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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.
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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

1 9 9 4
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director, Center for Conflict Resolution, 

Tbilisi, Georgia, and Visiting Scholar at the Center for International 

Security and Arms Control, Stanford University. A Conference Report, 

November 11‑17, 1993, The Berkeley-Stanford Program in Soviet and Post-

Soviet Studies University of California at Berkeley and The Center for 

International Security and Arms Control Center for Russian and East 

European Studies, Stanford University, 1994.
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GEORGE KHUTSISHVILI

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.
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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
The Galvez House Monitor, Newsletter of the Center for International 

Security and Arms Control, Stanford University, Winter, 1994.
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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 Zhirinovsky 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 explaining 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 Georgian 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 Shevardnadze, former Soviet Foreign Minister 

1	R emarkably, while cutting energy and fuel supplies to Belarus’, Ukraine and other 
debtor republics, the Russian government has repeatedly 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 confederate 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 melodramatic 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 reestablish 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	T he 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 Armenians, 14 percent Russians, and 8 percent others (Vol. ed. Keith Armes).
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the Zviadists (followers of Gamsakhurdia) played a decisive role in 
bringing about this process.

The Russians have concentrated on backing the procommunist 
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 Russia, 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 
insisted 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	S ee Misha Glenny, “The Bear in the Caucasus: From Georgian Chaos, Russian Order”, 
Harper’s Magazine, March 1994. 

2	R ussian support for the Abkhaz secessionists is well illustrated in Sergei Mostovshchi-
kov’s article “State of Wax”, Izvestia, July 27-28, 1993. 



13

Intervention in Transcaucasus

1994

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 rearmament 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 insurgency 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) ethnopolitical conflict 
over the ethnically Armenian Nagorno-Karabakh 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	F ewer 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	I n 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. Elchibey 
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 instability 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	L iah 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 international 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	T ime 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 collapsing 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 structurally 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 reinforced 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 
movements, 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 communities, 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 consciousness. In the beginning of the 1960s, Nikita 
Khruschev’s ideologists first launched the idea of “the Soviet people” 
as a historically new supranational 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 Republics. Russians had categorically denied the existence 
of Russian nationalism (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	S ince 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	S triking 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 extraordinary 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 
applying 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 imperialist 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	I t 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 “unbreakable 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 nationalistic post-Soviet 
societies really are but how demoralized and disintegrated 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 Ukrainian) 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	R emarkably, the old Ukrainian nickname for Russians was gradually 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 Christianity 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, Georgians 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 
impressive 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 collective subject of conscious thought and responsible 
action). In the case of an individual, the known split-personality 
phenomenon is described as basically pertaining to schizophrenia, 
although particular cases may be contested 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 



25

Democracy or National-Sozialismus?

1994

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 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 statehood (derzhava) under the 
“elder brother’s” guidance. From this viewpoint, not only Slavic 
and Orthodox Ukrainians or Byelorussians but also much more 
remote Abkhazs and Yakuts were viewed as “potential Russians”, 
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 liberation. 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 
manipulating 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 decisions, 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 deauthorization 
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 visualized). It is true that there have not 
been large-scale outbursts of interethnic violence on the territory 
of the post-Soviet Russian Federation, with the exception of Ingush-
Osset conflict in the northern Caucasus region bordering Georgia. 
However, Russia has been surrounded 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 
differentiation in Russian society is bound to reach a critical point 
when the tremendous 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	I t 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 statements 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 development 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 senseless 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 Communists 
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 success 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 breeding ethnic radicalism (appreciating Zhirinovsky’s anti-
Semitism in a weird kind of ethnopolitically relativist way, Russian 
chauvinists remarkably prefer to overlook the fact that he is at least 
half Jewish himself). “Seeking easy solutions out of frustration” (the 
Yeltsin-Clinton interpretation 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 following the October 1993 coup attempt was 
misinterpreted and mistaken for popular support. To a great (but 
not infinite) extent, Russians are submissive to authorized violence, 
even if they dislike it. Socioculturally, Russians, 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-fostering 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 “persons 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 
popularity 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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(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
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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	W hy 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 
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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	T he 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.
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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 socioeconomic 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	I n 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	S ome 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	T hese 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	F or 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	I nterviews 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	F or an extended discussion of Russian attitudes towards peacekeeping in the former 
Soviet space, see MacFarlane, 1994; and MacFarlane and Schnabel, 1994.

2	N otably, 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	T his 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	L ow level violence (primarily hostage-taking) in these areas has occurred for several 
years.

2	T he 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	I n 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	T hey 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	F or ethnographic information on these groups, see Wixman, 1988.
2	I n 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	T his 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	I n 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	S ee 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	I t 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	T he 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	I n 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	T aking 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	W ages in the union as a whole in 1978 averaged 199% of those in 1960, in Russia 
202%, and in Georgia 179%.

3	T he 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	O n 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	S ee, 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	T his 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	F or 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	I nterviews 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	I n 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	S ee 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 counterproductive 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.



89

Shevardnadze set to rule over 
the divided

EASTERN EXPRESS GEORGIA

It is nearly a thousand years since Georgia’s legendary 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 November 
5 election, faces a similar task.

Shevardnadze’s government, in which as chairman of the ruling 
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 republic’s territory.

By far the most serious problem born in Georgia’s four years 
of independence is in the Black Sea province of Abkhazia 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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Interview with George Khutsishvili

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 history, he needs to get back Abkhazia, which he 
is widely blamed for losing.

The setback was the biggest for the white-haired leaner in his 
10-year political career. 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 Ministers building still stands in the centre 
of the once care-free resort town, testament to his forces’ futile 
last stand. Shevardnadze 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 nationalist 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 former security chief, Igor Giorgadze, 

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

Georgian officials say Giorgadze, 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 Russians 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,’’ 
Khutsishvili 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 lately 
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, Shevardnadze 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.



92

INGROUP PSYCHOLOGY OF POST-
TOTALITARIAN COMMUNITIES: THE CASE OF 

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	T he 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 military 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 
breakaway 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 
elections in June 1996 promise to bring massive support for seces-
sionist movements in the post-Soviet states should the communists 
win. While the first signs have appeared that Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia might move towards accepting Georgian jurisdiction, the 
existing tension in the southern Georgian regions of Ninotsminda 
(bordering Armenia) and Akhalkalaki (bordering Turkey) might be 
manipulated into a full-scale conflict.
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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 independent 
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 realities. 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 remarkable 
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 situation 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 parliament 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 deportation 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 relationships 
with Ukraine. The prospect of losing control over large portions of 
the Black Sea coast and its ports — traditional lifelines 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 criminalized 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 overarching (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 dismember 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 
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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 dignity.

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) 
degenerating 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 rebelling Chechens from their fellow North 
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Caucasians who have recently, 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 remained 
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 remains 
involved in its 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 con-
cern 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 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 
confrontation 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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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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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 varied in all three states. Georgia’s first post-Communist 
leadership was ethnonationalist. It tried to promote an idea of “the 
Caucasian Home” for the indigenous 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 Shevardnadze, has several times 
promoted the idea of a peaceful Caucasus on a rational basis of 
similarity between or coincidence of interests 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 independent 
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 become an effective instrument for building peace and co-op-
eration in the post-Communist world. Georgia, owing to its geopo-
litical location, can play a constructive role in confidence building, 
peacemaking, 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, during his meeting with Mr. Solana, said “The integration 
process currently 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 region. 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 
mediated 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 



120

George Khutsishvili

history repeatedly shows that internal political conflict is something 
that cannot generally be solved internally, and requires internation-
al involvement. This requires networking and consultation at the 
international level.

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

implementation of a regional security concept and defence 
partnership – cooperation 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 
geostrategic 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 organised by 
the Program for Global Security at Brown University, Providence, Rl, 
USA, and the International Center on Conflict and Negotiation, to be 
held during the Workshop. ICCN is among the co-ordinators of the 
Brown University’s project under the same title. That seminar, four 
different scenarios of the post-Soviet development were offered 
to the participants for consideration. 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 national 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 important 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 principles 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 representatives 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 believe the measure of your greatness in the future will 
be whether Russia, 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 Northern 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 
nation 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 instance 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 
regional security co-operation which should bring us closer to the 
ideal of peace, understanding, and confidence building between 
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the Caucasian 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 
exactly 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 publication’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 
Workshop would not have taken place. These are, first of all, the 
NATO Bureau 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. Special 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 

1 9 9 7
By George Khutsishvili, Ph.D., Director of the International Center on 

Conflict and Negotiation, Unpublished Manuscript, Tbilisi, Georgia, 1997.



126

George Khutsishvili

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. 



132

George Khutsishvili

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	T he 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	N o 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 



136

George Khutsishvili

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. 



141

THE ROOTS OF POST-SOVIET CONFLICT: A DIE-HARD LEGACY 

1997

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 



142

George Khutsishvili

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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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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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-



168

George Khutsishvili

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 understand 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 security, 
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 supervisor. 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, reaching 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 supported 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 unrealistic. 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 persecuted 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 communication 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 formidable image of Russia 
and its army and raised concerns about the safety of investments 
in the Caucasian part of Russia, thus helping Georgia promote an 
alternative route for Caspian oil.

Success was the result of the Western effort to prevent a Rus-
sian-dominated reintegration 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 rampaging 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 president’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 territorial 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 negotiation 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 catastrophic 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 withdrawal 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 improving 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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Introduction

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-



179

The OSCE and Conflict in Georgia

1997

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:

•	T o 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;

•	T o monitor, with their consent, the Joint Peacekeeping Force 
which was established in Tskhinvali according to the Sochi 
Agreement of 24 June 1992;

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

•	T o 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:

•	T o 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;

•	T o 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;

•	T o 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;

•	T o play an active role in the work of the Joint Control Com-
mission in working out specific proposals for resolving the 
conflict; and

•	T o 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:

•	T o encourage respect for human rights and basic freedoms;
•	T o 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

•	T o 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	I bid., 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.
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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 



193

“persons of Caucasian nationality” 

1998

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. 



194

George Khutsishvili

“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) “интелли
генция 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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A Country Between Assaults

“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-controlled 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, alleging 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 troublemakers 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 
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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 peacekeepers 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 territorial integrity of Georgia.

After the August 1995 incident, the presidential guard service 
was strengthened, and Georgian state security expressed 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 concerned Westerners that Georgia 
was irreversibly transcending 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 unsuccessful. The president’s ar-
mored Mercedes-Benz was attacked 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 grenade 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. However, 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 remarked 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 immediately looked 
for a Russian trace. Russia was not pleased with the improved pros-
pects of the Caucasus region. An economic 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, 
Moldova) 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	Y et, as the notorious terrorist Salman Raduev’s claim of responsibility 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	T he 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	R adio 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 reminiscent of old Italian movies: Esebua gave 
interviews to the media while curious villagers replaced each other 
at a permanent 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 between 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 Zviadists as powerless. In the post-civil war years 
the Shevardnadze administration had been consolidating power, 
achieving wide recognition domestically and abroad. The Zviadists 
inside the country seemed scarce, divided and discouraged. In the 

1	S egodnya, 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 Zviadists’ backers remains a mystery.

Whatever the investigation may reveal about the structure 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 underestimated 
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 development, 
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 sophisticated 
groups that are better disguised than Ioseliani’s “Mkhedrioni”, yet 
no less dangerous. The most visible corruption 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 restrained by international 
standards of human rights.

Fortunately there are signs that Shevardnadze’s government is 
trying to address some of these difficulties. The president had re-
peatedly called for dialogue with his opponents and, even in the 
midst of the Zugdidi hostage-taking incident, indicated his willing-
ness to negotiate. Shevardnadze 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 
supporters.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 freedoms than in most 
other post-Soviet countries. While Shevardnadze 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	F rankfurter 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 neighboring states would offer support to the 
more compliant groups. An externally supported coup might turn 
out to be an appalling 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	T he 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
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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:
•	S trengthening of the state sovereignty and restoration of the 

territorial integrity;
•	F urthering of the constitutional process;
•	S ettlement of the regional conflicts;
•	R eform of the system of state government;
•	 Development of a democratic political system and consolida-

tion of the Parliament of Georgia;
•	R eform 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;
•	M ilitary construction;
•	E nvironmental and national resource protection.
(2)	Building of Civil Society:
•	H uman rights protection;
•	C onsolidation of the national unity;
•	 Building of civil society institutions.
(3)	Social and Cultural Development:
•	C reation and development of the social security system;
•	C ontrol 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;
•	C reation of a favorable macro-economic environment;
•	I ntegration into the world economic system;
•	L iberalization of the external economic relationships;
•	 Attraction of foreign investments;
•	 Active participation in international and regional economic 

organizations (e.g. BSEC, CIS, etc.);
•	C arrying out a structural reform of the economy;
•	R eorganization 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:

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

•	S ettlement of the regional conflicts and the national security;
•	E conomic security;
•	F oreign policy and the national security;
•	M ilitary aspects and the national security;
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•	S ocial security in view of national security;
•	E cological security;
•	S ecurity in the energy sphere;
•	I nformational security;
•	C ontrol over migration processes and national security;
•	L aw 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.
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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 



217

Georgia’s Security Problems in Post‑Soviet Transition

1998

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.	U nregulated disintegration (3);
2.	C ooperative independence (4);
3.	I ntegration under Russian dominance (1);
4.	C ooperative integration (2).
Desirability of Scenarios, as seen in Georgia:
1.	C ooperative independence (4);
2.	U nregulated disintegration (3);
3.	C ooperative integration (2);
4.	I ntegration 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:

•	T o 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;

•	T o monitor, with their consent, the joint peacekeeping force 
which was established in Tskhinvali according to the Sochi 
agreement of 24 June 1992;

•	T o foster cooperation between the parties;
•	T o encourage respect for human rights;
•	T o assist the creation of democratic institutions in the country; 

and
•	T o 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:
•	T o 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;

•	T o 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;

•	T o 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;

•	T o play an active role in the work of the Joint Control Com-
mission in working out specific proposals for resolving the 
conflict; and

•	T o 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:

•	T o encourage respect for human rights and basic freedoms;
•	T o 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

•	T o 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 
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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-
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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. 
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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.



237

ON REFUSING TO UNDERSTAND

1998

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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Understanding Separatism, or the 
Paradox of Part and Whole Revisited

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.
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“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 collapse 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 ethnopolitical 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 expectations) 
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 September 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 



253

ACTUAL SITUATION OF GEORGIA IN 1998

1999

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 southwestern 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 procrastinates 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 administrative-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 
connections 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. Although 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 relevant legislature in Parliament.

Cooperating with the CIS structures, Georgia has at the same 
time steadily moved towards incorporation in European structures 
and programs. 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 stabilization 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 institutions of the newly 
established Georgian State have been also cooperative, although 
it meant taking painful 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’ independence, and will use every resort, 
including instigating/escalating/manipulating ethnic conflicts 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 Independent 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 
protection 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 
leadership 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 
Shevardnadze 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 President 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, 
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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). 
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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.



270

George Khutsishvili

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-
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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:

•	T he impaired territorial integrity of the country, unsolved eth-
no-territorial conflicts;

•	L arge numbers of forced migrants, and a “frozen” negotiation 
process;

•	S low pace of democratic reform, of peace mentality and lib-
eral value shaping in Georgia;

•	S ystemic corruption, mismanagement, low political culture 
and incompetence in many spheres, including migration is-
sues;

•	L ack of recognition and understanding of civic sector both 
from the general public and the authorities;

•	I nsufficient 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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Meskhetian Repatriation Problem and 
Threat Perception in Georgian Society

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 
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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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The Kosovo conflict: The Balkans and 
the Southern Caucasus

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.
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Whereas Orthodox states close to Yugoslavia were less enthu-
siastic about NATO’s reaction, those close to the Kosovo Albanians 
were supportive. 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 international (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 examined 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, symbolized 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 involvement in the Balkans (most often on their terms) is not 
desirable. The following discussion briefly summarizes some main 
reactions and responses 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 
antigovernment 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 repercussions 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 Albanian communities not only from 
Kosovo but also from Macedonia. Tirana is sensitive to these fears, 
particularly as it pursues its campaign for Albanian 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. 
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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 



287

The Kosovo conflict: The Balkans and the Southern Caucasus

2000

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 Independent 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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ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS CONFLICT, INTERNAL 
DISPLACEMENT, AND HUMAN RIGHTS

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	H aroutyunian, 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	T his 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 



304

George Khutsishvili

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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