Editor's Note

The following chapter is taken from Marc Junge and Bernd Bonwetsch (eds.),
Bolschewistische Ordnung in Georgien: Der GroB8e Terror in einer kleinen kaukasischen
Republik  (Berlin, Munich  and Boston: De  Gruyter  Oldenbourg, 2015,
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110410396), from the section 'Ethnos und Terror' (p. 157): the
chapter 'Administrative Exklusion: Lazen', pp. 172-189, co-authored by Marc Junge, Daniel

Mudller, Wolfgang Feurstein and Ivan Dzucha.

It is a remarkable piece of scholarship, built almost entirely around one man's paper trail: the
letters of Iskander Tsitashi, a Laz activist who spent the 1930s pleading, first with the Comintern
and then with Stalin himself, against what he called the 'Georgianisation' of his people - their
language pushed out of schools, their land quietly withheld, their newspaper shut down. His
warnings were accurate, his faith in Moscow was not, and in 1938 it cost him his life on a
fabricated espionage charge. The chapter sets his fate against that of his quieter colleague
Mukhammed Vanilishi, who chose flattery over confrontation and lived long enough to talk Beria
into reversing part of the 1944 deportations - a contrast the authors draw out with real care.
Perhaps the most sobering pages are the statistical ones: the Laz, though a tiny community,
were sentenced to death during the Great Terror at a rate far higher than their Georgian
neighbours, a pattern the authors link to their closeness with Nestor Lakoba's Abkhazia as much

as to their standing as a border people.

We are grateful to the authors and to De Gruyter for this contribution to the history of the

Caucasus. The translation into English is our own, prepared for AbkhazWorld readers.

4. Administrative 'Exclusion’: The Laz

At first glance it is puzzling that a fourth ethnic group (alongside the Ajarians, Mingrelians and
Svans) belonging to the category of Georgians with an ambivalent cultural identity was still
recorded separately in the troika protocols. This group were the Laz. It was no accident that the
Laz were the most problematic of all the South Caucasian, or Kartvelian, groups, since the
dividing lines between them and the Georgians ran very deep. The Ajarians, for instance, were
Muslims, but their language was Georgian. The Mingrelians and Svans did not speak Georgian,
but they were Orthodox Christians, and were thus more receptive to the influence of the

Georgian language (both as the language of worship and as the language of schooling). The



Laz, by contrast, combined both dividing elements: they did not speak Georgian and were
Muslims at the same time. To these two elements was added a further factor: the territory they
inhabited. Under the Soviet-Turkish border agreements of 1922, the frontier between the USSR
and Turkey ran in such a way that Lazistan, the country of the Laz, lay entirely within Turkish
territory, with the exception of the eastern half of a single village, and at that time some 150,000
Laz lived there. Thus the Laz, apart from the village of Sarpi, through which the border ran, were

a diaspora group within Georgia, which set them apart from the other Kartvelian groups.

The singling out of the Laz as a separate ethnic group in the troika protocols may also be
explained by the vigorous struggle to defend Laz cultural distinctiveness waged by a small
group of like-minded individuals. The chief spokesman for this group was the poet and publicist
Iskander Teimurazovich Tsitashi, a member of the Azerbaijan Academy of Sciences and a
former Komsomol member. A letter of protest that he wrote on the eve of the Great Terror allows
us to form an impression of the arguments with which an intellectual closely bound up with the
Laz sought to bolster his attempt to resist Georgian claims to hegemony. The letter likewise
shows what kind of accusations Beria and the Georgian elite had to reckon with in defending
their nationality policy, and what means the Georgian leadership had to resort to in order to

obstruct the autonomist movement.

This concerns a letter that Iskander Tsitashi sent no later than 25 July 1937" to Georgi Dimitrov,
the general secretary of the Comintern's executive committee, in which he poured out
complaints about manifestations of Georgian nationalism directed against the Laz. The author of
the letter, by his own account, had since 1928 been one of the leaders of the Laz
national-revolutionary movement, had taken part in creating a Laz literary language, and had
written the first books in Laz. He had also helped train the first cadres of the Laz 'people's

liberation front™.

Tsitashi described the current position of the Laz in Georgia in extremely negative terms.

According to Tsitashi, 'the Georgian nationalist world has begun to obstruct our cause by every

'Iskander's letter is dated no later than 25 July 1937, since he himself writes in it that up to that date he is on official
assignment in Leningrad, where he is awaiting a reply.

*We draw on information about Tsitashi contained in articles published by the historian M. Labadze in the 'tabloid'
newspaper Gza only as an exception. This is dictated, first, by the fact that the author, with a single exception, gives
no references to sources or literature, and second, by the fact that these articles too obviously serve to present
Tsitashi as an instrument of Lakoba in his struggle against the unity of the Georgian nation. See: Labadze M. Rogor
c'aiSala St'alinis 'avt'onomizatsiis' gegma [How Stalin's plan of 'autonomisation' collapsed] // Gza. 2013. 30.06. No.
22. Pp. 52-55; Gza. 2013. 06.06. No. 23. Pp. 47-49. The authors thank Ifran Chagatai for drawing their attention to
this publication. M. Labadze is a native of Zestaponi (Imereti) and works at Kutaisi State University on the study of
the Laz language and the Laz people.



possible means™. Georgian 'nationalist scholars' — elsewhere in the letter Tsitashi calls their
stance 'chauvinistic and bourgeois' — claimed that the Laz were a Georgian tribe and that the
Laz language was a dialect of Zan, which in turn belonged to the Kartvelian, that is the
Georgian, proto-language*. Tsitashi explained his opposing position by characterising the
description of Laz as a dialect of Zan as 'hypothetical', and calling the Kartvelian proto-language
'mythical'. To support his argument, Tsitashi enclosed a letter from a scholarly expert, evidently a
certificate from the N. Ya. Marr Institute of Language and Thought of the USSR Academy of
Sciences, based in Leningrad. This, unlike the hierarchical conception of the Georgian
'nationalist scholars', set out the view that the Laz language was of equal standing and
originality, and did not use 'Georgian' as a synonym for the South Caucasian (Kartvelian)

language family®.

A further reproach that Tsitashi levelled at Georgian historians was that, contrary to historical
fact, they tried to present Laz history as part of Georgian history. Tsitashi disputed this view by
citing the certificate attached to his letter, in which the history of the Laz as a separate people

was traced back as far as the fourth century AD®.

The explosive element in Tsitashi's letter lay in the fact that he linked the levelling of Laz
language and history to the general hunt then under way against internal party 'deviationists' of
every kind. He even went so far as to launch an open attack on the current and past nationality
policy of the leadership of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia and of the republic's
state structures, which the author of the letter characterised as 'Georgianisation'. Georgian
nationalist historians, and linguists in particular, Tsitashi wrote, exploited the fact 'that a
nationalist odour still lingers within the party (in Georgia) [various national deviationists, secret
Mensheviks, Trotskyists], [who] have launched a campaign against Laz writing and Laz

schooling'. According to Tsitashi, an authorised Georgian commission, without any participation

3See: document No. 10, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the General Secretary of the Comintern Executive Committee, G. M.
Dimitrov, on the situation of the Laz in Georgia', no later than 25 July 1937, in volume two of the present edition.
“Kiziria A. I. The Zan Language // Languages of the Peoples of the USSR. Vol. 1V. Ibero-Caucasian Languages /
Compiled by E. A. Bokarev, K. V. Lomitatidze, Yu. D. Desheriev, G. B. Murkelinsky, M. A. Kumakhov, S. M.
Khaidakov, A. K. Shagirov. — Moscow, 1967. P. 62 [76]. Tsitashi's grievances may have been directed at the
Georgian linguist Arnold Chikobava, who introduced the term 'Zan language'. He was later accused of having
authored the denunciation of Tsitashi to the NKVD and of bearing responsibility for his death. This information was
communicated to Wolfgang Feurstein by the late Zurab Sarshveladze, a lecturer at Sulkhan-Saba Orbeliani Thbilisi
University.

>See: document No. 11, 'Certificate of the N. Ya. Marr Institute of Language and Thought of the Academy of
Sciences [?] on the historical and linguistic roots of the Laz', no later than 1937, in volume two of the present
edition.

*Ibid.



by the Laz and against the resistance of the Laz population, had decided to replace the Latin
alphabet with the Georgian one, while schooling in the Laz language was conducted only as a
temporary measure until pupils had mastered Georgian. This decision was subsequently
amended by the Central Executive Committee of the Georgian SSR, but only to the extent that
children were taught in Laz for the first two years of primary school rather than four, after which

they continued their education in Georgian, Russian or Turkish’.

Tsitashi describes the background to the Georgian leadership's nationality and demographic
policy towards the Laz, though mostly indirectly, as a mixture of general incompetence and a
deliberate strategy of procrastination, carried out by mid- and lower-level state organs, which
covertly hindered the Sovietisation of the Laz and their integration into Soviet society®. If one
follows the author's account, the promising development of the revolutionary movement among
the Laz was blocked precisely as a result of the policy pursued by the Georgian leadership.
Tsitashi identifies demographic policy as the starting point. According to him, from 1928
onwards young Communist cadres were being trained in Abkhazia from among the Laz, whose
activity in support of 'national and social liberation' extended, thanks to the 'leaky' border, as far
as the areas of Laz settlement in Turkey. These fighters were helped by the fact that, from as
early as 1926, the revolutionary-national movement had achieved its first successes throughout

Lazistan, while Soviet Communist influence had grown.

At the end of 1929, publication began in Sukhumi (Abkhazia)® of a Laz-language newspaper,
Red Star (Mcita Murucxi). The paper was printed in the Latin script, so that it could also be read
by Laz living in Turkey, where the Latin script had likewise been introduced, albeit with some
difficulty owing to the new letters used in the paper. Its editor-in-chief was the 25-year-old
Tsitashi. The paper, which ran to only four folio-format pages and had a minuscule print run of

100 copies, was published only until December 1929: after just two issues had appeared, its

"In Sarpi, teaching in Georgian was introduced as early as the end of 1937. In Abkhazia, Russian occupied first
place. From 1941 poems in Laz were recorded using the Georgian alphabet. However, the definitive shift to
Georgian was carried out only after 1945, in connection with the 'Georgianisation' of Laz first names and surnames.
$Tsitashi pointed out that around four thousand Laz living in Georgia overwhelmingly spoke the Laz language, and
that both party and government documents, such as the constitution and the codes of law, remained inaccessible to
them. The same held true of books and school textbooks. See: document No. 10, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the General
Secretary of the Comintern Executive Committee, G. M. Dimitrov, on the situation of the Laz in Georgia', no later
than 25 July 1937, in volume two of the present edition. This state of affairs differed sharply from the situation in
Mingrelia, where a press in the Mingrelian language was widespread. Moreover, the Constitution of the Georgian
SSR (in both its interim and final versions) was published in 1937 in the Mingrelian language.

*Sukhumi is the Georgian form of the town's name; the Ottoman-Turkish and Turkish forms are Sukhum (an
abbreviation of Sukhum-kale, 'the fortress of Sukhum'). The town bore this same name in Russian too, from 1878 to
1936, after which it began to be called Sukhumi in Russian as well.



publication was halted, so Tsitashi claimed, in response to a protest by the Turkish president,

Mustafa Kemal Pasha, and Tsitashi himself was forced to leave Georgia™.

The Georgian party organisation came in for particular criticism from Tsitashi over the
conciliatory position it had adopted in 1928 towards the mass emigration of Laz to Turkey.
According to Tsitashi's figures, by 1937 some six to seven thousand Laz had left Georgia. He
believed that the Georgian party leadership ought to have responded in an organised fashion to

pressure from Turkey and prevented the emigration.

Tsitashi believed that it was not only policy towards the Laz living outside Georgia that had
ended in failure, but also the concentrated Sovietisation policy directed at the Laz within
Georgia itself, begun in 1931. Here again language policy was Tsitashi's starting point for
criticism. Although in 1932 the first Laz-language school textbook (a primer) had been published
in Georgia, or more precisely in Abkhazia, and teaching in Laz schools had 'spontaneously'
shifted from Turkish to Laz, this trend, despite official support from the Central Committee of the
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia, was subsequently blocked by the People's
Commissariat of Education of the Georgian SSR'?>. New textbooks were approved only after
endless delays, and their printing was held up, ostensibly for lack of funds. When a further
textbook, again written in the Latin script, was prepared in 1936, it was not admitted into the

schools, because the People's Commissariat of Education suddenly demanded Laz textbooks in

%0On publications in the Laz language that appeared during the period of cultural autonomy, see: Feurstein. Der
sprachliche Reichtum der Kolchis. Pp. 211-233. The official ban in Turkey on the Laz newspaper Red Star, bearing
Atatiirk's signature, followed only on 26 February 1930, that is, two months after the appearance of its second (and
last) issue. See: ibid. P. 211.

" According to Tsitashi, after the upsurge in emigration around 4,000 Laz remained in Georgia. See: document No.
10, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the General Secretary of the Comintern Executive Committee, G. M. Dimitrov, on the situation
of the Laz in Georgia', no later than 25 July 1937, in volume two of the present edition. It is evident that the figures
on the number of Laz still living in Georgia, given by Tsitashi in his letter to Dimitrov, are inflated. See: document
No. 1, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the Secretary of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), I. V. Stalin, on the situation of
the Laz in Georgia', no later than 11 February 1935, in volume two of the present edition. Here Tsitashi gives figures
on the number of Laz in Abkhazia alone. In turn, in the Literary Encyclopaedia, published in Moscow in 1932,
Tsitashi puts the number of Laz in Abkhazia at 2,000. To this should be added the number of inhabitants of the
village of Sarpi, as well as Laz families living in Adjar villages and in Batumi, and several families in Anaklia
(Mingrelia). Thus it is more accurate to speak of 3,000 Laz living in Georgia. A figure of 4,000 Laz represents the
absolute upper limit. In his letter to Stalin, Tsitashi speaks of five thousand Laz in 1928-1929, though it is unclear
whether the Russian adverb 'here' refers only to Abkhazia or to the whole of Georgia. Between 1930 and the
beginning of 1935, 95 (!) families returned to Turkey, that is, between 500 and 600 people. In this connection
Tsitashi uses the word 'departed', although what is meant is exclusively the return home of Laz labour emigrants.
Prolonged residence abroad for the purpose of earning a living (Laz texni, Turkish gurbet¢ilik) is a centuries-old Laz
tradition. The Laz were in demand as carpenters and sailors, while a much smaller group engaged in tobacco
growing. The main reason for their return to Turkey was forced collectivisation.

’In 1932 Tsitashi published the first Laz-language textbook, and thereby the first Laz book of any kind. See: Chitasi
L. Cquni ¢chara. Albonisi Supara. Ve Chitasi'nin diger yazilari. [translation] Laz Kiiltiir Dernegi Yayinlari. — Istanbul,
2012. P. 9. This refers to a re-edition of the textbook, furnished with an introduction by Wolfgang Feurstein.



Georgian. Moreover, the Central Committee's cultural-propaganda department forbade even
raising the question for discussion. Tsitashi held that, however small the Laz people might be, it
was the task of the Georgian SSR leadership to create 'every condition for the flourishing of
their culture, language, literature and economic prosperity', and not to assist Kemal Pasha, that
is Turkey, in eliminating the Laz as a distinct people'. Tsitashi characterised Georgia's policy
towards the Laz overall as 'disgraceful'. The Central Committee of the Communist Party
(Bolsheviks) of Georgia had at the time left four of his complaints unanswered™. Nor, Tsitashi
said, had his letter to Stalin done any good, since the commission eventually appointed by the
Central Committee was dominated by a Menshevik, already exposed as an 'enemy of the

people', who had subsequently repainted himself as a Trotskyist'®.

To lend variety to his account of these general processes, Tsitashi paints a picture of mass
persecution directed at him personally by the organs of the Georgian NKVD, who among other
things interrogated him about his social and national origin. Tsitashi complained that, as a result,
he had been 'morally destroyed', to such an extent that he was forced to abandon everything

and leave Georgia.

As a way out of this situation, Tsitashi proposed a two-pronged strategy: first, to use the
Comintern to return to a policy directed at the Laz on both sides of the Georgian-Turkish border,
drawing on contacts with the Communist Party of Turkey; and second, to bring pressure to bear,

through the central Moscow structures and above all through the Central Committee of the

BSee: Miiller, Sowjetische Nationalititenpolitik. P. 197.

"Alongside Tsitashi's letter to Stalin, we can identify and date at least two further letters by Tsitashi and their
addressees, as well as two memoranda by Tsitashi dated 9 December 1934, sent to the member of the Bureau of the
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia, F. I. Makharadze, and to the member of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia, Karlo Oragvelidze. On these and other numerous letters from Tsitashi to
the leaders of the Georgian SSR (in 1934, to the Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia
and personally to Beria), of the Abkhaz ASSR, and of the Transcaucasian regional committee of the All-Union
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) (in 1933, addressed personally to F. I. Makharadze), see document No. 1, . T.
Tsitashi to the Secretary of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), I. V. Stalin, on the situation of the Laz in
Georgia, before 11 February 1935', in volume two of the present edition.

SAs early as 1933, Tsitashi, through a letter addressed to the leadership of the Transcaucasian regional committee of
the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) and personally to F. I. Makharadze, secured the creation of a special
'Commission of the Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia for Work among the Laz/,
which at best began its work at the end of 1934 or the beginning of 1935. On 11 February 1935 the Abkhazian
regional committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia approved this commission's report. See:
document No. 1, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the Secretary of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), I. V. Stalin, on the
situation of the Laz in Georgia, before 11 February 1935, in volume two of the present edition. The appendix to the
resolution of the Abkhazian regional committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia, which dealt with
the commission's specific proposals, has not been found. It is likely that Tsitashi's letter to Stalin accelerated this
commission's work.



All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), on the Central Committee of the Communist Party

(Bolsheviks) of Georgia, so that the Georgian authorities would settle the 'Laz question'.

Tsitashi's letter is characterised by a complete loss of illusions. As a last resort, he tried to use
the Comintern, the international organisation uniting the communist parties of various countries,
to influence the Moscow leadership so that it would pay attention to the problem of the Laz in
Georgia and Turkey. In this spirit, Tsitashi deliberately sought to absolve Moscow of any
criticism. He thus concentrated all his reproaches and accusations on Georgia, portraying
Moscow's role as that of a partner who was constantly being deceived and misled. Such an
approach was entirely justified, since local party organs and state institutions frequently
hindered, and even worked against, the policies of the centre'®. This applied to Georgia too. The
party and Soviet leadership of Georgia did what it could to give the outward appearance that the
republic was implementing the official line of nationality policy aimed at protecting and
supporting the national diasporas. There is no doubt that the Georgian authorities were able to
demonstrate to Moscow that the problems of the Laz were constantly on the agenda of party
and state organisations and of various commissions'’. It must therefore have been especially
irksome to them that some local activist not only would not let them alone for years on end, but
again and again drew Moscow's attention to the fact that, in his view, what was really at issue in
Georgia's nationality policy was the informal nationalist policy of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia and of other Georgian state organs, aimed at the

'‘Georgianisation' of the republic.

Thus, as early as a letter to Stalin written at the beginning of 1935, Tsitashi described the
treatment of the Laz in Georgia as a permanent catastrophe. The allocation of land to the Laz,
who with the onset of collectivisation had lost the possibility of leasing plots for growing tobacco,
was effectively torpedoed by the republican government, even though the Abkhazian regional
committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia and the Abkhazian Central
Executive Committee had already, in 1930, spoken in favour of allocating the appropriate land.
In the end the Georgian authorities allocated the Laz too small and marshy a strip of coastline,

providing them with practically no machinery or funds for draining the marshes, nor medicines

!%Terry Martin usefully distinguishes between institutions pursuing a 'soft-line' policy and those pursuing a 'hard-line'
policy, with cultural institutions belonging to the former, and various kinds of control commissions, and naturally the
organs of state security, belonging to the latter. Very often the directives of the 'soft-line' institutions were ignored or
implemented only pro forma. See: Miiller, Sowjetische Nationalititenpolitik. Pp. 234-235.

"This follows indirectly from Tsitashi's letter to Stalin. See: document No. 1, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the Secretary of the
All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), I. V. Stalin, on the situation of the Laz in Georgia, before 11 February
1935', in volume two of the present edition.



for treating malaria. Moreover, without regard for the cultural particularities of the Laz, members
of other nationalities were settled in their villages, creating mixed fishing brigades. The
integration of Laz craftsmen into producer cooperatives likewise proceeded in an entirely

unsatisfactory manner, without any regard for their national specificity®.

There is, however, one inconsistency in Tsitashi's argument. In the context of his accusations
against the party-Soviet leadership of Georgia, he characterises the closure of the Laz
newspaper in his letter to Dimitrov not as the work of the Georgian authorities but as the result
of Turkish intervention, although everything speaks against this version. The paper, after all,
was published in Sukhumi in Abkhazia, not in Batumi in Adjara, which lies close to Lazistan.
Evidently the Abkhazian authorities, as in the case of the allocation of land to the Laz, supported
the publication of the paper against the wishes of Thilisi, seeking in this way to find allies in the
struggle to preserve their own autonomy. And indeed, the troika protocols contain indications
that Laz and Turkish activists cooperated with the Abkhazian leadership headed by Nestor
Lakoba. In turn, the OGPU organs of Georgia began to persecute Tsitashi, who after the closure
of the paper was forced to flee Abkhazia, and hence Georgia, for Moscow'™. A possible
explanation for Tsitashi's overestimation of Turkish influence lies in his determination to protect
Moscow from criticism at all costs. Evidently Tsitashi did not have enough information to rule out
with any certainty that foreign-policy, that is to say still 'Moscow', interests were among the

causes of the newspaper's closure.

Tsitashi's determination to portray Moscow in the role of a deceived 'victim' is entirely
understandable from his point of view, since he was in urgent need of the centre's support; but
this stance was short-sighted and unpromising, in that Moscow's policy was undoubtedly one of
the causes of the mass voluntary emigration of the Laz to Turkey. Thus Tsitashi's letters contain
no criticism whatsoever of the campaign against Islam, which sharply intensified in 1927 as a
result of the 'Hujum' ('Offensive') campaign directed at ending the wearing of the veil®. It is
worth mentioning here that the father of Mukhammed Vanilishi, Tsitashi's 'right-hand man’, was

the hoja of the Turkish-Georgian border settlement of Maradidi (Maradit).

"¥bid.

It is possible that the publication of the newspaper Red Star had not yet received the 'blessing' of the supreme
Georgian leadership at the end of 1929. In favour of the theory that Tsitashi's actions were not sanctioned speaks the
fact that the Mingrelian-language newspaper began publication only at the start of March 1930, that is, five months
after the appearance of Red Star. This is likewise attested by the newspaper's extremely low print run of 100 copies,
and by the absence of any notices about the Laz in Turkey.

»Northrop D. Hujum. Unveiling Campaigns and Local Responses, Uzbekistan 1927 // Provincial Landscapes: Local
Dimensions of Soviet Power, 1917-1953 / D. J. Raleigh (Ed.). — Pittsburgh, 2001. Pp. 125-145.



Turkey, which in Tsitashi's account consistently appears as the hostile party profiting from
Georgia's failed nationality policy, was nonetheless evidently more attractive to the Muslim Laz
than the USSR, despite the secularising policy pursued by Mustafa Kemal. In just the same way,
throughout the 'long' nineteenth century, up to 1914-1918, muhajirs, Muslim refugees seeking to
escape the grip of the Russian Empire in the Caucasus, migrated to Turkey, as did Balkan Slav
Christians and Greeks. Nor does Tsitashi write anything about the Soviet Union's unilateral
policy of sealing the border, which considerably complicated contact between the Laz, since the
traditional border crossings they had practised were now classed as a crime. Itis only in veiled
form that Tsitashi mentions, in his 1935 letter to Stalin, that the Laz had learned from bitter
experience the consequences of the forced collectivisation carried out by Moscow. With the
liquidation of private farming and the creation of collective farms, they lost the possibility of
leasing land. Thereafter the Laz's need for land was met partially or not at all in the course of
land-use planning, and they themselves were admitted only reluctantly into collective farms and

state enterprises.

Yet the real reason for Tsitashi's loyalty to Moscow, in all probability, lay not only in his
unwillingness to criticise his potential allies in the confrontation with the Georgian authorities,
but also in his own role as 'guardian angel' of the Laz. It is likely that Tsitashi assumed this role
by arrangement with, and with the support of, if not on the direct instructions of, Moscow. The
suspicion that Tsitashi had from the outset been given a special assignment to concern himself
with the problem of a national minority such as the Laz, who lived almost entirely in Turkey in
the immediate vicinity of the Soviet border, and whose situation in turn made it possible to
pursue certain Soviet foreign-policy interests, arises as soon as one becomes acquainted with
his 'murky' biography. Thus it can be excluded with a fair degree of confidence that Tsitashi was
ethnically Laz by origin. The surviving troika protocol does not state Tsitashi's nationality, giving
only his place of birth, the town of 'Vitse' as rendered in the Laz manner, that is the town of
Findikli in the far east of what is today the Turkish province (il) of Rize. Doubts about Tsitashi's
Laz origin were entertained not only by the Georgian state security organs, who interrogated
him in the 1930s in order to establish his nationality, but by 1938 did not record it in the troika
protocol at all. Almost all of his contemporaries agreed that Tsitashi had no particular command
of the Laz language and spoke almost no Turkish, which was unusual for a member of the Laz
intelligentsia. Other Laz repeatedly took Tsitashi for a Russian, a Jew or even a German, until

eventually Mukhammed Vanilishi, the 'second man' in the Laz autonomist movement, along with



several other individuals, declared that Iskander Tsitashi's real name was Alexander Tsvetkov?'.
The theory of a Russian origin for Tsitashi is supported by the fact that, already a writer, he had
translated Gogol, which does not seem a typical occupation for a Laz intellectual of the time.
One should also add the direct contacts that Tsitashi, at such a young age, already had with
senior scholarly institutions, which opened doors for him at the USSR Academy of Sciences, at
the universities of Moscow and Tiflis, at the A. S. Enukidze Leningrad Institute of Oriental
Studies, where courses for national minorities of the Soviet East were run, and at the Azerbaijan
Academy of Sciences in Baku. Against a Laz origin for Tsitashi speaks the indirect denunciation
of a number of Laz contained in Tsitashi's 1935 letter to Stalin, which could have had unpleasant
consequences for these Laz families. Thus certain Laz are named and characterised as agents
of Turkey 'dressed in Soviet clothing'. Denunciations of this unflattering kind, addressed to
Beria, the Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia and ultimately to
Stalin, would, had they become known within the Laz community, have made life considerably
harder for Tsitashi, up to and including acts of revenge. During his lengthy absences in
Leningrad, Moscow, Tiflis or Baku, Tsitashi himself needed trusted contacts among the Laz who
could supply him with information. Tsitashi's early entry into the Komsomol at the age of 19 in
1923, in which he remained until 1934, together with his successful career in the scholarly fields
of ethnography and linguistics, likewise testifies to the fact that Tsitashi's biography was shaped
by his close relations with the Communist authorities. He collaborated with the Academy of
Sciences in Leningrad, travelled frequently to Moscow, and worked at Tiflis University in the
department of Caucasian languages. In Baku he headed, evidently from the autumn of 1937, a
section of the Azerbaijan Academy of Sciences, with which he had presumably maintained
relations even earlier. Behind such an impressive scholarly career there undoubtedly lay political
approval from Moscow, as well as the support of Nikolai Marr, the leading figure in Soviet

linguistics, who backed Tsitashi right up until his own death in 19342,

2'The name 'Iskander’, like the name of Tsitashi's father, 'Teimuraz', is not widespread among the Laz. As for the
surname 'Tsitashi', it is difficult to assign it to any particular ethnic group. The names 'Iskander' and '"Teimuraz' are
common names among Azerbaijanis. According to Labadze (unfortunately without a source reference), Iskander
Tsitashi was born in the town of Gelendzhik in Krasnodar Krai; his father was a Laz from the town of Atina in
western Lazistan, his mother a Russian Cossack woman. The son never saw his father, and Tsitashi is said to have
taken his mother's surname. See: Labadze M. Rogor c'ai$ala St'alinis 'avt'onomizaciis' gegma [How Stalin's plan of
'autonomisation' collapsed] // Gza, 30 May 2013. No. 22. Pp. 52-55.

22As regards the account of Tsitashi's biography, we draw on information obtained by W. Feurstein in the early 1990s
in the course of numerous interviews and surveys. On Tsitashi see also: Feurstein. Der sprachliche Reichtum der
Kolchis. Pp. 202-211.



Thus Tsitashi's strong 'inclination' towards the Laz arose from his evident interest in languages
and national minorities, combined with a revolutionary political will to carry the Soviet idea, and

with it Soviet nationality policy, to the peoples of neighbouring states.

Overall, Tsitashi overestimated his real capacity to influence both the Georgian authorities and
Moscow, let alone Turkey. This is shown above all in the strong exaggeration of his own
successes. After the Lazistan province (sanjak) was abolished by order of Atatlrk in 1926, it
was, contrary to Tsitashi's claims, no longer possible to speak of a strengthening of Communist
influence over the Laz living in Turkey. Even the publication of the Red Star newspaper in 1929,
with its minuscule print run, should rather be characterised as no more than a trial attempt,
since it could have only a slight influence on the Laz in Georgia, let alone on the Laz in Turkey.
Moreover, the first Latin alphabet devised for Laz writing was barely comprehensible to the
"Turkish' Laz. It was modernised only the following year, 1930, after an expert review. It is
nonetheless beyond doubt that Red Star did attract a certain amount of attention in Turkey. In
February 1930 the distribution of the paper was banned on Turkish territory. Atatlirk himself was
among the politicians who sanctioned the ban. Mukhammed Vanilishi, already mentioned, a Laz
from the village of Sarpi whose task it was to distribute copies of Red Star and who was also
one of the paper's authors and acted as a liaison with Turkey, was later, in 1937, sentenced to
death in absentia in Turkey for conducting propaganda among the Laz?. In Georgia itself the

paper was not banned.

The sphere of influence of the first Laz-language textbook, published in 1932, remained similarly
limited. Unlike Red Star, the textbook appeared in a more substantial print run of 675 copies
and skilfully combined Laz national elements with political and ideological propaganda on its
pages, but it was never distributed in Turkey, only in Georgia. Correspondingly, the entire text of
the book was devoted exclusively to the life of the Laz in Georgia; Turkish Lazistan was not
mentioned in it by a single word®*. The Soviet foreign-policy line towards the Laz in Turkey,
which Tsitashi continued to advocate in 1937, had by the early 1930s at the latest ceased to
correspond to the unofficial agreement between the two states, under which each renounced
interference in the internal affairs of the other. As for Tsitashi's influence within Georgia, he
himself wrote with regret that four of his complaints, addressed to the party and Soviet

leadership of the Georgian SSR, had gone unanswered.

BThis information is based on an interview conducted by W. Feurstein with Zurab (Kemal) Vanilishi, Vanilishi's son,
which took place in June 2013 in the village of Sarpi.

*The analysis of the first Laz textbook was carried out by W. Feurstein. See: Feurstein. Der sprachliche Reichtum
der Kolchis. Pp. 220-226.



Tsitashi also exaggerated the extent of the boycott by the Georgian leadership of specific
measures aimed at achieving Laz cultural autonomy. In fact, between 1932 and 1937 six
Laz-language textbooks were prepared, of which at least five were published. A Laz-language
mathematics textbook, for instance, appeared at the end of 1933 in a print run of 1,575 copies;
the request to sign it off for printing was submitted on 16 September 1933, and permission was
granted just two months later, on 16 November 1933. The Alboni primer was also published in a
substantial print run of 1,600 copies. The application to sign off for printing the last Laz textbook,
a reading book (Okitxuseni Supara), part Il (print run 1,000 copies), was submitted on 25
February 1937, and printing permission followed five months later, on 31 July 1937. Everything
therefore suggests that no significant obstacles stood in the way of the publication of
Laz-language textbooks, which were printed by the Abkhaz ASSR printing house in Sukhumi.
Despite the supposed shortage of funds, the print runs of the textbooks were high enough to
supply the Laz schools for years ahead. To this day, no trace has been found of the first part of

the reading book 'Okitxuseni Supara', which evidently never came off the press in 1936%°.

The strength of Tsitashi's letters lies in the fact that their pages present the image of an
intellectual who identifies himself as a champion of Laz rights and is capable of naming clearly
and intelligibly the problems in the treatment of the Laz, and thus of giving an adequate
characterisation of the nationality policy being pursued in Georgia. The weaknesses of the
letters emerge whenever the author's ideological clichés gain the upper hand, which is
expressed with particular clarity in his branding of nationalist currents in Georgia as the work of
Mensheviks and Trotskyists, and in his naming and denouncing of a number of Laz as
saboteurs, criminals and agents of Turkey. In the end, Tsitashi's almost blind trust in Moscow led

him to defend ideas that were already long outdated.

How illusory Tsitashi's hopes were, in seeking in 1937 to use Moscow to influence nationality
policy in Georgia, is shown by the fatal consequences of his letter of protest to the head of the
Comintern. Dimitrov did not reply to the letter, but instead forwarded it, on 8 August 1937, to A.
A. Zhdanov, secretary of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)
and first secretary of the Leningrad regional and city committees of the party, leaving it to him to

decide the further fate of the letter and its author®®. There followed a pause of almost six

ZIbid. Pp. 202-233.

%See: document No. 14, 'The General Secretary of the Comintern Executive Committee, G. M. Dimitrov, to the
Secretary of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), A. A. Zhdanov, on the
situation of the Laz in the Georgian SSR', of 8 August 1937, in volume two of the present edition.



months, until at the end of December 1937 Zhdanov instructed that Beria be informed?’. The
secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia reacted to
the 'Laz intrigues' with greater severity than the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid Il had shown in
the nineteenth century, on learning of the first steps taken by the autonomist national movement
of the Laz intelligentsia. The Sultan had merely ordered the arrest of the movement's leader,
Faik Efendishi, who, according to Tsitashi, was tied to a post in a public square for several days,
exposed to rain and sun. All his books, manuscripts and other materials were also burned on a
bonfire in front of him?. Beria, for his part, gave his deputy, the third secretary of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia, K. Charkviani, and the Georgian
People's Commissar of Internal Affairs, S. Goglidze, an order in the form of a resolution written
in his own hand on Tsitashi's letter: 'The author — arrest as a spy'?®. This was in effect a death
sentence®’. On 21 June 1938 Tsitashi was sentenced by the troika of the NKVD of the Georgian
SSR to VMN — the 'highest measure of punishment', meaning execution. As always, the
sentence was passed in secret; the brief statement of the charge in the troika protocol accused
Tsitashi of espionage and insurgent activity on behalf of Turkey, which he was alleged to have
carried out among the Laz population. The charge read, specifically: 'The materials of the
investigation expose him as an active participant in a counter-revolutionary
espionage-insurgent, terrorist-sabotage organisation among the Laz population of Abkhazia. As
a member of this organisation, he carried out sabotage and wrecking work and espionage
activity in favour of Turkish intelligence. He pleaded guilty”'. As appears from the indictment

against one of the Laz who was likewise convicted by the troika, Tsitashi featured in the NKVD

?'See: document No. 26, 'The Second Secretary of the Leningrad Regional Committee of the All-Union Communist
Party (Bolsheviks), A. A. Kuznetsov, to the First Secretary of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia, L. P.
Beria, on the memorandum of I. T. Tsitashi concerning the situation of the Laz in the Georgian SSR and on the letter
of the General Secretary of the Comintern, G. M. Dimitrov', of 23 December 1937, in volume two of the present
edition.

XTsitashi is historically inaccurate here. The source of information about Faik Efendishi, a Laz from the town of
Hopa, was the Georgian-Russian linguist Nikolai Marr, who, writing on the occasion of his journey to Lazistan in
1908, stated that Faik Efendishi had created the Laz alphabet, that all his works had been confiscated, and that the
author himself had ended up in prison. Tsitashi's chronological anchoring of this event — 'in the time of Abdul
Hamid II' — is likewise highly problematic, since the Sultan reigned from 1876 to 1909, whereas Faik Efendishi had
already developed a Laz alphabet based on Arabic script as early as 1870. The burning of his works, while Faik
Efendishi himself was supposedly chained to a column, is the product of Tsitashi's vivid imagination.

#Ibid.

3There is no information on the place or time of Tsitashi's arrest.

31See: Session No. 117 of the troika under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR, of 21 June 1937 // Archival Directorate
of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia (AD MIA Georgia). 1st Department. F. 8. D. 38465. L. 71.



files as a 'Turkish-bourgeois nationalist, member of the counter-revolutionary “Lakoba”

organisation'?.

With this extrajudicial sentence, the Soviet Laz, supporters of national-cultural autonomy, lost
their most influential voice. But at the same time the verdict is cynical proof that Tsitashi's
assessments of the motives behind the discrimination against the Laz, and behind their mass
emigration, corresponded to reality. For the Georgian party-state leadership, the benefit here lay
in weakening the position of one of the nationalities in the Abkhazian region, where Georgians
were poorly represented. This created, and it was also intensively exploited, an opportunity to
settle in their place groups more loyal to incorporation into the Georgian state, such as the
Mingrelians®. This also undermined Abkhazian autonomy's own resettlement policy, which was
aimed at supporting the Laz and other ethnic groups such as the Greeks and Armenians (see
below), and which was in turn intended to act as a counterweight to the influence of the

party-Soviet leadership of Georgia.

At present there is no unambiguous evidence to support the assumption that the removal of an
activist such as Tsitashi represented the application of a well-established method consisting in
the deliberate physical liquidation of persons who advocated some form of national autonomy, in
opposition to the merging of their ethnic group with the Georgian nation. It is well known, for
instance, that Isaak Yeftimovich Zhvania, a man who symbolised Mingrelian cultural autonomy,
was arrested on 21 October 1937, sentenced to VMN on 28 December 1937, and shot two days
later**. Yet on the basis of the brief indictment preserved in the troika protocol alone, it is
impossible to establish either a direct or an indirect connection between his sentence and his
specifically 'Mingrelian' activity. On the contrary, the grounds given for his arrest and execution

are confined to his membership of a Trotskyist organisation led by the former chairman of the

32See Kopamali-oglu Ali Bayramovich: Protocol No. 15 of the troika session under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR,
0f29.09.1938 // AD MIA Georgia. 1st Department. F. 8. D. 38468. L. 16.

3See: Abkhazia: The Documents Bear Witness, 1937-1953. A Collection of Materials / Compiled by B. Ye.-I.
Sagaria and T. A. Achugba. Sukhum, 1992. This volume includes lists specifying precisely the places from which
migrants were resettled. Most of them were from Mingrelia.

3*Zhvania, Isaak Yeftimovich (1 January 1891 — 23 October 1937), was born and raised in the village of Ledjike in
the Chkhorotsku district of Georgia, a member of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) from 1931; from
1930 he actively campaigned for the introduction of school teaching in the Mingrelian language, published several
primers for learning Mingrelian, and also served as editor-in-chief of the Mingrelian-language Peasants’ Gazette
(Qazagqisi Gazeti), with a print run of up to 20,000 copies. At the time of his arrest he was deputy chairman of the
Central Executive Committee of the Adjar ASSR. See: Miiller, Sowjetische Nationalitdtenpolitik. Pp. 192—195;
Blauvelt T. The '"Mingrelian Question': Institutional Resources and the Limits of Soviet Nationality Policy //
Europe-Asia Studies. 2014. No. 6. Pp. 993-1013.



Council of People's Commissars of Georgia, German Mgaloblishvili**. Such a standard charge

admits of many interpretations.

If one compares the repression of Georgians and of the Laz in the course of Operation No.
00447, it emerges that the harsh sentence passed on Tsitashi was not, at least in the case of
the Laz, an exception to the rule. The proportion of Laz who were repressed, relative to their
total number within Georgia's population, coincided with the corresponding figure for Georgians
(0.68 per cent and 0.63 per cent respectively). But if one turns to another indicator, the ratio of
VMN sentences to the total number of sentences, it becomes clear that the frequency of death
sentences passed on the Laz was extremely high. 85 per cent of all repressed Laz were
sentenced to VMN by the 'kulak' troika, whereas for Georgians the corresponding figure was
around half, 'only' 45 per cent®. The harshest repression fell upon the Laz in 1938: 81 per cent
of the total number of Laz repressed under 'kulak' troika sentences were convicted in that year
alone (against 19 per cent in 1937). By contrast, in 1937 every single Laz victim of the 'kulak'
troika was shot (five people, 100 per cent), while in 1938 the figure was 'only' 82 per cent (18
out of 22). It is evident that in 1938 all the restrictions imposed by Moscow were done away
with.

This is confirmed by the additional repression of the Laz along the national 'line' in 1938.
Between September and November 1938 the 'national' troika convicted a further 25 Laz (here
the rate of repression stood at 0.63 per cent), of whom 'only' one person (4 per cent) was
sentenced to VMN*. To these 25 victims should be added a further roughly 40 per cent (71
people) of the 178 Turks convicted by the 'national’ troika, who can be identified as Laz by origin
or by name. As a result, the total number of Laz convicted by the 'national’ troika comes to 96. If
one adds together the results of the 'kulak' and 'national' troikas for 1938 alone, the rate of
repression (the number of victims relative to the total size of this population group) reaches a

dizzyingly high 3 per cent, or, if the 71 presumed Laz are excluded, a still very high 1.3 per

3German Mgaloblishvili was sentenced by the troika on 28 December 1937 and shot two days later. See: Session
No. 76 of the troika under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR, of 28.12.1937 // Archival Directorate of the Ministry of
Internal Affairs of Georgia (AD MIA Georgia). 1st Department. F. 8. D. 38465. L. 29.

3See table 38 in volume two of the present edition. The Laz population of Georgia was characterised by a surplus of
men, which is typical of groups of recent settlers and labour migrants. But even taking this factor into account, the
high rate of repression among the Laz loses none of its significance as an indicator of the intensity of the
persecution: the surplus of men had practically no effect on the proportion of those shot, since the repression here
affected exclusively men, which was also the rule in the case of Jews, Germans, Georgians and so on. Thus the
numerical predominance of men had no bearing on the proportion of executed victims (who were men).

70n the basis of the birthplace of these Turks from Lazistan, it may be assumed that what is meant in their case is
ethnic Laz.



cent®. The proportion of VMN sentences relative to the total Laz population for 1938 amounts to
at least 0.45 per cent, and the percentage of executed Laz relative to the total number
repressed comes to around 45 per cent (overall totals for 1937-1938: rate of repression 1.3 per

cent, VMN 0.45 per cent, and, correspondingly, 45 per cent).

Although the absolute figures — 'only' 123 Laz shot or sent to the camps® — look less striking
than the relative ones, they nonetheless reflect a definite trend and give further cause, at the
very least, to reflect on Tsitashi's assessments and to consider the question of a possible ethnic

component to the repression.

The isolation of two teachers and active participants in the movement for Laz cultural autonomy
who had received specialist teacher training in Leningrad may be regarded as an example of
the fact that in Georgia in 1937 it was not only inconvenient individuals who were destroyed, but
that a blow was also struck against the structures of Laz cultural autonomy. Khazan Khelimishi
was sentenced by the troika to ten years in the camps, even though he had lost a leg in an
accident. Shevket Chapanishi, another teacher with a 'Leningrad' education, was likewise
sentenced to ten years' imprisonment. After his ten-year term had expired, Chapanishi, like
many others, continued to be held in detention without explanation. He was released only after
Stalin's death*®. Two more people from among Tsitashi's closest associates were executed
during the Great Terror. On 28 April 1938, Akif Sherifovich Tant-oglu, who had been responsible
for the situation of the Laz in Adjara, was sentenced to VMN. His fate is an example of the fact
that repression against the Laz was not confined to Abkhazia alone. The second victim was Al
Abbas-oglu Bayramov (Bayrami), sentenced to VMN by the 'kulak' troika as early as 3
December 1937.

For his part, Mustafa-oglu Huseyn Omarovich Kar, a Turkish citizen and teacher at a Laz school
in the town of Ochamchira, was accused in 1938 by the 'national' troika of having, in 1930,
'visited the Turkish consul in Batumi, to whom he passed a photograph of a Laz conference and
also a collective statement by the Laz of the Ochamchira district calling on the consulate to take

measures against the organisation of a collective farm among the Laz''.

3#27+25+71 =123 x 100/4,000 = 3%, 27 + 25 = 52 x 100/4,000 = 1.3%.

¥The 'kulak' troika convicted 27 people, the 'national’ troika 25, and a further 71 Laz were identified among the
Turks convicted by the 'national' troika.

“'This information was obtained from a personal conversation between W. Feurstein and Shevket Chapanishi, which
took place in the summer of 1992 in Abkhazia.

“IProtocol No. 25 of the troika session under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR, of 01.10.1938 // Archive of the
Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia. 1st Department. F. 8. D. 38469. L. 20.



Convincing as the hypothesis may be that the cause of the disproportionately severe repression
of the Laz lay in well-organised and articulated resistance by the Laz, in comparison with the
Ajarians, Mingrelians, Svans and Batsbi, to Georgia's assimilation policy, there are also very
serious counter-arguments. If, for example, one compares Tsitashi's case with the fate of
Mukhammed Vanilishi, the second most important champion of Laz cultural autonomy, the
ambiguity and complexity of the possible causes of the repression become clear. Vanilishi's role
in the cause of Laz autonomy was of a different character from Tsitashi's. Vanilishi, like Tsitashi,
took part in the publication of Red Star and in the preparation of Laz textbooks, and in 1928
staged plays in the Laz language in the schoolyard of his native village. He belonged to a group
of Laz activists who, evidently up until 1937, met regularly in Sukhumi with members of the
Abkhazian regional committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Georgia to discuss the
situation in which the Laz found themselves. He also worked in Batumi as deputy commissioner
for cultural affairs of the Council of People's Commissars of the Adjar ASSR, from around 1930
until his retirement. In the end Vanilishi even ventured, after the mass deportation to Central
Asia in November 1944 of around 100,000 Muslims from south-western Georgia (Adjara and
Meskhetia, which had belonged respectively to Ottoman Turkey until 1878 and 1829), to write a
letter to Beria on 25 March 1945 pleading on behalf of the deported Laz. Unlike Tsitashi's
manner of expression, which in itself provoked repression against its author, Vanilishi addressed
Beria, who was of Mingrelian origin, as 'an outstanding representative of the Georgian, and
especially of the Laz, people'. Vanilishi went on to assert that the deportation of the Laz had
been carried out 'in error'. Vanilishi did in fact succeed in securing the return from exile of a
number of families and the restitution of their confiscated property*’. According to some
accounts, he also spoke up in defence of Laz among the Soviet citizens deported in 1949 and
195143,

Beria's friendly attitude towards Vanilishi evidently developed at the time when the latter acted
as his interpreter at Gonio fortress. Beria warned Vanilishi about Laz in Abkhazia who were
engaged in illegal activity, smuggling in particular. As a token of his personal regard, Beria gave

Vanilishi a revolver, sometime after 1930.

In Vanilishi we find no fundamental criticism of nationality policy or of the deportations, only the
correct method of couching a request in diplomatic language, a clear contrast to Tsitashi's

openly critical, and perhaps for that reason fatal, manner. Evidently Vanilishi realised in time that

“ Joseph Stalin to Lavrentii Beria: 'They Must Be Deported'. Documents, Facts, Commentary / Compiled by N. F.
Bugai. — Moscow, 1992. Pp. 162—-163, 165.
“Communication from Mukhammed Vanilishi's son, Zurab (Kemal) Vanilishi (Sarpi).



under Beria's aegis a future for the Laz could come about only through their active pursuit of

merger with the Georgian nation*.

Doubt as to whether the repression of the Great Terror was primarily concerned with
undermining the Laz national-cultural movement grows still stronger on closer examination of
the indictments against the aforementioned members of the circle of Laz 'autonomists’, Akif
Tant-oglu and Bayramov. In the protocol of the 'kulak' troika, Tant-oglu appears not as a Laz but
as an Abkhaz, and the reasons that led to his sentence of VMN remain unclear. There is no
direct indication of any connection with the 'Laz problem'. The charge specifically stated: '1) He
was a member of a counter-revolutionary Trotskyist-espionage organisation at the port of
Batumi; 2) Being an anti-Soviet individual, he engaged in anti-Soviet agitation'®. Bayramov is
described in the troika protocol as a Turk, not a Laz*. He was charged with participation in the

'Right deviation' and with preparing a terrorist attempt on Beria's life*’.

These doubts about the validity of the hypothesis of 'nationally’ motivated repression against the
Laz are further fed by the evidence obtained from our examination of specific cases handled by
the 'kulak' and 'national' troikas. It is entirely clear that the main goal of these extrajudicial
punitive organs in pursuing the Laz was to eliminate any illegal border crossings and any
contacts between Laz living in Turkey and in the USSR, thereby completing the measures to
clear the border areas that had been under way since the early 1930s. Of the 27 Laz convicted
by the 'kulak' troika, 17, that is 63 per cent, were accused of active espionage on behalf of
Turkey, of repeated border crossings and of contacts with the Turkish consulate. Most of them

were sentenced to death, since a combination of these 'crimes' had been 'uncovered'.

Ali Mukhamedovich Demural-oglu, a native and resident of the village of Gonio near Batumi, a
peasant collective farmer, was a Laz and a Soviet citizen, non-party and with only elementary
education. He had previously been convicted on a charge of smuggling. In the protocol of the

'kulak' troika session of 14 April 1938, he was accused of having, 'making use of a simplified

“From his three-page unpublished 'memoirs', written in the early 1990s, it follows unambiguously that Vanilishi
remained committed to the idea of Laz cultural autonomy to the last. The manuscript is held in the family archive of
Zurab (Kemal) Vanilishi.

“Protocol No. 110 of the troika session under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR, of 28.04.1938 // Archive of the
Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia. 1st Department. F. 8. D. 38460. L. 167.

“The question is whether what is meant here is a 'Turk' or a '"Turkic person'. 'Turk' would fit a Laz activist better, but
the surname Bayramov sounds too 'Azerbaijani'.

“Protocol No. 58 of the troika session under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR, of 03.12.1937 // Archive of the
Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia. 1st Department. F. 8. D. 37418. L. 50. See also:
http://www.memoriali.ge/BOOK.pdf. Pp. 362, 424 (accessed: 24.08.2013).



crossing permit, systematically travelled to Turkey and passed information of an espionage

character to foreign intelligence'®. The sentence was VMN.

Similar, though not such 'serious’, cases passed through the 'national’ troika, as is shown by its
substantially milder sentences*®. Moreover, 28 per cent of the victims (seven of the 25 Laz) held
Turkish citizenship, which as a rule played a decisive part in mitigating the punishment*®. The
charges against the victims of the 'national' troika amounted almost entirely, close to 100 per
cent, to illegal border crossing, complicity in espionage and 'consular' contacts. Only
occasionally (in the case of five of the 25 convicted) were internal-political charges also cited as
subsidiary counts. With the 'kulak' troika, by contrast, charges of this kind were heard more
often: 28 per cent of the Laz victims were convicted solely for internal-political reasons, such as
contacts with 'the Trotskyist Lakoba', agitation against collectivisation, and Laz-Turkish

nationalist intrigues.

But the main reason for scepticism towards the hypothesis of especially 'obstinate' behaviour on
the part of the Laz rests on the fact that the documentary base attesting to resistance and
dissent among all the national minorities of Georgia is extremely scanty, and that intensive work
on the sources available, together with additional sources, would be needed to obtain results of

any real significance.

Nevertheless, despite all these doubts, the Tsitashi case allows us to identify one important
feature that distinguished the Laz from the Ajarians, Mingrelians, Svans and Batsbi. Two
mutually complementary factors can be cited to explain the very high proportion of death
sentences passed on the Laz during the 'kulak' operation, and the large number of Laz
convicted by the 'national' troika. First, the Laz were regarded as allies of Nestor Lakoba, who
sought to secure their support in his struggle against the hollowing-out of Abkhazian autonomy.
Second, and no less important, the Laz lived not so much in Georgia or in other neighbouring
Soviet republics as in Turkey, where the majority of Laz lived, in the immediate vicinity of the

Turkish-Georgian border, namely in Lazistan®'. Just like the Turks, whose rate of repression was

“!Protocol No. 106 of the troika session under the NKVD of the Georgian SSR, of 14.04.1938 // Archive of the
Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia. st Department. F. 8. D. 38456. L. 74.

“*One person was sentenced to death, 10 people to 10 years in the camps, the cases of a further five people were
transferred to other courts, three people were exiled to Kazakhstan, and seven were deported to Turkey.

0f those convicted by the 'kulak' troika, only one person held Turkish citizenship.

31See: document No. 10, 'I. T. Tsitashi to the General Secretary of the Comintern Executive Committee, G. M.
Dimitrov, on the situation of the Laz in Georgia', no later than 25 July 1937, in volume two of the present edition.
According to the official Turkish census of 1945, only 45,000 people who spoke the Laz language were recorded.
However, these figures are widely regarded as an underestimate, since they include only the monolingual portion of
the Laz population. Accordingly, the number of Laz speaking other languages should be added to the 1945 census



high but never reached the 'Laz' level, owing to the absence of the first factor described above,
the Laz were regarded by the authorities, especially from 1938 onwards, as a diaspora
nationality, as is proved by the unusually high proportion of Laz convicted by the 'national'

troika®?.

Furthermore, Tsitashi's 1937 letter, taken together with the policy of forming, by administrative
means, a homogeneous Georgian titular nation, as has been shown in the case of the Ajarians,
Mingrelians, Svans and Batsbi, allows us to formulate the following preliminary hypothesis: in
the course of the Great Terror, the Georgian authorities were not only concerned to secure the
border, as the specific case files of the victims might 'suggest' to us. Beyond this, there also
existed a close connection between the repression and the processes of forming the titular
Georgian nation. To substantiate this hypothesis, we shall turn next to the repression of
Georgia's three 'semi-titular' nationalities: the Abkhaz, the Ajarians and the Ossetians. Their
most important difference from the Laz was that, for these three groups, the Soviet Union was
their country of origin®. Securing the border, or the factor of military danger, should thus have
played only a minimal role in the repression directed against them, although certain sympathies
for Turkey were widespread among the Abkhaz and the Ajarians, since Ottoman and Turkish
troops had twice, in 1877 and 1918, supported uprisings in Abkhazia and Ajaria, and large
numbers of Abkhaz had emigrated to the Ottoman Empire between 1810 and 1864. As late as

1937 there still existed in Turkey a large Abkhaz diaspora, today mostly assimilated.

data. The number of Laz retaining even some connection to the Laz language was estimated, for 1980 (on the basis
of Turkish statistics up to 1965 and precise knowledge of the Laz villages), at around 250,000.

2The rate of repression here is as follows: Laz — 0.63%, Germans — 0.24%, Turks — 0.22%, Georgians — 0.002%; the
rate of application of the death penalty: Laz — 0.025%, Turks — 0.035%, Germans — 0.1%, Georgians — 0.00019%.
See table 40 in volume two of the present edition.

3A comparison of North and South Ossetia is not possible here, since no archival data survive on the conduct of
NKVD mass operations in North Ossetia.
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