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It could not get any colder in Transnistria. In January 2025, temper-
atures fell to nearly minus ten degrees Celsius at night, and people
in Tiraspol, the capital of the unrecognized state, started cutting
down trees in their front yards to use as firewood. On January 1,
2025, Gazprom, the Russian gas provider, had stopped its regular
gas supply to Transnistria, leaving its population of 350,000 peo-
ple literally in the cold. Schools remained closed, businesses could
not heat their offices, and public life on the wide avenues of the
Soviet-looking capital came to a complete standstill. The region,
where the Soviet past still seems present, was apparently aban-
doned by its long-term patron, Russia. Here, where Lenin’s bust
still greets visitors in front of the government building and Soviet
tanks line the main avenues and almost everyone also carries a
Russian passport, the one resource needed most by this isolated
de facto state had stopped flowing: cheap gas from Russia.?

Using energy to keep former territories of the Soviet Empire
dependent is part of the broader Russian strategy to reclaim the
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post-Soviet space as a legacy of empire beyond the dissolution of
the Soviet Union. In Transnistria, as in many other post-Soviet bor-
derlands that split from their new parent states in the early 1990s,
such as Moldova, Georgia, and Ukraine, the Russian government
used billions of dollars in unpaid gas bills as leverage over these
target states. The cutoff of Transnistria’s gas supply was meant to
compromise Western-leaning Moldova, to which the breakaway
state still belongs by international law. The standoff over citizens
left in the cold between Transnistria, Moldova, and Russia lasted
almost two months. But eventually the Transnistrians could count
on their patron state’s support again. Russia sent gas through a
different pipeline, and Transnistria’s premier, Vadim Krasnoselsky,
could proudly reject Western Europe’s offer of assistance, proclaim-
ing the renewed gas agreement as further proof of Russia’s close
ties with its compatriots in the “near abroad.” A typical confron-
tation had occurred between a de facto state, its parent state, and
an external patron state in a frozen conflict situation.

I. Explaining Frozen Conflicts

Transnistria is only one of many conflicts over territory world-
wide. Currently, there are approximately 300 territorial conflicts
in Europe, Asia, and Africa, most of them over disputed borders. In
some cases, however, secessionists claim statehood after splitting
from a parent state. One such example is Somaliland, a breakaway
state from Somalia in the Horn of Africa, where the conflict is
smoldering. Other places are on fire, such as Kashmir, over which
India and Pakistan went to war just a year ago, and above all Pal-
estine, whose sovereignty is disputed by Israel, recognized by many
states in theory, but on the ground, it is in shambles.? In East Asia,
any solution to the tense relationship between Taiwan and China
appears frozen as the latter attempts to reclaim its former colony
while the democratic state maintains its sovereignty despite not
being internationally recognized. In such territorial conflicts cen-
tering on disputed statehood no solution has been found between
what we could call the parent state, the de facto state, and in many
cases an external patron state. Political scientists have classified
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such conflicts as “frozen” because the opponents are unable to find
a resolution and the underlying conflict remains frozen — often
for decades — despite a very dynamic situation on the ground.*

“Frozen conflict” is not a term that many Americans know or use.
In Europe and particularly in Great Britain, political scientists are
very active in this field and the term is well known.® The term “fro-
zen conflict” entered the landscape of international politics in the
1990s. It was closely related to the dissolution of the Soviet Union
and served as a semantic response to the reality of protracted con-
flicts in the post-Soviet space. The term was meant to highlight that
the core issues of these conflicts—territorial disputes, minority
rights, and ethnic autonomy, in most cases—remain unresolved
and thus became frozen. Because no solution could be agreed upon,
violence constantly escalated on the ground. Over time, it became
obvious that this type of conflict is by no means confined to the
post-Soviet space; rather, it is widespread and becoming more fre-
quent. This is why political scientists started to apply the concept to
comparable cases worldwide that oscillate between war and peace.
Based on the best definition to date, developed by Michal Smetana
and Jan Ludvik of Prague’s Charles University, four criteria define
“frozen conflicts” today.®

First, frozen conflicts are usually the result of a war. Separatists
claim sovereignty over a territory which remains disputed even
after the war has ended. The “formative experience of war”’ distin-
guishes frozen conflicts from other territorial disputes and deeply
determines the chances of any thawing. Second, the core issues
between the opponents remain unresolved. Territorial disputes,
minority rights, and questions of sovereignty are the most con-
troversial issues which dominate domestic discourse both among
politicians and the public. Rhetoric such as genocide, ethnic cleans-
ing, colonialism, fascism, and imperialism are typical in all these
discourses, which both opponents use to push polarization and
further freezing. Third, frozen conflicts oscillate between war and
peace. As the core issues remain unresolved, both sides consider the
prospect of war to be a real possibility and usually prepare for an
armed conflict. Fourth, frozen conflicts all carry an international
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dimension. An external patron, often a militarily powerful state,
determines the course of the conflict, sometimes by leveraging its
nuclear potential. At the same time the international community
seeks solutions through intervention, mostly without success.

Political scientists developed this definition emphasizing the role
of contemporary statehood, highlighting synchronic causes and
taking the impact of international organizations into account.
But can such a definition truly reveal the historic roots and con-
sequences of such conflicts? Most de facto states in frozen conflicts
have emerged from the dissolution of empires. Imperial legacies
loom large in their societies and often determine their limits of
political agency. Furthermore, the current neo-imperial politics of
Russia, China, and to a lesser degree Turkey, all former empires,
are exacerbating these conflicts over sovereignty by seeking to
reclaim former territories by force or the threat of force. A critical
reference to the role of empire, both as a legacy and a present-day
factor, seems necessary to really understand why and how such
conflicts freeze, unfreeze and often refreeze in a different shape.
In this vein, I argue that the legacy of empire plays a pivotal role
in frozen conflicts and should also be incorporated into their def-
inition. In this article I will explore what these legacies can look
like and why they matter by taking a closer look at the de facto
states of Transnistria and Abkhazia in Eastern Europe. In exam-
ining these two specific examples, I hope to show why these small
territories offer larger lessons for today’s changing world order.

Il. Examining Frozen Conflicts: Transnistria and Abkhazia

Since the 1990s, several separatist movements have challenged the
newly founded states in the post-Soviet space. Small or larger wars
between secessionist and parent states have resulted in disputed
territory and frozen conflicts over the sovereignty of these territo-
ries. While these de facto states do not enjoy external sovereignty,
they have managed to develop a degree of internal sovereignty,
enabling them to survive for over 30 years.® Transnistria is an
example of such a frozen conflict, located at the eastern border of
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Moldova and Ukraine. When the Soviet Union began to fall apart
and Moldova declared independence in 1991, local businessmen
in its eastern part resisted and called in the local Soviet army.
The brief war that followed resulted in the disputed territory of
Transnistria, which claims statehood but remains unrecognized to
this day. For the past 30 years, the conflict between the secession-
ists and Moldova, the parent state, has remained frozen because
no solution could be agreed upon. This legal limbo on the eastern
border poses a significant obstacle to Moldova’s territorial integrity
and its aspirations to join the European Union and NATO.’

The imperial past plays a pivotal role in keeping the conflict smol-
dering. Both sides, the parent state, Moldova, and the breakaway
territory, Transnistria, belonged to the Russian Empire. After the
First World War Moldova became part of Romania in 1918, whereas
its eastern region, Transnistria, fell to the Soviet Union. Thus, the
Transnistrians base their quest for autonomy from Moldova on
their long and uninterrupted connection with Russia and its pre-
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Figure 2. Soviet tanks
in Tiraspol, Transn-
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decessor state, the Soviet Union.'® This loyalty is visible all over the
streets of Tiraspol, the capital of the de facto state. A monument
to General Alexander Suvorov, the founder of Tiraspol, erected by
the Soviets in 1979 and surrounded by flags of countries that used
to be Russia’s “near abroad,” is located in the city center. Lenin’s
statue still stands in front of the government building. Soviet
tanks, scattered around the city, are a particularly obvious symbol
of Transnistria’s loyalty to Russia and the historic legacy of the
Soviet Union in this region.

This imperial legacy has been constantly reinforced since Vladimir
Putin came to power. One key instrument for this strategy are
the so-called compatriots. After the collapse of the Soviet Union,
30 million Russian-speaking people lived outside Russia’s bor-
ders. This allowed the Russian government to use this widespread
diaspora to build on the policies of the Russian Empire in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Tsarist Empire had jus-
tified its desire to expand its control into the Ottoman Empire by
invoking its religious mission to protect Orthodox Christians. In
the 1920s, the Bolsheviks resorted to a similar political pattern to
bring the nascent Democratic Republic of Georgia back into the
fold. While Christian coreligionists served as a justification for
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intervention in the nineteenth century, Russian-speaking groups
figure as a tool of Russia’s new foreign policy in the twenty-first
century."

When Putin took office, the role of these “compatriots” [sootechest-
venniki] was first explicitly defined as an instrument of Russian
foreign policy. In all frozen conflicts in former Russian borderlands,
the government handed out Russian passports to the inhabitants
of foreign countries and so it did in Transnistria. Today, basically
the entire population of Transnistria — 700,000 in 1990, 350,000
today — holds Russian citizenship alongside their Transnistrian and
often also Moldovan passports. Due to their citizenship, they are
eligible for pensions and welfare programs funded by the Russian
government. A dramatically shrinking population has increased
the proportion of pensioners to nearly half of the population.’
This problematic demographic development makes Transnistria
particularly receptive to Russian support for its compatriots. The
population has a distinct interest in maintaining this relationship
with Russia, profiting from pensions or cheap gas, and keeping the
conflict with Moldova in a frozen state.’

Another reason why there is no movement towards resolving the
conflict is the economy. In Transnistria, the economy essentially
goes by one name: Sheriff. Two former security employees, Ilya
Kazmaly and Viktor Gusan, started the Sheriff holding company in
1992. They received cheap energy from Russia, which enabled them
to invest heavily in construction, gas stations, and supermarkets
located on almost every major street in Transnistria today. Sheriff
now also holds a monopoly on telecommunications and TV stations
and has matured into a public-private enterprise that dominates
the Transnistrian economy and politics. It is Transnistria’s legal
limbo that gives it access to both the Western and Russian markets.
The profits from this dual export position also allowed it to build
up its own soccer team, Sheriff Tiraspol. The soccer club is formally
based in a non-recognized state, yet it operates as a Moldovan club
and is therefore a member of FIFA. In 2021, its significant invest-
ment in foreign players paid off when Sheriff Tiraspol defeated
Real Madrid in Madrid.
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Sherift’s owners take advantage of both Eastern and Western part-
ners and markets and are therefore highly interested in maintain-
ing the status quo since the unresolved status of the de facto state
directly benefits their business." For the company, good relations
with both Russia and the European Union are crucial. Thus, the
war in Ukraine has made Sheriff’s status quo-dependent business
model less stable. Cheap gas from Russia is flowing again, but it
has become an unreliable resource. In such a small, interconnected
society, the economic elites’ preference for the status quo seam-
lessly aligns with political interests. Integration into Moldova, the
mother country, which the European Union advocates, is just as
unattractive to them as complete dependence on its patron state
Russia.’® An economy has developed whose drivers thrive on the
conflict, not its solution. For the Russian government, too, formal
independence currently appears to be the most effective lever for
continuing to exert some influence over Western-leaning Moldova
while retaining a reliable ally in the region.

The military conflict that led to the establishment of Transnistria
in 1991 is hugely exaggerated in today’s commemoration as a
state-building war. The fighting between a few Soviet and Moldo-
van troops lasted three days, the death toll remained below 1,000,
and there were no mass expulsions or widespread violence. The
way in which the period after a separatist war unfolds in frozen
conflicts serves as a reliable barometer for the future relationship
between the parent state and the secessionist region. Where mass
expulsions, loss of property, and collective violence dominate the
postwar period, the relationship with the parent state usually
remains poisoned and solutions prove to be far more difficult to
achieve. Abkhazia is one such post-Soviet frozen conflict where
the experience of several brutal wars with Georgia is shaping the
postwar situation from 1992 to this day.

Abkhazia is a region on the eastern coast of the Black Sea in the
South Caucasus. It borders Georgia to the south and Russia to the
north and had a population of 500,000 in 1991. Tensions between
the Abkhaz and Georgians had existed before, but they flared up
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, leading to a full-scale war
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in 1992/93 that cost 15,000 lives. The war ended with the estab-
lishment of a separatist territory, which the Abkhaz then declared
to be a state, and the expulsion of more than 240,000 Georgians,
leaving behind a destroyed landscape."”

Over the last years, political scientist Anastasia Shesterinina has
conducted numerous oral history interviews to gain a better under-
standing of what led such a small ethnic group as the Abkhaz to
win a war against their much larger and better-armed neighbor,
Georgia.’”® In all these interviews, both men and women cited a fun-
damental fear of extinction as the primary motivation for waging
war. Uncertainty was their first emotion when Georgian helicop-
ters flew over Abkhazia. Was that a sign of war? In that situation,
many recalled what had happened to their grandparents and fore-
fathers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: expulsion and
extinction. Their fear of extinction had its roots in the nineteenth
century. When the Russian imperial government sent settlers to
colonize this long-neglected region, two large waves of expulsions
in the 1860s and 1870s forced half of the Abkhaz population out
of their homes and into the Ottoman Empire.*
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Figure 4. A bill-
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The experience of expulsion continued under Soviet rule in the

twentieth century. As part of their nationality program, the
Soviets now settled Georgians in the newly founded autonomous
province of Abkhazia. From the Abkhaz’ perspective, their share
of the total population in their region had declined from 85 to
18 percent over the course of a century, from 1880 to 1980.2° The
1992 war against Georgia quickly reignited these experiences and
perceptions, making the fear of extinction the central driving force
behind the resistance and military mobilization. Or, as an Abkhaz
woman who fought in the war put it in an interview, “from the
very first day, the war raised the question of the Abkhaz people’s
biological survival.”*!

The fear of extinction, a legacy of both Imperial Russia and the
Soviet empire, thus became a key motif for waging war against
Georgia in 1992, 1998, and again in 2008. The Abkhaz, who won
most of these wars, became the majority in their own country
for the first time in 150 years, albeit at the price of a depopulated
landscape.” The memory of these wars still looms large in the
landscape. Everywhere in the de facto state you are visually con-
fronted with the wars. Huge billboards up to seven meters high
have been erected along the main roads, depicting the many wars
against Georgia and perpetuating the conflict in the present day.
Only by understanding the historic roots of this small people
and the demographic challenge they faced in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries can we understand why this imperial legacy
remains so central here and keeps the conflict frozen to this day.
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Recognition is a central matter for all these non-recognized states
whose relationship to the parent state remains frozen. After the
Abkhaz had won the first war against Georgia, they proclaimed
their sovereignty in 1994. Abkhazia was not recognized as a state
by any government at the time. When the United States and many
other Western countries recognized Kosovo in 2008, Dimitri Med-
vedev, then president of Russia, drew parallels between the two
cases and concluded: “Our enemies claim that Kosovo is unique.

"23 It was

Well, Abkhazia and South Ossetia are also unique cases.
only then that Russia recognized the region as a state in response
to the recognition of Kosovo's sovereignty by the United States and

several other Western governments.

The international community usually views breakaway territories
with skepticism. According to the 1933 Montevideo Convention,
certain legal criteria and factual conditions must be met for a new
entity to be recognized as a state under international law: a func-
tioning government, defined territorial boundaries, a permanent
population, and the ability to enter into agreements with other
states. Permission from the parent state is often required too.
None of these criteria applied to Abkhazia, nor to Kosovo in 2008.
However, it was the severe human rights violations committed by
Serbs and the concentrated military power of the West that led
to the decision of more than 50 countries, including several from
the Global South, to recognize Kosovo after it seceded from Serbia.

Nothing of the sort worked in the Caucasus. No other govern-
ment except Russia’s has recognized Abkhazia as a state. Russia’s
recognition did nothing to change the frozen state between the
Georgians and the Abkhaz either. Rather, this legal move further
deteriorated relations with Georgia, increasingly closed off the bor-
ders, and strengthened Abkhazia's dependence on Russia. While
statehood can indeed be created without external sovereignty,
unless the entities in question are given access to the international
system — as Kosovo was, but Abkhazia was not — recognition
remains futile. Legal requirements remain a gatekeeper and con-
tinue to make statehood a matter decided by the reality on the
ground.*
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lll. Small Regions Delivering Larger Lessons: Frozen
Conflicts in the Twenty-First Century

Transnistria and Abkhazia are small regions whose frozen conflicts
over territory and sovereignty barely register outside of Eastern
Europe. However, the structural features of these conflicts are not
confined to the post-Soviet space. Rather, they are comparable to a
number of similar territorial conflicts in other parts of the world.
The lessons that these small examples teach us can inspire new
answers to the larger challenge of territorial conflicts in Europe,
Asia, and Africa, as well as to the resurgence of neo-imperial pol-
icies worldwide we are witnessing today.

First, we need to understand the historic legacies of empire to
understand why conflicts freeze. Almost all frozen conflicts are
the result of the dissolution of empires. Empires leave legacies that
extend far beyond the end of their rule and shape the present of
postimperial societies. The resurgence of neo-imperial policies by
countries such as China and Russia, and eventually also the United
States, who are seeking to reclaim former territory or influence
is provoking new forms of territorial conflict with roots in their
imperial pasts. Analyzing frozen conflicts offers another way to
help us understand why there is no direct transition from empire
to nation state.

Second, the distinction between state and non-state seems to blur.
Frozen conflicts draw our attention to de facto states and their
pursuit of statehood. Although statehood can be achieved without
external sovereignty, it necessitates transnational connections or
access to the international system, which some of these de facto
states gain without being formally recognized. With more de facto
states acting as if they were states, the dichotomy between states
and non-states will probably become less defined and the distinc-
tion between both forms will change. We will need to address
degrees of statehood, and frozen conflicts may offer options.

Third, analyzing frozen conflicts requires closer collaboration
between historians and political scientists. Both the roots and
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present outcomes of these conflicts can only be understood if we
trace their history. The legacy of empire looms large in almost all
cases of contested statehood today. As we enter an era of unresolved
conflicts in a less multilateral order than the one we have known,
historians will need to engage more closely with political science
and its concepts in the future.

Fourth and finally, the blurred lines between war and peace are
probably the key takeaway from studying frozen conflicts. They
challenge us to reconsider our long-held assumption that we can
clearly distinguish between war and peace. Historically, the notion
of stable peace was defined by the absence of war. This long-held
distinction is disappearing in many frozen conflicts where renewed
escalation is possible at any time. Thus, frozen conflicts demon-
strate on a micro level what the future could look like on a larger
scale: War is no longer declared, and peace is no longer stable, but
precarious.

In conclusion, history and political science are called upon to
explore more of these spaces that lie between war and peace,
between state and non-state, because we are all affected by them.
Analyzing frozen conflicts is one way to help us navigate this
uncertain future.
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