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Russia and Central Asia Political Map: Understanding the Geopolitical Landscape

russia and central asia political map offers a fascinating glimpse into the complex
geopolitical dynamics of a region that bridges Europe and Asia. This area, rich in history
and culture, has long been a crossroads of empires, trade routes, and political intrigue.
Today, the political map reflects not only the legacy of the Soviet Union but also the
emerging influence of regional powers and global interests. Exploring this map helps us
grasp the relationships, boundaries, and strategic importance of Russia and its Central
Asian neighbors.

The Geographical and Political Overview of Russia
and Central Asia

At the heart of Eurasia, Russia is the largest country in the world, spanning Eastern Europe
and northern Asia. To its south lies Central Asia, a region composed of five key countries:
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. These nations emerged
from the Soviet Union’s dissolution in 1991, creating a new political map characterized by
independent states with distinct national identities and political trajectories.

This political map is marked by a mixture of vast territories, diverse ethnic groups, and
strategic borders. Russia shares long frontiers with Kazakhstan and smaller borders with
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, making the Central Asian republics critical partners and
sometimes points of tension in Moscow’s foreign policy.

The Legacy of the Soviet Era on the Political Map

The current political boundaries in Central Asia largely stem from Soviet-era administrative
divisions. Under Soviet rule, these republics were part of a centralized system where
Moscow exercised control over political, economic, and military matters. The borders drawn
during this period often ignored ethnic and cultural realities, leading to complex
demographic mosaics and occasional territorial disputes.

Post-independence, the newly formed countries had to navigate these inherited challenges
while defining their sovereignty. The political map thus reflects both continuity and change:
former Soviet republics now stand as sovereign nations, yet Russia remains a dominant
regional actor economically and militarily.

Key Features of the Russia and Central Asia



Political Map

Understanding the political map entails recognizing several important features that define
the region’s geopolitical character.

1. Russia’s Extensive Borders and Influence

Russia’s southern frontier with Central Asia stretches over thousands of kilometers and
includes diverse terrain: from the vast steppes of Kazakhstan to the mountainous regions
near Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. This border serves as a conduit for energy exports, trade,
and security cooperation. Russia maintains military bases and exerts considerable influence
through organizations like the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), which
includes several Central Asian states.

2. Central Asian States: Borders and Relations

Each Central Asian country has its unique position on the political map:

- **Kazakhstan** is the largest and most resource-rich, sharing a long border with Russia. It
has pursued balanced foreign relations with Russia, China, and the West.
- **Uzbekistan**, with its strategic location and populous cities, has experienced fluctuating
policies between openness and cautious nationalism.
- **Turkmenistan** remains more isolated, practicing a policy of neutrality but controlling
significant natural gas reserves.
- **Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan** are smaller and mountainous, with complex ethnic
compositions and occasional border conflicts.

The internal borders between these nations are often contested or porous, reflecting
historical grievances and economic challenges.

3. The Role of International Boundaries and Disputed
Territories

The political map also highlights various border disputes and enclaves dating back to Soviet
times. For example, the Ferghana Valley, shared by Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan,
is a hotspot for territorial disputes and ethnic tensions. These unresolved boundary issues
continue to shape diplomatic relations and sometimes spark local conflicts.

Political and Economic Implications of the Map

The political map is not just a static representation of borders; it actively influences regional
cooperation, economic development, and security dynamics.



Russia’s Geopolitical Strategy in Central Asia

Russia views Central Asia as a vital buffer zone against external influences and as a sphere
of traditional influence. Through institutions like the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU),
Russia aims to foster economic integration while maintaining political leverage. The political
map shows how Russia’s influence radiates southward, with Central Asian capitals often
balancing Moscow’s interests against those of China, the United States, and regional
powers like Turkey and Iran.

Central Asia’s Balancing Act

The Central Asian republics leverage their geographical position to attract investment and
diplomatic engagement from multiple powers. The political map underscores the region’s
role as a crossroads for energy pipelines, trade corridors such as China’s Belt and Road
Initiative, and security partnerships. For instance, Kazakhstan’s open border with Russia
facilitates trade, but it also seeks diversification by engaging with China and Europe.

The Importance of Understanding the Russia and
Central Asia Political Map Today

For policymakers, scholars, and travelers alike, grasping the political map of Russia and
Central Asia is crucial. It offers insights into:

- **Security concerns:** Border stability, counterterrorism efforts, and military alliances.
- **Economic opportunities:** Resource management, infrastructure development, and
trade routes.
- **Cultural and ethnic diversity:** Understanding the mosaic of peoples and histories that
shape national identities and regional politics.

Furthermore, the political map is dynamic. Shifts in leadership, international relations, and
regional conflicts continually reshape the landscape, making ongoing study essential.

Tips for Interpreting the Political Map

- Always consider historical context: Many current borders and disputes date back to Soviet
administrative decisions.
- Pay attention to regional organizations: Entities like the CSTO and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO) influence cooperation and conflict resolution.
- Look beyond borders: Economic corridors and cultural ties often transcend political
boundaries, affecting regional stability and growth.

Exploring detailed political maps with updated data can reveal nuances such as ethnic
enclaves, disputed areas, and infrastructure projects that significantly impact the
geopolitics of the region.



The political map of Russia and Central Asia is more than just lines on a page—it
encapsulates a complex web of history, power, and identity that continues to evolve in the
21st century, shaping the future of Eurasia as a whole.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key countries shown on the political map
of Russia and Central Asia?
The key countries typically shown on the political map of Russia and Central Asia include
Russia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and sometimes parts
of neighboring countries such as Mongolia and China.

How does the political map of Central Asia reflect the
region's Soviet history?
The political map of Central Asia reflects its Soviet history by showing the borders of the
five Central Asian republics—Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Tajikistan—which were once part of the Soviet Union before gaining independence in 1991.

What are some major political boundaries visible
between Russia and Central Asian countries?
Major political boundaries on the map include the borders between Russia and Kazakhstan,
which is the longest border, as well as Russia's borders with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan
through their small exclaves. These boundaries define the sovereign territories of these
nations post-Soviet Union.

How does the political map highlight the strategic
importance of Central Asia to Russia?
The political map highlights Central Asia's strategic importance to Russia by showing the
proximity of Central Asian countries to Russian borders, as well as the region's location as a
buffer zone between Russia and China, and its rich natural resources which are vital for
regional influence.

Are there any disputed territories shown on the
political map between Russia and Central Asian
countries?
Generally, the political map shows internationally recognized borders, and there are few
significant disputed territories between Russia and Central Asian countries. However, some
border demarcations between Central Asian states themselves, such as between
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, have occasional disputes.



How do political maps of Russia and Central Asia
represent ethnic and administrative divisions within the
region?
Political maps primarily show national borders but may also indicate major administrative
divisions such as oblasts or provinces within Russia and Central Asian countries. These
divisions can reflect ethnic distributions to some extent, but detailed ethnic maps are
separate from standard political maps.

Additional Resources
Russia and Central Asia Political Map: An Analytical Overview

russia and central asia political map serves as a crucial lens through which geopolitical
dynamics, historical ties, and contemporary strategic interests can be examined. This
region’s political geography is marked by a complex tapestry of borders, alliances, and
conflicts shaped by decades of Soviet legacy, post-independence nation-building, and
evolving international relations. Understanding the nuances embedded within the Russia
and Central Asia political map is essential for policymakers, scholars, and analysts aiming
to grasp the broader Eurasian security and economic landscape.

Historical Context and Evolution of the Political
Map

The current political boundaries in Central Asia and Russia are deeply rooted in the Soviet
Union’s administrative divisions. Prior to the USSR’s dissolution in 1991, Central Asia was
organized into five Soviet Socialist Republics: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Each republic was delineated with borders that often
overlooked ethnic and cultural continuities, a legacy that continues to influence regional
tensions and cooperation.

Russia, as the successor state to the USSR, retained its vast territorial expanse but
experienced a redefinition of its geopolitical role in relation to its southern neighbors. The
Russia and Central Asia political map today reflects a post-Soviet configuration marked by
independent Central Asian states, each navigating their sovereignty while maintaining
varying degrees of political and economic ties with Moscow.

Geographical Features Influencing Political Boundaries

The political map is not merely a product of human decisions but also shaped by significant
geographical features:

Mountain Ranges: The Tian Shan and Pamir mountains create natural barriers that



define borders, particularly between Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and China.

Deserts and Steppes: The Karakum and Kyzylkum deserts influence sparsely
populated borders in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.

Rivers and Water Bodies: The Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers are critical to the
delineation of certain boundaries and are vital for regional water resources
management.

These physical elements contribute to challenges in border demarcation, occasionally
sparking disputes and necessitating diplomatic negotiations.

Contemporary Political Boundaries and Their
Significance

The Russia and Central Asia political map today comprises six sovereign states: Russia and
the five Central Asian republics. Each country’s political geography is characterized by
unique features that influence regional and international relations.

Russia’s Position in the Region

Russia remains the dominant power in the post-Soviet space, with an extensive landmass
stretching from Eastern Europe to the Pacific. Its political boundaries encompass a diverse
array of ethnic groups and strategic regions. Russia’s southern border interfaces directly
with Kazakhstan and through the Caspian Sea region, it maintains proximity to
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.

Moscow’s policy approach towards Central Asia is multifaceted:

Security Cooperation: Russia leads the Collective Security Treaty Organization1.
(CSTO), which includes several Central Asian countries, emphasizing military
collaboration and counter-terrorism.

Economic Integration: Through the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), Russia fosters2.
economic ties with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, promoting trade and investment.

Migration and Demographics: Millions of Central Asian labor migrants work in3.
Russia, creating socio-economic linkages that transcend political borders.



Central Asian States: Borders and Political Dynamics

Each Central Asian state exhibits distinct political and geographical characteristics on the
regional map:

Kazakhstan: The largest Central Asian country, Kazakhstan shares the longest
border with Russia. Its vast steppes and resource wealth position it as a key regional
player with balanced foreign relations between Russia, China, and the West.

Kyrgyzstan: A mountainous country with complex border issues, especially with
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Political instability and ethnic tensions occasionally affect
its border management.

Tajikistan: Characterized by rugged terrain, Tajikistan’s borders with Kyrgyzstan and
Uzbekistan have been contentious, with water access and security concerns at the
forefront.

Turkmenistan: Noted for its policy of neutrality, Turkmenistan has relatively stable
borders but limited direct engagement with Russia compared to its neighbors.

Uzbekistan: The most populous Central Asian state, Uzbekistan has historically
pursued an independent foreign policy, with its borders shaped by both cooperation
and disputes, particularly with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.

Geopolitical Implications of the Russia and
Central Asia Political Map

The political map not only shapes internal governance but also impacts broader geopolitical
strategies and alliances. Russia’s interest in Central Asia is motivated by several factors:

Security Concerns and Border Stability

Central Asia serves as a buffer zone between Russia and potential instability emanating
from Afghanistan and the broader Middle East. Russia’s military presence and security
partnerships with Central Asian states aim to prevent the spillover of extremism and
maintain regional stability.

Energy and Economic Corridors

The region is rich in hydrocarbons and minerals, making it a vital area for energy transit
routes. Russia competes and cooperates with China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to exert



influence through infrastructure projects and trade networks. The Russia and Central Asia
political map is thus a strategic chessboard where economic corridors intersect with
political sovereignty.

Ethnic and Cultural Considerations

The legacy of Soviet-era borders has led to ethnic minorities residing across national
boundaries, occasionally fueling tensions. For example, enclaves in Kyrgyzstan and
Uzbekistan complicate border management and require diplomatic attention. Russia’s role
as a protector of Russian-speaking minorities further influences its foreign policy toward
these states.

Challenges and Prospects in Border Demarcation
and Cooperation

Despite efforts to stabilize borders, several challenges persist:

Disputed Territories: Some border segments remain unresolved, leading to
occasional clashes and complicating bilateral relations.

Resource Sharing: Water scarcity and access to natural resources demand
cooperative frameworks, which are often fragile.

Infrastructure Development: Differing levels of infrastructure integration limit
seamless economic cooperation across borders.

Nonetheless, regional organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
and the Eurasian Economic Union provide platforms to address these issues collectively,
fostering dialogue and incremental progress.

Future Trends in the Russia and Central Asia Political
Map

As global power dynamics shift, the political map is likely to evolve:

Increased Multipolarity: China's growing influence and Western engagement1.
introduce new variables into regional politics.

Border Modernization: Advances in technology and diplomatic efforts may lead to2.
more clearly defined and secure borders.



Enhanced Regional Integration: Economic and security partnerships could deepen,3.
balancing national sovereignty with collective interests.

These trends underscore the importance of continuous monitoring and analysis of the
Russia and Central Asia political map to anticipate emerging challenges and opportunities.

The intricate mosaic of borders and political affiliations in Russia and Central Asia remains a
critical factor shaping Eurasian geopolitics. By dissecting the layers of history, geography,
and contemporary policy, the Russia and Central Asia political map reveals much about the
region’s past trajectories and future directions.

Russia And Central Asia Political Map

  russia and central asia political map: Russia, the Caucasus, and Central Asia Rajan Menon,
Yuri E. Fedorov, Ghia Nodia, East West Insitute, 2016-07-01 This comprehensive exploration of the
international environment examines not only traditional political-military concerns but also
economic, ethnic, and environmental issues and the role of crime, terrorism, the drug trade, and
migration in the security environment of Russia and its neighbours to the south. This approach takes
account of both the internal and external aspects of security problems and their interplay. The
participation of international authors facilitates the consideration of each problem from all relevant
points of view.
  russia and central asia political map: Islam in Politics in Russia and Central Asia
Stephane A. Dudolgnon, Komatsu Hisao, 2013-11-05 First Published in 2001. This volume contains
the proceedings of the international colloquium held by the IAS Project in October 1999. These
papers deal with the modem and contemporary history of Central Eurasia, for a comprehensive
reflection on various phenomena that led to a political valuation of Islam under non-Muslim
domination, whether Russian or Chinese, since the beginning of the 18th century. A comparative
approach to the current situations in the Russian Federation and the newly independent states of
Central Asia has allowed us to study the various modes of the political instrumentalization of Islam,
by both political power and opposition, in such various areas as the Ferghana Valley in Uzbekistan
and the Volga-Urals region of Russia.
  russia and central asia political map: An Historical Atlas of Central Asia Yuri Bregel,
2003-07-01 Yuri Bregel’s Atlas provides us with a bird’s eye view of the complicated history of this
important part of the Islamic world, which is closely connected with the history of Iran, Afghanistan,
China, and Russia; at different times parts of this region were included in these neighboring states,
and since 1991 five new independent states emerged in Central Asia: Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,
Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan. Covering the 4th century B.C. to the present, the maps show
the various political entities, their approximate borders, the major ethnic groups and their
migrations, military campaigns and battles, etc. Each map is accompanied by a text which gives a
concise survey of the main events of the political and ethnic history of the respective period. With
special maps on the distribution of the Turkmen, Uzbek, Qazaq, and Qirghiz tribes in the 19th-20th
centuries, as well as the location of major archaeological sites and architectural monuments. The
last map (Central Asia in 2000) shows existing gas and oil pipelines.
  russia and central asia political map: Russia and Central Asia Lena Jonson, 1998 This book
assesses how far the development of bilateral and regional cooperation can guarantee Russia a role
in the region's future. It focuses in particular on the compatibilities and conflicts between the
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political, security, and economic interests of Russia and the Central Asian states. A volume of the
Central Asian and Caucasian Prospects Series (previously called Former Soviet South Papers)
  russia and central asia political map: Russia and Central Asia Shoshana Keller, 2020 This
introduction to Central Asia and its relationship with Russia helps restore Central Asia to the general
narrative of Russian and world history.
  russia and central asia political map: Japanese Strategic Thought toward Asia G. Rozman, K.
Togo, J. Ferguson, 2007-01-22 Japanese leaders and often the media too have substituted symbols
for strategy in dealing with Asia. This comprehensive review of four periods over twenty years
exposes the strategic gap in viewing individually and collectively China, Taiwan, the Korean
peninsula, Russia, Central Asia, and regionalism.
  russia and central asia political map: Index to the Geographical Review Arthur-A .....
Brooks, 1926
  russia and central asia political map: The History and Government of Russia and the
Eurasian Republics Ryan Wolf, 2020-12-15 Russia is the largest country on Earth, and it's home to
about 120 ethnic groups. The Eurasian Republics include Armenia, Moldova, and Georgia. What
does it mean to be a citizen of the countries in this region? How do governments function there
today? Readers will discover the answers through informative text, fact-filled sidebars, authentic
photographs, and exciting primary sources. Surveyed are the historical events, movements, and
people who have shaped this region, from its first inhabitants to its Tsarist autocracy and beyond.
  russia and central asia political map: D, Society. E, Georgraphy. 1912 William Swan
Sonnenschein, 1912
  russia and central asia political map: Islam in Russia: The Politics of Identity and
Security Shireen Hunter, 2016-09-16 This richly detailed study traces the shared history of Russia
and Islam in expanding compass - from the Tatar civilization within the Russian heartland, to the
conquered territories of the Caucasus and Central Asia, to the larger geopolitical and security
context of contemporary Russia on the civilizational divide. The study's distinctive analytical drive
stresses political and geopolitical relationships over time and into the very complicated present. Rich
with insight, the book is also an incomparable source of factual information about Russia's Muslim
populations, religious institutions, political organizations, and ideological movements.
  russia and central asia political map: The Balkars of Southern Russia and Their
Deportation (1944-57) Karen Baker, 2013-08-30 Indelible events are often stamped into the
consciousness of a nation. These events shape individuals, and often entire socities, in the way they
view social, cultural, political, ethical, and especially spiritual realities. The deportation of entire
ethnic groups of the North Caucasus region of southern Russia was an immense operation of the
Soviet government during World War II. The Balkarians, or Balkars, were forcibly taken from their
native homelands and deported to distant lands within the Soviet Union. They remained in exile for
thirteen years. The third generation of Balkars since that horrible experience continues to live in the
shadow of the atrocities committed against their people. This book applies comprehensive research
to the facts of the deportation. More importantly, it examines lingering resentments and current
sentiments of the Balkarians through extensive personal interviews with those who experienced the
deportation. In Karen’s many interviews woven throughout the book, we learn of several Balkarians
who come to faith because of the Deportation, such as Ibrahim Gelastanov. Ibrahim recounts his
memories about the deportation years. He cried as he recalled the details of his mother’s death
within twenty-four hours of arriving in a special settlement where she died of starvation. Ibrahim
tells of the horrors of his capture, the fifteen-day train ride, the forty-eight-hour boat ride, the
twenty-four-hour walk to an unknown destination, and the starvation and indignities that he
suffered. But Ibrahim always attributes his deportation as the means to his salvation into God’s
family. He was the first Balkarian Christian, and he remained the lone Balkar Christian for thirty-six
years. The tiny region of Balkaria is tucked into the largest mountain range of Europe, the Caucasus
Mountains, in southern Russia. The Balkarians live in the shadow of unthinkable cruelty by the
Stalin regime, the deportation of their entire people group. The deportation was concealed until the



late twentieth century due to the secrecy of communism. It was also hidden behind the terrors that
occurred in Europe during World War II. The Balkars have suffered greatly in the last century, and
they desperately need the peace of God in their hearts. This book will bring awareness to the
Caucasus peoples and bring more involvement in promoting the work of the Gospel in this unstable
area to the unreached peoples.
  russia and central asia political map: Military Thought , 1999
  russia and central asia political map: Ethnic Relations in Post-Soviet Russia Andrew
Foxall, 2014-10-03 While the collapse of communism in Russia was relatively peaceful, ethnic
relations have been deteriorating since then. This deterioration poses a threat to the functioning of
the Russian state and is a major obstacle to its future development. Analysing ethnic relations in the
North Caucasus, this book demonstrates how a myriad of processes that characterised post-Soviet
transition, including demographic change, economic upheaval, geopolitical instability, and political
re-structuring, have affected daily life for citizens. It raises important questions about ethnicity,
identity, nationalism, sovereignty, and territoriality in the post-Soviet space.
  russia and central asia political map: The Rivalry Between Russia and Great Britain in
Eastern Rumelia 1878-1885 (Yeditepe Yayınevi) Nadezhda Vasileva Vasileva, 2020-12-01 The
rivalry between Russia and Britain over the autonomous Province of Eastern Rumelia is a historical
fact. This study examines tis fact via two historical events concerning the development of the
Province - the process of establishment and administrative organization of Eastern Rumelia
(1878-1879) and the event of unification between the Province and the Principality of Bulgaria. It
argues that the British authorities created the Province of Eastern Rumelia and later they defended
the act of unification with the purpose to thwart the Russian political advancement in the Balkans.
The British political aim was successfully accomplished as Russia achieved to preserve its political
domination in the Province only until 1885 when it opposed the act of unification. This research is
based on archival documentary sources and secondary sources. The archive collections used for
preparation of this work are the collections of the Foreign Office of the National Archive. The
existing historiography on the issue of Eastern Rumelia is very limited as regards the variety of
examined topics, though a considerable number of researches are dedicated to the act of unification
and the political, cultural and economic development of the Province from 1878 to 1885.
  russia and central asia political map: Russia in Search of Its Future Amin Saikal, William
Maley, 1995 The contributors to this book analyse a Russia which is searching for its future amid a
maelstrom of complex forces - political, economic, socio-cultural, and international.
  russia and central asia political map: The Fight for Influence Alexey Malashenko,
2013-12-10 Russian influence in Central Asia is waning. Since attaining independence, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan have forged their own paths—building
relationships with outside powers and throwing off the last vestiges of Soviet domination. But in
many ways, Moscow still sees Central Asia through the lens of the Soviet Union, and it struggles to
redefine Russian relations with the region. In The Fight for Influence, Alexey Malashenko offers a
comprehensive analysis of Russian policies and prospects in Central Asia. It is clear that Russian
policy in the formerly Soviet-controlled region is entering uncharted territory. But does Moscow
understand the fundamental shifts under way? Malashenko argues that it is time for Russia to
rethink its approach to Central Asia. Contents 1. Wasted Opportunities 2. Regional Instruments of
Influence 3. Russia and Islam in Central Asia: Problems of Migration 4. Kazakhstan and Its
Neighborhood 5. Kyrgyzstan—The Exception 6. Tajikistan: Authoritarian, Fragile, and Facing
Difficult Challenges 7. Turkmenistan: No Longer Exotic, But Still Authoritarian 8. Uzbekistan: Is
There a Potential for Change? Conclusion Who Challenges Russia in Central Asia?
  russia and central asia political map: Russia's hybrid aggression: lessons for the world
Yevhen Mahda, 2018-05-01 In his new book, Yevhen Mahda identifies the causes of Russia’s hybrid
aggression against Europe, focusing on conflict in Ukraine. He not only conducts historical analogies
and informs the inhabitants of Europe about the dangers that the Kremlin carries, but also offers
options for counteraction. The book is intended for policy-makers, specialists in the field of



international relations, political scientists, and all who are not indifferent to changes in the modern
world and the fate of Ukraine
  russia and central asia political map: Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society and
Monthly Record of Geography Royal Geographical Society (Great Britain), 1891
  russia and central asia political map: A-C, pages 1-400 Brooklyn Library, 1877
  russia and central asia political map: Publications Combined: Russia's Regular And
Special Forces In The Regional And Global War On Terror , Over 2,400 total pages ... Russian
outrage following the September 2004 hostage disaster at North Ossetia’s Beslan Middle School
No.1 was reflected in many ways throughout the country. The 52-hour debacle resulted in the death
of some 344 civilians, including more than 170 children, in addition to unprecedented losses of elite
Russian security forces and the dispatch of most Chechen/allied hostage-takers themselves. It
quickly became clear, as well, that Russian authorities had been less than candid about the number
of hostages held and the extent to which they were prepared to deal with the situation. Amid grief,
calls for retaliation, and demands for reform, one of the more telling reactions in terms of hardening
public perspectives appeared in a national poll taken several days after the event. Some 54% of
citizens polled specifically judged the Russian security forces and the police to be corrupt and thus
complicit in the failure to deal adequately with terrorism, while 44% thought that no lessons for the
future would be learned from the tragedy. This pessimism was the consequence not just of the
Beslan terrorism, but the accumulation of years of often spectacular failures by Russian special
operations forces (SOF, in the apt US military acronym). A series of Russian SOF counterterrorism
mishaps, misjudgments, and failures in the 1990s and continuing to the present have made the
Kremlin’s special operations establishment in 2005 appear much like Russia’s old Mir space
station—wired together, unpredictable, and subject to sudden, startling failures. But Russia
continued to maintain and expand a large, variegated special operations establishment which had
borne the brunt of combat actions in Afghanistan, Chechnya, and other trouble spots, and was
expected to serve as the nation’s principal shield against terrorism in all its forms. Known since
Soviet days for tough personnel, personal bravery, demanding training, and a certain rough or brutal
competence that not infrequently violated international human rights norms, it was supposed that
Russian special operations forces—steeped in their world of “threats to the state” and associated
with once-dreaded military and national intelligence services—could make valuable contributions to
countering terrorism. The now widely perceived link between “corrupt” special forces on the one
hand, and counterterrorism failures on the other, reflected the further erosion of Russia’s national
security infrastructure in the eyes of both Russian citizens and international observers. There have
been other, more ambiguous, but equally unsettling dimensions of Russian SOF activity as well, that
have strong internal and external political aspects. These constitute the continuing assertions from
Russian media, the judicial system, and other Federal agencies and officials that past and current
members of the SOF establishment have organized to pursue interests other than those publicly
declared by the state or allowed under law. This includes especially the alleged intent to punish by
assassination those individuals and groups that they believe have betrayed Russia. The murky nature
of these alleged activities has formed a backdrop to other problems in the special units.
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