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The Trouble wiTh   
CheChnya

“my spiT TasTes of salT 
and blood; my TeeTh 
were busTed loose 
ages ago and wobble in 
my mouTh. i Can’T eaT 
solid food and have 
Trouble even Chewing 
bread.”



There is so much about Chechnya that lends itself to 
one’s imagination—from secondhand tales from Iraq of 
big-bearded Caucasians fearlessly walking the streets, to 
stories of journalists worrying of beheading by jihadis or 
raping from Russian soldiers—that it sounds like a place 
hope forgot.

A cross-section of books provides a welcome entrée 
into the world of Russian power, separatists and bearded 
white guys. There’s the academics: Yossef Bodansky’s 
Chechen Jihad and Tony Wood’s Chechnya: The Case for In-
dependence. The journalists: Anna Politkovskaya’s A Russian 
Diary and Stanley Greene’s Open Wound: Chechnya 1994-
2003. Finally, and perhaps most viscerally troubling, the 
soldier: Arkady Babchenko’s One Soldier’s War in Chechnya.

After Glasnost, almost every Russian state wanted to 
get free. The Baltic states got it, and Chechnya, which suf-
fered similarly under Joseph Stalin, wanted it too. Russia 
frowned upon this, and the first war, which began Dec. 11, 
1994, lasted roughly 20 months and, according to Wood’s 
figures, killed “upwards of 45,000 people.” Located on the 
Russian Federation’s southeast border, nestled between 
Ingushetia, Georgia and Dagestan on a neck which runs 
between the Black and Caspian seas, just northeast of 
Turkey, postwar Chechnya was essentially independent for 
a number of years until the resulting disorder—aided by 
Russian “business”—gave reason for Boris Yeltsin to step 
in. Russia was surprised by the determination of Chechen 
forces and responded with brutality, from November 1999 
to February 2000. This resulted in Chechen nationalists 
partnering with Islamists, who eventually overrode the 
affair. The jihadists went on to commandeer a Moscow 
theatre in 2002 (the Nord-Ost siege) and the Beslan school 
siege of 2004. Essentially locked (unlike Cuba, you can’t 
visit unless you want to be raped or beheaded) since the 
early 2000s, Chechnya is rebuilding. Finally, the jihadis 
have been reported to be Wahabists but are more accur-
ately Salafists. It’s not an immediate concern, though, if 
the sources of money and violence are the same. Facts are 
facts; the rest is debatable.

Chechens suffered the ubiquitous wholesale shipping 
of their population to Siberian work camps and a Russifica-
tion policy whereby Russians were shipped in to colonize 
and dilute the country—essentially a nasty version of what 
China is doing to Tibet today or what Saddam Hussein 
was doing in Iraq.

Russia dropped bombs on the populous Grozny, a city 
with 200,000 Russian citizens, detonations numbering as 
high as 4,000 in an hour. In Chechnya: The Case for Independ-
ence, Wood writes that Chechens still have reason to find 
shelter from what may fall from the skies as “the burning 
of vast quantities of petroleum products around Grozny, 
for instance, means that ‘whenever it rains, something 
black and greasy falls out of the sky instead of water.’ ” 

Wood touches on the subject of war crimes, including 
the use of vacuum bombs banned by the Geneva Conven-
tion and the “rampages of murder, rape and wanton vio-
lence on the part of Russian troops,” all of which could fill 
several articles. It strengthens but is not the focus of his 
case for independence. Wood’s work is a thoughtful trea-
tise that is overwhelmingly Western-lefty in its approach. 
He makes a convincing legal argument for Chechen in-
dependence. For the sake of brevity, we’ll have to trust he’s 
correct in asserting, “In the case of Chechnya, a broadly 
legitimate and constitutional secession went unrecognized 
because it ran counter to the interests of Russia, a Security 
Council member.”

Where Wood fails, however, is in his assertion that 
this independence will bring about peace. “A more rational 
Russian policy for the North Caucasus would seek to 
undercut Islamist rebellion elsewhere by removing one of 
its principal rallying points: the suppression of Chechen 
sovereignty.” Unfortunately, the opportunistic forces of 

Islamofascism thrive in an environment where fast cures do 
not exist. And statehood, as just as it may be, is no cure for 
all that ails Chechnya.

The U.S. and lessons Americans can learn is the focus 
of Yossef Bodansky’s Chechen Jihad, an interesting read for 
what appears to be its heavy reliance on Russian intelli-
gence. It would be unfair to make a joke about that being an 
oxymoron, but it’s hard to trust intelligence sources, as our 
own recent past with the CIA has shown. That said, where 
the thrust of Wood’s work is that Chechnya has been in a 
horrible state and Islamofascism has infiltrated the mess 
and seeped everywhere in the surrounding region due to 
Russian war crimes and the overwhelming use of dispro-
portionate force, Bodansky believes Russian force should 
be an object lesson for the U.S. in how to conduct its own 
successful war on terror.

Of the well-documented extra-judicial killings and 
bombings of civilians, Bodansky writes, “It would be easy 
to conclude that Russian strong-arm tactics compelled the 
population into ending the violence, but the optimism and 
commitment to rebuilding Chechnya appears to be genu-
ine—and in them lies the core of Moscow’s success.” 

This, of course, is more a matter of perspective and 
opinion rather than fact. And this is where Bodansky is 
most grating. By most accounts, Russia has co-opted 
dissent and crushed the desire for independence in a 
process known as Chechenization. Peace has been reached 
only through crushing defeat and in the Chechens’ 
implementing of their own government—with the son of 
former rebel and President Akhmad Kadyrov, the track-
suited Ramzan Kadyrov, as President, a young man of 
some renown for his own brutal methods, pet tigers and 
inability to dress appropriately.

Where Bodansky is most successful is in his writing 
on the impact of the Chechen conflict on wars and jihads 
across the Middle East. Know-how honed in Chechen 
battles can be seen in Iraqi bombings and the sudden fierce-
ness and tactical maneuvering of Chechen jihadi veterans 
bolstering Taliban forces in Afghanistan. To say Chechnya 
is a breeding and training ground for jihadis defeats what 
appears to be Bodansky’s core argument, that Russia has 
won in Chechnya and that the U.S. can learn from Russian 
expertise. Yes, perhaps, if the U.S. tossed out the rule book, 
became quietly proud of torture and extra-judicial murder, 
essentially banned journalists from war zones and from 
any discussion, and cultivated a culture without conscience 
happy to praise its leader.

Bodansky seldom differs from Vladimir Putin’s 
reasoning and is rarely critical of the country’s actions. 
Instead, he speaks of Chechen desire for independence 
as being driven by political opportunism and dismisses 
at least one critic of Russian actions as being merely an 
activist, not a brave journalist. 

A brave and spirited reporter who became known for 
her reporting from Chechnya, Anna Politkovskaya had been 
poisoned, beaten, mock-executed by Russian troops in the 
field, received death threats and was finally killed—executed 
Oct. 7, 2006, in the elevator of her Moscow apartment.

While less obviously about Chechnya than her past 
work—A Small Corner of Hell: Dispatches from Chechnya, 
in which Chechens appear like spectres, survivors of 
some sort of holocaust battling cockroaches for dirt 
sandwiches—Politkovskaya’s portrait of approximately  
a year and a half of Russian life in A Russian Diary is both 
relevant and worthwhile. Detailing the disappearance of a 
presidential candidate—who returns with shady memory, 
the virtual disappearance of a free, critical and credible 
press or opposition—her work appears on the edge of 
complete hopelessness, the phrase “and nobody cared” and 
its equivalents appearing so many times, it’s as though the 
state has reached through her fingers to pound upon the 
reader’s skull.  

“ugLy and discarded / hip-hop hipster dearLy departed” – CadenCe weapon
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phoTos: sTanley greene/open wound/noor images



As opinionated as Bodansky, though less 
measured, Politkovskaya writes of Putin walking 
alone through his inauguration: “The man is 
barking mad.” 

Is it telling that Politkovskaya was the only 
Russian journalist to cover the second Chechen 
war? That—and let’s pretend it was a just or 
even debatable war—only one Russian journalist 
saw fit, or was allowed, to cover it? 

Duh.
There are few words in Stanley Greene’s 

Open Wound save for the spare descriptions of 
what’s rather evident in the pictures. Largely 
black and white, it’s stunning in the quality of 
photographs and the knowledge of what it surely 
took to get the pictures. A former fashion pho-
tographer, Greene skillfully depicts the conflict 
in a manner designed to disgust one’s moral con-
science. His photos are the necessary accompani-
ment to any discussion on the war, the vehicle by 
which we might be kept honest and not too lost 
in intellectual and ideological debating. 

Escaping ideology and the morass of moral 
relativism is seldom possible, except for when 
one loses oneself in the mechanics of one’s 
day. Enter Arkady Babchenko’s One Soldier’s 
War in Chechnya. Thought Kurtz lost his shit 
in Apocalypse Now, or Full Metal Jacket’s Gun-
nery Sergeant Hartman was horrific with his 
taunting and emotional assault? The aforemen-
tioned movies are positively pussy next to this. 
Babchenko, who now works as a reporter for the 
same Novaya Gazeta Politkovskaya did before her 
murder, paints an existentially horrific picture of 
a soldier’s life in the Russian army. 

When food runs out—and it appears to 
often, as Babchenko tells it—soldiers resort to 
eating dog or eating Hawthorne in boiled swamp 
water. “We ate like moose, plucking the berries 
from the branches with our teeth, snorting 
and batting last year’s cobwebs out of the way 
with our heads. We ceased to be soldiers,” he 
writes. Combat, it would seem, is the least of a 
conscript’s worries. Describing the cumulative 
damage of routine beatings from superiors, Bab-
chenko writes, “My spit tastes of salt and blood; 
my teeth were busted loose ages ago and wobble 
in my mouth. I can’t eat solid food and have 
trouble even chewing bread.” Hello, bullying 
campaign. Meet Russia.

Perhaps it was all training. If you’ve been 
literally crushed, you have no fear of fight-
ing—as Russian conscripts referred to the 
jihadis—beards. But Babchenko’s story is a 
compelling metaphor. Chechnya is only seldom 
Russia versus Chechnya or Society versus 
Islamofascists; it’s just as often Man versus 
Nature or Russia versus Russia. One Soldier’s 
War is an existential nightmare.

In the end, it’s the soldier’s story that makes 
the most sense, which is the least difficult for us 
to place in our world of competing ideologies. 
No matter the justness of the cause, no matter 
the legality, no matter the attention, war is war, 
and it’s certainly anything but beautiful. The war 
is over in Chechnya today. The remaining rebels 
have largely crossed over and are now thieves for 
the state. What’s left, what this means for them 
or us, time will tell. One thing is certain: while 
the war may be over, the conflict is not.

“see aLL these women? they came for the music, you came for the scenesterism” – aTmosphere
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sTreeTanomiCs

“Hit you in your projects/ It’s streetanomics” 

—nas, “u goTTa love iT”

26% ameriCans who believed Their 

CounTry was divided inTo “haves” 

and “have-noTs” in 1988

48% ameriCans who believe iT is Today

$500 biLLion

ToTal CosT of The war in iraq Thus far

$275 miLLion

daily CosT To The ameriCan Taxpayers  

of The war in iraq

4,067

number of ameriCan soldiers  

Killed in iraq

0

number who are Children  

of u.s. senaTors

$499 biLLion

uniTed sTaTes miliTary budgeT in 2007

$200 biLLion 

esTimaTed yearly CosT of eradiCaTing 

global poverTy

Sources: Joseph e. sTigliTz, The Three 

Trillion dollar war (ww norTon, 2008); 

Jeffrey saChs, The end of poverTy 

(penguin, 2005)

simon blaCK

greene sKillfully depiCTs The 

ConfliCT in a manner designed 

To disgusT one’s moral 

ConsCienCe. his phoTos are 

The neCessary aCCompanimenT 

To any disCussion on The war, 

The vehiCle by whiCh we 

mighT be KepT honesT and noT 

Too losT in inTelleCTual and 

ideologiCal debaTing. 


