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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 
 

Nasimi Aghayev 
 

Eventful few months in the Caucasus, Russia and wider Eurasia precede our Spring 2010 issue. Of 

course, the dramatic civic upheaval in Kyrgyzstan, the suicide bomb attacks in the Moscow metro and 

the victory of a more pro-Russian leader in Ukraine’s presidential elections top the list. 

 

In the meantime, the Turkish–Armenian thaw appears to be at the deadlock. Armenia has suspended 

the process following Ankara’s insistence that Yerevan works first to find a sustainable solution to the 

Karabakh problem, something for which Baku has been repeatedly calling. For its part, Azerbaijan’s 

government has serious concerns that by overemphasizing the protocols and not considering Baku’s 

position, Armenia and the West are thus ignoring the Karabakh issue. At a historic summit in Baku 

attended by religious leaders from around the world, including Catholicos Garegin II, head of the 

Armenian Apostolic Church, calls for a peaceful solution have emerged. The need for all nations 

concerned to heed these calls is great.       

 

Russia’s role, as usual, is of utmost interest. Despite the domestic strife, Prime Minister Putin has been 

busy of late, with trips to Austria and Italy to ensure support for the South Stream gas pipeline project, 

which could be at odds with the Nabucco one and further increase Russia’s influence over supplying 

Europe with energy. Russia on the rise in Europe perhaps signals greater difficulty for Georgia, 

particularly in terms of resolving the conflicts in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Without measures to fix 

the internal stalemates, Georgia’s westward drive will forever hang in the balance. Perhaps the opening 

of the Zemo/Verkhny Lars border crossing between Russia and Georgia is a move toward some sort of 

reconciliation, at least with regard to rebuilding vital trade links if not on initiating dialogue with its 

northern neighbor.  

 

Our Spring issue includes some topics that offer a slightly different perspective. We look at some of 

the underlying causes of the significant changes. We display work that keeps the larger picture fully in 

mind while still offering deeper analyses of political, economic and social issues, many of which have 

the sort of bottom-up effect that drives large-scale action.  

 

On Russia’s political maneuvering, we have one paper that explores the effects of authoritarian 

tendencies on foreign policy and sheds light on the leadership’s calculated drive to remain a major 

player on the world stage. 

 

As such, Russia’s energy politics are as important to counties in the former Soviet space as to those in 

the EU, and a second paper analyses this issue in view of alternatives to Russian energy resources and 

warning against overdependence of EU on Russia for energy needs.  

 

Despite all the diversification rhetoric, the EU is still struggling to achieve a unity as far as its energy 

relations with Russia are concerned. It is widely understood that without a clear-cut strategy and the 

willingness to implement this strategy, it will be impossible to reach any energy diversification in the 

EU. We present in this regard a paper that adroitly explains the current situation and assesses the 

prospects of EU’s common energy security policy.  
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Another paper analyzes the implications of the Georgia-Russia war of 2008 for the region and beyond, 

and tries to rigorously assess whether it could lead to a new cold war in the region.  

 

New geopolitical realities of the South Caucasus are illuminated by a commentary. 

 

An interview with a recognized expert from the City University of New York examines the pressing 

issues of state-building in Georgia. 

 

Kazakhstan is also in the spotlight after assuming the OSCE chairmanship, and is now in charge of 

dealing with the Kyrgyzstan’s turmoil. Thus another paper looks at civic nation-building in the 

country, which speaks to Kazakhstan’s drive to show a strong, unified front to the international 

community. 

 

We hope these contributions cast light on affairs in a meaningful way. Moreover, we thank all of our 

readers, authors, reviewers and staff once again. Enjoy the Spring 2010 edition! 



RUSSIAN ENERGY POLITICS AND THE EU: HOW TO CHANGE THE PARADIGM  

 
103

RUSSIAN ENERGY POLITICS AND THE EU:  

HOW TO CHANGE THE PARADIGM  

 

Vladimer Papava
∗∗∗∗
 & Michael Tokmazishvili

∗∗∗∗∗∗∗∗
 

 

Abstract  
 

The article discuses Russia’s aggressive energy policy towards the EU and the former Soviet 

republics, with its main goal of reinforcing the country’s monopoly over the transportation 

of oil and, especially, gas to the West. The language of “alternative pipelines” is used by 

Russia in the context of the “Pipeline Cold War” paradigm which creates significant 

problems for the energy safety of the EU by increasing the energy dependency of European 

countries upon Russia. In reality, the energy resource users are interested in a systematic 

supply of these resources. This can be achieved through the diversified resource producers 

and development of a mutually supplementary network of pipelines which should minimise 

the opportunity for using the energy resources for political purposes. This is the idea upon 

which the “Pipeline Harmonisation” paradigm is founded. The Western countries have a 

key role to play in the realisation of this idea.  

 

Keywords: Russian energy politics, EU’s energy dependency, alternative pipelines, pipeline 

cold war, energy supply harmonisation 

 

 

Introduction 

 
With the growing demand, the supply of natural gas to the EU countries is becoming a subject of 

hot debates. More than 80 percent of oil and approximately 60 percent of natural gas consumed in 

the EU are imported. Furthermore, imports of energy resources have noticeably and steadily 

increased over the last years. The EU’s energy dependency in 2008 accounted for 53 percent.
1
 

Russia’s share in the structure of the EU’s growing energy imports has been significant such as, for 

example, in 2008 when Russian oil imports to EU countries accounted for 33 percent of all EU oil 

imports and the share of Russian natural gas reached as much as 40 percent of all imports.
2
 

 

The growth of the EU’s dependence on Russian energy resources has been exploited by the Russian 

leadership as an effective tool for putting political pressure not only upon the EU members but also 

upon the countries whose territories are crossed by the energy transportation routes such as Belarus 

and Ukraine. 

                                                 
∗
 Dr. Vladimer Papava, a former Minister of Economy (1994-2000) and former Member of the Parliament (2004-2008) 

of the Republic of Georgia, is a Senior Fellow at the Georgian Foundation for Strategic and International Studies and a 

Senior Associate Fellow of the Joint Transatlantic Research and Policy Center, the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute 

(Johns Hopkins University-SAIS). 

 
∗∗

 Dr. Michael Tokmazishvili is a Senior Researcher of the Foundation CASE-Transcaucasus. He was the Head of the 

Department of Macroeconomics of the Budget Office of the Parliament of Georgia. 

 
1
 Europe’s Energy Portal, “Energy Dependency,” Europe’s Energy Portal, http://www.energy.eu/#CO2  (accessed 

February, 25, 2010). 
2
 Ibid. 
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In this context, searching for and the development of all potential (i.e., not only Russian) sources of 

oil and natural gas and ways for their supply to EU countries has become an issue of particular 

importance.
3
  

 

Paradigm of the “Pipeline Cold War” 
 

One of the most significant deposits of hydrocarbons are those located in the Caspian region and, in 

particular, the countries of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. It is important to note that 

any energy resources located beyond Russian territory, which in principle could be supplied to the 

West, have been modified by adjectives like “alternative.” This kind of language, consciously or 

unconsciously, presents a reflection of confrontation between Russia and the rest of the world on 

energy related issues. This very controversy became a starting point for the emergence of “pipeline 

confrontation”—or even of “Pipeline Cold War”—between different countries of the EU and Russia 

and even between different countries of the EU itself. The same controversy prompted some 

countries or groups of countries in the EU to forget and even disregard the interests of the other EU 

countries and to develop their own individual plans for the transportation of natural gas from 

Russia.
4
 

 

By means of stereotypical mentality, this very idea of alternativeness has also been extended to the 

pipelines. In relation to the Russian pipelines of the western direction, the label of “alternative 

pipelines” has been attached to those which cross the territories of Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey; 

namely, the pipelines Baku-Tbilisi-Supsa (BTS), Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) and the South 

Caucasian Pipeline (SCP). The accuracy of such an evaluation, however, becomes questionable if 

one takes into account the fact that the quantity of oil transported through those pipelines does not 

make up more than ten percent of the oil exports from Russia. With respect to the natural gas 

transported through the SCP, the situation is even worse. Its capacity accounts for just two percent 

of the Russian natural gas exports. Consequently, neither the BTS and the BTC pipelines nor the 

SCP could be regarded as a good alternative to the Russian pipelines. 

 

Russia has done a lot for inciting the “Pipeline Cold War” and its motivation is more than apparent. 

One expert, for instance, does not exclude the possibility of Russia restoring the empire, although 

not in the classical way by means of seizing territory, but by using so-called neo-imperialistic 

mechanisms based primarily upon energy policy.
5
 Here we should also note the interconnection in 

Russian policy in the post-Soviet expanse between energy dependence and political independence 

when an increase in the first causes a decline in the second.
6
 The purposeful movement towards 

creating an energy empire is of particular importance to Russia
7
 which is largely based upon Putin’s 

myth of Russia’s establishment as an “energy superpower.”
8
 As a result, Moscow’s energy policy is 

                                                 
3
 For example, Vladimer Papava, Sabit Bagirov, Leonid Grigoriev, Wojciech Paczynski, Marcel Salikhov and Michael 

Tokmazishvili, “Energy Trade and Cooperation Between the EU and CIS Countries” (CASE Network Reports no. 83, 

Warsaw: CASE, 2009), http://www.case.com.pl/upload/publikacja_plik/23703888_CNR_83_final.pdf (accessed 

February, 25, 2010). 
4
 Jeffrey Mankoff, Eurasian Energy Security (New York: Council on Foreign Relations, 2009), 38. 

5
 For example, Jan Künzl, “The Caucasus Needs a Rest After the War, Interview with Alexander Rahr,” Caucasian 

Review on International Affairs, vol. 2:4 (2008): 79, http://cria-

online.org/Journal/5/THE%20CAUCASUS%20NEEDS%20A%20REST%20AFTER%20THE%20WAR.pdf (accessed 

February, 25, 2010). 
6
 Keith C. Smith, Russian Energy Politics in the Baltics, Poland, and Ukraine. A New Stealth Imperialism? 

(Washington, D.C.: The CSIS Press, 2004), 5-8. 
7
 Fiona Hill, Energy Empire: Oil, Gas and Russia’s Revival (London: The Foreign Policy Centre, 2004), 

http://fpc.org.uk/fsblob/307.pdf (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
8
 Lilia Shevtsova, Russia Lost in Transition: The Yeltsin and Putin Legacies (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment 

for International Peace, 2007), 133, 194. 
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promoting the formation of a new economic imperialism which applies not only to the outside 

world but also to Russia itself and its domestic economy.
9
 It is also worth regarding Russia’s energy 

strategy in the European vector in this context.
10

 

 

Russia has been trying to maintain and strengthen its monopolistic position in a number of 

directions and, most of all, in relationships with the EU countries.
11

 Let us recall the events of more 

than a decade ago when the issue of the transportation of Azerbaijan’s early oil exports through 

Georgian territory was to be decided. At that time, Russia opposed the implementation of the BTS 

pipeline project and strongly campaigned for dispatching Azerbaijani oil exclusively through the 

Russian port of Novorossiysk. In view of the limited capacity of this port, owing to harsh climatic 

conditions as well as the fact that the pipeline route should have crossed the territory or the 

immediate vicinity of the conflict zone in Chechnya, common sense prevailed and both routes—

Russian and Georgian—were chosen as ways for the transportation of early oil exports. As a result, 

all parties of the project won because the pipelines served as supplements rather than as alternatives 

of each other. Unfortunately, Russia never admitted this fact and continued its extensive (but 

abortive) attempts to block the execution of the BTC and the SCP projects.  

 

Not only did the Russian side not want to develop a transportation corridor through Georgia or 

build pipelines in its territory, it was willing to use every possible means to prevent the 

implementation of these projects.
12

 This evaluation of the Russian position with respect to the 

transportation of Caspian energy resources through Georgia was confirmed during the Russian-

Georgian war in August 2008 when Russian aviation also bombed the direct vicinities of the 

pipelines which pass through Georgia
13

 and located far from South Ossetia whose protection was 

supposedly the reason this war was begun. This cast doubt not only upon the security of the 

transportation corridor through which pipelines pass across Georgian territory
14

 but also increased 

the danger of Azerbaijan losing its economic independence.
15

 Fortunately, it did not take long to 

                                                 
9
 Marshall I. Goldman, “Moscow’s New Economic Imperialism,” Current History, vol. 107:711 October (2008): 322-

329; Marshall I. Goldman, Petrostate: Putin, Power, and the New Russia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 

172-176. 
10

 Janusz Bugajski, Expanding Eurasia: Russia’s European Ambitions (Washington, D.C.: The CSIS Press, 2008), 73-

80. 
11

 Janusz Bugajski, “Russia’s Pragmatic Reimperialization,” Caucasian Review on International Affairs, vol. 4:1 

(2010): 9, http://cria-online.org/Journal/10/Done_Russias_Pragmatic_Reimperialization_Janusz_Bugajski.pdf (accessed 

February, 25, 2010). 
12

 Steve LeVine, The Oil and the Glory: The Pursuit of Empire and Fortune on the Caspian Sea (New York: Random 

House, 2007); Alexander Rondeli, “Pipelines and Security Dynamics in the Caucasus,” Insight Turkey, vol. 4:1 (2002); 

Mamuka Tsereteli, “Beyond Georgia: Russia’s Strategic Interests in Eurasia,” Central Asia-Caucasus Institute Analyst, 

June 11, 2008, http://www.cacianalyst.org/?q=node/4879 (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
13

 For example, Alexander Jackson, “IA Forum Interview: Vladimer Papava,” International Affairs Forum, August 14, 

2008, http://ia-forum.org/Content/ViewInternalDocument.cfm?ContentID=6377 (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
14

 Stephen F. Jones, “Clash in the Caucasus: Georgia, Russia, and the Fate of South Ossetia,” Origins: Current Events in 

Historical Perspective, vol. 2:2 (2008), http://ehistory.osu.edu/osu/origins/article.cfm?articleid=20 (accessed February, 

25, 2010); Jad Mouawad, “Conflict Narrows Oil Options for West,” The New York Times, August 13, 2008, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/14/world/europe/14oil.html (accessed February, 25, 2010); and John Roberts, 

“Georgia Falls Victim to Pipeline Politics,” BBC News, August 12, 2008, 

<http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7557049.stm (accessed February, 25, 2010).  It should be noted that one of the 

goals of the Russian aggression was to create doubt in the security of the pipelines passing through Georgia (Pierre 

Hassner,  “One Cold War Among Many?,” Survival, vol. 50:4 (2008): 250). 
15

 Svante E. Cornell, “War in Georgia, Jitters All Around,” Current History, vol. 107:711 (October, 2008): 312, 

http://www.silkroadstudies.org/new/docs/publications/2007/0810CH.pdf (accessed February, 25, 2010)>; Fariz 

Ismailzade, “The Georgian-Russian Conflict through the Eyes of Baku,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, The Jamestown 

Foundation, vol. 5:154 (August 12, 2008), 

http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=33881 (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
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restore confidence in transporting energy resources through Georgia.
16

 In addition, the fact that 

Moscow was unable to realise its goal of establishing control over these pipelines by military 

means
17

—that is, to fully monopolise the transportation routes of energy resources from the former 

Soviet Union in the westerly direction
18

—prompted the Americans and Europeans to step up their 

efforts even more in order to find ways to develop alternative routes for transporting oil and gas by 

circumventing Russia.
19

 Ankara, Brussels and Washington, therefore, are particularly interested in 

raising the security of the existing pipeline system in Azerbaijan and Georgia.
20

 It is also important 

that Kazakhstan, despite its close relations with Russia, is also very interested in the security of the 

transportation corridor passing through Azerbaijan and Georgia.
21

 One way or another, the 

Caucasian energy corridor is one of the main problems facing the US administration.
22

 At the same 

time, many states interested in diversifying the pipeline network have also increased their efforts in 

this area.
23

 

 

Each new gas transportation link can be considered as need of the growing EU market but, at the 

same time, there is a fear that European energy security will be affected for years to come if Russia 

builds a strategic new pipeline to Europe; that is, the North European Gas Pipeline (NEGP).
24

 It will 

make Russia even more powerful and strengthen its hold over the European gas market. It has the 

potential to increase the dependence of the EU upon Russia if any other pipelines are not promoted. 

The key problem for the EU, therefore, is to design more pipelines to meet the countries’ 

permanently growing requirements for energy. In this respect, any debates in the context of the 

alternative pipelines means a prioritisation of any of them and a refusal from others. 

 

A rival alternative route has been accredited within the Nabucco project. With the promotion of the 

Nabucco pipeline, Iranian gas became the fuel of choice
25

 although it does not make for rival non-

                                                 
16

 Vladimir Socor, “Business Confidence Returning to the South Caucasus Transport Corridor,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, 

The Jamestown Foundation, vol. 5:186 (September 29, 2008), 

http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=33978 (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
17

 Ariel Cohen and Lajos F. Szaszdi, “Russia’s Drive for Global Economic Power: A Challenge for the Obama 

Administration,” The Heritage Foundation, Backgrounder no. 2235 (2009), 

http://www.heritage.org/research/RussiaandEurasia/bg2235.cfm (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
18

 Sophia Dimitrakopoulou and Dr. Andrew Liaropoulos, “Russia’s National Security Strategy to 2020: A Great Power 

in the Making?,” Caucasian Review on International Affairs, vol. 4:1 (2010): 39, http://cria-

online.org/Journal/10/Done_Russias_National_Security_Strategy_To_2020_A_Great_Power_In_The_Making_Dimitra

kopoulou_Liaropoulos.pdf (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
19

 Ivan Krastev, “Russia and the Georgia War: the Great-Power Trap,” Open Democracy News Analysis, August 31, 

2008, http://www.opendemocracy.net/article/russia-and-the-georgia-war-the-great-power-trap (accessed February, 25, 

2010). 
20

 Jon. E. Chicky, The Russian-Georgian War: Political and Military Implications for U.S. Policy (policy paper, 

February. Washington, D.C.: Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, Johns Hopkins University-SAIS, 2009), 12, 

http://www.silkroadstudies.org/new/docs/Silkroadpapers/0902Chicky.pdf (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
21

 Nargis Kassenova, “Kazakhstan and the South Caucasus Corridor in the Wake of the Georgia-Russia War,” EUCAM, 

EU-Central Asia Monitoring Policy Brief, no. 3, January 29, 2009, http://shop.ceps.eu/BookDetail.php?item_id=1786 

(accessed February, 25, 2010). 
22

 Svante E. Cornell, “Pipeline Power. The War in Georgia and the Future of the Caucasian Energy Corridor,” 

Georgetown Journal of International Affairs, vol. 10:1 (2009), http://www.isdp.eu/images/stories/isdp-main-

pdf/2009_cornell_pipeline-power.pdf (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
23

 Paul Goble, “Nabucco After Budapest: Old Problems, New Challenges and a Changed Role for Azerbaijan,” 

Azerbaijan in the World. The Electronic Publication of Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy, vol. I:3 (February 1, 2009), 

http://www.ada.edu.az/biweekly/issues/164/20090329011708234.html (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
24

 Hydrocarbons-Technology.Com, “Nord Stream Gas Pipeline (NSGP), Russia-Germany,” Hydrocarbons-

Technology.Com, http://www.hydrocarbons-technology.com/projects/negp/ (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
25

 At present the Turkish-Iranian gas relationship is commercially problematic. See, for example, Elin Kinnander, “The 

Turkish-Iranian Gas Relationship: Politically Successful, Commercially Problematic,” (Oxford Institute for Energy 

Studies  NG 38, January 2010), http://www.oxfordenergy.org/pdfs/NG38.pdf (accessed February, 25, 2010). 
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Russian options to the EU gas market. Accordingly, the “Pipeline Cold War” is identifiable only for 

the justification of Russia’s energy policy and aggravated by the fact that Russia has hitherto not 

ratified the Energy Charter. This treaty would require Russia to allow other participant countries 

direct access to its excess pipeline capacity. This would effectively break up Russia’s monopoly 

upon gas pipelines to Europe. Russia is still an independent player in the energy market. Russia has 

been trying to maintain and strengthen its monopolistic position in a number of directions and, most 

of all, in relationships with EU countries. Any attempt to integrate Russia’s policy into the EU 

energy formation has been predestined to fail.
26

  

 

Russia, being guided by a so-called energy egoism—as a component of the traditional Russian 

nationalist view of the world
27

—is trying in every way possible to dominate the energy sphere in 

the Caspian basin.
28

  

 

From “Alternatives” to a “Harmonisation” of Energy Supply 
 

The time has come to shift from the paradigm of “Pipeline Cold War” with the language of the 

“alternative pipelines” to an essentially new one in the form of “mutually supplementary pipelines” 

or a so-called “Pipelines Harmonisation.”
29

 In that case, all of the pipelines which have hitherto 

been considered as alternatives to each other will present themselves in quite a different context in 

which they will be regarded as distinct components of the same organic whole or as a system of 

pipelines serving one common goal; that is, to provide an uninterrupted and consistent supply of 

energy resources to their customers. 

 

The purpose of the “Pipelines Harmonisation” is to develop a partnership mechanism to facilitate 

and harmonise support given to energy suppliers in response to the identified needs of individual 

countries. The harmonisation of routes is about resolving alternative plans through respectful 

dialogue. It is about taking into account each country’s concerns and elaborating plans and solutions 

which deal fairly with all those concerns. It is about reaching a consensus for multiple pipelines.  

Within the framework of this new paradigm of “Pipelines Harmonisation,” the issue of the 

transportation of the Caspian energy resources to the West could also be reconsidered in a new 

context. Specifically, the BTC and SCP could play an important role in the harmonisation of oil and 

natural gas supplies to the EU countries in addition to the Russian pipelines. 

 

In this connection, one should mention two important agreements which were reached in 2007 and 

which should be regarded in the context of the “pipelines harmonisation” rather than “alternative 

pipelines.” Specifically, on 24 January 2007, Kazmunaygaz and the contractors in charge of 

development of the Kashagan and Tengiz oil fields signed a Memorandum of Understanding on 

building the Kazakhstan Caspian Transportation System aimed to ensure transportation of the 

                                                 
26
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27
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growing amounts of oil exports through the Caspian Sea.
30

 Under this agreement, oil would be 

transported through the route of Eskene-Kurik-Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan and which further implies the 

building of the Eskene-Kuryk oil pipeline. The Trans-Caspian Transportation System would include 

oil discharge terminals along the Caspian coast of Kazakhstan, a tanker fleet, oil-loading terminals 

at the Caspian coast of Azerbaijan and integration with the BTC pipeline infrastructure.  

On 15 March 2007, Russia, Bulgaria and Greece signed an intergovernmental agreement to build 

the Trans-Balkan Oil Pipeline, Burgas-Alexandropolis, which would begin in the Bulgarian Black 

Sea port of Burgas and end at Alexandroupolis on the Greek Aegean coast.
31

  

 

Both projects may be regarded as examples of the harmonisation of oil transportation in the 

Western direction. The EU should focus attention upon considering the above projects not as 

alternatives but, rather, mutually supplementary ones. 

 

The problem looks to be even more pressing as far as the transportation of natural gas to the EU 

countries is concerned. The Russian giant Gazprom has by all means tried to achieve the approval 

of the pre-Caspian gas pipeline construction project for the transportation of natural gas from 

Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan to the West.
32

 The efforts of Russian political circles to this end have 

been hitherto quite successful. Key agreements with the political leaderships of Kazakhstan and 

Turkmenistan have already been accomplished. The key obstacle in the way of the realisation of 

this project might be the fact that it is still unclear whether or not the Russian gas transport system 

will have an adequate spare capacity to receive new volumes of Central Asian gas. The existing 

Russian gas transport system is inadequate even for exporting larger volumes of domestically 

produced Russian gas. 

 

As to the Trans-Caspian pipeline, which later could be connected with the SCP, the potential for the 

implementation of this project remains unclear not only because of the well-known political 

problems
33

 but also the fact that the relevant countries have not yet achieved any agreements with 

respect to the legal status of the Caspian Sea. Moreover, a decision as to the potential investors of 

the Trans-Caspian pipeline project has hitherto not been made. 

 

The Trans-Caspian gas pipeline is associated with the Nabucco gas project. This is the route 

Turkey-Bulgaria-Romania-Hungary-Austria. Potential gas volumes for Nabucco could come from 

Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan as well as Russia, Iran, Iraq and, potentially, other 

Persian Gulf producers. In this case, Kazakhstan will be the key onshore harbour for Central Asian 

gas supplies for the updated Trans-Caspian gas pipeline.
34
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Nabucco’s main competitor and, at the same time, that which is “mutually supplementary,” is the 

South Stream gas pipeline.
35

   

 

Along with Nabucco there are two other projects proposed to convey Caspian gas to European 

markets. The first concerns the Turkey-Greece-Italy (TGI) pipeline, which is a win-win project 

between Turkey and Greece delivering Azeri gas to EU markets,
36

 and the second is the White 

Stream gas pipeline.
37

 Both of these projects can also be considered as “mutually supplementary” to 

Nabucco.  

 

The issue of the harmonisation of gas supply to Europe requires the EU to take all possible efforts 

for the realisation of the Trans-Caspian and the Nabucco projects which, together with the other 

existing and potential gas pipelines, will lead to the substantial mitigation (if not removal) of the 

problem of the monopolistic gas supplier and also ensure a stable and balanced flow of natural gas 

to EU countries. 

 

Obstacles for the Harmonisation of Gas Supply 
 

As far as Nabucco will provide a gas supply for Europe through the Trans-Caspian gas pipeline, 

bypassing Russia, it is not surprising that the activation of the Nabucco project encounters major 

difficulties from Moscow through attempts to prevent the project by exerting pressure on 

Azerbaijan and Central Asian countries. 

 

Russia needs the EU as an importer as much as the EU needs Russia as an exporter. This interde-

pendence might be used to enhance the EU’s ability to secure greater Russian compliance with the 

rules and norms of the global energy market. Putting an end to the “Pipeline Cold War” and 

ensuring the harmonisation of the energy supply is essential for market stability.  

 

The EU is looking to transport natural gas from the Caspian Basin and Central Asia but these 

regions are still marked with high levels of political instability and, therefore, are less reliable as 

suppliers. Russia’s geopolitical interest and influence in these regions prevails over those of the EU 

and this creates a very advantageous position for Russia to capture the lion’s share of the European 

gas market with projections of increasing its share to roughly 60 percent by 2030.
38

  

 

Russia continues to express its interest in keeping the Caucasus, as a main energy root for the EU, a 

zone of frozen conflicts. Russia’s war in Georgia in 2008 also created the fear of political 

complications between Russia and the EU.
39

 Any attempt to unfreeze the conflicts in Nagorno-

Karabakh is a risk which would enable Russia to gain even more military power in this region.  
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Taking into account that Western countries have only partially supported Georgia’s desire to 

integrate into Euro-Atlantic structures and allowed Russia to break its sovereign territories and 

increase its military influence, Azerbaijani officials have chosen to implement a prudent national 

policy of not aggravating its relations with Russia which has a strong influence upon the Nagorno-

Karabakh conflict. In addition, Russia, has attempted to force Azerbaijan to sell all its extra gas to 

Russia at European prices. A more dramatic aggravation of the situation will lead Azerbaijan to 

export its gas in the Russian direction which can be more politically secure and economically 

attractive as well.  

 

At the negotiations between the State Oil Company of Azerbaijan (SOCAR) and Gazprom in 

January 2010, heads of these companies agreed to double the amount of gas which Azerbaijan 

exports to Russia instead of the previous agreement of October 2009 for the delivery of only 500 

million cubic metres. SOCAR has already been contracted to deliver one billion cubic metres of gas 

to Gazprom in 2010 according to global market prices and under the newly signed deal whose 

amount will increase to two billion in 2011.
40

 Azerbaijan’s decision to increase gas exports to 

Russia stems from SOCAR’s plans for a diversification of export routes.  

 

At the same time, Azerbaijan has negotiated a long-term contract with Iran to increase Azerbaijani 

gas sales to the country and upgrade the existing pipeline which is another way to diversify 

Azerbaijani gas supply.
41

 In both cases, the question arises as to exhausting the future importance of 

the Caucasian transportation routes. 

 

The key for safety and security in the Caucasus as concerns energy transport lies along the 

relationship between the West and Russia. There are many things which should be done by the EU 

towards seeking an increased self-confidence and cohesion of its policy with Russia. At the 

moment, however, no concrete steps are being taken to this end. 

 

The future of pipelines which will supply Caspian energy to the EU is still unclear.
42

 The design of 

each new pipeline is considered as being a rival to Russia and a challenge which makes for serious 

pressure being exerted upon supplier and transit states—especially countries like Georgia and 

Azerbaijan—and aggravates “Pipeline Cold War” and hampers any attempts at harmonising gas 

supply to the EU.  

  

Conclusion 
 

The “Pipeline Cold War” is only a reflection of the contradiction between Russia’s desire to have 

influence upon the former Soviet territories and the EU’s wish to have more oil and gas from these 

countries. The EU still designs new pipelines without any real actions to prevent Russia’s 

aggressive energy policy in the Caucasus and Central Asia.  

 

Currently, the need to say no to the “Pipeline Cold War” paradigm and yes to an introduction of the 

“Pipeline Harmonisation” paradigm is more than apparent. The language of “alternative pipelines” 

also needs to be replaced with the language of “pipeline harmonisation.” Only the “harmonisation” 

paradigm secures that the interests of all producer, transit and user countries of oil and gas be 
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protected to the maximum extent possible. In view of this, the efforts of the West to persuade 

Russia of the necessity of replacing the language of “alternatives” with that of the language of 

“harmonisation” acquires a special significance.    
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Abstract 
 

The central aim of this paper is to present an intergovernmentalist evaluation of the 
prospects for the European Union (EU) member states to pursue a common energy security 
policy at the supranational level. Particularly, the analysis seeks to address the demands for 
a common EU stance concerning the issue of energy supply security. Thus, the paper leaves 
aside other cornerstones of a common EU energy policy, namely the issues of environmental 
protection and liberalization of the electricity and gas markets.  
 
Keywords: European Union, intergovernmentalism, supranationalism, energy supply 
security, gas, oil 

 

Introduction 
 

The ever-changing geopolitics of energy supply to Europe has currently led to the escalation of 

discussions at the EU supranational level about the necessity to define a common EU external 

energy policy. From the viewpoint of intergovernmentalism
1
, a collective EU stance towards the 

countries which export energy to Europe depend primarily on the benefits that a united attitude will 

provide to individual member states in the event of a crisis of energy supply. Intergovernmentalists 

assert that cooperation is possible among sovereign states as long as their interests converge.
2
 

Beyond question, there are divergences in the concerns of and options available to different EU 

member states as regards the issue of energy supply security. Not only their diverging energy 

situations, interests and demands, but also various distinct webs of relations between the individual 

member states and energy exporting countries hitherto hampered the formulation of a common EU 

external energy policy.  

 

The paper first elucidates the evolution and maturation of energy security debate in the EU parallel 

to the progress of the EU integration project. It analyzes the prime rationale for the European 

Commission’s efforts to formulate a common external energy policy and seeks to comprehend the 

issues that gave rise to frictions among the member states. The paper addresses the conditions that 

have so far necessitated transfer of competencies regarding external energy policy from member 

states to the EU supranational level. 

 

                                                 
* Eda Kuşku is a PhD candidate at the Sabancı University, Đstanbul, Turkey. She specializes in International Relations 
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1
 Intergovernmentalism is one of the grand theories about the EU integration process and the theory provides 

explanations for why and how the EU integration proceeds.    
2
 See for instance Andrew Moravcsik, “The Choice for Europe,” in The European Union: Readings on the Theory and 

Practice of European Integration, ed. Brent F. Nelsen and Alexander Stubb (USA: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).  
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Abstract 

 
The countries of the former Soviet Union inherited a unique system for managing the needs of 

ethnic minorities. The question is how these countries utilize Soviet constructs to develop policies 

suitable for their distinct political contexts. Kazakhstan’s leaders have chosen to fashion a 

multiethnic civic nation and established the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan to oversee the 

work of creating a uniform national identity. This paper discusses major theories pertaining to 

civic nation-building, highlights the Soviet approach to building a civic nation, and describes 

how the ideology, form, and activities of the Assembly contribute to civic nation-building in 

Kazakhstan. Finally, it describes the author’s own ethnographic research demonstrating how 

people react to Kazakhstan’s civic nation-building efforts. The paper argues that Kazakhstan’s 

attempts to create a civic national identity are failing because it has not yet provided a 

consolidating national discourse as strong as socialism was during the Soviet period. 

 

Keywords: Kazakhstan, ethnicity, civic nation-building, korenizatsiia, Assembly of the Peoples 

of Kazakhstan, Soviet minorities’ policies, identity. 

 

 

Introduction 
 

As former republics of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian countries have inherited extremely diverse 

multiethnic populations produced through large-scale forced and voluntary migration. Their Soviet 

history has instilled their citizens and leaders with a unique way of thinking about ethnic nations, which 

the communist authorities largely constructed and proliferated from the 1920s until the Union 

disbanded in 1991. Since independence, Kazakhstan’s and other Central Asian countries’ approaches to 

nation-building reflect these Soviet constructs, but they have also offered new perceptions and 

strategies to the concept of the nation.  

 

Kazakhstan is highly multiethnic. According to official statistics, 59.2 per cent of the population is 

Kazakh, 29.6 per cent is Russian, and 10.2 per cent comprises Germans, Tatars, Ukrainians, Uzbeks, 

and Uyghurs. The remaining 1 per cent includes members of over 140 other nationalities.
1
 Rather than 
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constructing a state-sponsored national identity based exclusively on ethnic Kazakh culture to assimilate 

the large non-Kazakh portion of the population, the leaders of Kazakhstan have opted for a multiethnic 

civic nation aiming to enfranchise all of its citizens completely, regardless of their cultural identities. 

This nation-building approach encourages the state’s ethnic minorities to preserve and revitalize their 

own ethnic cultures and languages while it simultaneously characterizes Kazakh culture and language as 

the instruments of national consolidation. To oversee the work of ethnic minority cultural preservation 

and participate in the project of civic nation-building, the government established the Assembly of the 

Peoples of Kazakhstan. 

 

The Assembly is a government-sponsored institution promoting “peace and harmony” among the 

ethnically diverse population of Kazakhstan. Among the Assembly’s tasks are the provision of minority 

representation in state and local government, the support of national cultural centers mandated to 

preserve and revive ethnic minority cultures, and the establishment of facilities and forums, such as 

cultural festivals and Houses of Friendship, for the exercise and performance of ethnic culture. Some of 

the stated intentions of these efforts include forming a civic Kazakhstan national identity, strengthening 

multiethnic and multi-religious harmony and tolerance, and countering the appearance of extremism and 

radicalism in society.
2
 

 

In the comments that follow, I will examine the process of civic nation-building in Kazakhstan through 

a focus on the Assembly’s underlying ideologies. To do this, I will discuss major theories pertaining to 

civic nation-building, highlight the Soviet approach to building a civic nation, and describe how the 

ideology, form, and activities of the Assembly contribute to civic nation-building in Kazakhstan. I will 

conclude the paper by briefly discussing my ethnographic research in northern Kazakhstan to 

demonstrate how local populations react to Kazakhstan’s civic nation-building efforts. 

 

Theoretical Interpretations of Civic and Ethnic Nations and Nation-Building 
 

The urge to create and maintain a civic nation – an official national identity incorporating all of the 

citizens of the state regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender – is a prominent strategy for political leaders 

to establish hegemony in multiethnic states. But what exactly is a “nation,” and what forms its 

constituent parts? In order to clarify the composition of nations, Anthony Smith differentiates state 

citizenship from ethnic membership by positing the existence of two nations, a civic nation and an 

ethnic nation. According to this formulation, people with ethnic ties emphasizing elements of kinship, 

customs, and languages form the components of ethnic nations, while the formation of states 

presupposes civic nations created through the administration of capitalism, centralized government, and 

the secularization of education and culture. According to Smith, therefore, membership in the civic 

nation relies upon citizenship in the state, while ethnic nations may exist within the civic nation 

composed of people linked together through culture and kinship. This perception of nations suggests 

that one may belong to two nations simultaneously – as both a citizen of a state and a member of an 

ethnic group within the state.3 

 

                                                   
2
 Нурсултан Назербаев, «Об Ассамблее народа Казахстана»  Казахстанская  Правда – October 21, 2008 [Nursultan 

Nazerbaev, “On the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan,” Kazakhstan Pravda, October 21, 2008]. 
3
 Anthony D. Smith, “State Making and Nation-Building,” in States in History, ed. John A. Hall (Chichester, UK: Chichester, 

UK: Blackwell Publishers, 1986), 228-63. 
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Others contest the concept of the nation as a civic formation. Walker Connor, for example, disputes 

discourses on the nation that improperly conflate its members with the citizens of states. While Connor 

agrees with Smith’s understanding of ethnic nations, he argues that the notion of the civic nation 

inaccurately associates the nation with all citizens in a state whether or not they maintain mutual cultural 

identifications. “Nation-building” projects among state citizens will therefore inevitably fail because the 

term nation applies exclusively to populations sharing deep ethno-cultural ties (as in Smith’s ethnic 

nations). Those cultural ties which successfully unify “true nations” are unavailable to create common 

feelings of togetherness among all state citizens (except of course in instances where the state and nation 

are truly aligned, such as in World War II Germany and Japan). As a result, nation builders are hard-

pressed to create national discourses compelling enough for the population to uniformly pledge its 

loyalty to the state.
4
 Connor’s argument regarding the ambiguity of the term “nation” is certainly valid, 

and attempts at civic nation-building have undoubtedly failed. As a good deal of research on the nation 

demonstrates, however, political projects aiming to unify state populations using civic national 

discourses persist as popular strategies for the powers which govern them.
5
 

 

While Connor and Smith perceive nations, at least in their ethnic form, as cultural formations, 

constructivist theorists of the nation argue that other forces are at play. According to this body of work, 

the political, economic, and technological contexts of modernity represent the primary forces 

constructing the nation, rather than exclusively cultural factors such as languages, traditions and 

customs.6 Ernest Gellner, for example, suggests that the formation of nations occurs under the 

conditions of social mobility and instability characteristic of early capitalism. Using the industrial 

revolution in Western Europe as a model, Gellner argues that a nation forms when agricultural societies 

transform into industrialized states. During the process of industrialization, the development of a highly 

mobile, educated, and literate society produces nationalism – the organization of human groups in a 

state into a large, centrally educated, and cultural homogenous unit.
7
 While the constructivist position 

does not explicitly argue that such modern social organization creates “civic nations,” Gellner maintains 

that when the culture of a society becomes standardized and homogenous (under the conditions of 

industrialization and technological advance), individuals willingly and often passionately identify with 

the preexisting political unit. Under these conditions, nations exist through a common material culture 

and its convergence with the dominant political unit – the state.
8
 

 

Some more recent views characterize the nation as a category of political practice rather than as a 

concrete community of co-ethnics with a coherent sense of collective identity. Rogers Brubaker, for 

example, refers to the nation not as a group, but as a category in which political actors practice possible 
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Quarterly, 631 (1990): 43-59; Dru Gladney, “Representing Nationality in China: Refiguring Majority/Minority Identities,” 
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Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 

2001), 15. 
6
 For the primary constructivist views on nations and nationalism, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: 

Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London, UK: Verso, 1991 [1983]); John Breuilly, Nationalism and the 

State (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1982); Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Eric John Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in The 

Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric John Hobsbawm, and T. Ranger (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1-14.  
7
 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983), 34. 

8
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variants of nationalism to meet political objectives.
9
 For Brubaker, state authorities practice civic 

nationalism when attempting to assert the status and welfare of the state’s citizens for the purpose of 

legitimizing their authority.10 By extension, citizens practice civic nationalism simply by recognizing the 

legitimacy of the regimes authority and policies. Civic nationalism therefore exists through political 

practices and the naturalization of those practices rather than as discrete movements making it difficult 

to detect its presence as a political phenomenon.
11

 Brubaker also recognizes that ethnic nationalism may 

take place when cultural minorities in the state pursue their own political interests while utilizing 

“nation”-oriented idioms, practices, and possibilities that are continuously available in modern cultural 

and political life.
12

 

 

While Brubaker sees the political mobilization of cultural minorities in states as the expression of ethnic 

nationalisms, others totally reject ethnic nationalism as originating from homogeneous cultural 

communities. John Breuilly, for example views ethnic nationalism not in terms of cultural minorities, 

but as the actions of opposition politicians seeking to gain or maintain political privileges by making 

claims for subordinate groups whom they frame as members of minority cultural polities.
13

 Hence, 

nations and nationalism, according to these theorists, exist as strategies that political elites 

institutionalize within the workings of the state system and utilize for the purpose of legitimizing their 

political authority. 

 

In addition to ethnic nations, Brubaker points to how political leaders might imagine two other variants 

of the nation in the context of states – nationalizing and civic nations. Nationalizing nations exist when 

state leaders attempt to establish their territory as a nation-state – the state of and for a particular nation 

of which they perceive themselves to be part.
14

 In this context, Brubaker sharply differentiates the 

nationalizing or “core” nations from the citizens of states. Political leaders characterize themselves as 

members of the core nation and promote its language, cultural preservation, economic welfare, and 

political hegemony as official priorities of political practice. Those who do not belong to the core nation, 

however, do not share in the “ownership” of the state.
15

 By contrast, Brubaker describes civic nations 

forming when the state insists that both its minority and majority cultural groups belong fundamentally 

to the dominant nation. In this way, state authorities recognizes the political and cultural claims of ethnic 

nations, but institutionalizes a more encompassing state-wide sense of national belonging, which only 

requires citizenship.
16

 It is precisely this form of civic nation building that early Soviet leaders selected 

to consolidate non-Russians into the new socialist multiethnic state and subsequently serves as a model 

for Kazakhstan’s leaders as they attempt to establish a statewide national identity. 

 

Soviet korenizatsiia: The “Roots” of Kazakhstan’s Nation-Building Project 
 

Rather than alienating the non-Russian populations of the old Czarist Empire through privileging the 

Russian core as the nationalizing nation, early Bolshevik leaders opted for a civic nation hoping to 
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consolidate its multiethnic territories into a Soviet state. Beginning in the 1920s, Soviet authorities 

encouraged, or even helped to create, ethnic nations with corresponding nationalisms. In formulating 

this policy, Lenin argued that cultural autonomy for non-Russians living in the boundaries of the former 

Russian empire would signal to these populations that the Bolshevik regime valued their interests. An 

additional objective was to simplify the available categories of personal identity, granting Soviet 

officials with greater influence over how non-Russians could identify themselves. Once categories of 

identity became simplified, institutionalized, and naturalized, Soviet leaders expected that adherence to 

one’s ethnic national identity would wither in favor of one’s membership in the Soviet civic nation.
17

 

 

Soviet authorities designated this program as an indigenization, or in Russian a korenizatsiia. The term 

korenizatsiia, which literally means “rooting” in Russian, implied the attempt to rediscover and utilize 

the cultures of the populations, which had historically “rooted” themselves into the Soviet Union’s 

territories. Korenizatsiia functioned as an affirmative action policy for non-Russians in the Soviet Union 

emphasizing the use of local languages and cultural traditions, empowering native cadres as regional 

political leaders, and filling government administrations with members of the regional ethnic nations.
18

 

To accomplish korenizatsiia, Soviet leaders employed ethnographers to survey the entire population and 

fashion it into groups of ethnic nations. In this way, Soviet authorities asserted the right to determine the 

size and number of the state’s ethnic nations and tightly control the nature of their national character and 

expression. The authorities required state ethnographers to determine how various linguistic groups, 

clans, and tribes might best be consolidated into single ethnic nations. Soviet authorities also charged 

ethnographers with the task of forming national territories, creating linguistic vernaculars, constructing 

cultural traditions, and writing histories for the newly constituted national groups. They then divided all 

of the Soviet Unions citizens into the officially established ethnic national categories. Using the newly 

established or refashioned ethnic national traditions, vernaculars, and histories, the Soviet leadership 

trained and appointed indigenous Bolshevik cadres as the leaders of the officially designated ethnic 

nations.
19

 

 

Although Stalin officially halted korenizatsiia in the late 1930s, the program’s lasting effect was a 

fundamental transformation in how people identified themselves. The ethnographic surveys, territorial 

mapping, writing of new histories, and the affirmative action policies associated with korenizatsiia 

precluded Soviet citizens from identifying themselves with previous familiar categories, such as 

religion, locality, or kin. Instead of utilizing such identifications, korenizatsiia trained the non-Russian 

population to identify themselves as members of officially designated ethnic nations. In this way, 

adherence to ethnic nations served to standardize identity by replacing former localized identities with 

ways of thinking about oneself that political authorities could easily quantify and manipulate.20 

 

Thus korenizatsiia helped to eliminate potential oppositions to state-sponsored identities making the 

officially sponsored forms of identification tightly linked to life under socialism more tangible. Using 

socialism in a consolidating role, therefore, the state subjugated national ethnic identity to the 
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preeminence of a Soviet socialist identity, which Stalin expressed through the mantra “national in form, 

socialist in content.”
21

 This reduced ethnic nationalism to the level of form through the usage of ethnic 

languages and the performance of cultural traditions, while Soviet citizens practiced “civic nationalism” 

through a socialist “content” – the daily, lived reality of socialism by participating in labor and other 

state-influenced activities. The task has now fallen on the Soviet Union’s former republics to create new 

civic national discourses in the absence of the overriding economic and political ideology which 

socialism provided for the Soviet civic nation. 

 

Building a Kazakhstan Civic Nation Through Cultural Preservation and 

Revitalization 
 

Together with the other former Soviet republics, Kazakhstan has inherited the legacy of korenizatsiia 

and subsequently the ethnic national categories perpetuated under socialism. Instead of pursuing a 

course of nationalizing nationalism privileging ethnic Kazakhs or attempting the wholesale assimilation 

of the population into a Kazakh linguistic and cultural identity, Kazakhstan’s authorities have chosen to 

employ the Soviet nationalities’ discourse and thus embrace and further develop the categories created 

under korenizatsiia. Kazakhstan’s government, for example, requires individuals upon reaching their 

sixteenth birthday to choose an ethnic nation by which to identify themselves on their state identity 

cards (удостоверение личности).22 In addition, the activities of the Assembly of the Peoples of 

Kazakhstan further naturalize ethnic categories as they strive to preserve and/or revitalize minority 

languages and other cultural repertoires.  

 

Similar to the prior Soviet nationalities’ discourse, Kazakhstan’s lawmakers argue that encouraging the 

growth of minority ethnic identities is a viable strategy to strengthen a sense of Kazakhstani state 

citizenship among these minorities. At a recent parliament-sponsored round table convened to discuss 

the “the models upon which interethnic harmony can be achieved in Kazakhstan,” participants suggested 

that the freedom to belong to an ethnic nation and to preserve one’s ethnic language functions as an 

incentive for the population to identify as citizens of the state.
23

 For lawmakers, the freedom to belong 

to an ethnic nation and exercise a cultural identity corresponding to a chosen ethnic category achieves 

two primary goals; it provides a motivation to value one’s citizenship in the state and it supports the 

maintenance of peace and harmony among its ethnically diverse population. This perception suggests, 

therefore, that a fundamental task of the state is to further entrench Kazakhstan’s citizens into their 

chosen ethnic categories and through that entrenchment increase the value of their state citizenship. For 

the time being, the state has chosen the Assembly as the primary tool with which to undertake this task. 

 

A piece of legislation passed in October 2008 entitled On the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan, 

which was designed to lend constitutional support to the Assembly, clearly demonstrates Kazakhstan’s 

path of civic nation building. The law states that “the Assembly contributes to the realization of the 
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government’s policies regarding nationalities … [and] to guaranteeing interethnic harmony in 

Kazakhstan within the process of forming a Kazakhstan state identity and nation … in relation to the 

consolidating role of the Kazakh people.”24 The law further claims that a primary assignment of the 

Assembly is to promote the preservation, revitalization, and the development of the ethnic cultures, 

languages, and traditions of the peoples of Kazakhstan.25 This provision regarding the promotion of 

cultural preservation and revitalization among Kazakhstan’s ethnic nations underlies the primary work 

that the Assembly actually performs. 

 

Through a structure reaching from President Nazerbaev down to the members of the affiliated national 

cultural centers of the country’s smallest villages, the Assembly and its partners operate as a system of 

hierarchical councils. The Assembly itself is a state-level organization, led by President Nazerbaev and 

composed of delegates representing the various officially registered ethnic cultural organizations of the 

state who meet together at least annually to discuss the Assembly’s operating strategy. In addition to the 

national Assembly each Oblast, as well as the cities Astana and Almaty, has its own “small” Assembly 

whose composition and operations mirror that of the national structure. The Oblast Assemblies may also 

maintain filial in the counties (raioni) under their jurisdiction – the structure of the raion-level 

institutions again resembles those on the Oblast and state levels.
26
 

 

The organs which the Assembly utilizes to promote the nation-building ideology among Kazakhstan’s 

population are the numerous national culture centers and unions organized at the state, Oblast, and raion 

levels representing members of the various ethnic nations in the regions where they are organized. The 

centers, often in cooperation with the Assembly, sponsor ethnic cultural activities for their members 

including language study, arts and crafts classes for children, social clubs for youth and adults, as well 

as the preparation and execution of performances involving traditional singing, dancing and dramatic 

pieces usually in ethnic national costume. According to the legislation passed to support the mission of 

the Assembly, the primary purpose of these activities is the “preservation and revitalization of the 

cultures and peoples of Kazakhstan.”
27

 

 

Kazakhstan’s lawmakers stress that in addition to the state-supported opportunities to preserve and/or 

revitalize ethnic national cultures, ethnic Kazakhs and Kazakh culture must play a primary consolidating 

role in developing and sustaining the Kazakhstan civic nation. The authorities have suggested that the 

primary instrument of culture with which to draw non-Kazakhs into the Kazakhstan civic nation should 

be the Kazakh language. In recognition of this, federal lawmakers have stated that “knowledge of the 

Kazakh language is the most important condition to achieve inter-ethnic peace and harmony.”28 

Concerning the Assembly’s role in this project, the head of the presidential administration, Kairat 

Kilimbetov, stressed that the national cultural centers and the structures of the Assembly must work 

together to raise the general proficiency of the Kazakh language – “the state language.”
29
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State support for the preservation of ethnic national cultures through the activities of the Assembly and 

its affiliates is thus rhetorically contingent upon the simultaneous adoption of Kazakh language and 

culture within the official domain of ethnic minority cultural life – the national cultural centers. Hence, 

Kazakhstan’s authorities have chosen Kazakh language and culture to replace socialism as a 

consolidating civic national discourse. Perhaps this insistence on the inherent primacy of Kazakh culture 

and language while emphasizing a civic national model indeed represents a counterfeit form of civic 

nation-building intent on Kazakhification. President Nazerbaev and other officials, however, have 

strongly asserted otherwise. In October of 2009, the president sponsored the publication of a “Doctrine 

of National Unity,” in relation to which he insisted that “the country had developed to a point where it 

[is] time for people’s identity to be based solely on their citizenship of Kazakhstan.”
30

 In addition to 

these comments about national identity, the text of the “Doctrine” itself states that favoring a civic rather 

than an ethnic model of national community is the course upon which Kazakhstan’s leaders have chosen 

to establish interethnic stability in the society.
31

 Whether or not the reality of Kazakhstan’s nation-

building policies supports the effort to Kazakhify rather than Kazakhstanify, the state’s leadership has 

publicly conceptualized its efforts precisely as a case of civic nation-building rather than its ethnic 

alternative.  

 

At question here, however, is not if Kazakhstan’s attempts to nationalize its population are genuinely 

civic or covertly ethnic, but rather what the outcomes have been, and what has conditioned them. In 

spite of the multiethnic nature of Kazakhstan’s civic nationalist rhetoric, the policy still depends upon an 

ethno-cultural form (the Kazakh language and culture) that is not necessary tangible to a large portion of 

the non-Kazakh population. In comparison with the Soviet “national in form, socialist in content” 

model, which completely subjugated ethnic nationality to an official state identity corresponding to the 

lived reality of socialism, Kazakhstan’s authorities have introduced an additional national form rather 

than a “content” as the consolidating factor. What this form of civic national identity lacks is a 

comprehensive “content,” or a way in which daily activities link the state’s citizens into one single 

national whole as socialism had to an extent accomplished for the citizens of the Soviet Union. The 

result is that Kazakh language and culture seems to have much less salience as a consolidating discourse 

in the daily lives of non-Kazakhs in Kazakhstan than socialism had for non-Russians in the Soviet 

Union. The question remains, however, as to the salience of the ethnic national categories for the 

identities of Kazakhstanis. 

 

 

Reactions to Ethnic National Categories and the Assembly’s Nation-Building Role 
 

One indicator of the outcomes of Kazakhstan’s civic national discourse is the negative reaction from 

some ethnic Kazakhs. In response to the “Doctrine” published in 2009, a Kazakh group identifying itself 

as “the National Patriots” has argued that the Kazakh language is losing out to Russian and should 

maintain even more prominence in the state than Kazakhstan’s official policies permit. Following the 

publication of the “Doctrine,” the patriots published their own document entitled “Concept for National 

Policy” in which the group called for Kazakhs to assume their rightful role as “the state-forming 
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indigenous nation” and to discard the notion of a Kazakhstani identity completely.
32

 On the other hand, 

the population’s non-Kazakhs have tended to express their concerns with nationalization policies with 

their feet, i.e. through emigration to the Russian Federation and Germany. While non-Kazakh 

emigration from Kazakhstan has been high, it has significantly decreased since the 1990s, suggesting 

that attempts to placate non-Kazakhs have experienced at least a measure of success.33 

 

However significant demographic trends and public political debates are to understanding the impact of 

Kazakhstan’s civic nation-building program, it is even more significant to ascertain how communities 

and individuals have reacted to the policies. With this in mind, I have examined the structures, 

procedures and outcomes of civic nation-building through sixteen months of ethnographic research in 

villages and urban centers in northern Kazakhstan from 2008 to 2009. My research involved observing 

and participating in the activities of the German National Cultural Center and other national cultural 

centers (Ukrainian, Tatar, Chechen-Ingush, etc.) in a rural region in the Pavlodar Oblast. The village in 

which I conducted the bulk of my study maintains a filial of the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan, 

which is affiliated with the oblast level Assembly in Pavlodar City. My primary concern was to 

ascertain how Kazakhstan’s approach to civic nation building articulates itself within local populations, 

and to accomplish this I attended national cultural center sponsored club meetings, language classes, 

performance rehearsals and cultural festivals. During these events, I spoke at length with and 

interviewed the participants and cultural center workers. I also spent time among the villages’ German, 

Tatar, and Russian populations to discuss their perceptions of ethnicity and ethnic cultural preservation. 

 

As stated above, the state requires every sixteen year-old to claim membership in an ethnic nation which 

is then printed on their state issued identity cards. As ethnicity is therefore an official category of 

identity (as it was under the Soviet Union), I was interested in how substantial such identifications are to 

peoples lives. The majority of my respondents indicated that possessing an ethnic identity was important 

to them. Only a small number, however, actually participate in activities contributing to the preservation 

or revitalization of ethnic cultures, languages, or traditions. Most are unaware of the existence and 

activities of the Assembly and express ambivalence about the consolidating role of Kazakh culture and 

language.  

 

If a large number of Kazakhstan’s citizens are unlikely to participate in activities to preserve their ethnic 

cultures, why does the state rely so heavily on ethnic cultural preservation as a primary tool to create a 

civic national identity? In her work on ethnicity in Trinidad, Viranjini Munasinghe argues that those 

who construct ethnic categories design them to reflect a specific social reality, which may or may not 

conform to actual patterns of daily life. Munasinghe explains that ethnic discourses label and project 

cultural meaning onto certain practices corresponding to ethnic categories. Once the population becomes 

familiar with the discourses, individuals tend to imagine a personal and meaningful relationship to the 

practices even if they take place outside their immediate context of experience.
34

 The legacy of Soviet 

korenizatsiia policies had already naturalized an ethnic discourse and categories for its citizens, leaving 

authorities in the Soviet Union’s successor states with an already meaningful mode of identification for 
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its citizens. Following the collapse of the USSR, these authorities were faced with the necessity to use 

the Soviet ethnic national discourse to their advantage or have it used against them.  

 

Following Munasinghe’s understanding of ethnic discourse, I argue that although the impact of cultural 

preservation appears to be negligible for most non-Kazakhs, it does preserve the perception among the 

population that ethnic categories actively exist. The efforts of the Assembly therefore rest not upon the 

actual preservation work of ethnic cultural traditions and languages, but rather the way in which this 

work maintains the categories where cultural preservation takes place. My observations indicate that the 

traces of the Assembly’s work, rather than knowledge of the Assembly and its programs, transfer 

knowledge of ethnic categories to the population through holiday performances, cultural festivals, 

newspaper articles, and word of mouth. The work of civic nation-building thus depends upon this 

general recognition that ethnic categories exist, and something is officially being done about them, to 

raise the value of citizenship in Kazakhstan for non-Kazakhs. 

 

Conclusion: Identity Crisis in the Former Soviet Union? 
 

In spite of the lasting power of ethnic national categories that the Soviet korenizatsiia program has 

inspired, the strength of ethnic nationality pales in comparison to the strength of the Soviet civic 

nationality based on everyday forms of socialist life as a tangible source of personal identity. While 

interviewing and discussing ideas about ethnicity with people during my research, many expressed 

ambivalence about the ethnic categories to which they belonged and identified themselves simply as 

“Soviet people.” Most attempts to replace this lost sense of Soviet socialist identity have failed, and in 

the worst cases influenced instances of violent conflict. In his study of post-socialist transitions in the 

Caucasus, Georgi Derluguian notes that while a minority of former Soviet states have successfully 

replaced the socialist identity with other tangible discourses – like westernization and market orientation 

in the Baltics – other regions have replaced socialism with tragically destructive forms, such as 

insurgency along ethnic and religious lines in the south and north Caucasus.35 

 

Certainly, Kazakhstan’s civic nation-building strategy’s reliance on Kazakh language and culture stands 

little chance of provoking violent conflict, but as a unifying discourse it has even less of a chance of 

consolidating its non-Kazakh population into a Kazakhstani civic nation. Now that the Assembly and its 

programs are backed by the constitution, however, leaders of the national cultural centers are at least 

optimistic that the work of the Assembly will assume a more prominent role among the population, 

potentially convincing Kazakhstanis that they indeed belong to a multiethnic civic nation. 
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Abstract 
 

In 2008, CRRC-Georgia and the American Councils conducted a small online census among 

mostly English-native, engaged expatriates who are either currently living in Georgia, or did 

so in the past. The questions were about attitudes toward and aptitude for learning Georgian or 

Russian, and the importance of these languages in Georgia. With 90 completed questionnaires 

the number of respondents was small, and the findings cannot be generalized to cover the 

whole expatriate community. However, they provide insight into the incentives to language 

learning, and the importance of Georgian and Russian for foreigners in Georgia. The results 

show that Georgian is important for daily life in Georgia, while Russian is more useful in a 

professional context. On average, the respondents have a better level in Russian than in 

Georgian. In addition, knowing one language did not keep the respondents from learning the 

other: 87 percent of the respondents with Russian skills also know some Georgian. 

 

Keywords: Georgia, Language, Russian, Georgian, Expatriates, Tbilisi 

 

 

Introduction: Language Learning in Georgia 
 

In winter 2008, CRRC together with the American Councils conducted a small online census among 

mostly English-native, engaged expatriates who are either currently living in Georgia, or did so in the 

past. The respondents were asked questions about their attitudes toward and aptitude for learning 

Georgian or Russian, and the importance of these languages in Georgia. With 90 completed 

questionnaires the number of respondents was quite small. The findings can thus hardly be generalized 

to cover the whole heterogeneous expatriate community in Georgia. However, they provide interesting 

insights into incentives to language learning, and the importance of Georgian and Russian for 

foreigners in Georgia. 

 

The data indicates that while Georgian is very important for living in Georgia, Russian is more useful 

in a professional context. This could explain why, on average, the respondents – many of whom have 

worked in different countries – have a better level in Russian than in Georgian. As these languages 

serve in different domains, knowing one did not keep the respondents from learning the other: 87 

percent of the respondents with Russian skills know some Georgian as well. 
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Which Language to Speak in Georgia? 
 

According to the respondents, knowledge of Georgian or Russian is very important in all aspects of life 

in Georgia. While they deem basic Georgian to be more useful than Russian in everyday situations, 

they have a better level of Russian than Georgian, on average. The gap between Georgian and Russian 

skills was especially apparent in the higher proficiency levels, as very few respondents have advanced 

Georgian skills, compared with about a third of the Russian learners. The respective language skills 

also seem to correlate with the amount of time put into studying: those who learn Russian had invested 

more time in their language studies than those learning Georgian. 

 

Communicating in Georgia 
 

The majority of the respondents constantly or regularly interacts (or interacted
1
) with people who do 

not speak their first language. Therefore, knowing one of the two predominant local languages – 

Georgian and Russian – is very important for social life and work in Georgia. Moreover, many of the 

respondents agree that basic proficiency in either Russian or Georgian is very helpful for performing 

the tasks of daily life in Georgia. Overall, Georgian was perceived to be more useful than Russian in 

this regard, although around 20 percent think that either way, some difficulties in communicating 

remain. 

 

While the teaching of English is on the rise throughout the Georgian educational system, Russian is 

still the predominant second language in society. As of 2009, data from the CRRC’s Data Initiative 

(DI) show that even in Tbilisi – where most foreigners live – a full 60 percent of the population has no 

English knowledge at all, whereas only 4 percent do not know any Russian. In the coming years, 

however, these figures are likely to shift, as young Georgians tend to know English better than the 

older generation: while only 16 percent of all Georgians over the age of 30 know at least elementary 

English, 54 percent of those between 18 and 30 say the same.
2
 Therefore, the average foreigner still 

has a strong need for Russian or Georgian if he wants to communicate with the Georgian population. 

 

About 84 percent of the respondents have to communicate in Russian or Georgian frequently. Forty-

seven percent of the respondents say that they “constantly” interact with Georgians who do not speak 

their first language. Another 37 percent say they do so at least “regularly”. Fourteen percent of the 

respondents say that they only “occasionally” interact with a Georgian who does not know their first 

language. Only 2 percent say that they rarely or never do. 
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from now on only the present tense will be used. For more information about the census’ population, see respective section 

at the end. 
2
 The Data Initiative (DI) is an ongoing project by CRRC that aims at gathering reliable quantitative data about public 

opinion on politics, healthcare, economics and other topics throughout the South Caucasus. It is carried out annually in 

Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. 



CAUCASIAN REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 

VOL. 4 (2) – SPRING 2010 

© CRIA 2010 

 

 

CLIMBING THE MOUNTAIN OF LANGUAGES:  

LANGUAGE LEARNING IN GEORGIA   171 

 

 

About two-thirds of the respondents say that knowing some Russian or Georgian is crucial in Georgia, 

and it seems that it is even more important in a professional context than for social life. Nine percent 

think that local languages are essential for personal and recreational activities, and 60 percent say that 

they are very important. Another 31 percent of the respondents state that some knowledge of Russian 

or Georgian is at least moderately important for living in Georgia. No respondent said that it was not 

very important or entirely unnecessary. For the professional context, 25 percent say that knowing 

Russian or Georgian is essential. Forty-seven percent think that knowing one of the local languages is 

very important, and 27 percent deem it moderately important. Only 2 percent think that Russian or 

Georgian proficiency is entirely unnecessary to pursue a professional career in Georgia. 

 

Most respondents thought that without basic Russian or Georgian, performing the tasks of daily life in 

Georgia is rather difficult. Knowing elementary Russian and especially Georgian, however, makes it 

much easier to get by. 

 

 
Without Russian or Georgian skills, most agree, daily life in Georgia is difficult. One respondent 

thinks that it is impossible to get by without any knowledge of these two languages. About a third 

deem it at least very difficult (34 percent). Fifty-four percent think that it is moderately difficult to 

perform the tasks of daily life without any Russian or Georgian. About 11 percent of the respondents 

say that it is only slightly difficult, and no respondents said that it is not difficult at all. 

 

According to the respondents, knowing basic Russian is very helpful when performing the tasks of 

daily life in Georgia. Eighteen percent think that basic Russian helps to an extent that daily life in 

Georgia is no longer difficult at all. Fifty-four percent say that it is only slightly difficult. Another 

Figure 1: Daily life in Georgia and language abilities 
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twenty-six percent say that with some Russian, it is still moderately difficult to get by in Georgia. Two 

percent say that it remains very difficult. No respondent thought that performing the tasks of daily life 

in Georgia is impossible for those who speak no Georgian, but some Russian. 

 

Basic knowledge of Georgian was perceived to be even more helpful than Russian in daily life, and 

most respondents think that only some obstacles remain once Georgian basics are acquired. About a 

third (30 percent) say that for someone who knows some Georgian, there are no more difficulties in 

getting by in Georgia. Over half of the respondents say that daily life is only slightly difficult under 

these circumstances. Eighteen percent think that it is still moderately difficult. One respondent says 

that performing the tasks of daily life is very difficult, even with some Georgian skills. 

 

Most respondents regularly communicate in languages other than English, and Georgian was generally 

perceived to be more useful than Russian for daily life in Georgia. Does the language learning patterns, 

and the respondents’ achieved proficiencies, reflect this?  

 

Closing the Language Gap 
 

All of the respondents know either some Russian or Georgian, and three quarters have skills in both. 

About the same number of respondents say they have started learning Georgian (88 percent) or 

Russian (84 percent), but there are much fewer advanced Georgian than Russian speakers among them. 

This correlates with the amount of time invested in focused study of the respective language, which is 

on average much higher for those studying Russian than for the Georgian learners. 

 

While about one third of the Russian learners fall in each of the proficiency categories – beginner, 

intermediate, advanced – only very few of the Georgian learners have attained the highest level. All of 

the respondents know either some Russian or Georgian, and 73 percent have at least a basic 

proficiency in both languages. Eighty-eight percent of the respondents have some skills in Georgian, 

and 84 percent know some Russian. To make comparisons easier, the respondents were grouped into 

three proficiency categories, according to their skills in each language:  

 

• Beginners are those who have achieved at least an elementary proficiency in either spoken or 

read Georgian or Russian. Thirty-two percent of the Russian learners and 53 percent of those 

who are studying Georgian are on this level. Of all participants, 47 percent are beginners of 

Georgian, and 27 percent are beginners of Russian.  

 

• Respondents qualified as intermediate learners of a language if they have at least a limited 

working proficiency in spoken or read Georgian or Russian. This group makes up 35 percent of 

all Russian learners and 42 percent of all Georgian learners. Twenty-nine percent of all 

respondents fall into the intermediate category when it comes to Russian language skills, and 

37 percent of them have an intermediate knowledge of Georgian.  
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• The advanced group comprises those who speak or read the respective language at a superior 

professional proficiency level. While 33 percent of all Russian learners have attained this level, 

only 5 percent of the students of Georgian can say the same. Of the census population, 28 

percent fall into the advanced category with regard to their Russian skills, and 4 percent master 

Georgian on the highest possible level.  

 

People learning Russian have spent considerably more time on focused study of their language than 

those studying Georgian, and they are four times as likely to have invested 1,000 hours or more in 

acquiring their language skills.
3
 On average, the respondents say they logged 1,446 hours on either 

self-study or taught courses for Russian (median: 300 hours), compared with an average of 310 hours 

for those who study Georgian (median: 100 hours). At the top end the difference in investment is 

especially striking: forty percent of all Russian learners have studied for 1,000 hours or more, and only 

9 percent of the Georgian learners say the same. 

 

 
Even though Georgia’s national language is Georgian, and it is thought to be more helpful in Georgian 

daily life, a majority of the respondents seem to have made a greater effort to learn Russian. Which are 

the factors that facilitate this decision? 

 

                                                           
3
 These numbers are approximate. Due to a configuration error in the survey software, the respondents were not only able to 

enter numerals, but also strings in response to this question. For more detailed information on the conversion applied, 

please see the  

Methodology section in the Annex. 

Frequency Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent
Frequency Valid Percent

Cumulative 

Percent

None 6 7.0 7.0 2 2.5 2 .5

Up to 50 21 24.4 31.4 13 16.3 18.8

Up to 200 26 30.2 61.6 15 18.8 37.5

Up to 1000 25 29.1 90.7 18 22.5 60.0

More than 1000 8 9.3 100.0 32 40.0 100.0

Total 86 100.0 80 100.0

Native speaker 0 1

System 27 32

Total 27 33

113 113

M issing

Georgian Russian

How many HOURS in total would you say you have spent studying %  (either taught or focused self-study)? 

(One week of intensive full-day study - in places like Indiana or Middlebury - counting as 30 hours.)

 

Valid

Total

Table 1: Respondents' study efforts for Georgian and Russian 
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The Role of Russian and Georgian for Foreigners 
 

The data indicate that differences in both supply and demand for language skills can explain the 

respondents’ lower levels of proficiency in Georgian. On the supply side, many respondents had prior 

knowledge of Russian when they came to Georgia. Furthermore, Georgian might be harder to acquire, 

both in terms of language difficulty and the availability of opportunities to learn in a structured 

environment. With regard to the demand, it seems likely that Georgian is frequently chosen to improve 

social and everyday life in Georgia, whereas Russian is often seen as an asset in professional life, and 

is also valuable outside Georgia. 

 

Acquiring Languages 
 

A majority of the respondents had prior professional experiences in post-Soviet countries before 

coming to Georgia. Therefore, it is likely that many already had some Russian skills when they 

arrived, especially since there are numerous programs abroad that teach Russian, but relatively few that 

teach Georgian. Georgian also seems to be harder to learn than Russian, as learners of Georgian 

assessed their language skills on average lower than Russian speakers with a comparable amount of 

prior study. 

 

Throughout the post-Soviet space, Russian is still widely used as a commercial and professional 

language, and 69 percent of the respondents had prior experiences of living in this region for 

professional reasons and for more than two weeks. Russia had been the main destination, with 49 

percent of all respondents having been there. It is followed by Armenia and Azerbaijan (together 40 

percent). Twenty-six percent had been to Central Asia, and 21 percent had experiences in Belarus, 

Moldova or Ukraine. The Baltic countries were a prior destination for 10 percent of the respondents.  

Since demand for Russian tends to be higher than for Georgian in the professional world, supply for 

Russian courses is also much more developed. The teaching of Russian has a long-standing tradition 

amongst Western universities, even outside linguistics classes, as it is important for a variety of 

disciplines. Georgian, however, is primarily taught in the context of linguistics or specific language 

courses. For example, according to the University of Minnesota, there are currently only three US 

universities (University of Chicago, Indiana University and Columbia University) that offer Georgian 

courses in the classroom.
4
 

 

Moreover, once someone decides to learn Georgian and finds an appropriate learning environment, it 

becomes apparent that Georgian can be a difficult language to learn. According to the U.S. Department 

of State’s language service, it is even more difficult than Russian. They classify both languages on the 

same difficulty level (the second highest), which includes languages that require in average 1,100 

hours of class work to attain an intermediate proficiency. Georgian, however, is additionally marked as 

                                                           
4
 See the University of Minnesota’s database at http://www.carla.umn.edu/lctl/db/?menu=006. Accessed on April 13, 2010, 

search keyword: “Georgian”. 
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more difficult than the other languages of this category. Thus, it is effectively placed between the 

second-highest and the highest difficulty level, which includes languages like Mandarin and Arabic.
5
 

 

Overall, respondents who learn Georgian have less confidence in their language skills compared with 

those who have studied Russian for a comparable amount of time. While 9 percent of the Georgian 

learners have invested more than 1,000 hours, none was confident enough to claim an advanced 

proficiency. Instead, their responses place all of them into the intermediate category. Of those who 

have studied Russian for 1,000 hours or more, 66 percent claim an advanced proficiency, and a further 

31 percent have achieved an intermediate level. One respondent with 1,000 hours or more of Russian 

studies says he is still on a beginner’s level. Among those who have invested between 200 and 1,000 

hours into their Georgian studies, 12 percent deem to have achieved an advanced proficiency. Again, 

those who have studied Russian for a comparable amount of time seem to be more confident in their 

skills, as 28 percent of them are in the highest category. 

 

 
While a high proficiency is rarely attained, some respondents were able to pick up basic Georgian 

without formal study. About 7 percent of all respondents knowing some Georgian state that they have 

not invested time into focused study. Learners of Russian arguably do not have equal possibilities to 

pick up their language in Georgia, and only 3 percent of them said the same. 

 

Many respondents probably knew some Russian when they came to Georgia, and Georgian is more 

difficult to learn. So what are some of the incentives for studying Georgian nonetheless? 

 

                                                           
5
 See the Foreign Service Institute’s classification at 

http://web.archive.org/web/20071014005901/http://www.nvtc.gov/lotw/months/november/learningExpectations.html. 

(Accessed on April 15, 2010). 

Figure 2: Hours invested into language study by language proficiency 
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Incentives for Language Learning 
 

According to the data, Georgian is often chosen to facilitate the daily life in Georgia, and Russian is 

more frequently seen as a professional asset. While achieving an advanced proficiency for professional 

and personal use is a goal more common among the Russian learners, those studying Georgian are 

often satisfied with mastering informal conversations, or have no specific long-term goals at all. 

Family ties also play a role, as respondents with a Georgian partner have invested more time in their 

study, have higher ambitions and, overall, a slightly higher level of proficiency. In addition, 

presumably because they serve in different domains, knowing one language did not prevent 

respondents from learning the other one as well. 

 

Many of the Georgian learners had no long-term goals with regard to their abilities, or said that 

mastering informal conversations would be sufficient, whereas many Russian learners intended to 

achieve higher levels of proficiency. Of those who are learning Georgian, 36 percent said they intend 

to achieve near-native or an advanced proficiency. Sixty-one percent of the Russian learners said the 

same. Developing their skills for use in their personal life seemed to be more common among those 

studying Georgian: being able to have regular informal conversations in public and with friends, co-

workers or family was the main goal for 27 percent of the Georgian learners and 17 percent of those 

studying Russian. A full 30 percent of those learning Georgian said that they have no long-term goals 

with their language ability, while only 11 percent of the Russian learners said the same.  

 

The data show that respondents with exceptionally strong social ties to Georgia, as indicated by the 

presence of a Georgian significant other, tend to be more ambitious with regard to their Georgian-

language skills. Twenty-five percent of the respondents actually had a Georgian significant other at the 

time of the study. Thirty-eight percent of them said that they intended to gain an advanced or near-

native proficiency in Georgian, compared with 28 percent of those without such a partner. Regular 

informal conversations were the goal for 33 percent of all those respondents with a Georgian 

significant other, and for 22 percent of those without one. About 29 percent of those with a Georgian 

partner either have no long-term goal for their Georgian-language ability or do not intend to engage in 

more than the occasional interaction in shops and public venues. Amongst those who do not have a 

Georgian significant other, 50 percent said the same. 
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Those with a Georgian partner had also invested more time in their focused language study than other 

respondents. On average, they had studied Georgian for about 374 hours, compared to 288 hours for 

those without a Georgian significant other (median: 100 hours for both groups). They were three times 

as likely to have invested more than 1,000 hours in their language skills (18 percent compared to 6 

percent). About 5 percent of those with a Georgian significant other, and 8 percent of those  have not 

engaged in formal study of the language.  

 

The overall higher effort in language learning among those with a Georgian partner compared with the 

others correlates to a slightly higher proficiency in Georgian. Regarding advanced speakers, both 

groups (those with Georgian partners and those without) were about the same, with 4 percent falling 

into this category. About 42 percent of those with a Georgian partner had an intermediate proficiency, 

compared with 35 percent in the other group. Respondents with at least a beginner’s level of Georgian 

were also slightly more common among those with a Georgian partner, with 50 percent compared with 

47 percent of those without one. Furthermore, only 4 percent of those with a Georgian partner had no 

Georgian skills at all, whereas of those without such a partner, 14 percent said the same. 

 

As there seem to be different incentives for learning Russian or Georgian, knowing either language 

generally did not prevent the respondents from learning the other one as well. The original assumption 

had been that some knowledge of Russian would practically eliminate the necessity and therefore the 

incentives for learning Georgian. Contrary to these expectations, 87 percent of those knowing some 

Russian had also started learning Georgian. Thirty-five percent of those respondents with intermediate 

or better Russian skills also had intermediate or better proficiency in Georgian. Even more (49 percent) 

of the respondents with intermediate or better Georgian spoke Russian on a comparable level. 

Figure 3: Long-term goals with Georgian abilities by presence of a Georgian significant other 
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Conclusion 
 

The data indicates that for a foreigner in Georgia, there are distinct reasons to learn either Georgian or 

Russian. The overwhelming majority of respondents agreed that knowledge of one of these languages 

helps one get by in daily life in Georgia. However, it also became apparent that Russian skills alone are 

rarely perceived to be sufficient. Apart from being more useful in everyday situations, Georgian seems 

to be especially important for social and family life. Russian, on the other hand, seems to be the better 

choice for professionals. Two languages that serve in two different domains – this could explain why 

87 percent of the respondents who know Russian still attempted to learn Georgian. 

 

This effort was preliminary research, conducted at short notice as an add-on to another project. There 

is a rich research field here that could become a comprehensive topic for dedicated researchers or 

groups, including research students. This research would have significant practical application, both 

for learners to understand what learning Georgian entails, and for teachers, to better target their efforts. 

Among questions to be investigated is that of obstacles to learning Georgian – given how highly it is 

valued, it may be that the supply of teaching right now is not sufficiently flexible to accommodate the 

demands of learners with complex schedules. Another fruitful field of inquiry, linked to obstacles, is at 

what specific point students give up actively studying Georgian. Understanding that point better might 

help learners navigate across and over it. However, these are just some of the potential topics to be 

explored, since in learning Georgian there are a range of cultural and sociological themes as well. 

Table 2: Russian abilities by Georgian abilities 
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Annex 
 

Methodology 
 

The population of this census was recruited from the popular, long-running, English-language mailing 

list “megobrebs” for expatriates who either lived or still live in Georgia, mostly in Tbilisi. Most of the 

people on this list have deliberately chosen to stay in Georgia, or engaged with Georgia in one way or 

another, which is reflected by their self-selection for the census. This particular research design has 

some constraints, but can also provide special insights: 

 

• The mailing list is in English and, therefore, the majority of its participants are either native 

English speakers or at least expatriates with a strong command of this language. Consequently, 

the sample does not represent the whole expatriate community in Georgia but only an 

Anglophone selection. 

 

• People on the mailing list are not necessarily still in Georgia, nor did they in each case stay 

there for a prolonged time. Instead, the voluntary membership in the list and self-selection for 

participation in our research is a strong indicator of some kind of personal relationship to the 

country. Most of the participants, however, have indeed been to Georgia for a long period of 

time. 

 

• By selecting mainly those expatriates who deliberately chose to stay linked to Georgia, we 

focus on a special group of people. They tend to have motivation-driven attitudes toward the 

issue of language learning (as opposed to short-term instrumental attitudes of those on rotating 

posts), and show different patterns with regard to factors like age and profession. 

 

The link to the questionnaire was sent to 224 e-mail addresses taken from the “megobrebs” mailing 

list. One hundred twenty-four people, 55 percent of the 224 addressees, viewed the online 

questionnaire. Two reminders were sent, and in total, 104 individuals started and 90 completed it, 

accounting for a response rate of 40.2 percent for completed questionnaires. (As some e-mail accounts 

no longer were active, the real response rate was a little higher.) A log-in process requiring 

identification with a valid e-mail address helped to avoid double-entries. Given that the survey asked 

about attitudes to the August 2008 conflict, participation was the criterion for self-selection into the 

pool of people that feel engaged on Georgian issues.  

 

Converting Prose into Numbers 
 

Due to a configuration error, the participants were able to enter text instead of numerical values in 

response to the questions on how many hours of focused study they had spent on their Russian and 

Georgian skills. While some strings were easily converted into numerical values, others had to be 

estimated.  
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The following rules have been applied when converting strings to numbers: 

 

• Where a minimum was entered ("1000+"), the value plus one-third was taken ("1333") – 11 

instances 

• Where “thousands” was entered, a numerical approximation was calculated, based on the 

minimal value semantically associated with the expression plus one-third ("thousands" 

becomes "2000+" becomes "2667") – 2 instances 

 

• One year was calculated as 51 weeks times 6 hours – 3 instances 
 

• Where a range was entered ("30-50"), the average was taken ("40") – 2 instances 

 

• One respondent with high proficiency in Russian entered “many”, the same calculation as for 

“thousands” was applied – 1 instance 

 

The Census Population 
 

The respondents are predominantly male (57 percent) and tend to be rather young: 78 percent are in 

between 20 and 39 years of age. Only 21 percent are older than 40 years. Eighty-nine percent said that 

English is their first or native language. The second sizable language group consisted of native German 

speakers (5 percent). Dutch, Danish, French or Russian speakers, and people with one of the 

Scandinavian languages as their native tongue, accounted for the remaining 7 percent. 

 

Although only about half of the respondents gave information about their professional background, the 

data shows that the respondents work in a great variety of sectors. Apparently, the answer options were 

not sufficiently exhaustive, as 44 percent of the respondents did not indicate that they worked in one of 

the sectors enumerated. Of those who did, the largest group consisted of students, who made up 17 

percent of the total number of respondents. They were followed by those working in international, non-

governmental or non-profit organizations (14 percent). Thirteen percent said that they are researchers, 

and 9 percent identify themselves as teachers. The smallest groups were people affiliated with 

government or diplomatic service (5 percent) and businessmen (4 percent). Consultancy, journalism, 

medical and legal services were other sectors mentioned by the respondents. Forty-four percent gave 

no information about their professional background. 

 

Those respondents who identify themselves as students are more proficient and more ambitious than 

the rest with regard to language learning in Georgia. Students generally have a much higher 

proficiency in Georgian, and a slightly lower Russian proficiency (see Figure 5: Student hours of 

focused language study). They have invested more time both in their Russian and Georgian language 

studies (see Figure 5). Sixty-five percent of the students aim for advanced or near-native proficiency in 

Georgian, while only 24 percent of those who are not students say the same. For Russian, the 
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difference is lower: 63 percent of the students want to master this language at advanced or near-native 

levels, compared with 49 percent of the rest. 

 

Figure 4: Student overall language abilities 

 
 

Figure 5: Student hours of focused language study 

 
 

While in Georgia, the respondents’ engaged in a variety of full-time activities, with the most 

mentioned being NGO work, research and education were the most mentioned. Forty-three percent 

said that they worked in a non-profit, international or non-governmental organization, while 31 percent 

were engaged in research. Education was also a major field of activity, with 19 percent of the 

respondents teaching in Georgia and 13 percent studying there. The smallest groups were journalists 
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(11 percent), those engaged in diplomatic or government missions (9 percent), doing business (4 

percent), or tourism and sport (4 percent). Personal affairs and volunteering were mentioned by less 

than 2 percent of the respondents. Five percent did not answer the question on their full-time activity 

while being in Georgia. 

 

At the time of the census, around 43 percent of the respondents were living in Georgia. Thirty-seven 

percent had moved to North America, and 15 percent were living in the European Union. Four percent 

of the replies came from non-EU Eastern Europe or CIS countries (without Georgia), and two percent 

of the respondents were living in other countries. 

 

Many respondents had spent a longer time in Georgia, as two-thirds of them had an experience of more 

than one year there. Almost a third (32 percent) had lived in Georgia for more than three years. 

Another 36 percent had been there between one and three years. Respondents who had stayed in 

Georgia between seven and twelve months accounted for 17 percent of the responses, and those who 

only visited Georgia for up to six months made up another 17 percent.  

 

Experimental Question and Further Research 
 

In an experimental question, the respondents were asked for how much money they would be ready to 

sell their language abilities. This “economic value” attached to the respective language skills varied 

greatly across and within proficiency groups, but those who had achieved an advanced level of 

Georgian valued their skill overall much higher than their peers with an equivalent proficiency in 

Russian. The mean for respondents with advanced Georgian skills was 1,836,667 USD (median: 

500,000 USD). In the Russian advanced group, it was considerably lower (231,619 USD, median: 

70,000 USD). On the intermediate level, the difference was less pronounced, with Georgian scholars 

averaging at about 176,935 USD (median: 10,000), and Russian learners at 257,394 USD (median: 

2,750 USD). In the beginner group, language skills in Georgian were once again higher valued, with 

the mean at 1.857 USD (median: 100 USD) compared to 827 USD (median: 100 USD) for Russian. A 

total of 7 Georgian learners said that they would not exchange their language abilities for money, and 5 

Russian learners said the same. 

 

Please note that the data on this question was at times inconsistent, and many respondents chose to 

enter extremely low or extremely high numbers. In order to calculate meaningful means, it was 

decided to cut two outliers: a Georgian intermediate speaker who valued his language skills at 10 

million USD, and one Russian intermediate speaker, who said he would sell his abilities at 1 billion 

USD. 

 

Possible hypotheses:  

 

• The higher averages among the Georgian speakers indicate a higher emotional attachment to 

the language skills, which is very difficult to measure in monetary terms. 
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• The higher averages among the Georgian speakers indicate a higher economic value of the 

language skills, presumably because there are so few others who can field such skills. 

 

• The categories of Georgian language ability represent real-life proficiencies that differ from the 

Russian ones: the Georgian speakers are generally more advanced than their Russian peers in 

the same group. This could be due to extensive everyday training as opposed to the effort of 

focused, formal studies. Furthermore, the ubiquitous comparison to native speakers in Georgia 

might lead to an underestimation of language proficiency, compared to Russian speakers who 

often compare their abilities with other non-native speakers. 
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Abstract 

 
The article examines new trends and development in the South Caucasus. The author identifies 

five factors which affect the foreign policy of regional countries as well as regional powers. 

These factors are the Georgian-Russian war of 2008, the US-Russian “reset”, the global 

financial crisis, the political transformation in the countries which have undergone “color 

revolutions”, and the Armenian-Turkish rapprochement. The author believes that the change in 

the geopolitical layout of the region will turn the countries of the South Caucasus further from 

the West. At the same time, they are not going to be fully embraced by Russia. A balancing act 

between the US, EU and Russia will be most likely their policy choice.    

 

Keywords: South Caucasus, geopolitics, US, Russia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Ukraine 

 

Introduction 
 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the South Caucasus region was opened up for the global market 

as well as competition among global powers. The dominance of Russia which had lasted for 200 years 

was questioned by new actors, primarily the United States, Turkey and Iran. The South Caucasus, with 

its vital links to the Black Sea, Central Asia and Middle East, and its rich natural resources (primarily 

oil and gas in the Caspian Sea) became a complex battleground aggravated by internal problems such 

as the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan due to territorial claims of the former with regard to the 

latter’s Nagorno-Karabakh region.  

 

While the geopolitical conditions of the 1990s were defined internally by ethnic conflicts, the creation 

of statehood, and the transition from communism to a market economy, external factors were 

connected with the arrival of the new powers – the US, EU, Turkey, Iran on one side, and efforts by 

Russia to maintain control on the other. A wave of “colour revolutions” in 2003-2005 further changed 

the political landscape of the regional states and increased the possibility of ending Russian influence 

in post-Soviet space. However, despite losing its influence in the 1990s, Russia, due largely to 

enormous profits from oil, gained the momentum to strengthen its position by 2008.  

 

New Geopolitical Factors 
  

The last three years have brought forth a new set of conditions which is likely to affect the states of the 

region and their foreign policy agenda. Domestically the states of the region continued to suffer from 

ethnic conflicts, but they managed to build viable statehood, and make progress on market reforms with

                                                 
* Fareed Shafee holds master’s degrees from the School of History, and the School of Law of Baku State University, 

Azerbaijan, and Kennedy School of Government of the Harvard University, USA. His research interests include conflict 

resolution and ethnic studies. 
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Azerbaijan as the leading economic power. However, internationally, five major developments have 

been reshaping the region: 

 

• Georgian-Russian War, 2008 

• US-Russian Reset, 2009 

• Global Financial Crisis, 2009 

• Decolourization of Colour Revolutions, 2010 

• Armenian-Turkish Rapprochement and its impact on Azerbaijan-Turkey and Azerbaijan-US 

relations, 2009-2010 

 

The Georgian-Russian War had adverse effects on the image of the West in the region. The verbal 

support from the US, EU and NATO was not enough to counter the Russian offensive. Russia showed 

assertively that it would resort to force rather than yield its influence in the South Caucasus. 

Accordingly, attempting to secure NATO membership by regional countries has posed a direct threat to 

their sovereignty and territorial integrity. Post-Soviet countries realized that Russia is still a mighty 

power, and the West is not willing to confront her for the sake of small post-Soviet states.  

 

Further, the US-Russian “reset” declared by the Obama administration sent a clear message that 

relations with Russia are much more significant for the American administration and its Western allies 

than relations with other former communist states. However, many experts might not agree with that 

conclusion as they point out that the West continues to boost its relations with post-Soviet countries 

through the EU’s new Eastern Partnership initiative, NATO’s Partnership for Peace program and other 

political and economic channels, the treatment of US allies like Azerbaijan and Georgia in regards to  

the April 2010 Washington Nuclear Security Summit speaks for itself.   

 

On the other side, Russia’s bold foreign policy in its so-called “near abroad”, in various political and 

economic manifestations, was seriously damaged by the global financial crisis. The Russian economy 

endured great losses which affected its ability to sponsor its allies or show its influence as an economic 

power. Thus, the former Soviet countries appreciated the importance of economic relations with the 

West and the need for reform of their economies. Exclusive reliance on Moscow proved to be shaky. 

Even the new president of Ukraine Viktor Yanukovich, a staunch Russian ally, paid his first foreign 

visit to Brussels, exhibiting the desire of the new Ukrainian leadership to move closer to the West in 

terms of its economic preferences. 

 

The victory of Yanukovich in the latest elections in Ukraine changed the colour of the 2004 “Orange 

Revolution” which brought his predecessor, Viktor Yushchenko, to power. A similar development took 

place in Kyrgyzstan, which has recently seen the overthrow of the victor of the “Tulip Revolution”, 

Kurmanbek_Bakiyev. Though it would be an overstatement to assert the failure of the “colour 

revolutions” - since the elections in Ukraine manifested the democratic changes in the country - 

nevertheless, we can speak about, at least, the decolourization or change of colour of past revolutions. 

The latest trend shows that post-Soviet countries cannot be reformed quickly, and a change is not 

simply about the removal of one leader for the sake of another. The process of democracy requires a 

profound transformation of all layers of society, the gradual modification of political and social 

institutions, and comes with generational shifts. 

 

Last, but not least, the South Caucasus is knotted in a web of territorial, ethnic and identity conflicts, 

which have to be dealt in a complex manner. These problems have a new buzz word - protocols. The 
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desire of the Obama administration to disconnect the Turkish-Armenian rapprochement from the 

Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict has already damaged the relations between Azerbaijan and the US and 

affected Azerbaijani-Turkish relations, and might have an effect on energy projects between Azerbaijan 

and the West. The disappointment in Azerbaijan regarding the US policy on the Turkish-Armenian 

protocol is not only about the prospect of the resolution of the conflict with Armenia – it is also about 

disillusionment with Western democracy where powerful lobbies like the Armenian Diaspora seriously 

affect the countries’ decision making.  

 

Moreover, it is about a widening gap between Christians and Muslims, as almost every Western news 

agency in its description of the Armenian-Azerbaijani-Turkish conflicts emphasizes the religious 

affiliation of the relevant ethnic groups. However, these conflicts have no religious connotations.  

 

For two decades Azerbaijan has been conducting a pro-Western foreign policy both politically and 

economically. Though subjected to criticism on human rights, the country’s leadership declares that it 

envisions a better future but through gradual reformation and improving economic well being, rejecting 

foreign recipes and revolutions.  

 

Over the last decade the country has manifested more balancing acts by promoting better relations with 

its immediate neighbours, first of all, with Russia and Iran. Azerbaijan has concluded important 

security and energy agreements with these countries. However, both countries – Russia and Iran - have 

close links with Armenia which outweigh their relations with Azerbaijan. It is no accident that during a 

trip to the occupied Azerbaijani territories in April 2010, the new Russian mediator for the Armenia-

Azerbaijan conflict Igor Popov discussed with Armenian separatists the possibility of constructing of a 

new airport in Nagorno-Karabakh. The historical Russian-Armenian alliance will not be affected by 

Russia’s renewed interest in Azerbaijan. 

 

Conclusion 
 

A number of the above-mentioned factors and developments make a balanced foreign policy a viable 

choice for regional states. The experience of post-Soviet countries proved that blatant pro-Western or 

anti-Russian stances or vice versa (as the Serbian experience taught us) does not produce positive 

results. This is a new reality of the geopolitics of the South Caucasus. 
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“DRAMATIC CHANGES IN THE POLITICAL ORDER  

ARE TYPICALLY NOT THE PROVINCE OF DEMOCRACIES” 

 

Interview with Dr. Julie A. George
 ∗∗∗∗
 

 

 

Conducted by Jesse Tatum, Associate Editor of CRIA 
 

CRIA: Can you summarize the main findings from your book, The Politics of Ethnic Separatism 

in Russia and Georgia (2010)?  
 

George: My book examines separatist politics, looking for explanations 

for the outbreak of conflict in some post-Soviet autonomous republics 

and oblasts and not others. It also examines the waxing and waning 

conditions of conflicts over time, trying to nudge out similarities and 

differences in experiences to explain stability or absence of stability. So 

it looked at the politics of Chechnya, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia and 

their respective relationships with the Russia and Georgia from 1990-

2008. (It actually looked at a broader swath of cases to include non-

conflictual republics: Achara, Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, Ingushetia, and 

Dagestan.) I'm particularly interested in the effects of state weakness 

and regional wealth on bargaining over autonomy. I started with the 

argument that state weakness in both Russia and Georgia after the 

Soviet collapsed created conditions for regional actors – particularly in 

the so-called ethnic republics – for bargaining for greater position in the new political environment. In 

Georgia, this enhanced bargaining position was true for Achara as well as South Ossetia and Abkhazia, 

even though Achara might not be construed as an "ethnic" region.  

 

I found further that, in part because of the devastation of the Georgian state after the civil war, the 

bargaining infrastructure between region and center was quite tenuous and therefore was more likely to 

rest on interpersonal ties and mutually beneficial payoffs of critical actors. While Russia had an 

elaborated and relatively institutionalized administrative structure for managing ties between region 

and center, the Georgian structure was much more vulnerable and personalized. So Aslan Abashidze in 

Achara could use the implication of separatism to his advantage to secure a privileged position

                                                 
∗
 Dr. Julie A. George is an assistant professor of political science at Queens College, the City University of New York. She 

is the author of The Politics of Ethnic Separatism in Russia and Georgia (Palgrave Macmillan, 2009) and of several 

articles and book chapters on Georgian and post-Soviet politics. She was a Fulbright scholar in Georgia in 2002.  
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for Achara as a zone for Georgian Muslims. This sort of politics was quite common throughout the 

former Soviet Union and is also common in many ethnically diverse democratizing states. In Georgia, 

autonomy politics got blended with state building and cooptive structures as Shevardnadze sought to 

stabilize power. Georgia was too weak to create formal institutions to govern those issues, so 

Shevardnadze used informal means. In Achara, this meant tax breaks and loss of customs revenue for 

the central government. In South Ossetia, it meant the acceptance of a smuggling zone from Russia into 

Gori. So, in a way, cooptation – some would say in some cases, corruption, helped construct stability – 

albeit a short-term and fragile one. But what also happened – in both Russia and Georgia – is that the 

benefit of these co-optive structures created incentives NOT to reform the system. So the creation of 

formal institutions with enforcement mechanisms to adjust relationships between center and periphery 

either never developed or did so in a lopsided way. This weak process was due not only to state 

weakness but also to disinterest by politically important parties.  

 

The book also looks at how the politics of state-building alters these informal and personalized 

structures. The presidencies of both Vladimir Putin and Mikheil Saakashvili brought about a renewed 

vigor in creating formal institutions and attention to resolving territorial conflicts. Their policies and 

leadership styles have clear differences, but they also have similarities. The outcomes of the policies of 

both have contributed to a resurgence of violence in Chechnya (Putin) and South Ossetia and Abkhazia 

(Saakashvili). I say “contributed to”, because those conflicts and their resurgence are due to external 

pressures as well as internal ones. But individualized bargains like the one that existed between 

Shevardnadze and Abashidze would have had to been revisited with any change of presidential power 

in Georgia. Once Shevardnadze resigned and it was clear that Saakashvili would succeed him, few 

were surprised by Abashidze's exodus to Moscow. An explicit promise of Saakashvili's message during 

and after the Rose Revolution was that anti-corruption and state-building would attract South Ossetia 

and Abkhazia back to Georgia; yet the anti-corruption campaign and state-building in Georgia helped 

destabilize conditions between Tbilisi and Tskhinval(i) and Sukhum(i). 

 

CRIA: In an article (2008) you discussed the negative aspects of President Saakashvili's focus on (i) 

anti-corruption campaigns and (ii) his choice to strengthen the central state at the expense of a more 

federal-style devolution of power to regional-local levels. Do you see any positive effects as well, or 

any steps the president should take in the near future? 

   

George: Lately, my focus has been the negative consequences of state policies that are popularly 

considered beneficial. The West and its allies often applaud and encourage policies of anti-corruption 

and democratization, but often ignore or disregard some negative outcomes of the politics that come in 

the short term. For example, the anti-corruption in Georgia had some immediate positive and negative 

outcomes. For the positive, the traffic police force actually began earning meaningful salaries. The job 

was no longer a way for someone to collect bribes, but rather to enforce the law. Customs checks were 

put into place and the government began to collect the millions that they had lost through smuggling 

and contraband. On the negative side, those living in the border areas who had operated in that illicit 

but accepted economy lost their livelihoods, which led to some unrest. Georgia's geography meant that 

this destabilization would be likely where there are clusters of ethnic minorities.  

 

My message in writing is not that anti-corruption programs are not beneficial, but that policy makers 

should anticipate the destabilization and create innovative programs to address the population's needs, 

to open doors even as they close others. Moreover, I think that Western countries should be careful and 

pragmatic in their policy stances toward countries like Georgia because societies that follow the path 
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that the West encourages will doubtless meet obstacles that they did not expect and that will challenge 

the further implementation of the long-term programs.  

 

The story of centralization and devolution, particularly for local governance, has been a nuanced one 

under Saakashvili. On the one hand, the local government legislation did streamline bureaucracies that 

were riddled with nepotism, redundancy, and corruption. But in the process of streamlining, the 

government ended the temi system, the lowest layer of governance that served single villages or village 

clusters. Jonathan Wheatley has argued that the temi were the most decentralized administrative form 

in Georgia and also the most meaningfully representative and accountable. So while the 2005 Local 

Governance law promised devolved power, it actually eradicated the most localized administration in 

favor of the more political laden sakrebulos [local councils] and gamgeobas [local mayors]. On the 

other hand, the local governance reform also brought about more meaningful power to local 

governments: taxation rights and oversight over local budgets. This certainly was not the case 

previously. 

 

CRIA: On local governance, can you describe the roles of the gamegebeli (local mayor, or chief 

executive) and the rtsmunebuli (regional governor, or chairperson) in terms of increasing or 

limiting citizen participation?  

 

George: The influence and position of the gamgebeli and the rtsmunebuli vary with the region and the 

town in which they operate. Moreover, different areas of Georgia are governed quite differently than 

others. Both positions are appointed, although the rstmunebulis owe their allegiance to the central 

government (being presidentially appointed), while the gamgebelis operate at the behest of the local 

sakrebulos.  So there is some question of accountability, although notably neither of these positions are 

directly accountable to a voting population (although there is talk of having locally elected gamgebelis 

in addition to Tbilisi). And currently, all of the local governments in Georgia are dominated by the 

ruling party, which will heighten the president's influence over the gamgebelis, even though he 

(arguably) does not directly select them.  

 

What this means in terms of citizen participation: There's participation and then there's participation. 

What I mean by that: there will be pressure on local leaders to bring out voting numbers during election 

time, but that local leaders need not dominate all participation in the locality. Given the ruling party 

dominance at the local level, the electoral mobilization will be robust but also partisan toward the 

UNM. Some opposition parties have regional strongholds that can change this up a bit, for example the 

Labor party in Dusheti and the Republicans in Achara, but this strength has not translated into large 

numbers of actual seats in local sakrebulos.  

 

Other sorts of participation besides voting are more important for increasing accountability of political 

leaders to the population. Such activity is difficult to muster at the elite level, and it is most effective 

and unencumbered if it happens not at the behest of the local government actors, but because of civil 

society at the ground level.  

 

Much hinges on the access of opposition parties. The UNM (United National Movement) has an 

interest in party dominance in order to secure its position as a winning political party. Other parties 

have had some traction in the regions, but have not been able to build enough of a constituency support. 

This might be due to the dominance of the UNM folks (maybe because of a legitimate constituency, 

although there have also been instances of coercion), but also might be due to a broader gap between 
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political party leadership and the local populations. Some political parties are very much oriented 

around personalities based in Tbilisi and do not build comprehensive regional bases. Others are unable 

to, lacking funds and access. But the lack of winning opposition parties means that the local and 

regional representatives are going to be more oriented toward the UNM – which will stifle party 

competition and perhaps citizen participation outside of the ballot box. 

 

CRIA: Can you summarize the current standing of the minorities in Javakheti and Kvemo Kartli vis-

à-vis the central government, especially concerning political rights at local and national 

levels? What kind of roles do Yerevan and Baku play with regard to these regions in Georgia?   

 

George: There are multiple layers of relationship between the government and the Armenians in 

Javakheti and the Azerbaijanis in Kvemo Kartli. One is legislative. Another is executive. There are also 

inter-elite ties that are not transparent and that are difficult to measure accurately.  

 

In terms of the legislature, the number of ethnic minorities in the Georgian parliament has declined 

from 1992 to 2010. However, where the representation used to be somewhat diversified (Russians, 

Armenians, Azerbaijanis, Ossetians), all are now either Azerbaijani or Armenian. This representation is 

not proportional to the 7 percent and 6 percent that those groups have, respectively, in the Georgian 

population. What that means is that while minority representation has declined in Georgia, that 

representation has flattened to two particular groups. This emphasis on Armenian and Azerbaijani 

interests could increase the standing of those groups, but perhaps to the detriment of others. 

 

There have been complaints from some civil society groups, however, about the minority 

representatives in the legislatures. The criticism is that those minorities elected (all from the ruling 

party in the 2008 elections) rarely attend sessions and almost never speak. So while there might 

technically be minority representatives, the amount of minority representation that enters into the 

public policy dialogue at the legislative seems negligible. (The civil society actors who raised these 

concerns speculated that linguistic difficulties might contribute to the problems here.) 

 

At the executive level, though, the Ministry of Civil Reintegration has added administrative offices in 

both Kvemo Kartli and Samkhe-Javakheti, staffed by ethnic Azerbaijanis and Armenians. Interestingly, 

these officials are impressively proficient linguistically, speaking their native languages as well as 

Georgian, Russian, and often English. This executive action increases the linkages between the central 

government and the minority areas; it also centralizes that relationship.  

 

There is also a multilayered international interest in these two regions, which will influence Georgian 

policy. One is from the Armenia and Azerbaijan themselves, and also from Western states and 

international NGO's. In terms of Azerbaijan and Armenia, I think that both countries have adjusted 

their foreign policies to pursue interests vis-à-vis Saakashvili. The Armenian policy must be nimble – 

their trade interests need the Georgian border with Russia. They are allied with Russia, but also rely on 

Georgia. Interestingly, whatever support for Javakheti separatist groups that existed in the 1990s seems 

to have waned. Azerbaijan’s policy was once quite overt, with suggestions for voting alternatives for 

Georgia’s Azerbaijani community. I understand that policy has been less pronounced in recent 

elections. In terms of the West, it seems the international community has discovered these areas, 

particularly Javakheti. The U.S.–funded Millennium Challenge has devoted its only regional-specific 

program to Javakheti. 
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CRIA: Do you think the May 2010 mayoral elections in Tbilisi will signal any significant change in 

the political order? 

  

George: Contested elections are important for transitioning states. I think the May 2010 elections will 

tell us a great deal about the future trajectory of Irakli Alasnia, whether he wins or not. I think they will 

tell us a great deal about Georgia and its electoral system, particularly if they are held fairly and openly.  

 

As to bringing about "significant change in the political order," I have a difficult time with this 

question. Dramatic changes in political order are typically not the province of democracies. By design, 

democracies bring incremental change. Georgia is a country that has experienced periods of incredible 

upheaval, followed by stagnation/stability, followed by upheaval. Events like the Rose Revolution, the 

November 2007 crackdown, and the 2008 war draw attention and scrutiny. I have some optimism about 

Georgian democracy: the population seems to prefer elections as a mechanism of choosing leaders and 

holding them accountable. I think that the tradition of electoral politics is gelling in Georgia, and that is 

an incremental development that few remark upon. But the conduct of campaigning, the role of civil 

society, popular participation – these are things to watch as well. I think the campaign and election-day 

conduct will speak much more about the political order than the outcome will. 
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BOOK REVIEW  

 

CONFLICT IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH, ABKHAZIA AND SOUTH 

OSSETIA 
 

A LEGAL APPRAISAL 

 

BY TIM POTIER 
 

(The Hague; Boston: Kluwer Law International, 2001, pp. 314, ISBN: 90-411-1477-7, € 102) 

 

 

Review by Lala Jumayeva•••• 

 

The book under review was the author’s dissertation paper submitted in 

1998 and later published as a book in 2001. In order to make it more 

appropriate for publishing, Potier improved it by adding a one-page 

preface and a short additional final section under the heading “Since 

submission”, which covers the period September 1, 1998, to April, 30, 

2000. Some syntax and grammar corrections have also been made. The 

book, therefore, consists of a preface, an introduction, thirteen chapters, a 

conclusion and a final addition.  

 

The book presents a legal analysis of the conflicts in the South Caucasus 

region by focusing on the future constitutional status of the three conflicts 

in the region: Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan, Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia in Georgia.  

 

Through the whole book, Potier discusses the international law and 

constitutional law dichotomy, where he believes that international law plays a significant role in 

conflict resolution process. He emphasizes, however, that this role should not be limited to 

constitutional law. He discusses how constitutional law constitutes a useful mechanism for conflict 

settlement within the framework of autonomy and, furthermore, argues that autonomy can assist 

enormously in the settlement of the “three”.1 

 

The research question reflects on how constitutional settlement in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia can be reached. This issue is mainly discussed in chapters eight and nine; thus, I would 

argue, they are the most important parts of the book. In these chapters he gives his detailed 

recommendations for a constitutional settlement in Azerbaijan and Georgia and he evaluates his ideas 

                                                        
•
 Lala Jumayeva received MA degree in International Relations from the University of Nottingham, UK. Her research 

interests include conflict resolution, mediation and negotiation in ethnic conflicts.   

 
1
 The author refers to the three conflicts in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia and the South Ossetia as the ‘Three’. 



CAUCASIAN REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 

VOL. 4 (2) – SPRING 2010 

© CRIA 2010 

BOOK REVIEW: CONFLICT IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH, ABKHAZIA AND SOUTH OSSETIA. 

A LEGAL APPRAISAL 

 

193

on those recommendations.  

 

Potier’s suggestions, based on his main findings, do not reflect the interests and demands of the 

parties in the “three”, and while looking at the current status of these conflicts, we can conclude that 

they have failed, even though his research at that time intended to provide “advice” for real world 

policy-makers. For example, Potier suggests the Azerbaijani government to concede the Lachin 

corridor to the “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic”, which has not even been recognized by Azerbaijan. 

Further, he offers the conflict parties to solve the dispute by granting autonomy to Nagorno-Karabakh 

that is unacceptable to Armenia that demands independence for the “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic”.  

 

Another example is a suggestion to establish a United Republic of Georgia that will consist of four 

Republics and two Regions, which means, literally, the division of Georgia into small pieces, which 

the Georgian Government would deem unacceptable. In addition, the author himself accepts that 

those recommendations have no chance of being implemented, and later he stresses that the main 

function of the recommendations is to inspire debate and discussion on conflict resolution in the 

region.  

 

Potier draws attention to the three concepts within international law: the concept of self-

determination, the concept of autonomy and the concept of minority. He dedicates three chapters of 

his book to the aforementioned concepts in which he tries to examine them. He argues that self-

determination as a norm of international law has a vague and imprecise content. Potier does not 

define the concept of self-determination.  He just satisfies the reader’s curiosity by referring to the 

four points from the UN Charter, which do not give a precise definition of the concept, and 

emphasizes that self-determination has proved to be impossible to define. 

 

Potier refers to the “forgotten” autonomy aspect that he considers as one of the “many faces of self-

determination”. Dissatisfied with the definition of the autonomy concept, Potier gives his own 

definition: “the means whereby an authority, subject to another superior authority, has the 

opportunity to determine, separately from that authority, specific functions entrusted upon it by that 

authority, for the general welfare of those to whom it is responsible”
2
.  Later, Potier argues that the 

international community has also failed to agree on a standard definition of the concept of minority.  

 

The noteworthy point is that while he is trying to define all of these concepts, within the context of 

concepts, he is trying to connect the concept definition or debates around those concepts’ formation 

with real cases, in other words he relates the theory/concepts to the case study of the “Three”. 

 

The author is carrying out a qualitative, empirical research that is based on an observable process and 

engages in a real-world comparison. One of the weaknesses of the book, which I consider to be an 

important flaw, is that Potier, even though he is taking a legalistic approach, does not outline the 

theory, which the research is based on.  

 

Vennesson referes to Bennett and stresses that case studies are used by a researcher for developing 

and evaluating theories, for formulating hypothesis or for explaining some certain phenomena by 

                                                        
2
 Tim Potier, Conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia and South Ossetia: A Legal Appraisal (The Hague; Boston: 

Kluwer Law International, 2001), 54. 
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applying theories and causal mechanisms.
3
 While comparing three conflict cases and focusing on 

their constitutional settlement, Potier does not explain the reason why he chose these three specific 

conflicts. The author does not develop any theory, does not explain any particular phenomena and 

also fails to formulate any hypotheses. Though he indirectly implies the probable success of the 

autonomy factor in conflict resolution, he does not have any clearly stated hypotheses.  

 

Potier mostly uses a descriptive case study where he brings in only one new idea on how to develop 

the current situation of the “three” by highlighting the autonomy factor in constitutional settlement. 

The author, however, does not discuss what makes these three cases comparable for the research. The 

only explanation he gives regarding the particular case selection is when he stresses his interest in the 

region, and states that “being unable to condense the work about the minority rights in the USSR into 

a manageable work” he decided “to concentrate on the future constitutional status of the three cases”. 

He also mentions that the Caucasus was the region where he had traveled a lot and where he had 

many contacts, which he believed would help him with his research.
4
 The above-mentioned facts do 

not explain why he chose these three conflicts, and what makes these cases special for the research in 

which he is involved.   

 

The work is conceived as a small N research design with a cross-sectional case study, since the 

author focuses on three case studies and conducts research across units - ethnic conflicts in 

Azerbaijan and Georgia - without time variation for three cases, i.e. all three conflicts were 

investigated for a period of time from 1993 to 1998.  

 

The work contains extensive data from the BBC Monitoring Service’s Summary of World Broadcast 

Daily Report on the Former Soviet Union and the US Government’s Foreign Broadcasting 

Information Service report on Central Asia, as well as a number of journals, books, reports, research 

bulletins, interviews and encyclopedias.  

 

In addition, while reading the book in some parts of it, one senses that the author was rather biased, 

as he references sources from only one party. For example, in the first chapter on the history of the 

region regarding Nagorno-Karabakh, he used the USSR encyclopedia and more Armenian documents 

than Azerbaijani ones.  

 

Another weakness of the work is that regardless of the grammar and syntax corrections that have 

been made, it still contains some grammatical mistakes and the bibliography should have been 

designed according to the more usual chronological principle.
5 

 

A noteworthy point in this work is that while comparing cases to others, Potier tries to stress that 

each case is unique and needs a special approach. From his point of view, therefore, the autonomy 

approach to the constitutional settlement of the “three” could be the best solution to the conflicts in 

                                                        
3
 Pascal Vennesson, “Case Studies and Process Tracing: Theories and Practices,” in Approaches and Methodologies in 

the Social Sciences. A Pluralistic Perspective, ed. Donatella D. Porta and M. Keating (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2008), 223-239. 
4
 Tim Portier’s Web site, Articles / Op-Eds, 

http://www.timpotier.com/default.aspx?articleID=14617&heading=Articles%20/%20Op-Eds#Conflict  
5
 George Hewitt, Review of Conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia and South Ossetia: A Legal Appraisal, by Tim 

Potier. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, Vol. 64, No. 3, 2001, 416. 
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the South Caucasus.  

 

Regardless of the author’s findings, the book has weaknesses in the research design that makes it to 

some extent incomprehensible. I attribute this to the fact that the book is based on his PhD thesis 

work, and it was not written with the aim of being published as a book afterwards. Of the thirteen 

chapters, only two are particularly important, since they bring new ideas and discussion to the legal 

debate over the ethnic conflicts in the South Caucasus region. The author stresses that it is difficult 

even for him to construct a conclusion for his work, as he thinks that there are many points that 

remain to be clarified.  
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