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discursive link between population and territory, any attempt by Georgia to re-integrate 

the de facto states would immediately escalate to an inter-state conflict with the Russian 

Federation; any attack on Abkhazia or South Ossetia would be treated as an attack on 

Russia itself. In effect, passportization created "Russian spaces" within the internationally 

recognized borders of Georgia in which the government in Moscow had more effective 

control than even the authorities in Tskhinvali or Sokhumi, to say nothing of officials in 

Tbilisi. 

Against this backdrop, the passportization can be viewed as a last-ditch attempt to 

prevent the collapse of a political-territorial regime that persisted since the early 1990s 

rather than as an excuse to start a war. When Abkhazia and South Ossetia attempted to 

break away from Georgia shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia sided 

with the separatists, ensuring that Georgia had little chance of prevailing in its attempts to 

prevent their secession. Once the fighting ended, however, the government in Moscow 

stopped short of recognition for the new de facto states. Instead, it established 

peacekeeping missions and began to provide significant political and economic support 

for the separatist regimes.  

This arrangement was consistent with Russian policy elsewhere in former Soviet 

realm. Hoping to preserve Russian influence in the newly independent states at a 

relatively low cost, the Kremlin opted to "freeze" the conflicts in Georgia. Moscow 

stepped in as a putative mediator between Tbilisi and the de facto regimes and Russian 

military personnel led the peacekeeping forces in the region, but in reality the Kremlin 

worked to prevent a real rapprochement between Georgia and the separatists. Until 2008, 

Russian recognition of the de facto states hung over the head of the government in Tbilisi 
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government. Zhordania later criticized the October Revolution in Russia, condemning the 

new Bolshevik government "illegitimate and irresponsible."21 Despite presiding over a 

weak, post-colonial economy and an unstable political landscape, the Mensheviks 

enjoyed widespread support throughout Georgia, although both the Ossetian and Abkhaz 

populations supported the Bolsheviks. 

The collapse of the Russian Empire severely undermined the old center-periphery 

relationship between Russia and its former colonies, and the need for some semblance of 

political structure in the Transcaucasus during the chaos of the Civil War forced the 

Mensheviks to accede to the creation of the Democratic Federative Republic of 

Transcaucasia, a short-lived attempt to unite Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. In April 

of 1918, Turkey, eager to aggrandize its territory at the expense of Russia, began to 

pressure the Transcaucasian Republic to declare its independence. The Transcaucasian 

Republic proved to be politically unworkable, however, and Georgia, Armenia, and 

Azerbaijan were all more interested in pursuing their own national interests than they 

were in regional cooperation. The republic disintegrated into its constituent parts after 

only one month, leaving the Mensheviks in control of the first independent Georgian state 

in over a century. 

This period of independence, although it was brief, was a crucial moment in 

Georgian history. For the first time in centuries, Georgia was free from external control, 

whether Russian, Turkish, or Persian. Despite grievous economic problems, many of 

which were the result of centuries of Russian domination, the government enjoyed 

                                                      
21 Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, 191. 
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repercussions of these policies lie at the very heart of the events that resulted in the Five 

Day War. 

2.2.1: The Territorial Organization of the Soviet Union 

By the end of the Civil War, most of the former Russian Empire had come under 

Soviet control. Before the Revolution, Marxists had engaged in heated debates over the 

so-called "national question," or how socialism, which was conceived of at the time as an 

internationalist movement, was to relate to the problem of nationalism. Some socialists, 

such as Rosa Luxemburg, argued that nationalism was corrosive to proletarian unity and 

that territorial autonomy based on national identity was impermissible.26 Others, like Otto 

Bauer and other so-called "Austro-Marxists," were heavily influenced by the fraught 

national politics of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. They favored of what they called 

"cultural autonomy." Cultural autonomy was an arrangement in which different groups 

would live in a multi-ethnic state and have the right to manage their own affairs while not 

possessing any particular territory of their own.27 Still others, such as Lenin and Stalin, 

advocated full territorial autonomy for minorities, arguing that democracy was 

impossible without the right to self-determination, which would remain impossible unless 

national groups controlled their own territories and had the right to secede.28 

When the Bolsheviks assumed control over the remnants of the multi-ethnic 

Russian empire, the "national question" became much more than a purely theoretical 

                                                      
26 Rosa Luxemburg, The National Question: Selected Writings by Rosa Luxemburg, ed. Horace B. Davis 
(New York, Monthly Review Press, 1976), 102-103. 
 
27 Otto Bauer, The Question of Nationalities and Social Democracy (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 
Press, 2000), 260. 
 
28 Josef Stalin, "Marxism and the National Question," in Marxism and the National Question: Selected 
Writings and Speeches (New York, International Publishers, 1942), 64. 
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Revolution and the ouster of Adjaran strongman Aslan Abashidze, a longtime client of 

Moscow, which exposed the limits of Russian power in the region and threatened to 

diminish it even further.  
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claim them were detained and subsequently deported to Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, or 

Treblinka.269 

Passportization in the de facto states fell somewhere between the two extremes of 

Stalinist social control and the humanitarian benevolence of Raoul Wallenberg. Most of 

the residents of South Ossetia and Abkhazia were actually quite eager to accept Russian 

citizenship, particularly since a number of benefits accrued to the recipients of passports. 

Such benefits included more freedom to travel in the Russian Federation, where many 

residents found work or had family,270 as well as Russian state pensions that were more 

generous than their Georgian counterparts. While the Soviet government had employed 

passports in part to exclude what Shearer calls "social aliens" from the body politic, the 

Russian government instead used passports to stake a claim to the populations of the de 

facto states by explicitly including them within the Russian polity. The darker side of 

passportization in Georgia was that, by naturalizing the residents of the secessionist 

territories, the Russian government effectively "captured" a sizeable portion of the 

population and territory of the Republic of Georgia and laid the discursive foundations 

for war. 

5.1: The Rationale for Passportization in the De Facto States 

Not long after the end of the Five Day War, Russia recognized Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia as independent states, joined only by Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Nauru. 

The new states remain entirely dependent on Russia for their political and economic 

survival. Moscow, meanwhile, has signed defense treaties with the de facto governments, 

some of which give the Russian military control over their borders, effectively moving 
                                                      
269 Ibid., 139-144. 
 
270 South Ossetians, in particular, had close ties to their ethnic compatriots in North Ossetia. 
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independent state. As the IIFFMCG report notes, "[t]he right to confer its nationality on 

those living within its borders can be derived from the recognition of the Georgian 

borders by the international community."292 Nevertheless, the question of citizenship has 

remained problematic, due to certain minor legal pitfalls. 

The first and most important of these pitfalls was the product of the introduction 

of a new citizenship law in Georgia. In March of 1993, the Georgian government ratified 

a new Law on Citizenship,293 which enumerated four criteria for becoming a citizen of 

the new republic:  

1. A citizen must have lived permanently in Georgia for not less than five 
years; 

2. A citizen must have lived in Georgia at the time the Law on 
Citizenship was adopted;  

3. A citizen must not have explicitly refused Georgian citizenship within 
3 months of the Law on Citizenship being adopted; and  

4. A citizen must have received documents confirming their citizenship 
within four months of the law being adopted.294  
 

It was the fourth criterion that was most problematic in legal terms. Given that South 

Ossetia had already declared itself independent and the war in Abkhazia had not yet been 

concluded, it was difficult, if not impossible, for many residents to obtain the necessary 

documentation. The establishment of a formal criterion for citizenship meant that, as far 

as the law was concerned, until an individual possessed the necessary documentation, 

they could not be recognized as a citizen. The Georgian government eventually 

recognized this problem and revised the Law on Citizenship in June of 1994, removing 

                                                      
292 Ibid., 154. 
 
293 As the IIFFMCG report points out, between the time that Georgia became independent in April of 1991 
and the adoption of the new Law on Citizenship in March of 1993, "the status of former Soviet nationals in 
Georgia remained undetermined." See: IIFFMCG, Report Vol. 2, 151. 
 
294 Ibid. 
 



 118 

the requirement that proof of citizenship be received within four months. "Pursuant to 

this amendment," the IIFFMCG report states, "the acquisition of nationality no longer 

depended on formal criteria. Residents of the breakaway territories of Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia became Georgian citizens even without any documentation"  

It is possible that some people may have wished to refuse citizenship at the time 

and, due to the chaotic situation in Georgia at the time, may have been unable to do so.295 

The other major legal difficulty with regards to the citizenship status of the residents of 

the de facto states thus relates to the question of the right of refusal. Residents of the 

secessionist territories who chose to refuse Georgian citizenship faced the same 

difficulties as those who counted on receiving official papers to prove their citizenship. 

Political instability and armed conflict made it difficult, if not impossible, for people in 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia to communicate with the Georgian government and 

renounce their citizenship and it is probable that some people did in fact choose to 

renounce their Georgian citizenship during this period.296 Nevertheless, the IIFFMCG 

report concludes that 

[t]he residents of Abkhazia and South Ossetia who had not 
refused Georgian citizenship in a written form before 24 
December 1993 became Georgian citizens for purposes of 
Georgian and international law. Their personal reservations 
against Georgian citizenship are irrelevant, as long as they 
did not exercise the right to refuse Georgian citizenship 
within the statutory delay. Eventual practical difficulties in 
exercising this right of refusal are immaterial from the 
perspective of international law, because international law 
did not require Georgia to grand this option.297 

                                                      
295 Ibid., 152. 
 
296 Ibid. 
 
297 Ibid. 154-155. 
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Figure 1: Map of the Republic of Georgia 
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Figure 2: The Distribution of Ethnic Russians in the Former Soviet Union 
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Figure 3: Russian Military Bases in Georgia 




























