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@03 53G™@I> 0@od dogdogodol bobganmdbol gbogg@Lo@g@ol d@m-
9J00L — oy SJBmdYdol aogargbs ©gdmi@mdo@oboizool 3Mm3glby
bododmggenmdo — godagddo aobsbm@oges. o3 3gegzolb dodo-
o Jobobo sbdadydol bgg@ml dodsdmn 3oGE0gdol 5f@ogob@ms
3300 b9gbdols 245033935 04m. 0bgm@dS300lL doGomow [yodrmb
9dgogm© 3mmodozg® oJ@ogolEgdmsb ho@omgdymo 0b@g®mgoygdo
(odmogp9bl.

doGomoEo ©aligghs, GMdgol aodm@sboz sg@m@GdS 3garggol dg-
g dgdenm, dgdgabso@o dgodagds ogml gm@dgeodgdey-
@0 5JG0g0bEBo0l T30 bYEgds 3oGE0gdol obdodydol byyg-

94



3@0d0g7G0 35OB0go0lL bogBnsdm@obem obdos@gds: 3m@odogy® ...

GHobodo gdgoam 3ogdo@dos domo 35ME00L 3aibooobmob s@lyg-
@0 @gg0dmab J0doGmgdsdo. Ygoodgdoom GO YG0 (33E0Eng-
3980b Jmdbmggdl o6 83dogmxzogdom Log@nsdm@olbo meysbdbszo-
90006 0565 IAMInmdol sBlgdIeo GoEdsEo, Gmdgmos, domo Sb-
Gom, 56 dggbodadgds boJodmggammdo s@lgdygm 3meo@ogy® gomo-
Gyool, 39Bdme, 0d bLox@mbygdl, GmdegdoE ©dmz@SEObSE00L
36m9Lob {obsdy ©aol. 9BG®m bmdog@ow yobfymdogo >JEogob-
3900 5Eb0md>E 5BdLYbgb 53 LygBmdo Log@osdm@obo m@ysbo-
b530900b bodosbMmbol. GMAMGE obobo SddMbgb, 3 LoJdosbmdob
Bo@d> ©> Joboo@bo Y ggbodadgds dom 0bGgdglgolb @ bokoGmg-
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d0bo®gdl. mIobabEo 3o®mE0> dob yobjos@ayegdsdo s@bgdyeo G-
by@bgdol dgmbgdom brygoegh Lbgs dsdF0gdol Ib@owsb jmbsey-
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by 50l jmb3gbdHodgdyeo (Kumar, 2004):
s 30MR0g50L mEOReboboogmo aobgomomgds s dows wydmy@o-

Bool a3bd s
* boodhggbm 3o335bool Foddomgs
o Ladodaadgb@m Loddosbmbol byardgfymas
e 30ME09OLS o Lsbmyomgd®mog xagngol dm@ol jogdo@ol pod-

00gGHgdo
98



3@0d0g7G0 35OB0go0lL bogBnsdm@obem obdos@gds: 3m@odogy® ...

* 306HB0gdL doGob wosamyol dbot@odg@s
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Boobogob ob 3o®E05ms xaBobogob. mgomnmb gb Bod@o dggco Sbo-
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Frozen Transitions and Unfrozen Conflicts,
Or What Went Wrong in Georgia?

David Aphrasidze and David Siroky

Two years after the August war between Russia and Georgia, and a
voluminous EU investigative report, some of the most fundamental
questions remain rife with contention. Scholars and analysts diverge
over the war’s fundamental causes as well as its effects. The only
point of general agreement is that frozen conflicts can thaw out and
escalate into wars.! The central questions remain: why did conflicts
from the early 1990s escalate in Georgia after having been frozen
for fifteen years; and why did it happen in Georgia, rather than
elsewhere in the former Soviet Union, where the problem of seces-
sion is also present, such as Moldova or Azerbaijan? What went

! Svante Cornell and S. Frederick Starr, The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War
in Georgia, Studies of Central Asia and the Caucasus, (2009) Armonk, N.Y., M.E.
Sharpe; Central Asia Survey, special issue, (2009) 28, 2; Independent International
Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, “Report”, September, 2009, http://
www.ceiig.ch/Report.html (accessed March 21, 2010); Mikhail Filipov, “Diversionary
Role of the Georgia-Russia Conflict: International Constraints and Domestic Appeal,”
Europe-Asia Studies 61, 10 (2009): 1825-1847; Sergei Markedonov, “The ‘Five-Day
War’: Preliminary Results and Consequences,” Russian Politics and Law, 47, 3 (2009):
71-79; Lincoln A. Mitchell, “Georgia Postbellum,” American Interest, 4, 5 (2009):
65-73; Neil S. MacFarlane, “Frozen Conflicts in the Former Soviet Union — The
Case of Georgia/South Ossetia,” IFSH, OSCE-Yearbook 2008, (2009) Hamburg: 23-
33. available at: http://www.core-hamburg.de/documents/yearbook/english/08/MacFarlane-
en.pdf (accessed April 1, 2010);
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wrong in Georgia, which was by most accounts on the right path
since 2003?

The major distinction between Georgia and its former brother
republics after two decades is the country’s second transition. The
Rose Revolution in Georgia (along with revolutions in Ukraine and
to a certain extent Kyrgyzstan) sought to transform a hybrid, semi-
functional state apparatus into a democratic, prosperous and strong
state. The peaceful revolution, and the emergence of young leader-
ship committed to western values in Georgia, raised hopes that a
second opportunity to build a modern and stable democracy in the
former Soviet space might prove successful.?

Facing the same set of problems in 2003 as it did in the
beginning of the 1990s, the most virulent being secessionism, Geor-
gia nevertheless made a concerted effort to rebuild its state insti-
tutions and liberalize its economy. While the results five years
later remain controversial, most observers concur that the new
leadership’s aggressive approach unambiguously enhanced certain
dimensions of state capacity, especially the state’s policing and
military powers. At the same time, however, some have criticized
Saakashvili’s revolutionary government for sliding towards
authoritarianism.’ In focusing so centrally on the state’s coercive
capabilities, we suggest that the government has neglected to
redress the more infrastructural and participatory aspects of state

2 David Aprasidze, “Georgia’s New Nationalism: A Better Opportunity for
State Building?”, IFSH, OSCE-Yearbook 2004, (2005) Hamburg: 176-190. available
at: http://www.core-hamburg.de/documents/yearbook/english/04/Aphrasidze.pdf (ac-
cessed March 21, 2010); Charles King, “A rose among thorns: Georgia makes
good,” Foreign Affairs, 83, 2 (2004): 13-18; Michael McFaul, “Transitions from
postcommunism,” Journal of Democracy, 16, 3 (2005): 5-19.

> Charles A. Kupchan, “Wilted rose,” The New Republic, 6 (2006) http://
www.tnr.com/article/politics/wilted-rose (accessed March 16, 2010); International Crisis
Group, “Georgia: Sliding towards Authoritarianism? Europe Report N°189,” De-
cember 19, 2007. http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=5233&I=1, (accessed
March 23, 2010).
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capacity.* Furthermore, we argue that the failure to establish clear
national boundaries before embarking on an ambitious state-build-
ing project, combined with the Russian-Georgian war in August
2008, almost quashed the entire enterprise and nearly resulted in
Saakashvili’s ouster. Unlike the first Georgian transition that over-
threw Gamsakhurdia, however, the current ruling regime managed
to survive the war’s turmoil, and to remain in power, largely
thanks to the state’s enhanced capacity.

The Georgian case illustrates the contemporary relevance of two
classic political science propositions. First, as Rustow argued forty
years ago, agreement on political boundaries of the polity must pre-
cede the process of organizing it.> “The people cannot decide,” wrote
Jenning, “until someone has decided who are the people”.® Second, as
Huntington demonstrated, variation in state capacity is central to un-
derstanding and explaining the dynamics of development, democracy
and conflict: “the most important political distinction among countries
concerns not their form of government but their degree of govern-
ment”.” We take these classic propositions to the Caucasus, focusing
on the dynamics of Georgia’s political development over the past twenty
years. Through a synchronic analysis, we show that perhaps the most
fundamental domestic cause of the recent instability in Georgia has
been the explosion of political emancipation without the proportionate
political institutionalization. We argue that Georgia’s unfrozen conflict
is the most visible consequence of its frozen transition.

The article briefly highlights some of theoretical claims that
underlie our explanation for political instability, and then develops

4 Samuel Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies, (1968) New Haven,
Yale University Press; Michael Mann, “The autonomous power of the state: its ori-
gins, mechanisms, and results,” European Archive of Sociology, 25 (1984): 185-212.

5 Dankwart Rustow, ’Transition towards Democracy”, Comparative Politics, 2, 3
(1970): 337-363; Philippe C. Schmitter, Twenty-five years, fifteen findings”, Jour-
nal of Democracy, 21, 1, (2010): 17-28.

¢ Jenning quoted in Rustow 1970: 351

” Huntington 1968: 1
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several testable hypotheses. In the empirical section, we focus on
two periods—the early 1990s and the post-Rose Revolution—to
examine how Georgia’s ethnic nationalism in the early 1990s sub-
stituted for, and was exacerbated by, the scarcity of political insti-
tutions. After 2003, we argue that the state’s enhanced administra-
tive capacities inhibited Georgia from returning to ethnic national-
ism, but the deficiency of its participatory institutions left it vulner-
able to revolutionary nationalism, which led Georgia down a dan-
gerous path toward violent conflict. The analysis illustrates the
enduring relevance of Huntington’s discussion of the potentially
tumultuous relationship between rapid transformations and the like-
lihood of instability in the absence of entrenched institutional
mechanisms.

PARTICIPATION, DEINSTITUTIONALIZATION AND
NATIONALISM

Consolidation breeds stability, argued Huntington, and transfor-
mation breeds instability.® Amid the overall excitement about
the “democratic peace” in the mid-1990s, some scholars ques-
tioned whether the claims about democracy’s pacific qualities
applied to al/l democracies, foremost, to new ones. A number of
countries that were moving away from autocracy and toward
democracy in the early 1990s experienced extreme turbulence,
which in some cases produced veritable earthquakes of violent
conflict. This casual observation was later validated in a number
of large-N statistical studies of the correlation between the early
stage of democratization and the likelihood of conflict. Addi-
tional work suggested that the likelihood of conflict was further

8 Huntington 1968: 41; Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder. Electing to
Fight: Why Emerging Democracies Go To War, (2005) Cambridge, Mass., The MIT
Press.

126



Frozen Transitions and Unfrozen Conflicts, Or What Went Wrong ...

increased when democratization was compounded by undevel-
oped institutions, economic hardships, and uneven moderniza-
tion.” Although these findings relate mainly to international con-
flict involvement, there is also a robust correlation between
democratization and internal conflict, with a similar causal mecha-
nism, linking intermediate regimes between democracy and au-
tocracy to internal conflict. Although recent research has cast
considerable doubt on the relationship between early democrati-
zation and external conflict involvement, the relationship to the
internal conflict remains robust.!

Nevertheless, there remains little consensus among scholars about
what makes transformation trajectories different, and why some so-
cieties succeed in overcoming those turbulences rather quickly, while

® Thomas Daubler, “War and Post-Communist Democratization: Dealing with
Old Comrade Endogeneity”, Journal of Peace Research, 43, 1 (2006): 83-89;
Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, “Democratization and the Danger of War,”
International Security, 20, 1 (1995): 5-38; Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder,
“Democratization and War”, Foreign Affairs, 74, 3 (1995): 79-97, Edward D.
Mansfield and Jack Snyder, “Reply to Thompson and Tucker”, Journal of Conflict
Resolution, 41 (1997): 457-461; Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, “Demo-
cratic Transitions, Institutional Strength, and War”, International Organization, 56,
2 (2002): 297-337; Edward D. Manstfield and Jack Snyder, “Incomplete Demo-
cratic Transitions and the Outbreak of Military Disputes”, International Studies
Quarterly, 46, 4 (2002): 529-549; Mansfield and Snyder 2005: 7; cf. Kristian S.
Gleditsch and Michael D. Ward, “War and Peace in Space and Time: The Role
of Democratization”, International Studies Quarterly, 44, 1 (2000): 1-29; William
R. Thompson and Richard Tucker, “A Tale of Two Democratic Peace Critiques”,
Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, 3 (2006): 428-454; Michael Ward and Kristian
S. Gleditsch, “Democratizing for Peace”, American Political Science Review, 92
(1998): 51-61; Michael McFaul, “Are New Democracies War-Prone?” Journal of
Democracy 18, 2 (2007): 160— 67.

10 Havard Hegre and Tanja Ellingsen, Scott Gates, Nils Petter Gleditsch,
“Toward a Democratic Civil Peace? Democracy, Political Change, and Civil War,
1816-1992,” American Political Science Review, 95, 1 (2001): 33-48; Vipin Narang
and Rebecca M. Nelson, “Who Are These Belligerent Democratizers? Reassessing
the Impact of Democratization on War”, International Organization, 63, Spring
2009: 357-79
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others remain trapped in transition."! We show that four dynamics
are especially relevant to understanding variation in the post-Soviet
transformations in general and Georgia in particular: (1) simulta-
neous transformations, (2) the explosion of mass participation, (3)
deinstitutionalization and (4) varieties of nationalism.

First, simultaneous transformations are generally seen as more
challenging than singular transitions. Some scholars have suggested
that “many changes” may be advantageous, however, because it
provides new rulers more space for maneuvering in structural pre-
dicaments.'”> Regardless of the net costs and benefits balance, the
“dilemma of simultaneity” — sometimes called “rebuilding the ship at
sea” — implies at a minimum that certain changes must occur with
little if any structural support.”* Second, simultaneous political, eco-
nomic and social institutional change requires — and at the same
time causes — the emancipation of social forces, which engenders
mass participation. Data from the final period of the Soviet Union
indicate both an explosion of political participation and a rapid
improvement in civil liberties between 1988 to 1990.'

The third dynamic is deinstitutionalization. Simultaneous, rapid
transformations spawn institutional vacuums—old institutions cease to
exist, and become irrelevant, even though new institutions have yet to
be fashioned. When combined with an explosion of political participa-
tion, this deinstitutionalization is potentially perilous. “The stability of

I Fish, M. Steven, “Russia’s Fourth Transition,” Journal of Democracy, 5, 3
(1994): 31-42; Juan Linz and Alfred Stephan, Problems of democratic transition
and consolidation: Southern Europe, South America, and post-communist Europe,
(1996) Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press; Ghia Nodia “How different are
postcommunist transitions?” Journal of Democracy, 7, 4 (1996): 15-29; Claus Offe,
Varieties of Transition: The East European and the East German Experience, (1997)
Cambridge, Mass., The MIT Press.

12 Schmitter 2010: 22.

3 Offe 1997: 36.

4 Freedom House, Freedom in the World Country ratings, http://
www.freedomhouse.org/uploads/fiw09/CompHistData/FIW_AllScores_Countries.xls
(accessed March 21, 2010)
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any given polity,” wrote Huntington, “depends upon the relationship
between the level of participation and the level of political institution-
alization.”'> Mass participation requires an attendant set of participa-
tory and administrative institutions, both formal and informal. Mansfield
and Snyder called these the administrative (regulating administration
and generating policy outcome) and representative (regulating political
competition and intermediation) institutions.'® While the former is
essential for existence of any political entity, democracies require both
types of institutions. Prior to the liberalization of the Soviet system,
regulatory institutions strictly controlled the character of participation
and were therefore sufficient to ensure stability. When participation
exploded, however, Georgia’s underdeveloped representative institutions
were caught wholly unprepared, inducing severe instability.

The fourth dynamic concerns what might be called varieties of
nationalism. When institutions cease generating functional outcomes,
and new political institutions have not yet been habituated, political
players naturally look for substitutes. A new constitution, which should
characterize, constrain and counsel the polity, is only a bundle of
paper until it is amended, internalized and respected. Political par-
ties, which represent the institutionalization of political participation,
admittedly mushroomed after the end of the old regime, but they
only represented tiny groups, often divided along cultural (ethnic and
religious) and other parochial lines. This is hardly surprising, given
the general absence of trust beyond narrow social groups, which
makes political coalitions and civic grass root organizations hard to
build, and even harder to maintain, in the face of factionalism. The
media, which should create a forum for the exchange of ideas and
cement a national identity, was also internally fractured, producing a
“divided marketplace of ideas”.”” Under such circumstances, political

15 Huntington 1968: 79.

16 Mansfield and Snyder 2005: 59; cf. Mann 1994.

17 Jack Snyder, From Voting to Violence: Democratization and Nationalist
Conflict, (2000) New York, Norton: 56; Jack Snyder and Karen Ballentine. “Na-
tionalism and the Marketplace of Ideas,” International Security, 21, 2 (1996): 5-40.
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actors behave as if in the state of the nature: “political systems
[practorian polities] with low levels of institutionalization and high
levels of participation are systems where social forces using their
own methods act directly in the political sphere”."In this realm of
the Praetorian polity, the political and social merge: social actors
become political players, and social institutions assume political func-
tions, such as intermediation and regulation.

Nationalism is an unavoidable outcome of any transformation
because of its connection to increased mass participation, which is
utilized to legitimize the new system. In this regard, nationalism and
democracy both reply on mass ideologies and on mass participation.
“In the name of the people” and “rule by majority” is transcendental
for both.!”” Democracy needs nationalism to delineate its borders and
to define what it means to belong to the polity. As Nodia puts it,
“modern nations and modern democracies alike are too large to do
without this “imagined” quality” [of nationalism].?

Despite these similarities, nationalism and democracy come in
many forms, some combinations are compatible and complementary,
and others destructive and discordant.”! The precise effect of nation-
alism on democratic stability, we argue, depends on character of
nationalist accommodation and the extent to which nationalism ap-
peals to social groups both inside and outside the political commu-
nity. It is to this distinction that we turn now.

'8 Huntington 1968: 80

1 Ghia Nodia, “Nationalism and Democracy”, Journal of Democracy, 3, 4
(1992): 3-21.

% Nodia 1992: 8

21 Stefan Auer, “Nationalism in Central Europe— a Chance or a Threat for the
Emerging Liberal Democratic Order?,”East European Politics and Societies, 14, 2
(2000): 213-245; Valerie J. Bunce, “The National Idea: Imperial Legacies and Post-
Communist Pathways in Eastern Europe”, East European Politics and Societies, 19,
3 (2005): 406-442.
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FROM ETHNIC TO REVOLUTIONARY NATIONALISM

In culturally homogeneous societies, ethnic nationalism serves to
consolidate mass participation (and the social structures it repre-
sents) into a unified polity. In multicultural societies, however, the
outcome of transformation through ethnic nationalism is more vari-
able, and depends on the interaction and capacities of the sundry
social groups involved. Many institutionally developed societies
managed to consolidate their politics, but less institutionally en-
dowed polities often endanger projects that pit liberalism against
state building.?

Just as democracy sometimes comes with adjectives, so too does
nationalism.?

Only in liberal democracy is popular sovereignty guaranteed for
all members of the political community: political institutions channel
political participation during and between elections and safeguard the
rights of minorities. Democracy per se is rule by majority, so a
“tyranny of majority” is also potentially democratic. Similarly, na-
tionalism can be (and indeed often is) exclusionary, but it need not
be so.** Although civic nationalism is often seen as the counterpart
of liberal democracy, this ideal model is hard to find in the real
world.” In practice, we argue, nationalism is typically either ethnic
(addressing a culturally homogeneous community and excluding oth-

22 Francis Fukuyama, Liberalism Versus State-Building, Journal of Democracy,
18, 3 (2007): 10-13.

» Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, (1983) Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-
versity Press.; Steven Levitsky and David Collier, “Democracy with Adjectives:
Conceptual Innovation in Comparative Research,” World Politics, 49, 3 (1997):
430-51; Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, “Elections Without Democracy: The Rise
of Competitive Authoritarianism,” Journal of Democracy 13, 2 (2002): 51-66; Fareed
Zakaria, “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy”, Foreign Affairs, 76, 6 (1997): 22-43.

» Mark R. Beissinger,“A New Look At Ethnicity and Democratization”, Jour-
nal of Democracy, 19, 3 (2008): 85-97; Gellner 1983;

» Bernard Yack, “The Myth of the Civic Nation,” Critical Review, 10 (1996):
193-211;

131



David Aphrasidze and David Siroky

ers) or revolutionary (addressing culturally diverse communities and
including others).?

Based on the balance between accommodation and coercion in
creating the nation-state, we can define both types of nationalism as
more or less civic.?’ Civic nationalism involves expanding the tar-
geted communities, while preserving their original identities; whereas,
revolutionary nationalism involves more coercion, and is aimed at
assimilating identities. Again, in practice, coercion and accommoda-
tion are parallel processes used by both forms of nationalism. Ethnic
nationalism consists of shrinking boundaries by dividing diverse
communities. Just as all forms of nationalism can produce instability,
so none of them can guarantee the preservation of political bound-
aries.?® Tt is therefore crucial to disaggregate nationalism into its
varieties, and to relate the form of nationalism to the degree of
institutional development.

According to Snyder, ethnic nationalism is characteristic of societ-
ies with the most belated development. The state is rudimentary, and
institutions — both participatory and administrative — are weak, or non-
existent. The political leadership lacks institutional levers to attach
people to politics, and so resorts to ethnic nationalism, which gener-
ates ethnic fragmentation, and increases the probability of internal
conflict.” Revolutionary nationalism is characteristic of societies where
administrative and coercive institutions are either preserved or have
been reestablished, but participatory institutions are not sufficiently
developed to enable accommodation. We argue that these two types of
nationalism can be mapped onto the two transformations in Georgia.

% On the typology of nationalism, see Snyder 2000: 69.

*7 Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and nationalism since 1780: Programme, myth,
reality, (1992) Cambridge University Press; Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital and
European States, AD 990-1992 (studies in social discontinuity), (1990) Cambridge,
Mass., Blackwell.

% Donald L. Horowitz, “Democracy in Divided Societies”, Journal of Democ-
racy, 4, 4 (1993): 19-38.

¥ Snyder 2000: 36-39 and 77-79.
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Before turning to the Georgian case, let us briefly summarize the
logic we have just outlined. When mass emancipation occurs in a
weakly institutionalized setting, “groups become mobilized into poli-
tics without becoming socialized by politics.”® The less developed
the intermediary institutional capacity, the greater is the chance for
exclusionary nationalism to emerge. Similarly, in the absence of
entrenched representative institutions, the more developed the admin-
istrative and coercive institutional state capacity, the greater is the
chance for revolutionary nationalism to materialize. If administrative
institutions are still strong, the new elite can oppress minorities, deter
them from secession and forcefully integrate them. However, if ad-
ministrative institutions are weak, social divisions may become deep
political divisions. In both scenarios, conflict and violence are likely.

Based on this theoretical logic, we investigate four testable hy-
potheses.

Hypotheses 1 : Rapid political emancipation without supportive in-
stitutionalization contributes to instability.

Hypotheses 2 : When participatory institutions are weak, social ac-
tors apply their own methods, awaking exclusionary nationalism
in multicultural societies.

Hypotheses 3 : When administrative institutions are weak, the ruling
elite cannot suppress social opponents, so the outcome is ethnic
nationalism and confrontation.

Hypotheses 4 : When administrative institutions are relatively strong
(but participatory institutions are still weak), the ruling elite try
to suppress opponents and re-establish the state, so the outcome
is revolutionary nationalism.

Establishing the empirical validity of these statements in Georgia
is important from a policy viewpoint and speaks to broader theoreti-
cal debates about political change and instability. The article explains
what went wrong in Georgia, and shows why Georgian leaders pur-

30 Huntington 1968: 83.
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sued ethnic nationalism in the early 1990s, but revolutionary nation-
alism since 2004. We attribute the differences in the form of nation-
alism to variation in the institutional setting and state capacity. Since
2004, the ruling elite in Georgia has managed to overcome an inter-
nal political crisis, thanks to increased administrative capabilities, but
it has failed to contain ethnic conflict as a result of weak
infrastructural and participatory institutions.

ETHNIC AND CIVIL WAR IN GEORGIA, 1990-1993

Georgia’s rocky journey towards democracy started in the late 1980s,
parallel to the processes of Perestroika and Glasnost in the Soviet
Union. National feelings quickly spread among Georgians and, begin-
ning in 1988, tens of thousands demonstrated in support of Georgian
independence in front of the parliament in Tbilisi. After April 9, 1989,
when the Soviet Army violently dispersed a peaceful demonstration in
Thilisi and killed several people, nationalism did not stop in Georgia.
Georgia became the frontrunner in political emancipation in the Soviet
Union after the Baltic republics. However, it was only Perestroika that
made a national awakening possible. Glasnost opened the media and
the first nationalist ideas about Georgia’s self-determination reached
ordinary people. A few dissidents from the Soviet period, mostly
unknown to the broad masses, became heroes overnight. They traveled
from town to town, appeared in newspapers and even in broadcast
media still under local communist control. Georgia’s newspapers still
in the state’s possession changed their names, so “Young Comsomol”
became “Young Iverieli” (one of the Georgia’s ancient names), “Peoples
Education” — “Nation” etc. Georgian intelligentsia followed suit: his-
torians, linguists, and artists were competing with newly emerged
politicians in a nationalistic outcry. Even the local communist party,
still a member of the all union party, proclaimed the independence of
Georgia as its political goal by 1990.
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The political emancipation was tremendous, but lacked ad-
equate institutionalization. In the 1990s, the first national multi-
party elections took place in Georgia — for the first and last time,
when the whole republic, including the regions of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, participated. An election rule prohibited regionally
based parties from running in the national elections practically
blocked the (already mobilized) ethnic minority representation from
holding power in parliament. The election produced a new regime
in Georgia — a nationalistic political party union, “Round Table —
Free Georgia.” The election drove the first wedge between Geor-
gians and other ethnic groups, and also inside the Georgian na-
tional movement.

Several parties did not recognize the government’s legitimacy,
because Georgia was still part of the Soviet Union, and elected their
own institution, National Congress. The new government, under the
charismatic President Zviad Gamsakhurdia, tried to build up political
institutions. In 1991, presidential and local elections occurred and, in
the same year, an electoral arrangement was achieved with the Abkhaz
guaranteeing their representation in the regional parliament.’’ How-
ever, the ruling elite understood those institutions not merely as means
of participation and socialization, but rather as levers for control,
merely with administrative functions. For instance, the role of local
elected councils was diminished through appointment of prefects —
heads of local governments directly subordinated to the president. In
many respect, Prefects simply replaced Rayon Party Secretaries from
the Soviet era.

Instead of building participatory institutions, the new government
“deformed institutions,” using them for purely instrumental, adminis-

31 Abkhaz constituted the 17 per cent of the population of the Autonomous
republic, and received 28 guaranteed seats in local parliament. Georgians (45 %)
received 26 and other groups received 11. The idea was to preserve a veto minority
for both communities in vulnerable cases of separation (for Georgians) and au-
tonomy abolishment (for Abkhazians). Vicken Cheterian, War and Peace in the
Caucasus: Russia’s Troubles Frontier, (2008) London, Hurst & Company: p. 189.
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trative purposes.’? The major institutions of mobilization — political
parties — were large in number, but small in membership, often not
exceeding a few hundred. A very rudimentary civil society could
hardly substitute for the absence of political institutions. Even politi-
cal parties and civil groups were internally divided along ethnic and
other lines (Gamsakhurdia supporters vs. Gamsakhurdia opposition,
for example). The central media, now under control of the new elite,
went on propagating the same ethnic nationalism. This mirrored
developments in the ethnic minority regions, where local elites used
access to media and other means of mass mobilization.

Ethnic conflict exploded first. Georgia recognized the rights of
minorities only in terms of an independent Georgia as a country
primarily of ethnic Georgians. Ossetians, Armenians ad Azerbaijanis
were seen as “guests.”Abkhazians were seen as indigenous people;
but with only 17 per cent of the population in Abkhazia, ethnic
Georgians viewed their privileges as more than sufficient.”* In
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the parallel processes of political eman-
cipation started with an underlying desire to preserve their ethnic
identities against a perceived Georgian threat.

In December 1990, after only two months of elections, the Geor-
gian Supreme Soviet abolished the South Ossetian Autonomous Oblast
as a reaction to demands for an upgrade in administrative status. The
first ethnic skirmishes followed, escalating into a violent conflict that
lasted until a Russian-Georgian-Ossetian agreement on peacekeeping
terms was reached in 1992. By contrast, Gamsakhurdia managed to
keep the situation in Abkhazia under relative control, mainly because
of the demographic picture and the above mentioned bargain with
the Abkhaz leadership. However, the conflict in Abkhazia broke out
in August 1992, by which time Gamsakhurdia was already out of

32 Institutional deformation refers to the elite manipulation of institutions to the
point that they can no longer perform their basic functions. See Mansfield and
Snyder 2005: 59-60.

33 Cheterian 2008: 172
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power. It ended in 1993 with the defeat of the central government
and the exodus of ethnic Georgians from the region. Russia became
the main peace broker in both conflicts.

Ethnic conflicts in South Ossetia and Abkhazia were accompa-
nied by civil war between Georgian political factions. Again,
Gamsakhurdia failed to provide institutional mechanisms to deal with
the opposition. As a result, political groups paved their own paths to
political participation — most oppositional parties joined National
Congress and organized military wings. At the beginning,
Gamsakhurdia managed to suppress the opposition, relying on the
still working bureaucratic machinery of the Soviet system — the police
and the military. In 1991, Gamsakhurdia abolished Mkhedrioni — the
most influential militia in the opposition and detained its leadership
by using internal Soviet troops. He was not able to rely on their
support after late 1991, since he had alienated most of the former
high-ranking bureaucrats, along with some of his own followers. In
September, the bulk of the newly founded National Guard joined the
opposition and overthrew Gamsakhurdia in the December-January
putsch. The Civil war continued in the western part of Georgia,
parallel to the war in Abkhazia and ended only after Georgia’s cen-
tral government was defeated in Abkhazia. Ironically, Russian mili-
tary support, which contributed considerably to the escalation of
violence and the ultimate Georgian defeat in Abkhazia, saved
Shevardnadze after Georgia agreed to join the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS), the quasi-successor of the Soviet Union,
established in December 1991.

This first phase of Georgia’s transformation ended in total failure.
The massive political emancipation in late 1980s erupted into massive
ethnic nationalism, both among Georgians and ethnic minorities. The
nonexistence of political and civil institutions made interethnic as well
as inter-factional cooperation impossible and conflict likely.
Gamsakhurdia’s (and subsequently Shevardnadze’s — independent
Georgia’s second ruler since 1992) government did not possess the
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administrative capacities to suppress competing groups, which is one
of the primary reasons why his presidency lasted only one year.

Despite having lost control over Abkhazia, Shevardnadze and his
weak, corrupt hybrid regime managed to stay in power, but he served
at the Kremlin’s pleasure. Shevardnadze’s expert balancing act be-
tween various regions, factions and parochial groups inside Georgia,
as well as between Russia and the West in his foreign policy, pro-
duced relative stability even as it reinforced stasis and stagnation in
state formation.

REVOLUTIONARY NATIONALISM, STATE BUILDING AND
WAR, 2003-2008

In 2003, tens of thousands of Georgian citizens demonstrated in
front of the parliament in Tbilisi for the second time in modern
history. The new wave of national awakening took place as a reac-
tion to election falsifications. Shevardnadze tried to block the oppo-
sition by gaining a majority in the parliament (not an unusual tactic)
and inadvertently caused the Rose Revolution — a peaceful regime
change in Georgia.** His former followers, mostly among the young
generation of Georgian politicians, constituted the new opposition
under the banner of a second transformation — for the “unification,
security and well-being” of Georgia.*®

The media again played a decisive role in mass mobilization. This
time, it was an independent TV station — Rustavi 2, which effectively
transformed itself into a platform for the opposition, spreading their

3 Lincoln A. Mitchell, Uncertain Democracy. U.S. Foreign Policy and Georgia’s
Rose Revolution, (2009) Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press; Zurab
Karumidze and James Wertsch, Enough! The Rose Revolution in the Republic of
Georgia, (2003) New York, Nova Science; Johnathan Wheatley, Georgia from na-
tional awakening to Rose Revolution: delayed transition in the former Soviet Union,
(2005) Aldershot, Ashgate.

3 Mikheil Saakashvili, Inaugural Speech, January 2004; Cheterian 2008: 212.
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ideas to the average Georgian citizen. After days of demonstration,
people broke into the parliament building to prevent the new elected
Parliament from opening its first session, causing Shevardnadze to
resign, and opening the way for new leadership to run the country.

The new government of President Saakashvili utilized national-
ism, which had been kept by Shevardnadze always on low heat. The
new administration needed popular support to implement its ambi-
tious plans of creating an effective state, promoting the economy and
changing the frozen status quo in the conflict regions. At the same
time, there was a principled distinction between Gamsakhurdia’s
nationalism and Saakashvili’s nationalism. The new government con-
sciously chose an inclusionary nationalism discourse addressing Geor-
gian citizens and not only ethnic Georgians. Saakashvili repeatedly
addressed Azerbaijanis, Armenians, Ossetians and Abkhazians, trav-
eling to the minority regions that were still under the control of the
central government.

The Saakashvili government practiced revolutionary, rather than
ethnic, nationalism. The new administration quickly succeeded in
building state capacities, especially in the security sector, and then
relied on the relative strength of those institutions. At the same time,
it did not develop or devote adequate attention to participatory po-
litical institutions. Saakashvili’s nationalism sought to unify Georgia’s
polity, and to bridge ethnic and other distinctions, but the lessons of
the early 1990s, and fear in the face of a fractured political land-
scape, persuaded the government to tighten control.

Ethnic and regional parties continue to be banned by legislation.
At the same time, Georgia’s central parties remain reluctant and
poorly prepared to act in ethnic minority regions.*® While the local
governance reform in 2006 did improve the financial self-sustainability
of local entities, the strong overview functions in the hands of re-
gional governors — presidential appointees — deprived them of real

% Ghia Nodia and &lvaro P. Scholtbach, The political landscape of Georgia.
Political parties: achievements, challenges and prospects, (2006) Delft, Eburon.
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self-governance. The ruling party continued co-opting influential lo-
cal individuals in ethnic minority regions — the policy adopted by
Shevardnadze since the mid-1990s. As a result, many local followers
of Shevardnadze quickly became supporters of the new regime.”’

In general, the new government succeeded in its effort to in-
crease the administrative capabilities of the state. Public structures
became more present nationwide, providing better services and with
considerably less corruption. In minority regions, the Georgian gov-
ernment is more eager to implement different policies aimed at
integration, including Georgian language courses where appropriate.
Based on its increased capabilities and popular support, Saakashvili
managed to effectively broaden governmental control over the re-
gions of Georgia. In 2004, the local revolution in Adjara Autono-
mous Republic pushed the de-facto local ruler Aslan Abashidze to
abandon the country. Saakashvili also increased state presence in
Javakheti, an ethnic Armenian populated region, where the central
government’s control under Shevardnadze was almost a formality.
Similarly, the tax revenue process was significantly improved, re-
sulting in an increased collection of almost 700 % from 2003-
2008.%

While these coercive state capabilities increased, the weakness of
participatory institutions caused a remarkable setback to Georgia’s
democracy. Here again, the memory of factionalism from the early
1990s, and the absence of trust among the major political actors,
contributed to the marginalization of the opposition. In 2007, the
antagonism between the ruling party and the opposition reached a
critical point when a new wave of demonstrations in front of the
parliament was dispersed by the police. The government officials

37 Johnathan Wheatley, “The Integration of National Minorities in the Samtskhe-
Javakheti and Kvemo Kartli provinces of Georgia Five Years into the Presidency of
Mikheil Saakashvili”, ECMI Working Paper, 44 (2009).

3 Lincoln A. Mitchell, “Compromising democracy: state building in Saakashvili’s
Georgia”, Central Asian Survey, 28, 2 (2009): 171-183.
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drew parallels with the civil war of the early 1990s.° According to
one student of Georgian politics, the government of Saakashvili made
a “false dichotomy” between state building and democracy, seeking
to prioritize the former over the latter.*’

The police action dispersing the protestors was probably aimed at
demonstrating the state’s new capabilities, compared to the weakness
of Gamsakhurdia’s government, but it damaged the democratization
process in Georgia. Indeed, Saakashvili’s administration suffered much
internal and international criticism, but it survived, mainly thanks the
increased coercive capabilities of the state.

Revolutionary nationalism reached its limits in conflict zones.
First, the recent experience of ethnic hatred (between Georgians and
Ossetians and Georgians and Abkhazians) was still alive. Second,
Saakashvili’s civic discourse but revolutionary behavior increased fears
in both minority communities. One scholar notes that:

“while the Georgian national minority policy was not overtly
chauvinistic, and certainly not indicative of a full-scale crack-
down on the secessionist territories, Georgia’s state-building
programme, particularly its focus on anti-corruption and mili-
tary reform, as well as the effects of increasing state central-
ization, disproportionately hurt ethnic and cultural minorities
and created a pathway for aggressive state action”.*!

In 2004, Saakashvili attempted to apply the Adjara approach in South
Ossetia. A mixture of military threats to the local elite and social help
program incentives for the local population failed because, unlike Adjara,

¥ Ghia Nodia, Georgia: Country Report, (2008) Nations in Transition http://
www.freedomhouse.hu/images/fdh_galleries/NIT2008/NT-Georgia-final.pdf (accessed
March 21, 2010).

40 Mitchell 2009: 178; on modernization, Miriam Lanskoy and Giorgi Areshidze,
“Georgia’s Year of Turmoil”, Journal of Democracy, 19, 4 (2008): 154-168. Michael
Shafir, “What Comes After Communism?” forthcoming chapter in edited volume,
(N.d.) Oxford University Press, p. 18.

4 Julie A. George, “The dangers of reform: state building and national minori-
ties in Georgia”, Central Asian Survey, 28, 2 (2009): 171.
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these measures strengthened rather than weakened local elite-population
coherence. After brief skirmishes, Saakashvili put the Ossetian issue on
hold. Nevertheless, the Georgian government eagerly tried to change the
status quo in both conflict zones — sending peace plans and threat mes-
sages to the local leadership, trying to gain supporters among their lead-
ers, especially in Ossetia, where several former high-ranking Ossetians
defected to the Georgian side between 2005 and 2007.* Saakashvili’s
strong promise on national unity in 2004 became his political fate in 2008
when the conflict in Ossetia escalated into the Russian-Georgian war.

Russia’s policy towards Abkhazia and South Ossetia was critical
to the escalation of tensions into violent conflict. Worsening relations
between Tbilisi and Moscow, Russia’s growing ambitions in the
former Soviet space and the western brokered independence of Kosovo
all influenced Russia’s position regarding Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
Russia’s involvement in Georgia’s conflicts and support to the local
regimes has never been a secret, but Moscow’s “hidden hand” turned
into even more direct and open engagement in early August 2008.%
After Kosovo’s independence, Moscow began the de facto recogni-
tion of the Ossetian and Abkhazian regimes by setting up direct
institutional links between Russian and corresponding public agen-
cies in both regions. Further, Moscow increased its military presence
and infrastructure in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, culminating in the
five day war between Russia and Georgia in August 2008 and Russian
recognition of both breakaway republics independence.

Beyond the strategic reasons for Russian policy, Georgia’s inter-
nal development had an immense impact in Russian internal politics,
where administrative institutions under Putin have become strong,
but representative institutions remain weak. Struggling to keep and

4 Stathis Kalyvas, Ethnic Defection in Civil Wars, Comparative Political Stud-
ies, 41, 8, (2008): 1043-1068.

# Thomas Goltz, “Letter from Eurasia: The Hidden Russian Hand”, Foreign
Policy, Autumn(1993): 92-116. David S. Siroky, “International Dimensions of Se-
cessionist Conflict,” Paper presented at the Order, Conflict and Violence Workshop,
March 5, 2010, Yale University.
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consolidate power in a multiethnic country with an artificially uni-
fied political landscape, especially during the 2008 Medvedev-Putin
dual reign experiment, Russia’s ruling elite was too vulnerable to
accept a direct blow to the great-power rhetoric ambitions on which
the Russian ruling regime is founded.*

The question nevertheless remains as to why the Georgian lead-
ership, aware of those dangers, still continued to risk confrontation
with Russia in the conflict zones. The government in Georgia had
been entrapped in the conflict since 2004 when President Saakashvili
made unanimous public commitments to restore Georgian territorial
integrity. “Political leaders,” write Mansfield and Snyder, “may be-
come entrapped in their own swaggering rhetoric, their reputations
mortgaged to their nationalistic commitments.”™

By 2007-2008, Georgia recognized that Russia would not allow ter-
ritorial integrity in Georgia to be restored on Tbilisi’s terms, and was
witness to Russia’s creeping annexation of the regions. The Georgian
government was internally divided; the opposition took an even more
populist (i.e., aggressive) approach to conflict settlement, thus in effect
forcing the government to act if it wished to survive. Just as the Russian
ruling elite could not permit Georgia to settle the conflicts and realign its
policy westward, the Georgian ruling elite could not refrain from acting.

During the second transformation, Georgia succeeded in strength-
ening its state institutions, increasing their nationwide presence and
forming clearer borders for the polity. The transformation started, as
before and elsewhere, with an explosion of mass political emancipa-
tion, orchestrated by the new opposition, and exploiting the media.
The revolutionary nationalism was based on increased state capabili-
ties that enabled the government to project power outside the capital
city and to prevent political crisis from escalating as it did in the
early 1990s. The second transformation significantly altered the sta-
tus quo in the conflict zones as well, alienating local de facto re-

4 Filippov 2009
4 Mansfield and Snyder 2005: 11
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gimes along with Russia. Moscow’s actions not only blocked the
Georgian leadership’s plans, it effectively threatened to undo many
of the successes of the second transformation.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we show that not only rapid but also frozen transi-
tions engender the danger of political instability. The second trans-
formation in Georgia — embodied in the Rose Revolution — set into
motion issues that had remained largely frozen throughout the 1990s,
including ethnic conflicts and regional disputes.

Our explanation for the instability and conflict in Georgia high-
lights the interaction of institutions and nationalism. We note that the
rapid political emancipation of Georgia in the early 1990s took place
in the near total absence of political institutions, and that the rocky
democratization of early 1990s was followed by ethnic nationalism,
resulting in two ethnic wars and one civil war. In 2003, a second
wave of emancipation contributed to a new-fangled national awaken-
ing. This time, the ruling elite succeeded in strengthening administra-
tive institutions, but it failed to develop participatory institutions as
well. The weakness of participatory institutions marginalized the politi-
cal opposition, creating internal fractures, and revealing shortcomings
in Georgia’s democracy. At the same time, the improved state coercive
capacity enabled the central government to contain an internal crisis
and prevent it from reaching the level of a civil war, as it did in the
early 1990s. These increased administrative capabilities, coupled with
revolutionary nationalism, contributed to efforts to change the status
quo in the conflict zones, but failed in achieving its goals.

With reduced, but relatively clearly defined, political boundaries
and effective administrative institutions, much of the groundwork has
been prepared for the emergence of participatory political institu-
tions, which we argue would bode well for the future of democracy,
security and stability in Georgia and the region.
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