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Ethnopolitical conflict has, especially since the early 1990s, been a growing
source of concern in the international arena.  Having grown since the 1960s, it culminated
after the cold war with the eruption of conflict in the former Soviet Union and
Yugoslavia.1 Ethnic mobilization among minority populations in multiethnic states has
often led to demands for self-rule or to secession.2 Especially in defined geographical
areas where minorities are compactly settled, the creation of a separate state is seen as a
feasible goal and control over territory often becomes a chief issue of conflict.  Many
theorists have found that solutions involving regional autonomy are effective in dealing
with ethnic conflict.  Ted Gurr, for example, has argued that “negotiated regional
autonomy has proved to be an effective antidote for ethnopolitical wars of secession in
Western and Third World States.”3  Regional autonomy implies the introduction of
ethnoterritoriality – linking territorial control to ethnicity.  This is the case either when a
region is explicitly created as a homeland for an ethnic group or when a minority group
constitutes a large majority of the population of an autonomous state structure and
perceives it as its own.  Advocates of ethnofederalism argue that autonomy solutions are
effective conflict-resolving mechanisms and that further federalization of multiethnic
states along ethnic lines will help prevent ethnic conflict.  In some of the literature,
ethnofederalism has been characterized as what David Meyer terms a “cure-all
prescription” for ethnic tensions.4 There is, however, considerable reason to argue that
the institution of territorial autonomy may be conducive not to interethnic peace and
cooperation but may in fact foster ethnic mobilization, increased secessionism, and even
armed conflict.

Whereas the merits of federalism were widely lauded in the literature from the
1960s to 1990, developments since then have generated doubt that ethnofederal solutions
can effectively prevent ethnic conflict.  Several researchers have noted – usually in
passing – how federal structures may be counterproductive under certain circumstances.5

Yet no systematic inquiry has been made into how and why federal structures, designed
to mitigate centrifugal forces, instead may end up strengthening them.  This article
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outlines a rudimentary theoretical framework that may explain why ethnofederal
constructs, specifically territorial autonomy, may cause rather than prevent conflict.
After presenting the logical case against territorial autonomy, the specific case of the
Republic of Georgia in the South Caucasus since the late 1980s will be analyzed.
Georgia contains five compactly settled minorities, three of which were autonomous at
independence; it presents an opportunity to compare developments among minorities
with different status.  Moreover, Georgia’s small size, the similarities in political
development at the central level and its effect on minorities, and an analogous
international context, makes the five cases comparable.

Autonomy and Secessionism
The institution of autonomous regions is conducive to secessionism because

institutionalizing and promoting the separate identity of a titular group increases that
group’s cohesion and incentives to act, and establishing political institutions increases the
capacity of that group to act.6 Autonomy affects a number of important categories of
factors conducive to ethnopolitical mobilizations:  borders, group identity, state
institutions, leadership, mass media, and external support.

Borders
An integral characteristic of autonomous regions is that they have recognized and

clearly delimited borders.  The importance of borders is emphasized by Benedict
Anderson in his classic work Imagined Communities and Thongchai Winichakul in his
recent work Siam Mapped.  Winichakul, writing on Southeast Asia, denotes how “a map
anticipated spatial reality, not vice versa.  In other words, a map was a model for, rather
than a model of, what it purported to represent…it had become a real instrument to
concretize projections on the earth’s surface.  A map was now necessary for the new
administration to back up their claims….”7 To this, Anderson adds the special importance
of the “map-as-logo,” a map on which place names, rivers, mountains, and neighbors all
disappear and only the borders of the territory in question remain; the map is hence “pure
sign, no longer compass to the world.” The map in this format can then be used for
“transfer to posters, official seals, letterheads, magazine and textbook covers…instantly
recognizable, everywhere visible, the logo-map penetrated deep into the popular
imagination, forming a powerful emblem for the anticolonial nationalisms being born.”8

The same process occurred in the former Soviet Union with respect to its component
entities.  As in Anderson’s example, the Soviet autonomous entities’ maps and borders
antedated spatial realities since the internal borders of the Soviet Union carried little
historical and practical importance.  For autonomous minorities, however, the republic or
region’s shape, map, or borders had significant symbolic importance.  With the breakup
of the Soviet Union, this symbol became an important rallying point and an important
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tool in the hands of political entrepreneurs.  On a more practical note, the task of
delimiting the borders of the imagined new state was already completed, an obvious
advantage over the situation of non-autonomous minorities.

Group Identity
Several researchers have recognized the importance of autonomous entities in

sustaining, promoting, and enhancing group identity and cohesion.  Gurr, for example,
notes that “the capacity for collective action is relatively high [in the case of] groups that
control an autonomous regional government.”9 The primary instrument for the promotion
of ethnic identity is the education system.  As Dmitry Gorenburg argues,

Instilling a strong sense of ethnic community in individuals requires
them to be exposed early and frequently to information about their ethnic
identity.  In the context of Soviet nationalities policy, this exposure came
primarily through the education system.  By establishing separate
systems of native language education for most of the minority ethnic
groups that had their own ethno-territorial administrative units, the
Soviet government in effect created an institution dedicated to instilling
a common and separate identity among the students…the identity was
further reinforced in the classroom, where titular students were taught
the culture and history of their ancestors, who were portrayed as having
a direct genetic link with the members of the modern ethnic group.10

State Institutions
Autonomous regions typically possess state-like institutions that can be crucial

factors in promoting ethnic mobilization.  Unlike non-autonomous minorities, minorities
in autonomous regions typically have governments and parliaments that act as legitimate
representatives of their ethnic constituencies and constitute legitimate decision-making
bodies.  Parliaments can pass language laws, refuse to accept legislation from the central
government, and issue declarations of sovereignty and independence.  A minority with
autonomous status hence has institutions for challenging state authorities in general and
its specific policies and actions in particular.  A minority lacking such institutions, by
contrast, would find mounting such a challenge more difficult.  Popular movements,
petitions, and demonstrations may in certain contexts be effective ways to influence state
policy; however even organizing such shows of dismay are considerably easier if
autonomous structures already exist.  Beyond increasing the sense of legitimacy of the
actions taken by the minority, decision-making structures are crucial in any attempt to
raise ethnopolitical demands from the level of quiet dissatisfaction to that of direct action.
As Meyer notes, autonomy “institutes a stratification of authority, subordinating
administrative personnel into a defined hierarchy”; moreover, it “establishes standard
operating procedures and positive sanctions for the execution of its bureaucratic roles,
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and negative sanctions for poor performance, however that is defined by the Autonomous
Structure leadership.”11 In other words, the existence of a nationalist leadership in the
autonomous structure often compels the entire bureaucracy to follow suit and adopt a
more nationalist profile.

Leadership
The very fact that autonomous regions have governments also means that they

have leadersæessential to any process of mobilization.  The position of the leadership of
an autonomous region, having a relatively strong base on which to stand, is therefore
institutionalized in a manner that the leadership of a regular popular national movement
cannot be.  As Meyer suggests, autonomy gives “a stamp of legitimacy to its executives
and to the rule of the titular ethnic group,” and “facilitates improved cohesion of various
ethno-politically mobilizing nationalists by providing a single institution around which
they can unite.”12 Institutionalization also formalizes rules for succession, helping ensure
that a “national struggle” could withstand a change in leadership.  The existence of
autonomous structures, especially in regions where the titular ethnic group is the
demographic majority, also increases the likelihood of politicians promoting ethnic
mobilization to further their own ambitions.  Since the institution of autonomy is the
source of power for leading regional elites, the leadership has a vested interest in
increasing their region’s level of self-government; elite power is positively correlated
with the level of autonomy.  Consequently, the elite has a vested interest in maintaining
high nationalist sentiment among the population, thereby ensuring pressure from below to
sustain or enhance the level of autonomy.

Mass Media
Governmental authorities in autonomous regions also often control the mass

media – including television, radio stations, and newspapers.  Accordingly, these
authorities not only can influence the attitudes of the population in the long term through
the education system, but often can influence the population directly through news
coverage and depiction of events in media – plainly speaking, propaganda – and speed up
the process of ethnic mobilization.

External Support
The international political (and perhaps legal) standing of an autonomous

minority is superior to that of a non-autonomous minority because, as previously
mentioned, autonomous minorities possess institutions and the granting of autonomy
entails the recognition by the state of the devolution of its sovereignty.  Therefore,
external support is more likely to be forthcoming for an autonomous minority since there
is an institution in place to which funds and other types of support can be channeled.

Hence there are a multitude of factors by which autonomy could hinder attempts
to create interethnic harmony and peace.  Even though the practical implications of this
proposition, if proven correct, are large, they would not necessarily imply that autonomy
is an unworkable construct to be avoided at all cost.  In particular, it is necessary to draw
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the important distinction between post-conflict situations and those in which armed
conflict has not occurred.  Where there is armed conflict, especially if it is over territory,
it may be unavoidable to avoid taking territorial claims into account.  Where a minority
group has de facto control of a portion of territory, it is often unrealistic to assume it will
surrender claims to any of its authority over that territory.  In such situations, territorial
autonomy, though imperfect and potentially hazardous, may be the only available or
feasible compromise.  Where no armed clashes have occurred between ethnically defined
groups, however, it is both desirable and practicable to avoid the ethnicization of territory
through the institution of autonomy.  Where there is still a possibility of supporting cross-
cutting identities and discouraging the linking of territory to ethnicity, this should be
done, and ethnofederal solutions should be avoided.

Autonomy and Rival Explanations
Before moving to a deeper analysis of the regional developments, it is necessary

to address several critics’ potential challenges – that the analysis of autonomy in the
former Soviet context is misplaced, given that true autonomy did not exist; a credible
argument could even be made that for most practical purposes, the Soviet Union differed
little from a unitary state.  However, this would miss the point – one of the mechanisms
through which autonomy operates with relation to conflict is in the realms of institutional
structure and symbols.  Moreover, in certain realms such as education and, equally
importantly, the creation of national cadres and elites, federal structure was functional
throughout the Soviet era even though real political autonomy was absent.  As Carol
Skalnik Leff has argued with reference to the union republic level in the former
Yugoslavia and USSR, ethnofederal institutional arrangements during the time of
transition took on in practice the role they were earlier accorded on paper:  “It is in that
context that the bargaining environment for ethnonational disputes clearly differs from
that of unitary multinational states:  in the course of political opening, federal structures
provide republic-level political bases for challenges to the existing political order and
offer distinctive opportunities to key actors in the transition.”13 This statement, although
written in the context of union republics under a non-territorial federal center, is equally
valid for the case of autonomous regions.

Another objection that can be preempted would be the assertion that the
minorities that were initially granted autonomy in the first place were those minorities
with greater grievances and in a higher degree of conflict with their central government.
After all, autonomy is normally granted in response to ethnic demands; groups that have
expressed such demands are arguably more likely to experience renewed secessionism
than minorities that have not voiced such claims in the past.  However, the more than
thirty autonomous regions that were created in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s
were not established as a result of ethnic demands.  The very structure of the Soviet state
was built on ethnic federalism; minority groups were mapped, evaluated, and assigned a
certain status, often according to the whims of the highest decision makers, notably Stalin
himself.  The full explanation as to why certain minorities received autonomy and others
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did not may never be available; it is relatively safe to argue, however, that the decisions
had little to do with actual ethnic demands.

This study does not attempt to show that autonomy is either a sufficient or a
necessary cause for conflict.  In other words, regions that are not autonomous can and do
end up in conflict with their central governments; and autonomous minorities exist that
do not experience violent conflict.  However, this study argues that autonomy, in specific
circumstances, contributes significantly to the likelihood of violent conflict.  Other
factors being constant, autonomy, for the reasons outlined above, is likely to contribute to
violent conflict in general conditions of flux and uncertainty, and certainly in conditions
of the collapse of a multinational state.

At the end of the Soviet era in the three South Caucasian republics of Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and Georgia, there were nine compactly settled minorities.14 Four had an
autonomous status:  the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan and the South
Ossetians in Georgia held autonomous regions; and the Abkhaz and Ajars in Georgia
held autonomous republics with a higher level of self-determination within the Soviet
state structure.  The non-autonomous minorities were the Azeris of Armenia, the Azeris
of Georgia, the Armenians of Georgia, and the Lezgins and Talysh of Azerbaijan.15 In the
upheaval of the late Soviet years and during the transition to independence of Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and Georgia, three violent ethnic conflicts broke out, all between central
governments and autonomous minorities.  This outcome, upon first reflection, seems
counterintuitive because in a region where both autonomous and non-autonomous
minorities exist, one logically would assume that non-autonomous minorities would have
more grievances and therefore would be more likely to challenge the central government
than those enjoying autonomous status.  Non-autonomous minorities would tend to
demand a status similar to that enjoyed by those already endowed with autonomy,
whereas autonomous minorities would likely tend to be more satisfied with their current
status.  However, the pattern of conflict in the South Caucasus of the late 1980s and early
1990s did not follow such logic.  From the start of the process of political liberalization
under Mikhail Gorbachev in 1986, no broad-based, well-organized, or credible separatist
movement emerged among any of the five non-autonomous minorities, whereas all four
autonomous minorities displayed high levels of separatism, with all but one case (Ajaria)
ending in armed conflict.  Is this apparent correspondence spurious or is it indicative of a
causal link between autonomy and conflict? The literature on the causes of ethnic conflict
suggests that a wide variety of factors play a role in explaining the occurrence of conflict
or the lack thereof.  To prove that autonomy was indeed decisive, it must be isolated from
other factors – which range from cultural differences over discrimination and geographic,
topographic, and economic conditions to external factors.

Of the ten possible causal factors surveyed, none displays a full correlation.  The
explanatory value of four factors is supported in seven of nine cases, but only one
indicator – autonomy – is supported by eight of the nine cases.  Only the case of Ajaria
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(in Georgia) does not support the proposition that autonomy is a factor leading to
conflict; it represents a case of an autonomous region that had not experienced armed
conflict with its central government.  This finding does not jeopardize the argument made
in this study; as mentioned earlier, autonomy is neither a necessary nor a sufficient factor
for conflict to take place.  Indeed, of the more than one dozen autonomous republics in
the Russian Federation, only one – Chechnya – has engaged in armed conflict with
Russia since the political liberalization of the USSR began in the late 1980s.

Autonomy in Practice:  Conflicts in Georgia, 1987–2000
The comparability of the five cases in Georgia makes it both expedient and useful

to focus on Georgia among the three states of the South Caucasus.  Georgia displays a
large variation among its five minorities.  Among its five compactly settled minorities,
the Ajars, South Ossetians, and Abkhazians held autonomous areas since the 1920s,
whereas the Armenians and Azeris never had any territorial autonomy.  Between the late
Soviet era and the present, armed conflict occurred in Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
Ajaria has maintained a high level of autonomy, involving a occasionally high level of
political but not armed conflict with the government of Georgia.  The Armenian minority
in the Javakheti region has occasionally expressed dissatisfaction with its situation, but
has not seen any major ethnic mobilization.  Finally, the Azeri minority has been almost
completely quiet during this period.

Abkhazia:  The Impossible Happening
The conflict in Abkhazia occurred against all odds.16 In 1989, the ethnic Abkhaz

formed only 17% of the ASSR population of half a million, while Georgians accounted
for 45%, Armenians 14%, and Russians 12%.  Interethnic tensions had erupted briefly in
1978 and 1988 but remained limited.  In June 1989, however, ethnic clashes in the capital
Sukhumi left a dozen dead and hundreds wounded.17 Despite these incidents, Abkhazia
was relatively calm during the rule of the nationalist politician Zviad Gamsakhurdia in
1990–92, whereas all other minorities in Georgia – including the Ossetians, Armenians,
Ajars, and Azeris – had uneasy relations with the center.  It was after Gamsakhurdia’s
fall from power in early 1992 that tensions began heating up between Tbilisi and
Sukhumi.

Historian Vladislav Ardzinba was elected chair of the Abkhaz Supreme Soviet in
December 1990.  Soon after, a new electoral law was adopted, providing for a sixty-five-
seat parliament.  Twenty-eight seats were reserved for the Abkhaz, twenty-six for
Georgians, and the remainder were distributed among the Armenians, Russians, and
Greeks.  Hence, despite only constituting 17% of the population, the Abkhaz controlled
43% of the parliamentary seats.  A parliament was elected along these lines in fall 1991
amid unrest in Tbilisi that eventually brought down the Gamsakhurdia regime, but it soon
split into two factions – an Abkhaz-led group composed mostly of non-Georgian deputies
and the Georgian group.  The main dispute between the factions occurred over the need
for two-thirds majority on “important” issues that had been defined only vaguely in the

                                                  
16 For a detailed overview of the conflict, see Cornell, Small Nations and Great Powers:, 142–196.
17  See, for example, Current Digest of the Soviet Press 41, no. 29 (1989), 14–16.



electoral code.  It was resisted by the Abkhaz-led group but insisted upon by the
Georgians, who saw the measure as a guarantor of their position.

Prior to the election of the parliament, tensions arose over a Moscow-sponsored
referendum on a new treaty to restructure the Soviet Union.  Whereas the Georgian
government, seeking to secede, refused to hold the referendum, it was held in Abkhazia
and South Ossetia, where the Georgian population loyal to Tbilisi boycotted the vote.
Developments of a regional nature also took place in Abkhazia, when in November
Sukhumi hosted a congress of Mountain Peoples of the Caucasus (where Ossetians and
North Caucasian peoples including the Chechens were represented) that adopted a
document establishing a “Confederative Union of Mountain Peoples of the Caucasus.”
Throughout 1991 Abkhazia continued to distance itself increasingly from Georgia by
building up a political system enshrining the dominance of the Abkhaz ethnic group and
by forging ethnic coalitions both in Abkhazia (with Armenians and Russians) and
regionally (with north Caucasian peoples).  These centrifugal developments drew
attention in Tbilisi, and in early summer 1992, a high-level Georgian delegation traveled
to Sukhumi to discuss the division of powers between Tbilisi and Sukhumi, but the talks
led nowhere.18 As tensions rose between the two sides, the Abkhaz leader, Vladislav
Ardzinba, soon declared  Abkhazia “strong enough to fight Georgia,” a somewhat
surprising statement given the Abkhaz’s demographic position and lack of military
equipment or training.19 Nonetheless, that same summer, Abkhazia reinstated its 1925
constitution defining it as an independent state.20

This ethnopolitical activity at the helm of the Abkhaz ASSR would have been
impossible without ethnic Abkhaz domination of political life in the autonomous
republic.  As the titular nationality, the Abkhaz benefited from affirmative action policies
that ensured full control over republican institutions despite their vast numerical
inferiority.  In addition to the quota of seats in the republican parliament reserved for
ethnic Abkhaz, in practice, more than two-thirds of government ministers and local
communist party department heads were also ethnic Abkhaz.21 Hence by forming
alliances with segments of the Russian and Armenian populations, guaranteeing control
over the parliament, the Abkhaz could dominate the political development of the republic
and guide policy toward the central government in Tbilisi against the wishes of the
Georgian plurality.  The existence of autonomous structures was a sine qua non for the
Abkhaz to control the political institutions (and thereby) the territory of Abkhazia,
compensating for their weak demographic status.

Despite controlling these republican structures, the challenge of establishing an
independent Abkhazia was daunting.  Achieving a peaceful secession appeared unlikely,
particularly given the violent Georgian response to Ossetian separatism.  Moreover, the
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Abkhaz not only had to contend the resources mobilized by the entire Georgian state, but
also had to deal with the many ethnic Georgians loyal to Tbilisi living in Abkhazia.
Given that the prospect of achieving independence by arms must have seemed far-
fetched, the confidence displayed by Abkhaz authorities during summer 1992 looks
perplexing.

The events that followed, however, shed some light on the calculations that may
have underlain their confidence.  Poorly controlled and disciplined Georgian paramilitary
forces attacked Abkhazia in mid-August, occupying Sukhumi and driving back the
Abkhaz formations to the Russian border.  Yet the Abkhaz counterattacked in early
October, suddenly equipped with heavy armaments, help from North Caucasian
volunteers, and Russian air support.  Sukhumi was eventually recaptured by Abkhaz
forces in September 1993, and virtually all Georgians living in Abkhazia were evicted.
An unstable cease-fire has essentially held since late 1993, interrupted in early 1994 and
during May 1998.22 The sudden increase in ethnopolitical assertiveness in Abkhazia in
1992 may have been partly conditioned at by existing knowledge that outside support
would be forthcoming in the event of conflict.  The close relations between Abkhaz
leaders and Russian military forces in the North Caucasus are fairly well known,23 so it is
likely that the heavy military equipment supplied to the Abkhaz was in keeping with
existing agreements.

A number of factors clearly contributed to the ethnic mobilization and conflict in
Abkhazia.  Existing grievances with Georgia – particularly the state’s policies toward
minorities in the 1990–92 period – played a significant role in creating a tense situation
that could foster ethnic mobilization among all minorities in the country.  Moreover, the
availability of external support for the secessionist cause was especially important in
guiding the Abkhaz toward confrontation.  But the crucial factor was the existence of
autonomous structures that enabled the ethnic Abkhaz to form a political elite that took
control over the territory and administration of Abkhazia.  Without autonomy, the
Abkhaz elite would not have had the necessary institutions – such as the Supreme Soviet
of the Abkhaz Autonomous Republic – with which to legitimately decide on secession
from Georgia.  Such institutions also enhanced the Abkhaz elites’ ability to win external
support.  Through the linkages and channels inherited from Soviet Communist Party
structures, Abkhaz elites had access to contacts in the former Soviet military forces that
were crucial in securing support for the struggle.  There can be little doubt that the
existence of autonomy was a sine qua non for the Abkhaz secession from Georgia.

South Ossetia:  The Power of a Parliament
The chance of South Ossetia seceding from Georgia was initially not much

greater than Abkhazia’s.  While ethnic Ossetians, unlike the Abkhaz, did form a majority
(of just over two-thirds) of their autonomous region’s population in 1989, their numbers
were diminutive – roughly sixty-five thousand out of a population of only ninety-eight
thousand.  However, almost a hundred thousand Ossetians lived scattered in other regions
of Georgia.  Like the Abkhaz, South Ossetians were a comparatively small minority
within Georgia, but they also had ethnic brethren in the North Caucasus – the
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Autonomous Republic of North Ossetia in Russia.  A November 1988 law strengthening
the position of the Georgian language in South Ossetia led to disturbances the following
year.24 This was the first step in what has been termed a “war of laws,” which began in
earnest in the fall of 1989.25 With perestroika, an Ossetian popular front called Ademon
Nykhas emerged, and in spring 1989 it addressed an open letter to the Abkhaz people,
supporting their secessionist claims.  Isolated instances of violence started erupting in
South Ossetia, and guerrilla attacks by both Ossetian and Georgian armed bands were
reported throughout the summer.  In August, Tbilisi took measures to make Georgian the
sole official language for use in public life.26 Such a provision would have affected South
Ossetiaæwhere only 14% of Ossetians knew Georgian – to a higher degree than Ajaria
or Abkhazia, given South Ossetia’s lower status in the hierarchy of autonomy.  This
fueled an emerging movement for unification with North Ossetia, and accordingly
Ademon Nykhas sent a petition to Moscow in support of that effort.

By late September, tensions had grown to the point where additional Interior
Ministry troops had to be brought in to secure order.  Interethnic clashes began to erupt
despite attempts to calm the situation, and in early November the South Ossetian
Supreme Soviet demanded that South Ossestia be upgraded to the status of an
autonomous republic.  Within a week, Georgia affirmed its right to secede from the
Soviet Union, exacerbating the tensions in South Ossetia; resulting interethnic clashes
throughout the fall left several dead.27 Meanwhile, a refurnishing took place within the
South Ossetian elite, moving the Supreme Soviet closer to the position of Ademon
Nykhas.  The Gamsakhurdia government responded in late November by organizing a
“March on Tskhinvali”28 that was attended by over ten thousand people.  The march was
billed as “a peaceful march for reconciliation,” but Ossetians perceived it as a show of
force and blocked the marchers, leading to an armed clash contained only by armored
forces of the Soviet Interior Ministry (clashes, nonetheless, continued until January
1990).  Georgian legislation in August 1990 banned regional parties from the upcoming
elections, and the South Ossetian Supreme Soviet immediately riposted by unilaterally
upgrading its status to that of an “Independent Soviet Democratic Republic.” After
elections to the Supreme Soviet of the “new” South Ossetia were held in early December
1990, the Georgian Supreme Soviet abolished the South Ossetian Autonomous Oblast.29

Only by the presence of Soviet troops was now preventing armed conflict.
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The change of government in Tbilisi after the ouster of Gamsakhurdia and the
accession to power of Eduard Shevardnadze temporarily eased tensions, but the collapse
of the Soviet Union – resulting in the removal of Soviet peacekeeping troops – led to
conflict as by April 1992 as artillery duels accelerated and North Caucasian volunteers
amassed in North Ossetia, much as they would later to support Abkhazia.  The Russian
government also openly sided with the Ossetians and by late spring 1992 there was a
substantial risk of the conflict turning into a Georgian – Russian war.30 This threat
nevertheless forced Georgia’s new government to submit in late June 1992 to a Russian-
led peacekeeping force that effectively ousted Georgia from approximately half of South
Ossetia’s territory.

The Georgian-Ossetian conflict initially involved only the sixty-five thousand
Ossetians within the borders of the South Ossetian Autonomous Region.  The conflict
escalated as a result of a “war of laws,” in which a formerly rubber-stamp Soviet
parliament in South Ossetia was transformed into a vehicle for Ossetian political
aspirations that within a month decided to make Ossetian the state language of South
Ossetia and later unilaterally declared independence.  The role of the autonomous
region’s institutions in the development of the conflict was critical.  In September 1989,
before Gamsakhurdia’s march on Tskhinvali, Ademon Nykhas had already petitioned for
the unification of North and South Ossetia within the Russian Federation, adopting an
extreme stand following the enunciation of the Georgian language laws.  The South
Ossetian Supreme Soviet, by contrast, was content with announcing Ossetian as the
region’s official language and asking Moscow to raise its status to that of an autonomous
republic like Abkhazia.  As the situation deteriorated during the winter, the stream of
decisions from the South Ossetian Supreme Soviet slowed dramatically.  Ademon
Nykhas apparently gained control over the institution during these months, and by
September the body abandoned compromise and declared total independence from
Georgia.  Clearly, the preexistence of a legislative body for use by the South Ossetian
leadership was a key element in the escalation of conflict.  As will be discussed, the
Armenians of Javakheti possessed no such organ, and their nationalist organization was
unable to assume a mobilizing role.  In South Ossetia, autonomy provided the Ossetian
leadership with a decision-making mechanism for responding to Tbilisi, thereby
heightening tensions.  As in Abkhazia, external support certainly played a role in
development of the conflict.  By the time external actors became seriously involved in
late 1991, however, the conflict had already escalated out of control.  While the existence
of North Ossetia surely spurred the southerners to commit to action, it was autonomy that
provided the permissive conditions for the development of the conflict in South Ossetia.
The case of Javakheti, sharing many similarities with the Ossetian case save its lack of
autonomy and absence of conflict, serves as a further illustration of this fact.

Javakheti:  Escape from War?
The main concentration of Armenians in Georgia is found in the province of

Samtskhe-Javakheti, bordering Armenia.  Ethnic Armenians form a compact majority
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there, in the Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda districts,31 numbering about 150,000.  In many
ways, the Javakheti Armenians exhibit numerous similarities with both the South
Ossetians and the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan.  With their compactly
settled Armenian minorities near the present Armenian border, both Javakheti and
Nagorno-Karabakh had been bones of contention between the short-lived Armenian
Democratic Republic and its neighbors, the Georgian and Azerbaijani Democratic
Republics, between 1918 and 1920.32 In fact, wars were fought over both regions,
although the Armenian-Azerbaijani war of the time was significantly more severe.
Relations between these Armenian minorities and their host nations have been uneasy.
Because their Armenian identity remains very strong, Armenians in both Azerbaijan and
Georgia feel excluded from even the most civic interpretation of these two nations’
national conceptions.  Unlike Ajars in Georgia or Lezgins in Azerbaijan, Armenians are
not considered part of the majority nation and do not consider themselves as such.  Both
groups also reside in mountainous terrain – Javakheti’s capital, Akhalkalaki, is located at
approximately 3600 feet above sea level.  Of course, differences exist as well.  Cultural
differences are less marked; Armenians and Georgians are both Christian peoples
(although of different rites), whereas Azeris are Muslims.  Most pronouncedly, the
historical relationship between Armenians and Georgians has occasionally been
characterized by weariness and suspicion but seldom by overt conflict – the brief war in
1918-1919 being the exception.  By contrast, Armenians widely equate the Azeris with
Turks,33 a group widely perceived by Armenians as perpetrators of genocide against
them.  Armenians and Azeris fought wars in 1905-06 and 1918-20.  As a result of these
surviving historical antagonisms and myths, Armenian-Azeri relations are incomparably
more complicated than are Georgian-Armenian relations.

The Javakheti regional center of Akhalkalaki is the site of a Russian military base
where local Armenians comprise over two-thirds of the soldiers and noncommanding
officers and a third of the officers – suggesting that Javakheti Armenians enjoy the
support of a foreign patron and have ample access to arms and military training.  Indeed,
Javakheti has been a thorn in the side of the Georgian government since independence.
Armenian ethnic entrepreneurs have nonetheless remained relatively powerless in their
relationship with the Georgian government, largely unable to make their voices heard in
Tbilisi or to extract any concessions of significance.  In spite of these frustrations, they
have not managed to stir up a large-scale popular movement.

Much like other minorities, specifically the South Ossetians, Javakheti Armenians
were alarmed by the nationalist movement in Georgia led by Gamsakhurdia in 1989–91,
and there emerged at roughly the time of the formation of Ademon Nykhas a political
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organization named Javakhk, which campaigned for the creation of an Armenian
autonomous region at par with other autonomies in Georgia.  The issues at stake for
Javakheti Armenians during Gamsakhurdia’s rule were similar to those in South Ossetia
– with language issues, in particular, at the top of the agenda.  Minorities in Georgia
generally spoke both their mother tongue and Russian, the language of interethnic
communication in the Soviet Union; however, few spoke Georgian.  The 1988 law
strengthening the position of the Georgian language was hence perceived as a threat to
the minorities.  Meanwhile, the Armenian population of Javakheti had enjoyed
substantial cultural autonomy even in the absence of political or territorial self-rule.  Most
schools in the area were Armenian, and the Armenians were equally disturbed by the
development of Georgian legislation in the period.  Javakhk has not managed to sustain a
permanent level of active popular support and has been plagued by internal disputes, so
no clear chain of command exists in the organization.  Its position is at times
contradictory; certain statements from the organization seem conciliatory toward Tbilisi
whereas others are more militant in their demands for Armenian self-determination.34

Another contentious issue has been that of centrally appointed prefects, which the
Gamsakhurdia regime introduced.  Through large-scale demonstrations, Javakheti
Armenians physically prevented three different appointed prefects of ethnic Georgian
origin from assuming office.35 The ensuing lack of legitimate governing authorities was
solved through the creation of a provisional council of representatives for the Akhalkalaki
region, with twenty-four elected representatives.  In other words, Javakheti Armenians
took a first unilateral step toward the creation of institutions of self-rule.  The popular
legitimacy of these institutions, which might have been served as an embryonic
autonomist or secessionist movement, nevertheless remains doubtful as they basically
self-dissolved after the ascent of Eduard Shevardnadze to the head of the Georgian state.
Basically, the Armenian activists were unable to create legitimate institutions for their
struggle, and no preexisting institutions were present.  In 1995, Georgian authorities
successfully merged the Javakheti region with the region to its west, Meskheti (which has
a clear Georgian majority), to create the province of Samtskhe-Javakheti.  This move was
interpreted by Javakhk as an attempt to artificially dilute the Armenian demographic
position in the administrative units of southern Georgia.  Although the move did not lead
to large-scale protests, it did increase Armenian resentment and suspicion of Tbilisi.

The absence of conflict in Javakheti must be associated with the lack of a strong
and legitimate nationalist leadership, especially in comparison with South Ossetia, which
had a comparable conflict potential.  Ademon Nykhas did not have a higher degree of
initial popular legitimacy than Javakhk; the key difference in the development of the two
organizations was that the autonomy enjoyed by South Ossetia facilitated the cohesion
and strengthening of the nationalist/separatist movement around the governmental
institutions of the region.  In Javakheti, the Javakhk movement needed to build up its
position on its own, including the creation of provisional administrative structures; in
South Ossetia, such institutions already existed, with a rigid hierarchy and an accepted
decision-making process.  The legitimacy of national leaders was determined not only by
their personality and achievements but also by the posts they held.  Moreover, when
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unfavorable laws were introduced by the Georgian parliament, the Javakheti Armenians
had little to respond with except petitions or popular demonstrations.  Ossetians, by
contrast, possessed a legislative body, the Supreme Soviet of the autonomous province,
which provided them with an institutional channel for the struggle against Georgian
actions.  Likewise, the internal dissension within Javakhk and what amounts to an
incapacity to take, let alone enforce, decisions reflected the lack of a clear hierarchy of
decision making.  Autonomous structures, as the case of South Ossetia proves, possess a
chain of command that facilitates the decision-making process and the enforcement of
decisions taken at a higher level.

Other factors have played an important role in Javakheti’s relatively peaceful
development.  First, the Georgian government already having been defeated by two other
secessionist movements, has been cautious not to provoke the Javakheti Armenians.
Furthermore,  the Armenian government, mindful of the importance of its relations with
Georgia, has been careful to defuse potential problems in the region, intervening several
times to dissuade Javakhk from holding referenda on autonomy or secession.  The
external support provided by the Russian military base, therefore, is mitigated by the
calming effect of the Armenian government.  In the final analysis, however, the lack of
autonomy in Javakheti must still be noted as a significant reason for the weakness of
ethnic mobilization and the absence of armed conflict there.

Azeris:  The Silent Mass
Little political activity, let alone unrest or separatism, has been observed among

Azeris in Georgia, who are concentrated in the southern and southeastern regions of
Georgia.  The only incident worth mentioning is a 1991 case of information failure
between Georgian nationalists and Azeris, in which a false rumor spread that the Azeris
were about to secede and join Azerbaijan.  Upon receiving this news, a group of
Georgian nationalists gathered followers and marched on the Azeri areas.  Georgian
authorities were able to defuse the situation before any blood was shed, after having
coordinated their position with the Azerbaijani Popular Front and ascertaining that no
steps toward secession were being taken.  In the post-independence era, the close and
improving relations between Azerbaijan and Georgia have ensured stability in the
region.36 The Azeris live relatively scattered across southern and southeastern Georgia, in
many areas cohabiting with Georgians, and occasionally, Armenians or Kurds.  There is
no clearly demarcated Azeri area in Georgia, and given their lack of autonomy, it would
be difficult for Azeris to outline which areas they would consider “theirs.”  The good
relations between Georgia and Azerbaijan have also eliminated any tangible external
support for nationalism among Azeris in Georgia; nor has a nationalist leadership been
able to emerge.  It should be mentioned, however, that the Azeris in Georgia are
socioeconomically underprivileged, live mainly in rural areas, and are rather isolated
from Georgian political life.  Few among them speak Georgian, a proportionally very low
number have access to higher education, and the Georgian government has done little to
improve their lot.  A certain amount of resentment and feeling of alienation has been
reported, but it has failed to find an effective channel for expression; a national leadership
did not exist “by default”, as it did in autonomous areas.  In sum, the low level of
ethnopolitical activity, the role of the government of Azerbaijan, and the lack of
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autonomy have made Azeri areas among the calmest in Georgia’s turbulent post-
perestroika history.

Ajaria – Regionalism Enforced
The case of Ajaria, as mentioned earlier, represents the only case of a South

Caucasian autonomous region not involved in armed conflict with its central
government.37 This is not surprising, given that few indicators ever pointed to a high risk
of ethnic conflict between Ajaria and Georgia.  Most importantly, Ajars are in fact ethnic
Georgians, differing from the majority population on account of their Muslim religion.
The majority of its inhabitants adopted Islam and much of Islamic culture (during the
centuries of Ottoman rule that ended in 1878) while retaining strong cultural similarities
with Christian Georgians.  This may make it questionable as to whether classifying them
as a minority is appropriate.  Christianity certainly constitutes an important part of the
Georgian national identity, yet after seventy years of Soviet atheism Ajarian Islam has a
comparatively weak hold on the population.  Ajars therefore remain accepted even in the
narrowest ethnic definition of the Georgian nation, which can be said of no other
minority in Georgia.

Nevertheless, since the early 1990s Ajaria has been dominated by a local
potentate with significant political ambitions.  Aslan Abashidze, descending from an
influential family of the local nobility, acceded to the leadership of Ajaria in 1991 and
has since imposed an increasingly authoritarian rule.  During the wars in South Ossetia
and Abkhazia as well as in intra-Georgian feuds, Abashidze skillfully achieved wide self-
rule by maintaining neutrality.  Moreover, Abashidze managed to turn Ajaria into an
important economic region through the development of trade links with Turkey, using the
asset of the port of Batumi, the regional capital on the Black Sea coast.  In turn, the
Georgian government, desiring no further trouble with its provinces, left Ajaria on its
own in most matters.  Although Abashidze endorsed Eduard Shevardnadze’s bid for the
Georgian presidency, Tbilisi’s subsequent attempts to rein in Ajaria within the hierarchy
of the Georgian state has led to the deterioration of relations between Batumi and Tbilisi;
for example, Ajaria refuses to harmonize its laws with national guidelines.  Although the
Ajarian case displays clear elements of regionalism, these do not have a significant ethnic
character.  Indeed, Abashidze has established himself as a politician on the national
Georgian level, in fact emerging as the most serious challenger to Shevardnadze and his
Citizen’s Union of Georgia Party even though his political life is based heavily in Ajaria.
Charles H.  Fairbanks summarizes the Ajarian situation well:

The local boss, Aslan Abashidze, has never raised any question of
secession from Georgia.  He wants simply to do what he wants and to
enjoy the profits of vacation hotels, tropical products, and smuggling
across the border with Turkey.  There seems to be nothing public in
Abashidze’s motives; he is operating essentially like a small
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businessman.  The Russian garrison on the border, whose main
occupation seems to be smuggling, gives Abashidze the protection to
defy the central Georgian government; the Moscow government
approves this
arrangement because it limits Georgian independence from Russia.38

In the final analysis, the independent-minded rule of Abashidze in Ajaria would
have been impossible without the institution of autonomy.  The weakness of the separate
Ajarian identity does not provide a base for a vigorous nationalist movement or for
excessively strong regionalism; in this context the population of the province of
Mingrelia arguably has stronger regionalist attitudes.39 The institutions of Ajarian
autonomy brought Abashidze to his position of power and enabled Ajaria to remain
largely isolated economically and politically from the rest of Georgia; likewise, the
political institutions and financial resources of the autonomous republic have provided a
base for Abashidze’s bid for a national political role in Georgia.  Given the historical and
ethnic framework, there were no conditions under which autonomy would lead to ethnic
conflict in Ajaria.  However, autonomy did provide a ground for the emergence of a local
potentate who succeeded in keeping his region free of the problems experienced by other
Georgian regions while establishing a rigid autocratic rule.

Conclusions
The provision of institutionalized, territorial autonomy for an ethnic minority may

cause the opposite of its intended effect – it may augment rather than reduce the potential
for conflict between a minority and a central government.  As stated earlier, autonomy is
neither a sufficient nor a necessary cause of conflict.  Yet, it has a strong causal
relationship with both a minority’s willingness and especially its capacity to revolt.  It is
reasonably clear that within the Caucasian context, autonomy has been a source of
conflict and not a solution to it.  This preliminary conclusion suggests that ceteris paribus,
secessionism is likely to be significantly higher among autonomous minorities than
among non-autonomous minorities.  This study has been empirically limited to the
former Soviet space, and it should be acknowledged that the specific history and
characteristics of this area leave open the question as to whether the findings here would
be replicated in similar studies of other political settings.  Nevertheless, a number of
factors inherent in the institution of territorial autonomy are likely to have the same
consequences in other areas of the world as they have had in the former Soviet Union.

The practical implications of these findings are nevertheless significant.  When
confronted with the results of this study, one disheartened practitioner of diplomacy
raised the obvious question:  if autonomy, bearer of much hope for the management and
resolution of ethnopolitical conflicts, is not actually a solution but is rather inherently
problematic, what is the way to manage ethnic tensions? The answer does not lie in any
general and easily applicable model, and that may itself be one of the most important
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consequences of realizing the pitfalls of autonomy.  Where there has been a tendency to
view ethnofederal solutions in one form or another as cure-all prescriptions, this study
points to the merits of devising political structures that cut across ethnic and other
communal divisions, encourage civic identities, but discourage the use of ethnicity in the
political sphere.  That does not mean that all autonomy solutions are necessarily destined
to collapse or to lead to war.  It does mean that whenever the ethnicization of territory can
be avoided, it should be avoided.

This study has attempted to show that the advocacy of resolving or preventing
ethnic conflict through solutions based on the devolution of power along ethnic lines is at
best a questionable and at worst a disastrous enterprise.  The little publicized pitfalls of
ethnofederalism hence need to be kept in mind while formulating policies


