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Sarah Henderson 

 Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, many newly independent nations have 

suffered internal instability as a result of ethnically based regional independence initiatives. This 

paper seeks to determine the effect historical legacies have on the formation of ethnic identities 

and the shaping of secessionist movements, using the conflict between the Transnistria region 

and the Republic of Moldova as a case study. The paper adopts two traditions — constructivist 

theory of ethnic identity and materialist theoretical framework of secessionist mobilization — to 

explain the origins and dynamics of the Transnistrian conflict. In sum, Soviet policies of 

Russianization, Russification, and Sovietization successfully created a separate identity which 

was then exploited by regional elites. So far, regional actors such as the EU and OSCE have 

misdiagnosed the cause of the conflict, and thus have advocated ineffective solutions. Given that 

a similar situation is currently underway in Ukraine, it is critical that we understand the correct 

drivers behind ethnic conflict within the former Soviet Union 

.        
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INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

 The end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union heralded change in 

Europe's borders not seen since the end of World War I. Twenty-four new nations,  15 of which 

once constituted the Soviet Union, were formed, either  as a result of ethnic, religious, and 

cultural distinctions or largely as a legacy of supranational decisions or treaties. The collapse of 

the USSR in 1991 surprised many Soviet scholars and specialists, but upon analysis, the descent 

of the successor states into ethnic division was not surprising (Beissinger, 2002 pp. 3-8). The 

Soviet Union, and many of its predecessor countries, had been a multi-ethnic state of 

nationalities that, once released from a central hegemonic yoke, erupted in separatist movements 

across the region: Chechens and Tartars in Russia, Armenians in Azerbaijan, and Ossetians in 

Georgia. What these movements shared in common was the presence of a concentrated and 

distinct ethnic identity that sought increased rights and independence from its disparate ruling 

nation. 

 Separatism is the attempt to gain increased political and territorial autonomy for a group 

from the larger national state (Samarasinghe, Premdas, & Anderson, 1990 p. 2). There were at 

least 22 active separatist movements by the end the millennium's first decade (Beary, 2008). The 

near totality of these movements is the result of ethnic tensions between a localized endemic 

group and its greater ruling state. The Republic of Moldova, a small country landlocked between 

Romania and Ukraine, is described as an outlier in the understanding of what foments 

separatism. Though Moldova hosts two distinct separatist regions, Gagauzia and Transnistria, the 

latter is a critical case as a result of the role and origin of elites and the mobilization of a new and 

unique ethnic identity.  
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   The autonomous region of Gagauzia in Southern Moldova is described as following the 

traditional model of separatism due to its concentration of ethnic Gagauz who share a distinct 

culture, language, religion, and whose vast majority are found in Moldova (King, 2000 p. 209). 

The Gagauz people are a Turkic-speaking Christian Orthodox group of disputed origin that 

ultimately settled in Moldova's current borders following the Russo-Turkish War of the late 

eighteenth century (Beissinger, 2002 p.225). Transnistria, the second separatist region, does not 

share the development model of Gagauzia or other contemporary separatist and secessionist 

movements. Scholars and ethnographers report that there is no distinct titular Transnistrian, or 

majority, ethnic population that we would traditionally define to be united and mobilized against 

the central government (King, 2010 p. 108). The claim is underwritten by the fact that the ethnic 

identity self-expressed in the most recent Transnistrian census, 1989, preceding the separatist 

secessionist fervor reported near equal population percentages of Russians and Ukrainians 

(25.5% and 28.3 respectively) with a slight majority of Moldovans (39.9%) (King, 2010 p. 112).  

 As a result, scholars provide another reason for the conflict and secession. Current 

scholarship on Transnistrian separatism defines it as a conflict between political elites and a type 

of proxy war between the east and the west with individual nations attempting to meddle in the 

dispute (King, 1997 pp. 72-74). The role and degree to which outside actors have played in the 

Transnistrian conflict is not disputed. As an example, the Russian 14th Army actively supported 

separatist forces during the 1992 Transnistria War. Elements of the Russian military, reformed 

into the Operational Group of Russian Forces in Moldova, are still garrisoned in Transnistria and 

Russia continues to provide non-humanitarian economic and material support to the separatist 

government (Kolstoe, 1995 p. 160; King, 2010 p. 118.) Influence from the West is just as robust. 

The U.S. and Europe provide project funding and military aid and training to increase economic 
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ties with Western Europe and deter Russian regional military aggression (MCC, 2010; Goodman 

& Khmolovska, 2015). However, to exclude or avoid the role identity plays can miss crucial 

elements of the Transnistrian issue.   

 To understand the Transnistrian case appropriately, it is best to determine how ethnicity 

is created and categorized especially within the confines and context of Moldova. Ethnicity is 

defined as a group of people who share a common culture, language, religion, and identity 

(Hewitt & Cheetham, 2000 p. xi). The constructivist theory of ethnic identity states that ethnicity 

is not a set and immutable condition (Llobera, 1999). Through deliberate historical Russian and 

Soviet policies, persons residing in Transnistria have formed a separate and distinct ethnic 

identity titled homo sovieticus (also known as sovetskii chelovek; named after the Soviet process 

of removing all historical and cultural characteristics of groups in the USSR to create a single 

trans-national identity) (Wanner, 1998 p. 49). These qualities that define ethnicity are found in 

the residents of Transnistria. I refer to this constructed ethnic identity as sovetskii narod (Rus. 

Soviet People)1. Ethnic identity can, and did, change and shift depending on the economic, 

social, and political processes within Transnistria as a result of its population density and aims of 

central leaders. Central state leaders in Moscow intentionally constructed a politically reliable 

core, which resulted in the new ethnic construction, on the east bank of the Dniester river to 

control the Moldovan republic by integrating the region into the Soviet core through the presence 

and increased interaction of sovietizing and russifying state institutions with the population,  

employment of three-quarters of the residents in the Soviet military-industrial complex, and 

rewarding the region and individuals politically and economically for sovetskii chelovek.     

1Brezhnev created and first used the term sovetskii narod during a speech in 1971 (Nahaylo &Swoboda, 1990 p. 172-3) 
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 Using archival research and secondary sources, I will conduct a holistic single case study 

on the presence and effectiveness of the intentional aforementioned hegemonic policies on the 

Republic of Moldova and its historical predecessors. My scholarship will focus on policies that 

affected language, religious, educational, social, political, and economic structures. In addition, I 

will explain the role Transnistrian elites had in providing a narrative of ethnic denigration to 

mobilize the region's residents towards separatism to maintain political, material, and economic 

power.    

 The unresolved status of Transnistria presents a regional, and potentially larger, security 

risk. The former senior military commander of NATO forces in Europe, U.S. Air Force General 

Philip M. Breedlove, has stated that this region will be "Europe's next crisis point"               

following the annexation of Crimea by Russia (Englund, 2014). In addition, 2015 saw the third 

incident of radiological material being smuggled out of Transnistria in five years (Perez, 

Martinez, & Stan, 2015). Cobasna, in northern Transnistria, holds a former Soviet Union Army 

depot that still contains 20,000 tons of munitions and other military equipment that is largely 

unprotected (Ciochina & Schwartz, 2015). In addition to potential arms trafficking, the 

unresolved status of Transnistria contributes to human slavery, organized criminal activities, and 

human rights violations (Skordas, 2005). The instability is partially rooted in the actions by 

respective and regional actors that maintain the unresolved status quo to achieve the aims and 

goals of each country. 

 It is in the Moldovan, Transnistrian, and Russian ruling governments' interest to maintain 

the 'frozen' nature of the Transnistrian Conflict. Moldovan leaders receive an elevated place 

amongst interested countries and organizations in the form of support and programs to both solve 

the conflict and develop strong democratic institutions. To Moldovan elites, the tension creates 
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outside interest where none would be if the issue were to be resolved (Savceac, 2006). 

Transnistrian elites are able to continue building personal coffers controlling the illicit movement 

and transfers of black-market items. Russia is able to prevent the expansion of western military 

and political institutions by ensuring Transnistria is an unrecognized state and is able to project 

over one thousand of its own troops near the NATO borders under the umbrella of a 

peacekeeping force. Recommendations from the EU and OSCE contribute to the 'frozen' nature 

of the conflict by not progressing the resolution process and promoting agendas that are deaf to 

the roots of the conflict and interests of the respective parties. A continuation of the same type 

actions and policies by international organizations towards the Ukrainian crises will only prolong 

the conflict and lead to increased divisions between the east and west (Lehne, 2015).   

BACKGROUND1 

 The end of 1991 witnessed the termination of the Soviet Union following a wave of 

reforms, the independence of numerous Soviet republics, overthrow of socialist governments, 

and the reunification of Germany. On December 25, USSR President Mikhail Gorbachev 

resigned his post and turned its powers over to the Russian President Boris Yeltsin (Der Spiegel, 

2006). The following day, the Soviet Union ceased to exist by government declaration.  

 The origin of the decent of the Soviet Union into dissolution began innocuously enough 

in 1985 with reforms undertaken by Gorbachev upon his ascension as the Communist Party of 

the Soviet Union (CPSU) Secretary General following the death of the previous party leader,  

1On a note of terminology and difference between the place names of Bessarabia, Moldavia, and Moldova. When I used the term Bessarabia, I 
refer to events and policies within the historic lands between the Dniester and Prut rivers in southeastern Europe until 1917 and end of the 
Russian Empire. This land, prior to its annexation by Russia in 1812, was part of the Moldovan Principality which now includes much of Western 
Romania. Moldavia is the word constructed by the Soviet Union to apply to the land and the people of historic Bessarabia and the small strip of 
land on the east of the Dniester River known as Transnistria. I only use Moldavia in Soviet era proper nouns. Moldova, the preferred Romanian 
language spelling, and its demonym are used to apply to the land and people post-Russian Revolution of 1917.   
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Konstantin Chernenko (Der Spiegel, 2006). Gorbachev's two most significant reforms, glasnost 

and perestroika enacted in 1986 and 1987 respectively, sought to return to the Soviet Union's 

Marxist roots and strengthen the stifled economy (Cummings, 2012). In effect, these two 

policies, coupled with newly open elections for each republic's government, exacerbated the 

already existing fissures within the country and sounded the death knell for the Soviet Union. 

After fifty-plus years of central control and oppression from and by Moscow, represented 

ethnicities in the republics were rejuvenated by the afforded 'openness' and freedom. This 

resulted in a wave of ethnonationalism amongst and within each of the republics. For example, in 

Moldova, perestroika ushered in the two competing movements within the western republic of 

reunion with Romania and creation of an independent state. (Kolstoe, 1995 p. 154).  

 With the removal of a single political party system, the citizens of many republics formed 

new parties along ethnic and ideological lines to compete against the ruling communist party. 

The first open elections in 1990 saw the CPSU lose power in six (Lithuania, Moldova, Estonia, 

Latvia, Armenia, and Georgia) of the fifteen republics. These initial political victories further 

emboldened calls for independence. The Baltic Republics, who viewed their membership in the 

Soviet Union as a period of occupation, were the first to declare independence with Lithuania in 

March 1990 (Keller, 1991). What followed was a quick succession over 18 months with all 15 

republics individually achieving, de facto, self-rule. The final republic to declare independence, 

Kazakhstan, was ten days prior to the end of the Soviet Union on December 16, 1991 (Allworth, 

2016). 
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Creation of a Moldovan State 

 The Republic of Moldova declared its independence four months before the dissolution 

of Soviet Union on August 27, 1991 with its capital in Chisinau. The initial steps to achieve 

political freedom began with the 1989 Congress of the People's Deputies (CPD) and the 1990 

Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic (MSSR) Supreme Soviet elections where anti-communist 

nationalists ran as independents against CPSU members (King, 2000 p. 146). The elected 

independents and reformed communists formed a majority-voting bloc to control the legislative 

body. In May 1990, the new MSSR Supreme Soviet removed the CPSU's leading singular role 

and effectively created a multiparty democracy. In June of the same year, power to enact laws 

over the republic was transferred from the Congress of People's Deputies in Moscow to the 

MSSR Supreme Soviet. Three months later a new flag and seal were adopted along with a new 

president (King, 2000 p. 148). The MSSR Supreme Soviet elected Mircea Snegur as its first 

republican president. In May 1991, the penultimate Soviet vestige was cast off when the MSSR 

renamed itself the "Republic of Moldova."       

 The new, now independent, government was formed by the same members of the 

Moldovan Popular Front who beat CPSU members in 1990, as independents, in Moldova's first 

open election since the Sfatul Tarii in 1917 (King, 2000 p. 32). The ruling Moldovan Popular 

Front party were once members of culture and literary clubs who were educated in Romanian 

universities. In addition, they received significant support from the exiled Moldovan 

intelligentsia while studying abroad. One of the first successful pieces of legislation successfully 

promoted was language laws. On August 31, 1989, the MSSR Supreme Soviet bowed to public 

pressure and enacted laws declaring Moldovan the state language, the required use of the Latin 

alphabet, and expansion of the language in public and government use (King, 2000 p. 120). In 
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addition, the exposure to Moldovan historiography and the openness of glasnost also led many of 

the new politicians to develop irredentist ideology. As a result, a version of the Romanian flag 

became the Moldovan National Flag and Moldova using the same national anthem as Romania 

(King, 2000 p. 159). There were also public discussions about uniting with Romania akin to the 

German reunification in 1990 (King, 1997 p. 36; King, 2000 p. 150).  

 
             Map of the Republic of Moldova with Transnistria and Gagauzia highlighted  

 The passage of the language laws were the first Moldovan polices to cause a rift between 

the republic's government and the autonomous regions of Transnistria and Gagauzia (King, 2000 
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p. 120). Fear of a potential greater Romanian state and forced "romanian-ization" caused friction 

amongst staunch nationalists and residents of the two autonomous regions. As a result, these two 

regions declared their own independence from the Soviet Union prior Moldova: Transnistria on 

September 2, 1990 and Gagauzia on August 19, 1990 (King, 1997 p. 68). 

The Gagauz 

 The Gagauz are ethnic Turkish Christians who arrived in southern Moldova and the 

surrounding Black Sea from the Ottoman Empire over the course of a hundred years beginning 

in the 1780s (King, 2000 p. 211). Gorbachev's liberalized policies stirred nationalist sentiment 

the Gagauz just as in Moldova and the other republics. Gagauz activists supported and were 

active with members of the Moldovan Popular Front in its original formation in May 1989 

(Beissinger, 2002 p. 225). After the Popular Front's election to the Supreme Soviet, the 

Romanian-esque direction undertaken weakened the coalition (King, 2000 p. 215). The August 

1989 language laws ended the cooperation between the two groups. When the language laws 

were passed, only 5.5% of Gagauz were proficient in the Moldovan language (Beissinger, 2002 

p. 225). In addition, the use of Russian, the internationalized and inter lingua for the Gagauz, 

was reduced in usage and importance. Following this development, members of the Gagauz elite 

began to position for increased autonomy from Moldova. 

  On September 19, 1990, the Gagauz Halki (the representative body) declared 

independence from the Soviet Union as the Gagauz Soviet Socialist Republic, with Comrat as 

the capital, and shared goals of maintaining control of local resources and creates a Gagauz 

national renaissance (King, 2000 p. 216). The proclamation was not recognized by the Congress 

of People's Deputies in Moscow, Soviet republics, other nations, or international bodies. Due to a 
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lack international recognition and resources, the new government did not form any state 

structures. Moldova responded by outlawing the Gagauz Halki and dispatching armed 

volunteers. The Gagauz organized their own self-defense force with arms and supplies smuggled 

from the Transnistrian region. As a result, sporadic fighting occurred between Gagauz and 

Moldovan forces but ended peacefully.  

 When Moldova achieved independence from the Soviet Union, the Gagauzian territory, 

part of the MSSR, was included in the successor Moldovan state upon its independence. As a 

result, Gagauz leaders supported the August Coup to overthrow Soviet President Gorbachev and 

re-strengthen the USSR (King, 2000 p. 217). The dispute between Chisinau and Comrat 

remained unresolved until 1994. The first post-Soviet election in Moldova was held in 1994 and 

the pro-Romanian unification candidates lost to more centrist politicians (King, 2000 p. 218). As 

a result, the Moldovan Constitution drafted the same year granted Gagauzia special autonomous 

status over five raions for the administration of local government, education, and culture (King, 

1997 pp. 69-70). Since then, Gagauzia has been successfully integrated into the larger Moldovan 

state. 

Formation of a Separatist Transnistria 

 Transnistria lies on the eastern bank of the Dniester River and forms the largest portion of 

Moldova's border with Ukraine. By the 1980's, the region had become a center for the Soviet 

military. Tiraspol, the region's largest city and capital, and the surrounding areas held the Soviet 

(and later Russian) 14th Army, defense industry, and retired CPSU elites and military members 

(King, 2000 p. 184). Though the region accounts for just over eight percent of Moldova's total 

land mass, it contained 33% of industrial production and 56% of consumer goods production for 



	
	

15	

the republic. As a result of the strong Soviet/Russian ties and economic strength, Transnistria 

was the most reactionary toward the national movement occurring in the rest of Moldova. Each 

policy towards independence from the Soviet Union undertaken in Chisinau was countered by 

one in Tiraspol. The passage of the language laws in Chisinau in August 1989 was viewed as 

oppressive by non-Moldovans and Transnistrians and brought the fomenting schism to a head 

(King, 2000 pp. 186-188). Elites and residents in Transnistria considered the language and other 

cultural policies as anti-Soviet and 'writing on the wall' for independence and potential Romanian 

unification. Eventually clashes occurred in late 1989 between Moldovan Police and Transnistrian 

'self-defense' forces.     

 Another policy affront to Soviet culture was the removal of Russian language and 

literature programs from the Moldovan State University in 1991. The now unemployed 

professors moved to Transnistria and assisted in developing nationalist texts and programs to 

develop and support an identity for residents on the eastern side of the Dniester River separate 

from the rest of Moldova. The pedagogies extolled a history of the region that was rooted deeply 

in Moscow's sphere and one that continues to uphold the glory of the Soviet Union and 

communist policies not seen since the Brezhnev era (Kolstoe, 1994 p. 151). 

 The Transnistrian secessionists started in 1989 to consolidate and control aspects of the 

region's political, economic, and infrastructure systems, effectively cutting off Moldova from the 

rest of the Soviet Union (King, 2002 pp. 189-191). The leading opposition force in Transnistria 

was the United Council of Work Collectives (OSTK). The OSTK, active in other emerging post-

Soviet republics, was closely aligned with the Communist Party and viewed themselves as 

defenders of the Soviet Union's social and political system. The group organized strikes and 

blockages of road and railways between the western side of the Dniester River and the remainder 
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of the weakened Soviet Union (Kolstoe, 1995 pp. 148-9). The OSTK newsletter in Tiraspol 

promoted a collective identity for denizens of Transnistria to rally around and exert their desire 

for self-determination. In addition, the newsletter included quotes from fringe members of 

Moldovan independence movement and their publications as means to establish facts on the 

oppression of minority ethnicities (Kolstoe, 1994 p. 153). The actions, on both sides of the river, 

only served to increase distrust, division, and nurture seeds of separatism. 

 In January 1990, the local council of Tiraspol and other cities in the raions east of the 

Dniester River supported and put forth a referendum proposed by the OSTK and its leader Igor 

Smirnov on Transnistria's status. Over 90% of the voters agreed to autonomy and control of 

fiscal policy for Transnistria within the MSSR (King, 2000 p. 189; Kolstoe, 1994 p. 157). The 

establishment of Moldovan sovereignty within the USSR in May 1990 neutralizing the CPSU's 

dominating role was met in kind in Transnistria. Local Transnistrian authorities declared 

independence from MSSR on September 2, 1990 and established the separate Pridnestrovian 

Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic (PMSSR) (King, 2000 p. 189). The Transnistrian leaders 

then began to create state structures with the goal of being recognized as a de jure republic 

within the USSR and by the CPSU.  

 Staring in November 1990, elements of the Moldovan Internal Police, the Carabinieri, 

and local police forces took part in skirmishes with Transnistrian irregulars until the events 

leading up to the 1991 August Putsch in Moscow (King, 2000 p. 1991). Smirnov openly 

supported the members of the coup as "saviors of the Soviet state" and diverted militia forces to 

Moscow. The attempted overthrow of Gorbachev occurred while the Soviet Union still existed 

and as a result, MSSR authorities used the opportunity as an excuse to arrest Smirnov, now the 

chair of the unrecognized PMSSR Supreme Council, with other OSTK and Transnistrian 
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officials. This led to additional strikes, conflict, threats of cutting off electricity and gas supplies 

west of the Dniester River, and the effective shutdown of the Moldovan rail system by protestor 

blockage (King, 2000 p. 191). Moldovan officials ultimately caved to the demands to release 

Smirnov and the others. 

 The Transnistrian region, akin to Gagauzia, was included in the Republic of Moldova's 

recognized borders following their declaration of independence on August 27 1991. However, 

leaders in Transnistria viewed their territory as a separate republic from Moldova substantiated 

by the 1990 public referendum and declaration supporting autonomy and independence from 

Moldova but within the Soviet Union. As a result, they believed Transnistria should have been 

allowed self-determination separate from the western portion of Moldova. Just preceding the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, authorities in Transnistria declared independence from the 

USSR on December 1, 1991. A referendum soliciting support from denizens on the raions east 

of the Dniester River was met with 78% voter turnout. The internationally disputed vote showed 

97.7% support for an independent, now named, Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic (PMR) 

(Kolstoe, 1994 p. 161; King, 2000 p. 190). 

 Following the coup d'état in August 1991, PMR created the Republican Guard as 

uniformed military regulars to replace the militia-like elements engaged with central Moldovan 

forces. The new PMR military bolstered its ranks with Soviet, and eventual Russian, military 

personnel (Kolstoe, 1994 p. 159). The Soviet 14th Army was garrisoned in Tiraspol and many of 

the forces espoused a strong bond to Transnistria and its cause. Most conscripts joined out of the 

MSSR and areas in Transnistria while officers and senior sergeants developed ties as a result of 

residing in the area with their family for an extended period. The most significant defections 

from the Soviet to the Transnistrian military were the 14th Army's commander and its chief of 
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staff. The former, Lieutenant-General Gennadii Iakovlev, became of the Chief of Defense (or 

senior military commander) and the later, Colonel Stefan Chitac, became the unrecognized 

republic's first defense minister (King, 2000 p. 192). Many of the force's decision to pledge 

allegiance to the PMR was a result of the USSR's status. There was no Soviet Union to return to 

and the soldiers and airmen viewed Transnistria as a continuation of their homeland and state 

they swore an oath to defend: the USSR. In addition to personnel, the new military was well 

equipped as a result of Soviet materiel. The Soviet munitions and equipment depots were ill 

guarded and the PMR military raided the stores until the Russian Federation assumed control of 

the 14th Army and garrisons in April 1992.        

 The fighting between the central Moldovan and Transnistrian forces continued with the 

creation and growth of the Republican Guard. The purported 12,000 strong PMR force received 

additional reserves from Ukrainian and Russian Cossacks who understood the engagement to be 

a defense of the Russian homeland. One of the first large exchanges between the two forces 

occurred in the northern Transnistrian city of Dubasari two weeks after Transnistria's declaration 

of independence. Moldovan President Snegur declared martial law in response to the violence 

and the Transnistrian leader's unwillingness to comply with demands by Chisinau (Kolstoe, 1994 

p. 160). Clashes continued into the spring and early summer and saw bridges across the Dniester 

mined or destroyed. In May 1992, the now Russian 14th Army began to take part in the conflict 

under the guise of ensuring peace but in reality assisting the Transnistrian forces (King, 2000 pp. 

192-3).   

 Bender, a large industrial city on the west side of the Dniester across from Tiraspol, had 

long been claimed by both parties of the conflict. In early June 1992, the Transnistrian forces and 

separatist leaders were emboldened in their claim of Bender by the new Russian 14th Army 
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commander. Major-General Alexander Lebed' announced that Bender was an "inalienable part" 

of Transnistria and Transnistria itself was "a small part of Russia" (Kolstoe, 1994 p. 159). 

Transnistrian forces methodically moved through the city and wrested control of police stations 

loyal to Chisinau. On June 19, Transnistrian forces attacked the last remaining police station not 

under their control with Russian heavy weapons and armored vehicles. Moldovan forces entered 

the city, repelled the attack, and temporarily took control of Bender. The following day, the 

Russian 14th Army openly fought alongside Transnistrian forces and ultimately removed all 

forces loyal to the Moldovan Republic. Small and sporadic fighting continued but this marked 

the apogee of the conflict. By the time the last shot was fired in early July, upwards of 700 

people on both sides had died (King, 2000 p. 194; Kolstoe, 1994 p. 160).     

 After the fighting in Bender, the Russian and Moldovan presidents met in Moscow to 

find a resolution to the conflict. Russian President Yeltsin and Moldovan President Snegur 

signed a cease-fire on July 21, 1992 ending the War of Transnistria hostilities (King, 2000 p. 

196). In addition to the end of fighting, the agreement upheld Moldova's claim over their entire 

internationally recognized borders, bestowed a special status for Transnistria, created a security 

zone along the Dniester River, called for a three party peacekeeping force (Russians, Moldovans 

and Transnistrians), and established an exit plan for the Russian 14th Army (still garrisoned in 

Transnistria; reconfigured as the Operational Group of Russian Forces Moldova in 1995) 

(Kolstoe, 1994 p. 160; King, 2000 p. 202). 

 The self-declared PMR understood the Snegur-Yeltsin agreement as granting the 

separatist republic legitimacy and served nothing more than as a cease-fire. The Transnistrians 

created additional state structures following the end of hostilities to include border guards, a 

currency titled after the Russian Generalissimo Suvorov (founder of Tiraspol), diplomatic 
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relations and intergovernmental organization membership with other unrecognized separatist 

republics (South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Nagorno-Karabakh) and assumption of the remaining 

Soviet municipal and labor councils (Kolstoe, 1994 pp. 76-80; King, 2000 pp. 196-7). In a 

demonstration towards Chisinau to reassert their self-determination, Transnistria held referenda 

in 1995 and 2006. The 1995 referendum approved their new constitution and reaffirmed their 

support to exist as an independent state separate from Moldova (PMR, 1995). In the summer of 

2006, the PMR held the most recent referenda and asked two questions: Dissolve the 

independent Transnistrian state and rejoin with Moldova, and support continued Transnistrian 

independence and future joining with the Russian Federation (Direct Democracy, 2010a; Direct 

Democracy, 2010b). The 2006 referenda passed 97% and 98% respectively to not rejoin with 

Moldova and maintain independence until accession into Russia. Following the annexation of 

Crimea by Russia, PMR leaders requested to join as well. Russian President Putin, the Duma, or 

Federal Council has so far not acted on the request (Malling, 2015). 

 In the years following the 1992 ceasefire, the status of Transnistria has not been resolved 

and has evolved into a frozen conflict. Frozen conflicts were originally termed for engagements 

that developed following the fall of the Soviet Union and include South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and 

Nagorno-Karabakh. The unresolved international status of Crimea and Korean peninsula may 

also be considered frozen conflicts. Frozen conflicts exist where no permanent agreement to 

address the origin of a conflict has been reached between parties following hostilities with one 

party retaining de facto control of the other's internationally recognized territory (King, 2010 p. 

125; Peet, 2008). There have been efforts to resolve Moldovan-Transnistrian dispute. The 

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and Ukraine have join Moldova, 

Russia, and Transnistria on the Joint Control Commission (JCC) to maintain the security zone. In 
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addition, the members of the JCC have been joined by the European Union and the United Sates 

as observers in the 5+2 talks in Vienna, Austria to find an amicable and peaceful resolution 

between Moldova and Transnistria. The 5+2 meetings have only been held four times in eleven 

years and not since the Transnistrian request to join Russia following the annexation of Crimea 

in 2014. The closest there has ever been to a resolution was the 2004 Kozak Agreement, named 

after the Russian Presidential first deputy chief, to provide an asymmetric power sharing between 

Chisinau and Tiraspol. Moldova was prepared sign the memorandum until the U.S. and other 

partners pressured them not to (King, 2010 p. 125). In hindsight, Moldova may have lost its 

chance to resolve the crisis, given the geopolitical circumstances in the region that have shifted 

from open cooperation between Russia and western partners to a significant reduction in global 

collaboration between the sides.     

ETHNIC IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION AND SECESSION 

 Secession has been described as a political divorce (Buchanan, 1991). It is an irrevocable 

severing of a symbiotic civic body, the dissolution of a union, the ending of a public entity. 

Secessionist territories aim to withdraw their allegiance to and cleave from the larger state, 

abrogate the former government, and establish a new independent nation (Doyle, 2010 p.2). As 

of last count, there are approximately 22 active movements in the world attempting to achieve 

such a conclusion (Beary, 2008). For secession to occur, the respective area requires a distinct 

community (or identity), territory, leaders, and source of discontent (Barkus, 1999 p. 10). 

Secessionist movements coincided with the concept of nationhood which was an ideological 

product of American and French revolutions. A higher individual social understanding of one's 

self and group separate from a patriarchal or religious affiliation was borne out of colonialism 

and political movements of the 18th and 19th centuries. The creation of this broad identity 
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consciousness coincided with the creation of ethnic identity. As a result, ethnicity, nationalism, 

and secessionism are inexorably linked with each other.         

 
       Chart of traditionally linked ethnic formation and secession theories and the arrangement used in this study 
 
 Separatist and secessionist theory is tightly interwoven in the predominate theories of 

ethnicity. There are three main intellectual traditions that explain ethnic identity formation. The 

primordialist tradition of ethnicity describes ethnic identity as a group of individuals linked by a 

common heritage, language, culture, religion, and ideology (Horowitz, 1984 p. 65). The 

instrumentalist literature has described ethnic identity as a group with shared cultural bonds that 

unite to compete for political, social, and economic resources (Nyasani, 2009 p. 15). In addition, 

constructivist literatures have found that ethnic identity can be formed as a result of social, 

economic, and political processes (Williams, 2015). Further, there are three corresponding 

ethnicity-based umbrella theories that seek to explain why secession occurs. Lluch (2014 pp. 21-

24) posits that the preceding frames support and underlie the dominate secessionist theories 

culturalism (primordialist), materialism (instrumentalist), and structuralism (constructivist).  
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Primordialism 

 Individuals inherit many qualities from their parents that they carry throughout life. Some 

of these traits are easily identifiable such as hair and eye color, height, and other physical 

attributes. Other natural traits are hidden and without invasive inquiry are not discernible to the 

public. These include blood type, genetic code, and internal morphology. Some non-physical 

traits that are not hereditary but are socially constructed and set at birth include nation of origin, 

native tongue, and status or caste. Primordialism contends that ethnicity is one of these traits that 

is ascribed at birth and is immutable and innate. Persons are born with an ethnic identity that they 

carry through life and helps form the concept of an in-group and out-group from which they 

draw their collective conscience (Llobera, 1999). Ultimately, primordialist characteristics can be 

defined as biological or genetic in origin, shared interpretation and meaning of experiences, 

location of birth and familial/clan territorial origin, loyalty and kinship, and cognitive influences 

devoid of social interaction (Tilley, 1997).    

 Primordialists assert that tensions between competing groups develop over long periods 

of time that eventually arise as a result of external stimuli (Besirevic, 2010). When groups or 

affiliated individuals experience strife or conflict, the respective ethnic identity is promoted as a 

means to ensure dignity, self-esteem, and belonging within the group (Hale, 2008, p. 16). The 

culturalist theory of secession contends that an ethnic group develops a nationalist sentiment and 

consciousness to protect the rights and security of its members within the territory they occupy. 

The group identity is further strengthened by seeking political recognition and undertaking a 

movement to separate from its current political jurisdiction and undertake a course of self-

determination (Lluch, 2014 p. 22).  
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 The primordial/culturalist ideology has been applied to the Balkan conflict and Yugoslav 

separatism of the 1990's. U.S. President Bill Clinton and Vice President Al Gore concluded that 

Yugoslavia's communist structure, President Josip Tito's autocratic and authoritarian rule, and 

possible intervention by the Soviet Union kept simmering ethnic tensions and resultant 

nationalist and separatist movements at bay until the early '90's (Besirevic, 2010). British Prime 

Minister John Major added that the Balkans were an "explosion of old hatred that stirred up after 

the disintegration of the USSR. The conflict in Bosnia was a product of faceless and inevitable 

forces which were beyond any control" (Ramet, 2004 p. 740). Vice President Gore, in providing 

context for the U.S.'s foreign policy in Southeast Europe, called the conflict a "tragedy that 

unfolded for a very long period, approximately some 500 years" (Gore, 1995). The narrative of 

ancient divisions between groups within the Yugoslav successor states was utilized by the 

presidents of Croatia and Serbia and other political elites in the explanation of the cause and 

origin of the justification for supporting Serbs and Croats separatists and nationalists in 

neighboring countries. The account is further supported by artists and intellectuals who create a 

mythos and collective memory of both ethnic unity and inter-group disharmony (Besirevic, 

2010).  

 The culturist theory of secession seeks to explain the process from which ethnic identity 

mobilizes members of a group as a whole to secede from its current political body and 

membership. Hale (2008 p. 16) refers to this as "Hard Ethnicity-as-Conflictual Theory" whereas 

the source of ethnic identity is the desire for people to create self-worth, dignity, and belonging. 

The value or attributes of the ethnic identity coalesces around an in versus out-group in which 

the in-group is superior. The new group becomes an extension of the individual's being and an 

expansion of the family unit. A potential explanation for mobilization occurs when there exists 
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restraint or disruption in how the ethnic group asserts or resists dominance. The members of the 

group become willing to sacrifice their own welfare and material gains to achieve control of non-

material ethnic symbols (Hale, 2008 p. 17-18). Eventually, the ethnic groups form a singular 

nation to protect their symbols and members, and undertake secession to control the territory 

their nation occupies (Lluch, 2014 p. 22).  

 Many scholars do believe that the concept of ethnicity reflecting a social psychological 

and cultural influence is strong (Tilley, 1997). Policymakers, as evidenced in the preceding 

paragraph, support similar explanations for the rise of nationalism, separatist fervor, and inter-

ethnic conflict. Nevertheless, primordialism, or culturalism, is not without its criticisms. To 

review the Balkan scenario, primordialism fails to account for the centuries free of strife and 

conflict between resident groups under Ottoman rule or properly account for near half-century 

existence of the Federal People's Republic of Yugoslavia (Besirevic, 2010). In addition, the 

theory fails to explain why some ethnic focused movements develop and others do not (Tilley, 

1997). Many ethnic groups' separatist and nationalist desire is solved by affording the respective 

regions autonomous status or membership within a loose federation (Lluch, 2014 p. 23). Some 

scholars have given harsh criticism of the tradition as a result of the lack of clarity used by 

proponents in the scholarship. Others have gone as far as contending that the sources of 

primordialism are ineffable and consider its theoretic research as mystical and unscientific (Eller 

& Coughlan, 1993).    

Instrumentalism 

 The instrumentalist theory of ethnic identity formation is relatively modern; it is the 

result of the development of society and only occurs within contemporary political states and 
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structures (Tilley, 1997). It attempts to address the concerns and gaps presented in primordialism 

by adjusting the frame for both identity creation and actions of mobilization (King, 2010 p. 27). 

To instrumentalists, ethnicity is "neither inherent in human nature nor intrinsically valuable" 

(Varshney, 2009 p. 282). Instrumentalism contends that ethnic identity does not exist beyond a 

function to align individuals with or against each other (Williams, 2015). Ethnicity is a tool with 

instrumental value that is used by political elites, and those striving for independence, to build 

coalitions with the goal of achieving increased control over scarce economic and political power 

(Lluch, 2014 p. 23; Besirevic, 2010). In this context, ethnicity is not immutable but is fluid and 

can change based on the individual circumstances and situations (Amone, 2015). Exclusive of 

outside influence by political entrepreneurs, individuals within the groups can and do exert their 

own agency. The actors conduct something akin to cost and benefit analyses based on ethnic 

membership and may decide to conform or not to meet their intended goals and desires (Amone, 

2015). 

 Whereas primordialists assert that individuals fight over symbols, instrumentalism is 

concerned with material gains. Elites and individuals who willingly ascribe to and participate in 

ethnic identity formation do so as a result of resource scarcity or threat thereof. The bridge 

between rising sentiment or ideology and mobilization or action is a focal point. Elites provide a 

charismatic leader to elucidate the distinction and categorization between the in-group and the 

out-group (Varshney, 2009 p. 283). In addition, a narrative of in-group supremacy and 

justification for controlling resources is supplied. The policies elites utilize in the instrumentalist 

tradition include wresting control of territory, removing ethnic out-group members from public 

and private institutions, and removing minority language pedagogy to benefit members and elites 

of the in-group (Besirevic, 2010). 
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 Amone (2015) has used the instrumentalist theory to explain the ethnic origin and 

formation of the Acholi people of Northern Uganda and Southern South Sudan. The Acholi 

people have resided in their current region for over 400 years and until 1910 were divided into 

approximately 60 separate chiefdoms. It was not until the British colonial rule of Uganda that the 

disparate groups began to develop a single shared identity. The groups initially converged along 

linguistic roots in response to forced in-migration of foreign groups from Sudan, neighboring 

hostile military alliances, common security for cattle herds, land for communal hunting, and 

economic and social benefits of trade. The concept of a single Acholi ethnic identity was 

strengthened under colonial rule and after independence (Amone, 2015). The Acholi had to 

compete for political and state resources against other groups. Each wave of elections provided 

additional narratives and a greater divide between the in-group and out-groups. Regional social 

scientists and native Ugandan James O. Latigo (2008 pp. 89) has contended that the "causes of 

the conflict in Uganda has been explained as rooted in the diversity of ethnic groups which were 

at different levels of socio-economic and political organization." This type of conflict has 

occurred recently with the Lord's Resistance Army and its leader Joseph Kony who has 

committed violations of international humanitarian law and crimes against humanity in pursuit of 

an Acholi nation in Uganda, South Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, and the Central 

African Republic in response to the political vacuum and oppression of ethnic groups that began 

during the 1980's following Idi Amin's rule (Latigo, 2008 pp. 88-98; Borger, 2012).       

 The materialist theory of secession states that separatism is a function of pursuits for 

power, material resources, economic status, or security (Lluch, 2014 p. 23). This scarcity is the 

source of conflict that provides the kernel for ethnic mobilization. It provides a distinction for the 

group to identify between fellow members (in-group) and the outsiders (out-group) they are in 
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competition with. It is a rational act undertaken by the group of aligned agents to achieve control. 

The only way to assure control of resources is for the group to separate from the original organic 

state and form an independent and socially constructed ethnically exclusive nation. According to 

Hale (2008 p. 25-26), "Machiavellian elites" manipulate ethnic identity formation and provide 

the focal point for the masses to coordinate nationalistic ideology and eventual secessionist 

action. Instrumentalist secessionism is often found in wealthy regions that desire increased 

control of their resources, prevention of native resource redistributed, and have the financial 

stability to exist as a separate state (Hale, 2008 p. 60). Contemporary and active examples 

include Scotland and the Spanish regions of Basque and Catalonia.  

 There remain questions as to how the materialist paradigm does and does not account for 

secessionist movements that do and do not occur. Scholars also question the assumed propensity 

for groups and elites to use both the concept of ethnicity and the requirement for nations to exist 

as sovereign states to achieve material aims (Lluch, 2014 p. 24; Hale, 2008 p. 27). Akin to 

primordial culturist theory, many nations exist as autonomous regions or within a federated state. 

In addition, instrumentalism cannot account for the formation of ethnic identity unique from 

separatism or elite manipulation and diminishes what ethnic attachments existed prior to outside 

influence or interference (Amone, 2015). Hale questions the utility of an instrumentalist ethnicity 

in materialist secession (2008, p. 27). According to the theories, if ethnicity is used as an 

instrument by entrepreneurs to divide and mobilize people to achieve their personal goals, why 

ethnicity? Tilley (1997) posits that the mobilizing narrative has to match a social boundary and 

an instrumentalist and materialist theory would ultimately limit the scale and scope of any elite 

aims. 
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Constructivism 

Constructivism is another ethnic formation theory that opposes the hard immutable ethnic 

origin espoused by primordialism. The tradition states that ethnicity is a modern process borne of 

historical conditions that continues to adapt and change based on constant external influences 

(Amone, 2015). Prior to the introduction of modern processes, group identity was the result of 

local or regional membership. The greater identity for members of the group relied upon its 

religion and aristocratic leader. The historical conditions and influences include social, 

economic, and political processes and that form a social construction of group identity 

(Williams, 2015). The process acts on the individuals and groups through three kinds of 

mechanisms:  technological, ideational, and through colonial hegemony (Varshney, 2009 p. 285). 

Technological socially constructed ethnicity results from the expansion of language and the 

written word. The printing press and the decline of dominant languages such as Sanskrit and 

Latin exposed once unwitting communities to become part of a larger identity. Other modern 

processes expanded ideation in individuals. Where persons were once only aware of and acted on 

their role in the division of labor, modern social structures and modes of production introduced 

dignity and led identity construction to rest upon the inclusion and exclusion of in-groups and 

out-groups. The colonial hegemonic mechanism is the result of the policies, institutions, and 

practices that the metropolitan state placed on and within its colonies (Varshney, 2009 pp. 286-

287). This mechanism can also occur within a single state through the process of internal 

colonialism and has much in common with the work of Wallerstein. The core, economically and 

technologically advanced, part of a country exerts political control over less developed periphery 

regions and intentionally emplaces institutions and structures to meet the desired goals set by the 

core region (Hecter, 1975 pp. 4-5).        
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The processes that form, adapt, and reinforce ethnic identity also add to the conflict 

between different groups. Each ethnicity is formed around a historically constructed master 

cleavage. Cleavages are the distinctions that separate one group from another. Examples include 

Spanish and Catalan language, Christian and Protestant denomination, and black and white in the 

U.S. Constructivists contend that ethnic conflict is rooted in the master cleavages and the 

narratives used to construct the ethnicity. Political entrepreneurs use the narratives to manipulate 

the ethnic group (Brass, 2003 p. 33). Different from instrumentalism, constructivist tradition is 

not concerned with material gains but to maintain dignity and recognition in response to 

perceived distortion by out-groups and actors (Taylor, 1994 p. 25). Ethnic mobilization occurs 

when the entrepreneurs insert rumors and events into the master narrative and leverage symbols 

to coalesce the new identity towards desirable aims (Varshney, 2009 p. 287; Williams, 2015).     

 Kuburas (2011) has used constructivism to offer insight into the disputed region of 

Nagorno-Karabakh and the conflict between the respective Armenian and Azeri states and 

ethnicities. The historical master narrative used in the ethnic conflict has its origins in the Soviet 

nation building and indigenization programs started by Joseph Stalin in the 1920's. The policies 

ultimately led to a sense of marginalization by Armenians in the Azeri-controlled territory. Upon 

the breakup of the Soviet Union, political elites in Armenia and Azerbaijan used the Soviet-

constructed identities and localized examples of strife between the two groups in the enclave to 

mobilize the two ethnicities towards nationalism and conflict. Conflicting treaties from the early-

twentieth century ceding control of Nagorno-Karabakh to each republic underwrote their 

respective claims for the territory. In 1998, Armenia began to intercede in the in reaction to Azeri 

were attempts to eliminate Armenian institutions, roots, and culture from the region (Kuburas, 

2011).    
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 The structuralist theory of secession states that separatism is the result of structures 

developing and emerging unevenly within a state. This tradition adds to the constructivism 

theory by elevating agent affected by the historical process from individuals and groups to 

macro-level structures. Structuralism often uses historical comparative analysis to look at the 

development of socioeconomic, political, and cultural structures and its effect on forming and 

perpetuating unique and endemic ethnic identities, mobilizing separatism, and eventual secession 

(Lluch, 2014 pp. 25-6). Mobilization occurs when the constructed ethnic group feels 

marginalized, ignored in state policies and politics, and relegated to a minority status within the 

country (Meadwell, 1993; Hetcher, 1999 p. 119).   

 Constructivism has become the dominant theory of ethnic identity formation due to its 

ability to explain identity formation. The tradition's ability to explain ethnic conflict is not as 

well received. The main criticisms of constructivist animus between groups focus on the level of 

the unit analyzed and strength of conflict formation (Varshney, 2009 p. 287). Master cleavages 

occur at the national level but most conflict is locally and regionally endemic. In addition, 

political entrepreneurs utilize narrative and a symbol to mobilize ethnic groups at all levels, not 

only the most senior, of government and regions of the state. Another criticism is the causality of 

the theory. Scholars contend that constructivism, and structuralism, is deterministic and 

discounts agency in order to emphasize historic conditions, processes, and structures (Lluch, 

2014 p. 26). Beissinger (2002 pp. 451-3) has argued that the inability to independently analyze 

the observations underlying the theory weakens the prescriptive nature of conflict formation.     

 Despite the critiques, constructivism does explain identity formation in Transnistria. 

Secessionist aims are the result of long lasting historical cultural, social, political, and economic 

policies by Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union (Aspaturian, 1972 pp. 160-194). The 



	
	

32	

constructivist theory of ethnicity formation offers insight into how these legacies created a new 

and endemic identity, sovetskii narod, in Transnistria with a strong sense of identity and loyalty 

to the region (Williams, 2015; Amone, 2015, Varshney, 2009 p. 285; Silver, 1974). As stated in 

the preceding paragraph, the explanatory power of constructivism, and structuralism, is lacking 

in providing an understanding of what mobilized sovetskii narod to undertake secession and runs 

counter to what occurred within the unique Transnistrian case. The materialist theory of 

secession fills this gap by highlighting how "Machiavellian elites" leveraged the new ethnic 

group, created through purposive policies, to achieve and maintain control of power, material 

resources, economic status, and security within the secessionist region (Lluch, 2014 p. 23; Hale, 

2008 p. 60). 

METHODS 

 The study seeks to determine the source of secessionist ideology and aims in the 

Moldovan separatist and autonomous region of Transnistria. This study uses an intrinsic 

qualitative holistic single case study design, and draws on archival records, documentation, and 

secondary data. Case studies are a research strategy, not a methodology, used to gain an in-depth 

understanding of a bounded context to answer "how" and "why," and when the setting or focus 

of the research cannot be manipulated (Gray, 2014 p. 266; Baxter & Jack, 2008). In addition, a 

case study will allow me to explain the mechanism of identity formation and secessionist 

mobilization. Transnistria is a critical case that defies previous literature that highlights the role 

of ethnicity in separatist movements. This is why I apply the holistic single case study design 

that is used to test hypotheses, when the case is unique or extreme, or may be used as a pilot 

study (Gray, 2014 p. 275). The intrinsic case study type is used when the researcher has an 

interest in the case due to its perceived unique nature but has no goal of producing or building a 
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generalizable theory (Stake, 1995 pp. 3-4). The Moldovan case is unique because it provides a 

new, and often misidentified, ethnic identity and secessionist ideology that is masked by the 

actions and influence of outside actors. An iterative analysis of data was employed as a reflexive 

process to develop a thorough understanding of the mechanisms contributing to identity 

formation and secessionist mobilization within the Moldovan case (Srivastava & Hopwood, 

2009).  

HISTORICAL LEGACIES 

 Moldova is a small land-locked country between Romania and Ukraine off the Black Sea 

and is largely defined by the history of its location and geography. The modern Moldovan state 

is comprised of the majority of historical lands known as Bessarabia, lying between the Prut and 

Dniester rivers, and a thin strip of land on the eastern bank of the Dniester river populated by a 

mix of various ethnicities. Once known as the "garden" of the Soviet Union, Moldova's rich 

fertile lands have existed, in the past five hundred years, as a principality, Ottoman vassal, 

Russian oblast and province (guberniia), independent nation, region of Romania, Soviet 

republic, and modern state (King, 2000 pp. 13-93). Moldova's role at the edge of empire building 

in the last centuries of the past millennium has left an indelible mark on the composition of the 

region.  

 An early ethnographic visitor to the area shortly after unification with the Romanian 

Kingdom in 1919, Professor Emmanuel de Martonne of the Sorbonne, remarked of the people: 

[S]everal own up to a nationality different from what might be expected. This 

man with a broad and beardless face, typical of the Little Russia, calls himself a 

[Gagauz]. The other styles himself a Bulgarian, but his kindly face with grizzled 
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mustaches, his fur cap as well as his racy [Romanian] speech, reminded me of the 

Oltean type of the [Wallachian] Carpathians. That Jew might be a genuine Aryan, 

the Russian looks like a Bulgarian... One of them, who claims to be Russian 

calmly admits that his father is Moldovan and his mother Bulgarian (Martonne, 

1919). 

 
 Concept map highlighting the papers argument of constructivist ethnicity formation and materialist secessionist mobilization  

Martonne's own observations and those of the people he met offer insight into the ethnic identity 

conflict that permeates Moldovan society and politics to this day. The identity crisis is rooted in 

almost two hundred years of policies and programs where the intended end-state shifted between 

either striping Moldovan residents of their culture to assume and undertake the external and 
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elevated Russian culture or, develop a strong national identity in the context of a constructed 

historical narrative to create a cleavage between Moldovans and Romanians and induce ties with 

Russia and the Soviet Union. 

 The policies and programs can be defined under the umbrella terms of Sovietization, 

Russianization, and Russification. These terms are often used interchangeably and confused with 

each. Aspaturian (1968 p. 159-160) offers clear distinction between them that speak to the 

intended, or unintended, goal of the political leadership that instituted them. Sovietization aims 

to modify society through modernization and industrialization within Marxist-Leninist norms of 

social, economic, and political behavior; the programs sought to unite the workers of the Soviet 

Union, and the world, to create sovetskii narod, or Soviet people. Russianization is the process 

by which the Russian language is internationalized to serve as the lingua franca for 

communication between citizens of the Soviet Union and nationalities of the republics along 

with Russian culture to serve as a common base to develop homo sovieticus, new Soviet man, 

ideals. Russification is the effect of the aforementioned programs in transforming non-Russians 

objectively and psychologically into Russians. Russianization within the USSR was 

unintentional and not the goal of the central plans whereas under Tsarist rule the intended goal 

was turning non-Russian nationalities into Russian as a means to exert control over and bring 

them within the Russian fold. During the Soviet Union's 70-year span, all three policies and 

processes occur with the latter two only occurring under imperial Russia. 

 The first and harshest Russification polices directed at Bessarabia were introduced by 

Tsar Nicholas I shortly after his coronation in 1825 (King, 2000 p. 22). The intended goals were 

to destroy its national culture and further subjugate the 'western province' to St. Petersburg. The 

programs were continued by his imperial successors (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 13-4). 
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Following the Russian Revolution, Lenin lifted many Russianization and Russification policies 

to undertake the political and economic Sovietization policies "committed to creating a 

supraethnic Soviet people" (King, 2010 p. 95). Stalin broke Lenin's 'National Contract' in the late 

1920's and reinstituted many of the imperial colonial-esque policies against the non-Russian 

republics (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 60-80, p. 355) Overall, the Russianization, 

Russification, and Sovietization policies continued for the duration of the USSR, and increased 

during the Khrushchev era, until Gorbachev's glasnost and perestroika policies of the 1980's 

allowed nationalist awakenings (King, 2000 pp. 120-142). The explicit goal of the programs and 

policies, under the Soviet Union, were to completely "[strip] down the individuality and dignity 

of every citizen to create homo sovieticus" and "[peel] back the histories and cultures of the 

many nationalities in the Soviet Union to create the Soviet people (sovetskii narod)" (Wanner, 

1998 p. 49). Brezhnev later explained it as "a new historical community of people, the soviet 

people (sovetskii narod), that have emerged with monolithic solidarity based on ideology and 

shared experience" (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 172-3). To achieve the desired end-state of 

creating a new distinct sovetskii narod ethnicity, purposive policies were placed upon Moldova. 

As a result of its increased Slavic population and percent of urban centers, most policies were 

overwhelmingly placed in Transnistria with additional central government control and oversight. 

The policies utilized are shared by the constructivist theory of ethnic formation and included 

changes to language, religion, education, social institutions, politics, and economic structure 

(King, 2000 pp. 22-25). 

Language 

 Some scholars consider language to be the most important construct of an individual's 

culture and identity (Fedor, 1995 p. xxii). Official policies of Imperial Russia, and later the 
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USSR, understood this and viewed the presence and practice of Romanian in Moldova as a 

barrier to controlling the region and its population. To ensure that their fears were not realized, 

Tsar Nicholas I and his ministers removed Romanian from public life and made Russian the 

official language in 1854. Around the same time, Romanian language books were banned and all 

education was required to be conducted in Russian (Fedor, 1995 p. 121; King, 2000 p. 22). 

Variations on the same policies continued after the Russian revolution with the bulk of the 

changes taking place in the Transnistrian region due to density of its population and the 

increased rate its citizenry interacted with Sovietized and Russified government institutions. 

 Lenin believed strict rules on languages were required in the non-Russian republics 

(Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 p. 54). Stalin understood this and at his helm, the most expansive 

and transformative language programs directed at Moldova were implemented. Starting the in 

the late 1920's, a new narrative was created that Moldovan, the Romanian dialect, was a distinct 

language (as different as Russian is to Ukrainian and Belarusian) with a strong Slavic presence. 

In addition to mandating Romanian in Moldova to be written in Cyrillic, changes were made to 

grammar and structure in addition to an adjustment of available vocabulary. Romanian words 

alluding to historical Moldovan national identity and ties with Romania were labeled archaic and 

alien and not in keeping with the modern and progressive nature of the sovetskii narod. Russian 

and Slavic words were added to underwrite Stalin's language narrative, replaced the purged 

words and terminology, and contribute to Moldova's Sovietization. These additions included 

Russian loanwords and endings, russified proper nouns (Rom. Chisinau versus Rus. Kishinev and 

Rom. Tighina versus Rus. Bendery), use of patronymic personal names, scientific-technical, and 

socio-political vocabulary (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 78-88; Fedor, 1995 pp. 107-121). 

During Stalin's Great Purge (Great Terror), Moldovan writers who did not follow and abide to 
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the new literary language rule were either killed or exiled to the Russian Far East. The void this 

created was filled by writers from Transnistria who used the promoted alphabet and 'Moldavian' 

language construction. The intended goal was to continue moving the language practiced by 

most Moldovans as far away from the Romanian practiced in Romania as possible (Nahaylo & 

Swoboda, 1990 p. 88).  

 Stalin's death in 1953 did little to change the national language 'problem' or the Soviet 

remedies. Khrushchev instituted Thesis 19 in 1958, which removed the bilingual language 

requirement in schools. Where once students were expected to receive classes in both Romanian 

and the international language1 of Russian, only one was now required. This change implicitly 

and explicitly favored Russian and Russian language schools (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 p. 

131). Khrushchev's successor, Brezhnev, who also served as Party First Secretary in Moldova, 

stated that the goal of the language programs during the 1970's was to modify individual 

psychological attitudes in order to facilitate a core for the sovetskii narod, or soviet people. Some 

of the new programs in Moldova and other non-Russian republics included Russian language 

nurseries, preschools, and kindergartens. These programs, starting in 1973, extended structured 

Russian classes from eight and nine year-olds in primary schools to toddlers (Nahaylo & 

Swoboda, 1990 pp. 186-7).        

Religion   

 Religion is a crucial element of ethnicity and ethnic formation (Hewitt & Cheetham, 2000 

p. xi). Though the role of religion at the state level under the Soviet Union was near nonexistent, 

this was not the case under the tsar. The most important driver of ethnic identity was religion in  

1 In the USSR, international referred to conduct between the different nationalities of the Soviet Union, not between the government or people of 

the USSR and other states.  
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Imperial Russia. The political and social policies of Russia during the nineteenth and very early 

twentieth century were based on the principle of autocracy-orthodoxy-nationality (Wanner, 1998 

p. 15). The tsar was the head of the Russian Orthodox Church and this served as another means 

to control and extend his autocratic rule over the empire and its people. As a result, all churches 

not subordinate to the Russian Orthodox Church were forcefully converted.  

 When Russia annexed Bessarabia in 1812, the Russian Orthodox Church took control of 

the assemblies that were once subordinate to the Romanian Orthodox Church and the 

Metropolitan of Moldavia (located in Iasi, Romania). Initially, the church was able to continue 

conducting service in the Romanian language. The death of the ethnic Romanian Bessarabian 

bishop in 1821 and coronation of Tsar Nicholas I in 1825 lead to the Bessarabian Church losing 

its autonomous status under the Russian Orthodox Church (King, 2000 p. 25; Eyal, 1990 p. 124). 

The most significant change was Russian replaced Romanian as the language of the church and 

in monasteries. Following a wave of nationalism that led to the Russian Revolution of 1905, the 

Bessarabian church was purged of all Romanian vestiges and Moldovan nationalist artifacts and 

officials (King, 2000 p. 29). Twelve years later, the Bolsheviks, greatly marginalized the status 

and role of religion and the church. When religious restrictions were eased in 1965, only 

churches in full communion with the Russian Orthodox Church with strict oversight by the 

communist party were allowed. These policies had an indelible effect on people in Moldova. 

Moldovans who were baptized in the Russian Orthodox Church, reading a Russian bible, and 

hearing a Russian sermon undertook Russian as their new ethic identity (Llober, 1999; Shibutani 

& Kwan, 1965 p. 47).         
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Education   

 Schools and the education system were the conduit to indoctrinate and achieve the 

identity restructuring aims of both Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union. The first changes to 

Bessarabian education coincided with the language policies instituted by Tsar Nicholas I shortly 

after he took power in 1825. The replacement of Romanian in public and government life was 

extended to the classroom. The goal was to remove nationalism within Bessarabia and force 

Russification of the native population (Fedor, 1995 p. 121). In addition to adapting the 

curriculum to center on Russian history and culture, specially trained schoolteachers were 

relocated from Russia to Bessarabia to provide the approved instruction. This served the dual 

roles of ensuring St. Petersburg had close control over the education in all non-Russian provinces 

and that the teachers were ignorant and unable to provide a respective native cultural perspective 

on any topic during instruction. More than 70 years after these policies and programs were 

initiated, Romanian writer and educator Onisigor Ghibu, who assisted with reforming the 

education system following Moldova's independence from the Russian Empire found the schools 

extremely russified. After meeting with the local teachers, he remarked: 

The absolute majority of the teachers had no familiarity at all with Romanian 

culture -- they did not even know the Latin alphabet -- and no national 

consciousness. Their Russian training wiped away at least 95 percent of 

everything that was Romanian. . . . In the first week, every time I came into the 

classroom I found at the back of the room a little group of Russian teachers, 

mumbling and complaining that "We don't need Moldovan classes," "This isn't 

Romania; this is Russia," and "We've got better things to do." In general, the 
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Moldovan teachers did not take part in these protests, but neither did they feel 

obliged to speak out against them (King, 2000 pp. 31-32).   

The use of education to construct and manipulate the Moldovans continued once the Soviet 

Union took control of the future republic. 

 The Soviet education system was modeled to provide a single constructed curriculum to 

impart Soviet cultural values, symbols, and practices amongst a wide range of geography and 

nationalities (Wanner 1998, p. 81). The implicit role for the classroom was to create a homo 

sovieticus out of each student and increase the greater sovetskii narod through the pervasiveness 

of Soviet ideology in all faculties or subjects (Fedor, 1995 p. 125). Some of the initial steps 

undertaken after Stalin ascended to General Secretariat were a continuation of the tsarist policies 

of removing Romanian cultural influences and replacing Moldovan instructors with Slavs from 

other republics. Other Stalinist education policies included the using Cyrillic for written 

Romanian, closure of 'culturally' and 'ethnically' Romanian schools, reintroducing Russian 

language education into primary schools, and all technical secondary and university instruction 

in Russian (King, 2000 p. 58; Fedor, 1995 p. 107-8; Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 p. 78). Future 

policies sought to distance Moldova from Romania historically. 

 Romania's role in World War II and its alliance with Germany led the Soviet Union to 

create a historiography of Moldova even more removed from Romania than previously. 

Moldovans were taught that their republic was sparsely populated and under constant threat from 

foreigners until Slavic people settled and secured the area. The constructed history also added 

that because of the sacrifices undertaken by the Russian Empire's citizens, Bessarabians were 

destined and longed to join Russia (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 102-3; Eyal, 1990 pp. 127-8).   
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 The next large shift in the Soviet education system was under Soviet Premier 

Khrushchev. In 1959, he issued Thesis 19, which removed the dual language requirement for all 

students in the Soviet republics. Prior to this change, students were required to study their 

national language, albeit using the Cyrillic alphabet, and the international language of Russian. 

Ultimately, Thesis 19 removed the majority of formal national language instruction and ended up 

creating only Russian language schools (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 p. 131; Aspaturian, 1968 

pp.168-180). Khrushchev's successor, Brezhnev, removed the control of individual ministries of 

education from each republic's Supreme Soviet and placed them under the central USSR 

education ministry in 1966. Under this change, Moscow was able to directly set curricula, hours 

of Russian language instructions, state and national history, and other subjects (Nahaylo & 

Swoboda, 1990 p. 154). He later experimented with Russian language lessons in preschool and 

mandated Russian instruction in kindergartens and nurseries. 

 As universal as the changes were intended to be, the application was less than even. The 

overwhelming bulk of the education reforms occurred in Transnistria. The strongest Soviet 

control of Moldova's public and compulsory education centers and schools were located in 

population centers located along the Dniester River, especially on the eastern shore, and the 

capital Chisinau. Life for the typical Moldovan in the very rural and agrarian regions of 

Northern, Southern, and Western Moldova were removed from the highly centralized policies 

and control of Moscow. Sovietized education in the villages was less stringent, regulated, and 

contributed to a growing identity gulf between urban and rural Moldovans. This divergence was 

demonstrated by the agency of Moldovans towards educational choices.      

 The culmination of these polices led to linguistic Russification that strengthened the 

Russian cultural imprint on non-Russians (Kolstoe, 1995 p. 83). Moldovans who wanted to 



	
	

43	

advance professionally and academically chose Russian as a result of its status as the Soviet 

Union's international language and began to take on a Soviet and russified identity. Students who 

identified as Russian received priority for all university admissions and the language of their 

research and references were all in Russian (Fedor, 1995 pp. 126-127). The Russian language 

and culture taught in every Soviet school was the "most equal" among all nationalities, and to 

meet the Sovietization ideals of homo sovieticus and have membership in sovetskii narod, 

Russification and Russianization was obligatory.   

Social/Cultural   

 The construction of what is Bessarabia or Moldova began with the first action taken by 

the Russian Empire. In 1812 when the Tsar Alexander I annexed the region between the Prut and 

Dniester rivers from the Ottoman Empire, it did not have a name nor did it ever exist as a 

separate administrate unit (Jewsbury, 1976 p. 56). The region comprised half of the Moldovan 

Principality, a vassal to the Ottoman Empire, which eventually joined with Wallachia and 

Transylvania to form a unified Romanian state. A decree following the Treaty of Bucharest 

created a Bessarabian territory and Bessarabian government where one did not previously exist. 

 Shortly after Imperial Russia wrested control of Bessarabia, the tsar became unsettled by 

the nationalist aspirations across the border in the rump portion of Moldova. Alexander I forced 

Bessarabians to undergo assimilation (Fedor, 1995 p. xxii). The scale of the policies increased 

when Nicholas I assumed the Russian throne. The new tsar's goal was to destroy national 

cultures by extinguishing all manifestations of non-Russian nationalism (King, 2000 p. 26; 

Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 p. 14). The policies focused on russifying Bessarabian elites to serve 

as a barrier against the development of nationalist sentiment and tendencies. The policies 

continued under Tsar Nicholas II until he abdicated the throne in 1917. He commissioned 
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constructed ethnographies in 1905 to provide evidence of distinctions between Bessarabians and 

Romanians. He later purged Bessarabian cultural institutions of individuals with nationalist 

ideologies (King, 2000 pp. 27-9). The Russification initiatives were effective enough that a 

Romanian visitor to the region just over 100 years after the annexation remarked, "The 

Romanians in Bessarabia have lost all sense of national sentiment as a result of the systematic 

idiocy of Russification. Even today, the people call themselves 'Moldovans' and think of 

themselves more as brothers of Russians. . . . than Romanians, whom the policy of 

denationalization has portrayed lower than [the lowest] (King, 2000 p. 31)." Lenin even 

remarked in his Testament that the russified non-Russian apparatchiks were more Russian in 

their zeal in the creation of a Soviet state than Russians themselves (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 

p. 353). The plan of breaking down old cultural and ethnic bonds and replacing with a different 

formulated identity were reinstated under Soviet control of Bessarabia. 

 Some scholars contend that the current social and public structures in Moldova are a 

direct result of Soviet action and policies (Fedor, 1995 p. 105; King, 2000 pp. 99-188). The 

Bolsheviks and the USSR Central Committee, under the banner of Soviet patriotism and 

communist solidarity, continued the Russification that began under the Russian Empire (Kellas, 

1991 pp. 110-1). The Soviet Union used Russian and the recently developed Soviet culture as the 

primary means to assimilate ethnic groups to achieve the intended goal of creating supra-ethnic 

Soviet people or sovetskii narod (King, 2010 p. 95; Melvin, 1995 p. 8). The Sovietization of 

republics increased following Lenin's death (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 60-80). Joseph 

Stalin became the leader of the Soviet Union in 1922 and undertook plan to remove any and all 

individuals and groups who he saw as a threat to himself and the USSR. Within Moldova, the 

policies were far reaching and sought to completely reshape the social and cultural structure of 



	
	

45	

the republic by russifying the ethnic Romanian population, destroying all ties to Romania, and 

creating a new and distinct Soviet Moldovan culture invented by the communist party apparatus 

(Fedor, 1995 pp. 107-119). All the ethnic Romanian residents of Moldova were given russified 

and patronymic names on their Soviet passport and identification papers, and their listed 

ethnicity was changed from Romanian to Moldovan. The creation of Moldovan as an ethnic 

identity was met with complaints by locals who argued that Moldovan was strictly a geographic 

name and ethnic groups should be able to assign their own name, not one attached by foreigners 

(Fedor, 1995 p. 122; King, 2000 p.58). All local intelligentsia and cultural elites were murdered 

or forcibly relocated and replaced by individuals with strong ties to the communist party 

(Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 66-77). Later, Moldovan cultural institutions and social 

organizations were destroyed and replaced by Soviet ones that presented and advocated the 

Soviet Union approved historiography of Moldova and the Soviet ideals of the USSR. The new 

institutions were heavily located in population centers in Moldova, most of which were along the 

Dniester River and on the eastern, Transnistrian, side.   

 As a result of the purges, very little Romanian or Moldovan culture remained and 

Russian cultural artifacts were promoted in its place. When Romanian arts or cultural remained, 

its origins were hidden or distorted (Fedor, 1995 p. 125; Eyal, 1990 p. 127). Romania's alliance 

with Axis powers against the Soviet Union during World War II led Stalin to completely 

eliminate all remaining Romanian-esque folk and cultural texts and artifacts. The cultural 

narrative set by Moscow post-World War II elevated and glorified Russian people above all 

others akin to the German Nationalist Socialism, or Nazi, party and the Aryan race (Nahaylo & 

Swoboda, 1990 pp. 95-103). Future Soviet leaders continued the promotion of a single russified 

Soviet culture at the expense of national cultures in non-Russian republics. 
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 During Khrushchev's final years, he instituted a major program of cultural engineering 

designed to form the new homo sovieticus. Brezhnev later celebrated the effectiveness of the 

cultural Russification and Sovietization polices towards creating a new historical people, the 

sovetskii narod with a monolithic solidarity based on ideology and shared experience. The 

policies during the 1960's aided the 'shared' experience by arresting nationalists in the republics, 

restricting any non-Russian press, and educating the soviet masses in "the spirit of socialist 

internationalism in a persistent and systematic manner" (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 172-6, 

353). 

 The Sovietization and Russification policies were extremely successful as evidenced by 

Soviet censuses. The census covering 1926-1939 saw 10 million individuals changing their 

ethnic identification to Russian. The next census in 1959 saw an additional 4.7 million switch 

their ethnicity (Melvin, 1995 p. 8; Aspaturian, 1968 p. 180). The successes of the social and 

cultural policies were equally demonstrated in Moldova. Moldova had the highest rate of 

interethnic marriage, 16.5%, and was the most russified behind Ukraine and Belarus based on 

growth of Russian reported as birth language (King, 2000 p. 101, 115).    

Political   

 For almost 300 years, the Principality of Moldova operated as an independent state and 

suzerainty under the Ottoman Empire. This arrangement ended when Russian annexed the land 

between the Dniester and Prut rivers. Moldovans on both sides of the Prut River in what became 

Bessarabia and the rump of Moldova decried the Bucharest treaty as theft since no portion of 

Moldova was the Ottoman Porte's right to transfer. One of Karl Marx's criticisms of the Russian 

Empire was the annexation of Bessarabia. Both he and Engels considered the region to be 

Romanian land populated by Romanians. Engels eventually stated that the annexation was "a 



	
	

47	

brutal and undisguised conquest of foreign territories, this is purely and simply theft" (Nahaylo 

& Swoboda, 1990 pp. 10-1). The division of Moldova led to loss of legal and political structures 

and destruction of the administrative unity of the historic Moldova (King, 2000 p. 95).  

 For a short period following the annexation, Bessarabia was served by a strong ethnic 

Romanian leader, Gavril Banulescu-Bodoni, the Orthodox metropolitan of Chisinau (King, 2000 

pp. 21-2). Following his death in 1821 and with no clear ethnic Romanian advocate for 

Bessarabian autonomy, the tsar removed Moldovan customary law and russified the political and 

administrative structures to place it more in line with the broader imperial structures (King, 2000 

p. 25). In the years that followed, all the leaders of Bessarabia were from Russia and often 

members of the Romanov royal family. This system existed until the end of the Russian 

revolution. When the Bolsheviks first took power in Russia, ethnic Romanian elites in 

Bessarabia declared independence from Russia and briefly joined with Romania. 

 The Soviet Union eventually annexed the now named Moldova according to the terms of 

the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. Stalin then ordered the political restructuring of Moldova and 

declared it the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic (MSSR) modeled after the other republics 

with the USSR. He then had the secret police arrest all Moldovan nationalists within the 

government, cultural institutions, and social organizations (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 61, 

87). Even non-Russian communist party members were replaced with Slavs from the territorial 

boundaries of Moldova. Russian and Ukrainian politicians dominated the MSSR party, which 

had the lowest represented nationality of all the republics (King, 2000 p. 98). By 1946, only 14% 

of politicians were ethnic Romanians, and all were from the Transnistrian region of Moldova 

(Fedor, 1995 p. 108). The restructuring of the MSSR led the Moldovan political elites being 

among the most loyal in the Soviet Union. 
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 Future policies rewarded russified Moldovans and areas with high concentrations of 

Russian speakers, especially in Transnistria, disproportionate to local population with no respect 

to the espoused ethnicity. Politically, the Russian language and Russian speakers, not necessarily 

ethnic Russians, were thought of as being more closely tied to Moscow and as a result became 

the instruments used to carry out the Sovietization policies within Moldova (Melvin, 1995 p. 8-

9). Many Romanian speakers were cognizant of this and studied Russian and assumed a russified 

identity (Fedor, 1995 p. 126).   

 In response to the growth of nationalism under Khrushchev, the collective leadership of 

Premier Kosygin and First Secretary Brezhnev recentralized all the republican governments. 

They disbanded the regional economic councils and restored the industrial ministries (Nahaylo & 

Swoboda, 1990 p. 147). Within Moldova, Brezhnev constructed a very strong and enduring 

political power structure. Brezhnev served as the Communist Party First Secretary in Moldova 

from 1950 until 1952. He pushed through extremely rapid collectivization and Sovietization 

programs reasoning that Moldova had to catch up the other republic as a result of their interwar 

status (King, 2000 p. 95). After his departure, all of the Moldovan First Secretaries until two 

years prior to Moldova's independence were members of Brezhnev's elite circle (Eyal, 1990 p. 

130).    

Economic   

 Russia's annexation of Bessarabia did little to affect the economy of the new province. 

The region was never economically prosperous before or after 1812. Feudalism was removed in 

the region 50 years prior and the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 had little effect in Bessarabia 

(King, 2000 p. 24). The most significant changes came under the Soviet Union. 
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   When the USSR regained control of all of Bessarabia, now titled Moldova, the 

ubiquitous Soviet economic policies were rapidly enacted to compensate for the period Moldova 

was in union with Romania. In 1940, Stalin restructured the Moldovan economy and 

collectivized the overwhelmingly rural and agricultural west side of the Dniester River populated 

by mostly ethnic Romanians and created industrial concerns in russified Transnistria. The few 

businesses that were managed by Romanians underwent Russianization and Russification 

(Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 pp. 78, 87). After World War II, key sectors of the Soviet Union 

economy were moved to Transnistria. 

 The heavily russified portion of Moldova, Transnistria, was viewed as more politically 

reliable than the other portions of the republic and received disproportionate power compared to 

local population (Melvin, 1995 p.p. 8-9). After 1945, Tiraspol and the surrounding areas in 

Transnistria became central to the Soviet defense sector and heavy industry. The plants were a 

major supplier of technical equipment, weapons, and munitions. The category of industry and 

pleasant climate drew many retired Communist Party members and military elite from around 

the USSR. At one point, three fourths of Transnistria's population was employed in this strategic 

sector of the Soviet Union (Fedor, 1995 pp. 117-129; King, 2000 pp. 100-183). Further Soviet 

policies underscore the development that the MSSR was increasingly forming two very distinct 

economic structures and statuses with the USSR: one with strong Soviet ideation predominately 

in Transnistria and another tied to the locality and village (King, 2000 p. 184). 

 Under Brezhnev's term as MSSR First Secretary, the western, agrarian, and non-russified 

portion of Moldova underwent additional forced collectivization from 1950-1952 (Fedor, 1995 p. 

96, 108). Later, when Brezhnev became leader of the Soviet Union he removed all the regional 

and republican economic councils (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 p. 147). This change brought over 
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one third of all of Moldova's enterprises under the direct control of various central USSR 

industry and production ministries (Fedor, 1995 p. 130). In the 1970's, Brezhnev unwittingly 

created the future Transnistrian elite as a result of his factory farm system reforms. The new 

factory farm system, present only on the east bank of the Dniester River, created powerful agro-

industrial managers who were virtually immune to the USSR central party or state organs (King, 

2000 p. 99). The economic policies and reforms directed at Transnistria created a conservative 

pro-Soviet elite who, when facing uncertainty and turmoil entering the last decade of the 

twentieth century, were intent on preserving the old Soviet economic system and order that 

supported them (Melvin, 1995 p. 63).     

Rural/Urban   

 The Russification, Russianization, and Sovietization programs and policies were not 

universally present or applied within Moldova. There was a marked difference within Moldova 

that created a rural urban divide. After over 100 year of Russian rule, many of the rural 

Moldovans were found in 1920 to still maintain their cultural dress, traditions, and language 

(King, 200 p. 58). In contrast, urban ethnic Romanians were extremely russified and 

indistinguishable from Slavs in their manner, language and appearance. Soviet authorities used 

cultural and scientific centers as instruments to fulfill the aims of Sovietization. The institutions 

espoused Russian, which was the "most equal" among nationalities, and were only present in 

urban centers that served the 72% of Slavs who lived in cities but only 23% of Romanians 

(Fedor, 1995 p. 117-125).  

 The rural urban divide was pronounced in all of the central government policies directed 

at Moldova; language, economic, religious, educational, and political changes were guided and 

realized depending on the aims of those in-charge or feasibility of the policies themselves. This 
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caused Moldova to form as two distinct republics: rural Moldovan and indigenous population in 

Bessarabia employed primarily in agriculture and light agro-industry, and a more urban russified 

population in Transnistria working in strategic soviet heavy industry (King, 2000 p. 100).      

Secessionist Mobilization 

 Lenin understood the benefit of constructing strong ethnic identities towards achieving 

political and economic wealth. His policy of korenizatsiia, or indigenization, in the early 1920's 

was used to rally each of the Soviet republics around socialism and against bourgeoisie 

decadence. To Lenin, identity's sole role was as a political weapon (Nahaylo & Swoboda, 1990 

p. 351). The seeds of mobilizing groups of individuals by drawing on their ethnic identity to 

achieve the aims of the elites played out at the conclusion of the Soviet Union, and led to the 

Republic of Moldova's division. 

 The conflict between Moldova and the secessionists in Transnistria was not about Slav or 

Russian versus Romanian, but about maintaining the power, status, and position under the Soviet 

Union (Fedor, 1995 p. 170). As an example, the leadership in Tiraspol was against Russian 

nationalism, President Yeltsin, and even provided support to the hard-line Soviet and 

conservative coup in August of 1991. The Transnistrian elites produced a narrative that 

highlighted the threat of cultural Romanianization based on recent language laws and new 

national symbols (a new flag and anthem was adopted) to mobilize the sovetskii narod identity 

majority on the east bank of the Dniester river. The pan-Romanian climate of the early Moldovan 

independence movement was short lived once the irredentist fervor gave way to legitimate 

republican structures and pragmatic politicians. The language laws that elevated Romanian as the 

official language of the state also explicitly provided protections for the use and development of 

Russian by all citizens. (GoM, 1994). Nonetheless, the brief, though intense, ethnically 
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Romanian nationalism provided enough fodder for left-bank elites to develop a narrative of 

continued threats to status, cultural, and way of life for residents of Transnistria. The anti-

Moldovan Government accounts of current and future Transnistrian discrimination was greatly 

effective because the ethnicity, cultural and linguistic identity, of the eastern bank residents were 

wholly different from the rest of Moldova.  

 The new ethnicity in Transnistria was recognized by Southeast European scholar Charles 

King in his seminal work on the country and peoples of Moldova. He remarked that: 

The key issue, though, was not how Russian the region became after [World War 

II], but how quintessentially Soviet. The professional careers, livelihoods, and 

even identities of its inhabitants depended on their connections with the Soviet 

center -- the communist party, strategic industrial enterprises, and the military -- 

not with the local farmers and the agricultural firms west of the Dniester River 

(2000 pp. 183-4). 

Transnistrians did not view themselves as Moldovan but as Soviets. Transnistrian politicians, 

industrial concern managers, and union leaders highlighted this distinction in speeches, articles, 

and media. The elites were trying to establish an ark of Soviet ideology from which a new USSR 

will rise from again. By fighting to maintain the old system, they were trying to protect not only 

a way of life but also their individual political power and, often illegal, economic interest (Fedor, 

1995 p. xx). The Transnistrian region and its residents had been the political and economic core 

of Bessarabia and the MSSR from 1812 until 1989 when political reforms shifted power to 

Moldovans in the rural, agrarian, and less sovietized and russified right-bank.      

 Perestroika afforded Moldovans with strong Romanian identity, and from the west of the 

Dniester River, to assume leadership roles in the Moldavian Supreme Soviet and Moldavian 
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Communist Party. Deputies from Transnistria, industrial managers, and other elites understood 

that their monopoly on the political, social, and economic structures was ending. The 

Transnistrian region was the most developed and economically robust portion of Moldova 

preceding the collapse of the Soviet Union. The few individuals in control over the state and 

social institutions and structures wanted to maintain their power and the arrangement that 

supported them (Crowther, 1997 p. 295).  

  The difference in identity between the russified and sovietized east bank and the heavily 

unchanged Romanian-esque west bank of the Dniester River was well understood and 

intentionally designed as such. Once the Transnistrian establishment recognized their ability to 

control their region and the greater Moldovan state was at risk, they appropriated a Transnistrian 

nationalist movement with a message to defend sovetskii narod rights as an instrument to acquire 

and maintain power and resources (Fedor, 1995 p. xx). Academics that specialized in creating 

and promoting the constructed Moldovan historiography under the Sovietization educational 

policies and programs assisted in developing Transnistrian separatist fervor. 

 Recently unemployed Soviet scholars from the Moldovan State University created ethnic 

conflict narratives that focused on the threat of Romanian irredentism and Romanianization 

(King, 2010 p. 121). In addition, some of the academicians and Transnistrian elites formed the 

pro-Soviet group Interfront around 1989 as a secessionist instrument to organize strikes in cities 

with large Russian-speaking populations such as Tiraspol, Bender, and Ribnita (King, 2000 p. 

129). Industrial concern managers, who wanted to maintain their status, fomented the ethnic 

divide in Moldova and provided explicit guidance and support to workers unions to rebel against 

the perceived injustice coming from newly elected ethnically Romanian politicians in the capital 
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Chisinau. The future leader of Transnistria utilized this strategy to maintain and building his 

power.   

 Igor Smirnov used his position as manager of the Elektromash enterprise and head of the 

United Council of Work Collectives to shut down infrastructure and utilities on the west side of 

the Dniester River (King, 2000 p. 188). He later organized Transnistrian 'self-defense' forces to 

forcibly remove, and sometimes attack, pro-Chisinau police stations, schools, and other 

government institutions. Through his early efforts in uniting left-bank residents and expelling 

Moldovan government control, he was able to gain considerable economic and political power 

and was elected the first 'President' of the Pridnestrovian Republic. 

 Just preceding and following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, there were conflicts in 

all the constituent republics to control material wealth and power. What made the secessionist 

mobilization in Transnistria unique is that the politically, culturally, and economically dominate 

region and its residents were the ones trying to dissolve the political bonds to form a new state. 

The Transnistrian elites and secessionist leaders used the socio-cultural, and ultimately ethnic, 

differentiation of the people in Transnistria as an instrument to block Moldovans from the local 

resources, institutions, economic centers, and factories in the most prosperous and highly 

sovietized region of Moldova, Transnistria (Crowther, 1997 p. 295; Melvin, 1995 pp. 63-72). 

DISCUSSION  

 This study looks at the mechanisms that offer insight into ethnic identity formation and 

secessionist movement in the Republic of Moldova's region of Transnistria. Analysis of the 

historic policies committed by Russian Tsars and Soviet Premiers towards Moldova, its 

antecedents, and its residents have identified a distinct and unique ethnic identity in Transnistria 

that has not presented itself with such solidarity anywhere else in the former Soviet Union or the 
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world. This is a result of the intended aims of central and republican leaders to create and tie a 

region and its people to the political and ideological center. Successive leaders out of St. 

Petersburg and Moscow purposively focused on policies as a means to distance the region and 

people from the historical, cultural, and identity ties it and they hold. The directed actions and 

institutions constructed and contributed to the mobilization of a group to coalesce around a 

separate orientation and cleave from the larger political body.         

 The constructivist theory of ethnic formation contends that ethnicity is result of historical 

actions that construct a unique identity from social, cultural, and political processes. The 

preceding processes with the addition of language, economic, religious were highly successful in 

creating a new Soviet ethnic identity, sovetskii narod, highly endemic in Transnistria. The 

governments of Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union undertook deliberate plans to break all 

historical and preceding ties of the residents of Moldova regardless of the initial self-identified 

ethnicity or identity. The new identity formation was most localized in Transnistria compared to 

the rest of Moldova. This was a result of central state leaders' aim to have a highly russified and 

sovietized base to control the Moldovan republic and the degree to which the region was 

urbanized and entrenched in the Soviet system (King, 2000 pp. 183-4). Transnistria is 70% 

urban, compared 42% in the remainder of Moldova, and the concentration of population 

provided increased exposure to the Russification, Russianization, and Sovietization policies of 

the preceding 200 years (Fedor, 1995 pp. 117-9). Three quarters of the Transnistrian population 

worked in strategic Soviet industries that produced technical equipment, weapons, and munitions 

for the Soviet military (King, 2000 p. 183). This created a core population whose whole social, 

political, cultural, and economic identity was focused on the Soviet Union and Soviet system. 
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When the prevailing structure became at risk, Transnistrian elites rallied the population around 

the shared symbols, values, and ideology to protect their political and economic power.  

 As the Soviet Union became weaker and ethnic Romanians grew more powerful, 

Transnistrian elites mobilized the constructed sovetskii narod in Transnistria as a means to retain 

political, material, and economic power within the region (Melvin, 1995 pp. 63-72). As  

perestroika and glasnost began to have a marked effect in Moldova, Transnistrian leaders and 

industry managers promoted a narrative that the new policies of Moldova will infringe upon the 

rights for citizens on the east bank of the Dniester River and a reduced, secondary citizen status 

for the most russified and sovietized. As a result, workers in Transnistria blocked roadways, train 

track, and turned off natural gas pipeline supplies into western Moldova. After continued 

polemics against the new republican Moldovan government, Transnistrian elites held an 

unmonitored or verified referendum that created a separate Soviet republic from Moldova. The 

trend of upholding the Soviet Union status quo presented itself externally when Transnistria's 

leaders and residents provided material and political support to the August Putschists to 

overthrow Gorbachev and instill a more hard-line Brezhnev-esque government. The Soviet 

identity, and longing for the Soviet Union, is still present in Transnistria.    

 The strength of the artifice of the homo sovieticus and glory of the Soviet Union 

continues to exist within Transnistria. The ruling legislative body is still a Supreme Soviet 

parliament elected by from a single-party system with all the trapping of the old Soviet system. 

Visitors to the region characterize it as a living museum, where public murals and placards still 

praise the achievements of the Soviet Union and urge workers of the world to unite (King, 2000 

p. 208).  
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 The Republic of Moldova and Transnistria are embroiled in a frozen conflict. The only 

documents approved and upheld by both parties are the 1992 cease-fire brokered by Russian 

President Yeltsin and a customs agreement that allows goods produced in the secessionist region 

to be exported without direct oversight by Moldovan customs and border officials (King, 2000 p. 

196). After an initial 13 years of sporadic and informal meetings, Organization for Security and 

Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) sought a formalized schedule for representatives of the 

respective governments to meet and solve the conflict. The 5+2 talks began in 2005 and were 

comprised of representatives from Moldova, Transnistria, Russia, Ukraine, with the European 

Union and the United States serving only as observers. The talks were held only from 2005-2008 

and 2011-2014 and have been wholly ineffective (OSCE, n.d.). The conclusions of this study can 

provide crucial insight into the root causes and drivers of the Transnistrian conflict.   

 Up to this point, the terms of the 5+2 talk have failed to address the core policy beliefs of 

all the parties involved, especially the Transnistrians. Some mediators have appeared blind to the 

complex and historically laden nature of the dispute. The senior EU arbitrator has written that 

"the conflict over the Transnistrian region is not unique, and similar conflicts elsewhere have 

been solved in the past (Wolff, 2012)". His provided examples of UK devolution and Cambodia 

have numerous caveats that ultimately prove the Transnistrian frozen conflict is one unto itself 

because the recommended frameworks to be adopted were adapted to such a degree that it barely 

retained the original language or structure. Other deafness has been provided by the OSCE. The 

OSCE, who host the talks, always introduces a corollary that Moldova retains its territorial 

integrity as a condition of the meetings. This proposition not only has caused the talks to fail but 

also has prevented them from even being held (EU Parliament, n.d.). The EU and OSCE have 
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suggested that Transnistria be granted wide latitude in autonomy akin to a federalized system 

(Wolff, 2012). These terms already exist in the 1994 Moldovan Constitution but were rejected by 

Transnistrian authorities (Government of Moldova, 1994). My research has demonstrated why 

these terms are not amicable to Transnistrian leaders. 

 Transnistrians do not view themselves as Moldovan in the political or contrived ethnic 

sense. To them, politically, Transnistria did not leave the Soviet Union as a constituent part of 

Moldova, but as their own Soviet republic. They declared independence within the Soviet Union 

in 1990 prior to Moldova's exit from the USSR (King, 2000 p. 189). In keeping Lenin's founding 

aims of the Soviet Union to be constructed of 'nationalities' each with their own republic, the 

Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic is populated by the sovetskii narod identity (King, 2000 p. 

70).  

CONCLUSION  

 This country case study adds to the growing literature on how ethnic identities are formed 

and what causes ethnic groups to secede and create independent political states. Using the 

constructivist theory of ethnic formation I found that the historical programs and regulations of 

the Russian Empire and Soviet Union have created a new and unique ethnic identity, sovetskii 

narod, in a region once populated with a heterogeneous makeup through purposive social, 

cultural, and economic policies. These legacies were applied in an intentionally uneven manner 

to create an elite core beholden and tied to the political center in St. Petersburg or Moscow. As a 

result, when the elites felt their political and economic power threatened, they utilized ethnic 

narratives, in keeping with the materialist theory of secession, to mobilize the constructed ethnic 

identity towards secession.  
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 Future research should look at the separatist Donbass region of Ukraine where many of 

the same historical policies existed and were focused. Just as with Transnistria, the press and 

government officials have only used Russian interference and military support as the root cause 

for the conflict but fail to address the identity shared by individuals in this region (Kramer & 

Gordon, 2014). The Russification and Sovietization of the region may have created an ethnic 

identity similar to the residents of Transnistria. Future research may be able to confirm the 

identity and causes for mobilization. 
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