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INSIDE COVER WHY THIS BOOKLET EXISTS

Purpose

M ost international coverage of Abkhazia is written without a single Abkhaz source. The

territory usually enters the story in 2008, as a line in a report about Russia, and leaves
it a paragraph later. This booklet exists to correct that — not by replacing one narrative with
another, but by giving a reporter with no prior knowledge enough verified context to avoid
the standard errors: the missing history before 2008, the missing war of 1992-93, the missing
people at the centre of both.

It can be read in under thirty minutes. It does not ask for sympathy. It asks for accuracy —
including about the events Abkhazia’s own account finds hardest, above all the displacement
of most of the territory’s ethnic Georgian population in 1993. Every claim is labelled, sourced
or flagged for verification, so nothing here needs to be taken on trust.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOKLET

Every substantive claim belongs to one of five categories, marked in the text and on fact boxes with
the tags below.

Established fact. Documented, dated, uncontested by serious scholarship.
Stated plainly.
CONTESTED | Documented but contested interpretation. The record is real; the reading is

argued. The strongest version of each reading is given.

The Abkhaz perspective, flagged as such: “Abkhazians argue...”, “In Abkhaz
memory...”.
The Georgian position, flagged as such, stated fairly and in its strongest form

— never as a strawman.

The international legal position — the view of the UN majority, the EU and
most states, stated accurately even where this booklet complicates it.

DISCLOSURE — Published by AbkhazWorld, an Abkhaz-edited platform. Sources are cited throughout, and listed on p. 22,
so that readers can check every claim against the underlying material.
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01 QUICK FACTS

Abkhazia at a glance

One page to scan before the deadline. Everything here is expanded, and
sourced, in the pages that follow.

LOCATION Eastern coast of the Black Sea, on the southern flank of the main Caucasus
range. Bounded by the Psou river (Russia) to the north-west and the Ingur river
(Georgian-controlled territory) to the south-east.

CAPITAL Sukhum (Abkhaz: Aqw’a). Georgian usage: Sokhumi. The final “-i” is a Georgian
grammatical ending added in the Stalin era; each form is now read as a political
signal. See the glossary, p. 20.

AREA Approximately 8,600 km?2. Around two-thirds mountainous.
DISTRICTS Seven: Gagra, Gudauta, Sukhum, Gulripsh, Ochamchira, Tquarchal, Gal.
LANGUAGE Abkhaz — Northwest Caucasian family, related to Abaza, the Circassian

languages and extinct Ubykh; unrelated to Georgian, which is Kartvelian.
Russian is co-official and widely used.

POPULATION 243,897 as of 1 January 2025, per the Abkhaz State Statistics Committee.3
Thilisi does not accept counts conducted by the Sukhum authorities; treat all

population figures for Abkhazia as contested.

FLAG Seven green and white stripes; a red canton bearing an open hand beneath
seven stars.

CURRENCY & TIME Russian rouble. Moscow time (UTC+3).

STATUS IN ONE A self-governing de facto state since 1993, recognised by five UN member states
SENIENCE and claimed by Georgia, whose position most of the international community
supports.

FACT

THREE DATES THAT ANCHOR EVERYTHING ELSE

1931 — Abkhazia’s Soviet republic status is lowered to an autonomy inside the Georgian SSR: the only
Soviet republic whose status was downgraded rather than upgraded.! 14 August 1992 — Georgian
forces enter Abkhazia; a thirteen-month war begins. 26 August 2008 — Russia recognises Abkhazia’s
independence, fifteen years after Thilisi lost control of the territory.
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02 WHO ARE THE ABKHAZ?

A people, a language, a name

The Abkhaz call themselves Apsua and their homeland Apsny. Their
language belongs to a family that has nothing to do with Georgian — a
fact that settles no political argument, but disposes of several bad ones.

he exonym “Abkhaz” descends from the Abasgi of Greek and Roman authors; the

autonym is Apsua. The language is a member of the Northwest Caucasian family,
alongside Abaza, the Circassian languages and the now-extinct Ubykh. It is not related to
Georgian, which belongs to the entirely separate Kartvelian family. The two peoples are
neighbours of very long standing; they are not branches of one another.

Abkhaz and Abaza are so closely related that many linguists treat them as two literary
standards of a single language. The Abaza live today mainly in Karachay-Cherkessia, in the
Russian North Caucasus; the connection matters for reporters because the wider Abkhaz-
Abaza world extends well beyond Abkhazia itself.

Written Abkhaz dates from 1862, on a Cyrillic base. The script was moved to Latin in the
1920s, forced onto a Georgian base in the late 1930s, and returned to Cyrillic in 1954 — a
paper trail examined on pp.10-11.6

THE LANGUAGE FAMILY, IN ONE LINE

Northwest Caucasian: Abkhaz — Abaza — Adyghe & Kabardian (Circassian) — Ubykh (extinct, 1992).
Kartvelian: Georgian — Mingrelian — Laz — Svan. Two separate families whose divergence is measured
in millennia, not centuries.

Religious affiliation is mixed and lightly worn: roughly three-quarters of Abkhaz in Abkhazia
identify as Orthodox Christian and about a tenth as Sunni Muslim, with older pre-Christian
practice woven through both.?2 Many families observe holidays from more than one calendar.

44 The Abkhaz are eighty percent Christian, twenty percent
Muslim, and one hundred percent pagan!

STANISLAV LAKOBA, HISTORIAN, ASKED ABOUT RELIGION IN ABKHAZIA
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02 WHO ARE THE ABKHAZ? — CONTINUED

Two millennia on the record

he ancestors of the Abkhaz are attested on this coast from the first and second centuries

CE. Pliny the Elder records the Apsilae; Flavius Arrian, inspecting the Black Sea frontier
for the Emperor Hadrian in 137 CE, names the kings of the Apsilae, the Abasgi and the
Sanigae, each confirmed on his throne by Rome.? The ethnic map those authors describe
broadly matches today’s. Whatever else is disputed about Abkhazia, the antiquity of the
Abkhaz presence is not seriously disputed in international scholarship — a point that matters
because a rival thesis, examined on p. 11, holds otherwise.

Continuity is also archaeological. The Tsebelda culture of the Kodor valley runs from the
second to the seventh century with no destruction layer and no sign of population
replacement — the horizon any “newcomers” theory would need, and does not have.

THE DIASPORA: THE STORY MOST COVERAGE MISSES

More Abkhaz and Abaza live outside Abkhazia than in it. The community in Turkey, with
smaller ones in Syria and Jordan, descends overwhelmingly from the muhajirstvo — the mass
exile to the Ottoman Empire that followed Russia’s conquest of the Caucasus in 1864 (p.9).
Diaspora estimates commonly exceed half a million;* some run far higher.

The practical point for a newsroom: Abkhazia is not only a Caucasus story. It is also a Turkish
domestic story, a Middle East story, and — through diaspora volunteers who fought in 1992-
93 — part of the war’s history.

| ABKHAZ VIEW || GEORGIAN VIEW I

WHERE IDENTITY ITSELF BECAME THE ARGUMENT

In Abkhaz memory, the denial of Abkhaz indigeneity — formulated by the Tbilisi scholar Pavle
Ingorokva in 1954 and revived by Georgia’s national movement after 1988 — is not an academic quarrel
but the intellectual prelude to war.*® The mainstream Georgian position today does not rest on
Ingorokva: it asserts sovereignty over the territory, not the non-existence of the people. Reporters
should not attribute the fringe thesis to Georgians at large — its earliest and sharpest critics were
Georgian scholars — and should not pretend the thesis played no role in the conflict’s origins. Both
cautions are accurate.
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03 WHERE IS ABKHAZIA?

The geography that shapes the story

A narrow subtropical shelf between the high Caucasus and the Black
Sea, crossed by the coastal railway that every army in this story has
fought to control.

RUSSIAN FEDERATION
e ABKHAZIA (APSNY)
e 8 .
o N
Black Sea \ GEORGIA

Abkhazia between the Russian Federation and Georgia: principal towns of the seven districts, with the flag and state arms inset. The Psou river
marks the border with Russia to the north-west; the Ingur, the line with Georgian-controlled territory to the south-east.

bkhazia runs for roughly 220 km along the eastern Black Sea coast. The main Caucasus

ridge walls it off to the north; the border with Russia follows the Psou river, and the line
with Georgian-controlled territory follows the Ingur. Around two-thirds of the territory is
mountain; settlement, agriculture and the railway are pressed onto the coastal strip. The
climate on that strip is humid subtropical — citrus, tea and tobacco country, and in Soviet
times the USSR’s most prized resort coast.

Geography explains three things reporters otherwise misread. First, the coastal railway to
Sukhum and on towards Russia was the stated object of the Georgian advance in August
1992, and its control shaped the war. Second, the Psou crossing was the choke point of the
blockade years (p. 14): when it closed, Abkhazia was sealed. Third, the Kodor valley — the one
piece of upland Georgia held after 1993 — was the last territory to change hands, in August
2008.
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03 WHERE IS ABKHAZIA? — CONTINUED

Who lives there now

P resent-day Abkhazia is a mosaic. Abkhaz form a bare majority; Armenians and Russians

are long-established communities; the Georgian/Mingrelian population is concentrated in
the Gal district in the south-east, where much of the pre-war population returned after 1993.
Greeks, Ukrainians and others remain in smaller numbers.

Two cautions attach to every figure in the table. The counts are conducted by the Abkhaz
authorities and are not accepted by Thilisi, which points among other things to the war-
displaced population registered in Georgia. And the categories themselves are contested:
“Georgian” and “Mingrelian” have been merged and separated by different administrations
for over a century, in both directions and for political reasons (p. 10). Quote figures with
attribution, always.

GROUP SHARE PERSONS
Abkhaz 51.4% 125,360
Georgians 17.9% 43,664
Armenians 16.9% 41,250
Russians 9.1% 22,227
Mingrelians 1.3% 3,266
Others (Ukrainians, Greeks, Turks, Ossetians...) 3.4% 8,130

Abkhaz State Statistics Committee, 1 January 2025.3 Total 243,897. Figures compiled by the de facto authorities; contested by Georgia.

WHY THE DEMOGRAPHY CANNOT BE READ AS A NEUTRAL BASELINE

In 1886 the Abkhaz were 85.7% of Abkhazia’s population. By 1897, after the post-conquest exile, they
were 55.3%.° By 1926 they were 26.4%, and by the late Stalin period roughly 17-18%, after the
organised resettlement of Georgian peasants documented on p. 11.8 Today’s bare Abkhaz majority is
itself a product of the 1992-93 war and the flight of most of the Georgian population. Every
demographic snapshot of Abkhazia is a photograph of a violent process, whichever year you choose —
and honest reporting says so whichever community the chosen year favours.

The absolute figures move the same way. Abkhazia’s total population rose from 69,230 in 1886 to
525,061 in 1989, but the Abkhaz share of that growth was small — from 58,963 to 93,267 — while the
Georgian population rose from 4,166 to 239,872 over the same century, overtaking the Abkhaz by the
1920s and continuing to climb through the resettlement years documented on p. 11.%
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04 A SHORT HISTORY

Antiquity to 1917

Fifteen centuries of statehood, union, principality and empire — and one
nineteenth-century catastrophe without which nothing after 1900 makes
sense.

G reek traders founded cities on this coast from the sixth century BCE; Dioscurias, on the
site of modern Sukhum, became a major emporium. Byzantine influence brought
Christianity, formally adopted in the sixth century CE. From roughly 780 to 978 the Kingdom
of Abkhazia was a regional power in its own right, its capital moving from Anakopia (today’s
New Athos) to Kutaisi as its rule extended over much of what is now western Georgia.

Around 978 the crown passed, by dynastic inheritance through the Abkhaz princess
Gurandukht, to Bagrat III, who united the Abkhaz and Kartvelian realms. The medieval
kingdom'’s rulers titled themselves “Sovereign of the Abkhazians and Georgians” —
Abkhazia’s name first, and a union made by inheritance, not conquest.? After the Mongol-era
fragmentation, the Abkhaz Chachba (Shervashidze) dynasty ruled a principality whose
southern boundary, fixed against Mingrelia by around 1680, is essentially today’s. Ottoman
suzerainty followed from 1578.

In 1810 Tsar Alexander I took the principality under Russian protection. In 1864, at the close
of the Caucasian War, Abkhazia became the last Caucasian principality to be annexed
outright — and then came the break in the nation’s history: the muhgjirstvo, the mass exile to
the Ottoman Empire. Over the following decades more than half the Abkhaz population left or
was driven out, punished collectively after the risings of 1866 and 1877. The Abkhaz share of
Abkhazia’s population fell from 85.7% in 1886 to 55.3% by 1897.5

State the significance plainly: modern demography in Abkhazia is a product of empire and
expulsion, not a neutral baseline. Every later argument about majorities — Georgian
arguments and Abkhaz arguments alike — stands on ground this catastrophe cleared.

“WHOSE KINGDOM?” — HOW TO HANDLE THE MEDIEVAL ARGUMENT

Georgian historiography reads the Kingdom of Abkhazia and the united monarchy that followed as
chapters of Georgian statehood; Abkhaz historiography reads the kingdom as Abkhaz statehood that
later entered a dynastic union. The dates, capitals and royal titles are not in dispute — the national
label to put on them is. A careful report uses the documented titles and lets readers draw conclusions.
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04 A SHORT HISTORY — TIMELINE

From Dioscurias to the fall of empire

6th c. BCE b Greek trading cities founded on the coast; Dioscurias (modern Sukhum) becomes a
major centre.

1st-2nd c. () Pliny and Arrian record the Apsilae, Abasgi and Sanigae — the ancestors of the
CE Abkhaz — and their kings.?

6th c. ji Byzantine period; Christianity formally adopted.

c. 780-978 Kingdom of Abkhazia; capital moves Anakopia — Kutaisi; rule extends over much of

western Georgia.

c. 978 () Dynastic union by inheritance: rulers styled “Sovereign of the Abkhazians and
Georgians”.

c. 1500- O Chachba principality consolidates; the southern boundary with Mingrelia settles on
1680 roughly today’s line.
1578 Ottoman suzerainty begins.
1810 jz

Charter of Alexander I: Abkhazia an autonomous principality under Russian
protection.

1864 @ Last Caucasian principality annexed by the Russian Empire; the muhgjirstvo begins —
mass exile to the Ottoman Empire.

1886-97 Abkhaz share of the population falls from 85.7% to 55.3%.°

1917-18 Empire collapses; Abkhazia joins the Mountainous Republic of the North Caucasus;
Georgian forces under Gen. Mazniashvili enter in 1918.
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Caucasian Peoples and Districts, End of the Eighteenth-Century
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Caucasian peoples and districts at the end of the eighteenth century — the map the Russian conquest redrew. The
Abkhazians hold the coast between the Ubykhs and Mingrelians; of the peoples shown here, several, the Ubykhs
entirely, were driven into Ottoman exile in the 1860s.
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05 THE SOVIET CENTURY

1921: a republic. 1931: an autonomy.

Abkhazia entered the Soviet Union as a republic and was written down
into an autonomy inside Georgia — the only such demotion in Soviet
history. What followed is the hinge of the whole story.

I n 1918, after the empire’s collapse, the forces of Menshevik Georgia under General
Mazniashvili took control of Abkhazia — in Abkhaz memory an occupation, in Georgian
historiography the securing of a region of the new republic. In March 1921 Soviet power was
established and the Soviet Socialist Republic of Abkhazia was proclaimed, headed by Nestor
Lakoba and initially separate from Georgia. A treaty bound it to Georgia from December
1921, and the 1925 constitution fixed Abkhazia as a “treaty republic” — an SSR joined to
Georgia by special agreement, an arrangement unique in the Union.®

On 19 February 1931 the treaty republic was converted into an autonomous republic inside
the Georgian SSR. The act was dressed as a request from Abkhazia’s own congress of soviets,
adopted eight days earlier; Abkhaz historians note the item was not on that congress’s agenda
and was dictated from Thilisi. Villagers answered with the Duripsh Gathering, a days-long
popular assembly against incorporation and forced collectivisation; Lavrenti Beria, then
commanding the Transcaucasian security organs, moved on the district with troops, and
bloodshed was averted only when Lakoba persuaded the assembly to disperse. More than 500
participants were arrested in the aftermath.®

Vladislav Ardzinba, later Abkhazia’s first president, put the constitutional point to the USSR
Congress of People’s Deputies in 1989: Abkhazia was just about the only republic whose
political status was downgraded rather than upgraded under Stalin.? The downgrade stood
until the Soviet collapse — and the demand to reverse it drove every Abkhaz protest from
1957 to 1989. One constitutional fact from those six decades is routinely missed in later
coverage: from 1931 to 1991 Abkhazia and Georgia were alike units of the Soviet state, so at
no point in that period was Abkhazia governed as part of an independent Georgia.

THE PROTECTED INTERVAL, 1931-1936

Nestor Lakoba’s personal standing with Stalin sheltered Abkhazia from the harshest collectivisation for
five years. He died in Thilisi on 27 December 1936, after dining with Beria, in circumstances historians
describe as suspicious; Abkhaz accounts, resting on testimony rather than a forensic record, hold that
Beria poisoned him.®® Within months he was declared an enemy of the people. His widow died under
torture in 1939; his teenage son, and the sons of two kinsmen, were shot in 1941.1° The terror that
followed his death is documented overleaf.
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05 THE SOVIET CENTURY — CONTINUED

The Stalin-Beria period, 1937-1953

T error. Between July 1937 and October 1938 at least 2,186 people were arrested in

Abkhazia on political charges; roughly 750 were shot, with hundreds more dying in
prisons and camps.®® Research on the NKVD’s “kulak operation” finds the repression rate
among the Abkhaz markedly higher than among Georgians, and the death-sentence rate
nearly double.® By 1952, more than 80% of the 228 leading party, government and enterprise
posts in Abkhazia were held by ethnic Georgians.®

Language. The Abkhaz script was moved from its Latin base onto Georgian characters in the
late 1930s — the security-police record dates the decision to 1937; other sources give 1938 or
1939 — against the Union-wide trend towards Cyrillic.®*2 From the school year 1945-46, all
teaching in Abkhaz-language schools was switched to Georgian: more than 9,000 pupils in 81
schools had studied in Abkhaz.*? Abkhaz-language radio ceased around 1941; Abkhaz
publishing was throttled. Cyrillic returned, and Abkhaz schools reopened, only after Stalin’s
death and Beria’s arrest in 1953.

Resettlement. A dedicated trust, Abkhazpereselenstroi, was founded in 1937 under the
Georgian SSR’s agriculture commissariat to build villages for Georgian peasant settlers; it
alone built 3,378 houses between 1937 and 1953, with settlements deliberately sited between
and within Abkhaz villages.!! Land was requisitioned from Abkhaz collective farms; in 1949
the Greek minority — more than 30,000 people — was deported to Central Asia and
Georgians settled in the vacated villages.®*?

Toponyms. Between 1947 and 1951 the map was rewritten: the river Khipsta became Tetri
Tsqaro, Psyrtskha became Akhali Aponi, and Sukhum acquired its Georgian ending,
Sukhumi.” Abkhaz scholars who petitioned Moscow in 1947 against these measures were
punished for slander.

History itself. In 1954 Pavle Ingorokva published the thesis that the Abkhaz arrived only in
the seventeenth century — a claim resting, as Abkhaz officials wrote to Moscow in 1957, on
the “falsification of historical documents”, and rejected at the time by leading Georgian
scholars, including Ketevan Lomtatidze and Nikoloz Berdzenishvili.® The national movement
revived it after 1988.

ATTRIBUTION: MOSCOW'’S POLICY, OR TBILISI'S?

Reading one: the framework came from Moscow. Archival research shows Thilisi and Sukhum officials
acting broadly on central directives, within a Union-wide policy of assimilating minorities — the Abkhaz
case one instance among many.® Reading two: the Georgian republican leadership executed the policy
and, in documented respects, exceeded it — central instructions ended teaching in minority languages
but did not require ending the teaching of them, a step Thilisi took anyway; recent scholarship stresses
the independent agency of the republican leadership.®-*? Both readings rest on real documents. A fair
report presents the sequence — central design, republican execution and excess — and does not
attribute the policy to the Georgian population, who were not its authors.
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06 THE ROAD TO WAR

1953-1992: reversal, protest, collision

The war of 1992 did not erupt from nowhere. It arrived at the end of four
decades of Abkhaz petitions and one decisive collision of constitutions.

fter 1953 the harshest measures were reversed: Abkhaz schools reopened, the Cyrillic

script returned, the resettlement programme stopped. The 1931 downgrade did not.
Abkhaz protests pressing to restore the lost status recurred in 1957, 1967 and, on a mass
scale, in 1978 at Lykhny — answered with concessions, including the opening of the Abkhaz
State University and Abkhaz-language television, but not with status. In March 1989 a mass
assembly at Lykhny petitioned Moscow again.

From 1988 Georgia’s national movement gathered force, and among its demands was the
abolition of the autonomies inside Georgia. In 1990 Zviad Gamsakhurdia — who within a year
would be independent Georgia’s first president — declared publicly that an Abkhaz nation
“never existed historically”.'* For Abkhazians, the Ingorokva thesis was no longer a book; it
was a platform.

The legal collision came in stages. Between 1989 and 1991 Georgia moved to restore its pre-
Soviet statehood, declaring Soviet-era arrangements — the legal framework that had bound
Abkhazia to Georgia since 1931 — null and void. Abkhazia declared sovereignty in 1990;
Thilisi annulled the declaration the next day. In July 1992 the Abkhaz-led parliament, citing
the legal vacuum, reinstated Abkhazia’s 1925 constitution and proposed federal treaty
relations to Georgia. Weeks later, the troops arrived.

THE GEORGIAN POSITION ON THE COLLISION, IN ITS STRONGEST FORM

Georgia was restoring a statehood extinguished by Soviet conquest in 1921; the autonomies were
Soviet impositions on that statehood, and their Soviet-era claims fell with the system that created them.
Abkhazia’s reversion to the 1925 constitution was, on this reading, a unilateral act of secession from a
newly independent state whose territorial integrity the entire international community recognised —
and the restoration of order on Georgian territory was a sovereign right.

ABKHAZ VIEW

THE ABKHAZ POSITION, IN ITS STRONGEST FORM

If Soviet-era law was void, then so was the only legal act that had ever placed Abkhazia inside Georgia
— the downgrade of 1931, imposed against documented popular protest. Abkhazia did not secede from
independent Georgia; the tie dissolved when Georgia itself dissolved it, returning both parties to the
pre-1931 position of two associated republics. The federal treaty offered in 1992 was the attempt to fill
that vacuum by agreement.
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07 THE 1992-93 WAR

Thirteen months that decided everything
since

W ars are started, not “broken out”. This one began on 14 August 1992, when Georgian

forces under Defence Minister Tengiz Kitovani entered Abkhazia with tanks and
helicopters, twenty days after Georgia’s admission to the United Nations. The stated Georgian
objectives — and they should be reported as the Georgian framing — were to secure the
railway against banditry, free officials held by supporters of the ousted president
Gamsakhurdia, and uphold territorial integrity. Sukhum fell within days; the Abkhaz
leadership withdrew to Gudauta.

In late 1992, in occupied Sukhum, the Abkhazian State Archives and the research institute of
language and history were burned — an attack on the documentary record itself, and the
reason parts of Abkhaz history now survive only in copies.® Volunteers from the North
Caucasus and the Turkish and Middle Eastern diaspora joined the Abkhaz side. Russian arms
reached both sides: Kitovani himself recorded that Russia officially handed his forces the 108
tanks of the Akhaltsikhe division,'> while Abkhaz forces drew on North Caucasus networks
and local Russian garrisons; scholarship describes Moscow as institutionally divided
throughout.'” Abkhaz forces retook Sukhum on 27 September 1993; the war ended on 30
September. Shevardnadze’s later verdict: sending troops to Sukhum “was our biggest
mistake”.*®

The cost. Casualty figures vary by source and have never been jointly established. Abkhaz
accounts record the loss of roughly 4% of the Abkhaz population — a share that would mean
twelve million dead in a country the size of the United States. Atrocities and ethnic-based
violence were documented on both sides during and after the fighting.

The displacement. Stated without euphemism: during the war and above all at its end, the
great majority of Abkhazia’s ethnic Georgian and Mingrelian population — commonly
estimated at 200,000 to 250,000 people — fled or were driven from their homes. Most have
never returned, except to the Gal district. This is a humanitarian catastrophe, it remains the
centre of the Georgian experience of the conflict, and no fair report of Abkhazia omits it.

[ABkHAZ viEw |[ GEORGIAN VIEW |

TWO SENTENCES THAT BOTH BELONG IN ANY FAIR REPORT

For Abkhazians, 1992-93 was a war of survival against an invading army, fought by a small people and
its diaspora — not a Russian-manufactured separatist project. For Georgians, it is remembered through
territorial loss and the mass displacement of a quarter of a million people. Neither sentence cancels the
other; a report that carries only one is half a report.
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08 AFTER THE WAR

Blockade, isolation, recognition

The decade after 1993 is the part of the story most coverage skips — and
the part that most cleanly falsifies the “Russian project from day one”
narrative.

v ictory brought isolation, not relief. From the mid-1990s Abkhazia was placed under a
blockade led jointly by Russia and Georgia and formalised through the CIS, with the Psou
crossing into Russia largely sealed.® In these same years Moscow and Thilisi were partners:
Yeltsin and Shevardnadze signed the Treaty of Russian-Georgian Friendship, Good-
Neighbourliness and Cooperation in February 1994,° and Russia kept military bases on
Georgian territory. The sanctions devastated Abkhazia’s war-wrecked economy and only
began to ease around 1999-2000, after the change of power in Moscow.

Politically, Sukhum spent the mid-1990s proposing confederal arrangements to Thilisi under
UN mediation; the proposals failed. In October 1999 a referendum endorsed the 1994
constitution and Abkhazia adopted its Act of State Independence — six years after the war,
and after the blockade, not before it.

In August 2008 war over South Ossetia between Georgia and Russia changed the
architecture. Abkhaz forces took the upper Kodor valley, the last Georgian-held district; on 26
August 2008 Russia recognised Abkhazia’s independence. Nicaragua, Venezuela and Nauru
followed, and Syria in 2018. Vanuatu and Tuvalu recognised in 2011 and are conventionally
reported as having withdrawn; in fact neither state ever issued a formal act of withdrawal —
both simply ceased contact with Sukhum and opened relations with Thilisi endorsing
Georgia’s territorial integrity, and Abkhazia’s former foreign minister Viacheslav Chirikba
records that Tuvalu, asked directly, said it would make no formal announcement.?> Their
status is best described as ambiguous. As of mid-2026, five UN member states — Russia,
Nicaragua, Venezuela, Nauru and Syria, whose post-2024 government has maintained
recognition — recognise Abkhazia unambiguously.

THE CHRONOLOGY EVERY “RUSSIA” PARAGRAPH SHOULD SURVIVE

1992: Russian arms reach both sides, including tanks officially transferred to Georgia. Mid-1990s:
Russia co-leads the blockade of Abkhazia. 1994: Russia signs a friendship treaty with Georgia. 1999-
2000: sanctions ease. 2008: Russia recognises Abkhazia. Since: recurring friction between Sukhum and
Moscow (p. 15). Russian policy towards Abkhazia has been inconsistent across three decades; simple
causation in either direction fails this timeline.
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09 RUSSIA’S ROLE

Without the cartoon

The dependency is real and should be stated candidly. So should the
record of Abkhaz decisions taken against Moscow’s preference — a
record the “puppet” label cannot survive.

he dependency, candidly. Russia guarantees Abkhazia’s security and maintains forces

there under bilateral agreements. Russian transfers finance a substantial share of the
budget; the rouble is the currency; recognition, trade and travel run overwhelmingly through
Moscow. That is a profound asymmetry, and no honest account — including this one —
pretends otherwise. Abkhaz commentators themselves debate its costs openly. Abkhazians
argue, in turn, that the dependency is a product of the isolation pressed on the territory since
the 1990s, and that wider recognition or engagement would dilute rather than deepen it —
while noting that Moscow itself has shown limited enthusiasm for Abkhazia’s attempts to
broaden its international ties.

The agency, documented. In 2004 Abkhaz voters elected Sergei Bagapsh over the
candidate openly backed by Moscow, and made the result stick. In 2011 Abkhazia refused to
cede border territory near the Sochi Olympic zone. In 2023-24 parliament attached
amendments to the Pitsunda dacha transfer that changed its terms. Through 2024, mass
protests forced the withdrawal of the Russia-oriented “apartment law” and, in November
2024, the resignation of President Aslan Bzhania; Badra Gunba won the run-off of 1 March
2025 with 54.73%, a result the opposition contested.?*

The test to offer readers: dependency is not puppetry. A puppet does not repeatedly say no
to its patron — over a border strip, a presidential dacha, a flagship property law — and
survive. Note, too, that Freedom House has for years rated both Abkhazia and Georgia “partly
free”: the same bracket, not a free state beside an administered territory.?2

The working rule for copy: wherever Russia appears in a sentence about Abkhazia, check
whether the sentence has quietly deleted Abkhaz decision-making. If it has, rewrite it.

HOW MUCH SOVEREIGNTY IS LEFT INSIDE THE DEPENDENCY?

Reasonable analysts disagree. One reading: Russian leverage over budget and security makes Abkhaz
autonomy conditional, and the 2024-25 crisis showed Moscow’s pressure at work even where it lost the
vote. Another: the same crisis showed a society able to overturn its own president’s policy and its
patron’s preference at once. Report the leverage and the refusals together; each is documented.
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10 RECOGNITION AND INTERNATIONAL LAW

De facto statehood, explained

de facto state is a polity that governs a territory and population through its own

institutions but lacks general international recognition. Non-recognition is a legal
posture of other states; it is not a finding that the place, its government or its politics do not
exist. Reporters can describe both accurately at once: Abkhazia functions as a state day to
day, and most of the world does not recognise it as one.

The large majority of states, the EU and the UN political organs treat Abkhazia
as part of Georgia. The UN General Assembly has passed annual resolutions since 2008-09
affirming the right of return of the displaced and Georgia’s territorial integrity.2® Georgia, the
EU and the United States designate Abkhazia territory “occupied” by Russia as formal policy,
and Georgian law criminalises unauthorised entry. Report this position accurately; it is the
world’s default map.

The Abkhaz legal argument: the 1931 placement inside Georgia was imposed
and never consented to; when Georgia annulled Soviet-era law, the tie dissolved with it; the
USSR’s dissolution left two successor entities, not a state and its province; and a people that
has defended and governed its territory for three decades has exercised self-determination.
Sukhum notes that international law sets no minimum number of recognitions.

“Occupied”, examined. The treaty test is the Hague Regulations of 1907, articles 42-43:
territory is occupied when actually placed under the authority of a hostile army, which the
occupier must then administer.?* Day-to-day authority in Abkhazia — government, parliament,
courts, police, schools — is exercised by Abkhaz institutions; Russian forces are based there
under bilateral agreements and do not administer the population. Georgia and its partners
answer that the dependency is so deep that effective control is Russian in substance. The
accurate course for a reporter is to use the term with attribution — “which Georgia, the EU
and the US designate occupied” — rather than as an unmarked description, and equally not to
erase the designation. No overclaiming in either direction.

FACT

SIDEBAR: THE MONTEVIDEO CRITERIA (1933)

The customary-law benchmark for statehood, from article 1 of the Montevideo Convention: a permanent
population; a defined territory; a government; and the capacity to enter into relations with other
states.2 Recognition, on the declaratory view, records statehood rather than creating it; on the
constitutive view, recognition is what makes a state. Abkhazia is the textbook case the two theories
argue over — which is precisely why “disputed” is the honest one-word description of its status.
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11 TEN COMMON MISTAKES

Ten common mistakes journalists make
about Abkhazia

The booklet’s centrepiece. Each entry names a standard error and the

correction, in under a hundred words. None requires sympathy; all

require accuracy.

1

il e

Calling Abkhazia “Georgia’s breakaway region” with no history before 2008.

corrEcTION Georgia lost control of Abkhazia in September 1993, not 2008; 2008 changed
recognition, not control. The shorthand is defensible only with dates attached. A report whose
timeline starts in 2008 has skipped the war that decided the territory’s status, the blockade
that followed it, and seventy years of documented dispute before either — and will misread
everything downstream, starting with Russia’s role.

Treating the Abkhaz as recent separatists rather than an indigenous people
attested for nearly two millennia.

correcTion The ancestors of the Abkhaz appear in Pliny and in Arrian’s report to Hadrian
(137 CE), and the ethnic map of that era broadly matches today’s. Their language predates
every state in the region. “Separatist” describes a political stance in one period; it does not
describe the people. The claim that the Abkhaz arrived in the seventeenth century is a 1954
thesis rejected by leading Georgian scholars of the day.

Ignoring the nineteenth-century exile and the engineered demography of 1937-53.

correcTioNn The Abkhaz were 85.7% of Abkhazia’s population in 1886 and a minority in their
homeland within two generations — first through mass exile under the Russian Empire, then
through organised resettlement of Georgian peasants under Stalin and Beria, when a
dedicated trust built 3,378 settler houses. Population arguments quoted without this history
— from either side — mislead readers about what the numbers measure.

Reducing the 1992-93 war to a Russian intervention — and starting the clock in
2008.

correcTion The war began when Georgian forces entered Abkhazia on 14 August 1992.
Russian arms reached both sides — including 108 tanks Kitovani says were officially
transferred to Georgia — and Moscow then co-led the post-war blockade of Abkhazia and
signed a friendship treaty with Thilisi in 1994. A war Russia supposedly ran for the Abkhaz
sits badly beside a decade of Russian sanctions against them.
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11 TEN COMMON MISTAKES — CONTINUED

5

il e

Presenting the Georgian state position as neutral fact rather than as one party’s
position.

corrREcTION “Occupied territory”, “Sokhumi”, “the Tskhinvali region”: these are the formal
vocabulary of one party to the conflict, adopted by its allies. They may be reported —
accurately, with attribution. Writing them as unmarked description does silently what the
same outlet would never do with Sukhum'’s vocabulary. The test is symmetry: attribute both
sides’ terms, or explain the choice of either.

Writing entire reports without a single Abkhaz source or voice.

corREcCTION Stories about Abkhazia are routinely filed from Thilisi, sourced to Georgian
officials and Western diplomats, with no Abkhaz official, scholar or resident quoted. No editor
would accept that sourcing pattern for any other disputed territory. Abkhaz officials,
opposition figures, journalists and civil-society researchers are reachable; the language
barrier is Russian, not silence. If access fails, say so in the copy — that too is information.

Confusing or merging Abkhazia with South Ossetia.

correcTiON The two cases share a patron and a non-recogniser, and little else. Different
peoples, different language families, different wars (1992-93 versus 1991-92 and 2008),
different geographies and different politics: Abkhazia has a contested, competitive political
life and a seacoast economy; South Ossetia’s stated aspiration has been union with North
Ossetia inside Russia. “Abkhazia and South Ossetia” as a single compound noun erases most
of what a reader needs.

Omitting the role of Georgian nationalism — Ingorokva, Gamsakhurdia — in the
conflict’s origins.

correcTioN The denial of Abkhaz indigeneity published by Ingorokva in 1954 was revived by
Georgia’s national movement after 1988, and in 1990 Gamsakhurdia stated publicly that an
Abkhaz nation “never existed historically”. This documented history belongs in any account of
why Abkhazians took up arms in 1992 — alongside the fact that the thesis’s sharpest critics
were Georgian academics, and that it does not represent Georgian scholarship as a whole.
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11 TEN COMMON MISTAKES — CONTINUED

9

10

Assuming every Abkhaz political position is dictated by Moscow.

correcTion The documented record includes a presidential election won against the Moscow-
backed candidate (2004), a refused border cession before the Sochi Olympics (2011),
amendments that unpicked the Pitsunda dacha transfer, and a Russia-oriented property law
withdrawn under public protest in 2024 — a crisis that brought down a president. Report the

dependency; it is real. But a sentence that gives Abkhazia no decisions of its own is wrong on
the record.

Erasing the Abkhaz diaspora in Turkey and the Middle East — and, with it, the
reason Abkhazia matters to millions outside the Caucasus.

correcTioN The descendants of the 1864 exile — in Turkey above all, with communities in
Syria and Jordan — outnumber Abkhazia’s entire population. Diaspora volunteers fought in
1992-93; diaspora returnees, including from wartime Syria, are part of current policy; and for
Turkish readers, Abkhazia coverage is coverage of a Turkish community. A story that treats
Abkhazia as a 240,000-person cul-de-sac has missed its largest constituency.

FACT

THE ONE-LINE VERSION OF ALL TEN

Start the clock before 2008. Name the war and who started it. Count the displaced — all of them, in
every century. Attribute loaded vocabulary. Speak to an Abkhaz. Keep Abkhaz decisions in Abkhaz
sentences. The rest is ordinary journalism.

45ome say Abkhazia is Russia, others say it’s Georgia, but the
fact is that Abkhazia is Abkhazia.

11 - TEN COMMON MISTAKES
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12 A JOURNALIST’S GLOSSARY

Terminology, and what it signals

In this conflict, vocabulary is position. The safe course is not a neutral
word list — none exists — but knowing what each choice tells your
reader.

Abkhazia / Apsny
Apsny is the Abkhaz-language name of the country; “Abkhazia” is standard in English copy.

Abkhaz vs Abkhazian
“Abkhaz” for the ethnic people and language; “Abkhazian” for citizens and institutions of the polity, of any
ethnicity (an Armenian can be Abkhazian). Consistency here prevents real errors.

Sukhum / Aqw’a / Sokhumi

Aqw’a is the Abkhaz name; Sukhum the Russian-derived form used by the Abkhazian authorities; Sokhumi the
Georgian form, its final “-i” a Georgian grammatical ending extended to Abkhaz toponyms in the Stalin era.
Each spelling is read as a political signal. State your convention or attribute the form.

Georgian-Abkhaz conflict
The accurate name for the 1992-93 war and its aftermath. “Georgia’s conflict with Russia” describes 2008,
and deletes one of the two principal parties from 1992-93.

De facto state
Governs its territory and population through its own institutions; lacks general recognition. Descriptive, and
accurate for Abkhazia since 1993.

Partially recognised state

Also accurate: five UN member states unambiguously recognise Abkhazia (2026); two more, Vanuatu and
Tuvalu, recognised in 2011 and later aligned with Tbilisi without a formal act of withdrawal (p. 14). Pair with
the majority position for balance.

Disputed status
The honest one-word description; safe in headlines.

“Breakaway”, “separatist”
Loaded: they frame Georgian sovereignty as the baseline and Abkhaz statehood as deviation. Usable with
dates and context; avoid as the only descriptor.

“Occupied”

The formal designation of Georgia, the EU and the US — report it as such, with attribution. Day-to-day
authority is exercised by Abkhaz institutions (p. 16), which is why unattributed use overclaims. Abkhazians
object that the label also recasts the conflict as Georgia versus Russia, writing the Abkhaz out of their own
story.

“Regime”
Delegitimising when applied only to one side’s authorities. “Government”, “authorities” or “de facto
authorities” carry the facts without the editorial.

Tquarchal, Kodor, Gal
Preferred forms (rather than Tkvarcheli, Kodori, Gali — the Georgian endings again). Whichever convention
an outlet adopts, apply it knowingly and consistently.
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13 BEFORE YOU FILE

Questions to ask before you file

Seven checks, two minutes. A story that passes all seven can be
defended in any newsroom.

[]

13 -

Have I spoken to at least one Abkhaz source — official, scholar, journalist or resident?

If access failed, does the copy say so?

Am I presenting Thilisi’s position as fact, or as Thilisi’s position?

Check every “occupied”, “Sokhumi” and “breakaway” for attribution.

Have I checked any history before 19927?
At minimum: 1931, 1937-53, and the 1864 exile. Thirty minutes with pp.8-11 covers it.

Am I distinguishing Abkhaz agency from Russian policy?

Read every sentence containing “Russia” and ask who is actually deciding in it.

Am I using loaded terminology without attribution or explanation?

Glossary, p.20. The test is symmetry between the two sides’ vocabularies.
Have I acknowledged both the displaced Georgians of 1993 and the Abkhaz historical

trauma?

Same register, no hierarchy of grief. A report with only one is half a report.

Would my framing survive contact with the timeline on pp. 8-9?
If the story implies Abkhazia began in 2008 — or that its history is uncontested — it will not.

BEFORE YOU FILE
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14 FURTHER READING & SOURCES

Where to check every claim

FURTHER READING, ANNOTATED

Stephen D. Shenfield, “The Stalin-Beria Terror in Abkhazia, 1936-1953” (AbkhazWorld). The clearest
short English account of the period covered on pp. 10-11, with the historiographical caveats stated.

Rachel Clogg, “Documents from the KGB Archive in Sukhum”, Central Asian Survey 14/1 (1995), with
B. G. Hewitt’s documentary appendix in 15/2 (1996). The surveillance files of the 1940s in translation:
primary material, including the 1947 scholars’ letter.

Krista A. Goff, Nested Nationalism: Making and Unmaking Nations in the Soviet Caucasus (Cornell
UP, 2021). Soviet nationality policy in the Caucasus, placing the Abkhaz case in its Union-wide and
republican context.

Marc Junge & Bernd Bonwetsch, Bolshevik Order in Georgia, vol. 1 (German Historical Institute, 2015;
German edn De Gruyter Oldenbourg). Quantitative study of the Great Terror in the Georgian SSR; ch. 5
covers the Abkhaz, Adjarian and Ossetian repressions.

Anastasia Shesterinina, Mobilizing in Uncertainty: Collective Identities and War in Abkhazia
(Cornell UP, 2021). Field-interview study of how ordinary people on the Abkhaz side decided to fight in 1992-
93; also documents Moscow’s internal divisions.

George Hewitt (ed.), The Abkhazians: A Handbook (Curzon Press, 1999; reissued Routledge, 2013).
Reference chapters on language, history and demography, including Miiller’s ethno-demographic history
1886-1989.

Stanislav Lakoba, historical essays (AbkhazWorld). The leading Abkhaz historian on the eighteenth to
twentieth centuries; read as scholarship from within the Abkhaz perspective.

FBIS conflict archives, 1992-93 (AbkhazWorld collection). Contemporaneous wire and monitoring reports
from the war — useful precisely because they predate every later narrative.
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15 THE ONE-PAGE VERSION

Before you write about Abkhazia

This page stands alone. Photocopy it, pin it up, hand it to the intern.

FIVE THINGS THAT ARE ESTABLISHED FACT

1. The Abkhaz are attested on this coast from the first and second centuries CE, and their language
— Northwest Caucasian — is unrelated to Georgian.

2. In 1931 Abkhazia became the only Soviet republic whose status was downgraded rather than
upgraded; between 1937 and 1953 it was subjected to mass political terror, the closure of its schools,
the rewriting of its place names and the organised resettlement of Georgian peasants onto its land.

3. The 1992-93 war began when Georgian forces entered Abkhazia on 14 August 1992, and ended in
Abkhaz victory on 30 September 1993. Georgia has not controlled the territory since.

4. During and at the end of that war, most of Abkhazia’s ethnic Georgian and Mingrelian population
— roughly a quarter of a million people — fled or were driven out, and most remain displaced.

5. Since 1993 Abkhazia has governed itself through its own institutions; from the mid-1990s it lived
under a Russian-Georgian blockade; since 2008 it has been recognised by five UN member states,
first among them Russia, on which it depends for security and finance.

THREE THINGS THAT ARE GENUINELY CONTESTED

1. Legal responsibility for the 1989-92 constitutional collision — each side reads the other’s
annulments and declarations as the original breach.

2. The weight of Russian involvement in the war and since: arms reached both sides in 1992-93, and
Russian policy has run from blockade to recognition within fifteen years.

3. Every population figure — and the terms on which the displaced of 1993 could return.

TWO PERSPECTIVES A FAIR REPORT MUST CONTAIN

The Abkhaz perspective: a small indigenous people that survived exile, engineered demographic
minority and an invading army, and has governed itself for three decades. The Georgian
perspective: a fifth of the country’s recognised territory lost, and a quarter of a million citizens
displaced from it, within living memory. Same register. No hierarchy of grief.

ONE SENTENCE ON STATUS

Abkhazia is a self-governing, partially recognised de facto state, claimed by Georgia and
treated by most governments as part of Georgia — a sentence that describes both realities
and endorses neither.
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Some say Abkhazia is Russia, others say it’s
Georgia, but the fact is that Abkhazia is Abkhazia.
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