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Introduction.  

The failure of the Russian army in the First Chechen War was caused to a great extent 

by extremely low discipline and open disobedience at all levels. At the same time, there were 

many cases of disobedience due to moral rather than immoral motives: 

1. Disobedience due to injustice of the war. 

2. Disobedience due to injustice in the war. 

3. Disobedience due to corruption of the political elite. 

4. Disobedience due to corruption of senior officers. 

5. Disobedience due to incompetence of senior officers. 

6. Disobedience due to objective mistakes of senior officers 

The traditional system of military obedience introduced in the Soviet army by the 1940 

disciplinary code demanded strict compliance to any order of the commander. The Russian 

disciplinary code of 1993 changed "strict compliance" into compliance, which permits 

disobedience if the order of the superiors “is unlawful or has nothing to do with military 

service”. Unfortunately this article remains obscure and can not play any serious role.  The 

First Chechen War should be regarded as a unique case of the collapse of the army due to the 

specific situation, where the former system of military obedience ("strict compliance") had 

already gone, but the succeeding one ("compliance other things considered") had not yet 

emerged. 

1. Obedience in the Soviet and the Russian army.  

Obedience is generally understood as basic military virtue, kind of moral cement and 

the lack of it ruins any military structure, making it totally inefficient. What happened in 
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1994-1996 to the Russian Army in Chechnya should be regarded above all as a crisis of the 

general system of military obedience. A journalist described Russian troops at the First 

Chechen War as being a frightened crowd that opens disorderly fire on everything that moves. 

Another journalist named the war in Chechnya “A tombstone of Russian power”. Surely, it is 

not a tombstone of Russian power, but it is definitely a tombstone of the former system of 

military obedience of strict compliance to the order of the superior commander. Obedience of 

strict compliance was introduced in the Soviet army by 1940 military disciplinary code and 

existed all through up to 1993. According to a 1940 disciplinary code a soldier was supposed 

to follow any order of his superior commander. To prevent a possible misuse, an institute of 

political commissars was introduced. They had to check that the orders given did not 

contradict to the highest goals and principles of communism.   

Obedience of “compliance other things considered” presuppose that the order of the 

superior commander should itself comply (not to ideology of sorts, which is hard to verify), 

but to the laws of the state, international humanitarian laws of war, moral principles of 

warfare and common sense. Russian military disciplinary code of 1993 enacted by the decree 

of president Eltsin on 14 December states that “a soldier can not be given orders which have 

nothing to do with military service or contradictory to the law”. Unfortunately this norm 

remains desperately vague. It does not clearly articulate the right of a soldier to disobey, he 

just can not be given a certain kind of order. But, what if he is given? That is a rhetorical 

question. First, nothing is said about how to specify the unlawful order. (In many Western 

disciplinary codes it is written that unlawful order is the one which contradicts to national 

laws, international laws or norms and customs of civilized warfare). Second, no mechanism 

of realization of the possible disobedience is specified (Should a soldier write a report? To 

whom? What is the penalty for giving such an order? Etc). Taking all that into consideration 

the new disciplinary code in terms of the right to disobey should be regarded as a compromise 

between the interests of corrupted military elite, widely using the soldiers labor for their 

personal use and the demands of the time.  
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At the same time this tiny innovation was powerful enough to ruin the former system 

of strict obedience, which was based on blind belief in moral excellency of the superior 

commander. At the same time this tiny innovation was too week to build a system of justified 

disobedience to unlawful and immoral orders. It caused general suspicion, disbelief, doubt, 

dismay, uncertainty - feelings, which could hardly add much spirit to an army in action.  

For more then half a century after the Second World War, obedience in the Soviet 

army was accepted as a legal duty, a self-evident product of Justice of Communism, Justice of 

a defensive war, patriotism of Soviet people and competent military leadership. Army service 

was generally regarded as a duty of honor and obedience was a natural outcome of that duty. 

Nobody really bothered with justification of that obedience by applying to some higher 

norms, because moral supremacy of communism was out of the question. Although 

corruption of the Soviet System started as early as in 1960th, nobody was able or even eager 

neither to foresee nor to prepare for the inevitable collapse of the general system of military 

obedience in the Russian army. A significant amount of disobedience, which occurred in the 

Russian army during Chechen campaign, was of moral rather then immoral nature. 

Unfortunately, due to the obscure disciplinary code, this moral disobedience could not have 

been realized as a legal right of lawful disobedience. Basically there were six motives of 

morally justified disobedience.  

2. Disobedience due to Injustice of the war.  

The war in Chechnya was objectively just for the Russians. Chechnya was a part of 

Russia. The facts of mass violations of human rights and the virtual connivance in criminal 

terror on Chechen territory are well known and cannot be justified. Dudaev’s illegal gangster 

state in Chechnya was founded equally on nationalism and dirty money. Nevertheless there 

were legal and moral grounds, which hampered the execution of this mission, and the war was 

not subjectively regarded as a just one by the majority of soldiers. (Kosovo is polar apart in 

this respect. The majority of NATO soldiers regarded objectively this unjust war as a just one 

as a result of well-placed propaganda). One of the articles of the Russian military oath (signed 

by President Yeltsin in January 1992) had each recruit swear not “to use weapons against my 
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own people”1 The Chechens still belonged to the Russian Federation, and hence, using 

military force against them was, in a certain sense, illegal. Because of this, the Deputy 

Commander of Ground Forces would rather resign than lead this unprepared motley force into 

combat. No attempt was made to declare a state of emergency, a mechanism sanctioned by 

the Constitution and by a specific law of the Russian Federation, which provides a legal basis 

for restricting certain rights of citizens. The operation was not sufficiently backed by the state 

propaganda comparable to Chechen propaganda in Russian mass media. The lack of press 

policy turned out as a widespread subjective feeling of injustice of the war.  

3. Disobedience due to Injustice in the war.  

Regular army and MVD troops crossed the border into Chechnya on December 10 to 

surround Grozny. An estimated 100 thousand civilians were trapped in the city. Beginning in 

late December 1994, following major Chechen resistance, there was massive aerial and 

artillery bombardment of Chechnya's capital, resulting in a heavy loss of civilian life and 

hundreds of thousands of internally displaced persons. Air strikes continued through the 

month of December and into January, causing extensive damage and heavy civilian 

casualties. According to press reports, there were up to 4,000 detonations an hour at the 

height of the winter campaign against Grozny. Beyond the large number of civilians injured 

and killed, most residential and public buildings in Grozny, including hospitals and an 

orphanage, were destroyed. Russian forces engaged in the indiscriminate and disproportionate 

use of force, resulting in numerous civilian deaths. These actions were denounced as major 

human rights violations by Sergey Kovalev, President Yeltsin's Human Rights Commissioner, 

and by human rights NGO's. This disproportional and indiscriminative use of firepower 

resulted in many cases of disobedience.  

4. Disobedience due to corruption of the political elite.  

Politics is in fact hardly the word for the poisonous mix of intrigue, corruption and 

improvisation that characterized much Russian high-level decision making over the time of 

Eltsin’s regime. Just to get the idea: The Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs estimates that 40 

percent of private business, 50 % of Russian banks and 60 % of state owned companies were 
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controlled by organized crime.  Roughly two thirds of Russia's economy were under the sway 

of the crime syndicates. Criminal organizations were receiving protection payments from 

nearly 80 % of privatized enterprises and commercial banks and from virtually all small 

entrepreneurs.2 The most influential of these were the Chechen gangs, taxing Russian 

economy for the war against the Russian army. Right before the war the Chechen nationalists 

managed to take hold of almost all huge Soviet armament in Chechnya. There are numerous 

allegations that all that stockpile was simply sold to Dudaev by the former Minister of 

Defense Pavel Grachev and it is very likely to be so. Even after the war started the soldiers 

could see with their own eyes the huge convoys with weapons and ammunitions coming 

through the frontline from Russian territory to the Chechens. Military people had no right to 

question the legitimacy of the decision taken at the highest level, but the sight of such 

convoys did not add much desire to obey military orders. A full investigation should be 

conducted to uncover why it all happened, but in the meantime it is evident that the most 

effective way to put down Dudajev and his regime would have been to put down organized 

crime and corruption in Russia first. Chechen criminal gangs were able to operate and prosper 

only due to the cooperation of a corrupt Russian government and military. It is very likely that 

the crisis itself was needed to certain criminal groups as a source of enrichment. Hardly 

anyone wearing a uniform trusted the politicians in Moscow. The failure of leadership 

occurred at the highest of levels, from the critical juncture where policy is translated into 

military action, and infected the entire operation with pessimism and skepticism. The war 

itself resembled a clash of criminal groups for control of Caspian oil much more then an 

execution of state necessity. Unfortunately soldiers and civilians became innocent victims of 

that criminal war.   

5. Disobedience due to corruption of senior officers.  

In addition, Russian military in Chechnya sold a great deal of their equipment or 

exchanged it for alcohol. There were cases of selling military secrets or showing the way 

through the minefields for money.   In one instance a Western television crew filmed a high 

ranking officer of the Russian army offered to sell to the Chechens a T-80 main battle tank 
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and write it off as a combat loss. The trade made a mockery of the Russian declared aim of 

disarming bandit formations. "It is an amazing army,” one of the Chechen fighters said, “the 

army selling weapons, which are killing its own men. But the soldiers are fully aware that the 

top leadership is making huge amount of money from the war, so they are too".3  Defense 

Minister Pavel Grachev and to an extent the entire military hierarchy, were riddled as it is 

with outrageous corruption and outright theft.   This was the cancer, which finally rendered 

the Russian military ineffective, and again, it started at the very top. In Soviet times, the 

communist partillery and its enforcement structures were entrusted with restraining the less 

noble aspects of military members and could enact swift and severe punishment. In a move to 

depoliticized  Russia’s armed forces, the political commissars were removed from the ranks 

to be replaced by a representative from the FSK (Federal Security Service; successor to the 

KGB). Unfortunately, both the oversight authorities and the military structures themselves 

have become equally infected with the prevalent societal norm: a row sort of capitalism, 

where the only moral consideration is profit. Throughout this conflict there have been 

numerous reports of widespread corruption.  

6. Disobedience due to incompetence of the senior officers.   

The effect of the mass exodus of talent and skill from the army to the private sector 

was clearly seen in Grozny. On the top level the military leadership was constituted by the so-

called “carpet generals”, who never stepped on the mud of the battlefield and made their 

careers solely by means of intrigues and bribes. They were pleasing their political leaders by 

insisting on the execution of their absurd or infeasible military orders.  Even the most 

elementary rules of urban warfare were often neglected. The inability of the new generals 

became starkly evident in Kizlyar. On the 9 of January 1996 Salman Radyev led a band of 

fighters across the Chechen border to attack Kizlyar, a small town in Russian Autonomous  

Republic of  Dagestan. The Chechens burst into town at dawn on 9 January and seized as 

many as 3000 hostages in the town hospital. They were ambushed on their way by the 

Russian army but it was made in such unprofessional way that the bandits  managed to leave 

in groups of fifty breaking through three rings of Russian encirclement, crossing a minefield 
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under cannon and mortar fire.  It happened in the personal presence of three “carpet” 

ministers (MVD, FSK, and Defense). 4 That was a scandal even by the low standards of that 

time. But that was how the war was waged, cases like that could hardly encourage obedience.  

7. Disobedience due to objective mistakes of the senior officers.  

The decision to start military operation itself was taken in great haste. It was not 

sufficiently backed neither by logistics, nor by the intelligence. In fact the Russian president 

was swayed towards a military operation in Chechnya as a result of report from the Federal 

Counter Intelligence Service (FSK) which indicated that resistance in Grozny could be 

quickly suppressed if sufficient force was used. At the same time never before in Russian 

history had the army been so ill equipped and ill clad. Never before has it been so humiliated 

and demoralized.  Never before was the planning so improper. Russian military researchers 

unanimously state that “Russian military forces were simply incapable to wage that war at 

that time”.5 Several units of the armed forces were simply incapable of executing the mission 

assigned to them, which further weakened their already poor morale and led to open and 

repeated cases of insubordination. The Russian long tradition of a highly centralized military 

command system also proved costly in Chechnya. But the main problem was that 18 year old 

conscripts, most of them less then half a year in the army and in most cases with no or 

absolutely inadequate military training, were hardly a match to Chechen fighters in both spirit 

and skill.   

The Russian soldiers were so poorly trained that when the fighting erupted they were 

incapable even of defending themselves. They were also totally unprepared for the grenade 

attack on their tanks. Most of the Russian conscripts did not have a slightest idea where they 

had been sent and why they were sent there.  For all their heavy weaponry, their 

communications and back up were abysmal and isolated units blundered around without 

orders, even clashing with each other. The lack of coordination between the different services 

was aggregated by an extremely cumbersome command structure. There was no combined 

joint headquarters set up in Moscow specifically for the operation where instructions could 

have been coordinated by one staff and one commander.  Logistical backup was so abysmal, 
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there was not even enough drinking water for soldiers. In the bitter cold winter conditions, 

few men had good boots and none had gloves. The timing for the operation was less then 

adequate. The Russian vehicles were stuck in the mud of December and could not easily 

reach Grozny. "One staggering statistic showed that for every Russian soldier killed by the 

Chechens, five died in Chechnya due to carelessness or other reasons"6 All that mistakes 

resulted in panic and low obedience of soldiers.  

Disobedience reached the very top. Some of the most senior and respected generals in 

the army had come out in open opposition to the war, including deputy defense minister Boris 

Gromov and Valery Mironov, General Alexander Lebed, and General Georgy Kondratiev. All 

were forced by Grachev to leave the army. The simplest form of disobedience was of cause 

desertion.  Almost 800 soldiers deserted during the campaign. But to desert was both 

dangerous and very often immoral.  

By way of paradox the highest level of obedience was achieved by those commanders 

who themselves disobeyed the most odious, unlawful, immoral or simply stupid orders of 

their superiors. Their regiments were the most efficient and they lost the lowest amount of 

men.  Thus at the very beginning of the war the situation was saved largely thanks to Major- 

General Lev Rokhlin, who re-established control over the scattered forces, rallied them and 

broke through to the troops encircled in Grozny.  

Another example is General Babichev who stopped his column at the very beginning 

of the war in order to prevent killing of civilians saying: “We certainly don’t want to kill 

women and children on the orders of those whores in the Kremlin and for the sake of their 

political games”.7 Unfortunately very few generals, raised in the tradition of strict compliance 

were able to think and behave like that, be it otherwise the war would not have been possible 

at all. The war started but it was a strange war, a war in which very few orders were obeyed. 

The war in Chechnya should be regarded by military textbooks as a unique case of the 

collapse of the army due to the specific situation, where the former system of military 

obedience (strict compliance), had already gone, but the succeeding one (“compliance other 

things considered”) did not yet emerge.  
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8. Conclusion. 

Unfortunately, due to the vagueness of the declared right of a soldier to disobey, all 

these cases of massive disobedience could not take the form of rightful act.  If we had a 

clearly stated norm allowing disobedience in our military disciplinary code, the criminal 

stupidity of the First Chechen War would not have been possible. Nobody can sit between 

two chairs. We should either return to the former system of strict compliance or to build a 

new one.  A new system of military obedience will demand not only a new disciplinary code, 

but a new system of military education and values. That will be a long process of transition, 

but there is no alternative to a new system. Chechnya made it evident.   
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