of the war but one can reasonably assume that it was 

39 Lapidus, Gad W., "Contested Sovereignty: The Tragedy of Chechnya", international Security, v. 23 (l),  
Summer 1998, p. 6. 
" ibid. 
4 1 Former Russian Minister of Interna1 AfTairs, Anatoly Kulikov, put the number of deaths at 18 500. (cited 
in Lapidus, Gai1 W., "Contested Sovereignty: The Tragedy ofChechnyaW, international Secuity, v. 23 (1), 
Summer 1998, p.6). 
j2 ibid. 



quite high. Rwsia's already ill-equipped military forces lost countiess tanks, vehicles, 

and weaponry during the conflict. Such military equipment will have to be replaced, an 

expense that Russia cannot afford without making budget cuts elsewhere. Wars are very 

costly endeavors in both human and financial ternis. Yeltsin knew the risks ahead of time 

and still chose to invade Chechnya 

A more indirect but highly predictable risk associated with the invasion was the 

possibility of condemnation fiom the international cornmunity. Russia's behaviour 

toward Chechnya carried with it very probably risk of damaging Russia's reputation 

abroad and straining its relationships with other govemments. Entenng into the w u ,  

Yeltsin must have expected to receive hanh criticism fiom members of the international 

community. Surprisingly, international criticism denouncing Russia's assault on its own 

citizens was not forthcoming but Yeltsin could not have predicted this complacency 

ahead of time. Most Westem govemments seem to have thought that Chechen 

separatism was an intemal problern for Russia, one that Russia should be permitted to 

handle in its own way. Initially, the Chechnya war received very little international 

aaention, either in the media or fiom Western govenunents. Thus, there was very little 

cntieism of Russia's military campa@. 

"Although the Westem reaction to the escalating violence in Chechnya 
became increasingly anxious and outspoken over t h e ,  both the h i n g  of 
the issue and the priority given to cwperation with the Yeltsin 
govemment militated against the application of senous pressure on the 
Yeltsin govemment to alter its policy until the scale of casualties, and the 
media attention to the wanton targeting and destruction of the civilian 
population of C h e c h y  by Russian forces, reached a point where it 
became a political ernbara~sment?~ 

43 Lapidus, Gai1 W., "Contested Sovereignty: The Tqedy of Chechnya", International Secwity, v.23 (l), 
S u m e r  1998, pp. 7-8. 



Gai1 W. Lapidus argues that the failure of Western govemments to criticize 

Russia' s use of mili tary force in Chechnya or to pressure the Russian governrnent to stop 

the violence might be attributed to the way in which the issue was framed by the Russian 

govemment and Westem acceptance of thaî fiame. 

-'Western perceptions of the unfolding conflict over Chechnya were also 
significantly affecteci by the way in which the entire issue was fîamed by 
the Russian leadership. Lacking extensive knowledge of and direct 
experience in the region, some Westem analysts and actors, including 
some in the United States govemment, were perhaps too willing to accept 
uncritically Moscow's effort to portray the stniggle between Moscow and 
Gromy as an issue of intemal law and order rather than an ethnopolitical 
conflict focused on issues of selfdeterminati~n.~ 

Perhaps the most profound risk inherent in Yeltsin's single-handed decision to use 

military force against Chechnya was that it would endanger Russia's still fragile process 

of democratization. Yeltsin completely disregarded the dernocratic protocols that his 

govemment had put in place with their new constitution for the Russian Federation. 

Without any consultation or approval fiom the Russian parliament, Yeltsin decided to use 

force against Chechnya and acted upon that decision. In effect, Yeltsin behaved like a 

dictator before and during the Chechnya war. This raises serious questions regarding 

both Yeltsin's and Russia's cornmitment to democracy in the eyes of the Russian public 

and the international community. "No one now thinks that Yeltsin is seriously cornmitted 

to democracy or to economic reform. No one now believes that Russia is a normal state 

and not the nimp end of an empire that may yet undergo M e r  devolution. And no one 

now believes that Russian political culture is evolving fiom its old authontarian patterns 

toward mie of  la^.'"^ The optimism of the early 1990's conceming Russia's poiitical 

U bid .  p. 3 1. 
45 Coianisso, John, "Chechnya: The War Without Wmers", Cwent History, v. 94 (504), October 1995, 
p. 336. 



future has dissipated as a resuit of Yeltsin's decision to invade Chechnya and the costiy 

war that followed. 

Yeltin 's Foiled Poli-A Prospect Theory Erplunation 

The violent struggle in Chechnya lasted for almost two years, beginning in 

December 1994 and finally coming to an end on August 3 1, 1996.'~ After a series of 

humiliations at the han& of Chechen nationalists, the Russian govemment essentially 

admitted defeat and pulled out of Chechnya. A Russian victory in Chechnya was elusive, 

if not impossible, From the start so why did the fighting continue for so long? One reason 

mi ght be found in the concept of humon ego investment, briefly discussed by James C. 

Thomson, Jr. in his analysis of Amencan decision-making during the Vietnam war." 

--Men who have participateci in a decision develop a stake in that decision. As they 

participate in further related decisions, their stake increases. It might have ken possible 

to dissuade a man.. . at an early stage of the ladder of decision; but it is infinitely harder at 

later stages, since a change of mind there usually involves implicit or explicit repudiation 

of a chain of previous de~isions. '~~ Yeltsin's human ego investment in his decision to 

use military force in Chechnya was substantial fiom the begiming, and it most likely 

46 Russian forces pulled out of Chechnya after a pact was negotiated and signed by Russian National 
Security Chief Alexander Lebed and Chechen leaders. (Associated Press, "Chechnya News: Chronology of 
Events in the Russia-Chechen Conflict",, 
<wysiwyg://86/http://www.chechnyanews.coml?t-c- hechnyakonfl ict .~,  Lengthy negotiations 
conceming Chechnya's political starus and its relationship with Russia followed this initial peace 
agreement. These negotiations were concludeci with the signing of another agreement in May 1997. The 
nature of this agreement and its effectiveness will be disnissed in the concluding section of this chapter. 
47 Thomson. Jr., James C. "How Could Vietnam Happa? An Autopsy", in ikenberry, John G., American 
Foreign Policv: Theoreticai Essay$2* edition, (Harper Collins College Publishen. New York, 1996) 

. 502-51 1. 
"Ibid., p. 509. 



continued to grow as the war waged on. This would have made it extremely difficult, 

though not impossible, for him to stop the escalation of the war once it began. 

Another explanation for why Yeltsin pursued his failing policy for so long can be 

found in prospect theory, mcularly its hypotheses conceming how decision-maken 

accommodate to gains and losses. Prospect theory maintains that individuals 

accommodate to gains and losses at different rates and that "actors accommodate to gains 

more quickly than to los se^".^^ Faced with a series of military defeats in Chechnya, 

Yeltsin rnay not have k e n  psychologically able to accommodate to those losses 

immediately and alter his framing of that dynarnic situation as quickly as it was changing. 

And predicted by prospect theory, this lack of accommodation to losses induced risk- 

see ki ng behaviour. 

Decision-making under conditions of risk is analogous to gambling behaviour. 

"If a gambler who sufFers a senes of losses adopts the cumulative fiame of 
his asset position at the beginning of the evening, he will be more inclined 
to be risk-acceptant and attempt to recover his losses whereas if he M e s  
around current assets after the losses he will tend to be less risk- 
seeking.. . We would expect a gambler on a losing streak to be more 
willing to take excessive risks than one on a winning streak.'" 

This anaiogy may be @cularly appropriate for Yeltsin since he is often 

characterized as a high-risk gambler.s' And like a gambler on a losing streak who 

continues to purnp money into a slot machine, he was willing to continue to risk more 

and more with the hope of recouping his losses. The dangerous combination of hurnan 

ego investment, iack of accommodation to losses, and wishful thinking was a recipe for 

disaster. 

49 Levy, lack S., "An Lntroduction to Prospect Theory", Political Psvcholoay, v. 13 (2), lune 1992, p. 
'O Levy, Jack S., "Loss Aversion, Framing and Bargaining: The Implications ofprospect Theory for 
International Conflict", Intedonal Political Science Review, v. 17 (2)- April 1996, pp. 184- 185. 



The Khasavircrt Agreement-A Tentative Peace 

The Chechnya war was terminated with the signing of the Khasaviurt agreement 

in August 1996.'' This initial peace settlement was rather vague and open to 

interpretation. The all-important issue of Chechnya's political status was lefi unresolved. 

The Russians interpreted the agreement as a postponement conceming the definition of 

Chechnya's status until December 3 1,2000. The Chechens interpreted the agreement as 

setting a final deadline by which the issue must be settled but one that did not preclude an 

earlier sett~ement." 

The initial Khasaviurt agreement was followed by the more official yet still 

problematic Treaty on Peace and the Principles of Mutual Relations between the Russian 

Federation and the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria, signed in May 1997." A mere four 

sentences longs5, this treaty was also open to interpretation, allowing both the Russians 

and the Chechens to save face. The treaty "acknowledged the "centuries long 

antagonism" between the two sides, and committed both to the renunciation of force 

"forever" in resolving disputed issues and to building relations in accordance with 

"çenerally recognized principles and noms of international law", a formula that each 

party could interpret in its own way."j6 Again the fundamental issue of Chechnya's 

political status was not resolved, rnerely postponed for five years. Since the signing of 

'' Ko han. John. '.Fire in the Caucasus", Time, v. 144 (24). Dec«nber 12, 1994 p. 37. 
" Baranovsky. Vladimir, "Russia: Conflicts and Peacefùl Setdement of Disputes", SIPRi Yearbook 1998: 
Annaments. Disarmament, and International Security, (ûxford University Press, 1998), p. 1 13. 
'3 Ibid. 
Y Lapidus, Gail W., 'Contesteci Sovereignty: The Tragedy of Chechnya", International Securitv, v. 23 ( l) ,  
Summer 1998. p. 45. 
2 2 
- -  t was unable to obtain a verbatim EngIish translation of this treaty. However, references to the treafy in 
various sources seem to capture its essence. 
'6 Lapidus, Gail W., "Contesteci Sovaeignty: The Tragedy of Chechnya", International Secunty, v. 23 (1)- 
Summer 1998, pp. 45-46. 



the treaty, the Russian and Chechen govenunents have interpreted its rneaning in 

different ways, leading to incompatible expectations for the fiiture. 

"On the Chechen side, the Russian troop withdrawais and the peace 
agreement are viewed as tantamount to recognition of Chechnya's 
independence and intemal sovereignty, de facto if not de jure, and there is 
a clear expectation that the postponement of the final decision on status 
will allow the Russian side to gradually accommodate itself to the reality 
of the situation. The republic's leadership has pointedly rejected any 
participation in Russian Federation politicai institutions, and has been 
actively seeking to expand its regional and international ties and to win 
international recognition.. . The Russian leadership, for its part, continues 
to insist that Chechnya is part of the R w i a n  Federation, despite its 
inability to exercise r d  control of the region.'"' 

The tentative peace established by the Treaty on Peace and the Principles of 

Mutual Relations between the Russian Federation and the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria 

would not last, largely because it did not provide a permanent and muhially acceptable 

sol ut ion to the fundamental question of Chechnya' s political status. The underlying 

tensions between Russia and Chechnya enipted into violence once again in August and 

September 1999. 

Conclusion 

The introduction of ths chapter posed two main questions: Why did Yeltsin 

decide to use military force against Chechnya in December 1994? And why did he 

pursue that failing course of action for so long? The manner in which that decision was 

reached and camed through simply does not fit the assurnptions and predictions of 

rational decision-making descnbed by expected-utility theory- This chapter has 

demonstrated that prospect theory offers a better description of and explanaiion for 



Russian behaviour toward Chechnya than expected-utility theory. The following chapter 

will explore the ment resurgence of hostilities between Russia and Chec hnya to see if 

prospect tbeory can offer any insights into why the conflict reemerged in the fall of 1999 

and why it continues to this day. 



CHAPTER THREE: 1999 RESURGENCE OF THE CHECENYA WAR 

Introduction 

The previous chapter explored Russian decision-making during the 1994- 19% 

Chechnya war through the pnsm of prospect theory and contrasteci that interpretation 

with one based upon the principles of expected-utility theory. It demonstrated tbat the 

decision-making process and its result were not consistent with the coçt-benefit analysis 

central to expected-utility theory. Rather the perception of losses and acceptance of high 

levels of risk suggest that the psychological and cognitive patterns described by prospect 

t heory shaped Russian decision-making toward Chechnya Similar to the previous 

chapter, this chapter will examine the recent resurgence and escdation of the conflict 

between Russia and Chechnya in the fall of 1999 as well as the decision-making process 

behind Russian policy. The purpose of this chapter is to assess the degree to which 

Russian decision-making resdted from the rational cost-benefit analysis described by 

expected-utility theory, and altematively, the degree to which it confomed to the 

hypotheses of prospect theory. 

This chapter will describe and analyze various factors that may have contributed 

to the Russian decision-making process. It will discuss the perception of gains and 

losses, the direct and indirect risks involved with the decision to use rnilitary force 

açainst Chechnya once again, the risk propensity behind that decision, and the impact of 

accommodation upon the decision-making process. In light of Russia's previous defeat, 

the Russian decision to engage in yet another war against Chechen nationalists is rather 

puzzling. It does not appear to have been the product of a rational cost-benefit analysis of 

alternatives. Like the 1994- 19% Chechnya war, Russian decision-making fits the 



patterns described by prospect theory. Employing the hypotheses of prospect theory, this 

chapter seeks to offer a possible explanation for the Russian govemment's decision to 

enter into another war with Chechnya. As this main argument unfolds, significant 

sirnilarities and differences between the current war and the W94- 1996 war will be 

highlighted. It is important to keep in mind that these two episodes ofovert military 

conflict may not be muhially exclusive and that the nature ofthe 19944996 Chechnya 

war and its outcome may have infiuenced Russian decision-rnaking ths the  around. 

Catulysts for Wor 

Relations between Rwia and Chechnya were relatively calm and peaceful 

following Russia's humiliating withdrawal fiom Chechnya in 1996. The peace 

agreement did not resolve the fundamental issue of Chechnya's political status but it did 

serve to stop the fighting, at least temporarily. Under its newly elected president, Aslan 

Maskhadov, Chechnya functioned as a quasi-independent temtory, though it was not 

oficially recognized as such by Russia or any other member of the international 

community. Unfortunately, this hiatus fiorn conflict and violence did not last long. In 

the surnmer of 1999, two catalytic events brought the underlying tensions between Russia 

and Chechnya to the surface and led to the outbreak of war. The first catalyst for war 

was the Chechen invasion of the neighbouring temtory of Dagestan, part of the Russian 

Federation. The Russians responded to this incursion with force and may have 

interpreted this event as evidence of increasing Chechen aggression and perhaps used it 

as an excuse to initiate another war. The second and more immediate catalyst for war 

was a series of terrorist bombings of apartment buildings in Moscow. Despite the lack 



of conclusive evidence, Chechen separatists were blamed for these bombings and the war 

began shortly thereafter. The impact of these catalytic events upon Russian decision- 

making will be discussed in the following section of this chapter. 

Dugestan Invasion 

In January 1997, the moderate Aslan Maskhadov was elected president of 

Chechnya, now usually referred to as the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria.' Maskhadov 

preferred a secular mode1 of govemment but he proved unable to reign in the more 

radical Chechen political and military figures, many of whom desired to create an Islamic 

state in Chechnya and perhaps throughout the predominately Muslim North Caucasus 

region.' "Russia's latest war with Chechnya was sparked in August 1999 when radical 

tslamists, many of whom had infiltrated from Chechnya, staged uprisings in the 

neighboring southem Russian republic of ~a~estan."' This "liberation crusade" into 

Dagestan, led by Chechen cornmanden who viewed themselves as "international 

wamors for ~llah"', and not oficially sanctioned by President Maskhadov nor any part 

of the Chechen govemment, was met with fierce resistance !tom both the Dagestanis and 

subsequently their protectors, the Russians. Naturally, the Russians could not ignore 

such an incursion into Rwian temtory. 

"In Dagestan, for the first time since the end of Worid War II, the Russian 
army camed out a genuine mission of liberation. It protected the 
inhabitants of Dagestan Frorn outside attack. The army did its work badly: 
it suffered losses fiom its own artillery fire and its own air strikes.. . It 
failed to wam the peacefùl populations.. . about its impending use of 

1 Kovaiev, Sergei, "Putin's War", The New York Review of Books, v. 47 (2)' Febmary 10,2000, p. 4. 
' ibid. 
3 Menon, Rajan and Fuller, Graham E., "Russia's Ruinous Chechen War", Foreim Affairs, v. 79 (2), 
March/April 2000, p. 32. 
' Kovalev, Sergei "Putin's War", The New York Review of B o o k  v. 47 (2), February IO, 2000, p. 4. 
' Ibid. 



artillery and bombing . . . ln the end, however, the anny fiilfilled its mission. 
Some of the Islamist invaders were dispersai; others were forced back 
into Chechnya. Apparently, at this point a monstrous idea was bom in the 
heads of the army generals and Moscow politicians: to use the momentum 
of the Dagestan victory to unleash a new war with ~hechn~a '*  

The Dagestan situation was contained and resolved by Russian forces before the 

outbreak of war with Chechnya. However, it provided a usehl oppominity for the 

Russian military and certain Russian politicians to exact revenge for the previous Russian 

defeat and initiate another war with Chechen sepatabsts. Sergei Kovalev suggests that 

revenge for the earlier Russian defeat may have been a pnmary motivation for the recent 

war. 

"lt is easy to undentand what the generals wanted. They wanted revenge 
for their shameful defeat in the previous war. The motives of the 
politicians are far more cornplex.. . For reactionary Russian politicians the 
resumption of the war is also a form of revenge, revenge against the "vile 
liberals" and the "irresponsible loudmouths" who in 1994-96 roused 
public opinion against the b l d y  demonstration of Russian state power.'J 

A front-page article in the Russian newspaper Ne:misîrnaya Cicetu gives this 

view even more credence. This article suggested that the Russian govemment played an 

active role in the Dagestan invasion, creating an opportmity to launch a new war against 

Chechnya. "It argued that the Russian secret senices, acting on Kremlin instructions, 

engineered events so the Chechens would invade Dagestan, thereby providing Moscow 

with the justification to attack the separatist republic.'" The editor ofthis newspaper 

claimed that the Chechen radicals were lured into Dagestan by Russian secret services 

and that this exercise was politically sanctioned at the very top of the Russian 

Ibid., p. 5 .  
' Ibid. p. 4. 
' Dettmer. Jarnie, "Russia Hammers Chechnya", Insinht on the News, v. 15 (44). November 29, 1999, 
p. 16. 



govemment.9 Unfortunately, references to this newspaper article in Eaglish analyses of 

the latest Chechnya war do not discuss the evidence supporting this conspiracy theory. 

However, given the segments of the Russian govenunent and military interested in re- 

igniting the conflict and the resources at their disposal, this theo<y cannot be easily 

dismissed. It is entirely possible, though not proven conclusively, that Russian actors 

may have encouraged or enabled Chechen radicals to cross Dagestads borders and then 

used the uprisings in Dagestan as an excuse to employ military force in Dagestan and 

subsequently in Chechnya The Chechen invasion of Dagestan was a catalytic event 

leading to a renewal of Russian aggression in Chechnya. But there was another 

significant and more immediate event that acted as a catalyst for the wu. 

1 irrorist Bomh ings 

In September and October 1999, there was a series of fou. terrorist bombings of 

apartment buildings in the Russian cities of Moscow, Volgodonsk and Buinaksk that 

ki lied almost three hundred and injured five hundred Russian citizens. l0 'Those blasts 

shocked the nation and, along with the Chechen incursion in August into neighboring 

Dagestan, were cited by Russian authorities as among the main reasons for launching a 

full-scale invasion of the breakaway North Caucasus republic of ~hechn~a.'"' Without 

any evidence whatsoever, Russian authorities immediately blamed Chechen separatists 

for these homfic acts of violence. Understandably, the Russian public wanted those 

individuals responsible for the bombings to be brought to justice. They also wanted to 

Y Ibid. 
1 O Dettrner, Jamie, "Did M n ' s  Agents Plant the Bombs?", Insiaht on the News, v. 16 (14), Apd 17,2000, 
pi 18. 

Ibid. 



feel secure ftom the threat of future terrorist attacks. These bornbings generated the 

enthusiastic public support necessary for the Russian governrnent to launch another war 

against Chechnya. 

The crucial question of who planted the bombs is still unresolved. Chechens have 

adamantly denied any involvement in the bombings and there is not a shed of evidence 

linking any Chechens to the attacks.12 The officia1 account publicized by the Russian 

government in which Chechen terrorists are to blame makes increasingl y less sense. 

Disturbingly, the evidence suggests that the bombs may have been planted by Russian 

forces. Before discussing the evidence pointing to Russian involvement, it is necessary 

to ask why any Chechen groups would detonate bombs in Russia? Such an act would 

provide tum the Russian public against Chechnya and provide the Russian government 

wi th the political ammunition necessary for another military assault. Before these 

bornbings, Chechnya enjoyed de facto, if not de jure, independence fiom Russia. It 

simply would not rnake sense for any Chechen groups to jeopardize the relatively 

favourable conditions of the peace agreement and initiate another war with Russia, this 

time with a tidal wave of support from the Russian public. The evidence from the 

bombings does not implicate any Chechen groups, but one cannot entirely dismiss the 

possibility that a radical war-seeking splinter group committed these violent acts. 

Senous doubts have been raised against the Russian claim that Chechen 

nationalists were responsible for the bombings. Most commentatoa on the situation are 

quick to note the convenient timing of these terrorist attacks. 

'-lt would be hard to imagine a tragedy more fornitous for the present 
Russian government than the bombings.. . With the Yeltsin govemment 
enjoying the support of only 2 percent of the population and many 

'' Powell, Bill, "Boris to Bal: Bun Out", Newwek,  v. 134 (22). November 29, 1999, p. 61. 



mernbers of the Yeltsin political family threatened with the loss of their 
wealth or prison once Russian President Boris Yeltsin leaves his post, the 
explosions united the country in support for a Yeltsin rnilitary campaign 
against Chechnya The early success of this campiugn, in tum, has led to a 
sharp rise in the populanty of Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, the man 
Yeltsin wants to succeed hi~n.'"~ 

The bombs used in these terrorist attacks were al1 made fiom the explosive 

hexogen, a critical component in a new generation of Russian artiliery shells." To obtain 

this kind of explosive, the "Chechen terrorists would have needed the ability to penetnite 

topsecret Russian military factories. lnvestigators believe each bomb contained 300 to 

300 kilograms of hexogen of Russian manufacture. Hexogen is produced in Russia in 

only one factory.. . Its distribution from there is tightly controlled. Despite this, the 

presumed Chechen terrorists were able to transport tons of hexogen to locations 

throughout ~ussia."" The nature of the bombs themselves suggests Russian complicity. 

Furthemore, the manner in which the bombs were planted suggests that at least this 

aspect of each operation was completed by highly trained professionals. The bombs were 

placed "to destroy the weakest critical structural elements so each of the buildings wodd 

collapse 'like a house of cards' . Such careful calculations are the mark of skilled 

specialists and the only places where such specialists are trained in Russia are the m y  

spetsnaz forces, military intelligence and the Federal Security ~ureau."'~ 

The nature and the timing of the bombings have generated a great deal of 

suspicion conceming Russian involvement. Various foreign and domestic journalists and 

independent Russian publications have found disturbing holes in the officiai version of 

- - 

l 3  Saner, David, "Were the Recent Bornbings in Russia Done by Chechen Terrorists or the Yeltsin 
Regirne?", hsight on the News, v. 15 (44). November 29, 1999, p. 46. 
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the bombings17. Skeptics have suggested that Russian forces were involved in planning 

and carrying out the bombings, under ordea fiom higher political and rnilitary powers, 

for the purpose of increasing popular support for the launch of another rnilitary campaign 

against ~hechn~a" . '~  From whom these orders came is uncertain. Most accounts 

implicate, either separately or together, Bons Yeltsin or his hime Minister at the time, 

Vladimir Putin. Both of these individuals benefited politically fiom the aftermath of the 

bombings in ternis of their personal popularity ratings and the public support for the 

retaliatory rnilitary assault against Chechnya. One critic wams, "as it presses its second 

Chechen campaign, the Russian govenunent has been carehl to depict itself as a victim 

of international terrorism. The Wea, however, should use extreme caution in accepting 

the Russian version of event~"'~. The Rwian govemment may not have been an 

innocent victim and Chechen separatists may not have been the guilty culprits. At this 

time there is no conclusive evidence demonstrating exactly who was responsible for the 

bombings in Russia. It may have been the work of either a Russian or a Chechen splinter 

group seeking to resurne battle. However, the events triggered by those explosions 

appear to serve Russian interests more than those of Chechen nationalists. As will be 

discussed in the fourth chapter, certain members of Russian political and rnilitary power 

structures possessed strong motives for initiating another war with Chechnya and those 

same individuals have benefited enorrnously from the conflict both penonally and 

politically. 

- - 

l 6  kid. 
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2000, p. 18. 
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The Irrationality of Russian DeciSion-Making 

The Russian decision to engage in another war in Chechnya does not seem to 

have been the product of a rational cost-benefit analysis. In an even wone position than 

before, there is really no reason for the Russian govemment to believe that it will be any 

more successfül in Chechnya than the 1st tirne around. 

There was something wildly irrational in the Kremlin's thinking, starting 
with the notion that a second Chechnya war would be more winnable than 
the first one. Three years ago, a demoralized and disastrously led Russian 
a m y  was savaged by Chechnya's hastily assembled guemllas. The only 
obvious difference now is that there are more Chechen fighten. Since the 
bloody debacle of 1994-96, the Russian army's disintegration has 
continued. Budget cuts and corruption have undermined its strength and 
reduced training to a bue minimum, while morale has dropped even 
lower. But by some bizarre process of mental alchemy, the top Russian 
b r a s  feels it cm get it right this time."20 

The Russians face an even stronger enemy this time around. In 1996, the once 

fom idable Russian army was defeated by approximatel y one thousand C hec hen fighten. 

The number of armed Chechen fighten presently under the comrnand of Chechen 

President Aslan Maskhadov is estimated to be about 20 000, twenty times greater than 

dunng the 19944996 war." This figure does not include the thousands of Chechen 

civilians who have taken up arms to avenge the deaths of farnily memben and fight for 

the common cause of an independent Chechnya. Despite casualties, the number of 

Chechen fighters is unlikely to decrease because of the concept of "endetta", a social 

obligation that is an integral aspect of Chechen society12. It is widely believed that "a 

l9 Saner, David, "Were the Recent Bombings in Russia Done by Chechen Terrorists or the Yeltsin 
Regime?", Insiaht on the News, v. 15 (44), November 29, 1999, p. 46. 
" Quim-ludge. Paul, "Back into the Infernon, Tirne, v. 154 ( 1 5 1  (hober 1 1. 1999, p. 22. 
2 1 Quinn-Judge, Paui, "The Fatal Frontier", Tirne, v. 154 (1 8), November 1, 1999, p. 28. 
'* C O I ~ S S O ,  John, "Chechnya: The War Without Wmersn, Cumnt History, v. 94 (504), October 1995, 
p. 335 .  



revenge-seeking relative steps in to replace every rebel l~illed".~~ Furthemore, this time 

Chechen resistance is more prepareâ, more organized, more experienceâ, and better 

armed than during the 1994-1 996 war. 

The Russian govemment and its military do not seem to have learned anyching 

From the previous war in Chechnya, the Soviet Union's experience in Afghanistan, nor 

even the American experience in Vietnam. "An important lesson of Vietnam and 

Afghanistan was that bombs cannot stop guemlla terrorism or change hearts and 

rnind~."'~ If the pnmary oficial objective of this war is to keep the Russian Federation 

together, the stated purpose of the 1994-1996 Chechnya war, then bombing the Chechens 

into submission is not the best tactic. The Chechens will probably never willingly accept 

Russian control and continuous military aggression makes that probability a certainty. 

The latest war in Chechnya has k e n  described as "an amazing act of amnesia. Russia 

has never fully conquered the Caucasus in al1 its turbulent hi~tor~"'~. 

'-This is the fifih military campaig mounted against the rebellious 
republic in this centuiy. The Chechen problem is never solved; it merely 
goes into remission.. . The Russians are.. . locked in a futile, bloody cycle 
of occupation and resistance. And they will remain so until they realize 
that there is something terribly wrong in their relationship with a peo le 
that much be crushed into submission about once every generation.'" ! 

Several analysts perceptively draw analogies between Russia's war in Chechnya 

and the United States' war in Vietnam. In describing the insanity of the Russian 

govemment's decision to enter into another war in Chechnya, Sergei Kovalev wrote that 

it is similar to an American president deciding to re-invaâe Vietnam, perhaps in the late 

" Quinn-Judge, Paul, "Hard Lessons". Time. v. 154 (26), December 27. 1999, p. 28. 
'' Richardson, Paul, "Happy New Year?". Russian Life, v. 43 (1). JanuarylFebruary 2000, p. 4. 
'' Quinn-ludge, Paul, "Back into the In.fèmon, Time, v. 154 (1 5), ûctober 1 1. 1999. p. 22. 
26 Quinn-Judge, Paul, "Hard Cessons". Time, v. 154 (26), December 27, 1999, p. 28, 



1970s, with the full support of the Amencan public." Paul Quinn-Judge began one of his 

articles for Time magazine with the statement "imagine losing the Vietnam War, then 

going back for a replay. That's what Russia appean to be doing in Chechnya. niree 

years after suffering one of the most hurniliating defeats in its history at the han& of a 

small, improvised army of Chechen guenllas, Russia was.. . once again in a state of 

undeclared war with the mountainous republic.y'28 

Another significant link between Russia's recent wars in Chechnya and the 

American war in Vietnam concems the role of the press. "Media support is crucial to the 

generals, who believe, Iike their American couterparts in Vietnam, that they lost the 1st  

war because of bad press. This time they are taking no chances."29 The Russian military 

brass seems to believe that their previous defeat was brought about by press reports that 

"created sympathy for the sutTerings of the Chechen people and thus confused public 

opinion"30. The possibility that the Russian defeat was the result of pitting a disorganized 

and deteriorating army consisting largely of young Russian conscripts against steaith and 

highly motivated Chechen guemllas does not seem to have been given serious 

consideration. 

Press coverage of the current war in Chechnya has been very restricted since the 

conflict began under the direction of former President Bons Yeltsin. The war quickly 

became then Prime Minister Vladimir Putin's pet project and he becarne the primary 

decision-maker behind the military campaign months before he assumed the office of 

Russian president. Putin has used his presidential powers to impose extreme limitations 

" Kovalev, Sergei, "htin's War", The New York Review of Books, v. 47 (2), Febmary 10,2000. p. 4. 
l8 Quinn-Judge, Paul, %ack imo the Infmio", Time, v. 1 54 (1 5). Onober 1 1, 1999, p. 22. 

Quinn-Judge, Paul, 'Hard Lessonsn, Time, v. 154 (26), December 27, 1999. p. 28. 
Kovalev. Sergei "Putin's War", The New York RNiew of Books, v. 47 (2). Febmary 10,2000, p. 6. 



upon press coverage of the war. Those highly undemocratic measures will be discussed 

in a later section of this chapter dong with other risks associated with the renewed 

military campaign. However, it is sigmficant that Boris Yeltsin was concemed about the 

influence of press coverage upon public opinion and that he acted on this concem before 

leaving office. Shortly after the war began, Yeltsin set up an information center for the 

purpose of putting Moscow's spin on coverage of the Chechnya war. He then issued a 

glossary of terms to al1 media organizations which delineated the acceptable and 

unacceptable vocabulary for any war coverage. According to this glossary, the military 

operation in Chechnya must only ever be described as a "police action" intended to 

-'wrest the republic back fkom the control of bandits".32 It is not to be described (more 

accurateiy) as a war or a military campaign. "The terni "refugee" is not to be used and no 

alternative is supplied. Chechen "fighten" isn't an acceptable description, either. They 

are al1 Chechen "'ter~orists'?.''~~ And to make the whole situation appear even more 

harmless, the term "filtration" is no longer approved. 

"Back in the first Chechen war, thousands of Chechens were confined in 
"fi 1 tration camps" where the guerrillas supposedl y could be identi fied and 
separated from innocent civilians. In the new g10ssar-y~ the filtration 
process is "random checking" or the more long-winded "identification of 
persons appearing on territories neighboring Chechnya or near units of the 
Russian Federation' s armed forces. That sounds pretty harmless, doesn' t 
it?"34 

The Yeltsin governrnent made it very clear that they would be monitoring press 

coverage of the war and disobedient journalists and their news organizations would be 

- - -  
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penalized in any variety or ways." These rather misleading limits on media vocabulary 

have allowed the Russian govement to control the manner in which the situation is 

fiamed and interpreted by the Russian public. Their silencing of dissident voices has 

shaped Russian public opinion and rnaintained broad support for the war. The use of the 

media as a M i n g  tool by the Russian govement has gone to even greater lengths 

under President Putin. The Russian public is only king told what their govertunent 

wants them to hear. 

Prospect Theory, Accommodation, and Russian Dechion-Making 

The role of accommodation described by prospect theory can also be used to 

explain the Russian decision to enter into another war against Chechen nationalists. The 

Russian govemment, military, and even the public at large may not have accommodated 

to their loss of the previous Chechnya war. Prospect theory suggests that accommodation 

to losses is not immediate and that it iakes longer for any actor involved in a dynarnic 

situation to adjust to losses than to gains. Therefore, the Russians in general rnay not 

have accepted their losses incuned fiom the first war and the subsequent 'new' status 

quo. They may still be fiaming the Chechnya situation around the old status quo, before 

the beginning of the war in 1994. Altematively, if the Russian govemment and military 

has for the most part accepted their losses fiom the 1994- 19% Chechnya war, then they 

may be trying to recoup those losses with this war. The concept of accommodation would 

also suggest that the Russian state may not have yet adjusted to its reduced status. Russia 

is no longer a superpower with a clearly defined sphere of influence. Since the end of the 



Cold War, Russian influence in the near and fat abroad bas decreased dramatically. 

Accommodation to this loss may take some time. 

Risks and Risk Propensi-The Rish Involved with the Currenî Chechnya War 

Recalling the two strands of evidence for prospect theory discussed in the 

previous chapter, this section will assess the level of risk and riskacceptance involved 

with the Russian decision to enter another war in Chechnya. The primary motivations 

underlying this decision, along with those of the earlier Chechnya war, will be discussed 

in the fourth chapter. The anaiysis of motivations will establish that both Yeltsin and 

Putin perceived themselves to be in the domain of losses and as a result they were willing 

to accept higher levels of risk than a rational cost-benefit analysis based on expected- 

utility might have recommended. 

Just how risky was the decision to launch another war against Chechnya? The 

direct and indirect risks involved with the current Chechnya war are somewhat similar to 

those of the 1994-1994 Chechnya war, but on a much grander scaie. Russia simply 

cannot afford to lose another war in Chechnya In pursuing an elusive victory in that 

theatre, Russia faces mounting risks and losses in a number of different areas. The 

following sections will address the most signifiant risks and losses for the prirpose of 

demonstrating that this war in Chechnya is far more risky and more costly than the last. 

The higher level of risk smounding this conflict rnakes the Russian decision to initiate 

another war with Chechnya even more baffling than Yeltsin's 1994 decision to invade 

Chechnya. This acceptance of increased risk despite the decreased probability of success 

can only be explained by prospect theory. 



Like the 1994-1 9% Chechnya war and virtually al1 other military operations, the 

most direct and obvious risk is loss of life. The human costs of any war tend to decrease 

public support. "Putin knows that the one thing that can kiil public support for the war is 

body bags; they destroy his promise of a low-casualty victory. Though neither side is 

telling the truth, Russian wualties are plainly mounting fast and becoming harder to 

h i~ ie . "~~  The Russian govenunent's efforts to bide the number of casualties in this war 

prevent anyone fiom knowing the true figure and the impact those human losses might 

have on the Russian public's support for the war. Most war coverage suggests that the 

Russian govemment is drastically reducing the human costs of this war in its officia1 

statements. An anonymous source told Time magazine that the total amount of Russian 

deaths and injuries in January 2000 was at least double the official tigures with 1300 

dead, 300 missing in action, 80 kidnapped and 5000 wounded." Since then, the amount 

of Russian casualties has certainly increased, but no one knows for sure by how much. 

Other analyses of the war argue that the human cos& on the Russian side are four or five 

time higher than official figures.'* 

How has the Russian govemment prevented the public fiom leaming just how 

many Russian lives are king lost in Chechnya? Under the direction of President Putin, 

they have done so by essentially shutting down the fiee press in Russia Unlike his 

predecessor, Putin does not value or respect the media as a democratic institution. 

'-PutinYs concept of law, it seems, was shaped by the KGB, where he built his career. His 

ideal state would fùnction like that agency: closed, hierarchical, and pragmatic-with the 

36 Quinn-Judge, Paul, "Stuck in Chechnya", Time, v. 155 (3), January 24,2000, p. 3 5 .  
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media as its cornpliant propaganda Despite the glossaiy of terms restricting 

media coverage of the wa.  that Yeltsin issued in the fa11 of 1999, for the most piut Yeltsin 

respected the freedom of the press. Unfortunately, "he cüd not put in place the 

institutions to guarantee it afier he lefi o f f i ~ e " . ~  Yeltsin's dernomtic ide& were 

embodied in the constitution he created for the Russian Federation but he neglected to 

provide for the enforcement of those ideals by institutionalizing them in the court 

system." This oversight has given President Putin the ability to abolish fiee press 

without any reproach. 

"Already, Putin's tenure has been rnarked by a string of attacks on the 
mediaillegal under Russian law but unpunished by the courts. During 
the ongoing military campaign in Chechnya, the breadth of information 
deemed a "state secret-whose disclosure is thus a federal offense-has 
been broadened beyond al1 reason. Special rules of journalistic 
accreditation, banned under existing law, were introduced.. . for 
Chechnya.. . Many who apply for accreditation are ~ n e d  down, and those 
accepted rnust be escorted into Chechnya by military 

These measures have kept the Russian press out of Chechnya and prevented any 

criticisrn of the war from king broadcast within Russia. Putin recently expanded his 

already severe restrictions on the Russian media to apply to foreign-owned media in 

Russia as well. Not only has he ignored the current laws of Russia, and gotten away with 

it because the courts are both unable and unwilling to enforce the laws conceming free 

press, but Putin has introduced new laws that will prevent domestic and foreign criticism 

of the Chechnya war fiom reaching the Russian public. Putin's government recently sent 

3 8 ln October 1999, before strict limitations were imposed upon the Russian press, the newspaper I ,~s t i ya  
claimed that Russian casualties at that time were in fàct four to five times p a t e r  than officiaily claimed. 
This is cited in Quinn-Judge, Paul, "The Fatal Froaief,  Tirne, vv. 154 (18), November 1, 1999, p. 28. 
'' Gessen Masha, "Beat the P r d ,  The New Reaiblic, v. 222 (23)- June 5,2000, p. 16. 
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legislation to the Russian parliament that would establish bbhostility" as grounds for the 

state to revoke licenses of foreign-owned media operating in Russia, a direct reference to 

the US.-funded Radio Liberty, which a deputy press minister recently descn'bed as 

"hostile to the Russian  tat te?^'. 'These policies, for the time k i n g  permit Moscow to 

shape public opinion nationwide and keep the world in ignorance about what is actually 

going on in ~ h e c  hnya.'* These actions towards the press carry enormous implications 

for the process of democratization in Russia. A free press is an essential component to 

even the broadest definition of democracy. Without a free press, an elected govemment 

is not accountable to its citizens. Public opinion becomes shaped by what the 

governent wants to public to know and not by what the govemment is hiding. Unlike 

the previous Chechnya war, there has been littie or no public protest against the military 

campaign for the simple reason that the Russian public does not know what they should 

be protesting. The public is provided with a very one-sided and misleading version of the 

war, one that has so far maintained a manufactured high level of public support. 

The current war in Chechnya curies with it a greater risk of the conflict 

expanding to neighbouring regions than the 1994-1996 war. Fallout from the Chechnya 

war threatens to destabilize the entire Caucasus region. Russia's grip on the peripheral 

regions of the Russian Federation may be slipping¶ largely as a result of the current 

conflict. "Ingushetia, desperately poor and mired in social ills, has been overwhelmed by 

more than 200,000 Chechens fleeing Russian b~rnbardment."~ Many of the temtories 

surrounding Russia are members of the Russian Federation for the sole purpose of 

" ibid. p. 18. 
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receiving aid fiom Moscow. That aid has stopped flowing due to Russia's struggling 

economy at the same time that these regions are stniggling to absorb hundreds of 

thousands of Chechen refugees? Their satisfaction with the Russian Federation is 

fading fast and membership is becoming less and less attractive. The repercussions of the 

Chechnya war that are already resonating throughout the region rnay encourage other 

temtories to seek independence frorn Russian rule. 

Russia's propaganda concerning the war in Chechnya has become increasingly 

xenophobic with anti-Muslim ovenones. Moscow's spin on the war rnay prove to be 

counter-productive in that it will likely uni@ the predominately Muslim Caucasus region 

and gwe those cultures even more reason to resist Russian rule. "As militant Islam 

becomes the rationale for Russia's unbridled military force, begetting an even more 

radical Islam and a stronger Muslim identity. Moscow has convinced itself that Muslim 

extremists are the essence, not a part, of the problem. As a result, Russia has no viable 

strategy to govem an increasingly turbulent area." Moscow's official motivation behind 

the war in Chechnya is to keep the Russian Federation whole. It may be that the military 

tactics Russia is employing to pursue that professed goal will accelerate fragmentation of 

the Russian Federation by encouraging dissatisfied Muslim temtories to break free fiom 

Russian control." 

"In the North Caucasian mosaic, Moscow may temporarily keep rival 
groups off balance. But it is only a matter of time before people redire 
that Russia seeks control but shirks responsibility for fundamental 
problems. The deeper this conviction becomes, the more desirable the 
alternatives will be-alignment with Turkey or even (like Armenia) with 
Iran. Variants of Islam or new regional associations will beckon. The 

" Menon, Raja& and Fuller, Graham E., "Russia's Ruinous Chechen Wai', Foreign Anairs, v. 79 (2), 
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precise nature of these alternatives cannot be foreseen, but al1 wiii 
diminish Russia's infl~ence.'~' 

The possibility that peripheral regions rnay align themselves with other powerful 

States such as Turkey and Iran, Russia's histoncal nvals in that area, threatens Russia's 

strategic position. The current war in Chechnya rnay alter the political landscape of 

much of the Caucasian region, which would be an enormous loss political and strategic 

loss for Russia. 

Perhaps the greatest risk inherent in ths war that has been realized already is 

criticism from the international community. As noted in the previous chapter, the 1994- 

1996 Chechnya war received very little attention in the international media and thus fiom 

Western governments. Chechnya was widely considered to be an intemal problem that 

Russia should be fiee to hande in any way it desired. This time around the worid is 

paying attention and powerful members of the international community have strongly 

criticized Russia for its actions in Chechnya and taken masures to penalize Russia for its 

behaviour. 

The United States and the European Union have been the most vocal cntics of 

the C hec hnya war. The Clinton administration has threatened to express its disapproval 

by curtailing the flow of aid and credit to ~ u s s i a ' ~  The ongoing Chechnya war has 

hindered negotiations between Russia and the West on a variety of i ~ s u e s . ~  The latest 

Chechnya war seemed to h m  the personal relations between President Clinton and 

President Yeltsin near the end of Yeltsin's presidency. It has also hindered the 

development of close ties between President Clinton and President Putin. The 

" Ibid.. p. 40. 
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contentious Chechnya issue may have hanned and may continue to hami the overall 

relationship between the United States and Russia 

The European Union has also been a very active and vocal critic of Russia's war 

in Chechnya. The criticisms of various members of the European Union were. limited to 

verbal denunciations for the first few months of the renewed conflict in Chechnya. 

Recently, Europe has taken more concrete actions to express its disapproval of Russian 

behaviour. On April6,2000, the Parliarnentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 

(PACE) began proceedings to suspend Russia's voting nghts in that organization whch 

may lead to a suspension of Russia7s membenhip to PACE a~to~ether.~'  The resolution 

that initiated these proceedings charged Russia with having violated "sorne of its most 

important obligations under both the European Convention on Human Rights and 

international humanitarian law".j2 It suggested that Russia's membership should be 

suspended if "substantial, accelerating and demonstrable progress not made imrnediately" 

in the North  auc cas us.^^ These European moves to condemn Russia's war in Chechnya 

are histoncally unprecedented. "It is worth noting that the Council of Europe has never 

in its history fully suspznded a member state."" Furthemiore, hanh criticism from 

Europe has not been limited to the European institutions. The European Union is 

currently pushing for a United Nations resolution that would condemn the Chechnya 

war." Whether such an action by the United Nations would have any effect on Russia is 

'O ibid. 
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highly debatable, considering Russia's permanent membership in the United Nations' 

Security Council. Russia can simply veto any üN measures that it does not like. 

"Neither of these two moves carries any real teeth and seem unlikely to have any 

significant impact on Russian policy in the Caucasus. They nevertheless have at least 

increased international pressure on Moscow and made it more dificult for Russian 

authorities to sweep alleged abuses and atrocities under the However, the fact that 

the European Union is stepping up its level of criticism against the Chechnya war carries 

heavy implications for fiiture relations between Russia and Europe. Clearly, members of 

the European Union have taken a strong stand against the Chechnya war and they will 

continue to do so until Russia changes its policies. 

Mounting cnticism fiom the international cornmunity brings the danger of Russia 

slipping further into iso~ationisrn.~~ Since the end of the Cold War, "Moscow has never 

felt so isolated and so ~rner~"~' .  Increasing ostracism from the West may both encourage 

Russia to assert its dwindling power and discourage its fiagile process of 

democratization. Western pressure to end the war in Chechnya may turn out to be a 

double-edged sword. It may eventually cause Russia to pull out of Chechnya but it may 

also cause Russia to cut off many of its Western ties, thus decreasing Westem influence 

upon its behaviour. 

Conclusion 

The Russian decision to enter into another war witb Chechen separatists does not 

appear to have been a rational one, based on a cost-benefit analysis. The costs of this war 

'6 bid.  
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clearly outweigh any potential benefits that may corne fiom it. It seems unlikely that 

Chechnya will ever be a willing member of the Russian Federation. "Having lost so 

much in blood and treasure, it is hard to imagine Chechnya willingly moving back into 

the Russian fold Mer  the 1994-96 Chechen war, Moscow could have cut its losses and 

accomrnodated de facto Chechen independence, thus staving off M e r  instability in the 

North i au cas us.'"^ Cumng its losses and allowing Chechnya to separate would have 

been the most rational thing for Russia to do following its earlier defeat in 1996. In fact, 

cutting its losses and negohating a settlement would be the most rational thing for Russia 

to do at any point during either the fint or second war in Chechnya. Allowing Chechnya 

to secede frorn the Russian Federation is a loss, but it is a much lesser loss than those 

Russia is incurring by continuing the conflict. 

Prospect theory can provide an explanation for why Yeltsin and Putin entered 

another war in Chechnya. As the analysis of motivations in the next chapter will 

demonstrate, both leaders were in a domain of losses which would explain their risk- 

seeking behaviour. Prospect theory can also provide an explanation for why Russia 

seems unable to cut its losses and pull out of Chechnya It is quite possible that the 

Russian govemment has not yet accornmoâated to its losses and adjusted its reference 

point accordingly. Russia rnay not have even accommodated to its previous defeat in the 

1994- 1996 war. And like a high-risk garnbler throwing good money afier bad, Putin 

continues to invest lives, money, and resources in the conflict, perhaps hoping to recoup 

Russian losses and secure the ever-elusive gain of a military victory. Russia has 

delibcrately stepped into ths Chechen quagrnire once again. Until the Russian 

. - - - - - - - . - 
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government steps back to assess the costs and benefits of this war in Chechnya, there is 

no end in sight. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: MOTLVATIONS BEHIND RUSSIA'S WARS LN CHECLINYA 

Introduction 

Analysts of Russian behaviour toward Chechnya during both recent wars have 

suggested a number of different possible motivations behind the use of force. This 

chapter will discuss the most common arguments put forth and assess their ability to 

explain Russian decisions better than prospect theory. This is important because in many 

ways these other explanations help to establish the case for prospect theory. The 

weaknesses of these altemate theories demonstrate the need for a more convincing 

explanation and serve to strengthen the prospeçt theory interpretation of Rwian 

decision-making. The various factors emphasized in competing explanations for Russia7s 

wars in Chechnya curnulatively provide the context within which the framing of losses, 

risks, domain, and reference points took place. 

Beginning with an evaluation of the less convincing motivations that emphasize 

the role of 011 and personal animosity, this chapter will concentrate on the more 

persuasive arguments that highlight the role of domestic politics and corruption in 

shaping Russian decision-making both in 1994 and 1999. It will be demonstrated that 

Russia's political elite perceived themselves to be situated within the domain of losses at 

the beginning of each war against Chechnya. For this reason, they were willing to accept 

higher levels of risk than codd be accounted for using the princîples of expected-utility 

theory. This chapter will focus on the domestic political considerations and compt 

behaviour that motivated Russian aggression toward Chechnya and establish that the 

influence of these motives upon the decision-making process and its result can best be 

explained using prospect theory. 



The Geopolihies of Oil 

A popular and misleading interpretation of the 1994-1 996 Chechnya war contends 

that Y eltsin's decision to invade Chechnya was motivated by the financial and strategic 

considerations associated with the growing oil industry in the region. h the early 1990s, 

Russia became involved in the highly competitive struggle to participate in the extraction 

of oil fiom the Caspian Sea shelf, near ~zerbaijan.' The oil fields discovered there are 

thought to be the largest in the world', estimated to contain about 3.5 billion barrels of 

oiL3 Russia's interests in the oil mostly concem its transportation through the Cauwus 

regron. A major oil pipeline runs from the oil fields of Azerbaijan through Dagestan and 

Chechnya to the Russian port of ~ovorossiisk." '&The existence of this pipeline gives 

Russia an advantage compared to "alternative" Turkish and Iranian routes, but only if it 

can be used. It is Turkey and Iran which are Russia's major rivals in the stniggle for 

influence in Transcaucasia following the collapse of the USSR."' Anatol Lieven 

suggests that Russia's fear of and rivalry with Turkey may have ken  a subsidiary reason 

behind Russia's desire to hold on tc! Chechnya. 

"Thus one reason given to me by Russian officiais and officen for the 
impossibility of Russian ever recognising Chechen independence is that if 
the Turks could set up an embassy in Gromy, they would turn Chechnya 
into 'a base behind our lines'. This fear of Turkey is rooted in old Russian 
national anxieties, but also in the new and very uncomfortable awareness 
that Russian forces around the Black Sea are now very inferior to Turkish 
~ n e s . ' ~  

' Eismont, Maria, .'C hechnya: Seeds of the Debacle", Prism: A Biweekl~ on the Post-Soviet States, (The 
Jamestown Foundation), v. 2 (S), March 8, 1996. 
' ibid. 

Lieven, Anatol, Chechnya: Tombstone of Russian Power, (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1998). p. 
85. 
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Eismont, Maria, Thechnya: Seeds of the Debacle", Prism: A Biweeklv on the Post-Soviet States, (The 
lamestown Foundation), v. 2 (5). March 8, 1996. 
6 Lieven Anatol, Chechnya: Tombstone of Russian Power, (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1998), p. 
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Chechnya was a strong fwthold in the region for Russia, one that codd lead to 

substantial oil profits and at the same time abate Turkish influence. Even before the 

Chechnya war began, the pipeline was in a state of disrepair.' It wouid have cost Russia 

an estimated 55 million dollars to make the pipeline viable for the new oil project.8 

The significance of the oil pipeline as a primary motivation behind Russia's 

assault on Chechnya is questionable. The evidence suggests that the oil pipeline was not 

particularl y relevant one way or the other. Before the war, the Russian intelligence 

organization FSK wamed that the military attacks against Chechnya, especially air 

strikes, would render the pipeline inoperable and beyond repaic9 In fact, pipeline was 

completely destroyed during the war." It simply would not have made sense for Russia 

to destroy the very thing it was fighting to keep. However, the destruction of the oil 

pipeline rnight have been the result of 'mission creep'. Al1 too often wars with limited 

objectives expand to the point where the initial purpose of the war becomes clouded in 

the heat of battle. Altematively, once the Russians realized that maintaining control over 

the pipeline would be much more difficult than they anticipated, they may have destroyed 

the pipeline rather to prevent it fiom falling into Chechen hands. 

The fact that Chechnya was not Russia's only territorial link to the Azerbaijani oil 

fields suggests that oil was not a primary motivation for the war. Anatol Lieven astutely 

pointed out that "the Russians could simply have built (and can still build) a pipeline 

around Chechnya through Daghestan and Stavropol". " Waging war againn Chechnya 

' &id. 
' ibid. 
" ibid. 
1 a Baranovsky, Vladimir, "Russia: Conflicts and PeacetùI Seniement of Disputes", SIPRi Yearbook 1998: 
h a m e n t s .  Disarmament. and International Secunty, (Oxford Univefsity Press. 19%). p. 1 1 5 .  
" Lieven, Anatol, Chechn~a: Tombaone of Russian Power, (Yale University Press, New Haven, 1998), 
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was not Russia's only means to becoming an active parhcipant in the Azerbaijani oil 

project. The war was much more costly than the construction of a new oil pipeline might 

have been. 

The view that the war was about oil is M e r  challenged by evidence that clearly 

illustrates the Russian govenunent's full awareness of its options conceming the oil 

pipeline. During negotiations between Russia and Chechnya conceming the restoration of 

the pipeline and the tmnsit of oil through Chechnya in late 1997, after the war had finally 

ended, Russian officiais used the m e n t  that the Russian government could easily 

'-choose to invest in the construction of an alternative pipeline bypassing Chechnya, thus 

keeping open the option of cutting the separatists off from the oil project".l' It is quite 

evident that Russian decision-making during the 1994-96 Chechnya war was not 

pnmanly motivated by oil interests. The 'oil thesis' is even less convincingly in light of 

the 1999 renewal of the conflict in which oil is not a factor. 

Personal Animsity Between Russian and Chechen Leadem 

Several analysts of Russo-Chechen relations have suggested that mutual dislike 

and hostility between Russian and Chechen leaders shaped events and motivated Russian 

aggression. This 'personal hatred thesis' is usually limited in its application to the tense 

relationship between Yeltsin and Dudayev for most of the 1994-1996 Chechnya war. 

The evidence suggests that personal animosity may have prevented negotiation 

throughout most of the 1994-96 war but it cannot account for the continuation of tbat war 

after Dudayev's death or the resurgence of the conflict in 1999. 

" Baranovsky, Vladimir, "'Russia: Conflins and Peaceful Senkmem of Disputes". SIPRl Yearbook 1998: 
hnaments. Disannament, and International Security, (Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 1 15. 



Yeltsin's continuous refusal to negotiate with Dudayev is oRen attributed to his 

personal distaste for the Chechen leader. The ultimate reason for the invasion may not 

have been politically or strategically motivated, but rather the result of Yeltsin's peaonal 

animosity toward Dudayev. It seems that Yeltsin did not want Dudayev to "win", 

regardless of the costs of preventing his victory. A number of Russian commentators on 

the Chechnya situation have reached the rather disturbing conclusion that "the decisive 

escalation of the conflict.. . took place under conditions of a personalization of the 

clash"." Major Alexander Beikin has suggested that the underlying reason for Yeltsin's 

dislike of Dudayev is the striking similarity between their personalities. 

"ln my view,. . . it is essential for further understanding the inevitability of 
the armed conflict in Chechnya to comprehend why President Yeltsin 
declined any possibility of a personal meeting with Dudaev as a last hope 
for a peaceful solution of the crisis. As 1 see it, certain individual features 
of Yeltsin's character made it psychologically difficult if not impossible 
(though not excusable) to meet his twin brother ftom Chechnya. Like 
Yeltsin himself, Dudaev strove for political power; as Dudaev was ready 
to sacrifice the unity of the Russian Federation for his own independent 
nile in Chechnya, so Yeltsin was prepared to facilitate the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union in order to win power fiom ~orbachev."~' 

Major Belkin was certainly not the only commentator to notice the penonal 

nature of the conflict between Yeltsin and Dudayev. Carlotta Gall and Thomas de Waal 

comment in their book on the Chechnya war that "in many ways the characten of the two 

men were more alike than either of them would care to admit. Both were impulsive, 

impressionable, very reliant on peaonal communication, quick to offence. Above al1 

both were extremely proud". l5 Russian joumalist Galina Koval'skaya referred to the 

13 Dunlop. John B., Russia Confronts Chechnva: Roots of a Smaratist Conflict, (Cambridge University 
Press, 1998). p. 216. 
1.1 Bekn's comment is cited in John B. Dunlop's book Russia Confronts Chechnya: Roots of a Separatist 
Conflict, (Cambridge University Press, 1998) p. 217. 
'' Gall. Carlotta and de Waal, Thomas, Chahnya: A Small Victonous War, (Pan Books, Macmillan 
Publishers Ltd., London, 1997), p. 122. 



Chcchen war as a ''banle of the iron presidents".'6 The authors of a Russian book on the 

Chechnya conflict "underscored their view that the clash between Yeltsin and Dudaev 

"was a conflict between extraordinarily ambitious, egocentric, and willful leaders, 

93 r, 17 inclined toward coercive improvisations in politics . It appears that strong emotions 

may have prevented Yeltsin from negotiating with Dudayev either before or during the 

crisis. The same emotions rnay have informed Yeltsin's decisionmaking in 1994 

resulting in a choice that was hardly the product of a rational and objective cost-benefit 

analysis. The possiblity of Dudayev tùifiliing his political ambitions for a sovereign 

Chechnya represented a significant potential personal, if not political, loss for Yeltsin. 

That loorning loss likely contributed to Yeltsin's decision to engage in risky military 

action in order to prevent it. 

The personal hostility between Yeltsin and Dudayev appean to have been a 

significant factor shaping the way in which the crisis unfolded, at least initially. Even 

before the full military assault against Chechnya, there were several unsuccessful 

attempts to assassinate Dudayev. The closest one occwred on May 27, 1994, when "a 

sophisticated and p o w e f i  remote-control car bomb was set off in Gromy that would 

have killed Dudayev had he occupied his usual place in the automobile procession."'8 

Eventually, in late April 1996, Dudayev was killed during missile air strikes by Russian 

16 Koval'skaya, Gdina, Novoe wemya. 1 (1995), pp. 6-9 translated and cited in Dunlop, John B., Russia 
Confionts Chechnva: Roots of a Se~arat is t  Conflict, (Cambridge University Press, I998), p. 21 7. 
" Tishkov, V. A.. Bely aeva, E. L.. Gd Marchenko. G.V.. Chechemkii àrizis (Tsentr kompleksnykh 
sotsial'nykh issledovanii i marketinga, 1995) p. 5 1 translated and cited in Dunlop, John B., Russia 
Confionts Chechnva: Roots of a Sqaratist Conflict, (Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 217. 

Lapidus, Gai1 W., Tontested Sovereignty: The Tragedy of Chechnya", International Security, v. 23 (l), 
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forces aithough accounts of his death tend to vary greatly. l9 At the t h e ,  many 

individuals in the Russian administration wondered whether or not Duâayev was redly 

dead since no one was given the oppominity to identify the body, nor were they told 

where Dudayev was buried should they try to exhume the body for identification 

purposes.20 Regardless, the fact that Russian military attacks against Chechnya continued 

long afier Dudayev's death and negotiations did not begin immediately following his 

demise suggests that the assault was motivated by more than just Yeltsin's personal 

dislike for the slain Chechen leader. Yeltsin did not attempt to initiate negotiations with 

Dudayev's more moderate successor Aslan Maskhadov. In addition, there is no evidence 

to suggest that persona1 relations between Putin and Maskhadov have in any way 

influenced recent events in Chechnya. 

Domestic Politics 

Domestic political factors are the most fiequently cited and most convincing 

reasons for the 1994 Russian invasion of Chechnya and the 1999 renewal of that conflict. 

Upon examination of the evidence, it appears that Yeltsin initiated the first war in an 

effort to boost his declining popdarity and he and his Prime Minister Vladimir Putin 

launched the second war in order ensure that Putin would assume the presidency aller 

Yeltsin's retirement. The following section will begin with a discussion of the domestic 

political considerations surrounding the 94-96 Chechnya war and then explore the 

domestic politics behind the current war in Chechnya. It will be argued that prospect 

- - - - 

19 Several versions of Dudayev's death can be found in Eismont, Maria, "Dudaev's Death Spells More 
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theory can account for the impact of these domestic political factors upon Russian 

decision-making. 

Yeltsin's popularity as president plummeted following his assault on the Russian 

parliament in October 1993. The continuing decline of the Russian economy also 

contnbuted to Yeltsin's deteriorating image. John Colanisso argues that Yeltsin may 

have decided to invade Chechnya in December 1994 in order to hold on to his presidency 

despi te his sli pping popularity. 

"It was clear to Yeltsin that democracy was not his fnend and that, barring 
some drarnatic event, he would not be reelected president in 1996. The 
Chechens could be counted on, if attacked, to retaliate, or so he must have 
thought. The resulting terrorism would justify a state of emergency and 
enable Yeltsin to cancel parliamentary and perhaps even presidential 
elections."" 

Some accounts of the Chechnya war suggest that Yeltsin and his advisors 

expected a quick victory. Displaying a fim hand through a small victorious war would 

boost Yeltsin's saggmg populacity and appeal to Russian nationalist sent imed2 

"Russians are clamoring for law and order and Yeltsin would not be the first world leader 

to hope for a political lifi fiom a small war in his back yard. But if so, he badly 

rnisj udged both Russia's public mood and Chechnya's fer~cit~."'~ Although several 

Russian think-tanks predicted that a war against Chechnya would be popular and that it 

would serve to rally the Russians behind their president, public opinion polls conducted 

- 
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before and during the invasion painted a starkly different picture. Public opposition to 

the use of force was widespread and well publicized before the invasion and throughout 

the subsequent war." Opinion polls showed that more than hvo-thirds of the Russian 

populace opposed the use of military force in chechnya? Clearly, Yeltsin misread the 

public mood in Russia before the invasion. There is no evidence to suggest that Yeltsin 

paid any attention to the political think-tanks supporthg the use of force or the public 

opinion polls condemning such action. These domestic politicai forces do not appear to 

have had much impact on Yeltsin's decision-rnaking process. If Yeltsin's prirnary 

motivation for war in Chechnya was to boost his personal popularity, then it would have 

been rational for him to heed domestic political winds and consider how the Russian 

public would respond to the use of force in Chechnya Contrary to the basic assumption 

underlying expected-utility theory, that decisiowmakers choose the option that has the 

greatest probability of achieving their objectives, Yeltsin either ignored or misread the 

rnood of the Russian public. Yeltsin may have ken surprised by the public protest that 

swept the nation immediately after the initial invasion, but he chose to ignore it and 

continue his assault on Chechnya. 

"Back in Moscow a chorus of protest erupted not only fiom the parliament 
and the public but from the high military command. For example, Deputy 
Secretaxy of Defense General Boris Gromov openly and hanhly criticised 
the invasion. Mothen of conscripts organized themselves into the 
Mothen' March for Peace and traveled to Chechnya to reclaim their sons. 
Such protests clearly astonished Yeltsin and his War Party. They had 

25 Coopeman, Alan, "Shooting Down Yeitsin", U.S. News and Wortd Report, v. 1 17 (25)- p. 42. 
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counted on achieving a swift victory and had assumed that no one outside 
the Caucasus would shed a tear for the feared and disliked ~hechens."~~ 

Civilians were not the only vocal critics of the invasion. Yeltsin's government 

was cautioned against the use of force in Chechnya by its own intelligence services. 

According to govenunent material leaked to author Anatol Lieven in August and 

September of 1994, months before the invasion took place, the rnilitary intelligence 

organization (GRU) and the federal domestic intelligence agency (FSK-fonerly the 

KGB), both "advised strongly against direct military intervention, at lest  until the 

Russian army had had much more time to prepare itself and to concentrate the necessary 

forces on the borden of ~hechn~a"." Ignoring these orninous wamings, Yeltsin 

threatened to invade and carried through on that threat with a hastily prepared attack on 

Gromy. 'The utterly chaotic nature of the Russian intervention in December 1994 makes 

no sense unless it is assumed that it was botched together at the last moment-and this 

was specifically the reason stated by General Eduard Vorobyev, who refuseci the 

command of the operation precisely on the grounds that there had been no plan and no 

preparation.'"s It is evident that Yeltsin and his advisors had been repeatedly warned of 

the dangers ahead but that they chose to ignore the foreseeable nsks and invade anyway. 

if at the time of the decision Yeltsin was aware that his popularity was in steep 

decline then that realization would have caused him to perceive himself in the domain of 

losses. The potential loss of the next presidential elections may have loomed large in 

Yeltsin's mind. These real and potential losses appear to have affected his decision- 

" Colmsso, John Thechnya: The War Without Wmnersn, Cuvent History, v. 94 (504). Oetober 1995. 
334. 
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making with regard to Chechnya and caused him to choose a riskier option tban he would 

have without the presence of these losses. The decision to invade Chechnya may have 

been an effort to avoid such losses by boosting Yeltsin's popularity and uniting the 

Russian people behind their president. 

Keep the Russ ian Federation Toge f her 

Another domestic political reason fiequently offered to explain the rationale 

behind the invasion is that Yeltsin wished to hold the disintegrating Rwian Federation 

together. Yeltsin's show of force in Chechnya may have been intended to teach that 

defiant republic a lesson and set an example for other regions contemplating separation 

from Russia. "After losing Eastern Europe and 14 former Soviet republics, Russia would 

bend no more. To revive the country's pride and show other restive nationalities what 

happens to secessionists, Yeltsin decided to slap down the ~hechens ."~~ The goal of 

keeping the Russian Federation together was Yeltsin's public justification for his 

a~tions.~' Perhaps he feared that if Chechnya successfblly separated fiom Russia then 

other peripheral regions would attempt to do the sarne. Moa analysts argue that this fear 

of Chechnya igniting a wave of separatism throughout the Caucasus region was greatly 

exaggerated by the Russian govemment. 

"The Russian leadership probably exaggerates the danger of separatism by 
the majority of ethnic republics. Since most republics are not 
economically or politically viable on their own, their political elites 
anempt to strike the most favorable economic and financial deals with 
Moscow rather than secede from the Russian Federation. Russia's ethnic 
republics were not even able to present a unified position on the Chechen 
war. Many leaders had their own agendas, and some did not want to 
complicate relations with Moscow. Moreover, the war in Chechnya failed 

' 9  Nelan, Bruce W., "Why It Ail Went So Very Wrong", Tirne, v. 145 (2). Ianuafy 16, 1995, p. 50. 
30 Tolz, Vera, "The War in C hechnya", Current History, v. 95 (604), October 1996, p. 320. 



to significantly increase public support for nationalist separatist parties in 
the majority of ethnic republics. Therefore, Moscow's treatment of ethnic 
republics as hotbeds of separatism and a threat to Russia's unity seems to 
be a rni~take.''~ ' 
If Yeltsin7s stated goal of holding the Russian Federation was indeed genuine and 

not rnerely a public relations tool, he would have perceived the threat of the Federation 

further unraveling at the seams as a loss. Again, as prospect theory would predict, the 

decision-maker in the domain of losses will engage in riskier behaviour than might be the 

product of a standard cost-beneft analysis. Yeltsin may have k e n  highly risk-acceptant 

in the face of this significant loss. The endowment effect component of prospect theoiy 

may also have played a role in Yeltsin's decision-making calculus. Essentially, the 

endowment effect is the tendency to over-value one's current possessions.32 The value 

one assigns to current assets or endowments is not always rational or objective. 

Ownership of something enhances its perceived value. Jack Levy suggests that the 

endowment effect may influence decision-making in international relations. "The 

symbolic value of political and economic assets in international relations should hirther 

strengthen the endowment effect.")' The actual and symbolic value of the territory of 

Chechnya to Yeltsin penonally and Russia in general may have skewed the rationality of 

Yeltsin's decision-making. 

The endowment effect is closely related to the stahis quo bias described by 

prospect theory. "The status quo bias confoms to our intuitive sense of international 

politics: States generally seem to make greater efforts to preserve the status quo against a 

threatened loss than to improve their position by a comparable amount. They are 

3 1  %id. 
'' Levy, Jack S.. .'An Introduction to Prospe* Theory", Poi i t id  Psvcholoqy, v. 13 (2). Iune 1992, p. 175. 
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sometimes willing to fight to defend the same temtory that they would not have been 

willing to fight to acquirdd4 If the domestic political concerns of declining popularity 

and the disintegration of the Russian Federation were foremost in Yeltsin's rnind at the 

time of his decision, then the loss aversion associated with the endowrnent effect and the 

status quo bias cm account for the level of risk involved with his choice. 

lncreuse Putin 's Popularity and Secure his EIection Victory 

The evidence also suggests that the 1999 Russian decision to use military force 

against Chechnya was primarily motivated by dornestic political concerns. The position 

of Prime Minister had an extremely high turnover rate during Yeltsin's final years as 

president. In Russia, the President appoints the Prime Minister and Yeltsin used this 

power to fire and replace Prime Ministers every few months. For reasons that will be 

discussed in the next section focusing on corruption, Yeltsin appointed then political 

unknown Vladimir Putin Prime Minister and wanted Putin to succeed him as President. 

Putin's new p s t  as Prime Minister coupled with Yeltsin's resignation on 

December 3 1, 1999, provided him with a huge advantage in the upcoming presidential 

elections. According to the temis of the Rwian constitution, Putin becarne acting 

president as soon as Yeltsin resigned. This transfer of power also bumped up the 

presidential elections by three months, dramatically shortening carnpaign period of al1 

other candidates. The war in Chechnya quickly becarne Putin's election platfom.35 It 

appears that Yeltsin initially pursed the war so that his chosen successor could use it as a 

34 Levy, Jack S . ,  "Loss Aversion, Framing, and Bargaining: The Implications of Prospect Theory for 
International Conflict", International Political Science Review, v. 17 (S), April 1996, p. 186. 



campaign platform to propel bis rapid ascent to the presidency. An article written before 

Putin's election victory succinctly described the way in which the popularity of the war 

contributed to Putin's popularity. 

"The war is doing just what Kremlin propagandists hoped for. It is 
boosting the macho image of Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, whose 
popularity in opinion polls is rising with every report, correct or spurious, 
of casualty-free Russian victories in Chechnya. The Kremlin wants Putin 
to be the next President in order to protect Boris Yeltsin's family and 
friends from unwanted corruption investigations. The war a ainst 
Chechen terrorism, therefore, is Putin's election platforni.'"' t 

Coming from behind in the race for the presidency, Putin was clearly in the 

domai n of losses. Anti-Yeltsin political forces, especially the Pnrnakov-Luzhkov 

alliance consisting of former Prime Minister Yevgeny Primakov and the Mayor of 

Moscow Yuri Luzhkov, were rapidly gaining growd. Pnmakov and Luzhkov were the 

leaders of a movement called "Fatherland-Al1 Russia", which opposed Yeltsin and the 

Kremlin establishment and stood a strong chance of sweeping the parliamentary elections 

which preceded the presidential elections." The parliamentary election in Russia is 

widely viewed as a dress reheanal for the presidential ele~tion.~' Before the war, Putin 

did not really have a hope of k ing  elected president. ''The only way Putin could manage 

a political victory over his Moscow competitoa was to achieve a military triumph. And 

Dagestan was not e n ~ u ~ h . " ~ ~  As prospect theory would predict, Putin's position in the 

domain of losses led him to punue the hi&-risk option of war with Chechnya with the 

hope of securing his personal gain of the presidency. Putin's active punuit of this wa.  

3 J Quinn-Judge, Paul, "The Fatal Frontier", Time. v. 154 ( 18), Novernber 1. 1999, p. 28. 
36 Quinn-Judge, Paul, "The Fatal Frontier", Tirne, v. 154 ( 1 8), November 1,  1999, p. 28. 
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began during his brief tenn as Prime Minister. He did not even consider any other 

alternatives in his dealings with Chechnya, let alone assess the costs and benefits of each 

alternative course of action. 

"His motives were clear: the new prime minister had no intention of 
limiting himself to threats. He never even tried to initiate contacts with 
the Iegitirnate govemment of Chechnya. He didn't consider it necessary to 
present Maskhadov with an utlimatum. He wanted war, and it was clear 
why he wanted it.'"' 

The war in Chechnya proved to be a remarkable effective campaign platfocm. 

Vladimir Putin was able to ride the Kremlin's "manufactured war wave"" to a four-year 

term as the President of Russia, entering office with a cornfortable 53% of the vote." 

Putin's recent attempts to initiate negotiations with Chechen President Aslan 

~askhadov'~ indicate that the prirnary objective for the war has been realized. 

Unfortunately, now that the war has fulfilled Putin's persona1 political ambitions, he 

seems to be having difficulty bringing the conflict to an end. 

Corruption 

Along with the domestic political considerations discussed in the previous 

section, the evidence suggests a clear link between comipt behaviour within the Russian 

military and political establishments and Russian decision-making in both wars. Russian 

aggression toward Chechnya in 1994 appears to have been primarily motivated by the 

Russian rnilitary's heavy involvement in the illicit h g  trade through Chechnya In 

ibid. 
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1999, corruption took a different fom but still shaped Russian decision-making. Yeltsin 

and many of his associates were facing serious corruption charges, mostly financial in 

nature, and their quest for immunity fiom prosecution caused them to choose Putin as 

Yeltsin's successor and use the war in Chechnya to pave his path to the presidency. 

lIleguZ Dmg Traficking Through Chechnya 

The collapse of the Soviet Union brought with it two significant and simultaneous 

changes: the removal of political control over the Rwian army and a sharp reduction in 

military spending." The disintegration of Soviet state structures made it possible for the 

Russian army to act independently as a political subject? 

-'But the reduction in budget appropriation for the needs of the army and 
its generals has forced Russian military leaders to look for their own 
sources of funding. As a result, the Russian military-industrial complex 
has entered into independent commercial activity on a grand d e .  And 
army professionals, deprived of the production base of the military- 
industrial complex and possibilities for legal commercial activity, have 
tumed to the illegal arms-and clmg-nade.'* 

The involvement of the Russian army in dmg smuggling is not entirely a new 

phenornenon. It began during Russia's war in Afghanistan. "The army leadership 

skillhilly exploited the fact that Soviet military transpon planes were not inspected either 

by Afghan or by Soviet customs officiais. And lead cofins, intended for bringing back 

the bodies of servicemen who died in the Afghan war, were used as containen for 

- -- 
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iransporting wcotics."' Dr. Evgueni Novikov points out tbat the army generals 

involved in this illicit h g  trade shared their profits with the highest Soviet party and 

state officiais which in turn helped them move up the ranks. One of these "Afghan" 

heroes was Pave1 ~rachev~', Russia's Minister of Defence before and during the 1994- 

1996 Chechnya war, who in fact cornmanded the operation after General Eduard 

Vorobyev refüsed to do so. 

Afier perfecting their dmg smuggling skills during the Af'anistan war, the 

Russian army continued the practice and expanded their operations. Before the 

involvement of the Rwian army, the h g  trade in Central Asia was much more limited 

in scope, prirnarily intended for local consurnption and conducted by local h g  mafia 

groups. Russia was largely an untapped market for narcotics. "The ringleaders of the 

local dnig mafia simply did not have the capability to buy up, and most importantly, to 

ship dmgs to Russia without any control, as the Russian soldiers have. The latter can use 

aviation, auto transport, and railroad lines, because Russian military transport on the 

tem'tonf of Central Asia is not subject to customs inspe~tion."~ 

"According to the institute of Strategic Research of the Russian Foreign 
Ministry 's Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGMO), 
Russian military men have worked out the following route for shipping the 
dmgs brought in from Af'hanistan and Tajikistan: Tajikistar+ 
Turkrnenistan -Bah - Gromy - Rostov, and fiom there, on to 
Western Europe through the ports of Estonia. Train crews brought the 
dmgs from Baku through the temitory of Chechnya to Rostov. There was 
an agreement between the army narco-mafia and Chechen president 
Dzhokhar Dudayev guaranteeing the unobstnicted passage of drugs from 
Central Asia through the temtory of ~hechn~a."~* 

" Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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Chechnya was a key link in this h g  smuggling route. Apparently, Duàayev and 

his forces had Ml knowledge of the dmgs passing through Chechnya and allowed it to 

continue without interference. Dudayev's fighten regularly raided the passenger trains 

traveling on the Baku-Grozny-Rostov line, stealing luggage and jewelry, but they never 

touched the freight or the train crew.'' 

"Thus it continued until November 1994, when President Dudayev 
demanded a higher share of the Central Asian h g  profit from the Russian 
military men. The latter refused to satisfi Dudayev's demands, and the 
Chechen president gave an order to confiscate the h g  shipments, and kill 
the nain conducton accompanying them."s' 

The top Russian h g  lord was the Russian Minister of Defence Pave1 Grachev. 

Grachev and Dudayev met behind closed doors in early December 1994 to discuss the 

dmg trade and Dudayev's demands. They did not reach a mutually acceptable 

agreement. "And in response to this, the Russian high command decided to strike a 

mortal blow against ~ u d a ~ e v . " ~ '  Dudayev posed a senous threat to Grachev's profitable 

drug business. Unless Grachev agreed to allot a higher share of the drug profits to 

Dudayev, Dudayev would confiscate the dmgs passing through Chechen temtory. 

Grachev could either accept the lesser loss of shanng the drug profits with the Chechen 

leader or he could lose his entire cimg business and al1 of its financial benefits. Either 

way, Grachev was in the domain of losses and threatened with future losses. He may 

have been willing to accegt great risk in order to protect himself, and the status quo, from 

these potential losses. As the Defence Minister, Grachev was one of Yeltsin's closest and 

most trusted advisors, as well as a member of the National Secunty Council which 

" Ibid. 
'' ibid. 
53 Ibid. 



convened just before the initial Russian invasion. Grachev may have used his position to 

exact revenge against Dudayev. 

"The desire for vengeance is a poor aâvisor in affain of military strategy. 
Without taking his own forces, and most important, those of their 
adversary, into account, the Russian defense minister promiseâ President 
Yeltsin that the military could deliver a swift and painless victory in 
Chechnya. The swiA victory did not take place, nor could it have taken 
place. The Russian military leadership wanted to take revenge as fast as 
possible, and only a week was spent in preparing the operation.. . Russian 
defense minister Grachev.. . insisted that the path for narcotics from 
Tajikistan to Russia remains clear. And for the sake of this, the crirninals 
in military uni forms decided to pledge the lives of tens of thousands of 
Russian soldien and imocent inhabitants of Chechnya. Thus, the secret 
of the mysterious decision of the Russian Ministry of Defense to launch a 
blitzkrieg in Chechnya is explained by the wolfish laws of the cimg 
business, in which the highest ranks of the rapidly-collapsing Russian 
army are involved.'"' 

('orrupf ion Charges agaimt Yebin and his Associates 

In his efforts to avoid prosecution for serious corruption charges, Yeltsin cycled 

through three different Prime Ministers in 1999. The first was Yevgeny Pnmakov, a man 

who supported immunity fiom prosecution for Yeltsin but not for his family and 

associates in the Kremlin. For this reason, Yeltsin fired Pnmakov in May 1999." 

Primakov was replaced by Sergei Stepashin, "a former chief of the Federal Security 

Service (a successor to the KGB) who had helped command Russia's first disastrous 

foray into Chechnya in 1994"~~. In the meantirne, Primakov entered into an anti-Yeltsin 

political alliance with the mayor of Moscow, Yuri Luzhkov, and Pnmakov became the 

front-runner to succeed Yeltsin as president in the elections originaliy scheduled for the 

- 

'' &id. 
" Powell, Bill, "The End of an Era", Newnueck, v. 135 (2). Ianuary 10,2000, p. 49. 
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summer of 2000.~' "Enter Vladimir Putin.. . The Tamily", as Yeltsin's inner circle is 

known in Moscow, quickly came to view Stepashin as too we& to counter the Primakov- 

Luzhkov threat. Yeltsin sacked him in August, and named Putin as his s u ~ c e s s o r . ~ ~ ~ ~  

Putin promised to gant ùnmunity to Yeltsin, his family, and dl of his associates. In fact, 

t hat o rder was one of Putin's first presidential de~rees.'~ 

Conclusion 

In light of the evidence, it seerns clear oil interests and personal animosity 

between Russian and Chechen leaders were not significant factors in shaping Russian 

decision-malring. Rather, Rwian decisions to employ military force in Chechnya in 

1994 and again in 1999 were motivated by a combination of domestic political concems 

and corrupt behaviour within Russian political and military establishments. G iven these 

motivations, the perception of king in the domain of losses while facing looming 

potential losses led both Yeltsin and Putin to punue the riskiest option available. 

This chapter has demonstrated that prospect theory can be used to explain how these 

mot ives translated into a higher level of ris k-acceptance than expected-utility theory 

might have predicted. 

57 bid.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

Do political leaders make crisis decisions based purely on rational calculations of 

interest according to objective cost-benefit analyses, or are there psychological and 

cognitive factors that limit their capacity to decide rationally? By exarnining Russian 

decision-making during the early stages of the 1994-1996 Chechnya war and the 1999 

reemergence of that conflict through the prism of prospect theory, and by contnisting that 

interpretation with one based on expected-utility theory, this study has found that Russian 

decision-making can best be explained by prospect theoiy. This concluding chapter will 

discuss the implications of these findings. 

Before addressing the broader significance of the results fiom this analysis, it is 

important to acknowledge the limitations of a single case study or a small number of case 

studies. It is possible that the patterns of decision-making found within the two cases 

examined in this study are anomalous to Russian decision-making and crisis decision- 

making in çeneral. As with any academic endeavor, it would be unwise to draw 

sweeping generalizations fiom any specific case or a limited number of cases. 

However, it would be equally unwise to dismiss the findings of this investigation 

as anornaious or inelevant to the study of crisis and non-cnsis decision-making. A 

prospect theory interpretation of Russian decision-making presents a serious challenge to 

mainstream expected-utility theory. Not only has this study shown that expected-utility 

theory cannot satisfactorily account for Russian decisions with regard to Chechnya, it has 

demonstrated that prospect theory provides a better description of and expianation for 

Russian decisions toward Chechnya in 1994 and 1999. At the very least, these findings 



suggest that prospect theory is a valid and useful theory of cnsis decision-making and one 

that deserves greater attention in the literature. 

Jack Levy cautioned that "it is not enough for the analyst to demonstrate that the 

observed behavior is consistent with prospect theory. It is also necessary to demonstrate 

that prospect theory provides a better explanation of that behavior than does expected- 

uti lity theory". ' A theoretical implication of the results from this study, and other 

applications of prospect theory2, is that it may no longer be enough for analysts to 

demonstrate that decision-making behaviour is consistent with expected-utility theory. It 

may now be necessary for analysts to dernonstrate that expected-utility theory provides a 

better explanation for the decision-making process and its result than prospect theory. If 

both prospect theory and expected-utility theory can account for a particular decision, 

then the expected-utility explanation would be preferable due to the greater parsimony of 

that theory. However as this investigation has shown, prospect theory provides a useful 

framework of analysis especially for decisions that do not empirically fit the rational 

decision-making process found in expected-utility theory. 

The findings also suggest a number of implications conceming any fiiture 

applications of prospect theory. It is likely that there are other iunds of cases where 

prospect theory might provide insights into decision-making. The endowment effect and 

the status quo bias may be particularly useful for the analysis of nationalist or separatist 

movements. Russian responses to Chechen separatisrn may not be entirely unique when 

compared with other stmggles for independence and the reactions of those States 

I Le-, Jack S., "Prospect Theory and intemationai Relations: Theoretical Applications and Analyticai 
Problems", Politicai Psvcholoay, v. 13 (2). June 1992, p. 297. 

Several interesting prospect theory analyses of decision-making case studies can be found in a special 
edition of miticai PsvchoIony (v. 13 (2), June 1992) devoted to prospect theory and its implications. 



threatened by such rnovements. There may in fact be a tendency for States to overvalue 

their temtorial possessions and an aversion to establishing a new status quo. Prospect 

theory's hypotheses conceming the treatment of losses and potential losses in decision- 

making rnay be used to explain why nations fight so hard to hold on to territories or 

populations that are stniggling for sovereignty. 

The findings of this study suggest several directions for future research programs. 

A more general application of prospect theory might involve trying to explain why 

govemments pursue failing policies beyond the point where a rational cost-benefit 

analysis would recomrnend abandoning those policies. Similar to Russian policies 

toward Chechnya, the pursuit of failing policies could be understood as an attempt to 

recoup previous losses or slow accommodation to mounting losses. The influence of the 

psychological and cognitive patterns described by prospect theory upon decision-making 

may be greater in authoritarian regimes than more democratic f o m s  of govemment. 

Russian policies toward Chechnya were determined by a very limited group of 

individuals and punued with surprisingly little criticism from other aspects of the state. 

The decisions to employ military force in Chechnya in 1994 and again in 1999 did not 

require any approval from the Russian Parliament before they could be implemented- 

This authoritarian fonn of govenunent lies in sharp contrast to the American system, for 

exampie, in which such decisions would require ratification by Congress. Perhaps the 

checks and balances inherent in the structure of the Amencan govemment lessen the 

impact of prospect theory's hypotheses upon decision-making and policy choices. 

Govemment structure may also affkct the level of tolerance for losses, especidly loss of 

life. An authoritarian regime, by its very nature, may be willing to accep greater losses 



than a more democratic govemment simply because an authontarian regime does not 

have to justify its actions to other branches of govemment and the public. A cornparison 

be tween the decision-making processes of authon tarian and more democratic foms of 

governrnent focusing on the hypotheses of prospect theory would be an interesting future 

research program. 

Prospect theory is not necessarily limited to crisis situations. It is a theory of 

decision-making under conditions of risk. Foreign policy decisions are almost always 

reached under conditions of risk and uncertainty. The immediate and future 

consequences of policy decisions are never entirely known ahead of time. The 

hypotheses of prospect theory, especially those conceming the difierential treatment of 

gains and losses, may play a significant role in non-crisis and even day-to-day decision- 

making. Prospect theory might be able to provide insight into both foreign and domestic 

policy choices. This does not imply that prospect theory could act as a complete theory of 

international relations3 but it does suggest that prospect theory can be used to explain 

decision-making in wide variety of conte-. Decision-makers may not be as nsk-neutral 

or domain-neutral as expected-utility theory daims. As Jack Levy has pointed out, 

"actors perceive themselves to be in the domain of losses more often than we would 

normally expect"." How actors behave when they perceive themselves to be in the 

domain of losses becomes critical to the study of decision-making. The common 

perception of loss suggests that prospect theoxy is widely applicable and it may be a 

useful framework of analysis for a broad variety of decisions. 

' Jack S .  Levy rnakes the point that its focus on individual decision-making renders prospect theory 
incomplete as a theory of international politics in his article "Loss Aversion, Framing, and Bargaining: The 
implications of Prospect Theory for International Conflict", International Political Science Review, v. 17 
(2)- April 1996, p. 192. 



Any analysis of decision-making, regardless of its theoretical framework, faces 

the intinsic difficulty of detennining the perceptions of the decision-maker. This is an 

obstacle that cannot be easily overcome. The decision-maken themselves may not be 

fully aware of the perceptions and thought patterns thaî shape their choices. However, 

this problem shouid not deter hmire attempts to understand the decision-making process. 

As this study of Russian behaviour toward Chechnya has demonstrated, the decision- 

rnaking process and its result may not always be as rational as rnainstrearn expected- 

utility theory requires. Prospect theory provides insights into Russian decision-making 

that could not be denved fiom expected-utility theory. In a similar fashion, prospect 

theory may improve our understanding of other foreign and domestic policy decisions. 

At the very least, this anaiysis of Russian decision-making toward Chechnya has 

demonstrated that prospect theory is a useful alternative theory of decision-making that 

can contribute to the study of decision-making in a wide variety of ways. 

' Levy. Jack S. ,  "Prospect Theory and [memationai Relations: Theoretid Applications and Analytical 
Problems", Political PsvchoIoay, v. 13 (2), June 1992, p. 291. 
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