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Finally, “Linguistic Cleansing”: Latin Script Banned in a European Land

by VLADIMIR SOCOR 

Thirteen years ago this month, a last-ditch attempt at preserving the Soviet Union---the putsch of August 1991---failed everywhere in the crumbling empire, except in one corner: In the Transdniester region of Moldova, the Russian military and KGB prevailed, cementing the power of Soviet diehards who were already then mutating into Greater-Russia militants. That same group of Russian citizens---many of them holding ranks in Russia’s military and security services---rules Moldova’s “breakaway” region Transdniester to this day, hosting Russian troops and running contraband and arms-trafficking rackets from this southeast-European enclave. 

The West never disturbed this group, but at least treated them as pariahs. Recently, however, some diplomats in Washington and at the OSCE---in tandem with Russia as “mediators”---offered this group the one thing it failed to obtain in the 1991 putsch and aspired to ever since: legalization as the ruling authority in Transdniester and a share of power in Moldova’s central government, under mainly Russian guarantees. 

With Russian troops entrenched, the West resigned to a marginal role, and Communist-governed Moldova a case of state weakness, such a “federalization” deal would create a Russian protectorate posing a host of security and democracy problems on this 400-kilometer sector of the new Euro-Atlantic border. The project’s Western proponents excluded any consideration of democracy or human rights from the deal. Now, Transdniester’s authorities are cracking down on a tiny remnant of unregimented social life there: the Latin script.

Last month, in the climax of a long campaign to compel the exclusive use of the Cyrillic alphabet, authorities decreed the closure of the last six surviving Latin-script Moldovan schools. The Soviet-type police has seized several of those schools by force, and is currently besieging several others. The Latin script had been banned from all seats of authority and the media and from most schools ever since the days of the 1991 putsch. Now, the ban is total. 

The OSCE’s High Commissioner on National Minorities, Rolf Ekeus, coined an appropriate term in condemning this assault on schools: “linguistic cleansing.” Unfortunately, the OSCE has relegated to the High Commissioner’s office a problem which is not one of national minorities at all. Indeed, Moldovans form a plurality of Transdniester’s total population, and the absolute majority of the native population, with Ukrainians the second-largest, and Russians the third-largest element. However, the ruling authorities are mainly Russian, with the higher-ups having arrived directly from Russia. This is the only case of minority rule in contemporary Europe. 

Suppressing the native identity is a key part of the project to hold the pre-1991 imperial fort in this part of Europe. Transdniester authorities continue---and have now intensified---the Soviet-era policies of denationalization and linguistic Russification of native populations through schools, the administration, the media, military service and political intimidation. The plight of these last six schools is a small part of that overall problem. Until now, the West has completely ignored this problem; small wonder that the final step of linguistic cleansing is proceeding on the West’s doorstep. 

And even now it passes unnoticed by the European public, and barely noticed by governments. The European Union and some Western chancelleries have condemned the assault on those schools; but the indignant tone in some of those statements is not being followed by any action; and most of those statements remain confined within the OSCE’s walls. 

American diplomats in charge, while sympathetic to the schools’ plight, regard the issue as an unwelcome distraction from their higher priority: the negotiations toward Moldova’s “federalization” in partnership with those same Transdniester authorities. This is why these diplomats are opting for tokenism: They talk about saving a few schools while failing to deal with the wholesale suppression of human rights there, and even proposing to legalize those now-unlawful authorities.

Indeed, the ban on Latin script is the latest in a series of actions that should have mortified the “federalization” proponents at the OSCE and at the U.S. State Department.

In June, Transdniester’s leaders publicly threatened to send arms and volunteers to fight against Georgia. In July, they sent the promised assistance to South Ossetia, as part of an operation that also involved Abkhaz and Kuban-Cossack paramilitary groups. The OSCE and its American-led mission in Chisinau ignored this act of transnational terrorism, even though it was more or less overt and reported rather sympathetically by Russian media.

At about the same time, the European Court for Human Rights (ECHR) issued the final verdict in the long-running case of a group of Moldovans unlawfully imprisoned by Transdniester’s self-styled “judicial” authorities. The Strasbourg-based Court determined that Transdniester’s incumbent authorities are the creature of Russia and the Russian military. 

The ECHR’s July 8 verdict found that, from 1991 to date, “The Russian authorities contributed both militarily and politically to the creation of a separatist regime in Transdniester, part of the territory of Moldova…Russia continued to provide military, political and economic support to the separatist regime, thus enabling it to survive [and] strengthening it...The Russian army [is] still stationed in Moldovan territory, in breach of the undertakings to withdraw [it] completely, given by Russia at the OSCE summits in 1999 and 2002...Transdniester remained under the effective authority, or at the very least under the decisive influence of Russia, and survived by virtue of the military, economic, financial, and political support that Russia gave it.” 

With specific reference to the plaintiffs’ grievance, the Strasbourg-based court found that “Russia made no attempt to put an end to the applicants’ situation brought about by its agents.” In sum, Transdniester’s authorities are defined as unlawful, imposed from outside, and “agents” of an occupying power. 

These recent events hold plenty of lessons for all involved. Transdniester’s authorities have drawn a perverse lesson: Seize power by force, rule by Soviet-police methods, rely on an occupying army, run contraband and arms rackets, institutionalize oppression of the native majority by a minority, suppress the Latin script, send paramilitary assistance across borders to fellow-rogue statelets; and, after you’ve done all this, some disoriented mid-level Western officials will still offer you legal status and a power-sharing arrangement, with those troops still in place, and without asking you to reform. 

To Western diplomats involved---in Washington, at the OSCE, and also at the EU in Brussels---the lesson must be that human rights and democracy issues cannot be separated from conflict-settlement negotiations, but must become an integral part of the process. Until now, the OSCE and State Department have treated those negotiations as top priority, and human rights and democracy issues as a complicating factor that must not impinge on negotiations with the mini-dictators and their Kremlin protectors. 

This order of priorities must, at long last, change for all to see. Otherwise, the ongoing  “federal constitution-drafting” will remain a thin cover on a sphere-of-influence arrangement with Russia; and the very notions of federalism and democracy would be turned into their opposites on the Euro-Atlantic community’s doorstep. 
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