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Introduction

In the two decades since the end of the 1992-93 Georgian-Abkhaz war, the border area 
between Georgia and Abkhazia has seen multiple, diverse forms of violence.1 This area 
stretching from the heights of the Caucasus Mountains to the Black Sea along the Inguri 
river2 was relatively peaceful before the war and was barely touched during the war. As the 
war ended, it became the epicenter of organized political violence in Abkhazia. This article 
seeks to explain why violence has persisted in the Georgian-Abkhaz border area into the 
post-war period.

This aspect of the complicated history of the Georgian-Abkhaz relations is rarely a focus of 
academic research. Historically, Abkhazia was gradually depopulated, as the majority of the 
Abkhaz were deported (makhadjirstvo) in the 19th century and declared ‘guilty’ by the 
Russian Empire, to be resettled in the first instance predominantly by the population from 
West Georgia.3

As the Empire was crumbling, Abkhazia sought help from the newly founded Democratic 
Republic of Georgia in a struggle against the Bolsheviks in 1918. The ensuing period of 
Georgian military presence, with punitive measures against the Abkhaz, shaped the negative 
view of Georgia among the Abkhaz population, leading to Abkhaz support for the 
establishment of Soviet power across Abkhazia in 1921. At that time, Abkhazia was granted 
the status of a Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) and was associated with Georgia through an 
alliance treaty.

Shortly thereafter, by the decision of then Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, Abkhazia was formally 
integrated into the Georgian SSR as its Autonomous Republic. Repression in the political, 
economic, and cultural realms followed this 1931 status change. In the first decades as an 
Autonomous SSR Abkhaz schools were closed, the Latin-based Abkhaz alphabet was  
replaced  with  Georgian  scripts, and the toponymy was changed from Abkhaz to Georgian. 
Moreover, a mass resettlement of the Georgian population into Abkhazia dramatically 
changed the demographic composition of Abkhazia (see Chart 1 in the Appendix).4

Georgian-Abkhaz tensions both at the macro and micro levels intensified as a result. The 
Abkhaz elite constantly appealed to Moscow in an attempt to restore their region’s rights.5 
Public gatherings and clashes took place periodically (1957, 1967, 1978, 1989), culminating in 
the first violent events in the late 1980s and the war of 1992-93.6 Abkhazia emerged from this 

war as a winner militarily (and in the popular imagination).7
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Yet, its status remains contested. To date Abkhazia’s independence has been recognized only 
by Russia and a handful of other states.8 Decades of negotiations have not resulted in an 
agreement on the status of Abkhazia and a normalization of relations with post-Soviet 
Georgia. Neither has it been possible for up to 240,000 Georgians displaced from Abkhazia as 
a result of the war to return to their homes and former communities (HRW 1995; Trier et al. 
2010: 21).

Nor has violence ended. The Georgian-Abkhaz border area has been characterized by a 
protracted period of armed clashes, low-level guerilla activity, and crime in the lowlands of 
the Gali region, including the Six-Day War of 1998. Episodes of fighting with heavy weaponry 
took place in the highlands of the Kodori Gorge until 2008, when Russia assisted Abkhazia in 
establishing control over this area during its war with Georgia.

This article focuses on selective violence9 against civilians in the Gali region during the early 

post-war period. This region was predominantly Georgian10 before the war of 1992-93. 
According to the census of 1989, 74,712 Georgians, or 93.8% of the total population, lived  in  
the Gali  region. After the war, the region turned into an area of contested territorial control 
by the emergent Abkhaz state and Georgian armed elements, crossing the border into  
Abkhazia to carry out violent activities there. 

Georgian government structures were absent from the region, while the Abkhaz government 
had not established full control and struggled to build institutions there. In these conditions 
the Gali region became a hotbed of post-war violence in Abkhazia, including targeted 
killings of civilians by both Abkhaz and Georgian armed actors.

I address the problem of continuing border violence by drawing on an original events 
dataset, individual life story interviews and focus groups, and secondary materials gathered 
over eight months of fieldwork in the area in 2010-13. The events dataset draws from a media 
archive compiled by the author based on local and international news sources11 and provides 
an outline of violence events over the initial post-war year of 1993-94. With this chronology, I 
trace the processes of post-war violence at the micro level in interaction with relevant 
macro-level (i.e. state and international) developments.

I then review four alternative explanations for the persistence of border violence into the 
post-war period: the state weakness, political settlement, destabilization, and external actor 
logics. I argue that these explanations, developed at the macro, state level, have limited value 
in addressing the complex, relational structure of border violence in Abkhazia, especially its 
local patterns of variation and related social relationships with which it is intertwined.

Instead, I focus on the micro level, looking at how events developed among key actors on the 
ground. I utilize Kalyvas’ (2006) wartime space continuum related to levels of local control 
and patterns of collaboration with coercive actors. 
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I locate violent events in the Gali region in the contested zone, predominantly controlled by 
the Abkhaz, and argue that a complex, embedded social structure of violence based on fear 
emerged between armed actors on both sides of the border and the local population in Gali. 
In this structure local residents are subjected to pressure from both sides to collaborate, and 
as a consequence suffer reprisals. This in turn supports the continuation of violent conflict 
between Abkhaz and Georgian forces.

I conclude by addressing the implications of this analysis for our understanding of human 
security in the South Caucasus. I argue that the positioning of Gali locals ‘between two fires’ 
highlights the centrality of fear and clarifies the notion of freedom from fear where 
governance structures are barely present (Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy 2012).

‘Post-Conflict’ Border Violence: Chronology of Events (1993-94)

This section establishes a detailed record of post-war violence in the border area between 
Georgia and Abkhazia to demonstrate the complexity of the situation on the ground. The 
variation in border violence is analyzed in the following section. Observing the Abkhaz 
advance to Sukhumi in September 1993, Alexandr Kavsadze, head of the Georgian 
delegation, said that “[i]f, at the price of shedding enormous amounts of blood…, the Abkhaz 
troops do manage to take the city, the territory of Abkhazia will become an arena of 
permanent war” (Urigashvili 1993). He was not far from the truth.

As the Abkhaz forces were nearing victory, hundreds of thousands of Georgian civilians fled. 
The border area became “almost entirely depopulated” (S/26795, annex, 1993: para.36). Those 
who stayed behind, especially if “pointed out as collaborators of the Georgian forces,” were 
often killed (S/26795, annex, 1993: para. 19).

The situation was not better for the remaining population. “[A] wave of marauding” swept 
Sukhumi (Chelnokov 1993). In the countryside, “[b]ands of armed individuals… terroriz[ed] 
the population” and generated “a permanent state of fear, preventing farmers from working 
in their fields” (S/26795, annex, 1993: para. 29, 25).

The Gali region, which enjoyed relative calm prior to and during the war, now turned into a 
“borderland buffer zone” (Zhidkov 1996: 355). Small-scale, localized clashes in the area 
escalated into a constant ‘small war.’ The armed forces frequently exchanged fire. The so-
called ‘uncontrolled’ Georgian armed groups12 crossed the Inguri river to destroy 
infrastructure, lay mines, and ambush. They freely operated in areas with dense forests, 
marshes, and rivers, especially in lower Gali (Interview, 14 December 2011). Arguably, Boris 
Kakubava, leader of a Mkhedrinoni unit, a paramilitary group engaged in the war, formed 
these groups with displaced persons (DPs)13 in preparation for a new invasion of Abkhazia 
(Zverev 1996).
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However, Georgia’s leadership preferred a peaceful resolution.14 A first round of negotiations 
began in Geneva on 30 November 1993. A Memorandum of Understanding was signed as a 
result. The parties agreed to avoid the use of force, exchange prisoners of war, and find a 
solution to the DP problem (S/26875, annex, 1993). On 13 January 1994, in a second round of  
negotiations,  both  parties  committed  to  “ensure  the  safety  of refugees, displaced persons, 
and personnel” involved in the implementation of DP return processes (S/1994/32, annex: 
para. 4). The process of return was scheduled to begin first in the Gali region on 10 February 
1994.

On the ground, however, Abkhaz military positions in the Gali region were being constantly 
attacked. On 18 December 1993, Abkhaz posts by the Inguri power station were fired upon. A 
Georgian armed group crossed near the Inguri bridge. The fighting continued overnight. 
Although the Georgian units were pushed out, localized clashes persisted throughout the 
winter. “[A]cts of looting and violence” against civilians, carried out “by uncontrolled armed 
groups,” continued as well (S/26646, 1993: para. 7; S/1994/32, annex: preamble).

The United Nations (UN) Secretary General argued that “the present ceasefire,… not based 
on a written agreement, is fragile” (S/26646, 1993: para. 21).15 Yet, no large-scale attacks were 
attempted, despite the insistence on another invasion of Abkhazia by Georgian opposition 
representatives (Razorenova 1994). In Tbilisi Kakubava called for a military campaign 
(Razorenova 1994). Locally, Dato Shengelia, later Minister of Internal Affairs of Abkhazia (in 
exile), was reported to have armed locals to engage in guerrilla activities (Darchiashvili and 
Nodia 2003).

Such activities intensified before Russian President Boris Yeltsin’s visit to Tbilisi. Wary of a 
possible attack by Georgian armed forces and ‘uncontrolled’ groups amassed at the border 
on 20 January 1994, the Abkhaz destroyed the Inguri bridge to prevent passage and prepared 
for a Georgian infiltration into the easily accessible lower part of the Gali region.

On 3 February 1994, Russia and Georgia signed a Treaty of Friendship, Neighborliness and 
Cooperation, in which Russia repeated its commitment to Georgia’s territorial integrity. 
Conditional on the settlement of Georgia’s conflicts, Russia agreed to assist Georgia in 
building up its army, in return for the establishment of Russian military bases in Georgia.

The Treaty, thus, “created a real mechanism for Tbilisi to return to the status quo ante” (Rotar 
1994: 10). Officials warned that “[t]he fragile… truce in the Caucasus could be disrupted if [it 
was] interpreted as encouraging the resolution of the Abkhaz… problem… by 
force” (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 5 February 1994). In Abkhazia the treaty was viewed as a   threat 
and “entail[ed] a further escalation of tension,” the  Abkhaz  argued (Gorodetskaya 1994).

Large-scale fighting recommenced in the Gali region almost immediately after the treaty was 
signed. Abkhaz forces began to purge the area of Georgian armed groups. On 5 February, 
days before the planned DP return, they attacked Georgian forces in Upper Gali, arguably in 
response to preceding fire against Abkhaz positions. The Georgian forces fled. So did the 
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locals who suffered from the attack. The fighting moved to Gali’s lower zones thereafter and 
continued for a week. As a result, Abkhaz forces had established control over the entire 
region. Up to 500 lives were lost, 800 houses burned, and 3000 civilians once again displaced 
(S/1994/253: para. 17; HRW 1995).

In Georgia these hostilities were viewed as “punitive actions” against Georgian civilians 
(Rotar 1994). The Abkhaz, in contrast, said that the operation was not directed against 
Georgian civilians, but rather aimed to counter a plan by Georgian armed elements to cut off 
Abkhaz-controlled border regions, where most Georgians had lived prior to the war, for 
reunification with Georgia. The Georgian government denied these accusations.

Reacting to these events, on 9 February, Georgia and Russia jointly called for the return of all 
DPs and the deployment of peacekeepers across Abkhazia (Fuller 1994a).16 In response to 
this action, described as provocative by the Abkhaz, “the Abkhaz parliament issued a 
statement proclaiming Abkhazia’s independence from Georgia” (Fuller 1994a).

In the third round of talks that followed, the Georgian side reiterated its calls for the all- 
inclusive DP return and peacekeeping deployment, while Abkhaz representatives rejected 
these demands or “any document that included recognition of Georgia’s territorial 
integrity” (S/1994/253, para. 9). The sides grew “diametrically opposed” on the issue of DP 
return and Abkhazia’s status (Inal-Ipa 2000: 115). Negotiations were deadlocked.

Unease with the deadlock deepened in Georgia. Militant forces voiced opposition to the 
negotiations and advocated military action. On 26 February 1994, Eduard Shevardnadze, 
Chairman of the Georgian Parliament, accepted that “a renewal of hostilities in Abkhazia 
was inevitable unless progress was made towards a political settlement” (Fuller 1994b).

Indeed, Georgian troops and weaponry were observed at the border in late February. 
Concerned  with  a  potential  attack, the Abkhaz government drafted soldiers. On 24 March, 
fighting restarted in Gali and Kodori. Georgian troops clashed with Abkhaz forces, who 
pushed them out and even occupied two villages outside of Abkhazia (Fuller 1994c).

Following the resumption of hostilities, Georgian-Abkhaz talks resumed in Moscow. On 4 
April, the parties signed a Declaration on Measures for a Political Settlement of the 
Georgian-Abkhaz Conflict, committing to a “strict formal ceasefire” and non-use of force (S/
1994/397, annex I). A Quadripartite Agreement on Voluntary Return of Refugees and 
Displaced Persons was signed (S/1994/397, annex II). For the first time, Georgia agreed to 
exclude a reference to its territorial integrity and ceded to the Abkhaz demands for 
restrictions on the return to Abkhazia of those who had fought against the Abkhaz in 
1992-93.

Shevardnadze saw this as the only way to break the deadlock. The opposition in Georgia, on 
the contrary, found it “could lead to loss of Georgian control over Abkhazia” (Fuller 1994d). 
For Abkhazia, the agreements were “accepting it as a state-entity of equal status to Georgia,” 
a view that shaped arguments by the Abkhaz in the future (Hewitt 1996). Despite the 
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political progress, the situation on the ground did not improve. On 14 April, for instance, 25 
armed persons were reported to have crossed from Georgia proper to Saberio in the Gali 
region. Another crossing took place ten days later. Deaths and injuries resulted from the  
ensuing  clashes, including both civilians and Abkhaz military personnel.

However, on 14 May 1994, the Agreement on a Cease-fire and Separation of Forces was at last 
signed (S/1994/397, Annex I). The parties agreed to observe the ceasefire and refrain from  
military actions. Troops and heavy weaponry were to be withdrawn from the security and 
restricted-weapons zones and peacekeepers deployed. Critically, the Agreement formally 
acknowledged the previous infiltrations of the Georgian armed groups into Abkhazia and 
stipulated that “[a]ll volunteer formations made up of persons from beyond the frontiers of 
Abkhazia shall be disbanded and withdrawn” (S/1994/397, annex I: para. iii (e)).

This demand was not implemented. Abkhaz positions in the Gali region and Kodori were 
recurrently fired upon in the wake of the agreement. DPs were reported to have attempted a 
crossing of the Inguri behind artillery fire, but were deterred by Abkhaz forces. Locals 
collaborating with the Abkhaz were targeted. On 22 May, for instance, the Gali mayor’s 
brother and another Mingrelian were killed in an ambush.

Georgy Kondratyev, Russia’s Deputy Minister of Defense, described the situation “as 
explosive and argued for the swiftest possible deployment of peacekeep[ers]” (Fuller 1994e). 
The Russian-led peacekeeping force of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) was 
soon stationed in the 12 km security area on each Inguri side, the area of utmost post-war 
tension (S/1994/397, Annex I; S/RES/937, 1994). Peacekeepers were authorized to “return fire 
if attacked, but … ‘it [was] not their task to disarm or eliminate’ armed formations” (Fuller 
1994f).

The deployment of peacekeepers and partial withdrawal of troops and heavy weaponry by 
both warring sides from the restricted-weapons zone improved the situation on the ground 
(S/1994/818: para. 21). But not for long. Troops and weaponry were not withdrawn from 
Kodori. Thus, tensions there involved “not just small arms but also artillery” (Litovkin 1994).

Moreover, in late June 1994, the CIS peacekeepers initiated a return of 10,000 DPs in violation 
of the Quadripartite Agreement. A UNHCR spokesman said many were accused by the 
Abkhaz of carrying arms (Fuller 1994g). The “spontaneous returns evidently put a strain on 
the local situation” (S/1994/818, para. 24). In the next round of talks in Sochi in early July, the 
Abkhaz protested and insisted on a phased and screened procedure. Assurances by the 
peacekeepers “that measures were being taken to prevent the uncontrolled return” did not 
help in advancing the negotiations (Fuller 1994g). The negotiations were again stalled.

Contrary to these assurances, on 14 September, Kondratyev initiated another mass return 
(Fuller 1994h).17 Although it was called off, the Abkhaz leaders reacted by putting their 
armed forces on combat alert. Demonstrations against the indiscriminate mass return took 
place across Abkhazia.
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Kondratyev’s action can be related to two earlier events. The first was a mass gathering of 
DPs that blocked movement across the Inguri bridge. The second was of greater personal 
significance. On 13 September, two peacekeepers were killed in an ambush. The gunmen 
were identified “as Mingrelian-speaking former residents of Abkhazia” (Fuller 1994i).

Abkhaz personnel, locals, and peacekeepers were targeted in similar attacks throughout the 
summer. For example, a car carrying six Gali officials was ambushed on 6 August. All were 
killed. Deaths from landmines also increased.18 Officials and locals, including those crossing 
the Inguri into Abkhazia, became victims. On 12 July, for example, five men were killed by a 
mine during a crossing. In late July, cars of the Gali administration and regional department 
of internal affairs exploded on mines, with casualties.

In response, Abkhaz forces conducted operations to neutralize Georgian armed groups. 
House-to-house searches were carried out in an attempt to clear the area of armed elements. 
Abkhaz forces claimed success, killing four members of an armed group and seizing some 
weapons stockpiles.19 Another group was found later, but most escaped. A similar operation 
took place in mid-August, when the Abkhaz forces captured twelve men carrying arms and 
mines, including former residents of Abkhazia who had fought against the Abkhaz in 
1992-93.

The issue of DP return thereafter became even more sensitive. By September, thousands 
returned spontaneously, bypassing the official repatriation procedure, while Abkhaz 
authorities officially agreed to the return of only 28 Georgians through formal channels. Of 
these 28, 22 “refused… on the grounds that their safety in Abkhazia could not be 
guaranteed” (Fuller 1994j).

The Geneva talks focused on this issue in late August 1994. Georgia’s representative “refused 
‘on principle’ to participate unless the Abkhaz authorities allow[ed full] repatriation… and 
had pronounced his readiness to head a spontaneous march… across the border” (Fuller 
1994k). Despite such protests and threats from the Georgian negotiating team, the talks 
produced a draft document on the conditions for the return, finalized in mid-September.

The repatriation began on 12 October, three months after the deployment of peacekeepers 
(Fuller 1994).20  However, the established procedures made it highly incremental, with only a 
few Georgian families allowed to return at a time, and the process “threaten[ed] to become 
‘eternal’” (Eismont and Kuznets 1994). 

Those opposed to a peaceful resolution of this issue joined forces in the Union for the 
Liberation of Abkhazia. The Union’s stated objective was DP return. At the core, however, it 
aimed at the restoration of Georgia’s territorial integrity, if necessary through the use of 
military means (Fuller 1994). At its first meeting, Tamaz Nadareishvili, head of the pro-
Georgian Council of Ministers of Abkhazia (in exile), noted his links to Georgian armed 
groups active in Abkhazia.21 These forces were, thus, viewed as interrelated.
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Following these elite-level developments, on 25 October, “armed Georgians attacked an 
Abkhaz military post” by the Inguri power station (Fuller 1994n). “An Abkhaz soldier and a 
Georgian gunman were killed” and civilian houses were once again burned (Fuller 1994n). 
Georgian armed groups were spotted in Abkhazia thereafter. Border violence became 
systematic, with frequently recurring incidents.

As a result of these events, a further round of Geneva talks was postponed. The following 
month, the decision in Abkhazia to adopt a new constitution on 26 November, declaring 
Abkhazia “a sovereign law-based state,” entirely ‘froze’ the negotiations (Fuller 1994o). 
Shevardnadze reacted by saying that “Georgia will not hold talks with the Abkhaz side as 
with representatives of an independent state” (Sevodnya, 29 November 1994). The Liberation 
Union led “some 700 lightly armed supporters in a bid to retake Abkhazia” (Wheatley 2005: 
87).

Viewed as “the single most important obstacle to the development of the Georgian state,” or 
“a cornerstone of Georgia’s statehood,” the conflict has not seen peaceful resolution to date 
(Nodia 2006: 12; Darchiashvili 2003: 122). Georgia used military actions in May 1998, when 
large-scale armed activity restarted in the Gali region and turned into the Six-Day War. 
Localized clashes and guerrilla activities continued along the border.

Analysis

The overview of border violence presented above demonstrates that, in contrast to the 
common belief and characterization in the literature, the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict since the 
end of the war has not been ‘frozen’ into a ‘cold peace’. According to Nodia (2006: 12), in “ 
‘zones of frozen conflict’ there is no final settlement, and a precarious peace is occasionally 
interrupted by episodes of low-key violence.” 

The ‘post-conflict’ condition in the border area between Georgia and Abkhazia has not been 
one of peace. Rather, it has been defined by the persistence of organized political violence, 
and thereby of low-intensity armed conflict. While the political process ‘froze’ on a number 
of occasions, “events have developed dynamically” on the ground (Lynch 2005: 193).

Over the period of 1993-94 and thereafter, the Georgian-Abkhaz border area established as a 
result of the war was characterized by multiple, diverse forms of violence. On the one hand, 
Georgian and Abkhaz regular armed forces situated on the two sides of the Inguri and in the 
Kodori Gorge were engaged in frequent crossfire incidents. On the other hand, ‘uncontrolled’ 
Georgian armed groups carried out guerrilla activities on the Abkhaz side of the border.22  
Both were met with crackdowns by the Abkhaz, who organized ‘clearing’ operations to push 
the Georgian armed elements beyond Abkhaz-controlled territory, as a result of which 
Abkhaz forces occasionally crossed into Georgia proper.

The situation in this period was therefore dynamic and complex, defined by constant motion 
toward and away from violent action. It dramatically affected both sides, as casualties were 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.3 Winter 2015 

76



regularly incurred from violence, and the local population was repeatedly forced to move 
back and forth across the border and unable to find peace in their homes.

Notwithstanding the complexity of the situation and its importance for our understanding of 
the conflict and its settlement, not to mention the daily life of individuals and families 
caught up in the border zone, few studies analyze post-war violence in the Georgian-Abkhaz 
case. Most literature looks at the political process—formal talks and other peace initiatives. 
Some studies do note post-war violence and acknowledge displacement, looting, and 
marauding right after the war and the Six-Day War of 1998, but do not consider the dynamics 
and significance of ongoing violence. Most focus on the macro level, overlooking the critical 
micro-level processes on the ground.

Alternative Explanations

Given the local and regional significance of the problem and international attempts at its 
resolution, why has violence continued in the Georgian-Abkhaz border area beyond the 
period of the war? The most prominent explanations focus on state weakness, political 
settlement, destabilization, and external actor logics.

First, Georgia’s state weakness, its inability to control the legitimate use of violence and the 
whole of its territory, is seen as key for understanding the emergence of armed actors and 
their activities after the war (Interviews, 3 April 2013 and 20 April 2013; Fairbanks 1995). 
Darchiashvili and Nodia (2003: 18), for example, attribute activities of “Georgian partisan 
groups… in the conflict zone” to state weakness. As a result, Nodia (2004: 12) suggests that 
“strengthening the state is… a priority for [Georgia’s] governments.”

This explanation is overextended when applied to post-war violence. It is too broad to 
account for the variation in type, location, and timing of violence. Neither does it account for  
changes  in  Georgia’s  state  capacity  over  time.  Whereas  the  Georgian  state  has become 
stronger with time due to changes in domestic politics and Western support, violence in the 
Georgian-Abkhaz border area has continued apace.

This argument is, moreover, affected by the issue of endogeneity. While the Abkhaz saw an 
opportunity in Georgia’s pre-war weakness and division, as Nodia (1998) argues, state 
weakness was in important part shaped and augmented by the war and ensuing violence. 
“The story of the Georgian wars,” Zurcher (2007: 147) maintains, “is the story of a weak 
transition state quickly degenerating into a failed state” as a result of conflict. This factor is, 
thus, key to an overall understanding of the case, but it cannot explain recurring Georgian-
Abkhaz violence in the border area.

The absence of a political settlement is as well attributed the responsibility for the 
protracted nature of conflict and, by extension, post-war violence. “If no such agreement is 
reached,” Walker (1998: 20-1) rightly says prior to May 1998 events, “[a] future leader of 
Georgia, may well eventually decide to order the Georgian army to occupy Gali.” Moreover, 
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commenting on arms availability, Darchiashvili (2005: 32) corroborates that “if even tentative 
settlements are reached…, the problem of uncontrolled arms is unlikely to remain so potent.”

While mistrust, hostility, and enemy images exacerbated by the war would not vanish, a 
settlement could change the situation on the ground (Gurgulia 1999). However, reaching a 
settlement is extremely challenging in the Georgian-Abkhaz case. It had previously been 
plausible for the two sides to enter a federative arrangement (Coppieters et al. 2000). 

Yet, compromises were not forthcoming, positions hardened on the issues of DP return and 
Abkhazia’s status, and Abkhazia continued to build its de facto political, economic, and 
social institutions in isolation from Georgia. Therefore, the window of opportunity 
drastically narrowed.

This left both parties perceiving any potential future settlement to be a zero-sum game, 
which would likely mean either giving up some or all territory the Abkhaz had won in the 
war, or the recognition of Abkhazia by Georgia. Neither option seems likely, while other 
solutions are conceivable. In either case, furthermore, it could be expected that parties on 
one side or the other, dissatisfied with the result, would continue to use violence to attain 
their objectives.

The likelihood of continued violence, even in the event of a settlement, draws on studies of 
civil war recidivism that see war recurrence as a result of the way in which wars end. Political 
settlement, as opposed to victory, is found to be more likely to lead to post-war violence.  
Settlements,  it  is  argued,  allow  the  sides  to  retain  the capacity to  resume combat, while 
victory leads to the disarming of the defeated side (see Quinn et al. 2007). The Abkhaz 
victory, however, did not lead to Georgia’s disarmament. On the contrary, Georgia as a state 
has been rebuilding its formerly weak army.

Border violence can as a consequence be seen as the defeated side’s attempt to destabilize its 
rival. This logic resonates in and outside of Abkhazia (Interview, 29 December 2011; Khintba 
2003; Markedonov 2008; Lynch 2004). A UN report, for instance, notes that violent acts by 
groups infiltrating Abkhazia “seem to be carried out… [to] destabiliz[e] the situation” (S/
1995/10: para. 28). According to this logic, Georgia could benefit from the constantly volatile 
Abkhaz border. Destabilized Abkhazia, said to be unable to control its border and territory, 
or armed activity in these areas, cannot be seen as a potentially sovereign state.

Yet, this argument overlooks the reality of internal differences in Georgia with regard to 
Abkhazia. Actors in Georgia have disagreed on the ways in which to treat the problem and 
on the meaning of a military solution. For Shevardnadze, Russia’s assistance was perceived to 
be one option in subduing the Abkhaz (Interview, 3 April 2013). For others, for example, 
Kakubava, paramilitary units were to carry out the task. 

Thus, in early 1995, as the Liberation Union led a 700-strong armed group in an attempt to 
retake Abkhazia, the Georgian government prevented this from happening. The 
destabilization argument is, therefore, also overextended. While it is relevant to some actors 
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on the Georgian side, the argument is too broad to account for internal differences within 
Georgia and the localized nature of post-war violence at the Georgian-Abkhaz border.

The external actor logic is another alternative. This explanation is offered in two ways. First, 
peacekeepers are said to make all the difference. Deployment of peacekeepers, it is argued, 
positively impacts post-war peace “by reducing uncertainty about… intentions [and]… 
controlling accidents or skirmishes that might otherwise escalate to war” (Fortna 2008: 9). 

For the post-war peace to last, Walter (2001: 5) finds, a third-party has to provide security 
guarantee—“verify demobilization” after a peace agreement is signed. Referring to the 
Georgian-Abkhaz case, therefore, Andrei Kozyrev, Russia’s Foreign Minister, said “he was 
confident that there would be no further war in Abkhazia” (Fuller 1994g).

This was not the case, however, as violence in the Gali region and the Kodori Gorge and the 
Six-Day War of 1998 took place in the presence of peacekeepers. Kondratyev, thus, correctly 
said that “[p]eace, no matter how valuable it is, cannot be supported indefinitely by Russian 
soldiers’ bayonets” (Litovkin 1994a).

One of the recent critical accounts on the failures of peacekeeping to prevent violence 
attributes such failures to insufficient attention paid to micro, localized violence, referring to  
an urban bias in peacekeeping (Autesserre 2006). However, peacekeepers in the Georgian-
Abkhaz case were deployed in the very area of localized violence. While they were not 
authorized to counter it, they were positioned in its epicenter.

Continuation of hostilities regardless of the deployment indicates that peacekeepers did not 
play a significant role in preventing violence. Instead, they became the target of attacks. If 
anything, not the presence of the peacekeepers, but rather the Russian military presence 
since 2008, when Russia recognized Abkhazia and reinforced its borders, has been capable of 
preventing some of the border violence in Abkhazia.

In the second variant of the argument, Russia is seen as implicated in the persistence of 
violence by virtue of supporting a status quo produced by the Georgian-Abkhaz war. “As a 
former imperial center, Russia is not a neutral third party,” Lynch (2004: 81) argues, “it has 
become a party that is deeply involved at multiple levels in sustaining a status quo.” This is a 
strong argument, given the reduction in border violence that followed Russia’s assistance to 
Abkhazia in 2008. However, even after 2008, violent events, although at a smaller rate,  
continued. This logic, hence, does not explain how and why violence persisted.

Overall, the four alternative logics all draw on the macro, state level of analysis. By doing so, 
they overlook critical changes in the context and fail to account for the variation in post-war 
violence. They reflect on the structural factors for the prevention of violence and tell us little 
about the mechanisms of the emergence and persistence of violence on the ground. 
However, as Sambanis (2004: 263) suggests, “it is the interaction between micro-motives and 
macro-structures that determines the expression of violent conflict.”23
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The Social Structure of Violence

In order to better understand how and why violence continued in post-war Abkhazia, I focus 
on the ground level, while keeping in mind relevant developments at the state and 
international levels, and look closely at the social space created at the Georgian-Abkhaz 
border following the 1992-93 war. 

I argue that a complex, embedded social structure of violence based on mutual fear and 
antagonism emerged between the armed actors on both sides of the border and the local 
population. In this structure the local population, especially in the Gali region, was 
positioned so as to provide collaboration to both conflict parties.24 Those who did not 
voluntarily collaborate were terrorized into compliance by actors  on  both  sides. The local  
population  was,  as  a  result, situated ‘between two fires’ and variously involved in border 
violence, allowing the parties to continue their conflict by violent means.

I draw on Kalyvas’ (2006) conceptualization of wartime space to characterize this social 
structure. Kalyvas takes insights from insurgency and counterinsurgency studies, which 
point to the importance of the relationship between the conflict parties and the population 
to the conflict parties’ ability to establish control over territory during a war. Violence is, thus, 
seen as “an interaction between armed actors (be they rebel or state-allied actors) and the 
civilian population,” in particular with regard to “asymmetric information: political actors 
desire information that civilians possess” (Kalyvas 2012: 660).

Based on this understanding of violence, Kalyvas finds that there exist different zones of 
control and collaboration at the time of a war. He conceptualizes this wartime space as “a 5-
zone continuum, from areas fully controlled by incumbents in one end to areas fully 
controlled by insurgents in other” (Kalyvas 2012: 660). 

Three contested zones in the middle—fully contested and mostly controlled by either 
incumbents or insurgents—are found to be most prone to selective violence against  
civilians,  particularly  that  in response to collaboration with the other side. This is the case 
above all in the latter two zones. These zones are of greatest interest for the Georgian-
Abkhaz case.

Indiscriminate violence in these zones is counterproductive: “it decreases the opportunity 
costs of collaboration with the rival” (Kalyvas 2006: 144). “[C]ompliance guarantees no 
security under conditions of indiscriminate violence... [while] collaboration with the rival 
faction may… increase one’s chances of survival” (Ibid.: 143). In contrast, selective violence 
“personalizes threats; if people are targeted on the basis of their actions, then refraining from 
such actions guarantees safety” (Ibid.: 144). Armed actors, if they are smart, thus “rely on 
selective violence to deter defection (i.e., active collaboration with the rival actor)” (Ibid.:
173).

Kalyvas’ conceptualization of wartime space significantly clarifies the situation of border 
violence in ‘post-conflict’ Abkhazia. The border area between Georgia and Abkhazia is akin 
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to a zone of contested control. It is a contested area predominantly controlled by the Abkhaz 
and this control was being challenged by Georgian armed elements.

The Abkhaz victory in the war produced this “new border zone” (Weiss 2012: 216). The 
Abkhaz, however, were unable to fully control the border thereafter, which facilitated the 
infiltration by Georgian armed groups into the Abkhaz-controlled territory. “There are 80 km 
from the sea to the mountains,” an Abkhaz soldier explained, “It was difficult to close it 
off” (Interview, 4 November 2011). “The border was long and we were few… there were gaps 
between us” (Interview, 12 November 2011).

In this situation, both parties required and sought collaboration from the local population: 
the Abkhaz to keep control of the territory, the Georgians to continue challenging Abkhaz 
control. The Abkhaz, especially initially, terrified the DP population that returned to the Gali 
region. “Georgians mobilized them to fight. Once we came, we did horrors as well,” an 
Abkhaz soldier admitted (Interview, 2 November 2011). 

Abkhaz soldiers arriving at the border were poorly equipped and provided for. “They had no 
one to feed them and went to villagers’ houses, asking for things. If not given, they took what 
they needed by force” (Interview, 31 October 2011). “At first, relations with the locals were 
poor,” an Abkhaz commander concluded, “Reservists were uncontrollable” (Interview, 2 
November 2011). At the same time, Georgian governance structures did not have a presence 
in the region to check violations by Abkhaz forces against civilians.

With time, the Abkhaz attempted to restore order and establish a more stable relationship 
with the local population in the region. “We gathered the locals” (Interview, 2 November 
2011). “Some ran away, not knowing what intentions we had; others welcomed us with bread 
and salt,” an Abkhaz police officer said (Interview, 2 November 2011). 

The locals were incorporated into the Abkhaz-established political, economic, and social 
institutions. “Mingrelians were made heads of the village administrations,” for example 
(Interview, 24 April 2013). These institutions, especially the rule of law, were very weak 
initially. “Even when the police [was] accessible, Gali residents [were] reluctant to turn to 
them because it [left] them vulnerable to retribution from Georgian armed elements” (IDMC 
2012: 62).

The Abkhaz, furthermore, sought information from the local population, including on the 
activities of the Georgian armed groups. “The locals told us where someone crossed,” an 
Abkhaz police officer reported (Interview, 2 November 2011). Such information helped 
counteract these groups.

However, it was generally understood that “the population was not reliable” (Interview, 2 
November 2011). The Georgian armed groups sought collaboration as well (see below). These 
groups ostensibly stayed and “hid weapons among the locals and in abandoned houses. The 
locals changed at night and participated in their operations” (Interview, 3 November 2011). 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.3 Winter 2015 

81



Thus, a commander said, “[w]e went into houses, cleared them, sometimes in the upper 
zone, sometimes in the lower” (Interview, 2 November 2011). As a result, “[t]here was a mass 
psychosis among the population” (Interview, 2 November 2011).

The fear experienced by the local population was only augmented by the Georgian armed 
groups. They were meant to fight for the benefit of Georgia and Georgians in the area and 
primarily target Abkhaz forces. However, the ‘uncontrolled’ Georgian armed “[g]roups that 
crossed the river worked to keep the population in fear” (Interview, 2 November 2011).

The main targets of these groups were Abkhaz forces, particularly representatives of the de 
facto Abkhaz Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA), regularized forces of the de facto Abkhaz 
Ministry of Defense (MOD), and reservists, not allowed in the 12 km security zone, but 
participating in all major military operations.

To defend the border area from intrusions following the war, Abkhaz forces traveled to the 
border from other regions of Abkhazia in shifts, each group guarding a specific part of the 
border at a time. A group “stayed at the border for 10-12 days, then shifts changed” (Interview, 
12 November 2011). As the assigned group drove to the border, it was easy to spot them along 
the main road leading to the Gali region.

Georgian armed groups took advantage of this vulnerable position. They laid mines along 
the road leading to Gali. “It was very dangerous to go to the border. There were mines 
everywhere” (Interview, 3 November 2011). Thus, on 23 February and 11 March 1994, cars 
carrying Abkhaz reservists and medical staff respectively exploded on mines. 

Georgian armed groups also ambushed Abkhaz forces. “The typical scenario was as follows: 
our group left for the border. They were waiting by the road to ambush our car. They shot, 
threw grenades, and used machine guns. We fought back” (Interview, 3 November 2011). An 
Abkhaz armed forces vehicle was, thus, ambushed by a Georgian armed group in Saberio on 
12 September. A clash ensued.

Among those targeted in mine explosions and ambushes were not only Abkhaz military, but 
also local residents, especially Mingrelian Gali residents taking official positions in Abkhazia 
or generally collaborating with the Abkhaz.25 Georgian armed elements sought information 
on Gali residents who provided support to Abkhaz forces. “People were punished by 
paramilitary groups for collaborating with the Abkhaz” (Interview, 26 April 2013). Thus, in  
late July 1994, cars of the Gali administration where many local Mingrelians worked 
exploded on mines.

A significant aspect of the functioning of these ‘uncontrolled’ Georgian groups was their 
need for a support base among the population returning to Abkhazia in order to carry out 
their guerrilla activities. These groups were partially drawn from former residents of 
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Abkhazia who had fought against the Abkhaz in 1992-93 and had private ties to the locals 
(Interview, 23 April 2013). Thus, they implicated the local population in a number of ways.

First, the very crossing of the Inguri river could be challenging for groups lacking knowledge 
of the local terrain. The river is characterized by areas of varying difficulty in terms of 
crossing and Abkhaz patrols. Some areas are more shallow and easy for crossing, others less 
so. Furthermore, as mentioned above, the Abkhaz had gaps in their patrolling.

Local knowledge of the Inguri area, especially where the river could be safely crossed and a 
hiding place found, was necessary for these groups to go unnoticed by the Abkhaz. “People 
who have lived in the area… know all the paths” (Interview, 4 November 2011). The locals 
were, thus, used as guides and for precise information on Abkhaz patrols. “Without local 
guides, no one would be able to cross” (Interview, 14 December 2011).

Second, to correctly time mining of the roads and plan the ambushes, the groups required an 
understanding of when, where, and in what capacity the Abkhaz armed forces could be 
located and acted upon. In these planning and reconnaissance tasks, the local knowledge 
was once again indispensable. The locals “know by heart where they can pass, where the 
patrol stands, and at what time it will appear” (Interview, 25 April 2013).

Finally, the Georgian armed groups required a hiding place before and after their planned 
action. They often stayed in locals’ houses, especially if they could not escape after mine 
laying or ambushes, and stockpiled weapons there. “Partisans were hiding in homes; they 
knew someone and used that” (Interview, 2 November 2011). “Without this support, they 
would not be able to hide or stockpile the weapons” (Interview, 6 December 2011).

It is not surprising, then, that the Abkhaz punished locals for collaborating with the other 
side. The Abkhaz counterinsurgency-like military operations to ‘clear’ the terrain and 
‘neutralize’ the armed elements directly responded to these collaboration patterns. 

In their house-to-house searches, Abkhaz forces targeted both Georgian armed groups and 
locals suspected to be implicated in guerrilla activity. As a result, both suffered. Georgian 
gunmen were often caught. Locals were again displaced and their houses were burned. “If 
partisans stayed somewhere and it was found out, not only this house, but the whole street 
was burned” (Focus group, 2 May 2013).

In early February 1994, for example, when the Abkhaz ‘combed’ the lower part of the Gali 
region, not only guerrilla groups were pushed out, but also houses were burned and 
thousands of locals once again displaced. Those suspected of collaboration with Georgian 
armed groups suffered the most. “On 5 February 1994, seven people were killed. My father 
was there and died, but the Abkhaz said they only killed partisans” (Focus group, 2 May 
2013). “I escaped to Zugdidi [in Georgia] and watched our houses burn” (Ibid.).

As UNOMIG observers put it, “the Abkhaz were doing what needed to be done: rooting out 
the guerrillas with overwhelming force and depriving them of their base of support. That 
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meant destroying the rebuilt homes of suspected guerrilla supporters” (Goltz 2006: xxii).26 
“Under the pretense of anti-partisan operations, they killed everyone. This way it was easier 
to hold the population in fear” (Focus group, 2 May 2013).

To coerce civilian collaboration, Abkhaz forces used both targeted killings and collective 
punishment. They succeeded in some instances described above. However, as mentioned 
before, indiscriminate violence was counterproductive. As Kalyvas (2006: 160) argues, “the 
deterrent aim of indiscriminate violence often fails. Confronted with high levels of 
indiscriminate violence, many people prefer to join the rival actor rather than die a 
defenseless death.” In the Abkhaz case it forced civilians to flee to Georgia and created a pool 
of supporters for Georgian armed groups.

As a result, both sides obtained collaboration from the local population, indispensable for 
their aims, and variously involved the population in border violence. The locals provided 
collaboration voluntarily, for instance, by virtue of being related to members of the armed 
groups or simply seeking peace from the current government. Some were induced into 
collaboration by rewards, such as the potential return of the Gali region to Georgian control 
or official positions in the local administration. 

In most cases, however, local civilians were terrorized into compliance, targeted by both 
Georgian and Abkhaz armed actors in their guerrilla activities and house-to-house searches 
respectively. Collaboration was attained through continued intimidation.

Predominantly based on fear, this social structure of violence established at the Georgian- 
Abkhaz border after the war greatly affected the state of the conflict over the post-war 
decades. The sides were able to prolong their conflict by violent means as they accessed 
support from the local population through a combination of coercion and consent. The 
Georgian-Abkhaz conflict remained unresolved: “a no-war, no-peace status quo prevailed for 
almost two decades” (Shaffer 2009: 135).

 

Implications: Border Violence and Human Security

This article has demonstrated that the Georgian-Abkhaz post-war environment has been 
characterized by complex patterns of border violence. Combined with elite-level processes, 
developments on the ground have prolonged the conflict beyond the period of the war.

The way in which the social space was set up along the border among the actors involved 
after the war greatly influenced this process. A fear-based social structure was established 
between armed actors on both sides of the Inguri river and the local population. 
Collaboration from locals made it possible for the parties to prolong their conflict by violent 
means.

This puzzling, but poorly understood post-war situation raises critical human security 
concerns. It falls under freedom from fear—“a condition characterized by freedom from 
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pervasive threats to people’s rights, their safety, or even their lives” (Axworthy 1999 in 
Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy 2012: 30). 

Among the five thresholds of this dimension, three—“[f]acing violence, [v]iolent deaths…, 
[and d]isplaced population statistics”—are present (Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy 2012: 121). 
Border violence faced by the displaced population returning to the Gali region resulted in 
chronic fear, frequent civilian deaths, and further displacement.

The case argues for another threshold in the freedom-from-fear dimension—forced 
collaboration with armed actors and/or active participation in violence. The needs of armed 
actors for local collaboration augmented both real and perceived fears experienced by the 
local population, placing this population ‘between two fires.’ It also widened the armed 
actors’ repertoires of violence against civilians. Not only ‘collateral’ damage, but also 
targeting ‘collaborators’ in retaliation led to civilians deaths.

The local population—the referent of human security in this case—were not simply 
innocent victims, however. They were also actors with choices and, even if constrained, 
agency. This population, therefore, should be the focus of local and international policy if the 
recurrence of violence is to be halted in Abkhazia. As Tadjbakhsh and Chenoy (2012: 121) 
argue, in conflict related “crisis situations… human security would be concentrated on the 
protection of populations, and aimed at restoring previous levels of security.”

Where governance structures are absent or weak, however, it cannot be realized. Whereas 
Georgia did not have access to the Gali region, as it was predominantly controlled by the 
Abkhaz armed forces, Abkhaz governance structures were barely present and, if present, 
were often part of the problem rather than its remedy, during the period discussed. As a 
result, though the protracted conflict “remain[s] the main challenge to state- and nation- 
building in Georgia, [n]either the Georgian authorities nor the international community 
have a clear strategy for solving this problem,” and the violent processes persist (Nodia 2006: 
23).
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Endnotes

1. I use the term ‘border’ to indicate “the emergence of a new border zone,” whereby “the cease fire line 
has turned into a de-facto border” (Weiss 2012: 216). The preferred terminology in Georgia is 
‘administrative border.’ In Abkhazia, it is viewed as a ‘state border.’

2. The spelling of proper nouns differs in Georgia (e.g., Inguri) and Abkhazia (e.g., Ingur). I use the 
former.

3.  Russians were meant to populate Abkhazia, but rejected their settlement there due to difficult 
living conditions. As a result, the territory was repopulated by other groups, including Georgians.

4. By the 1990s, Abkhaz constituted only 17.8% of the population, while Georgians made up 45.7%.
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5. For example, in a letter of 1952, the Abkhaz elite appealed to restore Abkhaz schools closed in the 
1940s.

6. By 1992, Georgia declared independence, annulled Soviet law, restoring its constitution of 1921, 
while Abkhazia held a referendum in support of the Union and, after it collapsed, restored its 1925 
constitution.

7. Disregarding the Ceasefire Agreement of July 1993, the Abkhaz side launched an unexpected attack 
on Georgian-held Sukhumi. As a result of this attack the war ended in September 1993 with Georgia’s 
defeat.

8. Russia, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Nauru, Vanuatu, and Tuvalu recognize Abkhazia.
9. “[S]elective violence entails personalized targeting,” as opposed to “indiscriminate violence [which]

implies collective targeting” (Kalyvas 2006: 142). Both types of violence can be politically motivated.
10. Mingrelians, considered to be a subgroup of the Georgian population, were the main group in the 

region.
11. The sources include Apsnypress, Georgian Chronicles, Current Digest of Russian Press, and Radio Free 

Europe/Radio Liberty.
12. These groups are often referred to as partisan or diversionist. The former term is preferred in 

Georgia, the latter in Abkhazia. They arguably have ties to Abkhazia’s former local government-in-
exile (Darchiashvili and Nodia 2003: 18). The White Legion and the Forest Brothers are key examples 
(Walker 1998: 12; Darchiashvili 2003: 21).

13. The term ‘refugees’ (defined by international convention as those who flee by crossing borders) is 
preferred in Abkhazia, while ‘internally displaced persons’ (i.e. those that move within their own 
country) is preferred in Georgia. I adopt Walker’s (1998: 11) notion of ‘displaced persons’ that 
encompasses both terms.

14. Although Shevardnadze publicly announced that “separatists will be driven out” (Broladze 1993).
15. There was no formal ceasefire since the beginning of the war apart from the Memorandum’s 

reference to non-use of force.
16. For Georgia, return of all DPs meant a return to the pre-war demographic balance, which favored 

Georgia’s policy in Abkhazia. The Abkhaz government, on the other hand, insisted that those 
involved in the war against them not return. This policy had “a very specific objective to maintain 
the present demographic advantage in favour of ethnic Abkhaz, so as to have strong political trumps 
in hand at the talks on future state status” (Litovkin 1994).

17. Earlier, Pavel Grachyev, Russia’s Defense Minister, ordered the use of “all available force” to 
repatriate DPs (Hewitt 1996).

18. There were “75,000 to 150,000 mines… [and more] still being laid” (S/1994/1160, para. 6).
19. UN military observers reported that “depots of weapons and ammunition exist[ed]” (S/1994/1160: 

para.15). The UN Observer Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) was mandated to monitor the compliance 
of the sides with the Ceasefire Agreements of 27 July 1993 and 27 July 1994 and observe the CIS 
peacekeeping mission’s operations (S/RES/858, 1993; S/RES/937, 1994).

20. The Gali population returned spontaneously regardless of the official process. By 1995, 40,000 
people, or half of the pre-war population, periodically returned, “mov[ing] back and 
forth” (Interview, April 22 2013).

21. “From the perspective of human security, this can be seen as post-conflict violence,” David 
Darchiashvili explained, “From Georgia’s official position, morally, Georgia could not accept the 
status quo… Therefore, Nadareishvili was involved in the fight” (Interview, April 20, 2013; see also 
Darchiashvili 2003).
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22. Violent crime was as well widespread. However, it is not addressed here (see Kukhianidze et al. 
2004).

23. See also Kalyvas (2003).
24. This is mostly the repatriated population displaced as a result of the war and DPs moving back and 

forth.
25. Peacekeepers also came under attack. Although they did not clearly side with the Abkhaz and on a 

number of occasions initiated DP returns against Abkhaz demands, they were nonetheless seen as 
supporting an “unjust peace” that preserved the Abkhaz victory, and therefore as justified targets 
(Walker 1998: 20).

26. On UNOMIG, see endnote 19 above.

Appendix

Chart 1. Demographic changes in Abkhazia: 1886-2003 *

*: The chart is based on the official census data of the Soviet Union, Georgia, and Abkhazia.
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