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ABSTRACT  
 

 The degree of variance in political outcomes after the Soviet collapse remains a subject of 

political inquiry because of the complicated nature of republic experiences during transition.  

This dissertation explores the variance in post-Soviet transitional violence, or its absence, in 

Ukraine and Georgia, by using social network analysis.  The argument made is that the degree to 

which political elites in Georgia and in Ukraine were connected or fragmented is an untested, but 

highly relevant, factor in conflict onset.   

While the impact of elites on regime transition and armed conflict is a well-reviewed 

subject in the comparative literature, no study formally models elite networks as an explanation 

for why conflict begins, or abates.   At the center of the argument is the structure of political elite 

networks created by personal or professional connections.  Using social network analysis 

methods and eleven original datasets—from material in English, Russian, and Ukrainian—this 

study demonstrates that Ukrainian elites maintained well-connected and more densely tied 

networks both before and after the Soviet collapse than did elites in Georgia. Conclusions drawn 

from this study suggest that well-integrated elites create mechanisms by bargaining, or the 

creation of high social capital, to avoid conflict.  

This study contributes both theoretically and substantively to the existing literature. 

Conflict theorists should incorporate the idea of elite network structures as a contributory factor 

to conflict or peace during transitions. The datasets used for this work offer an initial foray into 

formally modeling elites and assessing their network dynamics.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
On March 11, 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev became the General Secretary of the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).  He inherited a socio-political system floundering under its 

own weight of economic disparity, bureaucratic inefficiency, and military overreach. His 

attempts at reform—glasnost and perestroika—would unleash pent up frustration and a wave of 

opportunistic forces that destroyed the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in short 

order. The speed with which the Soviet Union imploded under Gorbachev represents one of the 

most significant institutional transformations in modern history.  The reasons for the collapse, its 

after-effects, and the restructuring of the former Soviet landscape occupy volumes of scholarly 

material. Much has been described and some explained, but a persistent question of this 

experience remains:  what caused the varying degree of outcomes with respect to violence?  The 

three Baltic republics made a smooth transition to independence, as the Eastern European states 

slugged through the transitional process while the Caucasus republics experienced a number of 

violent episodes and the Central Asian republics remain trapped in an authoritarian institutional 

framework.  Even as this work is prepared in 2013, explaining the puzzling of post-Soviet 

transitions and the spectrum of violence within them remains a challenging and fascinating field 

of study.   

Case selection 

This dissertation seeks to explain the dynamics of, and variation in, instances of violence 

or non-violence in two post-Soviet states: Ukraine and Georgia.  In doing so, it traces the social 
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networks of political elites in those states, along with those of the political entrepreneurs who 

sought to achieve elite status in post-Soviet republics as the Soviet Union collapsed. Georgia and 

Ukraine during the period from 1970-1994 are exemplary cases for assessing political outcomes 

during post-Soviet transition. Most significantly, in 1991 the Georgian Republic experienced a 

civil war and a series of lesser violent conflicts, while the Ukrainian Republic made a relatively 

smooth post-Soviet transition. The selection of a case of violent conflict and a null case is crucial 

to exploring violent outcomes.   

While the two cases differ on the dependent variable, violence, they present multiple 

similarities. Before December, 1990, the Soviet Socialist Republics of Ukraine and Georgia were 

alike in numerous ways.  Both had the ethno-federal designation of Soviet Socialist Republic; 

both had a long history of tumultuous interaction with the Russian state; both entered a 

transitional phase at a similar time; both experienced the effects of a diverse and heterogeneous 

population, and neither state hosted a strong Muslim population. 

While not identical in level of development, their economies do not exhibit the extreme 

levels of difference that some international relations scholars have identified as being an 

important factor explaining violence. In particular, work by Collier et al (2003), Fearon and 

Laitin (2003) and Hegre et al, (2003) emphasizes levels of state capacity or development as 

highly correlated to civil war onset. Zurcher (2007, 45-48) disputes economic factors as 

accelerants for armed conflict in the post-Soviet states because SSR republics had comparatively 

similar development. Clearly, there was variation between the republics, Russia and Lithuania 

being more highly developed than Turkmenistan, for example; however, the point Zurcher makes 

is that development among Soviet states was significantly more even than of states in the most 

impoverished regions of the world.  
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The cases of Ukraine and Georgia provide for the use of a “most similar systems design” 

(also known as J.S. Mill’s “method of difference”) in this exploration of violence in post-Soviet 

republics (Przeworski and Teune 1970, 32-34; Mahoney 2003, 341). The issue of case selection 

in comparative politics is one on which there is still a considerable degree of debate.  In a much-

cited article, Geddes (1990, 149) argues that the practice of “selecting on the dependent variable” 

is to be avoided.   On the other hand, she is willing to grant that such methods are “important as 

generators of insights and hypotheses” (Geddes 1990, 149).  Other scholars provide a more 

nuanced analysis of issues of case selection, and are generally more optimistic about the use of 

small-n studies that select on the dependent variable (Collier and Mahoney 1996; Mahoney 

2003).  While a debate in the literature about appropriate case selection continues, Georgia and 

Ukraine are reasonable examples for a systematic exploration of violence in the region. 

Moreover, this study offers a new basis for future work to expand upon in explaining violence 

more generally.  

 In the eighteen months that followed the Soviet collapse, Ukraine held multi-party 

elections, formed a commission between former communists and dissidents to create a new 

constitution, and built institutions that constrained serious challenges to the stability of the state. 

In Georgia, dissidents took control of the state through elections by inculcating virulent strains of 

nationalism and then failed to control the forces of personality unleashed by giving voice to 

potent nationalists.  In sum, the elites in Ukraine, by virtue of their networks, were able to forge a 

nascent state structure; Georgian elites descended into conflict because of an absence of 

integrated connections between factions.  This study constructs an initial process for 

investigating the types of connections between elites and the structures created by those 

connections. Given the similarities and differences between the cases of Georgia and Ukraine, 
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this study may expose specific mechanisms and inferences about civil war in post-Soviet 

transitions. With further research, the findings may prove applicable not only to post-Soviet 

transitions, but also to other episodes of regional regime transition or perhaps even to global 

political change. 

In this investigation, case studies and a mix of primary and secondary data sources are 

employed to illustrate network change and the effects of this change on armed conflict in the 

former Soviet Union.  According to Zurcher, (2007,5),“Case studies are instrumental in detecting 

the causal mechanisms that link factors to outcomes . . . . Case studies also serve to identify the 

conjectural effects of factors that are not easily captured by statistical approaches, and they help 

in identifying missing factors.”   Case studies provide a path to elicit explanations or identify 

mechanisms and are appropriate for this study.  The use of case studies, however, is not without 

drawbacks or criticism.  Some critics believe that a study not designed with some level of 

experimentation is of minimal empirical value (Willis 2007, 239, citing Campbell and Stanley 

1963, 6).  Further, the danger of drawing conclusions from “casually observed events” without 

making careful comparisons between cases is a valid criticism (Willis 2007, 239).  The validity 

of case studies and qualitative research, however, has become accepted in the academic 

community as it is more advanced in terms of methodology (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994, 

45) 

Transitional Violence 
 
   The Bolshevik Revolution affected the territories of the future Eastern European 

Ukrainian and Caucasian Georgian Soviet Socialist Republics in different ways.  Both areas 

unsuccessfully sought independence after the Tsar’s overthrow. Ukraine became embroiled in a 

civil war between Poles, Ukrainians, White Russians, and Bolsheviks.  As a result, portions of 
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Eastern Ukraine fell under Polish rule, while the rest of the territory was incorporated into the 

USSR as the Ukrainian SSR.  In 1922 the Polish-ruled territory was annexed to the Soviet Union.  

By contrast, the Georgians declared their independence after the Bolshevik Revolution and were 

internationally recognized as an independent entity by many European states.  Lenin even signed 

a treaty with the independent Georgia in 1920. This agreement notwithstanding, however, the 

Red Army forcefully annexed Georgia to the Soviet Union the following year.  Following 

incorporation into the Soviet Union, both republics incurred virulent and oppressive treatment 

from Moscow. The Bolshevik regime’s intention was, apparently, to curb further nationalist or 

independence movements.   

Yet, nationalist sentiment became a self-fulfilling prophecy for the Soviets as republics 

were encouraged to developed policies regarding nativism and indigenous language skills, 

predominantly through korenizatsiia policies designed to create local communist leaders.   

Though repressed, dissent persisted throughout the Soviet era. Following the Helsinki Accords of 

1975, dissidents felt emboldened to uphold their efforts. Eventually, the formation of popular 

fronts and opposition societies established a foundation for groups that participated in 

dismantling the Soviet system, after the ascension of Gorbachev in 1985.  In 1989, the Soviet 

collapse ushered in a new era of uncertainty and apprehension for several reasons.  

With the disintegration of the USSR, the potential for violence was tremendous, not only 

across the Soviet Union, but also in the greater Soviet sphere of influence.  Ethnic groups that 

had been subjugated for seventy years suddenly had the opportunity to participate in the political 

process by acting in a collective manner, even if that meant violently demanding concessions. 

Second, with the coercive capacity of the Soviet All Union regime removed from the political 

space, the monopoly of violence was remanded to the individual republics.  To whom went 
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control of those institutions with the capacity to maintain the monopoly of violence became a 

question of deep concern. More importantly, if there were no institutions acting with legitimate 

administrative authority, what was to prevent third parties such as unaffiliated National Guard 

units from instigating a violent conflict to take control of former state resources, from hard 

currency to weapons caches?  Third, the historical and cultural legacy of the ethno-federal 

system1 left Union Republics with a Potemkin Villege-esque sense of political autonomy.  While 

the republics were under the direction of an indigenous cadre of leaders, their sovereignty existed 

in a highly ethereal and abstract sense.2  Further, de facto the republics were highly dependent on 

the center for aid, and the distribution of resources.  

 Independence from the Soviet regime changed the incentive structure for collective 

action, added the vehicles of ethnic and nationalistic sentiment to mobilize it, and left a 

weakened relic of a state administrative unit.  Out of the revolutionary spectacle of the early to 

mid-1990s has come all manner of literature attempting attempt to examine from every aspect 

possible the dazzling events in the former Soviet space.  Extant research touches on most every 

aspect of Soviet and post-Soviet society, government, and politics in an effort to ascertain the 

genesis, agency, structure, and actors responsible for the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

after-effects of that collapse.  

 A variety of possible explanations for violence have been put forth, and there is no 

consensus. This lack of agreement is largely a result of non-integrative scholarship; there are no 

meta-analyses on post-Soviet conflicts.  Scholars of Soviet regional conflict are presented with a 

magnified dilemma: how to approach the study of a phenomenon that is poorly defined and, 

arguably, poorly understood.  Giuliano (2006), Gleason (1992), Beissinger (2002), and Zucher 

                                                 
1 Discussed more fully in chapter two.  
2 Despite the provision in Article 72  the 1977 Soviet Constitution making it legal for Union Republics to secede 
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(2007) all look to ethnic elites as a source of post-Soviet conflict but with little agreement on 

mechanisms. Bunce (1999), Brubaker (1996), and Suny (1993) look to institutional frameworks 

and shifts to explain the variance. Meanwhile, another explanation of post-Soviet violence 

centers on territorial control (Fowkes 2002; Toft 2003).   As Baev (1999, 255) aptly notes: 

“There is an obvious need for an integrative and flexible research approach.” One possible 

solution is to approach post-Soviet conflict and transition through the study of elite networks. 

Each republic had its own set of elites, and the variance in their formal and informal 

organizational structures and patterns of behavior may provide an approach to making more 

concise comparisons between republic transitions across the region.  

Political Elites and Armed Conflict  
 

Some scholars address the importance of elites as individuals or small groups during 

times of political transition.  More specifically, previous research connects elites with inciting 

and organizing violence and even with civil wars instigated by “entrepreneurs of violence.” That 

is, elites comprise the set of those individuals with both the capacity to mobilize people and the 

resources to incite violence. Yet, other scholars identify elite behavior as engendering a sense of 

cooperation among competing factions during transitions and enabling opportunities for 

bargaining and peaceful resolutions.  Irrespective of the outcome, elite networks may be the key 

to unlocking the evolution of violent conflict during periods of political transition. 

 There are then two evolutionary paths in regime transition:  in one, elites act as 

entrepreneurial organizers of violence; in the other, elites behave as bargainers or ombudsmen. 

The concept of social capital—defined as resources derived from social organizations that 

facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit— is inherent in both (Coleman 1994, 

320).   To organize violence, an elite or group of elites must inspire loyalty, trust, and 
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motivation—all of which are conditional on the followers’ willingness to choose violence over 

the status quo, not just provide the means of fighting--weapons, training, steady pay.  In short, 

they must have a high degree of faith or trust in their elite leaders.  

 A variant on the question of elites and social capital is that of elites and bargaining.  In 

this iteration, elites and their networks elicit enough mutual trust to negotiate with one another.  

The determining factor as to how social capital facilitates interaction with elite networks is that 

networks with high social capital, and therefore a lower likelihood of degenerating into violence, 

are characterized by deep, dense, and overlapping connections. Networks with lower levels of 

social capital, and a greater likelihood of dissolving into violence, are characterized by 

fragmented and loosely connected networks.   

Zurcher (2007, 6-10) argues that the behavior of political elites acting as ethnic 

entrepreneurs was the deciding factor in determining peaceful or violent outcomes in the 

Caucasus region. His work is an excellent starting point for furthering an analysis of elites and 

violent conflict in the FSU on the basis of two factors. First, the analysis is geographically 

limited to the Caucasus, limiting the explanatory power of the study and creating an opportunity 

for research to expand on Zurcher’s theory to a larger geographical area.   Second, Zurcher 

argues exclusively for domestic level influences on elites, virtually ignoring the probability of 

international pressures on decision making and outcomes, as argued by Laitin (2001).  Zurcher’s 

work provides a starting point for this study, but his conclusions and analysis are subject to 

criticism and can be evaluated in light of a larger set of cases and the introduction of 

international factors to the analysis. With the addition of formal models for networks in the cases 

of Ukraine and Georgia, some of drawbacks of Zurcher’s work are overcome in this essay. 
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Elite Networks in Ukraine and Georgia 

Defined as formal or informal social structures created by connections between 

individuals having a disproportionate share of some resource—including, but not limited to 

economic, political, familial, or social influence—existing elite networks provided a framework 

for the development of new governmental structures when control from Moscow was 

precipitously withdrawn. The contrasts between fragmentation and connectivity in elite networks 

are manifested in Ukrainian and Georgian elites during both Soviet and post-Soviet eras.   In 

Ukraine, well established and deeply connected elite networks with strong social capital created 

a political space which, in the absence of official institutions and withstanding secessionist 

threats, allowed existing elites and opposition groups to organize elections, control nationalistic 

sentiment, and negotiate the design of formal institutions. By contrast, the fragmented networks 

of elites in Georgia led to low levels of elite negotiations and enabled ethnic entrepreneurs to 

mobilize for elections, breaking any existing elite networks.  The result was that strong 

personalities organized and oversaw armed formations with little possibility for negotiation.   

While conflict between Communist hardliners and nationalists for political office 

occurred for months in the Baltic States and Chechnya, ruling elites in Ukraine survived the 

collapse intact.  Ukraine remains a unique intersection of blurred connections between Russian, 

Ukrainian, and greater Soviet identities.  Throughout the Soviet period, Ukraine maintained very 

close relations with Russia; elites from Ukraine, despite being a minority group, would 

frequently rise through the Soviet hierarchy.  Because of the consolidated and centralized Soviet 

system and the speed of Soviet collapse, existing communist elites in Ukraine were, in essence, 

given the keys to the Ukrainian kingdom (Motyl 1998, 4).  Consequently, in the immediate 

aftermath of collapse, those established elite networks faced little immediate threat to their power 
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positions, while potential “counter-elites” found limited political space in which to organize 

effective opposition.  Ukraine transitioned through the post-Soviet period without significant 

upheaval, even though threatened with secessionist conflict over the Crimean peninsula and the 

internal dissent between the predominantly Ukrainian speaking populations in the West and the 

Russian speaking folk in the East.   

 By contrast, the Georgian experience with armed conflict was a unique one, straddling a 

number of definitional boundaries, including an internal civil war; secessionist conflicts in 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia, regions with vague legal status and an international conflict with 

Russia. Georgia struggled with transition from a multinational communist republic to a post-

Communist state with a radical nationalist flair and three ethno-national conflicts (Ozhiganov 

1997, 400).  While some argue that the divisions among Georgian elites as the Soviet Union 

collapsed were the direct cause of the conflicts (Ozhiganov 1997, 342; Toft 2003, 120-121; 

Zurcher 2007, 118), others (Matirosyan 1997, 400-401) suggest that Russian foreign policy had 

as much, if not more, explanatory power for the Georgian conflicts.  The ethnic and linguistic 

diversity of residents in Georgia, South Ossetia and Abkhazia and cross-border ethnic ties with 

Russia make the Georgian case an especially interesting one to assess the dimensions of armed 

conflict in the former Soviet states.  

As might be inferred from the proceeding, elite networks had a long history in the USSR. 

Even before 1917 networks may be detected and traced well back into imperial Russian and 

Slavic history. The abortive revolt of the Decemberists, for example, manifests some 

characteristics of a network against the Tsarist absolutism. These elites were not monolithic, nor 

did they operate within a strict legal code.  Much later, the removal of Nikita Khrushchev as First 

Secretary of the CPSU and his subsequent replacement with Leonid Brezhnev is but one example 
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of infighting within the elite.  Further, Eduard Shevardnadze’s prosecution of graft and 

corruption among Georgian elites in the 1970s and the Uzbek cotton scandal of the 1970’s and 

early 80’s illustrate the existence of unofficial networks, commonly referred to as blat. Networks 

of elites formed in Czarist Russia based on a number of factors, including favor at court, military 

association, patronage and regional associations, as well as the nature of the institutions in which 

members were active.   That Soviet era elite networks persisted and played a role in post-Soviet 

outcomes is discussed by Roeder with regard to state-transition (2001, 23) and armed conflict.  

For Christoph Zurcher, the ability of old and new elites to form compacts with each other either 

prevented or incited civil wars in the Caucasus during the post-Soviet transition(2007, 229). 

Lacking in his analysis, however, is a discussion of the mechanisms by which elites negotiated 

compacts and affected conflict.  Roeder (2001, 23) posits a simple bargaining model by which 

elites determined the regime type that fell out of post-Soviet transformation.  

Roeder’s (2001) model provides an end point for transitional activity.  The elites in 

power were bargaining over the final constitution3, not which groups or individuals were 

permitted to participate in the process.  The initial shock, the point at which the prior institutions 

of government no longer functioned as the primary administrative agents and those groups that 

previously had held the majority of power were required to re-structure the power dynamics of 

the state, is the point of departure for this study.  Roeder theorizes that the shock—in this case 

the breakup of the Soviet Union—will force the elite networks in place to change.  The central 

argument here is that the characteristics of elite networks indicate whether the newly 

independent states transition peacefully or violently. 

                                                 
3 The term “constitution” used here is as Roeder does, referring not to a document of governmental charter, but as 
a descriptor for regime type. 
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In the absence of institutional shock, regional level elite networks tended to remain intact 

and highly functional for years, with the opportunity to amass substantial following and 

patronage networks.  As the Soviet Union broke apart, political challengers to the existing 

regimes arose from a number of sources.  These “counter-elites” or political entrepreneurs may 

include former members of the Communist party, or Soviet era dissidents, and members of the 

intelligentsia, artists, farmers, or exiles, tied together with the common goal of obtaining a 

position of political influence after the Soviet collapse.   

Social Network Analysis 

 The primary analytical method employed in this study is the analysis of social networks.   

Network analyses expose new linkages in the conflict process that have previously been 

overlooked, unappreciated, or undeveloped.  Further, these linkages of the Soviet elite, emerging 

counter-elites, and remnants of the Soviet system with the emergence of new states illustrate a 

characteristic element of the post-Soviet period:  the element dealing with regime stability.  A 

myriad of studies examining the dynamics and characteristics of  post-Soviet regimes exists, 

most of which explore the potential for, the genesis of, and the subsequent degradation of 

democratic processes and government.4  Focused on transitional occurrences of violence, this 

study seeks to explain why some regimes experienced violence, especially civil war, in the 

aftermath of the Soviet collapse while others did not.  

Social network analysis is a method for examining elite networks and their evolutions, 

and for relating those changes to cases of conflict in the post-Soviet region in order to reveal an 

emerging pattern.  Networks that coalesce or consolidate through bargaining and contraction 

tend to avoid violent conflict; networks that expand or extend tend to fail and to incite conflict.  

                                                 
4 For more discussion of the tenuous nature of democratic reforms in the former Soviet Union see Walker (2003); 
Remington (2008); Fish (2005); Wolzcuk (2001); Wheatley (2005).    
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In the case of Ukraine, Leonid Kravchuk was able to unite Ukrainian elites despite secessionist 

rumblings in the Crimea region. In Georgia, Zviad Gamsukhardia’s government could not 

appease the Georgian nationalists or the minority separatists. Tracing the networks of political 

elites in both states demonstrates the validity of network theory as applied to conflict studies and 

may provide a theoretical basis to extend conflict analysis on a regional, even systemic level.   

 Evaluating conflict in a post-Soviet region through a network-based theoretical 

framework depends on ethnicity as a vehicle for organizing mass activity or an identity element 

in bargaining. Elites and counter-elites in the post-Soviet period acted with an awareness of the 

cultural memory from the Soviet period and influenced how new institutions were created and 

functioned.  Further, the network-based approach, used here to evaluate post-Soviet conflict, can 

be extended to other regionally based conflicts or transitions.    

As the Soviet Union broke apart, the restricted access model, in which elites and leaders 

progressed through the ranks of the central Communist party, no longer applied as new actors— 

whether charismatic and ambitious individuals, counter-elites, private entities, or newly formed 

non-governmental agencies—vied for a voice in the transitional and post-Soviet governments.  

The jockeying for power, for influence, and for resources within a transitional system both 

necessitated and initiated network change.  Networks tend either to expand or to constrict during 

transition, as noted above. Theoretically, networks that expanded also degraded into armed 

conflict; contracting networks led to peaceful transition.   

The one existing network analysis study on armed conflict in the former Soviet Union 

concludes that the social networks in Tajikistan connected the masses to elite conflicts and 

reinforced republic level political divisions (Kılavuz 2009, 711).  Kilavuz concluded that the 

Tajikistan civil war came about as the result of elites organizing the masses behind competing 
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factions. There are, however, two problems with Kilavuz’ study. The first is that, while he 

analyzed the effects of elite behavior on civil war, he did not include a null case in his study. The 

second is that there was no formal attempt to analyze network structures. 

This study advances the research of elite networks and conflicts by offering formal 

models of elite networks, advancing both a theoretical contribution to the existing literature on 

network analysis and a substantive addition to post-Soviet regional conflict studies.  Formal 

modeling methods may take several forms and variances depending on the subject matter, data, 

and analysis. Frequently, gathering data for network studies is most simple in a two mode 

affiliation network.  Affiliation networks link actors to events and provide a visual model for 

assessing how actors in the networks are connected.  Because affiliation networks use two sets of 

vertices or nodes, interaction between individuals is more difficult to denote, but interactions 

between individuals and groups or events is easy to illustrate (Newman 2010, 53).  A simple 

example of an affiliation network is a group of school children and attendance at one another's 

birthday parties (Wasserman and Faust 1994, 298), where the children are one set of nodes and 

the individual parties are a second. The number of vertices linking the children to the number of 

parties they attend provides a visual interpretation of how popular a child is or the degree of 

integration in the network.  As Figure 1.1 illustrates, a set of actors are connected to a series of 

events in a two mode network.  
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Illustration 1.1. Two Mode Network  

 
In this example four actors—Allen, Bob, Donna and Ellen—attend a single event 

together, (Party 1), and are connected through that experience. Only three actors, Allen, Charlie, 

and Ellen are connected to Party 2; and an additional three, Allen, Donna and Ellen are 

connected to Party 3. Party 1 is most heavily attended, while 2 and 3 are equally attended.  These 

data demonstrate which events were most popular and which actors were most frequently in 

attendance.  It does not reveal the nature of connections, e.g., Allen may attend three events with 

Ellen, but might not speak with her, or even meet her; yet they have common experiences.  

 While affiliation, or two-mode networks, are easy to use for data collection or simple one 

dimensional comparisons, e.g., birthday parties, actors in a complex network will frequently 

have multiple and overlapping dimensions of connectivity. To return to the children’s example 

above, if a researcher desired to map additional dimensions of network potential to determine 

which children had additional ties to each other, a supplemental matrix comprising extra-

curricular activities such as carpools or other activities is required.  Network analysis software, 
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however, allows for multiple ties between actors to be assessed within a single matrix, referred to 

as single mode analysis. Figure 1.2 illustrates the connections between children in a network, not 

through indirect ties to events or activities.  Allen and Ellen have four connections; Bob and 

Donna have three, and Charlie only two.  The implication here is that Allen and Ellen occupy 

central positions in this network, that Bob and Donna secondary ones, and that Charlie is a 

peripheral actor in this network.  The single mode network can incorporate multiple dimensions 

of connectivity and visually represent the degree of connectivity within the network.   The 

specific variables, data sources and analytical processes for Georgian and Ukrainian elites in this 

study are fully addressed in Chapter 3. 

 

Illustration 1.2. One Mode Network  

 
 

An underdeveloped application of network analysis in conflict studies is a mid-range or 

regional level approach. This lacuna is brought into detail when the drawbacks of both micro- 

and global-level studies are realized.  Developing a mid-range use of network analysis with 

regard to political elites bridges the gap between overly abstract macro- and overly constrained 
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micro-analyses. To carry out this research, it is necessary to catalog and trace elite networks as 

they existed during the Soviet era, to theorize about how networks may change during political 

transitions, and to design a way to identify evidence of those changes. The nature of the Soviet 

system of ethno-federalism provides a basis to examine the distribution of political power and, 

by extension, elite behavior.  Based on centralized power, the ethno-federal system created tiers 

of authority and populations of ethnic elites throughout the USSR.     

Credited to Roeder (2001), the term “ethno-federalism” is used to describe the tiered 

structure of assigning titular groups a specific territory and territorial designation within the 

Soviet Union to create the illusion of local autonomy while Moscow retained central control. The 

ethno-federal system created tiers of authority and populations of ethnic elites throughout the 

USSR.  A result of this system, unintended by the power center that created it, is the fact that the 

local elites were given power under the tiered autonomy structure. They created networks that 

ultimately provided a channel for anti-Soviet, nationalistic, and independence rhetoric and 

action.  

Network Analysis in Ukraine and Georgia 

 This study offers a contribution to the literature as a first step in exploring a new direction 

in the study of elites through the use of network analysis, which is useful for examining the 

patterns of relationships that led either to armed conflict or to peaceful transition in the wake of 

Soviet collapse.  A lingering question about this set of conflicts is whether or not they are sui 

generis. A lacuna exists in the literature regarding conditions that resulted in the contrasting 

violent and peaceful transitions throughout the region.  Conflict studies on post-Soviet cases are 

plagued by inconsistency in both conceptual definitions and methodological approaches.  This 

work will offer a remedy for these shortcomings. 
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To pursue this argument in the instances of Ukraine and Georgia, it is necessary to 

discuss the experience of the Soviet nomenklatura as the elite of the Soviet system and the 

changes the system underwent, particularly during the Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev and 

Gorbachev eras. The development of the Soviet ethno-federal system and the status of nationalist 

sentiment in Soviet Republics before and after the collapse of the USSR are also significant here.  

The use of social network analysis to map the changes to political elite networks in Ukraine and 

Georgia will illustrate the argument’s viability on a diverse pair of cases.  

Patronages networks—informal, personal ties for distributing resources, power, or favors 

in return for loyalty—were a key element of the nomenklatura system, and the life blood of an 

ambitious Party member’s career.  While the CPSU’s nomenklatura system may have been 

designed to eschew hereditary legacies, the evidence is that children of members enjoyed 

preference, and eventually enjoyed membership (Voslensky 1984, 1001-101).  Along with 

hereditary perpetuation, patron-client relationships established strong networks (Mawdsley and 

White 2000, 260-261).    These patronage networks enabled promotion within the party and 

formed cadres for the implementation of policy (Zickel 1991, 315).  Modern personnel studies 

conducted on the attrition rates of senior party and state officials note a system of “‘core elites,’ 

around which patronage groups are likely to form” (Urban 1989, 87).  While some attempts, such 

as the Khrushchev reforms and Shevardnadze’s prosecutions, were made to control the 

entrenchment of elite patronage networks, evidence suggests that elite networks formed from 

regional interests flourished and expanded through the Soviet period (Miller 2000, 68).   

It may be safely argued that by the 1980s, the Soviet elite came from the nomenklatura 

system and had developed a long-term pathology of exploitation of the Soviet regime through 

patronage networks.   These networks were given official protection by the Kremlin and became 
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entrenched at all levels of Party and state activity.  During the Gorbachev period, these networks 

suffered episodic interruptions; given the reformist political climate at the time, local networks 

exhibited a tendency to “go rogue.” Instead of relying on either the Soviet regime or the 

Communist party for resources, networks of regional elites now could control their own 

independent republics.   

Data Sources 

A number of data sources located for this project provided ample information about the 

careers and connections of Soviet and post-Soviet elites.  As an exploratory study into the 

network approach to post-Soviet conflict, the data for this analysis came from a mélange of 

primary and secondary sources in Russian, Ukrainian and English. So far as secondary studies 

are considered, a number of these exist beyond those of the academic peer-reviewed variety.  

Several governmental and non-governmental (NGO) groups issued reports on conditions in post-

Soviet political systems, the creation and transformation of political elites, and the onset or 

prevention of armed conflict.  Second, several primary sources permit an analysis of elite 

networks.   A vast collection of material from republic party journals, official records, and 

personal accounts from the period 1980-1995 about the political activity in Georgia and Ukraine 

was accessed and stored.   Further, a careful review of major speeches, laws, and decrees, as well 

as a number of personal accounts regarding significant political events, given in the Soviet 

Union, Georgia and Ukraine between the same time periods provided insight into the nature and 

relational condition of elites.   Finally, a collection of publications by and about the formation, 

mergers and activities of various Ukrainian political parties was useful for tracking the  

movements of individuals between parties, groups and networks.   
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Plan of the Dissertation  
 
 To carry out the research set forth in this study, the following chapters complete the 

theoretical and empirical assessment of elites and armed conflict in Ukraine and Georgia. 

Chapter 2 identifies and synthesizes the existing literature on armed conflict in the former Soviet 

Union and its present limitations, and  frames this study within the existing literature of civil war, 

elite behavior, and structures and the development of network analysis. Chapter 3 articulates how 

this study was carried out, including present limitations on data and analysis.  The research 

findings for each case are presented in Chapter 4 (Ukraine) and 5 (Georgia): they provide a 

narrative of the events reflecting the findings. Chapter 6 offers a side-by-side comparison of the 

variance between the cases and suggests how network analysis works to reveal new elements of 

conflict study.  Finally, Chapter 7 presents conclusions about   the significance of network 

analysis and the study of armed conflict, suggesting where future research might focus.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

 With more than two decades of hindsight since the dramatic collapse of the Soviet Union, 

the actors and events of the era are now viewed through the prisms of time and context. The 

promise of new regimes dedicated to individual rights, market economies, and free expression 

proved too ambitious for the moment.  Instead, the transitional time illustrated the limits of 

governance and presented the spectrum of possibilities for what post-Soviet regimes could 

become.  In some instances, Soviet republics quickly transformed into vibrant and highly 

functioning independent states; in other cases, the republican structures and actors within them 

could not stop or contain either outbreaks of violence or violence initiated as a strategy to control 

political outcomes.  In other cases, the Soviet became the post-Soviet through slow, deliberate, 

and sometimes interrupted change.  

 This chapter’s purpose is to frame the current state of scholarship as it explains why some 

states in the former Soviet Union endured violent transitions while others achieved peaceful 

outcomes.  Beyond the exposition of that literature, explanations and methods for studying civil 

war, separate and apart from the post-Soviet cases, demonstrate a renewed potential for the study 

of elites during political crisis or transition. Perhaps, most importantly, the framework for how a 

set of actors, in this case political elites, drive outcomes is presented.   



 

22 
 

 
 

Analyzing Violence in the former Soviet Union 

 One of many factors that complicates any inquiry into armed conflict in the former Soviet 

Union is the recognition that regional instances of violence were neither isolated incidents nor 

deterministic ones. Therefore, any consideration of conflict in a former Soviet republic must be 

accompanied by an understanding of two elements:  the concurrent political transitions and the 

cases where no violence occurred.  Instances of conflict in the region are an element of a larger 

political dynamic about which there is tremendous disagreement among scholars in the literature.  

Violence is not an unusual occurrence in democratic transition5; unpacking the conceptual issues 

associated with transition and violence is complicated (Snyder 2000, 28).  The experiences of 

post-Soviet regimes in transition with relation to each other elucidate a number of conclusions 

with regard to violence.  

The voluminous literature on armed conflict in the Former Soviet Union is a function of 

two factors: the speed and intensity of regime change in post-Soviet experience and 

inconsistency in both conceptual definitions of and methodological approaches to these 

experiences. The vast majority of transformations that followed the break-up of the Soviet Union 

were relatively peaceful, despite the statistics for the conflicts that did occur.  The 1989 Soviet 

Census recorded 286, 717,000 persons (Zickel 1989, 116).   By Tishkov’s (1999, 578) figures 

about 100,000 persons perished in armed conflicts in the Former Soviet States between 1987 and 

1997.6  Despite pockets of intense fighting and humanitarian crises, the vast majority of both the 

                                                 
5 As Snyder (2000, 28) notes, states undergoing initial elements of democratization are at an increased risk of 
ethnic wars; states consolidating democracies are at a much lower risk.  
6 Casualty counts in Chechnya are still disputed, with the potential for an additional 100,000 to be added to this 
number (Tishkov 1999, 578, 581, 582) Even with the larger number, the number of deaths attributed to violent 
conflict is a tiny fraction of the overall population of the affected areas.  
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population and geographic area were unaffected by violence as the Union dissolved into fifteen 

new states.  Armed conflict is a relatively rare occurrence in the former Soviet space, as it is in 

world history (Sarkees 2000; Singer and Small 1972; Baev 2007).  However, the effects of war 

are so devastating as to require detailed study.  In addition, the magnitude of political, social and 

economic change during the dissolution of the USSR, the transitions of successor republics, and 

the level of variation in violence spawned a tremendous debate in the academic literature over 

explanations of the genesis and disparity among these conflicts.  

Despite the potential for large-scale violence, the incidents of armed conflict that did 

occur were relatively sporadic and limited in spatial and temporal dynamics, with the Chechen 

case as the only example of a protracted conflict.  However, cases of violent conflict in the 

former Soviet region have attracted a great deal of scholarly attention.  Post-Soviet cases hold 

such interest among researchers, because the typologies of conflict exhibited in the region create 

a polemic that challenges larger theoretical explanations for conflict.  Areas of inquiry that have 

provided   insight into the complex nature of theory building for the region’s conflicts include  

the subjects, environment, and characteristics (Tishkov 1999, 571) of former USSR conflicts; 

definitional parameters of violence (Baev 2007, 247); and the descriptive versus prescriptive  

nature of theory development (Huges and Sasse 2002, 221) .Aspects other than the limited 

violence of the post-Soviet political landscape appeal to Soviet or post-Soviet scholars, while 

conflict scholars have tended to focus on global theory rather than regional conflicts.  Regional 

conflict scholars have been inclined to concentrate on regions affected by more or less 

continuous and intense fighting, with Africa as the primary example (Fearon 2004).   

 A second puzzling aspect of studying or understanding armed conflict in the former 

Soviet states is the absence of standardized terms and definitions.  Both Tishkov (1999) and Baev 
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(2007) speak to the problem of assigning a name to the experience of violence in the Former 

Soviet States.  The Correlates of War (COW) dataset lists only four civil wars in the post-Soviet 

space7, while the PRIO data, using a lower threshold, brings the number to six8 (Baev 2007, 

255).  Tishkov (1999, 576-578) sub-divides examples of violence in the Soviet Union into 

“violent conflicts9,” “violent clashes10,” and “non-violent clashes.”11  Further, aspects of many 

post-Soviet wars do not fit traditional definitions. While some incidents of violence, most 

notably in Chechnya and Tajikistan, easily qualify under any definition’s threshold for civil war, 

the inclusion of other cases is more subjective.  One example is the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, 

where both organized militaries and paramilitary groups clashed; another is South Ossetia and 

Transdniestria, where some fighting occurred between groups that did not represent state 

governments at all, largely because there was no state with the ability to exercise the coercive 

capacity (Tishkov 1999, 256; Zurcher 200, 183).  These minutiae matter because this type of 

information is rarely captured in large conflict datasets, illustrating a significant shortcoming of 

quantitative studies (Tishkov 1999, 257).    As Baev (2007, 247) argues, the issue with post-

Soviet conflicts is that they frequently overlap definitional parameters established by narrow 

interpretations of conflict.  Consequently, parsing the study of post-Soviet conflicts necessitates 

being able to conceptualize conflicts on a spectrum of intensity and as a result of multiple, and 

perhaps, overlapping conditions.   

A third problematic aspect of studying conflicts in the FSU is that authors often reach 
                                                 
7 Correlates of defines these as: conflicts of considerable duration, at least 1000 battled deaths, organized front 
lines, participation of regular troops and paramilitary organizations and the use of heavy weapons.  Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, Russia/Chechnya, and Tajikistan fit the definition.  
8 Those cases previously listed, with the addition of Dagestan and more a more precise delineation of the conflicts 
in Georgia as two separate cases, South Ossetia and Abkhazia.   
9 Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, Transdniestria, Tajikistan, Abkhazia, Chechnya 
10Conflicts of short duration and with non-organized parties and mob violence:  Sumgait and Baku, Fergana, Osh, 
Ingush-Ossetian. 
11 Conflicts with political, ethnic, religious, and clan tensions and confrontations: Yakutia, Tartarstan, Tuva, 
Kabardino-Balkaria, Karachevo-Cherkessia, Daghstan, Alma-Alta, Crimea, Gagauzia, Dushanbe. 
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conclusions that exclude other equally valid theories.  This is largely a result of non-integrative 

scholarship; there are no meta-analyses on post-Soviet conflicts.  Soviet regional conflict 

scholars are presented with a magnified dilemma: studying a phenomenon that is poorly defined, 

and arguably, poorly understood.  Giuliano (2005), Gleason (1992), Beissinger (2002), and 

Zucher (2007) all look to ethnic elites as sources of information regarding post-Soviet conflict in 

their works, but with little agreement on the way in which ethnic elites matter. Bunce (1999), 

Brubaker (1996), and Suny (1993) look to institutional frameworks and shifts to explain the 

variances. Meanwhile, another explanation of post-Soviet violence centers on territorial control 

(Fowkes 2002; Toft 2003).  Hughes and Sasse (2002, 221) succinctly summarize the nebulous 

when they note that conflict theory applied to the post-Soviet region fails to predict conflicts that 

did occur and suggests that conflicts should occur that did not.  As Baev (1999, 255) aptly notes: 

“There is an obvious need for an integrative and flexible research approach.”  

Civil War in the former Soviet Union 

A number of case studies make attempts to parse the many potential explanatory 

mechanisms that led to peace or conflict and to explain the level of conflict.  The methodological 

problem revealed by the study of conflicts in the FSU is that case studies frequently fail to 

identify cross-case generalities, an inherent drawback to this approach.  At the same time, there 

are no studies of FSU transitions that identify a specific mechanism that accounts for conflict or 

peace (Beeman 1999; Demetriou 2002; Gorenburg 2001; Hughes 2001; Lapidus 1998; Lynch 

2001; Melander 2001; Hughes & Sasse 2002; Protsyk 2007; Livitsky & Way 2010).   

Possible explanations for violence in the post-Soviet world range from historical 

grievances, post-colonial comparisons, and geographical variation to institutional structure— 

especially the ethno-federalist system of the Soviets and Communists more generally—and the 
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surge of nationalist and pro-independence movements. All have some measure of validity; this 

study, however, will argue that the force that can tie all explanations together is the actions taken 

by political elites in each of the union republics. The legacy of the Soviet Union provided a 

structure in which to organize and even build nations and formalized discriminatory policies 

towards specific minorities.  The fall of the Soviet Union provided a shifting opportunity 

structure for elites to seize on the potential energy of nationalism and use it to shape new 

political units.  In some cases, there was a smooth and peaceful transition: Ukraine and the Baltic 

States are prime examples. In others, the world witnessed a series of violent encounters: Georgia, 

Chechnya, and Tajikistan featured actors that did not fall into traditional categories of conflict.  

Several issues remain unresolved despite a significant amount of scholarly inquiry on the 

subject.  First, there remains no unequivocal answer as to why specific conflicts begin.  Second, 

there is no current theorized link between the onset of conflict in this region and a specific set of 

conditions.  Some authors argue that elite behavior must be understood in order to explain 

outcomes Zurcher (2007), McAuley (1997), Easter (2000) and Mawdsley and White (2000). To 

highlight the need to develop this theory and carry out this research, the main lines of inquiry in 

civil war should be critically reviewed and summarized. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the academic community has made a substantial effort to 

understand the dynamics of civil wars; these efforts have produced a tremendous amount of work 

that continues to be refined through advances in methods, data and theorizing.  More recent work 

in conflict study that seeks to combine approaches and scrutinize data provides the best way 

forward to re-evaluate earlier research results that may be more attributable to data behavior than 

to real-world conditions. Such strategies provide promise for addressing the lacunae in 

understanding violent conflict in the former Soviet Union. Explaining this behavior in the former 
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Soviet Union is inextricably linked to institutional factors and to the forces those institutions 

either restrained or released. Prior to the breakup, the Supreme Soviet USSR and the All-Union 

government controlled local affairs and the distribution of assets in union republics, and other 

administrated territories, based on national principles.  These principles later became the system 

of ethno-federalism, with the most common two territorial designations of SSR and ASSR.  

Soviet Socialist Republics (SSR) constituted the highest level of sovereignty granted a territory 

within the Soviet Union. In principle, SSRs had the right to secede from the USSR and to 

become independent states.  Small areas of territory within an SSR, Autonomous Soviet Socialist 

Republics were granted a greater degree of autonomy than the rest of the republic, most 

commonly to sustain a local population’s ability to engage in or continue established cultural 

traditions. One example was an effort to promote indigenous language within ASSR territories 

(Roeder 1991, 223). 

The structure and function of Soviet governance allowed for the creation of informal 

organizations, as well as a shadow economy and empowered local elites in both SSR and ASSR 

territories. Bluntly, the issues of governance were concentrated and consolidated in the Soviet 

system so as to prevent an open and transparent dialogue12; consequently, informal relationships 

within the party-state system substituted for most rigorous political debates (Rigby 1982, 10).  

Elite networks in the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union became 

one of the most powerful sources of policy in the union (Mawdsley and White 2000, viii).  In the 

early years of the USSR, while the Soviet institutions were new and relatively weak, informal 

networks of elites substituted for formal structures (Easter 2000, 163).  The Brezhnev era, 

especially the period between 1966 and 1981, strengthened elite networks by expanding the size 

of institutions like the Central Committees, leaving many members in leadership positions for 
                                                 
12 See the discussion on the “circular flow of power” in Hough and Fainson (1982, 144-146).  
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decades (Mawdsley and White 2000, 170).   Further, the structures not only endowed sets of All-

Union elites with a degree of autonomy, but also installed and empowered local elites, such as 

the Provincial Komitetchiki, to engender and cultivate nationalist sentiments (Easter 2000, 162). 

A series of events—some official policy, some unintended consequences—changed the dynamics 

of the system and resulted in the demise of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. The 

Gorbachev reforms changed the structure and function of the old system by empowering a new 

set of actors to fill the institutional space created by removing the CPSU’s monopoly on power.  

 These new actors—elites, counter elites, ethnic entrepreneurs and organizers of 

violence—used shifting structural dynamics as cover for autonomous activity.  The 

demokratizasiia policies, especially the repeal of Article VI of the 1977 Soviet Constitution that 

resulted in the legalizing of opposition parties, created new opportunity structures for elites.  The 

all Union elections for the Congress of People’s Deputies in March 1989 took place on the cusp 

of more sweeping reforms.  Only weeks before the March elections had the Communist Party 

given up its monopoly; the Congress of People’s Deputies election were not competitive for 

multiple parties, but occurred in the shadow of impending reform (Linz and Stepan 1996, 381).   

These opportunities included mobilization of popular fronts, demands for independence, and, in 

some cases, violence.   

 The fact that violence erupted in limited and relatively isolated cases in the former Soviet 

Republics makes the series of events and structures during regime transition more mysterious.  

The policy of Soviet ethno-federalism created political and territorial units and provided them 

the foundation for autonomy.  The Soviet Constitution allowed SSRs to declare independence, 

though none did until Gorbachev’s reforms provided the opportunities.   Secession by SSRs was  
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preceded by a push for the recognition of sovereignty by a coalition of pro-independence groups 

(Walker 2003, 184-185).    

Post-Soviet Nationalism  

As the Soviet Union was collapsing, the world watched the resurgence of nationalist 

expression, mobilization and, in extreme cases, violence; the significance of identity politics 

came again to the forefront in conflict studies. Nationalism was said to have died as a social 

force twice in the last century: first by being replaced by Marxist-Leninist Socialism, and second 

as a casualty of an integrated global world (Zucher 2007, 36; Suny 1993, 4).   As the post-Cold 

war and now post-9/11 world demonstrate, the salience of identity politics is far from dead. From 

nationalist mobilizations and calls for sovereignty in the former Soviet world to calls for a global 

Islamic Caliphate, the pull of ethnicity and nation is too strong to ignore.  While the blame for 

violence in the former Soviet states does not reside exclusively with nationalism, the concept of 

political mobilization and even violence through cultivated identity weaves through the narrative 

of post-Soviet experience.  Mark Beissinger (2002, 15) identifies “events13,” referring to them as 

an element in a larger plot to change the status quo. According to Beissinger, events not only 

challenge the status quo but also seek to transform it. Further, events require actors to both 

defend and challenge the status quo, and they also require observers of the challenge (2002, 15).  

For Beissinger, “events” are the manifestation of popular sentiments, guided by elites, with an 

end goal in mind to bring about a transformation of the norm.  While shifting opportunity 

structures do require events to bring about a shift, the actors in the case of the Soviet Union were 

most likely unaware of the end result of these transformations.  

                                                 
13 Events have the common characteristic of challenging a current regime’s policies. Events include a number of 
expressions, from protests to mass gatherings to violence.  
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As the era of “thickened history14” (Beissinger 2002, 150) arrived, a series of shifts in the 

institutional framework of the Soviet system occurred in quick secession. Consequently, the 

changes in institutional design, control, and function created an opportunity structure that 

enabled elites to mobilize along previously institutionalized social cleavages and make new 

demands on emerging state structures (Bunce 1999, 57).  This activity was particularly salient at 

the time because the institutions of coercion that would normally prevent such things as 

organized demonstrations and calls for sovereignty were also caught in the nebulous period of 

transition between 1989 and 1991.  Bunce (1999, 57-62) posits that political opportunity shifts 

arise from three sets of factors: leadership secession, “great reforms,” and international system 

change.  All three elements occurred during the 1980s vis-à-vis the republics within the USSR 

and nearby communist states like Yugoslavia, Poland, or Hungary.   First, Gorbachev's accession 

to the position of General Secretary ushered in a generational shift in leadership of the USSR.  

Gorbachev's new policies, expressed domestically under the rubrics glasnost, perestroika, and 

demokratasiia represented great reforms that signaled a substantial change in leadership and 

policy.   

 Because of these shifts, the thresholds and opportunity costs for political mobilization, 

for public protests, and for joining an opposition party were reduced to bearable levels of 

inconvenience.  Combined with international pressure, Gorbachev’s policies meant that 

dissidents were subjected to lessening degrees of hostility.  In short, changing institutional 

structures of the late1980s significantly reduced the cost of collective action against the regime 

and made possible the organizing of effective opposition to make demands on the state, up to and 

including secession or independence.     

                                                 
14 What Bessinger describes as a period in which significant events occur so quickly as to impede one’s ability to 
understand them and their causal patterns (2002, 27).   
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The last element commonly referenced in discussions of violent conflicts emanating from 

the Soviet collapse comprises the specific actors who actualized structure into action. Mass 

publics and elites are considered significant political factors for conflict onset (Brown 1996).   

While there is considerable discussion as to the degree of influence elites have over the masses 

or vice versa, to a greater or lesser degree, elites start and shape the policy processes that lead to 

specific political outcomes.   For Zurcher (2007), the behavior of political elites is the key 

explanatory variable in explaining violent versus peaceful post-Soviet transitions, while 

Brubaker (1996) and Beissinger (2002) credit political elites with making use of existing 

institutions and changing structures to affect personal political agendas, largely with the use of 

nationalism as a rallying force.  Bunce, (1999, 59) meanwhile, offers institutions as the primary 

force behind not only the Soviet break-up, but also behind the variation in violent and peaceful 

transitions.  Institutions that were able to effectively control challenges to the monopoly on 

violence and address social concerns were more likely to effectively mitigate violent challenges 

to peaceful political transition.  

An inherent yet unanswered question that illuminates the role of elites is this: what 

constituents were political elites satisfying?  Were elites pursuing nationalist or secessionist 

policies to the edification of the masses residing in those republics? Were elites interested in 

implementing policies from an outside actor?   Were political elites acting to appease the 

domestic audience or an international influence?  This largely untouched question is the focus of 

this dissertation.     

  It is evident that both structure and agency are woven through the post-Soviet narrative, 

and that they reinforce each other.   Nationhood and nationalism are evident, both as a structural 

element in the discussion and as a mobilizing agent.  Nationhood as implied by the ethno-federal 



 

32 
 

system constitutes structure.  Changing actors transformed the institutions to which they 

belonged, creating new institutional rules and inviting new actors to participate in the political 

process.   These events constitute Beissinger’s (2002, 42) “thickened history” and reflect a 

substantial political re-alignment occurring in short order with a diverse set of outcomes.  

Explaining these outcomes and the variance between them is difficult but necessary. 

The Russian Sphere of Influence 

A significant actor to be taken into account in evaluating post-Soviet conflicts is the 

Russian government.  The Russian Federation sought to maintain its status as the regional power; 

hence, Russian foreign policy decisions affected all conflicts in the former Soviet Union. Russian 

involvement in the “near –abroad” has taken a number of forms, from unilateral military 

intervention—as in Georgia in 2008—to multilateral  involvement with international 

organizations as in the cooperative peacekeeping initiatives with the OSCE in Nagorno-

Karabakh (Evangelista 1996, 130).   

 In the aftermath of the Soviet collapse, the Russian state did not have the capacity to 

enforce its will on the “near-abroad” (Dawisha 1997, 335).  During the first few years after the 

Soviet implosion, Russia maintained its security interests with the aid of international 

organizations.  However, the resurgence of strong nationalist leadership and economic growth 

from oil sales contributed to a more dominant and aggressive foreign policy in the last few years 

(Tolstrup 2009, 925).    

The methods and motivations for Russian involvement in post-Soviet conflicts is a 

significant element for understanding how these conflicts developed, began, and were managed.  

The elements of Russian involvement in conflicts that matter to this dissertation are the patterns 
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of elite interaction in each area and the degree of intervention by Russia. These interventions 

have ranged from promises for the protection of ethnic Russians to military invasions. 

Post-Soviet Transitions  

In order to best evaluate the occurrences of violence in the Soviet states, a careful 

examination of the transitional experiences in the region provides insight and perspective from 

which to build an argument. Regime transitions occur whenever a state replaces a previous set of 

existing state institutions are replaced with new ones.  Regime transitions are not the same as 

democratization, which implies a series of anticipated institutional changes (Snyder 2000, 25-

26).15   While the efforts at democratization in Ukraine, for example, are outside the parameters 

of this study, elements of the process may hint at divergent transitional practices between states. 

Moreover, a review of transitional literature places the conflict analysis in a broader theoretical 

framework.   

 Explanations for the diversity in transitions from Communism to a post-communist 

political order, as well as the variation of violence experienced during the transition, vary from 

institutional structure (Bunce 1999, Arbatov 1997) to nationalism and ethnicity (Beissinger 2002; 

Brubaker 1997; Suny 1993; Tishkov 1997.  A fundamental problem with these studies is that the 

level of abstraction presented in them makes theorizing causal mechanisms for conflict within 

them difficult.  Transitology literature provides an effective starting point for placing this 

dissertation in a theoretical context.   Transitional studies following the fall of the Soviet Union 

drew a faint distinction between a post-Communist transition and democratization, as an 

assumption at the time was that liberal democracy had “won” and the former Communist states 

would turn into western-style democratic states (Fukuyama, 1992).  In short order, the difficulty 

                                                 
15 Snyder articulates well that many of the regime transitions in the former Soviet republics contained elements of 
democratization, including competitive elections and  the formation of independent political parties (2000, 190).    
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of regime change in the former Soviet republics began to emerge.  As Wheatley (2005, 2) argues, 

there are three generalizations about post-Soviet transitions: they are not unidirectional, they are 

complicated, and they are incomplete. Among the puzzles presented by post-Soviet transitions 

were the linkages between democratization and market liberalization in context with state 

building and nationalism (Kuzio 2001, 169). Consequently, a new paradigm of regime transition 

appeared, accounting for the degrees of variance among the post-Soviet states.   

A further and complicated aspect of post-Communist transitions is the conceptualization 

of transitions by scholars.  Frequently, regime transitions are treated as a dichotomous instance in 

the literature: political liberalization and marketization.  Both must occur, but one must be 

pursued first.  However, as Kuzio (2001) argues, a third, and possible fourth aspect of transition 

involved “stateness” and the nationalism or identity question.  Additionally a divide between 

elites and masses becomes evident from survey data taken in Post-Soviet states.  Of note is a 

disjunction between groups, namely that elites tend to focus on institutional  characteristics and 

market development while the general public is far more interested in issues involving personal 

freedom and civil rights (Brown 1996; Diamond 1999).  What this evidence suggests is a 

fundamental problem of regime transitions: what changes first?   

One focus of literature regarding the political systems of post-Soviet states is a prevailing 

effort to undo a number of legacies of the authoritarian past, including encouraging opposition 

parties, enabling a free press, and creating more representative institutions (Beissinger 2002, 95-

100).  However, the first goal for many in the former Soviet states, especially Russia, was 

economic marketization and liberalization. Despite anticipation that democratic norms would 

flourish when the Iron Curtain had been drawn open, both the behavior of leaders in post-Soviet 

states and the newer institutions that began to take shape failed to resemble the image of 
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Western-style democracy (McFaul 2002; Diamond 1999; O’Donnell 1996).  While opposition 

parties were legal by 1990, policies such as Yeltsin’s “shock therapy” were implemented before 

a great deal of democratization efforts occurred.  There is some discussion in the democratization 

literature about the symbiotic nature of marketization and democratic outcomes, yet the focus on 

economic openness overwhelmed the political debate for some time (Kuzio 2001, 170).   

Much of the literature on democratization focused on this dual-natured economic and 

political set of transformations.  Although some scholars set high expectations for states across 

the former Union to liberalize, the Baltic States of Latvia and Estonia led the liberalization 

process and appeared to transition to a more democratic set of institutions, norms and leadership 

than others16 (Beissinger 2002, 100). However, only a few of the Baltic States met any 

internationally recognized and accepted criteria for being democratic states within a few years of 

the Soviet collapse (Levitsky and Way 2002, 52).  Instead, most states began to align along a 

spectrum of transition and regime consolidation (McFaul 2005, 5-6).   With the most liberal and 

democratic set of institutions, the Baltic States are on one end of this spectrum; most of the 

Central Asian states are on the other end, with more family based-political actors and more 

authoritarian institutional characteristics (Roeder 1991, 226).  The other post-Soviet states are in 

the middle, with some regimes exhibiting more liberal and others more authoritarian institutions 

and political actors.   

A contemporary approach to transition is to “unpackage” elements of the political to 

examine not only the creation or transformation of state institutions into democratic ones, but 

also to consider “statehood” and nationalism as related but very distinct elements in a larger, and 

more complicated context (Kuzio 2001, 170).   It is necessary, therefore, to review the 

                                                 
16 One of the more interesting predictions was Kyrgyzstan.  The political leadership demonstrated an initial surge for 
democratic institutions and norms, as argued by Anderson  (1999).   
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experiences of the former Soviet states less as a process of democratization and more in terms of 

a generic idea of “regime change,”   as no former Soviet state or Warsaw Bloc members retained 

a label of Communist or Socialist, yet few were—or are—firmly on democratic ground.   

How elites in newly-independent states crafted statehood and national identities is a 

controversial subject in the literature.  Whether the transitions were the brainchildren of the 

remaining elites, a response to demands from mass publics, or simply the least bad option for the 

stakeholders involved in the process are all unresolved questions.  What does seem to matter is 

how quickly a national identity was adopted and whether or not it was contested during the 

process of state formation and transition (Snyder 2000, 45; Beissinger 2002, 127-129).   

 The current approach to studying post-Soviet regimes is to understand that some states 

have transitioned to a democracy, an authoritarian state, or something in the middle, and further, 

that these transitions are not complete (McFaul 2005, 6).  That is, any election cycle has the 

potential to pull a particular state further, either forward toward liberal democracy or backward 

toward authoritarianism (Levitsky and Way 2002, 53).   The institutional structures in these 

states can be conceptualized as wet cement: in place, relatively stable, but susceptible to 

mischief.  

 A second substantial element of studying post-Soviet regimes and their transitional 

experiences is the debate over what factors impart the greatest degree of significance in the 

outcomes: institutions or actors.  The classic “structure versus agency” argument is an important 

discussion in any review of institutional change.   Structuralists argue that the prior institutions 

and institutional norms become the dominant force in shaping new institutions (Mahoney and 

Snyder 1999, 4; Linz and Stepan 1996, 367).   
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 Agency theorists, on the other hand, place emphasis on the actors engaged in the process 

of regime transition.  Generally, actor-centric arguments about regime transition involve dialectic 

between elites and the masses subject to the same rule (Mahoney and Snyder 1999, 5; 

Huntington 1991).  A great deal of evidence suggests that political elites matter in substantial 

ways during a regime transition, and in particular that the Soviet system was structured in such a 

way as to give a disproportionate amount of discretion in leadership and decision-making to a 

centralized elite (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986; Lane 2011). Therefore, within post-Soviet 

transitions, elites will play a more prominent role in specific aspects of regime change than in 

other regions, most notably, South America (Linz and Stepan 1996).   

The standard anti-elite argument is that a mass public will not allow its collective wishes or 

demands for new governance to be co-opted by a small cadre of elites (Snyder 2000, 68-69).  

That is, the masses matter as well. The issue with mass action and regime transition revolves 

around the collective action problem.   In post-Soviet cases, the force most effective at achieving 

a tipping point to engage the masses was the force of nationalism.    

The third element of post-Soviet regime transitional study is the complicated nature of 

institutional function and evolution following the Soviet collapse.  The issue is how elites in a 

post-Communist regime, many times composed of former Communists,  can play by new rules in 

a system that previously featured  institutional elements designed to ensure order and control 

over the society it governed?  Among the problems inherent in the notion of continuity is 

whether to retain the previous regime’s professional bureaucrats—who might be substantive 

policy specialists with some ideological association with the previous system, but who retain the 

knowledge, skills and ability to operate a governmental organization—or whether, as in the case 

the Czech Republic and the former East Germany, purge—through lustration or similar 
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policies— those connected with the old regime.  The challenge, of course, is that the new crop of 

ideologically safe and democratically-oriented bureaucrats might not have the administrative 

capacity to carry out their designated tasks, be they as innocuous as traffic engineering or as 

complicated as foreign policy.  What complicates this element of transition from a theoretical 

perspective, and a substantive one as well, is where the new regime should place emphasis on 

development: on new institutions of government, or on new institutions of economics.  Huges 

and Sasse (2001, 229) argue that an assumption among transitional studies scholars that 

parliamentarianism is “conducive” to democratic transitions and economic liberalism.  

Establishing a parliamentary system is a slow process.   Economic transformation, however, 

holds the promise of faster political returns with the potential for foreign investment and foreign 

aid. 

As transitions from communism to post-Communist regimes began, a number of critical 

questions emerged.  Global leaders prepared to understand what had happened and the future 

implications of the dissolution.   Among the questions raised by this process was what social 

forces drove the change: institutions or actors, and how did those forces interact to produce new 

regimes?   In the decades since the Soviet Union fell, the variation in regime transitions and 

outcomes has produced few tangible answers to these questions.  However, two conclusions 

stand out.   First, the majority of post-Communist regime transitions are far from over.   While a 

number of states appear to have consolidated a system of institutions, many still have malleable 

institutions.  Second, there is evidence that all the possible explanations for regime change matter 

in some context.   History, culture, and institutions are all significant in regime transition.    
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Alternative Civil War Arguments  

Driven predominately by advances in computational technology, quantitative studies of 

civil wars utilizing large datasets have resulted in a prolific expansion of research.  While 

statistical studies of civil war with large-n research designs are a major component of 

contemporary conflict study, other approaches are effectively utilized as well. These approaches 

to civil war study include qualitative case studies and new methods emphasizing the sub-state 

level processes, the micro-dynamics approach.  

Large-n studies of civil wars as discussed by Zurcher (2007, 43) utilize different methods 

and pursue different questions from qualitative studies. Quantitative research tends to focus on 

structural factors that increase a state’s probability for civil war, while qualitative research tends 

to examine collective action issues, actors, and processes of conflicts in a small number of cases. 

Much of the civil war research relies on large-n quantitative analysis.  A recurring problem with 

this literature is data quality and definitional problems. Small scale qualitative studies suffer 

from their own methodological weaknesses as well— a limited ability to explain cases of conflict 

beyond that study. 

Large-n studies of civil war from the last two decades are subject to a number of 

criticisms that, when substantively evaluated, demonstrate the limits of the explanatory power of 

the research. The primary problem is derived from defining and organizing data.  Definitions are 

overly aggregated, failing to delineate between civil war and other violence such as terrorism and 

genocide. In addition, the use of proxy variables frequently stretches the bounds of 

reasonableness for the phenomenon they represent and introduce the problem of heterogeneity 

(Tarrow 2007, 589).   Largely because of data availability, until very recently, most studies used 

national-level data, which lacked the information needed to penetrate sub-national elements of 
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social, political, or economic division.  Finally, these studies offer solid correlations but are weak 

on presenting the mechanisms or causal paths for the way in which these conflicts materialized 

(589), demonstrating a need for more precise and detailed studies of armed conflict.  

A recent movement from the early 2000s in civil war research, however, is the 

exploration of the micro-dynamics of conflicts through both quantitative and qualitative methods 

in an effort to mitigate methodological shortcomings.  Micro-dynamic study is primarily 

characterized by a move to the use of sub-state level data in conflict analysis to pinpoint specific 

factors for conflict onset (Cedermann and Gleditsch 2009).   This trend emerged not only as a 

result of advancements in the availability of data and methods, but also because of an increasing 

awareness on the part of conflict researchers that significant aspects of civil conflicts had been 

overlooked in analysis or lost in the data (Kalyvas 2007, 420; Cederman and Gleditsch 2009, 

488).   

 Among the reasons for the development of this paradigm are data and definitional 

problems. One example is the inherent difficulty in obtaining data on political organizations, 

especially criminal or terrorist groups, in such a way as to make quantitative analysis possible, 

especially on a large scale (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009, 492).  A theme in micro-dynamic 

research is the refining and expansion of the analysis of conflict to include so-called micro-

processes that have been overlooked in large studies with obtuse data and conclusions.    While 

research done on micro-dynamics does have its critics, studies done thus far shed light on 

specific features of conflicts that are not otherwise well-analyzed in the literature.  

Large global studies of civil war are susceptible to small variations in data.  An inherent 

problem of large data sets is the likelihood of the researcher’s finding statistical significance with 

a large sample.  Sensitivity in the data is responsible for a number of methodological problems 



 

41 
 

with this research group: measurement and coding errors, proxy variable validity, or poorly 

theorized scope conditions (Kalyvas 2008, 397).    

The results from such relatively new conflict research paradigm, micro-dynamics, 

demonstrate two significant conclusions.   First, the disaggregation of data and the emphasis on 

micro-processes yield different results from earlier studies. The ways in which ethnic groups, 

especially titular minority groups, act relative to the state and the dynamics between the state and 

two or more groups are significant in conflict onset (Cederman, Buhaug & Rod 2009; Bughaug, 

Gates & Lujala 2005).   Second, these studies’ conclusions challenge those of a number of 

existing analyses regarding the reasons why civil wars begin (Collier and Hoeffler, 1998, 2004; 

Fearon & Laitin 2003). Recent conflict studies are valuable beyond earlier ones in simply 

demonstrating the sensitivity of the data that drives a number of research paradigms.   

With an emphasis on identifying the causal mechanisms of civil war, a handful of factors 

are formally suspected of contributing to the onset of armed conflict.  Among the theorized 

causes of civil war are economic, ethnic, and territorial arguments, with support for choices state 

and opposition leaders make. While these causal claims are made with the intent of generalizing 

mechanisms of conflict onset across many cases, counter examples abound.  

Economics 

A number of economic variables recur as causal arguments in quantitative large-n studies 

of civil war, particularly variance in state capacity and development and the presence of natural 

resources (Collier 2000; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Collier and Hoeffler  2004; Blattman and 

Miguel 2009).  A problem with these data is that a number of variables in this research are based 

on indirect measures of a phenomenon using a proxy.  Comparative political research tends to 

view “state capacity” as the ability of a state to “formulate and pursue policy goals (Skocpol 
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1985, 18).”  The ability of a state to subdue rebellion and subversive activity is a common state 

goal. Further, a state with weak administrative, political, and economic ability is unlikely to be 

able to achieve this goal. Defined in the above terms, weak state capacity is a hypothesized 

mechanism for civil war onset (Collier and Hoeffler 2000, 69; Fearon and Laitin 2003, 76). To 

evaluate this hypothesis, proxy measurements for state capacity are used and coded in statistical 

studies of civil war onset.  Economic measurements are used primarily because of an association 

between state wealth and state capacity.   Collier and Hoeffler (2000, 69) evaluate per capita 

income, male school enrollment rates, and economic growth rates as proxies for state capacity.  

Fearon and Laitin(2003, 84) use per capita income for state capacity and  include index measures 

of democracy and authoritarianism, based on Polity V  and Freedom House scores, as proxies for 

state development.   

A number of studies disaggregate these economic models by examining the difference 

between types of natural resources—cotton crops versus oil fields, for example— to discover a 

positive correlation between  “lootable” or easily transportable resources such as diamonds, 

drugs, or timber, and the duration of a conflict. The availability of these resources primarily 

functions as a means of rebel financing rather than as a factor for conflict’s onset (Fearon and 

Laitin  2003; Ross 2004).  However, the control of valuable but “fixed” commodities, including 

oil, or deep mined minerals, was a goal for the rebel groups.  Fearon’s research focuses on the 

economic activity and probable enrichment from successfully controlling the “rents” from 

resource rich areas. As such, economic incentives are the motivating factor for rebel groups 

(Collier 2000; Collier & Hoeffler 2004).   

Some research (Snyder 2006; La Ferrara and Bates, 2001; Bates, Grief, and Singh 2000)   

adds a political element to the economic findings, exploring the relationship between the state’s 
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capacity to resolve conflict in a way mutually satisfactory to all parties and the state’s ability to 

represent a legitimate political authority.   From these studies, the non-monotonic theory of 

conflict onset probability emerged.  The non-monotonic relationship indicates that states with 

either an extremely high or extremely low level of state capacity, development and economic 

performance were at a low probability for civil war.  Hypothesized explanations suggest that the 

poorest states feature populations so concerned with subsistence living that the collective ability 

to foment rebellion is virtually nonexistent. Meanwhile, wealthy states tend to be either 

consolidated democracies, with institutionalized mechanisms for controlling conflict in the 

society; or, more often, oil-rich authoritarian states with the ability to quickly overpower any hint 

of rebellion (Collier 2000, 847).  

The indicators of state strength, the value of resources and state capacity are generally 

based upon economic data, which is more amenable to quantitative analysis than measures of 

ethnic discrimination or hostility, primarily due to coding and data type.   Fearon and Laitin 

(2003) use Freedom House and Polity data as opposed to purely economic data, but come to a 

primarily economic-based conclusion.17   As a result, the general conclusion among civil war 

scholars for the past several years is that economics outweigh ethnic or nationalist factors for the 

onset of civil wars  (Kalyvas 2007; Blattman and Miguel 2009; Cederman and Gleditsch 2009).   

Cases of conflict in the Former Soviet Union expose the weakness of purely economic 

explanations of conflict on three fronts. First, it is indisputable that, during the post-Soviet 

transition, newly created states suffered from a diminished capacity.  Unlike many African states, 

which never achieved a degree of modernization, industrialization, and an educated or even 

literate population, the Soviet Republics were in many ways functional and even efficient 
                                                 
17Fearon and Laition (2003) also conclude that remote or mountainous territory is a strong explanatory factor, but 
that finding is disputed in later research and specific mechanisms for territory as a factor are debated. see Toft 
(2003) and Zurcher (2007) as examples. 
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administrative units before the Soviet collapse.  While some of the poorest Union Republics were 

heavily subsidized by and dependent upon Moscow, the Baltic States and oil rich areas of the 

Caucasus enjoyed a higher standard of living than much of the USSR (Zurcher 2007, 47) 

As discussed later, the ethno-federal system gave some autonomy to a local cadre of 

elites with the ability to carry out some policy functions.  It is a mistake to group these cases 

together under a rubric of “weak state capacity.” Second, in comparative terms, the post-Soviet 

states are more developed than highly conflict-prone sub-Saharan African states, which 

frequently suffer civil wars (Zucher 2007, 45).  While not all Soviet states enjoyed the same level 

of development or economic strength, they were far from the bottom quartile of states in the 

world.  As such, theories of internal conflict that depend on low levels of development do not 

directly explain violence in the post-Soviet areas (Zurcher 2007, 47).   Third, claims that 

conflicts in the Former Soviet states are about controlling resources are tenuous.  While both 

Azerbaijan and Chechnya possess oil and refining and oil transport networks, other conflict 

theories explain the violence that occurred in these states better than the existence of resources 

(Zurcher 2007, 51).    

Ethnicity 

Ethnic and national sentiments are a topic of near-perpetual examination vis-à-vis civil 

war.  Fearon and Laitin (2003) contend that there are some truly ethnic wars, and that ethnic 

factors play a part in many conflicts.  However, the specific mechanisms of ethnicity and conflict 

have yet to be fully explained.   Research on ethnic nationalist sentiment in civil war takes two 

general foci: primordialism or modernism.  Primordialism is the idea that identity has an ancient 

if not biological component that pre-disposes relations between groups to be conflictual in nature 

(Shils 1957; Shaw and Wong 1987).   By contrast, modernists see identity politics, particularly 
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nationalism, as a modern construct used as an instrument of the state or elites.  

At the heart of primordialists’ thinking is the notion of an ancient and unconquerable 

sense of identity that can be observed externally (Geothe 1999, 139).  The members of a 

primordial group will meet a number of criteria, including shared language and culture (Smith 

1986, 15).  Contemporary scholarship on nationalism almost universally dismisses these 

traditional notions of primordialism. However, an outgrowth of primordialism—perennialism—

garners some support.  The difference between primordialism and perennialism is well defined: 

in essence, perennialism is the notion that, while not necessarily biological, some nations as they 

exist today have historical, if not ancient roots (Smith 1986, 12).   

By contrast, modernists in ethnic theory view identity politics as a construct of modern 

political order.  Gellner (1965, 169) provides a perfect articulation of this by noting that “it 

[nationalism] invents nations where they do not exist.”  There are both structural and 

psychological manifestations of modernist theory on nationalism.  Structuralists, notably Gellner 

(1965, 1983) and Hobsbawm (1990, 9-11) assert that the rise of industrialization, and especially 

capitalist markets, are the genesis of nationalism. (Greenfeld and Eastwood 2007, 263).  The 

psychological illustration of nationalism is an “imagined community” (Anderson 1983, 15).  A 

community, created collective imagination, is limited and sovereign (1983, 21). According to 

Hobsbawm, the nation exits in a physical state solely because it was created in a psychological 

one with the aid of created monuments and myths (Kaufman 2001, 24). Theoretical studies of 

conflict and ethnicity tend to dismiss the notion that historical rivalry, tension, or hatred creates 

the conditions for a conflict to occur.  Instead, ethnicity is bound to nationalism and conflict as a 

vehicle for organizing mass activity, an “instrumental” prospect.  Both Peterson(2002) and 

Huges and Sasse (2002) agree that ethnicity is an instrumental construct, but differ in how it may 
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be activated , with Huges and Sasse specifying the opportunity for elites to trigger ethnicity as a 

rallying point.  By itself, ethnicity has a low probability as a source of armed conflict initiation.  

In conjunction with other factors, however, identity has a strong draw on masses.  A further issue 

with a strong association to identity, ethnicity, and conflict is territory.  

Territory 

Some conflict scholars look to the concept of territory as an extension of identity and 

therefore deem it a natural if not primordial cause for conflict.  There is some level of salience in 

the concept of land or territory as impetus that outweighs many other factors and affects some 

ancient stirrings (Vasquez 1993, 138, 139).   Quantitative studies of interstate conflict 

consistently find the issue of territory to be of high importance (Vasquez 1995, Bremer 1992).  

Civil war studies also address the issue of territory; secessionist wars, or “sons of the soil”18 as 

they are sometimes referenced, are among the civil wars of longest duration and highest costs in 

terms of human life and resources (Fearon 2004, DeRouen and Sobek 2004).  Irredentist claims 

frequently originate from historical memory of injustices or perceived injustices to a group.  

Deeply imbedded in both aspects is the desire to control territory, and or the resources contained 

therein. However, the specific aspects or mechanisms regarding why and how territory matters is 

an area of study with a dynamic research agenda (Senese and Vasquez 2008).   

One association of territory and civil war is to reunite partitioned elements of an ethnic 

group (Toft 2003), while a more complex argument is found in Brubaker’s (1996) triadic 

configuration schema.  For Brubaker, a nexus for conflict potential exists between a transitioning 

state, an ethnic minority within that state, and the minority’s “traditional” homeland.  The focus 

of the Georgian civil war was control of the state center, not secessionist territory.  In Ukraine, 

                                                 
18 “Land or natural resource conflicts between a peripheral ethnic minority and state-supported migrants of a 
dominant ethnic group” (Fearon 2004, 277). 
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territorial disputes were negotiated in the absence of violence.  One aspect of territory that may 

spill over into other civil war paradigms is the concept of territory as an “indivisible issue”— not 

new to bargaining explanations of interstate war (Fearon 1995).  The application of “indivisible 

issue” to bargaining in civil war theory, however, is underdeveloped and adds a layer of 

complexity to negotiations between state leaders and secessionists (Toft 2003, 17).   

Leaders’ Choices 

Formal theorists use mathematical models to explain social events, including the choices 

leaders make in hypothetical situations. This research is beneficial for examining choices that 

might appear sub-optimal or counter-intuitive.  The value of these theories is to demonstrate 

rational behavior (Tsebelis, 1990).  Conflict scholars use formal theories to explain why a 

rational actor might choose to commit to violence as a strategy over non-violent alternatives 

(Fearon 1995, 379-380).  These theories focus primarily on two elements in the conflict 

literature: information asymmetry and commitment problems. Information asymmetry refers to 

one side in a conflict improperly analyzing strengths, weaknesses or resolve before a conflict 

begins (Powell 2002).  As Fearon (1995, 390) argues, rational leaders may become involved in 

an armed conflict not simply because of information asymmetry, but because of incentives to 

misrepresent information about capabilities or vulnerabilities and an unwillingness to negotiate 

over indivisible issues.   This theory on conflict is prone to criticism in that, as information 

becomes public, the longer, or more intense, a conflict becomes.  This leads to eventual 

information symmetry and an eventual equilibrium. (Blattman and Miguel 2009, 12).  By formal 

logic, symmetrical information distributions would bring an end to the conflict. 

A second area of formal theory in conflict research is the ability for states and rebel 

groups to enter into and maintain agreements with each other.   Barbara Walter’s (2002, 26-32) 
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research highlights the pitfalls of civil war and credible commitments.  Walter’s specific interests 

include the dynamics of a state entering into an agreement with a non-state actor—such as a 

rebel group—within its own territory, and the potential for the agreement to be policed and 

enforced by the state.  If the rebel group agrees to disarmament, the state has little incentive to 

honor its agreements.   The end of the first Chechen war and the subsequent Russian attempts to 

integrate and disarm groups and factions failed largely because of commitment problems 

(Zurcher 2007, 90).   An emerging body of research pursues the idea of credibility and 

enforcement of peace treaties following civil war.   

Elites may hold some linking authority to civil war by way of leadership choices.  Both 

Toft (2003) and Kilavuz (2011) articulate the intervening manner in which elites chose to bargain 

and examine which issues were most salient in bargaining.  By itself, the bargaining argument 

fails to completely explain the onset of civil war in the post-Soviet states, but elites appear to be 

a connecting element in bargaining.   While existing causal arguments cannot be disproven, their 

effectiveness in explaining conflict in the Soviet republics is minimal without the connecting 

thread of elite behavior.  

Political Elites 

In one of the seminal works on political elites, Pareto (1968) presents a cyclical theory of 

elite governance.  First he contends that, with rare and short-termed exceptions, all governments 

are led by elites,19 and that these elites are in a virtually inevitable transition (36).   Inherent in 

Pareto’s theory is the understanding that elites, whether ascending or declining, are by virtue of 

their status, in a network.  The study of elites in the Soviet and post-Soviet era draws heavily on 

the concept of networks, expressed as “cadres,” as well.  

                                                 
19Pareto defines elites broadly as “The strongest, most energetic, and most capable—for good or evil.” (1968, 36).  
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Evolution of Soviet Elites 

Even during the Stalin era, where personnel were replaced or eliminated with frequency, 

Stalin was fond of saying “cadres decide everything.”  While personnel networks in the republics 

were a bit more stable (despite the purges) during Stalin’s reign, the fluid nature of turnover, 

even among the highest ranks of elites, makes tracking elites in the earlier years of the Soviet 

regime a difficult proposition.20 

However, during the Khrushchev, and particularly, Brezhnev eras, elite networks took 

hold and disseminated throughout the Soviet system.  As the political system recovered from a 

totalitarian epoch21 there emerged a more rational method of personnel management.  As any 

public personnel text mentions,22 there is always a political element in public personnel. While 

administrative and policy specialists are hired because of their ability to perform certain tasks or 

skills with efficiency, political considerations permeate the process of carrying out policies.     

The influence of politics may be marginal, or in the case of high level appointments, substantial.  

Networks of elites in the Soviet era progressed through the ranks of the nomenklatura and Party 

to higher levels of responsibility (Voslensky 1984, 102).   Over time, and particularly during 

Brezhnev’s period of “trust in cadres,” some well-established but unofficial networks formed in 

the Soviet All-Union Government and in the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, as well as in 

the Union republics.  One result was an entrenched network of patron-client relationships.  

                                                 
20 Rigby (1990, 36-39) discusses the general characteristics of elites in the early Soviet period, relying heavily on 
1921 census data.  Willerton (1992, 24-27) concludes that most personnel networks during this time formed by 
interpersonal associations.  Willerton’s evidence comes from autobiographies from officials during the Stalin 
period. 
21 For more of a discussion on the characteristics of leadership and personnel management during the Stalin 
period, see: Hough and Fainsod, 1982.  
22 This phenomenon is commonly referred to as the “Politics in Administration dichotomy,” see Demir and Nyhan 
(2008).    
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As Gustafson and Mann (1986) argue, after these cadres were organized, they began to 

extract resources for their own benefit while the personnel systems began to stagnate.   

Gorbachev instituted policy and institutional changes with the result of substantial elite change.   

As the Soviet Union collapsed, the behavior of Soviet elites and their political competitors had a 

tremendous impact on the resultant regime outcomes in former Union Republics.   

In some cases, the existing elites steered a newly independent state into a fiefdom of 

former Soviet leaders, as was the case in Uzbekistan.   In other cases, the existing elites forged 

pacts with opposition groups to compromise on the creation of a functioning state, as in the 

Baltic republics.  In still other cases, a mix of former elites, challengers, and high tensions in the 

population resulted in violent outcomes with uncertain futures, as in Georgia. The elites in the 

former Soviet Union and Union Republics had a tremendous impact on the political and 

economic outcomes following the Soviet collapse.   

Lenin envisioned the Vanguard of the Proletariat.  Early Soviet personnel policies—

largely through appointments—were characterized by an existing relationship with the Soviet 

leadership or participation in the revolution, although a third group consisting of “new 

Bolsheviks”—those who expressed loyalty after the revolution—also occupied positions (Rigsby 

1990, 21).    As Willerton (1992, 25)  argues, the early years also involved small cadres of 

personal associates, friends, or family members, while in the republics, cadres formed around 

plenipotentiaries from Moscow.   

Political connections remained important for remaining in and navigating through the 

Soviet elite.  However, as both the size and complexity of the Soviet government and party 

apparatus grew during the Lenin-Stalin transition, the added element of technical proficiency 

began to matter increasingly in how careers of the elite unfolded (Reisinger and Willerton 1988, 
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102).  As Huskey (1988, 158)  and Bialer (1980, 16) argue, the Soviet state was remade twice in 

its early years, first by the Russian Revolution, and second by the Stalin purges (Bialer 1980, 

16).  By the end of Lenin’s tenure, the technical proficiency elites brought to their work was 

beneficial, and it played an increasingly important role as the Soviet Union expanded its 

industry, agriculture and war preparations. Personal networks were a significant characteristic of 

the Stalin era (Bialer 1980, 19).  

The era from the death of Lenin through the Great Purges was a time of continual 

network change among the Soviet elite.  While, in principle, leaders in the Soviet Republics may 

have been more insulated from the seemingly arbitrary purges23, the unstable nature of the CPSU 

Central Committee and Politburo during this time kept most political networks in a state of flux.  

Yet, the promotion of patron-client relationships among the upper echelon of the state occurred 

while developing dense networks of elites, or while building cadres. The remaking of elite 

networks was particularly acute at the local government level.  The collectivization campaign 

generally overwhelmed local administrative capabilities, resulting in a new set of elites taking 

power (Easter 2000. 120-121).   The rate of turnover during this period was exceptionally high, 

however, due to the purges.  As Willerton (1992, 33) notes, purges and terror were used quite 

effectively by Stalin, not only against real opponents, but also to ensure that lower-ranking elites 

would not cultivate dissent, including developing networks to challenge his authority.   

Mawdsley and White (2000, 72-79) aptly demonstrate that not all the Soviet elites were 

eliminated by the purges. What characterized this period was an accelerated transition from the 

“Old Bolsheviks,” who initiated and fought the revolution, and the new generation, who came of 

age during the nascent Soviet time.  Because of informal and illogical breaks in personnel 

                                                 
23 There are some arguments that membership in the Politburo offered a large degree of immunity from the 
purges, see Rigby (1986), and Mawdsley  and White (2000).   
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systems, the new elite of the time were formed and initiated in a crucible of strain.  The elite 

cadres that survived the purges became a sophisticated and powerful influence in Soviet 

leadership (135).   

Following Stalin’s death, Nikita Khrushchev ascended to the post of First Secretary of the 

Communist Party.   Khrushchev’s tenure is defined by two major features: de-Stalinization and a 

return to bureaucratic control of the state, both having had major influences on how elite 

networks operated.  The famous “Secret Speech,” given by Khrushchev at the Twentieth Party 

Congress in Party elite denounced the atrocities of Stalin (Khrushchev 1970, 565).  

Administratively, the most significant change during the Khrushchev era was a return to 

rational bureaucratic governance.  The Central Committee and Politburo once again met at 

regular intervals, and business was conducted according to prescribed laws, rules and customs, 

rather than the personal whims of the General Secretary.  During this age of rapid technological 

development, industrialization, modernization and growth, the size of the Soviet bureaucracy 

also grew, and with it networks of patron-client elites.   

Growth and turnover of the Central Committee under Khrushchev is an interesting 

phenomenon.  Unquestionably, the rate of turnover among ministry officials diminished but still 

occurred, as—with the exception of the very highest positions in the Soviet government or Party 

apparatus— people were promoted, transferred, demoted and dismissed.  Personnel decisions, 

however, were made through a more logical and rational processes than under Stalin.  While the 

size and scope of the government did grow during Khrushchev’s tenure, growth was slow and 

steady as opposed to massive influx of personnel and policies that characterized Stalin’s regime 

(Mawdsley and White 2000, 140).  
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Despite moderate but steady growth in the size of the Soviet administration, Gustafson 

and Mann (1986, 10) still characterize the personnel system during this era as “hypertrophied.”    

The Khrushchev era was recognized as experimental, largely as a function of the establishment 

of networks within the cadres (Mawdsley and White 2000, 167).  One example of Khrushchev’s 

progressive personnel policy was the large number of appointments filled by people with loyalty 

to him, in an attempt to avoid networks of oppositional elites (Rigby 1990, 154).  But even that 

ultimately would not save him from a coalesced set of elites with the ability to challenge his 

authority.   Khrushchev enjoyed the support of regional officials in the Soviet Union, but he 

encountered increasing hostility from the older generation of politicians.  Ultimately, he lost out 

against the politics of the established elites, ushering in an era of stability and network growth 

among elites.  

In an effort to end the more controversial aspects of Khrushchev’s reform policies, 

Leonid Brezhnev announced to the Twenty-Third Party congress that deference would be given 

to the “stability of cadres” (Mawdsley and White 2000, 167).  Consequently, the Soviet elite 

developed consolidated networks, and patron-client relationships expanded during this period.   

Reisinger and Willerton (1988, 124)  conclude, however,  that while patronage and networks 

mattered a great deal, technical proficiency was a fundamentally key factor in the career 

projection of elites in the post-Khrushchev era.   

Technical knowledge, argues Mitchell (1990, 37) was a driving force behind the trust in 

cadres policy.  The theory behind such an emphasis was to return to a more professional 

technocratic type of administration of government sectors, diminishing the propensity for 

political interference.  Unfortunately, trust in the cadres system ultimately created an entrenched 

and self-serving ruling class with little motivation for innovation in personnel matters.   
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Stability was the watchword of the Soviet elite under Brezhnev.  The upper ranks of the 

Soviet and party government remained largely unchanged after Brezhnev’s ascension.  Further, 

within a few years, the size of the Central Committee and ancillary organs grew by substantial 

degrees   (Mawdsley and White 2000, 137; Brown 1980, 140-142).   A review of the most active 

political networks during Brezhnev’s tenure illustrates the concepts of growth, entrenchment and 

stability, particularly in the regional leadership (Rigby 1990, 231).   

Brezhnev’s strongest support and most substantial client network was the so-called 

Dnepropetrovsk mafia (Willerton 1992, 53; Rigby 1990, 244).   Along with a larger Ukrainian 

network and smaller Moscow networks, Brezhnev’s power came from a relatively small set of 

networks, with feeder mechanisms from politically relevant and powerful regional centers. While 

upward mobility in the system might be slow (Mitchell 1990, 43), vacant seats were usually 

filled by actors with connections to regional Party networks and elite networks operating in 

concert with Moscow (Willerton 1992, 75).  The stability of cadres provided both consolidation 

and coordination among elites in all realms of the Soviet Union.  Following de-Stalinization and 

Khrushchev’s reforms, the stability of cadres gave structure and routine to the party and the 

government.  The trade-off was an entrenched network of patron-client relationships with both 

the ability and the requirement to extract resources of any type from the center for re-

distribution.  The redistributive element of elite networks enabled protégés of one patron to build 

networks of their own (62-65).   

Concurrently, economic stagnation began to affect the Soviet economy in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s.  Combined with the quick secession of three leaders, the Soviet system was 

beginning to de-stabilize when Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary.  Reformation was 

the defining factor of the Gorbachev reign.  Reform extended to virtually all aspects of the Party-
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state-society. One example of the intensity of personnel reforms in the Gorbachev era, compared 

to the stability of former cadres, is the turnover from the Twenty-Sixth Party Congress (22 

percent) to the Twenty-Eighth (88 percent) (Mawdsley and White 2000, 198).  It is important to 

note that while Andropov began to shift personnel policy away from the “stability of cadres,” 

turnover accelerated under Gorbachev (Rigby 1990, 266-268).   As Gustafson and Mann 

highlight (1986, 4), Gorbachev sought to wield the cadre weapon again, but he had to share the 

authority with others, notably the head of the Organizational and Party Work Department of the 

Central Committee, Yegor Ligachev (1986, 5). Gustafson and Mann’s central tenet is that 

Gorbachev was simultaneously trying to garner the power to make substantial policy and 

personnel changes, and for the authority of those decisions to be respected by the Central 

Committee and other elites.   

An apt observation of elite networks during the Gorbachev era was a transition from 

patron-client networks to “interest-based coalitions” (Willerton 1992, 118).    Further, the 

purging of the Gorbachev era was meant as a forced modernization of personnel. While the need 

for elites with both political skill and connections remained, the demand for greater professional 

accountability rose.  Soviet era elites, post-Lenin, can be characterized as having a mixed set of 

abilities combining some form of technical expertise or experience with a concurrent political 

acumen (Rigby 1990, 264).  

Elites and Conflict 

 A final piece of the theoretical framework necessary to underpin this essay is the 

relationship between elites and the onset of civil war.  Elites, using the structures their networks 

create, have the capability to negotiate or bargain to prevent conflict, to seize upon a change in 

opportunity structures, and frame the national debate in transitional states.  Further, elite 
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networks have the potential to generate social capital (Easley and Kleinburg 2010, 62).   During 

times of institutional crisis, their social capital may provide the most effective constraint on 

violence.  

 Elites who participate in bargaining have the resultant capacity to determine how 

potentially conflictual situations progress.  Kilavuz (2011) argues that bargaining theories 

originally penned to analyze interstate disputes also apply to civil wars.  Specifically, the choices 

leaders made based on their perceptions of their own power and that of the enemy influenced 

cases of conflict and peace in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan (Kilavuz 2011, 287).  That leaders 

within states would act in similar ways in response to both internal versus external threats is not 

a tremendous conceptual stretch.  A reasonable interpretation is that elites would bargain in an 

effort to prevent conflict or to manage its effects, with or without a regime transition.  

 Both Bunce (1999) and Snyder (2000) advance the concept that elites play a significant 

role in post-Communist transitions and have the capacity to affect their outcomes.  Bunce argues 

that elites took advantage of the shift in institutional constraints to create new structures of 

governance.  Her analysis complements Snyder’s assessment that elites in post-Communist 

republics held the potential to harness the power of nationalism as an organizational vehicle.  For 

both Bunce and Snyder, elites are an intervening factor: that is, they have the capability to utilize 

the available resources to influence transitions.   

 A final aspect for considering the interactions between elites and armed conflict is the 

concept of social capital.  As defined in Chapter 1, social capital concerns the level of resources 

available to a group.  Frequently, the resource is framed in terms of human capital, such as trust.  

According to Coleman (1990, 305), the structure of social groups provides a strong indication of 

their capital.  The group’s structure is a direct representation of the availability of resources to 
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group members. As Putnam (2000, 23) proposes, the type and intensity of ties between people 

affects the level of social capital within their social networks.  For this study, the clear 

implication regarding elite networks and social capital is that densely connected networks 

enjoyed more social capital, looser ones less so.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
 

 The goal of social network analysis (SNA) is to track interactions across communities.  

These interactions comprise any form of association between one actor and another and may 

represent any type of transfer from information and currency to disease.   The crux of social 

network analysis is that network structure dictates outcome by enabling or constraining behavior.  

Furthermore, practitioners of network analysis contend that structure is a determining factor for 

“agency,” the processes of actors (Borgatti and Ofem 2010, 20).   This dissertation makes a 

contribution to explaining the outcomes of post-Soviet transformation.  As previously noted in 

Chapter 1, the structure of the elites in Ukraine and Georgia during the late Soviet era and 

immediately afterward dictated the outcome, be it peaceful or violent.    

Studies employing social network theory or analysis may be found in disciplines from 

epidemiology to sociology. Here, in a socio-political investigation, social network theory 

facilitates the exploration of  the structure of elite political networks and their influence on the 

propensity for violence in Ukraine and Georgia during the post-Soviet transitional period.  

Network analysis generally, and social network analysis in particular, is a versatile and adaptable 

research method, enabling inquiry to be conducted at multiple levels of abstraction, from small 

groups to larger populations.  Consequently, the nature of SNA—the discovery and mapping of 

connections between actors— provides for a straightforward  comparison between cases, 

regardless of size of the network.  The visual representation of connections in collected data 
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through computer outputs enables researchers to verify analyses with just a glance.  The visual 

element of network analysis, in which the connections of actors are symbolically diagrammed 

according to algorithms, produces clear patterns of networks.   The application of social network 

analysis to the dichotomous political outcomes in Ukraine and Georgia—peaceful transition in 

one and violent conflict in the other—specifically targets the connectivity and structure of elites 

and provides strong evidence for the arguments presented earlier.   Through statistical measures 

and visual graphing, social network analysis illustrates and evaluates the links between actors, or 

between actors and events.   

In network theory, each actor is labeled as a vertex or node; the connections between 

them are edges.  In sociological studies, vertices are commonly referred to as actors and edges as 

ties (Newman 2010, 36).  More vertices indicate a larger the network; more edges reflect a 

higher degree of interaction within it. In social settings, network analysis can be used to illustrate 

any number of structural connections, from social events to monetary exchanges to social 

behavior patterns, each with a specific network type and unique set of interactions. 

 The bulk of this chapter explains a research design customized for the study of Ukrainian 

and Georgian elites.  Limitations on the available data and methodology are noted, followed by 

an explanation of what data sources were used and their selection.   Next the coding scheme and 

a description of the variables selected for the datasets are presented.  Connections among 

members of the Soviet and post-Soviet elite were coded into  affiliation matrices and matched, 

then transformed into a single-mode matrices for further analysis.   The results are qualitative 

analytics and visual representations that support this study’s arguments. An explanation of the 

process of analyzing data follows, and the chapter concludes with an assessment of anticipated 

findings.  
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Limits of the Analysis  
  
 While sna studies are effective in assessing relations that can be theorized and measured 

with some degree of accuracy, some limitations to the method require acknowledgement.  As in 

any study, the availability of data is  a limiting factor in analysis.   In this study, common ties 

between elites have been indicated; sna, however, does not provide for weighing differences in 

connections.  For example, two elites might live in the same city but not know each other, or one 

might have preceded the other temporally through a career progression.  Connections between 

such pairs of elites were coded the same as those between elites who might have had decades of 

friendship and patronage. The inability to effectively differentiate between the intensity of 

connections between elites is an example of the contemporary limits of data analysis.  

Further, the highly nebulous 1990-1991 period of the post-Soviet transition is deliberately 

missing from this study.  Both data issues and methodological problems are the source of this 

omission.  In contrast to the availability of official registries and biographies of Communist party 

members and apparatchiki, actors who were outside of the Communist party or Soviet 

institutions are difficult to trace over time. Of particular concern is that opposition members or 

counter-elites frequently formed, joined, or withdrew from organizations such as popular fronts 

or nascent parties during the period of institutional transition between 1990 and 1991.   

Consequently, an actor may have belonged to one network at a given point in time, and not only 

have been in a completely different network a short time later, but may also have been actively 

working against the mission or interests of the former network.  The omission of data from the 

initial transitional period  in no way interferes with Soviet era and post-Soviet network mapping. 

In fact, the limited amount of data available, especially on counter elites and opposition leaders 

is not sufficient enough to verify for validity.   Further attempts at data gathering and advances in 
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time-sequencing of network analysis could make the acquisition of this missing element possible 

in the future.  

 As already noted in Chapter 1, informal networks within the Soviet institutional 

framework existed throughout the Soviet era and continued into the post-Soviet period as well.  

Especially salient were the unofficial and informal practices of corruption colloquially known as 

blat.  The methodological challenge in accounting for blat is that, while the results of informal 

and corrupt dealings may be observed, a direct measurement of the phenomenon is beyond this 

essay.  Suffice it to say, unofficial corrupt and illegal dealings among elites and elite networks 

existed during the Soviet period and certainly had some influence over network behavior.  

Exploring that phenomenon, however, must be the task of future work.  

Data Sources 
 

As Newman (2010, 47) advocates, data from archival sources—both primary and 

secondary sources—is an extraordinarily valuable raw material for the construction of network 

studies. Primary sources— letters, speeches, meeting minutes, and—offer the researcher the 

opportunity to experience original data unfiltered by time or bias. Further, archival data such as 

official records and directories can frequently be cross-referenced with other sources to evaluate 

both for accuracy; discrepancies in reporting become obvious and may be singled out for more 

scrutiny.   

 The use of archival records in network analysis has proven to be an effective method of 

evaluating social behavior in past studies (Padgett and Ansell 1993); such sources  provide the 

most efficacious means of carrying out this study.  The variety of sources offers a means for 

cross-referencing and validating data for quality and consistency. Especially for the construction 

of elite datasets were official or officially sanctioned Communist publications.  Used with 
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archival sources, network analysis can expose mechanisms such as elite behavior not previously 

analyzed in the context of regime transformation.  As a result, this study uses network analysis to 

contribute to the theoretical and substantive understanding of political phenomenon regarding 

violent conflict during post-Soviet transitions: in particular, a substrata of political relationships 

between perpetrators and non-perpetrators of violence that have not previously been 

systematically analyzed.  

To substantiate the arguments presented, and as evidence of their validity,  new network 

datasets of political elites in Georgia and Ukraine were created to provide  tools for analysis.  

Recognizing the limits for collecting data, this analysis focuses exclusively on a defined portion 

segment of the members Central Committees, Politburos, and Supreme Soviet delegates from the 

Communist Parties of Georgia and Ukraine from 1970 to 1989. The members of the Supreme 

Rada, or local representative body, of Ukraine are also included, as are aggregated datasets of all 

Soviet-era elites.  In addition, the ministers of government from the  post-Soviet era (1992-1997) 

comprise a dataset for each case.  Eleven original datasets drawn from materials in Russian, 

Ukrainian and English are the result.  The elites were chosen primarily because these are the 

most politically relevant and significant set of actors during this period, data for these individuals 

is readily available and can be verified by several independent sources.  This sampling or 

boundary specification is described by Knoke, et. al (1996) as a nominalist strategy.   

The inclusion of all members of the groups discussed below in this specified group 

strengthens the analysis by creating a sample that consists  of all members of a population.24   A 

wider grouping might be possible, for example including all members of the Communist Parties 

of the Georgian and Ukrainian Union Republics.  This dissertation is a new line of inquiry into 

former Soviet Union data, and as an initial examination, includes only the most important actors.   
                                                 
24 Unlike conventional statistics, network analysis generally incorporates an entire population as a sample. 
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Thus, the potential for future research in this area remains high.   Deriving a more inclusive 

dataset of all members of the Politburo, Central Committees, Delegates to the Supreme Soviet, 

and post-Soviet Ministers, for both the Ukrainian and Georgian Republics would expand the 

depth of the analysis.  Expanding the datasets would support a set of analyses known as a whole 

network or complete network approach (Knoke, 2012).   

Data used in this analysis came from several sources.   The initial published lists of 

ministers and Politburo, Supreme Rada, and Central Committee members along with their 

significant ties came from CIA directories of Soviet republic officials.  These were verified and 

expanded using Russian and Ukrainian language Soviet sources, including the annual yearbooks 

of the Great Soviet Encyclopedia; the Yezegodniki of the Bolshaya Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya;  

Deputaty Verkhovnogo Sovieta SSSR 1984; and monthly journals of the Communist parties of 

Ukraine and Georgia, Kommunist Ukrainy and Kommunist Gruzii.   By using multiple and 

independent sources, the risk of incorporating skewed data or incorrect information into the 

datasets was significantly reduced. 

A number of primary sources provided data for this study, including the Volkogonov 

Archive and the Post-Soviet Ephemera collections from the Library of Congress; collections 

from the National Security Archive; and the archives at the Slavic library at University of Illinois 

at Champaign-Urbana. These were  supplemented with reports and articles from proprietary 

databases, including the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS); collections of newspaper 

articles from Russian and post-Soviet countries’ media; and published directories of Soviet and 

post-Soviet personnel records, including published directories of personnel and biographical 

sketches.  
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The Volkogonov Archive at the Library of Congress is worthy of special note. It contains 

a voluminous collection in excess of 10,000 documents from the former USSR, primarily from 

the upper echelons of the Soviet hierarchy.  Included in this archive are a number of records of 

the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union that address issues with 

relevance to this study, including meetings and decisions about the events in Tbilisi, Georgia in 

April 1989.  The collection was established by Colonel-General Dmitry Volkogonov during his 

tenure as an official with the Communist Party, Red Army and Director of the Institute of 

Military History.  While many of pieces in the collection were acquired in an effort to cast the 

Soviet leadership and Soviet history in a positive light, Volkagonov became disillusioned with 

the Soviet system and acted as a military advisor to Yeltsin during the Soviet transition.  

Volkogonov’s papers were transferred to the United States after his death in 1995. (Knight, 

1999).   

 The Post-Soviet Ephemera Collection, also at the Library of Congress, comprises a 

massive set of documents, including political papers, annals from the governments of 

transitioning former Soviet states, and all manner of related material (Spencer, 2010).  A number 

of decrees and laws issued by newly created legislative and executive bodies in Ukraine and 

Georgia, among other states, are a part of this collection.   These government documents provide 

a window to internal decision-making before and during the period of institutional transition.  

Coding and Variables  

 Within the research datasets, all ties are coded with a binary or dichotomous 0, indicating 

no connection, or 1, indicating the presence of a connection.  Variables collected for the new 

datasets include ties of an actor to Soviet or post-Soviet organizations—Central Committee, 
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Politburo, Supreme Soviet delegate, and ( in the case of Ukraine, Rada deputy)—as well as 

involvement in politically significant institutions or associations with cities or regions.  

 As an initial step, members of the above-listed organizations with at least one tie to a 

politically significant institution were placed in the datasets.  Identified as the variable “SEC” in 

the datasets, the so-called “power organs:” contained individuals connected to the so the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, Defense, KGB, MVD, or Ministry of Internal Affairs.  Members of the 

agricultural sector—directors of collective farms and ministers and deputies in agriculturally-

related bureaus— comprised a second institutional category, identified as “AG.”  A third 

institutional category includes members of the industrial sectors. This category, identified as 

“IND,” took in members of organizations with an association to financial, industrial 

development, banking, or trade sectors.  

 Following the initial segregation of politically important actors and ties, connections of 

any sort— birth, education, or professional placement—between an individual and a city or 

region known to be politically significant at the Republic level were  included as variables. The 

literature on Soviet elites treats some regions or cities in certain Union Republics as being more 

politically significant, producing more politicians, or having stronger networks within the SSR 

system (Mawdsley and White 2000; Rigby 1990; Willerton 1992).  For Ukrainian data sets, such 

districts comprise both oblasts and municipalities, including:  Kiev, Kiev Oblast, Kharkov, 

Rovno Okrug, Nikolaev Okrug, Krym Okrug, Cherkassy Oblast, Chernigovty Oblast, Crimean 

Oblast, Dnepropetrovsk Oblast, Donetsk Oblast, Ivan-Franko Oblast, Khmelnitskiy, Kirovograd 

Oblast, Lvov, Nikollayev , Odessa , Poltava, Roveno, Sumy, Ternopol, Transcarpathian Oblast, 

Vinnitsa, Volyn, Voroshilovgrad (Lugansk), Zaporozhye, Zhitomir, Kherson, Zakarpatskia, and 
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Chornovitski. For the Georgian datasets these included: Tbilsi, Kutaisai, Abkhazia, Adzharia, 

and South Ossetia.  

As a further control and classification, the date individuals became members of 

organizations was included in datasets wherever such information was available. For Ukraine, 

the year designations coincide roughly with Party Congresses of the Communist Party of the 

Soviet Union. In such assemblies, personnel decisions often had a trickle-up effect on leadership 

in individual republics. In recognition of the elite career paths, members of the Ukrainian 

Communist party Central Committee and Politburo from the 1960s were coded in conjunction 

with the Twenty-Second and Twenty-Third party congresses.  The 1970s were coded in 

conjunction with the Twenty-Fourth and Twenty-Fifth party congresses. The 1980 and 1981 

members were concurrent with the Twenty-Sixth party congress, 1987 with the Twenty-Seventh 

party congress, and the 1990 members with the Twenty-Eighth party congress.  For Georgia, 

data from the 1960s was not readily available, nor was data past the Twenty-Sixth party 

congress.  

 Predominately for the “protection of the revolution” from both external and internal 

sources and the enforcement of the state’s will,  the elements of state power with a coercive 

component tend to be treated as a special entity by scholars.  The protection of state sovereignty 

is a recognized priority in the study of international politics.  The Soviet Union was renowned 

for devoting almost as many state resources to preventing the emergence  internal threats as in 

reacting to external ones (Voslensky 1984, 280; Hough and Fainsod 1982, 542-543; Zickel 1989, 

772).  Consequently, the organs of administration pertaining to defense, intelligence, foreign 

relations and security, and the individuals occupying positions in the upper echelons of those 

organs, enjoyed a more prestigious and significant role in the policy process than did those 
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occupying positions in agencies considered less vital to state sovereignty (Voslenksy 1984, 281; 

Roeder 1993, 177-180; Hough and Fainsod 1982, 550-552).   Connections between members of 

the Politburo and the power organs are therefore included in the analysis.  The emphasis on 

security organs matters greatly in this dissertation, because power politics that occured during 

transitions often took place in the shadows, under which the loyalties of the agency members  

with the power to coerce were decided.   Those negotiations and the political intrigue that 

accompanied them may never be fully revealed to the world. What is evident, through study and 

analysis, is the behavior of elites within those organizations that had power to coerce.  

  Other sectors of the bureaucracy with some significant role include the agricultural and 

economic, and financial organs. These networks reveal which individuals had the most influence 

over substantial matters of economic policy and administration.  Disruption to agriculture had the 

potential to create crises, with food supplies for an immense population hanging in the balance.  

Similarly, elite members with the ability to make decisions involving both emerging monetary 

and fiscal policy occupied a crucial position in terms of controlling key policies.   Individuals in 

the dataset with a verified connection to these sectors are also noted.   In addition to providing a 

visual image of the major roles and overlap within the Soviet elite, the inclusion of three distinct 

sectors also provides an opportunity to reveal cliques or sub-groups within a network, referred to 

as “cores.”   For post-Soviet elites, datasets of ministerial level officials were built from 

directories such as the Europa World Handbook (1991-1993), Political Handbook of the World 

(1992-1996), and Who’s Who of the Ukrainian Political Elite (1997).   

Analysis  
 

Affiliation networks provide a schema for studying the relationship and interaction 

between actors and events (Wasserman and Faust 1994, 291). Contextualizing the medium 
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through which actors are connected, such as committee assignments, or organizational 

memberships, yields more information than simply coding connections between actors without 

the benefit of context.  Finally, network changes generally follow two distinct patterns:  

“network extension” or “network consolidation” (Cook 1982, 191).   A major contribution  of 

this dissertation to conflict literature is documenting the kinds of network structures elites 

exhibited before and after transition,  and how those structures—or structural changes—

determined the incidence or prevention of conflicts.  

Two Mode to One Mode 
 

Because affiliation networks use two sets of vertices or modes, the specific dynamics of 

interactions between individuals, such as motivations or interests, are unknown; only the 

associations that actors share with each other are documented (Newman 2010, 53).  A well-

known example of an affiliation network is a group of school children and attendance at one 

another’s birthday parties, described in Chapter 1 of this study25 (Wasserman and Faust 1994, 

298).   Bipartite graphs are visually easier to interpret and reveal clusters of social interaction 

that are more obvious to a researcher (Newman 2010, 124).   

 Performing data analysis with affiliation data, however, presents methodological 

problems. The most apparent problem is that there are of two types of nodes, the individual node 

and the group or event node.  Visual interpretations of two-mode networks provide empirical 

value but are a challenge to quantify.  Consequently, affiliation networks converted to single 

mode matrix networks ease data analysis. The single mode unifies the node types and generates 

more accurate results.  All datasets for this dissertation were collected in affiliation networks and 

                                                 
25 See Chapter 1, Figure 1.1 and 1.2.   
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then converted to single mode for analysis, except the networks illustrating connections between 

Soviet and post-Soviet elites. 

 Bianca Adair (2000, 25) effectively uses affiliation networks to explain the dynamic 

relationships among Communist elites and counter-elites in Hungary’s democratic transition. 

Affiliation type analysis has also been used to show patterns of violence, particularly frequency 

and intensity of violence, in insurgent campaigns (Bohorquez, Gourley, et. al., 2009, 911).  

Affiliation networks were particularly useful in this study in demonstrating  patterns of elite 

behavior in the selected case states.  Especially salient for this study were the patterns of 

interaction during transitions and the changing nature of these networks, the key actors, and the  

transitional outcome: whether violent or peaceful.   

The software package UCINET created by Steve Borgatti (2002) provided analytical 

tools to evaluate data in a network format, including the ability to represent networks visually.  

For this project, UCINET software analyzed Georgian and Ukrainian elites both separately and 

together through a number of processes.   First, a dataset of Politburo members in Ukraine and 

Georgia from 1970 to 1988 was constructed from the available directories.  This data set created 

an affiliation network between actors, year of election/elevation, and official posts or offices.  

The simple matrix constructed for initial evaluation was a bipartite or affiliation network.  It 

linked actors to events or activities.  A famous example of the use of bi-mode to uni-mode 

network conversion is the Davis, Gardner, and Gardner (1941) study of fourteen Southern 

women and their attendance at different society functions in a small town.  By linking the 

women to events, the researchers deduced noticeable social patterns and even suggested which 

women were more popular than others.    
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Within these types of networks there often exists what are referred to as “boundary 

penetration relations” (Knoke and Yang 2008, 10). Boundary penetration is an overlapping set of 

connections within a larger network.   A higher degree of boundary penetration in Soviet-era 

networks could be expected, especially for salient political years in the Politburo, such as those 

following a republic’s party congress. Significant events such as party congresses often result in 

leadership changes.  Such changes may include the elevation of cadres with a similar background 

to major positions.   Boundary penetration refers to actors who share more than one categorical 

connection, such as having ties both to the same city and to similar economic sectors.   Because 

some individuals develop relationships based on several types of connections,  a high degree of 

boundary penetration produces a well-integrated, dense and cohesive network.   

 Matrices were analyzed using measurements of density and distance.  Density is the 

proportion of ties existing in the matrix divided by the number of possible ties (Borgatti and 

Ofem 2010).   Density is not an especially valuable measure for affiliation data, as some 

categories of ties are mutually exclusive.   Affiliation networks, however, can be inverted to 

single mode matrices in most network software programs. In these cases, it is theoretically 

possible for each member of the network to be connected by at least one edge to another.   

Distance provides a better evaluation of the degree of connectivity within these matrices.  The 

geodesic distance is the minimum number of edges (lines) between nodes in the network.  The 

software then tallies the average distance between nodes for an overall matrix score. A more 

integrated or cohesive network has a lower distance score, indicating a higher degree of 

connectivity. 

A supplemental empirical assessment of network connectivity is the concept of network 

cores.  Highly connected and significant actors in a network form dense clusters at the center of 
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networks-cores.  A well-connected and integrated network will have a large core and smaller 

peripheral clusters of nodes. Irrespective of the types of attributes included in coding the 

networks, cores form when enough nodes with similar connections overlap.  Loosely connected 

cores are a good indicator of fragmented networks. Conversely, dense, and tightly connected 

cores are a good indicator of coalesced networks.   How the cores of the datasets appear in visual 

graphing for this study greatly aid the analysis.  

Expectations 
 
 An additional element of network analysis significant to this dissertation is the process of 

network change.   Depending on how power or access to resources is redistributed inside a 

network following transition, the network will exhibit expansion or constriction.   Each network 

dimension provides an element of the explanation for conflict in Soviet republics.  

While this dissertation examines elite networks as they pertained to post-Soviet conflicts, 

a number of significant reorganizations occurred in the upper echelon of the Soviet power 

structure long before the USSR collapsed.  Among the restructurings that substantially changed 

the composition and activity of the elites were the Great Purges of the 1930s, the changes to the 

party after the Nineteenth Party Congress, Khrushchev's de-Stalinization programs and, as 

previously mentioned, Brezhnev's reversals of Khrushchev's programs. In addition, the elections 

throughout the Soviet Union in 1989 and 1990 played a significant role in the disintegration of 

the USSR by altering networks. The changes which that led to conflict are more applicable to 

networks which link actors to events, illustrating patterns of association.  

The structuring of networks in the Ukrainian and Georgian Politburos provided a 

mechanism for understanding the dynamics of conflict or peaceful transition after the collapse of 

the Soviet Union.  By creating a dataset of Soviet elite members from Ukraine and Georgia and 
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analyzing the patterns within it through UCINET software, the arguments in this dissertation are 

presented and evaluated in a highly empirical manner.  The following chapters evaluate the cases 

and conclude with some remarks about the further potential of this line of inquiry.    
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CHAPTER 4 
 

UKRAINE  
 

Ukraine experienced a relatively peaceful transition from the Soviet to post-Soviet world 

owing to the Republic’s high degree of integration into the Soviet system, high-yield agricultural 

and industrial economic sectors, and cadres of experienced, technocratic elites.   Through a 

number of mechanisms, Ukrainian political elites enjoyed more positions in leadership roles 

within the Communist party and All-Union government than other republic representatives.  

With significant ties to the Ukrainian leadership, both Khrushchev and Brezhnev recruited 

heavily for all-Soviet positions from Ukraine (Willerton 1992, 53).  Moreover, the First Secretary 

of Ukraine was usually a long-term Ukrainian resident prior to being elevated, rather than being 

a transplant from Moscow.  In addition, Ukraine had a high level of economic development and a 

nuclear arsenal on its soil—factors that added weight to its standing within the USSR—while 

proximity to Eastern Europe made the republic something of an international presence.   

Ukrainians in general enjoyed a higher standard of living than the average Soviet citizen living 

outside of the confines of Russia (Wilson 2009, 140).  Given the above as well as cultural 

factors, it is not surprising that Ukrainian elites were able to penetrate the upper echelons of 

Soviet power (Duncan 1996, 191).  As the Soviet Union collapsed, the political elite of Ukraine 

was in a much stronger position, in relation to elites of other Union republics, to bargain among 

themselves and with the leadership in Moscow as a result.   Ukrainians were able to consolidate  
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their networks while expanding the political sphere for opposition groups and enabling 

privatization to usher in new economic elites as well. 

 In addition to favorable power proximity to the All-Union Government, Ukraine also 

enjoyed an elevated level of economic development uncommon during Soviet times.  Blessed 

with expanses of rich soil as well as other natural resources, the Ukrainian economy did well 

during the Soviet industrialization push during and after the Stalinist era.  In a thirty-three year 

period, the population shifted from majority rural—54 percent in 1959—to an overwhelmingly 

urban 68 percent in 1992.  Additionally, while production rose, the proportion of employment in 

agriculture dropped from 49 to 21 percent during the same period, indicating a more efficient 

agricultural sector.  Increased efficiencies also stimulated migration to cities and generated 

permanent employment there.  Finally, the percentage of the Ukrainian population pursuing trade 

school or post-secondary education grew from less than 10 percent in 1960 to 34 percent by 

199026 (Prizel 1997, 336).  Consequently, there was a well-established economic-industrial base 

in Ukraine by the late Soviet period.  Unfortunately, growth and development outcomes in 

Ukraine came only after a period of sacrifice and suffering.   

Following the Bolshevik revolution of 1917, Ukrainians attempted to gain their 

independence from the Communists.  For three years following the revolution, a multilateral 

conflict between Russia, Poland, and a divided Ukraine raged over control of Ukraine (Duncan 

1996, 189).  By 1922 the Soviets had defeated the separatist Ukraine movement, rejecting the 

notion of a truly independent Ukraine.  The failure of separatism and the nationalist movement 

ushered in decades of political, economic, and social upheaval as the victorious Bolshevik 

                                                 
26 Population demographics come from:  Narodnoe khoziaistvo SSSR  za 70 let (Moscow: Gosudarstvennyi komitet 
SSSR po statistike, 1987); The World Bank, Ukraine: The Agriculture Sector in Transition (Washington, DC, 1994); 
Stephen Rapawy, “Labor Force and Employment in Ukraine,” in The Ukrainian Economy: Achievements, Problems, 
and Challenges, ed I.S. Koropeckyi (Cambridge: Harvard Ukrainian Institute, 1992).   
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government consolidated its grip on the southern plains. Beginning in 1928, the central 

government in Moscow undertook a radical reorganization of Ukrainian agriculture, 

consolidating farms, private property, and peasant holdings into gigantic collective farms.  

Economically, collectivization damaged the agricultural system, diminishing output and causing 

frequent famines. Politically, the Ukraine lost most of its historical autonomy.  

Political purges and totalitarian policies of the 1930s eliminated nearly a generation of 

Ukrainian cultural and intellectual figures (Prizel 1997, 334; Pipes 1995, 356-357; Wilson 2009, 

145).  On the cusp of World War II, Ukraine was a republic in shambles.  While most Ukrainians 

supported or fought for the Soviet Union during the war, there is ample evidence that Nazi 

occupation forces received support from the Ukrainian population (Duncan 1996, 190; Snyder 

2010, 277-350).  Indeed, some Ukrainian nationalist factions continued a weak insurgent 

campaign against the Soviets from Western Ukraine well into the 1950s, with likely help from 

the Poles (Prizel, 1997, 334).    

 As difficult as the pre-war years were for Ukraine, a number of Soviet policies that had 

their origins in those difficult times came to fruition in the post-war era, with positive results for 

the republic.  Ruthless industrialization policies and Five-Year Plan rapidly moved the Ukrainian 

economy from a predominately peasant and agrarian base to a highly productive and 

technologically advanced heavy industrial system. Efforts at universal education resulted in huge 

gains in reading proficiency and in the rise of a new generation of Ukrainian professionals 

(Prizel 1997, 355).  Khrushchev’s renouncement of Stalin's methods in the famous Secret Speech 

of 195627 and the ensuing de-Stalinization period freed Ukrainian intellectuals once again to 

pursue cultural efforts (Duncan 1996, 191).  Pervasive suffering, unprecedented development, 

                                                 
27 Congressional Record: Proceedings and Debates of the 84th Congress, 2nd Session (May 22, 1956-June 11, 1956), 
C11, Part 7 (June 4, 1956), pp. 9389-9403. 
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and ongoing questions of identity and political standing plagued Ukraine for the majority of the 

Soviet era.  

 This chapter considers the development of political elites in Ukraine from Soviet times 

through opposition movements in the post-Soviet state amidst changing political and economic 

circumstances, and in the next section, explores Ukrainian nationalism.  The third chapter section 

discusses the formation of elite networks before a data section evaluates the arguments 

presented.  

Origins & Evolution of the Ukrainian Political Elite  
  
 By the late 1980s, at least three groups or clusters of political elites had emerged in 

Ukraine. First were Soviet Ukrainian elites who followed the typical Soviet elite pattern 

discussed earlier: members belonged to the nomenklatura class and benefited to a greater or 

lesser extent from personal connections. The careers of these elites generally progressed from 

serving as lower functionaries of the CPSU to more elevated Party and/or governmental roles.   

Ukrainian elites of the Soviet period benefited from close ties to the all-Soviet leaderships.  

Historically, Ukrainians made up a substantial proportion of All-Union Party and government 

apparatus. Second, from its pre-glasnost inception to the end of Communist Party monopoly, the 

Ukrainian political opposition comprised another group of political elites.  Finally, the post-

Soviet politicians constituted the third significant elite group because of their ability to integrate 

themselves with other Soviet-era elites into a functioning set of leaders.   

Ukrainian Soviet Elite  

  The development of political elites in Ukraine during the Soviet period followed the 

pattern seen in most Soviet Republics: the development of a nomenklatura and the promotion of 

friends and associates during the Stalinist period were followed by the rise of  a more 
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bureaucratically professional elite.  Beginning in 1923, Stalin promoted a party policy of 

“nativism,” or korenizatsiya, and allowed the development and advancement of Ukrainian 

culture, including the use and expansion of the Ukrainian language.  The expansion of Ukrainian 

culture, combined with a prosperous agricultural sector and growing industrial development 

began to worry Stalin (Wolczuk 2001,48-52).   In an effort to re-assert Soviet and Russian 

control, Stalin instituted collectivization policies along with leadership purges, setting 

unreasonably high grain quotas in Ukraine between 1928 and 1931 (Duncan 1996, 191).  The 

results were catastrophic.  In addition to widespread famine, an entire generation of Ukrainian 

elites was eliminated.  Korenizatsiya policies ceased to be a priority following Skrypnik’s 

suicide, and Russian language became compulsory in schools (Duncan 1996, 190).    

 Following Stalin’s death, the Khrushchev thaw ushered in a new era of Soviet 

administration, in which administrative and elite recruitment, advancement, and turnover still 

occurred quickly, but was conducted within prescribed policy rather than by arbitrary whim 

(Bialer 1992, 43).  During the Khrushchev period, Ukrainian elites were once again permitted to 

advance within the Soviet apparatus and to use the Ukrainian language as a cultural identifier in 

spoken and written expression (Duncan 1996, 190).  Khrushchev’s successor, Leonid Brezhnev, 

opened the door for further Ukrainian influence and built long-lasting elite networks.  Despite 

Brezhnev’s Russification policies, which intensified Russian cultural and social imposition on 

the Soviet republics, Ukrainians remained the single most upwardly mobile minority nationality 

above the republic level (Duncan 1996, 191).   

Brezhnev significantly contributed to the expansion of elite networks with the stability of 

cadres policy.  Presiding over a significant degree of turnover, Brezhnev established networks 

that ensured that succession to top posts went to the Party Chief’s chosen replacements (Bialer 
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1992, 45).   Closely tied to regional elites back in Ukraine, a number of Ukrainian-connected 

networks operated at the highest level in Moscow.  The associates of Shcherbitskii, Podgorny, 

and Kirilenko were all of Ukrainian origin, indicating a strong network of Ukrainian Party 

officials moving up the ranks to Moscow.  Similarly, Brezhnev’s well known “Dnepropetrovsk 

mafia,” and his close association with Kharkov group (Podgorny and Shelest), were further 

indications of the strength and reach of Ukrainian elite (Willerton 1992, 53).  

 The Ukrainian Communist elite existed in a particular dichotomy.   Among SSR titular 

minorities, they had disproportionate access to the CPSU, the All Union government, and the 

highest organs of power.  That access, however, depended largely on their not advocating or 

allowing for too much autonomy being transferred to the Ukrainian republic (Motyl 1998, 6; 

Wolczuk 2001, 64).  The political fate of Petr Shelest is an example of nationalistic overreach in 

the early 1970s.  Shelest navigated the boundary between loyalty towards the Soviet Union and 

advocating for Ukrainian, and therefore suspect, identity (Wilson 2009, 162).  Shelest’s 

toleration of dissent among Ukrainian intellectuals, however, provoked the ire of the Politburo of 

the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union for cultivating “local 

nationalism.”  He was transferred to Moscow and given a lesser functionary position with early 

retirement (Tillett 1975, 752).   Over time, however, the ability of the Communist party to 

monopolize all political discourse in the Soviet Union loosened.  When it did, a number of 

emerging actors seized the opportunity to participate.   

Oppositional Elite 
 

In 1995, Ukrainian political observers Dmytro Vydrin and Dmytro Trabchnyk28 theorized 

that the evolution of political elites in Ukraine would follow a distinct pattern beginning with the 

                                                 
28 Dmytro Vydrin and Dmytro Tabachnyk.  Ukraiina no porozi XXI stolittia: Politychnyi aspekt. (Kyiv: Lybid, 1995), p. 
170.   
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collapse of the Soviet Union: the formal nomenklatura would emerge as an official, but 

temporary, elite; next, a “pre-elite” mix of opposition leaders and old elite would  emerge; 

followed by a “corporate” elite who would serve to usher in a new system; and finally a new set 

of “integral” politicians would come forward as the new elite.  Though the 1990s, a re-forming 

of the political elite occurred as the former members of the Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of Ukraine shifted alliances and interests (Kuzio 1998, 35).  A number of issues facilitated 

the shifting leadership connections; most important was the ability of political opposition to the 

Communist Party of Ukraine (KPU), to organize the National People’s Front (Rukh), beginning 

in 1989.  The second most significant set of events was the legal end to the KPU’s monopoly on 

political power in 1991, followed by the outright ban of the KPU.   The opportunity for 

opposition to, and later, open competition with, the Communist Party forced realignment in elite 

alliances, at least formally.   

Historically, political opposition in Ukraine had been relegated to lobbying within the 

Communist framework, or to clandestine work and open agitation.  While all three models had 

long traditions in Ukraine, only lobbying within the existing framework did not represent a 

guaranteed route to the Gulags (Kuzio & Wilson 1994, 53). However, given the strength and 

tenure of existing elite networks through patronage, geographic ties and tradition, these networks 

themselves may have transformed; they did not disappear, however, as is demonstrated by the 

continued presence of Soviet-era leaders who returned to power with some moderate re-branding 

of themselves.  Snyder (2000, 258) argues that Ukrainian former Communist elites downplayed 

ethnic nationalism and campaigned in post-Soviet elections with sovereignty themes instead, 

hoping to elicit pride for Ukraine, not exclusionary policies.  Further, as Mary McAuley (1997, 

295) notes in her study of post-Soviet Russian elites, there emerged a cadre of Communists 
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elected as democrats, wherein the officials were adept at passing laws but unfamiliar with the 

concept of constituent service.  

The origins and evolution of Ukrainian political elites and their networks during the 

Soviet era tell an interesting story of suppressed nationalism and regionally based political 

patronage.  A curious element of Ukrainian political development is the strange dichotomy 

between the desire for an independent Ukraine on the one hand, and a struggle to define what it 

meant to be Ukrainian on the other.  A consistent thread throughout Ukrainian history is a call for 

an independent state without a clearly defined nation to occupy its borders (Duncan 1996, 188; 

Prizel 1997, 335).  Nationalist sentiment predated the Soviet period by centuries and included the 

predicament of carving an independent state out of territory occupied by Poles, Russians, and 

“Ukrainians”—however defined—as well as an amalgamation of all sorts of ethnic and other 

titular groups (Wilson 2009, 8-20).  Equally as pervasive as nationalist rhetoric was the desire for 

Russia, and later the Soviet Union to control and re-direct nationalist sentiment towards Soviet 

goals of building a workers’ paradise.   

Despite a history of methodical and brutal Soviet policies designed to quash Ukrainian 

autonomy, Soviet leaders both of Ukrainian and Russian origin recognized the spirit and 

contributions of “Ukrainian people” when it was politically expedient.   On the other hand, some 

Soviet leaders realized the potential for unrest in Ukraine: “Every Ukrainian is a potential 

nationalist” said, Kaganovich29  (Kuromiya 2004, 3).   Ironically, the Soviets ended up giving 

Ukraine all the material it needed to sow the seeds of independence: massive investment in 

industry, agriculture and education.  As previously discussed,30 the Soviet ethno-federal system 

created a set of political elites who had the ability to develop a strong following by distributing 
                                                 
29 Khrushchev Remembers tr and ed, Strobe Talbot, introduction and commentary, and notes by Edward 
Crankshaw. (Boston 1970), p. 172 
30 See Chapter 1 
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patronage.  While a goal of the Soviet system was to replace any sense of nationalism with 

stateless socialism, local elite networks in areas like Ukraine coalesced geographically—

Russians in the East, Ukrainians in the West, and the Crimeans to the South.  Despite the Soviets’ 

best efforts to quash nationalist stirrings, ample documents illustrate a continued propensity for 

nationalist sentiment, activity, and even independence movements in Ukraine long before 

Gorbachev’s glasnost’ policies made independent political activity legitimate or even legal.  Any 

discussion of Ukrainian nationalism must include an effort to extrapolate Ukrainian identity.  The 

historiography of Ukraine became a significant exercise among political elites in the transitional 

phase.  Kuchma pursued state-building initiatives in an attempt to further solidify a more modern 

version of a nation-state, with the consensus of most elites (Kuzio 2002, 22).  Some post-Soviet 

research, however, attempts to evoke a primordial/perennial aspect of identity in an effort to re-

shape the discourse (Kasianov 2002, 43).  Wilson (2009, 22-25) presents the mythology 

associated with an ancient conception of the Ukrainian people.31  The mythology was 

perpetuated to a large extent during the Soviet era, argues Wilson, to counter the Russian and 

Soviet diminution of Ukrainian nationalism (22).   

A number of issues are relevant to the issue of identity and politics in Ukraine.  First, the 

general population was quite diverse, with a mix of people who identified themselves as 

Ukrainian, Russian, Polish, and German, in census polls.   Although Article 10 of the 1996 

Constitution made Ukrainian the official language, Russian was the language of daily activity in 

the East, and South, while Ukrainian was spoken in the West (Article 10, Constitution of 

Ukraine).   In addition, the Crimean Tartars held a unique position within Ukrainian cultural and 

political history.  Deported by Stalin after World War II for allegedly colluding with the Nazis, 
                                                 
31 One of the more prevalent legends is that Ukraine was the kingdom of Magog, referenced in Ezekial 38:2; with 
the holy mission to defend against the incursion from the people of Gog.  This legend was interpreted as a divine 
and ancient obligation to prevent Asian invaders from entering Europe (Wilson 2009, 23).   
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the Crimeans were only rehabilitated in the late 1960s (Ozhiganov 1997, 91; Kuzio & Meyer 

1999, 320; Duncan 1996, 207).  Given the degree of diversity in Ukraine, there is little wonder 

why Ukrainian identity and nationalism have engendered continual and ongoing ferment.  

Despite the potential for quite serious political rifts, support for Ukrainian independence was 

relativity widespread and broadly supported after The “Declaration of State Sovereignty32” was 

passed in the Rada on July 16, 1990 (Wolczuk 1996, 197).  As Khmelko and Wilson 33(1998, 75) 

note, ethno-linguistic differences that had factored virtually not at all in 1991 independence votes 

mattered greatly in the 1994 elections. The adoption of the 1996 Ukrainian Constitution and the 

agreement on Crimea ensured that political squabbling would continue to occur within an 

agreed-upon framework with institutionalized mechanisms to manage it.34 

To a large degree, elite networks in Ukraine organized from geographical bases, 

coinciding with the four most economically powerful cities in Ukraine: Kiev, Kharkov, Donetsk 

and Dnepropetrovsk; western Ukraine had fewer succinct networks due to cultural issues of 

mistrust (Wilson 2009, 162).   The members of these city-clans reflected the ethno-linguistic 

characteristics of the area from which they came and remained politically viable forces during 

the last decades of the Soviet period and the years that followed independence.   The makeup of 

these elite networks reflected the ethno-linguistic fractures within Ukrainian society, yet they 

failed to disrupt a peaceful transition.  The reasons for these divisions are varied—from  

“rapacious individualism” (Way 2005, 192) to outright corruption—but two events began the 

                                                 
32 “Text of the Declaration of State Sovereignty of Ukraine, Adopted by the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic 
Supreme Soviet on 16 July 1990” Black, J.L., ed. USSR Documents Annual 1990: Restructuring Perestroika Volume 2. 
Academic Press International: 1991;  “Deklaratsiia o gosudarstvennom suverenitete Ukrainy priniata verkhovny, 
sovetom Ukrainskoi SSR, 16 iulia 1990 god.” Argumenty i fakty,  No. 29 (21-29 July 1990).   
33 Act on Referendum of Independence; postanovka verhkovnii rada ykrainy pro provedenii vsoyukrainii 
referendomy v pitani pro progoloshenii nezalezhenosti Ykraine,  http://zakon1.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/1661-
12,Accessed April 13, 2013.  
34 The Constitution of Ukraine of June 28, 1996. Russia and the Republics, Legal Materials, ed.  John Hazard; Binder 
4, Columbia University : Juris Publishing Inc, 2005 
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process of relatively harmonious evolution from Soviet to post-Soviet elites in Ukraine: the 

organization of the Rukh and the elections of 1990 and 1994.  

Rukh of 1990 
 

Despite Gorbachev’s ascendancy to power in 1985 and his dramatic efforts at reformation 

of the Soviet system, the Communist Party of Ukraine, headed by Vladimir Shcherbitskii, failed 

to embrace glasnost with the same enthusiasm as Shelest and the Kharkov group, who were well-

placed in the Soviet system (Duncan 1996, 194; Kuzio & Wilson 1994, 48; Birch 2000, 42).  

Consequently, Shcherbitskii and the old guard Ukrainian elites found themselves in opposition to 

the reform-minded Gorbachev.  Backed by a long-entrenched elite network with a strong 

patronage relationship to old guard Communists in Moscow, Shcherbitskii and his cadre were 

especially resistant to the General Secretary’s policy, whose intent was the bringing of 

transparency and possibly the reduction of the massive subsidies, especially industrial assistance 

that came from Moscow (Prizel 1997, 337).   

Political conditions became critical in Ukraine during the summer of 1988. Speaking in 

support of glasnost, members of the Ukrainian intelligentsia advocated that opposition groups be 

legitimated for the upcoming elections. They also argued for more transparency within the 

media, government, and Party activities (Wolczuk 2001, 64).  Moreover, the summer of 1988 

brought numerous attempts to start Popular Fronts in several cities.  The great overall goal of 

opposition groups at the time was the formation of the Democratic Front in Support of 

Perestroika (DFSP).   Supporters of the Front expressed no confidence in, and disenchantment 

with, the Nineteenth Party Conference.   Further fueling tensions, new laws on unsanctioned 

gatherings made it possible to deploy OMON35 police units to disrupt attempts to organize 

                                                 
35 “Special Purpose Mobile Unit:” the Russian equivalent of a SWAT team with special training in crowd control 
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Popular Fronts36 (Kuzio and Wilson 1994, 77, 232).    Caving under international pressure, 

Shcherbytskii allowed the Kiev Popular Union to meet in October 1988, but forbade any 

republic-wide organizing or political participation (Duncan 1996, 196).  Despite Gorbachev’s 

visit to Kiev during this time period, the 1989 elections to the USSR Congress of People’s 

Deputies went ahead without recognized opposition groups.37  Industrial strikes in early 1989, 

and mine strikes in particular, forced Shcherbitskii hand by eroding his ability to maintain 

control over an important economic sector (Smith 1996, 196).   In February 1989, Gorbachev 

replaced Shcherbitskii with Vladmir Ivashko, a more reform-oriented Communist.  Ivashko 

accepted a placement in Moscow the following year, being elected Deputy General Secretary.  

Ivashko’s departure brought Stanislav Hurenko and Leonid Kravchuk to power as the new First 

Secretary of the Communist Party in Ukraine and Chairman of the Supreme Rada, respectively 

(Duncan 1996, 197).  In addition, a group formed the Rukh at about this time (Birch 2000, 58), 

with the stated objective of assisting the Communist Party of Ukraine in the implementation of 

perestroika and demanding “the genuine sovereignty of Ukraine” (Rukh 1989).  These two 

changes—reform-minded leaders in the Rada and CPU, and the formation of a sanctioned 

activist group (the Front)—cleared the way for legitimizing opposition groups, a markedly more 

open atmosphere,  and the remaking of elite networks.   

The trepidation, and even resistance, with which the Communist Party of Ukraine met 

attempts at reform, drove a number of leading dissidents, primarily from the artistic, literary and 

academic communities, to form societies of mutual support in the interest of easing political 

                                                 
36 It remains unclear as to whether these laws limiting gatherings were enacted by raion/oblast officials or at the 
Republic level.  
37  The People’s Movement in Ukraine for Perestroika [Rukh] had formed by this time, but explicitly stated its’ 
support for the Communist party. “Draft Program of the People’s Movement in Ukraine for Perestroika [Rukh]” 
Black, J.L.  USSR Documents Annual 1989: The Gorbachev Reforms Continue, the End of Empire. (Academic 
International Press 1990), p 309; “Proekt. Programa narodnogo Rukhu ukraini za perebudovu,” Literaturna ukraina 
(16 Feb 1989).    
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restrictions. These groups received a morale boost from Article VII of the Helskinki Accords 

(OSCE 1975), which legitimated human rights concerns and political dissent. Named for the 

Accords, small cells of dissidents began gathering in assemblages called Helsinki groups.  

 In the shadow of the signing of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975, the initial Helsinki group 

formed in 1976 to document and protest Soviet violations of the Helsinki human rights Basket 

Three (OSCE 1975, 6).  The group’s membership consisted largely of academics and journalists 

who had suffered intense repression, including labor camp and mental hospital detentions, until 

the Gorbachev period (Duncan 1996, 193).  One of the group’s founders, Oleksii Tykhyi died in 

a Soviet camp in 1984 (193).  Imprisonment for dissidents in Ukraine continued until glasnost. 

Among others jailed while advocating Popular Fronts or greater accountability in the system 

were Mykola Pohyba and miners-turned-activists, Vladimir Klebanov and Aleksei Nikitin 

(Kuzio and Wilson 1994, 60).    

With the removal of Shcherbitskii, opposition groups sprang into existence, including a 

revitalized Ukrainian Helsinki Union in 1988, and the newly organized Popular Movement for 

Perestroika in Ukraine (Rukh), serving as a starting point for a variety of opposition groups to 

form (Wolczuk 2001, 66; Black 1990, 308-317).  These groups organized despite opposition 

from Leonid Kravchuk, who at the time dismissed the need for Popular Fronts or other 

opposition groups with the argument that the Communist Party, undergoing perestroika, would 

serve as a vehicle for representation (Kuzio & Wilson 1994, 81).  Ironically, Kravchuk would 

later seek support from these groups as a nationalist candidate (Prizel 1997, 337).   

The process that carried Ukraine from a union-republic of the USSR to an independent 

state unfolded between 1989 and 1991 with a series of laws and referendums.  This process also 

resulted in the re-alignment of Soviet era elites into networks of ex-nomenklatura members and 
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their activist opponents (Way 2005, 191).   The most significant events marking steps towards 

independence were the elections of March 1990, the formation of a new government with an 

opposition party, and the 1991 Referendums on Sovereignty and Independence (Linz & Stepan 

1996, 383).  In a short time span, the citizens of Ukraine made a statement of their sovereignty 

and elected to undertake the difficult transition to an independent state.   

 The Ukrainian Supreme Rada elections, conducted in March, 1990, included more and 

better organized opposition candidates than those from the 1989 USSR Congress of People’s 

Deputies elections one year before (Duncan 1996, 197). The newly formed “Democratic Bloc,” 

an umbrella group of forty-three organizations including Rukh, picked up 25 to 30 percent of the 

votes (Wolczuk 2001, 67; Semenova 2012, 545).   Election results reflected a continued split 

within the republic, with the CPSU maintaining electoral dominance in Eastern Ukraine, and the 

Democratic Bloc most popular in the western areas of Ukraine (Wolzcuk 2001, 67).   One of the 

most significant outcomes of the All Union elections in March 1989 was the clear choice voters 

made against the legitimacy of the Communist Party and its candidates.  Even though many ran 

unopposed, ballots were left blank or defaced. Blame was assigned to the opposition (Kuzio and 

Wilson 1994, 94-95).  At the same time, the beginnings of populist nationalist sentiment also 

appeared, coinciding with the election.  Significant demonstrations with Ukrainian national flags 

occurred in large cities, and old symbols of Ukraine began to reappear in public places (Duncan 

1996, 197; Kuzio & Wilson 1994, 102-104).   

 Despite there being actual functioning opposition to the CPU for the first time since the 

civil war, the Communist bloc still retained a majority of the seats in the Ukrainian Supreme 

Council, 373 of 450 seats (Prizel, 1997, 338-339; Duncan 1996, 196-197). However, several new 

issues came into play with this newly seated Council. First, 90 percent of those elected were first 
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time members of the Rada, meaning that both opposition and CPU members were starting from a 

new paradigm with a different view of the significance of the CPU and institutional control over 

organs of power (Wolzcuk 2001, 67; Kuzio & Wilson 1994, 124-126).   Second, the opposition 

groups were able to form a type of coalition in the Rada, which they called the “People’s 

Council,” while the CPU also openly showed internal division for the first time ( Wolzcuk 2001, 

67).   As Kuzio & Wilson (1994, 130) suggest, the People’s Council became the vanguard for 

opposition. Allowed to exist without coercive measures against it, this organization could 

challenge the Communist old guard.   

 A number of highly significant legislative items followed 1990 election, the outcome of 

which would determine the future of the USSR and continue to shape the governance of Ukraine. 

First, the Declaration of Sovereignty,38 passed in July 1990, contained far more assertive 

language regarding independence than the CPU intended, owing to the ability of the newly 

empowered opposition to engage in parliamentary style debate (Wolzuck 2001, 70).  The 

intended outcome of the Sovereignty Declaration was to permit Ukrainian law to supersede the 

laws of the USSR (Duncan, 1996, 197).  Further, the document established the self-determination 

of the Ukrainian Nation and the creation of independent institutions, although the text still 

referred to Ukraine as an SSR (Black 1991, 245).  The following spring, in March 1991, a 

Union-wide referendum was held on the question of whether or not the USSR should continue; 

attached to that referendum in Ukraine was a second question: should Ukraine belong to any 

Union (Wolzuck 2001, 92)?  The voters in Ukraine approved both measures. The dichotomy 

created a level of uncertainty and indecision in the political sphere over the future of a wholly 

                                                 
38 “Text of the Declaration of State Sovereignty of Ukraine Adopted by the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic 
Supreme Soviet on 16 July 1990” in J.L. Black, ed., USSR Documents Annual 1990: Restructuring Perestroika Vol 2, 
Gulf Breeze, Fl: Academic Press International, 1991, 245-247; “Deklaratsiia o gosudarstvennom suverenitete 
Ukrainy priniata verkhovnym, sovetom Ukrainskoi SSR 16 iulia 1990 goda, “ Argumenty  i fakty,  No 29 (21-27 July 
90).  
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independent Ukraine (Wilson 2009, 164-165).  The issues associated with a separate and 

independent Ukraine carried some potential for elite conflicts. Further negotiating between the 

Soviet Center and the nine Union Republics resulted in sweeping sovereignty concessions, but 

with confusion between autonomy, sovereignty and independence (Wolzuk 2001, 91).  

  The events of late summer 1991 provided a backdrop that accelerated the pace of regime 

transition and reoriented leading figures in the Soviet Union to the task of independence. The 

impact of the August 1991 coup attempt in Moscow is still felt throughout international politics; 

the brief seizure of the national government was the final nail in the coffin for the Soviet    

Union. 39  Leaders of the Soviet Republics anxiously awaited the result of the coup.  The 

outcome would determine the level of self-government the republics could reasonably attain.  

Leonid Kravchuk waited until a resolution of the coup was certain before condemning the 

attempt and then engineering a Declaration of Independence for Ukraine to move through the 

Supreme Rada (Duncan 1996, 198).  The declaration passed in large part as fallout from the 

coup.    Stanislav Hurenko also initially supported the Communist Party in an effort to preserve 

the USSR but withdrew his support as events unfolded (Wilson 2009, 166).   

 To resolve the questions regarding what the Ukrainian sovereignty referendum meant, 

Kravchuk, Boris Yeltsin, and Stanislav Shushkevich met in Belarus in early December 1991. A 

consensus emerged from the meeting that focused on a “Commonwealth of Independent States.”  

As Wilson (2009, 170) suggests, there remained a measure of ambiguity after this meeting as to 

what degree of association, and therefore sovereignty, would exist between the republics in the 

Commonwealth.   This element of haziness, Wilson believes, probably held the pact together 

(Wilson 2009, 170).   Very perceptively, Wilson asks, “if the August 1991 coup [had] never 

occurred, would Ukraine have declared independence?” (Wilson 2009, 170).  The Belarus 
                                                 
39 The events of August 1991 have been extensively examined, See  Brown (1997) and  Dunlop (2003).  
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summit preceded the signing of the Alma-Ata Protocol by Moldova, Azerbaijan, Armenia, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.  At the end of December, by 

virtue of the Alma-Ata protocol, the USSR was formally dissolved.40  December 1991 also 

marked the final piece necessary for Ukraine to progress into full independence.  A national 

referendum was required in order for the August 1991 Declaration of Independence to be fully 

implemented.  The referendum passed with ninety percent support from eighty four percent of 

eligible voters (Wilson 2009, 168).   

 Between the summit in Belarus, the Alma-Ata Declaration and the Ukrainian 

independence referendum, the Soviet Union was dismantled.  It would be a marked 

understatement to state simply that Ukrainian Independence brought with it some problems.  As 

Ilya Prizel states succinctly: “Ukraine emerged as a state with no viable political parties, no 

modern constitution, no organized political opposition, no national church, and no labor 

movement” (1997, 345).  The leaders in power in the fall of 1991 inherited a state in transition.   

The initial Ukrainian transition from the  Communist to post-Communist era became, as Kuzio 

(1998, 29) suggests, a tenuous alliance between national Communists, eager to build a socialist 

state independent of external Muscovite supervision, and national democrats  hoping to liberalize 

the state.  Moreover some elites in power during the Soviet period still occupied significant 

positions in the post-Soviet structure in Ukraine.  And as a result of shifting political alliances 

and network consolidation, many became extraordinarily wealthy, the “oligarchs” of the new age 

(Graham 1996, 202-203; Prizel 1997 345).   

 The Ukrainian transition spawned a rapid and amorphous mix of political movements, 

associations, and coalitions competing for votes in the 1994 Ukrainian Parliamentary and 

                                                 
40 “Alma Ata Deklaratsiia” http://gaidar-arc.ru/databasedocuments/theme/details/2880. Accessed April 10, 2013., 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/belarus/by_appnc.html, Accessed April 10, 2013.  

http://gaidar-arc.ru/databasedocuments/theme/details/2880
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/belarus/by_appnc.html
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Presidential elections.   With the dissolution of the CPU and Kravchuk’s resignation beforehand, 

Communists were split between a number of blocs representing socialist conservatives on one 

side and virulent nationalists on the other (Potichnyi 1992, 35).  Despite post-Soviet media laws 

that decreed all candidates receive equal attention, Kravchuk was reported to have single-

handedly garnered sixty two percent of all airtime (Kuzio and Wilson 1994, 187-188).  Kravchuk 

himself was said to “have become a nationalist” during the period1989-1991; before this, he was 

without doubt a staunch Communist41 (Kuzio 1998, 30).  His success in governing after 

independence came from the support of moderate members of the nomenklatura who formed the 

“national Communist” bloc, the elements of the Soviet-era CPU that rejected socialist ideas, and 

from a moderate faction of the Rukh (Duncan 1996, 202; Wilson 2009, 174).  After the CPU was 

banned in August 1991, the remaining conservative Communist “hardliners” formed the Socialist 

Party of Ukraine in opposition to the nationalist party platforms, (Duncan, 1996, 203). During 

the period leading to the referendum on independence, a significant amount of political “space” 

opened up by way of the dissolution of the Communist party and the potential for opposition 

movements to form (Burch 2000, 70; Potichnyi 1992, 2; Higley, Kullbert, and Pakulski 1996, 

201; O’Donnell and Schmitter 1996).   During this period, between the 1991 and the 1994 

elections, a number of new political parties formed, merged, split, and realigned to create new 

sets of actors.  In the buildup to the 1994 parliamentary and presidential elections, the nascent 

political factions and their networks struggled to set an agenda to create a constitution and to 

address the question of the Crimea.    

                                                 
41 Taken from quotes of an interview Taras Kuzio had with Myloka Mikhailchenko, former aide to Kravchuk in Kiev, 
on 26 May 1995. 
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The Elections of 1994 & the Constitution Question 

 
 Through quasi-democratic methods, the 1994 Ukrainian Presidential and Parliamentary 

elections ushered in a truly post-Soviet government.   Citizens were able to vote in reasonably 

competitive elections, and defeated officials abdicated their positions without violent resistance.   

Despite the previous level of political participation and attempts to develop civil society, voter 

turnout  remained low during the 1994 electoral cycle, giving even greater advantage to existing 

elites (Wolczuk 2001, 132; ).   Following the 1994 election, the newly seated parliament set 

about trying to re-work existing governmental structures and began the task of drafting a 

Constitution.  The pursuit of a new constitution brought with it debates over the role of the 

President and how to deal with Crimea.  

 These elections however, were a far cry from the international democratic standard of 

“free and fair” (Birch 1995, 96). A series of laws passed by the Rada between 1991 and 1993 

gave incumbents, many of whom were former Soviet officials and members of the nomeklatura, 

an unfair advantage in electoral campaigns (Kuzio 1997, 35). The 1993 law regulating 

parliamentary elections created administrative hurdles for the nomination of candidates from 

nascent parties, while candidates from informal groups had an easier process for nomination.  

Consequently, the number of independent candidates soared (Birch 1994, 94).   

 The new electoral laws of 1993 required a high degree of both turnout and support before 

a candidate could be elected: voter turnout had to be above 50 percent, and the candidate had to 

receive more than 50 percent of the vote to secure a seat (Birch 1994, 94).   To further complicate 

matters, election laws stipulated multiple rounds of voting for candidates who failed to gain the 

required number of votes or if turnout was too low.   Consequently, existing parties or organized 

political groups fared best, as they had the capacity to mobilize voters (Wolzcuk 2001, 130).  
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Under the rules of the game at the time, the candidate who mobilized the most voters won.  The 

results gave majority control of parliament to center and center-left parties, comprised largely of 

former CPU members or liberal socialists; right-wing nationalist parties performed worst (132).  

Voting laws gave an advantage to individual candidates who had recognition, fueling a strategy 

of running people, not parties.  

 The parliamentary election results42 indicated a strong support for leftist candidates and 

parties, with the Communist Party of Ukraine43 garnering eighty-six of 338 seats and Rukh 

winning twenty, their respective candidates having received the largest portion of the votes.  The 

National Democrats won 24 percent, and the Leftist bloc pulled 36 percent.  The remaining 40 

percent was dispersed among the fringe elements of the far left and right (National Elections 

1995, 115). However, the “Party of Power,” an electoral coalition built around Kravchuk and a 

number of independent candidates with ties to the former Soviet Party and state apparatus, pulled 

21 percent (Bojcun 1995, 247).  Even after the Party of Power did not perform as well as 

expected, Kravchuk made his imprint on the executive office in Ukraine and influenced how the 

institution would be shaped, (CSCE 1994, 27).  

 During the transitional period, Ukraine’s executive branch has been described as a “fairly 

weak semi-presidential” system until 1996 (Wise and Pigenko 1999, 32-33). The legal standing 

and capabilities of the office of the Ukrainian President increased substantially between the 1991 

and 1994 elections, allowing for a strong executive system (Wolczuk 2001, 147).   As President, 

Kravchuck was seen as “first among equals” by former Communists.  The president had 

multiple, overlapping, and sometimes confusing relationships vis-à-vis the parliament and the 

prime minister.  Constitutional uncertainties were especially evident in the realm of foreign 
                                                 
42 INTERFAX (16 April 1994). 
43 The Communist Party of Ukraine was reestablished as a legal political party in the summer of 1993. See: 
http://www.kpu.ua/i-xxix-sezd-kompartii-ukraini/, accessed on April 10, 2013  

http://www.kpu.ua/i-xxix-sezd-kompartii-ukraini/
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policy, particularly in negotiations with Russia (Wise and Pigenko 1999, 40).  During the 1994 

presidential election, both Kuchma and Kravchuk supported measures that would streamline and 

enhance presidential power (Kuzio 1997, 46).  Both presidential candidates advocated a need to 

provide the president with additional authority.  Interestingly, Kravchuk’s defeat and Kuchma’s 

ascension to the Presidency marked the first time a directly-elected leader assumed control of the 

state (Prizel, 1997, 355).   

 Another outcome of the 1994 election cycle was the desire for the newly elected 

President to consolidate his power.  Kuchma justified his effort by advocating the need for a 

codified understanding of the roles of the Parliament, Prime Minister, and President.   The “Law 

on Power”44 as it became known, was only intended to last until a full Constitution could be 

passed (Wolczuk 2001, 192-194).  As an ancillary consideration, the law turned over a number of 

powers previously shared with the parliament to the president alone (D’Anieri, Kravchuk, and 

Kuzio 1999, 115).  The power law that actually passed enabled the President to make 

appointments without parliamentary approval, to issue executive orders, to veto parliamentary 

acts, and to exert a high degree of control over local governments (Wolczuk 2001, 195).  The 

President’s power was limited only by his inability to dissolve the Rada and by the Rada’s ability 

to impeach the president (Wolzcuk 2001, 195).   

 One outcome of the continual debate over the distribution of power in the emerging 

political system was the eventual consolidation of political parties into smaller blocs, each with a 

separate vision of how a constitution should ultimately delegate authority (Wolczuk 2001, 140).   

Further, there was disagreement among leading presidential candidates over economic reforms, 

particularly after a period of hyperinflation in 1993 (Kuzio 1997, 46).  During the 1994 

parliamentary and presidential electoral cycle, Ukrainian political parties may be arranged on a 
                                                 
44 Holos Ukrainy, 2 June (1995):2.  
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traditional left-center-right spectrum to evaluate the party preference for a constitutional system.  

The leftist bloc was largely comprised of the Communist Party of Ukraine (CPU) with the 

Socialist Party of Ukraine (SPU) and Rural Party of Ukraine (SelPU) as supporting elements.  

The center bloc included the Christian Democratic and Socialist Democratic parties (KhDPU) 

and (SDPU) with a majority of the elements of the Rukh.  The Ukrainian right took in nationalist 

parties such as the Congress of Ukrainian Nationalists (KUN) (Kuzio 1997, 29).    

 The leftist bloc favored a Soviet-inspired parliamentary government, while the center 

bloc advocated a strong parliament with a constrained executive.  The rightist bloc called for a 

strong executive with a representative parliament (Wolczuk, 2001, 149).  Given this diversity of 

political viewpoints, economic decline, a debate over the need for a permanent constitution and 

the governing structure it would create became the defining question for the period: the survival 

of an independent Ukraine (Birch 2000, 82).  

 While the Law on Power was supposed to be in effect for one year, it remained in place 

until the 1996 Ukrainian Constitution was approved; casting a shadow over the planned 

constitutional commissions.  In particular, the Law on Power alienated the political left by 

deferring to presidential authority; divergent interpretations of the law created uncertainty and 

inconsistency in local governance (Wolczuk 2001, 197).   A Constitutional Commission wrote a 

draft constitution by the spring of 1996, but the Communists in parliament responded with their 

own version.  The availability of alternatives sparked another power struggle between the 

President and parliament (Wise and Pigenko 1999, 48).   

 In addition to establishing a functional and largely democratic state, the Ukrainian 

Constitution of 1996 was also the result of former nomenklatura members and newly emergent 

political elites negotiating for political space and influence in the future design of the state and in 
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the exercise of its power.  As laid out in the Constitution, the structure of the state reflected a 

major compromise between the leftists—led by a number of former members of the 

nomenklatura—and the nationalists—led by former dissidents--over the distribution of power 

within the new state.  Second, the issue of the Crimea, discussed further below, carried with it the 

potential for separatist conflict; cooler heads prevailed, however, and a Crimean Constitution 

became law about the same time as the new Ukrainian Constitution. The former document 

established the territorial integrity of Crimea but placed it under the purview of Ukrainian law.  

Third, local governments became a point of contention, because President Kuchma pushed for an 

increase in executive oversight of local government, including the direct appointment of regional 

councils.  Common to and essential in bargaining over all three functions were the actions of the 

elite, as their networks transitioned from Soviet to post-Soviet consolidations.  

 A number of issues created significant challenges to the proposed constitution, requiring 

delicate compromises.  Nastych (2003, 313) argues that, after the 1994 elections former 

nomenklatura members consolidated their power in the fledgling state,  forcing opposition 

leaders to either ally with them and attempt “radicalize from within” or face becoming 

inconsequential.  Consequently, the younger national democrats were forced to compromise.  

Nastych (2003, 313) highlights the elite compromise over the “Nationalist question” in regard to 

the  negotiations over the Constitution of 1996, in which the Ukrainians are recognized 

specifically as a people at the insistence of the democrats. Concurrently, the same legal 

protection was extended to all people living in Ukraine, to the satisfaction of the old elites.  This 

compromise was not the only one. Nastych (2003, 314) argues that other elite struggles occurred 

over the use of Russian or Ukrainian as the official languages and the status of the Crimea.  All 

of these issues required a delicate approach.  
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 A number of other, more significant compromises over the design of the state itself were 

enmeshed in the constitutional debate.   As noted previously, the major conflict over the 

proposed constitution came in the form of debate about the structure of the state, specifically a 

left-versus-right political showdown (Kuzio 1997, 118; Wolzcuk 2001, 194).  Despite the Left’s 

persistence in opposing all draft Constitutions, two strategies employed by the center-right 

coalitions provided a breakthrough for passage. First, a special commission comprised of centrist 

and rightist deputies was appointed to work through compromises.  Second, President Kuchma, 

frustrated at the slow pace of parliamentary activity, engaged in brinksmanship with parliament 

over the actual constitution.  

 In an effort to engage the leftist parties, the “Temporary Extraordinary Commission on 

the Preparation of the Draft Constitution,” chaired by Mykhailo Syrota, had a draft ready to 

present to the full parliament by May 1996, (Wolczuk 2001, 201). In an effort to push for a draft 

to his liking, Kuchma threatened to put the constitution up for a popular referendum and 

threatened to dissolve parliament. On June 28, 1996, the Ukrainian Parliament engaged in a 

twenty-three hour long debate before passing the constitution (Wolzkuk 2001, 204).  

 An important issue of Constitutional negotiation that required finesse between elites was 

Crimea. For three reasons, the Crimean peninsula held the potential for violent conflict during 

Ukraine’s transition period. First, the Crimean Tartars desired control over their native homeland.  

Second, the Russian-speaking majority had an ongoing desire to be Russian citizens, or at least 

to fall under Russian jurisdiction. Finally, Ukrainian nationalists maintained an interest in 

preserving the complete territorial integrity of Ukraine, which they viewed as incorporating the 

Crimea (Ozhiganov 1997, 133).  Interestingly, despite its occurring at the same time as the 

Ukrainian constitutional debate, the Crimean issue was resolved peacefully, even as the Chechen 
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issue in the Caucasus was turning violent under Russian leadership.    

 Tensions over the future of the Crimea  flared with the 1994 election of pro-Russian 

President Yuri Meshkov in Crimea, exacerbated shortly thereafter by the emergence of the Russia 

Bloc. The Bloc obtained a majority in Parliamentary elections a short time later (Kuzio 1997, 72; 

Lazzerini 1996, 428).  Crimean separatism reached its zenith following these elections, as a 

number of nonsensical but politically popular campaign promises were made. Among these were 

shifting Crimea an hour off Kiev time, so as to coincide with a Russian time zone. The time zone 

proposal failed, and the Russian Bloc’s hold on Parliament waned quickly, as its members had 

only a slight majority and were unable to effectively control the agenda.  A compromise allowed 

the maintenance of Ukrainian territorial integrity and the recognition of Crimea as an 

autonomous region under the jurisdiction of Ukrainian law (Kuzio 1998, 89; Nastych 2001, 314; 

Wolczuk 2001, 157; Popson, 2002, 198).   

 The third issue requiring a great deal of political negotiating and compromise among the 

elites during the Ukrainian transition was the issue of local government.  At the center of the 

local governance question was once again, the issue of control.  The leftist parties in Parliament 

advocated a high level of regional (oblast) and local (raion) autonomy, so as to retain a power 

base at the local level. Kuchma and the nationalists however, organized a structure under the 

Law on Power to maintain direct line of control from the center to governments at the local 

levels (Wolzcuk 2001, 164).  Compromises during constitutional negotiations resulted in more 

devolution to local councils, as advanced by the left, meaning that local elites became more 

empowered under the unitary system (Shulha 1998, 62).  

 In brief, during the 1989-1996 period, Ukrainian elites made a series of consolidations 

and transitions in an effort to preserve the state.  Consolidations at the national level resulted in 
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the national democrats, who supported political and economic reforms, splitting their loyalty 

between former Communists. Nationalist groups, supporting more radical independence 

measures after the 1994 election, negotiated with the goal of access and influence.  Further, with 

respect to the Crimea, national, regional, and local elites were willing to consolidate for the 

protection of the state and, typically, for the advancement of their own interests.  

Ukrainian Nationalism and the Potential for Separatist Conflict  
 
 As indicated above, the potential for separatist conflict in Ukraine during its transition 

period was substantial. Separatist sentiment may be attributed to three factors:  first, the 

newfound nationalism that came with independence from the Soviet Union;  second, the 

continuing tension over official language laws between the Russian-speaking eastern portions of 

the country and the Ukrainian-speaking western sections; and, third, the Crimean peninsula—a 

lingering issue in Ukraine since the 1950s.  Soviet policy and, indeed, Marxist ideology dictated 

that nationalism would be subjugated to socialist values; indeed, the very idea of the nation state 

would fall away into oblivion. Nationalism, therefore, was suppressed in Ukraine during the 

Soviet period.   After the Soviet Union fell, however, nationalist urgings again made their way to 

the forefront.   Embracing public sentiment, President Kravchuk became a nationalist virtually 

overnight (Duncan 1996, 199).    The appearance of Ukrainian nationalist symbols—flags and 

colors decorating the street during the first set of presidential elections— reflected a surge of 

nationalist pride (Kuzio 1998, 35).  As Russian was the official language of the Soviet Union, 

many people in Ukraine had grown up speaking Russian as their primary language, while 

Ukrainian remained widespread throughout the country. Nonetheless, after the Soviet Union 

collapsed, not only the Russian-speaking population in the eastern portion of Ukraine but also 

many others self-identifying as Russians felt a closer kinship with Russia than with the state of 
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Ukraine.  On the eve of the 1994 parliamentary and presidential elections, survey data indicated 

a more pronounced division between native Russian and Ukrainian speakers in Ukraine than 

during independence (Khmelko and Wilson 1996, 71-78).  While the potential for regional 

divisions between Russian and Ukrainian speakers existed, the spark of conflict between them 

fizzled.  Unlike language, however, separatist sentiment toward the Crimea remained a serious 

threat to territorial integrity.   

Crimea 
 

 The greatest potential for violent conflict during the Ukrainian transition to independence 

lay in the question of the Crimean peninsula.  An irregularly-shaped finger jutting into the 

northern Black Sea, the peninsula was the traditional homeland of the Crimean Tartars, a semi-

Asian and once-nomadic people. Even as a minority population, the Crimean Tartars have long 

felt the right to autonomy and even sovereign statehood. 

  Most Tartars had been deported to Central Asia and Asia following allegations of 

collaboration with the Nazis during World War II.  While some Tartars began to return to the 

Crimean peninsula during the 1970s (Ozhiganov 1997, 91; Kuzio 1997, 84), they were not 

legally entitled to repatriation until 1991. In that year, the Crimean Tartar National Congress 

convened and declared all of Crimea and the resources contained therein the property of the 

Crimean nation. Along with declaring the Crimean peninsula sovereign, the Congress also 

threatened secession from the emerging Ukrainian state (Kuzio 1997, 98).  This notion was 

disconcerting to a number of parties, including Russian majority population on the peninsula as 

well as Ukrainian nationalists who hoped to preserve the integrity of the Ukrainian state, to 

which the peninsula was attached.  In the end, a compromise amenable to all parties was reached, 

but not before a great deal of speculation and concern over the possibility of separatist conflict.   
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   The Crimea has a majority population of Ukrainians, most of whom re-settled there after 

1954 (Ozhiganov 1997, 90).   The potential for conflict arose when pro-Russian politicians were 

elected to the Crimean parliament in 1994; negotiated settlements, however, prevented any 

separatist leanings from turning violent.  Overall, incipient violence in Ukraine was avoided 

largely through the willingness of political elites to forge negotiated settlements among 

themselves.  

 The fundamental problem with developing both nation and state in Ukraine was the 

history of division within that territory. Even in the last century, the Nazi occupation, Stalin’s 

Crimean Tartar deportation, Ukrainian settlers, and eventual repatriation of the Tartars all created 

a diverse and tense population (Ozhiganov 1997, 90).   Quite deliberately, the Soviets tried to 

eliminate any nationalist sentiment in an effort to promote socialist ideals.  Consequently, when 

the Soviet Union collapsed, it left in Ukraine what Paul D’Anieri described as a quasi-state with 

no modern nationalism, an East-West divide, and an anemic national identity (1999, 93).    The 

divide was between the Russian-speaking and ethnic would-be Russian populations in the eastern 

portion of Ukraine and the self-identified Ukrainians and Ukrainian-speaking population in the 

center and western portions of the country.  The western region of Ukraine experienced a 

stronger nationalist surge than the east; but from 1991 a theme of national sovereignty, 

 December 1991 also marked the final piece necessary for Ukraine to progress into full 

independence.  A national referendum was required in order for the August 1991 Declaration of 

Independence to be fully implemented.  The referendum passed with ninety percent support from 

eighty four percent of eligible voters (Wilson 2009, 168).  As opposed to nationalism, emerged in 

the leadership’s attitudes and quelled the potential for nationalist conflict (Snyder 2000, 258).    

 The potential conflicts of the  Crimea peninsula and the  Donbas region of Ukraine were 
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contained through the skillful political negotiation of elites, as well as the Russian state’s being 

distracted by both the 1991 coup attempt and first war in Chechnya.  Despite the Crimean 

Tartars’ declaring the peninsula a sovereign entity and a pro-Russia Bloc intent on creating their 

own constitution being elected in 1994 Crimean elections, cooler heads prevailed and the 

separatist notions fizzled.  This compromise was due in large part to pro-Kiev groups being 

elected in the Crimea:  the Party for Economic Revitalization and the People's Democratic Party 

(Ozhiganov 1997, 94).   By 1998, a decidedly pro-Ukrainian group of politicians was elected to 

the Crimean parliament; and negotiated settlements already conducted through the 1996 

Constitution were implemented in short order (Weller 2002, 94).  Functioning elites were able to 

negotiate pacts among themselves to create a set of institutions that not only protected the 

territory of the state but also preserved the rights of all citizens.   

Elite Networks and Network Change 
 

 Elite networks in Ukraine grew largely as a result of Brezhnev’s doctrine of supporting 

cadres by expanding ministerial organizations and building patron-client relationships 

(Mawdsley and White 2000, 169).   Consequently, by Gorbachev's time in office, a number of 

strong and well-established elite networks had been established within Ukraine. Regional 

networks of elites in Ukraine are often described as “clan” based (Oosterbaan 1997, 217). 45  

These regional “clans” were comprised of elites who either were born in a particular city or 

region, or who came of age in their career in a particular city or region.  In accordance with 

Dahl’s theory of polyarchy and democratic transitions, the ability of a small group of elites from 

the old regime46 to steer and guide the state into a transition ensures a more peaceful transition 

process and results in a peaceful outcome, even if the democratizing process is a bit slow in 
                                                 
45 Unlike other clan-based systems in the southern portion of Russia and Central Asia, politically significant clans in 
Ukraine are geographically based, see Kathleen Collins, 2006.  
46 Oosterbaan 1997, 218, citing a study by Daniel Friedham 1993, uses Dahl as a basis for the argument.  
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coming.   Models of Ukrainian elites during Soviet period closely align with restricted access 

network models.  A strong center—Kiev—was able to accept economic resources from Moscow 

and re-distribute them towards the regions through established networks of regional political 

elites.  Literature on the subject identifies two very strong regional networks in Ukraine—those 

of Donetsk and the Dnepropetrovsk (Shulha 1998, 55; Oosterbaan 1997, 216).    

Two secondary regional networks of Kharkov and Kiev are also politically relevant.  

Kiev is an interesting case because, not only were there native Kiev elites, but Kiev was also the 

location where members of the Communist Party would go to build their careers and be trained 

in both academic and administrative functions.  Party members would then either return to a 

regional post, take a position in the Ukrainian republican government in Kiev, or transfer to the 

government in Moscow. The literature further suggests that elites from city clans in both 

Dnepropovsk and Donetsk not only retained, but also sizably increased, their presence in post-

Soviet Ukrainian governments well into the late 1990s, after both Ukrainian and Crimean 

Constitutions were established (Oosterbaan 1997, 218).    

Network Change 
 

A common theme in post-Soviet transition literature and, indeed, transitional studies 

globally, are that the same set of actors from previous political systems remains in positions of 

power in newer “democratic” institutions. Significant numbers of former Soviet officials appear 

in prominent positions in both central and regional governments in the post-Soviet era 

(Oosterbaan 1997, 215; Shulha,et.al 1998, 7; Nastych 2003, 305-311).  Several authors suggest 

that, to bring about a greater increase in their own personal power, some existing Soviet-era 

Ukrainian elites adopted a newfound sense of nationalism in answer to demands for the 

establishment of Ukrainian sovereignty (Kuzio 1998, 35; Duncan 1996, 1999).   However, a 
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number of former Soviet officials remained opposed to a high level of both nationalism and 

Ukrainian independence from the Soviet Union (D’Anieri 1999, 158-159).   An example of this 

is the continued popularity of the newly constituted Ukrainian Communist Parties in the 1994 

elections after the Communist Party of the Soviet Union’s republican branch was banned 

(Wolzcuk 2001, 68-72; National Elections 1995, 115).   This vote for the left-wing former Soviet 

or socialist-oriented parties at the polls also demonstrated an affinity among the population, 

captured by the elites, for the more stable time of the Soviet Union.  The democratizing of 

Ukraine required not only that the existing Soviet elites turn themselves into popular candidates 

who could stand for independent elections, but also that dissidents who were previously 

disallowed from participating in the political process be permitted to run for office.  Evidence for 

the success of elite continuity in Ukraine exists in groups of elites splitting their loyalty among 

different political parties shortly after the 1991 failed attempt at a coup in Moscow. Over time, 

the increasing consolidation of those political parties indicates a consolidation of elite networks 

(Potichnyi 1992, 2-7).  Further evidence of elites being able to form pacts and negotiate 

settlements and consolidating their networks is the 1996 Ukrainian Constitution and the Crimean 

outcome.   

 Despite a strong theoretical basis for the continuation of existing networks carried over 

from the Soviet to the Post-Soviet period47, this analysis so far fails to find evidence of a strong 

continuity.  A review of known Soviet officials and their origins shows a strong endurance of 

local networks during the Soviet period.  As some members of a city’s clan were promoted or 

retired, a small number were recruited into the fold.  A number of Soviet officials served for long 

periods, indicative of the ability of small cadres to amass substantial power.  What remains 

unclear from a thorough review of Soviet to Post-Soviet directories of elites is how some 
                                                 
47 See Oosterbaan, Gwynne 1997, 215-220.  



 

104 
 

networks changed; this is due, at least in part by a dearth of available information from the post-

Soviet period.  

Ukrainian Elites Data Analysis  

The structures of Ukrainian elite networks over time are compelling evidence for the 

arguments made in this chapter.  Six datasets of elite networks have been created to consider the 

degree of connectivity or fragmentation of elites: the Ukrainian SSR Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of Ukraine, its Politburo, Ukrainian delegates to the USSR Supreme Soviet, 

Rada Deputies and the post-Soviet government officials, and an aggregated all-Soviet (for 

Ukraine) dataset.  As described in Chapter 3, data for Soviet and post-Soviet elites in Ukraine 

was organized into six datasets in order to evaluate the significance of elite networks and to 

illustrate the concept of network change in post-Soviet Ukraine.  These data, discussed in further 

detail later in this chapter, include multiple ways that elites that may find connections to one 

another.    

These data are analyzed in a one mode matrix after being converted from two-mode.  

Actors in these datasets met the specified criteria to be included. Alternately, some members of 

these organizations are not included in the datasets because of a lack of association with key 

indicators such as ties to politically active regions and cities, or connections with politically 

significant sectors.  Each dataset is discussed in detail, with implications drawn from the data for 

the overall argument.  
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Table 4.1  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ukrainian Network Analysis    
Dataset Density Geodesic Distance 
Central Committee 0.6 1 65% 
   2 38% 
    3 0.01% 
Politburo 0.8 1 56% 
   2 30% 
    3 10% 
Rada 0.6 1 48% 
   2 47% 
    3 4% 
Supreme Soviet Delegates  0.4 1 36% 
   2 51% 
   3 13% 
    4 1% 
All Soviet 0.8 1 55% 
   2 45% 
    3 1% 
Post-Soviet 0.9 1 58% 
    2 42% 
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Central Committee 
 

 Four hundred eleven (n=411) members of the Ukrainian SSR Central Committee between 

1970 and 1988 met the standard for inclusion in the dataset.  Table 4.1 displays the formatted 

data.  The Central Committee dataset has a density of .6, meaning the network contains sixty 

percent of all possible ties and is moderately connected.48 Additionally, the geodesic distances 

indicate a  well-connected network with  62 percent of the nodes being connected by one edge, 

38 percent by two, and a marginal remainder of less than .005 connected by three nodes.    

 However, a closer look at the visual network indicates a densely connected network.  As 

illustration 4.1 shows, the Ukrainian Central Committee network is uniformly densely connected.    

The saturated nature of ties in the Central Committee network indicates it is not only well 

connected, and the actors are well integrated among themselves.  To the extent that any cliques 

or cores exist, they are overwhelmed by a network structure that contains multiple, and 

overlapping connections. The illustration of the Ukrainian Central Committee demonstrates 

social capital by the sheer number of connections in the network.   

                                                 
48 Network density is calculated between 0, no connections, and 1, all possible connections. Generally a .1-.3 is 
considered a poorly connected network, .4-.6 moderately connected, and .7 and above a well-connected network.  
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Illustration 4.1 

Ukrainian Central Committee, with node labels 
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Politburo 
 
Forty one members (n=41) of the Ukrainian Politburo between 1970 and 1988 met the 

standard for inclusion in the dataset.   Table 4.1 displays the formatted data. The Politburo 

dataset has a density of .6, meaning the network contains sixty percent of all possible ties and is 

well connected.  Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a well-connected network with 56 

percent of the nodes connecting by one edge, 30 percent connected by two, and about 10 percent, 

requiring three or more edges.  

The data analysis indicates the Politburo to be well connected, as illustration 4.2 shows. 

However, the visual interpretation of the network illustrates a dense, well-connected core, with a 

number of peripheral actors.  The implication drawn from the network data is that the Ukrainian 

Politburo was dominated by a small group of densely connected actors.  Despite having the 

highest density score, this network contains more peripherally connected nodes than other less-

dense networks.  The peripheral nodes may be explained by a number of instances of small 

groups (cores) being slightly more connected to others at a particular time.  The most interesting 

element of this illustration is the well-connected and symmetrical core, with the appearance of 

very peculiar peripheral structure.  What the unusual structure indicates is a well-established 

core, with a peripheral made up of younger members.  
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Illustration 4.2 
Ukrainian Politburo, with node labels 

 
 

 

Rada 
 

One hundred ninety nine (n=199) members of the Ukrainian Rada in 1985 met the 

standard for inclusion in the dataset.   Table 4.1 displays the formatted data. The Rada dataset 

has a density of .5, meaning the network contains fifty percent of all possible ties and is well 

connected.  Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a moderately well-connected network 

with 48 percent of the nodes connecting by one edge, 47 percent connected by two, and about 4 

percent requiring three edges.  

The data analysis indicates the Rada to be well connected, as illustration 4.3 shows. 

However, the visual interpretation of the network shows two, potentially three cores, with a 

small number of peripheral actors.  The implication drawn from the network data is that the 

Ukrainian Rada had some actors who were better connected than others, but the graph does not 

illustrate obvious fragmentation.  Most likely, the distinct spacing of this network is more a 
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function of regional clustering instead of actual fragmentation. Since the Rada membership is 

drawn from the entire republic, some clustering is expected.  What the illustration presents 

clearly is that this organization also was well connected and could be a source of social capital.   

Illustration 4.3 

Ukrainian Rada, with node labels 
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Supreme Soviet delegates  

 There are one hundred forty four (n=144) members the All Union Supreme Soviet who 

met the criteria for inclusion in this dataset.  Table 4.1 displays the formatted data.  The Supreme 

Soviet dataset has a density of .4, meaning the network is connected through 40 percent of all 

possible ties and is in the lower spectrum for connectivity.  The geodesic distances for the 

Supreme Soviet indicate a less connected network with 36 percent of the nodes being connected 

by one edge, 51 percent by two, 13 percent by three and less than 1 percent by four.   

 In the case of the Supreme Soviet, the data analysis indicates a relatively fragmented 

network.  The visualization shows two connected cores, but no unconnected nodes.  However, 

within the two cores, the degree of connectivity is high; also the two main cores are connected by 

two nodes as well, as evident in illustration 4.4. 
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Illustration 4.4 

Ukrainian Supreme Soviet Delegates, with node labels 
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All Soviet 
 

As a method of comparison among the Soviet elites, a composite dataset of all Soviet era 

elites is included in this study for both cases.  The All Soviet dataset includes Central Committee 

members, Politburo members, Supreme Soviet delegates, and Rada members.  Six hundred 

ninety six actors (n=696) between 1970 and 1988 met the standard for inclusion in the dataset.   

Table 4.1 displays the formatted data.  The All Soviet dataset has a density of .8, meaning the 

network contains 80 percent of all possible ties and is very highly connected.  Additionally, the 

geodesic distances also indicate a well-connected network with just over half, 55 percent, of the 

nodes being connected by one edge; and just under half, 45 percent by two, and less than 1 

percent for three.     

However, the All Soviet network has a very similar visual structure to the Central 

Committee network in illustration 4.1.   As evident in illustration 4.5 below, the All Soviet 

network has no discernible cores, just a densely connected network.  This network illustrates a 

larger theme mentioned throughout this chapter: the Ukrainian elites were more connected and 

integrated with each other than Georgian elites.  
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Illustration 4.5 

Ukraine All Soviet data, with node labels 
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Post-Soviet 

Seventy members (n=70) of the post-Soviet Ukrainian government between 1992 and 

1997 met the standard for inclusion in the dataset.  Table 4.1 displays the formatted data.  The 

Post-Soviet dataset has a density of .9, meaning the network contains 90 percent of all possible 

ties and is very well connected.   Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a well-connected 

network with 58 of the nodes being connected by one edge and 42 by two, and a fractional 

remainder by three nodes. 

Visually the Post-Soviet Ukrainian government is distinct from other Ukraine networks 

presented here.  The network illustration 4.6 shows a well-connected central core with some 

peripheral nodes.  Neither the central core nor the peripheral nodes present noticeable clustering, 

indicating a relatively evenly connected network.  The fact that this post-Soviet network is also 

well connected and exhibits no pronounced fracturing is consistent with the arguments made in 

this chapter: Ukrainian elites maintained a higher degree of cohesion, connectivity and 

integration between the Soviet era and post-Soviet transition than did Georgian elites.  

In an effort to extrapolate on this idea, a separate, two-mode, network pulled from the 

Post-Soviet dataset provides a vivid depiction of the integration of Soviet era elites in the post-

Soviet government, noted in illustration 4.7.  Out of seventy post-Soviet elites, twelve were 

Soviet era elites as well, about 17 percent.  However, those twelve actors are the most central 

nodes in the post-Soviet network.  An inspection of those individuals connected to the Soviet era 

in illustration 4.7 shows them to be older, and to be occupants of significant posts during the 

Soviet times. The implication here is that some actors and networks were able to transform 

themselves during transition and remain significant.   
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Illustration 4.6 

Ukraine Post-Soviet network, with node labels 
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Illustration 4.7 

Ukrainian Soviet actors in Post-Soviet network, with node labels 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
GEORGIA 

The state of Georgia sits on a precipice in the former Soviet world, a transitional plane 

abutting dramatically contrasting cultures, geography and political systems: neither quite Central 

Asia or nor quite Europe.  Under the Soviet regime, Georgia’s moderate climate and sea-side 

location made it a choice vacation place for many Soviet citizens, especially the better-off. 

Tourism-generated income enabled it to maintain consistent growth rates in population, 

education, industrialization, and economic growth and output (Gahrton 2010, 40; De Waal 2010, 

89).  Because of these characteristics, scholars of the region believed the Georgian SSR would 

emerge from the Soviet era as a well-functioning, perhaps democratic, independent state 

(Fairbanks 2010, 144; De Waal 2010, 189).  Nevertheless, the percentage of non-Georgians 

living in the Georgian SSR, a low number of intermarriages, relatively low usage of the Russian 

language, and the popularity of Georgian art all fostered  the survival, if not the expansion, of 

nationalistic sentiment during the latter part of the Soviet era.  As the Soviet Union collapsed, 

Georgian elites exploited nationalist sentiment and rhetoric.  The ultimate result of this Georgian 

anti-Soviet animus was a series of violent conflicts that erupted over control of the post-Soviet 

government, including secessionist uprisings. Thus, the Georgian experience differed 

considerably from that of Ukraine. 

This chapter examines the post-Soviet transition in Georgia and analyzes the reasons that 

the Soviet system and its officials were unable to maintain a monopoly on violence during the 

post-Soviet transition.  The discussion assesses the behavior of Georgian political elites through 
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the lens of network analysis.  Unlike other republics, particularly Ukraine, in which elites were 

able to consolidate and create pacts to facilitate the transition, elite networks in Georgia were 

fragmented and unable to establish settlements.  Indeed, competing networks took advantage of 

nationalist sentiment to foment and fan further schisms among holdover elites from the Soviet 

era and rising counter-elites.  The chapter also explores the actor versus structure argument in 

transition literature and formulates implications for the Georgian transition as well as the study 

of civil war.   

This chapter commences with a look at the nature of political elites in Georgia, including 

the familiar clans and elites traditional in the nomenklatura.  Following this section, an argument 

of network change, expansion, and fragmentation, which could explain the Georgian civil war, is 

espoused.  A final section offers implications for the argument.   

Political Elites 

Because Georgia was and remains a largely agricultural state, traditional elites in Georgia 

were drawn from the landed aristocracy.  After 1917, the landed nobility and gentry in Georgia 

had a much different experience from their counterparts in Russia and most other Soviet 

republics.  Driven by the arrival of the petroleum age in the late nineteenth century, the forces of 

migration and political reform converged in Georgia.  Shifting demographics grounded in 

burgeoning urban elite eroded the landed elite’s power long before the Bolshevik Revolution 

(Suny 1994, 188-192).   An incursion of Armenian immigrants, a rise of techno-industrial elites, 

and the emancipation of the serfs further diminished the long-standing power of the traditional 

Georgian elite.   After the Soviet revolution, however, all Georgian estate owners’ property was 
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not nationalized; a portion, albeit slight, remained in private hands, in contrast with the Russian 

experience49 (Suny 1994, 201).    

As in Russia and the rest of the newly-developing Soviet Republics, an elite 

nomenklatura formed in Georgia in the 1920’s and 1930’s.  The nomenklatura's governance was 

characterized by unofficial relationships, special exceptions, corruption, and the emergence of 

patron-client relationships within the bureaucracy.  The elites in Georgia, however, experienced 

two separate purges in 1924 and 1936, affecting the development and continuity of the 

nomenklatura differently from other SSRs.  

The second purge episode began when Lavrenti Beria, a native Abkhazian, was appointed 

by Joseph Stalin as First Secretary of the Transcaucasian Federation in 1932.  In this position, 

Beria carried out a brutally efficient purge of those in opposition to Bolshevik policies, including 

most of the Georgian intelligentsia (De Waal 2010, 85).  As a result, those individuals who 

would have comprised the first generation of Communist elites, including many old Bolsheviks, 

were prevented from forming networks based on their shared experiences and a collective 

dedication to social revolution.   Instead, early elite networks formed in the Georgian SSR 

through personal relationships rather than through professional associations cultivated in 

institutions of the early Bolshevik regime.   

The ties of family and clan in elite networks arose out of Georgia’s rural society, whose 

relations were characteristically closer to the clan politics of central Asia than to the Western 

frontier of the Soviet Union50 (Wheatley 2005, 30).   Not surprisingly, Georgian elite networks 

                                                 
49While Lenin’s intent was to concede land rights to the Russian peasants, the concession was not intended to be 
permanent (Pipes 1995, 108).   
50 Kathleen Collins (2006, 24-27) reviews a typology of clan definitions as they apply to Central Asian societies, with 
characteristics shared by Georgian society.  First, clans are the result of kinship, and second organized by networks.  
She offers the model of concentric circles to illustrate extensive clan networks.   Both Suny (1994) and Wheatley 
(2005) incorporate this definition into their discussion of Georgian elites.  
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could be characterized as a “fusion of work life and public life” (Mars and Altman 1983, 548).   

Membership among Georgians in the Communist Party was high compared with other 

minorities, not because of an unusually strong dedication to Communist ideals, but rather for the 

access to power and potential for personal gain that membership afforded (Wheatley 2005, 35).  

The period between the uncertainty of Stalin’s time and the Gorbachev reforms provided local 

elites long enough tenure to establish themselves and their networks through political outlets, 

Party association, or family connections (Cheterian 2008, 157).  The most well-known of these 

was the Mzhavanadze network, based on patronage given by Vasili Mzhavanadze, and 

implemented with widespread corruption (Suny 1994, 301; Cheterian 2008, 156). Vasili 

Mzavanadze became First Secretary of the Communist Party of Georgia in September 1953 

(Suny 1994, 301).  He built an extensive patronage network that dominated Georgian politics 

into the 1970s; because of such networks, the Caucasian Republics were often referred to as 

feudal principalities (De Waal 2008, 92).   

The Mzhavanadze network and its accompanying patronage and corruption resulted in a 

later “purge” of Georgian elites.  Edward Shevardnadze succeeded Mzhavanadze as first 

Secretary of the Georgian Communist Party in September 1972.  He relentlessly pursued the 

prosecution of corruption within the Georgian Party and government.  During Shevardnadze’s 

anti-corruption efforts, 25,000 people were reportedly arrested, including Party members and 

KGB officers (Cheterian 2008, 158).  

Black market activity occurs in virtually every society, and the Soviet Union was no 

exception. The Georgian SSR, in particular, developed a reputation for having an especially 

vibrant “second economy” (Suny 1994, 306).  Consequently, the networks of the official, 

unofficial, personal and criminal overlapped.  Shevardnadze tried to stop this established 
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practice, but he had mixed success in his attempts to remake a system that had become culturally 

accepted (Suny 1994, 308).   

As a result of the purges, networks changed, in the Georgian case expanding to the point 

of fragmentation.  Curiously, the elite networks that ultimately commandeered power in post-

Soviet Georgia were largely free of members from the Soviet nomenklatura.  Some Soviet-era 

politicians were able to successfully re-brand themselves as nationalists and obtain parliamentary 

seats. The transitional leadership, however, was a replacement of the Soviet-era elites.  Snyder 

(2000, 198) suggests that the Soviet ethno-federal policy reinforced ethnic identities while 

creating weak institutions.  As a result, Communist Party officials were forced to adopt a 

nationalist tone to compete with fervent opposition in order to maintain their legitimacy during a 

time of uncertainty.   

Previous research on Georgia and the origins of its elite in post-Soviet life identify three 

groups from which power shifted: the Soviet era nomenklatura; the dissidents—who would later 

turn into the nationalist opposition movements—and those individuals and groups engaged in the 

unofficial economy of Georgia. They included the nebulous independent militias because these 

groups provided force of arms to patrons.  To simply identify these groups as criminals is to fail 

to understand their significance as a source of unofficial economic activity.  Some of these 

people would become “entrepreneurs of violence” (Zurcher, 2007); some ran criminal 

enterprises.  It is important to note that these groupings are not mutually exclusive.  It is well 

documented that some members of the nomenklatura engaged in graft, and that members of 

nationalist movements would turn to the shadow economy for arms and monetary support during 

the post-Soviet transition (Kukhianidze 2009, 217).  
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These distinct but overlapping networks of elites proliferated because of symbiotic 

relationships during the Soviet period.  Because members of the nomenklatura were major 

consumers of everything from foreign currency to consumer goods, the shadow economy was 

tacitly allowed to exist.  Given the proliferation of regional patronage networks, it is sometimes 

difficult to tell the difference between legal transfers of resources and outright illicit activity. 

Verifiable connections between dissidents and the shadow economy in Georgia were incomplete 

or poorly understood during the Soviet times (Suny 1994, 306).   Those interactions became 

more concrete as the Union dissolved and dissidents became more fervent in their opposition to 

the Communist regime, particularly when nationalist elements grew more extreme (Suny 1994, 

327).  Consequently, opposition groups looked to the shadow economy to provide material and 

financial support to further their cause because of the flexibility afforded by such groups.  

 These three societal groupings provided the catalyst for changing networks in the post-

Soviet Georgian landscape.  As beneficiaries of the Soviet system, members of the nomenklatura 

had a reason to maintain the status quo or to design a system in which their elite status was 

preserved.  The dissidents, on the other hand, vigorously opposed Communist rule in Georgia 

and sought independence and territorial sovereignty.  The entrepreneurs of the shadow economy 

were opportunistic in their dealings with the state and its opponents and sought to maximize 

influence and personal gain as the Soviet system collapsed.  These networks and their 

overlapping connections provided the anvil on which the Georgian state broke apart.  

The Georgian Soviet nomenklatura represents what Laitin called a middle way through 

Soviet federalism (Laitin 1998, 57).  This model applies to Georgia in that the titular elites had a 

small probability of advancing beyond the republic into the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union, the All Union government, or Politburo of the Central Committee of the Communist 
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Party of the Soviet Union51, but enjoyed virtually unrestricted autonomy within their republic 

(Broers 2009, 103). Georgians occupied positions of power in a ratio disproportionate to the 

population of the state.  In 1981 Georgians compromised about 80 percent of the Communist 

Party but accounted for less than 70 percent of the overall population (Broers 2009, 104).   In the 

case of Georgia, the result of minimal personnel intervention from the Soviet center and a 

disproportionate level of governance and representation by ethnic Georgians was the rise of a 

sense of nationalism and position. The structure created by Georgian party dynamics was one in 

which a break with the CPSU became more likely as the opposition became increasingly 

radicalized because of an inability to compromise.   Further, because of the series of events 

discussed in detail below, the ability of moderates in both the Georgian Communist Party and 

others in the Georgian nomenklatura to engender a governing coalition of reformers became 

nonexistent.  Consequently, unlike a number of other Post-Soviet cases, the former members of 

the Soviet elite played a more minor role in Georgian post-Soviet processes than in other 

republics.   

The second key group in Georgia was the dissidents, particularly anti-Soviet and pro-

Georgian nationalist groups and individuals. A number of anti-Soviet groups began to form in 

the early 1970s, primarily in association with universities.  Various intellectual groups such as 

writers’ guilds and literary societies began to meet in a manner that pushed the bounds of 

accepted Soviet institutional behavior and to discuss topics such as human rights.  One of the 

best-known activists of this time was Zviad Gamsakhurdia, who —along with his dissident 

companion Marab Kostova—was active in a number of underground opposition groups.  The 

pair was educated together and was involved in several dissident groups at the same time, 

including the Georgian Helsinki group.  Gamsakhurdia began his dissident work in Georgia as a 
                                                 
51Shevardnadze, Mzhavanadze, Ordzhonikidze, Beria and Stalin, being the dominant exceptions 
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young man in the early 1950s (Zurcher, 2007, 127).  Throughout the 1960s, Gamsakhuria’s 

youth movement published unofficial reports of human rights abuses (Slider 1997, 157).   

  Following the 1975 Helsinki Accords and the famous “third basket clause,” 

Gamsakhurdia and Kostova founded the Georgian Helsinki Group in 1977.    The subsequent 

crackdown on dissident activity during the Brezhnev era resulted in Gamsakhurdia’s and 

Kostova’s being arrested and sentenced to prison.  Gamsakhurdia was released early for 

recanting his dissident behavior, while Kostova served his full sentence of hard labor and exile 

(Zurcher 2007, 128).     

Gamsakhudia was released from prison just in time to take full advantage of Gorbachev’s 

glasnost initiative.  The glasnost era in Georgia ushered in a wave of political opposition groups, 

setting the stage for nationalist formations.  It is important to note that following the introduction 

of glasnost in 1985, a mix of more moderate, reform oriented groups as well as more radical 

nationalist organizations formed.  The Il’ia Chavchadze Society and the All Georgia Rustaveli 

Society were both examples of reform groups with a moderate agenda.  The Il’ia Chavchadze 

Society was formed by Giogi Chanturia, an ally of Gamsakhurdia who later joined the opposition 

against him.  Some reform-minded Communists created the Rustaveli Society.   Chanturia would 

later become disenchanted with the Il’ia Chavchadze Society and move slightly to the right to 

form the more active and nationalist National Democratic Party.  Meanwhile, Gamsakhurdia and 

Kostova formed the more radical Society of St. Il’ia the Righteous (Suny 1994, 324).  The years 

between 1985 and the spring of 1989 were politically characterized by a mix of communists, 

moderates and nationalists striving to find a vehicle and a voice for reform while maintaining the 

system.   The nationalists had a relatively coherent message in fighting Russification, while the 

other groups floundered for a lack of clarity of purpose. This period is/was representative of 
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network expansion as more actors, both individuals and groups, vied for recognition from and 

access to the political center.    

 Another of Gamsakhurdia’s friends, O. Tseretali, was instrumental in the founding of 

Georgian dissident groups.  Among the most effective efforts was the campaign against a change 

to the Georgian constitution in 1978 (Suny 1994, 309).  The constitution affirmed the Georgian 

language as the official language of education and administration in the republic.  A proposed 

change would have given Russian the same status, but a public outcry resulted in the 

abandonment of the proposal.   

A particularly curious fact about the dissident groups in Georgia during the 1970s 

through the early 1980s was that they pursued similar goals but were unable to coalesce into a 

popular front similar to opposition coalitions in the Baltic States (Wheatley 2005, 209).  Instead, 

there was consistent fragmentation among members of the dissident groups and also among 

nationalists in what Suny (1994, 311) characterizes as two different kinds of nationalism: one 

seeking to maximize benefits to ethnic Georgians through the Soviet system, and the other 

advancing a more militant independence-minded alternative. 

 Suny (1994, 314) suggests at least four reasons for the increase in nationalist activity in 

Georgia during the late 1970s and early 1980s.  First, the opportunity cost for organization 

decreased substantially after Stalin’s death.  Second, during the Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras, 

Georgian elites were able to consolidate themselves into very strong networks and engender 

strong patron-client relationships.  Third, the Soviet policy of ethno-federalism engendered a 

sense of Georgian nationalism, creating popular support for initiatives such as a return to using 

the Georgian language in schools and government.  Lastly, Marxist ideology was used 

effectively by dissidents, who were able to market themselves to the mass public as proletariat 
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against Soviet elites.   The net result was that these nationalist groups would continue to grow in 

popularity and legitimacy through the 1980s, picking up more support after Gorbachev 

introduced his policies of glasnost, perestroika, and demokratizatsiia.  The popular fronts 

became more aggressive and more nationalistic, yet were unable to coalesce or propagate any 

kind of shared proposals.  Consequently, the increasing nationalistic rhetoric spawned a looming 

conflict with the system’s Soviet nomenklatura in what Beissinger refers to as “thickened 

history” (Beissinger 2002, 155).52   

The third group from which elites emerged in the post-Soviet Georgian political sphere 

was the shadow economy.  The term “shadow economy” is vague and amorphous by design, as 

this category of actors compromised a number of groups and political opportunists (Wheatley 

2005 24-28; Kukhianidze 2009; Suny 1994, 313).  Corruption is well documented in Georgia 

during the Soviet times, as are spasmodic administrative shake-ups intended to curb the graft.  

Corruption took the form of kickbacks, importation of consumer goods, controlling access to the 

state or bureaucracy, illegal production, and sanctioning illegal activity such as narcotics or 

prostitution, in addition to outright bribery.  These practices supported a whole economic sector 

that operated with the tacit acquiescence of the state, but still in the shadows.  As time went on, 

criminal networks working independently and in association with regional or national elites 

became entrenched.  One study written in the pre-glasnost era described the Transcaucasian 

Republics as “having a systematic disregard for the law” (Kukhianidze 2009, 217).  A driving 

force behind the Soviet era corruption was the so-called “Red Directors,” Communist 

apparatchiks who were in charge of state-owned enterprises.  During Soviet times, this corrupt 

cadre was in a position to direct resources and capital as its members saw fit.   In the post-Soviet 

era, the Red Directors found themselves in a precarious position:  as appointed officials of the 
                                                 
52 See discussion on Beissinger’s “Thickened History” in Chapter 2. 
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state, they remain responsible to the regime, even when it changed.  After the election of 1990, a 

new set of officials ordered radical changes in economic and fiscal policy, setting off a virtual 

free-for-all in the economy (Kukhiadnidze 2009, 219).  One significant and intriguing outcome 

of the radical changes in state policy and loosening of control over administrative functions was 

the rapid availability of weapons.  Rigidly restricted before 1989, small and light arms were 

almost exclusively in the hands of the military and police. Following the dissolution of the 

USSR, however, arms became a commodity to be bartered or sold within the shadow economy. 

Notably, either military arsenal stockpiles were looted, or gangs and criminal organizations 

purchased weapons from corrupt officers (Demetriou 2002, 11-13).53   The convenient access to 

more and more powerful weaponry resulted in more and more aggressive crimes and loss of life 

(Kukhiadnidze 2009, 219). 

  In addition to criminal gangs that were able to procure contemporary military-grade 

small arms, a number of paramilitary forces began to surface in association with nationalist 

movements.   As a result, multiple political factions vied for power, each with an armed 

contingent or movement.  The two most significant militias to emerge during this period were the 

“Mkhedrioni” (Horsemen) formed by Jaba Ioseliani and the Georgian National Guard formed by 

Tengiz Kitovani.  Other Georgian nationalist paramilitary groups were called “brotherhoods,” 

while Abkhazian and Ossetian separatists also created armed factions in their enclaves 

(Kukhianidze 2009, 219).  

 Ioseliani and Kitovani are the consummate examples of actors in the shadow economy, 

or “entrepreneurs of violence” (Zurcher 2007).  Both had had several serious criminal charges 

and convictions, and both served prison time during the Soviet period for non-political reasons.  
                                                 
53 A report on arms proliferation in Georgia during this time identifies four modes of arms transfers: seizure by 
Georgian paramilitary forces, free distribution by Soviet or Russian forces, sales from Russian or Soviet stockpiles 
and a growing regional trade in surplus and stolen weaponry Spyros (2002).  
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In an attempt to exert some control over a potentially unstable situation following the coup 

against Gamsakurdia, Ioseliani, Kitovani, and Tengiz Sigua, Gamaskhurdia’s former prime 

Minister, created the Military Council.   Comprised of former warlords with extensive criminal 

histories, this group attempted to run the country while fending off challenges to their regime by 

Gamsakhurdia’s loyalists.   

As Slider (1997, 185) notes, the 1990 parliamentary election that swept Gamsakhurdia 

and the Round Table54  into power also brought an incoming class of deputies with virtually no 

political experience.  Consequently, the election represented a substantial, but not complete, 

replacement of elites.  Additionally, the Round Table deputies owed their seats and their 

allegiance to Gamskahurdia.  In the meantime, the Round Table gained more seats than the 

Communist party in the parliamentary elections of 1990 and summarily elected Gamsakhurdia 

Chairman of the Supreme Soviet (Suny 1994, 325). Between 1990 and mid-1991, the 

Communists in parliament sided with the Round Table (Slider 2000, 186).  

Unlike Ukraine, where a group of oppositional party leaders and elites were able to unite 

under the umbrella of the Rukh network, Georgian opposition leaders were unable to form pacts 

or coalesce on significant issues.   In general, the dynamics of Georgia defeated the formation of 

any moderate oppositional elites.   Gamsakahurdia’s personal following of Round Table and 

Communist deputies was able to effectively prevent any formal challenges to the regime’s 

political agenda (Slider 2000, 186).   

 While moderates in the opposition were quickly marginalized, some groups including 

the Georgia Popular Front, the Rustaveli Society, and the Social Democratic Party, took shape 

and participated for some time in Georgia’s transitional politics (Suny 1994, 326).  These groups 

                                                 
54 The Round Table was an alliance of political groups with a history of association to Gamsakahurdia (Wheatley 
2005, 47). 
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were able to offer modest opposition against Gamsakhurdia but were subject to threats and 

intimidation.     

Beginning in the summer of 1991, the elected parliamentary parties began to fragment.  

Although Gamsakhurdia was elected President in May, a series of high-profile incidents eroded 

his authority after the August coup attempt.  In response, Gamsakhurdia had two of his 

opponents, Jaba Ioseliani and Grigori Chanturia, arrested.  Their arrest signaled a willingness on 

Gamsakhurdia’s part to use oppressive tactics against political enemies (Cheterian 2008, 178).   

After the August coup attempt in Moscow, however, the key ministers—Prime Minister Tengiz 

Sigua and Foreign Minister Giorgi Khoshtaria as well as National Guard Commander Tengiz 

Kitovani—refused to recognize Gamsakhurdia’s orders as legitimate (Cheterian 2008, 179).   

The following months witnessed Gamsakhurdia’s downfall and the onset of the violence that 

characterized the Georgian post-Soviet transition.  

Gamsakhurdia’s sometime success as a political figure was driven by the nationalist 

position he adopted after 1989 and continued until his ouster.  Georgian nationalism directed 

against other ethnic groups grew and flourished through the mid-to-late 1980s.  Gamsakhurdia’s 

efforts gave him a very public profile and the ability to rally large public gatherings.  Most of the 

public protests, though, were peaceful and ended in a few hours.  

 The events of April 9, 1989, in the capital of Tbilisi changed everything.   A crowd of 

peaceful demonstrators was attacked by Soviet troops garrisoned in Georgia.  Most of the 

protesters who were killed were women and children; the troops used hand tools and, allegedly, 

gas against the protestors55.  This repression united both members of the Georgian Communist 

                                                 
55 There are conflicting reports about the events of April 9.  The undisputed facts are that Soviet Troops cleared the 
square of peaceful demonstrators, and a number of civilians were killed in the aftermath.   Wheatley (2005) and 
others claims the Soviet troops used hand weapons and even poison gas on the demonstrators.  Zurcher (2007) 
conducted interviews with witnesses and could not corroborate the use of weapons on civilians.   His contention is 



 

131 
 

Party and the opposition in their fervor against the Soviet Union, but did little to spur the 

formation of any consolidated opposition movement or force a shakeup in the ruling Communist 

party.  Instead, the summer of 1989 saw the rise of more virulent strains of nationalism and 

further fragmentation of elites.  Consequently, the elections of 1990 proved to be a landslide for 

anti-Communist and pro-Georgian nationalist activists.   The abusive and arbitrary April 9 event 

truly catalyzed the opposition, enabling more extremist actors to control its message.   

Further complicating the Georgian political situation of 1989 through 1991 was the fact 

that the Georgian Communist Party was unusually homogeneous.  It comprised a high number of 

ethnic Georgians in comparison with other ethnicities within the Republic, including other titular 

nationalities of the autonomous republics.  Not surprisingly, Georgians dominated membership 

in the Georgian SSR power structure.  As restrictions on political activity the Soviet Union began 

to diminish in the contexts of glasnost and perestroika, the Georgian elite was able to pursue a 

more nationalist agenda in an effort to maintain and expand patronage ties (Wheatley 2005, 49).   

As a result of both the April 9, 1989 episode in Tbilisi and increasing calls for secession 

in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Georgian dissidents became highly radicalized and fervently 

nationalistic.  Between a fragmented and radicalized opposition and a de-legitimized Communist 

regime, the politics of ethnicity, nationalism and independence became what Zurcher (2007, 122) 

calls “de-institutionalized.”   Instead of the future of the Georgian state being debated in official 

institutions, especially the parliament, informal channels of political participation became a 

mechanism for debate.  Because of increasing public discontent, both the Soviet Union and the 

Georgian Supreme Soviet lost their legitimacy.  

                                                                                                                                                             
that the civilian casualties were likely trampled to death by other fleeing protestors in a panic.  A vibrant debate 
continues.  
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Despite attempts by both Moscow and Tbilisi to restore faith, confidence, and order in 

Georgia by replacing key officials and making concessions to the opposition, the system began 

to crumble in 1989, when the Georgian Supreme Soviet took steps to appease the more militant 

nationalist groups after the April 9 tragedy. The process of state collapse, however, was already 

underway.   Among the reforms the Georgian Supreme Soviet undertook were declaring 

Georgian law supreme to that of the USSR and proclaiming a Declaration of Sovereignty, which 

allowed oppositional political parties (Zurcher 2007, 123). These gestures proved to be 

insufficient. 

A defining characteristic of this volatile period in Georgia was conflict among elites.  The 

time between spring 1989 and winter 1991 proved to be a transition few considered possible, 

owing to the intensity of the violence.   Gamsakhurdia’s, an academic and dissident who had 

been jailed for political activity including publishing accounts of human rights violations, came 

to symbolize the nationalist rhetoric and opposition.  He demonstrated the ability to mobilize 

larger groups of the general population for public rallies, marches and protests.   He was, 

however, only able to hold together a very loose confederation of opposition groups and even 

switched allegiances shortly before the 1990 elections.   His Round Table of the National 

Liberation Movement forced legislation through the Supreme Soviet to restrict the activity of 

political parties or organizations that were not active on a national level (Suny 1994, 325).  

Regionally led groups from South Ossetia, Abkhazia and Adjaria were thereby excluded from 

participation in the national colloquium and were driven further into extremist tactics.    The 

stage was set at this point for a showdown with Moscow over both the future status of the 

Georgia SSR and the autonomous oblast of South Ossetia and Abkhazian ASSR.  
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Gamsakhurdia’s problem was his divisiveness once in power.   The Round Table was 

unable to hold together a coalition, and over time Gamsakhurdia’s behavior became erratic to 

most observers.   His paranoia and increasing expressions of millenarianism made his closest 

allies wary, ultimately shattering the coalition he built (Suny 1994, 326).  There is some 

discussion in the literature about the exact nature of Gamsakhurdia’s condition.  Some view 

Gamsakhurdia as having a strong personality and an inability to compromise or empathize with 

others (Wheatley 2005, 60; Slider 1997, 185).  Others view Gamsakhurdia as a disturbed 

individual with mental illness and a sense of paranoia and grandiose destiny (Suny 1994, 326; 

Jones 1997, 522). No matter the nature, cause of, or degree of his eccentricities, Gamsakhurdia 

was apparently a difficult and unpredictable personality. 

A significant example of his inability to hold a coalition was the building of the private 

militia known as the Mkedrioni (the horsemen), led by former bank robber Jaba Ioseliani, and 

the newly formed Georgian National guard or defense force, comprised of former Soviet 

conscripts under the leadership of the Minister of Interior, Tengiz Kitovani (Zurcher 2007, 137; 

Wheatley 2005, 44; Suny 1994, 327).  Gamsakurdia also displayed reticence and lost support 

during the August 1991 Moscow coup attempt, likely gauging the waters before committing to 

support or oppose it.  A cautious approach made sense at the time, given the tenuous nature of 

relations with Moscow over the South Ossetia and Abkhazia issues.    After the failed coup 

attempt, however, Gamsakurdia fired Kitovani; Prime Minister Tengiz  Sigua resigned in protest 

over the firings.   With armed support, Kitovani, Sigua, and Ioseliani formed a bloc against 

Gamsakhurdia and forced his removal, precipitating the short-lived but violent Georgian civil 

war of 1991-1992 (Wheatley 2005, 52; Suny 1994, 330; Slider 1997, 165; Cheterian 2008, 170).     
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Network Change 

The collapse of the Soviet Union, Georgia’s declaration of independence on April 9, 

1991, and the ensuing post-Soviet transition re-ordered the networks of elites within the 

Georgian state. The events that accelerated the violence occurred during a period of “thickened 

history” (Beissinger 2002, 155).  During the Soviet collapse and its aftermath, elite behavior in 

Georgia serves as a solid example of network expansion.  The expansion reveals clashing elites 

who were unable to consolidate or negotiate a transition to a post-Soviet government.  Among 

the reasons for the expansion was an increasingly agitated opposition, united to confront 

Gamsakhurdia (Wheatley 2005, 53).   

Even before the 1990 elections, the Communist Party and the Communist apparatus in 

Georgia began to have serious problems holding together a coalition of elites.  As a result of the 

April 9, 1989, crackdown, the regime in Moscow replaced several officials in the Georgian 

Supreme Soviet. The Chairman of the Supreme Soviet, Jumbar Patiashvili, was replaced by KGB 

chief Jumbar Gumbaridze, who subsequently made a number of overtures towards the growing 

nationalist opposition movements. Among his gestures was the release of several well-known 

dissidents from prison as well as legislation encouraged and backed by nationalist groups. 

Among the initiatives passed during this period was the August 1989 language law, making 

Georgian the mandatory language of both education and politics (Suny 1994, 323). In September 

1989, the chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Georgia called for the regulation of ethnic matters 

within the territory of Georgia as well as an independent and autonomous armed force to regulate 

those matters. While the calls for greater authority appealed to the Georgian nationalist 

movements, these announcements were of deep concern to ethnic Russians in South Ossetia and 

Abkhazians in Abkhazia, creating tension in the ethnic republics.  Later that year, the Georgian 
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Supreme Court essentially granted Georgia de facto sovereignty when it ruled that Georgia 

would not enforce Soviet laws contrary to its own interests.  In early 1990, the Supreme Soviet 

of Georgia also legalized opposition parties; and elections were scheduled for later that year.  For 

the first time since the Georgian SSSR was established, the Communists had failed to control 

Parliament (Wheatley 2005, 44).   

The August1990 elections became a referendum on the Georgian Communist party. 

Gamsakhurdia managed to align a coalition of moderate and radical nationalist groups, including 

a moderate and nascent Popular Front.   Gamsakhurdia’s group took control of the legislature 

and elected him Chairman of the Supreme Soviet.  The following spring, a separate election 

installed Gamsakhuria as the first democratically elected President of Georgia.  Gamsakhurdia 

pursued nationalist policies, widening the rift between Georgia and Moscow and further 

emboldening opposition movements in the autonomous jurisdiction56 of South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia as well as Adjaria (Wheatly 2005, 52-53).  Further, the Mkhedrioni, a paramilitary 

group under the leadership of Jaba Ioseliani, was active, along with the Georgian National 

Guard, still controlled by Tengiz Kitivoni (Cheterian 2008, 176-177).  Soviet troops were still 

stationed in Georgia during this time, creating a very tense dynamic between Soviet soldiers and 

the armed but poorly disciplined militias. Because of their concern for Gamsakhurdia’s behavior, 

both Ioseliani and Kitovani along with Gamsakhurdia's Prime Minister, Tengiz Sigua, carried out 

a coup. 

After the 1990 Supreme Soviet elections, the parties that ran in a coalition with 

Gamsakhurdia began to quickly erode; within a year his former supporters drove him into exile. 

During this time, opposition parties in Parliament had a very difficult time in trying to form 

                                                 
56 These were a designations within the Soviet ethno-federal system in which the region was not a full republic of 
the Soviet Union, but was permitted a larger degree of internal autonomy than the surrounding republics.  
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coalitions to enact legislation, largely due to a mistrust of Gamsakhurdia.  Not only did 

Gamsakhurdia pursue virulently nationalistic policies, but he also enforced his agenda with 

authoritarian means, jailing opposition figures and closing hostile media outlets (Suny 1994, 

326).  Long-time dissident allies, including Giogi Chanturia, joined in opposition to him. His 

Round Table Coalition and Communist opponents seized upon the 1991 Moscow coup attempt 

and Gamsakhurdia’s ambivalence towards it to remove him. Among those who supported his 

ouster included Chanturia’s National Democratic Party, Tsereteli’s National Independence Party, 

Natadze’s Popular front and Rustaveli Society (Suny 1994, 327).  The Soviet military 

commander in Georgia ordered the Georgian National Guard to either disband or disarm; 

Gamsakhurdia pledged compliance with the order. However, Tengiz Kitovani, who retained 

control of the formation, refused the order and moved the troops to a secure camp (Suny 1994, 

327).   Later that fall Gamsakhurdia refused to submit Georgia for membership in the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, and by Christmas he was removed from office.  

Following Gamsakhurdia’s deposition, Ioseliani, Kitovani, and Sigua formed the Military 

Council to govern the state through a post-Gamsakhurdia transition. One of this group’s first 

actions was to ask Eduard Shevardnadze to return to Tbilisi.  Upon his arrival back in the city, 

Shevardnadze was made Chairman of the State Council in an effort to establish more legitimacy 

(Suny 1994, 328).   The Military Council also reiterated its commitment to a democratic 

government.    Shevardnadze faced several challenges and a tenuous security situation: both 

Ioseliani and Kitovani retained (some kind of) control over their militias, as there was little 

guarantee the state military would or could support Shevardnadze’s orders. Moreover, both the 

Mkhedrioni and the Georgian National Guard were under the control of a single man, with no 

sworn loyalty to the Georgian state.  Within nine months of his return, Shevardnadze was elected 
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Speaker of the Parliament and began the work of building a post-Soviet state (Wheatley 2005, 

56). While the 1995 Georgian Constitution ultimately proved this task was possible, the process 

of state building in Georgia was difficult and bloody.  

Armed Conflict--The Georgian Civil War 

As Zurcher (2007, 134) aptly notes, violence in Georgia was the result of three separate 

conflicts: those regarding the status of South Ossetia and Abkhazia as well as control over the 

state center.  While the violence had its genesis in the policies from Tbilisi leading up to and 

immediately following the collapse of the Soviet Union, each conflict had a unique set of 

dynamics that shaped its trajectory and outcome.   As nationalist groups strengthened in the 

Supreme Soviet after the April 1989 tragedy, elites in South Ossetia and Abkhazia grew 

increasingly alarmed at the potential for discriminatory policies and at pro-“ethnic” Georgian 

rhetoric.  Tensions with the autonomous republics grew as Gamsakhurdia gained the 

Chairmanship of the Supreme Soviet.  As his independence-oriented policies progressed, the 

political situation in the regions grew tense. South Ossetia and Abkhazia benefited greatly from 

the Soviet system, as both republics had received a disproportionate amount of financial transfers 

from Moscow.   Consequently, Georgian independence threatened these beneficial policies. The 

case of Adjaria presents a peculiar situation because it also received favorable resource transfers; 

however, there is some debate as to the nature of an ethnic “Adjar.” Buried within the Adjarian 

autonomous region is a larger question on identity and loyalty.    

In reaction to the Georgian Supreme Soviet’s institution of restrictions on which political 

parties could take part in national elections, the Regional Soviet in South Ossetia and the 

Abkhazian Supreme Soviet declared independence from Georgia and requested Union Republic 

status within the Soviet Union in August of 1990, scheduling elections for later that year.   The 
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Georgian Supreme Soviet quickly annulled those declarations and mobilized forces to prepare 

for unrest.  In January 1991, Georgian military units, primarily Georgian National Guard forces 

under Kitovani’s control, moved into South Ossetia, thus beginning eighteen months of conflict 

in the region.   

The Abkhazian situation progressed slowly through a “war of laws” until some attempts 

at negotiated settlements were made in early 1991 (Cheterian 2008, 174).  They were never put 

into effect; after Gamsakhurdia’s ouster, Shevardnadze sought to reassert some control over the 

region.  In exile, however, Gamsakhurdia used Abkhazia as a base to make attempts at returning 

to power, thus prolonging unrest in the area.   

Following his ouster, Gamsakhurdia took refuge in either Armenia or Azerbaijan.  

Accounts vary (Wheatly 2004, 56; Zurcher 2007, 126; Suny 1994, 328).  He soon crossed back 

into Georgia, however, and attempted an insurrection from the Western areas of Georgia to take 

back control of the state.  Gamsakhurdia’s attempts at returning to power hindered the ability of 

the Georgian central government and the Military Council to consolidate leadership of the state.  

Gamsakhurdia continued to be an armed distraction to the Georgian state until 1993, when 

Edward Shevardnadze called on Russian troops to quell the rebellion.  It is widely believed, but 

not confirmed, that Gamsakhurdia committed suicide in western Georgia not long after the 

majority of his followers were either arrested or killed. To his credit, Shevardnadze was able to 

hold together the Georgian state and maintain its territorial integrity through a violent transition.    

 The violence in Georgia in conjunction with control of the state during the post-Soviet 

transitional period is a fascinating narrative of colorful characters and unusual circumstances.   

The social breakdown is highly illustrative of overlapping networks fracturing and expanding as 

relationships between people, events, and groups intersected.  In the absence of a formal state 
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military under the control of a recognized and legitimate government, paramilitary organizations 

in Georgia became the mechanism to enforce political will.  Armed formations were loyal to an 

individual, not the state (Cheterian 2008, 171).  Since Georgian politics were dominated in this 

transitional era by strong individuals and weak institutions, the paramilitary groups retained the 

monopoly on violence.  

Control of political outcomes in Georgia became a convoluted and violent endeavor.  

This chapter provides a method for evaluating the process of transition in Georgia through elite 

networks.  Three groups of networks factored into the Georgian situation: the Communists, 

opposition groups, and paramilitary groups.  Unlike other Post-Soviet cases, the existing 

Communist leadership played a significantly reduced role in Georgia (Wheatley 2005, 52).   

Opposition groups, largely inspired by a few distinct personalities, provided the primary impetus 

for network change.  The Georgian opposition demonstrated its inability to hold a coalition, 

illustrating network expansion.  Further, the capacity of center-oriented moderate groups to 

participate in the transitional process diminished after the tragedy of the April 9, 1989 killings in 

Tbilisi, which hardened the political space (Wheatley 2005, 45).   Subsequently, the process of 

transition was guided by more radical nationalists with limited control over armed groups.  As a 

result, the fracturing of elite networks, combined with rival armed factions, led to an 

unsustainable situation, demonstrated by network expansion.  

Data Analysis 
  

The structures of Georgian elite networks over time are compelling evidence for the 

arguments made in this chapter.  Five datasets of elite networks demonstrate the degree of 

connectivity or fragmentation of elites: the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

Georgia, its Politburo, delegates to the Supreme Soviet of the Georgian SSR, and the post-Soviet 
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government.  Actors in these datasets met the specified criteria to be included.  As discussed 

earlier, these data are analyzed in a one mode matrix after being converted from a two-mode.  

Alternately, some members of these organizations are not included in the datasets because of a 

lack of association with key indicators, such as ties to politically active regions and cities or 

connections with politically significant sectors.  Each dataset is discussed in detail, with 

implications drawn from the data for the overall argument.  

                   Table 5.1 
Georgian Network Analysis     
Dataset Density  Geographic Distance 
Central Committee 0.5 1 52.4 
    2 47.6 
Politburo 0.5 1 46 
   2 46 
    3 5 
Supreme Soviet 
Delegates  0.4 1 34 
    2 65 
All-Soviet 0.5 1 44.7 
   2 54.6 
Post-Soviet 0.8 1 52.7 
    2 47.3 

 

 

Central Committee 
 

 Forty six members (n=46) of the Georgian Central Committee between 1970 and 1988 

met the standard for inclusion in the dataset.  Table 1 displays the formatted data.  The Central 

Committee dataset has a density of .5, meaning the network contains half of all possible ties and 

is moderately connected.57 Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a moderately well-

                                                 
57Network density is calculated between 0, no connections, and 1, all possible connections. Generally a .1-.3 is 
considered a poorly connected network, .4-.6 moderately connected and .7 and above a well-connected network.  
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connected network with just over half, 52.4 percent, of the nodes being connected by one edge, 

and the rest, 47.6 percent by two.  

 However, a closer look at the visual network indicates a more complicated set of 

relationships. As Illustration 5.1 shows, the Georgian Central Committee network is divided into 

two main sections, or cores, with between six and eight individual actors in an exchange position 

between the two.  The indication is that a small group within the Central Committee comprised 

of Shevardnadze, Sigua, Gventsadze, Gotsidridze, Ioseliani, Kitovani and Batiashvili acted as 

nucleus of sorts.  The visualization of this network indicates that it is not as well connected as the 

objective measures indicate.  Instead, the two obvious cores are bound by seven individuals. 

These leaders were the gatekeepers. A demonstrable aspect of Georgian elites is that individuals 

held more social capital than institutions.  The fact that paramilitary groups swore allegiance to 

individuals rather than institutions is a poignant example of the strength of individuals in Georgia 

during transition (Wheatley 2005, 52).  Further, institutions were weakening during transition.  

Consequently, the cohesion of the Georgian Central Committee depended on a small number of 

actors, and was susceptible to personality changes.    
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Illustration 5.1  
Georgian Central Committee, with node labels: 

 
 
 

 
 

Politburo 
  

Twenty eight members (n=28) of the Georgian Politburo between 1970 and 1988 met the 

standard for inclusion in the dataset.   Table 5.1 displays the formatted data. The Politburo 

dataset has a density of .5, meaning that the network contains fifty percent of all possible ties and 

is moderately connected.  Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a moderately well-

connected network with just under half, 46 percent of the nodes connecting by one edge, 46   

percent connecting by two and the small remainder, less than .5 percent requiring 3 edges.  

The data analysis indicates the Politburo to be well connected, as illustration 2 shows. 

However, the visual interpretation of the network illustrates a dense, well-connected core with a 
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number of peripheral actors.  The core within this network is denser than that of the Central 

Committee, but Eduard Shevardnadze is the only actor who overlaps as a well-connected node in 

both the Central Committee and Politburo networks.  The implication drawn from the network 

data is that that Georgian Politburo was dominated by a small group of densely connected actors. 

Unlike the Central Committee in Illustration 5.1, however, the Politburo has more actors in the 

center of the core and an evenly distributed periphery.   The network appears less connected than 

the objective measures would indicate.  What illustration 5.2 indicates is that the Georgian 

Politburo was less fragmented, if not better connected than the Central Committee. What is not 

evident from the visual graph of the Georgian Politburo is whether or not the better connected 

members of the Politburo also provided a force of personality that could supersede other 

institutions.  

Illustration 5. 2  
Georgian Politburo, with node labels 
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Supreme Soviet Delegates  

 The smallest dataset in this study is the Georgian delegates to the All Union Supreme 

Soviet.  Only fourteen (n=14) actors met the criteria for inclusion in this dataset.  Table 5.1 

displays the formatted data.  The Supreme Soviet dataset has a density of .4, meaning the 

network is connected through 40 percent of all possible ties and is in the lower spectrum for 

connectivity.  Further, the Supreme Soviet is the only dataset for the Georgian case that is 

fragmented, meaning some actors have no ties to others.   The geodesic distances for the 

Supreme Soviet indicate a less connected network with 34 percent of the nodes being connected 

by one edge and 65 percent by two, demonstrating looser ties between members of this network.  

 In the case of the Supreme Soviet, the data analysis indicates a relatively fragmented 

network.  The visualization shows two unconnected cores and two actors with no ties.  However, 

within the two cores, the degree of connectivity is high, as evident in illustration 5.3. The 

Georgian delegates to the Supreme Soviet exhibit more fragmentation than other networks, 

which is unusual for smaller networks.   One possible interpretation of the fragmentation in this 

network is that over time, the representatives to the Supreme Soviet changed and shifted from 

one network to another.  Irrespective, the Supreme Soviet delegates do indicate another 

dimension in which elites can fragment, either regionally or along other dimensions of network 

association.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

145 
 

 
 
 
Illustration 5.3.  
Georgian Supreme Soviet Delegates, with node labels  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

All Soviet 
 

As a method of comparison among the Soviet elites, a composite dataset of all Soviet era 

elites is included in this study.  The All Soviet dataset includes Central Committee members, 

Politburo members, Supreme Soviet delegates, and regional party officials, including 

autonomous republic officials.   Sixty-six actors (n=66) between 1970 and 1988 met the standard 

for inclusion in the dataset.   Table 5.1 displays the formatted data.  The All Soviet dataset has a 

density of .5, meaning the network contains 50 percent of all possible ties and is moderately 
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connected.  Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a moderately well-connected network 

with just under half, 44.7 percent, of the nodes being connected by one edge, most; 54.6 percent 

by two; and less than 1 percent by three.   

However, the All Soviet network has a very similar visual structure to the Central 

Committee network.  As evident in illustration 5.4, the All Soviet network has three cores: one a 

densely connected, crescent-shaped secondary, and a less-connected peripheral.  However, 

unlike the Central Committee network, the All Soviet network has no obvious intermediary 

actors. About a dozen significantly connected people, among them Gorgadze, Sanakoyev, 

Chigagdze, Makharashvili, Patiashvili, and Dzandhava occupy a dense core. Of note, 

Shevardnadze, usually centrally located, is in the secondary, possibly a reflection of the fact he 

spent a significant amount of time in Moscow.  Between the core and outer periphery is a small 

group of about eleven actors with dense connections to each other and the two cores.   This 

network suggests a larger theme mentioned throughout this chapter: the Georgian elites were 

fragmented across dimensions such as regional or ministerial connections.   
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Illustration 5.4 
Georgia, All Soviet, with node labels  

 
 

Post-Soviet 
 

Sixty four members (n=64) of the post-Soviet Georgian government between 1992 and 

1997 met the standard for inclusion in the dataset.  Table 5.1 displays the formatted data.  The 

post-Soviet dataset has a density of .8, meaning the network contains eighty percent of all 

possible ties and is moderately connected. Additionally, the geodesic distances indicate a 

moderately well-connected network with just over half, 52.7 percent, of the nodes being 

connected by one edge, and the rest, 47.3 percent by two. 

Visually the post-Soviet network mirrors the Central Committee network, with two 

distinct cores and a set of intermediary actors, as seen in illustration 5.5.  Interestingly the 

intermediary actors are mostly the same as those in the Central Committee and are the only 

actors to be included in both Soviet and post-Soviet elite networks.  Alone, this analysis would 

indicate the perpetuation of Soviet era elites in Georgia; however as discussed above, the 
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Georgian elite networks were splintered between 1988 and 1992.  During this time, the 

opposition cycled through a number of iterations and ultimately degraded into conflict both 

between themselves and with existing elites.   Moreover, as is well-known, the return of 

Shevardnadze initiated a series of stabilizing events, including elections, the termination of 

armed conflicts, and a Constitutional government.  However, the most connected actors in the 

post-Soviet network coincide with those actors most connected to Shevardnadze during the 

Soviet era.   

To further explore this phenomenon, a separate network pulled from the Post-Soviet 

dataset provides a vivid depiction of the integration of Soviet era elites to the post-Soviet 

government, noted in illustration 5.6.   Out of sixty-four post-Soviet elites, seventeen, or about 

25 percent, were Soviet era elites as well.  Those seventeen actors, however, are the most central 

nodes in the post-Soviet network.  Similar to the Central Committee network in illustration 5.1, 

the post-Soviet network also has two distinct cores with about eight people acting as gatekeepers. 

Shevardnadze, Kitovani, Batiashvili, Dzhanelidez, Sigua and Kvitaya are among the centrally 

located elites here.  An interesting comparison is that fragmentation is evident, to a greater or 

lesser degree, in both the Central Committee and post-Soviet network illustrations, but a 

different set of elites generally occupies the core within each network. One implication here is 

that some networks were able to transform themselves during transition and remain significant 

actors. A second implication is that elites in Georgia were fragmented across dimensions of 

possibly connectivity.   

Illustration 5.6 represents elites in the post-Soviet network who were also Soviet-era elite 

members. The group that is tied to the Soviet era appears in a number of the other illustrations. A 

reasonable interpretation is that, although the Georgian transition is more commonly referred to 
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as a case of elite replacement, some elites and their networks had the connections to bring them 

into the post-Soviet elite.  

Illustration 5.5 
Georgian Post-Soviet with node labels 
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Illustration 5.6 
Georgian Post-Soviet elites with Soviet ties, with node labels * 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
*Fragmented list is abbreviated  
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CHAPTER 6 

COMPARISONS 

The previous two chapters presented the historical narrative and data to support this 

essay’s main arguments.  A direct comparison of data and networks evokes a sense of the 

connections between cases.  Visual cross-references of the network data and graphs explicitly 

demonstrate the variances in network structures.  While the thesis iterated throughout this study 

is that Ukrainian elite networks were more connected and Georgian ones more fragmented, thus 

being more likely to lead to a violent transition, the methods and data reinforce the validity of the 

argument.  

Unlike conventional statistics, in which increasing a sample size increases the likelihood 

of finding a statistically significant relationship, the inverse is true in network analysis.   The first 

reason for the differences between methods is discussed in chapter three:  network “samples” are 

not randomly chosen; in fact, common practice in network analysis is to use the majority of a 

population that fits a research parameter as a sample (Knoke 2012).   A second reason that 

network analysis differs from conventional statistics is that a comparatively larger network 

containing a higher number of nodes is less likely to contain nodes with more dense and 

overlapping connections.  As the number of people―or nodes―increases, the level of 

connectivity usually decreases.  Inversely, a smaller network (lower number of nodes) usually 

contains a more connections.  Consequently, a small, fragmented network is a strong indication 

of an unusually disconnected network, just as a large and densely connected network is a double 

reinforcement of cohesion.  
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A reasonable criticism of comparing networks is the validity, or lack thereof, of assessing 

different-sized networks conjointly.  Since the focus of network studies is the degree of 

connections and density with the network, not the number of nodes, cross-case sample validity is 

not a concern for this study. Taking the above factors into account, this chapter compares the 

results from both cases and offers some possible explanations for why some networks coalesce 

and others fragment.  

 A closer look and side-by-side review of network findings repeatedly indicate that, 

despite having fewer members, Georgian networks display a pattern in which a small number of 

individuals hold significant positions in the networks.   Actors in key network positions may 

operate as gatekeepers when those nodes connect two or more network cores.  In the Georgian 

networks, the degree to which a small set of nodes acts as a major interface is evident, as these 

graphs show evidence of separate cores with distinct clusters.  

One of the more interesting aspects of the sna data analysis is the way in which 

individuals are distributed throughout the networks. In general, the Ukrainian networks have a 

dense and compact core with decreasingly connected peripheral nodes expanding from the core.  

As noted in Chapter Five, the Georgian networks are generally loosely connected; illustration 6.1 

also provides a demonstrable explanation of the degree to which a small group of elites may 

regulate a network’s connectivity.  

In the case of the Georgian networks, a small cadre of six to ten individuals tends to 

dominate the network’s connecting pathways.  Shevardnadze frequently holds one of these 

positions.  The network graphs reiterate a concept that was developed in Chapter Five: Georgian 

elites were held together more by force of personality than overlapping institutional ties.  Rather 

than institutions creating incentives and opportunity structures for personal grievances to be 
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managed, personal conflicts had the potential to fragment networks because of loose 

connections. The Georgian networks are in obvious contrast to the Ukrainian ones, which have 

more actors who are better connected.  

 The central argument of this dissertation is supported by the network evidence. However, 

the question of why elites in the contrasting cases exhibit this variance remains. The most apt 

explanations are the characteristics of leaders, the pursuit of national communism, and the 

ethno- federal system.  How elites behaved when institutions were weak, the policies elites 

pursued while constructing new institutions and the continued presence of multiple autonomous 

regions all highly influenced network structured. The leadership in Georgia and Ukraine during 

and after the transition exhibited very different behaviors.   

Another curious element of the transition between communist and post-communist 

Ukraine and Georgia is the difference between the continuity of elites. In Ukraine, communist- 

era elites retained their status, while in Georgia an elite replacement occurred. One possible 

indication as to why elites were recirculated in one case and switched in another is evident in 

illustration 6.1. These graphs offer two pertinent pieces of information.  First, the number of 

nodes indicates a substantially greater degree density of Ukrainian elites in the Central 

Committee of the CPU than Georgian elites in the Georgian Central Committee.   Second, 

although the Ukrainian networks are mostly divided into two cores with a small number of 

bridging elites, the Georgian Supreme Soviet delegates network, illustration 6.3, consists of two 

unconnected clusters with two completely disconnected nodes.  These two graphs illustrate the 

reality that Ukrainian elites had closer ties to the center of power in the Soviet Union than did 

Georgian elites. Moreover, given the fractious nature of the ties to Moscow, it is not surprising 

that the replacement elites in Georgia sought to assert nationalistic policies rather than engaging 
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the Russian leadership.  Further, elites within Ukraine made efforts to perpetuate national 

communism, pursuing  Marxist ideals through independent communism (Kuzio and Wilson 

1994, 190).   

 Finally, the Soviet ethno-federal system created differing layers of bureaucracy and 

organization within the Soviet republics. The most pronounced structural difference between 

Georgia and Ukraine is that Ukraine had the additional administrative subdivision of oblasts. 

Second, Georgia contained three autonomous areas: South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Adjaria.  The 

variance created differences in institutions and likely promulgated variances in elite development 

and networking.  A side-by-side comparison reveals the level of difference between elite 

networks in Ukraine and Georgia.  

Data review 

As evident in Table 6.1, the networks reflect a more densely connected elite in Ukraine 

and less dense elite in Georgia.  While the Ukrainian networks have more members, the degree 

of density is sufficiently high in proportion to account for variances in the populations.  The 

difference in density is not tremendous for the Central Committees or Post-Soviet networks, and 

the Supreme Soviet networks in both cases share the same degree of density.  However, the 

substantial variance occurs in the Politburo and All-Soviet networks.  Overall, the data supports 

the premise of the dissertation.  A comparative look at the visual networks illustrates what the 

table does not, namely the obvious increase in connectivity between nodes in the networks.   
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Table 6.1 Data Analysis of Networks  

Network Density 
Central Committee  

 
Ukraine 0.6 

 
Georgia 0.5 

Politburo 
 

 

 
Ukraine 0.8 

 
Georgia 0.5 

Supreme Soviet  

 
Ukraine 0.4 

 
Georgia 0.4 

All Soviet  

 
Ukraine 0.8 

 
Georgia 0.5 

Post-Soviet  

 
Ukraine 0.9 

 
Georgia 0.8 

 

 

 

Illustration 6.1 
Central Committee Networks  

 

 Ukrainian Central Committee   Georgian Central Committee 
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Central Committees 

As illustration 6.1 shows, the density of the Ukrainian Central Committee, left, is greater 

than that in Georgia, but even though the density measurement is only .1 greater.  Despite the 

network size being larger, the nodes are positioned evenly throughout the Ukrainian network in 

contrast to the Georgian Central Committee, which is clearly divided.  What is evident from the 

above illustration, however, is that Ukrainian elites are much more interconnected than Georgian 

elites.  The Ukrainian Central Committee graph is so darkly shaded, because the degree of 

overlapping connection is high.  The fact that the network is not only larger than Georgia, but is 

also visibly dense in terms of connections reinforces the findings.   

Illustration 6.2 
Politburo Networks 

 

 Ukrainian Politburo   Georgian Politburo  
  

 

The Politburo networks in illustration 6.2 show a more pronounced difference in density 

and connectivity.  The Ukrainian Politburo, on the left, contains a densely connected core with 

several peripheral nodes, while the Georgian Politburo has an obvious core with a secondary set 

of peripherals. The illustration clearly shows how much better connected the central core is in the 
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Ukrainian Politburo, accounting for the .8 density as opposed to the.5 density in the Georgian 

network.  Illustration 6.2 implies that the Ukrainian elites in the core enjoyed a more integrated 

degree of connectivity, indicated by the tight pattern of nodes.  The Georgian elites, by contrast, 

have a loosely connected core.  The difference between the two graphs represents an 

overlapping, institutionalized elite structure in Ukraine, and one based on personal ties in 

Georgia.   

Supreme Soviet 

Illustration 6.3 
Supreme Soviet Delegates Networks 

 

 

 Ukrainian Supreme Soviet Delegates  Georgian Supreme Soviet Delegates  
 

 

The Supreme Soviet networks present an interesting and unusual conundrum. Both 

networks have the same density measurement:  .4.  Visually, that measurement is difficult to 

understand.  The Ukrainian Supreme Soviet delegate network, on the left, is comprised of two 

distinct cores which are heavily interconnected but tied to each other through a small number of 

nodes: about two, with a number of peripheral nodes. The Georgian network is fragmented, with 
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two unconnected cores and two completely unconnected nodes.  In this case, it appears that the 

smaller, Georgian network with two well-connected cores that are unattached, equates to a 

larger, divided, but not fragmented, Ukrainian network.  

All Soviet  

Illustration 6.4   
All Soviet Networks  

 

 

 Ukrainian All-Soviet Network   Georgian All-Soviet Network   
 

In the All Soviet networks, the illustration reflects the density measurements; the 

Ukrainian network is on the left with a density of .8, while the Georgia network has a density of 

.5.   As in the Ukrainian Central Committee network, illustration 6.1, the density is fairly even in 

the Ukrainian All-Soviet network, with few obvious cores or clusters.  The Georgian network, on 

right, contains a dense core but is well connected to the peripheral nodes; the network shows no 

sign of fragmentation or nodes situated in such a way as to heavily influence connectivity.  

Similar to the Ukrainian Central Committee graph in illustration 6.1, the Ukrainian All-Soviet 

graph in illustration 6.4 is so densely connected that the ties between nodes give the appearance 

of solid shading. What the Ukrainian graph suggests is that the elites were interconnected to the 
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degree that there is minimal clustering or a distinct core, implying a very uniform distribution of 

ties that reinforce the concept of a well-connected and integrated elite. Taken together, the 

various networks reinforce the idea that, across multiple dimensions and institutions, Ukrainians 

had denser, better connected networks and went into the post-Soviet era with better social 

resources, including human capital, to negotiate the multiple challenges of transition.  

Post-Soviet 

Illustration 6.5 
Post-Soviet Networks 

 

 Ukrainian post-Soviet Network   Georgian post-Soviet network  
 

The Post-Soviet networks also present an interesting case.  The Ukrainian Post-Soviet 

elite network, on left, has a density of .9, while the Georgian Post-Soviet elite network has a 

density of .8.  However, as illustration 6.5 makes clear, the Ukrainian network is more cohesive 

and better integrated, while the Georgian network is fragmented and connected by a small 

number of nodes.  The structural elements of the elite in both cases support the argument that 

Ukrainian elite continuity made for a more peaceful transition, while the evident fragmentation 

of elites in Georgia led to conflict. Of note in the Georgian network is the group of about eight 

nodes that act as gatekeepers between the two cores. This illustration once again supports the 
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argument that strong personalities, as opposed to institutional connections were a primary force 

behind elite networks in Georgia.    

Explanations 

Continuity of Leadership 
 

 The leadership secession in Ukraine following the Soviet dissolution perpetuated the 

Soviet elites’ hold on power.  Serving as deputies under Hurenko, both Kravchuk and Kuchma 

had a significant amount of experience in the Soviet system and the Ukrainian elite.  As 

Kuromiya (2006, 16), Snyder (2000, 258), and Duncan (1996, 191) all suggest, the Ukrainian 

Soviet elite quickly recognized nationalist tendencies among the population and counter-elites, 

and adjusted its rhetoric to exploit beneficial aspects of nationalist sentiment, such as supporting 

sovereignty issues,  to continue its leadership.   Specifically, Ukrainian former Communists used 

the discussion of nuclear weapons, the Black Sea fleet in Crimea, and a hard line stance with 

Russia as a “nationalistic” platform for retaining popular support (Snyder 2000, 258).   

 By contrast, career dissidents, opposition leaders, in some case independent of formal 

institutions, and rogue militia commanders assumed leadership in Georgia immediately 

following the Soviet collapse and resulting Georgian independence. Although the Round Table 

coalition stabilized the regime for a short time during transition, political cooperation in Georgia 

could not overcome Gamsakhurdia’s narcissism or the manifestation of violence. The Georgian 

post-Soviet elite network in illustration 6.5 reflects a possible exhibition of the potential for 

individuals to influence the structure of networks.  Nationalistic former dissidents became the 

new elites in Georgia, giving rise to a more virulent strain of nationalism in the process of 

overtaking existing leadership.  After violence occurred, some former Soviet officials regained 
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many of the higher level leadership positions.  Shevardnadze’s return quelled the factions and 

eventually ended the violence.  

 The Ukrainian case follows what is known as the horizontal mobility of elites, a “re-

shuffling” of elites from one government to another59 (Nastych 2003, 309).  Ukraine stands as an 

example of having a particularly high rate of “elite reproduction” in governance cycles (Nastych 

2003, 307).   Longitudinal studies with larger samples than this dissertation offers confirm high 

levels of elite continuity, with 70 percent of the members of state government, including 

parliament and the judiciary, being former Soviet officials (Nastych 2003, 308; Shulha et al., 

1998, 24).   The Ukrainian post-Soviet elite network in illustration 6.5 is a good example of elite 

continuity.  The dense core at the center of the network represents a well- and inter-connected 

group of elites. Given the compressed time period between Communist and post-Communist 

regimes, 1989-1991, the probably is quite low that the illustrated degree of connectivity could 

have occurred within the transitional time. Instead, the graph shows that elites with a history of 

connections were likely “rearranged” in the power structures.   

 In contrast, the Georgian level of elite continuity is quite different.  Rather than following 

a linear path— a larger number of Soviet era elites evident early in transition and fewer as an 

established political opposition began participating in elections—the Georgian case shows a high 

degree of turnover to non-Soviet elites early in transition, followed by a violent episode and then 

restoration of Soviet elites within a new framework.   Further, the opposition, or counter-elites—

those seeking to gain governmental office during the transition—included people more  

associated with intellectual pursuits than with   policy-making. Nastych (2010, 310) makes this 

argument specific to Ukrainian opposition leaders, but it can be applied equally to the Georgian 

                                                 
59 Governments in Ukraine changed about every twelve to eighteen months, resulting in a recurrent opportunity 
for elite circulation (Nastych 2003, 308).  
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political elites.  Neither Gamsakhurida nor Ioselini nor Kitovani had experience in policy-

making fields; consequently, the three lacked the ability to govern effectively once placed in 

positions of power. 

 Intuitively, a continuity of elites should make a regime transition more stable.  The actors 

understand the state, the culture, the institutions, and have connections with other elites.  

However, allowing elites from the ancien regime to maintain power, even when democratic 

reforms are instituted, disproportionally benefits those existing elites. Alternatively, elite 

replacement is fraught with danger, as the Georgian example suggests.  The two cases of Georgia 

and Ukraine represent divergent paths of elite networks during transition, with very different 

outcomes.   

National Communism 
 

Another example of Georgian and Ukrainian elites pursuing divergent policies involve 

the  extension of Communist inspired policies  within the independent republics after 1991. In 

Ukraine, the Communist elite emerged from the banning of the Communist Party with an 

effective strategy for rebranding themselves. Moreover, the new groups pursued national 

Communist polices in the Supreme Rada.  These included opposing privatization and preserving 

several of the soviet institutions with minor changes; the renaming of the KGB to the National 

Security Service of Ukraine is an example (Kuzio and Wilson 1994, 175-179).  The Communist 

Party of Ukraine disappeared, but its shadow provided a cover for re-establishing an elite cadre 

within a newly re-constituted leftist bloc (Wolzcuk 2001, 109).  The fact that Ukrainian elite 

networks are densely connected in illustration 6.4 and 6.5, although with a smaller number of 

nodes, lends credence to elite continuity.  
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 By contrast, the Georgian communists were debilitated by the violence of April 9, 1989, 

and were placed in a weaker bargaining position relative to Gamsakhuridia’s Round Table. 

Newly formed radical opposition groups, comprised mostly of former dissidents, were 

vehemently opposed to any iteration of the Soviet system taking root in the newly independent 

Georgia (Slider 1996, 162).   The degree of infighting and fragmentation within elite circles 

prevented independent institutions from forming without the personalities of elites interfering 

with organizational effectiveness.  The degree of variance between elites and goals in Ukraine 

and Georgia created structural variance in elite networks.  Elites in Ukraine used the existing 

structural shell to create a new state, while elites in Georgia started fresh.    

Ethno-Federalism 
 

 Differences in the ethno-federal structure of Ukraine and Georgia also play a role in 

explaining why patterns of elites in the two republics vary so significantly. By incorporating 

oblasts as an organizational level, Ukraine adds a layer of administration to the state and to the 

ability of elites to form additional networks.  The Georgian republic does not contain oblasts, 

organizing instead by raions and special autonomous areas.  This distinction may not appear 

significant, but it provided a different path for elites to come to power because of additional 

layers of government.  

In Ukraine, the oblasts offered another level of administrative organization to larger 

territorial or densely populated areas. Oblasts also provided a pipeline for grooming political 

elites.  Local—city or raion—administrators were often popular residents, as opposed to being 

deft politicians. The oblast system gave emerging elites a training ground:   meetings of oblast 

leadership and representatives constituted a structure that enabled networks to form and 

perpetuate. Oblast leaders were almost always full or candidate members of the Communist party 
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of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.  One example of how more layers of administration 

create more networks is illustration 6.3, where the number of representatives from Ukraine to the 

Supreme Soviet is substantially higher because of more administrative units from which to draw 

delegates.   

 Neither the Georgian SSR nor the Georgian Republic included oblasts, although South 

Ossetia maintained special status as an Autonomous Oblast. A consequence of fewer levels of 

administration was more direct central oversight of local issues and a reduction of local 

autonomy in the areas outside of South Ossetia, Adjaria, and Abkhazia. Georgia also contained 

autonomous republics, which under both Soviet rule and independence garnered special 

circumstances.  The absence of oblasts in Georgia reduced the opportunities for elite networks to 

grow at a national level. The result was narrow, locally focused, elite. Narrow foci within elite 

networks create incentives for elites to form regional cliques, contributing to fragmentation.  

 The reasons elite networks formed and change are complicated and varied.  The 

characteristics of elite leadership, the historical administrative units and the goals of elite 

networks are all influential factors on the structure of these networks. This dissertation gives 

strong evidence that network structures influence political outcomes.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSION 
    

This dissertation began as an exploration of variance in levels of violence during regime 

transition in Ukraine and Georgia following the breakup of the Soviet Union.  The study 

concentrates on the period immediately following the Soviet collapse, when the likelihood for 

armed conflict appeared greatest.  Because authority from Moscow was superseded by local 

elites, a power vacuum for control over the republics could have led to the breakdown of public 

order.  During this period, Ukraine ultimately achieved a peaceful regime transition from Soviet 

Socialist Republic to independent state.  Despite years of social and political tension revolving 

around a myriad of issues from language to territorial secession.  Ukraine emerged from the 

transition without factions’ resorting to violent conflict.  Sadly, the inverse was true in Georgia. 

Both regional secessionist aspirations and personality-driven fighting among actors at the state 

center resulted in multiple rounds of violence in the Georgian transition. 

 Specifically, this research sought to explain divergent experiences in the two republics 

by examining ties between elites in the two cases and presenting an argument to explain how 

networks of elites may influence regimes in transition.  Because elites in Ukraine enjoyed a 

history of deep, multiple, and overlapping connections, these elites created an environment in 

which the process of state-crafting could occur.  Some may describe such an environment as 

being rich in social capital, others as offering bargaining space.  In Chapter 4, the degree to 

which connectivity in Ukrainian elite networks created social capital is discussed. Regardless, 

Ukrainian elites managed threats to their stability peacefully as Soviet institutions were 
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dismantled, and before independent Ukrainian institutions were created.  Among the challenges 

facing Ukrainian Soviet era elites during transitions were the integration of opposition groups 

into the political process, the remaking of institutions of governance, the addressing of 

secessionist rumblings, and the resolving of sovereignty issues with the Russian state.  By the 

1994 parliamentary and presidential elections, a constitutional commission had been formed to 

create a new institutional framework, and the sovereignty of an independent Ukrainian had been 

established.  The Ukrainian constitution of 1996 included provisions for the Crimea and 

represented a tour de force of successful state building.  

In contrast, the experience of Georgian elites in transition was characterized by the 

replacement of Soviet era elites with nationalist counter-elites.  Nationalism, secessionism, and 

forceful, charismatic personalities melded to create a political debacle that neither official nor 

informal institutions could constrain.  Oppositional elites came to power in Georgia by 

organizing massive public demonstrations and preventing vestigial remnants of the Soviet 

system from continuing.  Network structures of elites in Georgia reflected a long-term pattern of 

division with a small cadre at the center, as illustrated in Chapters 5 and 6.   After the Georgian 

republic progressed through transition and violence, Soviet elites returned to power and quelled 

the tension.  It may be argued that Shevardnadze’s return to Georgia and the subsequent regime 

stability is largely a result of reactivating network ties forged during the Soviet period.  

Elites are modeled in a handful of existing studies, but they are very limited in both scope 

and structure. Some research tracks elites in terms of political transition, while others suggest 

links to armed conflict, but do not formally model the structures.   A theoretical link between 

elites and conflict is made in several studies, but no academic research that actually identifies the 

ways in which elites are connected and analyzes their connections is known. Consequently, this 
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dissertation presents an initial foray into formal models of presenting elite networks in relation to 

armed conflict, advancing both the application of network analysis methods and the substantive 

exploration of armed conflict.  Future research expanding this study might address new 

arguments presented in this work concerning armed conflict onset.  The conclusions made in this 

study suggest a strong need to further evaluate the role of elite networks as an explanatory factor 

in civil war onset across a broader set of cases. As the data demonstrates in Chapter 6, structures 

of elite networks show a great deal of variance.  Exploring the nature of variance in elite 

networks, how they are tied together, and what makes them fragment, hint at an under-examined 

stream of research.  

While prognostications on the causal effect of elites on armed conflict are not new, the 

argument that structures of elites enable specific processes that either inhibit violence or ignite 

the process of civil war onset is a departure from existing research.  Bargaining and the concept 

of social capital are not underdeveloped concepts in the examination of conflict. The introduction 

of elite networks to the social structures surrounding conflict provides a new paradigm in which 

to assess causal processes in violent conflict.  

In Ukraine, existing networks of elites utilized their social capital to come up with 

reasonably democratic processes during transitions.  Opposition groups and movements became 

political parties that morphed and challenged each other and existing elites for influence.  

Elections were held, Communists became nationalists; power sharing agreements were 

successfully negotiated, and secessionist claims were managed, all because elites had existing 

structures for interaction.  

Existing formal models of Georgian elite networks illustrate a mostly bifurcated pattern 

within network leadership.  An explanation for the divisiveness reflected in the models is that the 



 

168 
 

post-Soviet era institutional framework was reliant on the force of individuals in specific power 

roles—to the detriment or the benefit of the republic— rather than on an institutionalized system.  

The dependence on personality as opposed to institutions illustrates the fragility of the 

institutions after the Soviet collapse.  A variety of sources argue that Gamsakhurdia, for 

example, had mental stability issues.  His paranoia, grandiose ideation, and erratic behavior 

made the task of governance by impartial and regimented institutions impossible. One 

Shevardnadze illustrates a contrasting influence of personality on Georgian politics.  His 

reputation as a statesman and fair arbitrator had a pronounced impact on calming violence in 

Georgia upon his return from Moscow. The further influence of personality on Georgian politics 

is visibly demonstrable in post-Soviet political order.  Unlike Ukraine, where existing elites 

remade themselves into democratic candidates for an independent state, dissidents and 

opposition leaders filled the Georgian political space and occupied the foreground of public 

debate through the vehicle of nationalist diatribe.  The narrative in Chapter 5 suggests that, after 

taking the majority in the Georgian Supreme Soviet, nationalist elites forced Communist elites to 

change their ideology or be marginalized.   

In Ukraine, however, a long-existing administrative structure added layers of 

administration to the interface between masses and elites.  Not only did Ukraine’s administrative 

divisions include oblasts, but also the republic’s verkhovna rada.  Moreover, the addition of 

layers of administrative divisions and a republic parliament meant there were more opportunities 

for elite networks to form and more dimensions for them to incorporate.  Fewer administrative 

divisions in Georgia resulted in fewer opportunities for elites to develop dense networks.  A 

possible explanation for why a new and especially potent brand of nationalism resonated within 

the Georgian republic is that the organizational structure in Georgia was tighter and had a 
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narrower span of control. The republic was not subdivided into oblasts for filtering 

administrative responsibility through an additional layer of government.  

In addition to suggesting conflict mechanisms that had only been referenced in much of 

the literature, this dissertation presents a step forward in developing a new approach to conflict 

studies. Elite behavior is a relatively unexplored avenue for conflict analysis, especially when 

applied to the role of elites in the former Soviet region.  Much existing literature relies on 

interviews with observers or participants in conflicts. The ways in which elites were connected to 

one another and to the masses are explicated, but the work on elite networks and conflict is 

largely descriptive and makes no attempt to model or present the structure of the networks in 

such a way as to enable broader comparisons or generalizations.   

Social network theory and analysis is attractive as a method for analyzing elite networks 

because it offers the capability of diagramming structural relations. Utilizing the analytical 

capabilities of network analysis software enables the researcher not only to understand that elites 

are connected, but also to create a visual model showing how those connections create networks 

and to determine whether network structures differ in such a way as to indicate possible 

explanatory patterns of connectivity at work.  This study incorporates eleven original datasets of 

elites in Georgia and Ukraine, compiled from English, Russian and Ukrainian sources.  These 

data presented an overall clear and distinct picture of variance in network structures, to the extent 

that the arguments made showing an association between elite networks and the onset of civil 

war are well supported.  

 In general, the data produced by this study supported the basic premise: Ukrainian 

networks were denser than the Georgian networks. The empirical conclusions in this dissertation 

support literature that suggests that, by benefit of their connected networks, Ukrainian elites 
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created a functional state and harnessed nationalistic sentiment.  The data analyses in Chapters 4 

and 6 indicate that Ukrainian elite networks had higher degrees of density and connectivity than 

did those in Georgia. The visual graphs illustrate a well-connected and stable set of Ukrainian 

elites over time, including the incorporation of dissidents as legitimate political figures after the 

1994 election.  Soviet-era elites governing in conjunction with former dissidents are evident in 

the Post-Soviet network analysis and illustrations in Chapter 4.  

These multiple and overlapping ties between elites reinforce social capital and 

connections.  Conflict in one area of connection—a policy dispute within a ministry for 

example—is unlikely to cause a fracture within a network if elites remain connected through 

other dimensions.  Multiple ties connect elites together in such an intense way so as to impose a 

set of rules, even in the absence of formal institutions.  Despite the absence of a functioning 

state, these networks had the ability to enforce norms and create a regime for administrating 

transitional issues.  

Conversely, elite networks in which members are only marginally connected do not 

benefit from the same level of social capital. If elites maintain ties through only a single 

dimension, the likelihood is high that a dispute in that dimension will negatively affect social 

capital within a network of tenuously connected actors. Two deputy finance ministers 

disagreeing over how to adjust inflation statistics will have a minor influence on elite networks if 

those deputies enjoy connections outside of their employment.  If, however, the deputies came 

from different parts of the republic, attended different schools, and have no social or ideological 

connections, the probability for the social capital in their network to diminish is high.  Not only 

does this study show that elite networks appear to matter in conflict, but that the connections 

themselves between elites matter. Data from Chapter 4 suggests that professional ties among 
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Soviet-era elites in Ukraine had a higher likelihood of creating social capital than other 

dimensions of connectivity.  

The case of Georgia was different.  As the data from Chapters 5 and 6 indicate, networks 

of Georgian elites were less densely connected than their counterparts in Ukraine.  Further, 

visual graphing of the Georgian networks demonstrates a consistent bifurcation within them. 

What these data suggest is that strong individuals were able to dominate the political arena,  

because elites had neither the capacity nor the interest to impose a check on them.  Social capital 

that would have enabled elites to balance a strong, charismatic leader was not available in 

Georgia. Consequently, Georgian nationalists captured public debate, using nationalist rhetoric 

to supplant institutions and install inflammatory political figures, even through existing 

institutional means such as elections. Elite replacement fractured elite networks, the use of 

violence against demonstrators delegitimized existing elites.  The violence at the Georgian state 

center was a result was a result of these fractured networks, and efforts to replace the elites 

within them.   

 While the topic of elite behavior and even elite networks permeates the literature 

dedicated to regime transition, no serious effort exists to collect data on how elite are connected 

in networks, or to model their connectivity using advanced methods.  Although likely 

apparatuses are identified, exact mechanisms for conflict onset are nearly impossible to elucidate 

due to the inability to prove causality, or to account for unknown, exogenous factors.   The 

structure of elite networks and their influence on emerging states in times of transition clearly 

comprise an untapped explanation for the onset of civil war.   

This research also presents eleven new and original datasets to further the study of the 

causes of civil war. Gathered and presented in an effort to understand the outbreak of civil war as 
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a result of political transition, these data represent a progressive first step in a new line of 

inquiry.  Elite networks provide a relatively stable platform for cross-case comparisons, and 

perhaps, even generalizations.  

 The broader implications of this study are also worth noting.  Every state will have had a 

set of politically elite actors.  Created by their associates, backgrounds and interests, their 

networks can be empirically modeled.  Additionally, the conclusions from this dissertation have 

policy implications for emerging instances of regime change and transition.  The recognition of 

political elites and their connections to others, and the degree of those connections is a valuable 

piece of intelligence for any entity with an interest in mitigating the potential for conflict 

situations.  The regional series of regime transitions and armed conflict known as the “Arab 

Spring” is one potential and immediately relevant application of elite network theory related to 

armed conflict. Further, the insights gleaned from this study may be highly relevant to the 

National Salvation Front in Romania, the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia, the Velvet Divorce, 

and ongoing difficulties in Armenia—as well as the colored revolutions.  Analyzing elite 

networks in transitional states in the Middle East and North Africa might provide a clear picture 

of which states are most at risk for conflict because of the structure of the elite networks 

contained within them.  

 One aspect of particular interest in moving these studies further is delving into the nature 

and dynamics of the ties that bind elites together.  This study explicitly demonstrates how 

overlapping ties among elites create structures that may enable or prevent conflict.  More 

explicitly, this study mapped connections of actual elite networks and illustrated their structures 

in relationship to the political conditions in the republics of Georgia and Ukraine after the Soviet 

Union collapsed. These data are fertile ground for unpacking and disaggregating the nature of 
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relationships within elite networks.  Are geographic and professional associations the primary 

dimensions by which networks of elites form?  Do different regions develop elites through 

different dimensions of connectivity?  Perhaps family association, educational and social status 

or activity creates elite networks with greater or lesser amounts of social capital. Potential for 

understanding the mechanisms of elite connectivity across a greater set of cases is profound.   

Perhaps the most prolific and controversial implication of this study is that the 

conclusions hint at an ability to predict how elites might act as a stabilizing or destructive force 

during regime transition.  Divested of the constraints of an ancien regime, will elite networks 

created by different systems and connected by a diverse set of dimensions operate similarly to 

those reviewed in this study?  
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