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the economy. Second, Abkhazia’s Georgian/Mingrelian communities are 
not part of this dominant consensus on the direction of state-building and 
the future. For them, the de facto state in which they live remains untrust-
worthy and somewhat alien, a situation aggravated by the geographical 
concentration of this group in Gal(i) rayon on the border with Georgia 
across the Inguri River. “Caught between two countries” is an apt and 
succinct description of their status.

Peace-Building and Reconciliation
One of the most distinguishing features of the Georgian–Abkhazian 

conflict is the large number of residents from the region displaced by the 

Fig. 6. Attitudes towards the Abkhazian political order.
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1992–1993 war and successive conflicts. Organized as a government in 
exile and a separate society within Georgia proper, and living for years in 
desperate social conditions, Abkhazia’s displaced Georgians/Mingrelians 
have clung to the hope that one day they can return to their property 
and homes in Abkhazia. The Abkhazian authorities, however, have long 
resisted the prospect of those violently displaced from Abkhazia ever 
returning. The official Abkhazian position is that returns are possible but, 
for now, only to the Gal(i) region. Returns beyond that region to the rest 
of Abkhazia, and restitution of the property of those ethnic Georgians dis-
placed and killed, are highly sensitive subjects. A common conceptual-
ization of the issue among officials and the public that we encountered 
frequently in Abkhazia during our field visit in November 2009 is that 
those Georgians “who did not commit crimes” or “fight against us” are 
welcome to return. Given that there was never any postwar accountabil-
ity for war crimes committed during the 1992–1993 war, this discourse 
appears to be more a rhetorical construct than a realistic basis for a returns 
process. Who would decide what were crimes, and how these would be 
adjudicated, is left unspecified. Our overriding impression is that little 
to no consideration has been given to the prospect of large numbers of 
Georgians returning. Yet government officials, such as President Bagapsh’s 
external affairs advisor, Nadir Bitiyev, have stated that if Georgia recog-
nizes Abkhazia’s independence, then this will allow the refugees to come 
home or get compensated (Philips, 2010, p. 19).

Informed by our past work on the issue of return and reconcilia-
tion in Bosnia-Herzegovina (Ó Tuathail and O’Loughlin, 2009; Toal and 
Dahlman, 2011), we posed three questions on these issues in Abkhazia. 
The first sought to test the degree to which Abkhazian society was open to 
the possibility of Georgian returns. Rather than use these latter two words 
(“Georgian returns”), we approached the question by asking the degree to 
which respondents agreed with the generic and more neutral statement 
that “among those displaced by war, there are people who should not 
be allowed to come back to Abkhazia.” The question, in effect, tested the 
strength of the rhetorical commonplace we found from interviews among 
non-Georgian Abkhazians, in both the elites and the public, when talking 
about a possible return.

The results (Figure 7a) record the degree to which non-Georgian 
Abkhazians emphatically agree with this statement on possible returns 
and how Georgians/Mingrelians living in Abkhazia are much more 
ambivalent about it. Over 70 percent of ethnic Abkhaz strongly agree 
with the statement, as do strong majorities among Armenians and Rus-
sians. Again, as in other questions, the “hard to say” choice is the largest 
amongst the Georgian/Mingrelian sample, which, when combined with 
the “refuse to answer” responses, indicates considerable dissension from 
the posed statement. Georgians and Mingrelians who expressed an opin-
ion, however, exhibit a range of attitudes, with over 20 percent “strongly 
agreeing” and less than 20 percent “mostly agreeing.” The overwhelming 
conclusion from the responses is that there is no unconditional openness 
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Fig. 7. Indices of reconciliation and forgiveness.
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to returns among the vast majority of current Abkhazian residents. Indeed, 
the prospect of returns is generally unwelcome in an environment where 
the events of the 1992–1993 war, with its associated claims and counter-
claims of atrocities, is still very much present in discourse and are visible 
on the landscape as destroyed and empty homes and buildings.

This conclusion is affirmed by a second question that addressed the 
degree to which respondents were open to accepting returns as part of 
a more comprehensive settlement that would involve widespread inter
national recognition of Abkhazia. One could envisage the possibility that 
the international community might use the prospect of recognition of 
the status of independence to induce the Abkhazian authorities to adopt 
international norms concerning a return process for displaced persons. 
In effect, this question tested the degree to which the populations in the 
republic support a rhetorical position that is close to that articulated by 
the current government to the international community. The wording of 
the question puts the trade-off a bit more starkly than the government, for 
whom negotiated “compensation” is a get-out clause from any prospect 
of full return. The survey question asked: “Would you be willing to accept 
the full return of Georgian refugees to Abkhazia in return for the recogni-
tion of Abkhazia as an independent state by the West and the rest of the 
international community?” The results (Figure 7b) generated the largest 
percentage difference between Georgians/Mingrelians and non-Georgian 
Abkhazians in the whole survey. Over 80 percent of ethnic Abkhaz and 
Armenians choose “no,” as did 70 percent of Russians. By contrast, only 
18.5 percent of Georgians held the same attitude. The largest cohort of 
Abkhazian Georgians answered “yes” (37 percent), followed closely 
by “hard to say” (33.8 percent). The question places the wish of ethnic 
Abkhaz (and, to a lesser extent, Armenians and Russians) for widespread 
recognition of their independence against the desire to preserve the cur-
rent demographic condition. The result emphatically underscores how 
demographic security (or, framed more negatively, preserving the legacy 
of violent displacement) is more important to non-Georgian Abkhazians 
than is international recognition. Should any Abkhazian government ever 
seek compromise on the displaced-persons issue, it would have to con-
tend with strong public sentiment against such a move.

Our third question tested the degree to which there was openness 
among Abkhazian residents to forgive other nations for the violence dur-
ing the war of 1992–1993. As already noted, there has been no account-
ability for the many war crimes committed during this conflict. As in most 
postwar situations, each group’s position is, in effect, to forgive those who 
committed crimes on its side and to vilify those who committed crimes 
against them. The question also approaches the issue of the degree to 
which Abkhazians still see themselves as victims of the war. The results, 
like the others, do not bode well for the prospect of reconciliation. Ethnic 
Abkhaz are distinct in expressing an inability to forgive people of other 
nations for the violence (58 percent either “definitely yes” or “probably 
yes”). Armenians are close to the Abkhaz position, while Russians tilt 



30 	 O’ LOUGHLIN ET AL.

slightly towards the position of forgiveness (Figure 7c). The most forgiv-
ing community, those most willing to distinguish themselves from those 
who can never forgive the violence of the war, are Abkhazia’s Georgian/
Mingrelian population (45 percent answered “probably not” or “definitely 
not”). To a considerable degree, the positions on this and related recon-
ciliation questions are understandable. Ethnic Abkhaz suffered greatly 
in fighting for their independence from Georgia and have no incentive 
to forgive in the current political environment that ensures their political 
and economic status. Indeed, a considerable part of the Abkhaz identity 
is their positionality as a small, historically victimized people that can-
not forget or forgive (Clogg, 2008). Georgians/Mingrelians have the most 
to gain from any generalized forgiveness of others since their reputation 
within contemporary Abkhazia has long been constructed as enemies and 
potential fifth-columnists. “Caught between two fires,” since they are also 
suspect in Georgia because of their willingness to live in Abkhazia, they 
remain vulnerable to policies from both governments.

Abkhazian Security and Its Relations  
with Russia and Georgia

During her April 2010 visit to Washington, DC, Liana Kvarchelia, 
an NGO activist from Sukhum(i), articulated an important self-fulfilling 
dynamic characteristic of the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict:

The more, I think, Georgia insists on the fact that there is no con-
flict with Abkhazia, that there is only conflict with Russia and 
that Abkhazia is only Russia’s puppet, the more Georgia insists 
on this, the more Abkhazia will be drawn to Russia, and will be 
dependent upon Russian support (Kvarchelia, 2010).

As already noted, Abkhazia is heavily reliant on Russian economic 
aid. In February 2010, it signed agreements to install S-300 air defense 
missile systems in the republic, to have Russian troops guard its border, 
and to station up to 3000 troops at Bombora (A. Ferris-Rotman for Reuters, 
February 16, 2010, www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE61F3JE20100216).2 
The President of the Republic, Sergey Bagapsh, articulated this incompat-
ibility with Georgia, stating emphatically to us: “we will never again be 
part of Georgia: that issue is done” (Bagapsh, 2009).

We have already noted that the Russian–Abkhazian relationship pres-
ents certain challenges for the Abkhazian leadership. The growing pres-
ence of Russian economic and political capital in the republic is a topic of 
daily conversation as well as a geopolitical brickbat from the government 
of Georgia. Temuri Yakobashvili, the Georgian Minister for Reintegration, 
believes that “it’s the very people the Russians supposedly saved who 

2To compare the situation in Transnistria, see Protsyk (2009).
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will feel occupied by them. Many already do” (cited in Kaylan, 2010). In 
his conversation with us on November 10, 2009, President Sergey Bagapsh 
stressed that Abkhazia was “a European country” committed to a non-
aligned policy, though he lauded the presence of “Russian peacekeepers” 
and recognized the growing integration of Abkhazia into the Russian eco-
nomic sphere. His explained that his economic vision is based on small 
resort tourism (“not like Sochi”), strengthening agricultural exports, and 
rebuilding the destroyed infrastructure. Bagapsh rejected Western and 
Georgian accusations that Russia wants to absorb Abkhazia and claimed 
that Russia wants security and stability in the south Caucasus as it secures 
its borders (Bagapsh, 2009).

In our survey, we asked respondents about their attitudes towards 
Abkhazia’s growing security relationship with the Russian Federation. 
Attitudes about the (re)establishment of the Russian base at Gudauta 
(agreed a few weeks before the survey in March 2010) are strongly 
divergent, as is evident in Figure 8a. Abkhaz, Armenians, and Russians 
all approve of the base agreement, with ratios in the 80 percent range; 
Georgian/Mingrelian approval stands at 20 percent. As in the other sensi-
tive questions, the ratio of “hard to say” and “refuse to answer” is impor-
tant: for Georgians/Mingrelians, these are high, at 18 percent, but the 
combined opposition (or lack of support) of this group is strong, at 48 
percent. An obvious interpretation of the base agreement is that it solidi-
fies the Abkhazian–Russian alliance and ensures the long-term presence 
of Russia in the republic. President Bagapsh’s statement of non-alignment, 
and other statements that Abkhazia wants to pursue a “multi-vector” for-
eign policy, may be the product of genuine aspiration, but the practical 
geopolitics of the matter, as he knows only too well, is that Abkhazia is 
very much aligned. Abkhazia’s non-Georgian citizens appear to accept 
the military terms of this geopolitical positionality.

But what of the larger political, economic, and social terms? The evi-
dent asymmetrical nature of the Abkhazian–Russian relationship and past 
historical oppression have generated, as noted earlier, speculation about 
ethnic Abkhaz fears of domination by Russia. To test the degree to which 
Abkhazians aspired to an independent path or to potential unity with 
Russia, we posed three future geopolitical options for respondents and 
asked which one they favored: independence, integration with Russia, or 
integration with Georgia. We debated whether to include more complex 
political arrangements such as autonomy, condominium status, or shared 
governance but chose to focus on the simplest and most obvious choices 
in the current geopolitical environment. Asking respondents to reply to a 
hypothetical option is difficult enough and we wanted the choices to be as 
clear and concise as possible.

Significant differences on the future of Abkhazia appeared between 
the three groups (Abkhaz, Armenians, and Russians) that heretofore had 
shown similar values on other questions. While the Abkhaz support inde-
pendence strongly (79 percent), Armenians are split on this decision, with 
51 percent preferring to be part of the Russian Federation and 44 percent 
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preferring independence. Similarly, Russians are also split, with 58 percent 
opting for independence and 38 percent for integration with Russia. As we 
noted earlier, Armenians and Russians are satisfied with their economic 
status in Abkhazia, though less convinced about their full political rights. 
Ethnic Abkhaz tend to see the state as their natural right through their 
titular status, their hard-fought and costly separation from Georgia, and 
their efforts to build a new country. To render it as a part of Russia would 
forfeit these achievements, and only a tiny minority of Abkhaz (19 percent) 
see this as desirable. Georgians/Mingrelians also are split on this question, 
with a plurality (48 percent) preferring independence (28 percent offered 

Fig. 8. Indices of Abkhazia’s future status and relations.
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no opinion through “hard to say” or “refuse to answer” responses). This 
high ratio in favor of independence is somewhat surprising but it can be 
explained by the unattractiveness of the other options. Despite some eco-
nomic attractions, political integration with Russia was especially unap-
pealing in 2010 because of the very hostile relations between Georgia 
and Russia and the poor treatment of ethnic Georgians in the Russian 
Federation in recent years. Integration with Georgia did not receive a lot 
of support. From a materialist perspective alone, this is surprising, given 
that more than half of Georgians/Mingrelians in the sample thought the 
economic situation was better there. Some residents of the Gal(i) district 
have been poorly treated by Georgian authorities insensitive to their need 
not to choose between two jurisdictions. Some Georgians, especially those 
beyond the Gal(i) rayon, are pragmatic and see the current situation as the 
least precarious. Support for independence could be viewed as a choice 
of the lesser evil of three poor options. Yet the majority of Georgian senti-
ment, it is worth remembering, is distributed amongst the choices other 
than independence for Abkhazia.

CONCLUSION: DIVIDED AND CONTENTEDLY 
IRRECONCILABLE

The International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruling on July 22, 2010 that the 
unilateral declaration of independence by Kosovo did not violate interna-
tional law was predictably welcomed by de facto states. Parent states with 
restive regions took the stance that the ICJ ruling on Kosovo was unique. 
For the Abkhazian government, the ICJ ruling provides a further endorse-
ment of its independence claim and, together with South Ossetia’s leader-
ship, it welcomed the decision. In our November 10, 2009 meeting with 
President Sergey Bagapsh, when asked about the “Kosovo precedent,” he 
declared emphatically: “Thank God, it happened” (Bagapsh, 2009). For 
Abkhazia’s close ally, however, the ruling puts Russia in a difficult posi-
tion since it opposed Kosovo’s declared independence and, of course, the 
Russian Federation also contains separatist regions. For these reasons, 
Russia continues to oppose Kosovo’s independence and rejects the ICJ rul-
ing. Interestingly, recent public opinion in Russia is shifting towards less 
support for the de facto republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia two years 
after the Russian–Georgian war (Goble, 2010).

We indicated, at the outset, that there were three compelling reasons 
to examine attitudes in Abkhazia at this time. We believe the key results 
we have presented here shed important light on the broad contours of 
the internal legitimacy of the de facto Abkhazian state and society, on its 
strengths (broad acceptance and relative well-being by the different non-
Georgian populations), weaknesses (evidence of perception by some non-
ethnic Abkhaz that the state is an ethnocracy), and limits (the marginal-
ity and excluded position of most of Abkhazia’s Georgians). They reveal 
some measure of the complexities within Abkhazia, complexities that 
should check the persistent geopoliticization of Abkhazia as a mere pawn 
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or puppet regime. Finally, we believe that the survey results provide some 
important empirical evidence that could inform the policy debates that 
currently occupy politicians in the region and beyond.

One scenario that is popular among some geopolitical commenta-
tors is the idea that the Gal(i) district should be separated from Abkhazia 
and “returned” to Georgia for its acceptance of Abkhazian independence 
(D. Trenin in Moscow Times, August 9, 2010, www.themoscowtimes.com/
print/opinion/article/how-to-make-peace-with-georgia/411927). Our 
results underscore what was already well known to area analysts: the 
Gal(i) is a distinct space within Abkhazia, one that exhibits the high human 
costs of the persistent Abkhazian–Georgian conflict. On key political ques-
tions, the Georgian/Mingrelian minority shows both strong reluctance to 
express potentially controversial opinions and somewhat weak support 
for positions their fellow Abkhazian groups hold. As the majority (Abk-
haz, Russians, and Armenians) in the de facto republic pursues the goal of 
recognition of their political independence and the achievement of eco-
nomic security, an important minority still remains inside the territory but 
outside the current Abkhazian state project. That a cartographic adjust-
ment is possible, or, more importantly, a long-term basis of a “solution” 
for the human security needs of Gal(i) residents, is highly questionable.

Our results also underscore that, after almost 20 years of separation 
from Georgia, the majority of Abkhazians are feeling optimistic about their 
future and positive about their partially recognized independent status. 
Non-Georgian Abkhazians are contentedly irreconcilable to the Georgian 
state, and to the prospect of large-scale displaced Georgian returns as part 
of any agreement on Abkhazian state status. To the Abkhaz political elite, 
which has managed to establish competitive and dynamic elections and 
reasonable internal legitimacy, their republic is secure, free, and working 
to achieve its rightful place in the international community of states.
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