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eorgian nationalism is one of the main factors defining the formation of the political expanse
G in Georgia. Studies on national relations and the history of the autonomous formations in

Abkhazia and South Ossetia have acquired particular relevance in the development of Geor-
gian nationalism. Contemporary Georgian nationalists negatively assessthefact that Georgiawas part
of the Soviet Union: “Georgiawas a country enslaved by Russiaand Georgians lived in the Russian
state, themselves becoming victims of the crimes of that state.”* Contemporary nationalist-minded
historiansin Georgia believe that at the beginning of the 1920s, the country was forcibly annexed to
the Soviet Union, and Moscow’ s policy in Georgiadid not meet the interests of the Georgian people.
For example, Levon Toidze shows that “ after the forced Sovietization of Georgia (February-March
1921), two equal (sic!) Soviet socialist republics of Georgiaand Abkhaziawere formed initsterrito-
ry. Thispolitical and legal nonsense wasthe result of the negligent attitude toward Georgia’ snational
interests.”?

Levon Toidze bases his analysis of Soviet national policy in Georgia on the firm belief that the
Soviet model of resolving and settling national problems dramatically differed from the strategy by
which theleaders of the Georgian Democratic Republic (which was eliminated after annexation to the
Soviet Union) were guided. So he emphasizesthat “theidea of independence was supported and high-
ly popular among the non-Russian nationalities, including the Caucasian. Georgiabrought thisideato

1 “ Abkhazskiy narod stoit pered vazhneishim vyborom: Rossiaili Zapad,” available at [http://lazare.ru/post/11697/].
2 L. Toidze, “K voprosu o politicheskom statuse Abkhazii (stranitsy istorii 1921-1931),” available at [http://www.
georgianweb.com/history/rus/abkhazia.html].

126



CENTRAL ASIA AND THE CAUCASUS Volume 11 Issue 3 2010

fruitionin May 1918 by restoring its independence. Restoration of national statehood and the forma-
tion of the Georgian Democratic Republic were extremely important and joyous eventsin the history
of the nation. Prominent officials of Abkhaziaalso genuinely shared the joy of the Georgian people at
that time. We know that the Act of Independence of 26 May, 1918 was also signed by upstanding
Abkhazians VVarlam Shervashidze and Arzakan Emukhvari.”?

Levon Toidze believes that whereas as part of Georgia the Abkhazians and Ossetians had the
opportunity to develop and preserve their national cultures, languages, and traditions, Sovietization
of these regionsinevitably turned into Russification. In thisrespect, he stresses: “Asfor the question
of Abkhazia joining the R.S.F.S.R., it can be evaluated as the logical result of the seditious policy
conducted by certain political, clerical, and other forces, first of czarist and then of Soviet Russia, to
alienate Abkhaziafrom Georgia, eliminatethe Georgian language and Georgian culturefrom Abkhazia,
and introduce the Russian language and Russian culture into the Abkhazian milieu (which was
achieved).”*

Thisshowsacertain politicization of historical knowledgein present-day Georgia. History is
used as atool not only for political mobilization, but also in disputes with neighboring states with
which Georgia has territorial conflicts. It is also worth noting that the arguments of Georgian his-
torians in this context are politicized. Georgian nationalist authors are guided by political values
and the ideas of the greater Georgian political and civilian nation, and not by ethnic myths, which
islargely characteristic of their ideological opponents, the nationalist historians of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia.

Synthetic Versions of
| dentity

National trends are largely manifested in attempts to write Georgia' s “great” and “ synthetic”
history, that is, in generalized studies of Georgian history called upon to stimulate the devel opment
of those trends in Georgian identity that perceive Georgia as one of the greatest nationsin Europe
and Georgian history as part of the European historical process. Such narratives were developed in
Nodar Lomouri’s omnibus study called Istoria Gruzii (The History of Georgia), aswell asin spe-
cialized educational literature designed to relay and reproduce the systematized discourse on iden-
tity formatted in keeping with political dynamics.®> According to Nodar Lomouri, the uniqueness of
Georgian history can be explained to a certain extent by the fact that the region “is located at the
intersection between two continents, Europe and Asia, and this has had an impact on the civiliza-
tion created by the Georgian people, which has experienced the influence of both the Western and
the Eastern cultures.”® Georgian historians M. Vachnadze, V. Guruli, and M. Bakhtadze continue
to develop ideasthat are traditional for national historiography intheir “great” synthetic version of
Georgian history, putting, however, the accentsin different places. Georgian researchers accept and
cultivate the narrative that the Georgians are one of the oldest nations (“the Georgian people have

% Ibidem.

4 Ibidem (see also: A. Menteshashvili, “Istoricheskie predposylki sovremennogo separatisma v Gruzii,” available at
[http://www.georgianweb.com/history/rus/avtandil/index.html]; idem, “ Some National and Ethnic Problems in Georgia,”
available at [http://www.georgianweb.com/history/avtandil/politics.html]).

5 For more on history textbooks in the context of the development of nationalism in Georgia, see: L. Gigineishvili,
“Post-reform History Textbooks in Georgia: Changing Patterns and the Issue of Minorities in Georgian History,” in: His-
tory Teaching in Georgia: Representation of Minorities in Georgian History Textbooks, Geneva, 2007, pp. 7-22.

5 N. Lomouri, “Istoriia Gruzii,” available at [http://www.georgianweb.com/history/rug/history.html].
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gone through a very long period of their development and are one of the oldest nations existing at
the present timethat has spread since antiquity over the expansiveterritory of the Caucasus’),” while
theterritory on which the ancestors of the Georgians settled in the past covered almost the whol e of
Europe, believing that “5,000-6,000 years ago, most of West Asia, North Africa, and South Europe
(the Pyrenean, Apennine, and Balkan peninsul as) were settled by related nations. Then Indo-Euro-
peans arrived, who were subjected to the influence of these oldest nations: the Basquesin the Pyr-
enees, the Etruscansin the Apennines, the Pelasgiansin the Balkans, and the Hittites® and Subari in
West Asia. The Subari occupied the territory from Mesopotamia to Caucasioni. The Hittites and
Subari were the ancestors of the Georgians.”®

On the whole, Nodar Lomouri developsthe “great” European narrative, believing that the his-
tory of Georgiahas more in common with the European, rather than the Eastern, historical processes.
The European identity in Georgia is associated with Christian trends within the framework of the
contemporary Georgian nationalist discourse. So Georgiansin the political context of Georgian na-
tionalism figure as a Christian nation: “ The Georgian Apostolic Church has made an enormous con-
tribution to the history of our people. So, over the centuries, Orthodoxy and Georgia have become
identical concepts. Christianity haspenetrated all the spheresof our life.”*° Particular attention isfocused
ontheantiquity of the Georgian Church and the significant contribution the Georgians madeto Chris-
tian theology: “...thereisacountry in the Caucasus between the Black and the Caspian seas that has
an ancient history and culture—Georgia. At the same time, Georgia is one of the oldest Christian
countries in the world. The Georgian people became acquainted with the teachings of Christ in the
first century when, by casting lots to show the apostles where they were to preach the Christian Gos-
pel, Georgiafell to the Most Holy Mother of God. So Georgiais considered the chosen country of the
Most Holy Theotokos, who is the country’s patroness.” 1*

Secular Europeanismischaracteristic of most members of the Georgian intellectual community.
Director of the South Caucasian Center of Middle Eastern Studies E. Kikvadze emphasizesthat “ sev-
eral Armenian experts, for example, regard Armeniaas part of the Middle Eastern culture and sphere
of reference. In Azerbaijan and Georgia, this type of identification is practically non-existent.”? In
contrast to the Armenian intellectuals, Georgian authors are cultivating a narrative about the Europe-
an identity of the Georgian nation.

Nodar Lomouri statesthat “inthe 330s, Christianity wasregistered asthe statereligion of Kartli
and, at around the same time, of Western Georgia, that is, Egrisi. This fact was of immense cultural
and ideological significance and ultimately predetermined Georgia's place and role in the Middle
Eastern region. Thevictory of Christianity meant that the rulers of Kartli were very definitely orient-
ed toward the West, particularly toward apolitical alliancewith Rome. Thisorientation wasthe deter-
mining onefor Georgiathroughout its history, but it could not become areality at that time.”** Nodar
Lomouri believes that throughout history Georgia has never broken its contacts with the West. For
example, in hisopinion, in the 13th century, “ Georgia enjoyed universal renown and authority in the
West.”** The main indication of Georgia s Western, occidental, and European character, according to

M. Vachnadze, V. Guruli, M. Bakhtadze, “Istoria Gruzii s drevneishikh vremen do nashikh dnei,” available at [http:/
www.krotov.info/lib_sec/04_g/ruz/ia_kr2.htm].

8 As of the present, it has been proven that the Hittites were Indo-Europeans, while the ethnic and linguistic affilia-
tion of their predecessors, the Hattites, arouses dispute.

9 M. Vachnadze, V. Guruli, M. Bakhtadze, op. cit.

10 “Kratkaia istoriia gruzinskoi tserkvi,” available at [http://lazare.ru/post/6344/].

1 “Kratkaia istoria Gruzinskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi,” available at [http://lazare.ru/post/6261/].

2 E. Kikvadze, “luzhnyy Kavkaz—subregion Bolshogo Blizhnego Vostoka,” in: Psevdokonflikty i kvazimi-
rotvorchestvo na Kavkaze, ed. by A. Rusetsky, O. Dorokhina, Thilisi, 2009, p. 75.

13 [ http://www.georgianweb.com/history/rus/history.html].

4 | bidem.
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Mr. Lomouri, isChristianity, which also madeit possibleto preserve Georgia s European identity during
the coercive Orientalization practiced during the supremacy of the Muslims.

Georgians as a Political Nation:
The State Dominant of
Georgian Nationalism

Within the framework of the “great” historical narrative in present-day Georgia, particular atten-
tionisfocused on the statetraditions of the Georgians and on continuity in the development of Georgian
statehood. When commenting on the declaration of Georgian independence on 26 May, 1918, Nodar
Lomouri emphasizes that “ Georgia became a full-fledged independent democratic republic. Georgian
statehood, lost 117 years ago, was restored.” > Present-day Georgian intellectuals perceive the brief
existence of the democratic republic asaNational Resurrection: “ Significant shiftsare occurring inthe
country’s cultural life: the consegquences of czarism’s Russification policy are being eradicated, and
national elements and trends are being intensified in national education, science, literature, and art.
Important measures are being carried out to expand, organizationally strengthen, and qualitatively re-
structure national education in the republic: by 1920 the number of schools and students had more than
doubled, and new programs, textbooks, and teaching aids were written in Georgian.”® Against this
background, the actions of Soviet Russia, according to Georgian authors, should be evaluated as* occu-
pation:” “as aresult of Soviet Russia s intervention in February-March 1921, the government of the
Democratic Republic of Georgiawas overthrown and a Russian occupation regime was established.””
Nodar Lomouri emphasizesthat “the government of the Russian Soviet Federative Republic unilaterally
violated the agreement of 7 May, 1920 and carried out occupation of the Democratic Republic of Geor-
gia. Georgialost its national sovereignty and was conquered by Russiafor the second time.” 28

Emphasizing the negative impact that becoming part of the Soviet Union had on Georgia, Geor-
gian authors believe that Moscow was intentionally conducting a policy aimed at aggravating rela-
tions among the different nationalities living in Georgian territory: “ Soviet Russia was not satisfied
with conquering Georgiaand creating an occupation government under its control. Now Moscow was
resorting to its perfidious plan to divide Georgiainto autonomous units. The Abkhazian and Ossetian
separatists were not long in taking advantage of Russia’s anti-Georgian policy.”°

The active use of Russian narratives by present-day Georgian historiansis causing them to cast
Georgia as avictim of the policy of Soviet communism aimed at suppressing national movements.
Thetendency of Caucasian (inthe broad sense) intellectual sto victimize theimage of their own coun-
try was pointed out by well-known political scientist Johan Galtungin 1997 during hisvisitto Thilisi.
According to Johan Galtung’s version, the Caucasus experienced “immense suffering, often even
genocide, which many directly witnessed. Every group demands that its own traumas be given indi-
vidual attention, and also askswhat it should do about the evil-doer. But each group does not want the
same attention to be shown to others. So any dialog quickly becomes a parallel monolog: no onelis-
tens, while each participant voices hisinsults. Thisbunker mentality, which can be explained psycho-
logically, is a certain means for achieving a status quo. Any proposed idea will either be ignored or

15 | bidem.

16 | bidem.

7 [http://www.krotov.info/lib_sec/04_g/ruz/ia_kr2.htm].
18 [ http://www.georgianweb.com/history/rus/history.html].
9 [http://www.krotov.info/lib_sec/04_g/ruz/ia_kr2.htm].
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discarded, and not necessarily becauseit isabad idea, but simply because it does not place the oppo-
nents’ own interests in the center of attention. The combination of incompatible cognitive and emo-
tional plansisimportant here.”?

Onthe other hand, during the more than ten yearsthat have passed since Johan Galtung gave his
lecturein Thilisi, the strategies of Georgia spositioning asavictim have undergone significant changes.
They are associated with theterritorial lossesrel ated to Russian interference, on the one hand, and the
change in the way the information war iswaged, on the other. Within the framework of thisinforma-
tion war, the virtual expanse in which Georgian nationalist websites and information resources make
active use of the set of victimized narratives has become an important sphere.

August 2008 and
the Georgian Political Nation

A new stagein the devel opment of Georgian nationalism began in August 2008 related to Geor-
gia sdefeat inthe conflict with the South Ossetian separatists, in which Russiabecameinvolved. The
defeat, which was perceived by Georgian society as anationa tragedy, ignited Georgia s nationalist
imagination, making topicsthat likened Georgiato Europe and the Georgian nation to aWestern nation
that had become the victim of Russia’ simperial ambitions highly popular.

The publications of Georgian intellectuals focused particular attention on the victimization of
Georgia, creating the image of Georgia as a victim of Russian communism and Bolshevism. In this
context, V. Guruli, N. Kipshidze, and L. Kereselidzefocus particular attention on Georgiaasavictim
of the anti-Georgian policy of repression and persecution of the national intelligentsiaand church.?
On the other hand, M. Barbakadze, K. Sarsevanidze, and O. Tushurashvili emphasize that the Geor-
gians were not only victims of Russia, but also of its allies, for example, the Ossetians, who for cen-
turies lived alongside the Georgians, but have almost always had a very negative attitude toward the
Georgians, despite their progressiveinfluence.?? So amyth is being cultivated within the framework
of the Georgian intellectual discourse about the historical ingratitude of the Ossetians.

The Georgian nationalist authors create avery unattractiveimage of Russiaasacountry that has
been striving throughout its history for nothing but to seizeterritory,? and the time Georgian territory
was part of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union isinterpreted as“ occupation.”?* The Georgian in-
tellectual s focus particular attention on those topics it was impossible to study during the Soviet pe-
riod dueto the censorship andideological barriers. These topicsincluded the problems of cooperation
between some Georgians and the Wehrmacht during World War |1, the Georgian nationalist move-
ment, and the history of Georgian emigration.?®

2], Galtung, “Nekotorye nabliudeniia na Kavkaze,” KRI, Vol. 2, No. 1, 1997, available at [http://poli.vub.ac.be/publi/
crs/rus/R02-001.html].

2 See: V. Guruli, “The Impingement of Church Property Rights (Inventory of Property of the Kashveti Church of
St. George Conducted in 1923),” Archival Bulletin, No. 2, 2008, pp. 22-24; N. Kipshidze, “The Accusation Fabricated to
Discredit General Giorgi Mazniashvili,” Archival Bulletin, No. 2, 2008, pp. 10-15; L. Kereselidze, “The Struggle against
the Church,” Archival Bulletin, No. 2, 2008, pp. 16-21.

22 See: M. Barbakadze, “The History of the Settlement of Ossetians in Georgian Lands,” Archival Bulletin, No. 3,
2008, pp. 48-54; K. Sarsevanidze, “The Criminal Gangs of Dianoz Dzokgoev,” Archival Bulletin, No. 3, 2008, pp. 55-66;
V. Guruli, O. Tushurashvili, “Debates About Statehood in a Troubling Time (The History of the Establishment of the South
Ossetian Autonomous District),” Archival Bulletin, No. 3, 2008, pp. 107-112.

2 See: V. Guruli, “The Russian World. Past, Present and Future,” Archival Bulletin, No. 3, 2008, pp. 80-90.

2 See: V. Guruli, “The Russian Occupation,” Archival Bulletin, No. 3, 2008, pp. 91-100.

% See: K. Sarsevanidze, “Homeland Betrayed for Love,” Archival Bulletin, No. 2, 2008, pp. 55-61; G. Mamulia,
“Bitva za Kavkaz. Kavkazskoe soedinenie osobogo naznacheniia ‘Bergmann,’” Archival Bulletin, No. 2, 2008, pp. 62-65.
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Civil ideas and values clearly predominated on the wave of the post-revolutionary upswing in
nationalist rhetoric, although there were still trends toward ethnicization of the nationalist discourse.
Georgia snew elitedeclared itswillingnessto engage more actively in nationalist modernization. The
new president, Mikhail Saakashvili, and hismain partners, Zurab Zhvaniaand parliament leader Nino
Burdzhanadze, tried to implement this model of Georgia s nationalist modernization.

Thefirst major political achievement of new Georgian nationalism was Thilisi’ s ability to take
control over Ajaria. On the other hand, the political regime established after the Rose Revol ution was
transitional and unstable and consolidation of the elite proved insubstantial. Thisled to arather rapid
splitinthe post-revolutionary political camp® and a collapse in the temporary coalition of democrats
and membersof those groupsthat had acquired their political experienceinindependent Georgiaduring
the 1990s.

Nationalism and
Contradictions of
the Political Transformation

At the end of the 2000s, negative trends were manifested in the political dynamicsthat were not
associated with the authoritarian strivings®” of President Mikhail Saakashvili or with hisanti-Russian
nationalism. Transformation of the regime was not aimed at restoring authoritarianism: alocal model
of non-liberal democracy devel oped in Georgia. Thereasonsfor this metamorphosis should be sought
in the intellectual sphere. Western political science emphasizes that the emergence of non-liberal
democracy is associated with the crisis or unsuccessful development of the civil model of national-
ism? and “ousting of official institutions of a constitutional-lawful state and their replacement with
unofficial rulesand institutions,”? although nationalism (exploitation of national memory, national-
ist reflection, and the forming of new political, cultural, and historical myths®) is probably a more
effective factor of political transformation.

This change in the functioning of the regime should probably be associated with the lack of
European-style political experience. On the other hand, the nationalist discourse has been devel oping
in the context of gradual ethnicization and radicalization. Such processes created fertile ground for
the emergence of internal challenges aimed against democracy and related equally to the weakness of
the Georgian political class and the significant strength of ethnic nationalism and radicalism. In this
situation and in the context of Russia’ s more active policy toward Georgia, which Thilisi always saw

% For more on these trends in the development of the political processin Georgia after the Rose Revolution, see:
J. Devdariani, “Georgia' s Rose Revolution Grapples with Dilemma: Do Ends Justify Means?’ Eurasia Insight, 26 October,
2004.

27 The authoritarian strivings of not only the Georgian president, but also of other European politicians came as an
unpleasant surprise for political scientists who regarded the transit theory as universal, believing that sustainable democra-
cies would take the place of leftist authoritarian regimes. The degree of sustainability was largely exaggerated, which is
shown not only by Georgia s experience, but also by that of its closest neighbors (for more on the authoritarian trends, see:
D. Corkalo, N. Stanakovi¢, “Autoritarnost i percepcija ostvarene demokracije u Hrvatskoj: analiza odnosa na uzorku stu-
denata,” DI, Br. 9, No. 1, 2000, pp. 67-81).

2 For more detail on the development of civil nationalism and political identity in a transitional society, see:
E. Maukys, “Hampls i rpaman3siickasi CynoJibHACkIb,” [animviunas cghopa, No. 4, 2005, pp. 88-99.

2 V. Merkel, A. Kruassan, “Formalnye i neformalnye instituty v defektnykh demokratiiakh,” in: Povoroty istorii.
Postsotsialisticheskie transformatsii glazami nemetskikh issledovatelei, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Berlin, 2002, Val. 1, Post-
sotsialisticheskie transformatsii: teoreticheskie podkhody, p. 246.

% Theoretically on such processes in transitional societies, see: V. Aytyaiit, JI. Paii, “MaaspHaciib, TaMsib i
moctkamMyHism,” Ianrimounas cghopa, No. 6, 2006, pp. 27-43.
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as an attempt to interfere in the country’ s internal affairs,® the bloc of seemingly moderate Geor-
gian nationalists and supporters of democratization dissatisfied with Eduard Shevardnadze’ sregime
proved incapable of either uniting the values of democracy and an open society or the slogans of
Georgian nationalism. So the nationalist discourse became ethnicized: Russian, Ossetian, and Ab-
khazian narratives again became popular, which turned out to be sought after in the Georgian polit-
ical discourse.

Integration Potential of
Georgian Nationalism

The integration of Ajaria into the Georgian political expanse demonstrated that the Georgian
nationalist discourse possessed a fair amount of mobilization potential, while the ruling elites were
able to establish order in the rebellious regions relatively quickly and using non-military methods.
Beforethe collapse of the Soviet Union, the Ajarian A.S.S.R. was part of the Georgian S.S.R.: itsstatus
was higher than the status of the South Ossetian Autonomous District, being closer to the status of the
Abkhazian A.S.S.R. In contrast to Abkhaziaand Ossetia, ethnic Georgianslivein Ajaria, some of whom
confess Islam. During the 1990s-2000s, the Ajarian political elite headed by Aslan Abashidze did not
pose itself the task of separating from Georgia and did not cultivate alocal national project, being
content with complete political and financial control over the region.

In the spring of 2004, the relations between official Thilisi and Ajariabecame aggravated to the
point that Aslan Abashidze ordered for the bridges that join Ajaria and Georgiato be blown up, hop-
ing that Russiawould support himinthis, sincethere wasaRussian military basein Ajarian territory.
But the Ajarian leader miscal culated: the mass protest demonstrations and remonstrances of Russian
diplomatsforced him to transfer power to Thilisi and to abandon Ajaria. After this, Thilisi integrated
Ajariainto the Georgian political system, while preserving itsautonomous status: therepublic’ s pow-
erswere cut back, whilethe Constitution of Ajariawas brought into harmony with the Constitution of
Georgia.*

Under Mikhail Saakashvili’s political regime, Georgian nationalism enjoyed greater attention
from the government than during Eduard Shevardnadze' srule. In the 2000s (despite the forecasts by
several researchers about how democratization would put an end to the eraof nationalism,* replacing
it with the universal values of rights and freedoms), nationalism not only did not yield to other ideol-
ogies on the European periphery, but successfully competed with them, taking advantage of the ideas
of the nation, political and ethnic communality, and the glorious historical past. Nationalism, on the
contrary, showed that it was very capable of adapting to the changing circumstances, combining the
ideas of the nation as a political priority with the values of freedom as no lessimportant for civil and
political nationalism.

Georgian nationalism of the end of the 2000s showed amazing adaptation capabilities when
reacting to both external and internal challenges. Anthony Smith is most likely wrong in conclud-
ing that the main characteristic of the phenomenon of nationalism in the contemporary world isits

31 For more detail, see: “Georgia's Interim Foreign Minister: Russian Security Depends on Georgian Stabilization,”
Eurasianet, 6 January, 2004.

32 See: “Georgian Parliament Defines Autonomous Status of Ajara,” Prime News, 1 July, 2004.

3 For more on the discussions about the end of the nation and, consequently, era of the domination of nationalism,
see: Z. Posavec, “Je li drzava prema svojem najvisem odredenju — proslost? PM, Vol. XXXVII, Br. 4, 2000, pp. 3-11.
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temporarines. According to him, nationalism acquires primary significance for only a short length
of time— “in crises of nation-building, external threat, conquest, disputed territory, or theinterna
perceived dominance of ahostile ethnic or cultural group...”3* Georgian experience, on the contrary,
shows that nationalism has become thoroughly entrenched in the political map of the country, being
deeply institutionalized in its political expanse.

On 24 January, 2004, President Mikhail Saakashvili’ sinauguration was held at the Gelati Ca-
thedral in Kutaisi in Western Georgia.*® During the ceremony, Mikhail Saakashvili emphasized not
only the Christian,® but also the European foundations of the Georgian political identity, pointing
out that the Georgians “are not simply old Europeans, they are ancient Europeans.”*” The choice of
place for the inauguration was not accidental since the cathedral symbolizes not only Georgia' s
centuries-long Christian choice, but also its significant political experiencein the past. And Gelati
isthe burial site of David the Builder, who is one of the central figures in the Georgian national
pantheon.

So the president’ s inauguration was a unique act of commemoration called upon to emphasize
the continuity between medieval and contemporary Georgian statehood. Moreover, on Mikhail Saa-
kashvili’ sinitiative, the Georgian state flag was changed: the banner adopted by the Georgian Social-
Democratsin 1918 was replaced by a new, nationally branded, flag with five red crosses® that also
underscored the religious® component of the Georgian national identity.

The symbolic aspect proved to be extremely important for the functioning of the Georgian na-
tionalist discourse during President Mikhail Saakashvili’ srule. Georgian political nationalism began
to make active use of the practice of historical commemoration as a means to reinforce identity. In
particular, on 23 November, 2006, amonument to Georgethe Victory Bearer was erected on Freedom
Squarein Thilisi.* Thisevent was meant to confirm the nationalist or nationally oriented discoursein
the perception of Georgia s past. Onthe other hand, the ceremony al so had quite asignificant symbol-
ic content: Georgiawas positioned as a country that had not only preserved its freedom and identity,
but was also ready to defend them. So stepswere taken to create a historical and symbolic background
for this political strategy, to which the Georgian ruling elite adhered.

3 A. Smith, Nationalism: Theory, ldeology, History, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2002, p. 24.

% For more on this, see: “ Catholicos-Patriarch to Bless Saakashvili as President of Georgia,” InterPress, 24 Jan-
uary, 2004. For more on the political component of the civil ritualsin the context of the development of nationalism, see:
A. Krivolap, “Konstruiruia novoe prostranstvo. Belorusskiy opyt vizualizatsii Dnia Nezavisimosti,” ITazimviunas cgopa,
No. 8, 2007, pp. 81-93.

% |t is probably not wise to exaggerate the role of religious trends in the functioning of the contemporary Georgian
nationalist discourse. Nationalism is arather anti-traditional ideology. The historical process of modernization of the periph-
eries was associated with their secularization. On the other hand, taking account of the slowed rates and lag in moderniza-
tion in Central and Eastern Europe compared with the West, religious trends should be kept in mind. The problem of the
correlation between religion and nationalism has been studied quite extensively (see: Z. Boneta, “Politi¢ki identiteti perif-
erija,” RzS, Vol. 34, No. 3-4, 2004, pp. 143-158; D. Marinovié¢ Jerolimov, “Tradicionalna religioznost u Hrvatskoj 2004:
izmedu kolektivnog i individualno,” SSe, Vol. 43, No. 2, 2005, pp. 303-338; D. Marinovi¢ Jerolimov, S. Zrin§¢ak, “Reli-
gion Within and Beyond Borders: The Case of Croatia,” SoC, Vol. 53, No. 2, 2006, pp. 279-290).

37 “Georgian President Optimistic about Future in Inauguration Speech,” BBC Monitoring Former Soviet Union,
25 January, 2004.

3 For more on national symbols in the context of the development of nationalism, see: B. JKukuk, “Ambiaemot Ha
TPUTE NIPCTA. KAKO CpGI/ITC T'O KOHCTpyHpaa BU3YCITTHUOT UMUII HA HUBHUOT HAIIMOHAJICH UICHTUTET BO ACBCACCETTUTE
TOJUHHU 0J1 ABaeceTTHOT Bek,” EA3, No. 4, 2004, pp. 10-25; |. JIsutbkoy, “IIsiTanbpHe A3sIpKayHA CHIMOOIMTIKI ¥
Benapyci: ricropsist i cydacHsl cran,” available at [http://arche.bymedia.net/2002-1/1alk102.html].

% For more on the religious factor in largely secularized European societies and nationalisms, see: D. Sekuli¢, Z. Sporer,
“Religioznost kao prediktor vrijednosnih orijentacija,” RzS, Vol. 37, No. 1-2, 2006, pp. 1-19; Z. Sram, “Religioznost i
drustvena svijest: analiza odnosa na uzorku gradana Subotice,” CuS, Vol. 36, No. 4, 2001, pp. 389-419; idem, “Dimenzije
etnocentrizma i nacionalna pripadnost,” DI, Vol. 11, No. 1, 2002, pp. 1-22.

4 For more on this event and its intellectual prerequisites, see: Z. Andronikashvili, “Slava bessiliia. Martirolog-
icheskaia paradigma gruzinskoi politicheskoi teologii,” Ab Imperio, No. 4, 2007, pp. 87-120.
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Palitical (Civil) Leitmotif
in the Development of
Georgian Nationalism

The anti-communist trends which devel oped al ong with the anti-Russian rhetoric were al so part
and parcel of Georgian nationalism in the 2000s. In this context, Russia simage quite clearly corre-
lated with the ideological challenges presented by authoritative ideologists who in turn cast asper-
sions on the right of nations to self-determination and free development of their identity. The Geor-
gian nationalist discourse presents an extremely unattractive image of Soviet/Russian communism,
which is associated with authoritarianism and the destruction of national cultures and identity of the
non-Russian nations. Georgian nationalist politician lulon Gagoshidze believes that during the 20th
century the “Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was characteristic of Russian history and, asits consequence,
the division of Poland between Hitler's Germany and the Soviet Union, followed by suppression of
the Warsaw Revolt and, of course, Katyn, where twelve thousand Polish officer prisoners were cold-
bloodedly shot in the back of the head.”#

Theanti-communist trend is presented in particul ar in the work of a Georgian political scientist,
Devi Khaindrava, entitled Ethiopia and Soviet Power. D. Khaindrava associatestheincreasein Sovi-
et influencein Ethiopiawith the Soviet Union’ simperial ambitions, “ Soviet ideological imperialism,”
and the striving of the Soviet elitetoward military penetration into Africa.*> On the other hand, in the
context of marginalization of theleftist ideain the 1990s-2000s, the anti-communist trends withinthe
framework of Georgian nationalism, although they were elements of the nationalist discourse, never-
theless did not play the main rolein the functioning of nationalism, which wasinclined toward ethnic
radicalism rather than political ideologization.

Nationalism as
a Universal Language:
Domestic Palitical and
Foreign Political Prospects

Most of Georgia spolitical parties are characterized by the nationalist political language.* The
most influential party, which adheresto the values and principles of political nationalism, isthe Unit-
ed National Movement (Ertiani natsionaluri modzraoba).

Inits platform (2003), the new conservative party also places particular emphasis on the na-
tional values and traditions of the Georgian nation. The new conservatives believe it necessary to
build an “independent, free, and strong”# state in Georgia. In its 2002 platform, it focused partic-

4 1. Gagoshidze, “ Transformatsiia postsovetskogo prostranstva. Rol Rossii,” available at [http:/lazare.ru/content/view/
13207/45/].

42 D. Khaindrava, Ethiopia and Soviet Power, Thilisi, 2006, 85 pp.

4 For more on the development of the party system in Georgia in the 2000s, see: The Political Landscape of Geor-
gia. Palitical Parties: Achievements, Challenges and Prospects, ed. by G. Nodia, A. Pinto Scholtbach, Eburon Publishers,
Delft, 2006, pp. 43-60, 89-203.

4 Platform of the New Conservative Party of Georgia... Approved at the Party Congress on 27 June, 2003, Thilisi,
2003, p. 3.

134




CENTRAL ASIA AND THE CAUCASUS Volume 11 Issue 3 2010

ular attention on the fact that in the past the Georgian nation was forced to fight against “ Soviet
tyranny.” % Georgia s Euro-Atlantic orientation is perceived by the new conservatives as part of
the strategy aimed at preserving and strengthening political independence.*® The leaders of the new
conservatives are sure that “the only way to achieve full national security istojoin NATO.”#” On
the other hand, some Georgian political scientists believe that Georgia s striving to join NATO is
aggravating relationswith Russiaand causing an increase in anti-Georgian sentimentsin Russia. In
thisrespect, Ivlion Khaindravaemphasizesthat Thilisi’ s policy aimed at integration into NATO is
arousing the “greatest fury” in Moscow.*®

Relations between Russia and Georgia worsened after President Mikhail Saakashvili came to
power, which was expressed in periodical spy scandalsand diplomatic demarches by both Russiaand
Georgiaand arisein nationalistideasin Russia® aimed, among other things, against the former Union
republics.

Georgian nationally oriented intellectual s have been trying to find an explanation for these dy-
namicsin Georgian-Russian relations. “We have angered Russiaby striving to be independent and to
join NATO, and now it is punishing us by annexing our territory and closing the Russian market to
Georgian products...”® However, Georgian nationalist intellectuals are sure that if Georgia joins
NATO, Russia will be forced to reconsider its position and step down from its aggressive political
rhetoric about Georgian sovereignty, as happened when the Baltic states joined NATO.%

When commenting on the role of the Russian factor in Georgia's latest political history, lulon
Gagoshidze draws an extremely negative picture of Russiaasthe main source of instability, conflicts,
and separatism in the Southern Caucasus: “ On 19 December, 1991, Georgiarefused to join the CIS,
and on 22 December, preplanned armed demonstrations of the‘ opposition’ supported by Russian troops
began which ended in the military coup of 6 January, 1992. Thelegally elected Georgian government
was exiled, and Georgiabegan to be ruled by ajuntaof protégés of the Russian special services. This
wasfollowed, in keeping with the plans hatched in the Kremlin, by revival of the South Ossetian conflict
and an internecinewar in Abkhazia, which ended in ethni ¢ cleansing—expul sion of almost half amillion
Georgian citizens, most of whom were ethnic Georgians, from their homes and Russian military oc-
cupation of the conflict zones.” %

Georgian poalitical scientist KakhaKatsitadzeisinclined to explain thisambivalent Russian policy
by the special features of the Russian consciousness, which, in his opinion, has been inherent in im-
perialismfrom the outset astheresult of Napoleon’ sinvasion of Russiain 1812 and Germany’ sattack
in 1941.% Georgian analyst Georgi Khelashvili emphasized that Russia’'s entry into the conflict was
not at all dictated by the desire to support the Russian citizens, but to symbolically declare its new
imperial ambitions and strivings.>*

% |bid., p. 30.

“ 1bid., p. 31.

4 lbid., p. 33.

4 See: |. Khaidrava, “Gruzia: mezhdu luzhnym Kavkazom i Chernym morem,” in: Kavkazskoe sosedstvo: Turstia i
Yuzhniy Kavkaz, ed. by A. Iskandarian, Erevan, 2008, p. 61.

4 For more on the development trends in Russian nationalism which deserves separate scientific study, see: O. Kil-
diushov, “Russkiy natsionalizm kak problema rossiiskoi obshchestvennosti,” available at [http://magazines.russ.ru/logos/
2006/2/ki12.html]; V. Kurennoi, “Zametiki o russkom natsionalizme,” available at [http://magazines.russ.ru/logos/2006/2/
kul4.html].

%0 K. Katsitadze, “Zamorozhennye konflikty: dozirovannaia eskalatsiia,” available at [http://www.pankisi.info/anal-
itic/?page=ge& id=246].

51 See: K. Gogaloshvili, “V zapadnom mire eti tsennosti progressivnye,” available at [http://www.pankisi.info/anal-
itic/?page=ge& id=253)].

52 |. Gagoshidze, op. cit.

% See: K. Katsitadze, op. cit.

% See: G. Khelashvili, “Internatsionalizatsiia ne panatseia, a neobkhodimost, ne obeshchaiushchaia prostogo reshe-
niia,” available at [http://www.pankisi.info/analitic/?page=ge& id=249].
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Transformation of
Russan Narratives

On the other hand, Georgian analysts stress that Russiais conducting such apolicy to the detri-
ment of Russian citizens. Georgian analyst Tengiz Ablotiapointsout that VVladimir Putin’ spolicy led
toinstitutionalization of aregimethat isextremely ineffective and incapable of development, despite
the “ten years of the most outstanding foreign economic dynamicsin history.” In thisrespect, Tengiz
Ablotiaemphasizesthat in Russia’s recent history, it is Vladimir Putin who “has not carried out one
more or lessradical reform, has raised corruption to the rank of the driving force behind the system,
and has doubled the size of the bureaucracy.”*

Accordingto T. Avaliani, the Russian political eliteisguided by itsnarrowly corporate inter-
ests and is conducting a policy of economic imperialism aimed at complete subordination of Eu-
rope: “Europeisin for the unenviable fate of aterritory that is covered in the malignant tumors of
Russian pipelines.”*® When commenting on the most recent Russian-Georgian relations, Georgian
analyst N. Gudushauri points out that “Russia’ s victory over its small and incomparably weaker
neighbor has in no way strengthened this country’s position or its influence in the world (instead
we can say it has been weakened). Moreover, having recognized the separatist regimes, it has earned
itself aheadachefor many yearsto comeinitsrelationswith the West and created additional threats
to all those countries where separatists are eroding territorial integrity and the state organism from
the inside.”® G. Khelashvili states that instead of resolving the problems existing in the Northern
Caucasus (“the Northern Caucasuswill rest assured aslong as money infusionsinto the economy of
the North Caucasian republics is guaranteed and while contingents of Russian armed forces are
deployed there. The Russian | eadership has never intended to fundamentally resolve the Caucasian
problems, which is fraught with complications as soon as the Russian economy begins to experi-
ence itsfirst serious problems after the growth of the past few years’),* the Russian political elite
isinclined to demonstrate itsforeign political ambitionswithout thinking about the possible conse-
guences.

Georgian analystsare also inclined to focus attention on the extremely low |level of development
of thepalitical cultureinthe Russian Federation. KakhaK atsitadze emphasi zesthat “the Russian elite
has no intention of recognizing Georgia as an independent state. The Russian elite regards us as a
temporarily breakaway areathat sooner or later will return to the mother empire’ sfold. This applies
not only to Georgia, but also to the whole of the CIS. Russiais holding onto the illusion that as the
price of energy resources rises and it subjugates the European energy market, the West will sooner or
later recognize Georgia and al the CIS as a zone of Russia's influence.”*® On the other hand, the
Georgian authors have not only been focusing their attention on the incomplete formation of the po-
litical elitein Russia, but also wondering what principles are used to recruit this elite.

After Russiarecognized theindependence of Abkhaziaand South Ossetia, Georgian authorsbegan
making more active use of Russian narratives designed to form a negative image of the Russian Fed-
eration. According to T. Mchedlishvili, the Russian media intentionally distort events, engaging in
political disinformation: “...under this squall of disinformation that plays on the best human senti-
ments, the ordinary Russians genuinely believein ‘ Georgian fascism’ and the Kremlin's peacekeep-
ing mission.” When analyzing the strategy for positioning the image of Georgiaand the Georgiansin

5 T. Ablotia, “Glavniy pozer Rossii,” available at [http://www.apsny.ge/articles/1259628341.php].

% See: T. Avaliani, “Mirovaia problema po imeni Putin,” available at [http://apsny.ge/analytics/1243015266.php].
57 N. Gudushauri, “Chego khochet Rossia ot Gruzii?' available at [http://apsny.ge/analytics/1242406377.php].

% G. Khelashvili, op.cit.

% K. Katsitadze, op.cit.
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Russia, Georgian authorsbelievethat the Russian eliteisintentionally engaged in “fomenting nation-
al discord.”® Inthisrespect, anarrativeisbeing cultivated by Georgian nationalist authors, according
towhich “Georgiansare being persecuted dueto their ethnic affiliation.” 5! In thissituation, the blame
is placed on Russia, which, as the Georgian nationalists believe, is not only responsible for starting
the August 2008 war, but isalso conducting apolicy of ethnic cleansing aimed at expelling Georgians
from Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

In Lieu of a Conclusion:
The Prospects for Ethnicization of the Georgian Poalitical Field

The anti-Russian narrative that was encouraged and created not only by Georgian radicals, but
also by Russian nationalists, as well as the not entirely correct attempts by the Russian leadership to
place the blame for the conflict entirely on Georgiagained afirm foothold in the Georgian mediaand
inpolitical journalism between the end of 2008 and 2009. On the other hand, some Georgian researchers
believethat President Mikhail Saakashvili’ spolicy regarding the separatist regionsthat are ethnically
different from Georgiawas very radical, on the one hand, and very untimely, on the other. According
to Archil Gegeshidze, “after the end of the 1993 war, Georgian-Abkhazian relations were difficult,
but this was mainly due to the fact that the so-called national projects of Georgian and Abkhazian
society proved incompatible—Georgiawas striving to restoreitsterritorial integrity, while Abkhazia
wastrying to achieveindependence. In addition, adirect reason for thiswasthesides’ mistrust in each
other, as well as the ever strengthening enemy image, particularly in the perception of the Abkhaz-
ians.” % Despitethis, in 2008, the Georgian political elite attempted to radically resolve theterritorial
problem, which led to Russian intervention, Georgia s actual defeat, and a breakdown in diplomatic
relations, making the Russian narratives much more popular within the framework of the Georgian
nationalist discourse.

Itislikely that acombination of the political and the ethnic, the significant experience of polit-
ical participation, and the development of Georgian nationalism as a primarily political and civil
movement are saving present-day Georgian nationalism from the extremes of radicalization and eth-
nicization which are characteristic of certain nationalist movements in the post-Soviet and post-so-
cialist expanse of Eastern Europe. In this context, it is obvious that Georgian intellectuals are trying
to write the history of Georgia of the 20th century as the history of intellectual oppositions where
European-style political Georgian nationalism is clashing with Russian-Soviet communism. On the
whole, political nationalismislargely characteristic of the historical system of contemporary nation-
ally oriented Georgian historians and intellectual s, and although in its concept of Georgian history it
iswritten from the ethnocentric standpoint, the powerful political trend associated with Georgian civ-
il nationalism is nevertheless obvious.

8 T. Mchedlishvili, “ Avgust 2008—psikhologiia rossiyskoy Izhi,” in: Gruzia: informatsionnye ugrozy i voprosy
bezopasnosti, ed. by A. Rusetsky,O. Dorokhina, Thilisi, 2008, pp. 91, 94.

61 “ Rossiysko-osetinskiy gumanizm,” available at [http://www.kavkasi a.ge/index.php?action=more& id=63&lang=rus].

52 A. Gegeshidze, “Analiz novykh realiy v kontekste gruzino-abkhazskikh otnosheniy,” in: V. Kolbaia, |. Khaindrava,
N. Sardzhveladze, E. Chomakhidze, A. Gegeshidze, Garantii po nevozobnovleniiu boevykh deystviy: opaseniia v kontek-
ste gruzino-abkhazskikh vzaimootnosheniy, Thilisi, 2009, p. 18.
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