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Abstract 

Autonomy is a broad concept and there are loads of definitions about it. Political autonomies are 

one step back from the statehood because they meet three of four criterias of statehood: a 

permanent population, a defined territory and government. But they cannot conduct foreign 

affairs with other states. Autonomous regions have played important role in Georgia’s political 

life. Georgia faced many implications in its autonomous regions and applications from non-

autonomous regions but problems were not emerged only on the basis of granting autonomy to 

any region. There were several contributing factors with autonomy, which resulted in 

secessionist and separatist movements: engagement of external powers, linguistic differences, 

different religion, Caucasus’s complex geography and ethnography, economic hardship and the 

Soviet legacy. 

Scientific research ‘Autonomy: Applications and Implications. Experimental Study of Georgia’s 

Autonomous, Non-autonomous and De-facto Autonomous Regions’ includes five parts: 

introduction, observations, findings, conclusion and bibliography. Introduction generally 

describes the concept of autonomy and suggests definitions about its different levels. 

Observation focuses on Georgia’s autonomous and non-autonomous regions and analyzes 

several historical facts, which had an impact on the creation of de facto states. In findings, two 

variables are researched with qualitative methodology: autonomy as an independent variable 

and application-implications in Georgia as dependent variables.  

Key words   autonomy, sovereignty, Georgia, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Adjara, Javakheti, 

de facto, Russia 
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Introduction 

Autonomy is a broad concept. Linguistically, the term ‘autonomy’ derives from Greek. ‘Auto’ 

means ‘self’ and ‘nomos’ means ‘law’. In legal-political vocabulary, autonomy denotes self-

rule or self-government. Autonomic regime is a system of self-government within the borders 

of a sovereign state. As James Crawford suggests in his work ‘The Creation of States in 

International Law’, ‘autonomous areas are regions of a state, usually possessing some ethnic or 

cultural distinctiveness, which have been granted separate powers of internal administration, to 

whatever degree, without being detached from the State of which they are part’ (Dinstein, Y. 

2011: 437).  Lapidoth explains that ‘a territorial political autonomy is an arrangement aimed at 

granting to a group that differs from the majority of  the state, but that constitutes the majority 

in a specific region, a means by which it can express its distinct identity’ (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 

8). Autonomous regions with territorial sovereignty are one step back from the statehood 

because they meet three of four main criterias of statehood (in 1933, Montevideo Convention 

on Rights and Duties of States suggested the formulation of criterias for statehood in 

international law). These criterias are: a permanent population, a defined territory, government 

and the capacity to enter into relations with other states (Shaw, M., N. 1995: 198). 

Autonomous regions have a permanent population, a defined territory and government but 

cannot conduct foreign affairs with other states. Swedish scholar, Svante Cornell, suggests that 

autonomous region can be formulated as a state within the state. He distinguishes two types of 

autonomy in political and legal context: territorial autonomy and cultural autonomy. Territorial 

autonomy gives the right of self-government to any ethnic group over the defined territory to 

act and pursue the politics domestically. Cultural autonomy means the situation, when ethnic 

groups have given special privileges from the central government and they have several 

obligations toward the government (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 8). Scholars, such as Hurst Hannum, 

Ruth Lapidoth, Markku Suksi and Yash Ghai, beside cultural and territorial autonomies, 

distinguish personal, functional, administrative and legislative autonomies. Personal autonomy 

is the guarantee of basic rights for an individual like civil liberties and civil rights. Functional 

autonomy means the decentralization of control over a single functional subject. 

Administrative autonomy includes limited regulatory powers but does not include legislative 

power. As for legislative autonomy, according to Hannum and Lapidoth, territorial autonomy 

includes a local legislature with constitutionally or deeply entrenched powers and this creates 
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legislative, ‘full autonomy’ (Tkacik, M. 2008: 370, 371, 372).  In general, autonomous regions 

share some or most attributes of state structures – executive, judiciary and legislative bodies, 

also state-like symbols such as the flag and the coat of arms but has not major state attribute – 

full sovereignty. The sovereignty of autonomy is always partial and limited at cultural or 

economic levels (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 15). The key distinctions between and among 

autonomies are: the scope or aggregate number of issues, on which the local region has granted 

the right of control; the depth of control by the locals; insularity and territorial distinctiveness 

of the geographic region at issue. To be more specific, Scope X Depth X Territorial 

Distinctiveness = Volume of Autonomy (Tkacik, M. 2008: 374). General international law 

does not obligate any state to create an autonomous regime anywhere within its territory 

(Dinstein, Y. 2011: 438), but governments are often affected by the development of the legal 

right of self-determination (Shaw, M., N. 1995: 205). As for de facto states, they are 

independent political entities, which have not achieved the recognition from the international 

community. De facto states permanently exercise effective territorial control over well-defined 

territories and are capable to provide central government services and publicly legitimized rule 

for the population, living within it. De facto states can reach three basic scenarios: reintegrate 

into the metropolitan state, gain international recognition or continue existing as de facto state 

(Relitz, S. 2016: 100).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: International Journal on Minority and Group Rights, 2008. Pg: 372. 
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Unlike autonomous and de facto regions, non-autonomous regions do not share partial 

sovereignty and have minimal level of self-governance. Svante Cornell points out that territorial 

autonomy is often mechanism to solve conflict between a minority which aims self-

determination and a state which protects its territorial integrity. But despite this, granting of 

autonomy to any region can become a catalyst of conflicts. This is clear in the successor states 

of the former Soviet Union (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 1). Suksi reminds us that one of autonomy’s 

greatest strengths is its adaptability. It is not adaptable only in its applicability, it can also prove 

easy influences over time, when circumstances are changing (Tkacik, M. 2008: 373, 374). It is 

interesting, if granting of autonomy to any region is a contributing factor for conflict and if it 

makes senses in other ethnic or linguistic groups to request partial or full sovereignty from the 

state, in which they are living. So, every applications and implications accompanied by 

autonomy should be analyzed and in this case, autonomous, non-autonomous and de facto 

autonomous regions of Georgia could be appropriate variables to be researched and studied. 

Observations 

Georgia is a multiethnic country in Eastern Europe with the population of 3,723,500 (National 

Statistics Office of Georgia, 24 January 2020). It is located in Transcaucasia, on the eastern 

coast of the Black Sea and surrounded by the Greater Caucasus Mountains on the north. 

Georgia is bordered by Russia, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Turkey (Encyclopedia Britannica, 10 

September 2019). Georgia is ethnically heterogeneous country and there are represented – 

Georgians, Armenians, Russians, Azerbaijanis, Ossetians, Greeks, Abkhazians and etc. But this 

is not rare in post-Soviet countries (Cornell, S., E. 2020: 129). Totally, there are 9 non-

autonomous regions and 2 autonomous republics in Georgia. Abkhazia and Adjara are 

autonomous republics. Guria, Imereti, Kakheti, Mtskheta-Mtianeti, Racha-Lechkhumi, 

Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti, Samtskhe-Javakheti, Kvemo Kartli and Shida Kartli are non-

autonomous regions, which have their administrative centres and municipalities, but this is 

legitimately (Government of Georgia, 24 January 2020). Illegitimately, in the northern part of 

Shida Kartli region, there is a self-declared de facto state, so-called South Ossetia, which had 

given an autonomous district status from April 20, 1922 by the Bolshevik leadership of Russia 

and Georgia. In 20 September, 1990, the board of former South Ossetia District proclaimed the 

establishing of the Soviet Democratic Republic of South Ossetia and requested from the Soviet 
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authorities to unify the new republic in the Soviet Union as an independent republic. In 22 

November, 1990, the Supreme Council of the Republic of Georgia annulled all decisions made 

by the board in South Ossetia District and on 11 December, the Supreme Council of the 

Republic of Georgia adopted law ‘About the Abolishment of the South Ossetia’s Autonomous 

District’ (Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020). Also, there is one more self-declared de 

facto state, the Republic of Abkhazia, on the territory of the Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia. 

In 4 March, 1921, when the government of Russia occupied and annexed Georgia, the Soviet 

Socialist Republic of Abkhazia established. Abkhazia had given an autonomous republic status 

within Georgia in 1931, after the decision of Georgia and Abkhazia councils. In 23 July, 1992, 

the Supreme Council in Abkhazia suspended the Constitution of 1978 and restored the 

Constitution of 1925, which was equal of declaring of independence. The central government of 

Georgia lost control over Abkhazia after the tensions and war in 1992. In 26 November 1994, 

so-called Supreme Council of Abkhazia declared Abkhazia as a sovereign, democratic state 

(Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020).   

 

 

 

Source: itinari.com, 28 January 2020. 
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Tensions took place in Javakheti too (region of Georgia mostly populated by ethnic Armenians 

until it’s administrative unification with Meskheti, which was mostly settled by ethnic 

Georgians and creating Samtskhe-Javakheti region), when Javakh movement with ethnically 

Armenian leadership, raised the demand for autonomy in 1990 and 1996, but the central 

government of Georgia pursued strategic political reforms to avoid separatist activities in this 

region and administratively merged Javakheti with Meskheti and created Samtskhe-Javakheti 

with the capital of Akhaltsikhe (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 202, 207). The government of Georgia 

successfully resolved the problem of separatism in former Javakheti region but still has not 

resolved problems with Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia. It must be noted that frozen 

conflicts are common problems for post-Soviet countries and Georgia is not the only post-

Soviet country, which has faced this kind of problem. For example, Neil MacFarlane explains 

that after the collapse of the USSR, several conflicts emerged in successor states’ regions such 

as Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan, Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia in Georgia, 

Transnistria in Moldova, civil war in Tajikistan and Chechnya in Russia (MacFarlane, S., N. 

2008: 23, 24). But beside Transnistria, Moldova had one more secessionist confrontation in 

Gagauzia with Gagauz people in 1991 and the government solved this problem by granting 

autonomy statute (territorial autonomy) to the region in 1994 (Wöber, S. 2013: 5, 11).  

Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia (de facto) 

Abkhazia is autonomous republic in northwestern Georgia, which consists of narrow coastal 

lowland, mountain spurs and hilly foreland zone of eroded marine and river terraces. Caucasus 

Mountains are located to its northern part. The total area is 3,336 square miles (8,640 square 

km) (Encyclopedia Britannica, 17 January 2020), which covers 12.5% of Georgia’s territories 

(პიპინაშვილი, დ. 2009: 114).  In 2018, the population of Abkhazia was 246,313 (Population 

Data, 5 August 2019). Abkhazia is self-declared de facto state. Ethnic Abkhazians and 

Georgians have a huge history of coexistence and during the centuries, they were mutually 

sharing bad and good things together. As official sources of Georgia explain, interests of all 

ethnic minorities in Georgia were always provided by the government and it seems from the law 

‘About the Representation of National Minorities to the National Council of Georgia’, which 

was adopted in 13 September 1918, and gave 3 seats to Abkhaz representatives. Totally, 26 

seats were provided for ethnic minorities of Georgia. The issue to grant autonomy to Abkhazia 
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arised after the Soviet occupation of Georgia in 1921 and in this year, on 4 March, the Soviet 

Socialist Republic of Abkhazia created. On 16 December, SSR of Abkhazia granted the status 

of so-called treaty republic and in fact entered within the consistence of Georgia (Parliament of 

Georgia, 24 January 2020). Talking about Abkhazia’s autonomy starts from the Soviet 

occupation. The name ‘treaty republic’ was interpreted in Soviet Constitutions as ‘autonomous 

republic’ in 1924, while Abkhazia officially had granted this status from 1931. According to the 

Soviet Constitutions, adopted in 1936 and 1977, the legal status of autonomous creations in the 

USSR was determined - they belonged to the member republics of the USSR and were integral 

parts of them. The Soviet Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia was the only autonomous creation 

in former Soviet Union, which had special article in its constitution about the state language – 

Abkhaz language. Until 1990, Abkhazians were largely represented to the Central Government 

of Georgia and communist parties (პიპინაშვილი, დ. 2009: 115). In 1957, Abkhaz officials 

attempted to transfer Abkhazia under the Soviet Republic of Russia’s control but this demand 

was refused. Tensions renewed after ten years. Abkhaz felt that their status of full union 

republic was removed by Stalin (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 151), who was ethnically Georgian and 

Beria, who was ethnically Georgian and Stalin’s commander in the Caucasus (Welt, C. 1995: 

83, 84). But Stalin’s Great Purge Policy, also known as Great Terror, was a common problem 

for all regions of Georgia, not only for Abkhazia. It resulted in ethnic cleansing of many 

Georgian intellectuals (Mosashvili, G. 2019: 13). Besides encouraging of ethnic minorities in 

member republics, the USSR was also encouraging ethnic Russians to settle around the Soviet 

Republic of Russia, after which it was demanding autonomous status for them. For example, 

according to the 1937 census results, Russians (40.4%) outnumbered Kazakhs (37.8%) (Tolts, 

M. 2006: 146). After the collapse of the USSR, its successor Russia demanded ‘more 

autonomy’ and dual citizenship for ethnic Russians in northern Kazakhstan and threatened with 

economic sanctions (Drezner, D. 1999:167).  Similarly, in Georgian regions the USSR 

authorities were pursuing the nation-building policy. The level of autonomy in Abkhazia was 

rising periodically (entering of state language in its constitution; establishing of more seats for 

ethnic Abkhazians in the parliament). In Abkhazia, ethnic Abkhazians had more privileges than 

ethnic Georgians and they were supported by the Soviet Union. Abkhaz separatists purposely 

started pursuing of aggressive politics at the end of 1980s (პიპინაშვილი, დ. 2009: 115). In 

1978, several tensions took place between Abkhazian separatists and Georgia over the status of 
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Abkhazia. Later, Abkhazian separatism gained organizational characteristics. Since 1985, after 

the process of so-called ‘Perestroika’, Georgia started national-liberation movements for the 

independence, which was unacceptable for the USSR. Firstly the USSR and after Russian 

Federation confronted with Georgia’s seeking to independence and during this period, separatist 

movements in Abkhazia became more active. In 31 March, 1991, the central government of 

Georgia held referendum in the whole country and fair elections took place. On 9 April, the 

Supreme Council of Georgia, based on the Act of Independence adopted in 26 May 1918, 

adopted the declaration about the restoring of independence. In the whole USSR, Georgia was 

the first republic, which declared independence (Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020). In 13 

July, 1989, confrontations started between Georgians and Abkhazians around the branch of 

Tbilisi State University in Abkhazia and tensions ended tragically. Reason of these tensions was 

the fact that when Georgia restored its statehood, Abkhazian State University in Sokhumi 

created a separate Georgian-language institute of higher education in Abkhazia. It was 

boycotted by Georgian students of the Abkhazia State University. To solve this problem, in 

mid-May, the Government of Georgia created a branch of the central Tbilisi State University in 

Sokhumi. Abkhazians objected this decision and blamed it for handing in its autonomy’s affairs. 

On 13 July, Abkhazian demonstrators warned not to hold entrance exams at the new branch of 

Tbilisi State University and to cancel it. On 15 July, clashes began. Abkhazian demonstrators 

stormed the building and beat members of examination committee. Number of victims reached 

16 – 9 ethnic Georgians, 5 Abkhazians and 2 military conscripts, Russian and Armenian (Welt, 

C. 2004: 272, 274). In 1991, because of demands from Abkhaz leadership, president of Georgia 

adopted the law according to which, in Abkhazia’s Parliament of 65 seats, ethnic Abkhazians 

would occupy 28 seats, Georgians – 26 seats and the rest ethnic minorities – 11 seats. Georgians 

suppose that this decision was unfair because demographic image of Abkhazia was 

inappropriate (პიპინაშვილი, დ. 2009: 115). For example, in 9 July 1991, when this new 

election law was adopted, the population of Abkhazia was consisted by 47% of Georgians, 17% 

of Abkhazians and the rest 36% of other ethnic minorities. Beside this, the new law determined 

that the chairman of Abkhazia’s Supreme Court must be only ethnic Abkhazian, who would 

have two deputies – one ethnic Georgian and one from other ethnic minority. As for the Council 

of Ministers, its chairmen must be ethnic Georgian. Despite this type of concession, leadership 

of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Abkhazia continued unlawful activities and adopted 
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unconstitutional acts against the central government of Georgia. For example, Abkhazian 

leadership declared laws of Georgia as powerless and canceled in the territory of Abkhazia. The 

biggest separatist movement from Abkhazian leadership was the decision of 23 July 1992, when 

the Supreme Court canceled 1978s constitution and restored the constitution of 1925 

(Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020). Abkhaz-Georgian conflict escalated in August 1992. 

Both sides engaged in full-scale civil war and fought with intensity and brutality. Later, 

majority of the Georgian population and troops became forced to flee. The war officially ended 

with the ceasefire agreement in April 1994, in Moscow (Relitz, S. 2016: 104).  In August 2008, 

when Russian armed forces held large military exercises in the North Caucasus, Georgia 

responded to the escalation of violence by contacting its own military in and around Tskhinvali 

(administrative centre of so-called South Ossetia). After the reacting to the Russian aggression, 

on 7 August, war began between Georgia and Russia. Abkhazia used this situation and 

Georgia’s difficulty and took advantage on the Kodori Gorge, which was under Georgian 

control since the end of war in Abkhazia. In the same year, Russia recognized the two 

secessionist enclaves in Georgia as independent states and established diplomatic and security 

relations with them (MacFarlane, S., N. 2008: 30, 31). Currently, Abkhazia is recognized by 

Russia, Venezuela, Nicaragua, Nauru and Syria (Mosashvili, G. 2019: 9, 10).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Deutsche Welle, 7 August 2018.  
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Non-autonomous South Ossetia (de facto) 

So-called South Ossetia is a part of Shida-Kartli region, which has not autonomy. Shida Kartli 

includes 7 municipalities: Gori, Kaspi, Qareli, Khashuri, Eredvi, Qurti and Thigvi (Government 

of Georgia, 27 January 2020). The leadership of South Ossetia issued the request to upgrade 

their autonomous status after the few months of ‘July Days’ in Abkhazia (1991s confrontation 

around the branch of Tbilisi State University in Sokhumi) (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 275). 

Historically, South Ossetia got autonomy-like status in 20 April, 1922 and lost it in 11 

December, 1990 (Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020). Currently, it is a de facto state and 

the central government of Georgia cannot control the territory, on which this de facto state is 

located. South Ossetia does not cover the whole territory of Shida Kartli region. South Ossetia 

is landlocked. Its administrative city is Tskhinvali. As for demographic situation in South 

Ossetia, it is largely populated by Ossetians, Caucasian people speaking an eastern Iranian 

language. Most of the remaining inhabitants are Georgians (Encyclopedia Britannica, 8 January 

2020). According to the 2019s census results, the population of South Ossetia is approximately 

57,562 (Population Data, 5 February 2019).  Georgian-Ossetian conflict is a soviet legacy and 

the result of Leninistic nationalism. Autonomous District of South Ossetia was created in 

Georgia against the interests of Georgian people by the Bolshevik leadership of Russia and 

Georgia in 20 April 1922 (Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020).  

In 1992, in the Constitution of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia, Autonomous District of 

South Ossetia was already registered as autonomous district within the Soviet Socialist Republic 

of Georgia. After this, the status of the Autonomous District of South Ossetia was not changed 

for a long time. An administrative arrangement of this district and its competences were defined 

in details in documents of 12 November 1980 – the law adopted by the Soviet Socialist 

Republic of Georgia over the Autonomous District of South Ossetia. Between1925-1927, the 

Soviet authorities were actively discussing about the unification of South and North Ossetia 

(Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020), while Ossetians in Georgia were not local ethnic 

group and their homeland is in Russia, North Ossetia (დავითაშვილი, ზ. 2003: 12). Georgian-

Ossetian tensions starts after the second half of 1980. When so-called ‘Perestroika’ started, 

separatists and national-liberty movements in Abkhazia and South Ossetia activated (Parliament 

of Georgia, 24 January 2020). Georgian-Ossetian conflict is a typical example of ethno-political 
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conflict, which was mainly the result of destructive politics pursued by the Soviet politicians. 

When ethno-political conflict turned into armed conflict, then interests of ethnic Georgians and 

Ossetians clashed. Ethnic Ossetian population in former South Ossetia’s District was always an 

integral part of Georgia’s social, economic, cultural and ethnic structures. Both of parties, 

Georgians and Ossetians, claim that this territory is their historical homeland, subsequently, 

Georgian-Ossetian conflict is a territorial conflict. But historical homeland of ethnic Ossetians 

is North Caucasus, currently the Republic of North Ossetia – Alania, which is separated from 

the South Caucasus by the Caucasus Mountains. North Ossetians started settling down to the 

Georgian valleys in Shida Kartli region in XVII-XVIII centuries. They settled on the northern 

part of Shida Kartli and as for the term ‘South Ossetia, it is artificially established by the Soviet 

Russia. According to the 1979s census results, totally, 98,000 people lived permanently in this 

district, from which 66.4% were Ossetians, 28.8% - Georgians, Russians – 2.1%, Armenians – 

1% and others (პიპინაშვილი, დ. 2009: 79, 80, 81). Demographically, unlike Abkhazians in 

Abkhazia, Ossetians were in a majority position in South Ossetia District. Radical movements 

in South Ossetia District takes place since 1988, when Ademon Nykhas (Popular Shrine) 

movement was formed under the leadership of Alan Chochiev. On 5 May 1989, he expressed 

his worries about Abkhazia’s legal demands for sovereignty, which was ignored. Chochiev 

envisaged that Abkhaz case would become precedent for South Ossetia. However, his views 

were not publicly shared by all Ossetians at that time (Cornell, S., E.  2002: 186, 191). In 15 

August 1989, Georgia adopted the law about the program of state language, which determined 

the constitutional status of Georgian language. For responding to this, on 4 September, the 

Committee of South Ossetia District adopted the law about the state program for developing the 

Ossetian language. Also, the Committee of South Ossetia District made a decision about editing 

the Constitution of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia. So, the central government of 

Georgia faced question about adding some details in 75th Article of the constitution about the 

Ossetian language, that ‘State language in South Ossetia’s Autonomous District is Ossetian 

Language’. In 10 November 1989, ‘Law Wars’ began after the fact that the central government 

of Georgia did not provide the request of 26 September about the Ossetian language (Parliament 

of Georgia, 24 January 2020) and proclaimed the declaration null and void. Also, Chekhoev 

was removed from his position on 12 November. The situation radicalized, when 

Gamsakhurdia, president of Georgia, with thousands of Georgians made a decision to hold a 
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rally in Tskhinvali, but they were stopped by armed Ossetians and the Ministry of Interior 

troops. Several people were wounded in clashes and both of parties accused each other for 

atrocities (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 192, 193).  In 1990, the leadership of South Ossetia’s 

Autonomous District united with Ademon Nykhas and stood on radical positions (Parliament of 

Georgia, 24 January 2020). On 20 September, 1990, radical movement, Ademon Nykhas 

proclaimed South Ossetia as an independent Soviet Democratic Republic and applied to the 

USSR for recognition. The Supreme Council of Soviet Georgia annulled the declaration on the 

same day on the basis that it was unconstitutional. Despite of warnings from Georgia on 9 

December, South Ossetia held so-called parliamentary elections (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 192, 

193).  On 16 October, 1990, Council of South Ossetia’s Autonomous District approved the 

decision of 20 September also the new Executive Committee was elected. In 28 October 1990, 

Georgia held elections Supreme Court election, which was mostly boycotted by ethnically 

Ossetian citizens in South Ossetia’s Autonomous District. In 22 November 1990, the new 

elected Supreme Council of Georgia annulled the decision of South Ossetia’s Autonomous 

District about the establishment of so-called Soviet Democratic Republic of South Ossetia. 

Also, the Supreme Council of Georgia annulled all decisions about the holding of elections on 2 

December. In 28 November, 1990, Supreme Council of South Ossetia’s Autonomous District 

changed the name Soviet Democratic Republic of South Ossetia with new one – the Soviet 

Republic of South Ossetia. The Supreme Council of Georgia annulled this decision on 11 

December but the most important thing is the fact that Council also abolished autonomous 

status of South Ossetia. Argument of Georgia’s Supreme Council was that separatist forces in 

former Autonomous District of South Ossetia were attempting to take Georgia’s historical 

territories away from the country. On the same day, Supreme Council proclaimed the state of 

emergency within the former autonomous district’s territory. There were three reasons of 

abolishing autonomy in South Ossetia: firstly, in 1922, Autonomous District of South Ossetia 

was created against the interests of local ethnic Georgians and Georgia; secondly, Ossetians 

have their own homeland in Russia; in South Ossetia there were represented only small numbers 

of Ossetians who lived in Georgia (Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020).  In 9 April, 1991, 

based on the results of referendum held on 31 March, the Supreme Council of Georgia adopted 

‘Act about the Restoration of Independence of Georgia’. On 7 May, council also annulled 

decisions made by South Ossetian deputies. Armed conflict in Tskhinvali started in 1991and  
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parties were Georgian Militia and informal South Ossetian armed groups. Georgian-Ossetian 

conflict resulted in more than 1000 casualties and refugees from 40,000 to 100,000. Tensions 

continued until 1992. In June1992, forces of Georgian Army attempted regain control over 

Tskhivali, but Russian leadership threatened Georgia by bombing Tbilisi, so Georgian forces 

became forced to leave. Links between Tskhinvali and Tbilisi interrupted (პიპინაშვილი, დ. 

2009: 88, 89). Short war in South Ossetia lasted two years before a Russian-mediated ceasefire 

agreement, after which active hostilities ended. Tensions renewed in August 2008, when 

Russian armed forces held large military exercises in the North Caucasus and its units, 58th 

Army, remained in place. Russo-Georgian war ended in October after the mediation of Nicolas 

Sarkozy. When Mikheil Saakashvili (president of Georgia 2004-2012) came to power, his main 

promises were restoring of Georgia’s territorial integrity. At this time, issues of Adjara, 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia were still unresolved. The new government successfully and 

peacefully handled Adjara. Little progress was reached with other two cases, Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia (Macfarlane, S., N. 2008: 23, 26, 30, 31). Saakashvili offered to Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia ‘special status’ within Georgia and proposed that he would create a federal state 

in which these autonomies would be contained (German, T. 2006: 7, 8).  

Autonomous Republic of Adjara 

Adjara is autonomous republic in Georgia, located in the southwestern corner of the country, 

adjacent to the Black Sea and the Turkish frontier. Largely it is surrounded by mountains but it 

has a narrow coastal strip too. The capital is Batumi. The total area of Adjara is 1,112 square 

miles (2,880 square km) (Encyclopedia Britannica, 09 May 2018).  After the independence of 

Georgia, Adjara was one of the wealthiest provinces. Adjara is rich in mineral resources and 

produces subtropical products such as tobacco and tea. Also, from the former Soviet Union, it 

has a first-rate industry of visitors (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 218). Adjara was one of three 

autonomous units within Georgia which was created during the Soviet era. Abkhazia was 

created in May 1921, as a formally independent Soviet Republic in federation with Georgia and 

later incorporated into the Georgian Republic as an Autonomous Republic in 1931; 

Autonomous Republic of Adjara was formed in June 1921; South Ossetia’s Autonomous 

District (Oblast) was created in April 1922 (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 143). In 1 January, 2019, the 

population of Adjara was 349,000 (National Statistics Office of Georgia, 28 January 2020). 
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Adjars have not been counted as a separate ethnic group. There are a few differences between 

Adjars and Georgians. Adjara was a part of Georgia until the Turkish invasion in 1500s. Thus, 

Adjars are ethnic Georgians (O’Brochta, W. 2014: 21). Ethnically, Adjaria’s closest kin is in 

Guria, Georgian region. Adjara is distantly linked to the Lazuri origin people in Northeastern 

Turkey and after Georgia’s independence, economic interaction increased between Adjara and 

Turkey, but there is no Adjarian common identity among people in Northeastern Turkey. 

Historically, Adjara was claimed by four powers: Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and 

‘Southwestern Caucasian Republic’. Armenia wanted to have access to the sea. Azerbaijan 

desired a corridor to Turkey. In censuses during the Soviet Union, Adjars were counted as 

Georgians. In 1991, the proportion of Adjars in Adjara remained roughly the same. Soviet 

atheism may have reduced the number of people who were identifying themselves by Muslim 

religion. The USSR identified Adjara as Muslim region and gave it local control as an 

autonomous republic (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 216, 217, 218). The Soviets restricted freedom of 

religion. Islam and Georgian Orthodox Church were partially limited until the fall of the USSR 

in 1991. During this period, Adjara lost its religious ‘otherness’ (O’Brochta, W. 2014: 21). The 

basis for Adjara’s autonomy became religious factor. The creation of autonomous republic for 

Georgian Muslims was an unprecedented case in the communist and atheist Soviet Union. This 

decision was mentioned in 1921s Treaty between Russia and Turkey (Treaty of Kars) 

(დავითაშვილი, ზ. 2003: 4). Treaty of Kars formally ceded Adjara back to the Soviet Union, 

but retaining of autonomous status was required because of the prevalence of Muslims 

(O’Brochta, W. 2014: 21). Adjara’s autonomy was guaranteed by the Constitution of 

Democratic Republic of Georga. Between 1920 and1930, there were several attempts to 

establish the term Adjar as nationality, but this kind of policy could not be realized in Adjara’s 

population (დავითაშვილი, ზ. 2003: 4). Between the fall of the Soviet Union and 2004, 

Adjara was controlled under Aslan Abashidze, who ran Adjara like his personal fiefdom. He 

secured his rule in the early 1990s by demanding greater autonomy for Sunni Muslims living in 

Georgia and concentrated almost entirely in Adjara. Before the ascendance of Abashidze to 

power, Adjara was an Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. When Abashidze seized power by 

inspiring Muslims to support him in 1991, after this, Islam lost importance for him. Some think 

that his mobilization of Muslims was a way to convince people to support greater Adjara’s 

Autonomy (O’Brochta, W. 2014: 20, 21). 
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Abashidze had close links with Russian military commanders, who stated their readiness to 

defend the people of Adjara. Indeed, Russian military commander visited Batumi without 

informing the central Government of Georgia, met with Abashidze and publicly stated that 

Adjara fell within the Russian influence sphere. This was interpreted in Tbilisi as a threat to 

support Adjara’s separation from Georgia. In 1993, five-year agreement was signed between 

Tbilisi and Moscow about allowing Russian troops to control Georgian borders with Turkey. In 

1998, when this agreement expired, Abashidze refused to allow Georgian border troops to take 

control on Adjara-Turkey border. Abashidze’s interests have been economic and pragmatic than 

nationalistic and idealistic. Adjara’s low level of conflict was partly generated from 

Abashidze’s non-radical leadership, but factors like inclusive and compatible Georgian and 

Adjar identities were major reasons. A secession of Adjara from Georgia was fully feasible 

because of external support and economic viability. In June-July 1991, president Gamsakhurdia 

declared null the votes of the Communist Party in the Soviet Republic of Adjara’s elections, on 

the basis of banning the Communist Party. This fact guaranteed a majority support for 

Abashidze in the legislative body (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 222, 223). 

Abashidze had cordial relationship with Gamsakhurdia but his relations were not similar with 

the next president, Eduard Shevardnaze. There is one question – Why did Adjara, in spite of its 

autonomous status, not develop any visible separatist movements at any levels? For example, 

radical movements took place in Abkhazia (Aydgulara), South Ossetia (Ademon Nykhas) and 

Javakaheti (Javakhk). Answer to this question may be that close ethnic linkages between Adjara 

and Georgia, also the authoritarian rule of Abashidze after 1991 played important role, but 

Adjara’s anomalous character of autonomy was more important. Anomalous autonomy means 

that Adjara was the only Soviet Autonomous region, which was based on religious, not ethnic 

basis. Adjara was the only autonomous region in the USSR, which had not titular nationality. 

Adjara was land without a people. There was Adjara, but there were no Adjars (Cornell, S., E. 

2002: 222, 223) In 2004, when Mikheil Saakashvili took over during the Rose Revolution, one 

of his priorities was to overthrow Abashidze, who refused to let the government of Adjaria to 

pay taxes to the central government of Georgia. After the Abashidze’s leaving, Adjara 

experienced a sudden increase in wealth, investment and tourism. ‘Today, Adjara has few 

cultural differences from the rest of Georgia’ (O’Brochta, W. 2014: 19, 20, 21, 22). 
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Non-autonomous Samtskhe-Javakheti Region 

Samtskhe-Javakheti covers the area of 6.41 thousand square kilometers and represents 10.7% of 

Georgian territories. In the south, the region has the Georgian national border with Armenia and 

Turkey. And southern connection makes this region an international trade hub, as it is part of 

Silk Road trading route. Samtskhe-Javakheti is wealthy in natural resources such as basalt, 

perlite and marble. There are also sources of mineral waters like Borjomi (Mateu, S., V. 2016: 

6). According to the national census results, in 1 January 2019, the population of Samtskhe-

Javakheti was 154,100 (National Statistics Office of Georgia, 29 January 2020).  Samtskhe 

(Meskheti) and Javakheti were not merged until the government of Georgia made a decision to 

administratively merge them because of the possibility of separatism in former Javakheti region. 

Russia had very important role in the settlement of Armenians from eastern Turkey to the 

Javakheti area in 1828-1830. Javakheti Armenians have lived in relative isolation in the 

mountainous areas of Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda, which weakened their integration with 

Georgian society. Javakheti firstly became the source of conflict between Armenia and Georgia 

after two republics declared independence in May 1918. Tensions turned into military conflict 

and after the Britain’s intervention, Armenia withdrew troops from Georgia’s territory 

(Borchalo).  After this, Georgian-Armenian relations damaged. Radical movement in Javakheti 

created from early 1988, in parallel to the creation of separatist movements in Abkhazia 

(Aydgylara) and South Ossetia (Ademon Nykhas). The radical movement in Javakheti was 

Javakhk. The movement emerged among local Armenian community in Javakheti. In the early 

1990, confrontations emerged between Javakheti Armenians and Tbilisi. Javakhk took the role 

of governing mechanisms and later organized elections for a Council of Representatives of 24 

people. The council was created and controlled Javakheti until the proposition of an acceptable 

candidate by Tbilisi. After this the council self-dissolved. The demand for autonomy was raised 

in the mid-1990s again. In 1996, Javakhk demanded from the government of Georgia to grant 

an administrative status to Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda. Armenia was the most obvious 

potential source of external support for former Javakheti region. Also, Russian military base 

was creating the possibility for Javakh Armenians to provide Russian support despite of the fact 

that Javakhs had not border with Russia. In 1994, the government of Georgia merged Javakheti 

(mostly populated by ethnically Armenians) with Meskheti (mostly populated by ethnically 

Georgians) and created new administrative region – Samtskhe-Javakheti with the capital of 
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Akhaltsikhe instead of Akhalkalaki (Cornell, S., E. 2002: 197, 198, 202, 203, 207). After 2003, 

when the new government of Georgia came into power, attitude towards this region changed 

drastically. In the first few years of the new government ethnic tensions in Samtskhe-Javakheti 

escalated. In 2005, local non-governmental organizations adopted a resolution and called on the 

Georgian government to grant autonomy to the region and to create Samtskhe-Javakheti 

parliament. According to this resolution, the fact that the central government offered the highest 

degree of autonomy to Abkhazia and South Ossetia and did not do the same in case of 

Samtskhe-Javakheti, was a discrimination against ethnicities by Tbilisi. From 2005 to 2006, 

violent demonstrations took place in Samtskhe-Javakheti due to the increase in the deployment 

of security forces and the strong promotion of Georgian language (Mateu, S., V. 2016: 7). 

Armenians in Javakheti did not engage in mass mobilization with the aim of institutional 

change. Javakh Armenians mainly had economic concerns than Abkhazians and South 

Ossetians (Welt, C. 2004: 242). Fear of assimilation created between Javakheti Armenians. In 

2007, the government of Georgia closed Russian military base in Akhalkalaki, which gave the 

government a new chance to strengthen its positions in the region and to integrate it into the 

state life (Mateu, S., V. 2016: 7).  

Findings 

If we study and analyze cases of Georgian autonomous and non-autonomous regions in 

accordance with theories suggested by Hurst Hannum, Ruth Lapidoth, Markku Suksi and Yash 

Ghai, then we will be able to determine what applications and implications were caused in a 

sovereign state by the granting of autonomy. In Abkhazia, the level of autonomy was rising 

based on the demands from local leadership and its former Council of Abkhazia, which was 

legitimating separatists’ demands. Historically, Abkhazia had granted autonomy-like status 

since 1801, when Russia annexed eastern part of Georgian Kingdom (Cornell, S. 2001: 133) but 

this autonomy was not full sovereignty because Abkhazia was in the composition of Western 

Georgia, also known as Kutaisi Province (Kutaisskaya Gubernia) with other autonomous 

regions such as Guria, Samegrelo and Svaneti. Abkhazia had kept its autonomy-like status until 

the Ciracassians rebellon in the North Caucasus in 1864, when large members of ethnic 

Abkhazians became forced to exile (Cornell, S., E. 2001: 133). During the early years of the 

Soviet Union, in 1921, when Georgia was annexed by the Soviet authorities, Abkhazia gains 
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more autonomy, than it had in 1801-1864 and becomes the Soviet Socialist Republic of 

Abkhazia. Abkhazia’s autonomy decreases in 16 December 1921, when it enters within Georgia 

with a treaty republic status. Later, in 1931, Abkhazia becomes autonomous republic within 

Georgia after the decision of Abkhazian and Georgian councils. Abkhazia’s autonomy status 

was fixed and determined in the Soviet and Georgian Constitution only since 1936 (Parliament 

of Georgia, 24 January 2020), subsequently, it seems that all autonomous statuses until the last 

decision of 1931 (when Abkhazia became an autonomous republic within Georgia) - had no 

legal basis. Abkhazia’s autonomy within Georgia increases in 1991, when Abkhaz authorities 

forced the president of Georgia, Gamsakhurdia, to determine more seats (28) for ethnic 

Abkhazians than ethnic Georgians (26) in Abkhazia’s Supreme Council. It must be noted that 

this decision was very harmful for ethnic Georgians in Abkhazia and for the whole Republic of 

Georgia because giving of more seats for Abkhaz deputies meant giving of legislative level of 

autonomy to them, especially in the situation, when separatist movements were activated and 

had an important impact on events which were taking place in Abkhazia. For example, 

confrontations of 1989, around the branch of Tbilisi State University in Sokhumi, when 

Abkhazian demonstrators stormed the branch and tensions resulted in casualties (Welt, C. 2004: 

272, 274). In 1925, the Supreme Council of Abkhazia restored its 1925s Constitution, according 

to which the official language of administrative facilities would be Russian and Abkhazian 

language would be state language (Parliament of Georgia, 24 January 2020). These reforms 

mean that secessionist forces in Abkhazia had already started using of their legislative power 

maximally. After the Abkhaz-Georgian war, which started in 1992 and ended in 1993, Abkhazia 

gained full control over its functional, administrative and legislative bodies, also with the 

support of Russian armies, gained control over the territory (beside Kodori Gorge, which was 

under Georgia’s control until 2008), which was determined as the territory of Autonomous 

Republic of Abkhazia by Georgian Constitution. Currently, Abkhazia is a de facto state with a 

permanent population, a defined territory and so-called government, but it has not capability to 

enter into relations with other states because it has not international recognition (only five 

countries have recognized Abkhazia as independent state) from the international community. 

Abkhazian case is good example to explain if what implications are accompanied with 

autonomy and its granting to any region in a sovereign state. As for applications, which 

followed the development of processes in Abkhazia, are well revealed in so-called South 

Ossetia’s conflict.  
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     Abkhazia as de facto state (since 1993) 

Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia 
within Georgia. 28 seats in Supreme 
Council and state language (since 9 
July 1991) 

Soviet Socialist Republic of Abkhazia (4  

March 1921) 

Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia within 

Georgia constitutionally (since 1937) 

Treaty Republic within Georgia (16 

December 1921) 

Autonomy-like status of Abkhazia within 

Western Georgia (1801-1864)  

  

 

 

In so-called South Ossetia, demanding of autonomy was the new phenomenon unlike 

Abkhazian case because Ossetians were not locals, they settled in Shida Kartli‘s northern part 

between XVII-XVIII, and they only demanded autonomy since the Soviet era, when nation-

building process in member republics was encouraged. Autonomous District of South Ossetia 

was created in 20 April 1922 and this is fixed in Georgia’s 1922s Constitution. In 1925-1927, 

the issue was arised about South Ossetia’s Autonomous District’s unification with North 

Ossetia, which means that the Soviet authority was actively working on South Ossetia’s 

Autonomous District’s secession from Georgia. Indeed, the conflict starts after the so-called 

Perestroika and the Soviet legacy appeared in Georgian regions. The level of demands about 

autonomy was rising and reached peak when the Council of South Ossetia’s Autonomous 

District started cooperation with separatist movement and then ‘the war by laws’ started. In 20 

September 1990, South Ossetia’s Autonomous District’s council adopted the declaration ‘about 

the sovereignty of South Ossetia’, which meant secession from Georgia. On 22 November, the 

Supreme Council of Georgia annulled this decision. On 28 November, the Council of South 

Ossetia’s District established the Soviet Republic of South Ossetia. On 11 December, the 

Supreme Council of Georgia abolished the Autonomy of South Ossetia’s District. Developing 
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events in former South Ossetia’s Autonomous District showed how the granting of autonomy 

created implications for Georgia. The minority, which has homeland in North Ossetia was 

demanding secession of territories, on which they had not lived and settled until XVII-XIII. If 

Ossetians had full autonomy on administrative level, they had not full autonomy on legislative 

level. This is why the Supreme Council of Georgia was annulling decisions made by separatist 

leadership of former South Ossetia’s District. 

 

 

 

So-called South Ossetia as de facto state 

(since 1993) 

Illegal creation of the Soviet Republic of 

South Ossetia (28 November 1990) 

Illegal creation of the Soviet Socialist 

Republic of South Ossetia’s Autonomous 

District (20 September 1990) 

South Ossetia’s Autonomous District unites 

with Ademon Nykhas (since 1990) 

South Ossetia’s Autonomous District (since  

20 April, 1922 )   

 

 

 

 

Adjara’s autonomy has not created acute problems for Georgia (if we exclude Abashidze’s 

governance) as in Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia. Autonomous Republic of Adjara was 

formed in June 1921 and basis of autonomy was only religion. As it seems only religious 

difference was not enough fundament here for starting separatist activities. The main source that 

emerged problems in this region was Aslan Abashidze, who demanded greater autonomy for 

Muslims. The reason of Abashidze’s demand was his economic interests in Adjara, which is 

very rich in mineral resources. Later, when the new government of Georgia was formed, in 

2004 Abashidze became forced to leave, but Adjara remained as autonomous republic and its 

autonomy extends on full administrative and partial legislative level.  
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The notion that autonomy creates implications for states with autonomous regions and 

applications from the state’s minorities is evident and it really seems from Georgian cases, in 

which interethnic tensions took place based on granting autonomy to any group of people. But 

autonomy could not be the only reason of implications if it has not links with its contributing 

factors. In Georgia, beside implications caused by autonomy, factors such as engagement of 

external powers, linguistic differences, different religion, Caucasus’s complex geography and 

ethnography, economic hardship and the Soviet legacy were contributing factors with autonomy 

which resulted in tensions. In external powers Russia and Armenia are meant. Russia was 

supporting separatists in both regions, Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia, and still supports 

regimes in these de facto states. As for Armenia, Armenia had claims over the former Javakheti 

region and it had tensions with Georgia after 1918, but this was until the issue of autonomy 

would be demanded by Armenians in former Javakheti region. The main reason of Armenia’s 

non-engagement in former Javakheti region was the fact that Armenia had tensions with 

Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh when the issue of autonomy arised, and if Armenia went 

into the controversy with Georgia, then it would not be strategic action from the Armenian side 

because Armenia had closed borders with Azerbaijan and Turkey, and Georgia was the major 

source to import energy sources and products from its supplier, Russia, through Georgia. From 

two cases, so-called South Ossetia and former Javakheti region, it seems how contributing 

factor is external support for separatists or minorities to gain autonomy. It must be noted that 

cases of so-called South Ossetia and former Javakheti region have many similarities. For 

example, in both regions, Ossetians and Armenians were settled population, not locals. The 

second similarity is that both of minorities were settled in regions, which have border linkage 

with their homeland. The main reason, why these cases ended differently is that Armenians in 

former Javakheti region had not external support from Armenia. 

 Linguistic differences were one of major factors in emerging ethnic conflicts. In three cases, 

Abkhazia, so-called South Ossetia and former Javakheti region languages of ethnic minorities 

were different from the language of the majority of ethnic Georgians. In adjara the situation was 

different because Adjarans speak Georgian language. The issue of autonomy in Adjara was 

arised on the basis of religion unlike Abkhazia, so-called South Ossetia and former Javakheti 

region, in which the language was main factor for demanding secession. These kinds of 

differences are characteristics of the whole Caucasus region. In Caucasus’s complex geography 
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and ethnography there is meant one important fact – ethnic borders do not match with political-

administrative borders, not only in Georgia, almost entirely in the Caucasus. Zurab Davitashvili, 

professor of Political-Science at Ivane Javakhishvili Tbilisi State University, points out that 

ethnography or ethnic images of territorial settlements is one of important factors in Caucasus’s 

conflicts. He supposes that the discrepancy between ethnic and political-administrative borders 

is the major reason of ethnic conflicts. There is the issue of economic hardship too. Economic 

hardship in Georgia was also contributing factor for the emergence of ethnic conflicts and 

minorities’ grown demands of autonomy. For example, economic problems were main 

arguments of Armenian population in former Javakheti region, but the new government made 

several reforms against it. Economic hardship was a common problem for post-Soviet countries 

and beside Georgia Moldova is a good example in which two ethnic conflicts emerged after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. Economic hardship is one of the legacies inherited from the USSR 

by its successor states. The Soviet legacy made it difficult for newly independent states to 

develop smoothly. Nation-building policy, encouraging of ethnic Russians to settle in the USSR 

member republics and demanding of autonomies for them, slowed down the development of 

post-Soviet countries, including Georgia.  

Conclusion 

The case of Georgia proves if what kind of implications can be caused by autonomy with its 

contributing factors. In Georgia, ‘autonomization’ of regions was very hard and difficult 

process.  Two regions, Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia, were seeking to full autonomy, 

and with external support they reached de facto statehood. Currently, these de facto states are 

torn from the rest of the world and face problems in demographic, economic and political 

spheres. Autonomous Republic of Adjara is the only autonomous region within Georgia, which 

remained under the control of Georgia’s central government and still functions successfully. In 

non-autonomous Smatskhe-Javakheti region applications for autonomy became actual issue 

during the tensions in Abkhazia and so-called South Ossetia but the new government of Georgia 

resolved this problem after the reforms to integrate local population with Georgians.  Generally, 

utonomy is not only causative factor of implications and instability but it badly revealed in 

Georgia, because it is a multiethnic country and located in the Caucasus, which is unstable 

region.  
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