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As a Professor and prominent Georgian conflict researcher, George 
Khutsishvili (1948-2013) was one of the founders of the study of 
conflict in Georgia and the Caucasian region. Originally contributing 
significantly to the problem of infinity in the field of mathematics 
and philosophy, from the 1990s onwards he dedicated his life to 
establishing the academic field of peace and conflict studies in Georgia. 
He was Philosophy Doctor from Ukraine Academy of Sciences (1991) 
and from Tbilisi State University (1977), Founder and since 1994 
Director of the International Center on Conflict and Negotiation 
(ICCN), Full Professor of University of Georgia (from 2006), Associate 
Professor of Tbilisi State University (1995-2006), Professor of Tbilisi 
Institute of Foreign Languages (1979-1993), Visiting Research Fellow 
and Consultant in Ethnic Conflicts at Stanford University (1993-1995). 
Initiated and organised the first track-two post-war dialogue processes 
with Abkhaz (1995), Ossets (1996) and Russians (2008); played a key 
role in mobilizing the civil society against the religious and ethnic 
intolerance in Georgia in 2002 onwards. Since 2003 was the Caucasus 
Regional Coordinator of the Global Partnership for the Prevention of 
Armed Conflict (GPPAC). Professor Khutsishvili was one of the initiators 
and a founder of the Public Constitutional Commission (PCC) (2009). 
Has visited and explored many conflict and tension zones of the world; 
author and co-author of numerous books and articles. He remained 
involved in mediation in many different conflict zones throughout the 
world. Was an acknowledged political analyst and conflict mediator. 
Combined the qualification and experience of both scholar and 
practitioner in the field.

Book IV
1994-2013

International 
Centre on 
Conflict and 
Negotiation (ICCN)



GEORGE KHUTSISHVILI
HOW TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS

BOOK IV

Tbilisi 
2018

Compiler, Editor

NiNa TsikhisTavi-khuTsishvili



© Nina Tsikhistavi-Khutsishvili, 2018

Cover Photo: George Khutsishvili, Tbilisi, Georgia, May, 2012.

isBN 978-9941-9483-3-6

"George khutsishvili: how to Resolve Conflicts", Book iv – presents selection of 1993-2013 
original English language interviews and analytical articles by Georgian scientist of Peace 
and Conflict studies, Doctor of Philosophy, Professor George khutsishvili (1948-2013). The 
following publication is intended for researchers in the field of peace and conflict studies 
and broader spectrum of readers as well. 

Compiler, Editor: Nina Tsikhistavi-khutsishvili 

Technical Editing: irina kakoiashvili

Design: Maya katsitadze

Typography & Design: alexander Jikuridze 

The Book is published with the financial support of 

international Center on Conflict and Negotiation (iCCN). 

GEORGE KHUTSISHVILI

HOW TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS

Book IV

UDC 327.56
          K - 42



to Victoria-Sophia





v

Contents
A sHoRt IntRoDUCtIon to tHe BooK .....................................................................IX

ABoUt GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI By DR. Dieter BoDen, AmBAssADor, (ret.) .......XI

ABoUt GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI By DR. JoHAn GAltUnG ....................................... Xv

ABoUt GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI wAs A HeRo foR me, By DR. JoHn w. 
mcDonAlD, AmBAssADor, (ret.) .......................................................................... XvII

AUtHoR’s PRefACe By GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI  ......................................................... 1

etHnICIty, feDeRAlIsm AnD DemoCRAtIC tRAnsItIon In RUssIA ...................... 3

fellowsHIP BRInGs UnIqUe GeoRGIAn PeRsPeCtIve to stAnfoRD ................. 6

InteRventIon In tRAnsCAUCAsUs............................................................................ 9

DemocrAcy or nAtionAl-soziAlismus? 
(Russia’s choice and the post-soviet prospect) ...............................................................15

nAtIonAlIsm: IsolAtIon AnD InteGRAtIon tRenD  
(the cAse of GeorGiA) ...............................................................................................33

etHnIC ConflICt In GeoRGIA ...................................................................................43

tHe DImensIons of ConflICt:  
GeorGiA AnD the Post-soviet cAucAsus ............................................................76

shevArDnADze set to rule over the DiviDeD ...................................................89

inGrouP PsycholoGy of Post-totAlitAriAn communities: the cAse of 
GeoRGIA ........................................................................................................................92

ConsolIDAtIon oR new ConflICt .......................................................................100

seCURIty PRoBlems In GeoRGIA In tHe lIGHt of tHe ConflICt In foRmeR 
soUtH ossetIA ...........................................................................................................105

A BRIef IntRoDUCtIon to tHe CAUCAsUs ...........................................................112

towARDs A moRe seCURe CAUCAsUs: oveRvIew of tHe woRKsHoP 
“DeveloPInG A ReGIonAl seCURIty ConCePt foR tHe CAUCAsUs” ...............117

the roots of Post-soviet conflict:  
A Die-hArD leGAcy  ...................................................................................................125

etHnICIty AnD DemoCRACy In GeoRGIA: 
rivAls or Allies?  
A HIstoRICAl PeRsPeCtIve ......................................................................................146

GeoRGIA AnD tHe CAUCAsUs In tRAnsItIon: tHe seCURIty AsPeCts ............149

on tHe oUtsKIRts of emPIRe .................................................................................172

tHe osCe AnD ConflICt In GeoRGIA .....................................................................177

“PeRsons of CAUCAsIAn nAtIonAlIty”  ..............................................................191

A CoUntRy Between AssAUlts ..............................................................................198

GeorGiA’s security ProBlems in Post-soviet trAnsition ..........................206



vi

tHe CAUCAsUs AnD eURoPe ....................................................................................226

on RefUsInG to UnDeRstAnD ...............................................................................230

UnDeRstAnDInG sePARAtIsm, oR tHe PARADoX of PARt AnD wHole 
RevIsIteD ....................................................................................................................248

ACtUAl sItUAtIon of GeoRGIA In 1998 ................................................................251

how cAn citizen DiPlomAcy succeeD when An “officiAl” DiPlomAcy 
fAils? 
(the cAse of ABkhAziA) ...........................................................................................260

nGos in the nis: trAnscenDinG Post-totAlitAriAnism in PuBlic 
PercePtions (the cAse of GeorGiA)....................................................................265

limits of Power DistriBution in GeorGiA AnD the ABkhAziA DilemmA: 
AnAlysIs vs PeRCePtIons ........................................................................................269

the role of the cis conference in PeAce-BuilDinG, civil society 
DeveloPment, AnD HUmAn RIGHts PRoteCtIon In GeoRGIA  
(the yeArs 1996-2000 AnD BeyonD) .......................................................................273

mesKHetIAn RePAtRIAtIon PRoBlem AnD tHReAt PeRCePtIon In GeoRGIAn 
soCIety ........................................................................................................................277

tHe Kosovo ConflICt: tHe BAlKAns AnD tHe soUtHeRn CAUCAsUs ...........280

etHnIC AnD RelIGIoUs ConflICt, InteRnAl DIsPlACement, AnD HUmAn 
RIGHts ..........................................................................................................................300

whAt freezes AnD whAt unfreezes conflicts? 
(the cAse of the GeorGiAn-ABkhAz DisPute) ...................................................319

UnDeRstAnDInG fRAGmenteD CommUnItIes 
(A PercePtuAl AnAlysis of the GeorGiAn reAlity) .........................................325

IDP HAs tHe CHoICe: to RetURn Home oR stAy HeRe 
international center on conflict a negotiation Demands to reform the un ...............336

sAAKAsHvIlI’s stRAteGIC mIssteP 
why DiD not the revolution tAke PlAce in GeorGiA? .................................341

reAl sPoilers in A woulD-Be PeAce Process (the south-cAucAsus 
cAse) ............................................................................................................................347

stAtement on tHe sItUAtIon In AJARA ...............................................................349

“frozen conflict” As A result of An uncoorDinAteD collABorAtive 
ACtIon .........................................................................................................................351

tHe wAy foRwARD: PRACtICAl meAsURes ..........................................................360

the imPAct of “rose revolution” in GeorGiA on frozen conflicts AnD 
the ProsPects of euro-inteGrAtion for the south cAucAsus  ...............365

IDentIty qUest, nAtIonAl mytHs AnD soCIAl AttItUDes: GeoRGIA In tHe 
south-cAucAsus context .....................................................................................370

PResentAtIon foR GPPAC memBeRs:  
soUtH CAUCAsUs ......................................................................................................388



vii

the ABkhAziA AnD south ossetiA cAses: sPoilers in A neArly collAPseD 
PeACe PRoCess  ..........................................................................................................401

CommemoRAtInG tHe ImmoRtAl teACHInG .....................................................425

PeoPle feel UneAsy .................................................................................................427

UnResolveD ConflICts In GeoRGIA: DeADloCKs, oXymoRons AnD 
stRAteGIes ..................................................................................................................429

tHe only wAy foR GeoRGIA Is to Be A RelIABle AnD stABle stAte  ..............438

A resolution to the cAucAsus wAr? ................................................................443

DoUBle stAnDARDs foR Kosovo ..........................................................................446

RUssIA ContInUes to “PUnIsH” GeoRGIA, GeoRGIA’s AllIes ARe tRyInG to 
HelP, tHe woRlD ContInUes to wAtCH ..............................................................453

PRoPoRtIons of DIsPRoPoRtIon AnD tHe ResPonsIBIlIty to PRoteCt 
(the stAtes oBliGAtions AnD the AuGust 2008 russiA-GeorGiA 
confrontAtion) .......................................................................................................457

An ACADemIC APPRoACH to tHe ConflICts In tHe soUtH CAUCAsUs ..........462

GeoRGIA’s DeGeneRAtIve tRAnsItIon .................................................................473

syntHesIs PAPeR on tHe ResUlts of tHe ReseARCH woRK  
of tHe GeoRGIAn GRoUP  .......................................................................................482

contemPorAry russiA-GeorGiA relAtions 
tHe oRwellIAn PoweR PHenomenon In 21st CentURy .................................502

GeorGiA’s security DilemmA in the liGht of Post-AuGust reAlities  .....520

GeoRGIA’s tRAnsItIon DIlemmA...........................................................................533

the PotentiAl of PuBlic DiPlomAcy in the Post-wAr environment: 
the cAse of GeorGiAn-ossetiAn conflict .......................................................541

enGAGement wItHoUt ReCoGnItIon oR ReCoGnItIon wItHoUt 
enGAGement?  ..........................................................................................................543

stImUlI AnD oBstACles to DemoCRAtIC tRAnsItIon AnD ConflICt 
ResolUtIon In tHe soUtH CAUCAsUs ..................................................................546

UnResolveD ConflICts of tHe soUtH CAUCAsUs: tHe PRoCess, tHe 
PRosPeCt, AnD tHe “enGAGement” wItHoUt enGAGement .........................549

foR A stUCK sCReensAveR DemoCRACy In GeoRGIA, 
tHe eleCtIon yeAR mAy woRK As A Reset Key ...................................................557

mIsUnDeRstAnDInG tHAt GeoRGIA wIll not fACIlItAte A solUtIon ..........560

vIRtUAl UnIveRse KeePs tURnInG Into A DynAmo ..........................................565

will there Be civil confrontAtion? .................................................................568

intellectuAl DilemmA or PoliticAl hoAx? .....................................................570

tHe ReCIPRoCAl ImPACt of UnResolveD ConflICts on tHe PRoCess of 
DemocrAcy BuilDinG – GeorGiA in the reGionAl context  ........................572



viii

tHe IstAnBUl PRoCess: A DIAloGUe of GeoRGIAn AnD RUssIAn PolItICAl 
eXPeRts .......................................................................................................................590

ABkhAziA AnD south-ossetiA DiviDes in the liGht of GeorGiA-russiA 
DiAloGue: triAnGulAtion insteAD of A fAileD tetrAGon? .........................599

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI’s BIoGRAPHy ......................................................................617

lIst of soURCes .........................................................................................................630

InDeX ............................................................................................................................635



ix

the Book iv “George khutsishvili: how to resolve conflicts” presents 
a selection of analytical articles and newspaper interviews by Doctor 
of Philosophy, Professor George khutsishvili (1948-2013), founding 
Director of the international center on conflict and negotiation (iccn). 

the selected work is published in the Book iv posthumously, 
materials of which were written during 1994-2013 years respectively. 
the book includes analytical articles and newspaper interviews 
compiled chronologically reflecting ethnic, religious and political 
conflict resolution and peacebuilding approaches of the author. 

the Book iv comprises the original english language material 
including some unpublished commentaries from his personal archive.

As for George khutsishvili’s original Georgian and russian language 
articles, written in the same year span, they are published in separate 
volumes of Book i and ii (Georgian) and Book iii (russian) in 2016. All 
four volumes of the publication originally written by George khutsishvili 
in Georgian, english and russian languages empower the reader to 
acknowledge his work in full perspective. 

the work offers its readers an interesting insight into the issue such 
as scientist - state relations, both declaring a desire to settle conflicts. 
the author offers peacebuilding concepts and nonviolent ways of 
conflict resolution as a basic principle of democratic development 
mainly of south caucasus, Georgia in particular.

A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK
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the demonstrated notions of the work derive from the author’s 
peaceful mindset and nonviolent way of life. 

the following publication is intended for researchers in the field of 
peace and conflict studies, as well as a broader spectrum of readers. 

thank you for the commemoration of George khutsishvili. 

i want to express my gratitude to Ambassador Dieter Boden, Dr. 
Johan Galtung and Ambassador John mcDonald, who have sent warm 
words of George’s remembrance to us. i thank the reader, every 
colleague, interviewer journalist, student and, altogether, each person 
who had a professional and friendly relationship with George.

many thanks to the international center on conflict and negotiation 
(iccn), its team, each person who helped me to create and publish 
this book and contributed to this work. 

special thanks to victoria-sophia khutsishvili who helped me and 
made my work easier. 

lastly, thank you, George

Nina Tsikhistavi-Khutsishvili

8th of April, 2018

tbilisi, Georgia
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GeorGe KhuTsishvili

i first met George khutsishvili in tbilisi in the mid 1990ies when he 
was just back from stanford university and i had arrived to take up 
my new job as head of the local osce mission. At stanford, George 
had been pretty busy with studies that focussed on issues of ethno-
territorial conflicts on former soviet territory. George immediately took 
a lively interest in my work on the settlement of the Georgian-ossetian 
conflict. we used to see a lot of each other at conferences, informal 
discussion rounds, but also during monitoring excursions to the cease-
fire-line around tskhinvali.

it is with delight that i remember an osce media conference in 
kobuleti in spring 1996 which both of us attended. we went back to 
tbilisi in the same car, and this offered a most welcome opportunity 
to talk extensively to each other. he drew my attention to the growing 
role the civil society had begun to play in his country which was 
then under shevardnadze’s firm rule. this civil society articulated 
itself mostly through the nGo community, of which he had become 
an active member. on our way he proposed to show me the Gelati 
monastery to which i gladly agreed. i learnt that George was not only 
an excellent expert of Georgia’s history and culture, but that he also 
had a remarkable ability to convey this knowledge to others.

By Dr. Dieter Boden, Ambassador, (ret.)
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when i came back to Georgia in late 1999 as the special representative 
of the un secretary General and head of unomiG we renewed and 
deepened our relationship. meanwhile, the importance of nGo’s for 
Georgia’s democratic transformation process had increased, and this 
was particularly relevant for George’s foundation, the international 
center on conflict and negotiation (iccn). iccn’s particular field of 
interest was conflict settlement, and this was the point where our 
interests met perfectly. it was then that our dialog on how to work out 
new concepts for a nGo-driven dialog between Abkhaz and Georgians 
started. i tried to be helpful in his endeavours to intensify contacts 
with representatives of the Abkhaz nGo’s. in the memorable meeting 
between nGo’s from Abkhazia and Georgia which unomiG managed 
to arrange in tbilisi in september 2000 George was one of the most 
active participants.

i departed from my second mission to Georgia in June 2002, but 
came back since then in a variety of official or semi-official roles. this 
gave me ample opportunity to continue the cooperation with George 
which had meanwhile developed into a relation of friendship and 
deep mutual appreciation. his expertise was of particular value to me 
during my activities as head of the osce observation mission for the 
Presidential elections of January 2008. we shared the view that these 
elections were flawed because they violated a number of key rules 
generally recognized as valid for their democratic conduct. 

there was one further highlight of our cooperation which was the 
conference on conflict in post-soviet europe, in particular the south 
caucasus, organised by the German ministry of foreign Affairs in Berlin in 
october 2009. the August war of 2008 in Georgia and its consequences 
were a major topic of debate, and George’s presentation to the 
conference gave a brilliant analytical introduction into this matter. what 
he said concerning the origins of the two internal conflicts in Georgia 
struck a new note. it was largely due to nationalistic policies under 
Georgia’s presidents Gamsakhurdia, shevardnadze and saakashvili, he 
explained, and to their lack of willingness to adopt a forward-looking 
policy of reconciliation and trust-building that these conflicts continued 
to exist as basically deadlocked issues. this diagnosis was vigorously 
rejected by many in those days; meanwhile it has been accepted as 
close to reality.
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i am grateful for the chance i have had to cooperate with George 
during many years in one common effort. it was a truly complementary 
effort between diplomacy on one side and civil society on the other 
on a theme which is and remains of key importance for Georgia: how 
to initiate a meaningful conflict settlement process which leads into 
the future without ignoring the bitter lessons of the past. like few 
others George knew how to raise public awareness on this matter, like 
few others he has presented fresh analysis, for example on the 2003 
rose revolution and the August 2008 war and their impact on conflict 
settlement strategies. he really had the visionary power to open up 
new ways of thinking.

And he was aware of the fact that a broad approach was needed, 
one that should include an involvement of russia. to this effect, just 
a few months before his sudden death, he started a project aimed at 
restoring a process for the resumption of a russian-Georgian dialog. its 
first stage was supposed to be a meeting in moscow among independent 
high-profile experts from both sides. this project now stands out as one 
of his legacies.

when i learned about George’s unexpected passing away i was 
struck with consternation and sadness. it is a sadness which i feel 
even nowadays when i come back to tbilisi to meet with colleagues 
and friends. what is left is his work which will assure him a place of 
honour among those who have engaged themselves for a functioning 
civil society after Georgia became independent. still, i miss a friend 
who was dear to me for all the unique human and professional qualities 
which he had. 

Dr. Dieter Boden, Ambassador, (ret.).1

27/12/2014

1  German diplomat who headed the osce/oDihr mission to observe the presiden-
tial elections in Georgia in 2008. As an Ambassador he headed the German osce 
representation in vienna from 2002 to 2005. from 1999-2002, he acted as the un 
secretary General’s special representative in Georgia. in 1995 he became head of 
the osce mission in Georgia and, from 1999 to 2002, went back to the caucasus as 
un special representative to the secretary General in Georgia and head of unomiG. 
Dr. Boden is now an Adjunct Professor of international relations at the university of 
Potsdam. he holds a Ph.D. in slavic Philology from hamburg university.
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GeorGe KhuTsishvili

the news about his premature passing away came as a great shock 
to me. he was such a wonderful person and so dedicated in his struggle 
for peace, in Georgia, in caucasus, in the world, with his international 
center of conflict and negotiation, iccn.

the context for his work, Georgia, is a very problematic one. An 
ancient culture with the Georgian language housing one of the first 
christianities, the Georgian one, with enclaves – Abkhazia, ossetia – that 
are talking russian. stalin, a very famous Georgian, is partly responsible 
for that, whether it was to compensate for lack of independence in the 
soviet union or not... he as a ruthless dictator thinking that his soviet 
empire was cut out for eternity would be on top and in any case the red 
Army would take care of serious problems.

But eternity proved to be of short duration, the empire evaporated, 
the red Army took on all colors as national armies, and wars broke 
out. the violence in Georgia was horrible. veteran organizations had 
good reasons to reject the violence and search for new approaches. 
And George, with his great intellect, knowledge and personal charisma 
inserted himself in all of this, this mess to put it mildly, dedicating his 
life to Georgian-Abkhazian, Georgian-ossetian and Georgian-russian 
negotiations.

By Dr. Johan Galtung



sustainable solutions have not yet been found, and the 2008 war 
was a setback. But we may have arrived at a post-violence situation 
that could open for a more positive peace. if so, George has certainly 
played a major role. it is deeply tragic for Georgia, caucasus and beyond 
that he is not with us to inspire more progress. But his spirit is – and will 
never die.

thank you, George.

Johan Galtung1 

15 July, 2014

1 Johan Galtung, a professor of peace studies, was born in 1930 in oslo, norway. he is 
a mathematician, sociologist, political scientist and the founder of the discipline of 
peace studies. he founded the international Peace research institute, oslo (1959), 
the world’s first academic research center focused on peace studies, as well as the 
influential Journal of Peace research (1964). he has helped found dozens of other 
peace centers around the world. he is currently the president of the Galtung-institut 
for Peace theory & Peace Practice. he has served as a professor for peace studies at 
universities all over the world, including columbia (new york), oslo, Berlin, Belgrade, 
Paris, santiago de chile, Buenos Aires, cairo, sichuan, ritsumeikan (Japan), Prince-
ton, hawai, tromsoe, Bern, Alicante (spain) and dozens of others on all continents. 
he has taught thousands of individuals and motivated them to dedicate their lives 
to the promotion of peace and the satisfaction of basic human needs. he has medi-
ated in over 150 conflicts between states, nations, religions, civilizations, communi-
ties, and persons since 1957. his contributions to peace theory and practice include 
conceptualization of peace-building, conflict mediation, reconciliation, non-violence, 
theory of structural violence, theorizing about negative vs positive peace, peace ed-
ucation and peace journalism.
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GeorGe KhuTsishvili wAs A hero for me

i first met him in 2001 when i made my first trip to tbilisi, Georgia, 
and i gave several lectures at his international center on conflict and 
negotiation, and was deeply impressed by the dedication of his students.

i’m a lawyer by education and training, and was a u.s. Diplomat for 
40 years. i retired in 1987, became a law professor at George washington 
university in washington D.c. teaching international negotiations. from 
1988 to 1992, i was the first president of the iowa Peace institute located 
in Grinnell, iowa, home of Grinnell college.

in 1992, i returned to washington, and co-founded my institute for 
multi-track Diplomacy as a not-for-profit, non-governmental organization 
focusing on a systems Approach to peace. 

in 2005, i was invited to come to the first ever meeting of non-
governmental organizations around the world, held in the Great General 
Assembly hall of the united nations in new york city. After i sat down in 
my seat, someone tapped me on the shoulder in the row behind me, and 
i turned around, and there was my old friend George with several of his 
old friends and colleagues from Georgia attending the same meeting. we 
got up and hugged each other, and expressed our mutual delight in getting 
together again.

By Dr. John w. mcDonald, Ambassador, (ret.)
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in late september and early october of 2013, my wife christel and i 
were invited to tbilisi and spent some 10 days in Georgia. we established 
our own nGo in tbilisi during that visit.

i will never forget the fact that George opened and moderated a session 
with some 50 students in tbilisi who would come together to hear me 
speak about imtD and our systems Approach to peace. George was a great 
moderator, and everybody in the room loved him for who he was. 

George’s unexpected departure was a shock to his friends, and 
students, across the world. there was nobody quite like George. in my long 
experience in the field, i can truly say he was a unique human being, and is 
already missed by the world. 

John w. mcDonald1, u.s. Ambassador, ret.
chairman & ceo institute for multi-track Diplomacy

march 2014

1  Ambassador John w. mcDonald is a Professor of law, diplomat, former international 
civil servant, development expert and peacebuilder, concerned about world social, 
economic and ethnic problems. he spent twenty years of his diplomatic career in 
western europe and the middle east and worked for sixteen years on united nations 
economic and social affairs. he is currently chairman and co-founder (1992) of the 
institute for multi-track Diplomacy, in washington D.c., which focuses on national 
and international ethnic conflicts, including the millennium goals of clean drinking 
water and sanitation. he also is uneP’s north American representative to the in-
ternational environmental Governance Advisory Group. mcDonald retired from the 
u.s.A. foreign service in 1987, after a 40 year diplomatic career.



“The common point in all major crises is 

that you cannot overcome them without 

transforming your mind”
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AUtHoR’s PRefACe 
By GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI 

i grew up in the soviet union, although in the part of it where 
ideology was not entirely a dominating factor of peoples’ lives, and 
where you had a lucky chance, or lucky illusion to look at things 
as if from the outside while being at the same time part of them, 
a curious dual effect that later played a joke on my people – the 
Georgians. At least, i can say to their credit that most Georgians 
never identified completely with the world view imposed by the 
soviet ideology and propaganda, and the demand of an external 
evaluation of everything that was going on inside the society was 
always a crucial point in their understanding. knowing and seeing 
that, the soviet rulers tried, and successfully, to affect people’s 
unconscious in order to convert them, along with clumsy direct 
influences.

the communist system was based on a metaphysical philosophy, 
and the brainwashed masses of people were so used to assess 
things in terms of soviet-styled “good” and “evil” they still cannot 

George Khutsishvili
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GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

overcome this habit in the times of complete reassessment or 
collapse of old values.

Praising themselves for having preserved their religion through 
all historic calamities, invasions, and foreign domination periods, 
they started to forget the truth discovered long before capitalism 
that “you can gain the whole world, and lose your own soul”.

well before civil wars, ethnic violence, and (auto)genocide 
became part of the recent post-soviet experience, i remember how 
i experienced a shock when during one public lecture the lecturer 
touched a topic of how a natural ecosystem regulates itself in 
times of crisis (meaning why a society fails to do the same), and a 
known scholar among the audience remarked loudly he was saying 
bullshit. the lecturer preferred not to indulge in polemics but he 
looked upset and his talk became less self-confident from that point, 
and after the lecture i was thinking how preoccupied people may 
be about recording the “obviousness” of others’ faults and how 
careless they are about not hurting others’ feelings.

… ignorance … origin of life on to the game of mass paranoia (re 
Berne, mimetic rivalry, and political psych) development showed that 
educated people are the people who need most to be reeducated.
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etHnICIty, feDeRAlIsm AnD DemoCRAtIC 
tRAnsItIon In RUssIA

creating a workable federation from ethnically-defined republics 
has been a messy business not only in russia but in neighboring 
Georgia and the other soviet successor states as well. By my count, 
almost two-thirds of the ethnic conflicts in the former soviet union 
have turned violent. in the caucasus region alone there are almost 
one and a half million refugees. Georgia, which like russia consists of 
several autonomous republics, is very instructive about the roots of 
violent ethnic confrontation and the difficulties of creating effective 
policies to resolve these conflicts.

the nature of soviet federalism can in many ways be blamed 
for the ethnic conflicts in Georgia. this is particularly evident in 
the autonomous republic of Abkhazia. the soviet state designated 
the Abkhaz as the titular nationality within the republic. the 
Abkhaz, however, made up only seventeen percent of the republic’s 
population. As a result, the Georgian government mistakenly thought 
it could deal with the ethnic problem by simply guaranteeing the 
republic autonomy within Georgia. But the Abkhaz leadership, 

GEORGE KHUTSISHVILI
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representing less than a fifth of the republic, feared open elections, 
and so rejected this solution.

inspired by the claims of the ussr’s fifteen other republics, 
Abkhaz leaders began calling for secession from Georgia late 
in the Gorbachev era. But the Georgian government, unable to 
ignore the large number of Georgians in Abkhazia, could not permit 
independence. the conflict quickly heightened and turned into civil 
war. this situation alone has created over 250,000 refugees.

i do not believe, however, that the Abkhaz conflict resulted 
from ethnic discrimination by the Georgian government. Jews, 
Armenians, russians and other national minorities all live peacefully 
in the country. in fact, at one point a movement was created to 
foster a civic Georgian identity. this movement promoted allegiance 
not to the Georgian nationality but to the territorially-defined state. 
unfortunately, the Abkhaz situation has heightened ethnic conflict 
among all groups in Georgia, thereby destroying the movement’s 
hopes.

the Abkhaz conflict represents an example of how elites can 
manipulate and foster ethnic conflict. members of the russian 
military, certain russian parliamentarians and some russian 
intellectuals have tried to promote Abkhaz separatist claims to 
disrupt the Georgian state, wrongly portraying the Abkhaz as 
“national liberators”.

while it is easy to identify the roots of the conflict in places like 
Abkhazia, it is much more difficult to identify how best to resolve 
the conflict. Galina starovoitova gave a fascinating and insightful 
analysis of how best to approach the issue of ethnic separatism. But 
i do not agree that history can ever be used as a basis for deciding 
national disagreements. history has been repeatedly called upon 
in the ethnic conflict in Georgia by all sides. But history can be 
interpreted in infinite ways and is easily manipulated by elites. the 
actual situation in the present is a much better criteria for resolving 
debates over separatism.



5

etHnICIty, feDeRAlIsm AnD DemoCRAtIC tRAnsItIon In RUssIA

1994

the conflict in Abkhazia demonstrates the dangers of creating 
a federation on ethnic principles. such a federation may promote 
ethnic identity and needlessly create the seeds of separatism. A 
federation with such tensions seems unlikely to last.
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fellowsHIP BRInGs UnIqUe GeoRGIAn 
PeRsPeCtIve to stAnfoRD

the roster of center fellows often looks like a panorama of the 
countries on the globe. for the first time, cisAc is hosting a fellow 
from the republic of Georgia. he is George khutsishvili, director of 
the centre for conflict research in tbilisi.

khutsishvili founded the Georgian center in spring of 1992, when 
eduard shevardnadze returned to Georgia as provisional head of 
state. the chartered purpose of the forum, unique to Georgia, is to 
“create a basis for research on, education in, and early prevention of 
ethnic and social conflict”. the center has worked closely with csce 
and un mediation efforts in the Georgian provinces of Abkhazia and 
southern ossetia, which rebelled against the tbilisi government.

At tbilisi state university, khutsishvili completed two doctoral 
dissertations, one on the foundations of mathematics and the 
other on the genesis of the structure of theoretical thinking, 
which resulted in the prestigious degree of Doctor of Philosophical 
sciences. with the collapse of the soviet union, he was ready 

1 9 9 4
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to pursue non-marxist political science, and shifted his focus to 
practical applications, especially conflict theory.

last year khutsishvili won one of the sought-after fellowship 
spots in the international research and exchange Board (irex) 
competition, funded largely by the carnegie corporation of new 
york. An individual donor has provided extra funding to allow 
khutsishvili to extend his visit at stanford.

the gravity of the ongoing conflict in his native country weighs 
heavily on him, but he still sees reason to be optimistic. “there is 
a tragic feeling on the part of society about the positive turn in 
the russian-Georgian relationship”, he says. “for many it is seen as 
the end of Georgian independence, but actually it is only the end 
of a long – held illusion of independence. Georgia needs the help 
of both russia and western countries – and clever management, 
which hopefully shevardnadze can provide, will ensure Georgia’s 
true independence. i truly believe that as the globe becomes more 
interconnected, smaller countries will have more opportunity to 
become strong”.

Georgia’s ethnic diversity – “a host of different cultures for 
centuries” – is both a curse and a blessing, according to khutsishvili. 
on one hand the people are more liberal and enjoy a joie de 
vivre unique to the continent. on the other, the atmosphere is 
ripe for opportunistic nationalist movements. People have been 
afraid of losing their basic rights, says khutsishvili, and that fear 
has been readily manipulated by those who wish to impose their 
own domination. Georgia represents a tragic example of “how an 
inexperienced and naive society can complicate its own way to 
freedom. now there is total distrust of the political system. Although 
people can endure the most dire of economic deprivations, they 
will not, i hope, tolerate wrong-headed nationalism”. he says this is 
true throughout the former soviet republics, although the prognosis 
is different in each case. zhirinovsky’s strong showing in russian 
parliamentary elections shows that throughout the fsu there is 
more than simply public frustration – rather there is very fertile 
soil for great power chauvinism.
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khutsishvili’s enthusiasm for working at cisAc is high: “here we 
can see the world from different perspectives, access important 
and unique sources – both academic and policy – and be involved 
in the activities of one of the world’s advanced research centers. i 
hope to use what i have learned in raising the political culture in 
Georgia and helping to solve the disputes that still exist”.
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InteRventIon In tRAnsCAUCAsUs

After a period of euphoria in the west, primarily related to 
hopes concerning russian reforms, the previously fading image of 
the russian threat is becoming visible once again, although the 
western media have focused almost exclusively on one aspect — 
the extremist rhetoric of vladimir zhiri novsky and his pro-imperialist 
compatriots in the recently elected russian parliament. in fact, 
russia has already initiated major actions to ensure a tougher 
russian grip on ukraine and Belarus’, two of the more meaningful 
actors in the cis, and has made stiffer demands on others to comply 
with russian interests.

Assertions of russian political-military involvement in ethno-
political conflicts in the former soviet republics have been disputed, 
with the russian authorities repeatedly ex plaining away these 
charges as inspired by the (non-russian) nationalists’ conspiratorial 
mindset and speculation by the western press.1 however, with the 
accumulation of cogent evidence, a consistent picture of russia’s 

1 insightful comments can be found in s. neil macfarlane, “russia, the west and euro-
pean security”, Survival, vol. 35, no. 3, Autumn 1993.. 

1 9 9 4
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geostrategic game for domination in – and recently even beyond – 
the post-soviet space is becoming clear. the transcaucasus region of 
the former soviet union, comprising the three republics of Georgia, 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, has attracted particular attention in this 
respect.

moscow’s views DissemiNATeD

less known is the fact that conventional views of the conflicts 
in the caucasus (i.e., secessionist wars in the Geor gian regions of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia, the Azeri-Armenian war over nagorno-
karabakh, the situation in the breakaway chechnya republic, and 
ethnic clashes between the ingush and north ossetian autonomies 
in the south of russia) mainly have been created and disseminated 
globally by russian television, which constitutes a unique, ubiquitous 
and dominating force in the post-soviet information space.1 for 
many years the caucasus region had been perceived by the external 
world as virtually indistinguishable from russia. even the western 
news reporters on the spot, let alone foreign policy analysts, with 
no knowledge of the local languages and very little background 
information, were largely influenced and conditioned by what they 
saw on television programs from moscow. they were scarcely 
capable of imagining the degree of subjectivity both in supposedly 
factual live reports and in commentary.

the republic of Georgia, a tiny spot on the post-soviet political 
map, came to attract international attention largely because of 
two circumstances, i.e., almost permanent turmoil since the 
disintegration of the soviet union (following a year of bizarre ethno-
nationalist rule by former President zviad Gamsakhurdia),2 and the 
leadership of eduard shevard nadze, former soviet foreign minister 

1 remarkably, while cutting energy and fuel supplies to Belarus’, ukraine and other 
debtor republics, the russian government has re peatedly shown a readiness to for-
give arrears of payment for relaying the russian tv channels. 

2 An accurate account of this period can be found in stephen f. Jones, “Georgia: A 
failed Democratic transition”, in ian Bremmer and ray taras (eds.). Nation and Poli-
tics in the Soviet Successor States (new york: cambridge university Press, 1993). 
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and principal confed erate of mikhail Gorbachev. now Georgia seems 
likely to be viewed as a model of a failed state.

reNeweD russiAN miliTAry PreseNce

in soviet times, Georgia was best known for its excellent theater, 
cinema and fine arts. the Georgians’ devotion to the arts apparently 
had sublimated the negative forces that had accumulated during 
almost two centuries of imperial russian domination. however, since 
the decline of the soviet empire, Georgians have been so committed 
to displaying melodra matic apprehension and antagonism in their 
relationships with the russians1 that Georgia became a victim of 
self-fulfilling prophecy. russia increased its covert support for rebel 
and separatist minority groups until it was able to re establish its 
military presence and implement a political dictate involving the 
virtual decomposition of the caucasian republic.

shevardnadze had remarked repeatedly that the destiny of 
Georgia was being decided in Abkhazia, and he was right in his view. 
this ancient and fertile land has for centuries been settled by various 
ethnic groups, among which the Abkhazians and Georgians are both 
indigenous.2 Beneath the traditionally tolerant relations between 
the two peoples (attested by many mixed marriages) glimmered 
sparks that in a few years blazed up into an incredible degree of anti-
Georgian hatred comparable to the ethnic antagonisms in Bosnia. 
the nationalist “Georgia for the Georgians” hysteria launched by 

1 the sessions of the Georgian parliament and the press controlled by the political 
parties had exploited a mythic picture of russia as Georgia’s only eternal and for-
midable enemy, which tightened its grip every time that Georgia gathered forces 
for a breakthrough to independence. remarkably, the answer to this was found not 
in wise policies, but rather in self-sacrificial actions capable of impressing the deci-
sion-making and aid-providing west: “we prefer to die than to live in slavery”. the 
people, though, were not properly asked about what they would prefer: there was 
a successful referendum for independence, but there could not be a referendum for 
collective suicide. 

2 According to the 1989 census, out of Abkhazia’s total population of 524,000, fewer 
than 91,000 — 17 percent — were ethnic Abkhazians, 46 percent being Georgians 
(prior to the recent “ethnic cleansing” that expelled most Georgians), 15 percent 
being Arme nians, 14 percent russians, and 8 percent others (vol. ed. keith Armes).
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the zviadists (followers of Gamsakhurdia) played a deci sive role in 
bringing about this process.

the russians have concentrated on backing the pro communist 
Abkhaz secessionist leadership of this breakaway Georgian region 
(with its long stretch of Black sea shoreline), not least in view of 
russia’s complicated relationship with ukraine (which threatens to 
reduce russia’s control of the Black sea).1

A clumsy attempt by Georgian Government troops on August 
14-15, 1992, to restore order in the Abkhaz capital sukhumi gave 
rise to a bloody year-long war that resulted in over 200,000 refugees 
and forcibly displaced persons (mainly ethnic Georgians). the 
secessionist Abkhaz stronghold of Gudauta remained “miraculously” 
free of the shortages, anarchy and famine that had spread all over 
Georgia.2 the government repeatedly appealed to the un, csce, 
and other international organizations to intervene, while at the 
same time refusing offers of russian military assistance. several 
un security council resolutions and decisions failed to lead to a 
de-escalation of the conflict. on July 27, 1993, a russian-brokered 
trilateral agreement on a ceasefire and principles for the solution of 
the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict was signed. complete demilitarization 
of the region, supervised by rus sia, was to follow the separation 
of the military forces of the two sides. however, the un failed to 
implement its long-sought decision to send a large group of military 
observers to Abkhazia. furthermore, the russian military observers 
in sisted that Georgians did not participate in the supervision of the 
withdrawal of heavy weapons.

russiAN Arms for ABKhAziA

At the end of August 1993, s. shoygu, chairman of the russian 
emergency state committee, declared on russian television that 

1 see misha Glenny, “the Bear in the caucasus: from Georgian chaos, russian order”, 
Harper’s Magazine, march 1994. 

2 russian support for the Abkhaz secessionists is well illustrated in sergei mostovshchi-
kov’s article “state of wax”, Izvestia, July 27-28, 1993. 
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demilitarization had reached a stage at which resumption of the war 
would be impossible. large numbers of hopeful refugees returned 
to their ruined homes and began rebuilding. then on september 17, 
a surprise attack by Abkhaz tanks and artillery, supported by their 
russian north caucasian and cossack allies, forced the remaining 
disarmed Georgian troops, together with tens of thousands of 
civilians, to flee in panic. many of these victims later starved or 
froze to death in the svaneti mountains. shevardnadze himself, who 
was besieged along with the defenders of sukhumi, had a narrow 
escape. the sudden clandestine Abkhaz rearma ment remains a 
mystery only for the extremely naive.1

the war ended in late september 1993 with Abkhazia’s virtual 
secession from Georgia through a radical ethnic cleansing of its 
multi-ethnic population and the destruction of its cities, including 
sukhumi. After this, facing a new insur gency in western Georgia led 
by deposed president Gamsakhurdia (who was trying to profit from 
the desperate situation in the country) shevardnadze was obliged 
to trade Georgia’s independence (by joining the russian-controlled 
cis) for russian military assistance. included in russia’s price was the 
establishment of three russian military bases on Georgian territory.

Moscow Manipulates n-K conflict

self-sustainability and outside manipulation have been the 
features of the oldest (since 1989) and bloodiest (over 15,000 
casualties and almost 1.5 million refugees) ethnopo litical conflict 
over the ethnically Armenian nagorno-kara bakh region in Azerbaijan. 
the futility of international efforts to deal with the conflict has been 
evident in this case also.2 Azerbaijan’s pro-turkish president Abulfaz 
elchibey was deposed in a military coup in June 1993, a couple of 
days before he was due to sign a major treaty opening the door 

1 fewer than 91,000 Abkhaz secessionists suddenly had a modem airforce, including 
russian su-25 attack planes that bombed the port of sukhumi while it was still held 
by Georgian forces (vol. ed. keith Armes).

2 in 1992-93 alone there were 10 failed international initiatives over nagorno-kara-
bakh (see Moscow News, no. 23, 1993). 
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for western investors to Azerbaijan’s large oil deposits. elchi bey 
was replaced by heydar Aliyev, the former communist ruler of 
Azerbaijan, who immediately suspended the western investments 
and signed a treaty with russia instead.

the natural question arises why the russian federation should 
be interested in manipulating and aggravating ethnic conflicts in 
neighboring newly independent republics in view of the contagious 
character of such conflicts and the instabil ity already existing in 
what is still the largest country in the world. in order to respond 
to this question, one needs to distinguish between the forces 
that formally define and those that actually determine russian 
strategies. it is not necessary to assume a single rational actor 
behind the whole complex picture. rather, one may assume that 
a statistically sufficient synergy between the russian military, the 
security apparatus, the legislature and voter sentiment “hath done 
this deed”.

could the process whereby former soviet republics tried to 
obtain independence have been more successful politically and less 
disastrous in its consequences for their populations? As it turned 
out, ethnic nationalism was the only force on the political palette, 
both in the Baltic region and the caucasus — the foremost regions 
in terms of the desire to be free of soviet rule — that animated the 
politically active sections of society. (the Baltic nations, however, 
were fortunate enough to enjoy the support of the west). soviet 
totalitarian rule was unable to produce anything but its own 
disguised and distorted reflections in the social consciousness of 
the various peoples. Democratically minded movements and parties 
lacked the fervor and ruthlessness to satisfy mass expectations. the 
revival of democratic organizations is essential for the future of the 
caucasus – if there is to be any acceptable future for this tormented 
part of the globe.
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DemocrAcy or nAtionAl-soziAlismus? 
(Russia’s choice and the post-soviet prospect)

we live in a post-cold-war world that has shifted to a new and as 
yet unexplored system of gears. Among the visible effects of this shift 
is the rising role of ethnic nationalism1 and ethnic violence, which 
has taken the most intolerable and challenging form in Bosnia. one 
immediate way of interpreting this process, as political analysts have 
already done, is to use a functionalist approach. this interpretation 
describes the process either as a painful search for new identities 
or a revival of old, forgotten ones amidst the fragmenting reality 
caused by the fall of empires.

A less obvious yet plausible interpretation may be based on 
a realist approach to ethnonationalism as a rising and basically 

1 liah Greenfield in her widely discussed book nationalism: five roads to modernity 
(cambridge, mass.: harvard university Press, 1992) sees nationalism as a decisive 
force in human history, largely disregarding at the same time ethnic nationalism and 
considering select case studies of england, france, russia, Germany, and America 
only up to mid-nineteenth century. 
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destructive force capitalizing on a global need for structural and 
cultural transformation in human society. 

the west’s basic answer to the global challenge of ethnic nation-
alism has been the idea of multiculturalism. Among the countries that 
will face a powerful cultural transformation in the coming decades 
is the United states.1 its multicultural solution to the problem of a 
global village seems to be contested by a growing number of nations 
seeking the opposite solution via ultranationalism, secessionism, 
and ethnic cleansing.

Two APProAches To mulTiculTurAlism

the united states of America and the soviet union represented 
in fact two attempts to build, though from entirely different 
perspectives and on mutually inconsistent bases, multicultural 
supersocieties in which the ethnic ego would be transcended in 
a totally new type of transethnic community of people(s). in the 
former, this has largely been a spontaneous process that has been 
realized by limited sections of society until it recently became visible 
for all. in the latter, it had been a constituent part of the state 
ideology, based on the marx-lenin-stalinist doctrine of the origin 
and destiny of the nation and the state. the soviet culture was at 
the same time a goal and a transforming tool for that transition.

on the other hand, both societies were similar in their intellectual 
belief that the ethnic factor in social/political development was 
dying off and, thus, negligible. it seemed natural, therefore, for both 
political poles represented by the two world superpowers to neglect 
altogether ethnicity as a factor shaping the intercultural/cross-
cultural dimensions of interna tional relations. Accordingly, research 
highlighting or stressing the ethnonational factor in world politics 
had mostly been underrated or overlooked by both superpowers. At 
the same time, new ethnic doctrines, opposing and contesting the 

1 time magazine devoted a fall 1993 special issue to interethnic synergy in shaping 
“the new face of America” as the world’s first multi-cultural society (the comput-
er-synthesized image of this face was included). 
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idea of multiculturalism, had been developing within the powerful 
ethnonationalist movements emerging in the collaps ing empires.

now that one of the systems has ceased (at least geopolitically) 
to exist and the idea of a transethnic multiculturalism is represented 
solely by the united states, the rising nationalist doctrines will most 
probably start (or continue) to acquire a growing anti-American 
character.

etHnicitY, tHe state, anD self-DeteRMination

the soviet union displayed a kaleidoscope of cultures, 
traditions and lifestyles of the nations that were interwoven by the 
founding fathers into an “unbreakable union”.1 Basic to the state 
arrangement, and struc turally looking very much like a Matrioshka 
(russian doll), was a complex hierarchy of ethnically defined 
administrative-territorial units manageable from the kremlin. 
every component in this hierarchy that might confront the center 
(e.g., by trying to secede) in an instance of the center’s decen- 
tralization/destabilization would, in its turn, be confronted and 
finally neutralized by the lower components. the center was bound 
to be rein forced through such affirming double-negative action.

As soon as Gorbachev liberalized the regime in the late 1980s to 
the extent that the constitution might be taken seriously, nationalist 
move ments, first in lithuania followed by the other Baltic republics 
and then in Georgia and later in moldova and Azerbaijan, tried to 
take advantage of the situation to achieve legally and peacefully a 
“divorce” from the center. Almost immediately, ethnic minorities, 
led mostly by the communists, reacted exactly according to the 
implanted Matrioshka principle. this took place in the subrepublican 
regions of south ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia, trans-Dniester 
and Gagauzia in moldova, and russian-populated areas in the 
Baltics.

1 “the unbreakable union of the free republics” sang the soviet national Anthem, rep-
resenting another case of a contradiction in terms. 
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objectively speaking, most of those minorities had serious 
reasons to fear the growing ethnic extremism of the new leaders 
in the seceding republics. subjectively, this fear was manipulated 
and the feeling of insecurity aggravated by the minority leaders and 
elite groups to their political advantage. the degree of tension and 
confrontation was increased by the fact that the national liberation 
movements in the republics were outspokenly and demonstratively 
anti-soviet and anti-communist, while the minority movements, 
appealing directly to russia’s, protection and support, acted under 
pro-soviet and pro-communist slogans.

one of the major arguments between the republican and sub-
republican movements, was over different interpretations of the 
soviet constitution (the subject may seem of minor importance 
now, but it appeared crucial then) regarding the right of secession, 
and the status and definition of a nation (see below). in a broader 
context, this argument has brought up the problem of compatibility 
of the two basic principles of international relations: inviolability of 
existing borders between states, and the right of self-determination 
of nations.

eThNoi AND NATioNs

many of the seceding peoples of the soviet union objected 
to and protested the western characterization of them as ethnic 
groups. the dispute about the limits of self-determination had been 
going on, not always on a peaceful note, within both the titular 
ethnic groups and the seceding minorities of the commonwealth 
of independent states (cis). ethnicity in their perception is a 
characteristic of lesser developed com munities, like tribes. to be 
called ethnic is an insult for a fully developed nation (which each 
of them claimed to be) ready for independent statehood (although 
it might be argued that very few of the cis nations showed signs 
of maturity after they had obtained independence).

in order to understand the sources of post-soviet ethnic 
nationalism and chauvinism, we should first of all turn to the soviet-
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style modification of the idea of a nation. the “leninist national 
policy” had been advertised by the soviet ideologists as being among 
the top achievements of the october socialist revolution (now 
mostly referred to as the october 1917 Bolshevik coup). reluctantly 
in russia, and more enthusiastically in Georgia,1 Joseph stalin was 
named as the creator of the marxist definition of a nation as a 
socioculturally and historically determined unity of people sharing 
the same territory, speaking the same language, participating in the 
same economic system, and displaying common psychological traits. 
A decisive feature of the marxist doctrine distinguishing a nation 
from lesser types of communities was the unity of economic life 
specific for the capitalist stage of social development.2 

the socialist society was understood not just as outgrowing but 
as altogether replacing a capitalist one; therefore, the nation, as a 
specific capitalist rudiment, was understood as a dying element of 
human society, along with its political organization (the state) and 
its political conscious ness. in the beginning of the 1960s, nikita 
khruschev’s ideologists first launched the idea of “the soviet people” 
as a historically new suprana tional unity starting to replace the old 
conglomerate of ethnically divided peoples of the soviet union.

the spontaneous popular reaction to the internationalism of 
the soviet ideology was different in russia than in most of the 
union repub lics. russians had categorically denied the existence 
of russian national ism (to the extent that they preferred not to refer 
to themselves as a nation); rationally speaking, they did not need 
it. ordinary nationalist ambition had been replaced among soviet 

1 since khruschev’s revelations that were made after stalin’s death in 1953, the grow-
ing anti-stalinist resentment in russia had a definite ethnic tint to it. russian popu-
lists tend to explain away their historical misfortune by referring to practically all so-
viet rulers as being nonethnic russians. the maiden name of ulyanov-lenin’s mother 
was (the swedish) Blank, and his eyes were slanted; stalin was Georgian or, by anoth-
er version, osset; khruschev was half ukrainian; Brezhnev was moldavian and had a 
non-slavic appearance; and so forth, right down to yeltsin’s being called (what else?) 
Jewish despite his having a definitely russian habitus. 

2 striking counter-examples to this definition, like the Jewish nation, were explained 
away by qualifying them as nationalities instead of nations. 
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russians by assigning themselves an extraor dinary mission of blazing 
the trail for all nations into the socialist future. they perceived their 
country as a savior and shelter for the otherwise persecuted and 
doomed smaller nations who should be happy and grateful to enjoy 
a stable and peaceful development under the aegis of the “elder 
brother”. the contemporary political usage of the russian language 
reflected this difference in self-perception/perception-of-others in 
apply ing the term national republics to denote the fourteen non-
russian soviet republics but never to soviet russia itself.

Deliberate denationalization of russia was a smart political step 
to reinforce a unitary union, but it also produced a fair amount 
of bitterness and alienation among unprivileged ordinary russians. 
that is why any demagogue-ultranationalist in the post-soviet 
russian political palette has a chance to benefit from the effects of 
a transition syndrome. remarkably, one of the major reasons for the 
ill success and growing unpopularity of democratic movements in 
russia is their neglect of the national factor. they started to realize 
their mistake when it was too late, and the label of being ethnically 
indifferent (next thing to “foreign imperi alist agent”) already stuck 
to them. Probably, the most serious result, by its consequences for 
the world, of the fall of the soviet union will be the rise of russian 
nationalism and the rebirth of russia as a powerful nation-state.

toward the end of the soviet era, nationhood had turned into 
a major criteria of maturity for independence. And nationalism, 
cleared from all negative connotations, became a symbol of the 
struggle for independence.1 it is appropriate to remember here that 
“the right of self-determination up to secession and creation of 
an independent state”, enshrined in the soviet constitution (and 
which seemed harmless just because no way was envisaged for 
its implementation), was granted to nations only; hence, being 
recognized as a nation became extremely important because it 

1 it is important to bear in mind that what the west meant by nationalism was more 
of the state-consciousness or statehood-affirming movement, while in the former 
u.s.s.r. it took the form of primarily ethnic nationalism (although in no case would it 
be called such a “humiliating” name). 
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opened up a way out of the disintegrating “unbreak able union”. 
legally speaking, what the soviet constitution meant by nation was 
not all the nations in the union but the fifteen union republics 
that had signed the union treaty. it implicitly meant that they and 
only they had the official status of nations. how and why did this 
happen?

According to the principles laid out by stalin at the ceremony 
of the adoption of the 1936 soviet constitution, the status of a 
union republic could be given to the constituent nation that (i) had 
previous statehood for a historically considerable time, (ii) evinced 
ethnocultural and economic maturity, and (iii) had a common border 
with a foreign country (a sea coast wouldn’t count). stalin ridiculed 
the attempts of some inner regions of russia and of other republics 
to raise their status from an Autonomous to a union republic.

if one looks now at tatarstan alone, totally surrounded by russian 
territory and yet proclaiming (and actually moving toward) a virtual 
independence, one realizes how hypnotizingly convincing seemed 
the logic of the creators of the soviet empire and how manipulative 
and inconclusive it really was.

on tHe Roots of tHe post-soViet nationalisM

it is impossible to explain the powerful rise of nationalist move-
ments in the predisintegrated union that have mostly shaped the 
post-soviet reality outside russia unless we accept that they had 
covertly and tacitly developed during the whole soviet era. As 
soon as the people suddenly saw the collapsibility of the regime, 
the earlier conformist, neutral, and loyal majority in the national 
communities immediately took to the identity-enhancing nationalist 
philosophy and assumed their new role in the general process of 
the empire’s demolition.

But as soon as the growing isolationism of the new nationalist 
leaders in the republics had aggravated old and created new 
socioeconomic problems that caused hardships for the population, 
the same majority allowed the opposition to remove the much 
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revered and worshipped nationalist leaders in favor of the formerly 
hated communist rulers; this has happened in a civilized form 
in lithuania, in a more brutal form in Georgia and Azerbaijan. 
Practically speaking, the point is not how nation alistic post-soviet 
societies really are but how demoralized and disinte grated they are 
and how unpredictably they may zigzag in their political likes and 
dislikes.

the seceding soviet republics had profoundly different histories 
with respect to the issues of national self-realization and identity. 
the three Baltic nations were annexed to the soviet union just 
before world war ii (along with the bordering finnish territory) 
and, despite the most intensive sovietization methods imposed on 
them, did not have sufficient time to russify. the same goes for 
both western ukraine, which was given to Poland after world war 
i, and the major part of moldova, which was retaken from romania 
after world war ii.

the Georgian situation was entirely different, and the cases of 
the other caucasian nations, like Armenia or Azerbaijan, are no 
less remarkable, as all these nations were annexed to russia early 
in the previous century. But the most amazing case is probably 
that of the ukrainian anti-russian nationalism. Despite the obvious 
similarity in language and culture (kiev was historically the cradle 
of russia) and over three centuries of unified existence under the 
“elder brother’s” governance (which would not normally suggest 
a strong feeling of identity in today’s ukrainians), the “khokhols” 
(a russian derogatory nickname for a ukrai nian) developed by the 
1990s a distinctive sense of otherness from the “katsabs” (ukrainian 
derogatory nickname for a russian).1

when Georgia was part of the russian empire, from 1801 
through 1917, after several centuries of muslim domination, sticking 

1 remarkably, the old ukrainian nickname for russians was grad ually ousted in the 
last decades by the moskali (derogatory name for muskovites), stressing the point of 
competitiveness between the two capitals in which moscow was identified with the 
center of usurping and repressive power. 
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to chris tianity was seen as the only way to survive as a nation. 
the russian revolution of february 1917 reopened the door to 
independence that was soon slammed shut by the Bolsheviks. As 
a part of the soviet union during the period 1921-1991, Georgians 
were known as a proud and independent-minded people who were 
extremely difficult to dominate or assimilate.

And yet, there were hardly any other non-russians in the 
union whose psychology was as much affected by the totalitarian 
system as Georgians. like many other sovietized nations of the old 
tradition, Geor gians had developed the self-perception of victims of 
the generally inferior but dominating russian force. Psychologically, 
this perception fostered the Georgian belief in Georgian nationalism 
as defensive, natural, and universally justifiable, even when it took 
assertive forms toward ethnic minorities within Georgia. this 
victim mentality is the only rational explanation for the fact that 
the extreme (to the extent of being grotesque) ultranationalist 
zviad Gamsakhurdia could get unprecedented support (and 87% 
of the votes) for the presidency of Georgia. the basically defective 
and mixed nationalist movement in Georgia later lost much of its 
popularity not because the nationalist ideas lost their attraction to 
people but because they proved to be unfeasible in view of the 
russian strategic interest in this area.

it would be as unfair to attribute Gamsakhurdia’s brief but 
impres sive cult in Georgia to the anti-imperialist uprising of 
the long repressed national spirit, as it is dangerous to ascribe 
zhirinovsky’s success in russia solely to the “mass frustration caused 
by deprivation and insecurity” (Boris yeltsin’s interpretation made 
immediately after the December 1993 elections).

in seaRcH of tHe waY BacK HoMe (tHe post-soViet 
iDentitY pRoBleM)

Psychologists say everybody has a number of subpersonalities, 
ranging from a regular topdog and underdog to “sacred inner voice” 
or socrates’s “demon”, each seeking to globalize but normally 
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controlled with variable success by our variably integrated self. 
society as a collective self has to create more “supervisors” for its 
subcurrent phenomena and, of course, claims to be more integrated 
than an individual. one obvious exception is usually made for the 
sphere of politics and for politicians, tolerated as a necessary evil. 
in efforts to rationalize this, the analysis has more than once been 
elevated from a corny relativism to the ranks of dialectics of integrity 
and flexibility.

what any formal or informal logical viewpoint would be 
totally inflexible about is the acceptance of a number of mutually 
incompatible selves as constituting together one integrated self (an 
individual or collec tive subject of conscious thought and responsible 
action). in the case of an individual, the known split-personality 
phenomenon is described as basi cally pertaining to schizophrenia, 
although particular cases may be con tested by evil tongues as 
simply revealing the enormous amount of flexibility in a person.

in the case of organized communities of people, especially the 
multicultural nation-states, it is obvious they are bound to synergize 
various incompatibilities. yet there has been little experience about 
dealing with multiple incompatibility manifest in one and the same 
subject of international relations, questioning the validity of any 
reference to it under a single name. it is not solely a question of 
theoretical or academic concern: the academy can afford to surrender 
temporarily to the complexity of the problem, but governments 
have to have a clear and unambiguous definition of a subject of 
international relations/communication. if in the case of other post-
soviet states the problem seems to be painlessly negligible, in the 
case of russia, with its powerful military and anti-environmental 
potential, it cannot be easily discarded.

the major conversion for post-soviet russia is the conversion 
from the ideologically substantiated role of a supervisor of other 
nations (and, prospectively, the whole world) to that of a rising 
nation-state. other newly independent, or newly liberated, states of 
the former u.s.s.r. are subject to the same process, and everywhere 
the problem of identity that seemed to have been a priori solved 
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turns out to be the most painful. for russia, it is twice as painful, 
as it really boils down to the problem of “paternity identification”: 
do russians want to see themselves as descend ing from Ivan the 
terrible, Peter the Great, or lenin/stalin (the latter inseparable in 
what they have accomplished as one political self)?

Disruption was implanted in the russian identity by the 
Bolsheviks at the dawn of soviet era. it was maintained with the 
help of compensatory references to soviet russia’s global mission 
of opening the new era, to its “international duty” as a pioneer 
of socialism in the world, and to its role as the ever besieged and 
endangered bastion of “peace and friendship between nations”. 
Psychologically, this was the further exploitation of the fatalistic 
patterns of martyrdom rooted deeply in the traditions of russian 
messianism. the pattern, found practically in all domestic history 
books, describes russians as predestined to suffer throughout their 
history because of russia’s geopolitical situation. since the mongol 
invasion in the thirteenth century, the country is seen as a huge 
shield in the way of eastern expansion to the west (an unwarranted 
and unfortunate guarantor of western prosperity and stability). this 
image has traveled to the soviet high school and college textbooks, 
along with the messianic-scapegoating interpretation of russia’s 
global role, with references made to napoleonic wars and hitler’s 
“Drang nach osten”.

Due to one of the paradoxical effects of the soviet regime, the 
russians have developed an inclusive and dynamic understanding 
of their own national identity that is open for anyone ready to 
merge in it. the proviso was a russian orientation in language/
culture/self-perception combined with the compliance with 
expansively understood great state hood (derzhava) under the 
“elder brother’s” guidance. from this view point, not only slavic 
and orthodox ukrainians or Byelorussians but also much more 
remote Abkhazs and yakuts were viewed as “potential rus sians”, 
naturally and consciously maturing into the “elder-brotherhood”. 
more complicated were the cases of Georgians or Baltic people, 
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but it had seemed only a matter of time for them to merge in the 
same powerful stream.

the historical inevitability of merging into new, absorbing, and 
neutralizing identities hung painfully over most nations of the 
soviet union, and very few people believed in the feasibility of 
national libera tion. when liberation suddenly came true with the 
fall of the empire, everybody intensified digging their roots in 
search of an identity, and the only reliable and desirable one they 
could discover was what they were before entering the u.s.s.r. A 
period of revival of pre-soviet traditions, relations, constitutions, 
and monarchic paraphernalia followed. then there came another 
painful realization that not all of this was presentable on the eve 
of the twenty-first century, and the search continued... back in 
the history. what the post-soviets have so far failed to realize is 
that (i) the national identity, like any other, should be understood 
dynamically, (ii) the soviet period is unerasable from national 
memory and mentality, and cannot just be skipped in one’s self-
realization, and (iii) this period has shaped the (dynamically 
understood) national identities of all post-soviet nations, and only 
through acceptance of and reconciliation with this fact can (and 
should) its legacy be overcome in the modern historical stage of 
national development. understandably, populist leaders preferred 
manip ulating frozen stereotypical images to their political advantage 
instead of stimulating the psychoanalysis of national identity.

the major reward for everyone complying with “the system” was 
freedom from responsibility, which was transferred automatically to 
the state (one of the most characteristic features of a totalitarian 
mentality). the collapse of the soviet empire has forced upon 
every element of the disintegrating social structure the necessity 
to make independent deci sions, to develop consistency, and to 
take responsibility for their actions. yet, flexibility in mentality 
has survived in all post-soviet communities and organizations, 
and could not avoid the sphere of politics. one of the advantages 
of post-soviet russian policy-making is a skillful deauthoriza tion 
of dubious actions, as it happened toward the conflict-stricken 
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areas of Georgia, moldova, Azerbaijan, or more recently, Bosnia: 
All consistent and democracy-oriented actions are identified in 
the west with President yeltsin, while more doubtful ones are 
dissolved in metaphysical obscurity. this situation has delayed 
and complicated the international reaction to russia’s expansive 
strategies and maintenance of the level of intensity in ethnopolitical 
conflicts via alternate covert support of the conflicting parties.

iN eXPecTATioN of The russiAN GoDoT

it is remarkable that, in spite of the abundant and available 
evidence of the violent conflicts that have marked the disintegration 
of the soviet union, western analysts continue to assess this 
process as “relatively peaceful” (probably compared to a nuclear 
Big Bang everyone had visu alized). it is true that there have not 
been large-scale outbursts of interethnic violence on the territory 
of the post-soviet russian feder ation, with the exception of ingush-
osset conflict in the northern caucasus region bordering Georgia. 
however, russia has been sur rounded by dozens of high-intensity 
conflict areas in the so-called near abroad (newly independent 
post-soviet states). in fact, it is only through the mirror of a post-
totalitarian mentality that one could dare visualize the russia of a 
near future.

it is probably impossible to revive socialism and communism 
as a state ideology in russia. yet, the process of socioeconomic 
differentia tion in russian society is bound to reach a critical point 
when the tremen dous gap between rich and poor will make people 
look desperately for immediate solutions.1 According to many in the 
west, the obvious (though idealized and far from the immediate) 
solution would be to fill this gap by fostering the private initiative of 

1 it is an acknowledged fact that there were more mercedes-600 cars sold in russia in 
1993 alone than in the rest of the world. the estimated figure for minimum survival 
according to the Ostankino interstate television (oitv) news release of 28 february 
1994 was 165,000 rubles ($97) a month, while the average monthly salary barely 
reached 100,000 ($58). note that these figures look much better than in the rest of 
post-soviet states (cf. the average monthly salary in Georgia, which is a few cents). 
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the masses. yet, as of now, this task seems unfeasible. Psychologically, 
the transition in lifestyle has been one of the greatest problems for 
russians, much more so than, say, for the chinese who have never, 
even during the cultural revolution of the 1960s, been alienated 
from small-scale private initiative and ownership (russia is slowly 
overcoming the stage when the newly opened private shops and 
farmers’ corn bins were set on fire by “unknown malefactors” just 
for the fun of it; but the belief that a neighbor should not lead a 
better life than you persists among poor people).

the most indicative feature of today’s state of mind in russia is 
the total distrust of all kinds of democratic political forces. All former 
democratic leaders have lost much of their popular credit and 
support, and “democracy” is now perceived as an obscure european 
term irrelevant in russian reality. A popular alternative can be 
viewed in the recent state ments of miners’ and industrial workers’ 
strikes: “let us replace the useless government with workers’ 
committees: they will quickly establish the order”.1 the order in 
question would be nothing else but a populist-style redistribution 
of goods and supplies, the only form of social justice most russians 
have ever known.2 market-oriented reform takes years and cannot 
demonstrate unambiguously its advantages for the lower classes 
of post-soviet russian society. nostalgia for the justice and order 
they have been deprived of may become a determining force in the 
political devel opment of the currently active generation of russians. 

what is the social and political platform that might serve to 
unify tens of the millions of frustrated people in post-communist 
russia, and could direct and rationalize their needs and aspirations? 
this question may be answered by comparing two time-sets: 
one measuring the rate of social effects of the market-oriented 
transition in russia; and the other measuring the effects of the 
combined expected rates of inflation, unemployment and the 

1 Reported on Ostankino interstate television news, oitv, 3 march 1994. 
2 A knowledgeable discourse on this issue can be found in katherine verdery, “what 

was socialism and why Did it fall?” Contention 3 (fall 1993): pp. 1-23. 
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growth of organized crime, and the corruption of the state power. 
my understanding is that the second rate dangerously exceeds the 
first, creating the basis for both social explosions and ultranationalist 
success.

Pushkin and Dostoevsky, the greatest russian thinkers, pointed 
to the irrationality in the russian national character and warned 
the society against instigating a “typically russian riot, the most 
ruthless and sense less of all”.

Poor PlAyers’ BeNefiT oN The russiAN PoliTicAl 
sTAGe

the actual failure of Russia’s Choice, a pro-yeltsin reformist political 
formation, and the victory of the ultranationalists and commu nists 
in the December 1993 parliamentary elections symbolized the 
defeat of the democrats’ claims to define russia’s choice in general, 
and revealed the tip of the iceberg hidden in the russian glubinka 
(heartland). there has already been much discussion of vladimir 
zhirinovsky’s astounding suc cess in the elections, including panic-
stricken western media reaction, parallels with weimar Germany 
raised in the Russian press, mr. yeltsin’s face-saving interpretation, 
and mr. clinton’s traditionally yeltsin-saving approach to the events.

Back in the u.s.s.r. just at the time of the December 12th elec-
tions, i had a chance to follow closely the media coverage and both 
the popular and professional reactions to the elections and their 
outcome. Among all democratic and progress-oriented people in 
the former soviet union, the reaction has been no less worried 
than in the west, although they appear to have long lost any ability 
to panic.

my assessment has been even more pessimistic and disquieting 
than theirs: the elections have shown that the real danger to the 
reforms in russia and to security in the world is rooted deeper 
than any western analyst is ready to go. in broad sections of the 
population of all ages, there is fruitful soil for the revival of the vision 
of russia’s expansive mission in the world. the increasingly popular 
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russian word derzhava (the great-power state) etymologically 
comes from “hold firmly”.

Painful post-soviet development has once again confirmed 
that economic deprivation can blunt all feelings in people except 
those breed ing ethnic radicalism (appreciating zhirinovsky’s anti-
semitism in a weird kind of ethnopolitically relativist way, russian 
chauvinists remark ably prefer to overlook the fact that he is at least 
half Jewish himself). “seeking easy solutions out of frustration” (the 
yeltsin-clinton interpre tation of the outcome of the December 12th 
elections) is no more than a side effect. remarkably, along with 
seemingly simple and unpretentious rural and urban people, the 
great bulk of voters for zhirinovsky and his liberal-Democratic 
Party of russia (the lDP) were not “dinosaurs” but young people 
in military uniforms (more specifically, 72% of the strategic military 
personnel and almost all of the notorious taman Division of the 
russian Army voted for the lDP).

the outcome of the elections was shocking and unexpected not 
only for the external world (zbigniew Brzezinski in a november 1993 
television interview waved the zhirinovsky problem away saying 
that he was such a nut, he had no chance to succeed) but for 
the russian president himself. Passive public reaction to yeltsin’s 
suppressive measures follow ing the october 1993 coup attempt was 
misinterpreted and mistaken for popular support. to a great (but 
not infinite) extent, russians are submis sive to authorized violence, 
even if they dislike it. socioculturally, rus sians, like other ex-soviets, 
are more prepared for authoritarian rule than democracy. millions 
of ethnic russians throughout the former soviet union (fsu) who 
have identified with the soviet regime would now appreciate any 
imperialist derzhava (nation-state-power) fostering force; and in 
russia, democrats are now automatically identified with weak 
and worthless liberals or political adventurists, as opposed to 
gosudarstvenniks or derzhavniks (supporters of strong nation-state 
power).

According to the widespread version in the russian press, the 
lDP and zhirinovsky as a political figure were created in the late 
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1980s by the kGB to undermine the emerging Gorbachev style of 
party pluralism. the soviet kGB had faithfully served the c.P.s.u. 
central committee and its secretary general, but that time it had 
rightfully seen the danger to its very existence and decided to play 
its own game. According to this version, zhirinovsky’s grotesque 
figure was designed to help create a repulsive reflex against any sort 
of liberalization and pluralism in the country: “look what happens 
and what kind of leaders can emerge if the ideology is neglected 
and the ruling party loosens its reins”. even so, a ridiculed vaudeville 
character grew to outsmart his creators and gather strength for a 
surprising advance.

Belief in the validity of the “science of marxism” in assessing the 
prospect of the cold war between the two worldwide systems had 
provided for most russians a compensating mechanism for many 
inferiority-foster ing realities. zhirinovsky has skillfully manipulated 
a defeated nation’s syndrome, resulting from the fall of the soviet 
union, by offering a new compensating mechanism for russia’s 
troubled psychology rather than for its ruined economy.

Along with its sources of funding, the list of lDP members 
remained for a long time a mystery until a search by russian 
journalists (spurred by a 1990 russian presidential campaign resulting 
in yeltsin’s victory but also in over two million votes for zhirinovsky) 
brought them to the now breakaway Georgian region of Abkhazia, 
one of the fortresses of the Soyuz pro-communist parliamentary 
group and the whole pro-union movement. As it turned out, almost 
80% of the lDP party list was then composed of Abkhazian residents, 
who are known to have almost unanimously voted for maintaining 
the soviet union in the march 1991 referendum. what did the 
liberal Democrats in moscow have to do with the outrageous pro-
communists in Abkhazia?

the answer to this question would inevitably lead to even more 
bizarre and complicated revelations. who pulled the strings that 
allowed zhirinovsky to be granted in the fall of 1993 much more pre-
election television time than his rivals, substantially contributing 
to his success and causing mr. yeltsin’s amazement and rage? on 
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the other hand, yeltsin had by that time (right after the october 
1993 coup attempt) already sponsored a zhirinovsky-styled crack-
down on “per sons of the caucasus nationality”: this term is a pearl 
of moscow folklore, representing a popular and essentially racist 
attitude toward the darker-haired and darker-skinned non-slavic 
southerners. they have been unfairly perceived, along with the 
Jews, as a source of all misfortune in russia (a widespread story 
asserts that stalin, Beria and... shevardnadze hated and brought 
misfortune to russia because of their non-russian ethnic origin). 
And ruslan khasbulatov, speaker of the russian parliament (and, 
along with rutskoi, a key figure in the coup), was very conveniently 
a chechen. A classic safety valve has had its usual effect with the 
masses, and the government got a breathing space to gather 
strength and re-establish a shaky equilibrium in the society.

no less a frightening development in russia is the growing 
popu larity of figures like Alexander rutskoi. his long and winding 
career includes being a professional career soviet airborne colonel, 
promoted by then rising hero Boris yeltsin to the ranks of vice 
chairman of the russian federation, to being the liberator of 
Gorbachev during the August 1991 coup, to being the critic of yeltsin 
and the collaborator of the russian president’s (equally rapidly 
transfigured) former confederate ruslan khasbulatov, to being the 
originator (along with khasbulatov) of the september 1993 coup, 
to being an inmate who received amnesty from the newly elected 
russian parliament in December 1993. it seems that he has finally 
acquired what he lacked in his political image — a former political 
prisoner’s charisma — and is now heading for the new round of his 
political career as a headman of pro-communist, retrograde, and 
anti-reformist forces.

Getting rid of the great-power chauvinists like zhirinovsky or 
rutskoi in russia will be much more difficult a task than ousting 
Gamsakhurdia was in a domestic-styled, mini-coup in Georgia in 
January 1992. And if these grotesque figures are removed from 
the political scene, before long, another will be invented: russian 
terminator 3. 
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nAtIonAlIsm: IsolAtIon AnD InteGRAtIon 
tRenD 

(tHe CAse of GeoRGIA)1

Among the visible effects of the post-cold-war reality is the ris-
ing role of state-corroding ethnic conflict and the ethnic-related 
violence, which has taken the most intolerable form in the former 
yugoslavia. one, and more immediate way of interpreting this pro-
cess, already utilized by political analysts, is a re-active functionalist 
explanation of it as a painful search for new identities, or revival of 
old, forgotten ones, amidst the fragmenting reality caused by the fall 
of empires. Another, less obvious yet plausible interpretation may 
be based on a pro-active realist interpretation of ethnonationalism 
as a rising and basically destructive force capitalizing on the global 
need for structural and cultural transformation in human society. it 
can hardly be expected that this force will be balanced through an 
equally pro-active joint effort of international community.

1 editor’s note: we are publishing a shorter version of this article.

1 9 9 4
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Visiting Research Fellow at CISAC, Stanford 

University. Ethnicity, The State, and Security; Proceedings of a Workshop 

Held at Stanford University Under the Auspices of the Minnesota‑

Stanford‑Wisconsin; MacArthur Consortium of International Peace and 

Cooperation; February 1994; Center for the International Security and 

Arms Control, Stanford University.



34

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

the parties to conflict usually energetically protest when some-
one calls their conflict ethnic, or ethnic related (this has been the 
case both in the former soviet union and in the former yugoslavia). 
By their estimation, all major conflicts are designed and scheduled 
elsewhere, and their region is chosen as a polygon for testing and/
or ensuring some external political force’s domination (this may be 
some great superpower, G-7, or even the united nations). whatev-
er they are called, in the caucasus region alone the conflicts have 
already claimed tens of thousands of lives, produced over 1.5 mil-
lion refugees and displaced persons in Azeri-Armenian conflict, and 
another 200,000 within a few days of the Abkhazians’ latest “victo-
rious” secession from Georgia.

the west’s answer to this global challenge has basically been the 
idea of multiculturalism. the u.s.A. is among the countries which 
will face the powerful cultural transformation in the nearest de-
cades. it’s multicultural solution will inevitably be confronted by a 
growing number of nations seeking the opposite solution through 
ultranationalism, secessionism and ethnic cleansing. the most dis-
tinctive feature, a litmus test for discerning acceptable and patho-
logic national-liberation doctrines, is their attitude toward cultural, 
ethnic and psychological isolationism.

At the same time, not a single ethnic conflict has been objectively 
motivated or politically productive. on the contrary, Bosnia has’ pro-
vided a startling example of self-reproducing and self-proliferating 
violence which suggests of the mass mental/moral degeneration in 
all the parties involved in that type of conflict. rationalization of 
the phenomenon of growing ethnic violence has so far been made 
only in a behavioristic way, leaving a mystery everything that did 
not fit into the simplistic pattern.

***
there was a profound difference between the seceding soviet 

republics on the part of national self-realization and identity. the 
three Baltic nations were annexed to the soviet union just before 
world war ii (along with the bordering finnish territory) and, de-
spite the most intensive sovietization methods imposed on them, 
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simply would not have sufficient time to russifize. the same goes 
for western ukraine, as well as the most part of moldova soviet-
ized due to the wwii. the Georgian situation was entirely different 
(see below), and the Armenian case is no less remarkable. But the 
most amazing is probably the case of ukrainian nationalism, in view 
of the similarity of languages and cultures (the kiev kingdom was 
the cradle of russia) and over three centuries of unified existence 
under the elder brother’s (don’t accidentally mix up who’s who 
in age!) governance, which should not normally suggest a strong 
identity feeling.

Georgia had been part of the russian empire in 1801-1917, after 
several centuries of muslim domination when being committed to 
christianity was seen as the only way to survive as a nation. the 
russian revolution had reopened the door into independence that 
was quickly slammed by the Bolsheviks. As a part of the soviet 
union from 1921 till 1991, Georgians have been known as the proud 
and independent-minded people extremely hard to submit or as-
similate. And yet, there was hardly any other non-russian nation in 
the union as affected by the totalitarian system as Georgians. this 
is the only rational explanation for the fact that the extreme (to 
the extent of being grotesque) ultranationalist zviad Gamsakhurdia 
might get unprecedented support (and 87% votes for presidency). 
the basically defective and mixed nationalist movement in Georgia 
has later lost popular support not because the nationalist ideas lost 
their attraction but because they proved to be unfeasible in view 
of the russian interference.

it would have been as unfair to attribute Gamsakhurdia’s cult in 
Georgia to the anti-imperialist uprising of the repressed national 
spirit, as it is dangerous to ascribe zhirinovsky’s growing popularity 
in russia to the mass frustration caused by deprivation and insecu-
rity (mr. Boris yeltsin’s interpretation). the first visible manifestation 
of the post-soviet russian nationalism has shocked and appalled the 
unprepared west which hurried to bury their head in the oblivious 
sand of economy-based explanations.
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The BolsheviK leGAcy iN GeorGiAN NATioNAlism

January 6, 1992, after the armed opposition made the Georgian 
president Gamsakhurdia flee and broke into his locked office, they 
found the book in russian left opened on his desk. the chapter title 
read “the controllable Anarchy as means of social management”. 
the president had sought the absolute control over the society, but 
the anarchy he had planted turned out to be uncontrollable.

Gamsakhurdia realized quite well that Georgians, as any other 
soviet successor nation, came to independence with a distinctively 
disbalanced psychology, a whimsical blend of traditional, or would-
be traditional, and soviet attitudes and complexes. the problem 
was to construct a paradigm under an attractive name that would 
exploit the stable patterns of the already shaped mentality without 
explicitly referring to them. in fact, he faced the same problem as 
lenin in pre-october russia. yet, the results have been strikingly 
different: lenin’s creation survived for over seven decades, while 
Gamsakhurdia’s regime did not grow out of the infantile stage.

Apart from the obvious facts that ilyich and zviad had operated 
on the enormously different scales and displayed largely incompati-
ble personalities, the comparative analysis of their political behavior 
shows both a striking similarity of method whenever it worked, 
and an equally striking discord whenever the “disciple” took his 
own way.1

the natural basis for both attempts to build a popularly spon-
sored repressive regime was populism. But lenin did not utilize or 
reinforce the russian nationalism as he faced the problem of unify-
ing the vast ethnically and culturally diversified area, in perspective 
expanding indefinitely beyond russia. so, the doctrine had to be 
thoroughly non-nationalist. Gamsakhurdia has completely ignored 
the ethno-cultural diversity of Georgia and the already existing sub-
republican autonomous formations, trying to build a self-centric 

1 why the post-soviet mass mentality turned out so manipulable, can be to a great 
extent revealed through the Girardian mimetic rivalry mechanisms. 
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unitary nation-state. right to the present day federalism remains a 
spooky word in Georgia.

the soviet regime had dwelt on ideology. zviad understood the 
importance of ideology for the kind of regime he had in mind (which 
was also what people were used to comply with). Among his first 
decrees was creation of the Association for national ideology, which 
had immediately started its natural witch-hunting activities.

Both grand and the mini leader reinforced and manipulated the 
mass self-defence and self-aggrandizement mechanisms, for which 
the most luring way lies through a sacrificially defined isolationism. 
the Georgian isolationism during Gamsakhurdia’s rule was a small-
scale reflection of the grand isolationism of the soviet empire (see 
more in detail below).

As for the no.2 Bolshevik, zviad’s kinsman and “father of all 
nations” uncle Joe, zviad had borrowed from him the conspirato-
rial attributes and labels like “people’s enemy” (transformed into 
“the nation’s enemy”), and the personalized way of identification 
for the image of enemy (in the latter case it was eduard shevard-
nadze, whose assigned task was described as that of destroying 
the Georgian nation and bringing it back into the eternal russian 
domination1).

Despite the diametrically opposite state policies towards religion, 
both leaders in question had utilized the mind patterns based on 
orthodox christian tradition in people, but lenin did it while this 
tradition was still alive in mass psychology, while Gamsakhurdia was 
trying to galvanize what had long been dead.

Durability of the soviet regime was largely based on the extreme 
patience of russian people, their submissiveness to authorized vio-
lence, while a distinctive feature of the Georgian mass psychology 
has been impatience and unrestfulness (fortunate in this case).

1 note that no one but ethnic Georgian, and a well known, meaningful personality 
might serve as a personification for the enemy image. 
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The PsycholoGy of isolATioNism

the Georgian nationalist rule had utilized all the features of my-
thologized national consciousness. it is important to bear in mind 
that nothing could capture mass perception in Georgia unless there 
was a melodramatic strain to it (even the most unlikely things had to 
be delivered in a dramatized form, e.g. in media broadcasts if they 
wanted the masses to concentrate on them). the archetype-perme-
ated collective unconscious that dominated the Georgian society of 
the late 1980s, could not induce motivations for the independence 
or statehood as such. People needed a messiah, a legend, an epic 
poem come true. the play waited for the recognizable images to 
fit into the cast of characters.

soon all the attributes were at hand. there was the nation (Geor-
gia) enslaved by the villain (russian empire) and destined to be 
liberated by the People awakened by the hero (a vacancy soon 
secured by zviad) through a sacrificial act. note that it is the hero, 
not the People, who is identifiable with the nation, and thus has 
the right to be referred to as the messiah (“Georgia is zviad”, sang a 
popular song not leaving a trace of doubt about the force of implica-
tion). the villain is acting through the Demon (false prophet; a role 
assigned to shevardnadze), a traitor of his nation surrounded the 
by Agents of the villain. the People have to suffer the purification 
by sorting out the Agents in order to enjoy being the nation. the 
hero is destined to defeat the traitor (Demon) and liberate his Peo-
ple from, the villain. Accordingly, the legend shaped about zviad’s 
martyr life tortured by the traitor (zviad had spent a year in a kGB 
prison in 1970s when shevardnadze was the communist leader of 
the soviet Georgia), and the noble act of revenge was anticipated.

small nation on the outskirts of the grand empire should have 
developed its complexes. the compensation mechanisms had to be 
located. the terms “liberation”, “independence” had quickly found 
a remarkable substitute. the word “secession” in russian and Geor-
gian languages sounds like “detachment”, and in Georgian it has the 
connotations of “standing out”, or “singling out”. that was exactly 
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what people expected from the ongoing political process: the prac-
tical proof that they represent an outstanding nation. Gamsakhurdia 
in his work “the spiritual mission of the Georgian nation” has tried 
to esoterically substantiate the chosen role of Georgia, from as far 
as being the cradle of the whole of mediterranean culture, and 
right to the judgment day which God is going to conduct in... the 
Georgian language. there were not many in Georgia who took all 
this stuff too seriously, but it was no time for the skepticism: priority 
of undermining the soviet empire could be at any moment taken 
away by the nationalist movements in other republics.

national liberation is a positive, pro-active action, which requires 
a collective effort to solve the problem. Detachment is a self-protec-
tive, re-active way of escaping from a problem, typical for a disbal-
anced psychology. making this shift, maybe not quite consciously, 
the Georgian nationalist leaders found the way to the hearts of the 
inhibited and affected masses, who had equally fervently support-
ed all suppressive regimes and all charismatic leaders. isolationism 
makes life easier, as external reference points no more exist, and 
there are no more mediocrities. everyone has an equal opportunity 
to participate in collective drama of the national liberation.

the sacrificial mechanism was structured, but it could not move 
without fuel; which meant: the blood had to be shed. And the sit-
uation ripened for the breakthrough to the nationalist advantage: 
the skillfully staged continuous rallies and hunger-strikes in spring 
1989 actually blocked out the Georgian government building, and 
the summoned russian troops finally cracked down on the unarmed 
rallying people on April 9th, 1989. the popular leaders promptly 
disappeared from the scene, but seventeen ralliers (mostly women) 
were brutally killed, hundreds were injured, and thousands poi-
soned with the cs gas. the tragedy has shocked the world, and 
raised the wave of protests in the ussr. later Gamsakhurdia used 
to boast before the foreign journalists that if not the April 9th, the 
communist system would not collapse, the eastern europe would 
not be liberated, and Germany would not be reunited (checkmate 
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to shevardnadze who is known to have contributed enormously to 
these processes).

the soviet regime has developed conspiratorial networks in mass 
psychology: the country was pictured as a bastion of truth and prog-
ress besieged by the “international imperialism” led by the usA. 
rivalry-based psychological mechanisms helped utilize this men-
tality for the nationalist goals in post-soviet Georgia. the “natural 
enemy” (=russia) was more and more linked by the Georgian official 
propaganda with the American imperialism, until it developed to 
embrace the global deadly plot of the imperialist forces against 
Georgia. the only solution offered (and imagined) was the idea of 
the anti-russian alliance of neighboring nations called “the cauca-
sus house”, under the natural leadership of Georgia and virtually 
isolated from the rest of the world. “it is not for the benefit of the 
present or succeeding generations that we’re working here, but in 
order to preserve our nation as a certain specific phenomenon”, 
said zviad’s Prime-minister Besarion Gugushvili at one of the tv 
transmitted sessions of Georgian Parliament.

the nationalist regime in Georgia collapsed within one year, leav-
ing a bizarre trace in the nation’s history, and a heap of otherwise 
avoidable problems.

 ________________________________________________

summAry of DiscussioNs

GeorGe khutsishvili: we have discussed the ethnic phenom-
enon from many viewpoints – it is very much linked to statehood 
and self-determination. in the soviet union, the problem went from 
realization of self-determination to secession. there, secession be-
came a reactive form of self-determination; self-determination is 
pro-active and assertive. self-determination forced secession. in 
Georgia, the word “secession” has the connotation of standing-out 
or sticking-up from the rest. the idea is to show yourself off against 
the background of other nations.
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the soviet constitution was detached from reality, unfeasible; it 
viewed nations as freed, and the union of nations as unbreakable. 
how can nations be free if the union is unbreakable? this is a con-
tradiction. the state structure of the soviet union can be compared 
to the matrioshka doll, open one, come to another, to another, to 
another. the idea is that if you have an outburst at one of the lev-
els, the lower levels would balance it. minorities in the post-soviet 
union would prefer to be in an empire rather than in a republic, 
because an empire is de-ethnicized.

the idea of soviet culture has been the consolidologists’ solution 
to the multi-national problem. it was the ideas that you should have 
an overlapping of cultures in russia and not let the union break. 
the reaction to this was a rise of nationalist, ethnic movements. 
the off-balanced reaction to this was isolationism. the most natu-
ral gesture is to cover your face with your hand to hide from the 
outside world.

khutsishvili addressed ethnic identity as an in-group and out-
group relationships. it is interesting, he said, that we can consider 
it within a stimulus relation. there are several stages to defining 
an enemy: first is the personal reaction to the situation coming 
from the out-group. the personal response historically grew into the 
kinship response. historically vendetta has been the way to define 
the enemy as against persons who have a kin relationship. from 
vendetta, it went up to the ethnic solution; not a blood relationship, 
but an ethnic relationship.

A group needs a leader – a leader must be sincere and char-
ismatic, which means that the leader should be able to keep the 
problem at the irrational level; keeps it from being rationalized.

why is strong language general and necessary? Because there is 
some stress relief through it. it reinforces the generalized hatred, 
which is necessary and becomes a requirement for in-group unity. 
if you cannot accept and express hatred toward the out- group, then 
you cannot be part of the in-group.
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there is a state monopoly of violence to achieve stable relation-
ships between groups of the society. in the former soviet union, this 
monopoly is eroding. within the transition from a totalitarian state 
to a transition to democracy, this monopoly erodes. khutsishvili 
explained that the state monopoly of violence is irrational, and that 
the monopoly should be as personalized as possible.

khutsishvili concluded that this is a description of the com-
plexity of the ethnic situation in the former soviet union. hopefully, 
he said, the worst stage has already passed.
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iNTroDucTioN

in many respects, the case of Georgia is closest to that of the 
former yugoslavia among the cases considered in this study. first, 
as in yugoslavia, the ethnic terrain is highly complex, as conflicts 
or potential conflicts involve sizeable groups of Georgians, ossets, 
Abkhaz, Armenians, Azeris, and others. second, there is (or was) 
considerable territorial intermixture of ethnic groups, notably of 
Georgians and ossets, Georgians and Abkhaz, and Armenians and 
Azeris.

third, it resembles yugoslavia in the degree to which open con-
flict has affected the social, economic, and political lives of the 
country’s population. large scale military operations have large-
ly destroyed the economies of south ossetia (shida kartli) while 

1 9 9 5
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significantly damaging that of the country as a whole. the single 
largest sector of the economy is, as of september 1994, that of 
foreign humanitarian assistance. ongoing conflicts have fostered 
large movements of refugees1, both from region to region within 
the country (e.g. of Georgians from south ossetia and Abkhazia to 
central Georgia or mingrelia) and to adjoining regions of neighbour-
ing countries (e.g. of ossets to northern ossetia). religion and the 
perceived threat of islamicization play a significant role in both the 
yugoslav and the Georgian conflicts.

on the other hand, it differs from the yugoslav case in at last 
five ways. first, the demographic balance is far more favourable 
to the dominant national group in Georgia2. those ethnic groups 
actively attempting to secede from Georgia (the ossets and the 
Abkhaz) are demographically insignificant. however, and second, 
there exist far stronger (and politically significant) subethnic (region-
al, cultural, and linguistic) cleavages within the Georgian majority 
than, say, among serbs or croats. Among other factors, these have 
contributed to significant civil violence within the ethnic Georgian 
community in 1991-1992 and 1993-19943.

third, the level of international involvement in efforts to man-
age, resolve, or mitigate the consequences of civil war in Georgia 
is far lower than that in yugoslavia. specifically, the united nations 
has refused a substantial role in peacekeeping. csce involvement is 
minimal. fourth, the attitude taken by the international community 
towards the dismemberment of the state in question is substantially 
different. there appears to be no willingness to legitimize separation 
in Georgia, or to redraw the country’s frontiers. finally, a far greater 
role has been played by a hegemonic regional power (russia) in 
determining the direction of conflict in Georgia.

1 the 1989 population of Georgia was around 5.4 million. most reliable estimates of 
refugees from the osset and Abkhaz conflicts cluster around 300,000-350,000, or 
around 5-6% of the population of the country as a whole.

2 As noted below, Georgians comprise approximately two thirds of the population of 
the republic.

3 Because of the focus of this study on interethnic conflict, these issues are not dis-
cussed in detail here.



45

etHnIC ConflICt In GeoRGIA

1995

in this case, we provide first of all a summary account of the two 
major ethnic conflicts affecting the republic. in attempting to explain 
these conflicts, we then examine the ethnodemographic situation 
in the country and the historical roots of Georgian and minority na-
tionalism. we follow with an analysis of the effect of perestroika on 
the ethnic politics of Georgia. this discussion is abbreviated, since 
the subject has been treated in a more general sense elsewhere in 
this volume. we conclude with an examination of the international 
dimensions of civil strife in Georgia – the roles of outside actors and 
the impact of the conflict on regional security.

we argue that ethnic nationalism in Georgia has two principal 
vectors – Georgian-russian relations and the relationship between 
the Georgian majority and the various minorities found within the 
republic. the problem of ethnic conflict in Georgia concerns primar-
ily relations between Georgians on the one hand and the Abkhaz 
and ossets on the other, although further problems (e.g. between 
Georgians and Armenians and between Azeris and Armenians) may 
be anticipated in the republic. the resurgence of politicized ethnic 
consciousness among both the majority and certain minorities is a 
product both of profound historical factors, the socio economic and 
political conditions of perestroika, and deliberate manipulation by 
majority and minority political elites. it has been exacerbated pro-
foundly by the behaviour of an external power – russia – apparently 
intent on the use of local conflicts to restore its traditional position 
of influence in the region. the principal consequences of ethnic 
conflict in the republic are severe social and economic dislocation, 
sustained political instability, and a worsening of relations between 
the affected groups that may take a great deal of time to overcome. 
these conflicts have also had serious regional consequences, both 
because of their linkage to groups in the russian north caucasus 
and because of the disruption of flows of essential goods to Azer-
baidzhan and Armenia through conflict-affected areas. in contrast, 
the implications for european security as a whole are marginal, 
though the Georgian conflict along with others in the former sovi-
et union is forcing western states to define or redefine their per-
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spectives on russian policy in the cis. in particular, the deepening 
involvement of russia in Georgia’s affairs, and the apparent shift in 
russian emphasis from the exacerbation of local conflict to efforts 
at peacekeeping and conflict resolution raise the question of how 
the west should respond to a russian assertion of influence in the 
cis region that may significantly constrain the sovereignty of the 
non-russian former soviet republics.

eThNic coNflicT iN GeorGiA

Georgia has been significantly affected by two ethnic conflicts 
since independence. the first is the conflict in the south ossetian 
Autonomous oblast of the republic (shida kartli). open conflict be-
gan in 1990, after the republic of Georgia’s effective declaration 
of independence.1 in the fall of 1990, the south ossetian regional 
soviet responded by adopting a declaration transforming the oblast 
into the “south ossetian soviet Democratic republic”. A day later, 
the supreme soviet of Georgia annulled this decision. it was then 
renewed in october of 1990, to be followed by elections to the 
new republic’s supreme soviet in December. the meeting of the 
newly elected supreme soviet on December 11, 1990 provoked 
the Georgian supreme soviet (now dominated by partisans of zviad 
Gamsakhurdia after Georgia-wide elections in october) to abrogate 
southern ossetia’s status of autonomy.

violence broke out in the region in December of 1990 and mil-
itary operations continued until mid 1992. By all accounts, the 
conflict between local militias at the village level was particularly 
brutal. local forces were strengthened on one side by the Georgian 
national Guard and the paramilitary organization “mkhedrioni”, and 
on the other by volunteers from north ossetia2. the capital of the 
region was shelled over a considerable period with massive damage 

1 in march 1990, the supreme soviet of the republic of Georgia abrogated the 1921 
agreements by which Georgia joined the russian federated soviet socialist republic.

2 some maintain also that russian forces stationed in tskhinvali until early 1992 also 
provided assistance to local osset militias.
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to buildings and infrastructure. estimates of casualties in the war 
vary. the un estimated total casualties from both the Abkhaz and 
the osset wars at the end of 1992 to be somewhat greater than 
1000 dead. the csce, which has specific monitoring responsibilities 
for the conflict, believes this to be a low estimate (csce, 1993, 
133). Georgian authorities maintain that upwards of 40,000 Geor-
gian refugees fled south ossetia to the Gori region and to tbilisi. 
osset authorities claimed a flow of refugees of around 100,000 from 
Georgia to north ossetia.1

By the time of the sochi Accord (June 1992), which established 
a monitored ceasefire and a process for political resolution, the 
economy of the region had been destroyed. Beyond tskhinvali itself, 
law and order has collapsed and the countryside has degenerated 
into heavily armed banditry. the lack of central control over the 
region, the loose authority of the regional government in tskhinvali, 
and the region’s contiguity to the russian federation have made, 
according to many reports, a haven for organized criminal activity, 
notably smuggling.

since the sochi Accord, a reasonably effective ceasefire has op-
erated in south ossetia. A peacekeeping force of russians, Georgian 
government forces, and local osset and Georgian military units has 
done a reasonably good job of minimizing the continuation of vio-
lence. none the less, there has been little progress on the political 
track, owing to Georgian reluctance to restore significant autono-
my to the oblast and to serious political divisions within Georgia’s 
elite on this and other issues, to the radicalization of and lack of 
unity within the osset political elite, and also presumably because 
those forces in south ossetia benefiting from the continuation of 
this abnormal situation have no desire to see it normalized. At a 

1 these figures are somewhat higher than those mentioned by the united nations in 
its assessment of humanitarian needs in Georgia in 1993. see un, 1993, 2-3. the un 
cites numbers of displaced Georgians at 15000, and of ossets at 12,600 at the time 
the report was written. these figures do not, however, include ossets that crossed 
the frontier into north ossetia. the north ossetians claim that around 50,000 such 
people took refuge in the north ossetian Autonomous oblast of the russian federa-
tion.
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deeper level, normalization is impeded by the deep bitterness of 
the resident population and refugees1. 

once the situation in southern ossetia had stabilized, attention 
turned to the Autonomous republic of Abkhazia. the roots of the 
conflict between the autonomous republic and the central govern-
ment predate Georgia’s reestablishment of independence and the 
collapse of soviet rule. in the summer of 1989, the government 
announced its intention to make the Georgian section of the Abkhaz 
state university a branch of the university of tbilisi. civil violence 
ensued and 22 people died.

in 1990, “sectional parties” were excluded from the Georgian su-
preme soviet elections, a move clearly aimed at the Abkhaz, ossets, 
and other minorities, since their political formations were ethnically 
and regionally based. Abkhaz delegates to the autonomous repub-
lic’s supreme soviet responded by declaring Abkhaz independence 
from Georgia. this action was then annulled by the supreme soviet 
of the republic of Georgia.

when Gamsakhurdia’s round table/free Georgia coalition took 
power in october 1990, Abkhaz authorities refused to accept the 
centrally appointed prefect. in march 1991, they defied his author-
ity again by participating in the ussr referendum on the future of 
the union. of the 52.4% of the Abkhaz republic’s population that 
voted, 98.4% voted for the preservation of the union2. none the 
less, relations between the Gamsakhurdia Government and Abkhaz 
authorities were reasonably quiet in 1991, largely as a result of the 
preoccupation of the Georgians with the osset question. that said, 
a conflict was eventually likely, since the ethnic Abkhaz authorities 
had not abandoned their movement towards secession.

1 csce monitors reported in 1993 that the most striking aspect of their work in the 
field was the depth of the hatred dividing Georgian and osset populations in the 
region. interviews in tbilisi, march 1993. these feelings are perhaps strengthened by 
the cultural milieu, which is one of close kinship ties and a tradition of vendetta.

2 Dale, 1993, p. 48. for useful background on the roots of the Abkhaz conflict, see 
elizabeth fuller, “Georgia, Abkhazia, and checheno-ingushetia”, radio free europe/
radio liberty research report i, #6 (february 1992), pp. 4-5.
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matters changed rapidly in 1992. zviad Gamsakhurdia, the first 
president of independent Georgia, was overthrown and forced to 
flee tbilisi at the end of 1991. forces loyal to him mounted an in-
surrection against the new central authorities in the spring of 1992 
in mingrelia, a region of western Georgia contiguous to Abkhazia. 
As hostilities in south ossetia wound down in the summer of 1992, 
the Georgian Government and “mkhedrioni” were able to transfer 
substantial forces to the west to engage the supporters of Gam-
sakhurdia. this conflict, too, was notable for the disorganization and 
brutality of forces supporting the government1. the insurgents used 
sanctuaries in areas of eastern Abkhazia populated by mingrels in 
their struggle against the central government, and in the summer 
kidnapped a number of Georgian officials, including deputy Prime 
minister Alexander kavsadze, and took them to hiding places in 
Abkhazia.

this drew the attention of central authorities back to Abkha-
zia. in a general sense, a solution to the security problem in min-
grelia required the denial of Abkahz sanctuary to Gamsakhurdia’s 
supporters. more specifically, the Georgian government sought to 
move into eastern Abkhazia in order to free the kidnapped officials. 
reports at the time suggested that the Georgian government had 
received tacit if not explicit agreement from the Abkhaz authorities 
for a limited operation in the Gali region.2 when tengiz Kitovani, 
Defence minister and head of the national Guard, encountered 
little resistance in his advance on Gali, he decided, reportedly on 
his own initiative, to continue to sukhumi in order to bring the au-
tonomous republic’s government under control3. the chair of the 

1 As fuller (1993, p. 23) recounts, in July 1993, “mkhedrioni” forces reacted to an at-
tack in tskhalendzhika with massive reprisals against the civilian population.

2 chervonnaya, 1993, p. 188, maintains that on the 11th of August, shevardnadze 
called Ardzinba and secured his agreement on cooperation to free those detained by 
the insurgents.

3 Dale, 1993, p. 48, notes the significance of the Abkhaz supreme soviet’s declaration 
of sovereignty in July 1992 in explaining kitovani’s decision. interviews in tbilisi in 
1992 and 1993 suggest, however, that his motivation was essentially political. he 
felt that a rapid victory by forces under his leadership in Abkhazia would make him a 
national hero.
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Abkhaz supreme soviet fled along with his government to Gudauta, 
and the Georgian Government, impressed by Kitovani’s apparent 
success, dissolved the Abkhaz supreme soviet, and installed a Geor-
gian-dominated military council in the region. the result was a civil 
war in Abkhazia. the Abkhaz side, benefiting from the arrival of 
volunteers from the north caucasus, and arguably from the support 
of russian forces stationed in the region (see below), reasonably 
rapidly consolidated their control over northwestern Abkhazia, tak-
ing Gagra in october 1992. in the spring of 1993, this was followed 
by an offensive on sukhumi. their failure in march and again in July 
to take the city, coupled with shifts in the Georgian government in 
may that rendered negotiation easier, led to a ceasefire agreement 
on 27 July, 1993 that was both mediated and guaranteed by the 
russian Government.

the ceasefire agreement provided for the separation of combat-
tants, the withdrawal of Georgian forces from Abkhazia, and the 
encampment of Abkhaz forces and equipment, all under russian 
supervision. the Georgian side largely complied with the withdrawal 
stipulation leaving southern and eastern Abkhazia largely defence-
less. in mid-september, 1993, the Abkhaz returned to the offensive 
and after 11 days took sukhumi and then the rest of Abkhazia up 
to the border with mingrelia.1 

the fall of Abkhazia initiated a further major flow of refugees, 
as the Georgian majority of the republic fled the Abkhaz advance, 
crossing into Georgia through the mountain passes of svanetia or 
south and east into mingrelia. According to the un, this brought 
the total number of internally displaced persons in Georgia to some 
240,0002. the success of the ethnic cleansing of Abkhazia is indicat-
ed by the comment of an iGo official who visited Georgian-popu-
lated zones of the republic in the spring of 1994. it resembled, in 

1 for useful accounts of the evolution of the conflict in Abkhazia, see fuller, 1993 and 
1994.

2 un, 1994, 8. Georgian sources put the total number of refugees from the latest out-
flow at approximately 200,000. interviews in tbilisi, August 1994.
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his words, an empty desert1. initial, informal efforts at repatriation 
to the Gali region of Abkhazia resulted in violence against returning 
civilians.

the denouement to the Abkhaz conflict coincided with the re-
newal of rebellion in mingrelia, as Gamsakhurdia took advantage 
of shevardnadze’s vulnerability to return. mingrel insurgents took 
control of all the major towns in mingrelia, and then took the port 
of Poti, critical to the supply not only of the interior of Georgia, 
but also of Armenia and Azerbaijan. sources in tbilisi suggest that 
the insurgents were assisted by the Abkhaz, the latter presumably 
seeking to establish a buffer between their own region and central 
Georgia, and by ex-defence minister kitovani, who by this time had 
joined the opposition to shevardnadze’s Government.

By mid-october, Abkhaz forces were threatening the city of ku-
taisi at the gates to central Georgia, and clearly preparing for an 
offensive on tbilisi itself. Government forces, demoralized and dis-
organized by their ordeal in Abkhazia, and operating in a region 
(mingrelia) the population of which was sympathetic to the rebels, 
showed little capacity for effective resistance. it was at this stage 
that shevardnadze capitulated to russian pressure to join the com-
monwealth of independent states. After his october meeting with 
yeltsin in moscow, the russians finally weighed in on the side of 
the government. with russian military assistance, the Georgians 
succeeded in eliminating the insurgency in mingrelia in short order.

in Abkhazia, the russians again brokered a ceasefire between the 
belligerents that involved the interposition of a russian-dominated 
peacekeeping force along the inguri river. the ceasefire appears 
reasonably durable, despite occasional violations in areas where 
the Georgian withdrawal is not complete, as in the kodori hills in 
the spring and summer of 1994.

As in south ossetia, there seems to be little progress towards a 
political resolution. talks have stalled on several related questions. 

1 interviews in tbilisi, August 1994.
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the Abkhaz side maintains that the future of the republic should 
be decided by referendum. this is a referendum they could never 
win if full repatriation of Georgian displaced persons occurred. the 
Georgian side of course maintains that a referendum without repa-
triation would be invalid. the nub of the negotiations at the time 
of writing, therefore, is the issue of repatriation, and also that of 
security of returnees.

in the Abkhaz instance, international involvement has occurred 
largely under un auspices. the un is providing mediation of the 
conflict in negotiations in Geneva. there is also a small monitoring 
force on the ground. it currently numbers around 40, and is to grow 
to 136. the security council has assiduously avoided any deeper 
commitment, largely because of the overload of its peacekeeping 
circuits, but also because of the sensitivity of substantial un involve-
ment in the former soviet union, given the russian predisposition 
to play a leading role in the management of conflict there1, the 
reluctance, given experience in yugoslavia, to contemplate broad-
ened mandates in unsettled security situations, and, finally, dis-
agreements among the parties as to what the peacekeeping man-
date should be2. 

1 for an extended discussion of russian attitudes towards peacekeeping in the former 
soviet space, see macfarlane, 1994; and macfarlane and schnabel, 1994.

2 notably, to the extent that the Abkhaz are willing to contemplate a more substantial 
un involvement, it is along the lines of traditional peacekeeping along the disen-
gagement line. the Georgians have sought an expansion of the mandate to embrace 
monitoring of the repatriation and security for the groups involved.
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eThNoDemoGrAPhic Profile

the 1989 soviet census indicated that Georgia had a population 
of some 5.4 million people. their ethnic distribution is indicated in 
table i.

table i. the ethnic makeup of Georgia (1989)
ethnos % share of Population

1989
Georgians 70.1*
Armenians 8.1
Russians 6.3
Azeris 5.7
ossets 3
Greeks 1.9
Abkhaz 1.8
Ukrainians 1.0

* note: the Adjar and Georgian muslim population is included in the total for 
Georgians. source: census of the ussr, 1989.

several factors are worth noting with regard to table 1. first is the 
clear primacy of the Georgian ethnos in the republic’s demographic 
makeup. Georgian national identity has never been threatened by 
migration to the extent of, say, estonia, or by assimilation to the 
extent of Belarus. soviet census data show the soviet period as a 
whole to have been one of the gradual ethnic homogenization of 
Georgia in favour of the Georgians. in 1939, Georgians made up 
61.4% of the population, Armenians 11.7%, and russians 8.7%. in 
1970, the analogous figures were 68.8%, 9%, and 7.4%, in 1979, 
68.8%, 9%, and 7.4%. and in 1989, 70.1%, 8.1%, and 6.3%. since 
the last census, although reliable data is hard to come by, it is 
reasonable to assume that, as a result of outmigration of russians, 
Greeks, and Armenians, and ossets, the Georgian position has been 
further consolidated.

with regard to assimilation, neither miscegenation nor language 
acquisition appear to pose significant threats. As of 1970, 93.5% of 
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Georgian marriages were endogamous. in the same year, 63% of 
urban Georgians and 91.4% of rural Georgians were not fluent in 
russian. Demographic and cultural pressure, consequently, did not 
play the same role in the kindling of Georgian nationalism that it 
did in the Baltics.

second, the diminutive share of the two minority groups involved 
in ethnic conflict is striking. the war in Abkhazia pits a group com-
prising less than 2% of the population against the majority. that in 
south ossetia involves a group comprising only 3%. larger minori-
ties have, on the whole, remained apolitical, and, thus far, have 
enjoyed reasonably quiet relations with the majority1.

A look at the regional distribution of population is also useful in 
laying the groundwork for a discussion of ethnic conflict. first, there 
are significant differences among ethnic groups in their geograph-
ical concentration. russians, for example, are distributed across 
the republic, mainly in urban centres. Armenians are compactly 
concentrated along the border between Georgia and Armenia, but 
substantial numbers live also in tbilisi and in Abkhazia. Azeris are 
concentrated in the southeastern and south central portions of 
Georgia in proximity to the frontiers of Azerbaijan, and (intermixed 
with Armenians) in proximity to the Armenian frontier, as well in the 
immediate vicinity of the capital. Given the importance of territorial 
identification and compact settlement of minorities as a general 
precondition of ethnic conflict, this would suggest that, in addition 
to the osset and Abkhaz questions, there is a marked possibility 
of conflict involving Armenians and Azeris arising in areas of south 
central and southeastern Georgia.

1 this is not to say that these relations are stable. there is substantial concern within 
the Georgian population about Armenian irredentism and the possibility that after 
the conclusion of the nagorno-karabakh episode, Georgia may be next. there is 
also concern about the rapid natural growth of the Azeri population in southeastern 
Georgia and in agricultural lands in the vicinity of tbilisi, and the possibility that this 
might lead to pressure for frontier rectification. in the 1980’s, there was violence 
between Georgians resettled from the mountains of svanetia to this area over land. 
interviews in tbilisi, 1992-1994.
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one further point bears mention. in certain areas of south cen-
tral Georgia, Armenian and Azeri villages are interspersed. Given the 
generally poor relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan, there is 
substantial potential for violence between these communities1. the 
interspersed quality of Georgian and osset and (in some regions of 
Abkhazia) and Georgians and Abkhaz, moreover, is likely substan-
tially to complicate the problem of conflict resolution at the local 
level should Georgian populations return.

with regard to those ethnic groups actively in conflict with the 
Georgian government, the Abkhaz are concentrated in the repub-
lic of Abkhazia, with insubstantial numbers resident in mingrelia 
and elsewhere. the ossets, by contrast, were more widely spread 
throughout the country. only a minority of ossets lived within the 
Autonomous oblast of south ossetia, the rest living in urban areas 
and in concentrations of villages in the Gori district and in the area 
of Borjomi, among others2.

table 2. ethnic Distribution in zones of conflict (1989) – % 

Abkhazia south ossetia
Georgians 45.7 30
ossets – 70
Abkhaz 17.8 
Russians 14.3 
Armenians 14.6 

from the point of view of the dynamics of conflict and con-
flict resolution, the two cases are dramatically different. osset pre-
ponderance in the former autonomous oblast’ was not and is not 
threatened by the Georgian population. in the event that an au-
tonomous authority of some sort were reestablished in southern 

1 low level violence (primarily hostage-taking) in these areas has occurred for several 
years.

2 the 1989 soviet census reported that of the 164,000 ossets in Georgia, 70,000 lived 
in the oblast’ and the rest elsewhere in the country. thirty thousand Georgians also 
lived in south ossetia.
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ossetia, this act in itself would address the aspirations of ossets 
to self-rule.

in Abkhazia, by contrast, the Abkhaz are a minority in their own 
jurisdiction. Assuring their preeminence in any post-conflict settle-
ment would mean derogation of the rights of the near-majority 
Georgian population. recognition of equal rights for all in a settle-
ment, on the other hand, would deny the Abkhaz control over the 
autonomous republic’s affairs.

in short, the ethnodemographic profile of Georgia is extreme-
ly complex and contributes in a number of ways to the initiation 
and perpetuation of conflict, and to difficulties in its resolution. 
Paradoxically, although Georgian majority status in the republic is 
strong and growing stronger, the existence of compact minorities 
along Georgia’s peripheries none the less constitutes a significant 
potential challenge to the integrity of the Georgian state. the demo-
graphic weakness of the Abkhaz hand favoured a strategy of ethnic 
cleansing and complicates conflict resolution. the interspersal of 
populations in conflict also renders the task of conflict resolution 
considerably more complex, particularly when one takes into ac-
count the cultural specificities of the populations in question.

The hisToricAl rooTs of eThNic coNflicT iN GeorGiA 

A. The Pre-Soviet Era
there is a striking between the prevalent Georgian self-image of 

ethnic and religious tolerance on the one hand1 and the explosive 
and bitter quality of the two ethnic conflicts that have beset the 
country since 1990. this myth is not too far from historical reality. 
relations among ethnic groups have been peaceful for long periods 
of time in Georgia, not least during the soviet period. moreover, 
the society had developed quite sophisticated mechanisms for the 

1 All visitors to the old city of tbilisi are greeted with the information that within a 
few city blocks there have existed for centuries an Armenian Apostolic church, a 
Georgian orthodox church, a russian orthodox church, a mosque, and a synagogue 
without any apparent difficulties between their congregations.
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prevention of intercommunal tensions1. there was statistically sig-
nificant miscegenation between ethnic groups now involved in deep 
conflict. the key question, then, is why interethnic relations were 
so profoundly exacerbated in 1990-1994.

following the conceptual sequence of chapter 1, it should be 
noted that ethnic divisions within the republic of Georgia are 
well-established groups involved (with the exception of the rus-
sians) have existed in the region for hundreds, if not thousands 
of years. records of organized Georgian communities (kartvelian 
and svan) date back to Greek encounters with the colchians, and 
to Herodotus’, hecataeus’, and seylax’s accounts of the region be-
tween the 6th and 1st centuries Bc Georgian sources themselves 
suggest the likelihood of primordial settlement by peoples (Abasgoi 
and Apsilae) related to groups we now call Abkhaz in western Geor-
gia in the 1st-2nd century AD2. it is generally accepted that the bulk 
of the osset population arrived later, in the 17th and 18th centuries, 
as a result of the depopulation of the shida kartli region of Georgia 
during prolonged wars between Persia and the ottoman empire 
for control over the transcaucasus3. in the south of the country, 
much Armenian settlement is primordial, although many Armenians 
arrived much later, as refugees from the ottoman empire in the 
second decade of this century. Azeri settlement of parts of south 
central Georgia dates back to the arrival of the turks in the region 

1 in the mountain villages of south ossetia, for example, there were longstanding ex-
changes of children between ossets and Georgians, where children from one ethnic 
group would live for long periods with families of the other one. interview with Peter 
mamradze, then of the state committee for human rights and ethnic relations, Au-
gust 1992.

2 they generally maintain, however, that the principal “Abkhaz” ethnic migration was 
that of the Apsua in the 17th century. see lortkipinadze, 1990, pp. 40-41.

3 Allen (1932, p. 285) notes that the mongol census of 1259 put the population of 
Georgia at between 4.5 and 5.9 million people. the 1836 russian census put the total 
population of kartli and kakheti regions (central and eastern Georgia) at pp. 225,395. 
he accounts for the decline in terms of the impact of the Black Death and the inva-
sion of timur in the 150 years subsequent to the mongol census, and a subsequent 
400 year period of war.
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in the 10th-11th centuries, although the Azeri population expanded 
rapidly during the years of russian and then soviet rule1.

All of these groups have possessed ethnic distinctness for a very 
long time. each clearly differs from the others in language, custom, 
and, frequently, religion, as well as embracing a distinct body of 
historical myths, be it the osset identification with the greatness 
of the Alans, or the Armenian identification with the kingdom of 
tigranes ii (95-55 Bc) and with a subsequent series of depredations 
at the hands of neighbouring peoples culminating in the genocide 
committed by the turks in 1915-1916. for the Georgians, it is the 
legacy of Queen tamar (1184-1212) and king David the rebuilder 
(1089-1125), when Georgia reached its maximum territorial ex-
panse and size of population. it is noteworthy that a number of 
these groups identify the “natural” expanse of territory that is their 
right with the apogee of these historical states2. not surprisingly, 
there is consequently, considerable overlap in their historical claims.

that said, it is noteworthy that the Georgians and neighbouring 
ethnoses did not, on the whole, form cohesive ethnically based 
political communities until the modern era. for much of its histo-
ry, Georgia was divided into two or more political units, often un-
der the influence of neighbouring states. Although communities of 
Georgians shared certain basic traits, the topography of the country 
discouraged a national coalescence of identity. identities had strong 
regional roots. two groups generally identified as “Georgian” (the 
mingrels and the svan) speak languages that in linguistic terms are 
in different groups of the southern division of the caucasic language 
family from Georgian and are not easily comprehensible to main-
stream Georgians. that this can place significant limits on ethnona-
tional identification is evident in the outbreak of serious conflict 

1 for ethnographic information on these groups, see wixman, 1988.
2 in 1990, the boarding gate in the intourist lounge of the tbilisi airport sported a map 

of Georgia. it depicted, however, not the Georgia of the soviet era, but that of queen 
tamar, indicating that georgian territory covered much of what is now Azerbaijan, Ar-
menia, the autonomous republics of the russian north caucasus, and the stavropol 
and krasnodar oblasts of the russian federation.
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between the central government and the mainly mingrel supporters 
of the late ousted President Gamsakhurdia in 1991 and 1993.

many date the effective politicization of Georgian ethnicity to 
the 19th century russian occupation of Georgia. As ronald suny 
(1988, 114) put it:

The Georgians, who were incorporated into the Russian Em-
pire in the first decades of the 19th century, were still a divided, 
defeated, inchoate people, sharing an ethnicity with recognizable 
cultural features. Despite periods of unity and glory in the past, 
they had faced virtual extinction by the end of the 18th century 
and, except for a few nobles and clerics, possessed little sense 
of their own nationhood.
the emergence of Georgia as a conscious political nation during 

the 19th century was a product of numerous preconditions, among 
them the political and economic stability produced by russian rule, 
increasing ease of communication within the country and conse-
quent integration of regionally diverse communities, and the spread 
of modern education to the Georgian political elite. it followed a 
course quite typical for smaller nations in the 19th century, from re-
newed attention to history and language through the dissemination 
of this new consciousness in the educational system and the press 
to the emergence of open political nationalism1.

the Georgian nobility – attempting to cope with economic 
change and its loss of political power – was the principal progeni-
tor of the movement, both in culture and politics. the union with 
russia and the gradual imposition of russian modes of governance 
deprived them of the considerable power that the class had en-
joyed before union. the commercialization of the economy and the 
beginnings of industrialization destroyed their economic primacy, 
displacing them with a predominantly Armenian bourgeoisie. the 
emancipation of the serfs in 1861 deprived noble landowners of 
the low cost rural labour force on which they had depended. their 

1 this process in the Georgian case is well presented in suny, 1988.
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general failure to adapt to the structural change through adopting 
modern agricultural techniques caused many to accumulate grow-
ing debts (held largely by the Armenians) and ultimately to lose 
their land1. As the century passed the growing economic pressure 
faced by the Georgian elite was increasingly joined by the more 
and more openly chauvinistic approach of the central government 
to national minorities in the russian empire.

Given the narrow social base of both conservative aristocratic 
nationalists and of the liberal political alternative that appealed 
mainly to the Armenian bourgeoisie, and the emergence as a result 
of industrialization of an ethnic Georgian working class, Georgian 
political thought in the early 20th century developed a clear social 
democratic bent, with a view to the mobilization of this new force. 
marxism provided a “non-nationalist ideology that was a weapon 
against both their ethnic enemies: russian officials and the Arme-
nian bourgeoisie”. it was social revolution that would return Georgia 
to the Georgians by eliminating both.2 By 1905, the social dem-
ocratic movement was the most influential political organization 
in Georgia. largely owing to the belief that Georgian self-determi-
nation could be achieved only through a revolution in russia, as 
well as of the still strong internationalism of the russian socialist 
movement, the Georgian struggle for national liberation was folded 
into the larger struggle against tsarism. noe zhordania and Irak-
li tsereteli, leaders of the Georgian social democratic movement, 
played leading roles in the menshevik wing of the rsDlP between 
the first (1905) and second (1917) russian revolutions.

with the collapse of tsarism in february 1917, the social dem-
ocrats inherited power in Georgia. After a brief experiment with 
transcaucasian federalism, and as the Bolsheviks consolidated pow-
er in russia, Georgia declared its independence on may 26, 1918. 

1 in many respects, as a response to the nobility’s declining economic and political 
position, the emergence of Georgian nationalism resembles Greenfeld’s (1992) ac-
count of the emergence of french nationalism out of the aristocracy under Bourbon 
absolutism in the 17th and 18th centuries.

2  suny, 1988, p. 145.
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Georgian authorities chose this route not so much as a result of 
nationalist aspiration, but owing to differences with the Bolsheviks 
in moscow, the collapse of central authority in the caucasian region, 
and the growing military threat from turkey. in this sense, their exer-
cise of national self-determination through secession was a product 
of circumstances beyond their control, rather than a reflection of 
nationalist aspiration.

the principal significance of the period of Georgian statehood 
for this analysis is twofold. first, it provided the Georgians with a 
moment of independence that provided a potent symbol for future 
nationalist discourse. the extinction of a viable, orderly and demo-
cratically legitimate Georgian state as a result of an invasion by the 
red Army – and this after soviet russia had recognized in treaty 
instruments the independence of Georgia – gave this symbol a clear 
anti-soviet and anti-russian content1. second, the period of inde-
pendence complicated Georgian relations between the Georgian 
majority and the osset minority in particular. the osset peasantry 
reacted to the Georgian government’s land reform policy in 1920 
by mounting a rebellion against the central government. this was 
expeditiously suppressed by the Georgian military, leaving a bitter 
taste in osset mouths. one result was that many ossets cooperated 
with the red Army when it entered Georgia in 1921. this in turn 
created the impression that the ossets were a russian fifth column 
within Georgia2. 

B. The Soviet Era
several important further preconditions for ethnic conflict in the 

republic of Georgia emanated from the soviet era. first, as else-
where in the former soviet union, the federalization of the soviet 

1 see the relevant clauses of the may 1920 treaty between russia and Georgia as cited 
by Pipes, 1964, 228. Pipes gives a historical account of Georgian relations with russia 
during the period of independence and reannexation on pp. 210-214, 227-228, 234-
241.

2 it is noteworthy that Georgian sources attribute unrest among the ossets during the 
period of Georgian independence to Bolshevik manipulation. see zhorzholiani, 1992, 
p. 6.
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state provided a locus for the development of nationally oriented 
political consciousness. the state not only tolerated, but promot-
ed national cultural symbols, such as language and folk custom. it 
fostered, albeit in truncated form, the growth of national educa-
tional institutions such as tbilisi state university. in its later stag-
es, it provided Georgian political elites with a degree of autonomy 
that allowed them to consolidate ethnic control over the party and 
institutions of state power. in all of these respects, it laid import-
ant political cultural foundations for the renaissance of Georgian 
statehood and for the flowering of Georgian nationalism, once the 
political constraints of soviet power evaporated.

second, also as elsewhere in the former soviet union, soviet 
nationality policy encouraged the national consciousness not only 
of the titular nationality, but also of minority groups within Geor-
gia. southern ossetia received its institutional form as an autono-
mous jurisdiction for the first time in April 1922. Abkhazia enjoyed 
several years as a union republic before being reintegrated into 
Georgia in the mid 1920s as an autonomous republic. minority- 
political elites evolved around the new political institutions. central 
government support underwrote the epanouissement of minority 
cultures and language. the protection of the centre also provided 
insurance against any recrudescence of nationalism on the part of 
the Georgian majority. the net result was the development of po-
litical nationalism not only among the Georgian majority, but also 
among the two minorities enjoying a degree of political autonomy. 
the impact of this institutionalization of ethnicity is evident in the 
fact that whereas the Georgian government has had few problems 
with the much larger and territorially compact Azeri and Armenian 
minorities, two of the three autonomous territories in Georgia have 
been implicated in civil wars since independence1.

1 the third – Adjara – has been the most stable zone of western Georgia since inde-
pendence. this reflects in part a belief among Georgians that the Adjars are a distinct 
part of their own community, rather than an alien apparition. even here, howev-
er, there were significant problems when the Gamsakhurdia government sought to 
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third is the question of economic development and its effects 
on Georgian identity. the Bolshevik seizure of power was followed 
reasonably rapidly by the more or less complete integration of 
Georgia’s economy into that of the ussr proper. soviet planners 
replaced the reasonably diverse agricultural sector in Georgia with 
a number of cash crop monocultures, notably tea, wine and citrus 
fruit. Although from the soviet perspective, this made sense, given 
the limited capacity to produce semitropical products, it rendered 
Georgia much more dependent on russia for staple foods than it 
had been historically. Georgian industrial development displayed 
similar dependency links. the mining sector produced for factories 
elsewhere in the ussr. the rustavi metallurgical complex relied 
on raw material and energy imports from the rest of the ussr. 
the aviation industry that grew up around tbilisi during and after 
world war ii was completely dependent on factories in other union 
republics for essential spare parts, and completely dependent on 
the soviet military as a monopsonistic consumer. in short, the mo-
dalities of integration of Georgia into the soviet planning structure 
greatly deepened Georgian economic dependence, and provided 
ample fodder for nationalists who argued that the relationship be-
tween Georgia and the union was essentially exploitative.

more basic ally, although in many indices (e.g. housing, medical 
care, education) Georgia did as well as or better than the rest of 
the union, as with many other republics on the southern fringe of 
the ussr (Dannreuther, 1994), the gap between Georgia and rus-
sia widened during the soviet era. in the caucasus as a whole, the 
standard of living, while increasing in the post-stalin era, rose less 
rapidly than that of the union as a whole, owing to disproportion-
ately high rates of population growth. the growth of total fixed cap-
ital in Georgia was the second lowest for any republic in the ussr 
from 1961-75. Georgian per capita GnP was conspicuously lower 
than the national average1. Georgian indices of real income were 

impose central control on the area in 1991. this again threatened the position of 
institutionalized Adjarian elites. interviews in Batumi, August 1992.

1 in 1970, taking the ussr as a whole at 100, Georgia came in at 66.5.
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slightly below the union average1. Average annual wages in Georgia 
also grew more slowly than they did in the union as a whole or in 
Russia2. these results, in other words, provided further economic 
grist for the nationalist mill3.

fourth was the impact of destalinization. Georgian attitudes on 
stalin and stalinism were ambivalent. on the one hand, they too 
suffered at the hands of stalin. on the other, for many Georgians, 
he was “one of theirs”. stalin was frequently credited with the pro-
tection or restoration of Georgian national symbols, as in 1943 when 
he restored the autocephaly of the Georgian orthodox church, ex-
tinguished by the tsars in 1928.

the stalin museum at his birthplace in Gori has operated contin-
uously since the dictator’s death, in stark contrast to the closure of 
all other such institutions honouring stalin during the Khrushchev. 
in the vicinity of Gori, toasts are still drunk to stalin at festive oc-
casions. in the era of destalinization, soviet denigration of stalin 
was symbolically conflated with russian oppression of the Geor-
gian nation.4 the first public manifestation of nationalism occurred 
in Georgia in mid 1956 in student demonstrations in response to 
Khrushchev’s speech at the 20th Party congress. the rapid and vio-
lent suppression of these demonstrations in turn hardened nation-
alist opinion against the centre.

the other point to make about destalinization was institutional. 
the decentralization of power led to increasing control over local 

1 taking 1960 as a base of 100, real income for the ussr as a whole in 1978 was 218.2, 
for russia 224.3, for the ukraine 221.6, for Georgia 216.8.

2 wages in the union as a whole in 1978 averaged 199% of those in 1960, in russia 
202%, and in Georgia 179%.

3 the above figures on the relative standing of Georgia were taken from i.s. koropeckyj, 
“Growth and Productivity”, G. schroeder, “regional living standards”, James Gillula, 
“the Growth and structure of fixed capital”, and oleg zinan, “transcaucasus”, all in 
koropeckyj and schroeder, 1981, in particular pp.95, 122, 124-5, 138, 143, and 412. 
whatever the objective truth, it is none the less clear from interviews with Georgian 
political figures, civil servants, and intellectuals from 1991 to 1994 that the prevailing 
view is that Georgia was continually exploited as a member of the union and that its 
economy was perhaps fatally distorted by soviet economic planning.

4  suny, 1988, pp. 303-334.
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affairs by republican party elites in Georgia as elsewhere in the 
union. this control was used to consolidate Georgian ethnic pri-
macy in the economic and cultural affairs of the republic, often 
at the expense of minority nationalities1. By the early 1970s, the 
emergence of Georgian nationalism was of sufficient concern to the 
central party apparatus that it became one of the principal issues in 
a purge of the Georgian party apparatus, the other being corruption. 
in 1972, upon assuming the post of first secretary of the Georgian 
communist Party, eduard shevardnadze repeatedly attacked mani-
festations of national chauvinism among both the Georgian majority 
and minority populations.

shevardnadze’s centrally inspired attack on the party-econom-
ic elite in Georgia again enhanced Georgian elite resentment of 
soviet power. his assault on nationalist excess had more serious 
proximate results. it culminated in a decision to remove reference 
to Georgian as the sole official language of the republic from the 
Georgian constitution and to give equal status to russian and other 
minority languages. this produced demonstrations in tbilisi in April 
1978. the government reversed its position, reinstating the status 
of the Georgian language, reflecting its awareness of the depth of 
nationalist feeling even in this period of unchallenged soviet power.

the 1970s also witnessed the emergence of organized dissident 
groups in Georgia. its origins lay in concern over the treatment of 
Georgian architectural monuments and over the theft of religious 
artifacts by individuals linked to the mzhavanadze patronage net-
work for sale abroad. in 1974, zviad Gamsakhurdia, merab Kostava 
and others established a human rights Defence Group in tbilisi, and 
following the helsinki Accords, this evolved into a helsinki watch 
committee. As already noted, however, dissidence in the Georgian 
(and other non-russian cases) evinced a substantial nationalist in-
clination with a corresponding deemphasis on principles of liberal 

1 suny (1988, pp. 304-5) illustrates this point by reference to enrollment trends in high-
er education. By 1969-70, Georgians (67% of the population) comprised 82.6% of 
students in higher education. At the other end of the spectrum, Armenians (9.7% of 
the population) made up 3.6% of advanced students.
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democracy. ultimately, the group was suppressed with the arrest of 
Gamsakhurdia and kostava in 1977. its suppression was perceived 
as a soviet effort to deny the national aspirations of the Georgian 
people. the importance of this movement lay in its establishment 
of a political elite that could, in time, serve as an alternative to the 
Party during the later period of reform, about which more will be 
said below.

one final element of the process of de-stalinization and political 
development in the post-stalin era deserves mention. As already 
noted, Georgia was one of the few republics outside central Asia 
in which the proportion of russians in the population as a whole 
declined significantly during the Brezhnev years. this was in part a 
manifestation of the consolidation of authority by Georgian ethnic 
elites during this period and the growing national exclusiveness of 
Georgian society mentioned above. Beyond this, it reflected the rise 
of what russians have come to call bytovoi natsionalizm (everyday 
nationalism) among Georgians. this enhanced the general sense 
of unwelcomeness, if not insecurity, on the part of non-Georgian 
populations, and particularly those (like the russians) not living 
in compact communities. in turn, the gradual homogenization, of 
which everyday nationalism was a part, strengthened the appeal of 
nationalism for society as a whole.

in sum, the soviet era strengthened the ethnic preconditions 
for the emergence of Georgian nationalism in the perestroika era. 
it also increased popular and elite distrust of the cultural intent of 
the soviet center. finally, it provided a set of concrete grievances 
to animate nationalist discourse and witnessed the beginning of 
organized nationalist political activity. yet at the time of Gorbachev’s 
accession to power, there was no broadly based national movement 
in Georgia. the Gorbachev era created one.

C. Perestroika and Georgian Nationalism
three questions need to be addressed in discussing the proxi-

mate causes for the rise of majority and minority ethnic national-
ism in Georgia. why did Georgian political elites seize upon ethnic 
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nationalism as an ideological device? why did minority elites em-
brace a parallel nationalist agenda to challenge that of the Georgian 
majority? why were majority and minority populations receptive 
to these appeals?

At least four factors relevant to the Gorbachev period are use-
ful in answering these questions. with regard to mass receptivity, 
however advantageous or disadvantageous the traditional Georgian 
economic relationship with the center may have been, it is clear 
that the contradictory and fitful effort at economic reform in the 
ussr produced considerable hardship in Georgia, as elsewhere in 
the ussr. increasing economic privation appears to increase mass 
receptivity to revisionist or revolutionary ideologies and to the 
advocacy of collective violence. there were important perceptual 
components to this decline in standards of living. in the first place, 
as elsewhere in the former ussr, Georgians had come to expect a 
low, but guaranteed standard of living. they were unaccustomed 
to economic uncertainties common and accepted in free market 
societies. As a result, they were psychologically unprepared for the 
ambiguities of the reform economy in the ussr. moreover, in Geor-
gia as elsewhere, people were promised rapid improvement in the 
context of economic reform. the economic reform was botched. 
this disappointed expectations and raised the issue of whether the 
center was capable of serious economic change. Given the centrally 
directed character of the soviet economy, the locus of blame was 
clear when things went away. unaccustomed insecurity and disap-
pointed expectations – both attributed to failures in moscow-fa-
vored the politicization of ethnicity.

economic insecurity was only one component of a broader so-
ciopolitical context of uncertainty, confusion, instability, and frus-
tration. this was particularly uncomfortable for people who were 
accustomed to order and stability in their political lives. in such 
uncomfortable conditions, people may be drawn to individuals and 
groups who provide simple and coherent answers. to put it another 
way, they were susceptible to populist demagoguery. such suscep-
tibility was encouraged also by both elite and mass political accul-
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turation under soviet rule. Georgians – and other former soviet 
nationalities – were conditioned to expect single definitive answers 
to political questions and had no experience of the pluralism and 
ambiguity characteristic of democratic politics.

one should also note the dynamic dimension of evolving political 
process and its effect on the Georgian perception of their dilemma. 
the last years of perestroika left many with the impression that 
the union was collapsing. the logical response to this perception 
was to develop one’s own exit option. in this context, nationalist 
assertion at the expense of the center built on its own momentum. 
the farther it went in the union as a whole, the less credible was 
the option of reformation within the union, and hence the more 
intense the momentum toward disintegration.

the nationalist agenda of independence was an attractive option 
in these circumstances. it was credible in terms of the Georgian 
perception of the problem they faced – the ineffectiveness of the 
center in the implementation of serious reform. And it provided a 
simple and comprehensible solution, far more so than the complex, 
tentative, and often contradictory programs of the center.

the attractiveness of the nationalist agenda is related to a fur-
ther factor: the credibility of the coercive power of the center. Just 
as the complex and halfhearted central approach to economic re-
form drew into question the capacity of the union to sustain the 
economic wellbeing of the various communities in the ussr, the 
ambiguous and ineffectual soviet response to national self-assertion 
drew into question the will or the capacity of the center to sustain 
the union. the farther the various republics of the ussr went in 
successfully asserting themselves in the face of opposition from the 
center, the deeper this problem of credibility became. this in turn 
invited still stronger challenges. elites and publics both sensed that 
the emperor had no clothes.

finally, the center was, in the past, quite careful to co-opt in-
digenous national elites through the party and the nomenklatura. 
All other things being equal, such elites, being closely associated 
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with a soviet system, were likely to be discredited by its demise. in 
some instances (as in central Asia and ukraine)1, local elites moved 
sufficiently quickly to limit their vulnerability by seizing components 
of the nationalist agenda. the Georgian party elite, like that in the 
Baltics, failed to do so until rather late in the game. in the context of 
the transition away from monolithic party rule and the incomplete 
formation of the political spectrum (a development which had been 
precluded by the previous emphasis on one-party rule and demo-
cratic centralism), the population, when allowed to choose, chose 
those least tainted, those who had most consistently opposed the 
communist system. 

Perestroika had significant effects on minority elites and popula-
tions as well. As has already been suggested, the autonomous re-
publics of Abkhazia and Adjara and the Autonomous oblast of south 
ossetia were creations of soviet nationality policy, and particularly 
of stalin’s propensity for diluting the cohesion of the union repub-
lics by creating within them subsidiary, jurisdictions along ethnic 
lines. As these jurisdictions were of questionable legitimacy from 
the perspective of titular national elites, they depended for their 
existence on the support of the center. Any weakening of the center 
and of its resolve to control political processes on the periphery was 
threatening to these minority jurisdictions and the elites controlling 
them. the resurgence of titular nationalism was viewed likewise. 
in these circumstances, it was natural that the reemergence of 
Georgian nationalism in the context of the decaying credibility of 
the center would enhance the sense of insecurity among elites in 
the autonomous zones of Georgia and would encourage efforts to 
depart from the republic.

thus far we have accounted for the development of majority 
nationalism directed primarily against russia and for the quickening 
of minority concerns regarding the intentions of the majority. this, 
however, is a long way from an account of the intensity that the 
Georgian independence movement assumed in 1989-90.

1 on this point see Dannreuther, creating new states, p. 16.
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the events of April 1989 in tbilisi provide one additional catalytic 
dimension for the deep radicalization of Georgian politics during 
this period. this disturbance in tbilisi – and its suppression by the 
soviet army, with some thirty deaths and numerous injuries owing 
to the use of chemical agents – joined the pantheon of episodes 
of Georgian victimization. there is substantial evidence that the 
demonstration was constructed in such a way as to induce a vio-
lent response on the part of the authorities in the hope that this 
would galvanize popular support behind the nationalist movement’s 
striving for independence. this is, in fact, exactly what happened. 
the events were quickly mythologized in Georgian nationalist dis-
course1.

the event was particularly strongly felt because of the political 
context in which it occurred. it was a period of unambiguous po-
litical liberalization in soviet society. this liberalization appeared to 
enjoy the support of the central hierarchy itself. the suppression 
in tbilisi was not what people expected from such a leadership 
at such a time. there was a dissonance between the articulated 
commitment to reform and pluralism and the reality of blood in 
the streets. this further confused and embittered the populace.

the response of the center to the event was also deeply frus-
trating and offending. responsibility was denied by Gorbachev, who 
disclaimed knowledge and said that the commander exceeded his 
instructions. the commander claimed that he had acted within his 
instructions. when complaints about his conduct surfaced in the 
supreme soviet, he was vocally supported by large numbers of 
russian deputies. the impression from the television footage of 
the debate on the subject was that a large portion of the russian 
deputies felt that the Georgians deserved what they got. no sig-
nificant disciplinary action was taken against General Rodionov or 

1 see, for example, Givi Pantsuria, ludmilla esvandzhia, eka eliava, and roland Dzhal-
agania, Deviatoe Aprelya: Dokumental’nye svidetel’stva o tragicheskikh sobytiakh v 
tbilisi (April 9: Documentary evidence of tragic events in tbilisi) (tbilisi: izdatel’stvo 
merani, 1990).
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his subordinates. indeed, rodionov subsequently became russian 
defense minister. no apology was forthcoming.

the effect on Georgian perceptions of the center is clear. the 
political process in moscow was thoroughly delegitimized. the lack 
of meaningful response caused the Georgians to internalize the ex-
perience and the sense of humiliation and powerlessness associated 
with it. Although the principal villain in the piece was moscow, 
and the principal impetus to Georgian nationalism from the event 
was anti-russian, it had spillover effects with consequences for civil 
peace in Georgia. one saw in the subsequent year an accelera-
tion of efforts at “purification” of Georgia, a growing intolerance 
of non-Georgian minorities, and an increasing sense of Georgia for 
the Georgians.

to summarize, the politicization of both minority and majority 
ethnicity in Georgia was a result of social, political, and cultural 
changes rooted in the soviet era. more proximately, it reflects the 
impact of perestroika on both elite and mass politics during the 
Gorbachev time. finally, the dysfunctional soviet response to mass 
political activity in Georgia in April 1989 – and the manipulation 
of these events by the Georgian nationalist movement – deeply 
radicalized the political agenda among the titular population, with 
grave consequences not only for Georgian attitudes toward reform 
of Georgia’s relations with the center, but also for majority-minority 
relations within the republic itself.

D. Independence 
the chronological development of ethnic conflict in south osse-

tia and in Abkhazia has been addressed above. it suffices to note 
here two points. first is the essential role that the Gamsakhur-
dia Government played in the initiation of open conflict in south 
ossetia and, indirectly, in Abkhazia. Gamsakhurdia came to power 
committed to a policy of ethnic Georgian primacy in the republic. 
the isolation of his government from the international community, 
a product of the latter’s concern about minority rights, contributed 
to the atmosphere of extremism. this was intrinsically threatening 
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to minority elites. however, specific policies of the government also 
played a role in the exacerbation of tension. the appointment of 
prefects for the regions of Georgia was perceived as an explicit 
challenge to the authority of minority jurisdictions. the situation 
was not improved by efforts to reconsecrate mosques as orthodox 
churches in western Georgia.

the policy adopted by the government toward the activities of 
the south ossetian autonomous oblast at the end of 1990 was 
foolishly confrontational. the attacks on osset populations outside 
the south ossetian oblast caused massive flight and, although these 
attacks may not have been inspired by the government, they were 
certainly not prevented. the renewal of Georgian assaults on tskh-
invali after the return of shevardnadze in the spring of 1992 spoiled 
what might otherwise have been a promising opportunity for a 
negotiated resolution of the conflict.

the latter point invites a related observation. Georgians account 
for the renewal of attacks on tskhinvali in the spring of 1992 in terms 
of the weakness of the chain of command after the coup and return 
of shevardnadze. it was the latter’s incomplete control over the 
levers of power that allowed local commanders to steal the initia-
tive1. this problem recurred elsewhere. the initiation of hostilities 
in Abkhazia was reportedly the result of a deliberate violation of 
state policy by one of shevardnadze’s principal subordinates, tengiz 
kitovani. in none of these instances were the perpetrators of these 
actions effectively disciplined. in short, the weakness of central au-
thority under shevardnadze and the autonomy enjoyed by other 
actors – both in government and at the operational level in affected 
theaters – were major factors in explaining both the initiation of 
hostilities (in Abkhazia) and their continuation (in south ossetia).

loose control and lax discipline also played a role at lower levels. 
the excesses of the Georgian campaign in mingrelia in the sum-
mer of 1992, for example, resulted from incomplete government 

1 this explanation is rejected by officials in south ossetia. interviews with southern 
osset information ministry officials and supreme soviet deputies in August 1992.
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control of paramilitaries and the manifest inhumanity and corrup-
tion of their personnel in the field. the campaign of looting, rape, 
torture, and murder mounted by “mkhedrioni” in the region did 
much to poison relations between mingrelia and the rest of Georgia. 
Georgian forces behaved similarly upon their entry into Abkhazia in 
the summer of 19921. one sympathizes in this context with Aslan 
Abashidze’s view that the only way he managed to keep the lid on 
in Adjara was to keep government forces out2. 

the mention of incomplete government control over forces in 
the field brings us to the second point – the role of russia in pro-
voking and sustaining ethnic conflict in the republic. it is facile to 
accept the position frequently articulated in Georgia that the civ-
il conflicts in the republic are the result of foreign (i.e., russian) 
meddling rather than internal conditions. however, just as it is not 
possible to explain the development of nationalism in post-soviet 
Georgia without reference to the politically and socially distorting 
effects of soviet rule, so it is hard to account fully for the course 
of ethnic conflict in the country without reference to russia’s role.

this issue has both permissive and proactive aspects. in the for-
mer category, one should note the obvious inability or unwilling-
ness of russian authorities to control their own borders and the 
behavior of their own citizens. insurrection in south ossetia was 
possible because of the uncontrolled border between this region 
and its northern neighbor – a situation that allowed reasonably free 
movement of both materiel and volunteers into the conflict zone. 
likewise, in Abkhazia, resistance to central authorities was mount-
ed with ample assistance of cossack and chechen volunteers, who 
crossed freely from the north caucasus. Arguably, these permissive 

1 for a concise description of the behavior of Georgian military, paramilitary, and civil-
ian personnel toward non-Georgians in Abkhazia after their entry, see chervonnaya, 
Abkhazia, pp. 149-150.

2 interviews in Batumi, 1992. when i asked a Georgian taxi driver in 1993 whether he 
felt that conflict would spread to Adjara, he responded that of course it would. After 
all, it was the only place in the country where there was anything left to steal.
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factors were the result of the collapse of russian authority in the 
region, rather than any deliberate design.

it is reasonably clear in the case of Abkhazia that insurgents 
benefited from substantial supplies of russian heavy weaponry. it 
is difficult to account otherwise for the appearance of an Abkhaz 
air force in the skies over sukhumi in the spring of 1993, or for the 
plenitude of heavy weapons deployed by the Abkhaz in the last 
weeks of their push against sukhumi. here too this may have been 
the result not of russian government policy, but of the actions of 
specific groups in russia with access to or control over military 
resources, and willing either to sell them to the Abkhaz or to use 
them as an instrument in an effort to punish Georgia for its early 
rejection of soviet rule or to reclaim this desirable piece of real es-
tate, or both1. Alternatively, much of it may have been the result of 
illegal arms sales or transfers by local russian commanders seeking 
either to line their pockets or to feed their troops at a time when 
the logistical chain back to russia was not operating.

certain components of the Abkhaz story, however, cause one to 
push the interpretation farther. After the cease-fire accord of July 
1993, russian military observers were introduced into the zone of 
conflict to monitor both sides’ implementation of the accord. to 
judge from the outcome of the renewed offensive in september 
1993, they did a much better job of monitoring Georgian compli-
ance than they did of Abkhaz. moreover, they signed on as a guar-
antor of the cease-fire, and yet did nothing as the Abkhaz took the 

1 in the post-soviet context, control over Abkhazia would have roughly doubled the 
russian coastline on the Black sea at a time when the status of the major former 
soviet naval bases in the region (those in ukraine) was in doubt. there were identi-
fiable factions in both the russian parliament and in the defense ministry who were 
publicly sympathetic to Abkhaz aspirations. chervonnaya concludes an extensive 
analysis of the causes of the Abkhaz conflict with the more ambitious assertion that 
its most important proximate cause was interference and manipulation by operatives 
of the kGB seeking to neutralize Georgia’s drive toward independence by stimulating 
internal conflict. According to chervonnaya, their behavior changed little subsequent 
to the collapse of the union, the adjusted intention being to “punish disobedient col-
onies and to return them to the imperial system”. chervonnaya, Abkhazia 1992, pp. 
150-151.
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offensive and then cleansed the area of its Georgian population. in 
so doing, they created a situation in which Georgia had no choice 
but to capitulate to russian pressure that they join the cis and legit-
imize the stationing of russian forces on Georgian soil, not only as 
peacekeepers, but in permanent bases1. the evidence is admittedly 
circumstantial, but it points strongly to a deliberate russian policy 
of destabilization aimed at a restoration of Georgian dependence 
and russian influence. independent observers, including russian 
ones2, generally accept that it was a matter of russian state policy 
to manipulate Georgia’s ethnic conflicts in order to restore Georgia 
to the fold, and as part of a broader effort to reestablish primacy 
in the former soviet region.3 

1 A russian-Georgian agreement on military cooperation, including provision for twen-
ty-five-year leases on four russian bases in Georgia, was initialed in march 1995. the 
agreement was finalized in 1994-95. it still awaits ratification by the Georgian parlia-
ment, the delay resulting from what Georgians see as a russian failure to deliver on 
their promise to assist in the reestablishment of jurisdiction over its territory. more 
recently, the fate of the agreement has become entangled in the dispute between 
Georgia over extension of the cisPkf mandate mentioned above. it is noteworthy 
that some six years later at the istanbul summit of the organization for cooperation 
and security in europe, the two countries signed an agreement on the withdrawal of 
russian troops from several of Georgia’s bases.

2 see chervonnaya, Abkhazia 1992.
3  editor’s note: the article “ethnic conflicts in Georgia” was originally written in 1995. the au-

thors of the paper were George khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, international centre on conflict 
and negotiation, tbilisi and s. neil macfarlane, Queen’s university. the work was based on the 
field work and interviews conducted in Georgia during 1993-1994 years. later, in 2002 the orig-
inal article was re-edited and published in the “ethnic conflict, religion, identity, and Politics”, 
2002, ed. s.A.Giannokos. we are publishing the initial, original version of the work based on 
the original source kept in the archive of the international center on conflict and negotiation 
(ICCn). 
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tHe post-soViet legacY

the soviet legacy which has resulted in deeply rooted irrational 
mind-style of most of post-soviet communities (with the excep-
tion of distinctly european-styled Baltics, and distinctly Asian-styled 
central Asians) dychotomizes the main transition problem to the 
two traditional questions of russian populist intellectualism: who 
is to blame for all, and what is to be done (once and for all). the 
answer to the first question was found pretty quickly. towards the 
end of perestroika that has questioned seven decades of the soviet 
rule, lenin and stalin looked like the sole malefactors. it took only 
a few more years for many to reverse their decision of who was to 
blame for all e calamities that have followed the modern revolu-
tion: mikhail Gorbachev, of course, who has liberalized (and thus, 
destabilized) the regime, opened the way for the former dissidents 
to stir up masses of people, fostered collapse of the empire, and 
let go of eastern europe.

1 9 9 5
By George Khutsishvili, Ph,D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia, July, 1995.

George Khutsishvili
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the crisis and unclear prospect are pushing towards a retro-
grade answer to the second sacramental question (“what is to be 
done?”): thus, a visible revival of communist and socialist parties, 
and a nostalgia for the soviet life-style with its low prices and a 
minimum of social guarantees. unexpectedly, Georgia in 1995 elec-
tions faces the same problem as russia: clearest communists versus 
obscure freemarketists, against the background of disappointed and 
nihilistic masses of voters. stuff like national idea or even national 
primacy can no more impress or direct people minds and their 
decision-making process.

it is impossible to explain the powerful rise, and subsequent fail 
of nationalist movements in the pre-disintegrated union that have 
mostly shaped the post-soviet reality outside russia, unless we ac-
cept that they had covertly and tacitly developed during the whole 
soviet era. As soon as the people suddenly saw the collapsibility 
of the regime, the earlier conformist, neutral and loyal majority in 
the national communities had immediately took to the identity-en-
hancing nationalist philosophy and assumed their new role in the 
general process of demolition of the empire.

But as soon as a growing isolationism of the new nationalist 
leaders in the republics had aggravated old and created new so-
cio-economic problems causing hardships for the population, the 
sane majority had allowed the opposition to remove much reveres 
arc worshipped nationalist leaders in favor of the former communist 
rulers: this has happened in a civilized form in lithuania, and in a 
harsher form in Georgia and Azerbaijan. the only striking count-
er-example is chechnya. Practically speaking, it is not the point how 
nationalistic post-soviet societies really are, but how demoralized 
and disintegrated they are and how unpredictably they may turn 
towards making extreme zigzags their political likes and dislikes.

coulD iT All DeveloP DiffereNTly?

And yet, could the process of obtaining independence by the 
former soviet republics be more successful politically and less di-
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sastrous by its outcomes for the people? As it turns out, ethnic 
nationalism was the only force on the political palette of both the 
Baltics and the caucasus (the foremost regions in their anti-soviet-
ism; only the Baltics were more fortunate with the west’s commit-
ment to back them up) which politically active sections of society 
had dignified. totalitarian rule could produce nothing recognizable 
but its own disguised and distorted reflections in the social con-
sciousness. Democratically minded and oriented movements and 
parties in the republics had lacked the fervor and rancor to meet 
the mass expectations. their revival and takeover, however essential 
for the caucasus’ future, may take decades in this tormented piece 
of land on the globe.

fAceTs of coNflicT iN GeorGiA

republic of Georgia, looking like a tiny spot on the post-soviet 
political map, had repeatedly attracted international attention due 
to two circumstances: almost permanent turmoil since the disinte-
gration of the soviet union, and the leadership of former soviet for-
eign minister and mikhail Gorbachev’s principal confederate fduard 
shevardnadze (with a year-long period of bizarre ethno-nationalist 
rule of zviad Gamsakhurdia in between).

it would be unfare not to notice a visible stabilization in Georgia 
after it has entered cis, accepted russian military presence and the 
political supervision of the country. yet, in view of the unsolved 
problems of breakaway regions like Abkhazia and south ossetia, 
and growing tension in southern Armenian populated settlements, 
this may just be the lull before the storm. At the first visible signs 
that Abkhazia and south ossetia might move towards acception 
of Georgian jurisdiction, the existing inter-ethnic tension in south-
ern-Georgian ninotsminda (bordering Armenia) and Akhalkalaki 
(bordering turkey) regions may be easily manipulated into a full-
scale violent conflict.

the ruined Georgian economy has been no less a factor of frus-
tration in society. even now foreign investments remain a remote 
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prospect. the whole annual budget of Georgia (as of 1995) is two 
hundred million dollars (more than half of it patched up by the 
western humanitarian aid), and the debt to turkmenistan alone for 
the natural gas supply (cut almost completely in December 1994) 
exceeds five hundred million dollars. more than 50% of enterprises 
are still at a halt.

the economic dimension includes the gap between standards of 
living in town and in country. tbilisi is usually terribly overcrowded 
in winter when the city has to host nearly 90% of the entire popula-
tion of Georgia. in addition to these “seasonal economic refugees”, 
real refugees are also more and more inclined to settle in tbilisi 
that gives more options to succeed, not just survive. since Georgia 
turned into one of the major seller’s markets for turkish goods that 
become stale or are expiring, more and more Georgians (especially 
younger ones) prefer to get involved in semilegal trade/smuggle 
operations rather than pursue traditionally respected occupations.

People are gradually getting used to the existence of breakaway 
territories. Artificial, emotionally charged politicization of the Geor-
gian society in Gamsakhurdia times has swung to another extreme: 
Georgians now appear mostly apolitical, right to the rising suspi-
cions that the next elections (most crucial for the country’s future) 
may fail. individualism, always typical in Georgians, has acquired a 
tint of indifference. People have adapted to the new realities. some 
of those who used to mourn the times when they suntanned on 
the Abkhazia beaches, now enjoy themselves in places like Antalia 
(turkish mediterranean resort), while the poorer people suffice with 
less costly pleasures.

yet, if you ask “a man in the street” in Georgia what is the num-
ber one problem to be settled before the country can recover, you 
will most probably hear Abkhazia, not the economy mentioned.

the protracted conflict with the secessionist leadership of 
self-proclaimed republic of Abkhazia has been marked with a re-
markable degree of ethnic hatred in Abkhazians (c. 80,000 before 
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the crisis) against Georgians which does not decline even after c. 
250,000 ethnic Georgians have been expelled from Abkhazia.

there has been an animated discussion in the parliament and 
government, in the media and at the community level in Georgia 
on the possibility of federalist solution to the territorial integrity 
problem. the Georgian society proved generally unprepared for 
multiculturalist and federalist approaches to the problem: although 
there have not been credible polls on the subject, most people 
see federalism as the way to disintegrate the country through le-
galization and encouragement of the minority claims for growing 
autonomization and, prospectively, secession. the underlying fears 
of the Georgian population pertain to the expected long-term insta-
bility and weakness of the state structures, their inability to secure 
state borders and law enforcement in minority populated areas, 
to regulate inter-ethnic relations, and to provide a strong foreign 
policy. in view of the situation in the conflict zones and given the 
same fears, a unitary model of state still looks to most people like 
a consolidating solution, which clearly shows how fragmented and 
inconsistent is the social consciousness in Georgia.

there is an evident difference between the Abkhazian and 
south-ossetian problems: one represents a legal deadlock compli-
cated by a considerable intolerance and possible renewal of the 
armed clashes, while the other conflict looks fatigued and ripe for 
conciliatory efforts. solution to the Abkhazian problem is mainly 
hindered by the non-compromising position of Abkhaz leadership, 
while a major obstacle to the solution of ossetian one is the fear 
on Georgian side before the consequences of restoration of the 
abolished oblast.

the recently adopted Georgian constitution vaguely defines 
the question of administrative-territorial structure of the country: 
an obvious retreat before the common opinion in view of the ap-
proaching elections. At the same time, shevardnadze had to take 
tougher tone when talking about the breakaway Abkhazia, and 
about the acceptable means of getting it back into the Georgian 
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state. A discouraging moment is that people grow frustrated as they 
fail to see a realistic way to a constructive solution.

A KeyNoTe ProBlem

it is a general tendency in collapsing empires that ethnic groups 
get a renewed impulse for independence and self-realization. mutu-
al consistency of the principles of self-determination of the nations, 
and of inviolability of the existing international borders has risen to 
a global problem since the decline of the ussr started in late ‘80s.

eduard shevardnadze has repeatedly remarked that the destiny 
of Georgia was being decided in Abkhazia, and he is right. this an-
cient and fertile land had for centuries hosted various ethnic groups, 
of which Abkhazs and Georgians have both been indigenous ones. 
the traditionally tolerant relations (proven by numerous mixed mar-
riages) hid at the same time a sparkle of fire that in a few last years 
managed to incite in Abkhazs an incredible degree of anti-Georgian 
hatred, comparable to the sentiments manifest in Bosnia (a decisive 
role in provoking this process was played by the nationalist “Georgia 
for Georgians” hysteria launched by the zviadists).

russian factor played the most important role among the exter-
nal influences. retrograde forces in russia have concentrated on 
fostering the pro-communist secessionist leadership of this break-
away Black sea province, not least in view of the complicated re-
lationships with ukraine. the prospect of losing control over large 
portions of the Black sea coast, along with the strategic seaports, 
traditional lifelines to the caucasian and central-Asian republics, 
was materializing at the stormy sessions of ukrainian and Georgian 
parliaments. here we come to the point where the legal aspect has 
played a dubious role in development of the problem.

the whole Georgian-Abkhazian conflict is tied up to a remark-
able legal situation, maybe an unprecedented one, which can be 
qualified as “the Abkhazian Paradox”. in the multiethnic Autono-
mous republic of Abkhazia which was in 1992-1993 fighting for 
independence from the multiethnic republic of Georgia, Abkhazs 
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made roughly 17% of the whole population, while Georgians were 
46%, along with other considerable ethnic groups, like russians, Ar-
menians or Greeks, present in the area. in case of open and demo-
cratic elections Abkhaz were not guaranteed to make majority in the 
local parliament and other ruling bodies. to mitigate the growing 
conflict, Gamsakhurdia’s government insured by special decree the 
Abkhaz majority in the parliament of Abkhazia, regardless of the 
outcome of elections. even that did not seem sufficient to vladislav 
Ardzinba’s pro-communist ruling group. the answer was found in 
ensuring the Abkhaz ethnic majority in Abkhazia by ethnic cleansing 
and forceable displacement of people.

the Abkhaz elite likes to stress that they have been fighting for 
the recognition of their national identity as distinct from Georgian. 
there is a growing understanding in Georgian society that Abkha-
zians should be treated as ethnically distinct from Georgians. what 
is hardly believable is that the sense of historical belonging or iden-
tity could foster violence towards and intolerance of a neighboring 
nation. it looks more like a fear of responsibility or of loss of profits, 
or the ingroup obligations that might create this phenomenon. And 
even this cannot possibly explain all.

in order to theoretically ground and back up their fight for inde-
pendence, the Abkhaz ideologists have created a popular version of 
the history of the region, and of the Georgian/Abkhaz relationships 
in the past century, according to which Georgians had methodically 
suppressed and assimilated the Abkhaz ethnos until it became a mi-
nority on its own land. stalin and, particularly, Beria were accused, 
usually in unsubstantiated manner, of deliberately enforcing various 
forms of assimilation like mixed marriages or change of the last 
name, right to the deportation of Abkhazs that would finally lead 
to the mono-ethnical Georgian Abkhazia or, at least, Georgians’ full 
domination in Abkhazia. it is widely known, at the same time, and 
has not been subject to dispute in any serious sources, that stalin 
and Beria made no privileges for their native Georgia. they were 
most active in promoting the russian-styled internationalism and 
in physically exterminating nationalist intelligentsia in all republics 
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(according to the leninist doctrine, nations were doomed to die off 
anyway, yelding place to “more progressive” super-ethnic entities, 
and it would make no sense to see stalin as consciously preparing 
ground for yeltsin).

The BurDeN of TrADiTioN

Geopolitical, historical and cultural background of the caucasus 
gave rise to ethnic psychologies that prevent people from building 
a sore or less adequate self-concept and self-image. this should 
inevitably have aggravated conflict perception in these peoples, and 
thus, conflict settlement too. each side tends to see themselves as 
more tolerant than the other, despite their alleged right (reference 
made to history) to deside inter-ethnic problems unilaterally.

the whole post-soviet transition, and especially the war in 
chechnya have highlighted distinctive features of all the cauca-
sus-type conflicts: mythologized national ambition of most of the 
caucasus peoples (David vs Goliath syndrome) degenerating into 
self-victimization, combined with the acute sense of autonomy de-
generating into an ethnic based isoiationism. the fears of forced 
re-integration that have lessened with the growth of frustration, 
weariness and the centrifugal tendencies within russia itself, are 
on the rise again.

Along with the inevitable post-totalitarian transition problems, 
this includes the role of ethnic psychologies and national cultures, 
especially traditions like the caucasus code of dignity. without this 
analysis, the chechen perseverance in war can be easily explained 
away as a fundamentalist fanaticism, and their struggle would 
look like just a senseless and counter productive rebellion. how-
ever, many in the west seem to believe in the russian version of 
the situation in north caucasus, according to which russia in the 
chechen crisis acts as a civilizational shield against the advancing 
muslim fundamentalism.

on the other hand, conflicts in the caucasus cannot be under-
stood if we do not consider them within the framework of global 
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tendencies that strongly showed in recent decades. ubiquitous at-
tributes of today’s major pattern of instability and insecurity in the 
world include:

(i) Decisive role of the issue of ethnicity in regional conflicts, 
emergence and growth of inter-ethnic barriers;

(ii) spontaneous and uncontrollable growth of violence in all the 
conflicts related to the ethnic issues;

(iii) self-reproduction of the patterns of instability and violence 
in seemingly inexplicable sequence and way, their chain-reaction 
development;

(iv) fragmentation of reality and general failure of basic natural/
traditional deterrents in dealing with inter-ethnic violence.

caucasia represents a unique example of internalized ci vilizatior.
al fault-line, to use samuel huntington’s terminology. in order to un-
derstand motivation, constituent and fostering factors and rigidity 
of ethnic hatred in the Abkhaz, self-isolationism in chechens, and 
self-victimization throughout caucasia, the caucasus phenomenon 
should be investigated on the basis of systems approach, as a unique 
yet highly instructive subset of socio-cultural conditions.

the traditional ethnic clashes and wars of previous ages took 
place in relevant environments, and the roots of their violence were 
at least understandable within the framework of relevant scales 
of values. modern ethnic violence is taking place in an a new and 
different cultural environment which regards them as intolerable. 
yet any efforts to penetrate into the internal mechanisms of ethnic 
violence and hatred-forming process have so far proven fruitless.

what would happen if this process is just left unattended? can 
it not remain localized within the territories and nations unable 
to manage it towards a peaceful solution and, therefore, have to 
go through the bloodiest scenarios to finally survive or perish? is 
all this, after all, really dangerous for the future of the rest of the 
world? the obvious yet insufficient answer would be that too many 
of the existing regional conflicts in the world which have already 
claimed tens of thousands of lives and produced millions of refugees 
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and forcibly displaced persons (over a million in the republic of 
Azerbaijan alone!) have rapidly internationalized, creating security 
problems far beyond their original borders.

russiA’s iDeNTiTy ProBlem iN The cAucAsiAN coNTeXT

the west’s attention has been so far preoccupied by supporting 
and speeding up the conversion of russian military nuclear indus-
try. however, the major conversion for post-soviet russia is the 
conversion from ideologically substantiated role of a supervisor of 
other nations (and, prospectively, the whole world) to that of a 
rising nation-state. other newly independent, or newly liberated 
states of the former u.s.s.r. are subject to the same process, and 
everywhere the problem of identity that seemed to have been 
a priori solved, turns out to be the most painful. for russia it is 
twice as painful, as it really boils down to the problem of “paternity 
identification”: do russians want to see themselves as descending 
from ivan the terrible, Peter the Great, or lenin-stalin (the latter 
inseparable in what they have accomplished as one political self).

Disruption in the russian identity was planted by the Bolsheviks 
at the dawn of soviet era. it was maintained with help of compen-
satory references to the global mission of soviet russia as opening 
the new era, its “international duty” of a pioneer of socialism in 
the world, the ever besieged and endangered bastion of “peace and 
friendship between nations”. Psychologically, this was the further 
exploitation of the fatalistic patterns of martyrdom rooted deeply 
in the traditions of the russian messianism.

Due to one of the paradoxical effects of the soviet regime he 
russians have developed an inclusive and dynamic understanding 
of their own national identity, open for anyone ready to merge in 
it. the proviso was the russian orientation in language/culture/
self-perception combined with the compliance with expansively un-
derstood great statehood (derzhava) under the “elder brother’s” 
guidance. from this viewpoint not only slavic and orthodox ukrai-
nians or Byelorussians, but also much more remote Abkhazs and 
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yakuts were viewed as potential russians, naturally and consciously 
maturing into the “elder-brotherhood”. Among more complicated 
cases were Georgians and the Baltics, but it seemed only a matter 
of time for them to merge in the same powerful stream.

the major reward for everyone complying with the system was 
freedom from responsibility transferred automatically to the state 
(one of the most characteristic features of totalitarian mentality). 
the collapse of the soviet empire has put every element of the vast 
social structure before the necessity to make unbacked-up deci-
sions, develop consistency and assume responsibility for their own 
actions. But flexibility in mentality has survived in all post-soviet 
communities and organizations, and could not avoid the sphere -of 
politics. one of the advantages of post-soviet russian policy-mak-
ing is a skillful de-authorization of dubious actions, as it happened 
in conflict-stricken areas of Georgia, moldova, Azerbaijan, or more 
recently, in Bosnia. Accordingly, it has delayed and complicated the 
international reaction to russia’s expansive strategies and mainte-
nance of intensity in ethnopolitical conflicts via alternate covert sup-
port of the conflicting parties (like it was evident in nagorno-kara-
bakh).

in case of russia you never really know who you are appealing 
to or protesting against, and who or how is going to react. the 
wide-spread and, largely, escapist pattern of thinking in the west 
has been successful in creating a binary approach to the post-soviet 
russia: there are reformist democrats led by Boris yeltsin, and there 
is also a broad anti-yeltsin and anti- reformist opposition forming the 
pro-communist and (lately) national-patriotic coalition. the former 
party is often identified with the democratically oriented post-soviet 
russian statehood, in which any negative disruptions are attributed 
to the activities of the latter party. At the same time, in the russian 
society we see a profound devaluation of the domestic idea of de-
mocracy, and hardly any political figure is perceived as democratic 
or uncorrupted. this moral crisis is likely to be resolved only in 
the rise of “a new russian imperialism” based on nationalism and 
great-power chauvinism.
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too much of the discrepancy in russian “near” and “faraway” 
foreign strategies is usually explained away in the west as result-
ing from the lack of control of the yeltsin administration over the 
parliament, government, the military, economy, political parties, 
whatever. But how can the actions be explained so obviously con-
tradicting, and so detrimental to the normally understood strategic 
goals and national interests of the country, like the war in chechnya, 
or an open confrontation with nAto in understanding the european 
security concept?

russiAN fAcTor: chANces of sTABilizATioN

realistic assessment of russia’s chances to stabilize in its demo-
cratic orientation can be gleaned from the analysis of russia’s cur-
rent strategies towards the newly independent states, especially the 
transcaucasus countries. this analysis has already shown:

1. relative democratic stabilization and progress in market econ-
omy reforms in russia during 1994 became largely possible due to 
the pressure from G-7 and its global financial institutions. Getting 
credits from the west necessary to overcome the economic cri-
sis was directly linked with creating image of russia in the whole 
world as a country committed to democratic transition, oriented 
towards peaceful resolution of conflicts, willing and able to provide 
assistance and secure peacekeeping and rescue operations in the 
countries of so-called “near abroad”.

2. At the same time russia revealed its strategic goals in the 
“near abroad” and former communist eastern europe by reluctance 
to admit its involvement in the Abkhazia conflict, and to adequately 
qualify the outcomes of this conflict.

3. there is an overwhelming evidence indicating manipulation of 
the factors involved in the structure and development of ethnic and 
political conflicts in Georgia, moldova and Azerbaijan, manifest in 
all major ethnopolitical conflicts in fsu, and features distinguishing 
them from conflicts outside fsu (cf. svetlana chervonnaya’s book 
- Abkhazia: Postkommunisticheskaya Vandeya, recently translated 
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into english and published in london as Conflict in the Caucasus). 
self-sustainability of conflict has been achieved in the Azeri-Arme-
nian dispute over nagorno-karabakh, in the breakaway regions of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia in Georgia, trans-Dniester in moldova, 
crimea in ukraine, purposefully hindering consolidation, economic 
and political stabilization of non-russian post-communist states.

4. conspiratorial mindsets, implanted in mass psychology by the 
soviet ideology and propaganda, are fostered and strengthened in 
the post-soviet space. they are purposefully exploited by nationalist 
movements and new political leaders of seemingly incompatible 
orientations, contributing to the general feeling of insecurity and 
latent unrest.

5. Democratic stablilization of the entire post-communist space 
depends on purposeful and consistent efforts from international 
community combined with progressive forces in russia and the rest 
of fsu in order to ensure their stable movement towards open and 
civic society, inter-ethnic tolerance and economic rise.
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it is nearly a thousand years since Georgia’s leg endary king David 
the Builder first united bickering princedoms under one rule. 

eduard shevardnadze, who is a strong favourite to win the rec-
reated post of president in the mountainous republic’s nov ember 
5 election, faces a similar task.

shevardnadze’s government, in which as chairman of the rul ing 
council lie is already effectively the head of state, has no control 
over the two separatist regions which make up about a fifth of the 
former soviet repub lic’s territory.

By far the most serious prob lem born in Georgia’s four years 
of independence is in the Black sea province of Abkha zia where 
separatist fighters drove out government troops in 1993 after a 
year-long-war in which thousands of people were killed. 

“it will be very difficult for shevardnadze to solve this problem no 
matter what he does. right now things have reached a dead end”, 

1 9 9 5
The Interview with George Khutsishvili by Lawrence Sheets, Reuter 

Tbilisi, published in Eastern Express, Singapore Daily Newspaper, 1st 

of November, 1995.

Interview with George Khutsishvili
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George khutsishvili, the director of Georgia’s international centre 
on conflict and negotiation, said.

khutsishvili said that for shevardnadze, 66, to secure a positive 
place in Georgian his tory, he needs to get back Abkhazia, which he 
is widely blamed for losing.

the setback was the big gest for the white-haired lean er in his 
10-year political ca reer. he had gone to the region to rally his sol-
diers in the face of a lightning assault by the rebels on the regional 
capital, sukhumi.

the charred council of min isters building still stands in the centre 
of the once care-free resort town, testament to his forces’ futile 
last stand. shev ardnadze escaped, although his plane was fired on 
by rebels as he fled.

it is widely accepted that the minority Abkhaz received arms and 
training from russia at a time when shevardnadze’s relations with 
moscow were at allow ebb.

Although shevardnadze agreed to accept russian military bases 
in exchange for help in reasserting control over the province, com-
munist and na tionalist groups in moscow lend to sympathise with 
the Abkhaz.

“the Abkhaz would have little reason to find common ground 
with Georgia if the communists are in power in moscow”, khutsish-
vili said. russia’s communist Party is a front-runner in December 
parliamentary elections.

russia has proven a less than reliable ally on other fronts.
it has not produced the for mer security chief, igor Gior gadze, 

who is hiding in rus sia and wanted by Georgia for allegedly mas-
terminding a bomb attack on shevard nadze on August 29. shevard-
nadze escaped with facial cuts.

Georgian officials say Gior gadze, a 20-year veteran of the soviet 
kGB police, was acting on the orders of highly-placed hardliners in 
russia who hale shevardnadze for playing a key role in dismantling 
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the soviet empire and want to see a pro-moscow puppet regime 
in his place. 

“it is doubtful that the rus sians will ever hand over Giorgadze. 
relations will continue to be complicated because shevardnadze 
is still seen in moscow as being too oriented towards the west,’’ 
khutsish vili said.

shevardnadze faces another separatist problem in south ossetia, 
a northern region of 75,000 whose ethnic minority want in unite 
with kinfolk in russia’s republic of north ossetia.

the conflict, which claimed 1,000 lives in 1991-92, has late ly 
shown signs of being resolved.

for the ossetians to agree to become part of Georgia again, 
shevardnadze, might have to grant the region the status of an au-
tonomous republic, which would anger nationalists in tbilisi.

to add to his woes, she vardnadze has to deal with an autono-
mous government in the mostly muslim southwest region of Adjara 
which has cordial relations with tbilisi but pays little heed to its 
laws or directives.

Along Georgia’s southern border the other potential points with 
local Armenian and Azeri populations.
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GeoRGIA

The GeorGiAN fAulT liNe

the Georgian case is remarkable among post-soviet states, for 
even in the soviet times this nation was perceived among the union 
republics least affected by the official ideology and its imposed worl-
dview. Georgia, along with the Baltic nations, is known to have 
pioneered demolition of the empire. Also, Georgians’ cultural image 
had always been perceived in the ussr as more sophisticated than 
that of, say, soviet central-Asians. however, in some sinuous way 
this must have also caused the Georgian way to independence to 
turn out immeasurably more painful and complicated than that of 
the Baltics, and Georgians have been facing a severest intra-ethnic 
conflict central-Asian nations would never dream of. to a large ex-
tent, this may be clarified by taking into consideration both general 
tendencies of classic and modern nationalism (Gellner 1987; Green-

1 9 9 5
George Khutsishvili

By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 1995.
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feld 1992), and the specificities of Georgian post-soviet nationalism 
(khutsishvili & macfarlane 1995). 

the existing unrecoverable incompatibility between large sec-
tions of Georgian society suggests of existence of the myth (leg-
end) and the Plot (conspiracy), the archetype-based collective un-
conscious images determining the existing self vs other in most 
Georgians. from mid 1994 the nation is slowly recovering after 
two powerful swings of post-soviet political pendulum: outwards 
to the extreme nationalist rule of zviad Gamsakhurdia (1990-91), 
with post-nationalist pseudo-parliamentarist rule (1992-93) under 
eduard shevardnadze’s formal leadership, and backwards to mem-
bership in cis and renewed russian influence in Georgia (from 
1994). however, the conspiratorial and mythical world perception 
is dangerously persisting in great part of the nation1. 

i should stress that the whole following analysis pertains only to 
a numerous though (unspecifiably) restricted part of Georgian soci-
ety. it may also be instrumental in revealing the nature of post-to-
talitarian mentalities outside caucasia and the entire former soviet 
union. significance of the Georgian case is enhanced by its marginal 
position in post-soviet context, and its geopolitical location at the 
civilizational fault line, along which, according to samuel hunting-
ton’s model, the future pattern of conflict is likely to develop (Hun-
tington 1993). remarkably, we see in modern Georgian psychology 
an internalized civilizational fault line, a micro-scale incompatibility 
of inner universes of personalities and groups outwardly very similar 
to each other in culture and attitudes. 

main attributes of the Plot in Georgians are its globality, glo-
bality-locality feedback, ubiquity and equifinality. the significant 
moment is that the system pertaining to the Plot (aliases: center, 
controller, mafia) should embrace the whole of the perceivable in-
habited world, extend to its very borders. remarkably, in post-soviet 
Georgian perception it rarely extends to extraterrestrial civilizations 

1 Professor s. neil macfarlane told me recently that, among all post-soviet conspirato-
rial mindsets, Georgian strikes him as the most powerful one.
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(an extremely popular issue in not so remote soviet times), which 
indicates (i) the overtly politicized perception of reality against sci-
entistic escapist perceptions of the soviet times, and (ii) obvious 
decrease of parascientific and mystical (including religious and pseu-
doreligious) components in ethnocultural and sociocultural life. so, 
for Georgians, as for many other post-soviets, the Plot is essentially 
understood as a global political agenda carried out by some insu-
perable covertly operating group, aimed to bring into submission, 
exploit and brainwash primarily smaller nations and weaker indi-
viduals, and, through conquering new markets, to gradually expand 
its realm until it embraces the whole world. 

conspiracy-based worldviews are deeply rooted in soviet totali-
tarian mentality. marxism-leninism-stalinism had created a power-
ful mythical pattern in viewing socialism vs capitalism as mankind’s 
final battle to escape from enslaving temptations of market econo-
my. the all-privatizing spirit of private property had been identified 
in the soviet-styled world outlook, politically and economically, with 
the u.s.A. and, ideologically, with American Jewish billionaires and 
their lobby on the hill. this fitted well into russians’ Jungian pro-
jective mechanisms, as they had hardly ever experienced anything 
other than totalitarian nation-state in their entire history, and Jews 
had been a traditional scapegoat in russia. yet it would be over-
simplification to call this myth a specifically russian phenomenon. 

in my younger years i came across a remarkable book by a nesta 
webster published in late 19th century in england, about the global 
plot aimed to put the entire world under Jewish control. the whole 
Jewish nation was pictured in that book as tacitly and meticulously 
fulfilling its secret mission. Before any other, my immediate instinc-
tive question was somehow a purely technical one: how could the 
author think it possible to expect from millions of humans scattered 
all around the world to act like uniformly programmed machines? 

unlike russians, most modern Georgians do not believe in a 
specifically Jewish plot, but many of them believe in a global plot 
“X” alright, and once you express your doubts in its globality and 
ubiquity (as well as in current identification of the X; see about it 
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below), you immediately are outgroup. however, the Georgian con-
spiratorial perceptions differ in many features from, say, America’s 
current perception in Arabs, or even some Americans’ perception of 
America as exposed in “underground” periodicals like the vermont 
Pilgrim (or, for more academic flavor, see larry Abraham’s call it 
conspiracy, seattle, washington: Double A Publications, 1985). 

The PloT

Being introduced to someone new in Georgia, you often meet 
an intense gaze, cautious attitude, even reluctance to say a hearty 
hello, very unlikely for a traditional Georgian manner. then comes 
a story highlighting latest revelations in “iberia spectre”1, and you 
know: you are being tested. slightest scepticism in your reaction, 
or just irony in your eyes will be enough for this person to avoid 
you thereafter like a snake. 

revelations in question are, as a rule, those re-enforcing globality 
and structural rigidity of the Plot, providing the “evidence” of partic-
ipation of current “public enemies” in selling Georgia out to russia, 
and further outwards. Anti-American motive is cautiously gaining 
foothold in the exposition of events, extending to picturing russia 
as America’s tool who finally has to cooperate with ubiquitous u.s. 
in manipulating the cis towards hidden global agendas. the u.s., in 
its turn, must be an instrument in some globally operating secret 
communities’ hands. the center of the Plot should, of course, stay 
obscure and undefinable. masonic version of the Plot is very pop-
ular in more sophisticated circles of Georgian society: masonry is 
appealing as an amorphous and mysterious idea of omerta-based, 
hierarchy-consolidated and intrusive community. shevardnadze, of 
course, is a mason, as was Gorbachev with his mysterious omen 
on the skull. shevardnadze has always been an agent of the empire 
of evil. fostered by the komsomol and communist Party, he was 

1 the most popular oppositionary newspaper in Georgia, and zviadists’ banner. its cir-
culation had been several times arrested by Georgian authorities for materials insult-
ing to the government and head of state.
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commissioned by the kGB, a final string-puller (Gorbachev, although 
a larger-scale operating Agent, was a secondary decision-maker in 
the soviet system) to soviet foreign minister, primarily to secure 
russian domination in Georgia and the caucasus region. Jewish 
version of the Plot, as already mentioned, is unpopular in Georgia, 
unlike russia where zionism together with American imperialism 
(traditional brimstones of the soviet propaganda) are, via their 
agent yeltsin, stably moving the country towards total destruction.

the fervor with which some Georgian housewives or school-teach-
ers, despite all the hardships of their lives, indulge in hercule Poirot-
styled unleashings of global plots, is amazing. characteristics of 
the Georgian conspiratorial mindset include a forced link between 
globality and locality of the Plot. its external boundaries should 
stretch out to the very limits of the inhabited world, and should at 
the same time be meaningfully intertwined with the structure of 
Georgian legend. 

it would be more correct to speak about multiple and functional 
character of globalisms of the Plot: the mindset switches to an-
other ad hoc design and identification of central forces, whenever 
previous ones lose or lack their ingroup significance, but maintains 
self-sustainability as such, and is never given up essentially. e.g., as 
soon as the russian issue had been partly faded out by the accom-
plished fact of Georgia’s membership in cis, and the russian peace-
keeping operation in Abkhazia, the center of the Plot started again 
to shift to “good old” u.s.A. from this viewpoint, America is doing 
exactly the same in haiti what russia has been doing in Abkhazia, 
or chechnia. Developments in russia have had a much stronger 
outcome in conspiracy-stricken russians: the russian myth fostered 
during the communist rule, has interpreted the whole post-cold-
war transition as a national tragedy, and gave rise to the growing 
anti-western, and particularly, anti-American sentiment.

equifinality of the Plot means that whatever the starting or in-
termediate conditions and factors, the result is predetermined: ma-
fia already rules the world, playing democracy with some western 
communities, and unceremoniously exploiting the rest of the world. 
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Demolishion of communism meant, in many russians’ eyes, ter-
mination of the last historic attempt to break through the satanic 
pattern of world order, and in many Georgians’ eyes, surrender 
of the russian monster before the American one in their fight for 
world domination.

former soviet diplomat victor israelian recalls in April 22 (a sinis-
ter date1), 1994 issue of the christian sience monitor George Bush 
was confident back in 1984 that the next soviet leader was going 
to be Gorbachev. modern russian nationalist-patriots, of course, 
interpreted this as another evidence that Gorby was a u.s. imple-
mented agent, and collapse of the soviet union was a successful 
ciA operation. As recently as september 10, 1994 yeltsin’s main 
adversary Alexander rutskoi in russian tv program “vzglyad” called 
“what happened to the soviet union and to russia” the “conspiracy 
of world powers” (in soviet-styled language meaning u.s.), and said 
if he knew it would end like that he would not be with the defend-
ers of the russian “white house” in August 1991, but entirely with 
the putschists.

Getting back to Georgia, there is also a “universe within a uni-
verse” pattern in the Plot structure. namely, the post-soviet rus-
sia is perceived by many as a closed realm of evil and domination 
focused on the part of the world called “near abroad”, while the 
u.s. is a somewhat weakened yet persisting center (or central con-
ductor) of world domination, naturally sympathizing with its “soul 
brother” russian imperialism, rather than with its victims. conspira-
cy-affected minds are apt to see masonic influence even in generous 
humanitarian aid for Georgia, made on behalf of shevardnadze.

there must be a relief, and maybe also a sinister delight in pic-
turing the no-option frozen world, the scene of a lost historic battle 
for freedom and democracy. Besides rivalry-based cold-war-styled 
mindsets, the fatalistic equifinality of the Plot (a kind of political 

1 April 22 is lenin’s birthday, and hitler’s birthday is only two days away, which, both 
from astrological and conspiratorial perspectives, cannot be a mere coincidence.
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thanatos) has in particular case of Georgians been linked with dis-
tinctive features of the Georgian myth.

The myTh

Aldous huxley, in his analysis of normality and misperception, 
refers to “Journal d’une schizophrene”, by m.A. sechehaye, Paris, 
1950 (later screened), where we meet a peculiar sense of “horror 
infiniti”: for renee (a schizophrenic), it was a revelation of what she 
called “the system”, a vast cosmic mechanism which exists only to 
grind out guilt and punishment, solitude and unreality (huxley 1979, 
p.107). she called her own world “le Pais d’eclairment”: “the coun-
try of lit-upness”. of course, both worlds were really her own, but 
the former one was perceived as imposed, pressing, devastating, 
something that should not exist, like a nightmare, yet impowered to 
kill the light and reality. huxley did not think of applying his analysis 
of singularity of human “island-universe” to totalitarian mentality, 
or conflict related post-traumatic stress disorders. yet, even from 
the philosophical viewpoint, human mind, to paraphrase leibniz, 
is more likely to resemble a monad that is compelled to produce 
its own world, as it has no windows to reflect the external world.

GPu, nkvD, mGB, and finally, kGB had been an ultimate identi-
fication of the system in the soviet mentality. ubiquity of the kGB 
was such an obsession for then a dissident zviad Gamsakhurdia 
that he saw a kGB agent practically in everyone but himself. unbal-
anced person himself, he intuitively managed to find rapport with 
unbalanced post-totalitarian masses of people, manipulating their 
sentiment towards a conspiracy-conditioned worldview. Almost 
entire nation, including families, split in 1990-91 into ideologically 
testable “true” and “untrue” Georgians, and the entire soviet-time 
intellectual elite were referred to as “criminals”. even now, persons 
affected by his charisma (which resembled in many features that 
of hitler’s) are recognizable by arranging and assessing things and 
events like he did, or would, even if they outwardly energetically 
disown themselves from his legacy. zviadists’ exhaustive and pseu-
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do-consistent picture of things has for them as much ingroup power 
of explanation, as marxist history of the world had had for almost 
all soviet-dominated communities. the mechanisms which made 
the legend work are worth being studied at a greater length.

in the soviet times, ethnopsychological studies had been effec-
tively prohibited, giving way to mythologically distorted self-percep-
tion in ethnic communities. Post-totalitarian Georgian nationalist 
rule had utilized all the features of soviet-styled mythologized ethn-
opsychology. it is important to note that nothing could capture mass 
perception in soviet Georgia unless it had a melodramatic strain 
to it. the myth-permeated collective unconscious that dominated 
Georgian society in late 1980s, could not induce motivations for 
independence or statehood as such. People needed a messiah, an 
epic poem, a legend come true. the play waited for the recognizable 
images to fit into the cast of characters. 

in winter of 1994 Gamsakhurdia mysteriously died in exile, after 
his last unsuccessful attempt in the fall of 1993 to renew civil war 
in Georgia and to restore his rule. unconsciously, all actors had 
correctly played the last action intended to immortalize the author, 
and trigger a new and greater popular movement. that the latter 
did not follow, had been understood by many as exhaustion of na-
tional potential, but it really had rather reflected rising awareness in 
people of the fundamentally artificial character of the legend itself. 
on the other hand, the group of “true believers” in legend and 
conspiracy had finally taken shape, but its real size and structure 
remains largely unestimated. yet, the nation will hardly be able to 
recover from the existing manifold crisis, unless its main intrinsic 
conflict is resolved.
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After five years of quasi-independence, Georgia is still in limbo. 
however, it would be unfair to ignore the visible stabilisation here 
since Georgia accepted a russian mil itary presence and de facto 
political supervision of the country in late 1993. since the novem-
ber 1995 elections Georgia has begun a slow recovery from recent 
crises with the reaffi rmed presidency of eduard shevardnadze and a 
manageable Parliament. yet in view of unresolved problems like the 
break away regions of Abkhazia and south ossetia, and growing ten-
sion in the Armenian-populated settlements in southern Georgia, 
this may just be the lull before the storm: the russian presidential 
elec tions in June 1996 promise to bring massive support for seces-
sionist movements in the post-soviet states should the com munists 
win. while the first signs have appeared that Abkhazia and south 
ossetia might move towards accepting Georgian juris diction, the 
existing tension in the southern Georgian regions of ninotsminda 
(bordering Armenia) and Akhalkalaki (bordering turkey) might be 
manipulated into a full-scale conflict.

1 9 9 6
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Centre on 

Conflict and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia. War Report (IWPR) #42, June, 

1996.
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fragmentation of society is a visible outcome of the turbulent 
times Georgia has lived through recently. freedom of travel was 
what people longed for in the ussr. now citizens of indepen dent 
Georgia are getting used to the fact that while they can now go 
almost anywhere in the world they cannot travel freely in their 
own country. the emotionally-charged politicisation of Georgian 
society under President zviad Gamsakhurdia has swung to the 
other extreme: Georgians now appear totally apolitical. individu-
alism, always marked in Georgians, has acquired a strong streak 
of indifference. People are adapting to new reali ties. some who 
used to mourn the time when they sunbathed on the beaches of 
Abkhazia now enjoy themselves in resorts like Antalya on turkey’s 
mediterranean coast, while poorer people have to make do with 
less costly pleasures.

the ruined Georgian economy has been a major source of frus-
tration in society. foreign investment remains a remote prospect. 
the entire annual budget in December 1995 was $200 million, more 
than half of it made up of western aid. the debt to turkmenistan 
alone, for the natural gas supply that was radically cut in December 
1994, exceeds $500 million. more than half Georgia’s enterprises 
are at a standstill. the only ray of hope is the caspian oil pipeline, 
which is due to pass through both Georgia and war-torn chechnya.

yet, if you ask a Georgian in the street what is the number one 
problem to be settled, the answer will probably be Abkhazia, not 
the dire state of the economy. the protracted conflict with the se-
cessionist leadership of Abkhazia – which erupted into war from 
August 14, 1992 to september 27, 1993 – has produced a remark-
able degree of intolerance of Georgians among the Abkhaz, which 
did not diminish even after 250,000 Georgians and members of 
other ethnic groups were expelled from Abkhazia in the wake of 
the ethnic war.

the whole Georgian-Abkhaz conflict is tied up with a remark able 
legal situation, which can be termed the “Abkhaz paradox”. in the 
multiethnic Autonomous republic of Abkhazia, the Abkhaz made up 
only about 17 percent of the entire population (and 1.8 percent of 
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the population of Georgia), while Georgians made up 46 percent, 
with considerable numbers from other ethnic groups, including 
russians, Armenians and Greeks. it was clear that had open and 
democratic elections been held in Abkhazia there was no guarantee 
the Abkhaz would have formed a majority in the local parliament 
or other ruling bodies. the ultra-nationalist rhetoric of the Georgian 
ethnocratic leadership aggravated the situ ation in 1990-1992. to 
defuse the growing conflict, the Gamsakhurdia government had to 
pass a special decree to ensure that ethnic Abkhaz would form the 
majority in the par liament of Abkhazia, regardless of the outcome of 
elections. twenty eight seats were allocated for the Abkhaz, against 
26 for the rest. this measure proved totally inadequate because the 
conflict had by then become acute.

Paradoxically again, the traditionally good relations between eth-
nic Abkhaz and ethnic Georgians were an obstacle to the seces-
sionist cause. in order to give some theoretical basis and legitimacy 
to their fight for independence, Abkhaz ideologists created a version 
of the region’s history and of the Georgian-Abkhaz relationship over 
the past century, which had Georgians methodically repressing and 
assimilating the Abkhaz ethnos until it became a minority on its 
own land. stalin and, particularly, Beria were accused of deliberately 
enforcing mixed marriages and changes of surname, which were to 
lead to the eventual depor tation of the Abkhaz and the establish-
ment of Georgian domination in Abkhazia.

russian supporters of Abkhaz nationalism have concentrated on 
fostering the pro-communist secessionist leadership of this Black 
sea province, partly because of russia’s complicated rela tionships 
with ukraine. the prospect of losing control over large portions of 
the Black sea coast and its ports — traditional life lines to caucasian 
and central Asian oil, gas and other resources — threatened to 
undermine russia’s strategic interests in the region. the situation 
in Georgia simplified russia’s task, as the country was then under 
the joint control of two rival crim inalized paramilitary groups under 
tengiz kitovani and Jaba ioseliani, both of them key figures in the 
coup that ousted Gamsakhurdia and brought shevardnadze to pow-
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er. the legacy of the past few years is an overwhelming sense among 
Georgians that the solution of ethnic conflicts and the destiny of 
smaller nations totally depend on the will of the major powers.

comparing the two major conflicts in Georgia — over Abkhazia 
and south ossetia — we see a clear difference: one represents 
a legal deadlock complicated by considerable intolerance and the 
possible renewal of armed clashes, while the other, it appears, has 
reached the stage of exhaustion and is ready for conciliation. sev-
eral things determine the position and agenda of the two opposing 
parties: (1) both Abkhaz and south ossetians have for a prolonged 
period got used to enjoying the rights and privileges of a certain 
degree of self-government; (2) fundamental distrust has grown 
among them towards the central Georgian authorities, and ethnic 
Georgians in general; (3) there has been an over arching (ussr), or 
externally dominant (russia) power they got used to seeing as a 
protecting shield or, at least, as a means to balance what they see 
as Georgian assimilatonism. when the conflicts started, they both 
felt they would be safe only if they secured a level of autonomy at 
least one stage higher than they had before. the ideal put forward in 
political polemics was, of course, “full autonomy” – or the creation 
of an independent nation-state – but a realistic objective seemed 
to be a one-degree upgrade of their status.

we see a pattern among the claims of Georgia’s minority nation-
alities, which varies over time. the south ossetians, who had an 
Autonomous region within the Georgian ssr, proclaimed a union 
republic in late 1990, to be incorporated directly in the soviet 
union. the Abkhaz, who had an Autonomous republic within the 
Georgian ssr (that they retained under successive post-soviet Geor-
gian governments), proclaimed a russian-oriented independent 
state in 1992. the Armenian-dominated areas in southern Georgia 
started in mid 1995 to demand their own autonomous status in the 
proposed federal structure of Georgia, so far a fairly minimal one.

where will Georgia go from here? there has been animated 
discussion in parliament and government, in the media and at the 
community level in Georgia of the possibility of a federalist solu-
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tion to the problem of territorial integrity. But Georgian society has 
proved generally unprepared for this kind of approach. Although 
there have been no reliable polls on the subject yet, most people 
still see federalism as a way to dismem ber the country by legal 
means and to encourage minority claims for autonomy, or even 
secession. the underlying fears are about long-term instability and 
the weakness of the state; the inability to secure state borders; law 
enforcement in minority-populated areas; regulation of inter-ethnic 
relations; and a strong foreign policy. in view of these fears and the 
situation in conflict zones, many Georgians see a unitary model of 
the state as the only way to consolidate the country. this clearly 
shows how inconsistent public awareness in Georgia still is.
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whAT hAs BeeN GoiNG oN iN GeorGiA?

Georgia is slowly recovering after several severest economic, po-
litical, ethnic and social crises the country had to overcome in just 
a few years of its post-soviet development period. After the con-
solidating parliamentary and presidential elections in november of 
1995 people’s expectations have grown about the improvements in 
social policies, crime reduction, and foreign investments in national 
economy. it is also understood that real revival can start only after 
two of the major remaining painful problems – conflicts in Abkha-
zia and south ossetia – are solved, as writes s. neil macfarlane, 
“speaking frankly, there is a growing impatience in the west with 
the lack of success in negotiating a solution to these conflicts. Again, 
the issue of who is to blame here is not as important as the lack of 
movement itself. the parties to the conflicts risk creating the general 
impression that people in the region simply cannot get their act 

1 9 9 6
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, July, 

1996.
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together. this is very important, because the stability of the cease-
fires and the capacity of Georgia to cope with the humanitarian 
consequences of these conflicts depends strongly on the willingness 
of international institutions to separate the parties and monitor the 
zones of disengagement, and the willingness of aid organizations to 
sustain those affected by the conflicts. these organizations, and the 
governments that finance them, face deepening financial problems 
of their own, and growing demands on their services elsewhere. 
Patience is growing thin, as is evident in the growing difficulty in 
financing aid activities in Georgia. without positive developments 
in conflict resolution, the considerable potential for progress on 
economic and political fronts is unlikely to be realized”1. 

international organizations have been trying to be active all these 
years in assisting Georgian authorities in finding peaceful settlement 
for the conflicts. the osce and the un were the first to establish 
their missions in tbilisi in 1992. since then the osce has focused 
on identifying humanitarian needs, helping provide humanitarian 
assistance and protection of human and minority rights in conflict 
zones, primarily in south ossetia. the osce was also instrumental 
in mediating negotiations and creating conditions for meetings, dis-
cussions between leading Georgian and ossetian figures, working 
out documents that would facilitate democratic reforms and human 
and minority rights protection in Georgia. if the results of these 
activities fall somewhat short of public expectations in Georgia, it is 
largely due to the extreme complexity of issues themselves, as well 
as to the fragmented and frustrated state the society has been in.

iNTerNAl PicTure of The coNflicTs AND Their imPAcT 
oN socieTy

As a result of the civil war and the two grave internal conflicts, 
almost 250,000 iDPs are still placed outside their homes. many of 
them are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, or became 

1 macfarlane, 1996. 
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psychologically disbalanced, frustrated by the vanishing prospect of 
returning home. their vulnerability is aggravated by general social 
and economic hardships existing in Georgia.

As an effect of the tzarist colonization and seven decades of 
soviet rule, Georgia does not have traditions and experience of 
self-sustaining market economy. Privatization goes slow, and does 
not raise high expectations in people. recent and ongoing energy 
crises, enforced currency reforms, and the growth of prices and 
fees have further aggravated social situation in vulnerable groups 
like iDPs, pensioners, high school teachers and their dependents, 
whose standard of living and quality of life remain extremely low. 
masses of disoriented young people get involved in semi-legal or 
illegal business, or are taking to alkohol and drugs. what is proba-
bly most important, almost nobody among conflict affected people 
really believes conflicts can ever be solved peacefully.

Georgian mass media did not often play a constructive role in 
overcoming the post-conflict crises. instead of pragmatically and 
realistically approaching the problem, and thus, preparing people 
for reconciliation, tolerance and nonviolent interaction with their 
recent foes, they have rather been doing the opposite by going over 
and over the scores of killed, tortured, raped, and missing people 
on Georgian side, focusing on and reinforcing traumatic moments, 
especially those related to the hurt national pride. Among the most 
dangerous indications of the mental status of broad sections of 
population has been sympathy and support many people show for 
militaristic or victimizing media programs, while, on the other hand, 
entirely questioning all the peace-making and peace-keeping efforts 
sponsored by the Georgian government and mediated by interna-
tional organizations, and evincing strong belief that their problems 
can only be solved by military force. very few people believe in 
peaceful resolution of conflicts through negotiation.

Popular perception has been that the recent visible stabilization 
and decline of organized crime in Georgia cannot take substantial 
effect with regard to public expectations and the social prospect un-
til the territorial integrity of the country is restored, and separatism 
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is defeated and punished. federalist solution is perceived as a way 
to dissolve the country, and democratic management as a costly 
liberal kind of luxury that only big and rich countries can afford. 
nostalgia for a strong hand is still potent, especially in older gen-
eration. Deeply rooted complexes of fault, inferiority, and growing 
victimization create the necessity for compensatory mechanisms. 
on the whole, psychological and mental status of the communities 
on both sides of conflict prevents them from perceiving adequately 
its reasons, current situation and the existing options.

whAT is AND whAT is NoT uNique ABouT our 
coNflicTs

major domestic and foreign-made analysis of the situation in 
Georgia was focused on the Abkhazian issue. choosing to speak 
about Georgia’s security in the light of the south ossetian conflict, 
it can still be seen that south ossetian and Abkhazian problems 
can hardly be studied separately from each other. their comparison 
reveals many features that might facilitate the movement towards 
their better understanding and constructive transformation of ei-
ther of them.

to create a complete picture, both state and community secu-
rity problems should be addressed from inside (ex parte interna) 
and outside (ex parte externa). so far underestimated side of the 
problem has been the community security issue as it is seen from 
inside the breakaway regions. studying it would also add to better 
understanding of the russian dimension of the mentioned and oth-
er ethno-political conflicts in the fsu.

in spite of all the complexity of internal political and economic 
situation in russia, some ethnic minorities in newly independent 
states, Georgia included, had seen russia as able to give them better 
social guarantees, stable development and, surprisingly, more eth-
nically tolerant attitudes than they might expect from titular ethnic 
groups in their nis. one underlying interest determining pro-rus-
sian trends in the community support for secessionist movements 
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has obviously been an economic one: being tied up with the russian 
legislation promised incomparably higher salaries, wages, pensions, 
etc. this, along with the need to find an “ecological niche” within 
a big power, had clearly been the case both in south ossetia and 
Abkhazia, until the chechen war has shaken seriously the minorities’ 
belief in their secured future within the russian federation.

souTh osseTiA As comPAreD To ABKhAziA

there is an evident difference between the Abkhazian and 
south-ossetian problems: one represents a legal deadlock compli-
cated by a considerable intolerance and the possibility of renewal 
of armed clashes, while the other conflict looks fatigued and ripe 
for conciliatory efforts. solution to the Abkhazian problem is mainly 
hindered by a non-compromising position of the Abkhaz secession-
ist leadership, while a major obstacle to the solution of ossetian 
question is the fear among ethnic Georgians before restoration of 
the abolished autonomy.

other significant differences between the two conflicts are that: 
(i) most part of the ethnic Georgian population of south ossetia, in 
spite of the unsafety of everyday life, never left their villages, while 
almost the entire Georgian population of Abkhazia had to flee from 
the region; (ii) considerable part of the tskhinvali community is 
ready to accept Georgian jurisdiction (which is strengthened by the 
growing trade and human contacts, and often willingness to speak 
Georgian language), while we see no visible trend in this direction 
from the Abkhaz; (iii) south ossets are landlocked, less strategically 
located, and expect much lesser support from outside in case of 
aggravation of their conflict, than Abkhaz do.

expert assessment of the south ossetia conflict has been as be-
ing much closer to constructive transformation and solution than 
the Abkhaz one. yet, the problem turns out more complicated than 
that. since the 1992 Dagomys accords that brought cease-fire to 
tskhinvali region, the osce mediated may 16 memorandum of 1996 
was anticipated as the most important step in negotiations, a pos-
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sible breakthrough in relationships between conflicting parties. the 
final text eventually signed was not exactly what was expected by 
the Georgian society: it avoided the most painful moments of the 
definition of the region. it did not contain articles on when, and 
where, and how the political solution of the problem is to be final-
ized. this situation looked so intolerable in the eyes of Georgian 
public consciousness, that the Georgian television decided in its ac-
count broadcast immediately after the memorandum was signed to 
‘fill the gap’, saying “the osset side has agreed in the memorandum 
to accept Georgian jurisdiction over former south ossetia region”1. 

looking realistically at the memorandum, it is obvious that the 
public expectations had been exaggerated. the memorandum, un-
doubtedly a step forward in the long row of statements issued by 
the sides, could not be a stronger document than it is. it contains 
important articles like refusal to use military force or pressure, de-
militarization of the conflict zone, amnesty for those who fought but 
did not commit war crimes or crimes against civilians, commitment 
to solve refugee problems, etc. without these, further steps would 
prove impossible. yet, the memorandum can come into effect only if 
it is followed both by practical measures of its implementation and 
renewed negotiations on the political settlement of Georgian-os-
setian problem.

oddly enough, the main obstacle to the solution of south osse-
tian conflict remains... a toponimic question.

the above scheme only reflects a dominating opinion in each of 
the conflicting parties at the community level. it does not consider 
these opinions with respect to official documents, or to the status 
of negotiations. it also leaves open a difficult question like to what 
extent people are ready or willing to commit themselves to the re-
alization of the expressed objectives (e.g. it is known that apolitical 
people often like offensive rhetoric).

1 tv news release “matsne”, 16.05.96. 
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considering and comparing the above statements, we can clearly 
see some common points, such as: (i) stable mutual distrust, (ii) 
mutual fear, though much greater on the minority side, (iii) un-
substantiated generalizations, extrapolations and judgments on all 
sides. remarkably ill parties agree in their pessimistic assessment 
of the future of Georgian state. thus, the expressed need for pro-
tective measures for their own communities. And, of course, an 
obvious grotesque exaggeration of the positions of side as perceived 
by their opponents, is present.

on the whole, based on the above scheme, one can observe 
enough structural resemblance in the psychology of the parties to 
conflict in Georgia to hope that a facilitated effort aimed at miti-
gation of the crisis, mediated by a third party respected on both 
sides, might be successful.

coulD feDerAlism helP solve The coNflicTs?

there has been animated discussion in the parliament and gov-
ernment, in the media and at the community level in Georgia on the 
possibility of federalist solution to the territorial integrity problem. 
the Georgian society proved generally unprepared for multicultur-
alist and federalist approaches to the problem: although there have 
not been credible polls on the subject, most people see federalism 
as a way to disintegrate the country through legalization and en-
couragement of the minority claims for growing autonomization 
and, prospectively, secession. the underlying fears are before long-
term instability and weakness of the state structures, their inability 
to secure state borders and law enforcement in minority populated 
areas, to regulate inter-ethnic relations, and to provide a strong 
foreign policy. in view of the situation in conflict zones and given 
the same fears, a unitary model of state still looks for them like a 
consolidating solution, which clearly shows how fragmented and in-
consistent public consciousness in Georgia still is (khutsishvili 1996).
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surprisingly, a large share of the problems faced in the post-so-
viet caucasus are internally induced, and would exist despite the 
policies of greater powers. Along-with the inevitable post-totalitar-
ian transition problems, this includes the role of ethnic psychology 
and national cultures, especially traditions like the caucasus code 
of dig nity.

the war in chechnya has highlighted the distinctive features 
common to all the caucasus-type conflicts: the mythologized na-
tional ambition of most of the parties (David vs Goliath syndrome) 
degen erating into self-victimisation, combined with the acute sense 
of autonomy degenerating into an ethnically induced self-isolation-
ism. All these features have had plenty of room to develop in the 
thirteen decades since the end of the caucasian war in 1864, when 
russia had finalised its colonial expansion to include the caucasus. 
the issue of forced re-integration has temporarily lost its priority 
with the growth of frustration, weariness, and the centrifugal ten-
dencies within russia itself, to the extent that there has been no 
visible support for the re belling chechens from their fellow north 
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caucasians who have re cently, vehemently fought for the indepen-
dence of Abkhazia from Georgia. the non-russian population of 
the north caucasus, silently sympathising with the chechen cause, 
is now divided into two parts: peoples who have put up with the 
idea of seeing their lands as part of the russian federation, and are 
trying not to complicate their future within russia, and others who 
nurture the idea of some day gaining independence. 

the caucasus is a highly diversified multiethnic area of the for-
mer soviet union, located between the Black and caspian seas and 
linking russia with the middle east. its strategic, inter-cultural and 
interreligious situation has historically made this region a front-line 
lot numerous wars and violent conflicts. russian-dominated since 
the nineteenth century, the area has decomposed with the collapse 
of the soviet union into three newly independent states – Geor-
gia, Armenia and Azerbaijan (known collectively under the name of 
caucasia, or, from the russian perspective, transcaucasia). Georgia, 
traditionally orthodox christian since AD 337 and moderately islam-
ic Azerbaijan are decidedly multiethnic, unlike Armenia (christian 
since AD 334) landlocked further to the south. 

the smaller caucasian nationalities like the chechens, ingushe-
tians, Adyghs, lezgins, cherkess, Balkars, Avars (with ossets or Alans 
standing out) are much more closely related to one other than to 
any of the three major caucasian nations. these have re mained 
as constituent parts within the russian federation, with greater or 
lesser degree of autonomy preserved. the russian north-caucasian 
autonomous regions (divided from Georgia and Azerbaijan by the 
Greater caucasus mountain range) have also been rapidly growing 
in their national identity, led of course by chechnya which re mains 
involved in its treacherous bid for independence from the rus sian 
federation.

in spite of its seemingly marginal position in the post-soviet 
space, the caucasus has repeatedly attracted international con-
cern over the civil wars and coups in Georgia and Azerbaijan, the 
Azeri-Armenian war over the nagorno karabakh enclave (the most 
pro tracted conflict in the former soviet space), and the high-inten-
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sity conflicts in Abkhazia, south ossetia, ingushetia, and chechnya. 
since December 1994, the latter conflict has grown into an open 
confronta tion with central russian authorities as the yeltsin admin-
istration tried to press rebellious former soviet Airborne General Dz-
hokhar Dudayev (now deceased), president of the self-proclaimed 
chechen state, into submission and recognition of russian jurisdic-
tion over chechnya. 

December 1994 for the first time illustrated the realistic prospect 
of an all-caucasian war involving russia in a new Afghanistan-style 
protracted conflict, with consequences disastrous to russia’s territo-
rial integrity, and unpredictable in their impact upon international 
security.

Georgia, which had for better part of its pre-russian history 
played a central and leading role in caucasia, was relatively bet-
ter linked with and more oriented toward europe than the rest of 
the caucasian nations. however, as the post-soviet developments 
of 1990-92 showed, Georgia also turned out to be vulnerable to 
extreme ethno-nationalism and charismatic demagoguery of new 
leaders (the period later called by President shevardnadze as “pro-
vincial fascism”).

the Georgian case is remarkable among post-soviet states, for 
even in the soviet times this nation was perceived among the union 
republics as least affected by the official ideology and its imposed 
worldview. Georgia, along with the Baltic nations, is known to have 
pioneered demolition of the empire. Georgian psychological and 
cultural self-image, however, distinguishing them, e.g., from soviet 
central-Asians, must have also caused the Georgian way to indepen-
dence, to be more painful and complicated than that of the Baltics, 
also Georgians had been facing an intensity of intra-ethnic conflict 
central-Asian nations (with the exception of tajikistan) never came 
close to. to a huge extent, this may be better understood by tak-
ing into consideration both the general tendencies of classic and 
modern nationalism, and the specificities of Georgian post-soviet 
nationalism.
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it would be unfair not to notice a visible stabilization in Georgia 
alter it has accepted a russian military presence and actual po-
litical supervision of the country since the fall of 1993, after the 
russian brokered talks collapsed, and Abkhazia broke away, again 
with russian assistance. yet, if you ask “a man in the street” in 
Georgia what is the number one problem to be settled before the 
country can recover, you will most probably hear Abkhazia men-
tioned – not the decimated economy. the protracted conflict with 
the secessionist leadership of the Autonomous republic of Abkhazia 
has been marked with a remarkable degree of ethnic intolerance 
in Abkhazians (c. 80,000) against Georgians which has not ceased, 
even after more than 250,000 ethnic Georgians were expelled from 
Abkhazia as a result of an ethnic war (August 14, 1992 to septem-
ber 27, 1993).

there has been much dispute over the question of russian in-
volvement in post-soviet ethnopolitical conflicts, which the russian 
authorities themselves, have repeatedly explained away as inspired 
by nationalists’ conspiratorial mindsets in the republics and by the 
speculation of the western press. what is less known is that the 
existing picture of the conflicts in the caucasus (secessionist wars 
in the Georgian regions of Abkhazia and south ossetia, the Aze-
ri-Armenian war over the nagorno-karabakh enclave, the situation 
in the breakaway chechnya, ethnic clashes between the ingush and 
north-ossetian autonomies) has largely been created and spread 
around the world by russian television, the only ubiquitous dom-
inating force in the post-soviet information space. this makes dis-
cussion of the role of the media in escalating or resolving ethnic 
and social conflict especially important.

the caucasus region had for a long time been perceived by the 
external world as indistinguishable from russia. the soviet cau-
casians had to explain to every foreigner that they represented 
cultures and spoke languages different from russian, and had in-
dividual histories of their statehood. even western newsmen right 
on the spot, had no knowledge of local languages and very little 
knowledge of local backgrounds. they were largely conditioned by 
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what they saw on moscow tv. And they could hardly imagine the 
degree of subjectivity with which live reports and comments could 
be made to them.

A natural question arises – why should the russian state have 
been interested in manipulating and aggravating ethnic conflicts in 
the bordering newly independent republics, in view of their conta-
gious proximity to russia, and the unstable situation in this (still!) 
largest country in the world? the correct answer would be in dis-
tinguishing between the forces that have been officially defining 
and actually defining russian military strategies. According to the 
rational choice theory, it would not be necessary to assume a sin-
gle rational actor behind the whole complicated picture: rather a 
statistically sufficient synergy of people in the military-, security 
apparatus, the legislature, combined with a dominating sentiment 
of their voters is “what hath done this deed”.

this implies another natural question: why should a country no 
longer representing a globally expansive ideology, and now moving 
toward western standards in culture and economy, be opposed to 
growing ties of a western defence alliance with former russian 
dominions?

regardless of the rationale behind russia’s unrelenting resistance 
to nAto expansion, one thing remains crystal clear. that caucasia 
must necessarily be factored into the final equation. 
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A ReGIonAl seCURIty ConCePt foR tHe 
CAUCAsUs”

the problem of the caucasus stands out in the long list of trou-
ble spots on the post-soviet map. in recent years, it has looked like 
nothing more than a cluster of ethnic wars, high and low-intensity 
conflicts, and zones of social unrest. however, despite the notorious 
protracted conflicts in nagorno-karabakh, Abkhazia, south ossetia, 
and ingushetia, the caucasus was long of only marginal interests in 
the spectrum of world politics – that is, until the really explosive 
potential of the region became manifest through: (a) the war in 
chechnya which has shocked the world with its intensity and ruth-
lessness, and (b) the caspian oil issue, which has impacted world 
economic priorities, therefore, in a sinuous way, helped to termi-
nate the chechen war.

it has long been clear that without factoring in what each of the 
major players in the region considers to be his or her indispensable 
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strate gic interests, it is impossible to achieve lasting peace in the 
caucasus. co-operation between the three transcaucasian states 
– Georgia, Ar menia and Azerbaijan – has always been understood 
as the number one issue. even so, approaches to this goal have 
been as varied in all three states. Georgia’s first post-communist 
leader ship was ethnonationalist. it tried to promote an idea of “the 
caucasian home” for the indige nous nations in the region that to-
tally disregarded russia’s interests. the failure of ethnonationalist 
regimes in almost all post-soviet states marked the transition to 
a new stage of rationalisation of national goals and perspectives. 
Georgia’s President, mr. eduard shevard nadze, has several times 
promoted the idea of a peaceful cau casus on a rational basis of 
similarity between or coincidence of inter ests of all the nations 
and ethnic groups that inhabit the region, as well as in accordance 
with the vital strategic interests of the neighbouring large powers. 
nations and peoples which have interacted over such an histori-
cally considerable period, and thus have very much in common, 
should more easily become partners in building their inde pendent 
statehood and defence partnership. yet the unrelenting Abkhaz 
and karabakh problems, and especially the war in chechnya, have 
demonstrated that russia’s “rational approach” to caucasus prob-
lems is very slow to materialise.

nAto, as the worlds most powerful and successful defence al-
liance, has accumulated enormous experience in the theoretical 
study, development and practical application of national security 
concepts and defence co-operation strategies for nations that have 
sorely needed them. its Partnership for Peace Programme has al-
ready be come an effective instrument for building peace and co-op-
eration in the post-communist world. Georgia, owing to its geopo-
litical loca tion, can play a constructive role in confidence building, 
peacemak ing, and defence co-operation throughout the entire re-
gion of the post-soviet caucasus. And it would be an unaffordable 
luxury for Georgia and other caucasian nations to disregard the 
nAto experience and its proposed assistance.
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the visit of nAto secretary General Dr. Javier solana in february 
1997 to the post-soviet states, including Georgia, once again dis-
played nAto’s strong intention to develop co-operation with us on 
a mutually advantageous basis; our share in this “bargain” being 
stable co-operation in peacemaking efforts, irreversible movement 
toward democratic society and the rule of law. President shevard-
nadze, dur ing his meeting with mr. solana, said “the integration 
process cur rently underway in the eurasian space is not targeted 
against any country or region and serves the goal of building uni-
versal security guarantees in a form acceptable to all countries”. 
the president stressed that their lengthy and far reaching discussion 
only served to confirm this position.

the first nAto co-sponsored seminar on developing a national 
security concept for Georgia, held under the aegis of ciPDD, took 
place in tbilisi in march 1996. Political developments in the re-
gion since have shown the necessity to speed up the process by 
considering national security issues in the regional context. this is 
why a larger scale workshop with nAto’s more active participation 
covering a broader spectrum of interdependent issues was realised 
as a must, and took place in october 1996 in tbilisi.

the reasons tor holding the joint nAto-iccn workshop “Devel-
oping a regional security concept for the caucasus” were many. the 
caucasus is a historically determined unity of cultures, traditions, 
attitudes, and life-styles of the peoples who inhabit the re gion. if 
this is overlooked, it will lie impossible for the world community to 
assist in settling our disputes, or resolving our conflicts. moreover, 
it becomes more and more clear that the caucasus nations can-
not develop their national security concepts without considering 
them within a framework of a broader, regional security. creating 
conditions for Armenians and Azeris to sit at the same table for a 
me diated discussion of their common problems of regional security 
building could also create a favourable atmosphere for finding long-
sought solutions to issues pertaining to their protracted dispute 
over the nagorno karabakh enclave. it is important that we help 
each other to address internal conflicts – rather an oxymoron since 
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history repeatedly shows that internal political conflict is something 
that can not generally be solved internally, and requires internation-
al involve ment. this requires networking and consultation at the 
international level.

the main objectives of this workshop were:
• to initiate the process necessary for development and 

implemen tation of a regional security concept and defence 
partnership – co operation strategies for the caucasus;

• to define the key role that Georgia might play in confidence 
building and conflict prevention in the region due to its 
geostrate gic position; and

• to explore the opportunities the Partnership for Peace pro-
gram implies for its participant countries for fostering and 
managing these processes.

the workshop sought to achieve the following goals:
• to define the essential components of a regional security 

concept and defence co-operation idea between the states 
of the caucasus and the bordering Black sea basin countries;

• to discuss the special circumstances that affect the develop-
ment of such a concept and such strategies for the post-so-
viet caucasus region;

• to consider Georgia’s potential and available opportunities 
for playing a key role in confidence building and regional 
conflict management; and

• to outline a concrete and co-ordinated program of action for 
the elaboration and implementation of a regional security 
concept and defence co-operation in the caucasus.

As for the method proposed, four topics were offered for brain-
storming in the groups of participants:

• regional security concept and the impact of Partnership for 
Peace;

• the contribution of russia and turkey to the regional se-
curity;
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• the role of the media and non-governmental organisations;
• society and military containment of regional conflicts.
the four topics were discussed in plenary sessions, and then 

brainstorming groups were formed. each group involved Georgian 
experts, experts from other countries of the region, and western 
experts, whose objective was to outline practical steps toward over-
coming the specific problems addressed in the session. the results 
formed the basis for the closing plenary discussion during which 
the designated rapporteurs summarised the discussions and brain-
storming results in a final proposal for a co-ordinated program of 
action.

Just as discussions on Georgia’s problems led to considering them 
in the caucasus context, so the caucasus issues would naturally lead 
to discussion in a still broader context; developments and scenarios 
concerning the entire area of the former soviet union and parts 
of europe. to address this natural development, we envisaged the 
seminar “integration and Disintegration in the former soviet union: 
implications for regional and Global security” jointly organ ised by 
the Program for Global security at Brown university, Provi dence, rl, 
usA, and the international center on conflict and nego tiation, to be 
held during the workshop. iccn is among the co-ordinators of the 
Brown university’s proj ect under the same title. that seminar, four 
different scenarios of the post-soviet development were offered 
to the participants for con sideration. not surprisingly, discussions 
following the Brown-iccn seminar focused predominantly on the 
caucasus problems.

As was stressed by mr. irakli menagarishvili, minister of foreign 
Affairs of Georgia, and mr. werner Bauwens, head of external re-
lations, nAto Bureau of information and Press, in the welcoming 
addresses as well as by many other speakers, building a new model 
for security in the caucasus region is vitally important. Despite the 
unsolved problems between the nations in the region, there is a 
growing need for developing joint problem-solving strategies, and 
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visualising these problems in a contextual framework of collective 
security models.

the keynote address by the leading nAto representative at the 
workshop, vice Admiral michael P. Gretton (european representa-
tive at the supreme Allied commandment of nAto), was focused 
on defining a regional security concept, and how it would differ 
from a na tional security concept. it also covered a broad spectrum 
of issues such as nAto efforts and strategies in building european 
security, and nAto’s attitude towards russia as “the continent’s 
most impor tant variable”.

remarks by mr. william courtney, us Ambassador to Georgia, 
on peace building measures in Abkhazia, Georgia, for the first time 
presented the official formulation of us policy towards the position 
of Abkhazia’s separatist leadership, and the way this protracted con-
flict should be addressed in order to be resolved in accordance with 
the princi ples of international law.

each day of the workshop held the expectation that the topic of 
nAto expansion to the east and russia’s attitude toward it would 
dominate discussions, or at least insinuate itself into other related 
topical discussions. But however interesting, the russian issue did 
not distract participants’ attention from other important issues, and 
was in fact only very gingerly touched upon (a fact specifically noted 
by rep resentatives of the russian embassy in Georgia). As for the 
issue of russia’s role in the caucasus region, everybody’s hopes 
could be expressed by us President Bill clinton’s words, uttered 
during his first visit to moscow, that russia “has a chance to show 
that a great power can promote patriotism without expansionism; 
that a great power can promote national pride without national 
prejudice... i be lieve the measure of your greatness in the future will 
be whether rus sia, the big neighbour, can be the good neighbour”.

the workshop attracted considerable interest domestically and 
abroad, and was undoubtedly a major event of the year with regard 
to pressing issues in the caucasus. fifteen countries sent represen-
tatives to the workshop, most of the ambassadors and heads of 
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international missions accredited in Georgia actively participated 
throughout the workshop, and the attendance of representatives 
from the breakaway region of south ossetia was especially notable. 
the remarks from some discussants that participation of represen-
tatives from the north ern caucasus would be relevant confirmed 
the idea of the caucasus being (in some ways) regarded as one 
indivisible unit despite political borders.

the joint workshop of the north Atlantic treaty organisation 
and the international center on conflict and negotiation marked a 
new stage in Georgia’s emerging consciousness as an independent 
na tion moving towards adapting to the civilised world’s democratic 
norms and values. now, the need of smaller countries like Geor-
gia for western assistance in raising their security consciousness is 
obvious, and nAto’s willingness to assist the newly independent 
post-soviet and eastern european nations in re-establishing and/or 
reassessing their independent statehood is understandable. what 
may raise questions and require a bit of explanation is why a power-
ful international organisation with global influence should appear as 
a partner of a small non-governmental institution in Georgia, rather 
than, for in stance a ministry of foreign Affairs or a parliament.

there is a rising understanding in our country that society should 
take initiative not only in managing our problems, but also in of-
fering the international donors the most constructive and effec-
tive ways in providing and deploying their assistance. the role of 
nGos as a vital component of democracy building is not yet fully 
recognized in our country, however, it is a normal and universally 
accepted practice in the west to enhance the capacity of developing 
nations by supporting nGos, especially those working for confi-
dence- and peace-building, democratic transformation and conflict 
resolution. nAto’s equal partnership in organising and conducting 
the workshop has therefore been no less important for us than 
nAtiP’s financial support of the workshop.

As a result of the workshop, we now have a clearer idea of 
re gional security co-operation which should bring us closer to the 
ideal of peace, understanding, and confidence building between 
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the Cauca sian countries. we hope that the present Report and the 
resulting book intended to be based on the findings and discussions 
of the workshop, will mark significant contribution to the beginning 
of long and productive process which began with developing na-
tional security concepts, has grown to encompass regional security 
concepts and models, and will eventually address the creation of 
international security models.

i am far from thinking this final report to be accurate enough in 
both perfectly reflecting the creativity of general atmosphere, and 
ex actly following what was said in presentations and discussions of 
the workshop. i encourage readers, especially the workshop partic-
ipants to provide feedback to iccn on the quality and accuracy of 
this publi cation’s treatment of the main issues of the event.

in closing, let me express my deep gratitude for the people and 
organisations without whose support and friendly concern the 
work shop would not have taken place. these are, first of all, the 
nAto Bu reau of information and Press (nAtiP), the united states in-
formation service (usis) Democracy Program, the John D. and cath-
erine t. macArthur foundation (iccn’s main benefactor), and Brown 
university, who all financially supported the workshop. extremely 
important was the constant support i felt, prior and during the 
workshop and seminar, offered by mr. zurab Abashidze, Georgian 
Ambassador to Belgium and Benelux countries, mr. zurab lomashvi-
li, then head of the nAto Division of the ministry of foreign Affairs 
of Georgia, Professor terrence hopmann, Director of the Program 
for Global security at Brown university, mr. wolfgang manig, then 
Assistant to the nAto secretary General’s special Advisor on eastern 
europe and the fsU, mr. kakha imnadze, the Georgian liaison offi-
cer for nAto, and ms. molly o’neal, of the us embassy in Georgia.

i want to extend special thanks to ms. maria Barlett, Adviser, 
Georgian state chancellery, for her invaluable assistance in pre-
paring this final report, as well as her assistance during the work-
shop. spe cial thanks also to the iccn staff members who devotedly 
worked on preparing and conducting this workshop to its successful 
end.
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the roots of Post-soviet conflict:  
A Die-hArD leGAcy 

“When Rep. Tom Lantos (D Calif.), who visited Moscow 
in April, asked Russian Vice-President Rutskoi why his wall 
still displayed a large map of the Soviet Union, Rutskoi re-
plied that the country was in a transitional state and the 
map may eventually be accurate again”. 

  Washington Post, August 5, 1993.

Cf. Belarus-Russia reunion, and the June 1997 Duma session 
where it was decided that the Anthem of the new union would be 
the USSR anthem (with or without changes in text). 

genesis of tHe Mutant: post-soViet contRiBution to 
The New worlD DisorDer BreAKiNG The uNBreAKABle 
KNoTs

the Gordian knot was designed by its ancient creator as an un-
sophisticated intellectual puzzle, a naive challenge for the relaxed 
Greek mind. when Alexander the Great saw the knot, another chal-
lenge has presumably struck him in this puzzle, a challenge to the 
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rationality of decision-making process, as compared to the value of 
object itself. having immediately made his decision on behalf of all 
rational thinkers, Alexander no more shilly shallied with the knot 
and eliminated the problem with one movement of his sword. the 
story remained in millennia.

Around 2.3 thousand years later the soviet union created anoth-
er knot of unsolvable problems challenging the whole world, which 
the first/last soviet President mikhail Gorbachev had unsuccessfully 
tried to unfasten, and which his uncompromising and successful ri-
val Boris yeltsin decided, in a more Alexander-styled manner, to do 
away with in one energetic movement: unbreakable by definition1 
but decaying to the core, the virtual dis-union was duly decom-
posed into its fifteen constituent parts. yet, the problem was not 
eliminated. unlike the legendary one, the soviet knot had been 
intertwined by its macabre creators so as to activate a chain of 
violent ethnopolitical conflicts in case of its assisted disintegration.

new specters began to haunt europe by that time, the specters 
of post communism. neo-imperialism and ethnic nationalism have 
been rampant in the falling empires. the nightmare of ethnopolitical 
conflicts started to materialize in many parts of the former socialist 
block. there were warnings about the disastrous consequences of 
rapid disintegration (among them, those coming from Gorbachev 
himself who used to say to the left-wingers, “Do whatever you like, 
only don’t dissect the alive”), but the strife of the sovietized nations 
to regain independence was stronger than survival instinct. And 
no one in his sane mind could imagine the sufferings thousands 
and millions of people were destined to go through, the rapidly 
expanding areas of violent conflict and interethnic hatred, adding 
up to the growing insecurity in the entire world.

1 “the unbreakable union of the free republics has been rallied forever by the great rus-
sia”, sang the soviet national anthem, creating another contradiction in terms.
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AN oXymoroN: “uNBreAKABle uNioN of The free 
rePuBlics”

it is important to clarify why did the artificial and inhuman sys-
tem survive for seven decades in the soviet union, how deep are 
the disastrous changes it made in personality and society, why is 
the post-totalitarian mentality dangerous to the world. most of all it 
is important in view of the growing general instability in the world 
which causes paraphrases like “we are moving towards the new 
world disorder”.

the soviet legacy which has resulted in deeply rooted irrational 
mind-style of most of post-soviet communities (with the exception 
of distinctly european-styled Baltics, and distinctly Asian-styled cen-
tral Asians), dychotomizes the main transition problem to the two 
traditional questions of russian populist intellectualism: who is to 
blame for all, and what is to be done (once and for all). the answer 
to the first question was found pretty quickly. towards the end of 
perestroika which has questioned seven decades of the soviet rule, 
lenin and especially stalin looked like the sole malefactors. it took 
only a few more years for many to reverse their decision of who 
was to blame for all the calamities that have followed the modern 
revolution: mikhail Gorbachev, of course, who has liberalized (and 
thus, destabilized) the regime, opened the way for the former dis-
sidents to stir up masses of people, fostered collapse of the empire, 
let go of eastern europe and thus, strengthened nAto.

the crisis and unclear prospect are pushing towards a retrograde 
answer to the second sacramental question (“what is to be done?”): 
thus, a visible revival of communist and socialist parties, and a nos-
talgia for the soviet life-style with its low prices and a minimum of 
social guarantees. Georgia before the novermber 5, 1995 elections 
seemed to face the same problem as russia before December 12, 
1995: a consolidated group of clearcut communists versus obscure 
freemarketists, against the background of disappointed and nihilis-
tic masses of voters. yet, the elections showed that, unlike russia, 
communists do not have strong standpoint in Georgia. Just for the 
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global security reasons, a lot of people all over the world would 
rather prefer it to have happened the other way round... 

how DiD iT All sTArT?

All has started at the same point where everything has ended: 
the crisis in russia at the turn of the century, potentially danger-
ous for, and yet underrated by the world. one tangible difference, 
though, is in the thousands of nuclear warheads making russia’s 
democratic stabilization everybody’s headache on the eve of the 
third millennium of modern civilization. the other difference is that, 
unlike the current period, russia was no more in crisis on the turn 
of the previous century than any other european country. yet the 
russian answer to the crisis happened to be in three successive 
revolutions “skipping” (in hemingwayan sense of the word) entire 
generations of people and having a profound effect on the world’s 
evolutionary progress.

Back in the first, 1905-1907 revolution period, several idealized 
alternative ways emerged for the crisis management, among them 
(1) russian Prime minister Pyotr stolypin’s: a solution within the ex-
isting framework of social relationships, by managing its economic 
dimensions; and (2) the Bolsheviks’: lenin insisted on the totality 
of the crisis of capitalism, and the possibility of equally total “re-
placement of the universe” in russia (he had to creatively modify 
marxism on this point). the former option was terminated before 
long by the sudden and unincidental death of its originator stolypin.

Post wwi developments in all belligerent countries clearly show 
that the crisis in russia was neither total, nor insuperable. the anal-
ysis of lenin’s, trotsky’s and other Bolsheviks’ heritage show that 
their goal has never been to overcome the crisis as such (which 
would normally mean to found an open and democratic society 
with high standards of living and a stable economy), but rather to 
change the nature of society and its members by means of totally 
destroying the existing system of traditional values and creating a 
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new type of human species (this approach has first been schemat-
ically outlined in the marx and engels’s 1848 “manifesto”).

in his famous book “revolution and the state” (1917), lenin has 
“updated” marx’s theory of socialist revolution (so called “theo-
ry of permanent revolution”). unlike marx, lenin has attempted 
to substantiate a possibility of successful socialist revolution in a 
single country under specific combination of circumstances. the 
latter were allegedly provided in russia by world war i and the 
crisis of tzar’s power in the state. in the same book lenin carries 
on polemics with “the bourgeois sociologists” upon the question of 
basic nature of any state: according to the latter, the state should 
be understood as a supersocial institution designed to balance and 
harmonize class/group relationships, solve or mitigate social con-
flicts. having agreed primarily to that, lenin “reveals” the “true 
meaning” of this definition stressing the point that the balancing 
is made not in the interests of the whole society but only to the 
benefit of economically dominating and, therefore, actually ruling 
classes. counterpointing the objectives of the socialist state based 
on the dictatorship of proletariat, lenin makes a striking statement 
for any normal human logic, namely, that the dictatorship of the 
majority (more numerous social class) over minority of any kind is 
by definition democratic. Among the tragic results of the commu-
nist rule in russia was popular appreciation of this unscrupulous 
program for power grabbing, hardly mistaken for anything else by 
lenin’s political opponents since the time it was written.

DeTermiNANTs of BolsheviKs’ success iN russiA

close to 1917, there was still nothing in russian Bolsheviks’ the-
oretical and doctrinal positions that might suggest of their obvi-
ous success over other political groups. But the thesis about the 
righteousness of poverty and of forceable equalization of the rich 
with the poor, upon which the Bolshevik populism dwelled, was 
something less doubted by the mass psychology in russia, than in 
europe. three major factors have preconditioned the Bolsheviks’ 
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popular success in russia: (i) a millennium-old commitment of the 
russian villagers to the “obschina” (communal) life-style, (ii) pow-
erful traditions of the orthodox christianity advocating asceticism, 
submission to authorities, patience and references to the poverty 
of christ, and (iii) impact of the popularly interpretable, emotionally 
charged and scientifically sounding marxist doctrine, offering an 
oversimplified universal picture of nature, history and society based 
on the “theory” of class struggle. A certain role was also played by 
the deeply rooted xenophobia, manifest in both russian higher and 
lower social classes’ attitude towards the west, especially towards 
the traditional rival – europe. 

there was something in the russian obschina mentality that 
caused apprehension and popular resentment for the rising class 
of kulaks (more successful and industrious farmers) towards the 
end of 19th century, and out of which the Bolshevik-sponsored so-
viet mentality had partly emerged. essentially the same syndrome 
is now impeding russia’s movement towards competitiveness and 
the market economy, and is substantiating popular support for the 
communists. in an average soviet russian’s view, it was just not 
right for somebody to be more prosperous than his neighbor. it was 
all right, however, if the authorities took any suppressive measures 
towards such person or group to restore “justice”. At the early stages 
of soviet rule people were even encouraged to implement mob law 
towards the suspiciously wealthy ones, and in all times they were 
encouraged to denounce them. Pavlik morozov, a siberian school-
kid of the 1930s, became a torch of enlightenment for soviet kids 
to follow for denouncing his kulak father to the kGB.

the totalitarian regime has developed a uniquely distorted at-
titude towards law in people (so that even the constitution has 
turned into a loose set of principles subject to free interpretation 
and revision by each subsequent ruler). that is why among major 
objectives of, and unsurmountable obstacles for Gorbachev’s pere-
stroika was creation of a law-based state in the soviet union: law, 
justice, principles, integrity were the terms that found the same 
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interpretation in the soviet dictionaries as anywhere else, yet car-
ried metaphysically remote meaning for most people.

there was one feature in lenin’s powerful and controversial per-
sonality without which this undersized and unattractive intellectual 
with a neck-tie and burring speech would never win the hearts of 
the masses of overworked and frustrated workers. he was proba-
bly the first popular leader in human history characterized by both 
all-permeating hatred towards the existing society, and the scholarly 
substantiated agenda of total unselective destruction of the existing 
social, economic and political structure, based on this hatred (after 
seven decades, post-communist ethno-nationalist leaders will ex-
ploit the same power of hatred to raise people’s masses in Bosnia, 
Georgia and other conflict-affected areas). the whole concept of 
the soviet system was based on hatred and confrontation, giving 
rise to the fortress and conspiratorial mentality.

A few more NoTes oN The fouNDiNG fATher

lenin was revered in the communist world as a greatest philos-
opher, while his real genius was in political strategies. this included 
the insuperable ability to convincingly manipulate his mistakes into 
achievements, failures into victories, hidden agendas into predic-
tions. As far back as 1904 the russian society was shocked by the 
Bolsheviks’ call for russia’s defeat in the war with Japan, and was 
furious with a vladimir ulyanov’s appreciation of his fatherland’s 
defeat as making for tzarism’s collapse and approaching popular 
revolution. ten years later the Bolsheviks again psychologically 
shocked the society with the same appeal when the world war 
i broke out; but that time it sounded more appealing to people, 
as the prospect of military victory faded out and the frustration in 
society grew. meanwhile, there was the first russian revolution of 
1905-1907, unsuccessful to leninists but valuable for most other 
political parties’ view as opening the way to parliamentary rule in 
russia introduced by the nikolas ii october 1907 manifesto. 
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the Provisional Government brought to power by the second, 
and successful russian revolution of february 1917, saw its pa-
triotic duty in continuing the war at any cost “till the victorious 
end”, while the Bolsheviks pursued their agenda of ending the war 
at any cost. (now that there was no tzar, it sounded strange for 
many, but the frustration with the unending war prevailed in peo-
ple). this was actually achieved only after the october Bolshevik 
coup in 1917; the separatist truce with Germany was negotiated in 
1918 in Brest-litovsk, despite lenin’s envoy trotsky’s protest to its 
humiliating and disastrous consequences for russia. this was the 
beginning of the end for comrade trotsky (later nicknamed as “Ju-
das trotsky”), which had to be removed out of lenin’s way anyway. 
soviet scholars and ideologists had later interpreted this process 
as another confirmation of lenin’s political genius which “knew” 
he would win those lands back from Germans, and had managed 
to reveal trotsky’s treacherous activities. in fact, lenin had simply 
traded considerable russian territory for the brake enabling him to 
ensure his power in russia at the most crucial moment.

it is no more a sensation that lenin’s pre-revolutionary anti-na-
tional agenda and destructive policies, along with inexhaustibility of 
his small party’s financial resources, affirmed many researchers in 
the opinion that he had really acted on behalf of the German secret 
service trying to undermine russia’s power and later disintegrate 
the country. it is important for the purposes of our discourse that 
the founders of soviet empire have planted in mass consciousness 
appreciation of unscrupulousness, and an absolutely flexible inter-
pretation of the concept of law.

The lAsT chANce losT

february of 1917 will forever remain in history of russia as an 
unrealized chance to complete the process started by Peter the 
Great which had its main objective in finally bringing russia into 
europe culturally, economically and politically. unlike the situation 
of the 1980s, russia could overcome the 1917 pre-revolutionary 
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crisis by updating its state structure and socio-economic system, 
having, of course, to deal with basically the same difficulties that 
all other post-wwi countries faced, and which they did manage to 
overcome without suicidal social experiments. 

the very first decrees of the Bolshevik government after octo-
ber of 1917 were outwardly democratic. At the same time, these 
were the first steps in a new type of dictatorship disguised as peo-
ple’s power. to be successful, it needed, above all, the revolution 
in morality. “All-including, universal flexibility of all concepts, flex-
ibility achieving the level of coincidence, even identity of the op-
posites: that is the essence!”, so did lenin explain the power of 
hegelian-marxist dialectics. All his philosophical “insights”, includ-
ing the choice of not very much popular hegel’s conception, were 
aimed at “scientifically” substantiating total flexibility of principles 
in politics, social relationships and state management1. 

the social overturn extending to comprise the whole world was 
to be founded on lenin’s five-item plan for socialist revolution:

(a) establishing the dictatorship of proletariat and building the 
new type of state apparatus;

1 the Bolshevik ideas bore a fare amount of attractiveness both for frustrated masses 
and for intellectuals. it is a known fact that, along with other contemporary western 
thinkers, f. scott fitzgerald expressed great respect for lenin’s personality “unable 
to put up with proletariat’s sufferings” (remarkably, Bertrand russell, who happened 
to have met lenin personally, recalled him as the most ill-intentioned person he had 
ever met in his life). f. scott fitzgerald has responded to the Bolshevism’s critics by 
appraising the october revolution of 1917 and its consequences as “the greatest 
social experiment in human history”.

 lenin’s powerful criticism (though also combined with reverence) came from herbert 
G. wells. At their meeting in russia in 1920, the writer tried to draw his host’s atten-
tion to the obvious general incongruities and the economic unfeasibility of his agen-
da. to a quite realistic forecast concerning russia’s development under socialism, 
`the greatest teacher of the mankind’ responded persuasively with an idyllic picture, 
which finally made h. G. wells admit that “this russian dreamer has lost touch with 
the ground”. the only correction needed be that lenin was too much down-to-earth, 
yet he had his ground elsewhere: he knew he dealt with the masses of people out 
of which charisma-fostered obsession, victimizing and scapegoating could mold any-
thing.
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(b) victory of “the socialist sector” over multistructuralism in 
economy;

(c) extermination of the remnants of exploiter classes and neu-
tralization of their advocates;

(d) People’s upbringing in the spirit of communist world outlook;
(e) Developing an atheist, anti-religious consciousness in people.
the marxist doctrine of socialism as the initial phase of com-

munism, stated its main objective in abolishing forever exploita-
tion of man by man (it had smartly reserved from saying anything 
about exploitation of man by the state). As it soon turned out, in 
all the five items of lenin’s plan the victory of socialism meant the 
destruction of natural socio-economic relationships, of both social 
and individual integrity. All the property was to be de-privatized, 
nationalized and put under absolute control of the emerging new 
bureaucracy of state apparatus (nomenklatura). the agriculture was 
forceably collectivized through mass genocide of resilient peasants. 
remarkably, when nazis during the ww2 temporarily occupied the 
soviet territory, they did not abolish Kolhozs (collective farms) as 
they saw in them convenient, cheap and easy-to-handle form of 
manpower exploitation: a kind of agricultural concentration camps1. 

post-octoBeR stage: totalitaRianisM BaseD on 
voluNTArism

world war i had triggered social revolutions, along with rus-
sia, in many other european countries, but they all fairly soon re-
turned to traditional models of socio-economic development. in 
russia it did not happen for seven more decades. Between the two 
world wars two junior dinosaurs emerged, German-italian fascism 

1 no wonder that the perception grew in the west of the u.s.s.r. as empire of evil. 
moscow represented the stronghold of the imperialist spirit where every “bomzh” 
(poor person) identified himself with an empire: tv interviews in moscow streets 
before the proposed and unrealized 1993 tokyo summit amazingly revealed more 
support for not giving the four tiny (and distant-as-moon for most of the muscovites) 
kuril islands back to Japan, than for getting the country out of a severest economic 
crisis (where the promised Japanese aid might matter a lot).
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and russian Bolshevism, which, despite stalin’s conciliatory efforts, 
would not co-exist peacefully. fostered by unsolved contradictions 
between the major nation-states, world war i created a new knot 
of problems that had found their solution in post-world war ii euro-
pean development. europe had finally found its way; russia cannot 
decide up to the present moment. 

Just as it was with regard to pre-revolutionary russia, a legiti-
mate question arises: was the known post-revolutionary develop-
ment of russia-turned-soviet union inevitable, could it be different 
if the leaders or conditions or policies were different? russian jour-
nalists and writers of the perestroika period (1986-1990) made it 
fashionable to dig the biographies of lenin’s and stalin’s betrayed 
(and often executed) confederates, to set up unrealized scenarios 
of what would the country be like if trotsky or zinoviev or rykov 
won. the most favorite “ghost ruler” of russia was Bukharin. In the 
euphoria of glasnost the mentioned writers failed to realize that 
all these were of the same Bolshevik breed, only less fortunate, 
and the regime they would choose to set up in russia would be 
far from democracy. rather, it was the regime itself that chose or 
discarded leaders, and uncle Joe became and stayed for thirty years 
“father of all peoples” due to the ruthless logic of self-survival of 
totalitarianism.

the kernel of the emerging repressive system was the agency 
initially called GPu, then “chekah” (hence, “chekist” for its mem-
bers), then nkvD, mGB, and finally, kGB. the legendary figure of an 
almighty komissar (originally a political supervisor for the red Army 
units in 1918-1922 civil war, without whose consent a commander 
could not decide), became a symbol of the ubiquitous, absolute 
power of a uniformed man over a civilian one. it seems relevant 
here to recall another passage from lenin’s “revolution and the 
state”, one that deals with the state apparatus in a new society. Ac-
cording to lenin, social revolutions are those that mark replacement 
of socio-economic formations, and the socialist revolution differs 
from any other social revolution exactly in that it cannot utilize old 
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bureaucracy for the new purposes: it has to destroy it completely, 
and breed a totally new type of administrator. 

the real problem troubling the father-founders was maintenance 
of the closed and artificial socio-economic structure, unsupported 
by any traditions of the existing states. “Dictatorship of the pro-
letariat” had promptly transformed into a state-monopolistic bu-
reaucracy, regarding public as its #1 enemy, as a beast to tame. 
the most basic factor in the process of taming was irrationality of 
the regime, and unpredictability of its decisions with regard to its 
subjects. regular and random night-time nkvD raids in the 1930s 
were designed to produce a steady reflex of fear and submission 
in all layers of social structure. Getting people used to what once 
felt like deprivation of their human and political rights, the regime 
temptingly interpreted it in a mephistophelic way into liberation 
from the burden of responsibilities.

According to the Georgian philosopher merab mamardashvili, 
the most disastrous outcome of the soviet system was not socio-po-
litical, or economic or even environmental catastrophe: rather, it 
was an anthropological one. it had substantiated total neglect for 
the value of human being, and imposed a multiple moral standard 
on everyone in the society.

when the u.s. movie director stanley kramer, highly respected 
in the soviet union for his movies highligting social and racial prob-
lems in America, came to the moscow international film festival in 
early 1970s, he addressed the soviet tv audience with the words, 
“we all must learn to realize the value of a single human being” 
(clearly having in mind the situation with human rights in the so-
viet union). the russian translator added to these words “and the 
mankind as a whole”, as without such generalizing supplement the 
whole phrase did not seem to him to make sense in russian. this 
remarkable episode illustrated the typical soviet mindset towards 
any individual or a particular case: neglect through generalization. 
that is, probably, why all the soviet leaders starting with nikita 
khruschev, could not suffice with lesser objective than “peace in 
the whole world”.
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Khruschev, firsT sovieT couP AND The sTAGNATioN

nikita khruschev liked to be portrayed by the soviet propagan-
da as “indefatigable fighter for peace in the whole world”. he was 
the first to launch the propagandist campaign for “the universal 
and total disarmament”: apparently, nothing smaller-scale would 
count, or, what would really count, might even hinder the intensify-
ing soviet nuclear armament. Positive reminiscences of that period 
in the west are mainly caused by parallels with stalin’s isolationist 
and repressive regime, which khruschev was undoubtedly the first 
soviet to dare oppose and criticize openly.

Durability of the popular beliefs has its limits, and the “kremlin 
peasant” was smart enough to understand: post-wwi hardships, 
foreign intervention and the civil war, famine of the thirties, the 
nazi invasion, post-wwii recovery had worked like blessings for 
the regime; but this could not last forever. new great perspectives 
should have been found immediately, and a new enemy to write off 
all the failures. Anti-stalinist shock therapy, “communism in twenty 
years”, “surpassing America in economic growth”, plus launching a 
russian spaceman in April 1962 helped restore the internal credi-
bility of the system for a while. 

khruschev’s rule (1956-1964) had later been quite irrelevantly 
called “the khruschev thaw”: for he never really planned any liber-
alization of the totalitarianism or any major socio-economic reform, 
let alone a “new political thinking” Gorbachev finally had to spon-
sor. no ideological frivolities or political different mindedness were 
imaginable in those times. Depersonalized rule of all the structures 
responsible for making decisions, save the supreme strategist, a 
“true leninist”, hence, infallible by definition, and therefore beyond 
criticism from below (and there could be nothing above for an athe-
ist mind) had turned the entire socio-political life of a tremendous 
country into a farce. the actors in the farce were all the members 
of society, their silenced conscience was a beholder.

In the 3rd (and last) edition of Great soviet encyclopedia Khrus-
chev’s rule was described as “one that displayed growing elements 
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of subjectivism and voluntarism”, for which reason the cPsu central 
committee decided in october 1964 to dismiss its first secretary 
(in russian it sounds like “liberate from” or “relieve of the occu-
pied position”, connotating again with “rescuing from overhanging 
responsibilities”). the october 1964 events have later been qual-
ified in the west as coup, which Khruschev’s successors Brezhnev 
and kosygin would undoubtedly try to dismiss on the judgment 
day by referring to the whole Party power structure as usurpatory 
and basically illegal. the analogy rises with the october (what a 
mystical month of coups for russia!) 1993 events when the u.s. 
news analysts were indulged in a highly academic discussion on 
whether President yeltsin’s repressive actions against rebellious yet 
legitimate leaders of russian parliament can be justified by universal 
norms of law. A couple of months later no one argued that they 
should have been imprisoned, but yeltsin could not prevent the 
newly elected russian parliament from setting them at large again.

Getting back to the khruschev period, the society still being un-
der severe psychological pressure of the stalinist heritage, nobody 
had any other reference point to balance around but a mythical 
(guide)”line” relating to an exclusively true to-date interpretation 
of marxism leninism generated by certain institutions in downtown 
moscow. the impossibility to discover any regularity within this sort 
of “dynamic equilibrium”, or its objective verification, would nor-
mally suggest of the entire subjectivism of its grounds. communist 
ideology virtually represented a pseudo-religious teaching disguised 
as a popularized version of scientific theory.

Gradually, and mostly under external pressure, the orthodoxy 
yielded from the 1970s to what may be called a playful convention-
alism, resulting in a kind of “structural equilibrium” in a strictly strat-
ified society directed by the will of the communist Party Politburo. 
the absurdity of the situation, when a communist Party supreme 
leader is automatically and permanently (till death do them part) 
head of all branches and levels of the state power, was obvious to 
everyone. through the force of a single party system’s logic, any 
management was bound to turn into an idolatry, and the citizens 
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had to exercise their common sense by daily adjusting to Pravda’s 
directives on how much is two times two today.

All the ideologic and bureaucratic follies did not finally bring the 
society to mass psychosis and social disintegration largely due to 
one powerful factor. the mass psychology inside the country was 
strongly mythologized by the soviet union’s image as a besieged 
bastion of peace and progress, protector of all oppressed peoples 
and parties in the world (money consuming yet unavoidable role), 
a vehicle of the new age, and therefore hated by and endangered 
from all imperialist powers in the world. to endure through all his-
torical challenges and temptations seemed far more fundamental a 
task than yielding to the decaying, alien and doomed elitary culture 
of the west. the ultimate reason why all this looked like truth was 
in the scientific air that existed around marxism, which made an 
average soviet believe that “marx has scientifically proved that the 
world evolution has been such and such”. not that marxism, which 
permeated all political and social text-books and was compulsory 
for all schools and colleges, was too seriously taken by the students.

now, looking back at that period, one cannot help asking ques-
tions: Just how could the doctrine so obviously naive, artificial and 
helpless, a social philosophy so misanthropic, be ever taken for 
anything so fundamental as to found the whole history of human 
evolution on it? how could (and why would) the society based on 
this primitive belief last for over seven decades, obstinately up roll-
ing its sisyphus stone? 

Almost immediate answer is that it was directly appealing to the 
collective unconscious, justifying and exalting otherwise unrecog-
nizable, unacceptable and repellent manifestations of a lower self 
in people. starting from the “natural” right of the poor to expro-
priate the rich enshrined in leninist principles of the dictatorship 
of proletariat, through every loyal soviet citizen’s duty to expose 
and denounce saboteurs (unincidentally intellectuals, foreigners, 
industry and agriculture specialists) proclaimed in the chilling 30s, 
a de-humanized system emerged. out of a popular revolution grew 
a renewed and refined imperial spirit.
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it was almost impossible for any individual to avoid the grinding 
stones of communist ideology and propaganda, and a layman reac-
tion to historical facts like assassination of the tzar’s entire family 
in 1918, was very indicative. Almost everybody was indifferently 
appreciative of the objective necessity that led to elimination of 
“that bad guy’s” successors who later might claim their throne back 
from Bolsheviks. no less indicative was the popular reaction to the 
soviet troops’ invasion in czechoslovakia in 1968: if the anonymous 
polls had been done among soviet citizens, they would show an 
amazingly high rating of support for the government’s actions: in 
a popular perception, “we” just could not let the situation in the 
heart of europe and near “our” borders go out of control, and could 
not let “the Prague spring” leaders get away with this attempt to 
undermine the unity of the socialist Bloc.

coNsPirAToriAl miNDseTs AND The “ProJecTeD eNemy”

in a popular soviet spy movie of the early 70s “seventeen in-
stants in the spring”, adored by the Brezhnev family, one of the prin-
cipal characters, Gestapo chief Grupperfuhrer muller, surprisingly 
looked like every soviet’s idea of a kGB general. featuring him in a 
more realistic manner would make the image less perceptible and 
the whole movie less successful. in all the movies depicting capitalist 
lifestyle, one could easily recognize typical darker features of the 
life in the soviet union, which was a genuine Jungian projection of 
the shadow: isolated soviet regime composed images of life and 
human relationships in the west exactly in accordance to its own 
complexes and subconscious self-image. rare soviet tourist groups 
to the west were strongly warned about foreign secret services 
hunting for weaker soviet citizens (especially technical profession-
als) to make them betray their fatherland in a faustian manner, 
and to be prepared to resist all sorts of temptation. unsurprisingly, 
things often really happened with the believers, while those who 
would not believe in this bullshit, usually completed their foreign 
trip without problems. 
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Back in their homes, people, presumably out of the scarcity of 
entertainment, liked to indulge in “high place” anecdotes (the in-
superable character in most of them being Brezhnev). various spy 
stories also circulated in the stagnation period involving high places, 
although very rarely a leader of the country. trading the position 
(and role) of the emperor for any reason whatsoever seemed ab-
solutely senseless. yet, even the most stable beliefs are not forever. 
the most convincing tales are those which are hard to prove or 
disprove. According to one of them, mikhail Gorbachev has sold 
the soviet union, along with the rest of the communist Bloc, to 
the capitalist west represented by certain u.s. government agen-
cies, for a ridiculous amount of $25,000,000. the entire perestroi-
ka, designed to disintegrate the country, was conceived jointly by 
Gorbachev and George Bush at their informal meetings, back in 
the years when the first was a rising kremlin functionnaire, and the 
other was ciA director.

A sovieT PrisoNers’ DilemmA 

one of the traditional issues for the problem of incorporating 
a post totalitarian or newly independent state into the community 
of civilized countries is a sacramental question of the political pris-
oners. it looks like a litmus test for a civilized outsider to inquire 
whether a state is able to cope with the diversity of opinions and 
the organized (or organizable) opposition without resorting to re-
pressions. the soviet union had always been a classic case of a 
totalitarian style of treatment for all its disobedient and/or discon-
tent, let alone dissidents. everyone in the country, down to the 
extremely retarded individuals, knew in his bones he dealt with a 
kind of regime he could not fool around with. ninety-nine percent 
of the soviet citizens of mid 80s would totally dismiss any possibility 
of sponsored reforms exceeding cosmetic repairs of the system.

then there came mikhail Gorbachev, the man who aimed to 
change his own country, but who had changed the world instead. 
Gorbachev’s dilemma was whether to glory behind the decaying yet 
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durable walls of “the empire of evil”, or jump into the unpredictabil-
ity of democratic reforms. it undoubtedly required courage on his 
part to take the latter choice. And on that way the painful issue of 
political prisoners and dissidents had to be dealt with. some of them 
were concentrated in lubyanka and other prisons in and outside 
moscow, others were exiled to distant provincial cities. released by 
Gorbachev, many of them became involved with then radical yet 
constructive wing of the russian democratic movement, the bright-
est name in this spectrum being the repressed academician Andrei 
sakharov, earlier known as “the father of the soviet h-bomb”.

others, as soon as they got released from kGB prisons and sur-
veillance, started to stimulate and direct uncompromising nation-
alist movements in the union republics. the status of a former 
repressed dissident and, particularly, that of a political prisoner was 
of special value for the post-totalitarian mass perception and for 
the role of popular leader (vaclav havel in czechoslovakia being a 
better example in this plethora). A few of the former soviet political 
prisoners, like zviad Gamsakhurdia and some of his confederates in 
Georgia, later proved to have been driven by nothing but enormous 
ambition.

in the meanwhile, the economic situation in the country was 
further deteriorating. the more the world applauded to the historic 
decisions of liberation of eastern europe, unification of Germany, 
ending cold war and converting the nuclear industry, the more 
people’s life in the u.s.s.r. got miserable and the future prospect 
uncertain. ordinary citizens bitterly called themselves local hostages 
of global breakthrough. looking back at those years, it is hard to 
imagine how liberalization of the regime could have been combined 
with the rapid economic growth or, at least, stable and painless 
transition. But the society’s expectations (encouraged by the leader 
himself) were exactly such as to eventually determine the negative 
popular perception of Gorbachev’s policies and personality which 
persists in russia to the present day.
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secoND sovieT couP, DeATh of emPire AND The rise 
of eThNic NATioNAlism

Gorbachev’s Achilles’s heal was his umbilical cord with the party 
nomenklatura which he would not give up. Disintegration of the 
country was also something unthinkable for him, but he actually 
moved towards giving the union republics more and more sover-
eignty, until the compromised version of the union treaty, sched-
uled to be signed August 20, 1991, was supposed to have marked 
a final stage in development of novo-ogaryovo process with which 
Gorbachev identified his reform to a great extent. this was the plan 
of turning the soviet union into “a new type of federation” giving 
its members the rights equal to those of confederation of states. 
this plan appalled both hard-liner communists and the emerging 
nationalist leaders in the republics. communists called this plan a 
virtual disintegration of the country. nationalists qualified it as a 
disguise for reviving the “modernized russian empire” out of the 
decaying union.

August 18, 1991, while president Gorbachev was on vacation in 
crimea, a group of highest position, led by vice-president Gennadi 
yanayev, introduced the state of emergency in the whole coun-
try, and proclaimed itself the supreme temporary power (so-called 
GkcP). the goal was to prevent the process of disintegration (Baltic 
states and Georgia have already proclaimed independence by that 
time), and to restore the orthodox soviet rule. the attempt of coup 
was defeated in the muscovites’ popular uprising, and the perpetra-
tors imprisoned. Gorbachev was rescued by his arch-rival yeltsin’s 
closest confederate rutskoi who will raise a coup against him in 
october 1993. But the president was doomed. three months later 
his liberator managed to terminate existence of the soviet union.

At the most crucial moment the system had worked against it-
self: if it was not in the bureaucratic traditions of soviet leadership 
to promote weak but excessively obsequious people, someone 
brighter than yanayev might lead the coup, and the plot might be 
more successful. 
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Among various comments on and versions of the August 1991 
events that filled the world media in those days, Georgian presi-
dent Gamsakhurdia’s version stood out (like most of his other state-
ments): behind the whole plot stood... Gorbachev himself, hiding 
out in his dacha to preserve his democratic image in the west, and 
pulling strings at the same time to restore the old repressive regime 
in the country. conspiratorial syndrome was manifest once again: 
russia was seen as a biblical beast, impossible to destroy and unable 
to humanize; all the liberalizations, reforms, even the staged coups 
could only serve to dangerously disguise its growing aggressiveness. 

however, the soviet union has ended by the end of 1991, and 
the history of new russia has started. A little later the opposition in 
Georgia has ousted the president Gamsakhurdia, and eduard she-
vardnadze returned to his embattled native republic. contrary to 
his predecessor, shevardnadze invited all competing political forc-
es (with the only exception for Gamsakhurdia’s notorious helsinki 
union/free Georgia) to share the newly elected parliament and 
mark the final reconciliation. But just like elsewhere in post-imperial 
space, contradictions were too deep to overcome rapidly.

Almost immediately the struggle for complete control over their 
newly independent countries turned yesterday’s confederates into 
enemies. confrontation between the legislative and executive pow-
ers in russian leadership, personified by yeltsin vs khasbulatov duel 
prior to the october 1993 attempt of coup, was suspiciously out-
spoken, outrageous, and noisy. could it be just a performance to in-
crease the west’s concern about stability and the aid for democratic 
reforms in russia? everybody wondered whether khasbulatov, for 
any reason whatsoever, could deliberately create a grotesque fig-
ure of anti reformist retrograde, just to fulfill his role in this game? 
there was a remarkable analogy between the parliamentary crises 
in russia and in Georgia: outwordly composed of radically different 
individuals and parties, both represented the incompetent and un-
scrupulous groups trying to undermine a reformist head of state. 
Boris yeltsin has at that time displayed both power and determi-
nation to neutralize destructive forces in his parliament, causing 
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controversial comments in the west. eduard shevardnadze had to 
display the lack of both, to a certain detriment of stability in his 
country, in order to keep fitting into an image of a democratic ruler. 
only after the elections of november 1995 did the Georgian pres-
ident consolidate his power enough to strengthen people’s hopes 
for the country’s sustainable future.

The PsycholoGy of isolATioNism

the post-soviet political psychology makes everyone identify a 
country and its policies with the personality of its leader. too many 
lapses in the last years international relations have been caused by 
identification of russian strategies, policies and interests with the 
existing image of the russian president. 

nobody in the world will be able to analyze, predict or effectively 
react to the situation in and the policies of post-soviet countries 
if the figures of leaders are not considered within the context of 
three forces that greatly influence decision-making process: (i) pres-
sure from the closest circle of their advisors and executives, (ii) 
sentiments that dominate a given society (including those based 
on stereotypes), often inconsistent and mutually contradictory, (iii) 
ethnopolitical situation in the country, especially violent conflicts 
maintained with outside assistance. it will not be an exaggeration 
to say that both russia and Georgia, on incomparable scales and 
given the whole enormous difference between them, have given 
the world the most characteristic examples of post-totalitarian de-
velopment.
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etHnICIty AnD DemoCRACy In GeoRGIA: 
rivAls or Allies?  

A HIstoRICAl PeRsPeCtIve

geneRal pRoBleMs of post-totalitaRian inteR-etHnic 
DeVelopMents (tHe case of geoRgia) 

the 1918 Act of independence was the first to open the door 
for Georgia to democratic future. the process was hindered for the 
next seven decades by the soviet totalitarian rule, but now it is in 
the Georgian society’s hands to make the process of democratiza-
tion irreversible. Among the priority issues in building a democratic 
independent statehood is creation of a secure and stable future for 
all citizens. 

A nation that seeks/gains independence from a larger power 
always assumes that its national minorities should share this cause, 
although it is very often exactly the opposite. transition to new and 
inexperienced intrastate relationships always contains a high degree 
of threat perception for non-titular ethnic groups who feel endan-
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gered and may seek autonomy, secession, or protection from a 
friendly power. separatism is wide spread especially in post-imperial 
formations, and ethno-territorial conflicts turn into legal deadlocks. 
it takes a long time till a new and harmonized system of inter-ethnic 
relationships replaces the collapsed one in a newly independent 
nation. the crucial moment here is not just in adopting norms and 
principles of civil society for which a post-imperial/post-colonial 
nation is generally unprepared. Building a democratic civil society 
is unimaginable without sharing a system of values characteristic 
of any developed human community. Another problem is that in a 
post-totalitarian transition such an evolution cannot precede rele-
vant economic and social developments which may develop pain-
fully and hinder the democratic process accordingly.

TowArDs AN iNclusive iNTerPreTATioN of NATioN

Among the most important steps in building a democratic civil 
society is public acknowledgement and appreciation of all citizens, 
regardless of their ethnic identity, as identifiable with the nation. 
formal equality of human rights is enshrined in all newly adopted 
constitutions. yet there is a distance to cover from a theoretical 
acceptance to practical realization of the right of your ethnically 
different neighbor to be chosen for the same vacant job position 
in your country that you are applying for. 

“nation” in the post-soviet mentality is traditionally understood 
in the same sense as westerners would understand “ethnicity”, al-
though no titular ethnic group would agree to identify itself as an 
“ethnic group”, which is regarded as a “lower-grade”, even a humil-
iating qualification. And using the word “nation-state” often creates 
misunderstandings, as this should in post-soviet understanding es-
sentially mean an ethnocratic state system. Post-soviet societies 
slowly come to realization of the basic principles of civil society.

this process is particularly important for Georgia. Georgia is a 
multiethnic country. it was a multiethnic country in 1918 when it 
first proclaimed independence from a collapsed tsarist empire. it 
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was even more diversified a country in 1991 when the soviet empire 
collapsed. historically Georgia was known as tolerant and hospita-
ble place from which there has been little emigration. e.g. Jewish 
settlements were known for almost twenty-six centuries in the sub-
region without any cases of repression recorded. Active geopolitical 
location of Georgia and the expansive policies of neighboring larger 
powers (turkey, Persia, later russia) increased the existing ethnic 
diversity in the region to the highest. now the most numerous na-
tional minorities in Georgia are Armenians, Azeris and russians (in 
the latter ukrainians are often indistinguishable). Abkhazians and 
ossets were the ethnic groups characterized with highest degree 
of tension in relationships with ethnic Georgians since 1990. De-
gree of communication and the prospect of reconciliation are at the 
moment much higher with former south ossetia than with Abkha-
zia. the breakaway Abkhazia problem, and a peaceful and efficient 
solution to the Abkhaz-Georgian ethno-territorial dispute are the 
number one priority issues for the immediate future of Georgia.

the Abkhaz have stressed their ethnic difference from Georgians 
as the conflict developed. it took time since the dispute over the 
Abkhazia problem lasts in the Georgian society to fully realize the 
Abkhaz are not ethnic Georgians. if the Georgian-Abkhaz dispute 
ends constructively in incorporating Abkhazia in the Georgian feder-
al state, it will also take time for the society to realize that Georgians 
are as much Georgians as Abkhaz are, as well as all other citizens of 
Georgia belonging to various ethnic and national groups that make 
“the people of Georgia”.
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tRAnsItIon: tHe seCURIty AsPeCts

i. leGAl AlieNs To DemocrAcy, or The Nis PArADoX 
BAlTicNess As AN iNTerim TrANsiTioNAl GoAl

everybody knows that the new independent states are in transi-
tion. the following post-soviet nations would like to be recognized 
as prospectively european (which would mean being not only geo-
graphically, but also culturally, politically, and legally part of europe): 
ukraine, Belarus, moldova, Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan. russia 
considers herself a europe-by-definition, as well as Asia-by-defini-
tion. the still hugest country on the world map understandably 
differs in this regard from the rest of nis. russia was not really “one 
of the soviet nations”, could never liberate from her domineering 
(including soviet) global self-image personified by her recently re-
stored state emblem featuring a double-headed eagle who cannot 
give up either of its euro-Asian claims. Among the aforementioned 
nations, correctness of inclusion of Azerbaijan in the list might raise 
some doubts, if not for the oil that is fuelling western drives in Azeri 
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orientation. situation with Azerbaijan cannot be clarified by usually 
made comparisons with turkey who never demonstrated readiness 
to altogether alter its Asian profile, and has sought europeanness 
mainly in the functional sense of the word.

strange though it may sound, it was the unifying soviet rule that 
has imposed european attitudes on most of the republics. euro-
pean-styled soviet cultural and behavioral standards, utilizing the 
classic russian cultural traditions, have contributed significantly to 
the cultural formation of the union republics, natural to most of the 
above nations, artificial to and imposed on the central Asian nations 
who never quite identified yet complied with it out of the necessity 
to follow the rules of the game of survival. south caucasus has been 
a region diversified in itself yet growing in its european orientation, 
in which christian (since AD 334) Armenia is special for the political 
ties with russia, moderately islamic Azerbaijan is building bridges 
to europe while maintaining its central Asian cultural ties, while 
Georgia (christianized between AD 325 and AD 337) is seeking any 
ties on the western side of the globe, trying at the same time to 
reasonably appease the “Big Bear”.

the sinuous ways of post-soviet transition are manifest in that 
south-caucasian way to europe seems to be lying through the Bal-
tics. to give a conceptual attempt of clarifying the matter with the 
europe-seeking nis without unduly dismissing it, let us consider 
their virtual future in what might be called “greater europe”. Any 
of the aforementioned nis are dreaming of full “citizenship” in the 
unified europe, but are really only eligible for a “legal alien” status: 
i.e. an open door (with no guarantees) which may any moment slam 
before their nose if they fail to satisfy some explicit or implicit cri-
teria. understanding very well there is a hyperspacial distance they 
have to shortcut to reach western europe, the south-Caucasian 
nations would at least like to create special relationships with it by 
co-operating in eu and nAto structures, participating in as many 
programs as possible, etc., but most of all by acquiring a specialty 
which would allow them to be perceived as “young european broth-
ers”. for an example, the Baltics case is being usually brought up. 
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let us point at the features that even in the soviet times dis-
tinguished the Baltic nations, estonia, latvia and lithuania, from 
the rest of the soviet constituent republics. something made them 
eligible for being considered prospectively part of europe as soon as 
the decline of the soviet system became visible, and for being de-
tached from russia and cis by a “real border” as soon as the empire 
collapsed. Baltics have always been special in the ussr not only for 
their geostrategic location on the map, but even more so by their 
european mentality and life-style, and the cultural closeness from 
the empire. their late (pre-world war ii) incorporation in the ussr 
fails to explain all, as e.g. most part of western ukraine was incorpo-
rated in the ussr in the same period as the Baltics yet would never 
rank with them. Despite the considerable soviet-created russian 
diasporas, the Baltics even managed to use their soviet statehoods 
for consolidation in their anti-soviet development: something west-
ern ukraine, although playing a major role in ukraine’s struggle for 
independence and promoting the Belovezhskaya Pushcha decisions 
of December 1991, definitely lacked (and was finally balanced by 
the russified eastern regions of the country).

south-caucasus nations have been trying to satisfy their imme-
diate security needs by means of appeasing the russian strategic 
interest by maintaining a tolerable russian military presence in the 
region. not being able yet to secure their borders and settle internal 
disputes, Georgia and Azerbaijan would see their long-term security 
guarantee in having a treaty-based western protection and a “real 
border” with the big northern neighbor, while Armenia (being nat-
urally detached by having no common border with russia) would 
perceive the same as a security risk. Armenians, although no less 
determined to ensure their independent statehood, are trying to 
maintain it through strategic partnership with russia, even at the 
risk of alienation from the rest of the caucasus. 

thus, more (if at all sufficiently) realistic thinkers in the south 
caucasus visualize their way into the west via Balticness via east-
ern-europeanness via central-europeanness. what they fail to re-
alize is a rigidity of the western perception of cis nations as de-
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scendents of totalitarian spirit, comparable to the post-world war 
ii Americans’ perception of Germans as nazis. Bulgaria or romania 
may not evince more “europeanness” in the above sense than the 
caucasus, yet they do have to their credit a psychologically im-
portant fact that they have never been part of the soviet empire 
(as if ceausescu’s regime was less destructive to the spirit), and a 
geostrategically important fact that they are closer to the european 
union on the map. so, they do not need an interim “green light” of 
Balticness which may be a harder thing to achieve for the caucasus 
peoples than liberation from the soviet rule.

will the “legal alien” status become permanent for the eu-
rope-seeking newly independent nations? on the one hand, there 
is an increasing interest in the caucasus world wide related to the 
prospect of caspian oil transportation to the west, the “eurasian 
corridor”, “the great silk route”, etc. Georgia under President she-
vardnadze has achieved the reputation of a country able to main-
tain its stability despite unsolved disputes. on the other hand, a 
prospect of incorporation of central-, eastern-european and Baltic 
states in nAto may bring nearer the time when the east-west se-
curity border dividing russian and western spheres of influence, 
and expanded to distinguish more promising post-communist re-
gions from less promising ones, will coincide with the present cis 
borders, thus deepening the gap between east and west the whole 
post-communist global transformation was expected to bridge.

The cAucAsus PheNomeNoN

the caucasus is a highly diversified multiethnic area of the for-
mer soviet union, located between the Black and caspian seas and 
linking russia with the middle east. its strategic, inter-cultural and 
interreligious location has historically made this region a front-line 
for numerous wars and violent conflicts. russian-dominated since 
mid-nineteenth century, the area has decomposed with the collapse 
of the soviet union into three independent states – Georgia, Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan (known collectively under the name of cau-
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casia, or, from the russian perspective, transcaucasia, or recently, 
south caucasus,). Azerbaijan and especially Georgia are decidedly 
multiethnic, unlike almost monoethnic Armenia landlocked further 
to the south.

the smaller caucasus nationalities like the chechens, ingush, 
Adyghs, lezgins, cherkess, Balkars, Avars (with ossets or Alans 
standing out) are much more closely related to one another than 
to either of the three major caucasus nations south of them. these 
have remained constituent parts within the russian federation, 
with greater or lesser degree of autonomy preserved. Abkhazians, 
though claiming to be decsendants of ancient tribes present in the 
Black sea coastal region from Antique times, acknowledge however 
their kinship with relatively younger north-caucasus tribes, espe-
cially Adyghs, much to the benefit of Georgian historians who refuse 
to accept both truths at the same time. the russian north-caucasus 
autonomous regions (divided from Georgia and Azerbaijan by the 
Greater caucasus mountain range) have also been rapidly growing 
in their national identity, led of course by chechens who remain 
involved in their treacherous bid for independence from the russian 
federation.

in spite of its seemingly marginal position in the post-soviet 
space, the caucasus has repeatedly attracted international concern 
in the 90s over the civil wars and coups in Georgia and Azerbaijan, 
the Azeri-Armenian war over the nagorno karabakh enclave (the 
most protracted conflict in the fsu), and the high-intensity con-
flicts in Abkhazia, south ossetia, ingushetia, and chechnya (more 
correctly, chechenia). since December 1994, the latter conflict 
grew into an open confrontation with central russian authorities 
as the yeltsin administration tried to press rebellious former sovi-
et Airborne General Dzhokhar Dudayev, the late president of the 
self-proclaimed chechen state, into submission and recognition of 
the russian jurisdiction over chechenia. the armed conflict was 
terminated in summer of 1996, while russians had to submit to 
the chechen terms of armistice. December 1994 for the first time 
illustrated a horrible prospect of a caucasian war involving russia 
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in a new Afghanistan-style protracted conflict, with consequences 
disastrous to russia’s territorial integrity, and unpredictable in their 
impact upon international security.

PlAyers AND Their iNTeresTs

the caucasus stands out in the long list of troubled spots on the 
post-soviet map. in recent years, it has looked like nothing more 
than a cluster of ethnic wars, high- and low-intensity conflicts, and 
zones of social unrest. now, on the contrary, most world conflict 
maps depict this region among conflict-free zones (!) which may be 
true only if we include bloodshed in indispensable elements of the 
definition of conflict.

however, despite the notorious protracted conflicts over na-
gorno karabakh, Abkhazia, south ossetia, and also the north osse-
tia/ingushetia dispute over “Prigorodny raiyon”, the caucasus was 
long of only marginal area in the spectrum of world politics – that 
is, until the really explosive potential of the region became manifest 
since: (a) the war in chechenia has shocked the world with its in-
tensity and ruthlessness, and (b) the caspian oil issue has impacted 
world economic priorities, therefore, in a sinuous way, helping to 
terminate the chechen war.

it has long been clear that without factoring in what each of 
the major players in the region considers to be their indispensable 
strategic interests, it is impossible to achieve lasting peace in the 
caucasus. co-operation between the three transcaucasian states 
– Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan – has always been understood 
as the number one issue. even so, approaches to this goal have 
been as varying in all three states. Georgia’s first post-commu-
nist ethnonationalist leadership tried to promote an idea of “the 
caucasian home” for the indigenous nations in the region that to-
tally disregarded russia’s interest. the failure of ethnonationalist 
regimes in almost all post-soviet states marked the transition to 
a new stage of rationalisation of national goals and perspectives. 
Georgia’s President eduard shevardnadze has several times tried 
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to promote the idea of a peaceful caucasus based on similarity 
between or coincidence of interests of all the nations and ethnic 
groups that inhabit the region, and in accordance with strategic 
interests of the neighbouring large powers. nations and peoples 
that have interacted over such a historically considerable period, 
and thus have very much in common, should more easily become 
partners in building their independent statehood and defence part-
nership. termination of the war in chechenia in summer of 1996, 
russia’s compliance with the chechen-induced terms of subsequent 
relationships, above all, russian public opinion’s reaction to all this 
showed the prospect of ratio winning upon will in post-soviet affairs. 
yet the unrelenting Abkhaz and karabakh disputes have demonstrat-
ed that russia’s rational approach to the caucasus problems is very 
slow to materialise.

however, a large share of the problems faced by post-soviet 
caucasus are internally induced, and would arise despite the pol-
icies of greater powers. Along with the inevitable post-totalitarian 
transition problems, this includes the impact of ethnic psychologies 
and national cultures, especially traditions like the caucasus “code 
of dignity” reminiscent in some features of classic medieval chivalry 
but essentially an eastern blend. A genuine and authentic cauca-
sus-ness is perfectly manifest in both russian- and Georgian-side 
mountaineous areas of the caucasus, weakening as we move from 
mountain to plain and from country to town in mainland, and as 
we move from Georgia to Azerbaijan, with its weakest forms found 
in Armenia. the caucasus has always been specific but preserved 
its identity in a kind of soviet-guarded “national park”. As soon as 
people at last felt on their own and faced the world in the last de-
cade of the twentieth century, the problems of understanding and 
accommodation were bound to show.
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ii. russiA AND cis: A GrAND Power DisillusioNmeNT 
The PhANTom of The Pole

Apparently, russia has problems about accepting new realities, 
and the process of post-totalitarian transition is more complicated 
for her than for most other post-soviet states. the most painful 
moment in the entire post-soviet transition for russia has been 
accommodation to the fact that it is just another country on the 
map, although a huge one. every nation is seeking ways to grow 
stronger and more influential than it is. russia never really cared 
about developing a democratic system, but prior to the soviet rule 
she was at least exemplary in the world for cultural achievements 
(rather than for a remarkable size), like excellent literature and mu-
sic, essentially making for developing democratic values in society. 
yet, when possessing the assets to destroy or to irreparably pollute 
the planet is the only convincing argument available to be listened 
to globally, the only reasonable strategy is to moderate the ambi-
tions of a superpower.

As soon as the Ken waltz-styled structural-realistic constructions 
lost their relevance to the political reality, russia had a difficult 
problem of adapting a new and less prestigious place in an emerg-
ing system of international relations, unavoidable with regard to 
the critical state of her economy. feeling phantom pains in the 
extremities gone, the former empire has unsuccessfully been trying 
to persuade the world it still is, in some sense, a pole. regrettably, 
russia seems to have also been overlooking on this way the oppor-
tunities that often accompany the crises.

russiA AND The NATo eXPANsioN: 
fiGhTiNG wiNDmills or GAiNiNG PoiNTs?

the attitude the west-aided post-soviet russia evinces towards 
its main former adversary nAto is indicative. russia’s attitude to-
wards the nAto expansion to the east may be understandable in 
terms of hard positional bargaining. what represents a puzzle for 
the analysts, is the public sentiment that feeds the continuous and 
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apparently illogical game of confrontation with the west as essen-
tially alien and hostile world, and especially with the united states 
as a center of world-dominating ambition under the disguise of 
democracy and free market. leaving alone the ethical side of this 
issue, this might be understandable only if russia had something 
better to offer to the world, conceptually at least. nobody in rus-
sia argues any more that this country represents a global leader in 
implementing of a populist ideology allegedly based on “the only 
true and scientifically valid” philosophy. russia does not even have a 
pronounced recognition as a leader from any group of the so-called 
near-abroad (cis) countries. All post-soviet nations are painfully try-
ing now to assimilate the economic and political system that most 
other nations in the world have built decades ago.

let us see how the russian reaction to the nAto expansion issue 
can be interpreted in terms of bargaining. Being aware of her very 
limited capability to divert the western-designed strategic process, 
russia is allegedly trying to offer a deal which would allow her to 
be granted the most decisive voice possible in any international 
structures where she agrees to participate, to increase the western 
assistance, and to be given a free hand in the post-soviet space, 
in turn for a blind eye to eastern-european involvement in nAto. 
the only exception from this scheme may be ukraine, strategically 
fit to play a decisive role in the entire post-soviet space. having 
ukraine, a spacy, resourceful and fertile land protruded into europe, 
integrated into russia has always been a goal of tremendous stra-
tegic importance for russia. likewise, the independence of ukraine 
since December of 1991 has been perceived in russia as a serious 
security risk, while most new independent states, on the contrary, 
considered it as their major security guarantee, able to prevent 
the scenario of post-soviet reintegration under russian dominance 
from materialization.

nevertheless, submitting to the russian plan might turn to be 
a tempting decision for the u.s. and nAto, in view of rapid devel-
opments in the current candidates Poland, hungary and czech re-
public, with slovakia, croatia, slovenia, maybe also Bulgaria, along 
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with estonia, latvia and lithuania as next in line. in such a case the 
future russian security border may finally coincide with the borders 
of the former soviet union minus Baltic states. the bottom line of 
the current russian policy is that this should happen only if inte-
grative processes under russian dominance within the entire fsu, 
starting from the european part of it, grow to a sufficient extent in 
the nearest decade. recent energetic efforts of russia to politically 
and economically integrate Belarus, an economically risky affair in 
itself, were designed to create a precedent of such integration in 
cis. Above all, it was only a prelude to facilitating a really strate-
gically important integration process with ukraine, a development 
which might make the west negatively reconsider its assistance 
plans for russia.

under these circumstances, the only wise attitude for russia 
would be to build credit and confidence with the new and more 
powerful partners by assuring them that a new member’s only am-
bition is to grow enough to constructively blend, to everybody’s 
benefit, with the system that has proven to be more successful 
than any other in the world. instead, there is a visible discomfort 
in russia about any kind of the nAto and u.s. activeness in the cis. 
the u.s. is seen as a sole remaining global pole, taking maximum 
adavantage of the status quo through “its military tool” nAto, a 
protruding weapon against the east. A general tragic tone about the 
post-communist transition in russian media, as well as academia 
is as if good has already been defeated, and evil has won in a fatal 
global battle. it would be unjust however not to notice millions of 
rationally minded people in russia which do not fit into this picture, 
but the reality is that they do not in any way affect the political and 
ideological climate in their country.

rationally speaking, should russia have essential problems about 
accepting, or at least, assuming new realities and new roles, accord-
ingly? would it imply any painful alterations in the current far- or 
near-abroad policies or long-term strategic planning for russia, if 
this country willingly changed its attitudes? most probably, not. 
one cannot help compare the defeated post-world war ii Japan’s 
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rational approach to its relationships with the former enemy the 
u.s., which certainly cannot be explained away in a primitive ste-
reotypical manner, like “Japanese are just smarter than russians”.

then, what can be the cultural-psychological bases for russia’s 
counter-productive and, apparently, self-damaging ideology today? 
to throw some light on that, it is necessary to get past one painful 
issue: what can really be rationally meant when speaking “russia 
wants this” or “russia does that”, or more correctly, who is in charge 
in russia today? if you ask an average educated person in russia 
with more or less unbiased attitudes and some analytical abilities, 
his/her answer will probably be that several powerful groups, com-
bining persons/subgroups in and outside government, are sharing, 
competing for and manipulating power in russia. russian tradition 
has always been a neglect of public opinion, so neither of these 
groups in power cares in the least about how their policies are 
perceived domestically or abroad: all they are interested in is the 
maximum profit they can squeeze out of existing messy conditions 
in the country. no system of values is shaping for a new russia, and 
no one in a huge state seems to really care about building a credible 
political reputation for him/herself or for someone else, a situation 
which disastrously affects the political climate in the country every 
time the President’s health or position looks endangered. thus, we 
do not go very far from the initial point of our analysis if we at-
tempt to see things ex parte interna.. unless we want to indulge in 
non-productive explanations involving a “mysterious russian soul”.

russiA DefiNeD iN Terms of virTuAl reAliTy 

the truth may after all lie in admitting that a “standard russian”, 
a common denominator of all popular beliefs, ambitions and fears, 
is the one in charge of policy-making in russia. every real-life per-
sonality in charge of any position to lose, is afraid of confronting 
that formidable “virtual reality” character. this may happen to a 
country with “a debilic” power system, or to a nation with a spe-
cific mass consciousness. the core of that character’s standpoint is 
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reminiscence of the great-power ideology, a phantom of domination 
that has fed the imperial spirit in russia for centuries.

in this context, what can be the rationale behind the russian 
reaction to the issue of nAto expansion to the east? imagine we are 
listening to what this virtual reality character has to say. we have 
for centuries been a great power, and at the same time a victim of 
our geostrategic position on the map. europe has flourished largely 
because it was shielded by russia from Asian invaders who instead 
have repeatedly devastated the russian land. out of all historic 
disasters and cataclysms, we have created a state structure where, 
for the first time in history, the idea of justice was blended with the 
idea of equality in distribution of welfare, and stability in people’s 
life prospect. without a soviet contribution, the Allies would never 
beat nazis in world war ii, which might have hindered the global 
evolution process. we still possess the number of nuclear warheads 
enough to destroy the planet. we occupy a territory incomparably 
larger than any other country in the world. yet we are being spo-
ken to like an inferior nation, like there has not been a time when 
the u.s. treated us as the only matching counterpart. if not for the 
west’s agent Gorbachev who started the destructive process, and 
yeltsin who had completed this process, the soviet union would 
have continued to exist, and appall the west.

this monologue is, of course, grotesque, yet it is voiced and 
echoed in virtually every official statement or analytical comment 
in russia, let alone the media, and is so far not balanced by a single 
realistic domestically made self-criticism.

obviously, it has already been an enormous concession to a 
“hostile environment” in a standard russian’s view that the soviet 
union and the whole warsaw Pact seized to exist. should not the 
west be as grateful to yeltsin and company for that concession as 
to economically support the post-soviet russia indefinitely? the 
so-called “new russians” are too scanty to make for serious tranfor-
mations in public consciousness which continues to be fragmented. 
yet larger and larger numbers of russians, especially younger ones, 
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start to realize their choice can be both rational and compatible 
with new reality.

The eND of The commoNweAlTh, The sTArT of The 
AGe of AXes AND corriDors

A similar problem applies to the russian attitudes, perceptions 
and policies in the so-called near abroad, i.e. towards the former 
soviet republics. the commonwealth of independent states (cis) 
was designed in moscow as a deterring mechanism to prevent fur-
ther dissolution of the remnants of empire. upgrading of this tool 
should have turned it into an efficient re-integration and re-unifi-
cation mechanism for getting the former soviet republics together 
again under the russian dominance. Great bulk of the western 
economic assistance for the fsu going to support, and supposedly, 
to democratize russia, should have been a crucial supporting factor 
here. if this plan was considered appallingly realistic by many imme-
diately after the collapse of the ussr, now it is being assessed as 
having little prospect to materialize. Although, again with a western 
assistance, the latter view may also be soon fading away. what kind 
of western assistance is meant this time? this may be a fatal mis-
take in dealing with the nAto expansion issue, namely, abandoning 
the nis, especially the hottest spot B the caucasus, to russia at the 
price of the russian compliance with the nAto expansion to the 
european borders of the fsu, and a subsequent incorporation of 
former communist central europe in eu.

certainly this is a bottom line for russia, but how much is it fea-
sible? the cis has proven its inefficiency as a global integration tool, 
giving rise to small, functionally and practically determined group-
ings, while the russian leadership is trying to find ways to revive 
the commonwealth. the south-eastern arch via ukraine, Georgia, 
Azerbaijan, and uzbekistan, is one of such groupings marking the 
skeleton of the eurasian corridor to facilitate the east-west trade/
economic transactions via Black and caspian seas.
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the local, or subregional tools of influence left for russia to main-
tain her dominance in the post-soviet space include the protracted 
ethnic and territorial disputes, like those in Abkhazia and south 
ossetia. otherwise russia would not maintain the costly peace-
keeping forces in the conflict zones, formally sponsored by the un 
security council’s decisions. i will try to analyze below what may be 
expected in the zones of conflict to impact in the coming decade the 
post-soviet security strategies in one of the four suggested ways.

iii. GeorGiA: leGAcy, reAliTy, AND The sceNArios 
GuArDiNG iNNer securiTy BorDers

the impaired territorial integrity is not the same for Georgians 
as the loss of territories traditionally was for russians until the 
chechen war had for the first time questioned the immediacy of 
this value on a national scale. the nation’s, especially a smaller and 
newly independent one’s concern for its territorial integrity should 
be quite an understandable one. for the Georgian nation who has 
in addition been historically war-torn, external muslim-dominated 
for prolonged periods, and identity-ridden for almost two centu-
ries of russian/soviet rule, the issue has become particularly sen-
sitive. in the Georgian case though it had a special strain caused 
by the inter- and intra-ethnic diversity traditionally characteristic 
of this land, with a considerable number of minorities’ compact 
settlements and three soviet-established autonomous formations (a 
considerable number for a small country like Georgia). the russian 
factor, promoted to the ranks of black magic in mass mentality in 
its ability to produce and manipulate ethnic conflicts, was another 
factor reinforcing a perception of threat from the minorities.

that is, probably, the main reason for a phobic fear of federalism 
perceived in Georgian mass mentality as a sort of state-sponsored 
way to self-liquidation. A natural yet appalling implication being 
that people would feel sufficiently secure under a moderately na-
tionalist authoritarian rule in a unitary state structure, rather than 
a liberal power system characteristic of modern democracies. A fear 
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of decentralization of power, and delegating significant prerogatives 
to local elected authorities (as the current discussion of choice be-
tween elected and appointed local administration shows) means 
essentially lack of faith in viability of the state and its future.

the problem of territorial integrity has become crucial for the 
consciousness of post-soviet Georgians. the limits of nationhood 
have been identified in people’s minds with state borders of the 
country, and the immediate threat to Georgia’s territorial integrity 
the Abkhazia and south ossetia conflicts have posed has been iden-
tified with the externally imposed challenge (not an inner crisis!) 
to the national identity. even now Georgians are very reluctant in 
naming the recent split in the nation caused by the ethnonational-
istic ideology among the conflict-escalating factors, which obviously 
means many of them feel more confident attributing the crisis only 
to the external factors: externalization of inner crisis in order to 
avoid a painful discovery that the nation has an identity problem.

shevArDNADze’s eXPerimeNT AND The cAucAsus 
meNTAliTy

Back in the pre-Gorbachev soviet times, first secretary of the 
central committee of the communist Party of Georgia comrade 
eduard shevardnadze was credited for being experimenter and in-
novator of the soviet economic system (in fact, he even visioned 
Gorbachev’s reform as development of his earlier experiments). 
now the former soviet foreign minister and current President of 
Georgia mr. eduard shevardnadze, respected in the west and hated 
by russian military as Gorbachev’s closest partner in dismantling the 
soviet Block and the iron curtain, is trying to upgrade his country’s 
image to the european compatibility standards. is it possible though 
to found a country’s image on the image of its leader? for one thing, 
Georgia had been very little known to the outside world before she-
vardnadze came back to lead his newly independent country, after 
a short but noisy ethnonationalist domination period in 1990-1991 
broke into a civil war between Georgians, and caused ethnic clashes 
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in the south ossetia region of Georgia. energetic efforts of shevard-
nadze’s brought international recognition to his country. even after 
the conflict in the Abkhazian Autonomous republic in Georgia grew 
into a war, and the russian-aided Abkhaz proclaimed independence 
from Georgia, the international community never questioned the 
issue of territorial integrity of Georgia.

the period between 1995 and 1997 turned out to be of partic-
ular significance for Georgia’s stability. it sounds like a miracle but 
Georgia is slowly recovering, and the russian spell does not seem 
to have been worth casting. it is farely quiet and safe in most part 
of the country, and there are no visible signs of social tension in the 
people who still have to put up with autumn-to-spring shortages in 
power supply and delays of miserable salary throughout the year. 
much of this myracle has to be credited to one person’s – President 
eduard shevardnadze’s – impact, along with the massive human-
itarian assistance and western credits for Georgia in the recent 
years induced by his name (although other factors also counted, 
like expectations linked with the caspian oil pipeline issue, or the 
impact and aftermath of the chechen war). the critical mass was 
created by a synergy of two simultaneous factors – the western 
effort to prevent a russian dominated reintegration scenario from 
developing, and the Georgian leader’s determination to confirm 
his legendary reputation by bringing his country out of the crisis. 
the President has masterly managed to use his rivals’ mistakes and 
failures, including an August 1995 assault, to finally strengthen his 
position and avert the growing threat of organized crime from the 
country, after which people have started to believe that law and 
order was possible in Georgia. Georgian authorities led by shevard-
nadze managed to avert the danger of “crudely” organized crime, 
yet the country remains liable to more sophisticated forms of cor-
ruption, may be even not perceived as such in post-soviet mentality.

the problem of breakaway Abkhazia still remains a number-one 
obstacle to a decidedly positive evaluation of shevardnadze’s role 
in Georgian history. roughly 250,000 iDPs and refugees are waiting 
to return home. the tired Georgian people are just waiting for the 
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Georgian state jurisdiction to be restored in Abkhazia, and for the 
whole issue to close on that. in such a case, a number two obstacle 
should naturally remain the breakaway south ossetia, but it is not. 
surprisingly, Georgians seem to be treating the south-ossetian issue 
as not too urgent, as soon as there is no active visible support for 
secessionists from neighboring north ossetia, or from russia. 

AN eye oN The wesT, A fooT iN The eAsT

most Georgians still seem to be in expectation of Godot to inter-
vene to solve their problems rather than consolidate and organize 
and act constructively. Powerful yet uninterested mediator (obvi-
ously, not russia) that would impose a successful finalization to the 
hard positional bargaining is something people have in mind when 
asked about what should be done about the conflicts. when asked 
which group or organization or country could realistically play such 
a role, they are at a loss... Discouraged by the osce, and especially 
un efforts to help solve the conflicts, the Georgian society failed 
to activate its potential to the end of effectivizing the negotiations. 
Apparently, this is the issue where no shrewd president can re-
place or substitute what is expected from the public. creative and 
competitive spirit, although an individualist-styled, has always been 
prevailing in Georgians, yet the belief in efficiency of a collective 
constructive action has always been frail.

unlike most other caucasus nations, among which traditionalist, 
strictly hierarchical and structurally united north-caucasian ethnic-
ities are particularly notable, Georgia has never been a clan-based 
society. ethnologically Georgians significantly differ from region to 
region within Georgia. family ties, including closest relatives, are the 
strongest among group-forming factors, followed by peer connec-
tions, friendship, especially male friendship (“dzmakatsoba”), and 
functional ties, with ethnic and social distinctions being observed. 
family names indicating a noble descent are more likely to produce 
leaders or to open doors. on the whole, Georgians form a loosely 
structured, self-centric yet curious, west-respecting, russia-appre-
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hending community, explicitly europe-oriented, implicitly Asia-af-
fected at the same time. 

most citizens still hardly realize they have rights to enjoy, or 
imagine a rational and feasible way to protect them. realizing the 
state should protect borders and territorial integrity of the coun-
try, and even enforce safety rules on the roads, they would hardly 
believe the same state should protect and ensure every single citi-
zen’s dignity or impose penalty on slander. there has been a lot of 
debate in Georgia about the abolishment of death penalty. most 
ordinary citizens just wonder what this debate is all about, when 
the legal systems, and especially penitentiaries, are inefficient, and 
require a profound reform. Death penalty has lately been under 
moratorium, and may soon be completely abolished to conform 
to the world Bank designated standards and accelerate Georgia’s 
incorporation in european structures, but many ordinary citizens 
just know they would feel even more unprotected in an artificially 
ripened democracy. what they firmly believe is that who is richer 
will always buy his way out of law and order. insecurity felt by an 
ordinary citizen facing a power structure cannot be helped by any 
experiments whatsoever.

from GrAND fAilures To GreAT eXPecTATioNs?

the major internal threat to the security of Georgia comes from 
the ethno-territorial conflicts, primarily the Abkhaz-Georgian con-
flict. in the continuous discussion of various models of adminis-
trative/territorial structure, this clause had to be left open in the 
country’s constitution “until the resolution of disputes and reaffir-
mation of the territorial integrity of Georgia”.

looking back, we see that serious social tension was forecast 
for Georgia in recent years which, however, never materialized. the 
great majority of people still have to survive on a few lari (1 us 
Dollar equals 1.28 lari) per month, looking for odd jobs and sell-
ing valuables from home, sometimes the home itself. surprisingly 
for a foreign eye, they do not rally or strike in protest. cinics say 
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the Abkhhazian conflict and the presence of compactly settled tens 
of thousands of refugees played the role of a safety valve. three 
major factors have, in fact, served as regulators of the process: (a) 
traditional resentment for publicly demonstrating one’s economic 
hardships, (b) tradition of inter-generation family ties and mutual 
support, and (c) a foreign humanitarian assistance for the poorest 
groups. harder-working young people have much more chances to 
survive, although with no stable prospect. Proficiency in english, 
computer and management skills are highly instrumental in placing 
young people with higher-paying banking and trading businesses, 
and with the offices of already gradually shrinking foreign human-
itarian structures.

Another major pacifying factor has been the great expectations 
from transportation of the caspian crude oil to europe via Georgia, 
which include economic, as well as political aspects.

The oily siDe of The cAucAsus sANDwich

Georgia and the whole caucasus region may be in the beginning 
of discovering another murphy’s law. the international business 
has serious incentives to support the peace-making efforts in the 
caucasus (as well as independence of south-caucasian nations). 
termination of war in, and russia’s agreeable tone toward chechnia 
have been imposed by vital necessity to stabilize the region in order 
to make western investments possible. the same is expected to 
work with regard to unsolved conflicts in Georgia, of which Abkha-
zia is in close vicinity to the oil pipeline route. Georgia has already 
demonstrated the ability to maintain safety of investments, in spite 
of unsolved problems, but a prospect of guerilla war or terrorist acts 
next to the pipeline or the terminal in supsa can still undermine 
the country credibility as a partner.

even under peaceful skies, placing too much expectation with the 
benefits from the caspian oil transportation may be a dangerous 
strategy. says Dr. Johan Galtung, “newly independent Georgia and 
Azerbaijan may have been better off without oil entirely: disad-
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vantages from being caught between the interests of great powers 
competing for oil deposits, their extraction and transit control in the 
region may be a painful awakening from the present idyllic pictures”. 
it is true that grass suffers from whatever activities of elephants, be 
it fighting or lovemaking. however, the grass needs fertilization to 
grow at all. shall the sandwich fall with its oiled side down before 
Georgians are able to taste it? let us see what the oil issue boils 
down to at the moment.

first of all, are the reserves really so substantial as to compete 
with the existing world suppliers? According to the Baku-based 
Dutch journalist and writer charles van der lieeuw, if the caspian 
countries will have to work hard and to invest fortunes to double 
their output in ten years, the oPec could do it overnight just by 
opening a few more taps. the present reserves of oil in the world 
are estimated crudely at about a trillion barrels, of which, according 
to some estimations, the states bordering the caspian sea together 
may count for 2/3 of them (which would make a beasty amount of 
666 billion barrels: the information called misleading by the men-
tioned expert). the total amount of caspian known reserves is 3.5 
billion tons of crude oil and over 600 billion cubic meters of gas. 
the cost-price of caspian oil has been calculated at an average of 
$7 a barrel, while in the huge west-siberian fields extraction costs 
over $12 a barrel.

the main options today for the export of oil and gas outside 
russia are from Baku to the new terminal of supsa on the Georgian 
Black sea coast through Georgia and turkey to the southern Anato-
lian coast. the least costly seems to be a further extension of the 
Baku-supsa line to provide the terminal at supsa with up to four 
million barrels a day. such a vast quantity of supply would lower 
the bottom price of one barrel of oil in supsa to an average of $7 
for transcaspian oil and between $5 and $6 for offshore caspian oil. 

two pipeline routes have been finally agreed on: from Baku via 
chechnya (alternate via “more stable” Daghestan) to the terminal 
in the greatest russian seaport of novorossyisk (requires an invest-
ment of around $2 billion), and from Baku to the terminal in supsa 
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(the financial output being expected at around $1.3 billion). the 
third option was via Javakheti region of southern Georgia to the 
terminal in the south-east Anatolian mediterranean (an investment 
of no less than $3.2 billion would be needed). 

needless to say, russia would be happy to be a sole partner for 
the west in exploiting the caspian oil issue, rather than sharing this 
role with the transcaucasian states. rationally speaking, the final 
decision has been made to everybody’s benefit. restoration of rail-
way through Abkhazia would further enhance the economic poten-
tial of the region. that no progress is made in Georgian-Abkhazian 
negotiations, is interpreted by many as russia’s unwillingness to 
further enhance Georgia’s potential and credibility by helping reach 
a solution for this disputed Black sea region.

feasibility of practically all economic development plans in 
Georgia depends on whether the potential of stability and growth 
substantially exceeds the potential of destruction and dissolution 
through externally manipulable ethnic/territorial disputes. 

GeorGiA AND The NATo eXPANsioN issue

there is a rising understanding in Georgia that nAto, as the 
world’s most powerful and successful defence alliance, has accumu-
lated enormous experience in the theoretical study, development 
and practical application of national security concepts and defence 
co-operation strategies for nations that have sorely needed them. its 
Partnership for Peace Programme has already become an effective 
instrument for building peace and co-operation in the post-com-
munist world. Georgia, owing to its geopolitical location, can play a 
constructive role in confidence building, peacemaking, and defence 
co-operation throughout the entire region of the post-soviet cauca-
sus. And it would be an unaffordable luxury for Georgia and other 
caucasian nations to disregard nAto experience and its proposed 
assistance. the nAto secretary General Javier solana’s visit in feb-
ruary 1997 to the post-soviet states, including Georgia, once again 
displayed nAto’s strong intention to develop co-operation with us 
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on a mutually advantageous basis, our share in this “bargain” be-
ing a stable co-operation in peacemaking efforts, irreversible move-
ment towards democratic society and the rule of law.

the nAto enlargement is perceived by general public in Geor-
gia as a natural historical and geopolitical process, and a defensive 
measure of the west against russia’s plans of reestablishing her 
dominance in europe. there is little hope that Georgia may qualify 
to join the enlarged nAto or unified europe in the nearest decade, 
but in the longer run Georgians do not give up hopes to become 
part of the process. Georgia actively participates in nAto’s Part-
nership for Peace Program, and is trying to enlarge the scope of 
relationships with the Alliance through a number of activities like 
joint seminars and trainings of academics, technicians and military, 
as well as parliamentarians and diplomats. the scarcity of those in 
Georgian diplomatic circles, who would question positive impact of 
the nAto enlargement on the grounds that it is really a complicating 
and disbalancing factor, is indicative.

in a regional security context, russia is perceived in Georgia 
as a “clear and present danger”, an expansionist and dominating 
neighbor destined to intrude, and impossible to ignore. the west, 
unlike russia, is perceived as a friendly yet uninterested big rich 
guy capable of risking some investment “just for the hell of it”, but 
capable also of withdrawing later from the region entirely. creating 
a forpost against the “Big Bear” did not prove to be a sufficient 
stimulus for establishing a long-term counter-balancing western 
presence in the region. General public understanding in Georgia 
is that the enlarging (and thus advancing to the caucasus borders) 
nAto may in itself play a role of a shield against the plans of re-in-
tegration of the region under russian dominance if supported by a 
synergizing process of the caucasus regional defence and strategic 
co-operation. A few people argue though it would do exactly the 
opposite, i.e. stimulate russia to enforce its domination plans, like it 
was feared to materialize after the helsinki summit in spring 1997, 
and again after the final Act between russia and nAto was signed 
may 27. realistic though it may sound, the matter is to have enough 
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courage to appreciate a mainstream process, although it may also 
infer some disadvantages or security risks. Growing partnership of 
the caucasus countries with nAto and with each other through 
regional security networks can create for them a necessary security 
guarantee.

A greater-scale event in Georgia, demonstrating the unanimous 
attitude towards co-operation with nAto among officials, academia, 
mass media and general public, proved to be the joint nAto-iccn 
workshop “Developing a regional security concept for the cauca-
sus” held in october 1996 in tbilisi. fifteen countries, seventeen 
international organizations, lots of nGos and Gos sent their rep-
resentatives to the forum. incorporated in the workshop was the 
seminar “integration and Disintegration in the former soviet union: 
implications for the regional and Global security”, jointly organized 
by the Program on Global security of Brown university and the 
iccn. scenarios of post-soviet development generated lively dis-
cussions among the participants. 

experts agree in that the workshop and the seminar marked the 
start of an age of genuine and growing public interest in Georgia 
towards the opportunities opening as a result of the co-operation 
with nAto. the workshop made also clear that national security 
concepts for the caucasus countries cannot be successfully devel-
oped without considering them within a regional security context. 
Despite all existing disputes, south-caucasus nations sorely need to 
co-operate in jointly building their common security, which should 
also facilitate solution to painful problems such as nagorno kara-
bakh. the unanimous understanding of all participants was that the 
Abkhazia problem should and can be solved by peaceful means. 
notably, the issue of the russian attitude towards the nAto en-
largement was touched upon very tactfully.
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Did the west trade non-interference in the former soviet union 
for russia’s compliance with nAto expansion in central and eastern 
europe? if the answer is yes, it can only mean that the west believes 
the caucasus, unlike eastern europe, is not worth integrating into 
europe and is insignificant for european security.

this in itself is a serious warning for the caucasian nations. But 
can it also mean that the west intends gradually to shift its con-
ceptual border to coincide with the present frontiers of the com-
monwealth of independent states, thus deepening the gap between 
east and west that the post-soviet transformation was expected to 
bridge? if so, does the west grasp the long-term implications for 
international security? can the international community afford a 
western-assisted reintegration of the cis countries under russian 
dominance? And does the west under stand what it is dealing with 
in the caucasus?

Despite its already partly realised potential for violence and 
high-intensity conflict, the caucasus receives little attention or 
study. it represents a unique conglomeration of cultures, psycholo-
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gies, traditions, and life-styles. Despite this diversity the caucasus 
deserves attention as a regional entity, regardless of political bor-
ders and religious differences. this means the entire region, not just 
the “transcaucasus” — which refers only to the area south of the 
Great caucasian range, and reflects a russian perspective — but 
including the “russian” northern caucasus.

The regional framework. in addressing their national secu rity, 
the caucasian nations, apprehensive of any regional integration 
schemes, have verbally approved but in practice ignored as unfea-
sible any all-caucasian initiatives. the Armenian-Azeri dispute over 
nagorno-karabakh remains a major faultline in the region. yet the 
realisation is slowly dawning that national security concepts can-
not develop without consideration of a broader context of regional 
security.

since the fall of the soviet empire, russia has tried to show 
the world that the caucasian nations cannot sustain themselves 
and develop peacefully, and therefore need a strong supervi sor. of 
the transcaucasian states, land-locked and resourceless Armenia 
has tied its interests much more closely with russia than Geor-
gia and Azerbaijan have. Georgia is at odds with russia because 
of the unsolved ethnoterritorial disputes in Abkhazia and south 
ossetia, where russian mediation has failed, while Azerbaijan is 
promoting its oil-based western connections. this logically fosters 
Georgian-Azeri ties, reach ing out to ukraine and uzbekistan, further 
deepening a fault line in the region.

where can security guarantees for these states come from? the 
Georgian defence ministry has been trying to demonstrate its loy-
alty to the cis military alliance, a position cautiously sup ported by 
the president and the foreign ministry. the Georgian Parliament, on 
the other hand, takes an opposite view, while public opinion almost 
unanimously opposes moscow’s dictum that no cis member state 
should be allowed to join nAto. the problem is that Georgia does 
not belong to, and has no prospect of joining, any strong defence 
alliance in the immediate future. the only prospect beyond the 
dilemma of unsecured limbo versus moscow-generated integration 
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lies in temporary and unstable defence alliances of groups of cis 
countries, such as the ukraine-Georgia-Azerbaijan axis.

the problems facing the caucasus have been attributed to the 
so-called transition period which every post-soviet nation is sup-
posed to be going through. But transition to what? And how long 
can a transition last without turning into a historical stage in the 
development or dissolution of a nation? in Georgia, people realise 
that membership of nAto and the eu, which they perceive as ideal 
for national security, is unre alistic. But so is the idea of re-russifi-
cation, because russia has nothing to offer that is worth the pains 
of integration under russian dominance. A military presence and 
some control over economic relations with the west are the most 
that russia can expect to achieve in the region. that is, as long as 
no new conflicts emerge, and no hitherto latent ones ignite.

The Georgian miracle. Georgia has changed visibly since the de-
mise of the soviet union. miraculous as it may seem, the country 
is slowly recovering. opposition politicians are not per secuted for 
openly expressing themselves in strong language in writing, orally, 
or on the broadcast media. in contrast with most other post-soviet 
states, no censorship exists for com munication or correspondence 
with the west. life is fairly quiet and safe in most of the country, 
and there are no visible signs of social tension, although there are 
shortages and pay is very low and erratic.

much of this miracle must be credited to one person — Pres-
ident eduard shevardnadze — and to the massive humanitarian 
assistance and western loans induced by his name. expectations of 
the caspian oil pipeline have also helped. so, too, did the impact of 
the chechen war, which dismantled the formi dable image of russia 
and its army and raised concerns about the safety of invest ments 
in the caucasian part of russia, thus helping Georgia promote an 
alterna tive route for caspian oil.

success was the result of the western effort to prevent a rus-
sian-dominated reinte gration working together with the Georgian 
leader’s determination to bring his country out of crisis. when the 
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Georgian-Abkhaz war began in 1992, the country was torn apart by 
the ram paging paramilitary troops of the warlords tengiz Kitovani 
and Jaba ioseliani, and the western regions were still dominated 
by supporters of the former president, zviad Gamsakhurdia. since 
then, shevardnadze has masterfully exploited his rivals’ mistakes 
and failures, including an August 1995 assassination attempt, to 
consolidate his position and avert the growing threat of organised 
crime. After this, people started to believe law and order was fea-
sible in Georgia.

today, shevardnadze is trying to upgrade his country’s image to 
european compatibility standards. But is it possible to base a coun-
try’s image on the image of its leader? the pres ident’s energetic 
efforts have brought international recognition to his country. even 
after the conflict in Abkhazia grew into a war, and the russian-aid-
ed Abkhaz proclaimed independence, the international community 
never questioned Georgia’s ter ritorial integrity. however, the prob-
lems of breakaway Abkhazia and of the many people displaced by 
the war remain to be solved.

the average Georgian expects Georgian state jurisdiction to be 
restored in Abkhazia, but very few people realise how complex the 
Abkhazian problem is. Georgian-Abkhazian nego tiation is still at a 
stalemate. the reason for this, in the popular view, is russia’s unwill-
ingness to press the Abkhaz leadership to compromise. this could 
lead to armed clashes, with cata strophic consequences, once the 
un-sponsored mandate of the cis (actually, russian) peace-keeping 
forces expires on July 31, 1997. the Georgian Parliament has already 
demanded with drawal of these forces, and if this happens, fighting 
may be renewed. But are the parties to the conflict really incapable 
of making any progress in negotiation themselves?

in this sense, Georgians still seem to be waiting for Godot to 
intervene to solve their problems, rather than consolidating, organ-
ising and acting constructively. the vision of those in authority is 
limited to wanting a powerful yet disinterested mediator (obviously, 
not russia) to impose a deal. when asked which group, organisation 
or country could realistically play such a role, they are at a loss. 
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Discouraged by the osce, and especially by un efforts to help solve 
the conflicts, Georgian society has failed to make a constructive 
contribution to improv ing the efficacy of international action. here, 
no president, however shrewd, can substitute for public initiative. 
A creative and competitive spirit, albeit individualistic, has always 
abounded in Georgia, but belief in efficiency of a collective con-
structive action has always been frail.

most people in Georgia have limited awareness of their rights, 
and see rational and feasible ways to protect them. expectations 
of the state are limited. it should protect the country’s territorial 
integrity and maybe enforce road safety rules. most people firmly 
believe that the rich will always be able to buy their way out of law 
and order, and that nothing can be done about that.

without significant western assistance for economic and social 
transformation and moral reassurance, Georgia and the caucasus 
as a whole are likely to remain the petty provincial outskirts of a 
fallen empire, conflict-prone and vulnerable to manipulation from 
outside, with an unpredictable impact on the cis and even euro-
pean security.
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Georgia is slowly recovering from a severe economic, political, 
ethnic and social crisis that has existed from the moment of its 
independence. A degree of optimism has returned. After the suc-
cessful parliamentary and presidential elections of november 1995, 
people’s expectations of improvement in social and economic con-
ditions have grown. however, all recognize that it is only with the 
resolution of the conflicts in Abkhazia and south ossetia that real 
revival can begin.

A number of international organizations have been involved in 
efforts to assist Georgians in finding solutions to these conflicts. 
the osce and the un were the first to establish missions in the 
country in 1992. At present, the osce mission to Georgia has rep-
resentatives from 14 countries. on 23 may 1996, the mandate of 
the mission was extended by the Permanent council of the osce 
until 31 march 1997. the current head of the mission is a German 
diplomat, Ambassador michael libal. the osce has focused on po-
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litical and legal development in the country as a whole, and, in the 
realm of conflict prevention, has taken responsibility for mediation 
of the conflict in south ossetia. in addition to preoccupying itself 
with national reconstruction, the principal un focus has been the 
conflict in Abkhazia, which began in 1992. the results of these ef-
forts thus far have been rather small. this reflects the extreme 
complexity of the issues involved, as well as the fragmented and 
frustrated state of the society in which the conflict has occurred. 
in this paper i examine the historical and altitudinal context of the 
conflicts in south ossetia and Abkhazia and then turn to a descrip-
tion and assessment of the osce’s role therein.

The coNTeXT of The coNflicTs

As a result of the civil war and two internal conflicts, almost 
250,000 iDPs are still living in temporary accommodation away from 
their homes. many are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder 
and are discouraged by their vanishing prospects of returning home. 
their vulnerability is aggravated by the general social and economic 
hardships existing in Georgia.

As a result of russian colonization and seven decades of sovi-
et rule, Georgia does not have a tradition nor the experience of 
self-sustaining economic development. Privatization has proceeded 
slowly since independence and is viewed with little enthusiasm by 
the population. the ongoing energy crisis, enforced currency and 
structural reforms, and rapid rises in prices and fees for services 
have further aggravated the social situation of vulnerable groups – 
among them the iDPs, pensioners, teachers, and their dependents. 
their standard of living remains extremely low. masses of disorient-
ed people have become involved in crime and are abusing alcohol 
and other drugs. underlying this is the belief that the conflicts can 
never be resolved peacefully.

the Georgian mass media have not played a constructive role in 
overcoming post-conflict crises. instead of pragmatically approach-
ing the problem and thereby preparing the people for reconcilia-
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tion, tolerance and non-violent interaction with their recent foes, 
the media have been doing the opposite, endlessly revisiting is-
sues of rape, ethnic cleansing, torture, murder, and disappearance 
perpetrated by the insurgent minorities. they reinforce traumatic 
moments and insults to national pride. Among the most dangerous 
indicators of the mental state of broad sections of the population 
are the sympathy and support many people show for militaristic and 
victimizing media programs, their hostility towards peacemaking 
and peacekeeping efforts on the part of the Georgian government 
and international organizations, and the broad and strong belief 
that Georgia’s problems can only be resolved by force.

very few believe in the possibility of conflict resolution through 
negotiation federalist solutions are seen as ways to dissolve the 
country. Democratic governance is perceived to be a costly liberal 
luxury that only big and rich countries can afford. nostalgia for a 
strong hand is still strong, particularly amongst those of the older 
generation. the psychological and mental state of communities on 
both sides prevents them from perceiving adequately the sources 
and current status of the conflicts and the options available for miti-
gating them. this suggests that political efforts at conflict resolution 
must be accompanied by attempts to deal with these psychological 
conditions.

GeorGiA’s coNflicT

Although international attention has focused on the conflict 
in Abkhazia, one cannot study the two conflicts in isolation from 
each other. their comparison reveals many features that facilitate 
greater understanding and movement towards their constructive 
transformation. to get a complete view, both state and community 
problems must be addressed from both internal (ex parte interna) 
and external (ex parte externa) perspectives. in particular, study of 
the conflicts has thus far placed insufficient emphasis on community 
security within the regions that have broken away. this approach 
also facilitates an understanding of the russian dimension of these 
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and other ethnopolitical conflicts in the former ussr. with regard 
to the latter, some ethnic minorities in the nis have seen russia as 
an actor that might give them better social guarantees, more stable 
development, and surprisingly, greater tolerance than they might 
expect from titular ethnic groups in their nis. one factor explain-
ing pro-russian trends in minority community opinion is obviously 
an economic one. the connection with russia ostensibly promised 
higher wages, pensions, etc. this attitude, along with the need to 
find an “ecological niche” within a big power, was clearly present 
both in south ossetia and Abkhazia until the chechen war shook the 
minorities’ belief in their secured future in the russian federation.

the most obvious difference between the osset and Abkhaz sit-
uations lies in the prospects for resolution. one is in legal deadlock, 
complicated by considerable intolerance and potential for the re-
newal of armed clashes; in the other case, fatigue has brought a de-
gree of ripeness for conciliation. settlement of the Abkhaz question 
is hindered mainly by the uncompromising position of the Abkhaz 
secessionist leadership. in the case of south ossetia, the principal 
obstacle seems to be the fear amongst ethnic Georgians regarding 
the possible implications of a restoration of the region’s autonomy.

A second major difference lies in the extent of displacement. 
in spite of insecurity, most of the Georgian population of south 
ossetia have stayed in their villages. in contrast, almost the entire 
Georgian population of Abkhazia was forced to flee. A third is that 
a considerable part of the community in tskhinvali (the capital of 
south ossetia) is ready to accept Georgian jurisdiction. many are 
willing to speak the Georgian language; and trade and other human 
contacts are growing. there are no visible trends in this direction 
in Abkhazia. finally, in geographical terms, south ossetia, unlike 
Abkhazia, is landlocked and less strategically located. the ossets 
expect much lower levels of external support than do the Abkhaz.

many experts believe the osset conflict to be the closer of the 
two to resolution. since the 1992 Dagomys Accord establishing a 
ceasefire, the most important step in negotiations has been the 
osce-mediated memorandum on csBms concluded in may 1996. 
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however, the memorandum was not what the Georgian population 
expected; it avoided the most painful aspects of the conflict. there 
was no indication as to when, where, and how a political solution 
to the conflict would be finalized. the gap was so obvious that 
Georgian television rushed to fill it by noting that “the osset side 
has agreed in the memorandum to accept Georgian jurisdiction over 
the former south ossetia region”1. 

Georgian expectations were clearly excessive. the memorandum 
is undoubtedly a step forward. it includes important undertakings, 
including the non-resort to force, demilitarization of the conflict 
zone, amnesty for those not implicated in war crimes or other crim-
inal acts, a commitment to resolve the refugee problem, and so on. 
however, it could not have gone much further at this stage, and 
the memorandum itself can only come into effect if it is followed 
by practical measures to implement it as well as more substantial 
negotiations on a resolution of political aspects of the conflict.

curiously, the most significant impediment to resolution of the 
conflict is a toponymic question. what should the region be called 
in the treaty ending the conflict and thereafter? ossets demand 
that the region’s old designation be restored and accepted by the 
Georgian state; the predominant sentiment in the Georgian commu-
nity is that such a settlement would be contrary to historical truth 
and would be an invitation for the ossets to attempt to secede at 
some later date. the other significant obstacle is that the ossets 
seek to be upgraded from their previous regional status to that 
of autonomous republic, and that the ossets themselves do not 
agree on what level of practical autonomy would be acceptable 
(e.g., whether Georgian law enforcement officials could operate 
within its borders). 

1 “matsne”, Georgian tv Program, 16 may 1996.
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ATTiTuDiNAl DimeNsioNs of coNflicT resoluTioN

resolution of Georgia’s two civil wars is severely complicated by 
the attitudinal legacy of conflict. Abkhaz and osset perspectives on 
their respective positions in Georgia have much in common. Both 
minorities have enjoyed certain rights and privileges of autonomy. 
they both deeply distrust the central authorities of Georgia and 
Georgians in general. Both grew used to russia serving as a protec-
tive shield or as a balancer against Georgian claims. As instability in 
the soviet union grew, both came to the conclusion that in order 
to protect themselves they needed a level of autonomy one level 
higher than that which they had possessed under soviet power.

my own research on majority and minority opinion from 1990-95 
suggest that the two conflicts are surrounded by clusters of atti-
tudes that serve a profound impediment to settlement. the con-
flicting parties’ assessment of their own security and of the “other” 
can be analysed in terms of statements regarding the current status 
of interethnic relations, attributes of national identity, human rights, 
levels of fear and distrust, and perspectives on prospects for stability 
and territorial integrity of the state. examination of these categories 
illuminates the depth of the conflicts, as well as the dimensions of 
disagreement among the parties.

the general opinion in south ossetia is that Georgians cannot 
be trusted since they supported the extremist Gamsakhurdia gov-
ernment that unleashed war against south ossetia and condoned 
repressive acts against ossets elsewhere in Georgia. Georgians 
resist the restoration of the name “south ossetia” to the region 
because of their hegemonic attitude towards the ossets and their 
unwillingness to accept real autonomous status for the region. no 
matter what political solution to the conflict is found, human rights 
and freedoms will never be fully guaranteed to the ossets. no con-
stitution or body of law could provide such a guarantee. violence 
between the communities is inevitable, not least because of the 
desire for revenge. Georgia will always remain a weak and unstable 
state, vulnerable to ethnic micro-nationalism and subject to inter-
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nal conflict and external manipulation. consequently, south ossetia 
should insist upon the maximum amount of autonomous status 
possible, preferably with russian or other international guarantees.

their Georgian counterparts living in the region have funda-
mentally different perspectives. in their view, the ossets cannot 
be trusted, as north ossetia borders their region; they will always 
have separatist aspirations and they will always seek union with 
north ossetia. south ossetia as a political jurisdiction was an arti-
ficial creation of the Bolsheviks. the ossets insist on the restoration 
of the region’s autonomy in order to facilitate eventual secession. 
the hostility to remaining in Georgia is evident in their deliberate 
destruction of Georgian historical and cultural sites in the region. 
in these conditions, the human and civil rights of ethnic Georgians 
in the region cannot be guaranteed without the restoration of full 
Georgian jurisdiction. if the ossets manage to restore their autono-
my, they will commit acts of violence against resident and returning 
Georgians and suppress their rights. their views on the future of 
Georgia, by contrast, resemble those of their osset counterparts. 
Georgia will never be self-sustainable within its current borders and 
will be permanently vulnerable to secessionism from within and 
great power manipulation from outside. As such, ossets and other 
ethnic minorities should not be given formal autonomy and Georgia 
should avoid any federal solution.

turning to the population of Abkhazia, the Abkhaz, like the os-
sets, take the view that Georgians cannot be trusted; they have 
never accepted the distinct territorial identity of Abkhazia. they 
have attempted to assimilate the Abkhaz population and extinguish 
its culture. the Georgians have evinced imperial attitudes, broken 
agreements, and instigated war against Abkhazia to prevent a fed-
eral solution that would have ensured the autonomous status of 
the region. in the meantime, Georgians have attempted to eradicate 
evidence of Abkhaz history, culture, and statehood. in fact, they go 
to the extent of claiming that Abkhazia has always been only anoth-
er name for western Georgia. the rights of the Abkhaz cannot be 
assured within the context of the Georgian state because it is crim-
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inalized and corrupt. As soon as the border between Abkhazia and 
the rest of Georgia is reopened and large numbers of iDPs return, 
there will be violent acts of revenge. in the meantime, Georgia will 
remain a weak and unstable state, subject to internal conflict and 
external manipulation, vulnerable to ethnic nationalism and unable 
to ensure equality of rights in society. for these reasons, Abkhazia 
should seek independence from, or at least protected confederal 
status within Georgia.

As for Georgian perspectives on the Abkhaz, the Abkhaz are not 
to be trusted. Despite centuries-old common historical and cultur-
al roots — and the long-standing Georgian tradition of tolerance 
embodied in the considerable privileges enjoyed by the Abkhaz in 
the soviet era and in the post-independence Georgian recognition 
that the Abkhaz are an indigenous ethnic group — the Abkhaz un-
gratefully chose secession and have fostered intolerance and hatred 
toward Georgians. the Abkhaz refuse to recognize that their region 
of western Georgia never existed as a separate state and was always 
part of Georgia. there is no historical justification for the Abkhaz 
effort to create a state on the basis of genocide and ethnic cleansing. 
there is no possibility to guarantee the civil and human rights of 
Georgians returning to Abkhazia, since the Abkhaz authorities will 
remain hostile to them. the Abkhaz population hates the Georgians. 
they will take revenge on returning Georgians. this means that re-
turning Georgians must be protected by Georgian law and Georgian 
law enforcement officials in Abkhazia. Given the continuing internal 
and external vulnerability of Georgia, Abkhazia should be given no 
more than minimal political autonomy, if the separatists refuse to 
accept Georgian jurisdiction in Abkhazia, then it is within Georgia’s 
legal rights to restore sovereignty by force.

comparing and contrasting these perspectives, we can clearly 
see some common characteristics, such as mutual distrust, mutu-
al fear (though much greater on the side of the minorities), the 
prevalence of unsubstantiated generalizations, extrapolations, and 
judgments on all sides, and gross exaggeration of the positions of 
the adversary. remarkably, all parties agree in their pessimistic as-
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sessment of the Georgian state. this drives their insistence on pro-
tective measures for their own communities. Although one should 
not underestimate the significance of these attitudinal constraints 
on political settlement, the essential similarity of the psychology of 
all the parties may give some hope that efforts aimed at mitigating 
the crises – mediated by a third party respected by both sides – 
may be successful.

one potentially promising vehicle for settlement is the federal 
option. this has evoked considerable discussion in parliament and 
the government, in the media and at the community level. however, 
Georgian society has not been prepared for federalist and multicul-
tural solutions to the problem of squaring cultural diversity with ter-
ritorial integrity. many see federalism as a recipe for disintegration 
through the legalization and encouragement of minority claims for 
autonomy. Given the nature of the fears of the Georgian majority, 
a unitary model appears to them as a solution to the problem of 
state consolidation.

The role of The osce iN GeorGiA

it is against this background that the osce must conduct its 
activities in Georgia. As already mentioned, the osce sent a mis-
sion of long duration to Georgia in 1992. the mandate includes 
the following:

• to assist in negotiations between the parties of Georgia’s 
conflicts, aimed at achieving peaceful resolution of the 
Georgian-ossetian and Georgian-Abkhaz conflicts by political 
means;

• to monitor, with their consent, the Joint Peacekeeping force 
which was established in tskhinvali according to the sochi 
Agreement of 24 June 1992;

• to foster cooperation between the parties;
• to encourage respect for human rights;
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• to assist the creation of democratic institutions in the country, 
and

• to support the principle of a free press and to monitor its 
implementation.

As far as the Georgian-ossetian conflict is concerned, the mission 
mandate lays down the following:

• to assist in the creation of a wider political consensus, within 
which a firm political resolution of the conflict can be achieved 
on the basis of the principles and declarations of the osce;

• to initiate dialogue between all sides to the conflict by means 
of “round table” meetings, with the aim of demonstrating 
and trying to remove sources of tension and providing polit-
ical reconciliation across the zone of conflict;

• to monitor the joint peacekeeping force, establishing and 
supporting contact with the military command of these forc-
es, collecting information on the military situation, reporting 
breaches of the existing ceasefire and high-lighting the polit-
ical consequences of these or any other military actions for 
the commanders on the ground;

• to play an active role in the work of the Joint control com-
mission in working out specific proposals for resolving the 
conflict; and

• to establish contacts with the local authorities and represen-
tatives of the population and to demonstrate a visible pres-
ence of the osce throughout the area.

in relation to the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict, the mandate of the 
mission makes provision for regular liaison the un while carefully 
following unfolding events mid reporting on them regularly to the 
osce. this allows the cio to participate in the negotiations held 
under the aegis of the un. however, unlike in south ossetia, the 
mission does not monitor the peacekeeping forces in Abkhazia nor 
observance of the ceasefire agreement.
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in march 1994, the mandate was broadened to include a number 
of Georgia-wide activities, such as:

• to encourage respect for human rights and basic freedoms;
• to assist in developing juridical and democratic institutions 

and processes, including consultations in drafting the new 
constitution, the introduction of legislation on citizenship and 
the creation of independent judicial organs, and to monitor 
the conduct of elections, and

• to coordinate these activities with the osce hcnm and the 
oDihr, to cooperate with the eu and other organizations 
working in this field in Georgia.

the mission conducts its activities all over Georgia. the head-
quarters is located in tbilisi, and, as reflected in its mandate, mea-
sures are also at hand to open an office in tskhinvali. Apart from 
cooperation with the un, the mission also regularly exchanges 
information and operates in conjunction with other international 
organizations. it submits reports of its activities and the situation 
in the region to the osce in vienna. it has established a produc-
tive working relationship with all sides, in particular in tbilisi, Gori, 
tskhinvali, and sukhumi with regard to south ossetia, the principal 
activity of the mission has been the monitoring of the ceasefire. 
the mission performs its monitoring activity in south ossetia three 
times a week. overall, the situation in the monitored areas is rela-
tively stable, although criminal activity – such as murders, robberies, 
and vehicle theft – continues. the russian posts are generally well 
operated and in good order. the Georgian posts lack some equip-
ment. the ossetian posts show different levels of professionalism. 
some continue to refuse to allow the inspection of weapons storage 
areas. the ossetians have problems with lack of pay, uniforms, and 
some equipment. the prime objective of the mission is to keep 
the military side of the Georgian-ossetian conflict under reliable 
control. osce monitors also play an active role in helping to settle 
civil quarrels among populations in mixed settlement areas stem-
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ming from delimitation of farmland, use of water resources, and 
the spread of criminality.

Beyond this, the mission has been deeply involved in the me-
diation of a political settlement and in preventing any renewal of 
conflict. the current settlement process has been taking place on 
two distinct tracks – the formal mechanism of the existing Jcc and 
the negotiation process on security, economic, and status matters.

the mission worked as an intermediary in building a consensus 
between the Georgians and ossetians on the text of the memo-
randum on scBms, which was signed in moscow on 16 may 1996. 
this was the first important political step that could pave the way 
for broader economic and cultural cooperation and ultimately lead 
to a comprehensive political settlement of the conflict.

since the agreement on the scBm memorandum, the mission 
has engaged in numerous related efforts to assure the continuation 
of contacts on different levels, including the arrangement of a meet-
ing between the president of Georgia, eduard shevardnadze, and 
chairman of the supreme soviet of south ossetia, ludvig chibirov, 
on 27 August 1996 in vladikavkaz. the mission has also sought to 
develop interparliamentary contacts, and to organize a meeting of 
Georgian and south ossetian parliamentarians. in order to over-
come the information blockade, the mission initiated and organized 
a roundtable of Georgian and south ossetian journalists in tskh-
invali on 14 may 1996. At present the mission is actively involved 
in the follow-up work, including arrangement of the interviews of 
President shevardnadze by south ossetian tv and chairman Chi-
birov by Georgian tv, the preparation of the second journalists’ 
roundtable in tbilisi, etc.

the mission is also active in the economic field. it has facilitated 
contacts between groups of economic experts from both sides of 
the conflict in south ossetia in order to start an economic recovery 
in the conflict zone and established a joint working group to carry 
this process forward. following the working group’s first meeting in 
tskhinvali in september 1995, the mission invited the international 
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community of donor and financing institutions to join the initiative. 
to this effect, the mission organized a number of information meet-
ings and fact-finding tours to Gori and tskhinvali for representatives 
of tbilisi-based embassies and donor organizations. As a result of 
these efforts a few experts, sponsored by participants in the tours, 
will start work in the near future on an economic assessment with 
a view to identifying specific projects. in part as a result of osce 
efforts, the possibility of financing joint Georgian-ossetian projects 
has recently been included in the plans of the united nations De-
velopment Program assistance program to Georgia.

the other major field in which the osce is playing a role of 
assistance is in working out the legal and constitutional framework 
in which a comprehensive political solution can be enshrined. in 
August 1994, a proposal was circulated by the mission to the par-
ties outlining a framework for a constitution. the paper was not 
welcomed by either side, since it ignored a number of serious ques-
tions, while raising others which the parties had not really thought 
through.1 

Assessments of the osce’s role in Georgia vary a great deal. 
one non-governmental organization active in conflict resolution in 
Georgia evaluates it as follows. on the one hand, both parties to 
the conflict try to downplay the role of the osce – yet both parties 
clearly derive benefits from it. for the Georgians, the oscP has 
provided international supervision of the russian “peacekeeping” 
role at a time when Georgia was weak and very much at the mercy 
of russia. since 1992, however, the importance of the osce for 
Georgia, at least in the content of the dispute with south ossetia, 
has increased.

this is due in part to the fact that the osce mission expanded 
to include wider terms of reference, of which south ossetia is now 
only one part. however, Georgians still see the osce as a balance 
to russia’s role as “peacemaker” and “peacekeeper”.

1 Dennis sammut and nikola cvetkovski, “confidence Building matters: the Geor-
gia-south ossetia conflict”, london: vertic, march 1996, pp.16-17.
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for the south ossetians, the osce provides an important link 
with the international community. Although south ossetian officials 
are perplexed by the rotating principle of the osce cio and short 
terms of the members of the mission, and are annoyed by the mis-
sion’s name (osce mission to Georgia), they have generally been 
quite cooperative. A request that was made by the mission to open 
an office in tskhinvali has, however, been refused.

the mission has been successful in its task of monitoring the 
peacekeeping forces. they have had less success in the promotion 
of contacts between the two sides and the development of confi-
dence-building measures. in the verification technology information 
centre estimation, this is due partly to the cumbersome procedures 
of the osce and due partly to the fact that both the Georgians and 
the south ossetians are very hesitant to be seen as making conces-
sions, particularly within the rigid format of osce talks. Both sides 
feel that any commitments made in such a high-level international 
forum will be difficult to get out of. the process has therefore been 
slow and frustrating.1 

1 ibid., passim.
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russian tv recently returned to the much discussed problem 
of russia vs “persons of caucasian nationality” by referring to the 
research made in russia and alleging that what creates the problem 
is a profound difference between the two mentalities. the caucasus 
mentality is totally based on rituals, and any caucasus community is 
an etiquette-based society, full of formalities of attitudes, behavior, 
and relationships. People are percieved and evaluated according 
to how they fit in that system, and they are accepted if they do 
it well, even if they display doubtful features according to general 
ethical rules.

russians, on the contrary, are seen in this research as a com-
munity that seek essential evaluation, and is non-appreciative of 
superficial, formal assessments (rather a self-centric than objective 
approach). Authors of the research rather display their own attitude 
towards caucasians, trying to prove that they are mischievous, and/
or superficial, and/or withdrawn. Along with some remarkable find-
ings, some of these features described as typically caucasian, are 
undoubtedly projections. 

1 9 9 8
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 13 April 1998.



192

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

Political scientists seriously ponder how to reconcile the principle 
of self-determination of peoples with the inviolability of existing 
interstate borders.

post-soViet MentalitY in tRansition

in all the soviet movies depicting western lifestyle, one could 
easily recognize typical darker features of the life in the soviet 
union, which was a genuine Jungian projection of the shadow: 
isolated soviet regime composed images of life and human rela-
tionships in the west exactly in accordance to its own complexes 
and subconscious self-image. 

scarce soviet tourist groups to the west were strongly warned 
about secret services hunting for weaker soviet citizens (especially 
professionals in technological fields, obviously less ideologically sta-
ble than workers or peasants) to sell their fatherland in a faustian 
manner, and they were instructed to be prepared to resist all sorts 
of temptation. in full accordance with merton’s principle of self-ful-
filling prophesy, things often really happened to the believers, while 
those who would not believe in the bullshit, usually completed their 
foreign trip without problems.

Back in their homes, people, presumably out of the scarcity of 
entertainment, liked to indulge in “high place” anecdotes (the in-
superable character in most of them being Brezhnev). however, 
casts of characters of various spy stories which circulated in the 
stagnation period and involved high places, very rarely included a 
leader of the country. trading the position and role of emperor for 
any reason whatsoever seemed absolutely senseless. yet, even the 
most stable beliefs do not last forever. the most convincing tales 
are those which are hard to prove or disprove. 

there has been animated discussion in the parliament and gov-
ernment, in the media and at the community level in Georgia on the 
possibility of federalist solution to the territorial integrity problem. 
the Georgian society proved generally unprepared for multicultur-
alist and federalist approaches to the problem: although there have 
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not been credible polls on the subject, most people see federalism 
as a way to disintegrate the country through legalization and en-
couragement of the minority claims for growing autonomization 
and, prospectively, secession. the underlying fears have been be-
fore long-term instability and weakness of the state structures, their 
inability to secure state borders and law enforcement in minority 
populated areas, to regulate inter-ethnic relations, and to provide 
a strong foreign policy. in view of the situation in conflict zones 
and given the same fears, a unitary model of state still looks for 
many like a consolidating solution, which shows how fragmented 
and inconsistent public consciousness in Georgia still is.

there is an evident difference between the Abkhazian and 
south-ossetian problems: one represents a legal deadlock compli-
cated by a considerable intolerance and possible renewal of the 
armed clashes, while the other conflict looks fatigued and ripe for 
conciliatory efforts. solution to the Abkhazian problem is mainly 
hindered by a non-compromising position of the Abkhaz leadership, 
while a major obstacle to the solution of ossetian question seems 
to be the fear among ethnic Georgians before restoration of the 
abolished autonomy.

the recently adopted Georgian constitution avoids to finalize the 
question of administrative-territorial structure of the country “till 
the day its territorial integrity is restored”. President shevardnadze 
had to take tougher tone when talking about the breakaway Abkha-
zia, and about the acceptable means of incorporating it back again 
into the Georgian state. January 19, 1996 an unanimous decision of 
the cis leaders’ summit meeting in moscow denounced “a distruc-
tive and non-compromizing position of the Abkhaz leadership”. A 
discouraging moment is that people grow frustrated as they fail to 
see a realistic way to constructive and peaceful solutions within ob-
servable period of time, and potential western investors in Georgian 
economy just grow tired to wait until the region finally quiets down. 
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“we” AND “They”, or how The GeorGiANs DefiNe 
Themselves

Division of the universe into “us” and “them” is indispensable 
for a classic nation-state. Depending on the kind of mentality it 
stands for, it turns into an island-fortress or something else found 
out from these questions.

who are “we”? Does “we” pertain to all who currently hold 
citizenship of Georgia, or belong to a wider community including 
diaspora, or includes only the Georgian citizens of Georgian ethnic 
descent, or only the ideologically righteous ones among the latter?

in Georgia it has always been ethnic origin that determined the 
identity of a person.

why are we so small and how can we become greater? 
“smallness” in this case is something absolute and not subject 

to rationalization as the relativism revealed may damage the vic-
timization-based advantages.

why are we not in charge of our home? 
A perennial question that should keep “us” alert until the great 

goal is achieved.

how shall we lock our doors from “them”?
the Abkhaz often ironically remark they have fought and died for 

such an immediate and personal value as their motherland, while 
the Georgians have been defending such an abstract and impersonal 
“value” as their territorial intergrity (meaning that Abkhazia as such 
is not a value for Georgians but only a measure of their disability 
to keep the country together).
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The ProBlem of iNTelliGeNTsiA 

(...to give lenin’s definition (1919) as an epigraph) “инте лли-
ген ция не мозг нации, а говно”1.

one of the most painful problems of the post-conflict develop-
ment in Georgia is the assessment of the role the national intelligen-
tsia has been playing, and of the role it should play in preventing, 
de-escalating and constructively transforming the society’s attitudes 
with regard to the minority rights, ethnic relationships and dem-
ocratic values. one of the main obstacles to the Georgian-Abkhaz 
conciliation process is the negative assessment the Abkhaz have 
made of the role played by Georgian intelligentsia in the conflict 
development. According to the Abkhaz, the Georgian educators and 
intellectuals, especially historians are largely responsible for devel-
oping the mentality that caused the war, intolerance and distrust 
between the two communities.

DyNosAurs versus mAmmAls

the nation’s future will be determined by how individual and 
minority rights and liberties, ethnic policies, the principles of civic 
society, and similar issues will be addressed, and the solution will 
be valued if it really reflects and not only proclaims the democratic 
choice by the great majority of people. the future will be deter-
mined by whether the main crisis, which inevitably is an inner crisis, 
will be addressed successfully, and this, in turn, will depend on the 
solution to the zero-sum dispute between the “old” and the “new” 
in the newly independent Georgia.

two, a larger and a smaller, groups can be discerned in the 
post-soviet Georgian society with regard to the whole complex 
of critical issues related to the national identity, national concept, 
democratic values and minority rights who can respectively be de-

1 “the intelligentsia is not the brain of the nation, but its shit”. lenin, 1919. editor’s 
translation. 
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noted as “dynosaurs” and “mammals”. the “dynosaurs” are led by 
the educated and assertive people who, as a rule, were more or 
less well adjusted to the soviet system, both on the scales of social 
position and the economic welfare, and have suffered consider-
able though not crucial losses from the collapse of the system and 
the subsequent post-soviet transition. now they are actively trying 
to adjust to the new realities, and to ensure their position in the 
emerging power/social structure. not being too scrupulous about 
the ways these goals may be achieved, they smartly appeal to those 
feelings and perceptions in their community which reinforce as a 
rule, they feel a strong resentment towards democratic values and 
principles, which they usually try to conceal behind patriotic (=na-
tionalistic) demagoguery.

the “mammals”, on the contrary, are those not too pampered by 
the soviet system, although not necessarily openly confronted by it 
either, who felt alien to the system, or at least had moral problems 
about having to comply with written and unwritten rules of soviet 
life. to their internal perception, their gains from the post-soviet 
transition, although not always measurable in material terms, have 
been incomparably higher compared with losses. they not only re-
alize the inevitability of democratic transition for the nation’s secure 
and sustainable future, but they identify with these developments.

the confrontation between “dynosaurs” and “mammals” is not 
very visible to an external eye because of an outwardly uniform 
positions on all critical issues expressed publicly and in the Georgian 
press, the fact that goes contrary to the wide-spread perception 
and belief that the Georgian press is outrageously open-minded. 
it should be stressed here that “intrinsic censorship” as a result 
of ambitions, fears and threat perceptions, opinions and views ex-
pressed in the family, in circles of friends, piers, office colleagues, 
are usually much more outspoken.

incompatibility between the two communities is so profound 
that they avoid any contact with each other, although the “dyno-
saurs” look much more assertive and posing, while the “mammals” 
seem to shun publicity in their own country. this also indicates that 
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the “dynosaurs” feel much better supported by popular beliefs and 
general sentiments in the country than the “mammals” who con-
stantly have to be sensitive about the diagnosis the public is making 
about their national sanity. the “mammals” seem essentially to be 
waiting for the “dynosaurs” to die away in a normal dynosaurish 
way, all at once and leaving no trace, giving the evolutionary way 
to normal mammals if not yet homo erectus.
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“this is the last act of terrorism in Georgia”, the bruised pres-
ident kept repeating on the tv screen immediately after the 29 
August 1995 assassination attempt. A remote-con trolled explosion 
had left the president’s unprotected car in flames, and the entire 
nation in limbo. his survival was so miraculous that evil tongues 
spread slanderous stories, alleg ing that he staged the assault. he 
took action to cope with his major adversary, Jaba ioseliani, the 
leader of the “mkhedrioni” paramilitary faction, and the growing 
power of the criminal syndicates. within a few months the main 
homebred trouble makers like ioseliani and his deputy security chief, 
temur khachishvili, were in jail. the security chief, igor Georgadze, 
a former kGB agent who was later denounced as the main plotter, 
was hiding out in moscow.1

1 A final troublemaker (or so it then seemed), former Defense minister tengiz Kitovani, 
was imprisoned after leading a failed, unsanctioned, attempt in mid-1996 to deliver 
a group of poorly armed persons to the Abkhaz border in a second effort at punishing 
himself from his earlier military defeat with the breakaway region. Kitovani and Iose-
liani had been instrumental in removing former President zviad Gamsakhurdia in a 

1 9 9 8
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi. Perspective, Volume VIII, Number 4, March‑April 

1998. A publication of the Institute for the Study of Conflict, Ideology 

& Policy at Boston University.
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this strange alliance between the kGB and criminals did not raise 
eyebrows in Georgia, where over the previous few years the people 
have learned not to be surprised at anything. As early as 1992-93 
russia had exploited, and exacerbated, Georgia’s conflict with the 
secessionist region Abkhazia in order to force Georgia to join the 
cis and accept russian military bases on its territory. since then, 
russia’s peacekeep ers have failed to enforce a cis-mandated expan-
sion of their zone, which in effect inhibits the return to Abkhazia of 
250,000 ethnic Georgians expelled by Abkhaz fighters. russia con-
tinues to view the caucasus as its sphere of influence and resents 
Georgia’s and Azerbaijan’s increasingly western-oriented policies. 
repeatedly russia has used its military and security leverage to 
undermine the government and the terri torial integrity of Georgia.

After the August 1995 incident, the presidential guard service 
was strengthened, and Georgian state security ex pressed full confi-
dence in its ability to prevent any future attempts on the president’s 
life. Public life had since been developing without major incidents, 
although the breakaway region of Abkhazia, the consequent issue 
of displaced persons and the energy crisis remained persistent prob-
lems. Georgia was slowly building an international reputation as a 
country able to maintain internal stability despite unresolved dis-
putes and social problems, and therefore eligible for a longer-term 
and larger-scale partnership with the west — a somewhat uneasy 
prospect for certain circles in the russian leadership and the oppo-
nents of shevardnadze’s rule at home. the president’s party in the 
Parliament repeatedly assured con cerned westerners that Georgia 
was irreversibly transcend ing the chaotic stage of its transition.

on 9 february 1998, however, the nation woke up to learn there 
had been another attempt on the president’s life, once more with 
heavy artillery involved, and again unsuc cessful. the president’s ar-
mored mercedes-Benz was att acked this time as he traveled from 
his suburban residence to downtown, even though the highway 

1992 coup and clearing the path for shevardnadze. neither man has been sentenced 
yet.
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was thought to have been properly secured. the shooting involved 
heavy gre nade launchers and lasted long enough to make outsiders 
wonder naively why helicopters never appeared on the scene and 
how the attackers’ trucks managed to disappear. how ever, the pres-
ident once again confirmed his legendary reputation of having been 
blessed with a tremendous amount of luck. he emerged unharmed, 
although two bodyguards were killed in the attack.

Among the very first pieces of information broadcast about the 
assault was the discovery of papers identifying the only dead as-
sailant left at the scene as a chechen resident of Dagestan. the 
official chechen representative later re marked ironically that ter-
rorists would not normally have all their papers and entire records 
on them. Georgian public opinion was unanimous in assessing the 
report as a clear attempt to create Georgian/chechen friction and 
distrust.1

Georgian media, experts and public opinion immedi ately looked 
for a russian trace. russia was not pleased with the improved pros-
pects of the caucasus region. An eco nomic revival is anticipated 
in Azerbaijan due to renewed operation of the northern pipeline 
route and the increasing likelihood of a Georgian/Azerbaijan pipe-
line. moreover, the strengthened western-oriented Georgian/Aze-
ri alliance, the kernel of the GuAm (Georgia, ukraine, Azerbaijan, 
mold ova) formation, was emerging as a prototype of a self-sustain-
ing, united caucasus. it was emphasized that russia continued to 
provide sanctuary for the former Georgian security chief igor Gior-
gadze, suspected of plotting the previous assault on shevardnadze. 
Giorgadze is the son of Panteleimon Giorgadze, the current leader 
of Georgia’s communist Party, who has publicly supported the idea 
of restoring the soviet union. igor Giorgadze reportedly made his 
getaway via a russian military flight from the russian military air-

1 yet, as the notorious terrorist salman raduev’s claim of respon sibility for the latest 
assault shows, chechens are not unanimous in supporting shevardnadze’s govern-
ment in Georgia. raduyev’s controversial actions raised questions as to whether he 
is mentally ill, and/or used by russian security.
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drome, vaziani, outside tbilisi. According to some accounts, the 
latest set of assailants used the same method to flee the country.

in his interview to russian tv news on the following evening, 
shevardnadze pointed directly at russia as the most probable plot-
ter.1 the reaction of the russian leadership and media was that 
of utmost astonishment about the Georgian allegations, although 
a few russian analysts could not resist admitting there was logic 
to those claims. yet the prevailing assessment, especially after the 
tragicomic hostage-taking in western Georgia took place, was that 
russia is always held responsible for destabilizing events in the cau-
casus, while the caucasians fail to establish law and order at home. 
for his part, russian foreign minister yevgeny Primakov made light 
of the incident. while visiting kosovo, he attempted a “promotion” 
of russian arms and tried to demonstrate that a russian grenade 
launcher can pierce a mercedes.2

Among all the hypotheses and theories that quickly emerged, 
there was one possibility that experts, journalists, even officials 
failed to consider: that long-forgotten zviadists were responsible. 
Although the nationalist former president zviad Gamsakhurdia, who 
was deposed in the winter of 1991 and later fled to chechnya, had 
died, some of his supporters still remain.

in view of the growing scandal, the Georgian security service, 
at last, did its job: all those suspected of involvement in the as-
sassination attempt (all of them zviadist) were promptly detained. 
while some prominent zviadists, most notably Gamsakhurdia’s 
widow, manana Archvadze-Gamsakhurdia, and the leader of the 
political wing “roundtable – free Georgia”, tengiz kikachishvili, de-
nounced the assassination attempt and its organizers, others retali-
ated against the government. on 10 february in zugdidi, a region in 

1 the president emphasized evidence of russia’s reluctance to play a constructive role 
in clearing up the post-soviet mess. support for the separatists and failure of russia’s 
mediation of the Abkhazia dispute, neglect of Georgian demands to give up Gior-
gadze, etc., may be seen as links in the same chain. of course, no physical evidence 
of direct russian involvement in the latest assault was available.

2 radio tbilisi, 23 march 1998; fBis-sov-98-082.
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western Georgia (near the Abkhazian border) known as a zviadist 
stronghold, four un mission observers were taken hostage by a 
group led by a previously unknown character, Gocha esebua. events 
that followed were reminis cent of old italian movies: esebua gave 
interviews to the media while curious villagers replaced each other 
at a perma nent feast in the house where the hostages were kept. 
the hostages praised the care they were receiving, while esebua 
sought to bargain the hostages for nothing short of the release 
of the persons held in connection with the assassination attempt 
against shevardnadze, the restoration of “legitimate” rule in Georgia 
and the removal of russian military bases from the country. the 
outcome seemed to promise peace: esebua fled shortly after all 
of the hostages were released. however, within a few weeks the 
terrorist leader was killed by Georgian internal ministry personnel, 
and brutality took a new turn: half a dozen gunmen, remarkably 
those known as having reconciled with shevardnadze’s rule, were 
shot at esebua’s funeral in front of several hundred people. shortly 
after the attack the Georgian interior ministry stated that the same 
people were involved in the assassination attempt against the pres-
ident and the shooting at the cemetery, with the aim of disrupting 
the frail process of reconciliation be tween the supporters of the 
former president and the current government. local papers came 
to the same conclusion: the terrorist act in zugdidi was committed 
by “irreconcilables” from esebua’s group.1

the new assault on the president showed with clarity how naive 
it was to imagine that the once-powerful zviadists would finally 
accept their defeat in the civil war of 1991-92 and the consequent 
neglect from the Georgian media and general public. Just prior to 
the assault, all currently active political parties and figures in Geor-
gia dismissed the zvi adists as powerless. in the post-civil war years 
the shevard nadze administration had been consolidating power, 
achiev ing wide recognition domestically and abroad. the zviadists 
inside the country seemed scarce, divided and discouraged. in the 

1 segodnya, 7 April 1998.
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meanwhile, the notorious chechen terrorist leader (and late Pres-
ident Dzhokhar Dudayev’s son-in-law) salman raduyev had sworn 
to help bring Gamsakhurdia’s followers back to power. nobody in 
Georgia paid any attention to that pledge. everyone was surprised 
that a zviadist group was the primary executor of the latest attempt, 
although the identity of zvi adists’ backers remains a mystery.

whatever the investigation may reveal about the struc ture of 
the plot and cast of characters involved, the assassination attempt 
exposed several important problems within Georgian society:

• there is an unsatisfactory system for government/ popula-
tion feedback;

• enormous responsibility has been placed upon one person, 
the president;

• there has been no public assessment of the political effects 
of the 1992 coup;

• Defeated opponents have been substantially underes timated 
in terms of their readiness for action, ability to create liai-
sons, and outside support;

• A combination of political, economic and geostrategic con-
ditions favorable for the country’s immediate de velopment, 
and unfavorable for russia’s strategic plans for the caucasus 
region, has developed;

• the status of reform and economic growth in Georgia has 
been assessed too optimistically; and there is massive cor-
ruption in the country.

stone-age mafias have been replaced by more sophisti cated 
groups that are better disguised than ioseliani’s “mkhedrioni”, yet 
no less dangerous. the most visible corrup tion takes place in the 
energy industry. Gasoline is no longer sold from guarded trucks 
but is now available at convenient gas stations. on the other hand, 
tbilisi, not to mention the forgotten countryside, is often poorly 
lit; the population heats its homes with kerosene and cooks with 
(exorbitantly priced) liquefied gas. restoring the natural gas supply 
and determining who pays for electricity and who does not would 
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complicate life and reduce the incomes of criminals who feel at lib-
erty while anti-corruption agencies are re strained by international 
standards of human rights.

fortunately there are signs that shevardnadze’s govern ment is 
trying to address some of these difficulties. the president had re-
peatedly called for dialogue with his oppo nents and, even in the 
midst of the zugdidi hostage-taking incident, indicated his willing-
ness to negotiate. shevard nadze stressed his desire to reconcile 
with the zviadists by releasing 2,500 prisoners through an amnesty 
program and commuting the death sentences of 52 Gamsakhurdia 
sup porters.1 the latter came as a result of Georgia’s repeal of cap-
ital punishment, passed in order to comply with the requirements 
for admission to the council of europe. similarly there are some 
indications that the government and the parliament are taking new 
measures to curb corruption in the energy ministry. the recent dis-
missal of the minister of fuel and energy, Davit zubitashvili, who has 
been accused by parliament of embezzlement and the unauthorized 
sale of tbilisi’s crude oil, may constitute the beginning of an effec-
tive anti-corruption campaign.

no doubt, Georgia is in better shape than it had been before 
the 1995 elections: the country is ruled much more competently 
and intelligently. the parliament, led by well- educated persons, 
has even revealed some young rising stars. one such mP is mikheil 
saakashvili, the columbia-trained chairman of the law and consti-
tution committee who is the most active and unbiased promoter 
of legislature reforms.

Against all the hardships of chilly, blacked-out winters and low 
incomes, the population has enjoyed greater free doms than in most 
other post-soviet countries. while shevard nadze has aggressively 
fought the groups that took up arms in opposition to his govern-
ment, the same cannot be said of his treatment of political op-
ponents. Parliamentarians, political parties and media outlets that 
pursue divergent policies are not molested by the state.

1 frankfurter rundchau, 14 march 1998; fBis-sov-98-074.
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Perhaps the government has recognized that, if internal prob-
lems remain unattended, the next terrorist action may really turn 
out to be the last. And in view of what has happened, who can 
completely discard this possibility? At the parliament session called 
immediately after the assault, chairman zurab zhvania expressed 
his firm conviction that the terrorists and their backers could not 
have stirred up serious trouble in the country if they had succeed-
ed: all of the state structures would operate normally, and law and 
order would be maintained.1

nevertheless, many believe that, if shevardnadze were to be 
suddenly removed, the competing political groups in Georgia, even 
the smaller ones, would immediately start a ruthless fight for power, 
even at the risk of destabilizing the overall situation in the country 
and beyond. larger neighbor ing states would offer support to the 
more compliant groups. An externally supported coup might turn 
out to be an appall ing reality. it is no secret that the greater part 
of the international credit and western support, as well as humani-
tarian and technical assistance, granted to Georgia in recent years 
has been connected with shevardnadze’s personality as the coun-
try’s leader. Accordingly, the country might lose a good part of the 
international support it now enjoys if the leadership changes.

1 the government-controlled tv channel broadcast that parliament session live. A de-
tailed account of the session also appeared in izvestia, 11 february 1998.
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GeorGiA DefiNes iTs securiTy

“security” in post-soviet peoples’ minds has primarily been as-
sociated with “state security”, or kGB. nobody in the soviet times 
would identify state security as his(her) own business, unless s(he) 
got into trouble for political reasons. After Georgia became inde-
pendent, people started to realize their own personal security was 
linked to security of the state. Growing understanding has been that 
the country needed a comprehensive conception of its security. it 
was from the very start decided to take a broad approach to the 
issue, to make this conception as comprehensive as possible. when 
President shevardnadze decided in 1995 to create a state commis-
sion on Developing a national security concept for Georgia (the 
commission includes twenty-seven prominent specialists and state 
figures, and is chaired jointly by the foreign minister irakli menagar-
ishvili and state security minister Jemal Gakhokidze), one of the 
first problems this activity encountered was a terminology problem. 
there is more than one term denoting “security” in Georgian lan-

1 9 9 8
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation, Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 22 

June, 1998.
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guage, and some specialists tried (as later proved, unsuccessfully) 
to introduce a term different from that traditionally used in soviet 
times. Another problem was how to interpret “national”: should it 
mean “pertaining to the Georgian nation”, domestic usage of terms 
would immediately turn it into “pertaining to ethnic Georgians in 
Georgia”, or more generalized, “pertaining to a titular ethnic group 
in the state”. thus “national security” would be understood as ex-
cluding all national minorities, all non-Georgians, creating them a 
security problem! on the other hand, it is well understood that the 
country should move towards meeting internationally recognized 
standards of civil society if it wants to survive. so “national security” 
is likely in stay in the finalized documents, with comments on what 
is meant by “national”. 

General public in Georgia turned out to be unprepared both for 
the values of civil society, and for their verbal expression. using 
“nation” in the sense of “people”, or “all citizens” of the country 
means equalizing ethnic Georgians and non-Georgians in rights, 
and thus is perceived as containing a threat in view of high ethnic 
diversity in Georgia. An essentially mediaeval ideal of an ethnocen-
tric unitary centralized state is perceived in masses of population 
as a guarantee of justice and stability, and any discussed models 
of decentralized federal arrangement of the state are perceived as 
equally apprehensive.

At the moment the conception undergoes final stages of ap-
proval, and a finalized and approved version should soon be avail-
able. the document will be far from perfect, and will probably need 
further amendments. still, it is a historic moment in the nation’s 
self-realization. the proposed versions of the conception have sig-
nificantly contributed to a better understanding of national security 
and to the studies of internal and external threats, from political 
and military to environmental and informational.
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sTrucTure of The sysTem of securiTy for GeorGiA

the conception will stress the point that Georgia does not have 
much time for developing its independent statehood in a compli-
cated and rapidly changing environment, so it is a matter of good 
timing to manage to build the self-sustainable political institutes of 
democratic civil society. the general strategic course of country’s 
development had been outlined in President’s platform, and defines 
the following strategic directions of the country’s development: 

(1) Building of statehood:
• strengthening of the state sovereignty and restoration of the 

territorial integrity;
• furthering of the constitutional process;
• settlement of the regional conflicts;
• reform of the system of state government;
• Development of a democratic political system and consolida-

tion of the Parliament of Georgia;
• reform and development of the executive power;
• Decentralization of the system of state management and de-

velopment of the system of municipal government;
• Development and improvement of international relations;
• Protection of the state borders and control over migration 

processes;
• military construction;
• environmental and national resource protection.
(2) Building of civil society:
• human rights protection;
• consolidation of the national unity;
• Building of civil society institutions.
(3) social and cultural Development:
• creation and development of the social security system;
• control of migration processes;
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• Development of culture and educational system;
• Development of the social health care system.
(4) economic reform and economic Development:
• Development of market economy;
• Development of the private sector;
• creation of a favorable macro-economic environment;
• integration into the world economic system;
• liberalization of the external economic relationships;
• Attraction of foreign investments;
• Active participation in international and regional economic 

organizations (e.g. Bsec, cis, etc.);
• carrying out a structural reform of the economy;
• reorganization of state institutions supervising the economy 

sphere;
• Acceleration of the processes of privatization;
• Development of the strategic priority sectors: energy, agricul-

ture, public transportation, communications infrastructure, 
banking and financial sectors;

• Development of the industries exporting their production 
abroad.

mAiN comPoNeNTs of The securiTy sysTem of 
GeorGiA

Based on the above strategic directions, the following compo-
nents of the unified security system are singled out:

• reform of the state government system and the national se-
curity;

• settlement of the regional conflicts and the national security;
• economic security;
• foreign policy and the national security;
• military aspects and the national security;
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• social security in view of national security;
• ecological security;
• security in the energy sphere;
• informational security;
• control over migration processes and national security;
• law enforcement and citizens’ personal security;
• Public education and national security;
• Public health care and national security.
from this list of priorities it is already clear nothing more than a 

first approximation is being made to understanding what national 
security concept should contain and/or cover. remarkable is the 
appearance in several places of “control over migration processes”, 
which reflects a deep public concern about stability of demograph-
ic situation in the country and the refugee problem. specificity of 
Georgia’s security problems is determined by its geopolitical loca-
tion, as well as ethnic/cultural diversity, etc. As is stressed in the 
draft conception, “restructuring of the social system is a period of 
utmost obscurity and vagueness for the entire society. the currently 
experienced processes and phenomena are beyond comprehension 
for many, and the future looks unclear and indefinite”. in a situation 
like this the unity in the society about its basic goals and orienta-
tions acquires supreme importance. this unity should be based on 
harmonious relations between all ethnic and social groups in the 
country, and the existence of a system of values shared by all. it is 
stressed more than once that “Georgia should restore its political 
integrity, i.e. jurisdiction over the breakaway regions”, although the 
document is far from efficiently focusing on, or explaining reasons 
for internal dissonance. the emphasis is done on strengthening the 
power and law enforcement institutions of the state. 

in the following sections we will distinguish between “security 
threats” which may stand for prolonged and persisting problems the 
country faces, and “sources of insecurity” focusing on what or who 
produces or can produce a security threat. identifying a source of 
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insecurity may facilitate description of a security threat, and vice 
versa, understanding a security threat may lead towards revealing 
a source of insecurity. As we will see, there are very few sources 
of security in Georgia.

iNTerNAl sources of securiTy

not at all being free from corruption, the police has been slowly 
yet stably enforcing law and order, the process being backed up 
by passing the relevant legislature in the Parliament (order and 
quietness in the streets has, after an appalling cowboy movie-style 
period of shooting and looting, been imposed mostly as a result of 
energetic efforts of former interior minister kviraia, who later was 
moved to state security minister and had to resign from that posi-
tion after mP irina sarishvili accused him of heavy abuses of official 
position). And last, not the least, a longer-standing source of stabili-
ty is a down-to-earth (although superficially romantic) and skeptical 
Georgian people, entrepreneurially inclined and courageous.

eXTerNAl sources of securiTy

An important security source should imply from a declared neu-
trality and non-liaison status Georgian leadership has been moving 
towards, in spite of angry voices of patriots in the Parliament. Peo-
ple now realize what naive and ridiculous a demand it sounded to 
invite nAto tanks to replace and oust russian military from Georgia. 

iNTerNAl sources of iNsecuriTy

Among the major internal sources of insecurity are the lack of 
experience of independent statehood and an unstable state (and 
stage) of transition the society is in. the country is moving to what 
a great part of population is unprepared for (cf. in analysis of ter-
rorist actions below). not many are yet determined in whether they 
seriously believe in norms of civil and democratic society to soon 
become guidelines of their own and the state structures’ lives. 
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uncertainty and unreliability of the corrupted court and justice 
system, along with public disbelief in the justice system in general 
has been notable in the country (committee for legal and consti-
tutional matters in the Parliament chaired by mikheil saakashvili, 
undertook a profound reform of legislature, among which the most 
painful part appears to be a reform of the outdated penitentiary 
system). this can be seen as part of the lack of trust in a law-based 
state, civil society and democratic values. e.g. people firmly believe 
the u.s. is law-abiding because a strong and well-paid police is on 
the alert, not because people through their elected representative 
bodies have collectively decided not to complicate their lives by 
allowing corruption to govern their lives.

Another internal source of instability is a public disbelief in exis-
tence of an efficient, constructive and organized opposition to the 
political establishment (legacy of totalitarian mentality), an indis-
pensable feature of any democratic and civil society. 

eXTerNAl sources of iNsecuriTy

russian political pressure and manipulation in order to preserve 
and secure russia’s strategic/military presence in the region remains 
the main external source of instability for Georgia. russia’s role in 
aggravating and manipulating ethnic disputes in Abkhazia and south 
ossetia has been reason for serious problems in Georgian/russian 
relationships in the last years. 

the other major player in the region is turkey. the relationships 
between Georgia and turkey have been ever amiable and productive 
since the border was opened for trade in Gorbachev’s times. yet, 
turkey’s domination in foreign trade and supply of goods may be 
considered as a security risk for Georgia, like any actual monopoly.

remarkable is an attitude towards Armenia, ostensively balanced 
and neutral but revealing a deep concern inside. Public sentiment 
in Georgia tends to be that Armenia would support Abkhazia’s, as 
well as other unrepresented states’ independence claims in order 
to facilitate the independence of nagorno-karabakh republic, and 
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would support the autonomization movement of ethnic Armenians 
in Javakheti to maintain a lever of political pressure on Georgia 
should it be needed. 

the picture would not be complete without mentioning the 
atomic power station outside yerevan, perceived by Georgia’s pop-
ulation as a continuous threat, “a clear and present danger” in their 
vicinity. After chernobyl nobody believes in security measures, or 
reliability of construction of atomic stations in the former soviet 
union. this is also what colors perception of Armenia in Georgians. 

The DeATh of The commoNweAlTh, The BirTh of The 
AGe of AXes AND corriDors

in the period immediately preceding the collapse of the empire 
mikhail Gorbachev obsessively stressed the idea of “obnovlyonnaya 
federaciya” (a renewed/revitalized federation) that should have re-
placed the soviet union with a union as attractive to its members 
as to maintain the major levers of control intact. in the years that 
followed the collapse and disintegration of the soviet empire very 
few in russia believed that the process was irreversible. said in a 
private conversation a high-rank russian foreign ministry official 
in 1994, “two more years will be enough for all the republics to 
realize: it is time to stop playing this game of independence and 
get back together again”. the republics should not have survived 
as independent states, but they did, and even the ethnic/territorial 
conflicts representing legal deadlocks could not arrest this devel-
opment.

A similar attitude applied to the russian model of reintegration 
of the former soviet republics through the commonwealth of in-
dependent states (cis). the commonwealth was designed in mos-
cow as a deterring mechanism to prevent further dissolution of the 
remnants of empire. upgrading of this tool should have turned it 
into an efficient reintegration and reunification mechanism for get-
ting the former soviet republics together again under the russian 
dominance. Great bulk of the western economic assistance for the 
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former soviet union (fsu) going to support, and allegedly, to de-
mocratize russia, should have been a crucial supporting factor here. 
the west would feed russia to assist the democratization process, 
and russia would use this support to militarize and finally restore as 
an empire. if this plan was considered appallingly realistic by many 
immediately after the collapse of the ussr, now it is being treated 
as having little prospect to materialize.

first stage of reintegration was to be triggered by the scheduled 
russia/Belarus union, and a grand interim goal was to achieve re-
integration of four largest soviet republics: russia, Belarus, ukraine 
and kazakhstan. this would be a real turning point in post-soviet 
development. however, Belarussian President lukashenko proved 
to be more impulsive and unpredictable than his russian patrons 
might imagine. Diminishing prospect of the russia/Belarus alliance 
is perceived in Georgia as one of the major evidences of decline 
in the cis. yet, mystification of russia’s expansive capacities in the 
eyes of Georgian public means also the ability to redress cis, or to 
continue indefinitely attempts of forced reintegration under new 
disguise. As was noted above, real rescue from russia’s supervi-
sion is seen by many in Georgia only in disintegration of russia as 
a grand power. 

DyNAmics of The PercePTioNs of ThreAT Till 2006

extreme nationalist forces in Georgia have little chance to or-
ganize to a degree that was possible towards the decline of the 
ussr, and to direct and lead society under the banner of extremist 
ideology. what is left for them is to arrange or participate in plots 
against the main stronghold of security in the country, which is the 
President, and to try to use the advantage of climbing up to power 
as soon as the society again appears in a chaotic and uncontrolled 
state. since August of 1995 there have been two implemented al-
though unsuccessful, and several prevented attempts on eduard 
shevardnadze’s life.



215

GeorGiA’s security ProBlems in Post-soviet trAnsition

1998

the february 9, 1998 assault on the President showed with clari-
ty how naive it was to imagine once powerful zviadists would finally 
put up with their defeat in civil war of 1991/92 and the consequent 
neglect from Georgian media and public opinion. Just prior to the 
assault, all currently active political parties and figures in Georgia 
were agreed in that zviadists represented no power and expected 
no future. in the post-civil war years the shevardnadze adminis-
tration had been consolidating power, achieving wide recognition 
domestically and abroad. the zviadists inside the country looked 
scarce, divided and discouraged. it was a surprise for everybody that 
it turned out to be a zviadist group who was primarily responsible 
for carrying out the latest attempt, although it is, and may stay a 
mystery who stood behind the political non-entities revealed. yet 
it always makes sense to see what makes the assault possible at 
home, before looking abroad.

whatever structure of the plot and cast of characters involved 
are going to be displayed in the course of investigation, the reasons 
of what has happened should boil down to the following. first of all, 
it is (a) an unsatisfactory government/people feedback and enor-
mous actual responsibility transferred to one person, (b) the lack 
of publicly made official political assessment of the change of rule 
in Georgia as a result of January 1992 coup, (c) underestimation of 
defeated opponents, based on a false picture of their readiness for 
action, creation of liaisons, and outside support, (d) a complex of 
political, economic and geo-strategic conditions favorable for the 
country’s immediate development, and unfavorable for russia’s 
strategic plans for the caucasus region, (e) an artificial picture of 
the status of reform in Georgia, upgraded to the world Bank re-
quirements, and last, not the least, (f) redressment of corruption 
in the country.

stone-age mafias have been replaced by more sophisticated 
ones, and better disguised than Jaba ioseliani’s “mkhedrioni”, but 
no less dangerous. let us take the most visible side of corruption. 
Gasoline is no more sold from kitovani’s gunner-guarded trucks but 
at comfortable gas stations. on the other hand, a striking fact is that 
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on the eve of 21st century electricity is a number one luxury item for 
Georgians, to the extent that whole cities have permanently to do 
without it and, at the same time, it is… being exported abroad. the 
capital of Georgia, let alone the forgotten countryside, is for better 
part of the year poorly lit and heated by kerosene, and cooking can-
not be done without liquefied gas-cylinders sold to the population 
at extremely high prices. restoring natural gas supply and supplying 
power to those who pay the bills (as was effectively managed in ye-
revan, Armenia) would complicate life and reduce incomes of crim-
inalized groups who would not feel at large without connections in 
high places, while the government/parliament appointed anti-cor-
ruption agencies feel equally restrained by the needs of a political 
moment. Dirty linen has to be washed at home. the country needs 
to satisfy certain criteria to be eligible for european structures (like 
full membership of the council of europe) the President would like 
to enforce its incorporation into to help Georgia further out of the 
crisis. this would obviously also strengthen his rule, so the efforts 
of his internal, as well as external adversaries are concentrated on 
preventive measures, including destructive ones. 

if internal problems remain unattended, the next terrorist action 
may really turn out to be the last. And who can, in view of what 
has already happened, completely discard this possibility? At the 
Parliament session called immediately upon the assault, the chair-
man zurab zhvania expressed his firm conviction that terrorists and 
whoever organized them could not stir up serious trouble in the 
country if they succeeded: all the state structures would operate 
normally, and law and order would be maintained. yet, independent 
analysis and research of public opinion unambiguously indicate that 
a degree of destabilization might be achieved sufficient for imply-
ing significant changes in the country’s leadership, and subsequent 
changes in political and economic orientation.

if shevardnadze was suddenly removed, the competing political 
groups in Georgia, even the smaller ones, would immediately start a 
ruthless fight for power, even at the risk of destabilizing the overall 
situation in the country and beyond. some of the bigger neighboring 
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states would offer their support for more compliant ones. histori-
cally, russia and turkey have had immediate competing interest in 
the region (at the moment, turkey is a number one foreign trade 
partner for Georgia and is guaranteed to dominate economically, 
so it is hardly an issue for her to promote destabilization. russia 
is different: the lack of economic incentive has to be made up by 
political manipulation). An externally supported coup might turn out 
to be an appalling reality. under such circumstances, the u.s. and 
nAto would be unlikely to become deeply involved with events in 
Georgia (as they were during the civil war and the war in Abkhazia), 
and many would say later that russia had no choice but to take up 
reluctantly what nobody else wanted to deal with.

what would happen in and to the country once eduard she-
vardnadze was no longer in power? would chaos ensue or are the 
state institutions stable enough to ensure a smooth transition to 
a new president and administration? no doubt, Georgia is in no 
case what it used to be before the 1995 elections: the country 
is ruled much more competently and intelligently, and the Parlia-
ment is led by well educated persons. Against all the hardships of 
chilly, blacked-out winters and scarce incomes, people have been 
relieved to enjoy more freedoms than in most other post-soviet 
countries. on the other hand, it is no secret that greater part of the 
international credit and western support, as well as humanitarian 
and technical assistance granted to Georgia in the recent years has 
been connected with shevardnadze’s personality as country’s lead-
er. Accordingly, the country might immediately experience the risk 
of loosing a good part of the international support it now enjoys. 
in all cases, Georgia would encounter a troubled and messy period 
before things could clear up.

ProBABle vs PreferreD fuTures, AND how They 
corresPoND AccorDiNG To The four sceNArios

some notes from the Discussions at the Brown-iccn seminar at 
iccn in tbilisi, october 5, 1996:
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reintegration under russian dominance (scenario 1) is the most 
undesirable in Georgia. it is seen possible only within the frame-
work of both a general failure of the caucasus region to attract 
serious interest of western capital and politics, and a strenuous 
and successful effort of russia to “divide and rule” by destabilizing 
societies and manipulating conflicts to the end of weakening and 
discrediting the newly independent states. consolidation and eco-
nomic boom in russia should accompany the opposite processes 
developing in the “near abroad”. such transformation is unlike to 
take place before 2006.

russia’s influence has visibly decreased in Georgia since the pe-
riod immediately following the end of the Georgian-Abkhaz war, 
when the country was humiliated and forced to join the cis, accept 
additional russian military bases on its territory and the russian 
supervision of the appointment of three power ministers, Defense, 
interior, and state security. Decline of russia’s influence in Georgia 
is seen in greater liberty of the President and his team to appoint 
power ministers than before. the latest and completing act was the 
replacement of the pro-russian Defense minister vardiko nadibaid-
ze with the younger and western-trained David tevzadze.

Scenario 1 is seen as having smaller prospect to materialize than 
Scenario 3 (unregulated disintegration) if existing ethno-territorial 
disputes are not resolved till 2006 which is quite realistic. further 
unregulated disintegration of the post-soviet political space means 
materialization of direct threat to the territorial integrity of the 
countries, along with inability of the countries together with their 
allies to effectively oppose this threat and reverse the process. re-
markably, there is little understanding that unregulated disintegra-
tive process is dangerous and undesirable as such: in Georgia it 
is perceived as positive if it pertains to russia, more or less indif-
ferently if it pertains to other post-soviet states, undesirable and 
dangerous if it pertains to south-caucasian neighbor states, and 
especially if it touches Georgia.

Scenario 2, or cooperative integration is seen as the most unre-
alistic of all. there are no incentives powerful enough to stimulate 
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integrative processes between post-soviet states to the extent of 
merging in one state, or creating super-national formations. the only 
realistic way to integrate is in creation of temporary treaty-based 
alliances and associations, mostly in the sphere of business and 
economy. this fully pertains to the south caucasus nations. Scenario 
3 belongs to undesirable ones in Georgia, for integration with any 
post-soviet “partner in misery” would sound strange and dangerous 
for the state sovereignty and integrity.

finally, the most desirable in Georgia and also perceived as grow-
ingly probable is Scenario 4, or cooperative independence. it is also 
understood that competitive independence is a more realistic de-
velopment in post-soviet inter-state relationships, yet cooperation 
and competition are not perceived as mutually exclusive options, 
and certainly more desirable than any sort of political integration.

Probability of scenarios, as seen in Georgia:
1. unregulated disintegration (3);
2. cooperative independence (4);
3. integration under russian dominance (1);
4. cooperative integration (2).
Desirability of scenarios, as seen in Georgia:
1. cooperative independence (4);
2. unregulated disintegration (3);
3. cooperative integration (2);
4. integration under russian dominance (1).
from these charts and the previous analysis it is clear that Geor-

gians are equally apprehensive of any sort of disintegration within 
the country, and any sort of integration between the newly inde-
pendent states. this may partly be explained by misunderstanding 
of the term “integration” which is loaded with too strong a meaning 
including long-term political obligations implying the actual merging 
of the states into one another (notably, smaller ones into bigger). 
unregulated disintegration was seen in recent years as more prob-
able than cooperative independence, for a fatalistic fear of “the Big 
Bear” dictated the destiny of the nis. yet, this is the most dynamic 
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point in perception of future, especially with decline of russia’s 
influence and defeat in the chechen war. A different matter is the 
nature of independence in scenario 4: cooperative in certain cases, 
but also (or even more) competitive and maybe conflicting. on the 
other hand, it may be seen that unregulated disintegration (on an 
external scale, not within the country) is even more preferred than 
cooperative integration, and the dangers of unregulated disinte-
gration are underestimated, compared with overestimated dangers 
of the cooperative integration. the overall perception of future in 
Georgia is not very optimistic. 

Policies ThAT coulD fAciliTATe PreferreD 
DeveloPmeNTs 

what could Georgian state do to prevent undesirable scenarios 
from materialization, and, on the other hand, foster current 
developments to preferred ends?

first of all, Georgia should reach a degree of internal stabilization 
and economic growth sufficient for the state to fulfil partner 
obligations and the role of a guarantor for foreign investments. the 
country should firmly continue in its developments of democratic 
institutions, rule of law, and value system of civil society. it is very 
important that Georgia affirms in its neutrality status. Awareness 
of and educational activities in human and minority rights should 
significantly grow in the country. Balanced policies towards 
neighbors and large powers are indispensable for ensuring the 
country’s security and participation in advantageous and profitable 
regional and international programs. Both legislation and public 
consciousness should leave no doubt that national minorities will 
receive maximally liberal regime in realizing their learning, teaching 
and using their languages, developing ethno-cultural aspirations 
and be sufficiently protected from any forms of discrimination. 
resolution of the internal conflicts representing a direct threat to the 
territorial integrity of the country should be achieved as a result of 
synergic effect of the above factors, giving in turn a momentum for 
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a new stage of the country’s accelerated development. the country 
should find effective tools to cope with growingly sophisticated 
corruption. if Georgia effectively plays its role in strengthening the 
GuAm and uniting the caucasus, this will further decrease chances 
for reintegration under external domination.

what could russian federation do to assist (whether willingly 
or not) the scenarios preferred by Georgians? the democratization 
process should develop so as to prove its irreversible character 
at a given historical stage, and the balanced policies in “near 
abroad”, as well as towards her own subjects of federation should 
build enough credit for and confidence in russia among the nis. 
successful peacemaking and mediation role in internal conflicts 
might significantly change the perception of russia’s attitudes 
towards its former “younger brothers”.

on the international scale russia should abandon her 
confrontational attitude towards the west, especially the u.s. 
and nAto, and achieve a stable reputation of a european culture 
determined to play an independent significant role in the world 
affairs as an integral part of the global civilizational processes, 
not shadowed at the same time by any ambitious, expansional or 
domineering strategies, especially towards its former satellites. 

what could the caucasus nations do to facilitate a favorable 
future of the region as seen from Georgia? ideally, all three south 
caucasus states and the north caucasus peoples, are seen as most 
protected from great-power policies and benefiting from their 
geostrategic location if they develop active economic cooperation 
and manage to design a common security architecture for the entire 
region, strong enough to promote an all-caucasian idea to balance 
russia’s policies in its bordering north-caucasian republics and 
oblasts. realistically, in spite of the unsolved interstate disputes 
and varying strategic orientations, the three south-caucasian states 
should elaborate a common platform for regional cooperation in 
the spheres of establishing free economic zones, and providing 
joint border control. the continuing Azeri-Armenian dispute over 
nagorno-karabakh, and the growing isolation of Armenia from the 
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strategic international plans of using the caucasus oil deposits and 
transit routes is a major obstacle on the way to the consolidation of 
the region. the Abkhazia conflict, as the may 1998 violent clashes in 
the bordering Gali region showed, also has a destructive potential 
to prevent the caucasian concord from materialization.

what could the west do? there had been exaggerated expectation 
in Georgia about the western involvement in Georgian affairs, later 
changed by a deep frustration. still most people in Georgia realize 
that behind a relatively stabilized and liberalized situation in the 
country is a massive western support of the policies of President 
and his government, and bigger things like large-scale investments 
and constructions may become possible only after the major 
obstacles, such as ethno-territorial conflicts are removed from their 
way. Another and special question is how and to what extent leading 
international organizations can assist in this process. 

The role of iNTerNATioNAl orGANizATioNs iN 
sTABiliziNG The iNTerNAl siTuATioN iN GeorGiA

there has been a general consensus in the Georgian society 
about the presence and activities of foreign embassies and the of-
fices of humanitarian aid-delivering organizations in the country. 
there has been a growingly controversial assessment in Georgian 
society of the overall activities and the purpose of presence of the 
missions of the un and osce. since late 1992 when the missions 
were opened, these have been welcomed not only as a balance 
to russia’s manipulating and destabilizing role in the region, but 
as powerful tools of the international community in resolving the 
disputes. what the Georgian society largely expected from the un 
in the first place, and the osce, were quick and energetic efforts 
that would end in effective restoration of the Georgian jurisdiction 
in and return of the iDPs to the breakaway Abkhazia and south 
ossetia. when the sought solution was not achieved, the situation 
was immediately interpreted in large sections of Georgian society 
as weakness or reluctance of international organizations to get in-
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volved in the disputes on the Georgian side. the prevailing public 
sentiment has been that Georgia is no big deal for the west to 
irritate “the Big Bear”, and the un and osce are bureaucratic struc-
tures concerned more about their own survival and proliferation 
rather than restoring justice and providing solutions to disputes. 
Assisting in and monitoring the peacekeeping in the conflict zones, 
and in organizing negotiations was not perceived in most part of 
the Georgian society as a sufficient basis for their mandate.

since 1994 the un activities in Georgia have been diversified: 
instead of one resident representative in charge of unDP, unhcr, 
unDhA, unicef, unomiG, etc. activities in Georgia, the set of rel-
atively independent un offices were created. the leading resident 
un office unofficially became unDP, and the un observer mission 
to Georgia (unomiG) developed as an independent force directly 
reporting to the secretary General of the un. Due to critical con-
ditions created for the country’s economy and development of in-
dependent statehood, the international community made vigorous 
efforts to deliver humanitarian assistance, especially for iDPs from 
conflict zones, and to assist in creating of state institutions and 
balancing the internal problems. of numerous international orga-
nizations that were active in Georgia in recent years, the osce and 
un obviously had a special mandate. it was unofficially decided to 
“divide” the conflict zones between them in the following way: the 
un would be a leading international institution assisting the peace 
process in Abkhazia, and the osce in south ossetia. the Abkhazia 
conflict turned out to be immeasurably more complicated; yet apart 
from the objective differences between the two zones, the osce 
activities in most part of the mandate period have been assessed as 
more efficient and assertive. let us consider the case of the osce 
activities as an example.

the osce sent a mission of long duration to Georgia in 1992. 
the mandate included the following:

• to assist in negotiations between the parties of Georgia’s 
conflicts, aimed at achieving peaceful resolution of the 
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Georgian-ossetian and Georgian-Abkhaz conflicts by political 
means;

• to monitor, with their consent, the joint peacekeeping force 
which was established in tskhinvali according to the sochi 
agreement of 24 June 1992;

• to foster cooperation between the parties;
• to encourage respect for human rights;
• to assist the creation of democratic institutions in the country; 

and
• to support the principle of a free press and to monitor its 

implementation.
As far as the Georgian-ossetian conflict is concerned, the mission 

mandate lays down the following:
• to assist in the creation of a wider political consensus, within 

which a firm political resolution of the conflict can be achieved 
on the basis of the principles and declarations of the osce;

• to initiate dialogue between all sides to the conflict by means 
of “round table” meetings, with the aim of demonstrating 
and trying to remove sources of tension and providing polit-
ical reconciliation across the zone of conflict;

• to monitor the joint peacekeeping force, establishing and 
supporting contact with the military command of these forc-
es, collecting information on the military situation, reporting 
breaches of the existing ceasefire and highlighting the political 
consequences of these or any other military actions for the 
commanders on the ground;

• to play an active role in the work of the Joint control com-
mission in working out specific proposals for resolving the 
conflict; and

• to establish contacts with the local authorities and represen-
tatives of the population, and to demonstrate a visible pres-
ence of the osce throughout the area.
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in relation to the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict, the mandate of the 
mission makes provision for regular liaison with the un while care-
fully following unfolding events and reporting on them regularly 
to the osce. this allows the cio to participate in the negotiations 
held under the aegis of the un. however, unlike in south ossetia, 
the mission does not monitor the peacekeeping forces in Abkhazia 
nor observance of the ceasefire agreement.

in march 1994, the mandate was broadened to include a number 
of Georgia-wide activities, such as:

• to encourage respect for human rights and basic freedoms;
• to assist in developing juridical and democratic institutions 

and processes, including consultation in drafting the new con-
stitution, the introduction of legislation on citizenship and the 
creation of independent judicial organs, and to monitor the 
conduct of elections; and

• to coordinate these activities with the osce hcnm and the 
oDihr, to cooperate with the eu and other organizations 
working in this field in Georgia.

Assessments of the osce role in Georgia vary on different sides 
of the conflict, and in different sections of Georgian society. the 
Georgians welcomed the osce role of providing international super-
vision of the russian “peacekeeping” role at a time when Georgia 
was weak and very much at the mercy of russia. the mission has 
been successful in its task of monitoring the peacekeeping forces. 
in the recent years though the importance of the osce for Georgia 
has decreased. on the other hand, it has been crucial for the south 
ossetians, for whom the osce provides an important link with the 
international community. furthermore, most part of the humanitar-
ian assistance delivered to tskhinvali and the ossetian villages since 
the end of the armed clashes was (co-)organized and/or monitored 
by the osce. objectively, the osce mission has not yet expired its 
potential in stabilizing the internal situation and assisting democrat-
ic developments in Georgia.
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it is a truism that the newly independent states are in transition. 
the following post-soviet states would like to be recognized as pro-
spectively european (not only geographically, but also culturally, po-
litically, and legally): ukraine, Belarus, moldova, Armenia, Georgia, 
and Azerbaijan. the appropriateness of including the latter in the 
list might raise some doubts, if not for the oil fueling a western pro- 
Azeri orientation. russia considers itself european-by-definition, as 
well as Asian-by-definition. the largest country on the map under-
standably differs in this regard from the rest of the nis. russia was 
not really “one of the soviet nations” and could never liberate itself 
from the domineering global self-image personified by its recently 
restored emblem featuring a double-headed eagle.

strange though it may sound, it was the unifying nature of soviet 
rule that has imposed european attitudes on most of the republics. 
european-style soviet cultural and behavioral standards, utilizing 
classic russian cultural traditions, have contributed significantly to 
the cultural formation of the union republics. Although this cultural 
formation was, for the most part, natural to the above nations, it 

1 9 9 8
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Published in Journal ACE: Analysis of Current Events, the 

Association of the Study of Nations, May 1998, Volume 10, No. 5.
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was artificial to, and imposed upon, the central Asian nations who 
never quite identified with it, yet complied out of the necessity to 
follow the rules of the game of survival. the south caucasus (Arme-
nia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan) has been a region internally diversified 
yet growing in its european orientation: Armenia, christian since 
301-314 AD, is noted for its political ties with russia; moderately 
islamic Azerbaijan is building bridges to the west while maintaining 
its central Asian cultural ties; while Georgia, christianized between 
AD 325 and AD 337, is seeking any ties on the western side of the 
globe, while trying at the same time to reasonably appease the 
“Big Bear”.

the post-soviet transition in the south caucasus seems to be 
leading to europe – through the Baltics. in order to conceptually 
clarify the matter, let us consider their virtual future in what might 
be called “greater europe”. Any of the afore-mentioned nis are 
dreaming of full “citizenship” in the unified europe, but are really 
only eligible for “legal alien” status: i.e., an open door that may, 
at any moment, slam shut before them if they fail to satisfy some 
explicit or implicit criteria. understanding very well that there is a 
hyperspatial distance they have to shortcut in order to reach west-
ern europe, the south caucasian states would at least like to create 
special relationships with europe by cooperating in eu and nAto 
structures, participating in as many programs as possible. But most 
importantly, they hope to acquire a specialty which would allow 
them to be perceived as “young european brothers”. As a prece-
dent, the Baltics are usually invoked.

even in soviet times the Baltic states (estonia, latvia, and lith-
uania) were distinguishable from the rest of the soviet constituent 
republics. something made them eligible for being considered pro-
spectively part of europe as soon as the decline of the soviet system 
became visible, and for being detached from russia and cis by a 
“real border” as soon as the empire collapsed. the Baltics were 
always special in the ussr, not only for their geostrategic location 
on the map, but by their european mentality and lifestyle and their 
cultural distance from the empire. their late (pre-world war ii) 
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incorporation into the ussr fails to give an adequate explanation; 
the greater part of western ukraine was incorporated in the ussr 
in the same period as the Baltics yet would never rank with them.

the south caucasus states have been trying to satisfy their im-
mediate security needs by appeasing russia’s own strategic interest 
in maintaining a tolerable military presence in the region. not yet 
able to secure their borders and settle internal disputes, Georgia 
and Azerbaijan envision their long-term security guaranteed in 
treaty-based western protection and a “real border” with their big 
northern neighbor, while Armenia (with no common border with 
russia) would perceive the same as a security risk. Armenians, al-
though no less determined to ensure their independent statehood, 
are trying to maintain it through strategic partnership with russia, 
even at the risk of alienation from the rest of the caucasus.

thus, the more realistic thinkers in the south caucasus visualize 
their sinuous way into the west via Balticness via eastern-euro-
peanness via central-europeanness. what they fail to realize is a 
rigidity of the western perception of cis nations as descendents 
of a totalitarian spirit. Bulgaria or romania may not evince more 
“europeanness” than the caucasus, in this sense, yet in their favor 
is the psychologically important fact that they have never been part 
of the soviet empire (though ceaucescu’s regime was no less de-
structive to the spirit), and the geostrategically important fact that 
they are closer to the european union on the map. these states, 
therefore, do not need an interim “green light” of Balticness which 
may be a harder thing to achieve for the caucasus peoples than 
liberation from soviet rule.

will “legal alien” status become permanent for the europe-seek-
ing newly independent states? on the one hand, there is increas-
ing international interest in the caucasus related to the prospect 
of caspian oil transportation to the west, the “eurasian corridor”, 
“the Great silk road”, and so on. on the other hand, the prospect 
of incorporating the central, eastern european, and Baltic states 
into nAto may bring nearer the time when the east-west security 
border dividing russian and western spheres of influence will co-



229

tHe CAUCAsUs AnD eURoPe

1998

incide with present cis borders. And this may very well deepen the 
gap between east and west that the whole post-communist global 
transformation was expected to bridge.



230

on RefUsInG to UnDeRstAnD

“The usual pattern seems to be that people give 
non-violence two weeks to solve their problem... and 
than decide it has “failed”. Then they go on with violence 
for the next hundred years...

and it seems never to “fail” and be rejected”.
      Theodore Roszak

conflict is a major paradigm for all fields of contemporary social 
studies. it is a topic whose citation index is among the highest. it is 
also mass media’s daily bread and a persisting headache for politi-
cians and diplomats. its definition is a challenge for academics. its 
incarnation is often a tragedy comparable to black plague for mil-
lions of people worldwide. one will hardly succeed trying to explain 
them the theories that a “constructive violence” also exists, and 
that every war eventually accelerates progress. yet, like it or not, 
conflict belongs to the few issues that “make the world go round”. 
in our age it also makes the news of the day. “conflict is a growth 
industry”, assure us conflict experts. 

1 9 9 8
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 
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the art and science of conflict resolution has already generated 
the amount of literature comparable to religious. various hand-
books teach us how to avoid, forecast, deescalate, settle, trans-
form, use, or just live in peace with conflicts. most people would 
like to develop these skills, but real-life situations, unlike those in 
the books, are usually elusive and subjectively disguised, and the 
tips often disagree. one way to overcome this Babel was sought in 
creating a comprehensive and well substantiated conflict theory.

what is normally meant by conflict theory in scientific writings, 
is either its partly or fully formalized version, or even an abstract 
mathematical theory often derived from, or based on John von neu-
mann’s theory of games, to a limited extent applicable to significant 
fields of social life, or would rather represent a summarized account 
of various conceptions pertaining to major types of conflict. fully 
comprehensive conflict theory is hardly expectable to emerge, but 
the already discovered regularities should make for more precise 
and unified definitions, and more adequate interpretation and use 
of terms. still, neither of the existing theories has managed to suffi-
ciently clarify the basic issues that brought them to life, to the extent 
of making them applicable to people’s lives and decision-making.

it is very easy to theoretically imagine the conflict situations 
relevant to non-zero-sum games where “win/win” or “lose/lose” 
outcomes are possible, but it is extremely hard to upgrade your 
living to this elementary truth. why does it happen that judgments 
and generalizations jeopardize conversation, interpretations enforce 
“black/white” (binary) thinking, lack of communication creates “en-
emy”, and simple otherness grows into intolerance? Do “true” and 
“false” pictures of conflict really exist, or can their antagonism be 
overcome? it turns out that these (already) traditional issues of 
conflict studies are closely linked with the problems of systems 
analysis, philosophical logic, political psychology, and other fields 
of modern academic research. many of the frequently used terms 
do not necessarily have to be used on the intuitive basis, as they 
already have clarified and precise meanings in the relevant fields of 
theoretical knowledge. yet there are many others that have to be 
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used in all of their obscurity, or to be proven as empty signifiers. 
“tender is the night”, and “life is just a walking shadow”, but we 
“poor players” have to make it signify something.

* * *

conflict studies are remarkable in comprising both practical and 
theoretical aspects of the problem. the most reasonable way ap-
pears not in seeking a universal formalized version of conflict theory, 
but in raising the already conceptualized empirical/intuitive knowl-
edge on conflict and related problems to the methodological level 
of thought, relevantly and correctly engraving theoretical elements, 
whenever required, into the evolving generalized conception. on 
the other hand, the already accumulated and conceptualized knowl-
edge on conflict, violence, intolerance, and their perception in hu-
man society can significantly upgrade our basic views of human 
nature, thinking, perception, and communication process.

Another distinctive feature of conflict studies is in their indis-
pensable human dimension. conflict situations have been studied 
at interpersonal, intergroup, interorganizational and international 
levels, the latter being understood as interstate level (including most 
wars and violent conflicts that took place before 1990s). the former 
two appeared interesting mostly to social psychologists, the third 
to organizational behaviorists/developmentalists, and the fourth to 
political scientists. it so happened that the type of conflict that was 
going to become an all-time front-page news and a globally pressing 
issue since 1980s, had altogether slipped the conflict researchers’ 
attention. these were (inter)ethnic conflicts, often intertwined with 
other, no less complicated types. this largely happened because of 
the ideologies of both global political poles which had determined 
centrality of issues for the bipolar world, and saw the issue of eth-
nicity in the world processes as dying off and finally doomed. no one 
could envisage the nationalist boom in the later years, as well as the 
coming politicization of interethnic intolerance. in view of the sud-
den and catastrophic collapse of the soviet empire, it was too easy 
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to start to believe in “the end of history” or the coming “clash of 
civilizations”. hopefully, the world is now retrieving from the shock 
caused by the crush of empires, and a somewhat less apocalyptic 
vision of remaining and emerging disputes is expectable.

ethnically and/or religiously induced violent conflicts are fre-
quently understood as outbursts of irrational character. lacking 
the power of explanation, such an approach in itself creates a con-
ceptual barrier both to conflict resolution and conflict prevention. 
As the problem is always practical and painful, the approaches to 
it, whether rationalized or not, should lead to an implementable 
solution. Another problem is how to transcend incompatibility of 
the pictures of conflict on different sides. Again, the easiest but not 
best way would be to state an impossibility of a unified objective 
picture of a conflict, which would subjectively justify each of the 
parties, and maybe even invite them to further escalate the existing 
intolerance.

considering all the crises that people have to live through, in-
vestigate, instigate or overcome, it becomes obvious that people in 
most cases cannot really prevent or avoid ethnically induced conflict 
situations, and the crucial problem is how quickly and efficiently 
they can get out of them with minimized harm. what makes a fun-
damental importance in practical applications of any conflict theory 
is not what a conflict situation (at any stage of its development) 
is, but what the actors think it is, i.e. the problem of conflict un-
derstanding largely depends on the problem of conflict perception. 
Awareness of a common problem, which in most cases precedes 
progress in negotiations, does not erode rigidity of the pictures 
of conflict existing for the actors. one way to deal with this prob-
lem is through issue, actor, game rule, or (synergizing) structural 
transformation of conflict, in the course of public peace process 
or intervention in “natural” developments. however, Des cartes’s 
“Cogito ergo sum” might be a universal motto for resolvers of the in-
tolerance-breeding conflict, this gravest challenge to homo sapiens.
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TowArDs AN iNclusive iNTerPreTATioN of coNflicT
“If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything 

would appear to man as it is, infinite”. 

William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

from KoAN To meTAoBJecT

one of the twentieth century’s most brilliant minds, a nobel 
Prize winner in physics Dr. niels Bohr has solved the wave/particle 
dilemma in the physics of micro-world by introducing his mind-il-
luminating complementarity principle, a universal methodological 
tool for reconciling seemingly incompatible pictures of reality. sud-
denly, it was clear that what looked like mutually exclusive and/or 
incompatible pictures of an object, could be more adequately seen 
as the complementary pictures of a metaobject. this breakthrough 
became possible thanks to Dr. Bohr’s ability to transcend the con-
ventional limits of a scientific world outlook. similar processes ear-
lier in the century helped overcome crises in foundations of math-
ematics and logic (cf. the Godel’s theorem and metamathematics). 
they have revealed important aspects of regularities in overcoming 
major crises of human thinking and understanding, indispensable 
also while dealing with violent social conflicts, especially those with 
the issue of ethnicity involved. it turns out we cannot solve any 
major ethnic, social, or religious conflict without altogether chang-
ing, transforming our world outlook, seeing the world from a new 
perspective, where the problem is rather transcended than decided.

zen has been one classical way to prevent and totally eliminate 
conflict mentality by fostering an inclusive, flexible, open and non-
violent worldview. An adept unwittingly transformed his mind while 
trying to solve a koan, a seemingly meaningless or self-contradictory 
statement (yet sponsored as significant by the master), and could 
be even corporally punished for “wrong solutions”. the “right solu-
tion”, however, never came, as solving koan had never been a goal 
in itself, but represented a problem no more for an enlightened 
and transformed mind. in this whole process one thing had to be 
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a priori given, and could not be imposed from the outside: it was 
the commitment of an adept to the process of opening his own 
mind. A modern conflicting man is rather committed to close his 
mind from any revelations, and the european-styled rationality, in 
its turn, often fosters and breeds mind-closures, the same ones 
which it later tries to unclose.

how do we learn about a social conflict? we read in a news-
paper or a magazine, or watch tv, or just hear someone say that 
something is happening somewhere. from the very start we learn 
a biased picture which we tend to believe or not, depending on 
our own sentiment and credibility of the source. later we learn 
about the existence of other pictures of the same conflict, and its 
perceived complexity grows. the worst, of course, comes if we are 
(discover ourselves or become) part of the conflict, especially if 
painful issues of ethnic or religious identity are involved. A meth-
odological model can be offered to rationalize a koan-styled inter-
pretation of conflict – a painful and incomprehensible obstacle you 
have to transcend on your way to development, even without really 
understanding how it works, to conflict as metaobject: a kind of 
reality characterized by higher degree of organization that enables 
to comprehend an intrinsic moment of incompatibility through a 
not-fully-rationalized yet adequate tool integrating all its visions and 
perspectives into one.

you BeTTer free your miND iNsTeAD...

two thousand years ago Patanjali wrote in his yoga Aphorisms, 
“yoga is restraining the mind-staff (chitta) from taking various forms 
(vrittis)” (According to swami vivekananda, raja-yoga, or conquer-
ing the internal nature, calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1982, p. 115). 
something blasphemous to a european thought, until ludwig witt-
genstein in mid-twentieth century came to the same paradoxical 
conclusion: you need to stop thinking in order to understand. Ap-
parently, here is something in intrinsic mechanisms of our mind that 
prevents us from getting to truth, kind of heisenberg’s uncertainty 
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principle in action. the classic way to avoid/overcome this obstacle 
was to achieve completeness of a picture: wholeness seemed a 
guarantee against misunderstanding.

“holy”, “whole” and “healthy” are three words of the same or-
igin. soul is immortal as it is whole, and “none has the power to 
destroy the unchangeable”1. much later, in the 18th century im-
manuel kant’s agnosticism will prove that the thought/perceived/ 
imagined picture of the world never comes close to the supposed 
destination of gnosis. cumulative knowledge seems all that can be 
expected from the evolution of scientific thought. “Dissolution per-
tains to all that is of compound nature. elaborate thoroughly your 
own liberation”, said reportedly Gautama Buddha to his disciples 
gathered at his deathbed. Global vision of the essence of things in 
their perennial and universal oneness should not need mediation of 
a rational mind. can pragmatism of social healing tolerate questions 
that found no rational answers in millennia? human mind, its nature 
and basic laws of functioning are still among greatest mysteries: 
we actually perceive nature by means of something whose nature 
remains obscure to us. this paradoxical situation has historically cre-
ated variety of approaches and chains of misconceptions including 
the opposition of mysticism and naturalism in understanding our 
own selves.

it can clearly be shown that thinking is an un-isotropic pro-
cess: we are conditioned by some forces to think along enigmat-
ic structural guidelines, so that our scope is inevitably restricted, 
and we finally are within unending yet closed universe (einstein’s 
cosmological model of the universe may serve as a good illustra-
tion here). rational thought just cannot be unstructured, and a 
“closed-circuit” mindset is a natural outcome (our minds should 
feel like leibniz’s monads, the elementary substances which “have 
no windows but reflect the whole universe”). strange though it 
may sound, mind-closures are reenforced in refined forms of intel-
lect: educated modernity is even more prone to eventually block 

1 srimad Bhagavad Gita, 2.17.
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out in domineering, self-sufficient and all-explaining world outlook 
than primitive types of intellect had been. this vicious circle can be 
shattered by unexplained phenomena, undecidable questions and 
intercultural conflicts, and can only be transcended and overcome 
in the course of global-structural transformation of mind.

the evolutionary approach shows that no reflections on human 
thought can result in revealing an underlying rigid and unchange-
able structural basis, but that the object of reflection is rather de-
termined by a certain system of predispositions, consolidated by a 
regularized practice of generations. it is not only a set of schema-
ta to which we tend to relate and adjust the empirical data, but 
which also make us prefer to perceive only the data that fits into 
them. ontogenetically we see that a child’s flexible and receptive 
mind is capable of miraculous transformations, which become less 
and less feasible as (s)he gets aged and educated. we accumulate 
knowledge, but truly, the farther one travels, the less one knows: 
otherwise, pre-technological oriental wisdom would be useless in 
the 21st century, which is obviously not the case.

To ThiNK or To uNDersTAND? The DilemmA of A 
rATioNAl miND

“Is there anything in common between the Bosnian 
crisis and metamathematics? The common point is that 
yon cannot overcome a major crisis without transform-
ing your mind” (G.K.).

colin cherry in his classic “on human communication” was con-
cerned about such fundamental issues as why it happens that any 
community splits into warring camps or rivaling teams, like capital 
and labor, two parties to a violent conflict, two political parties in 
some democratic countries, or orthodox and heretics in one and 
the same country. colin cherry shows how a choice of predefined 
distinctive features creates the language quanta for various sets of 
descriptions used in communication process. let us say a man A 
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knows a man c but a man B does not know c, and A has to de-
scribe c to B using only three parameters, like “height”, “weight” 
and “age”, and only within the opposite states, like “tall” or “low” 
of the height. under these conditions it is possible to create exact-
ly eight different descriptions of c, where the meaning of each is 
predetermined by the agreement on the initial parameters (colin 
cherry describes them as “generalized axes of coordinates”), along 
which the discourse may be extended, and to which it also has to 
be limited.

this might serve as a simple example of how ‘the common space’ 
is structured between communicants. unlike the virtual poor crea-
ture c though, who would have to accept the description portraying 
him like <tall, heavy, old>, to which terms B’s perceptive abilities 
have been limited by definition, we real creatures utilize in the 
natural process of thinking and communicating such an indefinitely 
broad variety of parameters that its power, as well as the power of 
our intellect, seems to us infinitely rich and inexhaustible. yet, the 
first thing we notice about this variety is that every single distinctive 
feature cannot be used or combined with any other (which is reflect-
ed in the structure of our language), thus opening up a structural 
realm of thought and communication. the other thing we notice is 
that what is compatible, or just comparable for us, is inadmissible 
or even unimaginable for others, and vice versa. 

it had been known at least since zeno’s paradoxes (4th century 
before christian era) that binary opposition and dichotomic splitting 
are important tools, at the same time perpetuating and limiting hu-
man thinking and understanding. on the other hand, a structural/
descriptive analysis (even in simplest cases like cherry’s example) 
becomes possible thanks to our ability to somehow feel which of 
the parameters (features) can be considered together, or applied to 
one and the same class of objects. compatibility intuition, present 
in all natural languages, would turn unrationalizable for humans, as 
it remains for computers, without a deeply-rooted structural hierar-
chy existing behind the analyzable process of thought. socialization, 
rationalization, conceptualization and standardization of the system 
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of attitudes, judgements and preferences in our mind enhances its 
structural stability (in evolutionary terms, survivability); yet, this 
is also what eventually makes it rigid, unflexible and structurally 
catastrophic. systems of intersubjective “gravity centers” in our 
mental process create, so to say, the skeleton of human thinking 
and understanding.

A multitude of all possible combinations of all thinkable features/
parameters that may be considered in relation to thinking mind, 
is how close we intuitively get to the idea of thought-space. this 
may be seen as an idea of an universal class of all dimensions of 
thought. the elements of this space are organized in a very complex 
and largely unexplored way, but in all cases they create a realm 
that is limited by its structure. major structures of thought can be 
pictured as arranged in a hierarchy of layers, each of which per-
tains to a certain age in its development. those cannot be seen all 
together, like in a cross-section of a tree stem, but can be gleaned 
from documents of the age, and are manifest in living bearers of 
various cultures and civilizations. every epoch creates a specific set 
of modes of thinking by which the epoch is largely recognizable. 
Genesis of the structure of thought can only be traced to simpler 
formations that had determined extensively and intensively the en-
tire diversity of relatively primitive “worlds”, but not to the entire 
reconstructed chain of such.

the reader will probably be reminded here of thomas Kuhn’s 
very schematic model for the structure of scientific revolutions 
with periods of “normal science” determined by “paradygms” in 
between. history and methodology of science, however, have so far 
to a very limited extent managed to reveal the nature of links and 
driving forces of major transformations in mind. however, in the 
power-engine of mind’s structural development, conflict, as history 
of dialectics from heraclitus through hegel shows, should undoubt-
edly have played a major part. suffice it to mention the three great 
crises in foundations of mathematics caused by (i) zeno’s paradox-
es and the Pythagoreans’ discoveries of incommeasurebility of the 
diagonal and the side in the square, (ii) the intrinsic inconsistency 
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of “the infinitely small” in newton-leibniz’s differential and integral 
calculi, and (iii) the logical antinomies emerged in Cantor’s set theo-
ry at the dawn of the twentieth century. in theoretical physics, the 
“strange” behavior of micro-particles, inexplicable and contradicto-
ry in classical terms, gave rise to modern quantum physics, which 
has not yet, however, fully outgrown the crisis. in a more practical 
sphere of politics, a confrontational cold-war mentality of a bipolar 
world gave an impetus to revolutionary global transformation. Gor-
bachev and shevardnadze started in 1980s to speak about a “new 
political thinking” that should have replaced that mentality in in-
ternational relations, but they failed to convert the post-totalitarian 
mentality of collapsing soviet society before it actually disintegrated 
into frustrated, antagonistic, and conflicting groups.

Getting back to the structure of mind, the universal organizing 
principle on the space of dimensions is, unsurprizingly, the tolerance 
relationship (having its extensional model in zeeman’s reflexive and 
symmetrical binary relation). tolerance is a minimum requirement 
for any two objects to interact, or just coexist without being dam-
aged or transformed, which should not necessarily include subjec-
tivity in understanding this term, or interpreting it in the emotional 
language of human relationships. General idea of tolerance is closer 
to that of compatibility, which creates a binary opposition with in-
compatibility, in its turn closer to antagonism. tolerance is the least 
value that can on one scale develop up to identity, and on another 
up to empathy.

sPielrAum, or whAT is TABoo To imAGiNe ABouT A 
coNflicT

social conflict, at least at the initial stages, can be compared to 
a collision of two trains, neither of which would bother to honk 
because it is the other train that should disappear before long, for 
it cannot be real. Group ethnocentrism is usually blamed for dis-
torted perceptions of the parties, but it cannot satisfactorily explain 
their rigidity. the crucial moment in the socio-cultural world out-
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looks underlying the expressed positions of the conflicting parties 
is their consistency, completeness, and self-sufficiency. the kind of 
consistency in question (similar to pseudoconsistency of the con-
structions of a paranoid mind) is achieved by purposefully, though 
not quite consciously limiting perception and filtering information, 
to maintain the existing issue rigidity and justify preferences made. 
completeness and self-sufficiency in the resulting picture of the 
universe is easily achieved (or, at least, believed in), along with a 
feeling of “righteousness” which supposedly exalteth a nation, while 
any different-mindedness is equally righteously demonized.

As a result, a self-justifying mechanism of intolerance is created 
by the conflict, insurmountable without deep structural and mental 
transformations in all parties involved. remarkably, a breakthrough 
in the public peace process is often made after intolerance is tran-
scended in the party characterized by higher degree/intensity of 
intolerance. so far, this process is often seen as basically unman-
ageable, and irrational to the point of being mystified.

these and similar regularities in conflict development indicate 
that a basic mindset responsible for them can be described as exclu-
sive interpretation, pertinent not only to conflict but also to many 
other perceived/reflected phenomena and mental constructions. 
violent/highintensity conflicts radicalize perception and foster bi-
naty splits in mentality. yet, at least at a theoretical level of think-
ing, it is clear that interpretation of conflict situation is not bound 
to be exclusive. there is a fifteen-stone garden in Japan, but from 
whatever point you view it, you sec only fourteen stones. what is 
seen from different angles, is not necessarily two different things 
(unless you accept a purely phenomenological outlook), and you 
start to understand only after you realize your perception is bound 
to be incomplete. 

An idea of complete meaning of conflict may be instrumental 
here: a class of all (quasi-)implications from all possible interpre-
tations of a conflict situation. According to the logic of conflict, 
meaning is always incomplete because of incompatibilities between 
implications/ interpretations. in these terms, conflict can be defined 
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as a synergic manifestation of incompleteness of factors influencing 
the dynamic process of social interaction at any given stage (which 
really means that the process of understanding is potentially in-
finite). while what is usually called “conflict” is a temporal cross-sec-
tion pertaining to high-intensity points in this process. the universe 
of a given conflict, or spielraum, is related to the conflict situation 
as perceived by the parties (despite all incompatibilities, parties to 
conflict have a common spielraum!). what is beyond spielraum, is 
an indiscriminate realm of what is forbidden to imagine about a 
conflict, further limited, rationalized and structured as knowledge 
accumulates. the farther we go in this process, the less we under-
stand; so what is the alternative?

social reality does not fit into a theoretical cage the mind pre-
pares for it. spielraum may be understood in structural terms as a 
subspace of “legitimate” dimensions of thinking/reflecting/under-
standing, or as a variety of all acceptable rules of game within a given 
metagame framework. conflict mentality keeps outside spielraum 
all interpretations, explanations, and predictions which contradict 
the conclusions and judgements made in spielraum and/or which 
jeopardize the validity of its structure, thus denying them the right 
of existence. tolerant mentality, on the contrary, tries to transform/
expand spielraum, ideally to coincide with a given thought-space, 
so as to comprise as wide variety of phenomena as possible. And 
for an opened/enlightened mind the problem of acceptance/autho-
rization does not exist at all.

on cultuRal-psYcHological gRounDs of conflict 
meNTAliTy

Apart from purely methodo(logical) problems arising in the 
course of conflict analysis, mediation or negotiation, there are prob-
lems created by cultural differences stemming from ethnic/cultural 
identities of the parties to conflict, as well as of the “third party”. 
voices could be heard about relevance/adaptability of western-bred 
conflict mediation/resolution techniques to the “third world”. for 
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an example, in october 1993 an interesting article appeared in ne-
gotiation Journal written by Dr. Paul e. salem, professor of political 
science at the American university of Beirut.

Dr. P. salem, apparently knowledgeable in nuances of both west-
ern and eastern mentality and relationships, very efficiently raised 
the question of relevance of western conflicts resolution, media-
tion, facilitation and oilier techniques to the non-western societies. 
westerners found their approaches and negotiation techniques on a 
more or less stable and secure system they live in, which they accept 
and wish to maintain. they automatically assume the fundamental 
principles underlying the same approaches and techniques should 
be valid everywhere, and the latter may be applied successfully in 
the rest of the world. indeed, how can anyone doubt that peace is 
better than war, suffering should be stopped, warring parties sepa-
rated, and only peaceful solution sought? while in other communi-
ties it seems equally right to interpret what is happening in terms of 
fighting evil, punishing enemy, forceably restoring historical justice, 
demanding withdrawal of peace-keeping forces and seeking military 
solution to the problem. much of what a westerner may consider 
as self-evident, is not such for a post-soviet or middle-easterner. 
furthermore, just to what extent westerners follow in their every-
day lives what they are aware of theoretically? Dr. salem’s idea is 
not to abandon the western approach entirely, but to keep in mind 
the mental/cultural/psychological differences while implementing a 
negotiating methodology.

the very basic problems started to reveal themselves as soon 
as the western-bred institutes of mediation and facilitation were 
introduced to the post-soviet dispute resolution. it soon became 
clear that each of the parties to conflict usually sees mediator as 
someone to be persuaded in rightness of their stand and, this task 
being successfully achieved, to be used as a kind of “agent of influ-
ence”, or otherwise dismiss him/her on the basis of incompetence. 
mediator’s traditional approach is, the “pictures” taken as given, to 
base his/her negotiative tactics on extending his/her mind to com-
prehend the inner logic of each of them. if (s)he deals with a conflict 
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that has achieved a certain level of gravity and/or intensity, these 
inner logics must have incompatible moments, insuperable within at 
least one party’s structure of thinking. mediator, arbitrator, resolver, 
whoever in between the parties can never afford offering his/her 
analysis, or assessing positions, or revealing hidden preferences in 
them without being exposed to severe criticism from at least one of 
the parties, which would jeopardize or even discard the mediator’s 
credentials with them (this situation is reminiscent of eric Berne’s 
transactional analysis where any “intruder”, even a psychotherapist 
himself, who attempts to reveal the nature of a game in a group 
meets a fierce protesting reaction from the game initiator).

why shoulD “we” TAlK To “Them”? 
iDeNTifyiNG AN uNcomforTABle PArTy

Post-soviet communities in conflict develop their awareness of 
conflict situation by stages. At every next stage they have to painful-
ly acknowledge counter-productiveness of the steps taken at earlier 
stages. can we imagine full awareness achieved at an early stage, 
which would help prevent the conflict from escalating and getting 
a violent form? this is often a problem even for a developed dem-
ocratic civil society which appears to have the tools to cope with it. 
remarkably, the same is hardly possible in emerging democracies 
where immature mass consciousness prevails over advanced indi-
viduals’ vision, and is more feasible in authoritarian systems where 
public sentiment is restrained by a ruling group’s policy.

in a sufficiently intensive social conflict each of the parties would 
be happy to solve the problem without negotiations entirely: the 
truth is on our side, God is with us, so let the other party realize 
their faults and accept the offered terms of agreement. soon it is 
clear that the other side feels exactly the same way, and is deter-
mined and able to endure the confrontation. so negotiations are 
inevitable; yet it is good to have a strong mediator on your side, 
hard bargaining seems a bottom-line tactics, and any compromise 
looks like a betrayal of your own cause and people who have suf-
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fered for that cause. there is a major temptation to attribute till the 
failures and obstacles to a covert support of “the other party” from 
the third force (which may partly be true, but is usually globalized; 
apparently it looks like a shifted locus of control). Perception of the 
conflict situation as a “zero-sum game” persists in the parties for 
a long time, and compromised agreements are thus perceived as 
imposed from hostile “third” power(s) rather than elaborated as a 
rational choice.

similarly, in a sufficiently intensive social conflict each of the 
parties would be happy to call the other party the name it feels the 
other deserves. soon it is clear that under that name there will be 
no negotiations. in the meanwhile, mediating parties and interna-
tional environment have already pragmatically started to use for all 
parties to conflict the names they chose for themselves. outsiders 
are, of course, suspected of being partial, to say the least, and the 
dispute starts in the community on whether to temporarily accept, 
at least operationally, the denotation of the other party proposed 
by itself (which most probably involves the sought status), in order 
not to ruin negotiating process. negotiations proper, as well as all 
relevant diplomatic transactions develop in a very different way 
from their media coverage and comments on both sides which try 
to maintain the radicalized state of public opinion.

equAliziNG PosiTioNs iN riGhTs while NeGoTiATiNG A 
soluTioN

traditional approach had been based on trying to pick, or point 
out the only true, or “right” description of the conflict situation. for 
an interested party, it is often a painful discovery that none of the 
alternative pictures of the same conflict (expressed in the essential 
positions of the parties) should need the right of existence, as they 
already exist. what is more difficult to believe is that each of the 
pictures is, in its own way, true. in an interpersonal, or even an 
intergroup conflict we can hardly exclude the probability of one, or 
all pictures of the conflict to be erroneous, based on false premis-
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es, mistaken perceptions or calculations, and thus correctable. in a 
social, ethnic or international conflict each picture/position is sub-
stantiated to the extent that it becomes part of the identity of any 
individual in the conflicting party, and any mediator which ignores 
or disregards validity of one picture to the other’s favor, is doomed 
as a professional. 

in all cases, a conflict situation primarily assumes the form of a 
more or less consistent description of events. expressed positions 
of the parties to conflict, along with the pertinent historical pic-
tures, make basic scripts, and the “third party” understanding of 
events should create a metascript, as it reflects over the principles 
underlying the basic scripts. various versions of history of conflict, 
combined with scenarios of its development, make possible scripts. 
Attitudes, value systems and preferences of the social environment 
in which the conflict develops, induce the (possible) contexts in 
which the scripts may be considered.

first of all, we have to get rid of the incompatibility which is in-
evitably present: otherwise, we are not dealing with real conflict but 
rather with misunderstanding in terms. the methodological princi-
ple of equality of rights for the conflict pictures/positions does not 
mean that one picture/position cannot be more substantiated or 
justified than the other. it only means that a negotiation and medi-
ation process based on a preference between the positions of the 
parties in an inter-communal or interethnic conflict cannot succeed 
in principle. we of course stumble at an old philosophical dilemma: 
how can there exist two different or even mutually exclusive yet true 
pictures of the same phenomenon or situation? whatever episte-
mologically may the answer be, any successful (mediated or self-
cured) negotiating process should incorporate the following stages: 
(a) acceptance of the positions and identification of the parties to 
conflict as they are (no criticism or corrections!); (b) comparative 
analysis of the positions of the parties to conflict, picking out and 
discriminating their compatible and incompatible points; (c) trans-
formation of the existing conflict mentality into an inclusive and 
reconciled vision; (d) upgrading of the conflict pictures generated 
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by the parties to a unified meta-picture, dwelling on compatible 
or joint interests, values, problems, goals, and finally transcending 
incompatibility.

iNsTeAD of ePiloGue

“Truth is lived, not taught. Be prepared for conflicts...”
 Hermann Hesse, Das Glasperlenspiel

if i try to characterize in one word the goal of this essay, it is 
more religious than theoretical. And if so, why do we have to pass 
through all these stages at all? why cannot people start from what 
has already been discovered as the final truth, and avoid painful 
discoveries often costing them their lifetime, and sometimes, their 
lives? the answer is obvious: because that is how we are, that is 
the path we have to go through, some rapidly, some slowly and 
painfully, and some never. the path to enlightenment does exist, 
and tolerance is just an interim state on the way to it. that is ex-
actly why we need to develop techniques to make this transition 
available for all while we are still active.

the danger exists though that the issues raised in this article may 
look even more complicated now, instead of being clarified. yet, let 
us not forget that the solution is in ourselves, or better, in our souls. 
the western thought has always been oriented toward cumulative 
knowledge of the external reality, the inner world being a second-
ary issue needed primarily for clearing up the subject/object and 
stimulus/reaction relationships. the eastern thought was primarily 
concentrated on the essential unity of being, of which man’s ex-
ternal and internal worlds were secondary and/or complementary 
sides. A sufficient basis for understanding may be created only in 
combination of these approaches, enabling us to come back to our 
common loving home: a peaceful world.
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separatism is understood in conflict studies as a phenomenon 
of essentially political nature, salient in periods of global transition/
transformation, like post-communism, etc., and is negatively as-
sessed as a conflict-escalating strategy in inter-communal relations. 
theoretical studies of separatism may be generalized to the point 
where the discourse is free of likes and dislikes while revealing the 
nature of some predicaments usually attributed to the phenome-
non in question. Again history of the scientific thought gives ample 
evidence of how everything is intertwined in social and individual, 
theoretical and practical consciousness, in formal and intuitive, an-
alytical and metaphysical outlook.

A minority that was considered to be happy to constitute an 
integral part of the nation, or a community within a larger commu-
nity, suddenly decides to apply for independence and, if necessary, 
fight for it. the more the larger community tries to persuade the 
minority to give up their struggle against and reunite with “their 
own brothers and sisters”, the deeper the minority believes they 
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have been under oppression and should seek independence from 
their supposed “elder brothers”, but no real relatives at all. the 
situation may remind “growing pains” of an individual in a fami-
ly, or a species outgrowing a parental species. in a social version 
we deal with a multitude part/whole relationship where, as a rule, 
the part in question has to sort out its relationships with other 
overlapping parts (e.g. to prove its rights on the disputed territo-
ry in an ethno-territorial dispute). historians on both sides depict 
mutually incompatible pictures of the past, while negotiators and 
mediators have to overcome the reluctance of the parties to denote 
those at the opposite side of the table: calling them what they call 
themselves would mean encouraging them in the sought status, 
and calling them what you would prefer to call them would ruin 
the negotiation. Peace process appears at a stalemate, yet the in-
ternal dynamics are on their way: the more a status-seeking party 
is denied it legally, the more it de facto affirms in it. Parties, as a 
rule, prefer someone else to talk for them to their opponents. the 
usual tactics (an ideally sought ultimo ratio regnum) is to appeal to 
international organizations and “the world community” to let them 
finally cut a Gordean knot and, hopefully, assume responsibility for 
what might follow. familiar situation, is it not? At least, it is a pattern 
according to which more than half of all modern internal conflicts 
have developed.

if you really want to resolve the conflict, you have to abandon 
the attitudes based on a hierarchical structure of opponents. in 
philosophical foundations of classic science, Galileo was reportedly 
the first to make a paradoxical statement: part may be equal to the 
whole. this statement is pertinent to the infinite objects though: if a 
one-one correspondence may be established between elements of 
the whole and of its proper part, these are considered equivalent. 
may we borrow this picture to consider social conflict relationships. 
“Part” rebelling against the “whole” it belongs to, tries to determine 
itself first as separate from the “whole” (“i emerge and exist”), and 
then as a recognized subject in preferred spheres of relationships. 
the primary motivation is basically combined, in various propor-
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tions, of the needs for security and the self-realization of identity. 
here, like everywhere else, it soon becomes clear that all subjects 
are equal, but some subjects are more important than others.

self-determination of the “part” in question takes, with varying 
effect, several stages, from negative/reactive to positive/proactive, 
and largely depends on viability of the “whole” (consider the dif-
ference in part-whole disputes prior to, and after the collapse of 
the soviet union). from the initial stages of dispute, the demand of 
equal partnership is a test case for seriousness of intention within 
the negotiating process. Putting forward its global claims for a full 
self-sustainability and self-sufficiency, the “part” seeks primarily 
acknowledgement from its previous “parent/master” in its already 
changed modus, before anything beyond it may rationalize. in this, 
as in any other social dispute, all parties involved should realise the 
process is irreversible. claims of the “part” should indicate to the 
“whole” that (a) something is wrong essentially and/or structurally 
with the “whole”, (b) the claims of the “part”, whether acceptable 
or not, should be addressed with respect, and that (c) the conflict 
cannot end in restoring the status quo, but in res on an essentially 
different basis. the part may as well reduce its claims if the whole 
efficiently demonstrates understanding of the prestige and security 
concerns of the part. if this is not achieved, the final act of self-de-
termination will also depend on the viability of the former “part”: 
it may grow into a separate viable “whole”, or, if it turns out it had 
unrealistically assessed its potential, it may join (another or the 
same) whole, or altogether dissolve as an entity.



251

“The common point in all major crises is that you cannot
overcome them without transforming your mind”.

  George Khutsishvili

ACtUAl sItUAtIon of GeoRGIA In 1998

the internal social situation of Georgia has been increasingly 
quiet in recent years and Georgia is steadily moving towards incor-
poration in european structures and programs.

the worldwide growing interest in the caucasus and the idea of a 
“eurasian corridor” seem to have started a process of coordination 
and cooperation between the caucasian states that could lead to 
stability in the region.

the former soviet republic of Georgia has been through several 
major crises since the col lapse of the soviet union, including a civil 
war in late 1991, and the Georgian-Abkhaz war in 1992-93, followed 
by a mass exodus of ethnic Georgians from Abkhazia, and a period 
of slow recovery which lasts to the present day. the country’s pov-
erty and unsolved internal ethno political disputes with breakaway 
regions of Abkhazia and south ossetia remain the main internal 
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source of unrest. the Abkhazia case is marked with a higher level 
of internal consolidation in favor of independence or creation of a 
symmetrical “(con)federation union” with the Georgian state where 
the right of secession (in Abkhaz view vs Georgian expec tations) 
should be envisaged. the core problem undermining negotiations 
is the 250,000 iDPs or “internally displaced persons”, almost all of 
them ethnic Georgians, who demand to return home. 

ethnic Abkhaz constituted 18% of the population (less than 2% 
of entire Georgia) in pre-war Abkhazia (until 1992), which can be 
regarded as a serious security risk factor for the Abkhaz, especially 
in transition times. forcing the Georgian majority out of Abkhazia 
enabled the Abkhaz to ensure their demographic majority in their 
land. the communication and confidence degree between the sides 
is extremely low. violent clashes in the bordering Gali region of 
Abkhazia in late may 1998, which ended in the second wave of 
ethnic Georgian refugees from Abkhazia, dispersed a fragile hope 
for peaceful settlement in the near future.

four and a half years (the war ended septem ber 27 of 1993) 
passed since iDPs have been “temporarily” settled in large hotels, 
dormitories and rest houses of Georgia. sociological polls showed 
a remarkably low level of aggression in iDPs; yet, as negotiations 
continue to be on a hold, and no solution is visible for the problem 
of their returning home, frustration grows, and is likely to breed 
a higher level of aggression in masses of iDPs. the “war party” in 
Georgia appeals to the military solution of the problem of refugees 
by forcibly returning Abkhazia back under Georgia’s jurisdiction. the 
prospect of war that would inevitably ensue, appals many.

the south ossetia case is different in that communication, in-
cluding human interaction and trade, has been active, and reconcili-
ation under the aegis of the Georgian federal state is not a problem 
for the majority of south ossets, but the solution is hindered by 
difficulties in naming the region once the status of autonomy is 
agreed upon. the ossets insist on “south ossetia republic” while 
Georgians would consider the same name as an invitation for ossets 
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to enforce reunification with their brothers in north ossetia across 
the russian border.

there are zones of social (and latently, ethnic) tension such as 
the Javakheti region in south western Georgia densely populated 
by Armenians, and bordering Armenia and turkey. A large group 
(c. 300,000) of meskhetians (often incorrectly called meskhetian 
turks) deported during world war ii from Javakheti to various parts 
of the soviet union, is waiting to return to their homeland. A sub-
group (around 40,000 persons) of meskhetians claim their ethnic 
Georgian origin and demand they receive Georgian citizenship in 
the first place. About 200 families already have a permit to settle 
in tbilisi and other places. yet the Armenians in Javakheti (they call 
this region Javakhk) are appalled by the prospect of strengthening 
the turkish element in the region. Georgia’s leadership realizes that 
mass repatriation of meskhetians to Javakheti would destabilize the 
situation in the explosive region, and procrasti nates the problem in 
all possible ways. yet international organizations’ pressure, caused 
also by demands of other cis countries to relieve their problem 
with meskhetians, is growing towards enforcing the Georgian au-
thorities’ decision.

federalism and multiculturalism seem to western experts to be 
natural remedies to tackle the Georgian internal disputes. the Geor-
gian constitution leaves the question of administra tive-territorial 
structure of the country open “until the resolution of ethno-terri-
torial conflicts and the restoration of the territorial integrity of the 
country”. the prevailing public opinion in Georgia is that federal-
ism weakens a country by decentralizing the center and delegating 
power to local authorities, that it invites subregions, minorities, etc. 
to fight for increasing autonomization and/or secession. in short, 
federalism is perceived as a threat. the only exclusion to this rule 
is made for the Abkhaz who are an indigenous ethnic group in 
Georgia, and are unlikely to accept anything short of symmetrical 
federative union with the Georgians.

Problems caused by the internal disputes intertwine with the 
general transitional issues common for all nis (newly independent 
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states). the general public in Georgia was unprepared to accept ei-
ther the values of civil society, or capable of expressing themselves 
adequately. using “nation” in the sense of “people”, or “all citizens 
of the country” means equalizing ethnic Georgians and non-Geor-
gians in rights, and thus is perceived as containing a threat in view 
of the high ethnic diversity in Georgia. An essentially mediaeval 
ideal of an ethnocentric unitary centralized state is perceived in 
masses of population as a guarantee of justice and stability, and 
any discussed model of decentralized federal arrangement of the 
state is perceived as equally apprehensive.

Georgia is also remarkable in that the main source of stability 
in post-soviet Georgia has been its President eduard shevardnadze, 
a number one strategic asset for the country. yet, as he reached 
the age of 71 this year and his presidency cannot last forever, and 
also in view of the possibility of new terrorist attempts on his life, 
this situation also contains a serious security risk: what will happen 
when shevardnadze does not lead the country anymore?

moreover, the President turned into the main stronghold of 
stabilization in the country exactly because of the scarcity of oth-
er internal sources of stability, which objectively makes this factor 
growingly frail.

speaking of the economic prospect, there is a growing interest in 
the west in developing the caucasian natural resources and transit 
connec tions from/to central Asia. one of the pipeline routes for the 
extracted Azeri crude oil will pass through Georgian territory to the 
supsa terminal in western Georgia. contrary to enthusiastic fanta-
sies frequently told in the local media about the expected dividends, 
real income from the transit will be modest. however, Azeri oil and 
Georgia’s favourable geographic location may be seen as one source 
of stability and hope on the way to settle the Abkhazia conflict.

the internal social situation, despite unemployment and ex-
tremely low salaries of those employed by the state (equivalent to 
usD 20 or usD 30 per month), has been increasingly quiet in recent 
years. Al though not entirely free from corruption, the police has 
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slowly yet stably enforced law and order, the process being backed 
up by passing the re levant legislature in Parliament.

cooperating with the cis structures, Georgia has at the same 
time steadily moved towards incorporation in european structures 
and pro grams. the latest achievement for Georgia is full mem-
bership of the council of europe since January 1999 (which even 
assaults on the President’s life and other destabilization attempts 
could not hinder). Apart from being a formal acknowledgement of 
the progress in reform in Georgia, this membership should have 
more practical impact than e.g. Georgia’s individual program within 
nAto’s Partnership for Peace Program.

until recently, experts were unanimous in naming as major in-
ternal factors of insecurity the sad state of affairs of the national 
economy, al ong with the impaired territorial integrity of the coun-
try. the state of industry and agriculture may today not be much 
better than it was some years ago, yet the growth rate was 12% 
in the last year which promoted Georgia to the third place in the 
world (!), Bosnia ranking first, and Albania second. obviously, one 
has to start from naught to reach such rates of growth. And still, 
the slow privatization of enterprises, the granting of loans for small 
businesses, and support for income generation projects are gradu-
ally doing their job, and the picture is changing.

the international monetary fund and the world Bank have taken 
care of the national currency stabilization, as soon as it was intro-
duced in october 1995. the internal currency stabili zation fund of c. 
usD 60,000,000 had been created to back it up, and strict require-
ments were put forward simultaneously for handling internal reve-
nue and trade issues. fiscal and economical institu tions of the newly 
established Geor gian state have been also coope rative, although 
it meant taking pain ful measures such as freezing people’s scarce 
salaries and liberalizing prices. social unrest was to be expected.

surprisingly, the population showed solidarity and understanding 
of a crucial moment in the country’s development, keeping criticism 
down to strong-language-and-no-action forms. As a result, the in-
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flation rates were kept at amazingly low levels, although steadily 
increasing, through all the years that followed.

if at the moment of the introduction of the Georgian lari (Gel) 
in october 1995 usD 1 equaled Gel 1.23, in september 1998 usD 1 
equals Gel 1.35. the first moderate shock the national currency ex-
perienced, yet managed to overcome, was in early september 1998 
as a result of a profound crisis which developed in russia. that was 
one of the moments when even nostalgic people thanked God they 
were no longer closely tied to the shaky russian economy. matters 
aggravated later though with usD 1 raising to Gel 2.5 at the turn 
of the year, for the first time raising serious doubts of the national 
currency in the future. Prices went up slightly, and, despite ener-
getic efforts to stabilize the currency rate, have not dropped since.

russia is still perceived in Georgia as a number one threat, “a 
clear and present danger”. not by its current policy, but by its mere 
existence in Georgia’s neighbourhood. A dominating public percep-
tion has been that Georgia is cursed with being russia’s neighbour, 
that it is in deepest strategic interests of russia to dominate the 
whole of the caucasus region to which Georgia is a key, and that this 
will forever be so, unless either of them seizes to exist. According 
to the same perception, russia cannot reconcile with Georgia’s or 
other caucasus nations’ indepen dence, and will use every resort, 
including instigating/escalating/manipulating ethnic con flicts to in-
crease her influence at the expense of weakening or destroying their 
statehood. this cannot change with time, leadership or political 
rule: future “democratic” russia will be as threatening to Georgia, 
as was the tsarist russian empire, or the totalitarian soviet union. 
the only alteration in russian policies and strategies in the caucasus 
may occur as a result of russia’s disintegration, or of the loss of 
her strategic assets.

russia is held largely responsible for Georgia’s defeat in the Ab-
khazian war, for massive support of “aggressive separatism” in other 
parts of the caucasus, and the general feeling is that, as a kind of 
self-fulfilling prophecy, she in turn got a breakaway chechnya. yet, 
as time passes, emotions give way to sober analysis, and more and 
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more people realize that for Georgia staying independent may be 
reconcilable with neighbourly co-existing and even cooperating with 
russia, especially in view of the decline of the moscow-designed 
commonwealth of inde pendent states (cis).

Pragmatically determined horizontal ties and alliances between 
the cis member states are developing from the collapsing com-
monwealth. one of those corridors is going to link central Asia 
via south caucasus to the west. in view of the increasing interest 
in the caucasus world closely related to the prospect of caspian 
oil transportation to the west, the idea of a “eurasian corridor”, 
“the Great silk route”, became popular again. the south-western 
arch via ukraine, moldova, Georgia, Azerbaijan (GuAm), and further 
through uzbekistan, is one of such groupings marking the skeleton 
of the eurasian corridor to facilitate the east-west trade/economic 
transactions via the Black and caspian seas. should destabilization 
reach a crucial level in Georgia, which is an important link in this 
corridor, it would inevitably affect these plans. in view of all this, 
the international community still fails to mobilize forces to prevent 
undesirable developments in the region from materialization.

in recent years the south-caucasian nations were trying to satisfy 
their immediate security needs by appeasing the russian strategic 
interest in maintaining a tolerable russian military presence in the 
region. not yet being able to secure their borders or to settle inter-
nal disputes independently, Georgia and Azerbaijan would consider 
their long-term security guarantee to be a treaty-based western 
pro tection and a “real border” with russia (such as the Baltic states), 
while Armenia (being landlocked and naturally detached by hav-
ing no common border with russia) would perceive the same as 
a security risk. Armenians, although no less determined to ensure 
their independent statehood, are trying to maintain it through their 
strategic partnership with russia, even at the expense of further 
alienation from the rest of the caucasus.

it has long been clear that without catering to what each of 
the major players in the region considers to be their indispensable 
strategic interest, it is impossible to achieve lasting peace in the 
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caucasus. cooperation between the three south-caucasian states – 
Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan – has always been understood as 
being a number one issue. even so, approaches to this goal still vary 
in all three states. Georgia’s first post-communist ethno-nationalist 
leader ship tried to promote an idea of “the caucasian home” for 
the indigenous nations in the region that totally disregarded rus-
sia’s interest. the failure of ethno-nationalist regimes in almost all 
post-soviet states marked the transition to a new stage of rational-
ization of national goals and perspectives. several times President 
shevard nadze tried to initiate the process of coordination/ cooper-
ation between the caucasus states that could lead to sustainable 
peace and stability in the region, and might entitle the region to 
be increasingly resistant to external manipulation. however, general 
sentiment in Georgia is that the caucasus is so diversified in itself 
as to make any attempts of regional integration futile.

***
George khutsishvili, Ph.D., is founder and director of the inter-

national center on conflict and negotiation – iccn. it is an inde-
pendent, non-profit research and training center. its main objectives 
are to study causes, manifestations and means of early preven-
tion, constructive management and peaceful resolution of ethnic, 
religious, social and political conflicts, with particular attention to 
circumstances in Georgia.

iccn participated in the “ethnicity in european security” Pro-
gram, coordinated by the center for international relations at 
Queen’s university, kingston, canada and was also involved in the 
initiative in Georgian-south ossetian Dialogue of the conflict man-
agement Group/harvard negotiation Project.

iccn jointly coordinates the project “reintegration and Disinte-
gration in the fsu: implications for regional and Global security” 
with the center for foreign Policy Development at Brown universi-
ty and also jointly coordinates the initiative in Georgian-Abkhazian 
Dialogue with international Alert, uk.
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iccn financially supports projects and publications by nGo’s and 
groups of scholars aiming at promoting democratic changes, con-
flict analysis and peace studies. iccn publishes the periodical the 
Bulletin of the international center on conflict and negotiation and 
books, such as understanding conflict, A collection of works, edited 
by George khutsishvili (1998), (see also Georgica no. 3 of september 
1998, page 33). khutsishvili organized the joint nAto-iccn work-
shop “Developing a regional security concept for the caucasus” in 
tbilisi in october 1996.

khutsishvili is the author of the culturgram of Georgia (cultur-
grams are published by Brigham young university, Provo, utah, 
usA); a broad range of his publications covers psychological fiction 
to systems analysis of international relations and conflict studies. 
teaches conflict theory at the Department of international rela-
tions and international law at tbilisi state university (since 1994); 
was vice Presi dent of the Georgian Academy of Philosophical sci-
ences (1995-1997).
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how cAn citizen DiPlomAcy succeeD 
when An “officiAl” DiPlomAcy fAils? 

(the cAse of ABkhAziA)

the conference has convened on a question of paramount im-
portance: recognition from the international community of the fact 
of ethnic cleansing of ethnic Georgian population of Abkhazia done 
during and after the Georgian-Abkhaz armed confrontation, and the 
ways to activate international organizations in order to foster the 
settlement in, and return of the iDPs to Abkhazia. the time cho-
sen for the conference by the organizers coincided with successful 
completion of the nAto air strike stage of the kosovo crisis, and 
should have alerted the international community to another pend-
ing job for them: recognition of the ethnocide and ethnic cleansing 
in Abkhazia and “enforcement of peace” on the Abkhaz separatist 
leadership. Just how realistic has been this expectation is another 
question.

the current situation in Abkhazia is a “no-war, no-peace” situa-
tion, to the detriment of both Abkhaz and Georgian peoples. no-
body is satisfied with the pace and results of peacemaking process, 

1 9 9 9
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia, International Conference, 

Ethnic Cleaning in Abkhazia, July 6‑7, 1999, Tbilisi, Georgia.
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and there is a lot of talk about the insufficient impact of interna-
tional organizations on the process of negotiations. russian peace-
keeping forces stationed along the demarcation line are perceived 
in Georgia as an obstacle on the may to a negotiated solution, 
and the demand of their removal or replacement is part of most 
political parties’ agendas in Georgia. everybody’s understanding is 
that continuous failure of the negotiation process naturally fosters 
frustration in masses of iDPs whose living conditions fall short of 
any civilized standard, which in turn breeds aggression in them to-
wards support of any parties that advocate forced/military solution 
of the problem. negotiating agreement without giving in still seems 
impossible in public perception. on the other hand, communities on 
both sides of the conflict are tired of what is described as recurrent 
unsuccessful efforts to bring the positions of the parties somewhat 
closer, and facilitate an agreement.

Georgia has been through several major crises since the collapse 
of the soviet union, including civil confrontation in late 1991, and 
the Georgian-Abkhaz armed confrontation in 1992-93 followed by 
a mass exodus of ethnic Georgians from Abkhazia. Despite the de-
teriorating living conditions, isolation and the fact that no nation in 
the world would recognize their independent statehood, the Abkhaz 
are marked with high level of internal consolidation in favor of in-
dependence or creation of a symmetrical “(con)federation union” 
with the Georgian state where the right of secession (in Abkhaz 
view vs Georgian expectations) should be envisaged. 

leGAl AsPecTs of PossiBle soluTioNs To The 
ABKhAziA sTATus ProBlem

in connection with the unsolved Abkhazia problem, a federalist 
solution represents again the threshold of imaginable. threat per-
ception is too high among most Georgians, and the Ajara case of 
a region actually uncontrolled from the center, is brought about as 
an example of what decentralization can bring to the country. with 
decentralization of power actually deepening, not only with regard 
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to Ajara, but also in most other subregions of Georgia, a unitary 
state structure is still publicly perceived as a stability guarantee.

federalism and multiculturalism seem to western experts to be 
natural remedies to try on the Georgian internal disputes, before 
it evolves to an appropriate model of a consociational democracy. 
the Georgian constitution leaves the question of administrative-ter-
ritorial structure of the country open “until the resolution of eth-
no- territorial conflicts and restoration of the territorial integrity of 
the country”.

Prevailing public opinion in Georgia is that federalism weakens a 
country by delegating too much power to subregional authorities, 
that it invites them, as well as ethnic minorities, to claim increasing 
autonomization and/or secession. in short, federalism is perceived 
as a threat. the only theoretical exclusion to this rule is made for the 
Abkhaz who are an indigenous ethnic group in Georgia, and would 
be unlikely to accept anything short of a symmetrical federative 
union with Georgians. Problems caused by the internal disputes 
intertwine with the general transitional issues common for all nis 
(newly independent states) to the effect of psychological dispro-
portions in assessing both the problems and feasibility of solution.

civil socieTy BuilDiNG iN GeorGiA AND The PoTeNTiAl 
of ciTizeN DiPlomAcy

citizen diplomacy has at the conference been compared to a 
russian cartoon character cat leopold who keeps saying to the mice 
that are tantalizing him, “Guys, let’s live like friends”. A wide-spread 
disbelief in potentialities of second-track diplomacy showed itself 
again, this time reinforced by the kosovo process (there were only 
two voices definitely in favor of citizen diplomacy, apart from mine).

this may be explained as a combined effect of general fatigue 
in regard to the conflict, unwillingness of the international agencies 
involved to expand/modify their mandates, as well as the impact 
of radical political groups on public perceptions and public opinion.
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transition period has intensified a continuous struggle between 
the old and the new. civil society building, although not at all an 
easy process in Georgia, has reached a certain momentum, and 
is increasingly influencing the internal political processes. nGos in 
Georgia do not hesitate to confront the official or public opinion 
if they believe the democratic process is in danger. Despite all the 
obstacles, Georgia is gradually turning into an open society based 
on democratic values. the same process in post-war secessionist 
Abkhazia, if at all started, has yet to reach the stage when it is 
publicly identifiable. the Abkhaz remain a closed society. the reason 
for these the Abkhaz themselves are inclined to link to the blockade 
(economic sanctions imposed on Abkhazia by the cis summit in 
1997), but it is obviously deeper than that.

A post-war euphoria has decreased in most of the Abkhaz, and 
sober voices are more often heard; however, insulting passages to 
the Georgian nation and especially its armed forces are still frequent 
in the Abkhaz papers. normalization of relationships between the 
two communities is a complex and difficult process, and restoring/
building confidence requires respect of mutual dignity.

on the other hand, against such a background, any success of a 
citizen diplomacy process becomes particularly visible. on the part 
of the international center on conflict and negotiation (iccn) these 
were the ten non-official Georgian-Abkhaz group meetings started 
since June 1, 1996, in partnership with Abkhaz nGos and with facili-
tation from international Alert, london, u.k. in 1997/99 the program 
was supported by the tAcis Democracy Program of the european 
union and caritas-holland. the group meetings were lately marked 
with increasingly active regional, especially north-caucasian com-
ponent, which has played a constructive role in promoting peace 
process, developing professional, scholarly contacts and parallel/
joint projects. most remarkable have been women’s, young leaders, 
and ex-combatants meetings. the latter two resulted in creation of 
professionally focused peace movements by their participants. the 
overall process had its apogee in the caucasian forum of nGos for 
Peace and non-violence in the caucasus founded in nalchik, capital 
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of kabardino-Balkaria republic of russian north-caucasus by the 
forty-two participant nGo leaders in July of 1998, and adoption of 
the elbrus Declaration. A total number of different participants in 
all meetings exceeds 100.

the numbers, even if they include influencial people on both 
sides, may seem too small to impact the political processes, but the 
options of peaceful settlement are bound to grow as soon as the 
current disbelief in the potential of civil society, as well as unsub-
stantiated hopes for foreign intervention are overcome.

coNclusioN

citizen diplomacy is a modernist replacement for the classic “si 
vis pacem, para bellum”: i.e. without preparing public peace while 
still in the war conditions, no political decisions may ever be im-
plemented. in the case of Georgian-Abkhaz dispute, this is true 
primarily because:

(a) lack of communication between communities aggravates an 
enemy image and a siege mentality, makes a community in ques-
tion more vulnerable to political demagoguery, manipulations with 
information, and media warfare; citizen diplomacy helps prevent 
these destructive development to a peace process;

(b) citizen diplomacy meticulously works towards activating of a 
human factor in bridging the existing gaps, having a decisive impact 
on a political process only if sufficiently supported by civic society 
in respective communities; otherwise, it creates a vivid example of 
a missed opportunity;

(c) no external intervention can solve the Georgian-Abkhaz dis-
pute; it is solely a responsibility of the parties to conflict to develop 
a direct negotiation process; moreover, no global “peace-enforcing” 
agencies like nAto will interfere in the Abkhazia case;

(d) in the Abkhazia case, keeping in mind the halted negotia-
tions and the general frustration about the peacemaking process, 
there is simply no other alternative than developing citizen diplo-
macy efforts. if we really want to reach the solution.
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nGos in the nis: trAnscenDinG Post-
totAlItARIAnIsm In PUBlIC PeRCePtIons 

(the cAse of GeorGiA)

“Do you know KGB and CIA have a joint center in 
Tbilisi which controls everything in this country? It is a 
building up Belinsky Street disguised as “Betsy’s Hotel”. 
Why would KGB and CIA cooperate? They are really one: 
all superpowers have a common goal in exploiting and 
strangling smaller nations, not letting them grow up. 
They have their agents of influence in newly appeared 
strange-looking organizations financed from abroad”.

   Tbilisi taxi driver to a passenger

A so-called third sector or nGos (non-governmental organiza-
tions) have become a litmus paper for the post-totalitarian transi-
tion in the newly independent states (nis). 

1 9 9 9
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 8 January 

1999.
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GeorGiAN NGos As cAPTureD iN A coNsPirAToriAl 
miNDseT

the atheist soviet union developed to fatalistically lock the world 
up in a closed vertical structure: in seven decades people were 
mystified to believe that all that was happening at lower points 
was planned at and controlled from higher points until we reached 
the highest point in the hierarchy: the ultimate and uncontrolled 
center of the subordinate universe. the church-going west, on the 
contrary, grew to discourage “conspiracy theorists” in favor of the 
free market, right to the point that J. edgar hoover was thought to 
be invented by vacuum cleaner promoters.

real number of nGos;
Grant: a new realm in post-soviet reality;
Perception of grants in various sections of society;
external perception of the nGos:
Government; public; security services; traditional soviet institu-

tions: tsu, Academy of science;
nGos against the background of ethnoculture and mentality;
nGo feedback with a political sphere;
nGos and international organizations represented in the coun-

try; unDP case.
it is vital to keep in mind that for decades one smaller group 

decided for the rest of society, and grew convinced they had this 
lifetime right from god. in post-soviet years people “in charge” had 
for some time to watch how nGos grew and became stronger, in-
dependently contacted international missions domestically and do-
nors abroad, participated in and organized large-scale events. then 
they decided to play safe, and prepare international community 
represented in the country against nGos…

internal perception of the nGos:
successful nGos by less successful; successful by successful; new 

nGos vs established ones.
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competition of nGos: rules of game, tactics, alliances;
Prospects of development;
favorable regime in Georgia compared to other nis: illusion or 

reality?
frustrated communities with a fragmented world outlook need 

a bugaboo. western donors and charity funds in russia and, espe-
cially, Belarus turned out to be very convenient objects for letting 
the steam out. the Belarus authorities have dealt with the annoy-
ing foreign agents in a most radical way: the missions were simply 
closed. it takes more effort in russia, and the outcome is not yet 
obvious. says russian tv journalist sergey Dorenko in his widely 
broadcast 1997-98 series of investigations of the “onexim-Bank” 
case and the “American domination plans in russia”, “the greatest 
speculant in the world, George soros, offers numerous “grants”, 
meaning really miserable aims, to russian scientists and scholars, 
in exchange for becoming his agents of influence throughout the 
country”. more than elsewhere in the commonwealth of indepen-
dent states (cis), a strong public sentiment exists in russia to ap-
prehend a large-scale western involvement in crisis management 
and humanitarian assistance.

in a centrifugal south caucasus, active diaspora in the west and 
shevardnadze’s international reputation have made for donors’ deep 
involvement in, respectively, Armenia and Georgia, compared to a 
more authoritarian though self-sustainable Azerbaijan. Azeri nGos 
reportedly have serious difficulties both in registering themselves, 
and in operating inside the country. Georgia, on the other hand, 
has been recently known as the most favorable place for nGos in 
the cis, thus reaffirming the image of a country as strongly inclined 
towards democratic reform and final incorporation into europe. in-
deed, a huge number of nGos and a simplified registration proce-
dure confirm this picture. yet, what is a composition of factors: is it 
a purposeful encouragement of free associations, or just a weakness 
of the state to control and repress them? 
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in post-soviet years people still try to read new facts in an old and 
familiar framework. Average person whose life depends on misera-
ble salary in a state budgeted institution, is understandably irritated 
by the existence of other equally average persons, ununderstand-
ably much better off than him/her. Georgian press which carefully 
follows public perception patterns reinforces this attitude. 

says a high-ranking Georgian state security man: “it is unimag-
inable that main foreign intelligence agencies leave the grant-distri-
bution processes in the nis, as well as the resulting nGo intellectual 
products unattended; even if they do not directly run the show, 
they make sure the nGo people involved in grant-receiving are pur-
posefully brainwashed: this should also be an important objective”.
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lImIts of PoweR DIstRIBUtIon In GeoRGIA 
AnD the ABkhAziA DilemmA: AnAlysis vs 

PeRCePtIons

A PicTure of GeorGiA from ToDAy’s sTANDPoiNT

Another failed coup attempt, fourth in four years was announced 
may 24 in tbilisi. A group of former and acting military and security 
ranks allegedly directed by and supported from “foreign countries” 
have been detained. they have not managed to accomplish any-
thing, but the investigation claims to have sufficient evidence they 
were plotting to forcefully take power in the country.

in february 1999 Georgia joined the council of europe as a full 
member. Azerbaijan, in spite of all investments and expectations 
laid on it, as well as Armenia have yet to deserve that honor. for a 
foreign eye, Georgia represents a fairly quiet nation (if not for occa-
sional news about failed coup attempts) determined to overcome its 
hardships and build a civilized state. it was specially stressed at the 
ceremony in strasbourg that Georgia (already!) represents a country 

1 9 9 9
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation, Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 

1999.
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of developed democracy and civil society, where human rights are 
well protected... At least, that is how the country looks from there.

what about reality? for an insider, a modern-day Georgia rep-
resents a case of a slower pace of democratic reform and civil so-
ciety-building than would be fair. shevardnadze’s leadership creat-
ed privileges for the country, e.g. the foreign credit-boosted state 
budget has increased tenfold in five years, yet the income from the 
imported free-market cigarette trade far exceeds that from national 
industry and agriculture. Petrol selling is no more controlled by 
gunmen, but a more sophisticated corruption is rampant, bureau-
cratic apparatus is enormously boosted, most taxes collected do not 
reach the treasury, and the energy supply sphere, as well as the 
customs had to be sold to foreign stakeholders. with the exception 
of summer months, people are heavily depressed by the power 
crisis: in 1998/99 most part of tbilisi was supplied with electricity 
in the periods of 8-10 a.m. and 8-11 p.m., the situation outside the 
capital city being even more depressing.

Parliamentary elections are approaching in fall 1999, and the 
presidential elections in 2000. shevardnadze has overwhelming 
chances to be reelected, although his creation – citizens’ union 
of Georgia, now a ruling party in the Parliament, has lost much of 
its credit in voters, letting the competing labor Party to dominate 
in the newly established tbilisi sakrebulo (city council), a notable 
outcome of the fall 1998 local elections. competition activates with 
the approaching elections. Among the most active political forces 
outside parliamentary majority are the socialist Party, laborists, and 
the national-Democratic Party.

nationalist groups are sporadically active, but nationalism is 
deep-rooted in Georgia. it exists almost exclusively in the form of 
ethnic nationalism, although it is not called so. “ethnic” has been 
perceived in mass consciousness as something inferior compared 
to “national”, and “nation” has been defined as “unity of persons 
united by common genetic origin, language, history and culture”. 
respectively, a notion of nation-state is often misunderstood as a 
“titular-nation’s-state”. since the start of the year 1999 the soci-
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ety has been a couple times through a major predicament, first 
when mP Guram sharadze inspired a campaign for bringing back 
into passports/iDs the nationality requisite abolished by the Parlia-
ment decree in 1996, and later when the national-patriots protested 
against taking historic, especially orthodox christian valuables from 
Georgian museums to a planned exposition in the u.s. it is worth 
mentioning here that in regard to the “passport issue”, as it was 
dubbed in Georgia, Georgian nGos for the first time protested in 
a consolidated action to the end that the President proposed to 
postpone hearings on the subject in the Parliament.

understandably for a post-totalitarian society, most Georgians 
dwell on a presumption that their independence, freedom and 
statehood are so fragile that anything short of a rigid unitary power 
construction should be ruled out for their country, and autonomies 
are seen as obstacles to that. knowing that this would exclude any 
solution for the Abkhaz/Georgian relationship, they presume that 
the case is per se unsolvable, unless forced by some overwhelming 
external force majeure factor to a favorable end: restoration of the 
Georgian jurisdiction in Abkhazia in a way that made up for the 
humiliation of defeat. nothing short of that is publicly perceived 
as an acceptable solution. no internal power is credited enough to 
carry this out, negotiations are discarded as bullshit, and the total 
mobilization of the nation is also seen as unrealistic, but... nAto had 
been mentioned from time to time, as a kind of wishful thinking.

suddenly, the nAto theme has recently been beefed up with 
regard to the kosovo crisis, as at last creating a working model 
of “international community’s just, full-scale, and uncompromizing 
reaction to ethnic cleansing”. the fact that nAto may also be seen 
as actually advocating a secessionist party is disregarded. the re-
sult: overwhelming appreciation of the nAto actions in yugoslavia, 
not a slightest criticism or expression of regret both in official and 
independent Georgian tv channels and press about the casualties 
and humanitarian catastrophe in the Balkans. only a hopeful ex-
pectation that from now on a yugoslav model of nAto actions may 
be legitimized, and applied again in the caucasus case, if not as 
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a universal remedy. west’s interest in using south caucasus as a 
transit corridor for the Azeri crude oil and Azeri/kazakh gas (trAce-
cA and inoGAte projects, the Great silk route, etc.; see more at 
length below) is seen in Georgia as a realistic ground on which the 
nAto involvement in forcing separatists to peace may materialize 
in south Caucasus.

even if rendered by many as a mere fantasy, such theories work 
towards raising the rating of some political groups in view of the 
coming elections. the Abkhazia liberation Party has been created 
in spring 1999 led by the Abkhaz Autonomous republic’s govern-
ment-in-exile and their iDP activists (approx. 50,000 members at the 
inception). tamaz nadareishvili way unanimously elected chairman 
at the founding assembly.
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the role of the cis conference in PeAce-
BUIlDInG, CIvIl soCIety DeveloPment, 

AnD HUmAn RIGHts PRoteCtIon In 
GeoRGIA  

(the yeArs 1996-2000 AnD BeyonD)

ciscoNf AND GeorGiA

As many other newly independent nations in transition, Georgia 
is still suffering from the problems inherited from the totalitarian 
period, rapid collapse of the empire, and a subsequent civil con-
frontation: regional/internal conflicts, humanitarian crises, forced 
migration, social insecurity, etc. since then international organiza-
tions, and the countries friends of Georgia have been very active 
in trying to help the country out of the crisis. rapidly growing civic 
sector in Georgia is itself a proof of a considerable potential that 
needs to be supported and encouraged by the developed nations. 
in many cases the international community has demonstrated its 
strong support for the third sector in Georgia, but it still lacks suf-

2 0 0 0
By George Khutsishvili. Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia, The CIS Conference, May, 2000.
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ficient recognition and support at home, to be able to realize ns 
potential to a full extent.

certain expectations were connected with the launch of the 
cis conference in Geneva in may/June 1996, establishment of the 
steering committee and the working Groups, and development of 
the Program of Action and national Development Plans. most part 
of these expectations did not materialize, although it would be un-
fair to say cisconf had no impact on developments in Georgia. 
we need to consider this situation in view of the major problems 
challenging the Georgian society.

the most important of the problems identified at the inception 
of the Geneva process and not overcome in the year 2000, include:

• the impaired territorial integrity of the country, unsolved eth-
no-territorial conflicts;

• large numbers of forced migrants, and a “frozen” negotiation 
process;

• slow pace of democratic reform, of peace mentality and lib-
eral value shaping in Georgia;

• systemic corruption, mismanagement, low political culture 
and incompetence in many spheres, including migration is-
sues;

• lack of recognition and understanding of civic sector both 
from the general public and the authorities;

• insufficient coordination between nGos, resulting in their 
insufficient participation in/impact on decision-making pro-
cesses; insufficient feedback with government.

iccN AND The ciscoNf Process

the iccn capacity-building activities have developed from sup-
port to empowerment in the first place, this pertains to the conflict 
resolution training Program in Georgia, supported by the norwe-
gian refugee council since 1996, the crisis prevention networks 
such as newmec (network for early warning and monitoring of 
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ethnic conflict in Georgia, supported by the macArthur founda-
tion), and peace confidence building measures in Georgia-Abkhazia, 
supported by tAcis Democracy Program. support of gender issues 
turned into the establishment of the caucasus women’s research 
and consulting network (cwn) focused on women’s rights moni-
toring, studies of women’s hidden or open discrimination and traf-
ficking.

the cisconf materials regularly distributed by the un have been 
very instrumental for developing these activities.

in september 1999 iccn held a conference on forced migrants 
and the conflict management in Georgia. many aspects of the dis-
cussion of the problem of integration of iDPs into Georgian society 
stemmed from the istanbul meeting of working Group on human-
itarian Assistance. the conference clearly demonstrated that iDPs 
represent a strong and as yet unrealized potential in the Georgian 
society, which can constructively or destructively influence the 
country’s development and future.

GeNerAl imPressioNs of The Process sTrucTure

iccn has been accredited with the cisconf ruling bodies from 
the inception of the process. since then its participation developed 
first within the working Group for humanitarian Assistance, and 
later in the working Group for conflict management. the latter in 
1998/99 became itself the arena of internal dispute on the princi-
ples of selection of leading agencies (in this case international Alert 
and the kazakhstan center for conflict resolution) and of allocation 
and transparency of the budget. the very existence of such dispute 
within a working group is a serious sign of structural drawbacks. 
Another problem has been the national nGo/government relations.

if the cisconf reporting system and the structure of Geneva 
annual events were such as to inherently include a requirement of 
joint nGo/government presentations assessments statements, as 
well as open discussions of the issues involved with participation of 
both civic sector and governments, the impact of the process might 
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be different. on the contrary, the sessions seemed to be designed 
so as to provide a comfortable distance between the authorities 
and nGos, or to preclude them from directly facing each other’s 
arguments.

the gap between the governments and civic sector was obvious 
during the 1999 Geneva meeting: on the day nGos reported on 
their activities, they at least discussed their relations with their gov-
ernments: however, on the day the governments reported on their 
activities, government representatives very seldom mentioned the 
role and input of nGos, the Georgian government representatives 
being exemplary in that. observers might get the impression there 
is no civic sector in Georgia at all.

tHe cisconf follow-up pRocess afteR 2000

cisconf has played a role, however modest, in the study of 
migration, humanitarian assistance, and civil society building issues 
in the cis countries. After the more or less amorphous cisconf 
process in the expiring period, the programs to start after 2000 
need to be more focused on support of civic society building, em-
powerment of iDPs and other vulnerable groups through peace and 
tolerance education, including iDPs in decision-making processes 
and facilitating the nGo/government collaboration.

more transparency will be needed in selecting leading agencies 
and allocation of budgets.
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cATAsTroPhe syNDrome reemerGiNG iN GeorGiANs?

the south caucasus region has been growing in its importance 
for the west due to the started projects of transportation of caspian 
crude oil and, in the future, gas to europe via Georgia and turkey. 
with western aid Georgia was able in the recent years to be slow-
ly recovering from the scars of previous civil war, internal armed 
conflict, economic collapse, terrorist activities, etc. however, russia 
seems to be fighting back to recapture the initiative in the escaping 
caucasian market, while the latest developments in Georgia show 
disturbing tendencies marked by a growing threat perception. the 
first energetic step made by russia in this direction was the estab-
lishment of visa regime between rf and Georgia from December 
5, 2000. the decisions concerning withdrawal of russian military 
bases from the country, Georgia’s acceptance of and sympathy for 
the chechen refugees, recent unrest in Pankisi canyon bordering 
chechnya, all deepening cleavages in relations with russia have 

2 0 0 0
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia. International 

Conference on Repatriation of Meskhetians, Ankara, Turkey, 2000.
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strangely coincided with aggravation of the internal problems in 
Georgia.

People have to survive on salaries/wages insufficient to make 
ends meet (about $20 per month on average, and often delayed). 
the continuous/growing energy crisis for a number of years – for the 
moment Georgians have electricity only for a few hours a day – re-
inserted in Georgians the feeling of unmanageability of the country 
and vulnerability of its independence. Georgians first experienced a 
catastrophe syndrome back in April 1989, and, despite all hardships 
managed to maintain an optimistic outlook. According to many, now 
it seems it may start again. multidimensional perception of threat 
has been growing especially through the past fall and is likely to 
persist through the winter. 

Dimensions of the perceived threat are: 
• weak and corrupted management in a resource less and 

unstable country; 
• small nation’s self-perception and the external conspiracy 

mindset;
• russia’s destructive/subversive influence combined with the 

west’s opportunistic and uninterested attitude as expressed 
by the international organizations represented in the coun-
try;

• ethnic/cultural diversity and activeness of non-orthodox 
christian confessions in the country;

• frozen conflicts and the impaired territorial integrity;
• federalization/decentralization of the state power;
• ethnic disproportion between/in minority populated areas 

and autonomization of the minority populated areas.
Although it is clear that not all of the listed worries are grounded, 

they nevertheless play an important role in shaping the mentality 
of a modern Georgian. Another spooky prospect is the “invasion” 
of meskhetian repatriates to Georgia.
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mesKheTiAN rePATriATioN iN The GeorGiAN 
PercePTioN Prism

At the entry in the council of europe in April 1999, Georgia has 
assumed responsibility to complete the legislative foundation for 
the repatriation of all muslim meskhetians to Georgia in the next 
two years, and the repatriation itself in the subsequent ten years. 
there is understanding in the Georgian civic society that ending 
the suffering of meskhetians started at their deportation during 
world war ii belongs to fundamental human rights sphere. At the 
same time, it is hardly expectable that a poor nation with weak 
state structures and in its period of transition to unclear destina-
tion would feel especially happy about the prospect of hundreds 
of thousands of homeless poor people repatriated to the country 
in the coming few years. the deported meskhetians living in differ-
ent regions/countries of cis are usually divided in two groups, of 
which the smaller (“hsna”) claim ethnic Georgian descent and/or 
seek incorporation in Georgian society, while the larger (“vatan” et 
al.) identify as turks (prospectively, turkish citizens) and/or do not 
display any intent to assure Georgians of their loyalty to the state 
upon return. the question asked by many in Georgia is whether, 
by giving citizenship to culturally alien people, the latter are not 
encouraged to confront local population or to later raise the issue 
of secession. this is essential especially for the explosive Javakheti 
region bordering Armenia and turkey and populated 92% by ethnic 
Armenians, highly apprehensive of the meskh repatriation. they 
demand that, at least, repatriation does not take place compactly 
in samtskhe-Javakheti region, and predict violent ethnic clashes if 
their concerns are disregarded. 

to facilitate the process for the Georgian government, it is vital 
that all the organizations representing the meskhetian turks display 
realistic approach and take steps towards building confidence in the 
Georgian society.
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iNTroDucTioN

the conflicts between serbia and kosovo, and between nAto 
and the federal republic of yugoslavia (fry), have caused mixed 
reactions from countries and peoples throughout south-eastern eu-
rope. whereas the Balkan countries were directly affected by the 
conflict, the southern caucasian countries of Armenia, Georgia, and 
Azerbaijan seem to be at first look too removed from the Balkans 
to be affected by the conflict in kosovo. however, they do consider 
themselves part of europe, part of the greater south-east european 
subregion, and future members of europe’s regional organizations 
and greater security community. throughout the region, reactions 
ranged from strong support for either nAto or serb actions to 
equally strong opposition. the reasons for such varied responses 
can be found in each country’s and society’s ethnic, religious, or po-
litical proximity to the conflicting parties and, in particular, in these 
countries’ aspirations to join nAto and/or other western political 
and economic organizations.

2 0 0 0
By George Khutsishvili and Albrecht Schnabel, Kosovo and the Challenge 

of Humanitarian Intervention, edited by Albrecht Schnabel and Ramesh 

Thakur, UN University Press, 2000.

George Khutsishvili, Albrecht Schnabel



281

tHe Kosovo ConflICt: tHe BAlKAns AnD tHe soUtHeRn CAUCAsUs

2000

whereas orthodox states close to yugoslavia were less enthu-
siastic about nAto’s reaction, those close to the kosovo Albanians 
were sup portive. however, muslim communities with a close affinity 
to the kosovo Albanians (such as turkey and Azerbaijan), but with 
their own separatist minority struggles, had a different issue to wor-
ry about: would support of nAto action not undermine their own 
efforts to keep separatist minority groups at bay?

further, nAto action has been a mixed blessing to the region 
as a whole. the Balkans have been further destabilized by refugee 
movements, a devastated kosovo, and a politically and econom-
ically much weakened yugoslavia (whose GDP has slipped below 
the level of Albania). in the southern caucasus, various minority 
separatist groups, most prominently in nagorno-karabakh and Ab-
khazia, have been encouraged by the inter national (nAto) commu-
nity’s apparent willingness to support the cause of independence 
against a perceived oppressive regime. for the titular nations in 
the southern caucasus (as well as in turkey, which is exam ined in 
more detail in chapter if by Georgios kostakos), this has not been 
without problems: loyalty to nAto (either as an existing or as an 
aspiring member) clearly conflicts with the Alliance’s perceived new 
role as the protector of separatist minorities’ rights and interests.

on the other hand, nAto’s actions and the subsequently in-
creased international presence in the region have brought much 
needed attention to the south-east european region. the interna-
tional community was reminded that the Dayton Accords, which 
had ended the wars in Bosnia, have not put a lid on instability, ethnic 
competition, conflicting territorial claims, underdevelopment, and 
poverty in the region. moreover, they have also reminded us of the 
important roles that need to be played in the region by non-military 
organizations – in particular the european union (eu), the organiza-
tion for security and cooperation in europe (osce), and the united 
nations. the eu’s subsequent attempt to reinvigorate its plans for 
a south-eastern european stability Pact, symbol ized by a summit in 
sarajevo, is an indication of this possible attempt to recommit the 
european union to the region.
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The coNflicT iN Kosovo AND reGioNAl NeiGhBours

throughout the Balkans, the conflict in kosovo has prompted 
different responses. in the most general terms, those countries that 
had previous grievances against Belgrade and/or fell a close affinity 
to the plight of the Albanian kosovars supported nAto’s actions, 
because the attack weakened Belgrade within yugoslavia and within 
the region at large. those that felt a close affinity to Belgrade (for 
political or ethnic reasons) were critical of nAto’s actions.

Despite these differences, there was agreement that the means 
of nAto’s intervention were questionable, and that major pow-
er involve ment in the Balkans (most often on their terms) is not 
desirable. the following discussion briefly summarizes some main 
reactions and re sponses from yugoslavia’s regional neighbours, with 
a particular focus on the conflict’s impact on Bosnia-herzegovina.

AlBANiA

until the end of nAto’s war against yugoslavia, Albania had been 
europe’s poorest state. moreover, it still had not recovered from the 
anti government uprising in 1997. local unrest and disorder were 
still common, in part as a result of the 1997 crisis. Despite the 
strong communal links between Albania and kosovo, and Albanians’ 
support for the kosovo liberation Army (klA) and the kosovar sep-
aratist movement, the tens of thousands of dispossessed refugees 
flooding in from kosovo during the conflict placed an immense 
burden on the country, both in economic terms and in terms of 
domestic security.

Albania has openly supported the kosovars’ struggle against 
Belgrade.1 however, explicitly and implicitly, it has specifically sup-
ported neither the secession of kosovo from yugoslavia, nor the 
subsequent unification of kosovo with Albania. the Albanian gov-
ernment is aware of the re percussions that may follow fears among 

1 “Albania says nAto troops in kosovo “only solution”, BBc monitoring newsfile, lon-
don, 1 April 1999.
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nations throughout the region of a larger, stronger muslim Albania 
– which would possibly absorb Alba nian communities not only from 
kosovo but also from macedonia. tirana is sensitive to these fears, 
particularly as it pursues its campaign for Al banian membership in 
both nAto and the eu.1

mAceDoNiA

macedonia is one of kosovo’s most vulnerable neighbours. 
During the conflict, it absorbed many hundreds of thousands of 
displaced kosovo Albanians. it feared that this influx of kosovars 
(who might have stayed long term if the war had continued) could 
have strengthened autonomy claims among its own ethnic Alba-
nian community. macedonia’s Albanians make up about 25 per 
cent of the country’s population and have long complained about 
their treatment by the titular macedonian nation. the government 
feared that the conflict, if ongoing, could severely destabilize the 
country. on the other hand, it supported nAto’s actions, because 
it considers nAto membership as a top foreign policy priority.

on the positive side, macedonia received renewed attention in 
the wake of the conflict, and its aspirations for nAto membership 
have only been strengthened as a result of its cooperation with the 
Alliance during the conflict. 

moNTeNeGro

montenegro is a constituent republic of the federal republic 
of yugoslavia. however, to the dismay of Belgrade and despite 
nAto bombing of yugoslav military installations in montenegro, its 
pro-western government under milo Djukanovic has tried to remain 
neutral during the conflict with nAto. it, too, has been faced with 
the arrival of tens of thousands of kosovo Albanian refugees. the 
economic burden of these refugees only compounded the difficul-

1 “Albanian President calls for international Aid Programmes for the region”, BBc 
monitoring european – Political, london, 21 may 1999.
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ties montenegro already faces as a result of international sanctions 
imposed against yugoslavia.

During the war Djukanovic repeatedly called for an end to nAto 
bombing, because of the damage inflicted on montenegro, the fear 
that Belgrade would take military action against this “unfaithful” 
yugoslav republic, and because of the continuing influx of refugees.

in the aftermath of the war, montenegro benefited from the 
widespread opposition in serbia proper against the milosevic re-
gime, and from its government’s strong stance against Belgrade 
during the war. A new government in the fry might be more 
sympathetic to montenegro’s calls for greater autonomy. even the 
milosevic government offered to enter negotiations on autonomy 
talks, and vowed not to use military force if montenegro seceded 
unilaterally. if it does not pursue independence from serbia alto-
gether, montenegro might also find it attractive to collaborate more 
closely with a new government in Belgrade to create a stronger 
and internationally integrated and respected yugoslav federation. 

BosNiA

since the 1995 Dayton Accords, Bosnia has been the primary 
focus of the international community’s peacebuilding and conflict 
management efforts in the Balkans. while the osce successfully 
organized and monitored democratic elections and helped in re-
building political, judicial, economic, and social structures, nAto’s 
implementation force (ifor) and later, its stabilization force (sfor) 
provided for the military security necessary to maintain peace in 
a country still suffering from a latent inter-communal conflict. the 
Bosnian conflict is far from solved and is in need of continuing in-
ternational presence. the kosovo conflict was both a blessing and 
a curse for Bosnia. on the one hand it forced republika srpska to 
refocus on Bosnia as a partner on the road towards prosperity and 
development (away from Belgrade). on the other hand, it distracted 
international (donor) attention away from Bosnia to kosovo and 
other parts of the former yugoslavia.
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what influence did nAto’s war in yugoslavia have on Bosnia? the 
war had few significant practical consequences for Bosnia. Bosnia 
was still preoccupied with the decision of the high representative 
to discharge nikola Poplasen as President of republika srpska and 
the recent pro-Bosnian decision on the status of Brcko. the high 
representative repeatedly appealed to the heads of government 
on all sides to avoid public statements about nAto’s intervention 
and the kosovo conflict, a request that was not honoured. officials 
in republika srpska (rs) were particularly outspoken, most parties 
reacted with outrage to nAto bombing, and the serbian radical 
Party went so far as to refer to the genocide of the serb people at 
the hands of nAto powers.

the serbs refused to continue further cooperation in Bosnia’s 
common governing institutions, partly because of the decisions re-
garding President Poplasen and the status of Brcko, and partly owing 
to sfor’s cooperation with nAto during the bombing campaign 
(nAto planes were allowed to fly over Bosnian territory on their 
missions to kosovo and the rest of the fry). republika srpska’s 
absence from common institutions has continued since the war.

nevertheless, several positive developments are worth mention-
ing. Due to the rapid deterioration of the serb currency, Bosnia’s 
konvertibilna marka (KM) is now widely used in the rs. further, the 
economic embargo against the fry made it very difficult for the rs’s 
oil refineries in Bosanski Brod to sell oil to the fry. in response, 
rs is now redirecting its economic activities to the Bosnian feder-
ation. this can be seen as a major opportunity for economic and, 
possibly, other cooperation between the muslim croat and serb 
communities across the inter-entity boundary line. finally, although 
the fry has pulled out of all regional and subregional cooperative 
initiatives, the military and political representatives of the rs con-
tinue to participate. 

the public reacted to the kosovo crisis only after the start of 
the air campaign. Before the bombing started, Bosnians paid little 
attention to the deteriorating situation in kosovo. During the war, 
serbs were outraged while the Bosnian muslims were supportive. 



286

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI, AlBReCHt sCHnABel

they appreciated the fact that milosevic had to take responsibility 
for his actions – not only in the context of kosovo, but also in ref-
erence to Belgrade’s support of the Bosnian serbs during the wars 
between 1991 and 1995. the Bosnian croats kept a low profile, 
partly because of the tudjman administration’s involvement in sim-
ilar ethnic expulsions of serbs from the krajina region and renewed 
attention given to the large number of serb refugees living in the 
fry. the Bosnians’ interest in the bombing campaign subsided very 
quickly, despite the influx of roughly 40,000 refugees from serbia 
and kosovo. even now, the activities of the kosovo Peacekeeping 
force (kfor) and the un mission in kosovo (unmik) are followed 
with very little interest throughout Bosnia.

has the implementation of kfor had a negative effect on Bos-
nian security commitments from the international community? in-
ternational organizations and non-governmental organizations have 
moved large numbers of their staff from Bosnia to kosovo, and 
russia has relocated a large number of its sfor troops to Pristina. 
Despite the fact that much international assistance (military and 
economic) will be redirected from Bosnia to kosovo, this has not 
happened to the dramatic degree that some expected. moreover, 
one can assume that much aid would have been reduced anyhow 
in response to reports of corruption and misappropriation of inter-
national aid in Bosnia.

the eu’s stability Pact summit in sarajevo (August 1999), a di-
rect response to the kosovo conflict, brought international atten-
tion back to sarajevo. however, little has changed in Bosnia despite 
initial signs that the summit would give new momentum to Bos-
nian political integration. in general, as long as the international 
community does not shift further support from Bosnia to kosovo 
(and recent developments suggest that commitment to Bosnia will 
be maintained at reasonable levels), the kosovo conflict will have 
had little negative effect on post-conflict rebuilding in Bosnia. on 
the contrary, a potentially new government in Belgrade will likely 
lead to further de-radicalization of politics in republika srpska and 
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will contribute to increased cooperation between the federation 
and the Rs.

sloveNiA

slovenia has been on the periphery of Balkan politics since its 
short war of independence in 1991. the official reaction in slovenia 
was favourable to nAto action in kosovo. the public were also in 
favour of nAto strikes, because they were convinced that milose-
vic would not budge without a show of force. the slovenian pre-
mier, Janez Drnovsek, confirmed on 24 march, the day the bombing 
campaign started, that slovenia’s permission for nAto overflights 
of slovenian territory (in force since october 1998) would remain 
valid. this position was reiterated by President Kucan. on 25 march, 
slovenian foreign minister Boris frlec confirmed that nAto aircraft 
had slovenia’s permission to land at slovenian airports if needed. 

while in general the slovenian public supported nAto’s air war, 
there was also considerable opposition. the christian social union 
(ksu) expressed its opposition to nAto’s intervention and the gov-
ernment’s decision to grant the Alliance permission to use slovenia’s 
airspace. it was highly critical of two issues in particular: the fact 
that civilian targets such as hospitals and schools were hit by nAto 
bombing and the lack of prior authorization of the intervention 
through the un security council. 

slovenian journalists criticized nAto’s attack, on the serbian tv 
station rts. Although they strongly disagreed with Belgrade’s sup-
pression of free media in the fry, they also rejected the use of 
brute force in eliminating government-run media outlets. Again, 
the emphasis was not on disagreement over the ends (opposition 
to Belgrade’s regime), but on the means to reach this goal, i.e. the 
attempt to bomb Belgrade into submission. 

croATiA

the vast majority of croatians agreed with nAto air strikes, but 
the government kept a low profile domestically on the issue. mem-
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bers of the croatian political elite realized that they, too, could have 
become the target of nAto intervention in response to “operation 
flash and storm” in 1995. in that context, the war crimes tribunal 
in the hague has indicted several generals, and the croatian govern-
ment has been resisting their extradition. few organizations came 
out publicly in strong opposition to the air strikes (they included 
serb associations and, among non-serb organizations, B.a.B.e., a 
feminist group). 

the government readily accepted refugees from kosovo, making 
sure that, in particular, the eu, the osce, and the united states took 
note, but other refugees, including Albanians from Albania proper, 
were denied the right to asylum. the serb community in eastern 
slavonia also kept a low profile, to avoid reprisals in an environment 
in which ethnic tensions continue to run high. 

During the air strikes, zagreb started to promote its interest in 
joining the Partnership for Peace, emphasizing that its place is in 
central europe and not in the Balkans. it argued that the crisis sim-
ply reaffirmed that croatia and its armed forces should be seen as a 
crucial bulwark against serb hegemony in the region. As with other 
states in the region, the war had negative consequences for croatia: 
beyond a slump in trade with countries on trading routes that cut 
through yugoslavia and in attracting foreign investment, croatia’s 
greatly anticipated first major tourist season since the yugoslav war 
never materialized. 

BulGAriA

whereas most people in slavic orthodox Bulgaria opposed the 
nAto air campaign against yugoslavia, the government supported 
the Alliance’s actions. the public sided with the yugoslav govern-
ment and its aversion to the growing political and cultural influence 
of islamic communities in europe. the Bulgarian government, how-
ever, considers close friendly relations with and, possibly, member-
ship in nAto as a requirement for its security in the volatile Balkans.
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the government did not perceive a military threat from the war 
in kosovo, nor did it fear negative consequences from alienating 
the milosevic government in Belgrade. it stated its desire to push 
for an autonomous kosovo within yugoslavia, without altering state 
borders. to substantiate its support for the Alliance’s actions, it 
offered financial support for refugee camps in macedonia. even so, 
the Bulgarian government feared the economic consequences of 
continuing instability in the Balkans and its own isolation from east 
and west european markets, because the war had disrupted road 
links to central and eastern europe, recipients of much of Bulgaria’s 
fledgling export industry.

romANiA

Although maintaining friendly relations with its neighbour, ro-
mania suffered economically from the war. Bridges across the Dan-
ube had been destroyed and navigation on the Danube was closed 
down altogether. nevertheless, the romanian government strongly 
supported nAto’s intervention in the fry. immediately before the 
beginning of the air campaign, President constantinescu stated 
that, “if peace negotiations fail, romania would deem necessary 
and legitimate nAto’s intervention to settle the conflict, and reit-
erates its decision to support any peace-restoring efforts and the 
humanitarian actions they entail”. During the war, the government 
actively urged milosevic to accept the peace plan offered by the G-8 
countries and denounced Belgrade’s policy of ethnic cleansing in 
kosovo. it also favoured an autonomous kosovo within the borders 
of yugoslavia. the government further called upon the un security 
council to become more prominently involved in the resolution of 
the conflict. the romanian desire to become a member of nAto 
remained unaltered by the Alliance’s campaign against serbia. 

in summary, the reactions to the kosovo crisis by Balkan states 
focused very little on the plight of the kosovars. the most import-
ant concerns were to maintain and restore trading links to and via 
yugoslavia, and to appear as a loyal potential future partner in the 
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nAto Alliance. commitment to membership in nAto and, possibly, 
the eu clearly overrode feelings of ethnic and religious affinity to 
yugoslavia. moreover, milosevic’s poor reputation within the re-
gion only reinforced the lack of sympathy expressed for yugoslavia’s 
plight during the air campaign. words of support and outrage came 
only from republika srpska. however, despite the fact that interna-
tional action against Belgrade found broad support throughout the 
region, nAto’s choice of response to yugoslavia’s actions in kosovo 
an extended air war – found little support. if it had not been for 
the overwhelming desire of many states in the region to join the 
european union and nAto, opposition to the war would probably 
have been more pronounced.

The souTherN cAucAsus AND The Kosovo coNflicT

reactions in the southern caucasus to the evolving crisis over 
kosovo have to be seen in the context of the various ethnic and 
intercommunal conflicts in the region and the desire by Armenia 
and, in particular, Georgia and Azerbaijan to become more closely 
integrated in the community of west european states and nAto. 
in the Georgian and Azerbaijani cases this would be at the expense 
of russian influence in the region. those reasons are of course not 
dissimilar from the aspirations of many east and central european 
countries, including nAto’s newest members. suffering their own 
intercommunal conflicts (interstate and intrastate), the responses 
from Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan were as varied and driven 
by opportunism as in the Balkans.

PoiNTs iN commoN BeTweeN Kosovo AND The 
souTherN cAucAsus

the kosovo situation has much in common with that in the cau-
casus: ethno-territorial disputes over a historically shared land be-
tween two or more ethnic groups who all insist that they are the 
indigenous population; a more or less recent demographic shift that 
is perceived by one of the groups as a security threat; a recently 
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experienced major catastrophe, such as the end of the cold war 
(and, in the former soviet union, the break-up of an empire); the 
rise of ethno-nationalist ideology; and the rise of a charismatic lead-
er who manipulates disputes to ensure his power at the expense 
of conflict escalation. 

moreover, violent clashes between the conflicting groups and 
subsequent ethnic cleansing lead to grave humanitarian crises. 
Government action (often based on mass consciousness which is 
internalized by leaders and their policies) demonstrates a disregard 
for human life, health, safety, and welfare, as expressed through 
abstract values of “historical truth”, “national pride”, “people’s will”, 
or “justice”. violence is justified in the name of national interest, and 
principles of national integrity, identity, and borders are defined in 
terms of the existential survival of the nation. this all transpires in 
the context of a fragmentation of reality, a sense of victimization, an 
identity dissolution syndrome, and a prevalent paranoid obsession 
with external conspiracies and treachery. the velvet revolution in 
czechoslovakia and the subsequent civilized czech/slovak divorce 
would be impossible in such communities: they perceive their dis-
putes as ultimately zero-sum situations.

there are a number of similarities between the major parties 
to the conflicts in kosovo and the southern caucasus. from the 
perspective of titular groups in the southern caucasus, separatist 
Albanian kosovars are like the karabakhi Armenians for Azeris or the 
Abkhaz for Georgians. ethno-culturally, serbs also exhibit a certain, 
though limited, behavioural and emotional closeness with the cau-
casian peoples, especially with the orthodox christian Georgians 
and Armenians. they all consider war over historic land a sacred 
duty, where the nation should, if necessary, sacrifice part of itself 
for victory.

PoiNTs of DiffereNce

the primary difference is geopolitical: whereas the southern 
caucasian states (although having a certain strategic interest for 
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the west) are still marginal, yugoslavia is an area of vital strategic 
interest for the west. on the other hand, the southern caucasus 
is a strategic asset for russia, and has thus been under heavy rus-
sian pressure. All caucasian conflicts are locally perceived as being 
instigated by russians.

the serbs evince exactly those features that Georgians think 
they lack for preserving their territorial integrity, for instance with 
regard to the Abkhaz: Belgrade displayed highly consolidated action, 
resistance to external influence, a swift and ruthless reaction, and 
a militaristic national spirit. yugoslavia is in the process of dissolu-
tion, but the serbs are desperately trying to stop it. Georgians and 
Azerbaijanis, on the other hand, perceive themselves as defying a 
very probable capitulation to russian might.

PercePTioNs of The Kosovo crisis iN GeorGiA

understandably for a post-totalitarian society, most Georgians 
emphasize the presumption that their independence, freedom, and 
statehood are so fragile that anything less than a rigid unitary power 
structure should be ruled out for their country. Autonomous com-
munities within the state are seen as obstacles to that. Georgians 
know that this approach precludes a viable solution to the Abkhaz/
Georgian relationship. A widespread view is that the issue is per se 
unsolvable, unless some overwhelming external force intervenes to 
drive it towards a favourable conclusion. the restoration of Geor-
gian jurisdiction in Abkhazia would make up for the humiliation of 
defeat. nothing short of that is publicly perceived as an acceptable 
solution.

no internal power is willing or able to carry this out, negotiations 
are discredited, and the total mobilization of the nation is seen 
as unrealistic. nAto had been mentioned from time to time, as 
the hoped-for saviour. however, the “nAto option” has suddenly 
received new credibility as a result of the Alliance’s handling of 
the kosovo crisis. here at last was an attempt to create a working 
model of the international community’s just, full-scale, and uncom-
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promising reaction to ethnic cleansing. however, the fact that nAto 
could also be seen as actually advocating a secessionist community 
was disregarded. 

the effect was astounding: overwhelming appreciation of nAto’s 
actions in yugoslavia, no criticism or expressions of regret in either 
official or independent Georgian media about the casualties and the 
aggravation of the humanitarian catastrophe in the Balkans. what 
prevailed was a hopeful expectation that from now on a yugoslav 
model of nAto action might be legitimized and applied in the south-
ern caucasus (and in other regions within and outside of europe).

in addition, the west’s interest in using the southern caucasus as 
a transit corridor for Azeri crude oil and Azeri/kazakh gas is seen in 
Georgia as reason enough for nAto to “force separatists to peace” 
in the southern Caucasus.

tHe conflict in nagoRno-KaRaBaKH 

the oldest of the post-soviet ethno-territorial disputes, in na-
gorno-karabakh, remains unresolved. An enclave in Azerbaijan with 
no common borders with Armenia, nagorno-karabakh was histori-
cally populated by Armenians and featured many Armenian sacred 
sites. it was the first to react to the rapid decline of the soviet em-
pire. the immediate response by minority-populated autonomous 
regions to the growing insecurity within the soviet union was to 
protect themselves through increased or full sovereignty. that, in 
turn, provoked the exodus of minority ethnic groups. inadequate 
reactions from titular nations only aggravated the tensions and led 
to de facto independent quasi-states in the caucasus.

in the case of karabakh, a secessionist war followed, fought 
between Azerbaijan and Armenian- and russian-aided karabakhis. 
the war resulted in a self-proclaimed nagorno-karabakh republic 
that is linked with Armenia through a narrow (lachin) corridor (in 
addition to over 20 per cent of Azeri territory around the corridor, 
excluded from Azeri jurisdiction). negotiations are at a stand-still 
because Azerbaijan refuses to recognize karabakh as an official par-
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ty to negotiations and is demanding to talk to Armenia instead. the 
Armenians, in turn, deny that they are a party to the conflict and 
expect Azerbaijan to negotiate directly with karabakh.

the karabakh conflict produced over 1 million refugees, a hu-
manitarian crisis on a scale comparable to that of kosovo. however, 
the global media did not devote nearly as much coverage to the 
southern caucasian conflicts as they did to the kosovo conflict. 
Post-soviet theatres of conflict appear marginal in the international 
community’s view in comparison with the Balkans.

The ArmeNiAN PersPecTive

intracommunal relationships among Armenians affect domes-
tic perceptions of the kosovo crisis and the nAto/fry dispute. 
there are considerable differences between the approaches and 
sentiments expressed by “domestic” Armenians and those of the 
Armenian diaspora. the Armenian diaspora is very powerful and 
influential, and its financial contribution to Armenia’s development 
has been invaluable. its members maintain pro-Armenian lobbying 
mechanisms within their home countries’ establishments, as well 
as nationalist ideology support in Armenia proper, sometimes even 
exceeding the sentiments of domestic groups. the western dias-
pora came to the conclusion that nAto actions indirectly support-
ed the karabakh cause and, thus, most of them supported nAto’s 
actions in yugoslavia. Among the Armenian diaspora worldwide, 
the us Armenians were in the most difficult position, because they 
found themselves caught between two seemingly reconcilable, but 
in fact incompatible, attachments. on the one hand, they wanted 
to remain loyal to us foreign policy, especially as this was widely 
supported by at least part of the international community; on the 
other hand, they wanted to support the prevailing sentiment of 
Armenians in Armenia.

Armenians in Armenia preferred to take a russian stance. they 
continue to see russia as their main strategic partner in the region, 
and they can easily relate to russia’s perspective on the Balkans. 
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humanitarian protest against the bombing of civilian targets also 
played a particularly significant role in their altitude toward the 
kosovo conflict. 

The Azeri PersPecTive

At first sight, the Azeri perspective on the kosovo conflict is very 
similar to that in Georgia, and its stark difference from the Arme-
nian position reveals deep intraregional problems in the southern 
caucasus. Azeri experts note that, although the prevailing sentiment 
during the events of spring 1999 was support for nAto actions, 
this was not as automatic or as strong as in Georgia. there were 
more open discussions on the topic of potential nAto membership, 
nAto’s assistance in further detachment from russia, and nAto’s 
assistance in returning karabakh. 

At some point during the nAto air campaign Azeri politicians 
discussed the possibility of inviting nAto to solve the karabakh 
problem, but they were suddenly struck by the obvious: if nAto 
had to bomb Belgrade to solve the kosovo crisis, in the Azeri case 
they would most probably bomb Baku! After this realization they 
decided to abandon their plans of approaching nAto. 

Azeri islamists rallied for official support for their Albanian koso-
var brethren, which did, however, not materialize. in general, not 
much attention was paid to the entire crisis. on the other hand, 
Armenian reactions aroused feelings in Azerbaijan, particularly after 
yerevan declared that Armenia’s role in nagorno-karabakh was the 
same as nAto’s role in kosovo. nevertheless, Azeris reacted posi-
tively to the inclusion of an Azeri unit in kfor.

coNclusioN: miXeD messAGes, miXeD BlessiNGs

throughout the Balkans, nAto and its actions were viewed 
sceptically. Although there was disagreement over the means and 
ends of nAto action, the Alliance was generally supported, because 
most states are desperately seeking nAto membership. the eu, the 
osce, and the united nations were perceived to be subordinate re-
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gional and international organizations vis-a-vis nAto. the dynamic 
in the southern caucasus was similar. once politicians and the pub-
lic realized that nAto was in fact assisting a separatist movement, 
enthusiasm for nAto actions subsided. however, that was never 
expressed in open complaints or disagreements over nAto actions, 
but rather in more subdued calls than usual for nAto’s physical and 
political presence in the region.

several positive developments for the region have come out of 
the nAto war in yugoslavia. the anti-serb stance of the internation-
al community has reinforced the message that the west does not 
necessarily limit itself to the protection and defence of non-muslim 
communities. the fry has been weakened to the point where it 
is no longer a major player in the region. Bosnian integration may 
benefit from that. in particular, the aftermath of the war and koso-
vo Albanian atrocities against serbs have shown that there are no 
“good guys” and “bad guys” in the Balkans. Both serbs and Alba-
nians can be victims and perpetrators.

the war has once again demonstrated that the Balkans are more 
often than not at the mercy of great power interests. it is time for 
south-east european countries to address their problems as a com-
munity and as a region, and to deal with conflicts and slate miscon-
duct and failure (as in the case of serbia) themselves, particularly 
if they want to avoid great power intervention. the region has to 
be careful about engaging nAto or other military and non-military 
organizations in the region. once response mechanisms are trig-
gered in these organizations, external involvement may take on its 
own dynamic that may easily turn out to be counterproductive to 
the peace and security needs of the region.

what may have been useful for the kosovo Albanians may not 
at all apply to the southern caucasian context. it remains to be 
seen if any of the renewed attention directed at the Balkans will 
be extended to address the latent and protracted conflicts in the 
southern caucasus (and the caucasus as a whole), or if that region 
will continue its existence at the margins of interest as far as the 
european and international communities are concerned.
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finally, a number of policy recommendations arise from this dis-
cussion. under a new government serbia should be encouraged 
to re-join the south-east european and european communities of 
states and regional and subregional organizations. An alienated and 
demonized serbia should be avoided. however, the current serb 
leadership should be discredited and international sanctions im-
posed. only a new leadership committed to democracy, cultural 
tolerance, and regional integration and power-sharing should be 
supported by the outside world.

the new momentum for peace, security, and stability in the Bal-
kans should embrace the southern caucasus. the southern cauca-
sus must be included in a south-eastern european stability Pact. 
community-building between christian and muslim communities 
should be a high priority (and could set standards worldwide). re-
gional integration, confidence-building, early warning and conflict 
prevention, and development should be the main foreign policy 
goals throughout south-eastern europe, both within the Balkans 
and the southern caucasus, and between those two regions.

Appendix: Responses to the Kosovo crisis in the Southern Cau-
casus.

in each southern caucasian country the public reacted different-
ly to the situation in the Balkans. for the purpose of this analysis, 10 
experts in southern caucasian countries were asked anonymously 
to fill out a chart of the general/prevailing perceptions in their re-
spective societies of the major players in the kosovo crisis during 
nAto’s air strikes.

table 5.1 Perceptions in Georgia of the major players in the kosovo crisis

Player very 
negative negative neutral Positive very

positive no idea

nAto +
United states +

Russia +
serbs +

Albanian 
Kosovars/ KlA

+
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Albania +
milosevic +

nAto member 
countries of eu

+

united nations +
western mass 

media
+

table 5.2 Perceptions in Armenia of the major players in the kosovo crisis

Player very 
negative negative neutral Positive very

positive no idea

nAto +

United states +

Russia +

serbs +

Albanian 
Kosovars/ KlA +

Albania +

milosevic +

nAto member 
countries of eu +

united nations +

western mass 
media +

The choice of PlAyers

the set of major players was intended to represent the objective 
balance of forces in the region. A player had to be a sufficiently 
autonomous actor (in this context it made little sense to include 
the commonwealth of in dependent states as a separate entity from 
Russia). on the other hand, milosevic had to be a separate player 
from the serbs, because they were not identified in public percep-
tion as one and the same. it should be noted that not all of the 
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players were of equal significance to the target group. the inclusion 
of western mass media as a player reflects the fact that they are 
perceived as an autonomous power in world politics and their role 
in covering the crisis and forming public opinion.
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iNTroDucTioN

sources of social and ethnic tension in Georgia can be under-
stood from a geographic perspective and a sectoral perspective. 
from a geographic perspective, the greatest tensions are seen in 
parts of the country outside the Government of Georgia’s jurisdic-
tion, in post-conflict zones such as Abkhazia and south ossetia/
samachablo. in addition, some regions have political disputes with 
the central government, such as the Ajara Autonomous republic 
bordering turkey. Potential conflict zones are the Javakheti regions 
bordering Armenia and turkey and the Pankisi canyon bordering 
chechnya. Potential sources of conflicts are areas in which the pop-
ulation is predominantly composed of refugees, internally displaced 
persons (iDPs), and/or ethnic minorities.

According to the second sectoral approach, sources of tension 
are determined by factors such as the country’s limited territorial in-
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tegrity as a result of conflict and a large number of iDPs. the severe 
social and economic situation, high unemployment, the weakness 
of governmental structures, corruption, and the incidence of human 
rights violations also create tension. By categorizing these factors, 
we can derive a system of indicators that can serve as the basis for 
situation monitoring in various regions and urban areas.

“frozen” conflicts are no longer a matter of great concern. Ac-
cording to recent sociological surveys, it appears that the Abkhazia 
problem is no longer a matter of critical concern in Georgian so-
ciety1.

sources of sociAl TeNsioN  
corruPTioN

corruption, along with the country’s territorial integrity and the 
return of the iDPs, are the most serious problems in Georgia today. 
the problem of corruption has affected nearly all spheres of soci-
ety. According to the data from several international organizations, 
Georgia is one of the ten most corrupted countries of the world.

corruption in Georgia has its roots in the soviet period, especially 
in the 1960s, but the scope of corruption has widened since inde-
pendence, for with the collapse of the soviet union the few existing, 
though inefficient, control mechanisms of the communist Party dis-
appeared. new control mechanisms have not been created. During 
the first years of independence, when anarchy and chaos affected 
the entire country, corruption served as a stabilizing factor, creating 
a minimal system of dynamics in trade and employment. it soon 
became a major source for the current economic and social crises, 
and an obstacle to the development of the country’s economy. the 
most corrupt sectors are police, tax inspection, customs, the state 
institutions involved in the existing energy crisis, and organizations 
involved in international loans. At this point, the corruption of these 
institutions hardly surprises or outrages the population.

1 haroutyunian, ludmila, George khutsishvili, larisa lemberanskaya and Joan Drake 
(eds.) 2000. research on the Prospects of south caucasus integration.
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there are important cultural and psychological aspects of corrup-
tion, in addition to the familiar economic issues. first, it is disastrous 
that government officials’ corruption, according to one empirical 
survey, has become an integral part of their role in society1. sec-
ond, it is assumed that government officials and other high-ranking 
citizens are “entitled” to unofficial income. often people claim that 
it is greediness, not overall corruption, driving some to demanding 
bribes that are more than is considered “fair”. currently, it is more 
profitable to work for government institutions than to work in busi-
ness; many businessmen have chosen to abandon their business 
activities to assume “profitable” positions in government.

this situation reflects a Georgian mentality: a short temporal 
horizon and orientation to the present, a low level of professional 
discipline, a lack of entrepreneurial skills, and a minimal awareness 
of law.

sources of sociAl TeNsioN AND GoverNmeNT 
resPoNses

the main source of social tension is the state’s inability to per-
form its obligations. this includes the late payment of salaries and 
pensions, the cut-off of finances to certain industries, the inefficient 
supply of power, natural gas and water. spontaneous protest actions 
are frequent and regularly covered by media. Blocking important 
roads has become a new Georgian tradition for an expression of 
protest. the irritated population most frequently addresses their 
problems to corrupted members of the government, the govern-
ing party, and the president. the president is frequently accused 
of being responsible for the current situation in Georgia, and the 
state is held responsible for not taking steps against relatives of the 
president suspected of leading the energy-sector mafia.

to respond to the population’s protest actions, the government 
authorities visit the sites of protest and enter into negotiations, 

1 this has been demonstrated in an empirical survey by G. nizharadze et al., survey on 
Psychological Bases of corruption in Georgia.
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making promises and occasionally making short-lived improvements 
in conditions. the most serious protest action taken by the citizens 
was closing down of the central street in tbilisi district vake in 
november 2000, demanding 24-hour energy supply. many public 
and political figures participated in the demonstration. the demon-
stration has caused serious worries in the government, as District 
of vake is the home of many intellectuals, the electorate of the 
leading party and the President himself, people that have significant 
influence over the general public.

reGioNAl TeNsioN

Ajara and several regions of samegrelo (also known as mingre-
lia), as well as Javakheti, are potential sources of destabilization.

Ajara. the Autonomous republic of Ajara was formed during 
the soviet period based on religious difference (Ajarian muslims 
are Georgians). the leader of post-soviet Ajara, Aslan Abashidze, 
created an authoritarian regime in the region, and his politics are 
pro-russian, contrary to the political orientation of the central gov-
ernment. Abashidze is closely collaborating with russian military; 
for example, there is a russian military base in Ajara. he controls the 
incomes received from Ajara’s customs, which becomes a subject 
of confrontation and sometime open conflict with the central gov-
ernment. Abashidze is the leader of the largest opposition alliance, 
the “Democratic revival union”.

samegrelo (mingrelia). this region hosts the greatest number 
of refugees from Abkhazia and followers of Georgia’s ex-president 
zviad Gamsakhurdia, who is of mingrelian origin, so a large portion 
of population is against the current government. the region has 
several groups scattered in the woods, led by eliava, a leader of 
the 1998 uprising, fighting against the current government. eliava 
was killed in 2000 in a fight with police and this incident has caused 
serious problems in the region. currently, the “forest brothers” do 
not pose an immediate threat, but they remain potential instigators 
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of violent conflict. As samegrelo borders Abkhazia, armed conflicts 
occur frequently.

eThNic GrouPs iN GeorGiA

on Georgia’s 69,700 square meters, the population, according 
to 1989 data, was 5,400,800, represented by the following nation-
alities: 

Table 1. Ethnic Composition of the Population of Georgia (1989)
Population Percent of total

Georgians 3,787,400 70.1
Armenians 437,200 8.1
Russians 341,200 6.3

Azeris 307,600 5.7
ossetians 164,100 3.0

Greeks 100,300 1.8
Abkhazians 95,900 1.8
Ukrainians 52,400 1.0

Kurds 33,300 0.6
Jews 24,600 0.5

Belorussians 8,600 0.2
others 48,200 0.9
total 5,400,800 100

After the collapse of the soviet union and the independence 
in Georgia, the demographic situation in Georgia has significantly 
changed. the rate of migration has increased and Abkhazia and 
south ossetia/samachablo, two autonomous regions that belonged 
to Georgia during the soviet period, are no longer under the ju-
risdiction of Georgia (for this reason the following information is 
calculated excluding the population of Abkhazia and south ossetia/
samachablo). the Demographic yearbook of Georgia1 includes an 

1 G. tsuladze, n. maglaperidze 2000. Demographic yearbook of Georgia. center for 
social studies. tbilisi, Georgia. p. 80.
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ethno-demographic description of Georgia summarized below in 
table 2.

Table 2. Ethno-Demographic Composition of Georgia (2000 es-
timate)

Population Percent of total
Georgians 3,115,000 83.9
Armenians 227,000 5.6
Russians 90,000 2.2

Azeris 200,000 4.9
ossetians 40,000 1.0

Greek 22,000 0.5
Abkhazians 2,000 0.05
Ukrainians 15,000 0.4

Kurds 18,000 0.4
Jews 6,000 0.1

Belorussians 2,000 0.05
others 34,300 0.9
total 4,041,300 100

BAcKGrouND oN eThNic coNflicT iN iNDePeNDeNT 
GeorGiA

Georgia has always been a poly-ethnic country, which creates the 
threat of conflicts. in spite of this fact, Georgia has never experi-
enced serious ethnic conflicts, with the exception of the Abkhazia 
conflict after the declaration of independence in 1918 and in the 
late 20th century when the soviet union was about to collapse. 
in addition, during the presidency of Gamsakhurdia, some cases 
of threatening and discrimination of the non-Georgian population 
took place, which led to extensive migration. recently the situation 
has improved and migration has reduced. however, human rights 
protection organizations have observed cases of discrimination and 
human rights violations based on nationality.

for several years a group of nationalists (see discussion below 
on “Jehovah’s witnesses”) have been trying to introduce a law in 
Parliament which would add citizens’ ethnicity to the information 
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listed in Georgian passports. open discussions of this issue are pe-
riodically held in the mass media, coinciding with the worsening of 
the economy. the new Parliament, like the former one, is postpon-
ing their decision on this legal issue and is clearly avoiding a final 
decision. this is a significant problem that could result in ethnic 
discrimination and conflict, particularly because the vast majority of 
the population is in favor of adding nationality into Georgian pass-
ports. the government periodically returns to this subject to shift 
public attention from the economic crisis to the issue of ethnicity.

All national minorities in Georgia, including the Polish and Ger-
man minorities, have created non-governmental organizations 
(nGo), which are generally active. there are also several nGo 
unions created by national minorities.

Armenians – Armenians are scattered throughout Georgia, both 
in cities and villages. Groups of Armenians live in regions of tsalka, 
tetritskaro and Javakheti, and there are villages in other regions of 
Georgia fully or partially represented by Armenians. traditionally, 
vast numbers of Armenians have lived in the capital.

currently, the greatest concern with regard to potential conflict 
is in the region of Javakheti. Armenians make up the majority of the 
population in Javakheti (at least 92 percent) and Javakheti, one of 
the poorest regions of Georgia, is fully oriented towards neighboring 
Armenia in its trade, cultural relationships, etc. As a region, it is very 
isolated from the rest of Georgia, and the Armenian population does 
not identify themselves with Georgia. local government officials are 
mainly Armenian, and the central government avoids intervention in 
local decision making to prevent tension. conflicts with non-Arme-
nian minorities in the region (Georgians, local Ajarians, and russian 
Dukhobors) are frequent, and nationalistic attitudes are strong. the 
local population, including Armenians and Georgians, are actively 
opposed to the repatriation of meskhetian turks (see below). the 
vast majority of the population is employed by the russian military 
base, and the central government’s decision to close the base has 
created an additional concern for the local population.
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Azeris – most Azeris live in villages of the kvemo kartli region 
(Bolnisi, marneuli, Gardabani), in the suburbs of tbilisi, and villages 
of kakheti. the situation is stable, except for some minor incidents 
related to religion and community matters (see “Jehovah’s witness-
es”). in regions most densely populated by Azeris, the local gov-
ernment is mostly Georgian, but this has not created any dispute.

russians, ukrainians, Belorussians – these groups are scattered 
throughout Georgia, and reside in both towns and villages. they 
generally reside in the vicinity of the russian military bases, as they 
are mainly russian military and members of their families. the rus-
sian population is also represented by Dukhobors. conflicts with 
these communities have not been observed.

ossetians – Before the ethnic conflict, many ossetians were liv-
ing throughout Georgia, both in south ossetia/samachablo Auton-
omous oblast and outside its borders. in the very beginning of the 
conflict, most of them left Georgia. however, in the last few years 
the process of return has started and continues today. ossetians 
reside mainly in the villages of lagodekhi region and Borjomi, and 
a small number lives in Pankisi Gorge. serious conflicts with local 
populations have not been observed.

Jews – Jews were one of the first ethnic groups to settle in 
Georgia. the relationships of Georgians and Jews are traditionally 
positive. the Jewish population is generally integrated throughout 
big cities.

Greeks – Greeks mainly reside in the region of tsalka and Batumi. 
A very high migration rate is observed.

kurds – most kurds live in tbilisi and are loyal to Georgia and 
Georgian government.

meskhetian turks – meskhetian turks are muslims originally 
from the south Georgian region of Javakheti. their ethnic origin 
is not clear, but most consider themselves turks (belonging to the 
society “vatan”). Around 45,000 of them identify themselves as eth-
nic Georgian (belonging to the organization “hsna” or liberation”). 
scientists have also not agreed on their origin.
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in november 1944, about 100,000 meskhetian turks were de-
ported to middle Asia and kazakhstan. in the first month, 30 per-
cent died due to weather conditions and disease. in the 1960s, the 
issue of return of meskhetian turks, as well as the issue of other 
nationalities deported in the stalinist period, became an issue of 
discussion. however, this issue is still not decided. in the 1970s, 
many meskhetian turks moved to Azerbaijan and north caucasus, 
and some of them remained in middle Asia. serious conflict took 
place in the end of 1980s between meskhetian turks and uzbeks in 
the district of fergana valley, the first ethnic conflict that happened 
during the presidency of Gorbachev. As a result of this conflict, 
several thousand meskhetian turks moved to Azerbaijan, north 
caucasus and turkey, but not to Georgia.

Georgia has accepted its obligation to solve the issue of repa-
triation of meskhetian turks within 12 years as a condition of en-
try to the council of europe. however, no progress has been seen 
up to now in the repatriation of these 200,000 to 300,000 people 
(sources differ on the total number to be repatriated). the general 
public is opposed to the return of the meskhetian turks to their 
original residence, especially the Armenian population of Javakheti. 
the Government’s position is to settle meskhetian turks in different 
regions of Georgia once the problem of the return of iDPs from 
Abkhazia is solved. meskhetian turks wishing to return to Georgia 
demand the right to settle in their historical place of residence.

most of the meskhetian turks who have returned to Georgia 
believe they are of Georgian origin. currently, about 500 meskhe-
tian turks families live in two or three villages in the imereti region 
and about 200 students study at higher educational institutions of 
tbilisi and live in the dormitories. some have moved to Javakheti 
region, where they face a tense situation with local population. for 
example, people have broken the windows of the houses bought 
by meskhetian turks.

other ethnic groups – other ethnic groups living in Georgia do 
not create the threat of conflicts, with the exception of a group of 
about 2000 Dagestanis of different ethnic origin (Avars, lezgins, 
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etc.) who live in the village of tiva in kvareli region. they prefer 
to be isolated from the Georgians living around them, and rare 
interactions turn into conflict.

reliGioN

the Georgian orthodox church, led by the Patriarch (current-
ly the catholicos-Patriarch of All Georgia ilia ii), has the majority 
of followers in the country. the Georgian constitution sets forth 
grounds for freedom of confession, but “acknowledges the out-
standing role of orthodox church in the history of Georgia”. even 
though this phrase does not refer to any restrictions on religious 
groups, it may be interpreted in a broader sense in the future, giving 
a privilege to the orthodox church and thus restricting other groups’ 
worship. no other religious entity is mentioned in the constitution. 
on this basis, the Georgian orthodox church has been demanding 
the state sign a constitutional agreement that would determine 
the interdependence of the church and the state. the legal status 
of this agreement would be higher than that of international legal 
documents. several arguments are used to support this demand, 
particularly that if the status of this document is lower than that 
of the international documents, then in any agreement Georgia 
enters with the vatican the status of Pope will be higher than the 
status of the Georgian Patriarch. the church does not accept the 
possibility of this inferior status.

in the last ten years, fundamentalism has gotten stronger in the 
Georgian orthodox church. it is important that in 1970-1980s, the 
situation was completely different. the Georgian church was active-
ly involved in the activities of world council of churches, and ilia 
ii was the chairman of this organization. Discussions on religious 
subjects were held between the orthodox church and catholics 
(“Baptists”), and catholics were allowed to participate in the mass 
held at the orthodox church. they also were allowed to hold cath-
olic mass at sioni cathedral once a week; in 1974, ilia ii and vatican 
cardinal John villedenbrance held a joint mass at the cathedral. ilia 
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ii himself attended mass in vatican at st. Peters cathedral in 1980 
and blessed the church and people.

After the Georgian declaration of independence, the situation 
has changed, as nationalist and messianic tendencies grew stronger 
and the active fight against sectarianism and ecumenism began. 
orthodox christians are now prohibited to participate in the re-
ligious events of the catholic church, as was allowed in the past. 
the Georgian orthodox church is no longer a member of the world 
council of churches. the most conservative representatives of the 
church have requested that the church terminate evangelic rela-
tionships with the churches that remained in the council. Patriarchy 
did not agree on this, as a result the above mentioned group has 
left the holy church. the same steps were taken by a more liberal 
group, the “Boston Group”, which has close contacts with American 
orthodox church.

the Patriarchy has finally closed the doors of the church to the ul-
tra-fundamentalist priest Basil mkalavishvili. mkalavishvili has from 
200 to 400 followers. he demands that the orthodox religion be 
declared as the state religion and remove all sectarians. he is espe-
cially aggressive towards followers of Jehovah’s witnesses. mkala-
vishvili’s group has participated several times in organized protests 
against followers of this religion, and on october 17, 1999 they used 
force against Jehovah’s witnesses during a gathering, burned all 
of their religious literature, and bit people (16 were hospitalized). 
mkalavishvili personally shaved the head of one of the Jehovah’s 
witnesses. while the police actively participated when mkalavish-
vili was thrown out of the Didube church, they did not show any 
interest in this incident, and a lawsuit regarding this incident is now 
stuck in the state bureaucracy.

Generally, state administration officials support the orthodox 
church, sometimes at the expense of discrimination of other reli-
gions, and consider this to be part of the country’s policy.

russian orthodox church – currently there are two active rus-
sian churches in Georgia, both in tbilisi. these churches are under 
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the governance of Georgian patriarchy (in the same manner as the 
Georgian churches in moscow and st. Petersburg are governed by 
the russian Patriarchy). the relationship between russian and Geor-
gian orthodox churches are normal and stable, although from time 
to time the issue of religious items exported from Georgia becomes 
the subject of discussion. Also, it is still remembered that in the 19th 
century many frescos in Georgian churches were whitewashed or 
covered with russian frescos.

catholics – catholicism in Georgia has a long history. the first 
franciscans came to Georgia in 1230. catholicism became popular 
in the 17th-18th centuries in western Georgia. the popularization of 
this religion has not caused any conflict. Around 50,000 Georgians 
are catholics, mostly in the big cities (tbilisi, kutaisi, Batumi). there 
are also several catholic villages, mainly in Javakheti.

several thousand followers of the Assirian catholic church also 
live in Georgia. they are Assirians and live mainly in tbilisi or in the 
village of kanda the district of kaspi. they hold mass in one of the 
catholic churches in tbilisi.

the relationships between catholic and orthodox churches for 
the past ten years have become tense as a result of the position 
taken by the orthodox church, but there have been no open con-
flicts between this two religious groups. the only serious incident 
occurred when the nuncius of vatican was forced out of the country 
during the presidency of Gamsakhurdia. it is important to under-
line that the visit of the Pope John Paul ii had a great resonance 
in Georgia.

evangelist christians-Baptists – the Georgian union of churches 
of evangelist christians-Baptists has around 18,000 followers, and 
owns around 60 churches and 70 religious buildings. the Archbishop 
malkhaz songulashvili leads this union. unlike other countries, the 
Georgian communities of Baptists and evangelists are united. At the 
end of 1980s, when nationalism in Georgia was growing rapidly, 
Baptist religious places of worship were torn down by orthodox 
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christians. the relationship with the Georgian church is currently 
very tense.

Armenian Gregorian church – most Armenians living in Georgia 
belong to the Armenian church, except for a small number of cath-
olic Armenians. As Gregorian churches belong to ethnically based 

religious groups1, this does not carry any threat for the Georgian 
orthodox church, so the relationship between these two churches 
is normal. however, there has been some discussion with regard 
to church property.

Dukhobors – this is a russian religious group exiled by the gov-
ernment of the russian tzar to the caucasus in the 19th century. 
they settled in the southern Georgia region of Javakheti, where 
they created isolated agricultural communities. After the declara-
tion of independence in Georgia, nationalist propaganda, in addition 
to conflicts with the local Armenian population, led to the return 
of many Dukhobors to russia, a process that continues. currently, 
only 1000 Dukhobors are left in the Javakheti region, in the village 
Gorelovka.

Jehovah’s witnesses – this religion originates in America and 
is growing very quickly in Georgia. two official organizations are 
registered in Georgia, the “union of Jehovah’s witnesses” and the 
“Georgian representation of Pennsylvania’s watchtower”. the Je-
hovah’s witnesses state that they have more than 43,000 Georgian 
members, but experts estimated the number to be between 25,000 
to 30,000. Jehovah’s witnesses missionaries’ activities are mostly 
conducted in rural areas, and their following has grown, especially 
in samegrelo and kvemo kartli.

Because of the significant growth of the Jehovah’s witnesses, 
this group has a negative image in the eyes of the Georgian church 
and other groups. the Georgian church considers them its most 
dangerous competitor and is thus actively involved in propaganda 
against them. however, the groups that were thrown out of the 

1 s. subari. 2000. “religious minorities in Georgia”, media caucasica. no. 5-6, pp. 
88-94.
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orthodox church are especially aggressive towards Jehovah’s wit-
nesses, physically abusing them (see the section above on mkala-
vishvili’s group).

recently, muslims have taken steps against Jehovah’s witnesses. 
on september 16, 2000, a group of Azerbaijani muslims in marneuli 
have illegally entered the office of the Jehovah’s witnesses and 
destroyed religious literature. some politicians have joined these 
religious fundamentalists. Guram sharadze has filed an appeal to 
the court accusing of “anti-national and anti-state activities” and 
requested the cancellation of their registration. this court hearing 
has caused a great deal of discussion on television and other media 
sources. the court has declared the activities and organization of 
Jehovah’s witnesses to be legal, and cleared them of any charges. 
As the response to this decision, sharadze has addressed a higher 
legal institution, the supreme court.

the propaganda against Jehovah’s witnesses has been effective, 
at least in Georgian cities. the public opinion polls have shown that 
a majority of the population in tbilisi supports the prohibition of 
the Jehovah’s witnesses’ activities1.

Jewish – Jews have lived in Georgia for a very long time, and have 
never faced anti-semitism or any ethnic conflicts. most Georgian 
Jews left Georgia in the mid 1970s. According to the representative 
of the synagogue, the number of religious Jews in Georgia at the 
moment is not more than 4,000.

muslims – the followers of this group are Azeris living in Georgia, 
Georgian muslim Ajarians, and small ethnic groups of north cauca-
sian origin, mainly Dagestanis and “kists” (or Georgian chechens). it 
is difficult to determine the exact number of muslims in Georgia, but 
it is estimated at approximately 300,000. Azeris are equally divided 
into two groups, shiites and sunnis; no conflicts have been observed 
between these two groups. there are few fundamentalist tenden-
cies in Georgian muslims, with some exceptions as described below.

1 survey performed by tv rustavi-2.
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About 8,000 kist muslims live in Pankisi canyon bordering 
chechnya. After the war in chechnya, the fundamentalist emissar-
ies have been actively involved in missionary work in this region, 
financing the construction of mosques and schools of “vahabits”. 
however, this financial support was cut off immediately after the act 
of kidnapping of red cross representatives in this region. currently, 
there are few vahabits in Georgia.

other religious Groups – in addition to the groups described 
above, there are several other small groups with fewer than 6,000 
followers. these include Protestants: lutherans, Pentecosts, charis-
matics, etc. it is difficult to determine their exact following, as they 
are continually in the process of dividing and uniting. it is also neces-
sary to mention Assirian-nestorians that pray in orthodox churches, 
as they do not have buildings for the religious cults. there are also 
several thousand yezids (syncretistic religion includes zoroastrism, 
islam, Jewish and christian elements).

of non-traditional cults, several groups can be identified in Geor-
gia: krishna’s consciousness (around 200 followers) and scientolo-
gists or Dianetics (100 followers). several years ago krishnaites were 
actively distributing religious literature, but these activities are no 
longer visible. in addition, the Georgian orthodox church insists 
that there are several illegal satanist groups, but there is no proof 
that these groups exist.

finally, a few months ago a young man was detained and ac-
cused of masturbation in the public place and he declared that he 
is a member of the osho rajnish Group. the police tried to accuse 
him of a series of killings in rustavi (a town in which the bodies of 
raped and murdered girls were found), but they later cleared him 
of these accusations.

inteRnallY DisplaceD peRsons (iDps)

As a result of south ossetia/samachablo and Abkhazia conflicts, 
a large number of iDPs are living in Georgia, creating severe prob-
lems for the country. some iDPs have settled with friends and rel-
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atives, and others have been placed in hotels and sanatoriums in 
different parts of Georgia by the state. According to information 
provided by the ministry of the refugees and Placement, a total 
of 272,400 iDPs are registered in 2000. About 12,000 are refugees 
from the south ossetia/samachablo region, but the rest are from 
Abkhazia. the state has placed 117,106 in housing, and the remain-
ing 155,204 live independently.

iDPs are in a critical financial and psychological state. most of 
them have post-traumatic stress syndrome, and are often involved 
in conflicts with the local population. Given the limited budget, the 
government cannot provide sufficient financial support to the refu-
gees. in government shelters, the iDPs are provided with financial 
assistance of 11 Gel a month and 50 kw of electric power at no 
cost. iDPs living on their own are entitled to 14 Gel. the “insecure” 
category (physically challenged, ill people, elderly people, families 
with more than two children, etc.) have received a minister’s fund 
of 100,000 Gel; they have also received free insurance. iDPs have a 
right to use public transport for free. local authorities are respon-
sible for their funerals. in addition, iDPs receive all documentation 
such as passports and driving licenses free of charge, and their 
third level school-children are not charged state taxes. iDPs living 
in villages receive land for their temporary use, and local author-
ities also try to provide them with financial support and organize 
cultural events.

in the past three years, international humanitarian aid that had 
played an important role has been significantly reduced. Deputy 
minister lomaia states that iDPs live in especially bad conditions in 
samegrelo region and tskhaltubo in imereti region.

table 3 below includes data on iDPs in Georgia in those areas 
with more than 2,000 iDPs. while the breakdown of iDPs by age 
group is difficult, it is known that there are many different age 
groups among the iDPs, although many of the young generation 
have moved to russia.
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Table 3. Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in Public and Private 
Housing

city/town total-iDPs living in public shelters living in private homes

tbilisi 89,790 37,277 52,513
zugdidi* 62,124 28,121 34,003
Abasha* 3,427 743 2,684
martvili* 4,226 268 3,958
senaki* 12,288 6,520 5,768

foti* 7,540 2,402 5,138
tsalenjikha* 7,117 1,297 5,820

Jvari* 4,339 349 3,990
khobi* 5,392 2,527 3,669

Chkhorocku* 4,833 1,164 3,669
samtredia 3,125 1,186 1,939

Kutaisi 15,238 7,934 7,304
tskaltubo 8,408 6,954 1,454
Borjomi 2,612 2,223 389

Gardabani 3,854 1,690 2,164
Rustavi 4,316 1,703 2,613

Gori 6,503 1,896 4,607
Batumi 3,305 1,996 1,309

kobuleti 2,784 2,444 340

* samegrelo region.

refuGees

Around 7,500 refugees from chechnya are registered currently in 
Georgia, of whom 4000 are women, 1,500 are men, varying in age 
from 16 and 60. most refugees from chechnya are concentrated in 
Pankisi, in the village Duisi of kists (4,800) and Joko (2,150), while 
380 chechen refugees are now in tbilisi. the Georgian government 
has assigned them the legal status of refugee, but it cannot provide 
any support. foreign humanitarian aid is coordinated by unhcr. no 
conflicts with the local population have been observed, but crime 
in Pankisi is worsening.
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GeNerAl humAN riGhTs eNviroNmeNT

many human rights violations are observed in Georgia, in par-
ticular committed by the police and government power structures. 
several nGos, as well as the parliamentary committee on human 
rights, an initiative of the former chairwoman elene tevdoradze, are 
monitoring human rights violations. the institute of ombudsman 
is weak and does not operate efficiently, and the opposition has 
observed many cases of violations of human rights based on the 
political opposition, but international observers have not proved 
these violations (see reports of Amnesty international, other orga-
nizations). individuals known as political prisoners, who have been 
charged with different types of crimes, are mostly followers of the 
former president.

cases of domestic violence and discrimination based on gender 
are rarely publicly discussed. this is attributable to several facts: this 
discussion contradicts the stereotype of the nation as having great 
respect for the family and women; discussion of these problems 
is against tradition; and it is not seen to be in the interest of the 
government.

the weakness of the state, widespread corruption, and the pop-
ulation’s limited understanding of law seriously worsen the overall 
human rights situation. since 1998 some schools, as an experiment, 
have adopted classes on human rights.

coNclusioNs, APProAches AND recommeNDATioNs

indicators of ethnic conflict – awell-developed indicators system 
and an empirical model for early warning of conflicts is given in the 
1998 publication produced by the international center on conflict 
and negotiation, the empirical model of early warning of ethnic 
conflicts in Georgia. Based on the model described in the book, 
it would be possible to develop special indicator systems of the 
regional and municipal level.

the following basic indicators can be identified:
• economic conditions;
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• social conditions;
• relationship between center and regions;
• cultural and psychological background;
• level of corruption in state institutions;
• number and living conditions of iDPs;
• ethnic and religious minorities;
• russian military bases;
• level of urban sector development;
• financial and human resources;
• Activities of foreign companies;
• Activities of international organizations.
the sources and factors of social and ethnic tension in the coun-

try have created severe crises that cannot be solved in the short 
run. it is necessary to plan and implement programs to facilitate 
greater citizen participation in governance and to increase public 
awareness of these problems. these steps should be taken on dif-
ferent levels, including programs in community development and 
education of the mass media. monitoring and evaluation of the 
sources and factors of the social and ethnic tension is needed. it is 
also necessary to develop nationwide anti-crisis measures.
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whAt freezes AnD whAt unfreezes 
conflicts? 

(the cAse of the GeorGiAn-ABkhAz DisPute)

GloBAl fATiGue ABouT reGioNAl coNflicTs

enormous protraction of conflicts that have been marked by hu-
manitarian crises may kill the very hope for their peaceful settle-
ment. everybody refers to and discusses disputes like Georgian-Ab-
khaz, or n.karabakh with a dual feeling of “this has to be helped, and 
urgently” and “nothing else can really be imagined to make things 
move”. everyone is tired of the unsolved disputes, on all sides, and 
nearly everyone is convinced that what could have been tried was 
already tried on them. is that really so?

Details of Georgian and Abkhaz Picture of Reality
Video-Movie Effect in Conflict Perception
in the year 2000 most Georgians still live in illusion that the tape 

of time can be rewound to the position before August 1992. the de-
mands of the majority of people displaced from Abkhazia as a result 

By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, International Conference, Bad 

Honnef, Germany 2002.

http://sef-bonn.org/events/2000/kaukasus/khutsishvili.html
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of the 1992/93 Georgian-Abkhaz war dwell on the assumption that 
their pre-war residency, property, and social status are restorable. 
the Georgian government’s policy that has left intact all the pre-
war Abkhazian structures now in exile, including an oxymoron like 
customs-in-exile, has reinforced this effect. 

the very first illusion that the Georgian society will have to over-
come is that quasi-cinematographic effect of a “rewindable” reali-
ty. “we understand justice as bringing us back to our homes from 
which we were forced to flee on september 27, 1993”. this is so 
understandable from a human viewpoint, and so impossible in a 
given set of the laws of nature. 

no doubt, iDPs have full right to return to Abkhazia, and if they 
so wish, to the towns they lived in, worked in, etc. the sooner it is 
realized that their return may happen only to a new and irreversibly 
changed reality to which they will have to adapt, the better for the 
prospect of conciliation and settlement.

The ABKhAz: A cAPsulATeD commuNiTy

Among the recent years’ most significant changes in most Geor-
gians’ perception of the Abkhaz is the realization that Abkhaz consti-
tute a different ethnicity, whose claims of nationhood are substan-
tiated. At the same time, many Georgians feel insulted and embit-
tered by the radical Abkhaz stand, “we have not ever had anything 
in common with Georgians, neither ethnically nor culturally. they 
have tried to assimilate us through the history of our relationship. 
now that we have won the war with Georgians, all we want them 
to do is to leave us alone. the sooner they understand it and give 
up whatever offers of settlement and models of reunification, the 
better. only after that we may talk about reconciliation, and live 
like neighbors”. 

to Georgians, this does not sound like a rational basis on which 
a yet unrepresented nation should seek so needed recognition in 
its geopolitical environment. what they do not know is that there 
are more and more Abkhaz who would not really identify with this 
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radical stand, if not for the fear of masses of Georgian returnees 
getting back and making Abkhaz once again minority in their land.

ThAT freeziNG looK BAcK

involvement in a historical discourse looks like having a stimulat-
ing impact, but in the long run it has a freezing effect, as it creates 
gaps in understanding, stirs up emotions, and finally causes the 
communicants to break up communication. All the attempts to clear 
up, reconcile or merely describe historical picture of the disputed 
land have only complicated the dialogue between the parties, which 
has confirmed an old truth that discussion of history is better al-
together avoided until the final stages of an (insh’allah!) successful 
dialogue. more and more Georgians start to realize that to have a 
slightest chance to rescue the prospect of agreement, the Abkhaz 
nationhood should be respected and bygones let be. however, the 
unavoidable retrospection has conditioned public consciousness on 
both sides to a dramatic extent, while historians remained to be 
publicly seen as major scholarly authority in trying to trace the roots 
of a shattered national identity.

On Terms Used and Contexts Meant
What is a Frozen Conflict?
the following considerations may seem too general and unprac-

tical, but they may help create a conceptual framework for more 
fruitful discussions.

“frozen conflict” has lately become a widely used expression, the 
meaning of which has not yet been sufficiently defined or uniform-
ly understood. some considerations may be offered regarding the 
understanding of frozen conflicts based on the Abkhazia case, along 
with some tentative criteria of how to “unfreeze” them. “freezing” 
is a characteristic relevant to a dynamics of conflict, characterized 
by a high level of inertia, when whatever efforts are done, nothing 
is likely to change. in frozen conflicts we usually see that: (a) the 
parties to conflict fail to promote negotiation while evincing distrust 
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to external mediation, (a) both sides demonstrate sustainability de-
spite hardships, (b) communication level between the parties is in-
significant, (c) confidence level between the parties is extremely low 
and does not have a tendency to rise, (d) there is a fragile neither-
war-nor-peace situation in which (e) negotiations are periodically 
renewed but decisions are not achieved, and (f) public opinion on 
both sides is dominated by radicals while unfeasibility of military 
solution is also realized. thus, we see that “freezing” more pertains 
to a stagnation stage in the development of protracted conflicts, 
after more or less intensive mediation and/or transformation ef-
forts have proved unable to open any visible prospects ahead. A 
conflict cannot freeze at sharp turning points or ongoing hostilities, 
and even if a situation resembling freezing appears at a high-in-
tensity stage of its development, then only shortly. real freezing 
happens when high-intensity stage is usually already past, and a 
kind of fragile stability is reached causing outsiders to interpret it as 
a post-conflict stage/situation, and refer to the past-yet-renewable 
high-intensity stage as a conflict proper. such a conflict/post-conflict 
distinction can be seen in many papers dedicated to the Abkhazian 
and karabakhi conflicts.

“movers” AND “freezers”

in a plethora of factors influencing the entire process of conflict 
development, there are factors that foster dynamism and feed-
back, even at the expense of destabilization (“movers”), and those 
that foster self-isolation, distrust, caution, non-doing, protraction 
(“freezers”), even as it evaporates the prospect of settlement. in 
special cases one and the same factor may appear as freezer or 
mover, and freezer/mover status of a factor can mutate with con-
flict development. (e.g. events in Gali region of Abkhazia in late 
may 1998 were intended by those who provoked them to act as a 
mover, but they actually turned a freezer, contributing significantly 
to the present state of conflict). freezing of a conflict takes place 
when the impact of freezers much exceeds (dominates over) the 
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impact of movers. let us focus on freezer/mover impact at a frozen 
stage of the conflict.

movers are usually linked with realized interests and, very of-
ten, perceived internal threats; on the external side these are any-
track diplomacy efforts, international obligations of the states, trade 
needs and obligations, regional economic and transportation proj-
ects, especially those involving disputed territories, etc.

freezers are the sides’ expressed positions and, often, perceived 
external threats underlying them, as well as intrinsic interests of 
political elite(s), nationalistic and conspiracy mindsets, high level 
of distrust and the relevant enemy, rigidity of the perceived dis-
pute issue, popularity of radical/militant stands, etc. freezers are 
elusive as they appear like pseudo-stabilizers, not only in conflict 
resolution field, but in many other areas freezing is often mistaken 
for stabilization.

unexpected changes to the conflict environment – say, power 
vacuum, coup, or any major change in power structure – may break 
up the frozen stage catastrophically.

it can be seen that most objective factors of conflict development 
are movers, while most (not all!) subjective factors are freezers. it 
is hardly possible to point at any other conflict where subjective 
factors dominate so much as in the Georgian-Abkhaz one. Domina-
tion of subjective factors does not mean lesser gravity of situation, 
as subjective factors are no less crucial than objective (e.g. distrust 
is a subjective factor), and the conflict perception determines the 
picture of reality. however, settlement would most probably require 
overcoming of subjectivity in conflict perception and situation as-
sessment on both sides, and development of what psychologists call 
the “internal locus of control”: the ability to assume responsibility 
and not to readdress it to a “third force”. At the same time, dom-
ination of subjective factors also contains hope, because they are 
human-caused, and therefore human-manageable.

humanitarian intervention is a typical remedy that international 
players try on frozen conflicts.
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humanitarian intervention is undoubtedly a mover, but when 
international agencies implement it in a “balanced” manner, i.e. 
when the support comes indiscriminately and equally to all parties 
involved – including the stimulation of those who work for concilia-
tion and those who manipulate the issue – this has a freezer effect.

Bureaucratic/structural interest of international organizations, or 
their affiliation to opportunistic and manipulative governments may 
as well be a strong freezing factor.

“when at a higher-intensity stage of conflict development a sit-
uation is reached that looks like freezing, it means that a certain 
occurred combination of freezers and movers has caused the con-
flict dynamics to come to a temporary halt. At a post-intensive stage 
freezing may mean that the conflict dynamics is going to, or may 
deteriorate without getting to settlement, or in a worst case, result 
in a renewal of hostilities or even a full-scale war”.

furthermore, we need to distinguish between constructive and 
destructive movers.

however, similar distinction cannot be done for freezers, as they 
are naturally destructive. Active civic society is undoubtedly a con-
structive mover. 

some recommendations that immediately come to mind:
identify freezers and movers in conflict dynamics, Distinguish 

constructive movers from destructive, measure weights attached 
to each of the factors, create a model, in which constructive mov-
ers determine the combination of factors influencing the conflict 
dynamics. 

coNclusioN

we need to be as idealistic, as we need to be realistic, first, in 
trusting that democratic ideal in the caucasus is feasible and viable, 
and second, in that there exist no unsolvable disputes and unman-
ageable/non-transformable conflicts, including the most complicat-
ed ones, like the Georgian-Abkhaz.
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(A PercePtuAl AnAlysis of the GeorGiAn 
reAlity)

Lord, give us the gift to see ourselves as others see us.
    An old Scottish prayer.

the sphere of modern political and social practice looks like a 
multiple mirror game, in which you can never be sure where is the 
object and where is its reflection. there is a special role played in 
this game by the mass media and by its sibling, mass mentality. 
the popular media reflect and reinforce the populist politics and 
mass world outlook.

In kantian tradition, the world is always a perceived world. more-
over, there is not any world for us other than a perceived world, 
so perception itself loses meaning, as it presupposes “a thing to 
perceive”. Any Ding an und fur sich – in modern language – a vir-
tual reality, which has seized to be virtual as soon as we realize 
that nothing can be conceived beyond it. such a discourse may 

2 0 0 2
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Unpublished Manuscript, 2002.
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essentially be plausable in one dimension – that of space – while in 
dimension of time the “objective” reality is historically constructed 
in such a way as to become verifiable and be called knowledge. 
from Protagoras’ denial of the “non-subjective” to feyerabend’s 
agnosticism expressed as “denial of method”, human thought was 
from time to time trying to get rid of this dilemma by just stopping to 
think, but even in wittgenstein’s cognitive discourse (incorporating 
this paradox into a logical framework and thus, putting “the beast” 
to work) the problem is only spectacularly highlighted, not really 
addressed. edmund husserl in early 20th century came closer than 
others to understanding phenomenal world(s), but his transcen-
dental phenomenology failed to become a dominating cognitive 
scheme, if i may argue, because it led to risky reconsideration of 
basic beliefs and assumptions of modern social beings’ worldview. 

we refer to “worlds” as ultimate constructs possible from the 
individual perspective, and to their projected parts, or “frames” as 
contexts for “understanding” other(‘s) worlds. According to oscar 
nudler, ”Both “world” and “frame” refer to a set of assumptions 
or principles which enable us to structure situations”. Aldous hux-
ley called the individual human worlds “island-universes”, which 
he considered to be essentially incommunicable. “sometimes the 
uniqueness is so deeply built-in that they may remain essentially 
closed to anyone else”. But again, any attempt of “closing the uni-
verse” explodes from the inside. “As soon as we become critical 
of the assumptions on which a world is based, we somehow step 
out of it, no matter how strongly we continue to believe in such 
assumptions”. 

in humanities analysis is usually understood as conceptual anal-
ysis. moreover, any analysis is understood as essentially conceptual, 
and this is true. it is also true that our analytical thought is very 
often drawn and directed by perceptions. especially is this true with 
regard to political and social spheres where all objects of study 
are really perceptual constructs before they may become subject 
to any conceptualization. we are talking about some power group, 
or a leader, or some historical process meaning really their picture 
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created by ancient chronicles, or mass media, supporters or op-
ponents, or just by an (un)fortunate set of circumstances. At the 
same time, it is also true that, pragmatically speaking, people are 
not interested so much in discovering an ultimate truth, as in the 
outcomes of their object of interest’s activities that may have some 
influence on their lives. 

in this piece i do not mean to indulge in a “hen or egg priority” 
game, nor will i reinvent a wheel by saying that a thinking being 
cannot even smell a flower without participation of grey cells of 
his/her brain. Quoting nudler again, “a perceiver’s world cannot be 
separated from the perceiver’s preunderstandings of reality for the 
very reason that they contribute to his perception as such”. i would 
rather mean the opposite: a thinking being cannot help perceiving 
while thinking, or any objective (object-oriented) thinking is relative.

Analysis is normally referred to and understood with regard to 
an author of that analysis. it is usually understood that any analysis 
bears a tint of subjectivity, as it has been made by a being living 
and thinking, and therefore limited in time, space and the structure 
of mind, not by God. A. A. Bachtin says that when two empirical 
ones converse, the third – a metaphysical one – is presupposed to 
exist (and virtually participates in conversation – G.k.). relativity 
and limits are understood on each side, but both tacitly refer to a 
third side at a metaphysical distance who holds the ultimate truth.

yet a lesser degree of detected subjectivity in an analysis con-
tributes to a higher degree of its credibility. if we now consider 
concrete persons, groups, institutions, of which the analysis treats, 
they cannot all be attributed to an author’s view: they rather ap-
pear as ready-to-use blends made by others or commonly known as 
such, and the more commonly are they recognized as such, the less 
doubt they usually incur. we all know how blood-thirsty or amiable 
may become an image of an historic character due to efforts of a 
famous historian or novelist. on the other hand, in modern age 
we very often consume images and depictions that mass media 
feed us with, especially if our expectations and idiosyncrasies are 
smartly guessed about, addressed and satisfied. even in seriously 
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intended discourses, such as ratings, opinion polling and any socio-
logical or other research where quantitative measurements prevail, 
a background “knowledge” about public characters involved plays 
a crucial role. 

in zulu the word “ubuntu” has a complex and versatile meaning, 
which can be expressed in english as “i am what i am because of 
you”. this “because” is an explanation, certainly not an accusation. 
yet millions of people in the whole world prefer to consume an 
image without asking a question of why, because of what or whom 
is the image such and not different, as if to avoid what this analy-
sis might reveal as a weak argument or prejudiced preassumption 
about the prototype, and thus bring discomfort to a consumer’s 
self-esteem. 

(Israeli scholars conduct a very important analysis of how Jewish 
people and Israel are described in the Arab countries’ school text-
books. Realizing well that would only be one side of the picture, 
they complement it by analysis of how Palestinians and other Arab 
groups are described in the Israeli textbooks. This is then followed 
by a comparative analysis).

relATiviziNG AN oBJecT of ANAlysis

what we mean by an object a is really an asymmetric pair of 
objects (a, b). nothing can be known or imagined of a without 
referring to some b, which has contributed to the perceived pic-
ture of a. thus, if we want to learn a better, we better also learn 
b. ideally, a gallery of characters that are objects of interest to a 
modern media consumer, should every time be complemented by 
a cast of other characters, because of whom the former are as they 
are. of course, construction of a is a multiple effect of many ‘b’s, 
but we may make a justifiable assumption that this may be every 
time decomposed to a set of simpler relations (cf. norbert wiener).

Also, b may not necessarily be an object (person, group, institu-
tion), but it may be a structure of current (contemporary) lifeline 
(fernand Brodel), against which we try to discover a new under-
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standing of a person or its historic age. But the most spectacular 
result we get when contrasting a person with a person. And this is 
particularly relevant for the post-communist Georgian community’s 
mentality, personalizing all discourses, and reducing any other ob-
jector processes to persons/personalities. A psychological mecha-
nism of projection first described by carl Jung shows very well the 
mechanism of personalization in Georgian mentality.

Perceptual analysis is an attempt to reduce complex phenome-
na of social life to relatively simple and easy to understand binary 
relations of “objects” (=atomic phenomena). thus, any person can 
be seen as an atomic phenomenon. Basically, any complex phe-
nomenon may be interpreted as directed (asymmetrical) pair of 
phenomena of lower degree, where the first is determined by the 
second. Another assumption is that, ideally, any qualitatively com-
plex object of study may be represented as a set of interconnected 
quantitatively defined objects, thus making it possible to measure 
them, using some of the existing calculi. 

Phenomenon P (a, b) – perception of an object a with regard 
to b – is a picture of an object a determined by b’s view of a (also 
determined by (binary) relation between a and b). 

Authors of analysis are expected to display as little subjectivity as 
possible when describing an object. it should also be a requirement 
for any analysis, especially including rating or comparison, to make 
references to those personal or impersonal sources of impact who 
influenced background picture(s) of the object of analysis used by 
an author. there should not be anything tolerated like “a common 
view of mr. X is…” or “mrs. y is generally thought of to bear fea-
tures such as…”. 

statement 1: no relation between a and b is reflexive, or (a, a) 
is always different from (a, b) (therefore, no one can picture him/
herself exactly as other pictures him/her). this is the first difficulty 
the socium creates, compared to other realms. self-perception is 
always different from perception(s) of the same object. this makes 
the whole set of perceptions differentiated. 
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Question: any phenomenon of a person, including leaders is a 
result of the interaction of multiple perceptions. Is it not an over-
simplification to consider a binary pair?

Answer: In a political reality it is especially important to reveal 
in seemingly socially determined views and judgments personal/
subjective drives and perceptions. A picture of one leader is very 
much determined by another’ view of him/her, as his/her Significant 
Other, which is than spread as a more or less collectively generated 
picture. This subjective view is very often a projected view.

(This is actually resembling a classic philosophical dispute be-
tween metaphysics and dialectics. In communities like Georgian, 
any power group oriented to gain popular support, assumes a meta-
physical position: they know and propagate the Truth, especially 
if they exploit the magic “national spirit” issue. Even if everyone 
understand this is a game, it nevertheless influences public opinion). 

Power ANAlysis As A PercePTuAl ANAlysis

As a general conceptual preassumption, i assume a phenomeno-
logical world outlook: any object is a perceived object (=phenom-
enon). Accordingly, noumenon turns out to be an empty realm. As 
for empirical preassumptions, the object identified as “the Georgian 
society” is a culturally small group-determined, sociologically frag-
mented and psychologically disbalanced and discouraged commu-
nity, at the same time having a complicated mentality and a high 
human potential.

i will attempt to redefine “interest groups”, “power groups”, 
“agents of influence”, and other characteristics used in political/
social studies in terms of peceptual analysis. this will also involve 
a semantical, and more generally, also other semiotical aspects.

of all objects of political and social study i select those that can 
be understood as power determinants. not the factors forming the 
socium as a perceived universe, but perceived objects, or phenom-
ena themselves. Quasi-determinants are those used as names, but 
having no referents among objects.
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(in an indicator-based or factoral analysis objects and determi-
nants may be understood as indicators or factors).

Strategic Goals: 
• create a valid picture of the Georgian political, cultural, so-

cial realm;
• reveal the mechanisms of manipulation of the public opinion 

picture;
• reveal the power-generating and power-maintaining mech-

anisms of the leaders; give relative power/potential mea-
surements;

• Assess (de-)stabilizing effects on the overall society situation
• Give substantiated forecast of developments.
we should eliminate some popularly used intuitive/verbal con-

structs (e.g. “helisupleba” [the establishment], “opozicia” [opposi-
tion], “erovnulebi” [patriotic forces], “arasamtavroboebi” [non-gov-
ernmentals]) from the analysis itself, leaving it for a different level 
of study, and for the moment qualify them as quasi-objects.

Dynamic set of major oppositions, gaining or losing priority in the 
course of time (Abashidze vs nadareishvili; President vs saakashvili; 
nadareishvili vs un mission; tv rustavi 2 vs President, etc.) should 
be distinguished from quasi-oppositions in which at least one is a 
quasi-object (e.g. President vs opposition; civil society vs Govern-
ment, etc.). 

(In an indicator-based or factoral analysis objects and determinants may be
understood as indicators or factors.)

Strategic Goals:
 Create a valid picture of the Georgian political, cultural, social realm
 Reveal the mechanisms of manipulation of the public opinion picture
 Reveal the power-generating and power-maintaining mechanisms of

the leaders; give relative power/potential measurements
 Assess (de-)stabilizing effects on the overall society situation
 Give substantiated forecast of developments.

We should eliminate some popularly used intuitive/verbal constructs (e.g.
‘helisupleba’ [the establishment], ‘opozicia’ [opposition], ‘erovnulebi’
[patriotic forces], ‘arasamtavroboebi’ [non-governmentals]) from the
analysis itself, leaving it for a different level of study, and for the moment
qualify them as quasi-objects.

Dynamic set of major oppositions, gaining or losing priority in the course of
time (Abashidze vs. Nadareishvili; President vs. Saakashvili; Nadareishvili
vs. UN Mission; Rustavi 2 vs. President, etc.) should be distinguished from
quasi-oppositions in which at least one is a quasi-object (e.g. President vs.
Opposition; Civil Society vs. Government, etc.)

Some phenomenal relations in the Georgian society

Aghordzineba
as seen by
Nadareishvili’s
group

President as
seen by TV
Rustavi 2

Opposition as
seen by the
Government

UN as seen by
Nadareishvili’s
group

Zviadists as
seen by 1st

channel TV
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some PheNomeNAl relATioNs iN The GeorGiAN 
socieTy

Power chart as a picture of an expanded object a (all objects 
influenced by a), or all objects that influence a derivative object 
a. sometimes a power chart of influences may create a virtual de-
rivative object, which may, however, in its turn, influence others. 

Statement 2. Any atomic phenomenon has a power chart.
Statement 3. Power chart as a complex relation is decomposable 

into a set of binary relations. 
(Power chart reveals a higher order perception, analyzable in 

terms of lower order perceptions).
today’s most spectacular opposition in the Georgian politics 

is shevardnadze vs saakashvili. lower in line is nadareishvili vs 
Abashidze.

As there are power groups behind each, we need to clarify a 
complex set of relations between the key member groups. 

An opposition eduard shevardnadze vs opposition cannot be un-
derstood correctly, unless we realise that opposition is a quasi-ob-

Eduard Shevardnadze’s power chart clearly shows that this is an active
determinant (there are more arrows starting from him, than ending on him).
This is a power-generating phenomenon, having powerful mechanisms of
self-consolidation.

Maintenance of power is also achieved in this case at the expense of
manipulation of own power determinants by inspiring conflicts between
them and making them more dependable, such as in Abashidze-
Nadareishvili case. First Abashidze was given a token of an additional
power status, as President’s representative for resolving Georgian-Abkhaz
dispute, than Nadareishvili was given a token to attack Abashidze as an anti-
patriotic factor.

President
(Eduard
Shevardnadze)

Former Communist
party & Soviet
chinovniks,

Clan/family ties
(Magti Group,
ITERA, etc.)

1st channel
TV, govt.
newspapers

Citizen’s
Union
(renovated)

State
chancellery,
Power
structures

International
donor
ountries, FOG

Patriarch of
the Georgian
Orthodox
Church

Georgian
Writers’
Union

“Legitimate”
Abkhazian
Gov-t in exile

Ajara
Leadership

Patarkatsishvili
et al.
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ject (or quasi-determinant), and try to concretise it to real objects, 
e.g. mikheil saakashvili(‘s group), etc.

eduard shevardnadze’s power chart clearly shows that this is an 
active determinant (there are more arrows starting from him, than 
ending on him). this is a power-generating phenomenon, having 
powerful mechanisms of self-consolidation.

maintenance of power is also achieved in this case at the ex-
pense of manipulation of own power determinants by inspiring 
conflicts between them and making them more dependable, such 
as in Abashidze-nadareishvili case. first Abashidze was given a to-
ken of an additional power status, as President’s representative for 
resolving Georgian-Abkhaz dispute, than nadareishvili was given a 
token to attack Abashidze as an anti-patriotic factor.

Mikheil Saakashvili’s power chart shows this is an active determinant
(fewer arrows ending on him, than starting from him), however, with fewer
and weaker power-generating mechanisms than the President, but having a
popular support.

A quantitative measure controlling the choice of references in a chart might
be found in content analysis of the press.

Now let us imagine that Saakashvili’s power chart is done by a person from
the President’s supported group. The objects/phenomena involved would be
partly different.

Socium understood as an environment for (or a universe of) phenomena.
Perception of a socium is a cross-section of all opinion pictures of the socium.
A self-denying object (opposing to its perception as a determinant)
A self-boosting object.
cross-perceptions (presuppose embracing vision?):
e.g. Internationals in Georgia vs. Nadareishvili’s group
perceptions chart related to a socium

Next stage would be getting from the first (between objects) to second order
(between perceptions) analysis

Mikheil
Saakashvili

Rustavi 2 TV

Liberty
Institute

Community
NGOs, e.g.
‘Vake’

Organized
Zviadists

Allied Partners,
e.g. United
Democrats

Proletariat,
low income
groups

International
Ties

National Movement

Party

mikheil saakashvili’s power chart shows this is an active determi-
nant (fewer arrows ending on him, than starting from him), howev-
er, with fewer and weaker power-generating mechanisms than the 
President, but having a popular support.

A quantitative measure controlling the choice of references in a 
chart might be found in content analysis of the press. 
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now let us imagine that saakashvili’s power chart is done by a 
person from the President’s supported group. the objects/phenom-
ena involved would be partly different. 

Socium understood as an environment for (or a universe of) phenomena.
Perception of a socium is a cross-section of all opinion pictures of the 

socium.
A self-denying object (opposing to its perception as a determinant)
A self-boosting object.
Cross-perceptions (presuppose embracing vision?):
e.g. Internationals in Georgia vs Nadareishvili’s group.
Perceptions chart related to a socium.

next stage would be getting from the first (between objects) to 
second order (between perceptions) analysis:

P2 (P1, P2) is a perception of a perceived object (i.e. as seen by 
someone) P1 by P2.

Phenomena (power determinants):
President;
“Zhvania-Saakashvili(‘s group)” is not an object, but the President’s per-

ception (alias “internal destabilising forces”);
“Opposition” is a virtual object “Government’s” perception, and vice versa
Parliament (quasi-object);
Defence Minister (object, but no determinant, therefore dismissable);
Ajara Leadership (Agordzineba as extended Abashidze);
IDPs are a quasi-object;
Nadareishvili’s group is part of IDPs;
NGOs are a quasi-object;
Civil Society is part of NGOs (in President’s perception is an element of 

Zhvania-Saakashvili’s power chart, as well as Rustavi 2);
International Community (in Georgia) .

A resulting Picture of the Georgian socium
Outcomes:

dominating mood;
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norms and ideals;

the role of ideology;

controlled opinion picture and the role of media (TV);

external expectations;

internal (self-)expectations;

human potential measurements.
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stAy HeRe 

international center on conflict a negotiation 
Demands to reform the un

GT: we would like to know your position about the statement 
of heidi tagliavini a new head of the un obser vatory mission in 
Georgia. she stated that she would op pose to apply the item 7 of 
the un charter in Abkhazia, ac cording to which peace should be 
established by force.

G.Kh.: i consider that it is difficult to expect some chang es in 
the Abkhazian conflict adjustment in the nearest fu ture. unfortu-
nately it will go on this way, as none of our demands — changing 
the man date of peacekeeping force, bringing additional sanctions 
into action, — were met.

Heidi tagliavini, who re placed Dieter Boden a German expert 
at this post, is optimis tically minded to this issue, but it seems the 
reason of her optimism may be that fact that she arrived in Georgia 
not long ago and still has optimistic hopes.

2 0 0 2
Interview with George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center 

on Conflict and Negotiation, by Lilli Javakhia, Journalist,

The Georgian Times, Weekly Newspaper, #030(1083), Monday, July 29, 2002.
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we can not be hopeful as we know the whole history of these 
negotiations. the un mandate says that the un first of all strives to 
reach cease-fire agreement and this mandate does not say that the 
reconcile ment process should be launched actively. Dieter Boden 
fell victim of this case also.

I don’t think that Dieter Boden was a bad diplomat or negatively 
minded to Geor gia. he was just forced in a that condition and he 
could not do anything.

the person on such posi tion is not free and is predes tined. Pre-
destined because he works in such system that he has no possibility 
to exercise initiative and to show himself off.

GT: Do you think that tagliavini can lose position taking such 
decision?

G.Kh.: it is just a apoliti cal statement that will not bring any tan-
gible results. it is an initiative that does not have any perspective.

GT: Do you oppose to es tablish peace in Abkazia by force?
G.Kh.: no. i really don’t. i don’t think that russian peace keeping 

forces’ presence in Abkhazia can be positive. they are pro-Abkazian 
forces. they are one-sided forces.

if the russian peacekeep ing forces are changed with the inter-
national ones and they will not include only a rus sian component, 
but other more or less neutrally-minded forces, then the this item 
6 should be applied. we should not do it when only russian peace-
keepers are deployed in the conflict zone.

GT: if it should be done, why does not Georgia carry out this 
intention?

G.Kh.: Because there are many factors that hinder this intention. 
there are different forces in the conflict zone where peace keeping 
forces are deployed. there Abkhazian “boeviks”, Georgian guerril-
las, Abkhazian “militsia” that more or less controls this territory.

GT: Are these groups in terested in facilitation of keeping stability 
in this strip?
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G.Kh.: Proceeding from their purposes they are inter ested to 
disrupt the stabiliza tion. At the same time there are some uncon-
trolled gangs, that have their aims too. e.g. i have talked with the 
Georgian gue rillas many times who stated: “we should not admit 
the peaceful process to develop, because we will fail to reach our 
goal. we aim to take re venge on Abkhazians and gain it back by 
force”. in this sense any stabilization hampers our goals.

in these conditions it will be able difficult to carry out any police 
operation or func tion in this territory.

GT: how would you eval uate the activity of un mis sion in Ab-
khazian conflict ad justment?

G.Kh.: the un mission is too passive. the reason is the some-
what bureaucratic struc ture, that in many states that facilitate to 
stagnate the post- conflict situation i.e. it does not foster the conflict 
adjust ment. Proceeding from the un statue, the un should pro-
mote those initiatives that will serve the common interests. that 
will overcome this stagnation and an agreement will be reached 
on the cardinal issues such as: defining status of Abkhazia within 
Georgia’s ju risdiction, the iDPs problem to return to Abkhazia and 
some others.

According to un charter initiations that reveal joint in terests, 
steps towards conflict resolution and that help achieve agreements 
on iDPs returning must be actively sup ported. the un does not 
work on these issues but on conflict planning.

GT: what’s the reason and the way out of it?
G.Kh.: the reason is a bu reaucratic system of un. un should be 

reformed and the donor countries must finance un only in case un 
accepts those reforms.

GT: how can the problem of iDPs be resolved?
G.Kh.: we must consider it in real terms. we all wish, and ab-

solutely fairly, the iDPs re turned to their homes that will solve lots 
of problems. the matter here is restitution and compensation.



339

IDP HAs tHe CHoICe: to RetURn Home oR stAy HeRe

2002

GT: Do you think that aft er ten years of being iDPs people will 
return to Abkha zia?

G.Kh.: on the one hand we have got lots of iDPs demand ing 
on their returning to their houses, but on the other hand we have 
got bitter reality meaning all will not be able to do so even if Geor-
gian juris diction restores in Abkhazia. the most difficult task in this 
conflict-resolution process will be returning iDPs to their homes at 
the same time not violating human rights. the main obstacle being 
that such problem is not on agenda while negotiating with Abkha-
zians. elder people who re member well the life there will return 
will pleasure but young er generation’s case will be more difficult 
since they have new spheres of interests. how ever, i do know the 
mood of iDPs and that they will go back as soon as some real 
chance appears. But if Abkhazian problem is not settled in short 
time such mood will soon change. the more time passes the less 
the percentage of peo ple willing to return to Abkha zia. that is why 
the govern ment must find some way out, but this way must not be 
a mil itary invasion.

even if we have strong military potential this will not enable us 
return to Abkhazia. Power factor is important but such method does 
not mean situation will be stabilized there and iDPs will peacefully 
return. on the contrary, this will cause criminalisation of the whole 
region, endless guerilla warfare and russia’s game against Georgia. 
Georgia may even be declared aggressor with awful results for her. 
that is why i exclude military seize-over of Abkhazia. state might 
does her best to influence other state by political and not military 
methods in trying to reach some agreement.

GT: if agreement cannot be reached?
G.Kh.: then we have an alternative; either negotiations, without 

results as it now happens, or military invasion. how ever, neither of 
those two will return Abkhazia so we must not remain with only 
those alternatives. the third way is society’s request that the gov-
ernment find the relevant way out or abdicate.
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GT: what do the nGos and governmental organiza tions do to 
improve economic and social life of iDPs?

G.Kh: considerable humanitarian aid was allocated to Georgia 
in the past but due to corrupt statesmen a little aid achieved final 
destination. the aid considerably decreased in recent years. inter-
national politics has switched to devel opment programmes from 
humanitarian aid.

GT: have iDPs got any rights, or are their rights protected?
G.Kh: Disputes have been on for years concerning un’s new 

approach to iDPs issues. A new position was established at un sec-
retary; high commissar on iDPs (refugees in the past). iDPs and 
refugees were once of identical meaning but today iDPs are those 
that haven’t left the territory of their country as a result of any 
conflict. it was said in the new approach that we shall employee 
and educate people being in bad economic and social conditions.

Abkhazian legitimate government, iDPs and related or ganizations 
stated that in case they have the same living con ditions and rights 
as the local population they will lose in centives to go back to Ab-
khazia. Abkhazian legitimate gov ernment thought of those offers as 
of a secret plan of un to create good conditions for iDPs here and 
detroy the will to return to Abkhazia. According to such logic one 
must hold iDPs in unbearable conditions not to lose incentives to 
re turn home. this is not a fair and normal approach to the issue. 
the iDPs may choose to return to Abkhazia or to stay here. such 
approach must not generate one’s disgrace.
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wHy DID not tHe RevolUtIon tAKe PlACe In 

GeorGiA?

A Q&A with the Director of the international centre on conflict 
and negotiation (iccn), George khutsishvili in reference to the latest 
developments in Georgia.

GT: what turn do you think the political developments may take 
in Georgia?

G.Kh.: in my judgment, situation has transformed into a strategic 
game with no way out. however, it might have been designed this 
way at the very beginning. 

GT: what do you mean? 
G.Kh.: mikheil saakashvili expected that tension would hit its 

climax and scores of people would take to the streets. saakashvili 
hoped that the processes would have beneficial outcome for him 
but the leader of the national movement failed to mobilize enough 
resources of people. the present situation suggests he is unlikely 
to attain his objective.

2 0 0 3
Interview with George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center 

on Conflict and Negotiation (ICCN), by Khatuna Kviralashvili, Journalist, 

The Daily Georgian Times, Tbilisi, Georgia, 13 November, 2003.

Interview with George Khutsishvili
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GT: that is, saakashvili’s plan is a failure...
G.Kh.: well, when a situation enters stalemate, a leader should 

be ready to make changes to ways leading to his objective. But 
I don’t see saakashvili is doing so. without proper changes, this 
process will not be successful for the opposition leaders, and all 
these designs will fall through. unless something changes, people 
who expressed support to the opposition and made a sacrifice to it, 
will be strongly disappointed. hence, the opposition leaders should 
promptly map out a strategic plan thus changing the situation to 
their benefit. they are to meet the hopes of so many people who 
are marching through the streets to shout their support to the op-
position.

GT: specifically, what should they do?
G.Kh.: for instance, they should file more suits to the courts and 

seek legal ways to prove their stance right and their victory in the 
elections legally grounded.

GT: they could have chosen this way from the very beginning 
but they actually turned to different means...

G.Kh.: right, they could, but i don’t think it is too late to do so 
now.

GT: Don’t you think they will find it very difficult to shift to legal 
ways when they are already stuck in the current situation?

G.Kh.: yes, it might be a bit difficult but when people trust you, 
you are to do something. otherwise, people’s attitude may turn to 
your detriment.

GT: you mean that the opposition leaders don’t have a strategic 
plan...

G.Kh.: they did have it, but not everything happened the way 
they had expected.

GT: they were gearing up for this scenario for a long time and 
they were working on people too. why do you think they failed to 
muster the desirable masses of people?
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G.Kh.: yes, you’re right. they had been preparing for that for 
a long time. i myself witnessed how rustavi-2 tv station, and the 
kmara [enough] student movement worked for that purpose ... But 
to carry out such maximalist slogans and ideas and win support of 
a big mass of people, your motivations should be understandable... 
they started it out very well. they claimed that the elections were 
rigged, that they took the second place while they should lead the 
polls. this motivation was quite logical and acceptable for many 
people but they changed their slogans within a few days. they de-
manded that the election returns be cancelled and the President 
immediately resigned. this new demand proved to be not so con-
vincing for the larger masses.

GT: why?
G.Kh.: when you put out such a demand, you are to spell out 

why you want it to happen. or, you should realize that you will have 
problems. Besides, when you announce that the President should 
resign immediately, you should have enough motivation for that. 
only claiming that life is unbearable, that we all are in plight etc. is 
not at all enough. A very big part of population actually came out in 
the streets on saturday. An estimate 15 000 people gathered. this 
was a peak indeed but the impetus was not maintained.

GT: can we conclude today that saakashvili’s intention to con-
duct a revolution is a failure?

G.Kh.: we can say now that the revolution did not take place 
on this stage. nonetheless, this fact should be an indicator for the 
government that they don’t deal with a simple matter. People were 
fully aware of what their protest meant. unless situation improves 
in the country, people will march in the streets again. notably, sim-
ilar events preceded the end of milosevic’s career.

GT: shevardnadze will step down on his own, as his presidential 
mandate expires in an year and a half. why do you think the oppo-
sition leaders hurry to topple him through the revolution?
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G.Kh.: opposition leaders thought this was an excellent oppor-
tunity for them but they failed to weigh up everything in a due 
manner...

GT: specifically, who devised this scheme?
G.Kh.: this was mikheil saakashvili’s scheme. zhvania-Burjanadze 

would never have thought of that...
GT: why was saakashvili in such a hurry?
G.Kh.: this is a strategic misstep of saakashvili.
GT: many assume that saakashvili’s plan is financed by foreign 

forces. you’ve mentioned that you had been watching this process 
closely. what do you think of that?

G.Kh.: yes, i was following this process and i have some opinion 
about that.

GT: what information do you have about financing of this plan?
G.Kh.: i only know that such processes usually require huge 

finances. i don’t know who finances these concrete processes in 
tbilisi.

GT: Did you try to identify them?
G.Kh.: frankly speaking, i didn’t have an access and opportunity 

to do so. But the fact is that everything needs a deal of money. 
they even say that soros foundation gave them money... But i don’t 
think the open society foundation would have rendered such a big 
support. i am well aware of how the structure of soros foundation 
works. it would not have provided that money necessary tor such 
a big plan.

GT: however, soros’ role in the plan seems apparent...
G.Kh.: yes, you may be right, especially, when it comes to the 

kmara movement. But i don’t know how much money was provided 
to finance kmara.

GT: As far as i know, soros earmarked half million usD for 
kmara...

G.Kh.: well, i didn’t know that...
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GT: Kakha lomaia, Director of the soros foundation repeated-
ly expressed his support to the oppositionary political groups. Do 
you think the international funds have the right to interfere in the 
domestic affairs of a foreign country?

G.Kh.: in my personal experience, international foundations al-
ways forbid me to lobby political processes or provide finances for 
them from the grant funds. it is generally assumed that international 
funds don’t normally grant such right to grant recipients. so, there 
really might be some discrepancy in this regard. however, we don’t 
know exactly what happened. Perhaps, head office of the fund al-
lowed kakha lomaia to spend money in that direction.

GT: certainly, lomaia would not have done so on his own. But 
did George soros himself had the right to finance rebellious plans 
of any political group in Georgia?

G.Kh.: As a rule, international funds don’t have such right. But 
i am unfamiliar with the statute of George soros’ foundation. Per-
haps, his statute allows such exceptions. you cannot challenge the 
fund if all these were done legally.

GT: why do you think a coup d’etat could be in the interest of 
George soros?

G.Kh.: i cannot imagine that. it’s possible that this is an outcome 
of the image that mikheil saakashvili built at the international are-
na. Apparently, saakashvili turned out to be an acceptable person 
for the west. they had a message in the us that there is a man 
in Georgia who fights for democracy. so, the rich people in the us 
decided they are to help a man fighting for democracy.

GT: should they help him to overthrow the government?
G.Kh.: no, certainly no one would help him if this objective were 

formulated this way. And i believe it was not formulated that way. 
the slogans — down with president. let’s topple the government 
etc. – could not have been included in the project that received 
financing. we should not blame George soros for financing saakash-
vili in order to bring down shevardnadze. the project might have 
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received financing for other purposes but it set a different goal later. 
so to say – it is a completely different project.

GT: other democratic institutions also helped the leaders of the 
opposition. for one, the nDi finances the trip of opposition leaders 
saakashvili, zhvania and Gamkrelidze to yugoslavia, to share the 
experiences of governmental overthrow.

G.Kh.: i don’t agree with the speculation that this seminar was 
an instruction on how they could topple the President and govern-
ment in their countries.

GT: the fact is that they have gained such experience...
G.Kh.: it may look like otherwise, but the seminar actually had 

another goal. the seminar aimed at showing the participants how 
democratic processes have been developing in yugoslavia and how 
the countries have been liberated from totalitarian regimes. this 
was not an instruction indeed.

GT: mr. khutsishvili, you’re an expert of conflict management, 
did you forecast what direction the politician processes would take 
in Georgia?

G.Kh.: i really expected that these processes would take more 
strained turn that would result in bloodshed. But thanks to God 
we avoided the bloody conflict. i wanted the opposition and the 
government compromise to the benefit of the people who came out 
to support the opposition. But apparently, this will not be the case.

GT: will it be a way out if shevardnadze resigns?
G.Kh.: shevardnadze will not resign today. even if he does so we 

will enter a legislative deadlock. Besides, if he quits today he will 
have the right to run for the presidency for another term in 2005.

GT: that is, shevardnadze may agree to resign...
G.Kh.: if it suits us, of course it can also happen...
GT: that is, we may even conclude that the opposition and she-

vardnadze have made a deal...
G.Kh.: this would be the biggest and far-sighted conspiracy the-

ory that i cannot share. 
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reAl sPoilers in A woulD-Be PeAce 
PRoCess  

(the south-cAucAsus cAse)

stedman defines spoilers as actors who aim to undermine the 
peace process. that is, we need to have a peace process ongoing 
for the spoilers to enter the scene. in the still unresolved south-cau-
casus conflicts – in nagorno-karabakh, Abkhazia and south ossetia 
– peace agreement has never been signed, negotiations are stalled, 
and the positions of the parties are frozen. nevertheless, in the offi-
cial un, state and interstate documents peace process is mentioned 
as ongoing in all mentioned cases. instead of collapsed peace agree-
ment, we need to understand the collapsed process that should 
have led to a peace agreement. to avoid ambiguity, it is logical to 
assume that spoiling may also happen to the started, halted or 
frozen peace processes, where signing of a peace agreement is yet 
an unreached goal. finally, may it happen that a custodian of the 
peace process appears a spoiler itself?

2 0 0 4
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 2004.

George Khutsishvili
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in order to understand who are the spoilers e.g. in the Abkhazia 
peace process, how to classify or otherwise qualify them, we need 
to look back at the major stages of the dispute.

what is continuously referred to as the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict 
has really undergone structural stages.

parties to conflict at its high-intensity stage (1992-93): 
• separatist Abkhaz leadership;
• Georgia’s interim leadership;
• north-caucasus rebellious confederation.
parties to conflict at its “frozen” stage (1994-present):
• Georgian state authorities;
• Abkhazia’s de facto government;
• Abkhazia’s “legitimate” government in-exile (an actor pro-

duced as a result of the war).
main actors who form the process are the Georgian and Ab-

khaz societies collectively, whose positions are represented by the 
positions of the respective elites. stakeholders are all the actors 
with perpetual interest in the conflict zone, such as official russian 
leadership, along with part of its political, military and economic 
elite, the united states, eu structures represented on site, iDP and 
refugee communities produced as a result of the humanitarian cri-
sis, north-caucasus communities that are kin to the Abkhaz, eth-
nic/demographic groups within Georgian society that express their 
distinct view on the conflict, etc.

in the existing distribution of forces, the peace agreement if it 
were signed would have as signatories representatives of the Geor-
gian state and the Abkhazia de facto leadership. most probably 
a russian official representative would also be a signatory of the 
agreement. custodians of the peace process would be primarily the 
united nations – represented by special representative of secretary 
General and head of unomiG, and to a lesser extent osce.
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yesterday, on the 16th of march, a group of representatives of 
Georgian non-governmental organizations was not allowed to cross 
the administrative border of the Autonomous republic of Ajara. it 
is noteworthy that this action was carried out by the armed groups 
of unknown origin and status dislocated at the choloki bridge. the 
representatives of non-governmental organizations were harshly 
expelled from the choloki territory. All these developments were 
carried out with an active participation of mr. tsintskiladze, the 
speaker of the parliament of the Autonomous republic. thus, the 
isolationist policy, terror and hostage-taking of citizens, is, in fact, 
the conscious choice of the official Batumi. it is worth noting that 
the only goal of the representatives of non-governmental organi-
zations was to be on the spot and to meet with their colleagues 
from non-governmental organizations operating in Ajara. through 
discussing the issue with Ajarian counterparts, the representatives 
of nGos from tbilisi would have a better knowledge/information on 
the facts of human rights violations in the Autonomus republic (the 

2 0 0 4
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Statement on the Situation in Ajara, Tbilisi, 17 

March, 2004.
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issue of human rights violations in Ajara was raised by non-govern-
mental organizations during the working meeting that took place on 
the 15th of march 2004 in the sheraton-metechi Palace). 

 we, the members of the indicated group of non-governmental 
organizations, are stating that we clearly witnessed the danger fac-
ing any citizen living on the territory of the Autonomous republic of 
Ajara. taking in account the ongoing processes in the Autonomous 
republic, we believe it is of utmost importance to create a moni-
toring group that will include the representatives of local, as well as 
international non-governmental organizations and embassies. the 
monitoring group will contribute to collecting precise information 
on human rights violations in Ajara.
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“frozen conflict” As A result of An 
UnCooRDInAteD CollABoRAtIve ACtIon

conflict in discourses offered in the further text is a problem 
related to an enduring dispute between the social actors called 
parties and marked by incompatibility of goals in their programmes 
expressed in positions. Almost all existing (=persisting) ethno-terri-
torial conflicts have commonalities in that their development – as 
a rule, a product of multiple actors and factors – is structurally 
centred on a dispute between two ethnically identifiable and dis-
tinctly unequal-sized communities that have lived for a long time 
in the same country (this kind of relationship belongs to asymmet-
rical binary oppositions). inequality in size and resources creates a 
delusive impression on the larger community side that imposing 
“law and order” on a smaller side could restore the pre-conflict 
situation, while on the smaller community side develops an inferi-
ority complex combined with a humiliated national dignity feeling 
and desire to block-out. the same inequality at a more developed 
stage of the conflict plays a trick on a larger (and seemingly stron-
ger) side, allowing the smaller side to accumulate resources and 

2 0 0 5
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, International Conference, August 

15, 2005.
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external support sufficient to achieve secession, sometimes even 
a military victory, and later, a prolonged “frozen” post-war stage. 
this phenomenon may be called the “tom-and-Jerry effect” in eth-
no-territorial conflict1.

Dramatically different, even irreconcilable look the conflict pic-
tures generated in the parties to conflict as a result of conflict de-
velopment, which the parties try to communicate to the world and 
would expect the world to share. Both have their philosophies/
ideologies based on anything ranging from strict data to myths and 
legends. usually a conflict area appears insignificant on a world 
geopolitical map, and hardly ever the picture generated in a party 
to conflict becomes indisputable for the world community. yet the 
world has to perceive and consume any conflict as something inter-
pretable in familiar terms and explained against known examples. 
the sum-total “objective” picture created by an outside-neutral 
expert view that becomes wide-spread differs from either of the 
insider-partial views. it is often influenced by a merciless informa-
tional warfare, in which the party to conflict having stronger mo-
tivation and access to stronger informational networks is usually 
more successful.

 An internationally declared official picture of a conflict justifies 
and protects a party that has larger – or sole – degree of legitimacy 
in its position (e.g. the impaired territorial integrity of a state and/
or large number of refugees/iDPs to return home). in numerous 
cases, an average mass consumer-oriented informational picture 
of a conflict is a synopsis of various tell tailing stories attributing a 
failing peace process more to the parties themselves (pictured as 
stubborn and irrational in behaviour), than to insufficient or spoiled 
mediation efforts. they therefore motivate a civilised consumer to 
automatically justify and vindicate the smart yet vulnerable smaller 
against the clumsy bigger one (again the “tom-and-Jerry effect”), 

1 cf. George khutsishvili. the “tom-and-Jerry effect” in the Picture of ethno-territorial 
conflict. “the 24 hours”, 12 July 2004, tbilisi, Georgia.
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and finally to get sick and tired of both and of the whole unending 
story.

how the story actually ends depends much less on the imme-
diate parties to conflict, than on a much wider and stronger range 
of actors that form the environment of conflict.

the question is often asked lately if kosovo gaining independence 
and northern cyprus acknowledged by the international community 
may have impact on the nagorno-karabakh, Abkhazia or south os-
setia developments. the question reads: “may international support 
for restoration of the impaired territorial integrity be shattered by 
new counter-examples, and could precedences enhance the chanc-
es for separatism to win”? 

the very essence of the issue is related to the equation that 
has formed in regard to the unresolved ethno-territorial disputes 
worldwide: a summarising relationship between two multi-faceted 
groups representing, on the one hand, the actors who for various 
reasons strive for preservation of the distribution of forces, roles 
and influences established as a result of the conflict (the status 
quo party), and, on the other, those who strive for its alteration/
transformation.

conflict support (or preservation) system1 dwells on a sum-total 
of stable influences from actors operating at local, national, regional 
and international levels who, for whatever reasons, are interested 
in prolonging the status quo, keeping the conflict (or post-conflict 
situation)2 “frozen” (therefore they act as “freezers”) and in creating 
obstacles to actors and parties consciously aiming to transform the 
conflict (or “movers”)3. the version a mass media consumer gets: 

1 we use the term “system” and not “cumulus” or “multitude” because similarity of 
interests of seemingly unconnected actors foster synergies, and participating actors 
often enter in mutually conducive relationships. 

2 in some contexts “conflict” is identified with a high-intensity stage characterised by 
a certain level of hostilities often followed by humanitarian crisis or mass exodus of 
refugees/iDPs from the conflict zone. respectively, the whole subsequent period of 
an unresolved dispute is referred to as a “post-conflict period”.

3 cf. George khutsishvili, what freezes and what unfreezes conflicts? http://sef-bonn.
org/events/2000/kaukasus/khutsishvili.html.
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conflicts stay unresolved because of inability of the parties to nego-
tiate, or weakness of the custodians of the peace process1. hardly 
anyone guesses to refer to a cumulative strength of “custodians” 
of the status quo that appear capable of imposing a simulation 
of peace efforts instead of really proactive result-oriented actions, 
and eventually freeze any process that might lead to a positive 
peace. that formally complies with limitations of the mandates of 
international organisations operating in the conflict zones – and 
act as custodians – whose main task is to maintain negative peace, 
i.e. minimise the possibility of violations of ceasefire agreements 
and obstruction of ongoing drowsy negotiations (mostly focused on 
current technical issues, not peacebuilding initiatives).

A lot is made in today’s world in the name and for the sake 
of stability; and although the kind of equilibrium achieved in so-
called “frozen conflict” zones as a result of domination of the sta-
tus quo party is fragile and illusive, in human perception status 
quo itself has connotations and associations with stability, more 
so than transformation and integration that relate to proactive and 
risky action towards change. Bureaucracy seeking stability of its 
own kind, joining in within a mosaic of various obstructers, spoilers2 
or good-wishers, is always scores of points ahead of any initiative 
aiming at a positive peacebuilding effort. conflict support system 
works towards promotion of those cadres in civil society, donor 
community, project evaluators and expert assessments, diplomatic 
circles, international or peacemaking organisations that would not 
jeopardise the frozen state of conflict. conflict support system is 
apprehensive of proactive statesmen with a political will to defreeze 
the conflict, and tries to curb their efforts picturing them as risky 
adventurers or warmongers. Playing on a universal truth that there 
is no military way of resolving a frozen ethnic conflict, “custodians” 

1 Please watch out for the forthcoming book: oliver richmond and edward newman, 
eds. challenges to Peace-Building in Armed conflict: spoilers, violence and conflict 
resolution, tokyo: united nations university Press, 2005.

2 cf. stephen John stedman, spoiler Problems in Peace Processes, international secu-
rity, vol. 22, no. 2 (published by mit Press), Autumn 1997, pp. 5-53.
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of the status quo form the public opinion in favour of keeping the 
balance between the powers indefinitely long, and against any in-
terventions towards changing this balance. of course, this needs 
creation and advertising of limited closed initiatives in confidence 
building between representatives of parties to conflict that cannot 
lead to a socially tangible effect.

not to create a slightest impression that the author is obsessed 
with any kind of conspiracy theory, we should stress that conflict 
support system is not created by a conscious conglomerate of stake-
holders, nor is it a complex operation steered from some clandes-
tine centre. it should rather be understood as a domineering vector 
in multitude of actors operating at different levels, acting on their 
own but united by common or similar interests, where horizontal 
alliances may be shaped between those persons and groups that 
expect promotion of their goals and achievement of synergies in 
parallelling their actions with others.

it is always important to identify a major system-forming factor, 
which in the case of conflict support system is undoubtedly interest. 
As we will see in further text, interests of various actors may be 
very different but they nevertheless may facilitate the same goals 
and lead to the same effects. it is important to keep in mind that 
interest in conflict analysis reveals itself as an objective factor and 
as such is not equal to conscious intention or unconscious attitude.

endorsement of the divided cyprus as consisting of two inde-
pendent states lies within the status quo. Another and less obvious 
chain of thought is required to understand how the prevalence of 
the status quo ideology may lead to a proactive action, e.g. granting 
independence to Kosovo1, or facilitating the incorporation of Abkha-
zia in russian federation. regarding the Abkhazia case, obviously, 

1 Parallels and comparisons between the Balkans and the caucasus situation may be 
found in the article: George khutsishvili and Albrecht schnabel, the kosovo conflict: 
the Balkans and the southern caucasus, in: “kosovo and the challenge of human-
itarian intervention: selective indignation, collective Action, and international citi-
zenship” (Albrecht schnabel and ramesh takur, eds.), tokyo, united nations univer-
sity Press, 2000.
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there is incompatibility between the positions of immediate parties 
to conflict (often referred to as “irreconcilable national projects”), 
but this is only natural if we have a real and not imaginary conflict. 
remarkably, there is incompatibility between the declared and ac-
tual positions of the russian federation – a custodian of the peace 
process, self-appointed yet endorsed by the international commu-
nity and a principal broker/mediator to the conflict – with regard 
to the Georgian-Abkhaz dispute that the international community 
has been tolerating. the official russian position being adherence 
to the territorial integrity of Georgia and promotion of efforts to-
wards integration of Abkhazia in Georgia’s legal space, the reality 
has been dramatically different: separatist ideology and anti-Geor-
gian sentiment in Abkhazia have been systematically supported and 
fostered from russia. large-scale property privatisation via russian 
or third-party companies, giving russian passports and citizenship 
to the population, after which russian statesmen declare in the 
state Duma that russia has the right to interfere to protect the 
(already) russian citizens in Abkhazia.

Analysis of the Abkhazia case will be used in the further text to 
reveal the interests that unite very unlikely actors in a kind of “part-
nership” that supports “no peace, no war” solution, and therefore, 
secessionism to a carefully calculated extent, and eventually kills 
creative thought and transformative vision with regard to conflicts. 
it curbs the development of public diplomacy, communication and 
dialogue between the communities, deepens the sensation of dead-
lock, disparity among conflict-affected groups and thus, increases 
possibility of the renewal of hostilities.

*  *  *

i guess it would raise brows if we conclude that a russian general 
which still cannot reconcile with demolition of the once formidable 
empire, a rich Armenian immigrant in America trying to strengthen 
a regional environment for independence of nagorno-karabakh, a 
representative of a respectable european peacemaking institution, a 
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member of a paramilitary grouping in the forests of kodori, and an 
osce mission officer in tbilisi may all have the same common point 
of interest in keeping the situation in a conflict zone unchanged. on 
the international side, operational network of the conflict preserva-
tion system is formed mostly by individuals at a mid-range executive 
level of the agencies involved – most flexible and dynamic – feeling 
their personal cause or incentive matching the task of the system. 

in terms of the actors involved, the conflict preservation system 
with regard to the Georgia conflicts is formed by such unlikely a 
company as:

- russian authorities and circles supporting secessionism in all 
parts of the former ussr except for the territory of russian fed-
eration itself (cf. the chechen case); their direct interest-provider: 
leadership of the russian peacekeeping forces in the conflict zone 
(the interest has been to make newly independent states as much 
depended on russia as possible, unresolved conflicts being used as 
pressure and manipulation tools; the interest is characterised by 
high-intensity at all times, which indicates its strategic importance);

- radicals on both sides of conflict accusing their respective gov-
ernments in collaborationism, insisting on maximalist platforms, and 
rejecting any compromised agreements (the interest being to keep 
up rating and popularity, gather votes for elections, often also to get 
shares from shadow economics and illegal business; the intensity 
varies with political regime: in Gamsakhurdia and shevardnadze1 
times radicals had maximum publicity);

- Guerilla groups and armed militia on both sides of conflict 
openly supported by radicals, and covertly supported by the au-
thorities, overtly confronting each other and actually cooperating in 
illegal trade and exchange of hostages (the interest is to profit from 

1 zviad Gamsakhurdia was one of the leaders of Georgian national liberation move-
ment since mid 1980s, and the first elected president of post-soviet Georgia be-
tween may 1991 and January 1992. was ousted on January 6, 1992 by oppositionary 
forces who accused him of extreme nationalism, and succeeded by the former soviet 
foreign minister eduard shevardnadze who ruled till november 23, 2003.
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keeping the parties separated, alienated, and the enemy image high 
on both sides of conflict, to prevent a compromised agreement); 

- Groups that support international terrorism (the interest is to 
obtain favourable environment by maintaining unrecognised milita-
rised enclaves and uncontrolled territories as corridors for network-
ing and places for terrorist training bases; this interest was highly 
intensive in late 90s);

- smugglers, traffickers and illegal traders (the interest is to main-
tain uncontrolled territories for their operations; this interest varies 
in intensity);

- some civil society activists and groups, intellectuals and hu-
man rights defenders (their interest is to gain influence and attract 
international donors by demonstrating courage and persistence in 
protecting “the weaker” against “the stronger”, creating purposeful-
ly restricted models of dialogue between the parties and providing 
for them equal opportunities in that dialogue; this interest is high 
at all times);

- Diasporas and ethnic associations abroad (their interest is to 
promote objectives of their kinfolk communities in conflict zones, 
and protect the respective seceded enclaves from a spillover effect 
that might result from compromised solutions to other disputes; 
this interest remains high at all times); 

- missions of international organisations, including un and osce, 
operating on the spot and having certain responsibilities with regard 
to negotiations and conflict resolution (their interest in this regard is 
a natural-bureaucratic one: to prove their necessity and indispens-
ability, enlarge resources and apparatus, create or support as few 
obstacles to their status and capabilities as possible, and control 
the situation with as little effort as possible);

- transnational corporations that are stakeholders and/or own-
ers of regional scale projects/programmes (their interest is not to 
jeopardise their investments and to minimise the risk of uncalcu-
lable developments in or with regard to conflict zones, therefore 
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they hardly ever support conflict transformation or humanitarian 
intervention initiatives).

russia is, ostensibly, a most obvious spoiler and freezer of the 
peace process in the caucasus, but is in reality – a very proactive 
actor. she has maintained by means of the conflict malmediation 
the levers to control regional processes that, although far from de-
sirable, gave her the capacity to prolong military presence, promote 
political interests in the unrecognised entities and stand between 
the west and the post-soviet states. russian analysts try to consider 
as conceptually identical the national liberation movements in the 
former soviet “union republics” (since end of 1991 – nis), and the 
secessionist movements in autonomies of the nis. their logic is: if 
the west deemed legitimate for ukrainians or Georgians to seek 
independent statehood, why should the same right be denied for 
Abkhazians, transdniestrians, or karabakhis? remarkably, the same 
argumentation fails to work about chechens, but that is a topic for 
another article. 



360

tHe wAy foRwARD: PRACtICAl meAsURes 

in my view the problem is not so much that we have unresolved 
conflicts in the south caucasus, but the way that these conflicts 
have become frozen. the main issue is how to overcome the inertia 
that the conflicts have acquired, which is preventing the interested 
parties from resolving them. looking back over the history of these 
conflicts, it is evident that attempts to change the situation in the 
conflict zones have provoked covert attempts to preserve the status 
quo. this is because it is in the interest of many parties either offi-
cially involved in the conflict zone, or interested in the conflict in one 
way or another, to change the situation or to preserve it as it is. most 
of the ethno-territorial conflicts in the world remain unresolved, 
then, mainly because those with an interest in prolonging the status 
quo are much stronger internationally, regionally and locally than 
those with an interest in changing the situation and helping the 
conflicts to emerge from their frozen state. this group of forces 
that spontaneously coalesces around the zone of conflict, and that 
has economic, political or other interests in prolonging the conflict i 
have described as a conflict preservation system. in this perspective 
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the main issue is how to deal with this system. the challenge is how 
to defrost the conflicts. we have had very good example of a frozen 
conflict, i am sorry to say, during this conference. Positions have 
stayed the same as they were many years ago, as have the issues 
in the debate, the parties and their positions, and the rules of the 
game. this stagnation prevents the parties involved from looking 
at things with fresh eyes, and from perceiving the opening up and 
the closing down of opportunities. impulses to resolve the conflict 
are subdued and overwhelmed by impulses to preserve the status 
quo. in this way we can distinguish between freezers and movers. 
the freezers are the spoilers of the peace process, the parties that 
prevent it from having a successful outcome. in many conflicts in 
the world we see the spoiling of solutions to civil wars. however 
traumatic the living conditions of the people, dictators managed to 
maintain themselves in power, especially in Africa. in most cases 
the efforts of the international community prove to be insufficient 
to resolve or to defrost the conflict in a positive way. this vicious 
circle of conflict preservation is the main issue that needs to be 
addressed. so who are the movers? those behind the democratic 
revolutions are movers. i have no hesitation in saying that what 
is now happening in the cis space is a positive development, and 
that the revolution in Georgia opened up new opportunities for 
the people there to deal with their problems. this is not just an 
academic judgment: it was clear in practice that new opportunities 
were opened up. however, alongside the view that the defrosting 
of conflicts opens up opportunities, there is another view that de-
frosting conflicts creates a threat of destabilization. the events of 
summer 2004, for example, represent a panic reaction on the part of 
the conflict preservation system to the emergence of opportunities 
for a peaceful solution. the opportunities emerged from the im-
provements in relations between Georgia and russia following the 
economic summit in tbilisi. saakashvili and Putin’s meetings were 
based on new priorities and they led to certain agreements about 
the conflict zones. it is important to note the differences between 
the south ossetia conflict and the Abkhazia conflict. Georgians do 
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not perceive the south ossetians as engaging in ethnic cleansing 
of Georgians. from the south ossetian point of view, Georgians 
are not occupiers of their land; they are not aliens on their territo-
ry. however, according to the Abkhazian view of things, which has 
strengthened over many decades, especially over the last decade, 
Georgians are occupiers. the experience of peaceful life together, 
mixed marriages and so on becomes more and more remote as 
time passes and successive generations lose any memory of it. thus 
these legends become frozen in the minds of the population. this 
serves the aims of the conflict preservation system, to have the kind 
of alienation in the conflict zone that makes reconciliation impos-
sible. some consider that defrosting conflicts may be undesirable 
because it may bring all sorts of unpredictable consequences. we 
heard this view in summer 2004. yet this should not lead us to the 
conclusion that we have to abandon any moves, however peaceful 
and non-violent, to defreeze the conflict and that we should simply 
prolong the status quo. this was the policy that the shevardnadze 
government followed during its decade in power. while internation-
al and domestic experts characterized shevardnadze’s government 
as lacking in political will, the successor regime was certainly not 
lacking in that. But last summer this turned out to have unpredict-
able results, which led to a lot of criticism. i cannot pass over the 
russian factor. here we have a paradoxical situation, which has 
been noted by other participants. A custodian of the peace process 
cannot be a spoiler at the same time. And russia’s role has been 
more that of a spoiler than a mediator. may i refer you to a new 
publication due to be released by the un universities Press at the 
end of this year containing contributions by an international team of 
specialists, and devoted to the role of spoilers in the peace process.

Question: when maxim yusin commented that we have diffi-
culties in understanding russian-ukrainian relations, he was refer-
ring to an issue of national identity and to the pain of divorce. we 
had this feeling when Abkhazia wanted to separate from Georgia, 
because Georgians were used to thinking of Abkhazia as part of 
their country. however the Abkhazians maintain that they are a 
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different people and they do not want to have anything in common 
with Georgians. they even claim that they do not have anything in 
common with Georgia historically. we just have to live with it. in 
the second half of the twentieth century there was a change in the 
understanding of the concept of nationality. At present, nobody in 
Georgia doubts that a people have a different ethnicity, and that 
they are a different nation, if that is what they think. however the 
thing is that that the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict has happened 
within one state, and the break-up and the ethnic cleansing of a part 
of the population from places where they lived for a long period of 
time do not constitute an inter-state but rather an intra-state issue. 
if we are speaking about the Abkhazian nation and the possibility 
of creating an independent state for it, the referendum to decide 
that cannot be legitimate if the voters are solely people who cur-
rently live on that territory. All the people who lived there before 
the start of the conflict should be able to vote. when it comes to 
ukraine, and the difference between ukraine’s and russia’s eth-
nos, it is a reality which is hard for russians to accept. ukraine is 
an independent country and an independent nation. ukraine’s self 
awareness as an independent nation, despite the substantial history 
that it shares with russia, is a historical reality. so it is useful to 
point to these parallels between countries. they demonstrate that 
a nation becomes a nation if it has its own self-awareness and if it 
has the potential to develop on its own. At the same time, there 
are differences between the ukrainian and the Abkhazian cases. 
the Abkhazian case is about the division of a nation and a struggle 
within one nation. in ukraine, on the other hand, the building of a 
national identity started a very long time ago, varying in intensity 
over time. the sense of identity in ukraine is much stronger than 
the one of the Abkhazian people. it would be hard to prove that 
ukrainians are the same people as russians and do not have the 
right to selfdetermination. i think there is a historical logic which 
already exists, and ukraine is developing in its own way. i have a 
brief comment on osce Ambassador reeve’s report, for which i 
thank him very much. he said that there were around fifty or sixty 



364

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

projects aimed at supporting civil society in south ossetia. At the 
present there are almost no projects of this kind involving partner-
ship with Georgian civil society organisations, although plans for 
such projects do exist. our organisation presented such a project, 
and we have nGo partners on the ossetian side, but it still has no 
funding.

comment: i note that the idea of unfreezing the conflicts turned 
out to be very popular and was touched upon by many speakers, 
and i would like to add a few words to what i said yesterday. the 
conflict preservation system works, in my opinion, to prevent the 
structural transformation of conflicts. some have mentioned that 
the structural components of conflicts are indeed changing. for in-
stance, the actors have changed. in the secessionist regimes, we 
can see a concentrating of power going on, and more dependence 
on outside actors. of course there is some change. But the system 
works specifically towards preventing a structural transformation 
of conflicts into something else in a way which might make them 
more manageable. so the task is how to make the system more 
manageable, without destructive interference. for this purpose, i 
think that the conflict preservation system should be opposed by a 
conflict regulation system that would reflect a very clear policy of 
cooperation between governments, international organisations and 
civil society. these components are all necessary in order to bring 
about change. i would say that it is something like the opposite 
of creating an enemy image. the process of creating of an enemy 
image has been described as the projection of shadows. in order to 
resolve conflicts, we need to shed light on the conflict preservation 
systems and then to counter them using conflict regulation systems.
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tHe ImPACt of “Rose RevolUtIon” In 
GeorGiA on frozen conflicts AnD the 

ProsPects of euro-inteGrAtion for the 
soUtH CAUCAsUs 

After the so called “rose revolution” in november 2003 that 
resulted from the organized popular protest against the corrupt 
regime, but is still regarded by some critics as an anti-constitutional 
coupe sponsored by George soros, Georgia faces new challenges. 
the democratic opposition leaders who came to power inherited 
loads of problems that could ensure the status of a failed state for 
Georgia. enthusiasm of youth helps them believe that the process 
of reforms that despite a substantial western support is extreme-
ly hard to implement, will be successfully fulfilled. new Georgian 
leadership declared about its strife to restore territorial integrity, 
join nAto and integrate into european structures, including the 
far-reaching goal – eu membership.

All these tasks are interdependent: (a) nAto membership is di-
rectly dependent on the ability of a country to effectively resolve 
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internal political conflicts and (b) integration into euro-Atlantic secu-
rity system serves as a springboard to be admitted in united europe, 
as in case of some eastern european countries.

in russia this program is perceived as ultimate detachment of 
Georgia from the russian sphere of influence and is assessed in a 
negative way. in spring 2004 both parties took serious steps that 
aimed at improving the relations and creating favorable investment 
environment for russian business in Georgia.

in the aftermath of a new wave of revolution in may 2004 the 
semi-seceded autonomous region of Ajara was liberated from the 
corrupt regime of Aslan Abashidze (comments made in russia that 
Abashidze and shevardnadze could maintain their posts if not the 
interference by the kremlin emissary igor ivanov, are wrong). how-
ever, the Ajara events did not negatively effect Georgian-russian 
relations that were at the peak, and at the same time convinced 
the Georgian society in the ability of a new leadership.

Developments that took place in summer 2004 became a serious 
test for the country: a miscalculated attempt to defreeze the conflict 
in south ossetia brought to unpredicted results, radically worsened 
the situation in and around the conflict zone, caused casualties 
and an overall militarization of the subregion. russian authorities 
have preferred to side with the officially unrecognized authorities 
in tskhinvali (administrative centre of south ossetia) rather than 
with Georgian government. warmed up relations with russia were 
deteriorated again. mistakes were made by all parties; however, 
Georgian society was sincerely surprised to be “overthrown” by the 
russian partner at a hard moment; and the tense situation of the 
past years was reverted in the conflict zone.

in the meanwhile, the eu has made a decision about unprecen-
dented financial assistance to Georgia while the us has continued 
the development of the program of assistance for the Georgian 
Army. Due to personnel cut within corrupted law-enforcement struc-
tures and a pressure on corrupted officials the state budget earnings 
have increased threefold. however in January 2005, anniversary 
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of the revolution, the council of europe released a quite critical 
assessment of the situation in Georgia. everyone can understand 
that main “battles” are facing Georgia ahead. President saakashvili 
underlines the strive of Georgia to resolve conflicts in Abkhazia and 
south ossetia by peaceful means and presents in strasbourg the 
plan of incorporation of south-ossetian republic within Georgian 
federal state on the basis of worthy and efficient terms. it is worth 
to mention that the image of the ossetians in Georgian society is 
much more positive than the image of the Abkhaz, as the Abkhaz 
are identified with the ethnic cleansing and expulsion of the entire 
Georgian population from Abkhazia in 1993.

Any perspective for federalism and decentralization of power 
meets with resistance from some radical groups in Georgian society, 
however, sociological surveys prove that the Georgian society is 
capable to consider those key reforms that make possible reconcil-
iation with the Abkhaz and ossetians.

Alienation of the Abkhaz from Georgia and their dependency 
on russia hinder quick progress in negotiations with the Abkhaz. 
Georgian officials are now trying to accumulate efforts to achieve 
progress in talks with south ossetian officials. however, all that 
meets with their uncompromised position: “we already represent 
an independent state and our goal is to be incorporated within 
russian federation”. such position itself brings the situation in the 
conflict zone to an impasse. since the July 2004 crisis these senti-
ments in tskhinvali have only been strengthened. officially declared 
position of russia – recognition of the territorial integrity of Georgia 
and internationally sponsored assistance and mediation of russia in 
conflict resolution – contradicts with real actions: encouragement of 
the de facto authorities to the incorporation of conflict zones into 
the legal structures of russian federation (a “hidden annexation”, 
in assessment of some Georgian analysts).

People have talked much about the unwillingness of shevard-
nadze government to propose to the ossetians the restoration of 
autonomy that could contribute to the solution of the problem. now 
there is an impression that the will of a new Georgian leadership 
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to constructively resolve the south ossetian conflict just stimulates 
those forces in russia who try to hinder the peace/reconciliation 
process and to inhibit strenghtening of the Georgian statehood.

Johan Galtung has defined “conflict” as a situation where the 
parties pursue incompatible goals. conflict resolution cannot usually 
imply a solution within the existing conflict structure, so, it needs 
to be transformed. what we can get if the conflict does not devel-
op in the way when common interest and goal become visible? in 
this case we have two ways: either to stay with frozen conflict for 
an uncertainly long period of time, which brings impossibility of 
constructive transformation, or to apply the measures of pressure 
on the conflicting parties that are envisaged by international law 
in order to stimulate them to assume more constructive positions. 
first scenario is not reasonable for the Georgian party not only 
because of the risk of legitimizing the status quo but also because 
of the danger of criminalization and militarization of uncontrolled 
territory. the latter is endangered with activation of forces that 
hinder the change of status quo and organize provocations from 
outside, as well as escalation of military actions and traumatizing 
of the civil population. in these conditions it is vitally important to 
build cooperation between the parties in order to avoid destructive 
developments and promote fair and mutually accepted resolution 
of the dispute.

the Georgian revolution has influenced the developments in 
most of the post-soviet space: the outcome of the elections in 
moldova, the “orange revolution” in ukraine, and the “tulip revo-
lution” in kyrgyzstan. GuAm (political alliance of Georgia, ukraine, 
Azerbaijan and moldova) is becoming more vital than the outdated 
cis (post-soviet alliance of all former union republics except the 
Baltics). of course, the integration process in the south caucasus 
is dependent on progress in resolution of the nagorno-karabakh 
dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan, yet the regional security 
system is an urgent need, which also is a precondition for euro- 
and euro-Atlantic integration. the prospect of euro-integration has 
acquired material forms after inclusion of the three south-cauca-
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sus republics in the european neighbourhood Policy programme 
in 2004. however, it will be a long process before the eu mem-
bership may become a realistic objective for any of the south cau-
casus states. one possible way to speed up this process might be 
strengthening of the broader regional ties and cooperation – such 
as Black sea basin countries – including, first of all, turkey, whose 
eu membership could serve as a trigger to accept the transforma-
tion that could finally lead to the incorporation in the eu of the 
countries like Georgia.
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IDentIty qUest, nAtIonAl mytHs AnD 
sociAl AttituDes: GeorGiA in the south-

CAUCAsUs ConteXt

The cAucAsus reGioN

the caucasus region is divided by Great caucasian range of 
mountains into the northern caucasus populated by peoples rep-
resenting the republics and “oblasts” (i.e. lands or subregions) of 
russian federation, and the south caucasus – a relatively new term 
in geography that has replaced the old russo-centric zakavkazye 
(trans-caucasus) inherited from the times when the entire region 
was part of the ussr, and earlier – russian empire. regaining their 
national statehood, the three south-caucasus countries – Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia – strive to overcome the legacy of totalitar-
ian soviet system, peacefully “defreeze” the protracted ethno-po-
litical conflicts (in Abkhazia, south ossetia and nagorno-karabakh) 
and build modern democratic communities. 
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souTh cAucAsus iN hisToricAl PersPecTive 

south caucasus has experienced historical periods when it did 
not represent a single region politically, and, maybe, even cultur-
ally. in this sense we may even speak of a myth of the caucasus 
as an entity united by common tradition. scholarly elites in the 
three countries (especially in Armenia or Georgia) consider their 
nations as primordial social organisms that have had their own life 
and historical destiny. Armenian, Azeri and Georgian ethno-religious 
communities that had been formed in different historical stages, 
have been divided between the neighboring empires (Persia, turkey 
and later russia) and formed numerous principalities and khan-
ates that has had no clear-cut common identity until the spread 
of european nationalist doctrines in the nineteenth century, when 
motivated groups of intellectuals started their journeys into history 
in order to identify the basis of their nationalistic cohesion within 
the tzarist empire. 

historical experience of interaction between the three south-cau-
casus nations during the last century seems to have been most in-
fluential for their interrelationship, as well as for constructing their 
national “self” out of historical findings, literary tradition, and na-
tionalist discourse that, paradoxically, was quite encouraged in the 
soviet period. thus, intellectual elites of Armenians, Azerbaijanis, 
and Georgians have ended up producing more or less explicated 
images of their respective nationalities that became quite power-
fully rooted in the consciousness of larger communities. whatever 
actually happened became far less important than how it was re-
membered.1 the images of “self” in contrast to the “other” were 
strongly influenced by the nationalistic accounts of past historical 
events that often projected the negative images of neighbouring 
nationalities2. 

1 see ronald Grigor suny, “living with the other: conflict and cooperation among the 
transcaucasian Peoples”, caucasus regional studies, vol. 2, issue 1,1997. 

2 see rondeli, Alex and khelashvili, George. conflict and cooperation in the south cau-
casus: historical, institutional, and Political context, written for the forthcoming pub-
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the most important events that shaped the nationalist discourse 
in all three countries unfolded in the beginning of the last centu-
ry which was characterized by contending ideological currents of 
nationalism and socialism. in some cases, coincidence of class and 
national loyalties contributed to the sharpening of national identi-
ties defined as people’s set of beliefs about themselves in relation 
to others. so, for example, Armenians were mostly perceived as 
rising bourgeoisie pressing Georgians whose self-perception was 
nobility and peasantry that had to compete with the new difficult 
social conditions brought about by capitalist transformations in the 
region. on the other hand, for Armenians fleeing religious and so-
cial persecution in the ottoman empire, Azeris primarily represent-
ed the caucasian branch of the turkic ethnos that was politically 
and socially dominant in the ottoman empire. these divisions and 
cross-perceptions contributed to the aggravated inter-ethnic rela-
tions from 1905 onward. 

the origins of Armenian-Azeri inter-ethnic strife is subject to vast 
controversy between the political elites and academic communi-
ties of Armenia, Armenian Diaspora, Azerbaijan and turkey. the 
holocaust of 1915 became a powerful shaping element of national 
identities of respectively Armenians and Azeris. even the history of 
peaceful cohabitation of both nations during the seventy years of 
soviet rule could not eliminate the impact of these events on nation-
al identities. this impact was taken further by the Armenian Dias-
pora that was mostly composed of descendents of Armenians from 
Anatolian Plateau that bore the collective memory of holocaust and 
was at the same time deprived from the cultural interaction with 
Azeris since the events of 1915. General public, as well as many pol-
icy-makers and analysts in all three south caucasian nations as well 
as elsewhere, easily embraced the view that, for example, conflict in 
nagorno-karabakh was largely determined by historical animosities 
between the Armenian and Azeri communities.

lication of the oxford/unu Project on regional cooperation and conflict Prevention 
in the southern Caucasus).
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since early 1990s, there seems to have been a relative decline in 
the scale of influence of nationalist appeal in all three south-cau-
casus countries, and urgency of overcoming the existing conflicts 
in order to foster european integration created room for reviving 
the idea of caucasus-wide integration. however, there remains a 
possibility of revival of these nationalist approaches in the case of 
renewed inter-state or inter-ethnic conflicts.

eThNic miNoriTies iN GeorGiA

Georgia, located at the crossroads of different cultures and civi-
lizations, has historically had multi-ethnic population. for centuries, 
migration processes and historical developments have shaped its 
diversity. minorities living in Georgia significantly differ from one 
another in terms of number, type of residence (compact or dis-
persed) and degree of integration into the social and political life 
of the country. their numbers have been fluctuating depending on 
the historical developments, post-conflict developments, migration 
trends and socio-economic situation in the country. today, the big-
gest ethnic minority groups in Georgia are Azerbaijanis (or Azeris) 
and Armenians. Azerbaijanis mainly populate kvemo kartli region 
of Georgia in the south east, and Armenians are the dominating 
majority of population in samtskhe-Javakheti region of southern 
Georgia. 

the problems that Armenian and Azeri communities face in Geor-
gia mainly are of the social-economic character, which are shared 
by ethnically Georgian population in other regions of the country. 
however, the problems of language, education and participation 
in decision-making are those that create the sense of alienation 
and lead to misperceptions and tension. Both Armenians and Azer-
baijanis have similar difficulties in the area of language. there are 
141 Azeri and 133 Armenian schools in Georgia. however, there 
is a problem of textbooks for quality education. Besides, there is 
an acute problem of teaching the state language – Georgian – in 
schools. number of qualified teachers in the regions is very small 



374

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

and there practically are no approved methods of teaching Georgian 
to non-Georgian speakers. the situation is especially critical in the 
areas of compact settlement. such situation leads to migration of 
talented young people to Armenia (respectively, Azerbaijan) and 
russia for continuing education. unfortunately this does not en-
courage them to come back and continue their career in Georgia, 
especially in view of their poor or no knowledge of the state lan-
guage. there are very little opportunities for young people to learn 
it, even after the state has introduced the new program of sending 
teachers of Georgian to the regions and also of supporting Georgian 
language houses and education centers in the minority areas. 

mass media is another serious problem. representatives of gov-
ernmental structures and nGos in kvemo kartli express great con-
cern about isolation of the Azeri community both from the Geor-
gian state and Georgian society. the main concerns seem to be 
the information vacuum that most Azerbaijanis experience. most 
Azerbaijanis, Armenians and Greeks who live in kvemo kartli are 
unable to understand the Georgian mass media (although there are 
short insertions in national languages on Georgian national chan-
nels). therefore they only receive information about what is going 
on in Georgia through russian or Azerbaijani media. on the other 
hand, as a result of the lack of state language proficiency they are 
unable to understand Georgian laws, or to make full use of Georgian 
legal system (as the language used in the courts is Georgian) and 
are mostly unaware of their rights and responsibilities as citizens 
of Georgia. here it is worth mentioning that Article 85/2 of the 
constitution and Article 135 of criminal Procedural code of Geor-
gia provide the right to a translator or interpreter for a member of 
national minority, but often this right is not exercised in practice or 
the provided service is rarely of high quality.

locAl GoverNmeNT AND PoliTics

local government and management is another acute problem in 
all of Georgia, but most significantly in minority areas. the level of 
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trust in the government officials and confidence in their decisions 
is very low, especially in the regions settled by national minorities. 
serious migration processes were caused by the political devel-
opments in early 1990s, and were related to the period of zviad 
Gamsakhurdia’s presidency. this was the time in Georgian history 
marked with ethnic tensions and conflicts. At that point the issue of 
possible secession or creation of autonomous regions of Borchalo 
(in kvemo kartli) and Javakheti (in samtskhe-Javakheti) came afloat. 
to avoid any such activity, the central government made sure to ap-
point ethnic Georgians on the key positions and unfortunately, kept 
this tendency even after the tensions cooled down. meanwhile, 
the local minority population, often under the influence of external 
radical groups, started joining locally organized public movements 
or non-governmental organizations, which often acted based on 
nationalist ideals (e.g. Javakh and virkh in Javakheti and Geyrat in 
kvemo kartli). for today, situation changed somewhat in Javakheti 
where ethnic balance in representation in local power structures is 
respected more than in kvemo kartli. 

it needs to be mentioned that the social and economic problems 
that are the basis for the discontent in the minority areas (especial-
ly in Javakheti), are shared by the ethnically Georgian population 
in other regions of the country. however, these problems take an 
ethnic twist, since the population in these areas is mostly minority, 
they feel vulnerable, insecure and feel that they require special 
treatment from the state. 

thousands in total population, per cent
total population* 4371,5** 100%

Georgian 3661,2 83,8
Abkhaz 3,5 0,1

ossetian 38,0 0,9
Russian 67,7 1,5

Ukrainian 7,0 0,2
Azerbaijanis 284,8 6,5

Armenian 248,9 5,7
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thousands in total population, per cent
Jewish 3,6 0,1
Greek 15,2 0,3
Kurd 20,8 0,5

*the table does not include current population of the seceded regions of 
Abkhazia (estimated 100,000) and south ossetia (c. 30,000).

**Population of Georgia is given according to the latest census of 2004, which 
did not include Abkhazia and south ossetia. Almost a million settled abroad in 
the post-soviet period.

reliGious GrouPs of GeorGiA

historically, the religious picture of Georgia has comprised the 
mainstream and the so-called traditional religions1. the mainstream 
is the eastern orthodox church of Georgia. here, one has to point 
out that it is increasingly difficult to divide the mainstream group 
into church-going people and nominal believers, i.e. individuals who 
belong to the group by their tradition only. in other words, there is 
no information on the level of church attendance of the above-men-
tioned high percent of the population, thus it is impossible to say 
the exact percentage of active eastern orthodox adherents in the 
country. 

the second largest group belonging to the “traditional religion” 
is muslims. the estimated percentage of Georgian muslims is 9-11 
percent, with about 4-5 percent being the Azeris and the rest being 
Ajarians. similarly to eastern orthodox adherents, it is difficult to 
state the exact number of practicing muslims. similar situation can 
be found among the ethnically Armenian minority. According to 

1 the term “traditional religion” derives from the soviet period, when the government 
of ussr labeled all religions that have been present in the republics for more than a 
century with the title “traditional”. this was done in order to establish contacts with 
heads of traditional churches, so that the soviet regime could have exercised control 
over the processes. since then, the term became popular and is still used in former 
soviet republics. similarly, the new religious denominations that have been entering 
the former soviet space since 90s have been given the title of “new religions” or 
“sects”. Again, both terms are incorrect but are nevertheless widely used by the pop-
ulation. 
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the statistical department, the percentage of Gregorian adherents 
is 4 percent. 

the situation is much easier in relation to other minorities whose 
ethnicity is not automatically linked with religious affiliation. so, 
other religious minorities of Georgia are:

catholics: this group comprising ethnically Georgian, Armenian 
and Polish population represents about 0,8 percent of the total pop-
ulation1. Before the communist period, Georgia numbered 90,000 to 
100,000 catholics. But after 70 years of an atheist soviet system, the 
contact with Georgian catholics in the cities greatly decreased in the 
towns, but was easier to re-establish in the villages. this erosion was 
partly due to the insufficient number of Georgian priests within the 
catholic church. in point of fact, there is only one Georgian priest 
in Georgia, the others are Poles and italians who are translating 
the roman liturgy into the Georgian language2. Georgia’s catholic 
community is today divided into three rites: roman catholics, Ar-
menians and Assyrians. they are concentrated in Djavakhetia, in 
the south, but there are also significant communities in Batumi, 
kutaisi and tbilisi.

evangelical-Baptist church of georgia: being one of the socially 
active churches of Georgia, the Baptist church has about 0,25 per-
cent of adherents, with all of them being active church members. 
the key spots of Baptism in Georgia can be found in tbilisi, kutaisi, 
Batumi, telavi and other cities of Georgia. importantly, the majority 
of the adherents are ethnically and culturally Georgians. 

evangelical-lutheran church in Georgia: this tiny community 
comprising less than 0,10 of the population is mostly composed 
of ethnic Germans and Armenians. the community is mainly rus-
sian-speaking while the Bishop is generally a German, serving his 

1 Papuashvili, nugzar, “Georgia and the world religions. review and Glossary”, (in 
Georgian), ed. sozar subar, Publication of the international center on conflict and 
negotiation, supported by cordaid foundation.

2 “Georgia: the catholic church has lost its legal status”, By florence mardirossian in 
tbilisi, translated by victoria Bryan and michèle-Ann okolotowitcz, article published 
in 18/07/2005 issue, www.caucazus.com.
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term in Georgia as an official representative of the German lutheran 
church. Among the problems hindering the process of integration 
of the community into the Georgian society, some experts point to 
the “guest” nature of the church that does not yet perceive itself 
as “Georgian”. 

other protestant denominations such as the Pentecostals, Ad-
ventists, evangelicals and charismatics, mormons and salvation 
Army adherents that are often referred to as “others” in various 
statistical data comprise 0,8 of the population1. Among these 
groups, the fastest-growing denominations are Pentecostals and 
charismatics. 

other religious groups are people of the so-called oriental faiths 
such as the iezids and Bahais. their percentage is around 0,1 per-
cent.

the percentage of Jews, the most ancient minority of Georgia 
is 0,1.

Percentage in numbers2:
• eastern orthodox Adherants: 3, 666 233 (83,9 %);
• catholics – 34, 727 (0,8%);
• Gregorian church – 171 139 (3,9%);
• Jews – 3 531 (0,1%);
• muslims – 433 784 (9,9%);
• Protestant christian, People of oriental faiths – 33 500 (1%);
• Atheists, Agnostics, nihilists – 28 631 (0,6%).

civil socieTy

civil sector in Georgia is strong, numerous and developed enough 
to fulfill its mission, but its potential is not adequately applied or 

1 Papuashvili, nugzar. “Georgia and the world religions. review and Glossary”, (in 
Georgian). ed. sozar subar, Publication of the international center on conflict and 
negotiation, supported by cordaid.

2 ibid.
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sufficiently activated in that direction. since the “rose revolution” 
of november 2003 until autumn of 2005 most nGos and csos lost 
their civic momentum, became more fragmented and localized in 
poorly connected groups. while open aggression cases towards reli-
gious minority groups have significantly diminished, social life is still 
marred by xenophobia, ethnic nationalism, indirect (occasionally, 
direct) discrimination of ethnic, religious, gender minorities. since 
the revolution, as was expected, the government has incorporated 
and co-opted nGo activists and leaders, mostly those who actively 
participated in revolutionary process, but instead of bringing the 
civil society spirit into the ruling circles exalted by the “people pow-
er”, they themselves rather grew into the process of establishment 
of new bureaucracy. the deeply rooted syndrome of impunity wide 
spread in power structures had often been encouraged by the top 
officials, which had brought to numerous violations of human rights, 
riots at penitentiaries, pressure on judiciary and limitation of free 
media. creation of the Georgian nGo coalition “civil society for 
Democratic Georgia” in late 2005, as well as the first nation-wide 
congress of Georgian nGos held on July 25, 2006 demonstrated 
that civil sector of Georgia has enough potential and experience 
to activate Georgian society towards ensuring human rights, peace-
ful resolution of conflicts1, building of democratic institutions and 
gender equity.

After the “rose revolution” it became clear that the government 
was committed to address the most notorious cases of direct re-
ligious violence condemned by the international community (note 
the spectacular detainment in march 2004 and the subsequent 
prolonged trial of the extremist priest mkalavishvili), and, at the 
same time, to create the impression that the core problems are 

1 A concise account of the evolution of conflict and the peace process may be found 
in khutsishvili, George. the Abkhazia and south ossetia cases: spoilers in the nearly 
collapsed Peace Process, in edward newman and oliver richmond. eds., “challenges 
to Peacebuilding: managing spoilers During conflict resolution”, tokyo: unu Press, 
2006. cf. also macfarlane, neil with khutsishvili, George. ethnic conflict in Georgia, 
in co-authorship with neil macfarlane, in s.A. Giannakos, ed., “ethnic conflict: reli-
gion, identity and Politics”. Athens: ohio university Press /swallow Press, 2002.
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addressed. situation was “balanced” in a way that the civil society’s 
reaction to the cases of violation of religious minorities’ rights be-
came more indifferent, and the whole issue has been transformed, 
rather than regulated. 

GeorGiAN eThNoceNTrism  

ethnocentrism is a feature characterizing all peoples, although 
the degree and forms of manifesting it vary. for representatives of 
some nations, it is popular to tirelessly proof the antiquity of the 
nation or its superiority over the rest; others look for fellow coun-
trymen among the relatives of world celebrities; and for some, the 
feeling of one’s uniqueness and “superiority” eventually results in 
hatred towards other nations1. 

Generally, representatives of a given culture assess representa-
tives of other nations according to the criteria and value system 
existing in their own culture. few would want to claim that ethnic 
groups actually are all the same in all their qualities. ethnic and 
cultural pride begins with the emphasis of differences and quickly 
progresses to claims of superiority in some respect or another. su-
periority may be difficult to judge, but differences can have clear 
consequences for different kinds of enterprises or ways of life2. And 
each difference has a potential danger of creating ethnocentric ste-
reotypes. in the long run, we can consider ethnocentrism as a defen-
sive mechanism that contributes to increasing one’s self-assessment 
via idealizing the particularities of the main identifier – one’s own 
nation. 

ethnocentrism is quite obvious among Georgians. moreover, 
Georgian ethnocentrism has a rather individual, although not a very 
unique form. A Georgian may calmly accept the fact that other 
nations (especially if they are big and strong) are richer, more hard-

1 cf. nizharadze, George. “Political Behaviors in Georgia”, “epoka”, #2, 2001, pp. 6-17 
(in Georgian).

2 kelley l. ross, “ethnic Prejudice, stereotypes, Discrimination, and the free market, 
note 1” http://www.friesian.com/discrim.htm
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working and even smarter. however, a Georgian will always think 
that all these successful nations lack something very important, the 
so-called “zest” or the essential understanding of life1. this initially 
places foreigners on a lower level, thus explaining the non-violent, 
friendly and arrogant-ironic attitude Georgians often demonstrate 
towards representatives of other nations. in this respect, Georgian 
ethnocentrism is similar to the British one, although there is an 
obvious difference between the two cultures. As the British people 
used to say about a foreigner they liked, “it is not his fault he was 
not born a Brit”.

At the same time, Georgian self-assessment has another im-
portant – moral – dimension that in the soviet times served as a 
“proof” of inferiority of russians, but later expanded to the oppo-
sition caucasus tradition versus western globalism. A dominating 
“elder brother”, actually a colonialist could not be confronted in a 
public debate, but there was a substitute revenge in understanding 
he/she had no moral right to rule Georgians not only because of 
the latter’s older nationhood, deeper tradition and higher ethnic 
culture, but particularly because russians had wild drinking habits 
while all Georgians observed highly structured and organized table 
rules; moreover, russian women involved in love affairs in a spon-
taneous and uncultured way while for Georgian girls and even older 
unmarried women virginity was a high value. western cultural inter-
vention – at least at a public discourse level – has replaced russian 
in post-soviet time as a threat to the national moral tradition: “we 
may have poor infrastructure and broken roads in our cities, but at 
least we would never allow a homosexual to be elected a mayor”. 

one has to point out, that at some point in history, Georgian 
ethnocentrism played a positive role: from one hand, it contributed 
to preserving national identity; from the other side, it resulted in 
ambivalent but respectful attitude of the big nations such as the 
turks, iranians and russians toward Georgians (victor turner calls 
this phenomena “the power of the weak”). 

1 nizharadze, George, ibid.
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NATioNAl “PriDe” of GeorGiANs: how iT evolveD AND 
chANGeD over Time

Georgia’s history and culture has formed under stable influence 
of christianity, the strongest national identifier. today 94% Geor-
gian respondents claim to belong to the Georgian orthodox church, 
while only 18.5% consider themselves really religious.1 even in the 
soviet atheist times all tourist guides to tbilisi and all Georgian 
toastmasters addressing foreigners pointed out vicinity of the three 
old churches – christian, muslim and Jewish – in one and the same 
block of the old town as a sign of historically proven tolerance, plu-
ralistic tradition and peaceful coexistence of religions in the country. 
the soviet Georgia – referring to an ancient tradition – had also 
boasted of freest and most hospitable atmosphere among other 
union republics.

During soviet times, Georgian nation had many things to be 
proud of. Apart from the shadow economy that kept the lifestyle 
of Georgians on a relatively good level, Georgians were respected 
by both the russians and westerners for their arts, sports and rel-
atively outspoken movies. the period covering 60th though 80th wit-
nessed the growth of interest of other soviet republics and western 
countries towards Georgia. this interest was mainly caused by the 
“not quite soviet” way of life as opposed to other republics. indeed, 
the second half of the 20th century was probably the most carefree 
period in the history of Georgia. the arts and sports were in the 
bloom, money was made relatively easy, and visitors enjoyed cheap 
wine and expressed surprise at the “non-soviet” atmosphere. the 
soviet government was criticized without lowering one’s voice and 
nobody imagined that all this would ever come to an end.2 

After the collapse of the soviet union, all the above-mentioned 
features vanished, leaving the nation lost and disoriented. Georgia 

1 the role of orthodoxy in the states and societies of Georgia and russia (materials of 
the Georgian-russian conference). tbilisi: heinrich Boell foundation, 2004, p.106. 

2 nizharadze, George. “the end of the Age of nomenklatura in Georgia”. “enough!” 
the rose revolution in the republic of Georgia 2003, ed. karumidze, zurab, wertsch, 
James v. nova science Publishers, inc, new york. 
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became a poor and less interesting country. the nationalist move-
ment in the early 90s was an attempt by the people to regain the 
psychological support though finding other options for self-identi-
fication such as historical myths and the eastern orthodox church. 
eventually, this process had fuelled ethnic confrontations, resulted 
in the growing levels of xenophobia and religious intolerance. 

GeorGiAN NATioNAlism, eThNic AND reliGious 
miNoriTies

scholars mention that minor ethnic groups living on the territo-
ry of Georgia have often been affected by the Georgian national-
ism. this does not necessarily mean that the relationships escalate 
into conflict. there are numerous cases of peaceful coexistence of 
Georgians and other ethnic groups, such as kurds and remarkably, 
russians. over the past years, though, ethnic nationalism caused a 
number of serious problems. here, one has to recall the develop-
ment of ethno-political conflicts in early 1990s, the birth and rapid 
growth of religious and ethnic intolerance of the following years, 
with religious intolerance reaching its peak in the first years of the 
21st century. Georgia, a nation that praised itself for the historical-
ly tolerant attitude towards different religions, suddenly became a 
battleground for a radical excommunicated priest and his followers 
who announced a holy war against the Protestant minorities, ha-
rassing and burning their literature and assaulting them verbally. 
this criminal activity was terminated once mr. mkalavishvili was 
detained, although the general attitude towards religious minorities 
remains quite unfriendly. until recently, the police has often been 
demonstrating passiveness when it came to defending the rights 
of religious minorities against the aggressive representatives of the 
majority. this problem has been especially acute in the regions, 
where local priests have increasingly strong influence over the vil-
lage population. Among the reasons of intolerance demonstrated 
towards “the other”, experts point to the fear of proselytizing ex-
ternal powers. 
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some experts believe that a seemingly sudden outburst of re-
ligious intolerance was a direct result of the soviet tradition that 
derived from the soviet-style colonialism. to be more precise, it was 
the hierarchical nature of the soviet policy (“nomenclature”) that 
divided nations and groups into categories. what one can often see 
in relations between ethnic and religious groups is the division into 
superior and inferior groups. moreover, the division is obvious on 
the levels of both majority-minority relations and minority-minority 
relations. often, such an attitude results in psychological problems 
in children. for example, local children of orthodox families are 
often afraid of the protestant community as they are told by their 
adults that they are dangerous, threatening, etc. 

GeorGiA AND The secoNDAry eDucATioN sysTem

As mentioned before, after the fall of the soviet empire, Georgia 
lost a number of privileges, suddenly becoming a poor and disori-
ented society that attempted to rehabilitate its self-identification 
though turning to history and religion. the school system, mean-
while, experienced significant changes as one ideology – commu-
nist, was replaced by the other – ethno-nationalist. this change 
was indeed dramatic, affecting the attitudes within the educational 
system and often resulting in discrimination of individuals who did 
not fit into the “new wave”. until today, there are numerous state 
and officially secular schools in Georgia that promote public prayers 
in classrooms. for example, somel public schools in kutaisi perform 
public prayers in classrooms, with all the religious symbols such as 
the candles, icons and headscarves for females being fully observed. 
this is a clear violation of the rights of minority children, as well 
as disrespect of the key value of a secular state: the separation of 
church and state, and the division of public and private spheres. 
Also, the quality of teaching subjects such as the history of religion 
is generally low, as the majority of teachers lack professional skills. 
one can often hear a joke that “teachers who used to teach “sci-
entific communism” and “scientific Atheism” during soviet times 
suddenly shifted to teaching religion and national values. indeed, 
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the most ardent fighters for the cultural identity of Georgia have 
been schoolteachers who are in the late 40s to 60s, i.e. those who 
were used to living in a system with a single ideology. for the ma-
jority of this group, educational system should be inseparable from 
the religious one. moreover, many teachers are ready and willing 
to let the church guard the spiritual development of the children. 

the very idea of Georgian orthodox church as a savior of cul-
tural and national identity reemerged in late 80s when Georgia was 
fighting for its independence. the Georgian society identified the 
church in the context of the past, perceiving it as a bridge connect-
ing the nation with its historic heritage. this tendency was equally 
obvious in serbia where the church played a decisive role in the 
process of formation of nationalism (even the triadic “fatherland, 
mothertongue, faith” – a statement belonging to the most revered 
Georgian writer and scholar of the 19th century ilia chavchavadze – 
has an analogue in serbian tradition). indeed, in both cases, cultural 
tradition and identity were reduced to one single model. in Georgia, 
the idea of Georgian national identity how it formed before the 
collapse of soviet system, gave the majority of Georgians the feel-
ing of their exclusiveness and, in a way, superiority (this tendency 
has relatively diminished in the recent years though). the recent 
comment of the group of university students on the essential qual-
ities of a university rector clearly demonstrates that nationalism is 
still an issue. the group of students pointed out that in order for 
a university rector to be successful, he/she has to be “definitely a 
Georgian and orthodox christian”. 

Due to the weaknesses of education system, Georgian schoolchil-
dren are generally unaware of the cultural role of ethnic and reli-
gious groups living in their country. the lack of awareness, in turn, 
paves the way to prejudices and stereotypic thinking. for example, 
only a few individuals are aware of the fact that the old mosques 
of Ajara are unique in the entire world, as they are constructed 
of wood. And when one of the organizations initiated a sight-see-
ing school trip for young Georgians from Bolnisi to visit Ajara, the 
schoolchildren were asked to go inside the mosque to see the inner 
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design. however, all of them refused to even come near the con-
struction, explaining that they were orthodox, thus having no right 
to enter the religious establishment belonging to a different faith. 
naturally, such as attitude will eventually have negative results if 
the mainstream group is missing out the heritage of its own country 
and ignoring the culture of its fellow citizens. 

Changes as compared to pre-revolution period:
Group   negative Aspects        Positive Aspects      tendency

ethnic • self-perceived as discrimi-
nated;

• european conventions ne-
glected by local authorities;

• low-rated in social stratifica-
tion: affects access to quali-
fied jobs.

• european convention 
on minority rights 
ratified by Parlia-
ment;

• compact settlement 
areas prioritized;

• international pro-
grams implemented.

to worse (in-
dicators: low 
social active-
ness, margin-
alization, high 
migration).

religious • no law on religion;
• Insecure, unprotected.

• law on nGo regis-
tration;

• central government’s 
tolerant attitude.

to better
(indicators: so-
cial activeness, 
new organiza-
tions).

Gender • wide-spread domestic vio-
lence;

• women’s low participation in 
key positions, decision-mak-
ing;

• Aggression and antagonism 
towards sexual minorities. 

• international con-
ventions (such as 
un resolution 1325) 
ratified;

• organized women’s 
networks active.

unchanged.

internal 
migrants
(IDPs)

• fading prospect of return;
• social assistance curbed;
• iDPs disenfranchized.

• state strategy to-
wards iDPs integra-
tion announced.

to worse.

coNclusioN

Development of democratic institutions and the rule of law re-
main main objectives to achieve the national goal of turning Georgia 
into a stable and economically strong liberal-democratic state. the 
so-called “revolution of roses” (november 2003) was hoped to have 
opened a new stage in Georgian history by launching deep-reaching 
reforms in all major spheres, although it also became clear from the 
very start that this would be curbed by many obstacles. Apart from 
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the difficult legacy left by the soviet totalitarian system and failures 
of the post-soviet period – ethno-territorial conflicts, ruined infra-
structure, rampant corruption and the fragmented society – there 
are many deeply rooted problems related to mentality and habits of 
behavior, including those related to ethno-cultural and psychological 
nature that manifest themselves as: xenophobia and discriminative 
perception of non-titular ethnic groups, aggression and intolerance 
towards religious, sexual and other minorities, gender issues and 
domestic violence (especially in countryside). modernization of so-
cial life that would bring the country closer to european standards, 
bringing countryside closer to the level of main urban centers, im-
plementation of the strategic plan of development of capital tbilisi 
and other important goals cannot be compatible with retarded and 
harmful norms of behavior, along with underdeveloped ability of 
collaborative action.
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i am glad to have an opportunity to meet you here and present 
the south caucasus states. i am happy to talk on behalf of civil so-
ciety of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, on behalf of all those civil 
society actors who developed for the last years the south caucasus 
regional process, working on urgent issues of the region, and par-
ticularly conflict prevention/resolution and peacebuilding through 
Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed conflict. 

in this presentation, i would like to stress the problems and 
challenges that the south caucasus states have faced for the last 
decade, as well as opportunities and the prospects for their de-
velopment in close cooperation with each other and international 
community. 

in early 1990s south caucasus states – Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia gained their independence and sovereignty and a long pro-
cess of creating statehood, developing democratic governance and 
liberal (market) economy has started. this transition from commu-
nist ideology to democratic values appeared to be extremely hard 
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and painful process. By that period Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
were extremely fragile states with no tradition of modern statehood 
and political culture and with widespread informal business activ-
ities and corruption. since early 90s there have been enormous 
qualitative and quantitative changes in south caucasus societies:

• Process of democratization and institutional reforms of po-
litical, military, economic and social systems in compliance 
with international standards and their gradual integration 
into the international community; 

• Development of various strategically important econom-
ic projects with vast international assistance and support 
(transport corridor europe-caucasus-Asia) and energy re-
sources (oil/gas resources along with pipeline routes like 
Baku-tbilisi-ceyhan);

• Armed conflicts between Armenia and Azerbaijan over na-
gorno-karabakh, and in Georgia (Abkhazia and south osse-
tia), which reached high-intensity stage and later grew into 
a protracted “frozen” stage;

• humanitarian crisis characterized by the vast flow of refugees 
and iDPs in the aftermath of regional conflicts as well as the 
exodus of population (including intellectual capital) abroad 
for better opportunities and life conditions. 

inevitable but still severe post-soviet social-economic collapse 
related with wide-spread corruption.

nowadays south caucasus states experience an acute period of 
political, economic, social and cultural readjustment and are at the 
crossroads of their strategic choice. the region has a key geo-stra-
tegic location and a chance to obtain economic importance. All that 
made it the object of interest to regional/international actors. the 
region’s increasing strategic importance, significant oil resources 
and its potential role as a transit route between europe and Asia 
made international powers and institutions to become involved in 
regional political and economic processes and actively participate 
in shaping regional security system. 
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Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia are the recipients of huge po-
litical and economic support and assistance from the international 
community. the us and european union made much efforts to as-
sist these states in defining their international political/economic 
agenda and encourage regional cooperation/interaction by promot-
ing various regional projects; international organizations and do-
nors highly contributed in addressing the regional problems through 
various programs.

Among above-mentioned issues, the most arduous challenge 
appeared to be armed conflicts that took up enormous amount 
of national human and economic resources, on one hand, and ag-
gravated number of socio-economic and political hardship, on the 
other one. 

• unresolved conflicts still decisively influence the political life 
of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia and hamper the process 
of their further democratization; 

• the regions uncontrolled by federal authorities have provid-
ed a solid ground for corruption, lack of transparency and 
isolation of civil control over the decision making process;

• the conflicts in Georgia have hardened the relations with 
russian federation. unresolved conflict over nagorno-kara-
bakh breeds tensed relations between Armenia and turkey, 
which altogether seriously slows down the process of inte-
gration in the region.

hundreds of thousands of refugees and iDPs flown from the 
conflict zones, and the issue of their resettlement are still a serious 
social problem.

After the ceasefire agreements over the conflicts were reached 
(over nagorno-karabakh in may 1994; over Abkhazia in July 1993 
– yet broken in september 1993 and regained in April 1994, and 
over south ossetia in June 1992), much effort has been spent by 
the international community towards the final resolution of the con-
flicts, which mainly faced the hard-edged and polarized approaches 
of the conflicting parties.
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south caucasus states currently strive towards the non-violent 
resolution of conflicts by peaceful means, however, there is no com-
plete confidence in the stability and irreversibility of the peace pro-
cess. the society of “no war, no peace” completely differs from the 
society living in the state of war and the one living in the state of 
peace. these conflicts have had their deep impact on the societies 
awaking latent negative feelings, strengthening existing negative 
stereotypes and nationalism in general; these conflicts shake the 
very foundation of peace and stability and hamper economic de-
velopment of the region.

these problems are of high concern not only the regional states 
but also international actors. Geographic proximity, energy projects, 
problems of trafficking and terrorism make the south caucasus eu-
rope’s most problematic periphery. unresolved conflicts, emigration 
and transnational crime, small arms penetrate western europe and 
create security problems in europe’s neighborhood. in the light of 
these perspectives, the challenge for the international organizations 
and donors is to become more involved in the process of dealing 
with regional problems, in particular while resolving the existing 
conflicts, and to contribute to the stability and development of the 
region. 

the regional conflicts are frozen for last ten-twelve years but 
the risk of a resumption of violence is possible with much worse 
implications. for sure, the basic responsibility for the escalation of 
the situation will be on conflicting parties but one of the important 
factors that could aggravate the situation would be a lack of atten-
tion on the part of international agencies. their role in ensuring 
that the transition of power is smooth, peaceful and democratic 
is great. By building democratic governance as well as the devel-
opment of civil society institutions, international agencies can help 
ensure political stability and development in the south caucasus. 
without such assistance and support the risk of violence escalation 
will be high. A special attention should played not only on the res-
olution of ongoing conflicts but on high risk zones, like Javakheti 
region of Georgia (populated by ethnic Armenians). the situation is 
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under control there but activities aimed at early warning and pre-
vention are encouraged. several triggering factors (negative attitude 
of the population to the withdrawal of russian base in Akhalkalaki, 
the possible repatriation of meskhetian turks, clan struggles, and 
increased nationalistic sentiments) could destabilize the situation. 
so, programs aimed at neutralizing all these factors should be im-
plemented and the assistance of international organizations and 
foundations is urgent. 

the minsk Group of the osce currently co-chaired by france, 
russia and the us, has been facilitating negotiations since 1994. 
After a decade of talks, a new format of meetings, the Prague pro-
cess, involving direct bilateral contacts was launched. however, for 
twelve years after a ceasefire, the parties have been unable to reach 
any clear improvement and successful breakthrough. whatever is 
being done at the internationally mediated negotiations, at ground 
level resumed war appears a real possibility. 

in early June 2006 Azerbaijan and Armenian Presidents met 
in Bucharest in the presence of the french and russian co-chair-
men of the osce minsk Group to pursue a “peaceful, negotiat-
ed settlement” but failed again to break the stalemate in the na-
gorno-karabakh peace process. key elements of the proposed set-
tlement package include: the withdrawal of the Armenia-backed 
nagorno- karabakh forces from the occupied districts of Azerbaijan; 
the deployment of international peacekeepers; the return of iDPs; 
and the re-opening of trade and communication links. it was also 
suggested to determine the status of nagorno-karabakh by an in-
ternationally sanctioned referendum with exclusive participation of 
karabakh Armenians and Azeris, but after the implementation of 
the above measures. today Armenia and Azerbaijan remain divid-
ed on vital points. Azerbaijan does not accept any compromise of 
its territorial integrity, nor does it agree that nagorno-karabakh’s 
population alone can vote on determining its final status. Armenia is 
not willing to support withdrawal from the seven occupied districts 
around nagorno-karabakh, or allow the return of Azerbaijan iDPs to 
nagorno-karabakh, until the independence of nagorno-karabakh. 
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the two leaders face growing pressure from mediators to reach 
a framework agreement on a gradual settlement of the karabakh 
conflict but the presidents are not ready to reach an agreement as 
the societies behind them are not ready for a compromise. Arme-
nian and Azerbaijani public opinion on how to resolve the conflict 
is as divided as ever. it seems that people in both communities are 
not prepared for any agreement. karabakh Armenians’ expressions 
of confidence about their independent future, and karabakh Azeris’ 
frustration and anger about their situation as displaced persons are 
deeply at odds. neither community appears prepared to agree to 
the kind of steps toward resolution of the conflict currently being 
considered by the Armenian and Azerbaijani sides. the reality shows 
that Azeris and Armenians living around the conflict zone are highly 
dependent on each other but at the same time they are split by 
mistrust and hatred.

the resumption of negotiation process became of top politi-
cal discussions in Georgia in late 2005 with wide participation of 
international organizations (osce, un) and other key actors. in 
2005-2006 Plans for Peaceful resolution of Georgian-south osse-
tian, Georgian-Abkhazian conflicts (so called “road maps”) were 
presented by Georgian President. these Plans feature a substantial 
amount of autonomy but this was not enough to arouse interest 
in opening talks among the leaders of south ossetia and Abkhazia. 
the leaderships of the breakaway regions consider no alternative 
to its independent development. the current negotiations are in an 
impasse and the Georgian government is seeking to find another 
international forum for the negotiations as they believe the current 
distribution of interests and powers are not effective. Georgian Pres-
ident has called on the un and the eu to become more involved 
in settling the situation. 

Despite all difficulties international community highly believes in 
progress in these conflicts resolution processes and expresses its 
readiness to contribute to this process (for example, in June 2006 
the osce member states adopted a decision to share eur 10 mln 
for the rehabilitation of south ossetia. this program should force 
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positive tendencies in Georgian-south ossetian resolution process 
and can become an impetus for more effective dialogue).

south caucasus states are not self-reliant in economic terms and 
they need strong political support and assistance while performing 
political and economic reforms and strengthening democratic insti-
tutions. thus, the role of external (regional, international) actors is 
huge but internal economic, political factors and human resources 
remain significant. these states are still fragile and they need foreign 
patronage and support. All these states are highly related to the 
interests and relationships with external actors. And this moment 
is clearly visible in the processes of political succession, and the 
international influence in this respect is extremely important. 

thus, in such a complicated and too tensed political bargaining 
the role of civil society emerges vitally important. conflicts could not 
be discussed and resolved just on political level by the governmental 
officials. the image of the region as a constant conflicts zone only 
proves that it is necessary to work on the decrease of the enemy 
image and negative psychological characteristics of the Azerbaijanis 
in the Armenian society. the non-official diplomacy is based on the 
assumption that there are things governments can do that people 
cannot; and there are things people can do that governments can-
not. this is one of the influential mechanisms, which, unfortunately, 
is not largely applied in the nagorno-karabakh peace process. the 
factor of civil society implementing non-official diplomacy currently 
has a great significance in the process of many conflicts resolution 
processes in the world. nGos of certain social groups should be 
involved in the process of non-official diplomacy.

conflict settlement is extremely sensitive and difficult process 
that needs the preparedness of the societies in conflict, it requires 
confidence building through dialogue. civil societies of Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia perceive their current state of relations in 
the region as an opportunity to achieve and strengthen long term 
peace since the transformation of “no war, no peace” situation into 
a “positive peace” becomes the most important condition for con-
flict prevention. the prevention of conflict can be achieved through: 
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strengthening democratic governance, development of civil society, 
and humanitarian assistance that have been the major spheres of 
support by the international organizations for the last years. sup-
porting the democratic developments is essential for maintaining 
peace and stability and preventing future tensions and conflicts. in 
the area of civil society development, it is important to pave the 
way for their inclusion in the decision making process. real civil 
society can only develop if they participate in the decision making 
process and have real influence on the government. so, there is a 
high need to assist programs that aimed at participation of nGos in 
designing and analyzing policy proposals and their involvement in 
negotiation process. in this respect, educational system should be 
developed. investments in educational projects, conflict resolution 
training, tolerance and peaceful coexistence should be increased. 
Programs on building confidence measures, intercultural and ethnic 
understanding are seriously needed to break the ethnic stereotypes 
and image of enemy and promote dialogue. humanitarian assis-
tance remained important especially for iDPs.

in Armenia the state constantly keeps the society distanced from 
the nagorno-karabakh issue, showing an apparent reluctance to 
initiate discussions with civil society entities, Armenian nGo’s have 
had a very little room to influence the decision making processes. 
however, Armenian nGo sector has paid an attention to the issues 
related to conflict and further prevention of its escalation. 

in Georgia civil society efforts in post-conflict reconciliation have 
been substantial and, at some stages, even successful. Activity by 
nGo sector in Georgia for confidence building measures between 
Georgian and Abkhaz, Georgian and south ossetian communities 
had an influence on the communication and cooperation between 
the sides within the framework of internationally supported initia-
tives. But some confidence and trust between Georgian and south 
ossetian communities achieved due to intense efforts by civil society 
actors was greatly destroyed by the developments that took place 
in summer 2004. this miscalculated attempt to defreeze conflict in 
south ossetia became a serious test for the country: the situation 
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in conflict zone was escalated, the miniaturization was resumed (?) 
and, finally, the level of trust and interaction between the commu-
nities that was reached for the last twelve years was thrown back.

Periodically, Georgian governmental structures call for encour-
aging the civil society initiatives on conflict resolution issue and 
envisaging broad consultations with nGos working on conflict pre-
vention issues but it cannot be regarded as effective, consecutive 
and sustainable process. 

in Azerbaijan, nGo sector is the least supported from (better, 
encouraged by) the state, highly attached to the government and 
under its strong control. however, some nGos and public activists 
could manage to contribute positively to the peaceful process.

establishment and active participation of civil society institutions 
remains one of the main factors in reaching long-lasting peace 
among communities in the conflicts over nagorno-karabakh, Ab-
khazia and south ossetia. the extent to which mistrust between 
peoples involved in ethno-political conflict is deeply rooted in histo-
ry or is embedded in a culture is spontaneously reproduced among 
conflicts. each conflict is unique with its own subjective characteris-
tics that often have important behavioral consequences. therefore, 
in deep-rooted ethnic disputes conflict management strategies are 
not adequate. conflicts cannot be resolved to everyone’s interests 
but also the antagonistic attitudes and relationships between the 
adversaries are transformed from negative to positive. thus, one 
of the most important yet the least understood aspect of peace 
processes in the south caucasus is the importance of conflict pre-
vention initiatives usually outlined by international community and 
carried out by the civil society institutions – nGos and mass media. 

nGos and civil society groups in the unrecognized entities/con-
flict zones can play an important role in decreasing the enemy image 
in their communities and promoting public diplomacy efforts. civil 
society could also play a crucial role in terms of ensuring regional 
security. this problem is also linked to the militarization of the re-
gion. People in the south caucasus are still highly concerned about 
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the militarization due to the elusive peace and the frozen conflicts. 
People certainly dream of peace though yet do not feel they can 
quit their arms. indicating other “satisfiers” of security and clarifying 
the role of civil society on this process could be one of the outputs 
of international organizations.

however, once again it should be mentioned that despite the 
strong potential, nGo sector has, it still needs to be strengthened 
and at the moment lacks the possibility of influence and control of 
the Government institutions and protection of the citizens. there 
are several reasons for that. first of all it is the financial constraint 
the nGos have. the latter are not sustainable and do not have 
permanent sources of finances, which could allow them to build 
strategic plans for their future activities on one hand and rapidly 
react to the particular issue on the other. financial shortcomings of 
these organizations also affect the human potential, since the mem-
bers and staff do not see the nGos for a sustainable source of their 
economic prosperity and do not fully concentrate their efforts but 
look for other financial possibilities. secondly, it is the low level of 
cooperation among the nGos that is caused by personal ambitions 
as well as some mistrust.

image of the enemy, negative stereotypes and mutual distrust 
that exist between conflicting parties should be overcome and the 
role of civil actors is substantial in it. Dealing with negative stereo-
types at the social level is possible under the conditions of positive 
communications between the parties to the conflict, regional coop-
eration both on state and social levels. state policies supposed to 
neutralize negative stereotypes (particularly among young people) 
could play a very significant role. overcoming negative stereotypes 
and the image of enemy with the means of wider social coopera-
tion is an important aspect of conflict prevention. the image of the 
whole south caucasus region as a permanent conflict zone proves 
that it is necessary to work on the decrease of the enemy image 
and negative psychological elements.

nGos focused on conflict management may enhance conflict 
prevention tools between the conflicting parties. these organiza-
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tions aim at assisting conflict resolution by surpassing the logic of 
the power politics and encouraging communication, understand-
ing and collaboration between antagonistic communities. Public 
diplomacy makes possible the involvement of civil society in con-
flict resolution activities, along with the efforts made by national 
governments. that is one of the most influential mechanisms that 
needs to be strengthened and actively applied to peace processes 
in all south caucasus states. integration of nGos within region-
al networks serves as an important link. nGo regional networks 
oriented on conflict prevention and peacebuilding activities refer 
to the problem of refugees/iDPs, social security and human rights 
issues etc. women’s nGos and network play a significant role not 
only in achieving gender equity, but in peace studies and conflict 
prevention.

mass media is another instrument in conflict prevention. they 
can play both positive and negative role in the process. the negative 
aspect implies stream of information aggravating hatred and hos-
tilities between parties, while positive aspect brings tolerance and 
understanding. in the south caucasus reality mass media mostly 
plays rather a destructive role in the process of conflict prevention 
and negatively influences the conflict potential. in many cases mass 
media dehumanizes the image of parties involved in conflict and 
encourages military means of conflict resolution while it should play 
an active role in the stipulation of a peacebuilding process.

the other key issue is the development and introduction of sim-
ilar education technologies aimed at strengthening cooperation of 
scientific-educational centers as strong actors of conflict prevention 
in the region. this role becomes more important under the con-
ditions of inefficient activity of formal international structures and 
peacemaking agencies. establishment of mechanisms for preparing 
specialists in conflict and peace issues may contribute to conflict 
prevention processes and peacebuilding. education and training 
programs in schools based on delivering skills for promoting toler-
ance and non-violence means of resolution need serious encour-
agement and support. Publishing is another strong mechanism: it 
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could also help balance the negative impact of mass media covering 
the disputed issues. 

Private and economic sector is an important part of conflict pre-
vention and the peacebuilding process. the development of eco-
nomic cooperation and integration can stipulate positive economic 
changes in each country, providing people with new opportunities. 
At present the entrepreneurs have the greatest interest in reali-
zation of economic interests and creating new markets instead of 
wide-spread smuggling.

recommeNDATioNs

Push the caucasian countries to accelerate the democratic re-
forms in their country. Democratic society will start to find itself in 
contrary to a conflict, urging the Government to take more effective 
steps towards its resolution.

the international community should initiate and actively pro-
mote a process designed to lead to a permanent solution of the 
regional conflicts. the international community can play a vital role 
in initiating and facilitating confidence-building measures, a political 
dialogue, and negotiations. coordinate continued international sup-
port for conflict prevention. Assist exiting nGos and support inde-
pendent media. establish and strengthen contacts in nagorno-kara-
bakh nGo sector working in conflict prevention area. 

the international community should use existing leverages to 
encourage progress towards a solution. An international strategy of 
sticks and carrots should ensure that the parties reach agreement 
on a permanent solution through peaceful means. 

Additional assistance should be made available to support the 
democratization process in south caucasus states, to strengthen 
civil society, and to improve the social and economic situation in 
conflict zones. Although democratization and strengthening of civil 
society will in themselves not solve the conflicts, they are the in-
dispensable basis for any sustainable solution. international support 
– both financial and political – should be provided to the indepen-
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dent media, the local nGo sector, human rights projects, alternative 
political voices, and efforts to enhance communications between 
different civic groups. to normalize the social and economic sit-
uation in conflict zones, direct international assistance should be 
given for education, health care, income-generating activities, and 
the return of refugees.
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the ABkhAziA AnD south ossetiA cAses: 
sPoIleRs In A neARly CollAPseD PeACe 

PRoCess 

the fall of the soviet union and subsequent liberation of the 
15 soviet republics, which became newly independent states (nis) 
in 1991, was marked by upheaval and insurgencies. in a number 
of cases this was a defining dynamic, particularly in those parts of 
the former “empire” that contained ethnically defined autonomous 
constituencies. these included Abkhazia and south ossetia in Geor-
gia, nagorno-karabakh in Azerbai jan, transdniestria in moldova, 
and chechnya in russia. security and self-identification problems 
in this rapidly changing environment con cerned not only the nis but 
also former autonomous entities that were exploited by pro-soviet 
forces in order to hinder the nis’ course to independent statehood. 
most of the disputes between the union of republics-turned-states 
and their autonomous entities ended with violent clashes and the 
emergence of secessionist quasi states seeking indepen dence from 
their former “patrons”. they remained unrecognized by the inter-
national community, however.
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in Abkhazia and south ossetia the conflict has passed a high-in-
tensity phase with armed hostilities (1992-1993 in Abkhazia and 
1991-1992 in south ossetia) and large-scale humanitarian crisis (al-
most 300,000 inter nally displaced persons and refugees, the abso-
lute majority of which in the Abkhazian case were ethnic Georgians). 
these states have now en tered a protracted, frozen situation of 
“no peace, no war”. yet the corre sponding peacebuilding process 
has never moved beyond an inadequate and undeveloped stage. in 
order to understand the key dynamics of the peace process and the 
spoiling phenomenon in the Abkhazian and south ossetian cases, 
we need to examine the major stages of the dispute.

the Abkhazia conflict1 is deeply rooted in the imperialist geopoli-
tics of the russian empire and the soviet union, and from the dawn 
of commu nist rule alienation between the Abkhaz and Georgians 
grew.2 A signifi cant part of Abkhazia is a subtropical Black sea rec-
reational area, which attracted support for the Abkhaz secessionists 
from the russian military and its political establishment at the first 
signs of soviet decline and the rise of a Georgian national liberation 
movement. the alienation of the Abkhaz from the Georgians grew 
as the view prevailed in Georgian his toriography that Abkhazia was 
historically an alias for western Georgia, while Abkhaz insisted on 
their distinct historical and ethnic origin. signifi cantly, Abkhazian 
sources blamed not russian or soviet imperialist policy but Geor-

1 Prior to the conflict, ethnic Abkhaz people (80,000-90,000) represented 18 per cent 
of the population of the Abkhazian Autonomous republic in soviet Georgia and 2 
per cent of the entire population of Georgia, according to the 1989 census. the 1993 
ethnic cleansing of the ethnic Georgian population (around 260,000) allowed the 
Abkhaz peo ple to obtain demographic control in Abkhazia. un-supervised return of 
internally dis placed persons has been managed so far only in the border territory of 
the Gali district of Abkhazia. the Abkhaz people barely form a majority even in the 
present depopu lated seceded territory, along with russians, Armenians, Greeks, and 
other local minor ity groups.

2 the south caucasus territories were incorporated into tzarist russia during the nine-
teenth century. the first world war and the subsequent revolutionary process in 
rus sia allowed Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan briefly to restore their independent 
statehood in 1918, aborted by red Army intervention and the following seven de-
cades of soviet rule. the first tension in Abkhazia dates back to the late 19th century 
(the samurzakhano crisis of the mukhajirs).
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gian nationalism – very weak and undeveloped until the late 1980s – 
for systematic assimilative measures against the Abkhaz. eventually, 
as Georgian-Abkhaz relations were aggravated by the new Georgian 
leaders’ ethno-nationalism, the whole dispute was manipulated by 
the advocates of an imperial revival to create maximum alienation 
be tween Georgians and Abkhaz.

the nature of the Georgian-osset dispute was significantly differ-
ent. Georgian-osset relations developed in a peaceful and tolerant 
manner: ossets were among the best-integrated ethnic groups in 
the highly di verse Georgian society. the first signs of Georgian-osset 
tension were visible as early as the 1920s, after the establishment 
of soviet rule, but never led to a secessionist platform until the 
awkward nationalist policies of the first post-soviet Georgian leader, 
zviad Gamsakhurdia, triggered the emerging conflict in late 1990.1 
inevitably, the struggle of a smaller community for higher autonomy 
and broader sovereignty in a transi tional period turned into ethnic 
intolerance towards Georgians and a growing pro-russian mood. in 
view of the growing Georgian-osset ten sion, President Gamsakhu-
rdia later made efforts to avoid conflict escala tion in Abkhazia by 
offering the Abkhaz privileges to secure their sup port, but it was 
too late.

AcTors AND PArTies iNvolveD iN The coNflicT’s 
DeveloPmeNT AND iN meDiATioN

As in most other cases, conflicts in Georgia involved multiple 
parties, both inside and outside the country, which had varying de-
grees of influ ence. the parties to the Abkhazian and south ossetian 
conflicts at their high-intensity stages (respectively, 1992-1993 and 
1991-1992) were as follows:

1 on 18 november 1990, in the still existing but fatally weakened soviet union, the 
newly elected Georgian parliament abolished the south ossetia Autonomous oblast 
as “an artificial entity implanted by the Bolsheviks to facilitate their imperialist na-
tional policy of divide and rule”.
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- the secessionist ethnocratic elite of the Abkhazian Autono-
mous re public (led by the supreme council chaired by vladislav 
Ardzinba, elected while the soviet union still existed), which was 
primarily re sponsible for the escalation of anti-Georgian sentiment 
in Abkhaz society.

After the armed conflict began, a group of anti-secessionist eth-
nic Georgian deputees of the supreme council of Abkhazia, led by 
deputy chairman tamaz nadareishvili, formed the so-called “legiti-
mate gov ernment of Abkhazia in exile” based in tbilisi.

- the secessionist ethnocratic elite of the south ossetia Autono-
mous oblast (led by the soviet-elected supreme council chaired by 
torez kulumbegov). they had not been resolutely against the idea 
of living in a common state with Georgians. however, the nation-
alist slogans of the first president of independent Georgia, zviad 
Gamsakhurdia, trig gered the confrontation with south ossets and 
enhanced their nation alist agenda.

- Georgia’s state council (eduard shevardnadze, tengiz sigua, and 
Jaba ioseliani) and the interim government. the state council was 
led by the former soviet foreign minister eduard shevardnadze, 
who re placed the ousted President zviad Gamsakhurdia after march 
1992 and was responsible for the military inspection that led to the 
escala tion of hostilities in Abkhazia in August 1992, and engaged 
later in the unsuccessful post-conflict negotiation process.

- the confederation of the mountainous Peoples of the cauca-
sus. this was a moscow-influenced paramilitary and political asso-
ciation in the north caucasus, with chechen and cossack regiments 
most active dur ing the Georgian-Abkhaz war, which provided the 
main offensive force to achieve the military success of the Abkhaz 
over the Georgians in september 1993. Pro-soviet forces in russia 
applied “divide-and-rule” policies to weaken the nis and attempted 
to facilitate the recreation of the moscow-dominated union.

- supporters of the ousted President Gamsakhurdia (or so-called 
zviadists). they had a double-standard approach: on the one hand 
they stressed their patriotic and nationalist agenda, and therefore 
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rejected the Abkhaz and osset secessionism; on the other they 
did everything possible to weaken shevardnadze’s administration, 
which they declared illegitimate and dubbed as a “junta”, and called 
for instability and even public upheaval in the country. As a result, 
a temporary alliance with the Abkhaz “rebels” emerged.

Participants in peace negotiations in the “frozen” stage (since 
1993 in the osset case and 1994 in the Abkhaz case) are defined as 
the parties immediately and necessarily present at the negotiation 
table, the absence of one of which made any meeting invalid.1 In 
the Georgian-Abkhaz dis pute those were the official representa-
tives of the Georgian state author ities and the Abkhazia de facto 
government, the russian mediation group (sponsored by the Group 
of friends of the un secretary-General on Georgia and composed 
by the russian ministry of foreign Affairs), and the un observ-
er mission in Georgia (unomiG).2 in the Georgian-osset dispute 
the representatives were the Georgian state authorities, the south 
ossetia de facto government, official representatives of the north 
ossetia-Alania republic (part of the russian federation adjacent to 
south ossetia), and representatives of the federal russian author-
ities, including the representative of the cis peacekeeping forces.

custodians of the peace process, based on agreement between 
the so-called “friends of the un secretary-General”, in resolution 
of the con flicts in Georgia have been as follows:

- the osce in the south ossetia case (the osce mission in Geor-
gia has mostly concentrated on south ossetia).

1 the quadrilateral “chuburhinji” commission for Abkhazia and quadrilateral “Jcc” 
(Joint control commission) for south ossetia were created. in south ossetia the 
permanent participants in negotiations are Georgian, south osset, north osset, and 
russian official delegations, whose chiefs make a council of co-chairpersons of the 
commission.

2 in the nagorno-karabakh conflict a special osce-sponsored interstate minsk group 
was created to monitor and mediate a negotiated solution, but no such permanent 
group was ever created for the Abkhazia and south ossetia cases. rather, an un-
derstanding was expressed of russia’s special role and right to mediate and broker 
negotiations in the Georgian internal conflicts.
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- the united nations in the Abkhazia case (unomiG, led by the 
spe cial representative of the un secretary-General).

- the russian federation in both cases and throughout the pro-
cess. the kremlin has insisted on leading all the peace negotiations 
in Georgia and exerted pressure on the un security council on 
decisions relating to Georgia. russia has set up the peacekeeping 
forces (officially called the cis forces) stationed along the inguri 
river demarcation line in Abkhazia and at the entrances to the 
south osset territory (the roki tunnel in the north and ergneti, 
near tskhinali, in the south-east). normally the russian federation 
should act on the mandate and in accordance with the Group of 
friends of the un secretary-General (five countries – the usA, the 
uk, france, Germany, and russia – cooperating in supervision of 
the peace process in Georgia). in reality that group has delegated 
its power to russia, confirming the geopolitical status of Georgia 
as part of russia’s sphere of influence.

russian diplomats have often stressed that Georgia is not a 
sphere of russia’s special interest, and being involved in disputes 
over minor terri tories such as Abkhazia and south ossetia is merely 
a headache for them. however, the reality proves to be different: 
the state Duma has re peatedly encouraged Abkhazia and south 
ossetia to apply for associated membership in the russian federa-
tion, whilst most Abkhaz and south ossets have already obtained 
russian passports and citizenship. russians have also purchased real 
estate in Abhazia, and otherwise developed ties with the seceded 
territories. there have been frequent alerts from the Georgian side 
that the conflict is really political, not ethnic, and that rus sia is re-
ally a party to the conflict and therefore cannot act as a mediator.

the russian state Duma, the ministries of foreign Affairs and De-
fence, and the federal security service (fsB) expressed support for 
secession ists; whilst that would normally be a sufficient indication 
of russia’s deep partiality in another country’s internal affairs, it did 
not prevent the inter national community from supporting russia’s 
role as main broker to ne gotiate peace agreements.
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sPoilers iN The souTh cAucAsus coNflicT resoluTioN 
Process

the impact of various kinds of spoiling in peace processes has 
been studied from different angles. stedman defines spoilers as 
“actors who aim to undermine the peace process”;1 that is, a peace 
process needs to be ongoing for the spoilers to enter the scene. 
in the unresolved south caucasus conflicts – nagorno-karabakh, 
Abkhazia, and south ossetia – a peace agreement has never been 
signed, negotiations are stalled, and the positions of the parties 
have been “frozen” for years. nevertheless, the peace process is 
often considered not only as ongoing, but also as having something 
to its credit in all these cases. rather than a collapsed peace agree-
ment (such as cases where signed peace agreements were broken 
and civil wars renewed), it would be more accurate to speak about 
a failed or collapsed peace process, especially if agreement has not 
been achieved in over a decade of negotiations. yet the mandate 
of custodians is defined so as to escape such an assessment. As the 
assess ment “no result” is unacceptable, it is always replaced by “the 
process is ongoing with serious difficulties” – caused, of course, by 
spoiling behav iour, partly because a custodian of the peace process 
appears to be a spoiler itself.

the legal basis of any negotiation between the parties to conflict 
should be international agreements and documents such as un 
security council resolutions; in this case these documents have ac-
knowledged the territorial integrity of Georgia (an osce statement 
of 1998 acknowl edged the fact of ethnic cleansing of Georgians in 
Abkhazia), but also called for the parties to adhere to peaceful and 
non-violent ways to nego tiate an agreement. the only document so 
far that realistically assessed the situation and offered a mutually 
acceptable solution was the so-called Boden’s document (2001), 
which the Abkhaz side refused even to receive for consideration 

1 stedman, stephen J. 1997. “spoiler problems in peace processes”, international 
secu rity, vol. 22, no. 2.
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and which has never been published.1 Boden’s docu ment offers, 
as the only realistic solution to the dispute, the incorporation of 
the Abkhazian state into the federal Georgian state with limited 
sover eignty but with broad responsibilities delegated by the federal 
constitu tion.

resulT of The PeAce Process AccorDiNG To The 
PArTies’ PosiTioNs

conflict can be considered as a kind of relationship that involves 
an in compatibility of goals. the incompatibility of the national proj-
ects of Ab khazians and Georgians became the main obstacle on the 
way to recon ciliation. the Abkhaz are agreed in seeking indepen-
dent statehood of the republic of Abkhazia, or at least a limited 
statehood associated with the russian federation. Georgians are 
committed to the return of refu gees to Abkhazia and to reincorpo-
rating the Abkhazia republic in the redefined federal Georgian state. 
the world views of the parties are de fined according to this per-
ceived dilemma. international organizations and intellectual think-
tanks involved in dispute resolution have been try ing to figure out 
a combination of conditions that would overcome this dilemma and 
allow the sides to reconcile their positions. But the Abkha zian and 
Georgian positions, complicated as they may be, are marked with 
consistency, while the russian position involves double standards.

The DeclAreD AND AcTuAl ABKhAziAN PosiTioN

the sides should commit themselves to non-violent negotiation 
towards the elaboration of the separation agreement, according 
to which Georgia agrees to the status of the independent republic 
of Abkhazia, adopted by the Abkhazian parliament and based on 
results of the referendum held in 1999 among the current popula-
tion of Abkhazia. Georgia must also agree to the terms for return 

1 Dieter Boden was in the mid 1990s the osce head of mission to Georgia, and in the 
early 2000s chief of unomiG.
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of refugees and internally displaced persons (iDPs) decided by the 
Abkhaz authorities.

The DeclAreD AND AcTuAl GeorGiAN PosiTioN

the sides should commit themselves to non-violent negotiation 
towards an elaboration of the integration agreement, according to 
which the de facto Abkhaz and the state Georgian authorities agree 
on a certain schedule involving the safe return and settlement of 
all refugees/iDPs to Abkhazia in a limited period of time, and the 
status of autonomy or lim ited sovereignty of the Abkhazia republic 
within the Georgian federal state.

The DeclAreD russiAN PosiTioN

russia respects the internationally recognized territorial integ-
rity of Georgia, and negotiates the parties’ agreement towards a 
mutually acceptable model of reintegration in a common state, or 
towards any other status acceptable for the parties to conflict and 
the custodians.

The AcTuAl russiAN PosiTioN

russia supports the inspiration of the Abkhaz to achieve an in-
dependent statehood if it is combined with a pro-russian orien-
tation of Abkhazia. there were several statements of the russian 
state Duma on Abkhazia, supporting secessionism and raising the 
possibility of accepting Abkhazia as an associated member of the 
russian federation. russia is ready to consider the incorporation of 
the self-proclaimed republic of Abkhazia in the russian federation 
if a serious external threat is posed to russian citizens in Abkhazia, 
who now represent the majority of Abkhazia’s pop ulation due to a 
policy of mass passport provision.

obviously, there is incompatibility between the positions of the 
imme diate parties to the conflict. remarkably, there is also incom-
patibility be tween the declared and actual positions of the rus-
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sian federation – a custodian to the peace process and a chief 
bro ker/me  diator – with regard to the Georgian-Abkhaz dispute.

post-conflict DeVelopMent as peRceiVeD BY siDes in 
tHe geoRgian-aBKHaz Dispute

it is clear that the main sides in the peacebuilding process are 
the Geor gian and Abkhaz societies collectively, whose positions are 
represented by their respective elite groups. there is high-level so-
cial involvement and identification with the conflict cause on both 
sides. Apart from these main groups, other actors influence the 
process are parts of russia’s po litical, military, and economic elite 
(the most invariant groups throughout the dispute), the usA, the 
eu, the united nations, and the osce, as well as the iDP commu-
nity, north caucasus communities kin to the Ab khaz, and ethnic/
demographic groups within Georgian society.1 in the existing distri-
bution of forces, any peace agreement would have as signa tories 
representatives of the Georgian state authorities and the Abkhazia 
de facto leadership. most probably a russian official representative 
would also be a signatory to the agreement.

one cannot envisage to a credible extent the future impact of 
spoiling unless one considers possible scenarios of (post-)conflict 
development in volving the most important factors. in the follow-
ing analysis, positive and negative scenarios of development in the 
Abkhazia conflict (eight in total) will be divided into “ideal” and 
“rational”, and these, respectively, divided into “positive ideal” and 
“negative ideal”, “positive rational” and “negative rational”, for each 
of the parties to conflict.

remarkably, an ideal scenario for Georgians does not mean that 
it ex ists for all Georgians. it exists for quantitative (numerous) and 
qualita tive (publicly influential) groups of Georgians, mutually in-
compatible in a number of attitudes. some would be satisfied only 
if they ideally get even with their opponents, while others would 

1 the Abkhazia Problem reflected by Public opinion (findings of sociolog ical surveys).  
iccn, tbilisi. 2002.
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be happy only if they ideally reconcile. it certainly implies that the 
perception and identification of the Abkhazia problem is not uni-
form for Georgians, and that it repre sents a difficulty for Georgians 
themselves to identify this problem. the style chosen in the descrip-
tion of scenarios reflects the discourse of the relevant party to the 
conflict (e.g. persons who left Abkhazia as a result of war are called 
“refugees” in Abkhaz scenarios and “iDPs” in Geor gian).

PosiTive iDeAl sceNArio from The GeorGiAN 
PersPecTive

Abkhaz actors realize that politically and culturally they have nev-
er been essentially different from Georgians, have never constituted 
a state inde pendent from Georgia, and cannot seek independence 
from the nation that sheltered them from external domination and 
supported them dur ing soviet rule. they admit their struggle cannot 
be qualified as a na tional liberation movement, but only a rebellion 
inspired by separatist groups in Abkhaz society and their russian 
and north caucasian sup porters. the ruling Abkhazian political elite 
group must change their position or abandon political life. russia 
weakens/disintegrates so much that it is unable to support sepa-
ratist regimes (russia changing its atti tude is unimaginable in this 
scenario). the Abkhaz publicly and officially express their regret for 
the rebellion, and offer an apology for the mass ethnic cleansing 
of ethnic Georgians they and their allies executed in 1992-1993 
and in following incidents. unambiguous acknowledgement follows 
that Abkhazia will never be in a position to create an indepen dent 
state, supported by a mass demonstrations of affection for Georgia 
and willingness to collaborate in restoring Georgian rule over the 
whole territory of Abkhazia and rapid repatriation of all iDPs to 
their homes. Abkhazia will not even insist on receiving autonomous 
republic status if Georgia prefers a unitary state structure to a fed-
eralist one, and accepts rights of cultural autonomy.
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NeGATive iDeAl sceNArio from The GeorGiAN 
PersPecTive

the Abkhaz unambiguously state they will pursue independence 
or in corporation into the russian federation at all costs, contin-
ue publicly to express their intolerance towards Georgians, and 
strengthen their links with russian nationalists and military. russia 
ensures sustainability of the internationally still-unrecognized Ab-
khazian state. the Abkhazian authorities form sustainable alliances 
with the ethnically related north caucasus nations, which express 
their solidarity with and provide armed support for the Abkhazian 
cause. ignoring the un/osce etc. decisions and resolutions, the 
Abkhaz expatriate all remaining or returned ethnic Georgians from 
Abkhazia, and close and land-mine the border with the help of 
russian “peacekeeping” forces. Abkhazia remains an uncon trolled 
territory active in trafficking, illegal trade, and smuggling of weap-
ons and drugs. maintaining trade links with russia and turkey1 and 
de veloping ties with international terrorist groups allow them to 
prolong indefinitely their de facto independence, unless their sup-
porters in the russian state Duma succeed in incorporating Abkha-
zia in the russian federation. Abkhazia supports south ossetia and 
nagorno-karabah in maintaining their de facto independence, and 
supports nationalist anti-Georgian movements in ethnic minority 
settlements in Georgia. Georgian state power degenerates, and the 
international community – despite official warnings and statements 
– reacts passively, allowing the separation to be legitimized in the 
long run.

PosiTive rATioNAl sceNArio from The GeorGiAN 
PersPecTive

the Abkhaz (political leadership on behalf of the nation, or com-
parably considerable/influential groups) declare they want to re-
store friendly re lations with Georgian society, and willingly accept 

1 turkey has adhered to the territorial integrity of Georgia, yet private turkish compa-
nies have been actively involved in barter trade with Abkhazia via the Black sea ports.
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their entry in the Georgian federal state. they realize that in their 
best national interest they should oppose russian political domina-
tion, and never more be a tool of russian or any other great-power 
politics. Being ethnically differ ent from Georgians, they agree they 
have historically and culturally been related to the Georgian nation, 
that they respect centuries-long common traditions and ties with 
Georgians, and are committed to restoration to gether with Geor-
gians of what was ruined by the conflict and war. Being committed 
to maintaining their autonomy on federalist principles within the 
Georgian state, the Abkhaz nevertheless sign an agreement accord-
ing to which they will not seek full independence unless provoked 
by ag gressive nationalist policies of Georgian authorities, in which 
case the Abkhaz will appeal to international law for protection. the 
international community achieves the replacement of russia as an 
intermediary to settle the Georgian-Abkhaz dispute with appropri-
ate international structures.

NeGATive rATioNAl sceNArio from The GeorGiAN 
PersPecTive

the Abkhaz negotiate with, yet decline all proposed solutions 
from, Georgians, insist on their de facto achieved and self-pro-
claimed indepen dence, and become more sustainable by strength-
ening ties with russian communists/nationalists, pro-Abkhaz north 
caucasian nations, and their diasporas in turkey and other coun-
tries. finding a solution for the iDP repatriation problem and the 
Abkhazia conflict is postponed indefinitely. the Georgian repatri-
ate-populated Gali region of Abkhazia, the only area where joint 
supervision (in a stronger case, de facto jurisdiction) of Georgian 
authorities might be accepted, turns into a high-risk zone. fi nally, 
the Georgian authorities have to sign the only version of a negotia-
ble agreement acceptable to the Abkhaz, whereby Abkhazia and 
Geor gia, as two equal subjects of international law, sign a treaty 
by which they form a confederative state on a symmetrical basis 
which delegates certain prerogatives (like foreign diplomatic rela-
tions, foreign trade, bor der control, communications, etc.) to the 
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federal structures and author ities. Abkhaz maintain their right of 
secession and formation of an inde pendent state.

PosiTive iDeAl sceNArio from The ABKhAziAN 
PersPecTive

Georgians realize they should not even attempt to offer any sta-
tus for Abkhazia, but should accept whatever kind of statehood 
the Abkhaz people choose to build for themselves, and whoever 
they would want to affiliate with politically. Georgians acknowledge 
they have acted as ag gressors towards Abkhazia and have executed 
forceful assimilation poli cies against the Abkhaz nation in the past, 
as a result of which the Ab khaz became a minority in their home-
land. Georgians express their acceptance of whatever decision is 
arrived at by the Abkhaz, and, if the Abkhaz decision is to develop 
a common confederate state with Geor gians, will negotiate (soft 
bargaining only) the principles of peaceful co existence. if the Ab-
khaz refuse to have any political relationship with Georgia, the two 
parties willingly sign an agreement of neutrality and non-interfer-
ence in each other’s affairs. Georgia undertakes an obligation not 
to use military force, or third parties’ or international influence, 
to press Abkhazia into a political or economic alliance, and not to 
raise the issue of repatriation of the refugees of the 1992-1993 
Georgian-Abkhaz war to Abkhazia.

NeGATive iDeAl sceNArio from The ABKhAziAN 
PersPecTive

Georgia manages, either by military force or by western-aided 
eco nomic and political pressure, to crush the Abkhazian statehood, 
restore Georgian jurisdiction over the whole Abkhazia territory, and 
forcibly settle masses of refugees (or would-be refugees) in Abkha-
zia, giving them a free hand in occupying Abkhaz homes whenever 
claimed by the repatriates and allowing acts of vengeance. Abkha-
zia is overwhelmed by criminal activities and the whole subregion 
plunges into turmoil. Abkha zia is declared (and acknowledged by 
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un and other international struc tures as) another province of Geor-
gia and is again subject to forcible assimilation, extending to the full 
extermination or dissolution of the Abkhaz nation.

PosiTive rATioNAl sceNArio from The ABKhAziAN 
PersPecTive

Despite the political and economic pressure, Abkhazia manages 
to achieve internal stability and sustainability, develop trade and 
barter ex change with neighbouring countries like turkey or russia 
(especially north caucasus autonomies), and strengthen its position 
in negotiations on the future status of Abkhazia. seeing that Ab-
khazia is able to sustain itself at least for another decade, Georgia 
agrees to sign the federative union treaty with the Abkhazia repub-
lic, based on which they form a confederation or an asymmetrical 
federation wherein the Abkhaz pre serve all the rights that ensure 
their sovereignty, security, and autono mous development. Abkhazia 
succeeds in including a secession right in the treaty. Georgian au-
thorities keep to the prerogatives delegated to them by the union 
treaty. limited groups of Georgian refugees return to places pre-
scribed by the Abkhaz authorities where they cannot destabi lize 
the local situation.

NeGATive rATioNAl sceNArio from The ABKhAziAN 
PersPecTive

Georgia manages to activate the cis governments and the inter-
national community to exercise political pressure and strengthen 
the blockade of Abkhazia, escalates guerilla war, and succeeds in 
aggravating economic, social, and political conditions in Abkhazia 
to the extent that the internal situation is seriously destabilized. 
crime and corruption further under mine Abkhaz society. negoti-
ations with the Georgian leadership are at a stalemate because 
Georgia does not want to negotiate an equal part nership agreement 
on forming a confederal/federal state, and insists on refugee return 
to the entire territory of Abkhazia. in this case Abkhazia is forced 



416

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

to seek incorporation in the russian federation or pursue de facto 
independence through an alliance with north-caucasian-friendly 
and ethnically related nations (e.g. in the proposed united north 
cauca sus republic).

reAlisTic ouTcomes

needless to say, the rational scenarios have a considerably higher 
proba bility of materializing, although it is hard to make a decisive 
choice be tween them at the moment. the “magic formula” for both 
avoiding and overcoming inter-ethnic disputes, especially of a titular 
ethnic group with minorities, is making life in the country attrac-
tive, if not for economic prosperity, than for safety, tolerance, and 
openness, thus creating stimuli for minorities to stay rather than to 
secede. Georgia is gradually turning into a stable country. in spite of 
a severe energy and production crisis caused by the collapse of the 
soviet internal market, the country has managed not only to survive 
but to build up its capacity to play a signifi cant role in regional and 
international relations.

The PercePTioN of sPoiliNG AND sPoilers AmoNGsT 
The PArTies To coNflicT

the perception of spoiling in this case is formed according to the 
ideas of a just approach to the issue and its just solution. spoiling is 
seen wherever one side acts contrary to the other side’s perceived 
goal of the peace pro cess.

The ABKhAz

the spoilers are Georgian state authorities, as they act contrary 
to their expressed commitments and signed agreements; they un-
dermine and vio late bilateral and multilateral agreements, sponsor 
guerillas, and impose sanctions and blockades. loyalty is expressed 
by the Abkhaz party both to the russian mediation and to ios, 
inGos, and iGos. cautious toler ance is expressed to the selected 
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Georgian nGos/csos involved in a very limited dialogue process 
(approved by the de facto Abkhaz author ities).

The GeorGiANs

the spoilers are russian mediators and the official structures 
involved in the negotiation process: they act contrary to their ex-
pressed commitments and signed agreements, and are siding with 
the Abkhaz and prevent rap prochement. the Abkhaz de facto au-
thorities are not spoilers: they just adhere to what they strive for. 
tolerant scepticism is expressed towards ios and inGos, although 
loyalty is expressed towards western Gos and iGos.

The russiANs

the spoilers are Georgian state authorities, as they act contrary 
to their expressed commitments and signed agreements; they un-
dermine and violate bilateral and multilateral agreements, sponsor 
guerillas, and im pose sanctions and blockades. spoilers are also 
western iGos which sup port the Georgian side.

DiscussioN

the interest represented by the Abkhazia case lies in that it dif-
fers from most studied cases of conflict and post-conflict situations. 
in the first place, there are no spoilers unambiguously recognized by 
both sides, but there are actors unilaterally identified as spoilers by 
one party to conflict, or by a third party. in rwanda, cambodia, sri 
lanka, mozambique, An gola, south Africa, Bosnia, and many other 
cases the dynamics of the process involved a change of role/inter-
est/resourcefulness of the actors immediately engaged in peace 
negotiations and a fulfilment of the agree ment. efforts of the in-
ternational community led to signing peace agree ments in all these 
countries after a period of intensive post-civil-war ne gotiations, fol-
lowed in some cases by a renewal of civil war or genocide perpetrat-
ed by the former parties to the peace process or even signato ries 
of the peace agreement. in the south caucasus cases it has never 
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come to the stage of elaborating or signing a peace agreement, but 
only to provisional and interim agreements on a cease-fire, and the 
creation of commissions of joint control on a cease-fire.

Azerbaijan and Georgia have been careful about taking any deci-
sions that might lead to or be interpreted as a legitimization of the 
de facto au thorities of the seceded territories; at the same time, 
it became clear that boycotting and the “no negotiation” strategy 
was not a managing tool. Georgia’s approach in Abkhazia has been 
less rigid than Azerbaijan’s in nagorno-karabakh, but it did not bring 
the parties’ positions closer.

the insufficient impact of the efforts of international organiza-
tions has been obvious to all (proven by the non-existence of sub-
stantial stimuli for the parties involved to hurry after “the departing 
train”). yet there has been little analysis specifically on the causes 
of this inefficiency, as this might reveal the degree of rigidity in in-
ternational peacekeeping opera tions and an awkward circumstance 
that freezing the conflict may comply with the bureaucratic needs of 
huge intergovernmental structures. it was much easier to blame the 
situation on the marginalities of post- soviet space and the inability 
of the parties to negotiate.

A view has emerged in the outside world about seceded for-
mations that may be described as the “tom and Jerry effect”:1 the 
smaller are perceived as weaker and needing protection from their 
larger adver saries, sympathies are rearranged accordingly, and ef-
forts to defreeze2 the conflict are therefore rejected and even con-
demned as jeopardiz ing stability in conflict zones. As a result, the 
secessionists and their sup porters manage to mobilize resources 
that balance the powers, which, in turn, prolongs the status quo 
but at the same time leads to manipulation of on-site situations and 
eventually to “sterilization” of the peace pro cess.3 the secessionists 

1 khutsishvili, George. 2004. “the “tom and Jerry effect” in the picture of ethno-polit-
ical conflict”, “the 24 hours”, 21 July.

2 cf. khutsishvili, George, “what freezes and what unfreezes conflicts?”, available at 
http://sef-bonn.org/events/2000/kaukasus/khutsishvili.html.

3 khutsishvili, note 11 above.

http://sef-bonn.org/events/2000/kaukasus/khutsishvili.html
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therefore grow in their own vision as victorious small nations suc-
cessfully establishing themselves against larger “impe rial” powers.

All the un security council resolutions and positions of member 
states unambiguously adhere to the territorial integrity of Georgia 
and Azerbaijan, meaning that no legitimization may be accepted for 
the self-proclaimed republics of Abkhazia, nagorno-karabakh, and 
south osse tia without prior consent of the respective south cauca-
sus states. most cases of ethnic separatism have remarkably ended 
in the international community finally legitimizing the secession and 
sponsoring the creation of new independent states.

the “fog of the peace process” in the Abkhazia case may be il-
lustrated by the russian federation’s acceptance (rather than assig-
nation) by the international community as the broker of the peace 
agreement in a con flict zone where it does not act as a neutral 
party. An internationally sponsored mediator and custodian of the 
peace process has appeared to be acting as a spoiler. in their turn, 
Georgia and Azerbaijan have looked at international mediation as a 
tool to exert pressure on the secessionists, while the radical groups 
in their societies have pressured their govern ments not to negotiate 
at all, as this, in their view, in itself already means legitimization of 
secessionist authorities. An ideal process according to such groups 
would take place if the international organizations “medi ated” the 
imposition of ultimata on secessionists while host governments 
consistently kept a non-negotiating stance. the Abkhazia case also 
shows another peculiarity. the radical group of Georgian iDP lead-
ers from the “Abkhazia government-in-exile” – which was obviously 
in opposition to the peacebuilding process in the 1990s — were 
never openly criticized by the international custodians of the peace 
process, although informally the reaction to this group has been 
extremely negative. un and osce mis sions in Georgia have always 
stressed that their policy is to cooperate with that group, as it had 
been supported and backed by the Georgian state authorities.1

1 the Abkhazia government-in-exile was created after the civil war in Abkhazia and 
its secession from Georgia, as an alternative to and in the same format as the sovi-
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the peace process in the Abkhazia case may succeed only if “the 
fog is cleared”: clear definitions lead to the abandonment of the 
double standards and ambiguous policies of some of the “peace 
custodians”, the parties to conflict and subjects of peace process 
are clearly defined, and international mediation is done via “out-
sider-neutral”1 parties and is combined with a substantial effort to 
exert pressure on the parties violating the internationally recognized 
rules and norms of the peace process.

DefreeziNG As sPoiliNG? The cAse of souTh osseTiA 
iNTerveNTioN

the first serious attempt in the whole post-war period to change 
the bal ance of forces in a conflict zone was made in summer 2004 
by the Geor gian authorities. After the “rose revolution” (november 
2003), Presi dent mikheil saakashvili at his inauguration in January 
2004 publicly promised the Georgian people “Georgia will be whole 
again”. that meant he would restore the territorial integrity of the 
country within the period of his presidency – of course by non-vio-
lent means. After the sec ond successful milestone of the Georgian 
revolution – ousting a moscow-backed rebellious Ajara provincial 
leader, Aslan Abashidze, in early may 2004 – the Georgian govern-
ment started to prepare the third stage: they developed a strategy 
for defreezing the Abkhazia and south ossetia post-conflict process. 
efforts were first made with regard to south osse tia, combining 
“carrots” (humanitarian assistance, free medical aid to osset and 
Georgian villagers, putting the former on the Georgian state payroll 

et-style Abkhazia supreme council that had led the seceded autonomy, accompa-
nied by all the ministries and departments which existed prior to the armed conflict. 
contrary to the constitution, 10 seats were guaranteed for this group in the Georgian 
parliament until november 2003. Georgian revolution has put an end to this practice. 
it would be fair to mention that the government-in-exile has become more construc-
tive after its chair man, tamaz nadareishvili, was voted down in february 2004.

1 lederach, John Paul. 1995. Preparing for Peace. conflict transformation Across 
cul tures. new york: syracuse university Press; lederach, John Paul. 1997. Building 
Peace: sustainable reconciliation in Divided societies. washington, Dc: us institute 
for Peace Press.
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for pensions, etc.) and “sticks” (dissolution of the ergneti market 
at the entrance to the south osset capital tskhinvali, where ethnic 
Geor gian and ossets traded together, illegal goods were smuggled, 
and crimi nal money was laundered; increasing of the number of 
Georgian armed block-posts, especially in the Georgian-populated 
villages, etc.). Geor gian intervention was a risky experiment in-
tended to bring the “frozen” system out of equilibrium to make 
it more manageable. it seems that the Georgian government ex-
pected understanding of, if not full support for, these actions from 
the russian authorities, especially in view of the visi ble thaw in 
Georgian-russian relations earlier in spring 2004. But the re sult was 
exactly the opposite: the russian mass media and state Duma de-
nounced saakashvili’s policy as spoiling and attempted to launch a 
new stage of the “rose revolution” in south ossetia. the western 
re action has been spectacularly different.

the russian view of this process has focused on concrete cases 
of vio lation of the agreements, as well as unilateral action on the 
Georgian side, which they assessed as risky and irresponsible. the 
Georgian view of the same process focused on the generally biased 
attitude of the rus sian peacekeepers in the conflict zone and the 
state Duma’s expressed statements of support for the secessionists.

in the russian perspective, no actions of the Georgian authorities 
in the conflict zone were legitimate unless approved in advance 
by the four-sided commission (dominated at that time by the rus-
sian-appointed commander of peacekeeping forces who never hid 
his anti-Georgian approach1). According to the russian authorities’ 
view, the Georgians attempted in summer 2004 to establish their 
military control in the con flict zone and de facto Georgian jurisdic-
tion in south ossetia by treating both osset and Georgian popula-
tions according to Georgian law (even by paying pensions), while 
the entire population of south ossetia is in fact subordinate to the 

1 Georgian tv channels, especially the leading rustavi 2, gave in summer 2004 much 
evi dence of this, in the form of live broadcasts and interviews with the head of the 
russian peacekeepers, General nabdzorov, on his biased attitudes towards Geor-
gians.
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constitution and legislature of the south ossetia republic (russian 
official documents avoid calling it “self-proclaimed”, or otherwise 
stressing the lack of legitimacy of that entity). An interim solution 
to the aggravated situation in the conflict zone, in the russian view, 
may be achieved only through the full submission of the Georgian 
authorities to the de facto distribution of powers in place for the 
entire post-war period.

According to the Georgian perspective, the russian approach has 
been illegitimately imposing on the Georgian side the attitude that 
the south ossetia republic is a separate state, and was contrary 
to russia’s interna tional obligations and official declarations of the 
russian leadership. if it is internationally acknowledged that south 
ossetia is part of Georgia, then why should Georgian humanitarian 
initiatives and actions require special permission for implementa-
tion in the conflict zone? the Georgian perspective presupposed 
also the right of movement for Georgian law enforcement agencies 
in south ossetia, which had never been requested in previous years. 
for many years the Georgians had not interfered in the practical-
ly unlimited domain of the peacekeeping operation zone for the 
sake of maintaining the fragile stability. in return, Georgian villag-
ers in south ossetia were kept by the local de facto authorities in 
relatively safe conditions. the osset secessionist government led 
by then President ludwig chibirov collaborated with the Georgian 
authorities on practical matters in a balanced manner, and move-
ment between the conflict zone and mainland Georgia had been 
simplified. the election of eduard kokoity as president of south 
ossetia in 2002 indicated a more intrusive approach by russia to the 
seceded regions of Georgia: russian passports were openly distrib-
uted among the population of Abkhazia and south ossetia, control 
of local mass media and nGos hardened, and movement to/from 
tbilisi was complicated. kokoity’s government repeatedly tried to 
push towards the incorporation of south ossetia in the russian fed-
eration – an initiative unacceptable in international law but always 
positively reacted to and encouraged by the russian state Duma, 
which had repeatedly threatened to impose sanctions on Georgia 
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for the pro tection of russian citizens1 in south ossetia and Abkhazia. 
According to Georgia’s view, it is legitimate to defend the rights (at 
least) of the Georgian population of south ossetia, who have never 
acknowledged themselves as citizens of another country.

According to the western perspective represented by european 
and us media sources, academic writings, and analytical papers 
(official documents are much more reserved), russia is not a neutral 
party, as it has been siding with one – and remarkably, a secessionist 
– party in all post-soviet conflicts and cannot play the role of im-
partial mediator in the internal conflicts of Georgia. if it is true that 
defreezing contains cer tain threats to stability and peace (a cease-
fire in this case), then freezing is no more credible and praiseworthy 
than defreezing, and freezing the conflicts is what the “custodians to 
peace” have been contributing to in all the post-war years of the so-
called peace process in Georgia. russia’s role has been spectacular 
in this regard, although it did not ideologically contradict the roles 
and mandates of the international structures on site.

coNclusioNs

logically speaking, “spoiling” is a term applicable to actual, not 
virtual or simulated, peace processes; spoiling can take place where 
there is something to spoil, i.e. a valid peace process. the peace 
process in Geor gia has balanced for years on the brink of disap-
pearing. therefore one needs a certain amount of caution and clar-
ity when speaking of the role of spoiling in Georgia. the parties’ 
mutual perception includes a specific vision and understanding of 
spoiling. the specificity of the peace process in the Abkhazia and 
south ossetia conflicts corresponds to the specificity of spoilers 
and spoiling in these cases. in order to identify a spoiling party and 
the nature of spoiling in a given case, it is important to be as far 
removed as possible from the impact of subjectivity present in the 

1 russia has double citizenship. Any other country’s citizen may obtain russian iD and 
will be considered in such a case to be a russian citizen. multiplying citizens in other 
countries is another tool to exert pressure on those countries.
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par ties’ vision of the roots, causes, and resolution of the conflict. 
specifically, in the Georgian conflicts one can observe the influence 
of an external spoiler.

in the Abkhazia and south ossetia cases russia has displayed 
partial ity and double standards: officially declaring neutrality and 
adherence to internationally recognized principles, and actually sid-
ing with a seces sionist party. russian mediation has contributed to 
the frozen state of ne gotiations and deepened the gap between the 
parties to conflict, which is incompatible with the role of a custodian 
of the peace process. A custo dian of the peace process acting as 
insider-partial is actually a party to conflict, and loses legitimacy as 
an objective mediator.

A lack of communication between the conflicting parties, per-
sisting negative stereotypes, and deadlocked negotiations diminish 
the chances of a negotiated peace agreement and increase the 
probability of renewal of armed clashes. therefore attempts at hu-
manitarian intervention and other non-violent forms of “defrosting” 
cannot be rejected as such. the general attitude of the european 
interparliamentary, interstate, and hu man rights structures prior 
to and after the Georgia developments in summer 2004 has been 
limited to appeals to stay within the confines of bilateral actions 
and refrain from any attempts at “defrosting”. A compli cated con-
flict scene and casualties in south ossetia were later referred to 
as evidence of the futility and danger of any attempt to interfere 
in the distribution of forces in a conflict zone and the structure 
of frozen con flict. this should not mean, however, that “freezing” 
is a better situation than “defreezing”, especially if international 
mediation efforts have been unsuccessful for over a decade and at 
least one custodian to the peace process has really done nothing 
towards the reconciliation of the parties.



425

CommemoRAtInG tHe ImmoRtAl 
teACHInG

satyagraha means pressing for political reform through non-vi-
olent resistance. the teachings of satyagraha and ahimsa (non-vi-
olence) as tools of political struggle belong to the great mahatma 
Gandhi. their centenary was commemorated on January 29-30 in a 
world-wide forum initiated by sonia Gandhi, President of the indian 
national congress. the forum in new Delhi was addressed by indian 
Prime minister manmohan singh and attended by such luminaries 
as nobel Prize laureates lech walesa, Archbishop Desmond tutu 
and muhammad yunus, as well as former and current heads of 
state and famous leaders. All spoke passionately about Gandhi’s 
immortal heritage and challenges to the modern world’s stability 
and peace, nelson mandela addressed the forum from Johannes-
burg. remarkably, none of the celebrities attracted the attention of 
the cameramen so-much as rahul Gandhi (sonia and rajiv’s son), 
a growing young indian politician.

Dr. Gene sharp of America’s Albert einstein institute, author of 
a famous book on the technology of velvet revolutions, spoke at 

2 0 0 7
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Chairman, International Centre on Conflict 

and Negotiation, The Messenger, Georgia’s English Language Daily, 

February 19, 2007.
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the forum about mahatma Gandhi as his personal inspiration. the 
American expert also launched a new computer strategy game “A 
force more Powerful”, which draws on the experience of serbia’s 
otpor youth group, Georgia’s kmara, and ukraine’s Pora, which all 
pioneered the non-violent revolutions in their respective countries. 
yet the real world develops in a contradictory and often unpredict-
able ways, outrunning the imagination of gurus of virtual reality.

india, an ancient civilization and a modern nuclear power, is 
gaining momentum, not only bridging the gap with china in its 
population growth rate, but also boosting its economy, business 
and defence capacities. russian President vladimir Putin, who 
signed a large-scale military cooperation agreement with his indian 
counterparts, left Delhi the day before the forum started, leaving a 
representative delegation to participate in the conference. russia 
definitely intends to compete with the west for influence in india.

Among all the different, and often large, country delegations, i 
was the sole representative of Georgia, a country that just recent-
ly proved once again to the whole world the viability of Gandhi’s 
teaching. colour revolutions in the post-soviet space are the next 
stage of satyagraha in action; At the same time, i could not help 
thinking about disbelief that still reigns in people’s minds about 
non-violent pressure for peaceful solutions to conflicts, the way that 
has no alternative. one has to believe in order to act.
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PeoPle feel UneAsy

People feel uneasy in Georgia nowadays. something strange and 
artificial is in the air. A proposed manner of the “right” behavior is 
“live like we are at war”. As if somebody is preparing us for some-
thing that is not going to be digested easily and goes meticulously 
through moves – kind of pre-operation training – to make public di-
gestion of the upcoming events smoother. thinking by imperatives, 
demanding loyalty and demonstration of patriotism from citizens, 
legalizing eavesdropping, introducing a total defense doctrine (as if 
somebody is going to attack the country right away) make, on the 
whole, the impression that all the efforts are made to facilitate a 
major breakthrough in a direction vital for the nation – everyone’s 
bells ring immediately about territorial integrity – and also to justify 
the lack of legitimacy in many of the government’s actions.

is it really because something very painful is going to happen in 
Abkhazia or on russian border, and the nation should be mobilized 
to a maximum extent, or because we are heading for fulfillment of a 
maximalist agenda to have a one-party parliament and soviet-style 
legal system and the expected public discontent should be neutral-

2 0 0 7
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, Unpublished Manuscript, 7th of 

April, 2007.
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ized by permanent awareness in people of an external threat – a 
clear and present danger? one way to make people digest what 
they otherwise would protest to would be justifiable conditions for 
martial law in peaceful time. 

David vs Goliath: we are the smartest guys in the world, no less: 
we are small, we look weak, but look how bold we are and how 
we leave bruises on who is everybody’s idea of a monster. we have 
become the world’s front page news again! it is true that Georgians 
feel worse and worse in russia.

wesTerN orieNTATioN comBiNeD wiTh The sovieT 
meThoDoloGy of Power

what may just be a growth sickness and should be tolerated if 
we want to grow up, e.g. growing alienation of armed structures 
that earlier were communicated easily by ralliers in the streets and 
everybody knew would be reluctant to shoot at people.
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UnResolveD ConflICts In GeoRGIA: 
DeADloCKs, oXymoRons AnD stRAteGIes

there is a general consensus in Georgian society that the eu-
ropean and euro-Atlantic integration has no alternative and is es-
sential for securing a safe and decent future of the country in a 
rapidly changing geopolitical environment. however, it looks like 
public expectations for possible timeframes of getting member-
ship Accession Plan (mAP), and moreover, of nAto membership 
are over-optimistic. After november 2007 the internal political crisis 
has become particularly obvious. there is an ongoing active dis-
cussion in Georgia, as well as in Georgia-related international cir-
cles, on how Georgia’s nAto membership could be reconciled with 
unresolved conflicts on its territory, especially regarding Abkhazia, 
where the return of almost 250,000 iDPs and the progress in conflict 
resolution should take considerable time in all cases. how could 
Georgia’s nAto membership affect the situation in conflict zones: 
would it play a stabilizing or destabilizing role? would it foster the 
forces inside the south-ossetian and Abkhazian societies striving for 

2 0 0 7
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Centre on 

Conflict and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, SPECTRUM - Center for 

Strategic Analysis, Regional Security Issues: 2007.
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integration in russia, or create a pro-western movement seeking 
benefits of euro- integration?1

encouragement and active support for Georgia’s aspirations from 
euro-Atlantic structures and the u.s. administration are obvious. yet 
to the directly poised question “is it realistic to expect inclusion in 
nAto of a country with unresolved internal conflicts?” usually the 
following is answered: “hmm, well, generally there are no prohi-
bitions for that in the nAto charter, so we cannot exclude that”. 
there is also a precedent that is often referred to: the republic of 
cyprus, that was made an eu member in 2004, skipping the nAto 
stage, compulsory for eastern-european candidates, along with its 
unresolved conflict, unaccepted kofi Annan plan of integration, and 
the northern part, living by its own rules.

A simple solution to the Georgian dilemma is that international 
community realistically assesses the time before Georgia’s nAto 
membership as comparable with the time the country may need to 
achieve real progress in resolution of both conflicts (which should 
not prevent Georgia from getting and fulfilling mAP anytime in the 
meanwhile), and this may turn to be a considerable period. Progress 
in the euro-Atlantic integration will continue to be supported, but 
the actual nAto membership for Georgia is not a matter of next 
few years. Before that time comes, Georgia is expected to demon-
strate success in implementing economic and legal reforms, mod-
ernizing the army, building democratic institutions and law-based 
state. Progress should be seen in implementation of the five-year 
eu Action Plan adopted in 2006, developing cooperation with enP 
countries, and, the last but not least, normalization of Georgia’s 
relations with russia.

Although the russian embassy in tbilisi resumed its work after 
the fall 2006 crisis, there is practically no air or ground transporta-

1 khutsishvili, George. Post-revolutionary Georgia: frozen conflicts and Prospects 
of euro-integration. in: v. zhurkin and A. yazkova (eds.), south-eastern europe and 
russia: mediterranean-Black sea region Problems (materials of international con-
ference, november 18-19, 2004). reports of the institute of europe of rAs, n°162, 
magazine “vestnik Analitiki”, moscow, 2005, oGni tD, pp. 122-125.
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tion, airmail exchanged or visas issued between the two countries. 
complicated relations with russia remain a stumbling block for a 
number of important issues, such as peaceful resolution of Abkhazia 
and south ossetia conflicts, where russia has remained the main 
custodian of peace on behalf of the countries – friends of the un 
secretary General on Georgia in all post-war years. At the root of 
aggravated relations lies the strong perception in Georgia, that since 
the inception of conflicts russia was responsible for the instigation 
of ethnic tensions that led to the impaired territorial integrity of 
the country.

in seaRcH of HYpeR-linKs to acHieVe national 
ProJecTs of GeorGiANs, ABKhAziANs, wiTh russiANs 
iN BeTweeN...

it is seldom possible to blame just one side for ethno-political 
conflicts, so in the Georgian case the responsibility also rests with 
all parties involved, and ultra-nationalism risen in the process of 
decline of the soviet union contributed to growing frictions in Geor-
gian society. to the present day, different pictures exist in Georgian 
society about what happened and why. what happened in 1992-93 
is generally seen in Georgia as an internal civil clash, provoked from 
outside, and the post-war situation – as a case of divided society 
(ousted ethnic Georgian population outside Abkhazia, on the one 
hand, and the Abkhazian and other ethnic groups remaining in Ab-
khazia, on the other), while in these secessionist Abkhazia it is seen 
as national liberation, as a result of the war, and subsequent inde-
pendent state  building, confirmed by the 1998 referendum (where 
Georgian iDPs – majority of Abkhazia’s pre-war population – did 
not participate). russia has claimed to be an outsider-neutral at all 
times; yet in the wake of the conflicts, as well as in all post-conflict 
years (if we mean by conflict proper its high-intensity phase) russia 
kept a biased position, supporting separatism. Distribution of its 
national passports among Abkhazian and south-ossetian popula-
tions at first was explained by russia as a humanitarian action to 
facilitate traveling abroad and getting russian pensions. later all 
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people, having russian passports, were declared russian citizens 
subject to protection by russian law, which has become a tool of 
manipulation and pressure on Georgia. the russian ruble is the 
official currency in Abkhazia and south ossetia. All that had been 
done unilaterally, without Georgia’s consent. considering the fact 
that russia officially shares the unanimous position of international 
community that these are internal conflicts of Georgia, it is blamed 
by Georgia for pursuing double standards and interfering in internal 
affairs of the country.

in view of the recurrent crises and currently existing tension, 
the russian role in maintaining status quo of the “frozen conflicts” 
is negatively assessed in Georgia. however, Georgia’s concerns are 
usually “understood” but seldom officially shared in the documents 
of international organizations. All un security council resolutions, 
including the latest – 1716 (2006), 1752 and 1781 (2007), assess 
the role of the cis (actually russian) peace-keeping forces, stationed 
in the zones of conflict, as constructive and positive, meaning that 
without them the parties might resume hostilities. the interna-
tionally agreed negotiation formats for both conflicts have been 
russian-controlled and dominated. ceasefire has been preserved, 
but the peace process is frozen. under such circumstances, the 
only efficient way to register the required “positive dynamics” with 
regard to conflicts might come as a result of changes in the negoti-
ation format and selection of custodians: at this stage, it would be 
essential to make the eu part of the negotiation format with the 
mandate at least matching that of russia.1

there are strongly negative attitudes in russia towards the nAto 
expansion to the east, which is perceived there as a direct threat 
both to international stability and to national security of the rus-
sian federation. Georgia’s “intensive dialogue” with nAto and stra-
tegic partnership with the u.s. further deepen russia’s alienation 

1 khutsishvili, George. the Abkhazia and south ossetia cases: spoilers in the nearly 
collapsed Peace Process. in: edward newman and oliver richmond, eds., challenges 
to Peacebuilding: managing spoilers During conflict resolution, tokyo: unu Press, 
2006.
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from Georgia. At the same time, Abkhazians who clearly see the 
advantages of their unique climatic and recreational zone would 
appreciate seeking opportunities for euro-integration, yet without 
alienating russia or giving in to Georgia’s conditions, of course. in 
such a situation, the recent decision that sochi will be home for the 
2014 winter olympics has immediately triggered vivid discussions 
in both societies on how this might affect the stumbled conflict 
resolution process.

contrary to the expected, President m. saakashvili supported so-
chi’s candidacy prior to the voting in Guatemala, and confirmed his 
positive attitude immediately thereafter, stressing that this would 
help to keep the process in peaceful and civilized frames and at the 
same time open new opportunities for cooperation. Positive and 
negative scenarios of the consequences of the Guatemala decision 
for the solution of the Abkhazian conflict are being considered in 
Georgian society, with (so far) prevailing view that this will make 
the whole process more dependent on russia and less manageable 
from the Georgian side.

there are strong expectations in the unrecognized entities of Ab-
khazia and south ossetia with regard to kosovo’s expected indepen-
dence status. russian officials frequently note that kosovo presents 
a precedent that will inevitably be used to facilitate russia’s greater 
support and institutionalization of bilateral relations, to the extent 
of recognition of the Abkhazian and south ossetian republics, while 
international community rejects such an immediate link between 
the two cases. Georgian officials, in their turn, consider such an 
endeavor as a belligerent act from russia’s side.

new opportunities for restarting Georgian-Abkhazian negotia-
tions may appear as Abkhaz rethink their assessments of russia 
as an almighty lord-protector of their (unrecognized) independent 
statehood. russia was unable to prevent Georgia and nAto from 
moving toward each other, and when Georgia fulfills mAP and 
stands closer to the membership, Abkhazia may get stuck in a kind 
of an insecure buffer zone at the nAto-rf border with all unpleas-
ant consequences, disastrous for its plans for developing tourist 
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and resort businesses. Abkhazia needs to meet that stage with a 
clear orientation scheme and participation prospects, for which it 
needs to reach agreements on common formats’ and priorities of 
euro-integration process with Georgia.1

otherwise, scenarios for possible progress in Georgian-Abkha-
zian relations remain unclear. Public diplomacy process actively de-
veloped by nGos in both sides in second half of the 1990s faded 
out, as there was little political will to support and encourage it. 
Declared positions of the parties grew and still remain irreconcil-
able, and only scarce occasional contacts between small groups of 
civil society representatives happen from time to time. Abkhazians 
usually agree to meet with individual Georgians at forums having 
caucasian or international format.

in case if systematic contacts between representatives of the 
parties to conflict restart, track-two efforts are to play a serious role 
in the confidence building and reconciliation processes2.

souTh osseTiA: coNflicT resoluTioN wiThouT 
NeGoTiATioN?

western strategic partners of Georgia encourage and urge for di-
rect dialogue between the parties to the conflict in order to achieve 
progress in negotiations. formally complying to that, the new Geor-
gian leadership, who came to power after the “rose revolution” 
m november 2003, prefers to seek the unexplored ways to change 
the balance of forces and ensure new developments both in Ab-
khazia and south ossetia without directly communicating with the 
adversary. in Abkhazia the mountainous upper kodori Gorge (never 
controlled by secessionists) has been made home for the “Abkhazia 
legitimate Government in exile” earlier stationed in tbilisi. the up-
per kodori Gorge had been renamed by tbilisi to upper Abkhazia 

1 Abkhazia: ways forward. international crisis Group. europe report n°179, January 
18, 2007.

2 Please also refer to the studies done by Dr. Paula Garb’s group (uci), Berghof centre 
in Berlin, et al.
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to stress that now diarchy exists and the status quo no more holds 
in the conflict zone. however, the project has re-stagnated again at 
that stage. in a mors advanced and intricate form we can see this 
strategy being implemented towards south ossetia in the form of 
so-called “sanakoev project”.

it happened so that the borders of so-called Georgian-south 
ossetian conflict zone were designated as coinciding with the ad-
ministrative borders of pre-conflict south osset Autonomous oblast 
(abolished by the Georgian Parliament in December 1990). contrary 
to Abkhazia, where enguri river turned into a natural dividing line 
between the communities, there were Georgian and ossetian pop-
ulated villages intermingled and there have always been territories 
within the Georgian-ossetian conflict zone never fully controlled by 
the secessionist government in tskhinvali. so implementation of the 
“sanakoev project” proved in earlier stages feasible for the Georgian 
authorities in that territory. three stages may be distinguished in 
that project implementation.

stage one (completed): Participation of the Georgia-approved 
candidates in the presidential elections declared by the tskhinva-
li de facto regime looked at that time as a political adventurism 
and legitimization of the de facto regime. Dmitry sanakoev, former 
Prime minister of the de facto government, wins the alternative 
elections in the parts of south ossetia mostly populated by ethnic 
Georgians, and establishes an administrative centre in the town of 
kurta. his victory is not acknowledged by tskhinvali, but he forms 
the government, calls himself elected president of the republic of 
south ossetia, and declares his course towards reunification with 
Georgia. tbilisi in its turn acknowledges him as President of south 
ossetia, establishes political and economic ties with the sanakoev 
administration and soon... appoints him head of the newly estab-
lished Provisional Administrative unit on the territories he controls. 
large-scale construction programs developing on the sanakoev side 
of conflict zone should demonstrate to the tskinvali community the 
advantages and support the sanakoev administration enjoys from 
the Georgian government. De facto status of the territories, con-
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trolled by separatists, remains the same, but diarchy is created in 
the conflict zone, its borders are changed, and the status quo is 
formally broken up.

stage Two (ongoing): tbilisi continues to refuse talking to v. 
kokoity (de facto president of the unrecognized south ossetia re-
public) and promotes sanakoev as the alternative and preferred 
representative of the “other side” in conflict. international com-
munity is offered to recognize sanakoev as a legitimate leader and 
representative of the party to the conflict. international organiza-
tions are reluctant, they keep pointing at the tskhinvali regime as 
one, with which tbilisi has a problem, and so has to deal with. 
But tbilisi is not planning to include kokoity in the game, rather 
the opposite. sanakoev is promoted to talk at official eu and coe 
meetings in Brussels in mid 2007. the tbilisi plan aims at legitimizing 
sanakoev and at the same time de-legitimizing kokoity in the eyes 
of international community to the extent that the former replaces 
the latter in the negotiation format. But there are no indications 
that aim may be materialized soon.

stage three (to be finally reached): the current tskhinvali re-
gime should lose its representative status in peace negotiations, and 
sanakoev (or whoever replaces him) should achieve the same status 
in regard to the entire territory of Georgian-south ossetian conflict 
zone. erosion and de-legitimization of the ruling regime should be 
achieved non-violently in tskhinvali. Public demands are to be regis-
tered in tskinvali to restore the autonomous status of south ossetia 
within the Georgian state. After that the Georgian government and 
the sanakoev administration on behalf of south ossetia sign recon-
ciliation and reunification documents and south ossetia becomes 
part of Georgia again. this is the Georgian government’s scenario 
of how the 16 year long conflict should be formally resolved. chanc-
es for the final materialization of this bold plan theoretically exist, 
but stay slim, as no contours of the mechanism for its realization 
are yet in view. nevertheless, Georgian officials continue to repeat 
that the process is firmly on its track, and months are left until the 
regime in tskhinvali falls under the weight of its own inadequacy.
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even if the second stage is completed smoothly and without 
major obstruction or incidents, it is not clear when the final stage 
may be reached or how long it may take to fulfill it. the bright 
side of the things is that the first stage has been completed with-
out violence; kokoity’s warning that tbilisi was using the “diarchy 
project” to prepare military intervention did not materialize. the 
dark side is that the ossetian community in tskhinvali turned out 
to get further intimidated and alienated from the Georgian one. 
north ossetians activated their efforts to prove that as a divided 
society they should work towards reintegration and reunification 
(obviously, within the russian federation), although earlier they 
looked at different options in a more tolerant way.

maintaining russia’s role as a main custodian of peace, the inter-
national community left no other option for Georgia than seeking 
for cooperating with russia and actually buying her benevolence fir 
solving the conflicts on Georgia’ terms. this turned out practically 
impossible, although shevardnadze had tried it repeatedly. for rus-
sia it was far more important to preserve the pressure tools in south 
caucasus than eliminate them with her own hands. the same inter-
national community is now encouraging Georgia in its movement 
to nAto, while russia is further alienated, and at the same time it 
is required from Georgia to demonstrate “positive dynamics” in a 
conflict resolution process dominated by russia. how does Georgia 
deal with such a “mission impossible” is difficult to imagine.1 

1 cf. Georgia’s south ossetia conflict: make haste slowly, international crisis Group. 
europe report n°183, June 7, 2007.
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After the incident in Ganmukhuri the Georgian government has 
demanded the withdrawal of russian peacekeepers from the con-
flict zone. Professor Giorgi khutsishvili, head of the international 
centre on conflict and negotiation, shared his view of the recent 
developments and the possible ways for peaceful resolution of the 
conflicts in Abkhazia and south ossetia.

GT: Parliamentary speaker nino Burjanadze announced that the 
decision to withdraw russian peacekeepers has been made but she 
didn’t specify terms in which russian peacekeepers will leave Geor-
gia, flow soon do you think russian peacekeepers will leave Georgia 
and how important that decision is today?

G.Kh.: such decisions have been taken in the past but as a rule 
after such decisions are taken people forget about them after some 
time as the decisions face difficulties and the public attention is 
moved to other things. Do we have any condition to say that in 
this case we can reach real results? no. unfortunately there are no 
such conditions.

2 0 0 7
Interview with George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Professor, Head of the 

International Centre on Conflict and Negotiation, by Nina Akhmeteli, 

Journalist, Georgia Today, November 16-22, 2007.

Interview with George Khutsishvili
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GT: what kind of conditions in particular are you talking about?
G.Kh.: first and foremost there should be the un recognition 

that russian peacekeepers violated their mandate, and not only in 
this particular case, such as Ganmukhuri incident, but in general un 
should recognize that russian peacekeepers violated their mandate, 
and not only in this particular case, such as Ganmukhuri incident, 
but in general un should recognize that russian peacekeepers do 
not act according to their mandate.

in all previous documents including the last un security resolu-
tion adopted in october un thanks and emphasizes the importance 
of russian peacekeepers, and regarding all those resolutions it is 
very difficult to imagine today that due to Ganmukhuri incident the 
un will change its position. in addition, the mandate of russian 
peacekeepers and international observer mandate are linked and 
interrelated with each other. so, it is impossible to achieve with-
drawal of the russian peacekeepers without any criticism towards 
the international mission. the un is an observer of the peace pro-
cess and the peacekeepers are in the conflict zone according to un 
mandate. the lack of progress in Abkhazia is partly the un’s fault 
and of course they do not want to recognize it.

GT: But what if Georgia makes an unilateral decision?
G.Kh.: yes, the decision has been made and our government says 

that according to the agreement signed in 1994, the decision from 
Georgian side is enough for withdrawal of russian peacekeepers 
in one month. it is not completely true. even if Georgia demands 
the withdrawal of russian peacekeepers, russia will demand the 
prolonging of the mission from the un. without the un endorse-
ment this will be considered as a disputable issue and russia will 
delay the process. even if Georgia categorically demands and rus-
sian peacekeepers leave the conflict zone, Abkhaz side would place 
their own regular military forces along the whole periphery and 
would explain it as self-security measures. i think international ob-
servers in this case would rule out their involvement in the process 
and the forces placed without any international mandate will be 
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much more dangerous. in this case any provocation is much more 
likely to occur and probably will happen. so, implementation of uni-
lateral decision without international supervision will be followed 
by catastrophe and everyone who knows the situation in Abkhazia 
would agree with it.

GT: Are there any perspectives for replacing russian peacekeep-
ers by international forces or changing format after the review of 
peace process?

G.Kh.: i doubt it. the review of processes and discussions are 
ongoing but nothing changes in un resolutions. international orga-
nizations, despite all lip service, are careful with Georgia first of all 
because Georgia still fails to prove that it can provide stable and re-
liable policy with regard to conflicts. the only country that agrees to 
send their peacekeepers is ukraine but the Abkhaz are categorically 
against it. And again the replacing should be implemented with the 
un consent. the international community first of all estimates the 
processes from the perspective of stability. in Georgia’s case they 
see the possibility that the region will become even more unstable.

GT: what is the way out of the situation when Georgian side says 
that russian peacekeepers just worsen and hold back any progress 
in conflict resolution, and there is a concern at the same time their 
withdrawal today can just worsen the situation in the conflict zone?

G.Kh.: the most rational and logical thing in this situation is to 
activate the international support and make international society 
influence un position and its resolutions to make them recognize 
that russian peacekeepers act against their mandate. we will have 
much higher support from international society if we carry out more 
logical and prudent policy instead of militaristic rhetoric.

Abkhazians today are disappointed with russia and another fac-
tor is that they press towards being closer to europe, and they see 
that the way to europe is going through Georgia which is joining 
nAto. however, they do not want to talk about any cooperation 
with the Georgian side because they are afraid of russia’s reaction. 
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we should use our international friends for launching various large-
scale projects that will make Georgia and Abkhazia closer.

in case of south ossetia it is internationalization and legitimating 
of sanakoev’s administration, so that sanakoev would be accepted 
and recognized as a participant in negotiations as kokoity is ac-
cepted today.

GT: that’s really interesting – how can sanakoev be recognized 
as a side of negotiation format?

G.Kh.: sanakoev is an elected president of self-proclaimed re-
public, and represents part of the population of the conflict zone, 
and at the same time is the head of the provisional administration 
recognized by the Georgian Parliament. that is why the internation-
al community is doubtful about recognizing him as a conflict side. 
And, of course, russia uses this as an argument against his recog-
nition. so, we are making contradictory steps and put in doubt the 
perspective of the peaceful solution of the conflicts by it.

GT: But even if sanakoev is recognized by the international com-
munity, there is a certain opinion that he does not have any support 
among ossetians.

G.Kh.: sanakoev wasn’t brought from tbilisi: he was in kokoity’s 
administration in the past and then changed his position, so he can 
be a prospective factor for peaceful resolution. he does not have 
support on the other side of the conflict because kokoity’s regime 
does not allow people to express their opinion.

GT: Another argument against sanakoev is that tbilisi’s support 
of his administration actually worsened and blocked the dialogue 
with tskhinvali...

G.Kh.: i want to say that no dialogue had been carried on with 
de facto south-ossetian authorities for a longtime, and i doubt that 
there could be any negotiations. kokoity is a marionette of moscow 
and it is very hard to talk about any possible perspectives for nego-
tiations. sanakoev was a real chance to change negotiations format 
and if not exclude, at least balance russia’s factor and change the 
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situation in the conflict zone. there was a slim chance but now 
because of the conditions i mentioned above it is complicated.

GT: regarding the recent developments in Georgia is there any 
possibility that the government will use conflict zones for distracting 
the attention from interior political confrontation and tbilisi does 
not exclude militaristic steps towards de facto republics?

G.Kh.: i think, it is a rhetoric and Pr that is increased in pre-elec-
tion period. Any kind of militarization in the conflict zones will bring 
very bad results and prevent and slow down the process of Georgia’s 
nAto integration and saakashvili realizes it.



443

A resolution to the cAucAsus wAr?

washington Dc – the caucasus war this summer pitted predom-
inantly christian orthodox Georgia against predomi nantly christian 
orthodox russia and the Abkhaz and south ossetians, whose chris-
tianity, islam and traditional spirituality weave a complex tapestry 
of religions cutting across ethnic and political divides.

south ossetia witnessed ethnic and political tensions over the 
past two decades, which came to a head in Au gust. each side has of-
fered competing explanations for their military engagement. Geor-
gian troops explain that they were fighting to repel russian troops 
and secure territorial integrity. Abkhaz and south ossetians tell us 
they were fighting against Georgian aggression and for self-determi-
nation. russians say they were fighting to pro tect south ossetia and 
Abkha zia from Georgian attacks and to establish a security buffer 
around them.

local peacebuilders also waged a peaceful struggle for a non-vi-
olent resolution of the disputes and lasting security for all parties 
involved.

2 0 0 8
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Beyond official “track one” govemment-to-govemment dis-
cussions, such as the Geneva talks that convened briefly on 15 oc-
tober and again on 19 november, long-term peace in the caucasus 
will require more creative channels of communi cation to rebuild 
relationships across the conflict’s divide.

unofficial “track two” diplo macy could augment the high-profile 
Geneva negotiations held earlier this week, in which participating 
diplomats seem to have made little progress to wards an official 
agreement.

in a process complementa ry to official “track one” diplo macy, 
ongoing relationships between civil society peace builders across 
the caucasus’ diverse religious, geographic and ethnic communities 
pro vide a foundation on which Abkhaz, Georgian, russian and south 
ossetian political lead ers can begin building sustain able peace.

even while bombs were fall ing in August, and face-to face meet-
ings were impossible, in dividual peace builders reached out to each 
other via phone, e- mail, and through the caucasus forum yahoo 
online group, lamented the war and its hu man cost, and presented 
wide ly divergent assessments of the causes of the war. while they 
disagree vigorously, these peacebuilders share a fundamental faith 
in each other’s humanity.

this bridge at the civil soci ety level is useful, but a stable peace 
will ultimately require that the political leadership learn from this 
example. re spectful, constructive conver sation is possible across 
the conflict’s divides when politi cal leaders are willing to recog nize 
the humanity of the other side.

these civil society leaders have developed a wealth of in sights 
about the conflict’s dy namics that could usefully in form political 
leaders’ search for a way forward. for example, over several discus-
sions in un official peace building dia logues during the course of the 
conflict, a Georgian nGo lead er realized the importance of building 
the kind of Georgia in which ossetians and Abkhaz might want to 
live, a Georgia with an impeccable human rights record, inclusive 
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demo cratic rule, and respect for all ethnic groups. others learned 
that sovereignty is not always an all-or-nothing affair.

But there is more.
the same processes that have built this civil society bridge could 

also help politi cians build lasting agreements. A series of periodic 
informal discussions in quiet retreat setti ngs organized by trained fa-
cilitators is a tried and true meth od for building political agree ments 
that meet everyone’s needs. such discussions engage the highly 
placed officials of “track one” in the exploratory dialogues of unof-
ficial “track two” diplomacy for “track one-and-a-half diplomacy”.

the Abkhaz, Georgian, russian, and south ossetian leaders could 
each send trusted advisors to a series of such dia logues with an 
open-ended in struction to explore – without commitment – how 
all groups could collaborate to satisfacto rily meet everyone’s needs.

in the context of the Georgian-ossetian conflict that first evolved 
into war in 1991, fol lowed by a ceasefire in 1992, influential Geor-
gians and south ossetians participated in a se ries of four unofficial 
facilitat ed dialogues from 1996 to 1998 to keep the ceasefire alive 
by providing useful input to the official negotiations process.

for example, after a work shop exercise in which pairs of Geor-
gians and south ossetians together crafted statements that might 
de-escalate the conflict, the Georgian minister for con flict resolu-
tion used phrases from this exercise in his speech in Geneva.

Another dialogue series took place between a mix of new se-
nior participants over three meetings in 2006 and 2007. in itiatives 
like these can make a difference but require ongoing support and 
nurturing.

A more sustained commit ment to peace negotiations and a 
multi-level dialogue series by all parties and the international com-
munity might prevent the next war.

it’s time to try again.
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The sTATus issue, PoliTicAl chAlleNGes AND PATh To 
euroPeAN iNTeGrATioN

while the discussions on kosovo’s final status process are ongo-
ing, kosovo is brac ing for independence. kosovar Albanians are ea-
ger to see the change in their status while kosovo serbs are looking 
at tomorrow with concerns.

what is really going in kos ovo, how do conflicting sides react 
to the final status matter, and how does this conflict re flect on 
Georgia’s frozen con flicts. to answer these ques tions we talked to 
George khut sishvili, Ph.D., Director of the in ternational center on 
conflict and negotiation (iccn). he was recently in kosovo and told 
Georgian times many interesting details.

GT: what impressions did you bring from kosovo? what is the 
situation like there?

G.Kh.: i brought very interesti ng impressions from kosovo. many 
things became clear for me, but still many questions were left un-

2 0 0 8
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answered... why did such things occur in koso vo? why didn’t they 
examine other strategies? however, rep resentatives of the eu and 
the un told us that they did try all methods, but no attempts could 
bring peace. they say it is im possible for these two groups to live 
together, and the inter national community has al ready made its 
decision to grant kosovo its independence.

GT: what attitudes do Alba nians and serbs living in ko sovo have 
towards kosovo’s in dependence?

G.Kh.: these different groups, living on the same land, have very 
different ideas about ko sovo’s independence. kosovar Albanians (as 
they prefer to be called) claim that they are the ancient population 
inhabiting the area, and they represent the majority of the popu-
lation. serbs make up only 10 per cent of the population. this is 
not due to expansion or con quest, but it just happened this way, 
they say. they claim the same rights over the territory as serbs do. 
And, they accuse serbs of ethnic cleansing to wards them in the 20th 

century. they stress that the interna tional community decided to 
help them and protect them from further genocide, and “be cause 
we have no guarantees that serbs will not repeat past actions, we 
need indepen dence”, they add. kosovar Al banians state they need 
inde pendence not to create a new democratic state but to inte grate 
into a united europe, which they identify as their mother nation. 
“our capital will not be Pristina, but instead Brussels”. they share 
the eu ropean union’s values of dis regarding territorial borders. “we 
identify the european union as our homeland and we do not need 
those attributes of the state which stands against eu principles”, 
state kosovar Albanians. this phenomenon is called a post-modern 
interpre tation of international relations. modern is when we speak 
about nation, states, etc. while post-modern is about region al alli-
ances or globalization.

serbs have a completely diff erent viewpoint. they whol ly speak 
in modernist terms, and say that everything koso var Albanians say 
is a lie. serbs firmly believe that Albanians want to create their 
own state, though they know they are not ready to make this step.
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GT: is kosovo ready for in dependence and what are the public 
sentiments there?

G.Kh.: kosovar Albanians know very well that kosovo is not ready 
for independence. koso vo is not able to become a state with all 
essential attributes of statehood. But, serbs think the main goal 
of kosovars is to in tegrate into a greater Albania. this will be the 
regeneration of a greater Albania, which will be negative for europe, 
and gener ally for international politics and international relations.

kosovars know that koso vo’s economy is degrading. the unem-
ployment rate is about 65-70 percent, while it is only 23-25 percent 
in serbia. there is a legitimate government in serbia when kosovo 
represents only the embryo of what the real government should be. 
All de cision making powers lie in the hands of the united nations 
interim Administration mis sion in kosovo (unmik), which is tem-
porary mission. the kosovo force (kfor), which is the nAto force 
lo cated in kosovo, keeps order and oversees the province. there-
fore, kosovars them selves have no role in determin ing their own 
affairs. the pop ulation is mostly unemployed and mainly earns their 
living by selling drugs. if this were the case in many other countries, 
they would have been labeled as a black spot, or members of the 
black list. therefore, it is clear that the international com munity 
has double standards for kosovo and different criteria in order not 
to hinder kosovo’s independence. Despite such conditions, europe 
still holds the position that kosovo should be given independence.

GT: which countries have a stake in kosovo’s recognition or 
non-recognition?

G.Kh.: the main stakeholders are Albania, usA, countries of eu, 
and macedonia... all on the side of kosovo, and only russia backs 
serbs. As serbs state, behind this stands Albania, the main stake-
holder in this case. when we discussed serbs’ statements with eu 
and the un represen tatives, they smiled and said that serbs speak 
wholly in old modernist frames, while koso vars think in very rea-
sonable manner. so, kosovar Albanians’ position stands closer to 
those who are the decision makers in international politics today. 
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however, it is also interesting that kosovo’s independence is strong-
ly backed by the united states. As for serbs, they see russia as their 
strategic part ner, not because serbs consider russia as their number 
one partner, but because they feel isolated by the international 
community because of milosevic, and only russia is assisting them. 
they say that there were dictators in many other countries. they 
had the first colored revolution and overthrew a dictatorial regime. 
“we did this with the help of usA, but international society is still 
rejecting us”, they say.

GT: if kosovo declares inde pendence and the internation al com-
munity recognizes it, what will serbs do?

G.Kh.: serbs say that in this case they will not recognize kosovo 
as an independent ter ritory. even Ahtisaari’s plan is unacceptable for 
them, because it practically means kosovo’s independence. serbs 
consider kosovo as an autonomous province on serbian territory. 
they say that in the case of kosovo’s independence they will secede 
from kosovo and join serbia. however, if the in ternational entities 
recognize kosovo with its full territory, such secession could inspire 
another conflict, and military operations could reoccur. serbs claim 
they will use weapons and other military means if re quired. But in 
Pristine they are unserious about this. they firmly believe that nAto 
forces are the strong guarantees that military operations cannot re- 
emerge. however, history teaches us that sometimes the opposite 
can happen. so cer tain kinds of difficulties are still possible.

GT: As serbs are located in central europe it seems that the first 
priority for them should be eu integration, nevertheless, they feel 
isolat ed from the eu and, as a re sult, are building closer ties with 
russia. will it be an impediment to the eu integra tion process?

G.Kh.: Belgrade needs modern ization; the economy is stag nating 
and badly needs foreign investments, which russia is unable to 
grant. serbs know that they need the eu. how ever, they are so 
angry with the eu for its unjust behavior to wards them that they 
are ready to remove eu membership from their agenda.
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meanwhile strategic part nerships between serbia and russia are 
strengthening. the treaty over the oil and gas pipe line corridor, 
which runs on serb territory, is already signed. rus sia is creating a 
platform in the middle of the eu. kosovo’s independence will greatly 
help this process. europe ignores the danger coming from russia, 
al though this danger is serious. they believe that they can solve all 
problems, without much headache.

GT: can kosovo’s final sta tus decision become a prece dent for 
Georgian conflicts in Abkhazia and south ossetia? And, what role 
does russia have in this case?

G.Kh.: kosovo already became a precedent for other conflicts. 
formal recognition of kosovo’s independence does not change any-
thing. the fact that the in ternational community sup ports separat-
ism is itself a precedent, and this precedent already has its results.

russia is using this moment. i don’t think that after kosovo’s 
formal recognition russia will simultaneously recognize Abkhazia 
and south ossetia. russia itself has conflicts in these regions and 
unlike many believes, it will not make this step. But the main thing 
here is that the backing of separatism has already happened, and 
we will experience its results further. so it is essential to consider 
kosovo’s situation realistically.

there is also a danger for serbs from russia, which plans to 
strengthen its positions on the Balkan Peninsula, although serbs 
also do not acknowledge this danger. they state that they are not 
afraid of this because russia is not the first investor in the country. 
it is only one among others. they are not economically dependent 
on russia and it is only the political alliance. however, russia may 
find other levers to use against serbia. it is clear that russia is using 
the moment to strengthen its geopolitical standing in europe.

GT: when will kosovo’s independence be finally declared?
G.Kh.: we were in kosovo at the end of December and we were 

told a very interesting scenario about how the declaration of koso-
vo’s independence should happen.
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in the beginning of february, kosovo will declare independence 
unilaterally. however, as they do not want to use the word unilat-
eral, they call this a “coordinated declaration of independence with 
the consent of the usA, eu, and other international organizations”. 
there will not be a referendum; they will say that this is the decision 
of the majority population. within a 24-hour period, the eu and 
the usA will acknowledge the fact. recognition from the un will 
come later. the letter noting this fact will be sent to un’s secretary 
General, who will express indignation and present the topic to un’s 
general assembly. events will come in this sequence according to 
the scenario I heard.

GT: what is the role of Albania in this case?
G.Kh.: Albania is neutral and has no involvement in the conflict.
kosovars also acts as if they have no connection with Albania. 

they state that they do not even have a common language. kosovars 
claim they have many complexes. they say that serbs are an old 
nation, which they consider wittier than they are. however, reality 
shows something else. while serbs make old-fashioned statements 
labeling themselves as a nation lagging, Albanians manage to obtain 
the support of the international community.

GT: is it in the interests of europe if kosovo joins Albania in the 
long-term perspective?

G.Kh.: there are no talks about this. this perspective either does 
not exist or is considered less probable. there is only discussion of 
eu integration. People think how to acquire better living standards 
and how to get better education in eu countries. they are think-
ing very practically. no one plans to stay in kosovo and begin the 
process of building state structures. But who will do this for them? 
they believe that Brussels will manage this, while they are busy 
with their work.

GT: could you speak about the similarities and differences be-
tween the kosovo and Georgian conflicts?

G.Kh.: yes, there are many similarities as well as differences be-
tween these conflicts. the main similarity is the case of separation. 
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Another similarity is ethnic cleansing – which took place in the both 
countries. nevertheless, a difference in case is that in kosovo, the 
local minority committed genocide towards the majority popula-
tion, and in the case of Abkhazia, the majority acted against the 
minority population.

the main difference between these conflicts is the level of in-
volvement of the international community. while they pay much 
attention to the kosovo conflict, their involvement is only slight and 
ineffective in Georgian conflicts.

there was a war in kosovo and both sides of the conflict com-
mitted severe violations.

there is also a similarity in the conditions of the refugees. Anoth-
er similarity is the role of russia, which is on the side of separatists 
in both cases.
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since the start of the crisis, a new informational war has been 
spiraled across the huge media space controlled or influenced by 
russia. russian media sources reiterated the official version of 
events: Georgians have launched an unprovoked surprise attack 
on south-ossetian city of tskhinvali which has destroyed the city 
completely, killed around 2000 civilians, and made the rest flee 
from the area. it is yet to be investigated what happened on 8th of 
August. the figure of casualties in the breakaway region is not prov-
en or confirmed by any evidence. the russian media and officials 
avoid mentioning the damage and losses suffered by the Georgian 
side, or the fact that the russian troops have invaded, bombed and 
purposefully damaged infrastructure in places – including densely 
populated urban areas – not related to the conflict zone of south 
ossetia. they depicted the whole operation as “restoring the order” 
and creating a buffer zone around the zone of conflict. Georgia is 

2 0 0 8
By George Khutsishvili from Vienna, Austria, 12-14 August 2008, 

http://www.iccn.ge/eng/director-s-column/item/520-george-

khutsishvili-from-vienna-austria-12-14-august-2008.

George Khutsishvili
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454

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

qualifying the same operation as a military occupation of the sov-
ereign country followed by war crimes.

As part of the russian public relations strategy, immediately be-
fore his meeting with President sarkozy started, President medve-
dev announced that “the aggressor has been punished” and there-
fore the russian military operation in Georgia was over. As soon 
as these words appeared on the world’s tv screens, the media 
coverage of Georgia crisis has diminished significantly: the problem 
is on its way to settlement, so let us turn to other issues. yet this 
did not last long, as it became clear that the russian military did 
not intend to halt their operations and the assault on and looting 
of the Georgian town Gori near the capital tbilisi happened after 
the agreed ceasefire document was made public.

As soon as the sarkozy-medvedev ceasefire plan was announced, 
cnn posed a question that has not in those days found an ex-
tended or plausible answer: is the current crisis in Georgia going 
to affect russia’s relations with the outside world? the analysts 
seemed reluctant to go deeply into such a slippery soil, but the 
question persisted on tv screens. the framework of the question 
was easily readable from the numerous footages and discussions 
conducted by cnn that swarmed the screen in the same days: are 
investors likely to lose or decrease their interest in russia because 
of the Georgia crisis, while the investments in russia are proving 
to be extremely rewarding and profitable? that prospect looked 
brighter for an outer eye than a prospect of e.g. BP who already 
invested billions in Baku-tbilisi-ceyhan oil pipeline, with a greater 
gas pipeline crossing the same unstable zone in the caucasus as an 
immediate future’s project. the economic environment was prede-
termining the answer to the posed question: the investors will not 
be disappointed by the shocking and ruthless showdown on a small 
neighboring nation. undemocratic and authoritarian as the current 
regime in moscow may be, there are little worries about the safety 
of the investments made in russian market. And what matters more 
in international relations?
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At the same time, President Bush’s and especially condoleezza 
rice’s statements stood out as growingly supportive of Georgia, 
demanding from the russians to stop their military and observe 
the agreement achieved between the eu President sarkozy and 
the Russian President medvedev. secretary rice compared russian 
invasion in Georgia to the events in czechoslovakia back in soviet 
times and stressed this was not 1968 on the calendar. she spoke 
about the coming isolation of russia on international scale if their 
leadership does not stop the invasion and stick to the ceasefire 
agreement.

could the international support for Georgia in those days be 
more salient or efficient? Diplomats deem it could be definitely 
more salient and, to some extent, leading to a more efficient pres-
sure on russia, if not for the numerous warnings previously made 
to Georgia’s leadership by the world’s leaders not to make risky 
steps in the conflict zones, as this would immediately turn against 
Georgia with long-run unpredictable consequences for regional sta-
bility. Georgian leadership always assured friends and partners it did 
realise risks and made valid calculations, but left everyone uneasy 
in view of the growing military expenditures and preparations in 
the country. realists admit that no one should have expected the 
external partisan intervention of the west in Georgia that might 
have brought armed confrontation with the russian troops, nor 
even imposing of the economic sanctions on russia. in all the voic-
es reacting to the crisis, the un so far remains silent and neutral, 
preferring to cover behind the shield of “insufficient information” 
and “need for consultations”.

still, the circle of heads of state standing around saakashvili at 
a mass support demonstration in the Georgian capital on August 
12, 2008 – heads of state of ukraine, Poland, lithuania, latvia and 
estonia – might have been wider and stronger. the countries re-
cently liberated from the post-communist influence are swiftly sym-
pathising with and readily consolidating around a victim of russian 
imperialism, being careful at the same time not to lead their own 
relations with a dangerous neighbour to a critical stage. others, 
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having found and applied a balancing treatment with russia in a 
more distant past, like finland, or western europeans who today 
largely depend on russian energy supply but believe they can reg-
ulate and control the consequences, seem unlikely to take a more 
active stance. there seems to be no international consensus at the 
moment on supporting the us approach and assessment of the 
crisis and its consequences. But this will also change if russians 
before the whole world’s eyes persist in invading and damaging the 
sovereign state in the 21st century.
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russian leaders qualified their military operation in Georgia 
in August 2008 as “a reaction to the Georgian aggression against 
south ossetia”. what they have never mention is that the same 
russia – along with the entire international community – adhered 
to recognition of territorial integrity of Georgia – including Abkha-
zia and south ossetia – in all post-soviet years; basing on which 
logic, the Georgian attempt to regain tskhinvali by force qualifies 
as a disproportionate use of violence by the state towards its own 
insurgent province, while “aggression” usually pertains to actions 
towards a different state. this is said in order to stay just, not to 
justify violence.

russia’s reaction to what was happening in south ossetia on 
August 7-8, 2008 was qualified internationally as disproportionate. 
this has mainly acquired the meaning of disproportionate in terms 
of scale and diversity of damage (occupied territories, human loss-

2 0 0 8
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Centre on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia, The 16th International Conference 
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“Roots, Dimensions and Implications”, The Institute for Political and 
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es and suffering, waves of iDPs, burned villages, destroying of the 
military and civilian infrastructure, etc.) within such an interpreta-
tion, russia would be considered to have acted “proportionately” 
if it stayed within the conflict zone of south ossetia, and did not 
move out of it. yet russia’s (re)action has also been inadequate in 
terms of the target of reaction. this is in fact the same “purpose-
ful inadequacy” that is characteristic of terrorist actions. Although 
theoreticians have thoroughly ruled most state powers out of the 
definition of terrorism, and made it a prerequisite of “subnational 
groups not sponsored by the state”, we still have clear cases of 
state-run and/or state-sponsored terrorism in this world. regard-
ing russia’s military operation in Georgia, we have a spectacular 
action with a distinct Pr component, aimed at large-scale effect of 
intimidation rather than acquisition. the target of intimidation was 
threefold: the Georgian president was punished for being arrogant, 
the whole Georgian nation was punished for having him a president, 
and the whole of west was warned about the consequences of 
integrating Georgia in euro-Atlantic space, and more generally, the 
nAto expansion into “russia’s backyard”. Because that exactly was 
demonstrated through russia’s actions against the Georgian nation.

And it is also a universal truth that the whole nation cannot be 
held responsible or subject to punishment for the deeds of the 
regime. Georgian society was neither informed about, nor did it 
subscribe to the military strategy that was unfolding on the 7th and 
8th of August in south ossetia. since then civil society and political 
groups in Georgia have been asking questions, which the Georgian 
leadership has not answered in a satisfactory manner.

At the same time, judging about responsibilities for the August 
crisis and its consequences, it is worth remarking that there were 
clear indications the russian military machine was preparing for the 
“spectacular punishment” operation at least since spring of 2008, 
and only in August they decided they got a substantiation for unfold-
ing it. Georgia was in previous months receiving increasing messag-
es about possible dramatic consequences of its nAto aspirations. 
the “deadline” was outlined as somewhere before December 2008 
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(the month of the nAto ministerial that was to consider Georgia’s 
and ukraine’s applications for the mAP). the showdown has actually 
happened much earlier…

on the international scale, the geopolitical consequences of the 
August crisis revealed increased security [primarily, energy security] 
concerns of the stakeholders resulting in probing the ideas of al-
ternative oil- and gas-pipeline routes, restructuring the systems of 
partnerships and (inter-dependencies, and new quest for leadership 
roles in the Black and caspian sea regions. regional powers are 
trying to secure their immediate future vis-à-vis the increasingly 
assertive russian factor.

russia is challenging the classic Quod licet Jovi, non licet bovi 
(“what is allowed for Jupiter, is not allowed for the bull”). russia’s 
logic has been: if usA interfered in iraq, changed the regime and 
took supervision of the country for a considerable time, or if nAto 
was allowed to bomb yugoslavia and take charge of kosovo, so why 
would anybody be surprised if russia – a compatible actor on a 
world scale – acted in a similar way in Georgia? the argumentation 
is simple: whoever on the world scale decides to sort out things 
in what he considers as his own backyard, and is strong enough to 
get away with it, cannot be questioned about that.

At the same time, russian leaders are always trying to find legal 
justification to what they are doing, partly from adapted or some-
times manipulated international law principles, and partly from the 
practices and rules of game of the big-power realpolitik. in a given 
case, russian actions against Georgia have allegedly been caused 
by the responsibility to protect their so-called “citizens” in south 
ossetia (the territory internationally acknowledged as part of Geor-
gia), and actually – an artificial russian “diaspora” created through 
distributing russian passports in order to have a basis for interfer-
ence. yet there are serious objections in regard to russia’s reference 
to international law to justify its actions. first of all, this applies to 
the russian interpretation of the new internationally adopted norm 
of responsibility to Protect (r2P).
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the un world summit outcome Document1 adopted at the 
General Assembly high-level Plenary meeting in september 2005 
defines “responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity”. the states 
are responsible to take measures to protect their citizens inside 
their borders, but it does not in any way contain or imply justifica-
tions for interference in another state’s affairs or territory.

As has been argued in the 19 August 2008 statement of the 
Global centre for the responsibility to Protect (Gcr2P)2 , “R2P, as 
codified in 2005 by the General Assembly, is not a legitimate basis 
for russia’s military actions in Georgia”. three reasons are brought 
forward to back this conclusion.

the primary ground stated for intervention – the protection of 
russian citizens abroad – is beyond the scope of the r2P norm. the 
2005 outcome Document does not confer authority on an individual 
country to take direct military action to protect its nationals located 
outside its own borders.

the scale and intensity of the military operation went beyond 
the direct protection of the south ossetian populations allegedly 
under threat. “russia’s intervention was tactically and geographi-
cally well beyond the scope of what would be needed to protect 
the physical security of the south-ossetian populations from mass 
atrocity crimes”, argues the Gcr2P statement.

in the absence of un security council approval, there is no legal 
authority for an r2P-based military intervention. “the russia-Geor-
gia case highlights the dangers and risks of states, whether indi-
vidually or in a coalition, interpreting global norms unilaterally and 
launching military action without security council authorization”.

As clarified by Gareth evans, President of the international crisis 
Group and a co-author of the r2P formulation, “it needs to be made 
clear beyond a doubt that whatever other explanation russia had 

1 see in www.un.org links.
2 see in www.globalr2p.org.

http://www.un.org
http://www.iccn.ge/eng/www.globalr2p.org
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for its military action in Georgia, the r2P principle was not among 
the valid ones”1.

unlike the question of protection of citizens inside or outside 
the state borders, which has just been clarified, the question that 
still needs clarification in international norms is the validity of the 
reference to anyone in another country who additionally owns your 
passport, as your citizen, especially if this pertains to persons living 
in a conflict zone, and especially if your passport was convened 
to a citizen without consent of the country of which the conflict 
zone is a part. with such a practice, any country that has a double 
citizenship law could enlarge their population and territory by dis-
tributing passports abroad and then exercising in interfering in oth-
er countries’ territory and annexing it under pretext of protecting 
their own citizens. the international community needs to develop 
a clear approach and formulate and adopt relevant norms in regard 
to these issues.

1 Gareth evans. “russia and the “responsibility to Protect”, the los Angeles times, 31 
August, 2008.
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reintegration of Abkhazia and south ossetia and reconciliation 
with the populations had long been on Georgia’s agenda before the 
five-day war broke out with russia in August 2008. for many years 
there has been great frustration with the protracted and ineffective 
peace process.1 then why did the Georgian leadership decide on 
such an unlikely and apparently senseless act as attacking tskhinvali 
and declaring the city “liberated” when the result was still unclear? 
Russia’s 58th Army in north ossetia had just performed large-scale 
exercises and the roki tunnel, a lifeline connecting russia with 

1 cf. khutsishvili, George. the Abkhazia and south ossetia cases: spoilers in a nearly 
collapsed peace process. in edward newman and oliver richmond (eds), challenges 
to Peacebuilding: managing spoilers During conflict resolution. tokyo-new york-Par-
is: UnU Press, 2006, pp. 282-300.

By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia, the 2009 Berlin Roundtable 

on Democracy, Federal Foreign Office, Conflict in Post-Soviet Europe, 

The South Caucasus: Are there Scenarious for Resolution? Berlin, 5-8 

October, 2009. 
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south ossetia, was under russian control. several interpretations 
developed in the Georgian and external political discourse with re-
gard to the events of August 7 and 8. these were discussed with 
different degrees of in tensity and credibility, but all deserve to be 
mentioned, as they create a spectrum of the imaginable. the list 
be gins with the more conservative analyses and continues on to 
more unlikely and shocking interpretations.

• the war was the result of an “inadequate and incom petent 
management” in response to russian provoca tion (polite 
interpretation supported by a benevolent segment of Geor-
gians);

• the war was the inevitable outcome of russia’s previ ous 
actions (the interpretation officially supported by Georgia);

• the catastrophe was caused by wishful thinking and group-
think – it lost the sense of proportion and real ity on the 
Georgian side (proposed by western and Georgian experts);

• it was a failed trade-off – there was an alleged agree ment, by 
which south ossetia was promised its legiti macy if Georgia 
gave up Abkhazia, yet Georgians were cheated again (short-
lived interpretation);

• the us military was involved in the russian invasion (conspir-
acy theory supported by anti-American seg ment of Georgian 
society);

• the war was provoked by entities in east europe and post-so-
viet space – Georgia was encouraged to con front russia and 
was promised eu support (another conspiracy theory);

• the war was a laundering of mismanaged defense funds 
(interpretation held by some Georgian eco nomic experts);

• the war was used as a tool for activation of interna tional aid 
as a result of the collapsing economy and world financial cri-
sis (interpretation held by some Georgian economic experts);
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• the war was an attempt to instigate a global / east- west mil-
itary confrontation or at least a recurrence of the cold war 
where Georgia would play a pivotal role (conspiracy theory);

• saakashvili consciously played a russian game – he master-
minded his own defeat and played into Putin’s hands (an-
other conspiracy theory).

each interpretation will now be discussed in detail.
As a result of an intricate russian trap1 (Putin’s domashnie zagot-

ovki), Georgian leadership responded to armed assaults of ossetian 
militia on Georgian-populated villages in south ossetia as part of a 
desper ate attempt to intimidate separatists and protect the Geor-
gian villagers. there were indications that the russian peacekeepers 
would not interfere.2 most evidence suggests that such an operation 
did not actu ally require entering and occupying tskhinvali with the 
entire Georgian military.3 the Georgian army was unable to occupy 
or hold positions in the town4 and the entire operation was doomed 
due to poor management, which was clear even before the heavily 
equipped russian 58th Army entered the territory on August 8.

the second version excuses the Georgian govern ment from any 
fault or mismanagement and does not consider the war to have 
been a military failure for Georgia. this is the official story given 
by the Georgian leadership and its mass media since August 2008. 

1 in retrospect, russian tv’s broadcast of Putin’s words were perceived in Georgia as a 
threat that had materialized in the August war.

2 head of the cis Peacekeeping forces General kulakhmetov reacted on August 6 to 
the grow ing tension with a statement that the Pkf would not interfere if a conflict 
broke out. this was interpreted by some analysts as a sign of a deal achieved be-
tween Georgian and Pkf, however, spurious.

3 According to the state minister temur yakobashvili, tskhinvali was a gate to the 
Georgian-pop ulated villages, and without taking and withholding it the task of cre-
ating a protective shield would fail. this argument is dismissed by both military and 
civilian experts (cf. the tagliavini commission report as well as independent experts 
club research “crisis in Georgia, 2008: Pre conditions, reality, Perspectives”. tbilisi: 
friedrich ebert stiftung, 2008).

4 in the evening of August 7, saakashvili announced that Georgians controlled the 
whole of tskhinvali and most part of south ossetia was under the Georgian army’s 
control. however, historical facts deny these statements.
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According to this interpretation, the whole chain of events was in-
evitable, the casus belli was instigated by russia, the russian army 
had already “invaded” by August 7, and Georgia was forced to re-
spond to the external military aggression by protecting the coun try’s 
sovereignty from an overwhelmingly stronger aggressor.

less discussed at the time, however, now considered more prob-
able, is the interpretation, which claims that saakashvili and his 
team had already decided upon war by the summer of 2008. the 
Georgian army was well trained and equipped, the newly elect-
ed parliament was dominated and controlled by the rul ing party 
and would support saakashvili’s decisions, the critics and political 
opposition were sidelined, the population was frustrated by the 
international community’s inability to resolve the conflict, and the 
government-controlled media was able to broadcast the desired 
coverage. All the components were avail able for a unique opportu-
nity to aggressively restore the country’s territorial integrity, includ-
ing the “dead season” of August and the Beijing olympic Games to 
serve as global diversions. there were however, obsta cles as well. 
the us and the eu had given categorical warnings to Georgia against 
any such actions, how ever, Georgia considered this obstacle man-
ageable. Georgia was tempted to take advantage of such a rare 
constellation of favorable circumstances. the loss of the sense of 
reality resulted from non-transparency and a closed-door practice 
of strategic decision-mak ing by a small group of loyalists clearly 
suffering from groupthink.1 

As the dramatic events of August 7-8 unfolded, this in terpretation 
considers what saakashvili was counting on in terms of a trade-off 
or trump that could be used at the right moment. As variants of a 

1 cf. wikipedia on the phenomenon psychologists refer to as “groupthink”. As a result 
of the closed-circuit wishful thinking and disregard for external opinion, a distorted 
world outlook formed and Georgian press swelled in pre-August years with quoting 
war hawks in high places e.g. “we now have the army with which we can reach mos-
cow”; “russia is in agony”; “isn’t it time to declare war on russia?”; “russia’s demoli-
tion already started in northern caucasus”, etc. After the defeat in August, one of the 
same officials confessed to foreign journalists they couldn’t believe “russia would go 
that far in its response”.
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possible trade-off gained publicity, people even considered a return 
to russia’s sphere of influence, but more often wondered if russia is 
abandoning south ossetia in exchange for Abkhazia. this short-lived 
interpretation was soon dismissed after the days of the conflict.

this interpretation maintains that despite the official warnings 
by the Bush cabinet, some war hawks in washington and in nAto 
circles may have encour aged Georgia to wage war against russia. 
this interpretation, which can be classified as a conspiracy theory, 
claims that the war was used to test new weap ons and to probe 
russia’s preparation for war and capacity for swift military action.

some Georgian analysts have offered the following interpreta-
tion of the strong continuous support of Georgia against russia 
by lithuania, estonia, latvia, Poland, and ukraine (in descending 
order of strength). in post-soviet eastern europe, russia has been 
per ceived as a formidable actor trying to reassert its old sphere 
of influence, which in itself rules out an open confrontation. in an 
attempt to undermine russia’s strength, the vulnerable, post-com-
munist states encouraged Georgia’s actions. supporting Georgia in 
that way would highlight the eastern european state internation-
ally as a more rational player and even allow the state to serve as 
a benevolent mediator to a more resolute and reckless partner. 
hence, the eastern european states issued no friendly warning to 
saa kashvili’s action in August 2008; they only provided encourage-
ment even despite the desperate situation.

this interpretation claims that the war was a large-scale money 
laundering operation. the Georgian leadership knew about the mis-
managed oversized military budget (over one billion dollars in the 
first half of 2008) and decided to write it off in a battle that had no 
chances for success, but could raise interna tional sympathy. nAto 
no longer had to be cheated about the Georgian army standards and 
this would avoid any investigation into the purchases of outdated 
and damaged equipment.

economic stagnation and threats to stability of budg etary and na-
tional currency in light of the rampant global financial crisis caused 
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Georgia to seek large amounts of foreign aid quickly. After the Au-
gust war, Georgia received 4.5 billion dollar in recovery aid, which 
helped Georgia avoid bankruptcy. some analysts argue that this tool 
will be tried repeatedly in the future.

this interpretation identifies a global plot that att empted to in-
stigate an east-west confrontation, third world war, or at least 
a relapse of the cold war. A confrontation of the us and russian 
navies in the Black sea would result in a situation resembling the 
cuban missile crisis of 1962, with unpredictable consequences. this 
version dwells on a psychological picture of Georgian leaders, who 
are irresponsible, adventurous, and possessed by global ambitions.

A final conspiracy theory purports that there has been a hid-
den rapport between saakashvili and Putin. for years, under the 
disguise of militant rhetoric, saakash vili has been playing into mos-
cow’s hands, transfer ring control over strategic objects and energy 
sources in Georgia to russian state-controlled companies, and final-
ly had to participate in finalizing the russian plan of annexation of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia, along with curbing the nAto expansion 
to the russian borders.

these versions have been considered at different times with dif-
ferent degrees of credibility; some of them are mutually exclusive 
and a few interpretations have already been dismissed by experts. 
out of the ten ver sions, the third interpretation seems most proba-
ble in its entirety. in order to consider a hidden factor in the behav-
ior of saakashvili (a factor that might explain otherwise inexplicable 
moves and provide coherency), one must analyze a broad spectrum 
of issues shaping the current fragile reality and the foreseeable 
prospect.

oN The iNTerNAl PoliTicAl siTuATioN iN GeorGiA

After the “rose revolution” of november 2003, there was re-
newed hope for the solution of long unresolved conflicts and the 
development of new global markets. for russia the change of power 
in Georgia contained both the risk of a further western influence as 
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well as the advantage of beginning negotiations with new lead ers 
unmarred with shevardnadze’s unpopular image as a “destroyer of 
the empire”. in the breakaway regions of south ossetia and Abkha-
zia, cautious expectations emerged about speaking to new leaders 
“unstained with blood of war”. saakashvili reacted with enthusi-
asm to these claims, calling himself “a guarantor of the interests 
of russian business in Georgia” and “President of ossetians and 
Abkhaz in service of their security and development”. however, in 
the summer of 2004, a sud den change of tone occurred for no ap-
parent reason; a power operation was launched, which aggravated 
the quiet situation in south ossetia, and russia was declared to be 
the top foreign enemy of Georgia.

years passed, and there are no longer great expecta tions for the 
color revolutions as “beacons of democracy”. Georgia’s government 
is a closed, self-centered power conglomerate that largely neglects 
its society’s concerns and reactions. the government is attempting 
to build an inconsistent state system based on the domination of 
power structures and an imbalance between the branches of gov-
ernment. the parliament is weak, the courts and mass media are 
not independent, and the president has excessive power. this is 
essentially a “team rule” characterized by groupthink that has al-
ready been detrimental in a number of critical situations.1 leaders 
who left “the team” were immediately labeled as traitors, however, 
“the team” continues to maintain the image of a virtual unity by 
means of its president.

in a way, there is a fertile ground in Georgia for politi cal experi-
ments if one considers its past and the legacy of public conscious-
ness. Double standards, imperial domination, and the artificial 
election system of the soviet union deepened Georgian society’s 
perception of the futility of any public activity, the inevitability of 
authoritarian power, and a general distrust for any sort of a liberal 

1 it suffices to mention the catastrophic aggravation of government opposition con-
frontation during the mass protests of november 2007 that caused mass repressions 
and snap presidential elections and the manner, by which decisions were made in 
the days of the August war.
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rule. Polls have shown that, despite an urge to find a solution to 
the Abkhazia problem, a unitary state has always been the preferred 
model for Georgia, and federalism was never considered. there has 
been no public consensus demonstrated for any concrete schemes 
for reunification.

the most disturbing manifestation of the post-revolu tionary 
power phenomenon in Georgia is the decrease of confidence that 
the society has in the Georgian government and the perceived neg-
ligence of the government in regards to this issue. there seems 
to be little understanding of the potential danger of dividing the 
Georgian society. Georgians have suffered through many decades 
of totalitarian rule, have not had experi ence with democracy, and 
are generally unprepared for self-organizing to defend their rights, 
ensure fair elec tions, or utilize public protesting to promote nec-
essary changes. Approval ratings are sinking and emigration levels 
are rising.1 the weakness and disorganization of the political oppo-
sition alone fail to explain the decep tive stabilization that President 
saakashvili’s team was able to create after the politically tumultuous 
spring and summer of 2009. other factors that contributed to this 
were wide-spread frustration and nihilism, enhanced by the apoca-
lyptic pictures propagated by the govern ment-controlled television 
broadcasting.

GeorGiA AND The BreAKAwAy reGioNs

A source of confidence for Georgians is their histori cal ownership 
of the territories of Abkhazia and south ossetia.2 Damaged national 
pride and the defeated small nation syndrome prevented the wider 
public from encouraging civil society groups to maintain the oppor-

1 in early 1990s almost a million Georgians settled abroad, mostly in russia, as there 
was a smaller language barrier there and the conditions were familiar and adaptable. 
currently, it is not the actual number of immigrants that is of concern, but rather the 
wide-spread frustration.

2 Georgia considers Abkhazia and south ossetia (Georgians use the terms of “samach-
ablo prince dom” for the center and shida kartli for the region) as integral parts of the 
historically formed Georgian state..
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tunities of public diplomacy and from properly utilizing the rare 
cases of restored trust. russian interference was blamed for what 
happened between the populations (allegedly, relations with Ab-
khazia and south ossetia would have easily been restored if russia 
had not sup ported the separatists) and the only perceived solution 
was greater pressure on russia from the international community 
and the accelerated process of Georgia’s admittance to nAto. since 
2003 very little attention was devoted to building relations or at 
least maintaining communication with the breakaway provinces; 
relations have gradually deteriorated and the walls between the 
populations grew. russia’s recognition of the territories further so-
lidified these barriers.

Both the elite and the public in the breakaway regions hold the 
opinion that Georgia has not acted properly for the reconciliation 
offer to be taken seriously. Georgia has not officially acknowledged 
in the entire post-soviet period any share of responsibility or expres-
sion of regret for the nationalistic policies that caused casualties, 
alienated ossetians from Georgians, and caused the Georgian-Ab-
khaz war in 1992. Despite the legitimacy of Georgian concern and 
the humanitarian crisis of 1993, Georgia could have offered more to 
the separatist populations. this would have increased credibility and 
helped to build confidence between the conflict parties, regardless 
of the possible russian resistance to the process.

Gamsakhurdia, shevardnadze, and saakashvili were very differ-
ent as leaders, but they all acted in accordance with certain radical 
groups in Georgian society by not compromising with separatists. A 
more diverse public that was tolerant to peace-building efforts grad-
ually lost its confidence. By the summer of 2008, the population was 
tired of the sluggish peace process and desired a forced solution.

geoRgian-Russian Relations afteR august – a 
coNTiNuous crisis

As a result of the August 2008 war, relations between russia and 
Georgia have deteriorated further and reached a point of almost 



471

An ACADemIC APPRoACH to tHe ConflICts In tHe soUtH CAUCAsUs

2009

complete alienation; dip lomatic relations with russia have been 
broken, any economic or cultural communications have become 
scarce, and the chances of renewed hostilities remain high. the 
post-war developments have had regional im plications by slowing 
down the integration of Georgia into the euro-Atlantic space, which 
corresponds with russia’s aspirations to halt the expansion of nAto 
to the post-soviet area.

the tagliavini commission report highlights the responsibility 
of all sides involved in the conflict. “the shelling of tskhinvali by 
the Georgian armed forces dur ing the night of 7 to 8 August 2008 
marked the begin ning of the large-scale armed conflict in Georgia”.1 
the report stresses here that russia had originally created tension 
and during the August confrontation extended military action to 
greater parts of the country outside the acknowledged conflict 
zones. As the report contin ues, “consequently, it must be concluded 
that the rus sian military action outside south ossetia was essential-
ly conducted in violation of international law”.2 Although the report 
is otherwise comprehensive and balanced, it does not pay enough 
attention to the cornerstone issue of the russian justification of its 
strategy, which blames Georgia for the events of August: the inter-
national con cept known as the responsibility of the state to protect 
its citizens or shortly, the responsibility to Protect.3 this concept 
refers only to the responsibility of a state to protect its citizens 
within its own borders. the same concept had been manipulated 
by russia in pre-war years by distributing russian passports in ter-
ritories offi cially recognized by russia as belonging to a different 
state. russia then considered the russian passport own ers to be 
russian citizens and thereby interfered in the domestic affairs of the 

1 report of the independent international fact-finding mission on the conflict in 
Georgia, sep tember 2009, volume i, p. 11.

2 ibid, p. 25.
3 see the un General Assembly output Document of 2005, the materials of the inter-

national coalition for the responsibility to Protect (r2P), and clarifications made by 
the initiator of r2P Dr. Gareth evans, former chair of the international crisis Group 
(ICG).
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third party state. this was done under the pretense of protecting 
russian citizens, but was actually used to fulfill geopolitical goals.

the prospects of resolving the Georgian conundrum remain un-
clear. the Georgian leadership portrays itself before the Georgian 
people as possessing leverage to pursue a tough line towards rus-
sia, while there is no more active external support to it. A simple 
reason ing reveals a simple truth: all the processes that might reduce 
tensions and threats, lead to trust-building, normalise relations and 
create a chance of restoration of integrity in future are sacrificed to 
the political well being of current leaders who cannot communicate 
with each other, and the societies are compelled to reconcile with 
that.



473

GeoRGIA’s DeGeneRAtIve tRAnsItIon

“We all know where we came from. We differ in determining where we are 
going. And this increasingly becomes the feeling of not only post-totalitarian 
so-called “new democracies”, but also of comfortable and stable Western so-
cieties. The rampant economic crisis may have added some value, but there 
are deeper – and earlier manifested – reasons for doubting the unquestionably 
democratic future for all parts of new and old Europe”.

       G.K. 2009.

once upon a time – admittedly not so long ago historically – 
mikheil saakashvili, viktor yushchenko and their closest allies were 
perceived in the east as bringers of democracy, and as western 
“messiahs” whose ultimate mission was to democratise russia. 
they envisioned themselves as latter-day American-style founding 
fathers; their idea of a free, prosperous and law-based democratic 
future set them apart from the “cowboys” around them who were 
governed by mob rule. their message to their own societies was 
clear: you may have misgivings, but we will not be swayed, as we 
know we are doing the right thing for everyone’s future. since 2004, 
saakashvili’s favourite phrase has been “whatever happens, we will 
bring this battle to an end”. the initial achievements of Georgia’s 
“rose revolution” were impressive: among other improvements, 

2 0 0 9
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi, Georgia, Democracy’s Plight in the European 

Neighbourhood, Editors: Michael Emerson and Richard Youngs, Centre for 

European Policy Studies; Brussels, 2009.
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petty corruption was significantly reduced; power and gas supplies 
were ensured; many roads rebuilt and buildings repaired; and the 
corrupt traffic police were dismissed entirely and replaced with a 
reliable mobile patrol.

no less impressive was the agreement signed with russia regard-
ing the closure of russian military bases stationed in Georgia since 
soviet times. it was announced that eu and nAto memberships 
were just around the corner, and eu symbols and flags appeared in 
public places alongside the newly-adopted national ones, as though 
Georgia was already an eu member. it was only later that the revolu-
tionary leaders’ lack of understanding of democratic ideals and prin-
ciples, and their disinclination to follow them, became apparent.

november 23, the date of the revolution, is celebrated in Georgia 
as a national holiday. however, the old enthusiasm for this date is 
long gone.

for the leader of a revolution to be true to his name as both a 
revolutionary and a self-proclaimed initiator of democratic reforms, 
these reforms must be prominent during the revolutionary party’s 
time in office. the introduction of fair elections is of paramount 
importance, legitimising the revolutionaries’ belief in democracy by 
ensuring that future leaders come to power democratically. such a 
change would also prevent the establishment of a destructive pat-
tern of recurrent revolutions. Georgia’s political structures still need 
to be reformed before a change in power can take place through 
elections, a non-revolutionary process. the “revolutionaries” have 
shown that they are unwilling to create an environment that would 
allow oppositional political thought to gain a foothold in society. 
non-state tv channels cannot function without state interference, 
and domestic business is kept under state tutelage. since the may 
2008 elections, the ruling united national movement – the presi-
dent’s party – has had a constitutional majority in the new parlia-
ment, with only a nominal and practically non-functional minority 
opposition. the government perceives this as another victory for 
democracy in Georgia: political alternatives are seen as unnecessary 
if the ruling majority is doing a “good job”.
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A comparison between early 2004 and mid-2009 shows a dra-
matic deterioration in perceptions of the now widely-discredited 
“colour revolutions”. instead of the hoped-for open societies with 
developing market- and law-based state systems and the ability to 
promote democracy, the former soviet countries have become au-
thoritarian power conglomerates badly in need of democratisation 
themselves. Georgia’s ailing economy and almost non-existent ag-
ricultural industry are unable to provide sufficient support to the 
process of social reform.

A PATh PAveD wiTh GooD iNTeNTioNs

in the years following Georgia’s colour revolution, the wider 
world gave too great a credence to information provided by the 
government and the government nGos (GonGos). this led to an 
inaccurate perception of the true state of affairs, and subsequent 
unrealistic expectations of future development. the Bush Adminis-
tration gave the Georgian leadership unconditional support, which 
assisted it in centralising power.

After the January 2004 inauguration of the almost unanimously 
elected President saakashvili, constitutional changes were intro-
duced. these changes shifted the balance of power away from the 
parliament and towards the president. An ultimatum was then is-
sued to those who had profited under the shevardnadze regime, 
forcing them to yield part of their fortune to the state in exchange 
for a guarantee of safety. Although this was technically illegal, inter-
national observers were still blinded by the euphoria of a popular 
victory and took a rather benign view of the Georgian government’s 
arrogant, risky manoeuvres. the leaders insisted on their need of 
an extraordinary amount of credit in order to have the maximum 
possible resources to carry out the difficult reforms and ensure 
democratic rule. improvements in financial management and ex-
treme forms of “fundraising” led to a ten-fold increase in revenue 
in a two-year period. remarkably, the majority of resources and 
international aid were allocated to military spending: over $1 bil-
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lion in the first half of 2008 alone. however, Georgia’s resounding 
defeat in the August 2008 war demonstrated in spectacular fashion 
how inefficiently the augmented defence budget had been allocated 
and managed.

the August 2008 war divided Georgia’s political situation into a 
“before” and “after”. Before the war, it had been relatively easy to 
manipulate elections; oppress tv companies; marginalise the op-
position and ignore criticism, all the while retaining international 
support. After August, it seemed unlikely that this situation would 
continue. Georgia’s leaders sensed that a fundamental change had 
taken place; a change that was not merely the inevitable reconsid-
eration of unconditional us support under the new administration. 
international media perceptions of Georgian policies had become 
largely negative; this negativity spread and coloured people’s views 
of the country as a whole. this feeling remained until spring 2009, 
when passive us and eu support was gradually reestablished, al-
though Georgia had fallen down the list of international priorities. 

however, nobody in Georgia itself had any doubt that the author-
ities would resort to whatever repressive measures they deemed 
necessary to retain their power if a real threat emerged from the 
growing opposition movement or from public protest.

the leaders of the “rose revolution” have demonstrated that 
they can learn lessons and diversify their approach, which has come 
as a surprise to everyone. A banner demanding President saakash-
vili’s resignation has been hanging outside parliament since the 
mass protest on 9 April 2009, throughout the subsequent opposi-
tion activism, but there has been no police intervention to remove 
it. nor was there even any attempt to halt the demonstration itself. 
however, groups of “unidentified” masked people have threatened 
and attacked demonstrators on several occasions, mostly during the 
hours of darkness. Although a number of these individuals have 
been photographed or recognised, there have been no effective in-
vestigations into the matter. it seems that the long-lasting stalemate 
may end in a temporary reaffirmation of the status quo.
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independent civil society organisations have become increasingly 
involved in the process of mediation that aims to find a solution 
to Georgia’s political crisis. this intervention is deemed necessary 
because the ruling party does not have enough legitimisation nor 
is it representative enough to ensure national stability and sustain-
able development. in addition, the opposition fails to offer a viable 
alternative given its lack of clear vision and public support, and its 
inability to raise sufficient funds to guarantee the necessary political 
changes.

A reTrosPecTive view of civil socieTy

civil society in Georgia is primarily associated with the non-gov-
ernmental sector, which for most of the population means nGos. 
to date, Georgia has had no experience of significant formal trade 
union activities, which have – along with some religious institutions 
– shaped so much of the western concept of civil society.

in the mid 1990s Georgia’s non-governmental sector began to 
flourish thanks to western assistance, a development encouraged 
by zurab zhvania, the then-speaker of Parliament. the civil sector 
supported the newly-independent state’s proclaimed move towards 
western values. freedom of expression was curbed to a greater 
extent by the stereotyped opinions of the masses than by direct 
government regulations. the official stance toward nGos was liber-
al, although large grants required the government’s tacit approval 
or GonGo partnership. After the first serious political crisis during 
shevadnadze’s rule in 2001, the “young reformers” group, led by 
zhvania and saakashvili, created a political opposition that invested 
in certain nGos and media outlets that went on to play a vital role 
in the events of autumn 2003.

After the “rose revolution”, many of its active protagonists with 
prominent roles in civil society took up key posts in the government, 
parliament and the presidential administration. in the immediate 
aftermath, rustavi-2 tv declared that the Georgian civil sector had 
become “disintegrated and hollow”, indicating that the ambitious 
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leaders had formerly been at the core of Georgian civil society. 
yet the media’s claim also proved that the new government had a 
certain political credo, which could be interpreted as follows: Geor-
gian civil society turned into a democratic government in order 
to democratise the country. once this function had been fulfilled, 
there was no longer a need for a strong non-governmental sector 
or a free media. in theory, the new leaders’ entry into government 
was supposed to lead to the development of a democratic power 
structure rather than bureaucratisation or even authoritarianism.

the “logic” for the government’s approach was that once democ-
racy had been established and the devoted democrats were firmly 
in power, there was no longer any reason to tolerate the opposition. 
seemingly, the only argument against applying this theory was that 
Georgia’s western supporters – on whom the country’s survival 
largely depended – insisted on the existence of the the opposition. 
since the death of wealthy tv mogul Patarkatsishvili removed the 
main critical challenge from the media, the political opposition was 
increasingly tolerated, although it was periodically accused of hav-
ing links to moscow. the government’s attitude also explains the 
partiality of the judicial system, and the fragility of private property 
rights in Georgia.

when it comes to foreign policy, relations with russia are a huge 
problem. But the russian question is not being addressed rational-
ly: formal appeals for dialogue have traditionally been combined 
with irritating, counter-productive moves, making the prospect of 
territorial integrity more unrealistic than ever before. these failures 
have increased the Georgian public’s level of discontent with the 
government; the August 2008 war with russia led the population 
to despair of their country’s prospects.

The chAlleNGe of BecomiNG A civil NATioN

one positive change under the new administration has been 
the government’s restraint of the fundamentalist trends develop-
ing within the Georgian orthodox church, the civil institution with 
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the most – and the most consistent – authority in the country. 
non-mainstream churches and confessions and religious minority 
groups felt much safer under the new leadership. it was expected 
that a similar feeling of security would develop among ethnic mi-
norities and other vulnerable groups, hopefully leading to reconcil-
iation between the secessionist communities. however, in practice, 
a state system that barely defends human rights and is selective in 
its application of justice proved to be an unfavourable atmosphere 
for the encouragement of social integration among ethnic minority 
groups.

the existence of stereotypical attitudes in Georgia toward se-
cessionist Abkhaz and south ossets highlights the challenge of suc-
cessfully integrating different ethnic groups into society. Prior to the 
revolution, most public discussions of the unresolved conflicts with 
Abkhazia and south ossetia degenerated into lengthy and ultimately 
fruitless debates on how the conflicts should be qualified: as ethnic; 
ethno-political; ethnoterritorial; political or something else entirely. 
the idea of “ethnic” conflict has always been dismissed; the gov-
ernment does not perceive Georgian society as capable of foment-
ing xenophobia or suppressing minorities. the problem was usually 
classified as political and russian-imposed. it was maintained that if 
russia ended its battle with Georgia and left the country to its own 
devices, Abkhaz and ossets would be able to live harmoniously in 
the same state. this unrealistic and counter-productive assessment 
of the situation is indicative of the Georgian tendency to relieve 
itself of responsibility for a problem by shifting this responsibili-
ty to a powerful external party. this approach removes the need 
for uncomfortable dialogue with persistent minority communities. 
shevardnadze had to reject “Georgian-Abkhaz” and “Georgian-os-
set” as potential labels for the conflicts. Aware of the likely conse-
quences, he avoided the label “Georgian-russian”, and instead the 
situation became known in official domestic and foreign channels 
as the rather unwieldy “conflict in Abkhazia, Georgia”.

saakashvili went through the same process, although his policy 
was much more proactive (and self-fulfilling) in illustrating the chill-
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ing reality of the Georgian-russian conflict. this made the resolution 
of the Abkhaz and south-osset issues a rather unrealistic outcome 
for the near future.

Power politics, zero-sum games, strong rhetoric, the feeling of an 
external threat and a black-and-white interpretation of reality have 
made militarised mindsets increasingly common among Georgia’s 
population. when televised political debates need to cite an expert, 
they usually opt for carl von clausewitz; when a strong, successful 
statesman is required, ronald reagan is the politician of choice; and 
if the history of europe is under discussion, otto von Bismarck is 
quoted. it is likely that the Georgian government lamented the end 
of George Bush’s presidency, and hoped that John mccain would 
replace him. President obama has been viewed mostly in terms 
of his stance towards russia. Also under consideration are the po-
tential consequences for Georgia if the us example prompts the 
west to negotiate existing problems with russia using a soft power 
language that the Georgian administration deems too subtle for use 
in dealing with such a country.

GeorGiA AND The GloBAl ecoNomic crisis

so far, Georgia appears to have been largely unaffected by the 
global economic crisis. this apparent paradox is due to the ephem-
eral nature of its economy. the stability that the Georgian lari (Gel) 
has enjoyed since its introduction in 1995 can largely be attribut-
ed to stabilisation measures undertaken by the national Bank of 
Georgia. these actions followed the imf’s recommendations and 
required the injection of huge sums of hard cash each year. As a 
result, inflation rates have been low. since the August 2008 war, 
foreign aid ($4.5 billion in total) has played a pivotal role in stabi-
lising the domestic financial market and the banking industry. how 
much longer the Georgian economy can stave off the effects of 
the global crisis thanks to internal manoeuvres and foreign support 
remains to be seen, but some experts believe that time is running 
out. if the economy encounters difficulties, public discontent will 
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no doubt increase significantly, and the opposition would channel 
this sentiment to urge the president’s resignation and early presi-
dential elections.

the government is currently attempting to minimise media cov-
erage of economic difficulties, thus limiting the material the oppo-
sition can use against it. At the same time, it is trying to satisfy the 
primary needs of the basic consumer market, and avert debates 
regarding housing, poverty and social issues by maintaining that 
Georgia is under external threat. every so often, high-ranking offi-
cials reveal russia’s plans for an invasion of Georgia and subsequent 
regime change. A recent example of this is the discussion of rus-
sia’s alleged plans to invade the Baltic states, ukraine or Georgia in 
order to restore its domination over its “disobedient” pro-western 
neighbours.

coNclusioNs

Georgia’s “rose revolution” leaves as its legacy an unusual power 
phenomenon. there has been an attempt to establish a kind of “vel-
vet authoritarianism”, based on stagnant stability and maintained 
by continual references to an external threat: russia. the idea of 
this threat justifies the authoritarian political system that has been 
implemented, and is reminiscent of the Brezhnev era, although on a 
smaller scale. there is an unwritten agreement between the power 
and the people, a policy of mutual non-interference unless money 
is at stake: wealth should be shared rather than used for political 
ends. A loyal citizen does not criticise the government’s policies and 
tactics. A loyal citizen should not question how it can be possible to 
declare that escape from russian domination is the goal while more 
and more strategic assets and energy systems are being transferred 
to russian control. the power phenomenon that is developing in 
Georgia pushes the established boundaries of what can only be 
termed “imitational” or “facade” democracy.
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overAll GoAl of The ProJecT

the overall goal of the project was to make an reframe the Geor-
gian-Abkhaz conflict process by opening new channels of between 
the parties, involving new internal (civil society actors and experts) 
and external actors (facilitators or experts) and examining the main 
issues which could promote co-operation at functional levels, whilst 
not overlooking conflict resolution as a final goal, with all the stake-
holders.

the researchers of the two teams concentrated in parallel around 
the following issues:

1. energy and transport (rail, air and sea ports) and telecom-
munications;1

2. security (non-use of violence) and law enforcement (organised 
crime, drug trafficking, police training);

1 At a later stage of the research it was decided not to focus on transport in the frame-
work of this project.
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3. human rights issues, such as minority rights, refugees and 
internally displaced persons (hereinafter iDPs) and education.

reseArch ProDuceD As A BAsis for The syNThesis 
PAPer

this synthesis Paper is based upon the research produced by four 
independent Georgian experts as reflected in their respective policy 
papers within the framework of the european commission-support-
ed international project “multi-track Dialogue on the human and 
economic Dimensions of the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict”. the author 
of this paper has also taken the experts’ personal clarifications and 
explanations into consideration as well as the information gener-
ated during discussions at research team meetings and those with 
the project management. 

the researchers comprising the Georgian team and papers are:
• shalva Pichkhadze, settlement of the Georgian-Abkhaz con-

flict: the Problem of refugees/internally displaced Persons;
• Alexandre kukhianidze, ways of resolving the problems of 

crime and ensuring security of the population in the zugdidi 
District of Georgia Along the left Bank of the river enguri;

• lasha tughushi, social and economic Development of the 
conflict Areas;

• George katcharava, contributing to regional Development 
in the conflict Area: the smart operation of enguri hydro-
power Plant.

it needs to be noted as well that at different stages of the re-
search vakhtang khmaladze and marlen Dzneladze were invited to 
consult the project.

each of the experts has conducted on-site empirical research 
which became an integral part of their respective policy papers. 
Before considering the crosscutting points, similarities, commonal-
ities and or parallels in both the narrative texts and the research 
and polling results which are included in the papers, we can con-
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clude that the overall character of the research yields important and 
encouraging implications for local and central authorities on site, 
potential donors and investors and the european union.

PoliTicAl coNTeXT of The ProJecT imPlemeNTATioN

serious changes took place in a geo-political context affecting 
the project activities over the last months of its implementation. 
the project started in the beginning of 2008 when Abkhazia and 
south ossetia represented seceded regions of Georgia and self-pro-
claimed republics governed by de facto authorities. At that time, 
the international community was uniform in its acknowledgment 
of the territorial integrity of Georgia with not a single state in the 
world recognising Abkhazia or south ossetia’s claims for indepen-
dent statehood, based upon the referenda made on their territories 
in late 1990s, as legitimate.

the status quo preserved throughout the post -war period (since 
the early 1990s) has prompted experts to qualify the unresolved 
disputes in Georgia as so-called “frozen conflicts” given that no 
form of recognition – such as granting them the status of insur-
gency or belligerency – has ever been on the agenda of interna-
tional organisations as concerns the seceded regions of Georgia. 
Although negotiations on the peaceful resolution of conflicts were 
taking place, they failed to gain momentum and never approached 
the stage for a peace agreement to actually be drafted. numerous 
un security council resolutions and other binding and non-binding 
international documents appealed to the parties to observe a cease-
fire, abstain from any steps leading towards destabilisation and find 
ways to build confidence. the un-led peacekeeping operation of a 
132-member unarmed observers mission (unomiG) supported by 
the limited (approximately 2000-strong) contingent of cis (actual-
ly russian) military units took place in Abkhazia whilst the osce 
led the peacekeeping process in south ossetia until 2008 through 
Joint control commission (Jcc) and four 500-strong military units 
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(one from each of the signatories of the quadripartite agreement) 
deployed since 1993.

various efforts at public diplomacy, which developed in several 
venues dating to 1995, represented a brighter light against the bleak 
background of stalled negotiations and the problems of unreturned 
masses of iDPs. Activists from nGos and civil society were enthu-
siastically engaged in numerous peace-related initiatives, contacts, 
general or thematic meetings and training sessions which were or-
ganised and took place with the participation of the Georgians and 
the Abkhaz within the framework of different projects co ordinated 
and funded by international organisations. this enthusiasm was 
based upon the hope that the political negotiators would achieve 
progress sooner than later and that the general bulk of the iDPs 
would return to their homes, especially those who lived beyond 
the Gali District of Abkhazia. Gradually, the repeated failures of the 
political process had their impact upon the civil society initiatives 
which started to become less proactive and systematic with the 
once powerful track-two process degenerating into sporadic and 
irregular small group meetings which were in no way able to ren-
der a serious public impact. this is another social effect which the 
“frozen conflicts” have with the passage of time.

the situation with south ossetia and Abkhazia started to change 
after kosovo was recognised as an independent state in february 
2008 in an act which the international community refused to see 
as creating a precedent for the legitimising and satisfying of seces-
sionist claims in different parts of the world. the negotiation pro-
cesses were still stalled at the time of the march 2008 meeting of 
all project participants in madrid which enabled some projections 
to be made for the coming months even though there were some 
changes beginning in the situation in and around Abkhazia. the 
parties accused each other of a violation of the cease-fire which 
gave rise to increased tension whilst russia began to unilaterally 
build quasi-interstate relations with the de facto authorities thereby 
altering status quo and its own commitment regarding the status 
of the seceded territories. from July 2008, the epicentre of tension 
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shifted from the Gali District of Abkhazia to the Georgian-populated 
areas of south ossetia with its culmination having come in early 
August 2008 when a five-day Georgian-russian war followed by a 
humanitarian crisis in Georgia resulted in the russian federation 
recognising Abkhazia and south ossetia as independent states. 
whilst these changes naturally seriously impacted and complicated 
the project’s implementation, the participants agreed that the new 
circumstances would not preclude their work and that they would 
continue to work towards the end goals.

the sarkozy-medvedev cease-fire agreement, which was signed 
on 12 August 2008, was a step towards stopping a further advance 
of russian troops into Georgian territory. in addition, it contributed 
to regaining stability and preventing the fear within Georgian soci-
ety that the catastrophe would deepen and have an even greater 
destructive impact. unfortunately, however, the six points of the 
agreement have hitherto not fully been implemented. Although the 
situation on south-eastern borders of the Abkhaz conflict zone was 
not a primary focal point of the agreement, the lack of the complete 
implementation of the six-point agreement together with the rapid 
changes taking place in the conflict zones-militarisation, depopu-
lation and heightened human security risks — has created some 
ambiguity in both assessing the situation and in offering forth pol-
icy solutions. the project activities, however, developed and were 
implemented according to the agreed timelines within the mutual 
understanding that communication between the societies on the 
different sides of the conflict divide should be maintained despite 
any unresolved matters whilst developing confidence and trust be-
tween each other’s civil society groups within the spirit that areas 
of common concern exist and should addressed together. it bears 
mention that there was no incident wherein the project participants 
doubted, questioned or obstructed their joint work even during the 
extremely difficult post-August 2008 period.

A new challenge appeared in January 2009 when the Govern-
ment of Georgia unexpectedly announced that it had signed a 
memorandum with the russian energy giant, inter rAo ues, in 
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late December 2008 as regards the joint control and exploitation 
of the enguri hydropower Plant (hereinafter hPP) which had hith-
erto been managed by the Georgian side with agreement to supply 
the territory of Abkhazia with a portion of electricity produced by 
the Plant throughout the entire post-conflict period. the text of 
the memorandum has not been disclosed to the public or energy 
experts although it is easy to surmise that future Georgian-Abkhaz 
bilateral co operation therein will become extremely difficult if Geor-
gia and russia sign agreements following the memorandum which 
will effectively put a russian company in control of the entire site. 
the uncertainty surrounding the terms and consequences of the 
Georgian-russian memorandum over the enguri hPP resulted in 
difficulties for one of the Georgian team members, nikoloz orvelas-
hvili, to successfully complete his research and submit a policy paper 
as originally agreed. following an internal decision of the project’s 
directorate, mr. orvelashvili was replaced by George Katcharava 
who undertook a related research direction concerning the enguri 
hPP and produced the policy paper and recommendations which 
comprise an integral part of the work of the Georgian team.

the signing of the aforementioned memorandum revealed that 
there are at least two layers — if not double standards — within 
Georgian official policies regarding relations with russia; namely, 
verbal confrontation, even antagonism on the surface, and tacit 
agreement on practical matters based upon a coincidence of in-
terest and short-term goals of individual persons upon a deeper 
communication level (cf. Johan Galtung’s negotiation conception).

Despite not being explicitly stated within their research findings, 
the Georgian experts have concluded that there was an overlapping 
of similar interests between the Georgian and russian authorities 
within the memorandum in removing the Abkhaz from any joint 
management and administration of the enguri site. the russian 
motivation is clearer: control over the production of electricity, its 
distribution and the development of a very promising cascade sys-
tem is a powerful economic and political tool of regional importance 
(viz. turkish, Armenian, Azerbaijani and other dimensions) and is, of 
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course, a serious lever of pressure upon Georgia. on the contrary, 
it is much more difficult to find a rationale in Georgia’s actions with 
regards to the wider issues related to the conflict resolution process. 
the motivation of the Georgian side, however, may be traced to 
numerous examples which took place in 2004-2008 which show that 
the “rose revolution” administration counter-productively seeks to 
reach conflict management and transformation through imposing 
boycotts, pressure and isolation upon the de facto authorities in 
the conflict zones rather than developing confidence-building mea-
sures and an environment of trust and stable communication. the 
enguri hPP was the last example of stable and mutually beneficial 
co operation remaining upon the conflict junction in Georgia (the 
other although upon a lower and legally more dubious scale, was 
the ergneti market at the entry to tskhinvali which was dispersed 
in summer 2004). with Georgian officials still making it a policy to 
isolate and push the other party, to submission through limiting the 
access to vital resources and leverages, the reasons become clear 
for their co operation with russia in developing a joint (although 
disproportionate by definition) control over a strategic energy plant 
so that the Abkhaz are left totally offside. this risky adventure, how-
ever, may result in making the Georgian side vulnerable in the case 
of an escalation of tensions and russia deciding to exert pressure 
upon Georgia.

overview of The reseArch ToPics/foci AND The 
ThemATic syNThesis

the topics of the research undertaken by the Georgian team 
comprised the following four areas:

a) the problems of iDPs, the vulnerability of the “shuttlers” to 
the conflict zone and the security of the population dwelling 
in the vicinity of the conflict zone;

b) the problems of crime and security of the populated areas 
neighbouring the conflict zone and the possibility of cooper-
ation between authorities;
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c) the issue of cross-border trade, the social problems of de-
pressed regions and the economic stimuli of areas bordering 
the conflict zone;

d) the issue of the energy supply of the population on both sides 
ofthe conflict zone and mutual economic and social benefits 
from the joint development of new energy incentives (finally 
not submitted).

the above set of research issues has crosscutting, common or 
interrelated points with the four individual and multi-focused top-
ics being able to be grouped into two: (a-b) investigations of the 
issues related to safety, crime alleviation and enhancing the security 
of the population and (c-d) exploring the stimuli to address the 
issues of welfare, income generation and poverty reduction in the 
conflict-affected areas. the linking feature between the two groups 
is the social one. furthermore, the two groups can be integrated 
into one; that is, (a-b-c-d) which explores the ways in which to 
improve the environment for human security in and around the 
conflict zone. the human component is the, overall common point 
in all of the research undertaken by the Georgian team given that 
the project’s work is directed towards looking for opportunities to 
mitigate and resolve the current confrontation through enhanced 
security measures and an improvement of the living conditions for 
the population affected by the conflict.

that said, however, the research findings and their implications 
did spread out in different directions beyond the local realities to 
the levels of considering caucasian and Black sea regional energy 
systems and the issues of collective security in which cooperation 
venues and participation between the Georgian and Abkhaz sides 
is intrinsic.

overview of The reseArch issues AND The issue 
syNThesis

crosscutting issues are visible throughout the research works of 
the Georgian team. these include:
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• Almost zero-trust between the communities and a high level 
of negativity in the adversary’s image;

• uncertainty in the formal and actual status of the returnees to 
the Gali District of Abkhazia and the insecurity which comes 
from it;

• A high level of instability and crime and the need to co-oper-
ate on both sides of the conflict zone to address the criminal 
situation;

• the quest for the possibility of cooperation between local 
authorities across the conflict divide in tackling the issues 
which exist on the respective sides. the research done by 
the Georgian team demonstrates the advantages of such a 
co-operation vis-a-vis the existing situation whilst the parallel 
research done by the Abkhaz team confirms the validity of 
such a conclusion made by the Georgian experts.

the four policy papers elaborated by the Georgian experts de-
fine a specific set of issues in focus. it is of further interest to go 
beyond these concrete issues and provide a broader context which 
also allows for the presenting of other important aspects within. 
the research focus of each expert, therefore, falls into a broader 
spectrum of issues. the common points of all the relevant issues 
may be grouped with regards to situation, needs and challenges. As 
previously stated, crosscutting issues, common ideas or common-
alities exist within and amongst the research areas. these include 
but are not limited to the following:

common issues Regarding the situation: 
Almost zero-trust between the sides, lack of communication, 

refusal of power structures on both sides to co operate in tackling 
the matters of common concern, traditionally depressed regions, 
serious drop in living standards and human security after August 
2008, evidence of the potential of civil society on both sides to 
prevent tension and a growth in crime, evidence of unexplored 
opportunities emerging from cross-border trade, cooperation and 
joint exploitation of objects, etc.
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common issues regarding the Needs: 
Prevention of crime, enhancing human security, efficient control 

of the borders, creation of conditions for trade and the movement 
of goods and persons, civil society participation in controlling the 
power structures, the establishment of a preferential regime for 
trade and cooperation, coordination of civil society efforts address-
ing the human concerns and resolving crisis, etc.

common issues regarding the challenges:
russia’s pro-active effort to dominate and control the region, ap-

prehension on both sides of the provocations and incidents leading 
to a growth in tensions and a renewal of the hostilities which exists 
in the population, the negative consequences of isolation which 
may breed new confrontations, various negative effects resulting 
from the lack or absence of communication between the sides, etc.

overview of The reseArch fiNDiNGs

the key foci that may be pointed out in research analysis con-
ducted by the Georgian include:

• control and reduce the state of organised crime and enhance 
the security of the population alongside the cease-fire line 
which follows the course of river enguri before and after 
August 2008;

• improve the attitude of regional and local administrative 
structures with the support of the ombudsman’s office and 
non-governmental organisations in zugdidi towards the pos-
sibilities of cooperation between Georgian and Abkhazian 
sides;

• find a reasonable compromise in registering the Georgian 
returnees in the Gali District of Abkhazia following interna-
tional practice and observing their human rights and free-
dom of choice;

• Although members of the administrative structures of the 
conflicting sides were not polled in this study owing to their 
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approaches towards the settlement of the conflict, it may be 
inferred that the iDP community manifests its preparedness 
to co-operate with the other side more often than the rep-
resentatives of the ruling powers;

• improve the social situation in the depressed region by 
means of fostering cross-border trade and the free move-
ment of persons;

• Disseminate objective and reliable information through me-
dia concerning the security situation in the respective areas 
on both sides of the conflict zone (Gali and zugdidi Districts);

• Develop cooperation in joint management and exploitation 
of the energy systems stemming from the potential of the 
enguri hPP;

• the conflicting sides should ad maximum refrain from the 
further politicisation of the problems of the iDPs.

lasha tughushi’s conclusion regarding the exceedingly difficult 
socio-economic situation of the conflict zones which may lead to 
a humanitarian catastrophe may be taken as a general conclusion 
for the whole area understudy. he proposes the creation of a legal 
base for the system of a preferential regime (exempt from taxes on 
production and turnover) for economically important (agricultural) 
products of local origin and the free and secure movement of goods, 
services and persons across the enguri border upon which a wide 
range of programmes leading to the development and diversifica-
tion of cross-border trade can be developed and which will result 
in the economic rehabilitation of the most depressed part of the 
conflict affected area whilst at the same time contributing to the 
economic development of the zugdidi District of Georgia. therein, 
the most important political consequences of the implementation 
of such measures would include the overall general stabilisation of 
the region thereby creating a better environment for developing 
dialogue and conducting peace negotiations.

shalva Pichkhadze states that support should be extended to re-
searchers and activists from the Georgian and Abkhaz civil societies 
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in their efforts to prepare and publish up-to-date and completely 
de-ideologised textbooks and instruction aids in history and geog-
raphy which would be distributed amongst Georgian schools in the 
Gali District. to that end, it is desirable to involve european experts 
such as, for instance, those from euro-clio (as also indicated in 
Pichkhadze’s recommendations to the eu).

owing to the paucity of reliable information from the Gali Dis-
trict, a programme or project should be elaborated for raising the 
awareness of the returnees regarding the events taking place on ei-
ther side of the confrontation. this can be achieved through training 
journalists, organising logistical support for the local independent 
press and electronic media and establishing contacts with a view 
to exchanging information between and amongst journalists from 
other regions.

Alexandre kukhianidze states that the August 2008 events have 
dramatically deteriorated the level of security of Georgian citizens 
residing alongside the course of the river enguri. the attitude of 
the local population to their day-to-day security has also changed 
in that they currently see the major threat to their well-being as 
the deployment of russian troops in Abkhazia whereas previously 
it was the existence and activities of criminals.

Despite the extreme tension between the conflicting parties 
alongside the cease-fire line, representatives of the law enforce-
ment structures and civil administration authorities – as well as 
organisations championing civil rights together with the majority of 
the common residents of zugdidi and those living in close proximity 
to the cease-fire line – are in favour of the resumption of Geor-
gian-Abkhaz relations through multilateral meetings with a view to 
exchanging information and enacting other forms of cooperation.

the abovementioned representatives also are of the view that 
the european union should expand the mandate of its monitor-
ing mission (eumm) on the territory controlled by the Georgian 
authorities or promote new projects aimed at improving security 
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in the conflict area without waiting for permission to exercise the 
monitoring of the territory of Abkhazia.

As kukhianidze suggests, ‘‘the european union... could help 
elaborate a well designed and mutually acceptable long-term se-
curity Action Plan along the river enguri underpinned by consistent 
and logical stages of strengthening security with the participation 
of various beneficiaries such as police forces, representatives of 
central, regional and local administrative structures; local commu-
nities and individual citizens, ombudsmen, non-governmental or-
ganisations, the mass media, local businesses and donor organisa-
tions. the elaboration and implementation of such a plan would 
considerably improve the security of those residing alongside the 
cease-fire line. such a plan could well be based upon the preliminary 
recommendations proposed in this policy paper”.

from a comparative analysis of the research findings and recom-
mendations, it is readily concluded that they are interlinked; that is, 
you cannot develop social and economic rehabilitation programmes 
in the “frontline” areas unless you achieve control over crime and 
illegal trade and ensure human security (especially as concerns re-
turnees and “shuttlers”) which, in its turn, requires a political will 
on both sides to support a detente and a rapprochement and to 
develop a dialogue at all possible levels.

According to George katcharava, the development of expert 
proposals on rehabilitation, development and joint exploitation of 
the enguri hPP’s potential with the aid of international partnership 
and/or sponsorship will help to establish a unique framework under 
which the main task of confidence-building for the both sides of 
conflict divide will have a suitable ground. the depolarisation of the 
peace process and making it issue-oriented will help to decrease 
the level of confrontation amongst the sides. the enguri cascade 
rehabilitation can be one of the most important tools for reaching 
this target.

the institutional arrangement of this initiative and the whole 
format suggests that all parties involved will cooperate with each 
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other. this in turn can be translated in the establishment of a pro-
cess which will assist political efforts of the resolution of the conflict 
in Abkhazia. An important aspect of this initiative could also be the 
creation of a safe and suitable environment for human development 
on the both sides of the river enguri. the facilitation and activation 
of trade, cultural exchanges and the creation of commercially viable 
opportunities will definitely help to improve the social conditions of 
the people leaving in the deprived and depressed conflict affected 
areas.

Additionally, there are some political, legal and security risks 
which should also be addressed. these are serious issues which can 
undermine the whole idea but at the same time have a very positive 
impact once all of the parties have reached an agreement and act 
in full accordance with its provision. overall, the opportunity and 
the momentum for the implementation of such an initiative should 
be realised and certain efforts should be made in order to create a 
suitable ground for the implementation of this idea.

Georgian expert considers three different policy options and, 
based upon the careful discussion the pros and cons of each of 
them, comes to conclusion that the most advantageous seems be 
the option – establishment of the consortium, with equal represen-
tation from Georgian, Abkhazian, russian and the eu sides – which 
is supported by several arguments. firstly, all partners participate 
upon an equal footing which thereby makes format indiscriminate 
and which will serve as basis for developing trust and agreeable 
working relations between the partners whilst eventually en the 
sustainability of the proposed format. secondly, this arrangement 
ensures additional incentives reinforcing Georgian-Abkhaz coopera-
tion within a positive experience which can be used in the future as 
concerns other aspects of peace-building Georgian-Abkhaz reconcil-
iation. thirdly, it will be the first time that international actors and 
participate in a multilateral format of cooperation which in turn will 
increase the credibility of the whole process. fourthly, this option, 
if successful, can serve as a role model for other potential plans 
operation across the conflict divide which will benefit and positively 
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influence the dynamics of the transformation. fifth and lastly, one 
of the primary merits of this format is its depoliticised nature which 
provides a basis for sustainability despite political difficulties which 
may arise around the conflict resolution issue. it is worthwhile men-
tioning that the discussed option may be materialised only in case 
the Georgian state ownership on the enguri hPP cascade is not 
questioned by any member of the proposed consortium.

it should be made clear that the abovementioned proposal may 
materialise only in case that existing legal obstacles to it are elimi-
nated, e.g. corrections/modifications are introduced in the currently 
effective Georgian law on occupied territories.

coNclusioN/recommeNDATioN syNThesis: messAGes 
To Be GleANeD

the common point in all of the policy papers produced by the 
Georgian team is that cooperation between the sides upon a wide 
range of areas is possible and would be mutually beneficial and that 
the eu-supported dialogue on a number of vital issues is the neces-
sary condition for unfolding this potential. moreover the papers also 
support the idea that the eu should take a proactive stance in pro-
moting communication channels and problem- solving mechanisms.

there is a sense of the acute need for rehabilitation as well as 
economic development projects in each of the abovementioned re-
gions within which there is a sharp deficit of investments, money re-
sources, work places, consumer goods and a quality infrastructure.

the necessary prerequisite for economic development and an 
improvement of the social conditions in the aforementioned areas 
is the provision of assistance in stabilising the political situation of 
which promoting a restoration of trust and traditional economic 
contacts (first and foremost in trade) between the conflicting sides 
is an important element.

within this reality, it is of utmost importance to resolve the prob-
lems for financing different projects and protecting investments by 
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means of establishing international funds aimed at the rehabilita-
tion, stabilisation and economic development of these areas.

As previously mentioned, the research done by the Georgian 
team demonstrates that both the human security and the socio-eco-
nomic conditions in the conflict affected areas have decreased dra-
matically and the breaking off of the earlier operative, channels of 
communications between the sides has had a multi-fold negative 
effect upon the situation on site.

certain messages can be gleaned from the conclusions and rec-
ommendations put forth by the Georgian team and formulated as 
follows:

message one: there is both a need and an expectation in sta-
tistically representative groups of Georgians and Abkhazian respon-
dents to revive a multi-partite format of regular meetings, prefera-
bly under the aegis of the un, the eu or the us (the us is amongst 
the expressed preferences on the Georgian side) following the ab-
olition of the chuburhinji format with powerful factors on both 
sides, hindering a timely and due consideration of this matter eu 
input would be extremely important towards promoting a mutually 
accepted systemic form of communication in order to activate the 
dialogue between the sides and facilitate the problem-solving. this 
will objectively lead to more predictability and reduce tension.

According to one of the recommendations from Alexandre Kukh-
ianidze: “Despite the extreme tension between the conflicting par-
ties alongside the cease fire line, representatives of the law enforce-
ment structures and civil administration authorities – as well as 
organisations championing civil rights together with the majority of 
the common residents of zugdidi and those living in close proximity 
to the cease-fire line — are in favour of the resumption of Geor-
gian-Abkhaz relations through multilateral meetings with a view to 
exchanging information and enacting other forms of cooperation”.

message Two: the politicisation of the issues negatively affects 
the prospects of solution. Discussions on all matters which repre-
sent a stumbling block for developing communication between the 
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sides – such as question of the status of territories and citizenship 
of the returnees – must be postponed until the basic conditions 
for overcoming the current critical situation are moved sufficiently 
forward.

the existing situation shows that Georgian authorities are not 
able to promote trade, co operation and dialogue between the con-
flict-affected communities. According to kukhianidze, the whole 
area resembles a front-line with the constant expectation of a re-
newal of hostilities on both sides. following his consultations with 
t. yakobashvili, Georgian state minister for reintegration, tughushi 
assures that the Government of Georgia will not create obstacles 
and so it is necessary to activate the international organisations 
which have a mandate of operating on site (at the moment, it is 
only the unomiG with a mandate accepted on both sides and the 
eumm which is accepted only on the Georgian side).

message Three: the russian authorities can contribute to the 
confidence-building measures and the proposals outlined below 
by not preventing their development, especially when it comes to 
the Georgian population in the Gali District taking part in the pro-
grammes. it should be understood that development of the con-
fidence-building measures and mutually beneficial proposals is in 
the interest of all sides.

possible areas of future cooperation
1. with due account of the complicated socio- economic situation 

of the returnees and proceeding from the experience of european 
union activities in the depressed areas, it is recommended that the 
eu begin to stimulate and promote business initiatives in which 
returnees would take an active part. to that end, the Georgian 
team proposes the establishment of international funds (including 
income-generation and grant-and/or credit-giving programmes) in 
order to promote small businesses in the depressed areas on both 
sides of the conflict divide.

According to the team’s recommendations, the proposed funds 
would support promising projects for the rehabilitation of the de-
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pressed regions, primarily under the aegis of eu structures, with 
the goal of increasing the economic potential of the parties directly 
involved and enhancing regional stability.

the Georgian team proposes the establishment of two interna-
tional funds; namely, the international investment fund and the 
international fund for rehabilitation and Development which would 
be interconnected by their functions and goals but not formulated 
as branches of one joint enterprise given that one is essentially for 
commercial means and profit whilst the other is non-commercial.

An agreement between the conflicting sides is a necessary pre-
requisite for the establishment and operation of the abovemen-
tioned funds. the agreement can be prepared through the medi-
ation of the european union which then can become a guarantor 
of compliance for the parties.

it is desirable that these funds be managed or co- managed by 
representatives of civil society including the returnees’ non-govern-
mental organisations on site (Pichkhadze, tughushi). According to 
all the experts, increasing the role of civil society is an important 
factor towards achieving the necessary link between the impover-
ished population and the local authorities so that the situation with 
regards to human rights and property rights is monitored.

2. one of the most promising areas of possible cooperation be-
tween the sides is the joint quadripartite exploitation and devel-
opment of the potential of the enguri hPP but is one which large-
ly depends upon the developments in light of the memorandum 
signed by the Georgian ministry of energy and the russian company 
inter-rAo ues in late December 2008. the text of the memoran-
dum has been declared a commercial secret – only some clauses 
have been disclosed to Georgian parliamentarians on their demand 
– with several development scenarios envisaged there from until 
it is made public or agreements resulting from the memorandum 
signed.

3. it is very important that the eu supports projects to prepare 
and publish up-to-date completely de-ideologised textbooks in his-
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tory geography, which would be distributed Georgian schools in 
the Gali District of Abkhazia, as a means of promoting dialogue, 
reconciliation post-conflict cooperation between the communities 
on both sides of the conflict. this would be a serious step towards 
overcoming the present state of distrust between the Georgian and 
Abkhaz communities and facilitate the ground for successful confi-
dence-building programmes in the near future.

Recommendations to the euro-union:
within the current situation, the active engagement of the eu-

ropean union is deemed most promising for conflict resolution in 
terms of:

• stimulating the start of a dialogue and within the negotiation 
process between all sides to the conflict;

• Promoting the elaboration of c approaches for the imple-
mentation of economic and social projects;

• Promoting the establishment of legal foundations for the 
system of a preferential regime (tax free or a favourable tax 
regime) for the production and circulation of economically 
important (agricultural) local products and the free and se-
cure movement of goods, services and persons across the 
conflict divide;

• Promoting the creation of necessary conditions for the estab-
lishment of the international investment and rehabilitation 
funds under the aegis of the european union;

• elaborating the appropriate agreements between all sides to 
conflict stemming out of the agreed principles of cooperation 
and basic proposals;

• monitoring the implementation of these agreements.
considering the volatile situation on the spot and the existing 

risks, threats and opportunities, the Georgian experts analysed the 
problems and offered the european union concrete approaches to 
implement in case of materialisation of different scenarios of de-
velopment in the conflict area.
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• According to the Georgian experts, it is essential that the 
eu and the un coordinate their activities aimed at ensuring 
security in the conflict area, the protection of its population 
and combating crime;

• in case that the un cannot continue its operation in the 
conflict area, under necessary conditions, the eu might take 
over the role as of a mediator to promote a non-violent res-
olution of the conflict; 

• the experts recommend to promote a rapprochement be-
tween the local law-enforcement and administrative struc-
tures and the non -governmental organisations of Georgia 
and the european union regarding the issues of security 
which would meet the eu strategic tasks of its european 
neighbourhood Policy and eastern Partnership initiative; 

• it is important to increase of the role of the european union 
in the professional training of Georgian police, and, as con-
ditions allow, establishing of the democratic control over the 
police forces upon both sides of the conflict divide.
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the orwellian Power Phenomenon in 21st century

“The Party seeks power entirely for its own sake. We are not interested in the 
good of others; we are interested solely in power. What pure power means you will 
understand presently. We know that no one ever seizes power with the intention 
of relinquishing it. Power is not a means; it is an end. One does not establish a 
dictatorship in order to safeguard a revolution; one makes the revolution in order 
to establish the dictatorship. The object of persecution is persecution. The object 
of power is power”.

George Orwell, “1984”.

At first sight, the relations between russia and Georgia look 
like a multi-layer geopolitical paradox. (1) Georgia has former au-
tonomies alienated as a result of the armed conflicts, necessary 
yet insufficient condition of whose return is russia’s active pro-
motion of this cause. in full awareness of that, antagonism is still 
purposefully developed in Georgia against russia. (2) russia, in its 
turn, sees Georgia as its own alienated territory, which she has 
fed for centuries and who now turned her down after the fall of 
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ussr. russia is puzzled why should anti-russian sentiment be wide 
spread in Georgia and thinks it normal that she promoted seces-
sionism in Georgian autonomies, contrary to its broker status and 
acknowledgment of the territorial integrity of Georgia. (3) with no 
external leverage in view to enforce russia’s collaboration in Abkha-
zia and south ossetia issues, Georgia still insists on seeking such 
leverage and appeals to the west to ensure it. (4) stating that the 
war cannot be over while occupation lasts, Georgia’s leaders reject 
the possibility of dialogue and negotiations with russia, “until the 
last occupier soldier leaves the Georgian territory”. (5) Announcing 
as a state strategy “cooperation through engagement” with the 
seceded regions, Georgian leaders freeze contacts with the de facto 
authorities. (6) the official Georgian propaganda tries to create a 
picture of russia soon falling apart as a result of erosion in north 
caucasus, although there are no indications to that. (7) Declaring 
russia as a number one external threat for Georgia, a number of 
Georgia’s strategic (energy and economy) assets are transferred to 
russian state-controlled companies, and this continues well after 
the August 2008 war. (8) speaking about stability and security in 
the caucasus region, russia is at the same time building her mil-
itary presence through bases in Abkhazia and south ossetia who 
she recognized unilaterally as independent states, while refusing to 
allow to these territories the european union monitoring mission 
(eumm) creation of which in August 2008 she had endorsed. (9) 
the military-strategic gambling with “restoring the constitutional 
order” in tskhinvali had cost inestimable losses to Georgia, yet the 
demand to bring to book the gamblers did not have any develop-
ment in Georgia. (10) the international community blamed russia 
for a so-called “disproportionate reaction” to saakashvili’s actions 
in tskhinvali – in fact a full-fledged aggression against a sovereign 
state – but no one ever raised a question of responsibility of the 
russian leaders. And so on, and so forth…

to untangle this mass of oddities and contradictions, uncover its 
logic (not always normal and sane) and comprehend the nature of 
this pseudo-paradox, it is necessary to trace the genesis of the par-
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ties’ interrelations, the impact of the leaders’ personalities – seen in 
the mirror of the mentality of respective communities – and analyze 
the ratio between the subjective and objective factors, which, of 
course, exceeds the scope of one article. Behind what looks like 
playing with fire and instability, it is however possible to see the 
contours of underlying unstable power equilibrium.

tHe souRces of Russia-geoRgia stanDoff

through the entire post-soviet period russia was seen in Georgia 
as a party interested in weakening the reemerging Georgian state-
hood and turning the small south-caucasus country into a speech-
less promoter of the russian policies in the region. since the be-
ginning of 1990s russia was widely seen as establishing hegemonic 
stability in the post-soviet space through the tools of reunification 
such as cis. only the Baltic states were seen as irreversibly fallen 
out and lost for moscow at that time. for the rest of the former 
soviet republics/states the prospect of creation of moscow-domi-
nated confederation of legally sovereign states with different levels 
of affiliation to the center was not assessed as improbable. reaching 
respective agreements with ukraine, Belarus and kazakhstan was 
deemed as having crucial importance in order to implement the goal 
of reunification, while newly independent states such as Georgia 
were also an object of interest for nAto. the main instrument of 
enforcement to motivate Georgia to reunification – an orwellian 
doublethink encrusted in it – was seen in ethno-political conflicts 
involving Georgian autonomies of Abkhazia and south ossetia and 
raging since the times the fall of the soviet system has started. 
Practically all Georgians have been convinced that russia played an 
active role in instigating those conflicts.

At the end of 1980s zviad Gamsakhurdia’s “round table” party 
declared ussr a “modernized russian empire” that Georgia had 
to liberate from to ensure the revival of its statehood and resolu-
tion of the disputes with Abkhaz and ossets. it was immediately 
clear however that the ethno-nationalist slogans of Gamsakhurdia’s 



505

contemPorAry russiA-GeorGiA relAtions

2010

would wind up nationalism in the autonomies and serve as an alien-
ation factor for Abkhaz and ossets who feared the consequences 
of restoration of the Georgian statehood. this has prompted the 
communities in question to actively seek moscow’s support in rais-
ing the status of their autonomies to resubmit them directly to 
the center (there was no pronounced request for secession at that 
time). when the center suddenly seized to exist, and fifteen nations 
appeared as separate and on their own instead, the fears have 
escalated. somewhat different expectations – however short-lived 
– arose, whilst distrust in the autonomies persisted, after eduard 
shevardnadze’s return to Georgia in march of 1992, until, in a few 
months, the Georgian armed militia entered Abkhazia in August 
of 1992, formally – to ensure the safety of the railway tracks. As a 
matter of fact, this was more an attempt of power demonstration in 
order to depress the separatist moods in Abkhazia. this operation 
led however to the catastrophic effects for Georgia who faced the 
armed clashes that broke out the Georgian-Abkhaz war and the 
centrifugal processes that finally turned to be irreversible.

in spite of all, both during the Georgian-Abkhaz war of 1992-
1993 and well after its tragic outcome russia was seen in Georgia as 
an actual holder of the keys to the conflict, with whom it is crucial 
to maintain stable relations. that was why shevardnadze’s govern-
ment reconciled with the appointment of three power ministers 
– the interior, state security and defense – by moscow, until the 
situation changed dramatically after the autumn of 1995 terrorist 
attack on the President. the conspiracy led to then minister of the 
state security igor Giorgadze. in spite of the entire complexity and 
controversy of russia’s image in Georgia and the ensuing distrust, 
russia was not unanimously seen as an enemy up to the summer 
of 2004, a turning point in Georgia-russia relations, which can be 
proven by the positive public reaction to the mission of igor Ivanov 
to tbilisi on november 23, 2003 (the day shevardnadze resigned and 
the “rose revolution” won) and to Batumi on may 6, 2004 (Aslan 
Abashidze’s flight to moscow and the victory of Ajaran stage of the 
“rose revolution”). such a reaction in regard to russia would be 
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hardly imaginable in all following years, earlier than or after August 
of 2008. let us thus try to understand what happened in between.

factoRs of “post-RosY” DeVelopMent of eVents anD 
The role of The leADers

the effect of mass mobilization towards “liberation from the 
empire” achieved by zviad Gamsakhurdia and merab kostava by 
the beginning of 1990s created temptation for the “direct democ-
racy” leaders to revitalize it in a new form of charismatic rule that 
started to materialize since 2004. it was everyone’s understanding 
that reforming of the corrupt state structures required extraordi-
nary measures and, first of all, refilling the state treasury. A radical 
method of solution to the latter problem was found in a peculiar 
form of “expropriation of expropriators”, which actually meant an 
ultimatum to the so-called oligarchs (persons that got rich under 
shevardnadze’s rule): “either you submit a good part of your for-
tune, or you end up in jail”. having ensured an unheard-of credit 
of trust from the population – who did not react even to the in-
troduction of super-presidential rule in february 2004 – the young 
us-backed leaders headed on with snap social and economic re-
forms, most of which were risky and reckless. on the other hand, 
it was clear to all that materialization of the main promise of the 
“rose revolution” – restoration of the country’s territorial integrity 
– would hardly be possible within the political lifespan of the “rosy 
team” without an active collaboration of russia to that end. spring 
of 2004 was marked with official visits, business forums and invi-
tations to investment. Prior to that Putin sent an ethnic Georgian 
vladimir chkhikvishvili as his envoy to Georgia, which was also seen 
as working towards building bridges. yet very soon it also became 
clear that rapprochement with russia might cause alienation of 
washington who at that time maintained its own perspective on 
the developments in the post-soviet space. the choice was to be 
made, and it was made – as it turned out, irrevocably – by summer 
of 2004 when the nature of relations between Georgia and russia 
changed dramatically.
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russia has at least twice in the period before summer of 2004 
demonstrated its support of the developments in Georgia: final res-
ignation of shevardnadze’s on november 23, 2003 and the retreat 
to moscow of Aslan Abashidze on may 6, 2004, both developments 
being associated at that time with the mission of igor ivanov who in 
general was positively perceived in Georgia, not in the least because 
of his Georgian family ties. only later considerations appeared that 
russia was trying to post factum ascribe to its influence the devel-
opment of events that would take place anyway and to demonstrate 
its constructive role. And the whole situation, when finalization of 
the political processes in Georgia required a russian “seal” on it 
was looked at with growing irritation by the young reformers. it 
seemed that the moor hath done his duty, let him go. A sharp turn 
in Georgia-russia relations acquired the form that shocked many. 

it was during the aggravation of the Georgian-ossetian conflict 
in summer 2004, when the seeming irrationality, later recurrently 
emerging in Georgian policy, first manifested itself. you had an im-
pression that the young democrat leaders of the velvet revolution 
and the advocates of liberal values preferred, for some reason, not 
to prevent crises or regulate conflicts, but rather assert themselves 
through their escalation to the peak point, followed by the resto-
ration of order through violent methods. this did not, of course, 
fit in the common understanding of the rationality of leaders who 
declared the building of a democratic european-style state as their 
goal.

the strategic plan behind seemingly irrational and counterpro-
ductive movements started to clarify only during the following years. 
the main mechanism used to consolidate the appropriate internal 
political situation was creation of the image of permanent exter-
nal threat and marginalization of the political opposition through 
a constant search for “moscow’s hand” as stimulator of any mass 
protest activity or the sources of the opposition’s material means. 
to ensure a full intrastate control, it was necessary to have an ir-
rational and aggressive source of external threat; as for moscow, it 
brilliantly (and even willingly) fitted into this role.
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outside the post-soviet space the rationale of the Georgian strat-
egists’ thinking has often been seen as follows: a small nation that 
has recently become de jure independent and is now struggling to 
affirm its de facto independence, which has had a recent history of 
totalitarian domination and then a period of perceived failed state- 
hood, needs to cut all ties with its former parent state – starting 
from those in politics and economy and ending with mentality and 
psychology – to be able to affirm itself as a sustained and sover-
eign state. especially if the former parent state happens to be next 
door and is even appointed to mediate your small state’s internal 
disputes, and does it definitely not in favor of the latter. 

one of the observed inconsistencies in the leaders’ behavior was 
that they made public mockery and insulting statements towards 
those, with whom they were supposed to solve important issues 
at the negotiation table. the discussion of this phenomenon in the 
press and by public was often reduced to the attempts to identify 
who started first and who smacked whom, whereas more important 
issues (how this or that behavior influences the chances of achieving 
agreement and facilitates the solution of interstate problems) were 
practically ignored. the russian and Georgian press and internet 
editions ecstatically discussed the indirect verbal duels between 
Putin and saakashvili. Georgian tv created satirical sketches around 
the theme “kokoity fandarast”, regularly broadcast the records of 
anti-Georgian speeches in russian Duma, as well as vladimir zhiri-
novsky’s declarations full of threats and hatred.

the main bogey in anti-Georgian propaganda in russia was Geor-
gia’s striving to join nAto, which was interpreted by moscow as 
Georgia’s new government’s attempt to gain the trust of “western 
patrons” through the creation of tension zones and nAto’s military 
bases at russia’s southern borders. for Georgia, which was weak-
ened by the conflicts and the syndrome of one’s own vulnerabil-
ity, integration into the european community (in regard to which 
the national consensus has always existed) was directly linked with 
joining the system of collective security, part of which europe was, 
i.e. nAto. that is why the unifying term “euro-Atlantic integration” 
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emerged in the Georgian foreign policy discourse. moreover, Geor-
gia saw that the Baltic and eastern european states joined the ec 
in the same way. russia’s anti-nAto policy could impede Georgia’s 
euro-integration, especially in the light of Georgians’ grown mistrust 
in cis as a mechanism able to ensure the country’s security and fa-
cilitate conflict resolution. the preference of the policy of neutrality 
for the solution of russian issue was openly considered only in a 
few groups of Georgian society and the labor Party. Although the 
results of the nAto Bucharest summit in march 2008 were nega-
tive for Georgia (the summit was supposed to offer Georgia mAP 
– a membership action plan considered to be the final step before 
receiving nAto membership), the excitement around the summit 
had stimulated russian authorities to conduct pro-active actions in 
the conflict zone. this showed that russia’s position, also in relation 
to nAto, acquired the character of ultimatum. the conditions for 
a radical solution of the problem that emerged in summer 2008 
were ensured as a result of saakshvili’s tskhinvali operation and the 
subsequent punitive operation carried out by the russian troops, 
known as the August war.

tHe post-august stage in Russia-geoRgia Relations

the lessons taught by history clearly show that regional wars are 
one of the most powerful factors of strengthening the government’s 
position within the country (the country can be ruled by harsher 
methods and the people will still be united around the leaders), 
which, in its turn, helps strengthen the government’s position also 
outside the country (people’s support to the leaders weakens the 
attempts to make adjustments to the authorities’ external policies). 
since the beginning of his presidency, Putin had been asserting him-
self as leader through the chechen wars and the blown up resi-
dential blocks in moscow. from the beginning of his presidency, 
Bush Jr. turned out to be the kind of leader who had to accept the 
challenge of the september 11 terrorist acts and announce a global 
“war on terror”, with the iraq war as its main component. neither 
socio-economic, nor any other indicators (no matter how alarming 
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they looked) could impede these leaders’ re-election, so strong was 
their power due to the already achieved mobilization against the 
external threat. As for the situation in Georgia, saakashvili was more 
vulnerable in this respect. the wave of disappointment after the 
“rose revolution”, crackdown on the participants of mass protest 
actions on november 7, 2007, and the followed snap presidential 
elections, which saakashvili won with insignificant advantage over 
his not so strong opponent, did not bring confidence about the 
stability of domestic political situation.

the situation sharply changed after the five-day war in 2008. 
After President viktor yuschenko left the political stage and vik-
tor yanukovych won the presidential marathon, Georgian policy 
in relation to russia lost its main support within the space called 
by russia as “near abroad”. the eastern european countries had 
dropped out even earlier; only the Baltic states were still there. 
however, it was difficult to regard them as part of the post-soviet 
space since they joined the united europe soon after the collapse 
of the ussr, and also became nAto members. the initiators of 
“color revolutions” believed that under their influence russia would 
be locked within the “democratic arc”; this would have a serious 
impact on the processes developing in this country, and, finally, 
the geo-political arrangement in the post-soviet space would clear-
ly favor pro-western orientation. the things may really eventually 
develop in that direction, but the attempt to forcibly squeeze the 
historical framework of the implementation of this grand scheme 
and reduce it to a “five-year plan”, turned out to be unrealistic. 
new trends occurred both in washington and Brussels (basically 
under the influence of Paris and Berlin in the latter case) soon after 
August – the reset policy, cooperation, constructive engagement, 
and finally, “security of europe cannot be ensured without russia” 
(the thesis that appeared at the time when i was finalizing the work 
on this article). however, we should keep in mind that all this was 
and is taking place against the background of persistent mistrust of 
“unpredictable russia”, as well as the fear of recommencement of 
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the “gas wars”. correspondingly, Georgia’s place in the inventory of 
means of mutual influence has shifted to periphery.

when vladimir Putin declared in autumn 2008 that he would 
not talk to mikheil saakashvili (and added something else regarding 
what he was going to do to him), he locked russia-Georgia rela-
tions within the limits of a certain configuration which reflected the 
post-August realities and was supposed to establish a new status 
quo in the simplest and painless way, instead of channeling all that 
into lengthy negotiations and discussions, maybe even with some-
one else’s mediation. the russian leaders definitely needed some 
time to stabilize the situation (especially their international image) 
after the August crisis. the potential reaction of the Georgian side 
to Putin’s and medvedev’s declarations was accurately predicted. 
the Georgian authorities also needed some stabilization period, so 
the scheme also worked to their advantage. here, the so-called 
“good chemistry” (Johan Galtung’s term) again manifested itself, 
as the hostile rhetoric and demonstrative confrontation perfectly 
blend with the synchronous actions of the leaders in power trying 
to guarantee rear area for each other as well as for themselves.

the situation is the same at present, but the conditions and en-
vironment are totally different from those of post-August times. the 
international community, as well as the community of experts voice 
serious concerns regarding the prolonged silence of both parties. 
the international community is concerned about the absence of 
dialogue, which hinders the activity of international and interstate 
structures in many areas. this results in the increased risk of armed 
provocations and a sharp complication of the situation in the region, 
including the difficulties related to the implementation of large-
scale international energy projects. neither Abkhazia nor ossetia 
can build their future only on the power of russian military bases, 
vigilance of the border regime and maintenance of the bogey of 
external threat from the Georgian state. now, even the authorities 
of the russian federation have to make gestures inviting to the di-
alogue, so that they do not look like the initiators of crisis and the 
generators of deadlocks in the world’s eyes. the only invariant in 
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this picture is the line followed by the Georgian government, which 
constantly demands more activity from the international communi-
ty to make russia accountable for its past deeds and denies the pos-
sibility of “leading any negotiations with the aggressor” as long as 
the “occupation of Georgian territories” is going on. most Georgian 
oppositional parties are hesitant to push dialogue because of the 
fear of marginalization, labeling and accusation of being unpatriotic.

An interesting conclusion can be drawn from the above. in spite 
of being a small country, Georgia generates the phenomenon of 
power that follows the pattern of big countries. the attributes of 
its governance system are even similar to those of superpowers. 
Gamsakhurdia’s rule was the first example of what has been said 
above, but his style of governance did not and could not last long. 
shevardnadze was a typical ruler of a small and poor developing 
country. on the whole, his ambitions corresponded to the resources 
actually accessible for the country, and sometimes even fell behind 
them. finally, saakashvili demonstrates the traits typical not only 
of an authoritarian leader, but also of a leader of a huge virtual 
power, the potential and resources of which are presented in an 
exaggerated form compared to reality. in spite of this, saakashvili’s 
team has found the right balance between the external and internal 
stabilizing factors, which makes it possible to minimize the criticism 
from the west (which was much louder in the past) regarding the 
unhealthy election system, lack of freedom in the mass media and 
the judiciary system and the weakness of democratic institutions. 
while skillfully applying Pr technologies and media effects, the Pres-
ident’s team creates an impression of economic dynamism and its 
own increasing popularity within the inner political space. As for the 
President, he still retains in the west the image of a bit eccentric 
yet progressive reformer, the type of reformer who is struggling, 
together with his team, with the difficult heritage of the post-soviet 
corrupt community deprived of privileges and incomes, as well as 
a pro-russian fifth column represented by the bankrupt opposi-
tion and the retarded intelligentsia unhappy with the reforms. the 
most difficult part of spin-doctoring is shaping, reinterpreting and 
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amplifying any signals that are able to at least smoothen (if not 
to remove) in people’s consciousness the feeling of insolubility of 
territorial problems, as well as of the problems related to the guar-
antees of safe and democratic development. But all this has been 
also manageable, so far.

The sTrATeGy of AlieNATioN

Did the peaks in the last years’ complication of Georgia-russia re-
lations result from purposeful actions or more or less spontaneous 
processes? let us start from the chronologically first incident grown 
into a process with dramatic consequences.

Demonstrative deportation from Georgia of four russian military 
servants under the accusation of espionage at the end of 2006 was 
bound to entail a furious reaction in russia. there is a well substan-
tiated opinion that this was done intentionally, to evoke exactly this 
kind of reaction. the policy of alienation from russia, as a major 
direction in the state strategy, was considered by the Georgian lead-
ership already in that period. the objective was to ensure mutual 
alienation between the countries. while it was relatively easy to 
intensify anti-russian attitudes through propaganda and permanent 
demonstration of negative experience by the mass media within the 
small country, the accomplishment of the same task seemed to be a 
real problem in the super power which was not under your control. 
however, an unexpected and daring move, leading to a real break-
through in this direction, would be public humiliation and derision 
of representatives of that part of russian establishment who did 
not belong to the high echelon (using the same approach in relation 
to the latter could prove ineffective), and was, at the same time, 
respected by large segments of the russian public. the officer corps 
and peacekeeping forces belonged to that very category. it did not 
take russia long to react in the expected and controllable way: a 
hysteric anti-Georgian campaign was launched and a huge number 
of Georgian economic migrants residing in russia were deported in 
an extremely humiliating manner: they were flown back to Georgia 
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on board russian cargo aircrafts not suitable for the transportation 
of people, where it was impossible to sit or hold the grab-handle, 
not to mention the absence of necessary passenger safety means. 
A wave of humiliating checking and oppression of all the people of 
Georgian nationality passed over russia. it even involved the school-
children and certainly encouraged the russian skinheads’ future 
“heroic” actions towards the third world representatives.

can the russian reaction to the action of the Georgian govern-
ment be considered disproportionate, ruthless or inhuman? cer-
tainly yes. But, on the other hand, was this not the effect targeted 
by the whole preplanned operation? the Georgians who watched 
on tv how their compatriots were “unloaded” from the cargo com-
partment of the plane and listened to their stories about the ethnic 
discrimination of their children in russian schools, surely experi-
enced the rising wave of indignation. As a result, the “strategic” 
aim was achieved: antagonism against and alienation from russia 
was lifted to a higher stage.

the Ganmukhuri incident (autumn 2007) that took place not 
far from Abkhazia’s administrative border worked in the same di-
rection. A representative of Georgian administration, accompanied 
by the local police and cameramen, got into conversation with the 
head of subdivision of russian peacekeepers patrolling the area. 
you could not hear what they were talking about, because of the 
wind blowing and also because the initiator of the conversation 
was standing with his back to the camera. it was impossible to 
distinguish the words even after the repeated analysis of the vid-
eo recording, but what the viewers saw on the tv screen was the 
following: after a few quick remarks, the russian military struck the 
Georgian man down, twisted his arms, and threatening to open the 
fire, started to shout to the others to move back. when, despite 
the warnings, the friends approached the lying man to render him 
help, the russians used force also against the helpers; the Georgian 
policemen were disarmed and stranded. what happened a moment 
later, looked incredible at first sight: President saakashvili, accom-
panied by a large group of people and tv cameras, appears on the 
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stage, immediately expresses his protest against the use of force by 
the russian military and declares the commander of Peacekeeping 
forces General chaban persona non grata. the cameras are regis-
tering the bleeding wounds of Georgian policeman, and the whole 
incident turns into a top tv news for the following days.

the mechanism of indignation was put into motion: Georgian 
tv viewers did witness again how obtrusively the so-called rus-
sian peacekeepers behaved on the Georgian land, and how they 
treated the representatives of legitimate national authorities. it did 
not matter in what direction the things would later develop. the 
informational event already took place and did its job. it was ex-
pected that as a result of all this a conditioned response would be 
formed in an average Georgian: any mentioning of russia would be 
enough to inhibit the brain, as it happens at the sight of a cobra. 
this task was finally accomplished immediately after the August war. 
it was the finishing of the last touch in formation of the irrational, 
uncontrollable and irremovable external threat embodied by russia. 
the five-day war itself served as a means to sober the population 
up. no one, to whom the Georgian statehood and national dignity 
meant something, could stay indifferent when hearing the russian 
general’s monotonous report about the ongoing destruction of the 
Poti port’s infrastructure, or coolly watch the cnn coverage showing 
the russian tanks drive over Georgian police vehicles exposed as 
barriers to the entrance of Gori. it is difficult to say what we had 
more on the strategic level – informational war or informational 
cooperation.

After the isolation is achieved and antagonism is established in 
people’s minds, it becomes easier to control the situation. when, 
at the beginning of 2010, the moscow experts, that were close to 
russia’s ruling circles, decided to make a proactive step and arrived 
at the tbilisi airport without preliminary consultations, they were 
not let into the country. the explanation was that two persons in 
the group were connected to the russian secret service. in fact, 
another obstacle to prevent the dialogue was created by this action. 
if they had let the russian experts in, irrespective of the character 
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of the meetings and discussions, the Georgian mass media would 
have interviewed the meeting participants, and the russian-Geor-
gian discourse might get a chance to perk up. however, that kind 
of development could not be allowed.

the strategic aim seemed to have been achieved, any contacts 
were tabooed, and the public was held in the state of prescribed 
anxious expectation of unpredictable future. however, “someone” 
was still concerned and wanted to make sure that the achieved 
alienation level was really irreversible. the imedi tv main news 
program “the chronicle” shown at 8 p.m. of march 13, 2010 served 
just this purpose of testing the status of mass consciousness and, 
at the same time, shaking it up 10. the simulated chronicle report-
ed, in the form of real-time sensational news, about russia’s new 
invasion of Georgia, escape of the authorities and the change of 
government in tbilisi (thus, “the chronicle” was “completing” the 
events that russians were not able to complete in August 2008). it 
also reiterated the names of the opposition leaders brought to pow-
er that were rendered to be moscow’s appointees. it was only later 
announced that all that was simulation and apologies were made. 
But people were psychologically traumatized; some had heart at-
tacks (one person even died). Georgian public had a feeling of pro-
test and indignation, but the agitation shortly subsided without any 
consequences for the organizers of the program.

under the pressure of the changed international context, the 
Georgian authorities have recently started talking about their read-
iness for the dialogue with moscow, but in parallel, some events 
are taking place that freeze the situation in its previous condition. 
we can hear another remote, but not a final chord of alienation 
in the form of already written and presented historical work about 
the two-hundred year old occupation of Georgia by russia, which 
is to be used in the school educational process. even the fact that 
the large-scale russian spy network in Georgia was disclosed on 
november 5 (the so-called enver operation), when russia celebrat-
ed the day of a scout, was not a mere coincidence. rustavi 2 and 
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imedi were happy to declare emphatically that moscow was too 
shocked to have any kind of celebration that day.

An overt starting point of substantiation for the action of Geor-
gian leaders is that the aggressor may consider to have achieved its 
goals and not care at all about Georgia’s reaction to it, but we have 
moral right to resist and fight, even in the form of an undeclared 
guerilla war action if necessary. translated to reality, and judging 
from the enormous disproportion of forces and capacities to harm 
each other, this substantiation fails to evoke anything but justifi-
cation of permanent homeland emergency state by a permanent 
external threat. At the same time, the government itself feels free 
to unilaterally open the border with the turbulent russian north 
caucasus region.

And still, merely out of a habit to look for a rational seed in any 
actions, i’d like to mention some other motivation for the alienation 
policy. there were some apprehensions in the Georgian political 
discourse of the post-soviet period that the issues of nAto and eu 
would gradually lose their momentum, America would also lose 
its interest in Georgia, the pendulum would swing in the opposite 
direction, and the new shift in government would prefer to aban-
don antagonism and do something contrary to what was happening 
before, i.e. to sell to russia with “giblets”, and see immediate gains 
for themselves. such apprehensions also rest on the possibility that 
many compatriots might yield to such changes, if these changes are 
introduced through an intelligently carried out Pr campaign, and, 
especially, during an economic decline. Georgia, a formally inde-
pendent country, might become russia’s vassal again, but this time, 
on its own initiative. it can be said without hesitation that such a 
possibility does not make happy most part of the Georgian public. 
there are some expectations that the west might finally turn its 
back on Georgia; at the same time, russia is far from being a euro-
pean-style democratic state under the auspices of which Georgians 
could feel secure and free. expectation of numerous Georgians is 
in that russia uses the improved relations with Georgia against the 
latter’s national interests. that is why alienation policy is perceived 
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by many as a preventive remedy (always useful when you apply the 
right dose) not to let the future leaders of Georgia play dangerous 
games with orientation changes. the essence of the problem, how-
ever, is that the dose of this “remedy” has already exceeded any 
conceivable amount and might easily become lethal.

iNsTeAD of coNclusioN

Power phenomena formed in the post-soviet space interact with 
each other and create a complex pattern of interrelations, which is 
in the state of unstable, dynamic equilibrium. outcomes are more 
important than who has what on their mind (especially given the 
fact that we all know where the road paved with good intensions 
leads). what we see as a result is that russia implements its long-
term geo-strategic interests in the caucasus with the help of cur-
rent Georgian leaders’ policy, which it finds quite suitable. one of 
the latest signs is the Georgian government’s almost simultaneous 
decision to unilaterally open the borders for visa-free regime with 
the north caucasus republics and autonomies (i.e. border territo-
ries of the country, with which, according to their declaration, the 
war is not finished yet), and also bilaterally open borders with iran 
(the country which causes serious problems to Georgia’s strategic 
partners – us and eu).

it is difficult to imagine who would welcome such a decision 
in the us. But moscow is something different. if we imagine for 
a moment that tbilisi makes decisions in favor of moscow, many 
things that look awkward and illogical, become rational and con-
vincing. But even such a daring assumption is not able to answer 
all the questions and explain what actually involves emotions, am-
bitions, patterns of thinking, peculiarities of character, and many 
other things.

At present, the situation looks as follows: the balance around 
the distribution of roles has become more or less stable on the 
international level. from the point of view of external observer, the 
situation in Georgia can be assessed as stable, despite the presence 
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of russian troops and military equipment in 40 miles from tbili-
si. the freezing of Georgia-russia relations is tolerable in terms of 
international stability and some unexpected aggravations are not 
likely to take place. the opposition in russia and Georgia is weak 
and controllable, as well as the mass media, and the activity level 
of civil society groups is much lower than before. sporadic attempts 
of radical oppositional forces to “revitalize” the country’s political 
life do not bring any tangible changes. it is expected, anyway, that 
the situation will be more lively and even more complex in both 
countries in a couple of years, with the approaching parliamentary 
and presidential elections. so, europe can take its time and deal 
with the priority issues until then.

irrespective of how the situation is assessed by the external 
world and what opinions exist within the country, the Georgian 
state-controlled mass media sticks to the virtual picture, according 
to which (a) the essence of the russian state is such that it is impos-
sible to hold negotiations with it, since russia’s goal is not so much 
imperial dominance, as full annihilation of disobedient small states 
like Georgia; (b) the world is divided into countries and alliances, 
which either reject this thesis or agree with it, and of course, we 
should stay with those who agree; and finally (c) Processes that 
ripen within russia – basically those in the north caucasus – will 
undermine the country. you just have to wait for the time when rus-
sia starts to collapse… and then, after losing the main supporter of 
separatism, Abkhazia and south ossetia will prefer to join Georgia.

Although it is immediately visible how artificial and counterpro-
ductive such a virtual picture is, but there still are people in Georgia 
who believe in it. As they say, blessed are those who believe.
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Georgia is in a difficult position: the country has recently been 
through a most devastating and humiliating invasion after more or 
less quiet 15 years of development; the unsettled for almost two 
decades ethnoterritorial disputes were assertively “resolved” by 
russia after the five-day war in August 2008; diplomatic relations 
of Georgia with russia have been terminated thereafter; the level 
of confrontation between the two neighboring states remains high; 
and the internal political situation in Georgia is of growing concern 
both domestically and internationally. under these circumstances, 
the political moves from Georgia’s leadership might go in the di-
rection of finding rational intermediate approaches and facilitating 
more secured future positions for the country through building con-
fidence with both strategic allies and strategic rivals, along with 
stabilizing the internal political and human security situation, which 
could be achieved by building national unity through just, transpar-
ent and accountable policies and demonstration of openness to 
dialogue over all major issues. yet what we see in reality is dramat-
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ically different, there is little constructiveness in the ruling team’s 
approaches and moves, and mostly out of subjective rather than 
objective reasons. on the whole, the internal situation has further 
aggravated since the August war, and it is worthwhile to study both 
domestic and external dimensions of it to be able to foresee what 
may or may not happen in near future.

post-august cHallenges anD tHReats ReMain 
uNADDresseD

on August 26, 2008 the President of russia has signed a decree 
which endorsed the decision of state Duma of the russian fed-
eration to recognize Abkhazia and south ossetia as independent 
states. this act was done unilaterally, neither upon consultation 
with international organizations, nor with Georgia, a country part 
of whose territory the disputed regions have constituted, and a 
signatory together with russian federation to the agreements laid 
in early 1990s and regulating the relations regarding the conflict 
zones in Georgia. the recognition was followed by bilateral agree-
ments between the two sides – including the agreements about 
the cooperation in military sphere – as independent signatories. 

with the exception of three countries – nicaragua, venezuela 
and nauru – there is no further external support for russia’s recog-
nition of Abkhazia and south ossetia as independent states. Despite 
persistent efforts of moscow, Belarus has so far refused to consider 
the recognition issue on its parliamentary agenda. 

the international community has negatively assessed the russian 
decisions, although was overcautious in judging russia’s actions in 
the lands qualified by Georgia as occupied territories1, ostensively, 
in expectation of the report of eu-sponsored independent interna-
tional fact-finding mission on the conflict in Georgia (also known 
as the tagliavini commission) to be made public. According to the 

1 un confirmed in 2009 sc resolution the unconditional right of both first and second 
(post-August) waves of iDPs to return to their homes; the PAce resolution 1683 of 
2009 affirmed the european position with regard to the post-war realities.
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conclusions of the commission published in the fall of 2009, the 
recognition was done contrary to the principles and norms of inter-
national law1. yet russian leaders have since then only reaffirmed 
that their decision about the recognition (as well as the subse-
quent agreements and documents) is “irrevocable”. The sTArTiNG 
point foR tHe Russian self-JustifYing pictuRe Has Been 
sAAKAshvili’s wiDely TeleviseD statement on the evening of 
August 7, 2008 about Georgian military units having the ossetian 
capital tskhinvali under their control, and preparing to soon take 
under control the whole territory of the secessionist region, thus 
bringing an end to the nearly two decade-long dispute. the russian 
mass media was in the same time spreading appalling news about 
Georgian artillery shelling civilian-populated districts of tskhinvali, 
which was qualified by russia as genocide, not just a forceful at-
tempt to occupy the city, but to get even with “separatist rebels” 
and to exterminate the ossetians entirely (!). neither the tagliavi-
ni commission, nor other competent sources have confirmed the 
genocide allegations, but have on the other hand confirmed the 
instigating role of saakashvili’s tskhinvali operation in what brought 
the catastrophic effect of russian military invasion in the vast ter-
ritories of a sovereign state, civilian casualties and the destroyed 
infrastructure2. no wonder that since August 8 the russian invasion 
in Georgia was qualified worldwide – including the statements made 
during and after the August war by George w. Bush and Condo-

1 cf. report of the independent international fact-finding mission on the conflict in 
Georgia, volume i, september 2009, pp. 10-33. 

2 it should be mentioned that there has been a wide and positive resonance in Georgia 
with regard to Andrei illarionov’s studies of the russian-Georgian war. it really con-
tains vast evidence that russians prepared for war long before August, built fortifica-
tions in and the quasi-state relations with Abkhazia, and provoked the Georgian side 
in a number of ways. yet illarionov’s study completely ignores any fact of instigation 
of the confrontation from the Georgian side (e.g. how can you reliably describe the 
summer 2004 aggravation in south ossetia without even mentioning the role of then 
minister of Defense irakli okruashvili, or touching upon the Georgian military attack 
on tskhinvali on August 7?). hense, illarionov’s studies better be dubbed as evidence 
of the russian role in the developments in Georgia since the ‘rose revolution’, for 
they are very much one-sided and do not really present a full or objective picture, as 
they claim to.
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leezza rice – as “russia’s disproportionate reaction” (obviously, to 
saakashvili’s action), and not an “unprovoked aggression” it would 
undoubtedly be called in another case. 

russian leaders are always trying to find legal justification to 
what they are doing, partly from adapted international law princi-
ples, but mostly from the practices and rules of game of the bigpow-
er realpolitik. in a given case, russian actions against Georgia have 
allegedly been caused by responsibility to protect their so-called 
“citizens” in south ossetia (an unanimously acknowledged as part 
of Georgia at that time), actually – an artificial russian diaspora 
created through distributing russian passports to later have a ba-
sis for interference. yet there are serious obstacles on the way of 
russia’s reference to international law to justify its actions. the un 
General Assembly output Document of 2005 defines responsibility 
to protect only inside the borders of a state. it does not in any 
way imply justifications for interference in another state’s affairs or 
territory, as this happened in August of 20081. 

the situation has changed significantly since the immediate 
post-August developments of 2008. the russian leadership is taking 
efforts to make everyone adapt to the “new realities”. According to 
their approach, there are no more internal ethno-political conflicts 
in Georgia: this issue has allegedly expired with the external recog-
nition of the two self-proclaimed states. the international missions 
stationed in Georgia with the mandate of monitoring ceasefire and 
observing the situation on the ground (the security zones) needed 
to be reconsidered accordingly. there is, according to the russian 
perspective, no need to monitor security inside the borders of Ab-
khazia and south ossetia, as russians are doing it anyway, and, as 
long as the russian version is concerned, there is no threat to the 
Georgian side from the “former disputed territories”. on the other 
hand, Georgia protests to one-sided international missions on its 

1 see the un General Assembly output Document of 2005, the materials of the in-
ternational coalition for the responsibility to Protect (r2P) and clarifications made 
by the initiator of r2P Dr. Gareth evans, then chair of the international crisis Group 
(ICG).
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territory, as this would confirm the russian version of the actual 
security threat. 

implementation of the sarkozy-medvedev six-point agreement 
has stumbled exactly on the points of withdrawal of the sides’ mil-
itary to the positions of August 6, 2008 (which the russian leader-
ship did not even think to fulfill), and the mandate of the european 
union monitoring mission (eumm) to include the operation within 
the conflict affected areas.

it turned out that locking in the post-August status quo was in the 
interests of power-holders on both sides. it is significant that in the 
Georgian official perspective, an interpretation of the post-August 
reality has developed that has certain parallels with russian. risky 
as this may be, it has been said that after August we no more have 
conflict zones on the Georgian territory, nor the internal political 
conflicts, but only the occupied territories1. 

As we will see in the further text, this has partly been caused 
by the need to somehow rule out the dialogue issue, but also to 
comply to the longstanding urge in the post-soviet Georgian political 
thinking to narrow down the structure of conflict from multi-lateral 
(multi-party) to just Georgian russian, and concentrate the entire 
“other” side within the “russia” identity. 

on the official agenda, restoration of the territorial integrity still 
occupies a high place, but has become more of a ritual than a 
goal, for everyone realizes that fundamental changes took place 
since August 2008. the most significant negative changes that took 
place since the end of five-day war to the present day include with-
drawal of the osce mission in Georgia after persistent pressure on 
international community from the russian leadership, as well as 
termination of the operation of unomiG (the un observer mission 
in Georgia). the conflict affected areas in Georgia have effectively 
stayed without any international monitoring capacities. 

1 the law on occupied territories of Georgia adopted by the Georgian Parliament 
soon after the war ended came under criticism of the venice commission for con-
taining counter-productive points, and will probably be amended.
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PercePTioNs of The siDes ABouT eAch oTher 

moscow is trying to keep up the image of Georgia as a rogue 
state that violates agreements, is constantly up to destructive force-
ful actions towards its seceded regions, supports terrorism in north 
caucasus and elsewhere, and thus represents a threat to interna-
tional stability and requires supervision from russia as a more devel-
oped and responsible power. through the government-controlled 
media outlets and diplomatic leverage moscow tries to persuade 
the international community not to support Georgia politically or 
economically, as any international aid would be misused by Geor-
gia to rebuild its military and try again to regain by force its lost 
territories. At the political level, diplomatic relations between the 
two countries remain broken and both medvedev and Putin have 
confirmed that no negotiations with Georgia are possible while 
President saakashvili is in power. 

expressed attitudes in Abkhazia and south ossetia consider that 
the Georgian society is not friendly towards Abkhazia and south os-
setia and, instead of repenting its own role in instigation of the eth-
nic wars, blames russia for supporting separatism. other than the 
very general proposition of “high level” autonomy for the seceded 
regions, the idea of the federalist principle of territorial arrangement 
and decentralization of power has never gained popular support in 
Georgia, which for the Abkhaz and ossets renders any proposals of 
reunification coming from Georgia as unserious and mischievous. 
they deem that Georgia is not interested in restoring human and 
cultural relationships with Abkhazian and south-ossetian societies, 
but is only interested in regaining the lost territories by whatever 
means. in Abkhazia and south ossetia there is no attempt to dis-
tinguish between regimes, civil societies, populations and historical 
stages: Georgia is one collective indistinguishable enemy. 

it is a wide-spread story in Abkhazia and south ossetia that Geor-
gia nurtured plans to strike Abkhazia by mid 2008, and would do 
it, but at the last “minute” changed the plan and hit tskhinvali. or 
alternately, the “Abkhazia operation” might have been a cover-up 
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for the “ossetia operation” which allegedly seemed more feasible 
to the Georgian leadership because of the natural landscape and 
border accessibility. At the same time, according to sources, the Ab-
khaz leadership – unlike the south osset one – resisted the option of 
participating in August in the russian military operation outside the 
disputed territories and preferred not to open “the second front” 
in Kodori. 

the Abkhaz aspirations to build ties with europe overtly refer 
to promoting economy and tourism, and tacitly aim to balance to 
some extent the everincreasing russian domination in Abkhazia, yet 
in no way would that mean at this stage a more tolerant attitude 
to building a closer interaction with Georgia. the level of alienation 
remains very high and growing, and the level of trust at an all-time 
low. 

inDications anD counteR-inDications foR Dialogue 

the deadlock that exists cannot be explained away as a result 
of an entirely external third-party intervention. the vicious circle 
created by the Georgian officialdom to justify their inaction with 
regard to the post-August status quo may be summarized as follows 
(as these arguments had been reiterated by the Georgian president 
and his closest allies many times and in many forms): “we are told 
we should talk to our direct counterparts – separatist leaders of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia. 

ok, we would speak to the separatists, but they say only what 
is prescribed by their bosses in moscow. understanding this total 
dependence, we conclude it makes no sense to talk to the de facto 
authorities. ok, we would be ready to speak to their bosses in mos-
cow, as we understand they possess the passkey. But the leaders 
in moscow refuse to talk to us, so they are the ones who block 
the passage, not us”. eventually, the only way to achieve a break-
through is seen in letting those forces mobilize internationally who 
are strong and motivated enough to interfere and make a change. 
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the most superficial glance shows the flaws of this chain of 
arguments, effectively blocking the way to transform internally to 
respond to new challenges, shifting the responsibility onto interna-
tional actors (unspecified) and putting finally everyone in expecta-
tion of Godot. Government-controlled media channels are scanning 
oceans of information to support any evidence that russian military 
is getting more disorganized, turmoil is developing in northern cau-
casus, energy export prices are rising, or use as mantras th quo-
tations by u.s. or nAto high officials’ about Georgia’s inevitable 
nAto membership – anything is used that would presumably raise 
hopes in spectators that russia may soon dissolve or Georgia may 
get a stronger support, but a virtual reality is created at the same 
time which confirms that, on a deeper level and in a longer term, 
the vicious circle is really vicious and incurable. 

situation witH geoRgian-aBKHaz anD geoRgian-
osseT relATioNs 

Georgia’s state policy is not to recognize the de facto authorities 
of Abkhazia and south ossetia. moreover, any communication chan-
nel with them has been terminated, and in emergency situation, 
like the recent case of Georgian adolescents detained in the fall of 
2009 in tskhinvali, international organizations have to initiate their 
involvement to mediate1. the once active Joint control commission 
(Jcc) is abolished since 2007 and the only remaining format where 
the sides are able to meet and discuss issues is the Geneva format 
under the aegis of eu, which has become increasingly scarce and 
ineffective. (Anti-incident mechanism agreed on in Geneva was the 
only positive outcome so far of the post-war multilateral negotiation 
achieved in the Geneva format). Georgian officials’ clarification of 
their position of non-communication with de facto authorities gets 
down to the arguments that (a) those are the marionette regimes 

1 it was mostly due to persistent efforts of thomas hammarberg, the council of eu-
rope commissioner on human rights that the Georgian adolescents were finally re-
leased from the tskhinvali detention in December 2009.



528

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

unable to make decisions or provide policies other than dictated 
from moscow, so it makes no sense to even talk to them, and (b) 
moscow refuses to communicate with Georgia’s current leaders, so 
the situation on the spot cannot be managed through communi-
cation with moscow. the only remaining leverage is considered to 
be in hands of international community, the passiveness of which 
is often rebuked in tbilisi. According to anticipations in tbilisi, the 
actual threat coming from russia’s energy domination ambitions 
should have caused a more consolidated deterring reaction from 
europe. yet this version has lost its plausibility since the period fol-
lowing russia’s cut-off of european gas supply in winter of 2008 and 
the russia-ukraine “gas war” has been replaced with new hopes for 
“management through cooperation” linked for europe with Presi-
dent obama’s policy of reset towards russia. 

what are the approaches to explore? first and foremost, it is 
obvious that rapprochement of sukhumi and tskhinvali with tbili-
si cannot happen in the nearest future, no matter how politics 
or leaders may change in moscow and tbilisi. it is obvious that 
mutually alienated Georgian-Abkhaz and Georgian-osset relations 
need an injection of continuous track two – and, wherever pos-
sible, track-one-and-a-half – efforts that would effect larger and 
more influential groups on both sides and create between them a 
working communication channel. since temuri yakobashvili became 
state minister on reintegration (formerly referred to as ministry 
for conflict resolution), interaction of his office with civil society 
actors in Georgia involved in the dialogue efforts activated. inter-
national resonance to the internal situation in Georgia prompted 
the government since fall of 2009 to demonstrate new constructive 
approaches and openness to dialogue. the official document called 
“state strategy on occupied territories: engagement through coop-
eration” has been developed towards the end of 2009 upon con-
sultation with independent experts and civil society representatives 
where for the first time the necessity of track-two dialogue with 
the secessionist societies is stressed and the role of civil society is 
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acknowledged. with the strategy of “engagement through cooper-
ation” interaction with de facto authorities is also deemed possible. 

it has yet to be seen whether the practice will be in accordance 
with the adopted strategy document. Georgian nGos and csos who 
initiated and conducted informal group meetings between the sides 
are persisting in their efforts to maintain dialogue/communication 
channels against all odds1. 

iMpasses anD DeaDlocKs as tools of policY-MaKing 

the widely known thesis of the Georgian Government is “the 
war is not finished until the occupation of our territories continues”. 
how long can war last in such a case, especially if peaceful negoti-
ations are declared impossible? 

there is one “useful” thing about impasses and deadlocks that 
block the conflict resolution process, especially if they are linked 
with threats attributed to an external third-party’s activity: a deci-
sion maker may be painlessly relieved of his/her responsibility to 
achieve the progress in finding constructive solutions, is allowed 
to shift this task to the next generation in political power, and stay 
for a while safe of accusations in inefficiency. so there appears a 
temptation to turn a deadlock into a dynamo machine, portraying 
the image of the external threat as permanent, overwhelming and 
unmanageable, and transform the internal political reality into a 
permanent semi-martial emergency situation accordingly. this is 
the case we are witnessing at present in Georgia. 

Georgian leadership and its ideologists stick to the story of “no 
one would do better then us anyway” and “wait a bit, and chang-
es will happen”. otherwise the share of responsibility for the lost 
war and lost chances to restore the country’s integrity gets more 
salient and chances to be reelected slimmer. it is not a question 
of Georgia not being able to develop or use some instruments or 

1 cf. Georgian and Abkhaz Perspectives on human security and Development in con-
flict-Affected Areas (A Policy research initiative), Brussels and madrid: citpax, 2009.
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capacities. it is non-existence of any instruments or capacities that 
would make the task feasible without russia’s participation. that is 
how the situation is evaluated in the international community, with 
the exception of those circles abroad who are trying to maintain 
Georgia’s active anti-russian stance at any cost and against all ob-
jective evidence of threats and risks this incur not only for Georgia, 
but also for a larger region’s security. 

the dimensions of the current impasse include: 
• Georgian leadership portrays itself as possessing leverage to 

pursue a tough line towards russia, while there is no favorable 
environment or active external support for that; 

• russia is portrayed in Georgia as a party with whom it is im-
possible to negotiate, raising russia’s image up to an irrational 
point; 

• no policies or actions have been offered capable of reducing 
the level of alienation in Abkhazia and south ossetia towards 
Georgia; 

• no resources or opportunities are in view to activate interna-
tional community to the extent of pressuring russia towards 
change of its decision on recognition. 

PersPecTives of sTArTiNG The DiAloGue wiTh russiA 

Both in moscow and tbilisi the picture is not uniform. According 
to russian sources, there are two groups in moscow circled around 
the following positions: the first is inclined to let things continue as 
they are – no official contacts or even negotiations while saakash-
vili stays in power, continuation of information war, etc.; the other, 
on the contrary, is trying to substantiate the necessity to restart 
the relation-building process without preconditions, provided that 
a similar intention manifests on the Georgian side. the picture on 
the Georgian side is even less articulate: the overall irrational atti-
tude (see above) dominating the Georgian public life prevents any 
group of influence from openly advocating a pro-dialogue turn in 
the policies. 
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Perceptions of saakashvili’s public statements differ serious-
ly from those of shevardnadze while he was still a president “in 
good standing”: the latter read as thought-out directives revealing 
a balancing denominator to follow, while saakashvili’s more often 
express his emotional mood and Pr effect than a consolidated pol-
icy line. so, a Georgian spectator got used in the recent years to 
not looking at his statements as necessarily part of the “team’s” 
political agenda. 

yet psychologically one cannot help trying to read in the first 
person’s words more than lies on the surface, reaching into what’s 
the rulers are up to and what they may keep up their sleeve. And 
when the president says from the parliament rostrum that “no 
dialogue will start until the last occupant soldier leaves our soil”, 
it reads like something on which the core team is agreed about, 
leaving a spooky impression on everyone else. the main question 
skipped is: how can a deoccupation process ever start – let alone 
be successful – if negotiations do not precede it? And as soon as no 
questions or objections register in a controlled media space, this is 
duly interpreted by the same media as a public support. 

Putin and medvedev have repeatedly stressed after the August 
war that they would not speak to the Georgian leadership while 
saakashvili is in power. that was a kind of statement that intended 
to freeze the post-August status quo, block the prospect of negotia-
tions and aimed to encourage internal forces to seek replacement of 
saakashvili in order to open the path for restoring the relations with 
a formidably powerful northern neighbor. yet in Georgia this had, 
however temporarily, created an opposite effect, prompting peo-
ple to consolidate around existing national symbols, including the 
president, and invigorating the already irrationally negative image of 
russia as a perennial oppressor. contrary to moscow’s calculations, 
saakashvili’s rating surged in the period immediately following the 
August war. even now, most of the opposition parties deem neces-
sary to follow suit and avoid possible accusations in non-patriotic 
behavior. instead of seeking alternative channels to melt the ice, 
even through activity of opposition leaders, the actual situation in 
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Georgia has been such that any contacts with moscow and with 
separatist authorities are frowned upon and make their participants 
vulnerable to accusations in treachery and subversive behavior. 

keeping the issue of russia-Georgia relations in the sphere of 
irrational helps avoid chains of thought that would inevitably invade 
people’s minds and reveal the simple truth: all the processes that 
might lead to discussing the issues, building trust, developing rela-
tions and creating a chance of restoration of integrity in future are 
sacrificed to the political well-being of current leaders who happen 
not to get together well.
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fADiNG or DeGeNerATiNG “revoluTioNs”?

there was time, however short on a historic scale, when saakash-
vili and yuschenko with their closest allies looked not just as national 
leaders that showed off as democracy beacons, but actually west-
ern messiahs to the backward east with an ultimate tacit target to 
impose democratisation on russia. their message to own societies 
read: you may doubt or lag behind, but we will not relent as we 
know we are doing a right job for your better future. if we compare 
that time to the present moment (end of february 2009), we see 
what a dramatic deterioration and discreditation has the idea of 
“colour revolutions” had. instead of open societies with increas-
ing market- and law-based systems, we see authoritarian “hybrid 
mutant” power conglomerates unable to democratise anybody but 
needing a serious treatment themselves. 

here again, the August 2008 was a dividing line. if earlier it 
proved easy to manipulate elections, oppress tv companies, mar-
ginalise opposition, now the leaders in Georgia are much softer on 

2 0 1 0
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, 13 December, 2010.
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their citizens. what they are now trying to promote can be dubbed 
as “velvet authoritarianism”.

they feel something fundamental has changed, and that some-
thing is not just the disappearance of an unconditioned u.s. support 
with change of administration in the white house, but the inter-
national perception and assessment of Georgian policies and their 
picture in the world press that spills over from the president to the 
whole country and nation. 

the 23rd of november is officially celebrated in Georgia as a na-
tional holiday – the date of victory of the revolution, but the old 
enthusiasm about this date is long gone. to begin with, to acquire 
a stable qualification of revolutionary, the process of democratic 
reforms must become salient in the period of governance of the 
force that accomplished the change of power and named itself the 
initiator of democratic reforms. not least important for legitimi-
zation of their cause is whether the perpetrators of the regime 
change have laid foundation for the next political generations to 
come to power by means of fair elections, and thus have prevented 
a destructive recurrent revolution pattern. until now lacking the 
appropriate practice, Georgia still faces the challenges for power 
change by means of non-revolutionary processes through elections, 
while “the revolutionaries” themselves have clearly demonstrated 
they are not in favour of creating favorable atmosphere and condi-
tions for oppositionary political thought to gain foot in society, e.g. 
by allowing alternative tv channels to develop and function in an 
undisturbed manner. since may 2008 elections the ruling united na-
tional movement has constitutional majority in the new parliament, 
with only a nominal and non-functional oppositionary minority, and 
this also has been declared as another victory of democracy. so, 
with democrats firmly in power, why would opposition need to exist 
at all? Apparently, for the only reason that the western partners 
on whom the survival of the country largely depends insist that 
the opposition should exist. that also explains why judiciary is not 
independent, and the private property rights are fragile. on the 
external front, relations with russia represent a huge problem that 
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is not being addressed in a rational manner, and the prospect of 
conflict resolution is unrealistic as never before. however, since the 
traumatic and violent november 2007 crackdown on protestors and 
oppositionary tv, there have not been any major demonstrations or 
acts of civil disobedience. As a result of all these issues, the degree 
of people’s discontent grows very high, and the August 2008 dev-
astating war with russia was the last accord that prompted most 
citizens to look doubtfully at the prospect of their country. 

looking at what kind of difficult processes are happening in 
ukraine where citizens’ living standard is higher than in Georgia, 
one clearly sees the end of the short era of “colour revolutions” 
in the post-communist space. yet one thing is what is dying, and 
another is what is emerging. what has emerged from the “rose 
revolution” in Georgia is a unique phenomenon of power – an 
attempt to establish a velvet authoritarianism resembling a weird 
déjà vu of the soviet past on a small scale and based on a contract 
between power and people: i do not touch you if you do not touch 
me. this goes far beyond known the known schemes of imitational 
or facade democracies described in the literature. to understand 
how it can end, we need to understand how it developed.

tRansition fRoM tHe “post-soViet peRioD” in 
reTrosPecT

After the period of turmoil, secessionist wars and “the rule of 
gun” in early 1990s, shevardnadze during the first period of his 
presidency demonstrated understanding that he was in need of the 
establishment of democratic institutions in Georgia. the initial stage 
has been implemented in 1995-1998 with more or less success, but 
later other tendencies prevailed, corruption rampaged and, as a re-
sult a hybrid regime (Diamond’s interpretation1), combining authori-
tarian and democratic elements, was created. Authoritarianism was 
expressed by the fact that the system was an almost exact analog of 
the soviet nomenclature one which – through paternalist personal 

1 Diamond.
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and group ties – subordinated economy and business, along with 
other structures to the state. shevardnadze’s regime could have 
lasted for some more time after 2003 if not for constituents of 
the hybrid democracy present, namely, the independent media and 
civil sector that allowed for growth and strengthening of political 
opposition movement1.

civil socieTy Before AND AfTer The “rose 
revoluTioN”

civil society in Georgia is firstly associated with the non-gov-
ernmental sector, which by most of the respondents is perceived 
as remedial activities of nGos. only a small part of respondents 
attribute to it the independent mass media (considering the media 
as a more or less commercialized structure), and never – to any 
political groupings or movements. Actually, we have no experience 
of trade-union activities in Georgia, which in many ways (alongside 
with some religious institutions) shaped and affected the civil soci-
ety consciousness in the west.

since mid 1990s non-governmental sector started to flourish 
due to western support, and zurab zhvania, then speaker of the 
Parliament actively supported these developments. civil sector was 
backing up the orientation towards the western values declared by 
the state, and the freedom of expression was to a greater extent 
curbed by stereotypical and mythologised mass consciousness, than 
by direct or tacit governmental regulations. from 2001 – the first 
serious political crisis in the entire shevadnadze rule – the zhva-
nia-saakashvili group known as “young reformers” bred a political 
opposition that invested in favourite nGos and mass media that 
were to play a crucial role in the events of the autumn of 2003 in 
Georgia. 

soon after the “rose revolution” many of its active protagonists 
amongst the leaders of the civil society took up key posts in the 

1 cf. civil society and the rose revolution in Georgia (George khutsishvili, ed.). tbilisi: 
iccn & cordaid, 2008.
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government, parliament and administration of the president. rus-
tavi-2 tv mentioned soon after revolution that the Georgian civil 
sector became “disintegrated and hollow”, and that could be un-
derstood as a certain verification of the leaders’ ambitions indicat-
ing they were the very backbone of Georgian civil society. yet that 
had also proven a certain political credo of the new government, 
which could be expressed as follows. Georgian civil society turned 
into a democratic government in order to carry out the democrat-
ic reform, so its function is fulfilled and there is no more need 
for a strong non-governmental sector and free media. the new 
leaders expressed faith that such a “succession line” would guar-
antee the post-revolutionary development of the state power to 
follow the line of democratization and not that of bureaucratization 
or even authoritarianism. the governmental reformers imagined 
themselves in the role of “founding fathers” of America in the 19th 
century: cowboys in prairie with the lynch law reigning around but 
with a clear idea of free and law-based democratic future in mind. 
only later they have revealed that neither their understanding of 
democratic ideals, norms or principles, nor their intention to follow 
them was obvious.

Almost immediately after inauguration of the almost unani-
mously elected President saakashvili, the constitutional changes 
have been introduced that shifted enormous power onto president 
and curbed that of the parliament (old parliament’s mandate was 
extended until spring 2004). that was followed by another step: 
ultimata by which persons and companies enriched under shevard-
nadze regime would yield part of their fortune to the state in ex-
change for safety guarantee. this was done without following any 
legal norms or trials; yet the public at large and the international 
community, still being under the euphoria of people power’s vic-
tory, looked condescendingly at these risky and arrogant moves, as 
leaders kept assuring them they needed extraordinary credit and 
maximum possible resources to execute painful reforms. 
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freeDom of eXPressioN AND The coNcePT of A loyAl 
ciTizeN iN ToDAy’s GeorGiA

official Georgian ideology divides the society into two parts: 
those who express doubt or scepticism with regard to any of the 
government’s actions or policies, and those who never express any 
sign of doubt or discontent. 

chAlleNGes Before uPGrADiNG To A civil NATioN

the problem of integration of different ethnic groups into a civil 
nation is fully revealed in stable attitudes that exist in Georgian 
society towards secessionist Abkhaz and south ossets. even in 
pre-revolution times most public discussions on unresolved conflicts 
with Abkhazia and south ossetia turned into unending and fruitless 
debates on how they should be qualified, as ethnic, ethno-politi-
cal, ethno-territorial, political or what? “ethnic conflict” was always 
dismissed from the start: we are not the kind of people to breed 
xenophobia or suppress minorities. Debates in most cases ended 
in diagnosing the problem as political and imposed by russia, and 
the final conclusion used to be that this is really a Georgian-russian 
conflict, and if russia leaves us alone, it will be no problem for 
us to agree with Abkhaz and ossets about living together peace-
fully and happily in one state. unrealistic and counter-productive 
as it was, the described discourse also revealed the psychological 
urge in Georgian society to alleviate the burden by fully shifting 
the responsibility (locus of control) for what happened to an ex-
ternal dominating force, and by putting aside an uncomfortable 
dialogue with unrelenting small communities. shevardnadze had to 
reject “Georgian-Abkhaz” and “Georgian-osset” as identifying the 
conflicts, but, realising the consequences, he would not subscribe 
to calling it Georgian-russian and, as a result, a clumsy “conflict 
in Abkhazia” was registered in Georgian and some foreign official 
sources. saakashvili had to go through exactly the same path, al-
though he was undoubtedly proactive in proving the chilling reality 
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of the Georgian-russian conflict, which rendered the solution of 
Abkhaz and south-osset issues as unrealistic for nearest decades.

forging an external picture of the internal situation
civil society organisations and networks represent an indispens-

able alternative source of information and knowledge to reach this 
goal. their independence from the government needs to be proven 
to play this role. the accuracy and impact of open source analysis 
may be strengthened by incorporating dimensions such as mass per-
ceptions and stereotypes, patterns of behaviour of power groups, 
decision makers’ psychological profiles and their power charts, the 
influence of wishful thinking and groupthink on the decision-mak-
ing teams: this will allow to narrow the error margin in building a 
trustworthy picture of crisis-generating factors. it is hardly expect-
able from the official information gathered through governmental 
channels that a certain degree of subjectivity be avoided that is 
often influenced by the desire of local governments to avoid accu-
sations and create a more favourable environment for themselves. 
in the first years following the “coloured revolutions” in Georgia 
and ukraine excess credit was given by to the information provided 
by the local governments and the GonGos, which had a negative 
impact on predictability and accuracy of the respective situation-
al pictures and scenarios of immediate future developments. un-
conditional support from the Bush Administration to the Georgian 
leadership helped them get a free hand in making risky steps that 
led to many complications. At the same time, there are indications 
that the information about possible political manipulation of the 
existing dependency of eu states on the energy supply from russia 
was underestimated, which implied grown security risks for europe. 

the case of Georgian-russian armed conflict in August 2008 
clearly demonstrated insufficiency of the existing early warning 
mechanism systems: despite of the growing signals that the tension 
in south-ossetia and Abkhazia conflict zones could turn into an open 
confrontation, the overall assessment fell short of the conclusion 
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that strong preventive measures should have been taken to avoid 
it. there were few warnings on practical inevitability of war, only 
predictions of tension and risk growth (the icG report on Georgia 
spoke about “high probability of hostilities”; however, russian ex-
pert Pavel felgenhauer as early as may/June 2008 warned that the 
probability of war was around 90%, although he was not sure if 
Abkhazia or south ossetia would be involved, but these warnings 
have been largely ignored. even now the forecasts of implications 
of post-August crisis on energy security of the Black and caspian 
sea area significantly differ from each other. 
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tHe PotentIAl of PUBlIC DIPlomACy In 
the Post-wAr environment: the cAse of 

GeorGiAn-ossetiAn conflict

Just a couple of years ago we could relatively easily travel to 
tskhinvali to visit our friends, and they would visit us in tbilisi even 
more often. earlier, until the summer of 2004, we could organize 
a training, a seminar or cultural event in tskhinvali for the local 
population, or invite them to tbilisi or other Georgian cities. the 
ossetians also were active and creative. now it feels like all that was 
in a dream. we went through another cycle of violence, hatred and 
isolation. in such cases, the escalation of the conflict reaches a new 
high and the dialogue has to start from ground zero again. luckily, 
in the civil societies of both sides there are people who remember 
the times of peaceful co-existence and who believe in reconciliation. 
most importantly, they want to see reconciliation happen. they do 
not wait for decisions or orders, but instead act as their hearts and 
minds tell them. thanks to this, people on both sides of the conflict 
who had experience with peace work, joined forces right after the 
war of August 2008 to form the “Point of view” process. yet the 
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public diplomacy can be successful only if it is supported by the po-
litical process. An example of this are the dialogues of 1990’s when 
the Georgian-ossetian and the Georgian-Abkhaz informal dialogues 
was active initially but winded down with time.

the best results are achieved when and where there is coopera-
tion between the governmental and the non-governmental efforts. 
the infrastructures of peace have recorded success stories in dealing 
with conflicts in various countries. for example, the reconciliation 
commissions in Ghana, kenya and other countries were successful 
precisely because they included both official representatives of the 
government structures, as well as civil society leaders. such com-
missions work on the level of the central government, as well as 
on the level of local structures of self-governance. of course, all 
these countries also have their share of the problems, but what’s 
important is that by the opinion of the majority of experts the first 
steps of overcoming the post-war isolation of the sides is achieved.

Against the background of disillusionment and disbelief in peace 
initiatives in our societies, the initiatives such as the “Point of view” 
attract attention. what is it: an effect of contract or an indication of 
mutual interest? the latter argument is supported by the fact that 
the selection for the Georgian-ossetian and Georgian-Abkhaz youth 
leaders dialogue program conducted by iccn with a consortium of 
partners in Abkhazia, south ossetia and europe is always conducted 
from a big pool of candidates who with great enthusiasm engage 
into this hard work.

the number of conflict resolution professionals and regional 
conflict resolution networks is also growing. what’s important now 
is that they start exerting influence and are able to convince the 
societies that a just and sustainable peace is possible; they should 
also be able to have influence on the decision makers so they would 
also work toward peace. 
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recoGnition without enGAGement? 

in August 2008, the conflicts in Georgia were briefly and violently 
“defrosted” to transform into a kosovo precedent and saakashvi-
li’s actions in tskhinvali encouraged russia to finalise its preferred 
configuration in the region at the expense of cutting off the already 
fragile ties with Georgia and the embittered feelings of its people. 
the situation was ideally locked again by Putin’s resolution not to 
talk to saakashvili and saakashvili’s respective formula “first deoc-
cupation, then the dialogue”. Almost the whole world supported 
Georgia in non-recognition of the seceded autonomies, but no dy-
namics followed, the security situation did not improve, and the 
conviction grew internationally that unconditional dialogue had no 
alternative, and it called for action.

“engagement through cooperation” had been subtitle to the ex-
tended document endorsed by the government of Georgia in Jan-
uary 2010. the title read “state strategy on occupied territories”. 
the document was intended for consideration – to be followed 
by implementation – on both sides of the conflict divide, yet was 
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downright rejected without recognition on the “other side”, overtly 
due to the contradiction between its title and the subtitle. Abkhaz 
and ossets oppose to identification of their territories as “occupied”, 
on which qualification the Georgian state had been insisting after 
the August war. shortly after the russian recognition of Abkhazia 
and south ossetia as independent states, Georgia adopted the law 
on occupied territories that refers to the entire conflict zones in 
Georgia as such. since then the venice commission of coe, seeing 
all the pitfalls of locking up the post-war status quo, had advised the 
government to amend the law, which was met only on the point of 
facilitated regime for the delivery of emergency humanitarian aid 
(february 2010). soon it became obvious that implementation of 
the strategy was incompatible with requirements of the law that 
maintained priority. the predicament was promised to be overcome 
in Action Plan to the strategy that sets the instruments by which 
the “engagement” should be reached, but again it failed to gain 
credibility. 

According to the document, engagement through cooperation 
pertains not only to citizens, groups and communities, but also to 
the authorities of the conflict-affected areas. logical enough: in-
creasing cross-border trade and enhancing human security cannot 
be achieved without facilitating border regimes, which requires col-
laboration between the officials on both sides. it was clear though 
that the de facto authorities would oppose to any attempts to be 
engaged by (or with) the Georgian government sponsored/promot-
ed strategies. however, there was the issue of consistency and cred-
ibility of the entire endeavour. continuing public diplomacy efforts 
of the civil societies on both sides encourage the track-two to raise 
to track-one-and-a-half (mixed/joint formal and informal formats), 
yet this proves unacceptable to the same government who praises 
in its strategic document the civil society initiatives and calls for 
the confidence-building programmes. the argument that the Geor-
gian government brings about the lack of desire to communicate 
with de facto authorities is that the latter are fully dependent on 
moscow’s will and therefore it makes no sense to develop bilater-
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al communication channels. the Abkhaz and ossets’ precondition 
voiced more then once at the Geneva talks “first signing of the 
agreement on non-resumption of hostilities, then mitigating the 
border regime and starting talks on a broad spectrum of issues” 
had again been countered from the Georgian side by readdressing 
the issue to moscow. 

on the one hand, there is an objective need for deisolation of 
the secessionist regions, and the document that by its approaches 
substantiates this need. on the other, we see the actual policies that 
deepen isolation and increase security risks. russia has achieved 
its geopolitical goals in the regions; its military presence has been 
reestablished after withdrawal of the bases by the may 2005 agree-
ment. the longer the stalemate lasts, the more it means for Georgia 
vanishing chances to reverse the situation any time in future, and 
the increased chances for south ossetia and especially Abkhazia 
to be recognized by more states. without sustaining non-recogni-
tion with engagement, we risk to encourage and ensure the final 
recognition. the only viable alternative would require overcoming 
antagonism towards russia, followed by the start of Georgia-russia 
dialogue, followed by real engagement and deisolation policies of 
the Georgian state towards the seceded regions, and the subse-
quent confidence atmosphere achieved between the sides. 

such a vision of “engagement without recognition” is shared by 
practically all external stakeholders, but the problem is that they do 
not see a motivation for them to invest an increased effort towards 
its realisation.
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stImUlI AnD oBstACles to DemoCRAtIC 
tRAnsItIon AnD ConflICt ResolUtIon In 

tHe soUtH CAUCAsUs

unresolved conflicts and stalled peace processes in the middle 
east, post-soviet caucasus and other regions of the modern world 
represent not only hardest political issues to the states and interna-
tional organizations, as well as an intellectual challenge to analysts 
and mediators. they are painful and traumatic for communities 
involved in conflicts and therefore deprived from normal develop-
ment and welfare. Although in some cases ceasefire holds, positive 
peace remains a dream for many troubled areas in the world. many 
of the existing conflict areas have turned into uncontrolled venues 
for smuggling, trafficking in people, illegal weapon and drug trade 
and international terrorism. Apart from the threat of re-escalation 
of the existing conflicts and renewal of hostilities, there is also a se-
rious danger that existing tension areas and latent conflicts will grow 
into real ones, thus complicating the task of international peace 
and human security. to address these painful issues, civil society in 
many countries organizes in networks that transcend state borders 
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and collaborate to press politicians towards engaging in dialogue 
with opponents and resolving the problems in a non-violent way. it 
is only recently that the work done by non-governmental organiza-
tions in the field of conflict transformation became acknowledged 
by the international community.

Despite a definite orientation to integrate in europe, for the three 
countries of the south caucasus – Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
– the post-soviet transition period turned out to be especially pain-
ful, not in the least because of the unresolved ethno-territorial con-
flicts of nagorno-karabakh, Abkhazia and south ossetia (the former 
grew into an interstate standoff between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
while the latter two represent internal disputes in Georgia where 
russia has played a controversial role of a peace broker and an 
interested party). hundreds of thousands of refugees and iDPs are 
still waiting to be allowed to return home, but the negotiations that 
formally last almost two decades had been deadlocked (so-called 
“frozen conflicts”), until russia unilaterally recognized Abkhazia and 
south ossetia as independent states after the five-day war of August 
2008, thus establishing a new lasting status quo.

long before “the Arab spring” of 2011, “color revolutions” in 
south-east europe and the post-soviet space raised high expecta-
tions of a speedy democratic transition and integration in europe. 
“rose revolution” in Georgia in november 2003, in which civil soci-
ety groups played an important role, was seen as fostering anti-cor-
ruption reform in the country and creating powerful stimuli for dem-
ocratic development in other parts of the post-soviet space, notably 
in ukraine, kyrgyzstan, moldova, etc. Democratic movements, in 
their turn, created pressure on the states to test new tracks of dis-
pute resolution. the “people power” that has entitled new leaders 
with enormous credit, contained a clear demand to find a solution 
to the problems created by unresolved conflicts. yet the very first 
attempt to defreeze the situation in the Georgian-osset conflict 
zone in summer 2004 that grew to renewal of hostilities and further 
alienated the parties to conflict gave rise to active discussions about 



548

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

acceptability of breaking the status quo by getting the system out 
of the equilibrium in order to make it more manageable. 

on the other hand, it is known that the longer a “frozen” conflict 
lasts, the lesser chances remain for the communities to reconcile 
and for the refugees – to return home, while the alienation grows. 
Peaceful resolution plans were offered by the minsk group and 
other venues, yet the peace process over all three main conflict 
areas in the south caucasus remained stuck. involvement of the 
professional mediators and consultants, efforts of the international 
community, numerous un security council resolutions proved in-
sufficient to overcome the stalemate. moreover, Georgian-russian 
relations were seriously aggravated after the August 2008 five-day 
war, turning the whole region even more fragile.

the key to reconciliation and non-violent resolution of conflicts is 
the political will of the leaders combined with raised civil conscious-
ness of the active social groups on all sides of conflict. As proved 
by bitter experience of the past decade, this historic task cannot 
be feasible without a sustained collaboration and partnership with 
the nationally and regionally based networks of nGos and csos 
and development of the independent mass media – watchdogs of 
freedom and carriers of liberal democratic values. 
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UnResolveD ConflICts of tHe soUtH 
CAUCAsUs: tHe PRoCess, tHe PRosPeCt, 

AnD tHe “enGAGement” wItHoUt 
enGAGement

iNTroDucTioN

All three main unresolved conflicts of the south caucasus – over 
Abkhazia, south-ossetia and nagorno-karabakh – are essentially 
different from each other, but many features that characterize 
both Abkhazia and south ossetia, can be attributed also to the 
nagorno-karabakh issue. we have frozen status quo imposed on the 
conflict situations and contributed to from all participating sides, 
and a stagnated process of conflict transformation with the risk of 
a renewal of hostilities, hundreds of thousands of iDPs and refugees 
that still wait to be returned home, and an inefficient international 
facilitation of peace negotiations. efforts of Georgia and her part-
ners at mobilizing the international pressure on russia have pre-
dictably proven ineffective. the longer the stalemate lasts, the less 
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likely it is for Georgia to reverse the current geopolitical status quo, 
unless the country manages in the nearest time to develop together 
with its strategic partners new and more realistic approaches and 
platforms based on realistic assessments and feasible tools.

the geopolitical situation in the south caucasus is marked by 
unresolved conflicts, undeveloped state of democracy, and, as a 
result, hindered euro-integration prospect. the vector points at eu 
and – in case of Georgia at least – also to nAto, but the dynamics 
are more those of infinite series in mathematics, ever approaching 
the goal but never reaching it. in Georgia’s case unresolved conflicts 
and occupied territories represent a major counter-indication for 
integration, but lack of democracy and respect for human rights 
(cf. thomas hammarberg’s report) represent an even more serious 
obstacle. in the regional context security remains impaired caused 
by a cumulative effect of unresolved conflicts, first of all, the con-
tinuing Azerbaijani-Armenian confrontation that has formed over 
the karabakh issue, but later acquired other dimensions.

since the violent ethno-political outbursts of early 1990s a fragile 
ceasefire had been maintained in and around the conflict zones 
based on international agreements and various counterweights [cf. 
macfarlane and khutsishvili], until in August 2008 the conflicts in 
Georgia were briefly and violently “de-frozen”, establishing a new 
status quo in the region and launching a new and higher wave 
of russia-Georgia confrontation. the international precedent set 
by the kosovo independence encouraged russia to enforce since 
early 2008 its integrative policies towards the breakaway regions of 
Georgia. the outcome was triggered by the Georgian military op-
eration in tskhinvali on August 7-8, 2008. [cf. the tagliavini report]. 
the medvedev-sarkozy six-point agreement of August 12, 2008 had 
ceased the hostilities and obliged the sides to withdraw forces to 
pre-war positions and conform to the mandate of the european 
union monitoring mission (eumm) to take over the observation 
role. the crucial consequence of the August tragic developments 
had been the decrees signed on August 26 by the President of rf 
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and acknowledging the status of independent states for Abkhazia 
and south-ossetia republics. 

reference to the r2P (responsibility to Protect) argument, spu-
riously relevant for the south ossetia case as it was, caused the 
world leaders to react to the russian actions in Georgia as “dispro-
portionate”, rather than entirely unlawful. the un world summit 
outcome Document adopted at the General Assembly high-level 
Plenary meeting in september 2005 defines “responsibility to pro-
tect populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity”. the un document refers only to the pro-
tective actions within the country of citizenship, and not to military 
operations abroad, on the territories of sovereign states [cf. G. ev-
ans, then icG chair] that might be legally interpreted as vindication 
of aggression. thus russia’s argumentation for expanding the mil-
itary operation and destroying Georgian infrastructure far beyond 
conflict zones could be disputed right away, yet Quod licet Jovi, non 
licet bovi (what is allowed for Jupiter, is not allowed for the bull). 
following its policies, since 2008 russia has succeded in securing 
six un member states to recognize Abkhazia, and five to recognize 
south ossetia, thus trying to change their international image from 
“disputed territories” to “partially recognized states” and secure for 
them a status higher than the halfway-house recognition status. 

Both Putin-medvedev’s resolution not to talk to the Georgian 
President and saakashvili’s adherence to the formula “first de-oc-
cupation, then dialogue” effectively locked the situation within the 
post-August status quo. 

the situation has changed significantly since the immediate 
post-August developments of 2008. the russian leadership is taking 
efforts to make everyone adapt to the “new realities”. According to 
their approach, there are no more internal ethno-political conflicts 
in Georgia: this issue has allegedly expired with the external recog-
nition of the two self-proclaimed states. the international missions 
stationed in Georgia with the mandate of monitoring ceasefire and 
observing the situation on the ground (the security zones) needed 
to be reconsidered accordingly. there is, according to the russian 
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perspective, no need to monitor security inside the borders of Ab-
khazia and south ossetia, as russians are doing it anyway, and, as 
long as the russian version is concerned, there is no threat to the 
Georgian side from the “former disputed territories”. on the other 
hand, Georgia protests to one-sided international missions on its 
territory, as this would confirm the russian interpretation of the 
actual security threat.

Georgian government-supported media have tried in the past 
period to revive hopes for mobilizing the international pressure 
to make russia revoke its decisions, and when this did not sound 
convincing, the centrifugal tendencies and insurgencies in north 
caucasus were portrayed as able to demolish the federation, or at 
least weaken it to the extent that russia would no more actively 
attend to the issues of so-called “near abroad”. it is noteworthy 
that whenever an election period approaches, or political struggle 
in the country reaches a high point, the nAto membership issue is 
activated by the media, presumably, to strengthen hopes that the 
current government is able to speed up the euro-Atlantic integra-
tion process, although it is more an effort to just to shift the public 
opinion from current affairs to a “brighter prospect” ahead. while 
almost the whole world supported Georgia in non-recognition of 
the seceded autonomies as states, no dynamics could follow in giv-
en circumstances, the overall security situation did not improve, and 
the conviction grew internationally that unconditional dialogue had 
no alternative, and it called for action.

in an attempt to demonstrate an effort to overcome this impasse, 
in January 2010 the Georgian government adopted a document 
titled “state strategy on occupied territories”. the subtitle to the 
document read: “engagement through cooperation”. the document 
was open to consideration – to be followed by an implementation 
phase – on both sides of the conflict divide, yet it was downright 
rejected to be even considered by the “other side”, overtly because 
it contained the term “occupied territories” in its title. Both Abkhaz 
and ossets have been opposed to the identification of their territo-
ries as “occupied” – a term the Georgian government has insisted 
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on ever since the August 2008 war but only lately slowly reflected 
in the language of international documents. it is worth mentioning 
here that on 23 october 2008, shortly after russia’s recognition of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia as independent states, the Georgian 
Parliament endorsed “the law on occupied territories” defining 
“the status of territories occupied as a result of the military ag-
gression of the russian federation” and envisaging a “special legal 
regime” on these territories. since the venice commission’s (the 
council of europe’s advisory body) criticism of certain clauses of the 
law placing a lock on the post-war status quo, it had advised the 
Georgian government to amend that law. however, in light of the 
commission’s concerns, the only amendment made by the Georgian 
parliament has been facilitation of the humanitarian regime allow-
ing for the delivery of emergency aid (february 2010). 

soon however it became obvious that implementation of the 
strategy document was largely incompatible with the requirements 
of the “law on occupied territories”. furthermore, the legal weight 
assigned to the law is greater than that of the governmental strat-
egy document. this predicament was promised to be overcome in 
the Action Plan (put into force in July 2010) that set the instruments 
through which to operationalize the “engagement”, but again the 
Action Plan failed to move things forward. And the third and so far 
the latest phase – so-called modalities document (october 2010) 
setting the conditions of “doing business” on occupied territories 
– has further complicated the existing irrelevance between the law 
and the goals of governmental documents in question (GylA as-
sessment). 

According to the strategy document, “engagement through co-
operation” refers not only to citizens, groups and communities, but 
also to the de-facto authorities of the conflict areas. this seems log-
ical enough: increasing cross-border trade and enhancing human se-
curity cannot be achieved without facilitating border regimes, which 
requires collaboration between officials on both sides. it was clear 
from the outset that the de-facto authorities would oppose any 
initiative for engagement directed by Georgian government spon-
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sored strategies. however, there was also the issue of consistency 
as a means of generating credibility for the strategy. on the one 
hand, the state strategy document calls for civil society initiatives 
(grassroots or otherwise) and confidence-building measures. this 
sounded encouraging, especially as a means of upgrading dialogue 
initiatives from track-two processes to track-one-and-a-half (mixed/
joint formal and informal formats), on the other hand, however, 
such initiatives were unlikely to have support from the same gov-
ernment which endorses the policy of “one conflict” (refusing to 
acknowledge Abkhazian and osset as parties to conflict, and de-
fining the conflict as Georgian-russian). According to the Georgian 
government, a major argument is that since the de-facto authorities 
are fully dependent on moscow, it does not make sense to develop 
bilateral channels of communication. this deadlock has also been 
reinforced by the Abkhaz and ossetian precondition of “first sign-
ing the non-use of force agreement, and then dialogue on a broad 
spectrum of issues”, something that the Georgian side would not 
afford as it is understood as leading to a “creeping recognition”. 

without sustaining a credible policy of “engagement without 
recognition”, Georgia risks to encourage and eventually ensure the 
opposite outcome to the intended one, namely, recognition. the 
only viable alternative policy to the failing “engagement without 
recognition” as it looks now, would be for Georgia to overcome its 
antagonism towards russia (and vice versa). this would allow for the 
start of a Georgia-russia dialogue, followed by real engagement and 
a credible Georgian policy of “de-isolation” towards the breakaway 
regions. this would also enhance the confidence-building process 
on both sides. such an outlook however, whilst welcomed by prac-
tically all external stakeholders, suffers from a deficit of political will 
and motivation on both sides. 

the recent history has shown clearly that it is hard to count on 
achieving progress in conflict transformation and intercommunal 
Georgian-Abkhaz or Georgian-osset dialogue within a context of 
active russia-Georgia confrontation, given the ethno-cultural char-
acter of Abkhaz and osset societies and the whole set of geopolit-
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ical conditions in which they have to define their policies. it is also 
obvious, however, that development of the dialogue with russia is 
a necessary but insufficient condition for the achievement of prog-
ress in confidence-building. Bilateral ties are as essential here, as a 
supportive environment.

on the one hand, there is a clear incentive for Georgia to pro-
mote de-isolation of the secessionist entities that now totally de-
pend on russia. however, we see the actual policies on both sides 
that deepen alienation from Georgia and increase security risks. 
russia has essentially achieved its geopolitical goals in the regions; 
its military presence has been reestablished after withdrawal of 
the bases achieved by the may 2005 agreement. while south os-
setia’s prospect is vague, Abkhazia’s economic de-isolation is like-
ly to happen anyway. the longer the stalemate lasts, the more it 
means vanishing chances for Georgia to reverse the situation any 
time in future, and the increased chances, for Abkhazia at least, to 
be recognized by more states. without sustaining non-recognition 
with engagement, Georgia risks to encourage the final recognition 
or final annexation (in south ossetia case). the only viable alterna-
tive would require overcoming antagonist rhetorics towards russia, 
followed by the start of Georgia-russia dialogue that could facili-
tate real engagement and de-isolation process, and the subsequent 
confidence atmosphere achieved between the sides. such a vision 
of “engagement without recognition” is shared by practically all 
external stakeholders, but the problem is that they do not see a mo-
tivation for them to invest an increased effort towards its realization. 
unless the Georgian policies are in congruence with the changed 
geopolitical environment, and with expectations of strategic part-
ners of Georgia, the existing formal non-recognition consensus will 
not add dynamics to the gradually deteriorating process.

• the eu as a major frame of reference of all regional powers 
needs to effectivize its policies with regard to main issues 
of the south caucasus. keeping in mind the inefficiency of 
eaP and other platforms, eu needs to develop new strategies 
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based on realistic assessment of the current situation and the 
prospect of development in the region; 

• to overcome the ongoing crisis, Georgia needs to start dia-
logue with russian federation – which requires a strategic 
approach based on good will from both sides – and introduce 
newly defined inclusive policies towards its seceded parts; 

• civil society efforts to develop confidence-building mecha-
nisms need to be encouraged and supported;

• whilst the policy of “engagement without recognition” still 
looks like having no viable alternative, it must allow for real 
confidence-building processes and sustained collaboration 
on issues such as human security, reunification of families, 
cross-ABl trade on both sides, interest-based citizen interac-
tion, educational programs, information sharing, culture and 
sports, etc.; 

• A reasonable regional neighborhood platform is yet to be de-
veloped. At the same time, a more favorable regional context 
should be pursued by assisting the negotiations between Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan, as well as between turkey and Ar-
menia (with a hindsight on Azerbaijan’s position), promotion 
of transnational projects (preferably, with Armenia’s partici-
pation), development of cooperation with turkey as a rising 
international actor in the region, creation of region-wide busi-
ness structures and the civil society networking;

• Despite existing difficult situation in Georgia, this country 
could undertake the role of a mediator in the nagorno-kara-
bakh issue;

• the long-term solution of the south caucasus conflicts lies 
through the development of integration processes in the re-
gion. 
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foR A stUCK sCReensAveR DemoCRACy In 
GeoRGIA, tHe eleCtIon yeAR mAy woRK As 

A Reset Key

Two presidents that came to power under the sign of change 
meet January 30th. Below are some thoughts elicited by my friend 
Ambassador K. S. Yalowitz’s letter, writes Dr. George Khutsishvili, 
founder (1994) and director of the International Center on Conflict 
and Negotiation (ICCN), he teaches international conflict, authors 
and edits books and articles, and also represents in the Caucasus 
region the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict 
(GPPAC). 

we live in the election year 2012, and i belong to those who be-
lieve change is needed, and the alternative exists. But is the change 
possible in a country where all branches of power, information and 
resources are controlled by one power vertical, the ruling team in-
sists it is unchangeable, and the silent majority’s voice is accounted 
to the administrative majority? looking back, we see that similar 
hopes, questions and doubts existed in the election year 2003, but 
the peaceful revolution happened. what could have dramatically 
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clicked within a few days in a skeptical society’ mind, where ev-
eryone was supposed to know everything about anyone else? the 
turning point that had made november 23 possible was created by 
the opposition media who demonstrated the effects of (a) virtual 
critical mass of popular support, and (b) virtual us support for the 
change. Both supportive factors existed – along with others – but 
not to an overwhelming extent the media effect showed. yet as the 
tv bell rang, the words were made flesh, and people believed that 
somehow had to end as it did. 

real success achieved by virtual means must have generated 
a long-term strategic vision. to maintain power, the above two 
critical virtual factors had to be maintained as long into future as 
possible. Along with real struggle with organized crime and petty 
corruption, dimensions of grand illusion had been shaping since 
2004. the archetypal struggle of good and evil was to be exposed 
domestically and internationally, the image of external threat had to 
be unmanageable and perennial, prompting everyone to take side 
or grow marginal (tertium non datur). reform registers as positive, 
but here also served as a divide for breaking up the society into 
two camps: all who disagree with reformers are against reforms! 
“young reformers” has also turned into another dividing line – age, 
and with a really aged previous presidency this notion impressed 
people. thus not many really objected when they heard that the 
older generation was by default incapable of reforming and needed 
therefore to be flushed.

to further shape people’s minds, modern versions of ancient 
sophisms were used: if zhirinovsky says “human rights are violated 
in Georgia”, and you say “human rights are violated in Georgia”, 
aren’t you and zhirinovsky saying the same? (from a tv debate 
in 2005). can a loyal citizen afford to speak in one voice with the 
villain? smart loyal citizens should have immediately inferred: the 
only way to escape identification with the villain is to say the op-
posite: in this case, “human rights are not violated in Georgia”. As 
simple as that. if all citizens get smarter, reforms proceed better. 
As many nGo leaders joined government, we no more need nGos: 
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“civil society slash government” is doing both jobs. And finally, do 
we need another party in power or any opposition at all if all the 
pro-reform, young, law-abiding, smart and loyal citizens are already 
in a ruling party or supporting it? A desirable goal of democratic 
reform? strong state with cooperative human-right defenders and 
the strong police in standby mode with no demonstrators in view. 
velvet authoritarianism almost achieved, and is it not for everyone’s 
good? with smart power and smart citizens we can spin-doctor 
anything, even the August war ruins.

color revolutions faded elsewhere, but Georgia kept raising emo-
tions in the west as a country of winning democracy in a post-total-
itarian environment. whoever tuned to the Georgia channel, would 
see one and the same bright and neat image. wishful thinking pre-
vented many from realizing that was not even a façade democracy, 
but only a screensaver that was used so often that it had finally 
replaced the real picture. now it is clear that the screen is stuck 
and would not go to normal, unless a reset key is pressed. many 
people in Georgia keep thinking that the reset key lies over the 
ocean, in the white house and on the hill. But isn’t it we who cAn 
do chAnGe, and no one else? 
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mIsUnDeRstAnDInG tHAt GeoRGIA wIll 
not fACIlItAte A solUtIon

if our strategic allies’ warning is about reversing the current legal 
processes, i would say it is impossible and could be even harmful. if 
it is about being more considerate in decision-planning and aware 
of the environment, i would agree and subscribe to it.

Georgia has recently been in the focus of international atten-
tion. when voting is done, counting follows, but no unambiguous 
formula implies of why people preferred to vote as they did, so 
interpretations begin. the defeated unm sent around a message 
that people (a) preferred a magnate because he is rich and made 
generous promises, and (b) acted under the influence of televised 
prison torture tapes. they were also warning the world about a 
“dangerous force” coming to power to bring Georgia back into rus-
sia’s sphere of dominance. the winner Georgian Dream declared 
their assignment and the societal demand in investigation of past 
crimes, fighting unemployment, building economy and agriculture, 
and normalizing relations with russia while pursuing the course of 
euro-Atlantic integration. Problems to overcome have proven much 
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grimmer upon a closer look than it seemed before, but people show 
patience to let the new government consolidate and stabilize, and 
then start to tackle them.

the external world watching the october elections and wonder-
ing at its result just could not imagine to what extent saakashvili’s 
regime was unpopular in Georgia, as it had all major media sources 
monopolized and the propaganda machine was in full swing. Both 
parties before the election claimed the support of the Georgian 
people was on their side. if after the elections it turned out the 
“nationals” were right, they could now rely on people’s activism to 
prevent the processes about which they are ringing alarms world-
wide. But this is not happening. no wonder: the “nationals” boosted 
image of popular support crushed as soon as they let go of the reins 
of power. so they decided to use all means to discredit the new 
government and maintain their image abroad to build the support 
of the international community as a shield and a tool for counter-at-
tack. they even do not stop at predicting international isolation of 
the country if the new authorities do not “come to their senses”.

the situation in georgia as seen from the outside:
the victory of the Georgian Dream coalition was unexpected yet 

welcomed in the west as the first precedent of peaceful and legit-
imate change of power in the post-soviet space. the subsequent 
decision of President saakashvili and the defeated unm to go into 
opposition and let the winner form a government incurred hailing 
as a confirmation of their “truly democratic aspiration”. Georgia 
was again seen as proposing everyone a model democracy, now in 
the form of cohabitation. “extreme concern” started to manifest 
in some western leaders and influential media sources after the 
former interior minister Akhalaia (extremely disliked in Georgia) 
and the chief of staff kalandadze were detained, followed by a 
couple dozen other arrests. many westerners see in the actions of 
the new Georgian government a bad post-soviet pattern of getting 
even with the predecessors in power – including top persons – and 
implementing a practice of political persecution until the political 
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opponent is fully dissolved and neutralized: kind of an instinctive 
behavior of a political animal, very intimately familiar to real-poli-
ticians around the world. the insatiable urge of political revenge is 
described in some us web forums as feeding the actions declared 
as restoration of the rule of law. fears are being expressed about 
the prospect of one authoritarian regime changing the other, with 
overall regress for the nation.

the situation in georgia as seen from the inside:
the october elections resulted in the defeat of the unm not just 

because a super-rich person entered the scene and promised better 
life, but mainly because Georgians used a historic opportunity to put 
a barrier before an insatiably power-hungry regime marked by selec-
tive justice, impunity of power structures, unaccountable waste of 
taxpayers’ money, and most of all, appalling prospect of the emerg-
ing “smart dictatorship” able to be useful to and look attractive 
for the world superpowers while keeping their iron grip on every-
thing inside. the official west’s criticism of post-election processes 
in Georgia is offered in the form of a friendly advice and warning, 
which people take seriously, but explain it as largely caused by lack 
of information and the work of lobbying companies on unm payroll. 
An informally expressed proposal to share the picture of saakashvili 
and his team as democratic rulers “who sometimes made mistakes” 
is totally unacceptable for most Georgians. internal observers also 
allege that accepting legitimacy of the current legal prosecutions 
and investigations against former high officials could naturally raise 
a question towards the international community: why did you not 
adequately react at the time we spoke out against those crimes? 
Public opinion in Georgia is concerned by the reactions in the west, 
but tends in favor of the development of legal processes until their 
logical end, despite the west’s reaction. so what has caused the 
current predicament and what may come out of it?
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cohABiTATioN: A moDel or A myTh?

it would be ideal to see majority and minority working peacefully 
in the parliament, agreeing or disagreeing, but not undermining 
each other or calling each other enemies of the nation. the ruling 
team who notoriously demonstrated intolerance towards different 
opinion and was marginalizing the opposition while in power should 
hardly be expected to transform into a minority able to cohabitate. 
And ivanishvili in his turn does not look like a person to forgive his 
rival who stripped him of citizenship and called him an agent for the 
enemy. therefore, saakashvili’s proposal of diarchy a.k.a. cohabita-
tion looked doubtful from the very start; either “nationals” would 
manage to weaken and split the new majority, or would weaken 
and dissolve themselves. what looked as the main post-election 
achievement – consensus on basic modus vivendi for the new parlia-
ment – is under serious threat, and this could hardly be otherwise. 
A facilitated problem-solving can only be in keeping the process 
within manageable limits and not letting it collapse completely.

PoliTicAl APProPriATeNess or The rule of lAw?

here again this may differ as seen from different standpoints, 
internal and external. internally, political appropriateness is seen in 
fulfilling the societal demand of punishing the wrongdoers, which 
is in accord with demands of rule of law, provided transparency in 
the process and adherence to justice. People who for so long felt 
deprived of a sense of justice in the country – and in Georgia’s 
case this has proven to be a majority of voters – expect to see that 
action is done in that direction. yet the same situation is seen in 
the west as alarming and the solution is seen in curbing the legal 
prosecutions and concentrating on the actually failing cohabitation. 
the reality is that the new force in power needs to stabilize its po-
sition, and the urging to weaken the political opponents coincides 
with the public’s expectations, so the law is enforced. rulers cannot 
just stop the detainments, they can only protract the trials. rulers 
are in a way hostages of their victory. But who will openly claim 
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that it’s really the voters’ will to restore justice that creates political 
problems for the external image of a country? you can never explain 
this to voters, nowhere. i traveled to kiev right before the parlia-
mentary elections in ukraine, and did not meet a single person who 
would agree with releasing tymoshenko from prison. i felt sad about 
that, but i would never call those people bloodthirsty. established 
european democracies have checks-and-balances mechanisms that 
prevent rulers from getting so much at large as to become subject 
to detainment by the next government, and even there this does 
not always work. so let’s not compare this with the eastern Part-
nership area. internal and external views on what is happening in 
a country can hardly be reconciled completely, and not everything 
fits into what is written in textbooks.
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vIRtUAl UnIveRse KeePs tURnInG Into A 
DynAmo

President saakashvili in his recent address to the Parliament re-
ferred to the entire opposition as ones locked in a virtual world 
who have completely lost touch with reality. interestingly, the rul-
ing team has crafted a virtual reality of another nature, one that 
manifests itself to an outsider as a mysterious noumenon, Ding an-
und-fur sich (following immanuel kant: “by and for itself”), writes 
George khutsishvili, director of the international center on conflict 
and negotiation.

A sourcerer’s stone carefully calculated and allowing them to 
survive and strengthen against all odds. the “rose revolution” was 
hoped to create a chance of securing the transition to democracy. 
this hope has long evaporated. never since regaining of indepen-
dence has there been a greater alienation between the power and 
the people; yet figures show that all the discontent always happens 
within a minor fraction of society, thus forging an illusion that the 
ruling party is strongly supported by the majority of people.

After the presidential address to parliament february 28, there 
is practically no question left about expectability of the “formal 

2 0 1 2
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, Democracy & Freedom 

Watch, March 5, 2012.
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transition of power” mentioned by President obama. Anyone can 
explicitly derive this from mikheil saakashvili’s speech. After almost 
two full terms in power, he does not even express himself in nor-
mally expectable forms like “the next team in power will continue 
and build on what we have done”, thus leaving a space for a fair 
judgment, or say, “whoever the Georgian people will choose to 
elect will complete the reforms”. on the contrary, power instinct 
apparently dictates that whatever is publicly said should not leave a 
chance of liberal, pluralistic or inclusive interpretation. what should 
resonate in people’s ears is a clear message that not only the same 
policies will be protracted indefinitely into future, but also by the 
same people in power. After having had this pattern repeat itself for 
years, shouldn’t the west finally hear the bell ringing that these guys 
are no democrats and do not intend to build a democratic state?

reacting to remarks from the parliamentary opposition, mikheil 
saakashvili once again confirmed he cannot react to criticism in a 
form appropriate for a leading statesman. Praising his team for the 
huge progress in developing the culture of political debate, he at 
the same time calls an opposition mP “a clown” and promises to 
drench him ‘in healing mud’. similar outrages have happened too 
many times to appear as a slip of the tongue. it is rather a policy 
of “we do what we will, and no one in the world can stop us”.

Another tell-tailing scene was a long and overwhelming applause 
with everyone standing up – a déjà vu of the Brezhnev times – after 
a session that should have caused grave questions instead. many of 
us have already been through times when truth, justice and prog-
ress were all the monopoly of one party, and everyone was left 
with a choice of joining in, or being marginalized. is not the same 
happening here and now? we are dealing with an outrageous and 
extreme case, to which the outside reaction is also outrageously 
weak and sluggish. what is the mystery behind this?

the gimmick has been based on comparison to a worse case 
against the level of global urgency. relativism was a key to suc-
cess: anywhere in the caucasus we have a hindered democratic 
transition, and Georgia looks better off compared to Armenia or 
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Azerbaijan. yes, it is seriously short of qualifying as a “beacon of 
democracy”, but who else does? there are long lists of states more 
and less democratic than Georgia, so why raise hell if it creates no 
direct threats to larger-scale stability? After all, it’s people’s choice 
to live with or fight against authoritarianism. As clever people like 
fukuyama wrote, democracy cannot be imposed from the outside, 
it has to grow from within. At least, when the age of “color revo-
lutions” seems past.

A supporting stabilizing factor has been a mass mentality easily 
thrown into a nihilistic mode. while the Arab spring has proven that 
even in countries with traditionally long-lived dictatorial regimes, 
millions can be mobilized via social networks to trigger political 
change; any petition or appeal in Georgia does not collect more than 
a few hundred signatures. Again, an outside observer may deduce 
from this that any declared mass protest has really little support.

two inconsistencies interact and finally synergize: both a Geor-
gian layman and a development-providing international bureaucrat 
would rather prefer to remain low key or murmur in the background 
about their discontent with the current situation and the necessi-
ty of change, and refrain from publicly confirming their opinion. 
in the Georgian case, this works even for anonymous polls widely 
advertized domestically and abroad, further strengthening the once 
gained momentum. there is a lot of talk about the intimidation and 
total surveillance, yet can Georgians be seen as more intimidated 
than people under some Asian totalitarian regimes where they quite 
recently achieved a change by speaking up?

As soon as a critical mass of outspoken protest is reached, it both 
facilitates changes domestically, and fosters changes in international 
reactions. i am not sure this will happen already in 2012, but some 
day it will. in a society with an overwhelming unemployment issue, 
it may also take the form of a nationalistic upheaval. hopefully it 
will not take the form of brutal and ruthless aggression against all, 
as soon as the ruling regime gets tired some day.
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will there Be civil confrontAtion?

elections are won by media which feed people’s minds and cre-
ate attitudes. for the first time since november 2003 Georgia has 
a strong opposition along with a strong ruling team, which makes 
the parliamentary elections of october 1 really competitive.

But government-controlled media sources, as an integral part of 
the overall administrative resource available to the united national 
movement, are far stronger than anything Bidzina ivanishvili’s bil-
lions may use or create to backfire. the pre-election playing field is 
therefore not level, and the disproportion is obvious: the capital city 
has the opportunity to switch channels and see both perspectives, 
while in the rural areas and urban centers the government-con-
trolled tv channels prevail or are the only ones available. formal-
ly defined as private commercial media sources, they consistently 
provide a biased and partisan picture of events favorable for the 
ruling party and discrediting the opposition.

After the horrifying videos of prison torture and rape that shat-
tered anyone who watched them, the government decided to avert 
the blow and further counter-attack by means of a tested method: 

2 0 1 2
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, Democracy & Freedom 

Watch, September 29, 2012.
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launching smear materials – this time tapped phone conversations 
of leaders of the opposition Georgian Dream coalition – allegedly 
provided by ivanishvili’s bodyguard who subsequently disappears 
from the scene. the leaked phone conversations are incomparable 
in their testifying force with the prison torture tapes, but they are 
used to convince people that the opposition has ties to a criminal 
world and an internal fraction that is allegedly already splitting the 
opposition. neither allegation sounds convincing, but the media 
effect is achieved. most importantly, this televised war further po-
larizes the already split society.

it will be difficult to rig these elections, but it still looks like any 
result of the elections will be contested. measurements of public 
opinion do not predict an overwhelming victory of any of the par-
ties. At the same time, both parties are orientated only to victory, 
and any result short of this will not satisfy them. After the shocking 
prison tapes, the protest wave further strengthened the opposition, 
and their supporters are now expecting a victory which they are 
ready to defend by all possible means. however, the behavior of 
the president and his team does not presuppose that they may 
acknowledge the opposition’s success. As it looks now, they would 
rather use intimidation and administrative resources — especially 
in the provinces — to reduce the number of votes in favor of the 
opposition to a minimum, in order to demonstrate their domination 
again. 

And what may happen if the opposition exceeds the limits of 
success tolerable for the government, is hard to predict. Possible 
destructive consequences cannot be ruled out.
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IntelleCtUAl DIlemmA oR PolItICAl 
hoAx?

“Georgia? What kind of place is that?” 
“Well, this is a post-Soviet country where a pro-Russian billionaire 

won the elections over a pro-Western reformer president…” 

that is a tag line that has already appeared in many foreign 
publications on Georgia, including russian, but mostly us and eu 
based. it threatens to turn into a fairytale and an easily digestible 
media pill for the international layman. But it is actually wrong, as 
it turns out. for someone who commits him-/herself to a longer 
reading, it becomes clear that the new leader’s so-called “pro-rus-
sian policies” are in fact just the first steps to climb out of a frozen 
gap between the two neighboring states, and that the “pro-western 
reforms” of the outgoing leader did not necessarily lead the country 
to a more democratic state of things. thus, the situation in Georgia 
is not so easily labeled the way the busy international mass media 
would normally prefer. But not all readers commit themselves to a 

By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation (ICCN), Tbilisi, Georgia, Democracy & Freedom 

Watch, March 3, 2013.
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longer reading. And tags, once they have clung, are very difficult to 
remove. especially if they are constantly and purposefully fueled, 
like mantras that gain meaning by frequent repetition. still, the 
question arises of why some tags are so difficult to disprove or 
even modify? usually, the reason lies in the deceptive self-evidence 
of some underlying “universal” assumptions. e.g. that an oligarch 
cannot by definition be a democratic leader. 

the opposition united national movement’s actions dwell on 
some “state of nature” postulates about power, sovereignty and 
international relations. 

the first tacit assumption is that the cold war is not over yet. 
the second and riskier one is that a small country can turn into a 
big actor by adding fuel to the struggle between the Poles. the third 
is that russia is incommunicable and non-negotiable by definition, 
so you may comfortably forget about diplomacy, and only cry for 
protection. 

who could doubt such a convincing chain of thought? A corollary 
is drawn from the postulates above that it can only be a bluff to say 
that relations with russia can be normalized while staying a stra-
tegic ally with the west. And the Daily Beast would easily believe 
it. it has been clear that leaders having an incompatibly different 
psychological make-up would not possibly cohabitate. the new gov-
ernment of Georgia has declared in many ways it was not going to 
enter in a Pr race with a more skillful opponent – to the extent of 
not making disclaimers or clarifications on wrongly interpreted facts 
– and would rather leave the judgment to an observer of tomorrow 
who will witness and register who was right and who was wrong. 

As it happens, in the same time-frame, mantras turn into labels, 
and labels may finally turn into wikipedia entries, if they are not 
timely attended to.
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tHe ReCIPRoCAl ImPACt of UnResolveD 
ConflICts on tHe PRoCess of DemoCRACy 

BuilDinG – GeorGiA in the reGionAl 
ConteXt 

this article was started and finalized after the october 1, 2012 
parliamentary elections in Georgia that have marked the transition 
from one conceptual framework and one political ideology, which 
had developed and shaped during eight years since the so-called 
“rose revolution”, to another, which is only vaguely outlined at 
the moment, and has yet to be defined and implemented. it re-
flects the deep disappointment Georgian people had with what i 
call the policies of purposeful deadlock that entailed the quest for 
opportunities with new people in power. that is also why different 
scenarios of short-, medium- and long-term development have to 
be reconsidered but do not become easier to formulate. 

2 0 1 3
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 
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etHno-teRRitoRial Disputes in tHe soutH caucasus 
anD tHeiR iMpact on DeMocRatic state-BuilDing 

the political situation in the south caucasus is marked by un-
resolved conflicts, an underdeveloped state of democracy, and, as 
a result, a lack of stability and security in the region. in Georgia’s 
case, unresolved conflicts, complicated relations with russia and 
the seceded territories represent a major counter-indication for a 
more pronounced and efficient european integration process. De-
ficiency of democratic institutions and of respect for human rights 
represents an even more serious obstacle. the foremost among 
major factors creating a combined insecurity effect on a regional 
scale is the continuing Azerbaijani-Armenian confrontation over the 
nagorno-karabakh issue. 

unresolved conflicts in the caucasus, as well as the state of 
democracy in the region have been studied in numerous works. 
however, the interrelation of these two topics and especially the 
impact of the former on the latter have been understudied. the 
paper aims to make a step towards filling this gap by undertaking 
a study of the versatile impact of unresolved conflicts in the south 
caucasus (mostly focusing on Abkhazia and south ossetia cases, and 
on Georgia-russia relations) on the process and the prospect of de-
mocracy-building both in the regional states and the unrecognized 
republics, and the region as a whole. the regional security issues, 
reasonable neighborhood policies and the prospect of euro- and 
euro-Atlantic integration of the south caucasus states, as well as 
their sustainable development in general largely depend on realistic 
assessment of interrelationship between and interdependence of 
democracy and conflict. Apart from commonly known patterns of 
mutual alienation, stereotypization of perceptions, enemy image 
making etc., the case of the caucasus reveals the patterns that 
repeat or resemble those of various other regions. however, the 
caucasus also creates a pattern of its own. 

there are two distinct parts of the caucasus region on a geopo-
litical map. the entities constituting north-caucasus area of russian 
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federation have been developing in a common and interconnected 
post-soviet environment, while three south caucasus countries – 
Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia – maintaining different levels of 
attachment to the rest of post-soviet space, developed as indepen-
dent sovereign states experiencing the effects of globalization and 
operating in an open system of international relations. on the other 
hand, Georgia and Azerbaijan have regions that have seceded and 
therefore did not participate in their mainstream development and 
have had much closer interdependence and interconnection with 
other neighboring post-soviet countries: in Georgian cases Abkhazia 
and south ossetia have had close affiliation to russia, and especially 
the russian north-caucasus area, and in Azerbaijani case nagorno-
karabakh affiliated with Armenia, and to a certain extent to russia. 
formally positioning themselves as independent states, Abkhazia 
and south ossetia plainly identify with the russian north-caucasus 
area, considering themselves part of it not only culturally and eth-
nically, but also geopolitically, and nagorno karabakh identifies with 
Armenia. Prolonged periods of isolation and dis-attachment caused 
by the conflict resulted in alienation of nagorno-karabakh, as well as 
Abkhazia and south ossetia, from respectively, Azerbaijan and Geor-
gia. that has shaped a peculiar perception of the external world, 
in which Abkhazians, south ossetians and nagorno-karabakhis feel 
ethno-culturally much closer to the post-soviet area than Azerbai-
janis, Georgians or Armenians who have effectively transcended 
post-soviet identity and seek to further develop as national states 
that aspire to establish their distinct place and role in a world of 
modernity if not yet post-modernity. 

unresolved conflicts have deeply influenced mentality and mass 
consciousness of Georgians. the wide-spread syndrome of a de-
feated nation formed traumatically in the beginning of 1990s, slow-
ly subsided since and was revitalized again in August of 2008. A 
Kosovo precedent and saakashvili’s surprise attack on south osset 
capital tskhinvali on August 7, 2008 encouraged russia to finalize 
its preferred configuration in the region at the expense of cutting 
off the already fragile ties with Georgia and further deepening the 
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embittered feelings of its people. the situation was ideally locked 
again by Putin’s resolution not to talk to saakashvili and saakash-
vili’s respective formula “first de-occupation, then the dialogue”. 
Almost the whole world supported Georgia in non-recognition of 
the seceded autonomies, but no dynamics followed, and the secu-
rity situation did not improve. 

this has shaped a pattern of relationships between citizen and 
citizen, citizen and state, state and neighbor states, a world of kin 
and a wider world, “us” and “them”, demanding to restore the 
country’s territorial integrity and placing hard responsibility on 
the governments in that respect. when conflicts remain “frozen” 
for almost two decades, long-term consequences become clearer, 
objectively giving the opportunity to the rulers to become more 
authoritarian and explain it as a necessary response to a social de-
mand. the “rationale” of the rulers sounds as follows. no time for 
liberalism and pluralism when the war is not yet finished, parts of 
the country are alienated and there is the risk to lose even more. 
confidence-building looks as a logical answer, when no official di-
plomacy has so far been successful. But what sense does it make to 
speak with the seceded communities or their de facto rulers if they 
are totally dependent on their patrons in russia? they are thus not 
really parties to conflict, but derivatives from the only real “other 
side” – russia. okay, a question may rise: then you need to develop 
dialogue with russia, don’t you? the answer is: wait a minute, but 
does it make sense to speak with russia? what kind of dialogue 
can be between a huge empire and its former small colony that it 
seeks to return to its sphere of influence? 

in Georgia’s case, the really existing external threat from russia 
has been raised to the level of irrational, picturing an opponent 
as incommunicable, non-negotiable and insatiable in its effort to 
totally destroy and absorb Georgia’s independent statehood at all 
costs. Be that so, no bilateral diplomacy can work by definition and 
the only possible pattern of behavior is to seek protection within 
a strong military alliance of civilized nations, such as nAto. As this 
scenario is also not materializing, the deadlock becomes complete. 
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seeing this, the world appeals to the sides to start the dialogue 
without preconditions as soon as possible. okay, the rulers say, we 
are ready for such a dialogue, but it is the other side who is block-
ing it. looking at this vicious circle, average Georgian’s mindset can 
only perceive the issue of restoration of the country’s territorial 
integrity at a remote and abstract plane, while actors involved and 
movements done are perceived in a kafka style where people seek 
unrealistic goals, the government shouts at a remote and over-
whelming opponent who does not seem to hear but occasionally 
makes disastrous moves, the international community makes impo-
tent statements and appeals for the impossible, and the resulting 
theater of absurd becomes a kind of modus vivendi for everyone 
involved. in a changed reality since october 2012, developments 
are expected in Georgian policies towards russia and the seceded 
regions that should also make the international community redress 
its attitudes towards the Georgian issues to support initiatives and 
proactive steps to overcome the post-August status quo. 

what kind of effect does the prolonged status quo and absence 
of communication do to an unresolved issue? will there more or less 
opportunities appear, as the time passes? on the one hand, there 
is an objective need for de-isolation of the secessionist regions, and 
the government at a declarative level adhered to approaches that 
substantiated this need. on the other, we have seen the actual poli-
cies that deepened isolation and increased security risks. russia has 
achieved as a result of the August 2008 war its major geopolitical 
goals in the regions; its military presence has been reestablished 
after withdrawal of the bases according to the bilateral agreement 
signed in moscow in may 2005. the longer the stalemate lasts, 
the more it means vanishing chances for Georgia to reverse the 
situation any time in future. 

there are definite features that make the south caucasus con-
flict-related situations, conflict-affected areas and the respective 
communities similar, comparable though different from each other. 
there are also similarities and differences in the policies chosen, 
declared or practiced by the regional powers. for instance, since 
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the state strategy towards the occupied territories was adopted 
in January 2010 by the Georgian government, “engagement with-
out recognition” had been the declared state policy supported by 
the international community. however, failure or unwillingness to 
“engage” in the dialogue with the secessionist communities and 
regimes hindered the processes initiated by the civil society groups 
and known as track-two diplomacy. 

without sustaining the declared policy of non-recognition with 
engagement, Georgia is risking to encourage and ensure the final 
recognition, at least, in case of Abkhazia. the only viable alterna-
tive would require abandoning of the antagonistic rhetoric towards 
russia, followed by the start of Georgia-russia dialogue on a wide 
spectrum of issues, followed by real engagement and de-isolation 
policies of the Georgian state towards the seceded regions, and the 
subsequent confidence atmosphere achieved between the sides. 
such a vision of “engagement without recognition” is shared by 
practically all external stakeholders, but the problem is that they 
do not see a motivation for themselves to invest an increased effort 
towards its realization. 

the post-war status quo imposed by the overwhelming third par-
ty (as in the case of russia-Georgia five-day war in August 2008) or 
prolonged standoff between comparable parties (such as Armenia 
and Azerbaijan over nagorno-karabakh) feed strong-hand regimes 
and justify maintenance of underdeveloped state of democracies. 
manipulation of the image of external threat and maintenance of 
status quo reveal themselves as “smart power” tools (the cases 
of Azerbaijani-Armenian and Georgia-russia confrontation) in the 
hands of power holders. real and virtual roles of third parties in 
conflict development may be distinguished: e.g. virtual russia in 
Georgian government-controlled mass media propaganda and pub-
lic perception, and virtual Georgia in russian mass media and public 
perception. 

unresolved conflicts prompt the regimes to grow authoritarian, 
they impose uncompromising stance on the governments toward 
the issues that cannot be resolved without a compromise. most 
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Georgians accept that communication with Abkhaz and ossets 
needs to be kept alive, or otherwise the alienation will be complete. 
the issue in Georgian discourse is not legitimacy of the dialogue, but 
its feasibility, while in Azerbaijan legitimacy of a bilateral dialogue 
with karabakhis is under a big question mark. Apart from what 
arguments are usually brought to explain this, the pragma behind 
it is that Abkhazia may go astray – it has a common border with 
russia and access to sea – while karabakh cannot go anywhere, 
and Azerbaijanis just need to be patient until historical conditions 
appear to facilitate the restoration of the country’s jurisdiction over 
its seceded part. so Georgians feel like talking with Abkhaz is need-
ed but very difficult to materialize, while Azerbaijanis feel they may 
not bother to talk to karabakhis. A risky strategy, but inevitably 
gaining a foothold while the leaders consolidate their power via 
frozen conflict. in the Georgian case, the opportunity of freezing 
the conflict within a post-August status quo framework had been 
utilized to a full swing by the saakashvili’s Government, and the 
russian policy was quite in concert with this. not that russia, unlike 
Georgia, risked any stake in that process1.

it is noteworthy that whenever an election period approached, 
or political struggle in the country reached a high point, the nAto 
issue was activated in the Georgian internal political discourse, pre-
sumably, to strengthen hopes that the current government was able 
to speed up the euro-Atlantic integration process or just to steer the 
public opinion from current affairs to a brighter future ahead. nAto 
membership was considered to be a defense mechanism against 
russia, an eternal and unmanageable threat to Georgia’s existence, 
according to the government propaganda. Although hardly anyone 
believes that the nAto membership is achievable in near future, 
and even if such a decision was made due to extraordinary geopo-
litical circumstances, a decision in nAto to protect Georgia against 

1 khutsishvili, George, “contemporary russia-Georgia relations: the orwellian Power 
Phenomenon in 21st century”, in George khutsishvili and tina Gogueliani, eds. russia 
and Georgia: the ways out of the crisis. tbilisi: iccn-GPPAc, 2010. 
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an external aggression would have to be made upon a consensus 
of 28 member states, which renders it almost impossible. 

for an authoritarian ruler, an overwhelming external threat is 
not something that you try to mitigate or prevent or manage, but 
rather something that you seek to maintain, caress and foster to be 
able to use it as a stick in your struggle against domestic political 
opponents, and to manipulate the external environment to your 
interest. even at the risk of increasing risks and propagating the 
threats for your country and beyond. the u.s., nAto, the west 
have been objects of external manipulation and tools for internal 
intimidation for the russian leadership, as it has been for all au-
tocracies in Asia, Africa or latin America, as well as Belarus. what 
the west is portrayed to be for russia, the same russia appears 
to be for Georgia (and further on, Georgia for Abkhazia and south 
ossetia). in that sense, there is nothing different in how the picture 
of confrontation is substantiated or used: if russia did not exist, it 
should have been invented. 

to summarize this section, we may conclude that unresolved 
conflicts cause: 

- Growth of authoritarian tendencies in regional powers (govern-
ments are prompted to show a tough and uncompromising stance, 
rather than demonstrate an open and inclusive approach; tempta-
tion grows to legitimize bureaucratic trends and limitation of human 
rights by necessity of strong state and prevention of destabilization; 
unitary state is seen as a goal and federalism is a swear word); 

- strengthening of nationalist attitudes in a divided society and 
anti-western sentiment at the level of disappointment or frustration 
(while european integration is the declared goal of the conflict-af-
fected south caucasus countries, there is frustration caused by the 
long-term effects of international involvement with its declarative 
approach and appeals to both sides to collaborate); 

- excessive focus on development of power structures and mil-
itary capacities allegedly needed to confront possible external ag-
gression but also used as demonstration of force in internal politics; 
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- fragmented views on democratic development and nihilism to-
wards democracy as a feasible goal; growing disbelief in the system 
of values that the west considers to be fundamental for modern 
civil nation-building and the establishment of democracy; 

- hampered democratic institution-building in regional states (ex-
cess power concentrated in a head of state; impaired or ineffective 
balance between executive, legislative and juridical power branch-
es; lack of checks-and-balances mechanisms and accountability of 
government before the society); 

- fragile state of national and regional security (absence of peace 
and non-use of force agreements between sides, foreign military 
bases and troops stationed in conflict zones and adjacent territories, 
human security issues and incidents happening along Administra-
tive Boundary line (ABl) enhance security anxiety and predictions 
of renewal of hostilities); 

- hampered or frozen confidence-building between the parties 
to conflict (non-willingness to develop direct communication with 
de facto authorities of secessionist regions; in Georgia’s case, an-
nouncement of russia as a sole adversary in the conflict and ne-
glect of Abkhazia and south ossetia as parties to conflict; neglect 
of nagorno-karabakh in Azerbaijan’s case); 

- transference of responsibility on third parties (russia was al-
ways seen as a main perpetrator of the conflicts in the caucasus, 
and since August 2008 is officially seen as the only party to conflict 
with Georgia; the role of national liberation movement leaders in 
late 1980s and early 1990s, and subsequent mistakes and wrong 
approaches are generally mitigated and blurred); 

- hampered process of integration of the regional states into a 
larger community of developed states and the international collec-
tive security structures (delayed international agreements on regime 
facilitation in different directions, such as visa-free regime and free 
trade; in Georgia’s case this is also a delay in getting a membership 
Action Plan (mAP) considered to be a green light before a country 
is officially announced as a candidate to nAto membership). 
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Democracy is often measured by the degree of civil society de-
velopment, human rights protection, freedom of mass media, plu-
ralistic political environment, etc. symptomatic for all south cau-
casus ruling elites is inadequate assessment of the civil society in 
their countries, underestimation and rejection of opportunities to 
cooperate with the independent nGo sector in tackling the issues 
of critical importance (comparison may be made with some African 
states, e.g. kenya and Ghana, where state-sponsored peace com-
missions have been created to deal with post-conflict challenges 
with participation of both governmental and civil society leaders). 
necessity to develop infrastructures for peace (i4P) in the caucasus 
region is obvious, but the regional state actors in our region are 
reluctant to do so in their countries. here again, lack of democracy 
creates obstacles for conflict transformation/resolution. 

lack of democracy, in its turn, causes: 
- inability of the titular nations of regional states to come to 

consensus about the causes of conflict and acknowledge their own 
share in development of conflict; 

- inability to develop a vision of how to prevent or overcome 
crises in society (in an extreme case, generation of purposeful dead-
locks and crises as tools in internal political struggle); 

- inability to develop and pursue strategies towards confidence-
building and bridging of the gaps in communication between the 
sides; 

- exaggerated influence of radical positions in societies about 
solvability of conflicts and the necessary concessions the titular 
nations need to make. 

factors preventing the south caucasus nations from rapidly cov-
ering the distance to an established democracy: 

- Growingly authoritarian model of rule, incompatible with plu-
ralism, accountability and the division of powers; 

- recent totalitarian past with limited freedom of speech and 
expression, one-party rule, fictitious elections and dependent judi-
ciary prompt people – especially middle and older generation – to 
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skepticism towards feasibility of democratic institutions and val-
ue-based state system; 

- more recent experience of repeated and unaccounted election 
fraud deepen disbelief in change of power through elections; 

- lack of experience of living under the conditions of open soci-
ety, market economy and free media is not helpful for developing 
self-organization and collective civil forms of protest; it also prevents 
civil society organizations from proliferating their values and ideas 
in wider circles of population; 

- fragmentation of society caused by recent war and conflict 
traumas strengthens ethnic phobias and xenophobic prejudices, 
which, along with social hardships and inefficient social manage-
ment produces a particularly painful outcome in a traditionally 
multi-ethnic and diverse community of people; 

- selective justice and unequal opportunities for representatives 
and supporters of the ruling party, on the one hand, and the rest 
of society, on the other, in doing and developing business, finding 
qualified jobs in a public sphere, defending and restoring their rights 
vs the state, escaping responsibility and punishment in cases of 
perpetration of law create a depressive effect in the country; 

- revival of a nomenclature-style government and one-party rule 
breeds nihilism, discourages young people from seeking to build 
their future in their home country, deprives them of hope to find 
implementation for their potential in Georgia; 

- skillful manipulation by the governmental propaganda of ste-
reotypes, nihilist attitudes, virtual and actual fears in a fragmented 
society breed conspiratorial mindsets, mystify the existing external 
threats, denigrate the political opposition as bearers of alien values 
and promoters of russian imperial interest in Georgia; 

- wide-spread present poverty, unemployment and failed social 
programming, combined with hailing of the Georgian reforms by 
the west spread disbelief in western liberal values and sincerity of 
the west’s declared support for the country’s development. 
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factors preventing the west from objectively assessing and ade-
quately reacting to the situation in south caucasus states: 

- low place of Georgia and Armenia in the scale of strategic 
interests of superpowers, dependence of Armenia on russia; 

- rich natural resources of Azerbaijan; 
- Pro-western reputation of the team in power since the “rose 

revolution” in Georgia. 

tHe pHenoMenon of geoRgia-Russia confRontation 

An interstate problem often starts as what is or seems to be an in-
cident, then turns into a conflict, and finally may turn into a pillar of 
a nation’s self-concept, usually affecting mentality of a smaller and 
more vulnerable nation. this can hardly happen between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, or generally between comparable actors, but has 
already happened between turkey and Armenia. for many Arme-
nians the concept of genocide of 1915 and perception of turks as 
perpetrators of genocide prevents normalization of relations, as this 
would mean turning upside down their self-concept that upholds 
the national identity idea (for the sake of comparison, for Jews the 
problem of the holocaust was not so centered on Germans after the 
second world war, but was perceived as a latest stage of a history-
long persecution and oppression experienced from different bigger 
actors). now the same pattern is discoverable in the Georgia-russia 
case, only this time it is a constructed one. 

the current russia-Georgia relations contain so many singular-
ities, contradictions and such an enormous degree of subjectivity 
that they are undoubtedly phenomenal. yet they may also be called 
phenomenal in the sense that goes back to a kantian tradition, 
according to which phenomenon is the thing how it appears to us, 
as opposed to noumenon which is the thing as it is in itself (Ding-
an-sich). there are distinct and significantly different pictures of 
russia-Georgia relations in Georgia, in russia, and in that part of 
the external world that has some knowledge and interest towards 
what is happening between the two countries. it can also be seen 
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that phenomenality of russia-Georgia relations shows itself in a 
most salient way where the incompatibilities are concerned. to the 
extent that the suspicion rises whether the entire confrontation 
is more of a carefully constructed hoax than a geopolitical reality. 

it is well known that russia played a key role in developments 
related to the conflicts in Georgia. the main stages may be picked 
out: 1992-2004; 2004-2008; 2008-present. the caucasus conflicts 
were linked with dissolution of the soviet union by the end of 
1980s, the rise of ethno-nationalism, and moscow’s attempt to 
maintain power and influence over the provinces that were moving 
away. when ethnic wars broke out and the world had to appoint 
custodians of peace, it was clear from the start that russia was a 
disputable broker, as it had a too much visible interest invested in 
the conflict. yet nobody seemed to notice that, as russia seemed 
to be the only viable actor in that part of the world at that time, 
and dealing directly with rogue states and uncontrolled territories 
made no one happy. 

saakashvili’s Government created the much disputed concep-
tion of non-transformability of Georgia-russia relations. saakash-
vili and his team were trying to persuade everyone that russia is 
not swallowing Georgia only because they have created a defense 
wall against it. they had been positioning themselves as the only 
and uniquely bright, far-sighted and patriotic team who constantly 
had to fight not only against external threats and challenges, but 
also against internal agents of influence and fifth columns operat-
ing under the disguise of political opposition and their supporters. 
therefore one-party rule and marginalization of the opponents 
should have found legitimization. it is amazing how the external 
world would buy this story without raising serious questions, yet it 
is a fact that it did. 

things had developed so that the russia-Georgia standoff looked 
irresolvable, generating in the population of Georgia both fears of 
future and disbelief that the conflict issues would have found a 
rational solution any time in future. there has been a lot of effort 
applied to make it look like that. the changed situation in Georgian 
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parliament and government opens new opportunities. Georgia has 
an issue in changing the post-August status quo. russia theoretically 
has the key to the settlement, but practically has little incentive 
to use it. russia has achieved its basic goals by securing its south-
ern borders with buffer zones and restoring its military presence in 
Georgia as a result of a five-day war in August 2008. what is the 
price Georgia will be offered to pay to advance towards realization 
of its national project? 

tHe possiBle iMpact of tHe outcoMes of tHe 2012 
PArliAmeNTAry elecTioNs oN The DeveloPmeNTs iN 
GeorGiA AND iN The reGioN 

through competitive elections with a high voter turnout Georgia 
for the first time in its post-soviet history of independent statehood 
has a parliament representing two major existing political forces – 
the Georgian Dream coalition led by the businessman and philan-
thropist Bidzina ivanishvili (54 percent of votes) and saakashvili’s 
united national movement (41 percent) – dividing the 150 total 
seats in the highest legislative body of the country into, respectively, 
83 and 67 seats on either side. the myth of inevitably weak oppo-
sition vis-à-vis saakashvili’s team that had been nurtured through 
the eight post-“rose-revolution” years is finally destroyed. 

strong opposition cannot just appear out of the blue. it needs 
to build and mature and develop in years, and the government 
needs to support this growth and development. this process has 
taken a longer time-frame in Georgia, and the question frequently 
asked was if this was inevitable or a result of a purposeful policy. 
even appearance of a particularly wealthy person as an opposition 
leader cannot change the scene overnight. when the government 
prevents and blocks through many years any private contributions 
or donations that might support growth of opposition and finally – 
29 December 2011 – passes a law that places unbearable burden 
on any financial activity of opposition in front of the elections and 
intimidates anyone who might wish to express support to it, it is 
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difficult to expect miraculous results. yet the result that followed the 
elections had an astounding effect on the society long-accustomed 
to a nihilist attitude towards elections as such. 

there are practically two more possible outcomes of the october 
2012 parliamentary elections in Georgia. the first and objective-
ly positive one would mark the end to the one-party domination 
stage in Georgian politics and the start of a more pluralistic one by 
establishing a strong parliamentary majority able to compete with 
the strong opposition and elaborate the viable decision-making pro-
cess. the other and objectively negative would entail dissolution of 
the winning coalition into smaller competing groups, thus enabling 
saakashvili’s group to reverse the situation, although unlikely to 
ever regain the constitutional majority (now raised to three-fourths 
from two-thirds of 150 seats) in the hands of unm, thus giving a 
stimulus to further authoritarian trend in power and throwing the 
country back in its development and aspirations. 

Does the prospect of russia-Georgia relations depend dramati-
cally on the outcome of the october 2012 parliamentary elections in 
Georgia? Pro-russian turn and deviation from the current pro-west-
ern course was vehemently predicted by the ruling unm party and 
its leader President saakashvili in case the opposition would win or 
even get a strong representation in the Parliament. this in fact an 
overstatement unsupported by objective data has been neverthe-
less replicated in much of the world media sources. of course, there 
would be changes in external policies, mainly in regard to russia 
and the unresolved conflicts, but not for pro-western and euro-At-
lantic orientation the consensus on a vital importance of which is 
country-wide. there is no evidence at the same time that ivanishvili 
would use his position in power to submit the country’s interest 
to russian or any other external interest that would challenge the 
national interest or status of Georgia as an independent state. 

what kind of consequences may the Georgian election results 
have on the regional situation? 
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if we consider the regional context for Georgia as including rus-
sia, turkey, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and iran, i.e. wider than the cau-
casus proper, we see that political developments in Georgia may 
significantly impact situation in the regional neighborhood and 
even generate new transnational projects. Progress in Georgia-rus-
sia relations, mitigation of the existing standoff and especially a 
breakthrough in economic aspect will cause positive dynamics in 
Georgian-Abkhaz and Georgian-osset directions, giving rise to the 
ideas of new transport corridors across the caucasus, linking russia 
to turkey via Georgia, which would inevitably include the territory 
of Abkhazia and this would require a certain progress achieved in 
Georgian-Abkhazian relations to be materialized. A serious obsta-
cle to development and materialization of these plans would be 
moscow’s insistence on Georgia’s acknowledging independence of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia as a precondition, which would mean 
bringing things back to stalemate again. 

the victory of obama in the presidential election in the us in 
november 2012 may give an impetus to revitalizing the turkish-Ar-
menian rapprochement dialogue at some point, yet development of 
economic relations and subsequent visa facilitation between turkey 
and Armenia have much more prospect than a breakthrough via 
direct negotiations involving such sensitive issues as recognition of 
genocide or territorial disputes. 

Another dimension of developments touches upon the iranian 
issue, although history shows that development in and around iran 
have less impact on developments in the post-soviet area of the 
Caucasus. 

Getting back to the south caucasus political processes, the al-
ready established Georgian example of peaceful transition of power 
to opposition through elections breaks the previously unified pic-
ture of the caucasus that was exemplified by crackdowns on oppo-
sition during the elections of october 2003 in Azerbaijan, november 
2007 in Georgia and march 2008 in Armenia with subsequent con-
solidation of power within authoritarian systems. if confirmed by 
post-election democratic processes, the Georgian counter-example 



588

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

may impact seriously the developments in other south caucasus 
states. 

short-term sketches (2-3 years): 
-  Development of dialogue between Georgia and russia may 

start, causing economic relations to develop, resulting in con-
fidence-building programs with Abkhaz and osset societies to 
develop and signing of non-use of force agreements with de 
facto authorities to take place, but the status quo will remain; 

-  russia will not succeed in raising international support for 
the independent status of Abkhazia and south ossetia, and 
may subsequently submit to the necessity of taking a neu-
tral stance towards Georgian-Abkhaz and Georgian-osset di-
alogue; 

-  turkey will grow in its role as a regional power. turkey will 
develop partnership with russia but not liaise with russia; 
there rather will be a division of the spheres of influence; 

-  Armenian-Azerbaijani relations in the meanwhile may further 
deteriorate, periodically raising fears of the renewal of hos-
tilities, which would however keep at low-intensity level, not 
flinging into a full-scale armed confrontation.

Medium-term sketches (5-10 years): 
-  most difficult to predict! most plausibly this may be a pro-

longation of the short-term developments. 
long-term sketches (15-25 years): 
-  under the pressure of new economic and geopolitical realities 

an active conflict transformation process may start in Georgia 
and later in Azerbaijan, causing the unrecognized republics 
to participate in advantageous transnational projects that 
require cooperation with the recognized states, leading to 
finally shaping of a common legal space; 

-  regional power configurations may develop; one scenario 
that cannot be totally dismissed is the south caucasus con-
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federation (3+3 model) that could start to take shape under 
international aegis. 

Being currently close to one extreme – disintegrated caucasus 
with insecure borders, occupied territories, seceded regions and 
undeveloped democratic institutions – we could also think of the 
other, a desirable “extreme”, a peaceful, integrated, developed and 
prosperous caucasus, something like a mini-eu to shape in the long-
run.
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tHe IstAnBUl PRoCess: A DIAloGUe of 
GeoRGIAn AnD RUssIAn PolItICAl eXPeRts

soon after the five-day war that broke out in 2008 with disas-
trous consequences for Georgia, in a political context averse to such 
initiatives, the idea of an unbiased dialogue between high-profile 
independent experts of russia and Georgia emerged.

the goal of the initiative was to find out how Georgia and russia 
came to find themselves in the present situation, how we could 
overcome it, and what potential scenarios we should expect in 
short-, medium- and long-term perspectives. consultations began 
between the experts. the expert dialogue was to result in joint 
recommendations to the political leadership of both countries. the 
Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed conflict (GPPAc) 
readily supported the initiative of the international centre on con-
flict and negotiation (iccn), which leads the regional network of 
GPPAc in the caucasus, in developing such a dialogue. As it was im-
possible to conduct joint meetings of the experts either in russia or 
in Georgia, istanbul was selected as a neutral and opportune place 
for communications. the first meeting was held in early november 
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2008 and was followed by a total of nine meetings. the participants 
went on to fill the key positions in parliament and the government 
of Georgia after the change of power in october 2012. later the 
entire endeavour was named the istanbul Process, although meet-
ings were also held in the usA and in europe. the iccn endeavour 
has entailed other initiatives and projects of the Georgian nGos 
and expert groups, yet even now the istanbul Process is known as 
the most famous, long-lived and continuous process of the rus-
sia-Georgia expert dialogue.

the istanbul Process commenced in the post-war situation when, 
of course, nobody could guarantee its sustainability. in the absence 
of diplomatic relations between russia and Georgia in the autumn 
of 2008, and in the context of information warfare, direct commu-
nication between the two countries and contacts at the level of 
institutions and organisations were interrupted. importantly, the 
two countries on either side of the caucasus mountains lacked in-
formation of the current events of the other side.

in this context the project boiled down to solving a task which 
seemed simple at first sight but which was complex in terms of 
performance. As conveners of the dialogue, we needed to find 
representatives of civil society, such as political experts, analytical 
journalists and nGo activists, who would be interested in rebuild-
ing normal relations between our countries. Potential participants 
would have to be ready for a dialogue seeking to understand what 
really occurred in the Georgia-russia relations and how it could have 
happened. the aim was also to try to make suggestions towards 
re-establishing the relations between the two countries and people.

Although the first meetings were held in an open and confiden-
tial atmosphere, tension was still in the air, especially during the first 
meeting in november 2008. it was obvious that the consequences 
of the August conflict were not yet fully understood, the internation-
al situation around russia-Georgia relations was highly strung, and 
the emotions about what had happened had not yet abated. During 
the discussions much attention was focused on the problems behind 
the origins of the war, as well as actions and responsibilities of the 
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parties involved. the situation gradually began to change as the 
process progressed: the focus of the discussion shifted from “what 
happened” to “what to do”. in this context the idea of developing 
a joint collection of articles on the reasons and consequences of 
the August war, written by both russian and Georgian authors, was 
perhaps the best decision. the aim of the joint authorship was to 
show society and both governments that the war, despite the obvi-
ous negative effects, had not erased the relations between people, 
and that it was still possible to conduct a dialogue and make joint 
efforts for solving the problems.

the book “russia and Georgia: the ways out of the crisis” was 
published in 20101. By that time there were already several formats 
of the russian-Georgian non-governmental dialogue. there were 
plans of issuing joint papers of russian and Georgian experts. the 
book “russia and Georgia: the ways out of the crisis”, published 
within the framework of the istanbul Process, was the first to come 
out.

while the key participants from both russian and Georgian sides 
remained involved, providing stability and continuity, a significant 
achievement of the istanbul Process was the continuous inclusion of 
new people in the project. the expansion of the participants’ pool 
positively affected the space of the dialogue, and the dynamics of 
conversations started to transform allowing the discussion topics to 
become more practical and matter-of-fact. Additionally, new con-
tacts and bilateral collaborations at a personal level enabled the 
participants from two sides of the conflict to engage outside the 
dialogue process. moving beyond political experts to also include 
key media figures allowed opportunities for more frequent media 
engagement in the two countries.

in the spring and summer of 2012, the research teams of the 
iccn and the carnegie moscow centre, the project’s implement-
ing partners, conducted a joint study on russian and Georgian 

1 George khutsishvili and tina Gogueliani, russia and Georgia. the ways out of the 
crisis, (tbilisi, Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed conflict & iccn, 2010).
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public opinion of the two countries using similar methodologies1. 
the study showed how the traditional stereotypes function under 
the present-day conditions and demonstrated the newly emerging 
trends. the participants began to effectively translate the benefits 
of interaction within the framework of the istanbul Process into 
other formats, including their professional settings.

however, right until the Georgian parliamentary elections held in 
october 2012, a key component was missing in the implementation 
of the dialogue process: the access to power structures. it seemed 
that the governments of the two countries showed no interest 
in bridge-building. this in itself limited the efforts of civil society. 
the situation changed sharply after the new government of the 
Georgian Dream came to power and stated its intention to rebuild 
Georgia’s relations with russia. such a change in the russia-Georgia 
relations created an opportunity to use ideas that emerged from the 
dialogue discussions to be offered to the power structures.

currently, the bilateral relations are changing dynamically. the 
number of contacts between russian and Georgian civil societies 
is increasing and the relations between teams and organisations 
interested in communication are becoming more open. this, how-
ever, does not mean that the istanbul Process has attained its goals. 
the Georgian-russian dialogue is just drawing up its contours and 
probably will be developing in a very complex political context. As 
an umbrella project, the istanbul Process will most likely serve and 
benefit new initiatives in different areas of russia-Georgia cooper-
ation. furthermore, as the relations are entering a new phase of 
their existence, the process’ participants will probably be challenged 
by the need to provide new ideas and new approaches.

the first reactions of the russian officials to the signals on the 
changing policies in Georgia were discouraging, to say the least. At 
the same time, based on the agreement of the Georgian govern-

1 Perceptions of Georgia in russian society (carnegie moscow centre, 2012); Percep-
tion of russia and russians in Georgian society (international center on conflict and 
negotiation, 2011).
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ment with the russian side, regular contact started in november of 
2012 between the official representatives of the parties – represen-
tative of the Georgian Prime minister in Georgia-russia relations 
zurab Abashidze (an active participant of the istanbul Process prior 
to his appointment to this position) and the Deputy minister of 
foreign Affairs of russia Grigoriy karasin (who also acts as the co-
chair of the Geneva talks over Georgian conflicts). the negotiations 
at a governmental level enabled the achievement of progress and 
particular results in economic and cultural cooperation. Georgian 
wine, mineral waters and agricultural products, all popular among 
the russian people, started to appear on the russian market. trium-
phant concerts of Georgian artists took place in moscow. Georgian 
and russian orthodox churches traditionally maintain their friendly 
relations, which did not cease even in the heaviest post-war context 
of confrontation and the information warfare. Georgian society ex-
pects an easing of the visa policy from the russian side which will 
increase people-to-people contact across the border.

however, according to the participating analysts’ assessment, the 
dialogue between the two countries’ is developing slowly and inert-
ly. such a pace has its own reasons. there are red lines, pertaining 
to the post-August status quo, related to the status of Abkhazia and 
south ossetia, that the parties cannot cross in the talks. According 
to the Decree of the President of the russian federation of 26 
August 2008, Abkhazia and south ossetia were recognised as inde-
pendent states and later on, despite the protests on the Georgian 
side, bilateral agreements on the military-political and economic 
cooperation were signed. As a reaction to russia’s recognition of 
Abkhazia and south ossetia, Georgia severed its diplomatic rela-
tions with russia and declared the entire territory of the republics 
of Abkhazia and south ossetia occupied territories of Georgia.

Despite Georgia’s new policy towards russia, the government 
of Georgia declared that diplomatic relations could not be re-
established as long as russia has its embassies in the capital cities 
of Abkhazia and south ossetia. Georgia also demanded russia call 
back its resolution on the recognition of the two republics.
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however, in the context of severed diplomatic relations between 
russia and Georgia, there are good chances of cooperation devel-
oping around humanitarian, cultural, economic and political areas. 
these areas of russia-Georgia relations were addressed at an ex-
perts’ meeting in istanbul in november 2012, which was held after 
the Georgian parliamentary elections in october 2012. the discus-
sions resulted in the following joint statement.

istanbul process Joint statement, november 16-17, 2012:
taking into account changing conditions and emerging oppor-

tunities, and based on the interests of both sides, the dialogue 
participants suggest the following steps towards the normalisation 
of russia-Georgia relations. realising that the process is rather ex-
tensive and complex, we consider it appropriate to focus on those 
key areas that ensure evident effect in the short term. in our com-
mon view, this could create preconditions for finding solutions to 
a number of issues affecting relations between our countries in 
humanitarian, cultural and economic spheres.

as part of humanitarian and cultural areas it is appropriate:
• to encourage contacts between socio-professional groups, 

particularly among youth groups;
• to restore communications in the field of science and edu-

cation;
• to promote the development of expert cooperation in the 

form of regular consultations, particularly over the internet;
• to facilitate simplification of visa regulations for the citizens 

of Georgia until its complete elimination;
• to promote tourism development.
in the sphere of economic relations:
• in accordance with the norms and rules of the wto, accel-

erate resolution of the issue of certification and approval of 
the Georgian agricultural and food products to the russian 
market;
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• to promote cross-border trade;
• to institutionalise economic and trade relations by opening 

representative offices of key economic ministries and agen-
cies, commerce and trade chambers, as well as by creating 
a permanent round table of Georgian and russian entre-
preneurs.

in the areas of politics and security:
• to restore inter- parliamentarian and expert communication 

on important issues of regional security, including the crisis in 
the middle east, as well as in the north and south caucasus;

• to pay special attention to the fight against terrorism and 
religious extremism, particularly in light of ensuring security 
of sochi 2014.

in our joint opinion, refraining from forms of rhetoric and neg-
ative stereotypes unacceptable to both sides, could contribute to 
the gradual process of normalisation of relations. we also believe 
that addressing a number of particularly complex problematic issues 
between the parties should be postponed for a while, pending the 
nature of further developments.

The Two DocTriNes of GeorGiAN foreiGN Policy

currently, the political context in Georgia is defined by the strong 
confrontation of the Georgian Dream against the united national 
movement. Public demand for establishing normal relations with 
russia was one of the key reasons why most of the Georgian voters 
preferred the change of power. however, even now there is lively 
debate among the population over whether diplomatic relations 
should prioritise russia or the west. these contradictory stances 
are the two doctrines of Georgian policy, which serve as the basis 
for the continuous fight between the opposition and the majority 
in the Georgian government. these two incompatible doctrines in 
turn impact the Georgian-russian dialogue.
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the new Georgian government not only states that a strategic 
partnership with the west is and will be Georgia’s foreign policy 
priority, but also makes consistent steps to achieve such a partner-
ship. At the same time, the dialogue with russia is an important 
new dimension of the Georgian foreign policy. yet the opposition 
argues that ivanishvili’s government swerved from the euro-integra-
tion path and seeks to return Georgia into the russian sphere of 
influence. the argument advanced by the united national move-
ment is that any attempt to establish normal relations with russia 
automatically means Georgia’s waiver of pro-western orientation. 
the doctrine of the united national movement is based upon the 
precondition that russia, due to its imperialist nature, cannot accept 
the existence of independent states near its borders and uses the 
conflicts inherited from the soviet period to delegitimise the sover-
eignty of those independent states. thus, the dialogue with russia 
is concluded to be impossible on principle and the new policy of 
ivanishvili’s government to have no chance of success. According to 
the nationals’ doctrine, after August 2008, Georgia has no conflicts 
with the Abkhaz and ossetians and the only reasonable condition 
for commencement of the dialogue would be russia’s readiness to 
make steps towards denouncing the decisions of 26 August 2008. 
it would, however, be naive to expect such steps from russia. fol-
lowing this approach, it is evident that the situation is destined to 
a deadlock for an indefinite time, which will in its turn negatively 
affect the prospects for overcoming the critical shortage of com-
munication and trust between the parties.

the istanbul Process, coupled with other civil initiatives aimed at 
developing the Georgian-russian dialogue, serves as a confirmation 
that the confrontation policy has a realistic alternative that requires 
support from the international community1.

1 George khutsishvili, “intellectual Dilemma or Political hoax?”, Democracy & freedom 
watch. 2013 <http://dfwatch.net/intellectual-dilemma-or-political-hoax-94405> ac-
cessed 18 August, 2014.

http://dfwatch.net/intellectual-dilemma-or-political-hoax-94405


598

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI, AnDRey RyABov

***
post scriptum: Recent developments1

Since mid 2013 the Georgian-Russian dialogue of political experts is continuing 

within the framework of the project ‘Fostering Russia-Georgia Neighbourly Relations 

trough Multi stakeholder Networking and Expert Dialogue”, supported by the Govern-

ment of Switzerland. A number of meetings were organised by ICCN, in partnership with 

one of the leading Russian think tanks, the Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC).

Cooperation between stakeholders progressed, with a number of meetings taking 

place both in Tbilisi and in Moscow, addressing a wider scope of areas reviewed by the 

sides. The overall process is currently developing from Track 2 dialogue to Track 1.5 

diplomacy to support the official Abashidze-Karasin bilateral dialogue format. Along 

with political expert communities and civil society representatives from both sides, 

attendees now include the scientific and business communities, as well as the repre-

sentatives of government bodies.

The presentation of a working paper, in the spring of 2014, was widely considered 

a remarkable achievement; authored by both Georgian and Russian experts, it was 

presented in Moscow.

The most recent meeting of the Georgia-Russia dialogue took place in Moscow 

and was devoted to the issues of the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement 

signed by Georgia. Following the recent meetings, the participating experts authored 

a collection of articles on issues including security and terrorism, migration, economic 

relations and historical relations, among many others. Additional papers covering the 

possibilities of economic interaction following the signing of the European Union As-

sociation Agreement by Georgia, as well as the economic and political analysis of the 

restoration of the railway connection through Abkhazia, were issued at the end of 2014.

An overall consensus from the meetings was that the development of security, 

humanitarian and economic cooperation is crucial, despite the existing political con-

text. Considering the positive reception and the progress made so far, the dialogue is 

expected to continue.

1  Post scriptum made by zahid movlazadeh, member of the editorial team, creating 
spaces for Dialogue, GPPAc Dialogue and mediation series, issue #1, GPPAc, 2015. 
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ABkhAziA AnD south-ossetiA DiviDes in 
the liGht of GeorGiA-russiA DiAloGue: 

tRIAnGUlAtIon InsteAD of A fAIleD 
tetrAGon?

“The Common point in all major crises is that you can-
not overcome them without transforming your mind”.

    George Khutsishvili

unresolved conflicts in the caucasus have been studied in numer-
ous works. however, interrelation of these two topics and especially 
the impact of the former on the latter have been understudied. the 
paper aims to fill this gap by undertaking a study of the versatile im-
pact of unresolved conflicts in the south caucasus (mostly focusing 
on Abkhazia and south ossetia cases and on Georgia-russia rela-
tions) on the process and the prospect of democracy-building both 
in the regional states and the unrecognized republics, and the region 
as a whole. the regional security issues, reasonable neighborhood 
policies and the prospect of euro- and euro-Atlantic integration of 
south-caucasus states, as well as their sustainable development in 

2 0 1 3
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, International Center on Conflict 

and Negotiation, Tbilisi, October 3, 2013. 

Published in “Pulse of Georgia: From October to October 2012-2013”, by 

Independent Experts’ Club, 2013.

George Khutsishvili



600

GeoRGe KHUtsIsHvIlI

general largely depend on realistic assessment of interrelationship 
between and interdependence of democracy and conflict. Apart 
from commonly known patterns of mutual alienation, stereotyp-
ization of perceptions, enemy image-making etc., the case of the 
caucasus reveals the patterns that repeat or resemble those of var-
ious other regions. however, the caucasus also creates a pattern of 
its own. unresolved conflicts prompt the regimes to grow author-
itarian, they impose uncompromising stance on the governments 
toward the issues that cannot be resolved without a compromise.

since the early 1990s, ethno-political conflicts have seriously 
affected the caucasus region, leaving more than 30,000 people 
dead and at least a million displaced from their homes. the legacy 
of these violent conflicts has been economic turmoil, political in-
stability, mass migration and widespread suffering. fragile official 
ceasefires preserved some stability for over a decade, yet interna-
tionally mediated peace talks failed to bring lasting solutions. in 
Georgia, two unresolved conflicts had been frozen along cease-fire 
lines – those between the central government, on the one hand, 
and the secessionist entities of Abkhazia and south ossetia, on the 
other – until a brief 2008 crisis that “de-froze” the conflict only to 
lock it in a new status quo. 

After the conflicts had long remained in a protracted stage, never 
far from new eruptions of hostilities, the August 2008 Georgian-rus-
sian five-day war over south ossetia brought relations between the 
two countries to their lowest point since the collapse of the soviet 
union. even prior to the renewed outbreak of hostilities, conflict 
resolution efforts with regard to Abkhazia and south ossetia had 
been largely stalemated, with no tangible progress in negotiations 
and a lack of willingness on all sides to conduct an open dialogue 
and contemplate serious compromises. According to the report of 
the eu-sponsored independent international fact-finding mission 
on the conflict in Georgia (so-called tagliavini report), a surprise 
missile attack of the Georgian military on the south-ossetian capital 
tskhinvali has triggered the crisis. the immediate russian military 
intervention and subsequent political recognition of Abkhazia and 
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south ossetia further compounded the difficulties of identifying 
viable solutions for a peaceful conflict settlement and all but elim-
inated possibilities for political dialogue. the subsequent political 
inertia and the antagonistic rhetoric on both sides was contributing 
to further deterioration in russian-Georgian relations, maintaining 
overall tensions between the two sides, and blocking any chance 
for renewed negotiations. Given this stalemate, international efforts 
for reconciliation were in dire need to be supported and comple-
mented by local actors, but politics were not supportive of this. the 
eu elaborated approach of “non-recognition with engagement” of-
ficially shared in tbilisi also stumbled. the official Georgian position 
disregarding civil society’s appeals to start dialogue with moscow 
was contributing to maintaining and freezing the post-war status 
quo, while Georgia needed the opposite, and the international 
community was also unable to develop any supportive strategies 
while saakashvili and his Government adhered to the counter-pro-
ductive thesis “De-occupation first, then the dialogue”. considering 
the entire territories of Abkhazia and south ossetia as “occupied 
territories”, the official tbilisi has disregarded those as parties to 
conflict, and declared that Georgia had a single interstate conflict 
with russia, which had logically completed the stalemate.

what kind of effect does the prolonged status quo and absence 
of communication do to an unresolved issue? will there more or less 
opportunities appear, as the time passes? on the one hand, there 
is an objective need for de-isolation of the secessionist regions, and 
the government at a declarative level adhered to approaches that 
substantiated this need. on the other, we have seen the actual poli-
cies that deepened isolation and increased security risks. russia has 
achieved as a result of the August 2008 war its major geopolitical 
goals in the regions; its military presence has been reestablished 
after withdrawal of the bases according to the bilateral agreement 
signed in moscow in may 2005. the longer the stalemate lasts, the 
more it means vanishing chances for Georgia to reverse the situa-
tion any time in future. without sustaining the declared policy of 
non-recognition with engagement, Georgia is risking to encourage 
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and ensure the final recognition, at least, in case of Abkhazia. the 
only viable alternative would require abandoning of the antagonistic 
rhetoric towards russia, followed by the start of Georgia-russia di-
alogue on a wide spectrum of issues, followed by real engagement 
and de-isolation policies of the Georgian state towards the seceded 
regions, and the subsequent confidence atmosphere achieved be-
tween the sides. such a vision of “engagement without recognition” 
is shared by practically all external stakeholders, but the problem 
is that they do not see a motivation for themselves to invest an 
increased effort towards its realization. 

the lack of visible progress in Georgia-russia relations has also 
resulted in further polarisation of public perceptions between all 
sides involved in the conflict. As part of this, civil society dialogue 
between the conflicting communities has decreased substantially, 
giving way to apprehension and mistrust. At the same time, Geor-
gia has seen a growing potential amongst a core of intellectuals 
and professionals over the past 15 years within the conflict reso-
lution sector. these individuals are an important resource for the 
establishment of early warning and crisis management structures 
capable of cooperating with international institutions. the potential 
role of intellectuals and specialised think tanks in influencing their 
respective societies as opinion leaders, as well as political decision- 
makers, apparently needed to be harnessed.

tHe Russian position(s)

there are actually two positions manifested so far on the russian 
side. one is strict enough and demands that Georgia recognizes Ab-
khazia and south ossetia as independent states, officially complies 
with the existence of interstate borders with those two entities, 
changes its foreign-political orientation and curbs its euro-Atlantic 
integration programs, and also joins the russian-controlled allianc-
es, such as cis, the customs union and, in a longer prospect, the 
eurasian union. no question is even discussed about what Georgia 
gains in return if she does all that. Bearers of that mindset insist 
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on seeing Georgia not only as a small, weak, poor and vulnerable 
state, but a state that can only survive under russia’s protector-
ate and with russia’s benevolence, albeit with a reduced territory. 
Georgia is not really part of the equation at all, and is considered 
as America’s and nAto’s geopolitical instrument threatening the 
security of russia’ southern borders. who can be identified with 
this position? mostly, these are representatives of power structures 
and like-minded segments of society, people obsessed with the im-
perial grandeur syndrome, and people who are profited from the 
post-conflict status quo. 

more objectively minded and moderate people realize russia 
and Georgia need to build neighbourly relations, develop cooper-
ation and, despite the obvious disproportion in size and power, 
achieve compromises in difficult issues to mitigate the outcomes 
of the long-lasting distrust and a recent armed confrontation. they 
are aware of the so-called “red lines”, meaning that Georgia cannot 
afford changing partners, especially, overnight and for nothing, and 
that Georgia cannot recognize and legitimize breakaway regions to 
appease russia, as well as russia cannot revoke its decisions of Au-
gust 2008 just to appease Georgia. But starting rapprochement has 
no alternative, and it should start from doable things first. nostalgia 
among russians for Georgian vine, mineral water and agricultural 
produce that were banned since 2006 on the russian market, fa-
cilitated the efforts of the new Georgian government to start ne-
gotiations and achieve progress in returning those goods to where 
they once had been so popular. 

tHe geoRgian position(s)

saakashvili’s Government created the much disputed concep-
tion of non-transformability of Georgia-russia relations. saakash-
vili and his team were trying to persuade everyone that russia is 
not swallowing Georgia only because they have created a defense 
wall against it. they had been positioning themselves as the only 
and uniquely bright, far-sighted and patriotic team who constantly 
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had to fight not only against external threats and challenges, but 
also against internal agents of influence and fifth columns operat-
ing under the disguise of political opposition and their supporters. 
therefore one-party rule and marginalization of the opponents 
should have found legitimization. it is amazing how the external 
world would buy this story without raising serious questions, yet it 
is a fact that it did.

The isTANBul Process

shortly after the August 2008 crisis, iccn initiated a dialogue 
process between this group and russian counterparts, with the 
long-term aim to catalyse a broader political dialogue and recon-
ciliation process. the first meeting under the title “Georgian-russian 
relations: ways out of crisis” was held in istanbul, turkey, in ear-
ly november 2008 and included prominent Georgian and russian 
political experts, such as zurab Abashidze, former Ambassador of 
Georgia to the russian federation; vladimer Papava, former minis-
ter of economic Development of Georgia; Archil Gegeshidze, senior 
fellow at the Georgian foundation for strategic and international 
studies; Paata zakareishvili, head of the institute of nationalism and 
conflicts; Andrey ryabov, editor-in-chief of russian monthly “miro-
vaya ekonomika i mezhdunarodniye otnosheniya” (world economy 
and international relations), as well as emil Pain, Director of the 
centre for ethnopolitical and regional studies in russia and others. 
this was the first direct cross-border exchange of positions and ex-
pert opinions regarding the August 2008 crisis, which marked the 
beginning of a wide-ranging exchange and analysis concerning the 
fundamental causes of the conflict, key trigger factors, and potential 
mechanisms for stabilising relations. main directions of further work 
were agreed in a memorandum titled the istanbul Process. After 
ongoing communication amongst the group, facilitated by iccn, a 
second round of dialogue was organised in november 2009 with a 
larger participation on both sides. 
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Despite differences in positions and perceptions, the participants 
have identified and agreed on a basic set of common goals, including 
the full support for the implementation of the medvedev-sarkozy 
plan of 12 August 2008, and the need for mechanisms for ongoing 
dialogue between the civil societies of russia and Georgia. Prelim-
inary agreement reached within the group includes several points.

the third round of the istanbul Process took place on 14-15 
november 2010 and marked a significant positive shift in the pro-
cess (since than meetings in istanbul were held on a frequenter 
basis). the members of the dialogue were able to share and analyse 
developments of the last year in a more open, direct yet sincere 
manner, and resulted in an agreement to identify joint policy recom-
mendations for key international stakeholders. furthermore, media 
representatives and media experts from Georgia and russia were 
included for the first time. the editor in chief of novaya Gazeta, 
russia; lasha tugushi, editor in chef of rezonansi Daily and chair-
man of the Georgian media Association, and other media represen-
tatives contributed to the discussions and committed to participate 
in developing a further strategy for engaging the media to publicise 
the outcomes and key trends as discussed by the participants of 
the istanbul Process.

the group further identified the need for scientific research to 
back up and inform the debate. consequently, George khutsishvili 
with a group of colleagues at iccn had been conducting a qualitative 
research on Georgian public perceptions of russia and russians. the 
ambition was to conduct a similar study on the russian side, to en-
able a comparison and analysis of the Georgia-russia expert group. 
hence Andrey ryabov led the group of researchers at the carnegie 
moscow center engaged in a parallel study in russia. the entire 
research (material collecting/processing/analysing/structuring/ed-
iting) is already completed, and the results have been presented 
at the meeting in istanbul in november 2012. the resulting book is 
due to be published in russian, Georgian and english in spring 2013.

the istanbul Process in 2010 has also led to the first publication 
of analytical articles jointly written by a group of russian and Geor-
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gian experts, on the subject of Georgian-russian relationships and 
dynamics in the current context. Publication of the book “russia 
and Georgia, the ways out of the crisis”1 and its subsequent public 
presentation in february 2011 became an important public opinion 
factor and was highly assessed in expert circles of both countries. 
since then the book is one of the key advocacy tools for the group 
to elaborate and disseminate joint policy recommendations. 

so-called advocacy visits are important part of the dialogue pro-
cess. it is necessary to verify and check the assumptions, interme-
diate results and conclusions, as well as possible venues and pros-
pects for developments not only in domestic and regional expert 
communities, civil society forums and policy institutions, but also 
to do this directly at the international centres. in that respect the 
istanbul Process group visit to the united states in late september 
2012 proved a great success. Georgian and russian scholars were 
able to deliver their findings and recommendations to a broad spec-
trum of state and academic institutions, such as us Department 
of state, carnegie endowment for international Peace, American 
university (washington), the harriman institute of columbia uni-
versity, institute of Global Policy and world federalist movement 
(new york). the group members met with and cooperated with 
Georgian scholars in residence in the united states. the us rep-
resentatives acknowledged that the visit has bridged the gap in 
information and understanding of the processes in Georgia and the 
caucasus region (as confirmed by the surprise the october election 
results produced).

this project seeks to build on the istanbul Process, which is the 
longest ongoing dialogue venue in the region, given the already 
changed political climate and the grown interest to the Georgia-rus-
sia relations issues. notably, the dialogue concerns a broader view, 
which includes, but doesn’t solely focus on the tensions surrounding 
south ossetia and Abkhazia. the project therefore aims to consol-
idate the relations and knowledge built up so far towards a more 

1 George khutsishvili and tina Gogueliani, eds., tbilisi: GPPAc & iccn, 2010.
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systematic interaction between Georgian and russian civic actors 
with the extension to the Abkhazia and south ossetia issues. this, 
in the long term, has the potential to build a legitimate platform 
for engaging both international actors with considerable influence 
in the region, as well as policy and decision makers in the local and 
regional contexts.

tHe situation in geoRgia since tHe octoBeR 2012 
elecTioNs

the situation in Georgia has dramatically changed after the 
opposition “Georgian Dream” (GD) coalition defeated the ruling 
“united national movement” (unm) in october 2012 parliamentary 
elections. one of the definite public demands during the election 
campaign was building the dialogue towards normalisation of the 
relations with russia. the new government and parliamentary ma-
jority declared a new course for rapprochement with russia. special 
representative of the Prime minister of Georgia to Georgia-russia 
relations has been appointed – Ambassador zurab Abashidze who 
has been an active participant of the istanbul Process. however, 
the initial attempts to create a basis for a sustainable Georgia-rus-
sia dialogue have been developing in a difficult surrounding where 
there are advocates as well as sceptics for the process on both 
Georgian and russian sides. there is also an open criticism and dis-
crediting campaign from the representatives of the united national 
movement, now in opposition, who are trying to prove that it is 
impossible to build relations with russia while pursuing euro-inte-
gration, and thus to substantiate that there policies of alienation 
from russia were justified. 

Georgia has been engaged in political debates since the Parlia-
mentary elections of october 1, 2012 over a number of issues where 
positions of the ruling Georgian Dream coalition and its constitu-
ency in Georgian society, on the one hand, and the oppositionary 
united national movement and its supporters, on the other, have 
been fundamentally or moderately different. yet, there is one issue 
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that stands alone in its significance and crucial character for the 
country’s further development, and this is the question if european 
and euro-Atlantic integration – and generally, western orientation 
– and stable and predictable relations with russia are mutually ex-
clusive or compatible. opposition’s most severe criticism and cate-
gorical non-acceptance of the new majority’s policies focus exactly 
in the answer to this question. moreover, some opinions expressed 
in international press and by some foreign politicians confirm that 
there is a predicament around this question that cannot be resolved 
through a political debate but needs clarification through a sub-
stantial analysis and discussion together with professional scholars.

it is clear that international support for the historic process of 
building dialogue between Georgia and russia should go via both 
political and non-governmental channels. even in current circum-
stances when Georgia is interested in changing the post-August sta-
tus quo while russia is inclined to maintain it, and yet both sides 
realise that no progress can be achieved on the dispute over the 
Abkhazia and south ossetia status, there are indications that eco-
nomic, humanitarian, cultural and security aspects of the relations 
can be successfully explored. this would in its turn influence the cur-
rent stalemate in Georgian-Abkhaz and Georgian-osset relations, 
opening new windows of opportunities. At the moment the idea of 
restoring the railway connection of russia to Georgia via Abkhazia 
and cooperation of the sides for joint exploitation of enguri Power 
station occupy people’s minds as possible venues.

The iNTellecTuAl DilemmA or A PoliTicAl 
mANiPulATioN? 

co-habitation between the post-election majority and minori-
ty was envisaged as a tool to stabilise the country and ensure its 
peaceful and democratic development. instead, Georgia represents 
an arena of a severe political battle. the new parliamentary major-
ity and government of Georgia are making first difficult steps to-
wards normalisation of Georgia-russia relations while stating that a 
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long-chosen strategic course for euro- and euro-Atlantic integration 
is not going to change. At the same time, the opposition national 
movement and its leader mikheil saakashvili are declaring that it 
is impossible to normalise relations with russia while maintaining 
strategic partnership with the west. remarkably, there appear some 
western journalists and politicians who support this politically mo-
tivated thesis, although the whole western academic thought has 
substantiated the opposite. the project aims at broadening the area 
of discourse to involve leading world institutions and think-tanks to 
validate the possibility and necessity for Georgia to build economi-
cally advantageous and culturally mutually enriching relations with 
russia, on the one hand, and ensure security of russia’s southern 
borders and stabilise tumultuous areas of russian north caucasus, 
on the other.

in the current political climate, the activation of a dialogue be-
tween the russian and Georgian sides is attainable through civic 
agents and track-two diplomacy, together with a renewed mean-
ingful dialogue between the political elites. in the long-term, pro-
vided such a process attains sufficient levels of trust and credibility 
amongst the parties involved, it has the potential of connecting with 
decision and policy makers to make a lasting difference. civil society 
can play the bridging and monitoring role that has strengthened 
security sector governance in most western countries. from the 
side of the government, this will require acknowledgement that 
cso participation in peace-building and security matters ultimately 
strengthens the security of the state, and a commitment to continue 
this co-operation. in practice, however, much of the responsibility 
for supporting and developing civil society in Georgia will continue 
to fall on external actors such as international institutions, inGos 
and policy bodies.

tHe pRospect of tRacK-one-anD-a-Half

so far the istanbul Process (iP) developed as a track-two pro-
cess. the intension was to activate high-profile non-governmental 
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experts and civil society leaders for exchange of independent po-
sitions and creating a scholarly discourse. Gradually iP turned into 
an influential source of expertise for the assessment of political 
developments and media analysis. some of the iP participants got 
high positions in the government and parliament of Georgia after 
the october 2012 parliamentary elections (e.g. messrs. Paata za-
kareishvili, zurab Abashidze, Giorgi volski, Archil Gegeshidze et al.). 
they continue to actively cooperate with iP. russian participants of 
the istanbul Process confirm that representatives of russian official 
circles would be interested to engage in dialogue whenever the 
format allows. the process therefore has all the preconditions to 
rise from track-two to track-one-and-a-half, i.e. from the format of 
non-governmental expert dialogue to a mixed format of govern-
mental and non-governmental dialogue. A good example of such a 
transition of a dialogue process is so-called “Point of view” process 
started in the fall of 2008 by George mason university’s school of 
conflict Analysis and resolution (former icAr) in partnership with 
iccn and focused on Georgian-osset dialogue. A series of meetings 
and roundtables initially comprising non-governmental leaders and 
experts from tbilisi and tskhinvali gradually turned into a powerful 
and sustainable process involving both governmental and non-gov-
ernmental representatives, which has allowed to professionally and 
efficiently deal with the issues that require presence and involve-
ment of decision-making persons and bodies. 

iNfrAsTrucTures for PeAce

infrastructures for Peace (i4P) are an internationally proven tool 
for managing peaceful transformation of post-war and conflict sit-
uations. the impact of i4P on the peace and reconciliation process 
was made most salient through Peace commissions created by 
governmental decisions in kenya, Ghana, uganda and costa rica 
which invited on different structural levels governmental and civil 
society representatives who worked together on elaboration and 
implementation of viable decisions. the GPPAc honorary chair Dr. 
Paul van tongeren has initiated in 2012 creation of the internation-



611

triAnGulAtion insteAD of A fAileD tetrAGon?

2013

al civil society network for infrastructures for Peace. iccn Direc-
tor George khutsishvili was offered to participate in the network. 
Application of i4P to the processes related to Georgia-russia and 
caucasus unresolved conflicts will further support the achievement 
of the project goal. for information about the i4P network and 
related publications.1 

success AND risK fAcTors

Despite the positive signs of the starting dialogue, the current 
state of relations between Georgia and russia as well as approaches 
that the actors have towards the conflict solution pose barriers to 
continued dialogue between the sides. therefore, it is important 
that through the careful selection process and iccn’s reputation, 
the expert group has credibility amongst relevant stakeholders. 
this credibility can be maintained and built on provided that the 
group can demonstrate clarity of purpose of its advocacy actions 
and recommendations, and that the these build on empirical and 
analytical quality. the assumption is that the group will be able to 
progress from its current level of engagement – consisting of an 
overall exchange and debate – to a degree of common identity, 
purpose and, eventually, joint action. this would entail the ability 
of the group to reach consensus on certain key issues and recom-
mendations; or alternatively, the ability to agree on the validity of 
differing perspectives to be presented in joint recommendations. 

Key risks include: 
- the process could have a negative impact on the situation and 

deepen the existing controversy if the dialogue is not conduct-
ed correctly and is driven by some hidden interests. the role 
of GPPAc as independent facilitator and its close collaboration 
with iccn with its local knowledge is important in this aspect. 
relevant lessons learned and additional indicators pertaining 
to the facilitation role will be identified as part of the action 

1 please see www.infrastructuresforpeaceinternational.org.
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learning process, to allow for a constant fine-tuning and ad-
justment of methodologies;

- the lack of political space and polarised public opinion could 
restrict the dynamics and level of engagement of the partic-
ipants in the istanbul Process. Providing at an earlier stage a 
safe space for dialogue outside this immediate context – both 
physically (e.g. istanbul, turkey; chatham house rule where 
appropriate) and virtually (anonymity and closed communi-
ties on the Peace Portal) was vital. in addition, the group was 
encouraged to openly voice concerns and have ownership of 
external communications, reports and position papers. now 
there is a clear opportunity to conduct some meetings and 
other activities in tbilisi or other cities in Georgia, and also in 
russia provided we can count on benevolence of local author-
ities, which gives rise both to optimism and caution;

- more proactive cooperation with media and publicising the key 
outcomes and messages coming of the istanbul Process discus-
sion can hamper the dialogue process if conveyed incorrectly 
and against the principles of conflict sensitive journalism. this 
is valid particularly for the media identifying with the oppo-
sition part of the Georgian political spectrum, whereby the 
Georgian participants of the istanbul Process can be accused 
of compromising the Georgian state position. however, this 
risk factor can be avoided by engaging and including the key 
media representatives as participants of the istanbul process.

output level:
to achieve the planned outputs, the main assumption is that the 

current level of engagement and interest of the istanbul Process 
participants is, at least, maintained. A key preoccupation will there-
fore be to keep up the momentum between physical meetings and 
to ensure the participants have ownership of the content. there is 
also an assumption that the partners, participants and stakeholders 
involved have sufficient research and analytical skills to produce 
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quality findings. risks associated with the implementation of the 
activities include:

- if there is a breach in the levels of trust and intra-group dy-
namic there is a risk of fall-out over controversial issues;

- Gaps in research and analysis, such as omission of a gender 
perspective or of the recommendations of the region’s gender 
consultants;

- Physical restrictions to meet (both istanbul and tbilisi/moscow 
meetings) due to visa restrictions, conflicting agendas, or phys-
ical conditions in the host country. the Peace Portal provides 
a virtual meeting alternative in these cases;

- the possibility of tools and resources produced not meeting 
the needs of relevant stakeholders or not being sufficiently 
accessible (technologically; content-wise); the production of 
these must therefore be seen as an ongoing process rather 
than an “end of project” product, being evaluated and updated 
on an ongoing basis to ensure they meet real needs; 

- risks and measures related to increased media engagement, 
as outlined above, also apply to outputs.

Two DocTriNes AND Two AlTerNATive visioNs iN 
GeorGiA

since being in opposition, unm has managed to activate the 
discourse – internationally even more than domestically – over an 
alleged controversy in post-october Georgian policies of pursuing 
the goal of normalizing relations with russia while maintaining the 
strategic pro-western course and euro-Atlantic integration. 

his probable judgment was like this. it was highly unlikely that 
the geopolitical circumstances and disposition of powers changed 
favorably towards solution of the Georgian territorial issues with-
in the term of his stay in power. therefore there could be two 
alternatives in view: one was to prepare the ground – by difficult 
step-by-step movement – for future generations of politicians to 
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resolve the issue, with most probably no hail finally credited to him, 
keeping in mind the undeveloped political culture and post-totali-
tarian mass mentality in the country. the other alternative was to 
lock the geopolitical situation within the limits that guaranteed an 
impasse but gave legal grounds to place the whole responsibility for 
it on the russian side. the August war provided an almost perfect 
opportunity for this kind of development.

from a number of eyewitness evidence reflected in publications 
and interviews, it can be considered as a proven fact that President 
saakashvili has crossed out from the shaping ceasefire agreement 
of August 12, 2008 a point according to which the future status 
of disputed territories should have been stated in the course of 
internationally facilitated negotiations, for which purpose a special 
commission was to be established. reportedly, his action caused 
surprise of Presidents sarkozy and medvedev, but the final text of 
the famous six-point agreement was finally adopted without that 
point. observers tended to explain saakashvili’s action as a whim 
or confusion, but it was in fact a purposeful step that fitted into 
his personal long-term strategy towards unresolved conflicts and 
Georgia-russia relations. soon after subsequent recognition by rus-
sia of Abkhazia and south ossetia as independent states (August 
26, 2008) signed by President medvedev, the status of occupation 
has finally shaped in the Georgian government and the law on 
occupied territories was unanimously adopted by the Georgian 
Parliament in october 2008. immediately the unm doctrine has 
become clear in all its features. Georgia no more had conflicts or 
“ethno-territorial disputes” with Abkhaz and south-ossets – these 
issues have always been compromised by the russian factor and 
now simply ceased to exist due to new realities – and only the 
conflict with russia had finally taken a long-expected final shape. 
Developing a “creeping annexation” into an open one, russia has 
according to the unm doctrine managed by means of the August 
war to establish full control over the seceded territories and restore 
its strategically important military presence in Georgia. it does not 
make sense to develop relations with Abkhaz and ossets ruled by 
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marionette regimes until de-occupation of Georgian lands is done. 
thus the formula: “De-occupation first, then the dialogue”. 

russia’s rationale according to the unm doctrine:
• russia has never reconciled with independent and sovereign 

Georgian statehood, and since the fall of the soviet union used 
ethno-territorial disputes and her role of a broker for manip-
ulation and pressuring aimed at keeping the former union re-
publics within russia’s sphere of influence; 

• ABl with south ossetia has been moved to as close as 45 km 
from the capital tbilisi, thus creating an intermittent threat 
syndrome and leverage for pressure.

saakashvili’s rationale in shaping the unm doctrine according to 
independent analysis:

saakashvili’s doctrine imposed on Georgian society the extreme 
position in confronting the problem that excluded any progress in 
case of an extreme position. for the external consumption he need-
ed to portray himself as smarter than the society, the latter being 
retrograde, backward, and retarded.

conclusion
there was a widely quoted – and largely ridiculed – sociological 

poll conducted in the fall of 2008 in Georgia that showed 22% re-
spondents believed Georgia has won the August war with russia (!). 
Analysts explained that as an effect of skillful propaganda of unm. 
strange as this may sound, there was accuracy in that poll result, 
only it was not Georgia, but saakashvili who won his personal war 
with russian leaders, and through that, with his own nation. 

DomesTic AND iNTerNATioNAl reAcTioN To The Two 
DocTriNes. eXPresseD oPiNioNs

experiencing a serious lack of arguments to support their flagship 
thesis of new government’s betrayal of the declared pro-western 
course, unm would fervently look for any hint to build on towards 
a severer criticism of GD’s foreign policies. 
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not always very shrewd in choosing persons for high places, ivan-
ishvili has made a flawless choice when he decided to appoint zurab 
Abashidze to the newly established post of Pm’s special represen-
tative for russia Affairs. former Georgian Ambassador to Benelux 
and later russia is not only a connoisseur in his sphere, but also a 
very skillful and cautious diplomat who would never award Pm’s 
opponents with any compromisable or even ambiguously interpre-
table data. unlike the state minister on reintegration (in charge 
of conflicts) Paata zakareishvili who could bluntly voice in earlier 
period of his appointment disputable ideas able to create a negative 
discourse, unm has to build their criticism of the Georgia-russia 
negotiations vis-à-vis eu integration policies almost solely on pure 
allegations, yet somehow taken seriously by the european People’s 
Party (ePP) and others in the world. 

can a small country be independent? or is it only about which 
dependence we would prefer or accept? is it possible to serve two 
patrons?

Post-modernist thesis that interdependence is better than inde-
pendence sounds a blasphemy here, but it really means that you 
get leverages in the former case, otherwise independence detaches, 
isolates and finally harms. lack of communication enforces the en-
emy image, creates phobias and increases a risk of confrontation. 
Alternately, communication and interdependence increase predict-
ability in bilateral relations and promote trust. 

the developments since the october 2012 elections1 ...
. . . 

1 editor’s note: this article was not finalized by the author. this is the last work of 
Professor George khutsishvili. on 4th of october, 2013 he unexpectedly passed away 
during his work at ivane Javakhishvili tbilisi state university.
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15.xi.1948 – 4.x.2013

Birth date: 15 November, 1948.
Death date: 4 October, 2013.
Place of birth: Tbilisi, Georgia.
Place of death: Tbilisi, Georgia; buried at St. Nino Pantheon, Sa-
burtalo, Tbilisi.

George khutsishvili, Doctor of Philosophy, Professor, was 
prominent Georgian conflictologist, one of the founders of 
conflictology in Georgia and the caucasian region, scientist in the 
field of peace and conflict studies and public figure. in 1994 he 
founded independent non-for-profit and non-partisan organization 
“international center on conflict and negotiation” (iccn), 1995-
2013 was publisher of “Peace times”, “conflicts and negotiations”, 
“Alternative to conflict”, etc. During years he was invited and 
worked as a professor at different leading universities in Georgia and 
abroad. George khutsishvili made significant input in studying of the 
essence of theoretical thinking and the problem of the infinite in the 
light of philosophy and mathematics (1970-80s). from 1990s to the 

Biography
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end of his days George khutsishvili dedicated his life to establishing 
and developing peace and conflict studies in Georgia. 

chilDhooD 

George khutsishvili was born on 15th of november, 1948 in tbilisi 
to the family of shota and sophio (samiko) khutsishvili. George 
was keen on drawing and learning foreign languages from his early 
childhood. Due to his great interest in foreign languages, he quickly 
developed a professional knowledge of russian and english. Apart 
from that, he had a basic knowledge of German, Polish and the 
italian languages. having a perfect command of the english and 
russian languages, he considered himself trilingual. his passion for 
fine arts in his childhood was so great that at the age of 9 (1957) 
his parents introduced him to the greatest Georgian artist of his 
time, lado Gudiashvili, who was said to have been quite delighted 
with George’s talent and hard work. Gudiashvili gave George a 
sketchbook with his signature in it, wishing him a great success. in 
the following years, George khutsishvili did not follow an artist’s 
career, due to his parents’ strong requests to the contrary; however, 
George cherished his love for art until the end of his days. there 
are hundreds of graphic and pictorial art works and sketches kept in 
the family archive that had been produced by the hands of George.

eDucATioN AND AcADemic DeGrees 

in 1966 George khutsishvili graduated from tbilisi i.n.vekua phys-
math secondary school n42 and in that same year was enrolled in 
tbilisi ivane Javakhishvili tbilisi state university, in the department of 
mechanics and mathematics, from which he successfully graduated 
in 1971. in 1976, he passed his PhD defense of his thesis on “infinity 
and the Problem of its Abstraction in science” and was awarded the 
degree of Doctor of Philosophy by ivane Javakhishvili tbilisi state 
university in 1977. the supreme Attestation commission (moscow) 
awarded him the title of Professor of Philosophy in 1982. in 1987, 
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he successfully completed an intensive course in “english language 
simultaneous translations” and was awarded a diploma.

in 1991 George was invited to kiev due to his prominent work 
which he had published in russian (“Genesis of the structure of 
theoretical thinking”, tbilisi; “metsniereba”, Academy of sciences, 
institute of Philosophy, 1989). At a “specialists only” council meeting 
of the institute of Philosophy of the Academy of sciences of the 
ukraine, he defended his thesis and was awarded a degree of Doctor 
of Philosophy (1991) by the ukraine Academy of sciences, endorsed 
by the supreme attestation commission (PhD, Diploma ДТ # 011423, 
issued by the supreme Attestation commission of moscow, on 13 
December, 1991, protocol 46д/8). 

in 1995, he was awarded the harvard law school certificate 
of negotiation training of the Program of instruction for lawyers. 

ProfessioNAl AcTiviTies

in 1971-1972, he worked as an applied mathematician at the 
institute of management systems at the Academy of sciences of 
Georgia. in 1972-1979 he worked as a researcher and then as a 
senior researcher at the institute of Philosophy of the Georgian 
Academy of sciences. 

in 1979, George khutsishvili was elected the deputy chair of 
the methodological council of the Academy of sciences, and later 
he held the position of the co-chair until 1988. he was frequently 
invited to deliver public lectures on democratic reforms, which the 
methodological council was conducting regularly in the period 
of Gorbachev’s “Perestroika”. in october 1988, on behalf of the 
eastern-German organization kulturbund, olaph krebe invited him 
to several leading universities in Germany to deliver a series of 
lectures (the Alexander humboldt university, east Berlin; the karl 
marx university, and the leipzig, halle and Dresden universities). 

At the end of the 80s, George started researching various 
methodologies of finding water, biolocation, and bioenergy. his 
interest in this field was stirred after meeting with the representatives 
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of American dowsers at a conference in 1989 in the usA. later, from 
the beginning of the 1990s, he became a member of the American 
society of Dowsers. in 1989, the institute of neotic sciences 
invited George khutsishvili to conduct research and awarded him 
a membership for one year (1990-1991). 

in 1988-1990 he went on to work as the head of the Department 
of social sciences at the ministry of education of Georgia. 

in 1992, the tbilisi state institute of foreign languages and 
Pedagogical sciences elected George khutsishvili as a full professor. 
he had earlier since 1981 held the position of associate professor 
and chair of Philosophy.

the state committee for human rights and ethnic relations, 
established in 1992, opened the centre for conflict Analysis, 
especially for Professor George khutsishvili. the centre was 
functioning during 1 year. 

on 8 January 1993, George khutsishvili won the competition 
of the us international research and exchanges Board (irex) and 
was invited as a research fellow to the centre for international 
security and Arms control, stanford university. while working in 
the united states, he received funding from David Packard, a great 
philanthropist and benefactor, and a co-founder of hewlett-Packard. 
the American press at that time spoke about George khutsishvili 
as a “fellowship Brings unique Georgian Perspective to stanford”. 
later, he was offered work as a consultant during the following 
year in the same centre, in the field of ethnic conflicts in the post-
soviet space. 

in the spring of 1993 George khutsishvili was awarded a nAto 
research fellowship (Democratic institutions individual fellowships 
Program) grant for carrying out study on “caucasus knot of conflicts 
in light of Growing Global insecurity”. 

in 1994 George khutsishvili became an Associate Professor of 
conflict and Peace studies at the Department of international 
law and international relations, at ivane Javakhishvili tbilisi state 
university, where he worked until 2006.  
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in 1995 -1997, he was appointed as a professor of sociology at the 
American university of hawaii, tbilisi campus. in 1995, khutsishvili, 
one of the founders of the Academy of Georgian Philosophic 
sciences, was elected as the vice-President of the Academy. he 
held this position until 1997, inclusive. 

in 1998, khutsishvili was invited to take a position as a professor 
of conflict studies, at the humanitarian-technical Department of 
the Georgian technical university, where he delivered lectures until 
2001. 

in 2001-2010, George khutsishvili had been invited to be a 
member of several state commissions at different ministries to 
work on caucasus oil/gas pipeline projects, public opinion and 
media, the development of a national security concept for Georgia, 
cooperation with civil society, conflict resolution, elections, and 
other issues.

in 2006-2011, he held the position of a full professor at the 
Georgian university. 

for many years, George khutsishvili had worked as a member 
of the commission for selecting academic positions, and on the 
scientific board for granting degrees in the social sciences at ivane 
Javakhishvili tbilisi state university. 

in 2008-2009 khutsishvili worked as the chief investigator of 
the multi-track Dialogue for the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict, in an 
international programme supported by the european commission. 
in 2001-2002, 2009, and 2011-2012, he had been invited by the 
usAiD to become a member of conflict assessment mission groups 
in Georgia. 

PeAce AND coNflicT sTuDies iN GeorGiA, fouNDATioN 
of iNTerNATioNAl ceNTre oN coNflicT AND 
negotiation (iccn)

Professor khutsishvili developed his interest in conflict resolution 
from the beginning of the 1990s. At that time, this field did not exist 
in Georgia, while in the west it was rather well developed. in that 
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period, George worked in the tbilisi Business school where he first 
introduced his course of studies in conflictology. 

in 1993-1994, while working in the united states, George applied 
for a grant to well-known the John D. and catherine t. macArthur 
foundation, on the recommendation of his colleagues where he 
obtained his first grant to establish an independent center for 
conflict and negotiation. According to the grant terms, his partner 
in this initiation was to be stanford university. 

 upon his return from the united states in 1994, George khutsishvili 
established the first independent high profile organization in 
Georgia, which gave birth to the Georgian educational and scientific 
programs on conflict and peace studies. George khutsishvili and 63 
other founding members launched their organization at a meeting 
held on 8 August, 1994, where they established “the international 
center on conflict and negotiation strategy”. through a general 
decision of the meeting members, George khutsishvili was granted 
status as the founder. this non-profit organization with international 
status was registered by the Department of registration of the 
ministry of Justice of republic of Georgia on 3 october, 1994, under 
the above title, pursuant to resolution #20/3. 

Due to corresponding changes in the legislation of Georgia, the 
center for conflictology (as it is still publicly referred to), had to 
register a new several times. on 30 December 1998, the name 
of the centre was changed and reregistered as the international 
center on conflict and negotiation (iccn) (www.iccn.ge). Professor 
George khutsishvili headed the center until the end of his life. the 
centre continues its successful activities today and is a powerful, 
field-oriented nGo in Georgia, as well as in the caucasian region.  

PeAce AcTiviTies 

starting in 1995, he edited and issued trilingual magazines and 
bulletins which provided relevant expert and educational materials 
on conflict and peace issues for conflict affected populations. with 
this, khutsishvili made a valuable contribution to strengthening civil 

http://www.ICCN.ge
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society (“conflicts and negotiations” (1995-2001); “Alternative” 
(1996-1998); “monada” (1997-1998); “Alternative to conflict” 
(1998-2003); “Peace times” (2001-2013)). 

since 1995, the foundation has been laid for Georgian-Abkhaz 
and Georgian-ossetian dialogues, on the initiative of George 
khutsishvili, in the format of public diplomacy. After the conflicts, 
some contacts existed between post-conflict divided societies, 
however, the international centre on conflict and negotiation 
headed by George khutsishvili was a pioneer to start dialogue 
process. he addressed the Abkhaz people at the conference (1995) 
in moscow, proposing to start the first dialogue, where he met 
manana Gurgulia and roman Dbar. kumar rupesinkhe, who was 
then a representative of international Alert, (iA) london, took an 
interest in khutsishvili’s idea, and later the first Georgian-Abkhazian 
dialogue project was implemented with Rupesinkhe’s support. this 
project lasted for many years. the first Georgian-Abkhazian dialogue 
took place in July 1996. 

the process of a Georgian-ossetian dialogue started in 1995. 
the famous scientist roger fisher contacted professor khutsishvili 
and offered his cooperation in the Georgian-ossetian and Georgian-
Abkhazian format (conflict management Group (cmG), usA). this is 
how the Georgian-ossetian dialogue started with the support and 
financial aid of the norwegian refugee council (nrc). from the very 
start, this organization ensured their support to khutsishvili’s centre 
in educational programs for internally Displaced Persons (iDPs). the 
first Georgian-ossetian meeting took place in January 1996, in oslo, 
upon the request of the nrc. 

in 1996, George khutsishvili held a joint seminar on “Developing a 
regional security concept for the caucasus” with nAto. this seminar 
attracted the attention of the west with the following message of his 
organization: “we need to develop the concept of regional security 
first, rather than the concepts of national security”. the working 
topic of this seminar was based on George khutsishvili’s idea, which 
he had proposed to nAto. in that period, nAto was developing the 
concept of national security in almost all post–soviet countries, in 
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order to help the nations. khutsishvili’s idea, which insisted that 
national security concepts could not be developed without regional 
security concepts, was considered, discussed and summarized at 
the seminar. the results were published in the following book in the 
Georgian and english languages: “Developing a regional security 
concept for the caucasus”, international conference materials, 4-6 
october, 1996, tbilisi, Georgia. editor, George khutsishvili, 1997. 
later, nAto introduced the above approach to many other countries. 

in 2003, together with other prominent figures, he convened 
a special meeting and founded the “Public movement against 
religious extremism” to counteract the violent actions of religious 
extremism that had been gaining momentum in that period. for 
years, he had been supporting the establishment of the rule of law, 
non-violence, and tolerance in society.

in 2003-2013, George khutsishvili was a member of the 
international steering Group of the Global Partnership for the 
Prevention of Armed conflict (GPPAc). within the format of this 
network, he participated in the work of groups studying different 
conflicts all over the world. As well as that, he was a member of 
special missions for international conflict studies, prevention and 
resolution. the organization founded by George khutsishvili continues 
its membership in the GPPAc network, and is its representative in 
the Caucasus. 

in 2006, civil society united against structural violence with 
khutsishvili’s active support and through the invitation of the regular 
congress of non-governmental organizations the development of 
a unified nGo Platform has started. the first nGo congress was 
held in 2006 in Georgia, followed by the second and third nGo 
congresses, in 2007 and 2008 respectively, in which Georgian nGos 
participated extensively. 

After the russian-Georgian war in August 2008, the post-war 
rounds of Georgian-russian meetings and negotiations started on 
the initiative of professor George khutsishvili, which later was called 
the istanbul Process, being named so due to it being the first post-
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war meeting ever, which was held in istanbul in november 2008. 
this very first meeting laid the foundation for expert dialogue, which 
is still going on within the same format. By means of this dialogue, 
experts have studied the fundamental reasons of the conflict 
and the ways towards its resolution, jointly. the materials of this 
Georgian-russian dialogue, and the ways discussed of overcoming 
the crises, have already been published in a book. 

G. khutsishvili was one of the initiators and a founder of the 
Public constitutional commission (Pcc, www.konstitucia.ge), which 
was created in response to the existing political crisis in the country. 
this Pcc united well-known constitutionalists and public figures of 
the country in 2009-2011. the Pcc developed a completely renewed, 
more acceptable edition of the constitution for the country, which 
was free from political and party interests. this version of the new 
edition of the constitution of Georgia, which was developed by the 
authorship of 17 commission members, was published on 9 April, 
2010 in a book form (an expanded concept of the new edition of 
the constitution of Georgia, tbilisi, 9 April, 2010).

fAmily

father, shota khutsishvili (1924-2012) was a renowned engineer 
and inventor in the field of aviation. George’s grandfather – nikoloz 
khutsishvili was an adept of the first Georgian aeronaut Besarion 
keburia, serving first as his engine driver and engineer, and later 
already as an independent pilot. shota khutsishvili had about 200 
patented inventions in the filed of aviation and energy resources. 
George’s mother – sophia khutsishvili (nee taralashvili) (1924-
2012) sang (mezzo-soprano) in the Georgian state choir (capella). 
After George’s birth, she left her job and devoted all her life to the 
upbringing of her only son. 

George khutsishvili married nina tsikhistavi on 8th of April 1995. 
on 27th of may 1996 their daughter – victoria-sophia khutsishvili 
was born. 
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PAssiNG AwAy

on 4 october 2013, at 10 o’clock in the morning, Professor 
George khutsishvili arrived at the ivane Javakhishvili tbilisi state 
university (Building #4) to attend the session of the commission 
for the selection of academic positions. A few minutes after the 
beginning of the meeting, he felt unwell and unexpectedly passed 
away at the age of 64. information was immediately spread in the 
media. his family and organization received condolences during 
months from all the conflict zones of Georgia and caucasus, as 
well as many countries of the world. 

ABouT GeorGe KhuTsishvili: 

1996-1997 – who’s who in Georgia, first edition; publishing 
house Diogenes, 1997.

1996 – on 9th of november 1996, the President of Georgia, 
eduard shevardnadze nominated Professor George khutsishvili as 
his first candidate for the position of Public Defender in the newly 
established institute of Public Defender, which was preceded by 
many years of lobbying and recommendations on the part of the 
diplomatic corps, to the President of Georgia, to support an eligible 
candidate. During a preliminary meeting of the candidate with a 
fraction of the then parliamentary majority – “citizens’ union”, 
professor George khutsishvili refused to fulfil the party tasks, in case 
he would be elected as the Public Defender, all the while maintaining 
that the Public Defender’s institute would be independent. this 
statement turned out to be decisive and George khutsishvili did 
not receive enough votes in these elections. 

1998-1999 – who’s who in Georgia, the second edition, Georgian 
Biographical Dictionary; Georgian Biographical centre, 1999;

2001-2002 – who’s who in Georgia, the third edition, Georgian 
Biographical Dictionary; Bakur sulakauri publishing house – Georgian 
Biographical centre, 2002.
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2007 – civil society of Georgia nominated George khutsishvili 
as a candidate for the membership of the steering Board of the 
Georgian Public Broadcasting. the Public Defender, sozar subari also 
recommended his candidature. the Parliament of Georgia elected 
him a member of the supervisory board. 

2008 – Diaries of the “radio tavisupleba”, radio “liberty”, 2009.

hoNorAry TiTles, AwArDs, Prizes, rewArDs: 

in 1990 he was awarded an honorary citizen of Atlanta (the state 
of Georgia, in the usA);

1993 – he won the competition in an irex program; 
1993 – he became the first scholarship holder of nAto in Georgia;
1994 – continues his activities in stanford university (usA); an 

additional year for his tuition was funded by the great benefactor 
David Packard; 

1995 – was awarded the certificate of Appreciation for developing 
Georgian cultureGram by the D. kennedy centre for international 
studies and the centre for cultureGram (iowa, usA); 

2006 – was awarded the title of honorary citizen of los Angeles 
(california, usA); 

2008 – was awarded a certificate of appreciation for the aid he 
rendered to the families below the poverty line by “the future 
way”;

2008 – for his contributions to supporting interethnic tolerance 
in Georgia the organization “multinational Georgia” presented him 
with a painting by a child winner of the competition;

2009 – Georgian Public Defender’s office awarded George 
khutsishvili and his organization – international center on conflict 
and negotiation, the tolerance Advocate certificate; 

2010 – was granted the title of a peace envoy from the world 
Peace federation;
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15 november 2013, George khutsishvili was posthumously 
granted the Public Defender’s award along with the title of the 
most tolerant Person of the year. 

AcADemic /eDucATioNAl AcTiviTies:

1974-1986 – classical philosophy, ivane Javakhishvili tbilisi state 
university (tsu); 

1983-1986 – symbolic logic, tbilisi institute of foreign languages 
(tifl); 1980–1993 – classical philosophy in english and russian 
languages, tbilisi institute of foreign languages (tifl); 

1987-1991 – foundations of conflict resolution, tbilisi Business 
school (currently called the free university); 

1988-1991 – Business english; tbilisi Business school/ esm 
(currently called the free university);  
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As a Professor and prominent Georgian conflict researcher, George 
Khutsishvili (1948-2013) was one of the founders of the study of 
conflict in Georgia and the Caucasian region. Originally contributing 
significantly to the problem of infinity in the field of mathematics 
and philosophy, from the 1990s onwards he dedicated his life to 
establishing the academic field of peace and conflict studies in Georgia. 
He was Philosophy Doctor from Ukraine Academy of Sciences (1991) 
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Institute of Foreign Languages (1979-1993), Visiting Research Fellow 
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role in mobilizing the civil society against the religious and ethnic 
intolerance in Georgia in 2002 onwards. Since 2003 was the Caucasus 
Regional Coordinator of the Global Partnership for the Prevention of 
Armed Conflict (GPPAC). Professor Khutsishvili was one of the initiators 
and a founder of the Public Constitutional Commission (PCC) (2009). 
Has visited and explored many conflict and tension zones of the world; 
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involved in mediation in many different conflict zones throughout the 
world. Was an acknowledged political analyst and conflict mediator. 
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