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ABSTRACT
This research deals with the problems of repatriation and reintegration of the deported
Meskhetian population in Georgia. It provides information about the historical, legal, social and
political contexts of Meskhetian problem. This doctoral dissertation is an interdisciplinary work
focusing on the history, contemporary situation, prospects for repatriation and problems of
integration of the deported Meskhetian population.

The research is based on the abundant

primary sources and archival documents, which reveal many interesting facts about various
aspects of Meskhetian problem.
The doctoral dissertation consists of five chapters. The first chapter is devoted to the
literature overview. The second chapter deals with the historical background of the Meskhetian
problem. It enables the reader to understand the historical context of the Meskhetian issue.
Second chapter covers main aspects of the history of Meskheti: it analyses ethno-historical
processes in Meskheti, the impact of Russian and Turkish dominion on the ethno-confessional
composition of Meskheti. It also describes the deportation of Meskhetian people from Southern
regions of Georgia to Central Asia. The third chapter discusses the legal status of the deported
people in various countries where they reside and describes Meskhetian organizations that are
dealing with the Meskhetian problem. It also provides information about the human rights
violations and discrimination of the deported people in various countries, especially in the
Southern regions of Russia. The fourth chapter analyses the changing nature of Meskhetian
identity and the problems of coexistence in the multi-ethnic environment of Samtskhe-Javakheti.
It explores the ethno-confessional composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti and the strained relations
between different ethno-confessional groups. Fifth chapter is a quantitative survey-based study
on the problems of integration of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia. It is based on a sociological
survey, which was conducted among Meskhetian communities in different regions of Georgia in
2009. It provides the reader with the information about the problems and major obstacles to the
reintegration process. Final part offers solutions to the Meskhetian problem.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the major problems for a multiethnic country is the integration of national
minorities and the creation of the united and harmonious multicultural society. Georgia is rich in
ethnic diversity and has a significant number of ethnic minorities that are excluded from
sociopolitical life of the country.
Ethnic groups residing in the southern provinces of Georgia deserve special attention
from the state. The southern regions are densely populated by the representatives of ethnic
minorities that are not integrated into Georgian society and have more links with their historic
homelands than with Georgia. Especially problematic is the Samtskhe- Javakheti region which
is considered a potential hot spot due to its ethnic and religious variety and low degree of
integration of ethnic minorities. From the 207.598 inhabitants of Samtskhe-Javakheti, 117.603
are representatives of ethnic minorities. (Department of statistics, 2002).
Over the last years the development of an effective integration policy has become a
strategically important issue for the Georgian state. Georgia has begun to pay more attention to
minority issues in order to convert the representatives of ethnic monorities into fully-fledged
citizens of the Georgian state. One of the obligations taken before the Council of Europe is the
repatriation and reintegration of the deported Meskhetian population into Georgian society. The
Meskhetian issue is a very problematic issue for the Georgian state. On the one hand, noncompliance with the obligations taken before the Council of Europe and the ignorance of the
Meskhetian issue can lead to the international isolation of Georgia.

Georgia can loose

international support if it fails to fulfill the obligations and commitments before the Council of
Europe. Georgia‟s integration into the Euro-Atlantic structures can also be halted. On the other
hand, massive and uncontrolled migration of deported Meskhetian population to Georgia can
inflict a lot of damage on Georgian state. It can also radically change demographic picture of
Georgian regions.

Research actuality:
comprehensive approach.

Therefore, Meskhetian issue requires a very careful and

It is of prime importance to study the Meskhetian problem and

analyze the ways of solving this problem in a civilized manner.
It is also extremely important to create a preliminary plan of the repatriation process,
because unregulated migration of large masses of the deported Meskhetian population could
cause a lot of problems for the Georgian state. Uncontrolled and unregulated migration poses a
threat to the country. But this threat can be neutralized if correct and balanced policy will be
carried out. If the repatriation process will be regulated, it could be beneficial for the Georgian
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state. Therefore, from the viewpoint of national security and territorial integrity, it is extremely
important to study Meskhetian problem and regulate the repatriation process.
Subject of the study: The paper studies problems of repatriation and reintegration of the
deported Meskhetian population in Georgia. The reintegration of the deported Meskhetian
population into Georgian society is a complicated process because for a long time these people
were deliberately isolated from Georgian civilization and were deprived of the possibility to
establish close contacts with the Georgian people. Centuries of isolation and lack of contact with
Georgia prevented the establishment of strong social ties with Georgian nation and diminished
their Georgian civic consciousness.

Integration is a time consuming process that requires

lengthy and systematic intercourse with the titular ethnic group. Absence of such interactions
and contacts caused the denationalization of the deported population and turned these people into
a denationalized mass.
It should be stressed that integration policy has to be different for each ethnic group and
various factors such as history, culture, traditions and customs have to be taken into account
while elaborating integration policy. As there is no universal way of solving problems related to
national minorities, each ethnic group requires an individual approach while elaborating an
integration policy.
The elaboration of integration policy is impossible without detecting major obstacles and
problems to the integration process. This research highlights major obstacles to the repatriation
process such as popular opposition to the repatriation process, political and economic instability,
ethnic conflicts and tensions, fear of separatism and secessionism, etc.
The aim of this research is to find out those factors that hinder the return of the deported
people to Georgia and their reintegration into Georgian society. The detection of these problems
is crucial for the development of integration policy that might guarantee successful solution of
the Meskhetian problem.
The aim of the integration policy is to create united and harmonious multiethnic and
multicultural society, where all people regardless of their ethnic and religious belonging will
have the possibility to participate more actively in economic, political and cultural activities of
the country.
Ethnic differences can be either a source of conflict or a source of progress. Ethnic
minorities can become a source of progress if they will be effectively integrated into Georgian
society.
Research question: In order to deal with the Meskhetian problem effectively, one has to
try to answer the following question: Why is it so difficult to integrate deported Meskhetian
2

population into Georgian society and how can this people become an integral part of Georgian
society?
Hypothesis: The degree of integration depends on the intensity of relationships with the
dominant nation. The lengthier and more systematic are the interactions with the titular and
dominant nation the more integrated is the ethnic group.

On the other hand, lack of interactions

and contacts with the dominant nation can cause complete alienation of the ethnic group. Low
level of integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society is the result of centuries of
isolation, multiple deportations and deliberate marginalization of these people. Lack of contact
with the Georgian nation, as well as the prolonged residence in Central Asia has considerably
diminished their Georgian identity and converted this people into the denationalized mass. This
people for a long period of time were completely isolated from Georgian cultural environment.
The political, cultural, social and religious environment of those countries where they live and
have lived radically differs from Georgian cultural environment. This has caused the complete
loss of Georgian traditions and customs, as well as the national identity crisis among the
deported people. Due to the above mentioned factors deported Meskhetian population
experiences ethnic identity crisis.
Scientific innovation:
1. Over the last years numerous books, articles and researches have been published about
the deported Meskhetian people. The interest in the deported people has grown considerably
after the tragic events at the Ferghana Valley. After this incident international community has
began to pay more attention to the deported Meskhetian people and Meskhetian problem.
Despite the abundance of researches and publications about the Meskhetian issue, there is a lack
of information about the problems of repatriation and reintegration of deported people in
Georgia. Many topics, among them the problems of repatriation and reintegration in Georgia,
are touched upon but not explored in depth. The vast majority of the publications say almost
nothing about how the repatriation process should be planned and what measures should be
taken to solve the Meskhetian problem effectively. The review of literature demonstrated a need
of deeper study of the problems of repatriation and reintegration of the deported Meskhetian
population in Georgia. In contrast to the previous researches, this paper analyses in detail
these problems.
2. The paper provides strong arguments that help to modify negative public opinion on
the repatriation process. The repatriation process is an extremely unpopular issue in Georgia and
the vast majority of the population of Georgia is strongly opposed to the return of the deported
Meskhetian population. The urgent step in solving the problem is to explain Georgian people that
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if this process will be regulated and planned in advance, negative consequences of repatriation
could be avoided.
3. In contrast to the previous researches, this research is based on the interdisciplinary
method. Interdisciplinary approach was used for the analysis of Meskhetian problem. This
approach includes historical overview of the Meskhetin problem, analysis of contemporary
political situation, analysis of legal basis of repatriation and sociological research.
4. The theory of more systematic and intensive relations with the dominant ethnic
group can be recommended as a general theoretical basis for the integration of national
minorities.
5. This paper includes a model of integration of deported Meskhetian population.
Integration is viewed as a very complicated and time-consuming process. The integration policy
includes several priorities and consists of the following steps:
 Linguistic and cultural integration is achieved through the creation of special
cultural centres and educational centres as well as development of special
scholarship programmes and educational programmes for young Meskhetian
repatriates;
 Civic integration means the development of civic nationalism, simplification
of procedures for obtaining Georgian citizenship;
 Legal-political integration means minority representation in the political
system of the country,
 Socio-economic integration means elimination of social exclusion and
selection of places for resettlement.
Methodology. This research is based on the interdisciplinary method. The analysis of the
Meskhetian problem requires a comprehensive approach and therefore this dissertation includes
historical overview of the Meskhetian problem, political analysis of the Meskhetian issue,
analysis of the legislative basis of repatriation, and sociological research (quantitative
sociological research and face-to-face interviews.)

Sociological research was conducted in

almost all regions of Georgia where Meskhetian repatriates reside: Tbilisi, Kartli, SamtskheJavakheti, Imereti and Guria regions.

In addition, public opinion research was conducted in

Samtskhe-Javakheti region in order to find out local populations attitude towards repatriation.
With regards to literature, foreign (English, Russian, Turkish), as well as Georgian
literary sources were used during the research. Laws, resolutions and decrees passed by the
Georgian and Soviet governments were analyzed and studied in detail. Historical documents and
4

sources, as well as top secret and secret resolutions and decrees which were found in State
archives were analyzed and used in this research. Information was obtained from various nongovernmental organizations such as European Centre of Minority Issues, Caucasian House,
Soros Foundation, Association Tolerant, Union of Georgian Repatriates, Union of Young
Deported Meskhetians –Meskheti, “Khsna,”etc.
Practical importance. State program of integration of deported Meskhetian population
has not been developed yet. For this reason this research has great value for the Georgian
society.
 The research creates the solid theoretical and scientific background to solve ethnic
problems and national minority issues through the new theoretical basis of
integration.
 The developed model can be used for the work out of state programme of
integration of deported Meskhetian population.

Government can control and

regulate repatriation process as it is indicated in this research.
 The material used in this research can be used as a Case study in Conflict
Resolution, Conflict studies or other related courses.
The results of the research were presented in six publications.
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CHAPTER 1. Literature review
Abundant primary sources, archival documents, government resolutions, decrees, laws,
statistical data, Georgian and foreign literature were used when writing this doctoral dissertation.
A lot of primary sources are available about the Meskhetian problem, which makes it
possible to conduct objective and thorough research. Georgian, as well as foreign (Greek,
Turkish, German, French, Russian) researchers, historians, ethnographers and travelers provide
us with valuable information about Meskheti and Meskhetians.
1. Historical background of the Meskhetian problem
In order to enable readers to understand better the problems of repatriation and
reintegration of deported Meskhetian population into Georgian society, it is necessary to pay
attention first to the historical background of the Meskhetian problem.
There is an abundance of literature on the history of Meskheti and deported Meskhetian
population. The analysis of the history of Meskheti always starts with the ancient Georgian
tribes. Ancestors of Georgian people Meshechs, Mushks, Moskhs are often mentioned in ancient
historical sources. The first information about the ancient Meskhetian tribes appears in Assyrian
inscriptions. (Giorgadze, 2002) The issue of the origin of the Georgian people is an issue of
special study in modern Georgian historiography.

Georgian historians and scientists, N.

Khazaradze (2001), G. Giorgadze (2002), N. Asatiani (2001), Javakhisvili (1950), Melikisvili
(1965) have dedicated numerous works to this issue.

Ancient historians, travelers and

ethnographers also provide us with valuable information about the ancient Georgian tribes.
From the ancient historians‟ writings especially valuable is the 17-volume work of Greek
historian, geographer and philosopher Strabo, “Geographica”, which is a descriptive history of
different peoples and tribes. (Kaukhchishvili, 1957) The author of this work provides us with
detailed information about Georgian tribes, as well as about the geographical location of
Meskheti. He also describes historical and political processes in Caucasus, the expansion of
Armenia and annexation of Southern provinces of Iberia by Armenia.
Information about Meskheti and Meskhetians can also be found in ancient Georgian
historical sources, especially in The Georgian Chronicles (“Kartlis Tskhovreba”), which is a
compendium of medieval Georgian historical texts. (Kaukhchishvili, 1942; Kaukhchishvili,
1955; Kaukhchishvili, 1959) The Chronicles consist of historical works of different authors such
as “The Life of King Vakhtang Gorgasali,” “History of the Bagratides” “History of the King of
Kings David.”

In “History of the Bagratids” Sumbat Davitis-Dze describes Tao-Klarjeti

(Meskheti) and its rulers the Bagrationi Dynasty. This region and its rulers, Bagrationi Dynasty
played a very important role in the unification of Georgia.
6

After the incorporation of this region into the Ottoman Empire, Ottoman authorities
conducted a census in Meskheti and compiled a book which was called “extensive register of
gurgistan Vilayet” (“Defteri Mufassal Vilayeti Gürcüstan”) (Jikia, 1947; Jikia, 1941; Jikia
1958). This document is a primary Turkish historical source which has a great scientific value
especially for researchers. It provides us with valuable information about the ethnic composition
of Meskheti. From this manuscript we find out that the vast majority of the population of
Meskheti was made up of ethnic Georgians.
European and Turkish travelers and researchers also confirm that Georgians formed the
great majority of the population of Meskheti. Foreign researchers and travelers such as J. A.
Giuldenstedt, F. Dubois de Montpéreux, E. Çelebi and others have taken a great interest in this
region and accordingly have invaluably contributed to a more thorough analysis of the historical,
political and demographic processes in this region. 17th century Turkish traveler E. Çelebi
journeyed throughout the territories of the Ottoman Empire and the neighboring lands over a
period of forty years.

His 10-volume work “Book of Travels” (Puturidze, 1971) includes

valuable information about the European, Asian and African countries.

He also visited

Georgian kingdoms and principalities. In his book he gives a detailed account of every town,
city, castle and the inhabitants of different provinces. From his book we find out that all
inhabitants of Meskheti spoke Georgian.

18th century ethnographer and researcher J. A.

Giuldenstedt wrote a book “Journey to Caucasus”( Gelashvili, 1962) in which he also describes
the population of Meskheti and its ethnic composition.

According to him Georgians were the

dominant ethnic group in Meskehti.
Famous Turkish historian, I. Peçevi (1572-1650) wrote a two-volume book "Pecevi's
History" (“Tarih-i Peçevi”) (Jikia, 1964), which includes valuable information about IranoTurkish wars. In his work Peçevi also gives broad coverage of Ottoman campaigns against
Georgia. Peçevi describes episodes of battles, invasion of Georgian provinces by Ottoman
forces, relations of Turkey and Iran with Georgian kingdoms and principalities. Particularly
interesting is the news about the conquest of Meskheti by Ottoman forces.
Numerous works have been dedicated to the history of Meskheti in Georgian
historiography.

Scientific research of this region dates back to ancient times.

Especially

valuable is the work of Great Georgian historian, geographer and cartographer V. Bagrationi,
“The Description of the Kingdom of Georgia”, which is a comprehensive history and
geographical description of the Georgian people and lands. In the first volume of this work,
which is called “Samtskhe (Bagrationi, 1991), he describes various provinces of Meskheti and
also provides us with valuable information about the ethnic composition of Meskheti.” From
this work we find out that in the 18th century the islamization process was not completed in
7

Meskheti and most of the population of Meskheti, especially peasants remained Christians. Only
nobles and small part of the population adopted Islam.
In the 19th century islamization process was completed in Meskheti and most of the
population of this region was islamized. Modern Georgian historians such as S. Lomsadze, T.
Chikovani (1979), D. Kozhoridze (1987), Topchishvili (2000), M. Beridze (2006) have also
dedicated very important works to the history of Meskheti and Meskhetian people. The works
of famous Georgian historian and public figure, S. Lomsadze are of great importance to us. He
has

written

valuable

works

on

history

of

Meskheti

such

as

“Samtskhe-

Javakheti”(Lomsadze,1975), “Meskhetians, The Chronicles of Akhaltsikhe”(Lomsadze,1997),
“Meskheti and Meskhetians”(Lomsadze, 2000). In these works he describes in detail historical,
political and demographic processes in Meskheti from ancient times until the incorporation of
Meskheti into the Soviet Empire. S. Lomsadze was born in Javakheti in 1925, personally knew
deported people and had very objective information about the deported Meskhetian population.
R. Topchisvhili (2000) explores radical changes in the ethnic composition of Javakehti in
his work “where has the Georgian population of Javakheti moved to.” The author of this book
argues that in the Middle Ages the vast majority of the population of Javakheti was made up of
ethnic Georgians, but after the incorporation of this region into the Ottoman and later into the
Russiam Empire its ethno-confessional composition started to change.

The resettlement of

Armenians, as well as the migration of local Georgian population to Turkey and Eastern Georgia
caused radical changes in the ethno-confessional structure of this region and accelerated its
armenianization.
M. Beridze‟s (2006; 32) work “Conversion of Georgians to Islam and modification of
surnames in Meskheti” is a comprehensive analysis of Muslim Meskhetians‟ surnames. The
author argues that adoption of Islam ment also turkification of the local population of Meskheti.
Conversion to Islam was often accompanied with the modification of surnames, which gradually
caused the loss of national consciousness and turkification.
From the works of Georgian historians especially valuable are the works of A. Proneli, Z.
chichinadze and S. Pirtskhalava. They were eyewitnesses of the historical and political events
that were taking place in Meskheti in the 19th and 20th centuries. A. Proneli (1991) describes the
decline and decadence of Meskheti in his work “Great Meskheti,” which was published in 1910.
Z. Chichinadze traveled to Meskheti and collected data about the catholic Georgians and
Christian population of Meskheti. From the works of Z. Chichinadze it is worth mentioning
“Massive deportation of Muslim Georgians to Ottoman Empire, Muhajir-Emigration”
(Chichinadze, 1912) and “Georgian Catholics and Georgia‟s lost villages” (Chichinadze, 1904).
In these works Z. Chichinadze describes the migration of Muslim Meskhetians to Turkey and the
8

process of forceful armenianization of catholic Georgians.

S. Pirtskhalava (1915) also deals

with the deportations of Muslim Meskhetians to Turkey in his work “Mohammedan Georgia”.
He offers us a short review of history of Meskheti and describes the incapacity of Georgian
society to return Muslim Meskhetians to Georgian roots.
A publication “Historical rarities”(Javakhishvili, Surguladze, & List,1989) has a chapter
on “Borders of Georgia” which was written by great Georgian historian and scientist, I.
Javakhishvili. In this work he describes the borders of historical Meskheti, the resettlement of
Armenians to Meskheti and Javakheti Armenians aspirations to Separatism.
The history of the Georgian kingdoms and principalities in the 17th, 18th and 19th
centuries and Georgian-Russian relations during this period are analyzed in detail in the book
“Survival Time”, which was edited by T. Koridze in 2009. (Koridze, 2009) This work includes
historical documents and provides us with interesting information about the liberation of
Meskheti and incorporation of this region into Russian Empire.
The analysis of the treaty of Georgievsk (A. Surguladze & P. Surguladze, 1992) is
particularly important as it is a primary historical source which includes information about the
reasons for entering into alliance with Russia. Under the terms of the treaty Russia undertook an
obligation to defend Georgia, and Erekle II renounced dependence on Iran.
After the incorporation of Meskheti into the Russian Empire, Russian administration
began the process of forceful armenianization of this region (resettlement of Armenians to
Javakheti, prohibition of Georgian language during church services). Georgian – Armenian
relations are explored in detail in the work of G. Maisuradze (2008) “From the history of
Georgian –Armenian relations”, in which he also describes the discrimination of Georgian
Catholics and the attempts of Tsarist Russia and Armenia to armenianize Georgians.

The

attempts of Armenian scholars to falsify Georgian history are analyzed in detail by A. Totadze
(1993) in his work “Anti-Georgian hysteria of Armenian pseudo scholars”. The author of this
book discusses unprecedented facts of distorting the history of Georgia and the tactless efforts of
misappropriating the Georgian cultural heritage. He also describes the process of Georgians‟
forceful armenianization in Meskheti and in other parts of Georgia.
The Attempts of famous Meskhetian public figures to stop the forceful armenianization
of catholic Georgians are well described in the work of U. Bluashvili (2008) “Famous sons of
Meskheti”.

In the 19th century Armenians tried hard to forcefully armenianize catholic

population of Meskheti and therefore insisted that they were ethnic Armenians.

Famous

Georgian public figure from Meskheti, Michael Tamarashvili scientifically proved that Catholic
Meskhetians were ethnic Georgians.
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The attempts of Tsarist Russia to denationalize Georgia are described in the archival
document (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph
№1, case №476). Tsarist Russia‟s government resettled various ethnic groups (Armenians from
Turkey, Germans, Greeks, Russians) in the southern regions of Georgia which caused radical
changes in the ethno-confessional structure of the southern provinces of Georgia. From this
archival document we find out that the aim of the Tsarist Russia was to increase a foreign
element in Georgia and accelerate its denationalization.
After the Sovietization of Georgia in 1921, Soviet Union and Turkey reached an
agreement that divided the region of Meskheti in two. Larger part of Meskheti was given to
Turkey and Samtskhe-Javakheti and Adjara remained under Georgian jurisdiction. Informatiion
about the division of Meskheti can be found in Kars Peace Treaty, which was signed in 1921.
(Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph №2, case №
623) The analysis of this treaty is particularly important because it established contemporary
borders between Turkey and the South Caucasus states.
After the occupation of Georgia, Soviet governments‟ educational policy caused the
denationalization of Muslim Meskhetians. From the archival documents we find out Muslim
Meskhetians were denied the possibility to receive education in Georgian language. (Central
state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 284, Anagraph№1, case №3322)
They were forced to attend non-Georgian schools. Textbooks were not edited in Georgia, but
were brought from Azerbaijan.

Not only textbooks but also teachers were invited from

Azerbaijan. Vano Alikhanashvili provides us with valuable information about the educational
opportunities in Akhaltsike district. In his report “about the conditions in Akhaltsikhe district,“
he explains that Muslim Meskhetians were not given a chance to receive education in Georgian
language.

(Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph

№2, case №125) From the report of Kirvalidze we find out that Muslim Meskhetians faced the
danger of de-nationalization because of the Soviet educational policies. (Central state archive of
contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph №2, case №600)
Information about the ethnic composition of Meskheti was obtained from the population
censuses conducted by Tsarist Russia, as well as from the Statistical data which was found in
Central State Archive of Georgia (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia,
Fund № 284, Anagraph№1, case №3322). After the occupation of Georgia, Tsarist Russia‟s
government conducted population censuses in Meskheti.

Population censuses which were

conducted by Tsarist Russia in 1870 and 1916, are the primary sources of information about the
ethnic composition of Meskheti and about the ethnic origins of the deported people.

The

materials of the 1870 population census were published by K.L. Zisserman, which was named
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“Collection of Materials on Census in Tiflis Province” (Zisserman, 1870). According to this
document more than 90% of the Muslim population of Satmskhe-Javakheti was made up of
Islamazied Georgians. The 1916 population census showed similar results.
Radical changes in the ethno-confessional composition of Meskheti took place in 1944,
when on the orders of Soviet Government Muslim population of Meskheti was deported to
Central Asia. Changes in the ethno-confessional structure of Meskheti are well described in the
works of V. Lortkipanidze (1994), M. Natmeladze (2002), A. Totadze(1993), L. Janiashvili
(2006).

They provide us with valuable information about the deportation of Muslim

Meskhetians to Central Asia. Various documents, secret and top secret resolutions have been
found in State Archives of Georgia, which reveal the true motives for deportation of Muslim
Mekshetians to Central Asia.

From the archival document (Central state archive of

contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph №1, Case №1218) we find out that
Soviet government had not only political motives for deportation (security of Soviet border
zones), but also economic motives: Soviet government had plans to use the deported people for
the development of the most underdeveloped areas of Soviet Union.
From the top secret report of Kobulov (Central state archive of contemporary history of
Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph№2, Case №530) we find out that initially it was planned to
resettle Muslim Meskhetians to Eastern Georgia, but later Soviet Government decided to deport
them to Central Asia.
According to the secret archival document (Central state archive of contemporary history
of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph №2, Case №640) Soviet Government forcefully resettled
people from land-poor provinces of Georgia in the empty villages which were previously
inhabited by Muslim Meskhetians. From the secret report (Central state archive of contemporary
history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph №2, Case №539) which was sent to Beria in 1945,
we find out that the resettlement of Christian Georgians to Meskheti was a forceful process and
many people wanted to return to the original places of residence.
Over the last years various works have been published by Meskhetian repatriates which
provide us with information about the violation of Muslim Meskhetians‟ rights and sufferings
during the multiple deportations. From the works of deported Meskhetian people it is worth
mentioning the works of I. Varsknelidze (2000), M. Baratashvili (1998), K. Baratashvili and L.
Baratashvili (1988), N. Vachnadze (2005), I.R. Rafatov(1996). I. Varsknelidze (2000) and N.
Vachnadze (2005) were eyewitnesses of deportation of Muslim Meskhetians to Central Asia and
therefore, their works are primary sources of information about the deportation.
2. Legal status of deported people and Organizations dealing with the Meskhetian
problem
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There are numerous Meskhetian organizations and associations that operate in different
countries where deported Meskhetian people reside.

In the article “Social Dynamics and

Leadership in Meskhetian Turk Communities”, A. Osipov and S. Swerdlow describe various
Meskhetian organizations, associations and NGO-s that operate in the Ex-Soviet republics, as
well as in Turkey and United States (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007). These organizations have
contradictory objectives and goals and therefore, can not fight together for the return of
Meskhetians to Georgia. According to A. Osipov and S. Swerdlow Meskhetian associations and
organizations lack strong leadership and unified, guiding elite.

The existing leadership is

ideologically divided and they have different views about the ethnic origin of the deported
Meskhetian people.
Information about the Meskhetian organizations and associations can also be obtained
from internet. From the articles that have been published in internet, it is worth mentioning the
articles published by O. Pentikäinen and T. Trier (2004), A. C. Helton (1998), G. Nodia (2002),
A. Aidingun (1998), N. Sumbadze (2002). The article “Between integration and resettlement:
The Meskhetian Turks”, which was written by O. Pentikäinen and T. Trier (2004), describes the
legal status and living conditions of deported Meskhetians in their countries of residence and
also gives an account of Meskhetian organizations.

The most prominent Meskhetian

organizations “Vatan ” and “Hsna,” as well as Meskhetian organizations that operate in Turkey
are described in this article and their goals and objectives are explained in detail.
There are always disputes and conflicts between the deported Meskhetian people about
their ethnic origins. According to D. Brennan (2003) disputes about the ethnic origin weakens
the repatriation movement and undermines the ability of Meskhetians to return to Georgia.
N. Sumbadze‟s (2002) article “The problem of Muslim population of southern Georgia:
prospects of deportation and the local resistance” deals with the history of deported Meskhetian
people, legal status of Muslim Meskhetians and Meskhetian organizations. She thinks that due
to the wide dispersal of Meskhetian communities their problems and priorities differ. According
to her deported Meskhetian people have different attitudes on a number of crucial issues and can
not co-operate with each other.

The major dividing issues are the exact definition of the

homeland and, respectively, the target of repatriation, as well as ethnic identity. Disagreements
about the ethnic origin and identity weaken the repatriation movement.
O. Pentikäinen and T. Trier (2004) explore the living conditions and legal status of
deported Meskhetian people in various countries where they reside: Georgia, Azerbaijan,
Ukraine, Russia, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkey.

Living conditions of

deported Meskhetians vary significantly according to their place of settlement. The problems are
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most acute in the Southern regions of Russian Federation, especially in Krasnodar Krai.
Information about the violations of deported Meskhetians‟ rights in Krasnodar Krai is available
in the book “Violation of the forced migrants‟ rights and ethnic discrimination in Krasnodar
Krai: condition of Meskhetian Turks (Нарушение прав вынужденных мигрантов и
этническая дискриминация в Краснодарском Крае: положение Месхетинских Турок),”
which was published by human rights centre “Memorial”. The authors of this book, Osipov and
Cherepova (1996) analyze in detail the discriminations of Muslim Meskhetians in every sphere
of life. The discrimination of Muslim Meskhetians in Krasnodar Krai is also well described in
the articles of M. Hoover (2005) and P. Finn (2005).

According to these authors deported

Meskhetian people lacked citizenship and residence status in Kransodar Krai.

Meskhetian

people were forced to seek refuge in US.
Legal and economic conditions are much better for deported Meskhetian people in other
Ex-Soviet republics.

According to O. Pentikäinen and T. Trier (2004) legal status and living

conditions of deported people have improved considerably in Uzbekistan after the Ferghna
tragedy.

Meskhetians have managed to adapt to different socio-political and geographical

conditions of Central Asian republics.

According to Blacklock (2005) living standards of

deported Meskhetian people does not differ from living conditions of the local population of
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

Meskhetians‟ Socio-economic condition is also stable in

Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Turkey and United States.
The number of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia is very limited (less than 1000 people).
Information about the legal status and living conditions of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia can
be found in the book of M. Baratashvili (1998) “Legal state of Meskh repatriates in Georgia” and
in the brochure ”Integration of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia”(Union of Georgian
Repatriates [UGR], 2005). M. Baratashvili (1998) explores the legal status of Meskhetian
repatriates in Georgia according to different periods. The above mentioned book provides the
reader with interesting information on how the decisions of government have affected the legal
status and living conditions of Meskhetian repatriates. Information about the legal status of
Meskehtian repatriates during the transition period can also be found in the book of K. UmarovGozalishvili (2005) “Tragedy of Meskhetians”. The author of this book describes the expulsion
of Meskhetian repatriates from Georgia by the leaders of national- liberation movement.
The laws, resolutions and decrees adopted by different governments have always had an
influence on the legal status of Meskhetian repatriates. Therefore, it is extremely important to
analyze laws, decrees and resolutions passed by Georgian and Soviet governments. The
International Union of the Young Meskhetians – “Meskheti” ( Международный Молодѐжнный
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Союз Депортированных Месхетинцев – “Месхети”) published a book which is called
“Collection of Historical Documents on the Meskhetians Deported from the Southern Georgia
(Сборник

исторических

документов

для

депортированных

из

южной

Грузии

Месхетинцев)” (The International Union of the Young Deported Meskhetians – “Meskheti”,
2006). This book contains top secret decisions of Beria and Stalin, as well as resolutions,
decrees, laws adopted by the Soviet Union and Georgia. Top secret resolutions and decrees
passed by the Soviet government in 1940-s provide us with valuable information about the
political motives of deportation.

This book contains also a wide range of resolutions and

decrees on repatriation process which were adopted by Shevardnadze‟s regime.

But these

resolutions and decrees were not implemented.
After the Rose revolution the new regime has started to pay more attention to the
repatriation issue and took many positive steps to resolve the Meskhetian problem. One of the
most important laws adopted by the Georgian government is the law on repatriation, which was
officially named “Law of Georgia on Repatriation of Persons forcefully sent into exile from the
Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia by the Former USSR in the 40‟s of the 20th Century”
(2007). The analysis of this law is particularly important as it creates legal mechanisms for the
return of deported Meskhetian population.
Detailed information about the legal status and living conditions of the deported
Meskhetian people can also be found in the book “The Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads:
Integration, Repatriation and Resettlement” (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007). This book, which was
edited by T. Trier and A. Khanzhin in 2007, is the result of a research project on deported
Meskhetian people carried out by the European Centre for Minority Issues from June 2004 to
September 2006. This book offers innovative insights into the life of deported Meskhetian
people in various countries where they reside.
3. Changing nature of Meskhetian identity and the problem of coexistence in a multiethnic society of Samtskhe-Javakheti
One of the greatest problems for the multi-ethnic country is the creation of the common
civil identity for its multi-ethnic citizenry. The authors of the book “International Politics:
Enduring Concepts and Contemporary Issues”, R. Art and R. Jervice (2005) stress the
importance of the common identity formation for the polyethnic state. They argue that ethnic
conflicts and wars can be avoided by encouraging individuals and groups to adopt more benign,
inclusive identities.

According to them political and economic stability of the polyethnic

country greatly depends on its ability to develop a supra-ethnic identity for its multi-ethnic
citizenry.
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The author of the book “Essentials of comparative politics,” P. H. O‟Neil (2007) looks at
the ways in which people identify themselves and explains the concepts of ethnic identity, civil
identity, and national identity.

He explains the problems of forging common identity in

ethnically diverse societies. According to him high levels of ethnic fragmentation can lead to
conflicts and wars. Ethnicity is viewed as a divisive concept.

P. H. O‟Neil sees the ethnic or

religious divisions in heterogeneous societies as the main obstacle to the creation of a single
national identity.
G. A. Almond, G. B. Powell, J.R. Russel, J.Dalton and K. Storm (2008) view nationstates as the most desirable way to organize political system. The above mentioned authors have
published a book “Comparative Politics Today. A world view,” in which they explain the
difficulties that polyethnic states face during the nation-building process. Most states do not
have a homogenous population, and building a common civil identity can be a serious challenge.
According to the above mentioned authors one of the most important challenges facing
polyethnic states worldwide is to build a common identity and a sense of community among
citizens.
P. O‟neil and R. Rogowski (2004) describe the problems that the developing countries of
the world face when they try to develop common identity for their multi-ethnic citizenry. The
development of common symbols, shared values and norms plays very important role in forging
of common identity. But many polyethnic states of the world find it extremely difficult to create
nation-wide symbols if identity.
One of the main obstacles for the development of common identity in Caucasus is the
Russian intervention in internal affairs of South Caucasian republics. In his work “The new
Georgia: space, society and politics” R. Gachechiladze (1995) describes well the attempts of
Tsarist Russia and Soviet Union to divide the multi-ethnic society of Georgia. Tsarist Russia
and Soviet Union, like all big empires, followed the traditional policy of divide-and –rule in
Caucasus.
M. Beridze (2006) argues that the outside powers provoked a conflict between Chrisian
and Muslim population of Meskheti. The conflict between Meskhetian people on religious
grounds took place in 1917-1919, at the end of First World War. This conflict split the people
of the same blood and origin forever and deteriorated drastically relations between Muslim amd
Christian Georgians.
Meskhetian identity often changes according to changing socio-political circumstances.
In order to understand changing nature of Meskhetian identity different theoretical approaches to
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ethnicity have to be analyzed. The authors of the book “regulation of interethnic relations,” J.
javakhisvili and N. Sarjveladze (2007) distinguish two contradictory approaches to
understanding ethnicity: primordialism and constructivism. Primordialism views ethnic identity
as permanent and static phenomenon, whereas constructivism argues that ethnic identities are
socially and politically constructed entities. According to constructivism ethnic identity
experiences changes in accordance with the shifting socio-political circumstances.
Ethnic origin and identity of deported Meskhetian people often causes disagreements
between scientists. A. Aydıngün et al. (2006) analyze the ethnic origin of deported people in the
article “Meskhetian Turks:
experiences.”

An introduction to their history, culture and resettlement

According to the above mentioned authors basic issue revolves around this

question: Are deported people in fact ethnic Turks, or are they ethnic Georgians who at some
stage in history converted to Islam?
Historians have different views about their ethnic origin. L. Janiashvili (2006a) deals
with the issues of ethnic origin of the deported Meskehtian population in his work ”On the issue
of Ethnic origin of the people deported from Southern Georgia in 1944”. According to the
author of this work the ethnic origin of the deported people is a matter of dispute between
scientists. There is an ongoing dispute whether they are ethnic Turks or ethnic Georgians.
In her article “Big Caucasus turmoil”: Pro-Turkic demographic change in Georgia may
spell out Armenia‟s deeper isolation,” A. Ghazinyan (2008) argues that deported Meskhetian
people is not a homogenous ethnic group and in reality is a mixture of various tribes and ethnic
groups.

According to her three different language families (Caucasian, Altay and Indo-

European) shaped the nucleus of this heterogeneous ethnic group.
G. Anchabadze also agrees that deported Meskhetian population is not a homogenous
ethnic group, but he believes that 90 % of the deported people are turkified Georgians and 10%
of the deported people are Hemshins, Tarakamas and Kurds (“Open Society-Georgia”
Foundation & National Center of Population Research, 2000)
Changing nature of Meskhetian identity is analyzed in detail in the book “The
Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or Resettlement?” Igor Kuznetsov
argues that prior to the deportation Georgian was spoken far more widely in Meskheti than any
other languages (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007).

The names of the settlements where Muslim

Meskhetians lived prior to deportation testify this. Most of these settlements have Georgian
names.

The vast majority of Muslim Meskhetians spoke Georgian before the deportation.

According to Igor Kuznetsov many deported Meskhetians only fully adopted Turkish in exile.
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Long period of residence in Central Asia accelerated their Turkification. Igor Kuznetsov argues
that the ethnic identity of the deported Meskhetian people is closely bound to or coincides with
the religious identity (Muslim=Turk, Christian=Georgian) or linguistic identity (The vast
majority of them think that they are Turks, not Georgians, because they speak Turkish).
The problems of repatriation of deported Meskhetians is thoroughly analyzed by George
Tarkhan-Mouravi in his article “Legal and political aspects of the issue of Muslim Meskhetians
(Meskhetian Turks) in Georgia.”(Trier & Khanzhin, 2007) In this article he describes the
political situation in Georgia, the ethnic composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti region, as well as
the popular attitudes towards repatriation. He views the unstable political situation in Georgia,
negative public opinion on the repatriation issue and the multi-ethnicity of Samtskhe-Javakheti
as the main impediments to repatriation.
Ethno-confessional composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti is also explored in the book “the
problems of polyethnic society in Samstkhe-Javakheti.” (Union of Democrat Meskhs, 2005)
This book describes tensions on ethnic and religious grounds in this region. Samtskhe-Javakheti
is among the most ethnically heterogeneous regions of Georgia and the relations between
different ethno-confessional groups are strained. There is a problem of peaceful coexistence in
the multi-ethnic society of Samtskhe-Javakheti. Strained inter-ethnic ralations in SmatksheJavakheti complicate the return of Muslim Meskhetians to this region
4. Problems and Major Obstacles to the repatriation and reintegration process and
solutions to the Meskhetian problem. (Empirical research)
Negative public opinion is the main obstacle to the repatriation process. Sociological
research which was conducted in Samtskhe-Javakheti in 2009 revealed that the vast majority of
the local population are against the repatriation process.
People‟s negative attitude towards the repatriation process is also reflected in the articles
published in internet, as well as in the works of different authors. For instance, in his article
“Islamic Emirates of Tiflis-Georgia: Ajaria & Meskhetia, Feridun,” Moinansari (2008) argues
that Samtskhe-Javakheti is today ethnically and religiously diverse region and the arrival of
deported people would almost certainly lead to increased political tensions.

In his work

“Georgian statehood and “Meskhetian Turk‟s” problem,” G. Kimadze (2004) describes conflicts
between Muslims and Christians that took place in 1917-1919. Negative memories from the past
shape the population‟s attitude towards the repatriation process.
The problems of repatriation and reintegration of the deported Meskhetian population in
Georgia are explored in the works of T. Trier, N. Sumbadze and M. Baratashvili.
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The book

edited by T. Trier and A. Khanzhin (2007) ”The Meskhetian Turks at a crossroads: repatriation,
integration or resettlement?,” contains very important information about the problems of
integration of the deported Meskhetian people in the countries where they reside.

Especially

interesting is the article of N. Sumbadze “Back home again: the repatriation and integration of
Meskhetian Muslims in Georgia.” In this article she describes the history of the deported
Meskhetian people, places of settlement of Mekshetian repatriates in Georgia, problems of
integration and socio-economic conditions of Meskhetian repatriates, relations of Meskhetian
repatriates with the host population, religion and identity of the deported people and problems of
repatriation. (Trier, Khanzhin, 2007)

Apart from this article N. Sumbadze has also written a

wide range of articles about the Meskehtian problem. From the articles of N. Sumbadze it is
worth mentioning “Muslim population of Southern Georgia: Challenges to repatriation.”(Nodia,
2002) In this article Nana Sumbadze explores various aspects of repatriation. She analyses the
attitude of local population towards repatriation and offers solutions to the Meskhetian problem.
UGR - Union of Georgian Repatriates (2005) has published a work”Integration of
Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia.” This work represents a brief analysis of the current situation
on issues of integration of Meskehtian repatriates into Georgian society. The analysis is done on
the basis of computer database of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia. Therefore, it contains very
important statistical data about Meskhetian repatriates such as their place of residence, place of
birth, gender-age structure, marital status, etc.
As it has been mentioned above, despite the abundance of literature on the Meskhetian
problem, there is a lack of detailed and in-depth analysis of the problems of repatriation and
reintegration of deported Meskhetian population in Georgia. Information about the problems of
repatriation and reintegration was obtained mostly from the empirical research.
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CHAPTER 2. Historical background of Meskhetian problem
2.1. Ethno-historical processes in Meskheti until the beginning of 19th century.
Meskheti is the historical province of Georgia which forms south-western part of
Georgia. Meskheti is a borderland and due to its geographical location often fell under the
influence of its neighboring countries, which caused gradual reduction of Meskhetians‟
settlement areas. In the past this region was much larger than it is today. Historical Meskheti
included territories located in the Kura and Chorokhi river basin and consisted of the following
provinces: Samtskhe, Javakheti, Kola, Artaani, Shavsheti, Erusheti, Klarjeti, Ajara, Imerkhevi,
Tao, Abotsi (Childir), Speri, Tortomi, Chaneti (lazeti) and Basiani. The borders of Meskheti
stretched from Borjomi until the city of Arzrum. (Javakhishvili, Surguladze, &List, 1989; 4346) The total area of Meskheti equaled 34.230 square kilometers. Nowadays, only a small part
of it, 7.115 square kilometers (21%) forms part of Georgia. The largest part of it (79%), 27.115
square kilometers belongs to Turkey.
Original settlers of Meskheti are Meskhetians. They are descendants of the ancient
Georgian tribe of Meshech (later Moskh) and Mosiniks (also known as Meshekhs/Mosokhs –
term used in the bible to refer to Meskhetians, Mushki – Assyrian term, frequently used in
Assyrian sources, Moschoi, Moskhs – term used in Greco-Latin texts). They were an ancient,
non-Indo-European and non-Semitic, indigenous tribe that inhabited territories in north - eastern
part of Asia Minor in 2nd-1st millennia BC. (Melikishvili, 1965; 7-38) These tribes had highly
developed culture and were one of the inventors of iron metallurgy. Assyrian sources often
mention a powerful tribe of Mushks which threatened them from the north and often fought
against them. (Khazaradze, 2001; 65- 66)
In the 2nd millennium-8th century BC Meskheti formed part of the Georgian Kingdom of
Diaokhi. It had frequent fights against its neighbouring states – Kolkhida and Urartu. The
historical sources of Urartu call them Diaochi. Later the Greeks called them Taochs. The name
of the historical province of Georgia Tao is derived from the name of this kingdom. (Giorgadze,
2002; 126-130) Constant attacks from Colkhida and Urartu destroyed Diaokhi in 8th century BC.
Kolkhida Kingdom occupied its territories and became a neighbour of Urartu. Since then Fights
between these two neighbours began. Battles against Urartu and invasions of the nomadic tribes
from the North Caucasus – Cimmerians weakened once powerful Georgian kingdom Kolkhida
and from 4th century BC it fell under influence of another Georgian Kingdom –Iberia. (Asatiani,
2001)
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In the 4th century BC-6th century AD Meskheti was part of the Kingdom of Iberia.
Certain groups of Meskhetian tribes migrated to Kartli. This process played very important role
in the formation of the Georgian nation and Georgian Kingdom. Meskhetian tribes are even
regarded as founders of the ancient Georgian capital Mtskheta which literarily means town of
Meskhs (Meskhetians). (Asatiani, 2001) Meskhetian tribes undoubtedly played a decisive role
in the formation of the Georgian nation. Until now Dagestani tribes call the entire Georgian
nation “Meskhetians” (Khazaradze, 2001; 277) Ancient and modern historians have also named
Mushks / Moskhs as the ancestors of Georgian people. (Javakhishvili, 1950; 227)
Due to its Geographical location Meskheti often fell under influence of its neighbouring
countries. In the first and second centuries BC, as a result of the expansion of Armenia it
temporarily formed part of the Kingdom of Armenia. According to the Greek geographer and
historian Strabo in the 2nd century BC Kingdom of Armenia gained particular strength and
started to expand rapidly at the expense of Iberian territories. Kingdom of Armenia took more
than half of Iberia, conquering Southern, South-western and South-eastern provinces of Pariadre,
Khorzene and Gogarene. (Kaukhchishvili, 1957; 189) In the 1st and 2nd centuries AD, during
Georgian kingdom‟s period of prosperity, these lands were liberated from the Armenian
dominion and were reincorporated into the Georgian Kingdom. The alteration of Political
frontiers of Georgian kingdom continued in a later period and southern frontier often changed
due to changing socio-political circumstances. (Kokoev, Svanidze, & Melikishvili, 1999; 15)
The process of preaching Christian religion in Georgia began in the 1sth century.
Meskheti as a borderland was the first province of Georgia where the Christian religion started to
spread. (Lomsadze, 2000; 4) The declaration of Christianity as a state religion in the 4th century
was a very important historical event which gave impetus to the consolidation of the Georgian
nation. Christianity played a very important role in the unification of the country. It also had a
large scale impact on the Georgia‟s culture, literature and society.

Since then a lot of

monasteries has been built in Meskheti and this province has become a cultural centre of
Georgia.
The spread of Christianity in Caucasus caused dissatisfaction in Iran and it intensified its
aggression against the Caucasian peoples.

Persia strengthened its efforts to eradicate

Christianity in Iberia and tried hard to spread its own religion, Fire - Worship in this region.
During the 4th, 5th and most of the 6th centuries, Iberia remained under Persian control. But all
the attempts of Persia‟s rulers to eradicate Christianity in Iberia failed. (The Georgian Chronicles
- “Kartlis Tskhovreba”, 1955; 139-218.)
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In the second half of the 7th century Georgian state fell under the dominion of Arabs.
Arab dominion inflicted a lot of damage on Meskheti. Georgian and foreign historical sources
often describe the cruelty and barbarity of Arabs. The invasions of Arab commander Marwan
ibn-Muhammed (Georgian people called him Murvan the Deaf, because of his cruelty) in 735737 devastated whole Georgia and also Meskheti. Arabs destroyed and razed to the ground
political, economic and administrative centre of Meskheti, ancient town Odzrkhe. (Chikovani,
1979; 23) According to the Georgian historian Juansheri, after the invasions of Murvan the
Deaf “neither buildings nor food could be found for men and animals.”

(The Georgian

Chronicles - “Kartlis Tskhovreba”, 1955; 233-239) In addition a black plague, which was spread
in Georgia from Greece, decimated Meskheti‟s population. By the end of VIII century Meskheti
was a desolate region. When prominent Georgian ecclesiastic figure, Gregory of Khandzta
arrived in this region, the most part of it was devastated, destroyed and depopulated. However,
he managed to transform Meskheti into the cultural centre of Georgia and founded several
monasteries in Tao-Klarjeti. In the VIII century new settlers arrived in this region from Kartli
and repopulated this desolate region. (Bluashvili, 2006; 7- 8)
At the same time the last ruler of Kartli, Ashot I Bagrationi suffered defeats in the fight
against Arabs and escaped to Klarjeti, to South –West Georgia, where hi created a large
principality – Tao-Klarjeti. This principality began to expand gradually and included not only
old historical provinces of Meskheti, but also many Byzantine lands. Ashot I transformed the
town Artanuji into the political centre and capital of his principality. (The Georgian Chronicles –
“Kartlis Tskhovreba”, 1955; 377-386)

The political centre of Georgia moved from Kartli to

Tao-Klarjeti and from his base in Klarjeti Ashot I Bagrationi continued his fight for the
liberation of Georgian lands from Arab dominion. In the IX -XI centuries Meskheti, also known
as Tao- Klarjeti, was governed by the Bagratides. (Lomsadze, 2000; 6-8) The Bagrationi
dynasty originated from the ancient Meskhetian town Speri (present-day Ispir). This dynasty
played a crucial role in the unification of the Georgian principalities into a single Georgian state
in 1008. (Kojoridze, 1987; 15) The unification of Eastern and Western Georgia (Kartli and
Abkhazeti) by Bagrat III (975-1014) was a historical event that paved the way for subsequent
Georgian expansion throughout Transcaucasus. (The Georgian Chronicles – “Kartlis
Tskhovreba”, 1955; 382)
The Bagrationi dynasty laid the foundations of the united and powerful Georgia that had
been transformed during the reign of King David into the leading power in the Near East.

King

David‟s successors continued the policy of Georgia‟s expansion by subordinating neighbouring
principalities and the peoples of Caucasus. Georgia‟s power reached its peak during the reign of
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Queen Tamar, when Georgia controlled whole Transcaucasus. In addition, its neighbouring
principalities and North Caucasian tribes were its vassals. Therefore, the period between the
early 12th and early 13th centuries is considered the Golden Age of Georgia. (The Georgian
Chronicles – “Kartlis Tskhovreba”, 1955; 60-62)
Thus, in the X-XV centuries Meskheti was part of the united Georgian Kingdom. It was
one of the most distinguished regions of the united Georgia not only in political, but in cultural
aspects. Meskheti played very important role in the development of Georgian culture and
civilization. Meskheti also gave many prominent people to the united Georgia. During the reign
of Queen Tamar, when Georgia became the leading force in Caucasus, a masterpiece “The
Knight in the Panther‟s Skin” was written by a prominent Meskhetian writer Shota Rustaveli. In
the XI –XIV centuries Meskheti was the largest province of Georgia and kept the leading
positions among the regions of Georgia. (Chikovani, 1979; 58- 59)
The situation has radically changed after the arrival of Tatar - Mongols in Caucasus and
the “Golden Age” quickly came to an end. The invasions of Tatar - Mongols in the 13th century
and the campaigns of Tamerlane in the 14th century devastated Georgia and its southwestern
province Meskheti. These invasions promoted the total disintegration of the country. In 13861403 the Kingdom of Georgia faced eight Mongolic invasions under the leadership of
Tamerlane. These invasions inflicted a lot of damage especially on Meskheti. Its provinces,
Javakheti, Kola-Artaani, Samtskhe and Tao were completely razed to the ground. Tamerlane
“ruined the country and killed many people.” (The Georgian Chronicles – “Kartlis Tskhovreba”,
1959; 333) The population of Georgia was drastically reduced and its economy was on the verge
of collapse.

More than 700 villages were completely destroyed and razed to the ground.

(Lomsadze, 2000; 11-14) The restoration of these villages was practically impossible because of
the permanent wars and invasions. Weak and exhausted from the endless wars, Georgia started
to disintegrate in the 15th century. The king‟s centralized power had significantly diminished
and he began to loose control over most of his territories.

The decline of King‟s power

accelerated the segregation of Georgia into several independent kingdom – principalities.
Various rulers of different provinces gained complete independence from the central Georgian
rule and promoted the total disintegration of Georgian state. Last king of the united Georgia,
George VIII (1446-1466) was unable to stop the disintegration of his kingdom and unify the
country again, because he encountered strong resistance from the lords and rulers of the different
provinces of Georgia, especially from the ruler of Samtskhe –Saatabago (Meskheti), Kvarkvare
Jakeli. Every effort to unify the country was futile and Georgia quickly disintegrated into a
number of independent kingdoms. (Kojoridze, 1987; 25-29)
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Small Georgian Kingdoms and principalities were under constant threat of invasions.
The situation was especially dramatic for a small principality of Samtskhe (Meskheti) because as
a borderland it suffered more serious blows from its neighboring countries. It was unable to
offer resistance to the expansionist policy of its powerful neighbors, Turkey and Iran. By the
Mid –fifteenth century the power of Ottoman Empire increased greatly as it managed to absorb
Byzantine and Trapezund Empires.

Iran, which was disunited for almost eight centuries,

became also a powerful state. When it was disunited it did not present a serious threat to
Georgia but at the beginning of the XVI century (1502) it was united again under the vigorous
dynasty of the Safavids and began to expand towards the Transcaucasus. (Gachechiladze, 1995;
23-24) When Ottoman Empire‟s westwards expansion was halted in 1529 because of the failure
to capture Vienna, Turkish sultans began to pay more attention to the Empire‟s eastwards
expansion, which meant confrontation with Iran. (Lomsadze, 1975; 32) In the XVI and XVII
centuries these two Middle Eastern superpowers were perpetually at war with each for the
spheres of influence in Transcaucasus. At the end of sixteenth century military supremacy was
on the side of Turks. In 1555, Ottoman Empire and Iran signed the Peace Treaty of Amasya
defining spheres of influence in Transcaucasus. Belligerent states agreed to divide Meskheti and
Georgia. Western Georgia and western part of Meskheti became the sphere of influence of
Ottoman Empire, while Eastern Georgia and Samstkhe-Javakheti passed under control of Iran.
(Chikovani, 1979; 48)
Turkey was not happy with the treaty of Amasya, because it wanted to control entire
Meskheti and Transcaucasus in order to establish contacts with the Turkish tribes in Central
Asia. (Lomsadze, 2000; 20) Therefore, it violated this treaty and declared war on Iran. In the
battle of Cildir, in 1578 Turkey defeated Iran. Ottoman forces occupied the fortress of Childir,
Tmogvi, Khertvisi and Akhalkalaki. (Jikia, 1964; 39-42) In 1590 Iran concluded a peace treaty
with Turkey, according to which it surrendered entire eastern Transcaucasus to Turkey. Under
this treaty Samtskhe- Saatabago fell under Turkish domination and this region became the
province of the Ottoman Empire. (Kojoridze, 1987; 34, 35)
Meskheti was converted into one of the administrative regions of the Ottoman Empire
which was named Vilâyet of Gurjistan. From this period starts the islamization process of
Meskhetians. Islam came to Meskheti with the arrival of nomadic tribes of Turkish origin.
Thereafter, the establishment of the Ottoman landowner system in the region accelerated its
Islamization. According to the Ottoman rule of land ownership only Muslim Soldier could own
land. (Bluashvili, 2008; 13)

A Georgian landowner had two options – either to adopt Islam,

serve turkey and retain his property or abandon his land and leave the country. Some Georgian
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lords and nobles adopted Islam in order to preserve their property and enjoy the same privileges
as Muslim population of Ottoman Empire.

Adoption of Islam increased the chances of

promotion for the Georgian nobles in the Ottoman Empire. In addition conversion to Islam freed
them from paying taxes. (Totadze, 2006; 45) Thus, the introduction of the Ottoman landowner
system created favorable ground for the spread of Islam in Meskheti. The islamization process
was accompanied simultaneously with the turkification process, as religion was considered at
that time as the main indicator of ethnic identity.
To preserve its power and wealth, the ruler of the principality of Samtskhe (Meskheti),
Beka Jaqeli, converted to Islam, and a member of the Jaqeli family almost continuously held the
title of Pasha. They were made hereditary pashas until the abolition of the Akhaltsikhe pashalik
in 1829. Significant part of the population also adopted Islam. (Sanikidze & Walker, 2004; 16)
Some of the population decided to leave the country and found refuge in the inner Christian
kingdoms of Georgia in order to avoid the conversion to Islam. “Extensive register of Gurgistan
Vilayet” often mentions “the villages abandoned by the population.”

According to this

document there were 1160 villages in Samtskhe- Saatabago. From these 1160 villages, 368 were
completely abandoned and not a single person lived any longer there. (Totadze, 2006; 44-45)
Those who stayed in Meskheti managed to retain Christianity at the expense of converting to
Catholicism. Those people who adopted Catholicism were referred as “French” which was a
common name in the Middle East for all west Europeans. A large community of Georgian
Catholics still lives in Meskheti and they still refer to themselves as “French”. (Gachechiladze,
1995; 25)
The arrival of nomadic Turkish tribes to Meskheti did not change significantly ethnic
composition of this region. On the initiative of the Turkish Sultans the territories of Samtskhe
(Meskheti) were populated with Turkish nomads, Turkmen tribes and Kurds in order to speed up
this region‟s “Turkization”. (Lomsadze, 1975; 332-341)

North Caucasian tribes, who were

actively involved in slave trade, also settled down in Meskheti. Despite the resettlement of these
tribes Georgians still formed the great majority of the local population and the resettled people
were in minority. (Jaoshvili, 1984)

The migration of Turkish tribes to Meskheti, in all

probability, was not large-scale and the turkification process of this region went at a very slow
pace. The study of place-names and onomastic analysis of Meskheti demonstrates that Georgian
language was spoken far more widely in Meskheti than other languages. The names of the
settlements where Muslim Meskhetians lived prior to the deportation to Central Asia testify this.
Almost all the settlements, apart from a few exceptions, have Georgian names: Klde, Idumala,
Tkemlana, Zeubani, Tatanisi, Kikineti, Kopadze, Toba and so on. (Varsknelidze, 2000; 11-12)
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In addition, other tribes who settled in Meskheti did not invent their own names for the
settlements – a common occurrence when a language is replaced by another due to migration.
The analysis of Meskhetian toponyms prove that Georgian was the dominant language in
Meskheti and Georgians formed the majority of the local population in Meskheti. (Trier &
Khanzhin, 2007; 216-217) After the annexation of Samtkhe –Saatabago in 1590, Ottoman
authorities conducted the census of this part of Georgia and they compiled a book in 1595 which
they called an “Extensive register of Gurgistan Vilayet” (“Defteri Mufassal Vilayeti Gürcüstan”).
This document includes valuable information about the amount and ethnic composition of the
population of Samtskhe -Saatabago. Onomastic analysis of the “extensive register of Gurgistan
Vilayet” shows that nearly the entire province of Samtskhe Saatabago was populated by ethnic
Georgians. (Jikia, 1941)

According to this document in 1595 the population of Meskheti

consisted of 12.738 households, from which 12.339 were ethnic Georgians (Orthodox
Christians). (Putkaradze, 2005; 14) Thus, at the end of the XVI century Meskheti was almost
fully populated by Georgians and resettled tribes formed the minority. Turks were aware that
Samtskhe- Saatabago was age – old Georgian land and therefore called it “Vilayet of Gurjistan,”
which became one of the administrative provinces of Ottoman Empire.
Famous Ottoman traveler, Eveliya Çelebi visited Meskheti in XVII century and described
its fortresses and people in his “Book of travels.” He is noted for having collected language
specimens from each region he traveled in. Eveliya Çelebi‟s book also includes some old
Georgian words and phrases that Meskhetians used in everyday life. (Puturidze, 1971; 297)
According to him all inhabitants of Meskheti spoke Georgian. Although situation changed in the
XVIII and XIX centuries and the number of Turkish tribes increased in Meskheti, Georgians still
formed the majority of the population of Meskheti. This fact is also confirmed by the European
researchers and scientists, who traveled to Caucasus and studied Georgian population and
regions. For instance, German scientist, ethnographer and historian, Johann Anton Gildenstedt
(1745 – 1781) stayed four and half years in Georgia and studied thoroughly its history, natural
resources, toponymy and customs.

His work “Journey to Caucasus” is considered a very

authoritative research, which provides us with valuable information about the ethnic composition
of Meskheti (Upper Kartli). As he states: “The vast majority of (Meskheti‟s) residents are
Georgians, and because Turks left churches for them, most of them are still Christians. Small
part of population, among them all princes and most of the noblemen, adopted Islam. There are
many Turks among Georgians and therefore, both languages, Georgian and Tartaric are spoken,
but Georgian is more widely used.” (Gelashvili, 1962; 214-215) In the XVIII century the vast
majority of the local population of Akhaltsikhe district had Georgian surnames.
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(Lomsadze, 1997) The population censuses, which were carried out by the Russian Empire, also
prove that the vast majority of the population of Samtskhe-Javakheti was made up of ethnic
Georgians.
Although Turkish customs and rules were introduced in Meskheti and Turkish was
declared the official language, large part of the local population managed to speak Georgian at
home, to follow Georgian customs and Christian confession in secret. Great Georgian scientist,
Vakhushti Bagrationi (1696-1758) provides us with valuable information about this issue:
“Rulers and nobles are Muslims and peasants are Christians… Their mother tongue is Georgian.
Nobles speak in Turkish at feasts and meetings and at home or with their friends they talk in
Georgian.

Nobles and Muslims dress like Ottomans, and Christians dress like Greeks.”

(Bagrationi, 1991; 6-7) Georgian as a colloquial language was preserved in Meskheti for quiet a
long time. Although the majority of the local Georgian population was Islamized and turkified,
significant part of them remained bilingual until the mid-twentieth century. (Gachechiladze,
1995; 25) The process of islamization, which began in XVII century, lasted for centuries and
was not completed fully even in the XVIII century.

Mostly Nobility adopted Islam, the

peasantry kept still the Christian faith. From the XVIII century onwards starts the process of
islamization of the peasantry. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 42)

In the XIX century the

islamization process was completed and most of the population of Meskheti was Islamized. The
number of Turkish speaking population increased mostly at the expense of islamization and
turkification of the local Georgian population and not through the migration of Turkish tribes.
Although the vast majority of the local Georgian population adopted Islam, this did not mean
that all Islamized Georgians lost their national consciousness. (Antadze, 1973; 118-119) Turkish
dominion radically changed religious composition of Meskheti, but this process was unable to
reduce the predominance of the Georgian ethnic group in Meskheti, as significant part of the
local population managed to keep Georgian language, Georgian surnames and Georgian national
consciousness. XIX century French traveler, Frédéric Dubois de Montpéreux concluded that the
vast majority of the people of Akhaltsikhe Pashalik, which were regarded as Turks, were in
reality Islamized Georgians, that managed to keep Georgian language, surnames and traditions.
(Putkaradze, 2005; 17)
Georgian kings never gave up the idea of reincorporating Meskheti into the Georgian
Kingdom. When Erekle II signed the treaty of Georgievsk in 1783, he hoped that an alliance
with Russia would accelerate the liberation of Meskheti. According to article four of the Treaty
of Georgievsk Russian Empire undertook an obligation to help Georgia to regain control over the
lost territories. (Surguladze, Surguladze, 1992; 321-326)
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Russia promised to give military

support to Georgia.

Erekle II believed that the Russian protection would accelerate the

realization of his dream: unification of Georgia, incorporation of Meskheti into the Georgian
kingdom and elimination of the Dagestani people‟s frequent raids on Georgia. (Proneli, 1991,
28-29) But the promise of protection was never fulfilled. Russia many times failed to honor the
terms of the treaty of Georgievsk. Russia did nothing to help Georgians during the battle of
Krtsanisi in 1795, when the Persian Shah, Agha Mohammed Khan invaded Georgia and
completely destroyed its capital Tbilisi.

Thus, the Treaty of Georgievsk did not bring any

immediate advantages to Georgia. On the contrary, it intensified aggression of Iran against
Georgia. Russia did nothing to put an end to North Caucasian tribes‟ aggression also known as
“Lekianoba.” The attacks of Dagestani tribes were the major menace to the economic and
political stability. It also caused demographic crisis in the country. If at the beginning the
attacks were small scale, from the second half of XVIII century small-scale raids were replaced
with well organized large-scale invasions. Small Russian army that was stationed in Georgia
was unable to defend the country from these attacks. In 1785 and 1787 Omar Khan twice
attacked Kakheti leaving several border villages in ruins. The army of Omar Khan destroyed
also the mining enterprise in Akhtala. Erekle II was forced to pay tribute to Omar Khan.
(Koridze, 2009; 51- 52) Erekle II‟s hopes were frustrated, Russia proved to be an unreliable
ally.
2.2 The impact of Russian dominion on Meksheti.
Turkish rule lasted in Meskheti for more than two centuries, until the arrival of Russians
in Caucasus. After the occupation of Georgia in 1801, Russian empire began to expand its
territories southwards which caused wars and confrontations with Turkey. In 1828 -1829 Russia
defeated Turkey and under the Andrianople Peace Treaty northern part of Meskheti known as
Samtskhe -Javakheti was incorporated officially into the Russian Empire.
One would expect that the liberation of Meskheti from Turkish dominion would stop the
islamization process in this region. However, the opposite happened. Russian administration
created favourable ground for the turkification of Muslim Meskhetians: It opened the Turkish
secular schools and Moslem spiritual schools “Medrese” for the local population of Meskheti.
(Baratashvili, 1998; 5) Georgian language lost its function after the arrival of Russians in
Meskheti. As Alexander Proneli explains, Georgian “is no longer in use in schools, courts,
police and administration. Therefore, nobody is interested any more in Georgian language, as it
has become useless and insignificant.” (Proneli, 1991; 135)

To the surprise of Georgians,

Russia opposed any attempt of the local population of Samtskhe –Javakheti to return to Georgian
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roots and prevented the reintegration of Muslim Meskhetians into Georgian society. Meskhetian
Nobles were ready and willing to adopt Christianity if Russian Tsar would grant them the same
privileges and rights that other Georgian nobles enjoyed. Tsar Nicholas I refused to Christianize
them. (Bluashvili, 2008; 17) Georgian Orthodox church was unable to intervene in this situation
and help Meskhetians to return to Georgian roots. The Autocephaly of the Georgian church was
abolished in 1811 and Russian Orthodox Church demonstrated little interest in this people.
Georgian society was also unable to intervene in Meskhetian affairs because it was involved in
the fight against Russian colonialism. Its efforts were directed towards the liberation of Georgia
from Russian dominion. The policy of Russification led to strong discontent among Georgian
people and during that time Georgians organised numerous uprisings against Russian
imperialism. (1802, 1804, 1812, 1819-20, 1832) Therefore, Georgian society was not prepared
for the reincorporation of Meskheti. Samson Pirtskhalava regretfully states: “Georgians did
nothing for their Muslim brothers: Neither we opened schools and reading-halls for them, nor we
gave them books, nor we organized any verbal propagandas, nor we comforted them, as a tenderhearted brother does it.” (Pirtskhalava, 1915; 72) According to him Georgians were not aware of
the importance of liberation of this age-old Georgian land, as “Georgian society was very
backward at that time. It had a weak national consciousness and could not appreciate the
reincorporation of two lost provinces.” (Pirtskhalava, 1915; 39-40)
The fate of the Meskhetian people did not worry Russian authorities. Russians were only
interested in Meskhetian lands and therefore wanted to get rid of the local Muslim population as
soon as possible. (Lomsadze, 2000; 49-50) Russia, like all empires, followed a traditional policy
of “divide et impera” in Caucasus and therefore, the integration of Muslim Meskhetians into
Georgian society contradicted its political interests. The marker of “Turks” was assigned to the
Muslim population of Meskheti by Tsarist Russia in order to justify the deportation of Muslim
Meskhetians to Turkey. 75 thousand Meskhetian families were forced to leave their homeland
and resettle to Turkey. Russians viewed them as “unreliable” people because of their Muslim
identity. Religion was generally used at that time as an indicator of national identity. Catholic
Georgians referred to themselves as “French” and the followers of the Christian Orthodoxy
traditionally considered themselves Georgians as long as they retained Christianity. But if they
converted to Islam they were called “Tartars” or “Turks”. Muslim and Turkish were synonyms
at that time and Georgian Muslims were not distinguished from Turkish people. In reality the
majority of those referred to as „Turks“were ethnic Georgians. Russians were aware that they
were not ethnic Turks and to their Georgian origin speak a number of historical sources, as well
as the population censuses which were conducted by Tsarist Russia in the 19th century. In these
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population censuses Muslim Meskhetians were registered as Sunni Georgians. Turkish people
also knew that they were not ethnic Turks and called them „Gurcu oglu‟ i.e. Sons of Georgians.
(Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 53-62)
Tsarist Russia expelled many “unreliable” Muslim Meskhetians from Samtskhe –
Javakheti to Turkey and replaced them with „„more reliable '' Christian Armenians. More than
half of the local population of Samtskhe –Javakheti was deported to Turkey. Neither Muslim
Meskhetians, nor Christian Georgians were viewed as “trustworthy people” by Russians.
Therefore, Russians tried to change the ethnic composition of the newly occupied territories in
favour of Armenians. Russian General Paskevich thought that the resettlement of Christian
Armenians and Russians to Meskheti would increase the safety of Russian Empire‟s borders.
From the first half of the XIX century Samtskhe -Javakheti was extensively receiving large
number of Armenian refugees that were expelled from Ottoman Empire. Throughout centuries
Armenians migrated in large numbers to Georgia whenever they faced discrimination and their
physical existence was endangered. (Antadze, 1973; 105-114) Georgia was the closest country
and whenever Armenians were oppressed and discriminated, they were looking for shelter in
Georgia in order to stay closer to their homeland. Massive settlement of Armenians in Georgia
was especially encouraged by the administration of the Russian Empire.

Russian general

Paskewic resettled 30.000 Armenians from Erzrum to Samtskhe- Javakheti in 1829-1831 in the
empty villages which were previously inhabited by Muslim Meskhetians. After the resettlement
of Armenians, Georgian villages in Javakheti looked like small islands, surrounded by compact
and massive Armenian settlements. (Lomsadze, 2000; 56)
Russian Empire actively encouraged Muslim population of Samtskhe –Javakheti to
migrate to Turkey. As a result an important influx of migrations took place. When Russians
seized the town of Akhaltsikhe in 1829, they treated the local Muslim population very
inhumanly. Russian soldiers inflicted massacres and atrocities on the local Muslim population.
They killed large number of women and children and many Muslim Meskhetians left SamtskheJavakheti in order to escape Russian cruelty. The discrimination of Muslims served the purpose
of increasing migration processes to Turkey. (Janiashvili, 2006b; 22) As a result of the Russian
ethnic cleansing policy, migration process of Muslim population of Samtskhe -Javakheti to
Ottoman Empire continued throughout XIX and XX centuries. Russian army general, Bebutov,
who was an ethnic Armenian, also encouraged Muslim Georgians to move to Turkey. He had
plans to resettle Armenians from Erzerum and Van to Meskheti. (Chichinadze, 1912; 28, 34, 66,
67) This anti- Georgian demographic policy radically changed demographic picture in Samtskhe
–Javakheti.

Samtskhe-Javakheti had lost significant part of its population.
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After the

deportations its population decreased from 280.000 people to 45.000. (Lomsadze, 2000; 50- 51)
Some regions of Meskheti, for instance Javakheti were completely abandoned by the local
population. (Topchishvili, 2000; 7) Although migration to Turkey was constant and continuous
process, three major waves of migration can be distinguished: The first wave was during and
after the Russo –Turkish war in 1828-29, which has already been mentioned above; the second
major wave of immigration took place in 1877-78 and it involved immigrants from Muslim
Georgian provinces like Tao-Klarjeti (Artvin, Ardahan) Adjara, Samtskhe and Lower Guria.
This wave of immigration, which is also known in history as “muhajirstvo”, had left historic
Georgian regions that had considerable Muslim populations virtually depopulated. (Chichinadze,
1912) Only from Ardahan 22.743 thousand Islamized Georgians were deported to Turkey.
(Rafatov, 1996; 12) The last sizeable wave of migration was in 1921, when Turkey finally ceded
Adjara to Georgia and signed the Treaty of Kars with the Transcaucasian Soviet republics. This
last wave also involved Turkish-speaking Muslims, turkified Georgians from Upper Adjara.
These waves of migration considerably increased the number of Muslim Georgians in the
Ottoman Empire. Their quiet numerous Georgian –speaking descendants still live in Turkey and
are concentrated on two major regions of residence: Black Sea coast and Northwestern Turkey.
They refer to themselves as “Chveneburi.” (Modebadze, 2009)
Tsarist Russia‟s imperial government emptied the occupied territories for its own loyal
colonists, Armenians and Greeks from Turkey.

Thousands of Muslim Georgians became

muhajirs and as a result of this ethnic cleansing policy Armenians became the largest community
in Samtskhe – Javakheti by the end of nineteenth century. In other words the ethnic composition
of Samtskhe-Javakheti region changed in favour of Armenians. (Lomsadze, 1975; 342-362)
According to 1897 Census carried out by Russian authorities, Armenians exceeded Georgians in
number.

This region had the following ethnic composition: 18,664 Georgians, 67,683

Armenians and 43,367 Turkish speaking population (Muslim Georgians, Turks, Karapapkhs,
Khemshils and Anatolian Turkmens) (Sanikidze & Walker, 2004; 16)
The 1897 population census did not illustrate properly the ethnic composition of
Samtskhe –Javakheti region because during this census language and religion were used as the
main indicators of national identity.

Many Muslim Georgians were counted as Turks.

Therefore, it is impossible to determine the number of Muslim Georgians according to this
census. Russians changed the nationality of the Georgian population according to language and
religious belonging, which caused drastic reduction of Georgian people in Samtskhe-Javakheti.
Many of the Georgian- speaking Muslims, as well as Turkish-speaking Muslim Georgians, were
counted in the census as Turks or Tatars. Catholic Georgians were counted as Armenians.
(Lortkipanidze, 1994; 38- 39)
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Figure 2.1. Ethnic composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti according to the 1897 population
census
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Source: Sanikidze & Walker, 2004, p. 17.
Russian occupation of Samtskhe –Javakheti radically changed the ethno-confessional
structure of this region. With the contribution of the Russian authorities some areas of Meskheti,
especially Javakheti was completely armenianized. During those times there was a special
notice in Javakheti that displayed the words of General Paskevic:” Own this land without fear,
Russian army is protecting you.” The resettlement of Armenians served one purpose: General
Paskhevich, who became the initiator of settlement of Armenian families in Javakheti, wanted to
populate strategic southern border region with the population that would be loyal to the Russian
Empire. Tsarist Russia considered Armenia as its strategic ally and therefore, tried to change the
ethnic composition of newly occupied areas in favor of Armenians. (Chkheidze, 2007; 22)
The process of the Armenians‟ massive settlement in Georgia continued in the 20th
century. With the help of Russian authorities, a large influx of Armenians arrived from the
Ottoman Empire in 1897 – 1902, 55.000 of them settled in Georgia.

The migration of

Armenians intensified in 1915. As the result of the migration of Armenians from Ottoman
Empire and Iran to Georgia, we have the following picture of the dynamic process of the growth
of Armenian settlements, which is illustrated in the diagram below:
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Figure 2.2. Number of Armenians in Georgia (in thousands)
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Source: Totadze, 1993, p. 225.
As it is illustrated in this diagram in 1800 47,000 Armenians resided in Georgia. In 1832
their number almost doubled and reached 84,000. In 1865 122,6 thousand Armenians resided in
Georgia, in 1886 - 172,9 thousand and in 1897 amount reached 197,0 thousand. The census
which was conducted in 1926 revealed that the total Armenian population in Georgia was
307,018. (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№284, Anagraph№1,
Case №689, p. 3) In Tbilisi alone, the amount of Armenians increased from 46, 700 in 1897 to
124, 900 in 1910. Because of the constant migration of Armenians to Georgia, they became a
dominant ethnic group in Tbilisi. According to the 1897 census Armenians formed 75 percent of
the population of Tbilisi. These migration processes appeared to be the heavy load for Georgia,
because it radically changed the ethnic composition of southern provinces of Georgia. The
dynamic process of growth of the Armenian population in Georgia was accompanied with the
systematic and deliberate reduction of the local Muslim population in the Southwest part of
Georgia. (Gachechiladze, 199; 89-90) This meant the annexation of the Georgia‟s historical
provinces by peaceful way.

Resettled Armenians became the privileged ethnic group in

Samtskhe- Javakheti, whereas Muslim Meskhetians were facing persecution and discrimination
in their own country.
Tsarist Russia not only created all kinds of privileges for the resettled Armenians, but
also conducted the process of “armenization” of the local population by force and deception.
Russian authorities deliberately registered many Catholic Georgians as Armenians. For instance,
in 1886, from 1363 Georgians residents of the village of Khizabavra, 1356 were registered as
“Armenians.” (Putkaradze, 1998; 9) Tsarist Russia‟s government officials deliberately modified
the Georgian surnames of the local population and replaced them with Armenian surnames. In
addition, Tsarist Russia prohibited the use of Georgian language during the church services and
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introduced Armenian language in all Catholic churches.

In 1886 Georgian language was

prohibited in the Catholic churches. (Bluashvili, 2008; 62) In 1899 on the orders of Tsarist
administration Georgian language was prohibited in the churches of Samtskhe-Javakheti and
church services were conducted in Armenian and Russian languages. This discriminatory policy
created favourable ground for the Armenianization of the Georgian population. Georgians were
fully armenianized in the following villages: Bavra, Varevani, Alastani, Ojmana, Turtskhi, Tora,
Kartikami, Eshtia, Khulgumo, Huri, Kulikami, Kordzuli. (Chichinadze, 1904; 5-6) A good
example of the Anti-Georgian demographic policy is the “armenianization” of the Catholic
Georgians from the Georgian village Veli. In 1828 – 1830 Catholic Georgians were resettled
from Veli (Ardahan district) in the villages of the Akhalkalaki district: Bavra, Khulgumo,
Kartikami, kulikami and turtskhi. Their resettlement coincided with the arrival of Armenians
from Erzrum who settled around them. Armenians introduced Armenian rites in the Georgian
church and then opened Armenian theological school as well. Many Catholic Georgians were
forced to attend this school. In addition their Georgian surnames were modified and were
replaced with Armenian surnames. This discriminatory policy contributed to the Armenization
of many Georgians residing in Javakheti. (Totadze, 2006; 27)
The process of armenization dates back to medieval times, when Meskheti was
incorporated into the Ottoman Empire. In order to remain Christians people had to adopt
Gregorian or Catholic faith, which often caused changes in their ethnic belonging. The spread of
Catholicism in Meskheti created favourable ground for the armenianization - catholicization of
the local Georgian population. (“Open Society-Georgia” Foundation, 2000; 54-56)

In the

Catholic churches the Georgian language was soon replaced with the Armenian language and
church services were conducted in the Armenian language. According to Jacques Francois
Gamba 500 Catholic families resided in the Akhaltsikhe district in 1820 – 1824 (Ude, Arali,
Khizabavra, Ivlita, Tskhruti, Vale, Abastumani, Khertvisi) Catholics had two churches and
church services were conducted in the Armenian language in the above mentioned villages.
(Gamba, 1987; 265)
This policy of “armenization” of Georgians was more intensified after the annexation of
Georgia by Russia. Tsarist Russia created all kinds of privileges for the Armenian Church in
Caucasus. In order to increase the prestige and popularity of the Armenian Church, Nicolas I
gave it many lands and exempted it from taxes. As a result the number of Armenian and Russian
churches increased greatly in Georgia. Armenia was Russia‟s strategic ally in Caucasus and
hence, Tsarist Russia actively supported the spread of Gregorian faith in Georgia. On the
initiative of Tsarist Russia many Georgian Catholics were forcefully converted to the Gregorian
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faith and were forcefully armenianized. (Maisuradze, 2008; 109-113) The spread of Gregorian
faith in Georgia increased Armenian nationalists‟ territorial claims against Georgia. The process
of Georgians‟ forceful armenization was carried out not only in Meskheti, but also throughout
whole Georgia. When Armenian merchants purchased lands in Georgia, they forced Georgians
living in these lands to convert to Armenian-Gregorian or Armenian –Catholic faith, which
equalled to their “armenization.” Many Georgians living in the villages around Tbilisi were
forced to adopt Armenian-Gregorian faith and they were given Armenian surnames, though they
knew nothing about Armenian traditions and were unable to communicate in Armenian.
(Totadze, 2006; 28-29) Armenian merchants tried hard to wipe out any Georgian trace in
purchased lands. Georgians suffered a lot as their churches were dishonoured and transformed
into Armenian-Gregorian churches and they had to conduct church services in foreign and
incomprehensible language.

This policy caused complete armenianization of Georgians in

Javakheti.
Russian Empire conducted anti- Georgian demographic policy throughout whole country
and tried hard to denationalize Georgia. From the first half of the XIX century begins the
massive resettlement of various ethnic groups to Georgia. (Central state archive of contemporary
history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph№1, case№476, p. 16)

Most of these ethnic groups

were resettled in Southern regions of Georgia, which caused radical changes in ethnoconfessional composition of these provinces. Not only Armenians, but also followers of the
Christian sects were resettled from Central regions of Russia to Javakheti by the initiative of the
Russian Tsar. Compact settlements of Russians in this region first appeared in the 1830-s. First
Molocans were resettled to Georgia in 1836 and later Dukhobors in 1841. They settled mainly in
Ninotsminda district and founded villages such as Ephremovka, Orlovka, Rodionovka,
Spasovka, Bogdanovka, etc. (Totadze, 1999; 43-44) Tsarist Russia‟s opponents and people that
actively took part in revolts and uprisings against the Russian government were also resettled in
Javakheti. With the Resettlement of these people Tsarist Russia killed two birds with one stone:
it managed to get rid of the followers of various sects, its opponents and at the same time
expanded its social base in the occupied areas. Colonization and russification of Caucasus was
one of the main goals of Tsarist Russia which could only be achieved with the presence of
Russian colonists in the occupied areas.
Russian Empire took advantage of the gradual decline of the Ottoman Empire and
obtained military – political gains from the Russo –Turkish wars. (However, it sometimes
suffered defeats. For instance in the Crimean War it was defeated because of the involvement of
France and Great Britain in the war). As a result of the war between Russia and Turkey in 1877
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-1878, Russian empire made considerable territorial gains in Caucasus. Under the Treaty of San
Stefano the Ottoman Empire ceded to Russia largely Muslim Georgian provinces (including the
southern two-thirds of Meskheti – Adjara, Artvini, Klarjeti, Shavsheti, Oltisi).

But Lenin

returned most of these territories to Turkish leader Ataturk during the First World War.
(Aydıngün, Harding, Hoover, Kuznetsov, & Swerdlow, 2006; 4-5) Newly established Soviet
Empire desperately needed peace and wanted to avoid new wars. Therefore, Lenin agreed to
make large territorial concessions to Germany and Turkey in exchange for peace. Under the
Brest-Litovsk Treaty all lands that Russia had captured from Ottoman Empire in the Russo –
Turkish war (1877-1878) were ceded to Turkey. (Gigineishvili, 1963;176-181)

Ottoman

Empire‟s defeat in First World War allowed the newly established independent Georgia to regain
control over the lost territories. Under the terms of the Armistice of Mudros, the armed forces of
the Ottoman Empire were forced to withdraw from all the occupied territories in the Caucasus
and Ottoman Empire returned to pre-1877 frontier.

But Turkey delayed the retreat from

Caucasus which allowed it to establish a pro-Turkish state – Kars Republic also known as South
– Western Caucasian state.

This state was short-lived (Its existence lasted only four months).

Georgian troops soon regained control over the region in 1919. (Nozadze, 1991; 179-182)
Muslim Georgian provinces were liberated and Georgia managed to restore its state borders.
However, two years later, in February 1921, Red Army attacked Georgia and gained control over
country. Simultaneously the southern provinces of Georgia were reoccupied by Turkey, a fact
that was acknowledged by the Treaty of Moscow, signed between Russia and Turkey and Treaty
of Kars, signed between Turkey and Transcaucasian Soviet socialist republics. The Kars Peace
Treaty was signed between Turkish and Soviet governments in 1921. In this treaty Attaturk and
Lenin reached an agreement that divided the region of Meskheti in two. Soviet government
forced Georgia to cede vast territories to Turkey. Larger part of Meskheti was given to Turkey,
while Georgia retained Adjara and Samtskhe- Javakheti region. In other words, under this treaty,
Georgia returned the regions of Artaani, Artvini and Oltisi to Turkey. The total territory equaled
to 12 115 square kilometers with the population of 164.000. Turkey agreed to cede Adjara to
Soviet Union, under condition of granting Adjara wide autonomy, so that religious and cultural
rights of the people living on its territory would be protected. According to this agreement, an
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic of Adjara was created. Also upper third of Meskhetian
territory, known as Samtskhe-Javakheti, which formed part of the Russian Empire since 1829,
remained under Soviet control. (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund
№ 600, Anagraph №2, Case № 623, p. 14-17, 53-58)
Soviet rule was harsh and inflicted heavy losses on the Georgian state: Georgia was
forced to cede territories to its neighboring republics. In 1920 the total area of Georgia equaled
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83,000 square kilometers. Georgia lost many territories that formed an inseparable part of
Georgian state and its total area was reduced to 69, 700 square kilometers. In addition Soviet
Union created autonomous units in Georgia that became later major source of ethno-political
conflicts. Soviet Union, like its predecessor Tsarist Russia, followed a traditional policy of
Divide and Rule in Georgia. The introduction of Russian language in Georgia, diminished the
importance of Georgian language, especially in minority populated areas. (Central state archive
of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 284, Anagraph №1, Case № 1288, p.4) Russian
became the main language of interaction between different ethnic groups. This policy prevented
the integration of national minorities in Georgia and it strengthened the division of the
population on ethnic basis. It contributed also to Meskhetian‟s denationalization and turned this
people into denationalised mass. Soviet Union, like Tsarist Russia, imposed a series of different
ethnic labels on this people. They have been referred to as “Sunni Georgians”, “Tatars”, “Turks”
and “Azerbaijanis.”

National origins of Muslim Meskhetians had been “fabricated”

commensurably to the political interests of Tsarist Russia and USSR.
First, Muslim Meskhetians were identified as “Sunni Georgians” in the 1870 and 1916
censuses of Tsarist Russia. These population censuses give us the possibility to determine the
ethno-confessional composition of Meskheti. From these censuses we find out that the number
of Turkish and Kurdish tribes in Meskheti was very limited. According to the 1870 census
Turkish and Kurdish tribes comprised only 6, 32% of the total population of Akhaltsikhe district.
(Zisserman, 1870) From this document we find out that Akhaltsikhe district consisted of 322
settlements and the total population of this district was 63.322.

The ethnic composition of

Akhaltsikhe district looked like this:
Table 2.1. Ethnic composition of Akhaltsikhe district according to the 1870 population
census
Ethnic group

Number

Armenians (Catholics and Gregorians)

28.225

Georgians (Orthodox, Catholic and Sunni
Muslims)
Russians (Orthodox and Dukhobors)

26.799

Turkish Tribes (Terekeme, Tatars)

2.935

Kurdish Tribes

1067

Jews

134

4.162

Source: Zisserman, 1870, p. 1-34.
The ethnic composition of Akhaltsike district is better illustrated in the diagram below:
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Figure 2.3. Ethnic composition of Akhaltsikhe district according to the 1870 population
census
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Source: Zisserman, 1870, p. 1-34.
According to the 1870 census Armenians make up 44% of the total population and are the
biggest ethnic group in Akhaltsikhe district. Georgians are the biggest second ethnic group and
make up 42%. Russians are on the third place with 7%. As it has been mentioned above the
number of Turkish and Kurdish tribes is small. According to this census 2.935 Turks (4,64%)
and 1067 Kurds (1,68%) lived in Akhaltsikhe district. Thus, in 1870 Georgians outnumbered
Turkish tribes and were the biggest second ethnic group in Meskheti.
The 1916 population census showed similar results, only with one difference: If in 1870
Armenians outnumbered Georgians, in 1916 Georgians were the biggest ethnic group in
Meskheti. According to the 1916 census, the total population of Akhaltsikhe district was 72.000.
It consisted of the following nationalities:
Table2.2. Ethnic composition of Akhaltsikhe district according to the 1916 population
census
Ethnic group

Number

Muslim Georgians

52.000

Orthodox Georgians

8.000

Catholic Georgians

6.000

Georgians in total

65.000

Armenians

4.000

Kurds

2.000

Source: Baratashvili, 1998, p. 8.
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The total population of Akhalkalaki district was 100.000. The ethnic composition of this
district looked like this:
Table2.3. Ethnic composition of Akhalkalaki district according to the 1916 population
census
Ethnic group

Number

Muslim Georgians

7.000

Orthodox Georgians

8.000

Catholic Georgians

7.000

Georgians in Total

22.000

Armenians

76.000

Kurds

1.000

Tarakama

1.000

Source: Baratashvili, 1998, p. 8.
Thus, the above mentioned population censuses conducted by Tsarist Russia provide us
with precise information about the ethnic origin of the Muslim population of SamtskheJavakheti. Undoubtedly the vast majority of them were ethnic Georgians. According to the
above mentioned census report from Tsarist times 59.000 Muslim Georgians lived in SamtskheJavakheti. Total amount of Georgians equalled 87.000. The 1916 census established that 80.000
Armenians, 3.000 Kurds and 1.000 Tarakamas inhabited also Satskhe-Javakheti.

Russian

Empire‟s census reports reveal the ethnic origin of the deported people. Despite their Georgian
ethnic origin, Soviet government assigned the marker of Turks to these people in the 1920s, but
in the1930s they were re-classified as “Azerbaijanis”. Then, in the 1940s, they were again
referred to as Turks which served as the justification for the deportation of these people. (Trier &
Khanzhin, 2007)
In the 1929 census Meskhetians are registered as “Turks”.” According to this census, the
total population of Georgia was 2.666.494. It consisted of the following nationalities:
Table2.4. Ethnic composition of Georgia according to the 1929 population census
Ethnic group

Number

Percent

Georgians

1.788.186

67,1%

Armenians

307.018

11,5%

Turks*

137.921

5,2%

Abkhazs

56.847

2,1%
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Ossetians

113.298

4,2%

Russians

110.441

4,1%

Greeks

54.051

2,0%

Jews

30.594

1,1%

Germans

12.074

0,5%

Other nationalities

33.839

1,4%

Foreign nationals

22.285

0,8%

2.666.494

100%

In total

Source: Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 284, Anagraph №1,
Case № 3322, p.62.
Turks* - Turks, Azerbaijanians, Kazan Tatars, Persians, Ottoman Turks, Muslim
Georgians.
People belonging to different nationalities (Persians, Azerbaijanians, Tatars, Muslim
Georgians) which were not ethnic Turks and had very little in common, were registered as
“Turks”. Frequent changes in ethnic belonging and identity accelerated the denationalization of
this people and turned Muslim Meskhetians into a denationalized mass.
The biggest damage to the Meskhetians‟ national consciousness was done in 1923, when
Muslim Meskhetians were declared as an “Azerbaijanian national minority.”

Soviet

government opened Azerbaijanian schools for their children while the demands of local
population for opening Georgian schools were ignored. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 63, 64, 69,
70)

Muslim Meskhetians had nothing in common with Azerbaijanians – neither territorially,

nor ethnically and therefore, demanded opening Georgians schools for their children, as their
children could not understand Azerbaijanian language. Soviet officials rejected their demands
saying that they were “Tatars” and they had to study in their native language. (Baratashvili,
1998, 10)
In Georgian state archives various documents can be found which describe Soviet
Authorities‟ discriminatory policy towards Muslim Meskhetians and stress the lack of the
educational opportunities in Georgian language for the local Muslim population. Especially
interesting is the report of Vano Alikhanashvili about the conditions in Akhaltsikhe district,
written in 1926. In this report he explains educational problems in Akhaltsikhe district. He
declares with the feeling of regret: “According to the information of Illiteracy Eradication Centre
Akhaltsikhe district is in the most helpless situation. The vast majority of the population,
Muslim Georgians lag behind Christian Georgians and Armenians. This is caused by lack of
attention on the part of the autocracy to this people … People demand education in Georgian
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language and Georgian language teachers, but their demands are rejected and they are advised to
wait until teachers will arrive from Azerbaijan or to get an education in Russian language…”
(Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600, Anagraph №2 Case 125)
After the Soviet occupation the number of Azerbaijanian schools increased by 300% in
Georgia (If before the sovietization of Georgia there were 30 Azerbaijanian schools, after the
sovietization their number reached 89) (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia,
Fund№284,Anagraph№1 Case 3322, p.37) The number of non-Georgian schools also greatly
increased in the Akhatlsikhe district at the expense of Azerbaijanian schools. The increase in the
number of Azerbaijanian schools is better illustrated in the following diagrams:
Figure 2.4. Schools in Akhaltsikhe district in

Figure 2.5. Schools in Akhaltsikhe district
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Source: Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№284, Anagraph№1
Case 3322, p. 64.
As it is illustrated in these diagrams, after the sovietization of Georgia the majority of
schools were Azerbaijanian (55%) in Akhaltsikhe district.
Soviet educational policy contributed to the consolidation of Azerbaijanian language in
Meskheti and prevented the integration of local Muslim population into Georgian society.
Textbooks and manuals for the minority schools and for the local Muslim population were not
edited in Georgia but were brought from the neighbouring Union republics - Azerbaijan,
Armenia and Russia. Azerbaijanian schools were supplied with books, which were edited in
Azerbaijan. These books were often old and outdated and were no longer in use in Azerbaijan.
The textbooks were not adjusted to different socio-political and cultural reality of Georgia and
did not correspond to local conditions. Therefore, they did not meet the minimum educational
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requirements and were unable to contribute to the development of Georgian national
consciousness and loyalty to Georgian state. Not only textbooks and manuals, but also teachers
were brought from Azerbaijan. (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia,
Fund№284, Anagraph №1, Case№3322)
In order to speed up the forcible de-nationalization of Meskhetians, they were prohibited
to carry Georgian surnames. Their Georgian surnames were replaced with Azeri Surnames.
(Rafatov, 1996, p. 16)

In 1936 Soviet government decided that all Muslim Meskhetians would

be categorized officially as “Azeris”. They all were registered as “Azeris” and Meskhetians
were referred as Azerbaijanians in all the statistical reports.

As a result the number of

Azerbaijanians increased greatly in Meskheti which was proved by the census of 1939.
(Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 69-70)
Azerbaijanian cultural autonomy was established in Meskheti. Newspapers, magazines
and books were published in Azerbaijanian language. All the best positions were held by the
people belonging to Azerbaijani nationality and Akhaltsikhe and Akhalkalaki districts only
minimally belonged to Georgia. Muslim Meskhetians were prohibited to receive education in
Georgian language. (Only a few years before the deportation, Soviet government paid attention
to the demands of the local population. In 1939 the requests of Muslim Meskhetians were
satisfied, many Azeri schools were transformed into Georgian schools.) (Umarov-Gozalishvili,
2005; 63, 64,70)
In the highest circles of the communist party some people opposed this anti -Georgian
demographic policy. They recognized the fact that the local Muslim population faced the danger
of denationalization and therefore tried to return this people to Georgian roots.

In 1944

Secretary of the Akhaltikhe regional committee (Akhaltikhe Raikom), Kirvalidze sent a report to
Charkviani, the secretary of the Central Committee of Communist party and to Bakradze, the
chairman of Council of Public Commissioners, in which he recognized the fact the vast majority
of Muslim Meskhetians were Islamized Georgians

and many of them still had Georgian

surnames. He appealed to soviet leadership to take urgent measures for the restoration of the
Georgian language in Meskheti and reintegration of the local Muslim population into Georgian
society. In the above mentioned report, he criticised the Soviet government educational policy
and demanded opening Georgian schools for local people. He attached to his report a list of
Georgian surnames of Muslim Meskhetians and reported that many of them still carried these
Georgian surnames.

In his report, Kirvalidze explained the results of the 1939 population

census and described the demographic situation of the Samtskhe –Javakheti region. According
to him the sudden growth in the number of Azerbaijanians was the result of the classification of
Islamized Georgians as “Azerbaijanians”. Kirvalidze mentioned in his report: “there are 83
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villages in the Akhaltsikhe district. According to the 1939 population census, total population of
this district is 55,450 people. The inhabitants of the region are subdivided into the following
nationalities”: (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600, Anagraph
№2 Case №600)
Table2.5. Ethnic composition of Akhaltsikhe district according to the 1939 population
census
Nationality

In the villages

In the town

total

Georgians

3989

1847

5836

Azerbaijanians

27811

617

28428

Armenians

9301

7153

16454

Kurds

1407

16

1423

Source: Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600, Anagraph №2
Case №600
According to 1939 census the majority of the population of Samtskhe-Javakheti, 54%,
were ethnic Azerbaijanians. Kirvalidze emphasized in his report that the people counted as
Azerbaijanians in 1939 census were in reality ethnic Georgians. In his report Kirvalidze listed
concrete measures, which were necessary for the reintegration of the Muslim population of
Samtskhe-Javakheti into Georgian society. But nobody paid attention to his report and instead of
the reintegration of this people into Georgian society, they were deported to Central Asia.
In the same period, when Kirvalize wrote this report (1944), Lavrenti Beria, the People‟s
Commissar of Internal Affairs of Soviet Union sent a top secret report to Stalin, where he
proposed a plan of resettlement of the Muslim population from Akhatsikhe, Adigeni, Aspindza,
Akhlakalaki, Bogdanovka and some villages of Adjara to Central Asia, namely to Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan and Kyrgzstan. Beria provided an explanation for this decision in his report: he did
not trust Muslim Meskhetians due to their links with Turkey. Many local Muslims maintained
relations with their relatives from those provinces of Meskheti which were under Turkish
jurisdiction. This fact aroused Beria‟s suspicions and saw these people as potential collaborators
with Turkey. Beria thought that the deportation of Muslim Meskhetians to Central Asia would
strengthen USSR‟s border with Turkey. (The International Union of the Young, 2006; 5)
2.3. Deportation of people from Southern Georgia to Central Asia in 1944.
The deportation of Muslim population from Samtskhe –Javakheti region was planned
even before the outbreak of the Second World War. Local Muslim people were regarded as
“unreliable” people, “dangerous people” close to the Turkish border and therefore, measures
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were taken to remove this people from the borderlands. A Stalinist decree in June 1937 created
special control zones for regions along the Turkish, Iranian and Afghani borders and the
population living in these new border zones were considered as “politically unreliable” by the
Soviet authorities. Such peoples were to be resettled in Central Asia. (Nissman, 1995)
In the national archives of the republic of Georgia various documents can be found, in
which Muslim Meskhetians, as well as Adjarians residing close to the Turkish border areas are
described as “anti-Soviet elements” by the Soviet government officials. (Central state archive of
contemporary of Georgia, Fund№600, Anagraph №2, Case№530, p. 39) Muslim population
residing close to the Turkish border always aroused Stalin‟s suspicion, as he considered these
people potential collaborators with Turkey. Meskhetians were accused of maintaining close ties
with the Turkish population. There was nothing unusual in maintaining contacts with Turkish
citizens if we take into account the fact that Meskhetian people had many relatives in Turkey as
part of Meskheti was under Turkish jurisdiction. Meskhetians always had relations with their kin
in Turkey which aroused Beria‟s and Stalin‟s suspicions. Therefore Soviet government officials
considered this people as “anti-Soviet” elements and “unreliable people.”

Allegations of

collaboration with Turkey served as the justification for the deportation of these people to
Central Asia.
Soviet government followed an ethnic cleansing policy not only in Meskheti but also in
other border zones of Soviet Union in order to get rid of the so called “anti-Soviet” elements in
these zones. In September 1938, Kobulov, the deputy People‟s Commissar for Internal Affairs
of the Georgian SSR sent a top secret report to Bakradze, the chairman of the Council of Public
Commissioners of Georgian SSR, where the former mentions the necessity of resettlement of
180 households from the border zones, among them 109 households from Akhaltsikhe‟s border
zone and 71 households from Adjarian rayons, to the inner areas of Eastern Georgia. (Central
state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund № 600, Anagraph№2, case№530, p. 3940) These measures were supposed to strengthen the USSR border with Turkey. Initially it was
aimed to resettle Meskhetian in the inner areas of Georgia. But later Soviet government decided
to deport them to Central Asia.
One of the main factors speeding up “armenization” of Meskheti was the deportation of
local Muslim population to Central Asia. The deportation of Muslim Meskhetians to Central
Asia greatly altered the ethno-confessional composition of Samtkhe-Javakheti region.

The

numerical superiority of Armenians became even more noticeable after the deportation of
Muslim Meskhetians. Javakheti was almost completely abandoned by ethnic Georgians and in
terms of ethnic composition it became purely Armenian region. Statistical data kept in State
archives of Georgia proves that before the deportation considerable number of Georgians still
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remained in Javakheti. According to this statistical data total population of Javakheti was 79 937
in 1928-29. This region had following ethnic composition: 7393 - Georgians, 6919 - Turks,
5223- Russians, 1117 – Kurds. Armenians formed the majority and numbered 57 784. (Central
state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№284 Anagraph №1 Case№3322, p.72)
The ethnic composition of Javakheti is better illustrated in the diagram below:
Figure 2.6. Ethnic composition of Javakheti region according to the 1929 population census
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Source: Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№284 Anagraph №1
Case№3322, p.72
According to this census Georgians comprised 9,3 % of the total population of Javakheti.
In reality the number of Georgians was much higher (18%), if we take into account the fact that
Muslim Meskhetians were registered as “Turks” during that time. (People belonging to different
nationalities, Muslim Meskhetians, Hemshins, Karapapakhs, and Kurds etc were categorized as
“Turks”) Due to the systematic reduction of the Georgian population and deliberate antiGeorgian activity of Tsarist Russia and Soviet regime only 3000 Georgians remain in Javakheti
at present.
As a result of Stalin‟s ethnic cleansing policy, which was conducted by him during the
Second World War, the ethnic groups, which were regarded by him as potential enemies of
Soviet Union, were deported to the remote areas of Soviet empire. Forceful resettlement of these
people served the purpose of fostering the development of remote and underpopulated territories
of the Soviet Union.

According to the information obtained from the national archive of

Georgia, in the 1920s Soviet government had plans to use the deported people for the
development of cotton-growing, as well as for the exploitation of the mineral wealth and natural
resources of the remote areas of Soviet Union. (Central state archive of contemporary history of
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Georgia, Fund№600, anagraph№1, Case№1218, p.10-12) This strategy, which Stalin constantly
used until the end of his career, radically changed the ethnic map of the Soviet Union. He was
even in favour of the deportation of such a numerous ethnic group like Ukrainians, but because
they were too many of them, he was unable to implement this cruel plan. Only in one year, in
1943 – 1944, 1,9 million people were deported to Siberia and Central Asian republics, among
them were the Muslim inhabitants of the southern province of Georgia – Samtskhe- Javalheti. In
1944, massive deportation affected the Chechens, Ingush, Balkars, Crimean Tatars, Crimean
Greeks, Volga Germans, Muslim Meskhetians, Kurds, Hemshins, Karachays and Kalmyks.
The precise number of Muslim Meskhetians that were forcibly deported to Central Asia is
difficult to evaluate. According to M. Natmeladze 69.869 people were deported from Southern
Georgia in 1944. (Natmeladze, 2002; 38-39) Vazha Lortkipanidze states a much higher number
85.000 people. (Lortkipanidze, 1994; 61) Different authors state different numbers. According
to Russian authors and Russian historical sources about 90.000 people were deported to Central
Asia. (Janiashvili, 2006b; 44-45)

It is more likely that the number of deported people reached

somewhere between 85.000 - 90.000 people. According to the top secret decree No. 6279 of the
State Committee of Defence 86.000 people was deported to Central Asia. This top secret
document which was signed by Stalin ran as follows: “In order to improve the situation at the
state border of the Georgian SSR, the State Committee of Defence has decided:
1.To deport from the border zone of Georgian SSR

- from Akhaltsikhe, Adigeni,

Aspindza, Akhalkalaki and Bogdanovka regions and the Ajaran Autonomous Republic - 16,700
households with a population of 86.000 Turks, Kurds and Hemshins to:
Kazakh SSR: 40.000
Uzbek SSR: 30.000
Kyrgyz SSR: 16.000
The deportation is to be carried out by the NKVD of the USSR.
The NKVD of the USSR (Comrade Beria) should carry out the deportation in November of
1944. (The International Union of the Young, 2006; 6-10)
The reasons for Stalin‟s actions have never been fully explained. Some sources highlight
political motives for deportation while others give preference to economic motives.

Both

motives (political and economic) are realistic and provide us with valuable explanations. The
political explanation of the 1944 deportation, which is also the most popular theory among the
deported Meskhetian people themselves, argues that Stalin had plans to invade Turkey and
feared the disloyalty of local Muslim population in a conflict with Turkey. (Peuch, 2001) Stalin
thought that Muslim Meskhetians were a threat to his political and military goals and viewed
them as a potential “Fifth Column” that could disrupt the realization of his military goals. He
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thought that the deportation of Muslim population of Samtskhe-Javakheti would strengthen the
USSR border with Turkey. (Aydingün, 1998)
With regards to the economic motives for deportation, the desire of the Soviet regime to
develop and populate the most underdeveloped areas of Soviet Union has to be mentioned.
Economic explanations for deportation are also very popular and frequently stated among the
deported Meskhetian people. (Vachnadze, 2005; 41) Deported Meskhetian people were regarded
as very hardworking and industrious people that could have been used for the development of
backward and underdeveloped areas of Central Asia.

As it has been mentioned above, Soviet

government intended to use the forcefully deported people for the development of cottongrowing, as well as for the exploitation of the mineral wealth and natural resources of the remote
areas of Soviet Union (Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600,
anagraph№1, Case№1218, p. 10-12)
Muslim Meskhetians were deported with cattle cars in freezing weather to the central
Asian republics. They were forcibly dispersed across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.
The 55,500 Muslim Meskhetians were deported to Uzbekistan, 29,500 – to Kazakstan, and
11.000 – to Kyrgyzstan. Due to a long jurney (it lasted almost one month) and primitive
conditions in Central Asia, many deportees perished. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 81-83)
The Soviet government forcefully resettled 6.339 households with the population of
27.000 from different parts of Georgia, mainly from the mountainous areas and land-poor
regions, to Meksheti.

From these 6.339 households 2.359 households were resettled in

Akhaltsikhe district, 3.025 – in Adigeni district and 955 – in Aspindza district. (Central state
archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600, anagraph№2, case№539, p.3) Whole
villages were evacuated and people were settled in the homes of the deported Meskhetians. The
resettlement of Georgians to Meskheti was a forceful process: many of them did not want to
leave their places of residence and settle down in the region which was unknown for them.
(Central state archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600, anagraph№2, case№640,
p. 87) Some of them were unable to adapt to the new environment which radically differed from
their original places of residence. It was especially hard for the people from Western Georgia to
adapt to new conditions because Meskhetian lands were unsuitable for viniculture and
newcomers did not have any experience how to cultivate Meskhetian lands. According to the
secret report about the situation of the resettled peoples‟ Kolkhozes in the borderlands of the
Georgian SSR, which was sent to Beria on 19th of November 1945, people were resettled in the
semi-destroyed houses of the deported people, which caused dissatisfaction of the resettlers and
for this reason many preferred to return to their original places of residence where the living
conditions were much better. Soviet government officials were forced to take urgent measures in
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order to provide the resettlers with the appropriate housing and living conditions. (Central state
archive of contemporary history of Georgia, Fund№600, anagraph№2, case№539, p.3-6)
The situation of the deported Meskhetian people was also extremely complicated in the
Central Asian republics.

Muslim Meskhetians were deported to different climatic zones,

frequently to the most inhospitable Lands of Central Asia.

They were transferred to an

uninhabited steppe, “hungry desert” called like this because nothing could grow on its soil.
Local authorities were not prepared to shelter them and therefore, they were settled in hovels and
semi-destroyed houses.

Many of the deportees could not adapt to the abominable living

conditions and harsh climate of Central Asia. Within six months after deportation, many of the
deportees, died due to disease, cold and hunger. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005, 83-84)

It is

difficult to state exact number of dead people, because different authors and different sources
state different numbers. According to K. Baratashvili one third of deportees, among them
17.000 children died. According to Khalil Umarov Gozalishvili the number of dead people
reached 14. 895. Most of the authors agree that about 20% of the deportees died because of the
hunger and problems of adaptation to the harsh climate of Central Asia. Deaths outnumbered
births 11.5 times. Famine was widespread among Meskhetians and many were forced to eat
grass in order to survive. Those who survived after the deportation had to endure extreme
deprivation, humiliation and discrimination. Local population were hostile to the newcomers as
they thought that deported people were “enemies of the people.” Despite this fact, Messkhetians
managed to improve their living condtions and the situation started to improve in the fifties.
Many purchased houses and, through hard work in the fields, actually achieved higher level of
affluence than the majority of local population. ( Sumbadze, 2002)
After the deportation to Central Asia, the deportees were registered as ''Turk'', ''Azeri'',
''Muslim'', ''Caucasian'' or „„Uzbek‟‟ in their passports, which even further complicated the
identification problem. Members of the same family were given different nationalities. For
instance, four brothers Zautashvili (purely Georgian surname) were registered as “belonging” to
four various nationalities. (Edilashvili, 2007) Although the vast majority of the deportees were
ethnic Georgians, none of them was registered as “Georgian.” This was done on purpose in
order to hide the fact that Muslim Georgians were deported to Central Asia and to justify the
deportation of Muslim Meskhetians, many of whom were in fact Georgian-speakers of ethnic
Georgian heritage.

For this reason they were deliberately labelled as members of other

nationalities. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 320) Muslim Meskhetians spared no effort to stop
the forcible assimilation of Meskhetians into Uzbek, Kyrgyz, Azeri and other communities.
They requested the restoration of their Georgian national identity and their Georgian surnames,
47

but their demands were ignored by the Georgian government. Georgian government had to obey
the orders from Moscow and was unable to make decisions on its own.
After the death of Stalin , Krushchev condemned the deportations and ethnic cleansing
policy implemented by Stalin. He reversed most of Stalin‟s deportations and rehabilitated all the
people which were deported, except Crimean Tatars, Meskhs and Volga Germans. In 1991
Volga Germans and Crimean Tatars were allowed to return en massee to their homelands. Only
Meskhetians were dinied the right to live in Georgia and were not rehabilitated. Altough
Kruschev allowed most of the deported peoples to return to their homelands, they faced
significant problems and obstacles even after rehablilitation and many of these problems still
persist.
Even after Stalin‟s death local Authorities continued to discriminate against Muslim
Meskhetians and forced them to live under the so-called special regime, which denied them basic
human rights, including freedom of movement. Only in 1956 the decree №135/142 of the USSR
Supreme Soviet's Presidium was released which cancelled this regime and the restrictions on
Meskhetians‟ movement were lifted. (Pepinov & Osipov, 2007) The decree ran as follows:
”On lifting restrictions on special deportees: Crimean Tatars, Balkars, Turks –
citizens of the Soviet Union, Kurds, Hemshins and their family members deported during
the Great Patriotic War.
Taking into an account that existing legislative limitations for Crimean Tatars,
Balkars,Turks – citizens of the Soviet Union, Kurds, Hemshins and their family members
deported in 1943-1944 from the North Caucasus, Georgian SSR and Crimea are not needed any
more, the Supreme Soviet decides:
1. To take off the register of special settlements and to free from administrative monitoring
by the organs of the Ministry of Internal Affairs Crimean Tatars, Balkars, Turks –
citizens of the Soviet Union, Kurds, Hemshins, and members of their families deported
for special resettlement during the Great Patriotic War.
2. State that the removal of limitations upon the persons listed in item 1 of the present
Decree will not be followed by the return of property confiscated at deportation and that
deportees are not allowed to return to the places from which they were deported” (The
International Union of the Young , 2006; 25-26)
According to this decree deported Meskhetians were not allowed to return to Georgia.
Despite this prohibition deported people started to struggle for the resettlement to Georgia.
(Vachnadze, 2005; 90-93) They spared no effort to return to the places from which they were
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deported. They organized themselves in movement which was engaged in a peaceful campaign
for repatriation to Georgia. They sent on numerous occasions petitions, letters and appeals to
Soviet government officials, organized peaceful demonstrations in order to convince Soviet
government to allow them to return to Georgia. But the most the Meskhetian Community could
achieve was the resettlement to Azerbaijan. Approximately 30.000 Muslim Meskhetians left
Central Asia and settled down in Azerbaijan in order to stay closer to Georgia. In Azerbaijan
they were registered as “Azeris” and every attempt of the Muslim Meskhetians to restore their
Georgian nationality was strongly opposed from the government. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005;
101) Repressions against the Muslim Meskhetians that wanted to return to Georgia continued in
Azerbaijan. All kinds of provocative actions were organized in order to prevent Meskhetians
from leaving Azerbaijan and going back to Georgia. Azerbaijanian government had plans to
assimilate deported Meskhetian population and the return of Meskhetians to Georgia
contradicted its political interests.

For many Meskhetians living in Azerbaijan became

dangerous and they were forced to resettle in Kabardino- Balkaria. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005;
115)
Soviet Government strictly opposed any attempt of Meskhetians to return to Georgia.
Meskhetians were allowed to live anywhere in the Soviet Union except Georgia because during
the Cold War era Samtskhe-Javakheti was considered a sensitive border region between NATO
and Soviet Union.

This region was declared a special “border zone” and this created an

additional obstacle: nobody could enter this region without special residency permits. These
permits were unavailable to deported people. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004) Border area regime
was extended to the entire Samtskhe –Javakheti region and due to this obstacle deported people
were unable to return to Samtskhe-Javakheti. Every time Muslim Meskhetians returned to
Georgia police deported them from the republic or detained the migrants on the border. In 1974
Supreme Soviet's Presidium of the USSR released a special decree which lifted restrictions on
the movement of deported people to their original places of residence. In practice, Soviet
government oficcials prevented this from hapening. After the failed attempts of returning to
Georgia, small number of Meskhetians migrated to other republics of Soviet Union from 1956
onwards, but the vast majority of them remained in Central Asian Republics until 1989. Until
1969 all attempts to return to their homeland ended with failure. Only a handful of Muslim
Meskhetians could return to Georgia as a result of the efforts of Georgian intellectuals and
dissidents. They were resettled in different regions of Georgia. (Sumbadze, 2002)
Migration processes of deported Meskhetian population from Central Asia to other Soviet
republics began to increase after the tragedy at the Ferghana Valley. The situation became
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extremely strained in 1989, when a pogrom broke out against Meskhetians in the Uzbek section
of the Ferghana Valley. As a result, 110 people died, 1,032 people were injured, and 856 houses
were burnt or destroyed. This crime was committed when Muslim Meskhetian families were
already fully settled in Uzbekistan and managed to build new lives for themselves.

Law

enforcement officials did nothing to prevent this crime. People many times requested help, but
the prevention of this crime was not in the interests of the Soviet government officials. (UmarovGozalishvili, 2005; 188-264)
There are many interpretations of the Ferghana events. Different authors state different
versions of the crime such as the economic version, the nationalistic version, governmental plot,
etc. According to the economic version the dissatisfaction of the Uzbek population with the
deteriorating living standards increased aggression against ethnic minorities, which were more
privileged than they were or were perceived by them as “more privileged”. Thus, according to
this version deteriorating socio-economic conditions caused the emergence of Fergana tragedy.
The nationalistic version offers different interpretation of events:

The spread of

nationalism and the nationalistic ideas in Uzbekistan worsened the relations between the titular
ethnic group and national minorities and contributed to the outbreak of ethnic conflicts between
Uzbeks and Meskhetians in Ferghana.
According to the “Governmental plot” version Soviet authorities planned this tragedy and
committed atrocities in order to transfer cheap labour force from central Asia to Central Russia.
(Trier & Khanzhin, 2007; 116-125) This version of crime is supported by the vast majority of
the deported Meskhetian people. According to this version the events at the Ferghana Valley
were provoked by the Soviet government in order to solve various problems: 1. to provide the
Central Russian Regions with the manpower; 2. to divert the attention of the Uzbek nationalists
from the Slavic population to the Meskhetian community; 3. to spread confusion and chaos in
the Transcaucasian national movements, because the migration of thousands of Muslim refugees
from Central Asia to this region would increase tensions and worsen the situation. (Janiashvili,
2006c; 79)
The leaders of the national-liberation movement suspected that the crime at the Ferghana
Valley was committed in order to punish Georgian nationalists, who were actively involved in
the struggle for the independence of Georgia.

Soviet authorities were especially afraid of

national-liberation movements as they could pose a threat to the existence of Soviet Empire.
(Gachechiladze, 1995; 183)

50

Large scale massacre of Meskhetians in the Ferghana Valley forced many to flee Central
Asia and they became refugees once again. The Soviet Army assisted in removing 17.000
Meskhetians from Ferghana Province to Central Russia. Tragic events led to a larger outflow of
Meskhetian people from Uzbekistan. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004) It is estimated that more than
70.000 Meskhetians had to leave Uzbekistan and move to other republics of the Soviet Union,
though some stayed behind, mainly those who had assimilated into the Central Asian republics
(Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan) through marriage. The Soviet Army acted so quickly
and the relocation of Meskhetians to Russia was so swift that many were unable to sell their
property and prepare for the resettlement. People, who were fully settled in Uzbekistan, were
forced to leave behind their homes, belongings and property and had to start all over again in
exile. Some left central Asia without proper documents and papers and later this complicated
matters for Muslim Meskhetians in Russia, especially in Krasnodar Krai. Because of the lack of
documents and papers, many of these people became stateless and were denied citizenship by the
local authorities of the Krasnodar Krai. (Hoover, 2005)
The refugees were resettled in various regions of Central Russia, some of them moved to
Azerbaijan, Ukraine and to the neighbouring republics of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan. Many of them requested the repatriation to Georgia but did not achieve any results.
After the tragic events in the Ferghana Valley, only a handful of Muslim Meskhetians managed
to return to Georgia, but they were forced to leave Georgia in 1989 - 1991 due to the anti –
Meskhetian campaign and popular opposition to their return. All Meskhetian refugees which
arrived in Georgia after the Ferghana massacres were expelled from Georgia. In addition, more
than 200 families of Meskhetian repatriates, which were already residing in Georgia, were
expelled from the country. (UGR, 2005; 2) Despite this fact, compact Meskhetians settlements
remained in some Georgian villages such as Ianeti, Nasakirali and Naruja.
Meskhetians have experienced multiple deportations and repeated displacement for 60
years. Unlike all other ethnicities deported by Stalin, deported Meskhetian people were never
rehabilitated and the prospects for the Muslim Meskhetians continue to be uncertain.
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CHAPTER 3. Legal status of deported people and Organizations dealing with
the Meskhetian problem
3.1. Meskhetian organizations.
When the Soviet government released the decree in 1956 which cancelled the restrictions
on Meskhetians‟ movement, they started to engage in a peaceful campaign for the repatriation to
Georgia and organized themselves in a national movement.

They were all united in this

movement and had one clear objective, the repatriation to Georgia. This movement failed to
achieve any concrete results and started to disintegrate. Soon it became divided and various
organizations with different objectives and orientations emerged in its place.
As it has been already mentioned deported Meskhetians do not reside compactly in one
place. They are widely scattered across several countries of the former Soviet Union. These
people lack unity and therefore, their goals and priorities are different. For this reason their
interests and demands can not be represented by one movement or organization. Due to wide
dispersal of Meskhetian community, there are many Meskhetian organizations that have
contradictory interests and ethnic orientations. They can not agree on a number of crucial issues,
can not co-operate and unite their efforts for the issues of repatriation. Deported Meskhetians
lack the conception of themselves as a unified people and members of the same ethnic group.
Therefore, they can not agree on a number of crucial issues such as their ethnic identity, the
exact definition of their homeland and, respectively, the target of repatriation. (Nodia, 2002)
With regards to ethnic identity, the majority of deported Meskhetians believe that they are ethnic
Turks but they have different views about their homeland. Some of them (especially older
generation) think that their homeland is Meskheti and therefore, demand their repatriation to
Georgia. On the other hand, some believe that their homeland is Turkey and are in favour of
their return to Turkey. Small number of Meskhetians perceives themselves as ethnic Georgians
and demands their return to any place in Georgia. There is also a considerable portion of
Meskhetians that can not point to any definite ethnic identity and their ethnic denomination
changes according to circumstances and political situation. (Vardidze, 2007; 7) In the early
sixties these people referred to themselves as Georgians.

At the beginning the majority of

deported Meskhetians had pro-Georgian orientation, but when the repatriation movement failed
to achieve any concrete results and Soviet government prevented their return to Georgia, they
began to change their orientation.

Thus, when they failed to achieve their primary goal i.e.
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repatriation to Georgia, they changed their orientation and demanded their resettlement to
Turkey. This movement also failed to achieve any concrete results. (Pohl, 2005)
KGB was especially hostile towards those Mekshetian leaders, who had pro-Georgian
orientation and often forced them to change ethnic orientation.

Meskhetian repatriation

movement leader, Enver Odabashev initially had pro –Georgian orientation (his real surname
was Khozrevanidze). He often mentioned that Meskhetians were ethnic Georgians and his
speeches and writings were full of pro-Georgian slogans. But when he was arrested for his
activities and spent several years in prison he changed his orientation and became the leader of
the Turkish camp. (I. Ashrafov, personal communication, September 20, 2009) In 1964 he
declared that deported Meskhetian people were ethnic Turks and they had to be returned to
Georgia as ethnic Turks.

But in the 1970s and 1980s he changed again his mind and

demonstrated his sympathy for the idea of the Meskhetians‟ Georgian ethnic origin.
Sometimes Meskhetian leaders who were known as active supporters of Turkish faction
claimed their “Georgianness.” Mavlud Bayrakhtarov was one of the active defenders of the
Meskhetians‟ assimilation into the Azerbaijanian society. He actively encouraged Meskhetians
to remain forever in Azerbaijan, to view themselves as Azeries and abandon the idea of returning
to Georgia, but in 1973 he addressed the Georgian government pointing to his Georgian ethnic
origin. (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007; 571-572)

Long –Term leader of Meskhetians of pro-Turkish

orientation and president of Vatan Yusuf Sarvarov in the 1970-s claimed that he was an ethnic
Georgian and that his real surname was Didebulidze. But later, under influence of KGB he
adopted a pro-Turkish orientation. He played very important role in erasing Georgian national
consciousness among many Muslim Meskhetians, implanting the idea among the deported
people of being Turks. (Chkeidze, 2007; 71-77)
Over the years, several Meskhetian organizations, aligned with one of the above
mentioned ethnic orientations, emerged to fight the right of their return to their homeland.
Numerous Meskhetian organizations with contradictory goals and objectives were founded such
as Vatan (Fatherland in Turkish), Hsna (Salvation in Georgian), Union of Georgian Repatriates,
Umid (Hope in Turkish), Association of Turks Residing in Kyrgyzstan, International Federation
of Akhiska Turks of CIS countries, The Federation of Ahiska Turk‟s Association, Ahiska
Refugee Turks‟ Cultural and Social Assistance Association, etc. Meskhetian organizations are
geographically widely scattered across several countries, are divided by different orientations
and lack unity. (Aydıngün et al., 2006)
The most distinguished and famous from these organizations are Vatan and Khsna.
Vatan was established in 1990 and represents the interests of the pro-Turkish part of the
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Meskhetian population. Its Headquarter is based in Moscow. It also has regional branches in the
provinces of Russian Federation and Azerbaijan. Among the Meskhetian organizations Vatan is
considered to be the largest one. The Leaders of Vatan believe that their organization represents
the interests of the vast majority of the deported population. But in reality this organization does
not represent such a huge number of people. Many Meskhetian communities do not know even
about the existence of this organization and the number of its followers is also limited. Vatan is
unable to solve the problems that Meskhetian repatriates face in their places of residence and it
concentrates its efforts only on the repatriation process. Its influence is limited because it does
not have branches and representation in all the regions and countries where Meskhetians reside.
Vatan‟s followers believe that deported Meskhetians are ethnic Turks and have distinct Turkish
cultural identity. This organization has two main goals: the recognition of the fact that the
deportation of Meskhetians in 1944 was illegal and unconditional return of Meskhetians to
Meskheti. (Helton, 1998) They reject the repatriation of Meskhetians to other regions of Georgia
and request their return only to Meskheti. Vatan ignores political reality in Samtskhe-Javakheti,
it does not take into account ethno-confessional tensions in this region and stubbornly demands
the return of deported Meskhetians only to this region. Vatan also demands cultural autonomy
for them. It claims special cultural rights for Meskhetians such as the right of education in their
own language and the protection of their cultural heritage.

Vatan society‟s inability to

represent the interests of the entire deported Meskhetian community (disagreements about the
ethnic origins and other issues still creates tensions between Meskehtians) led to the creation of
an alternative organizaton which was named Khsna (Salvation in Georgian).

Khsna was

established in Kabardino – Balkaria in 1992 and represented the interests of the pro-Georgian
part of the Meskhetian population.

Khsna was founded by the activists of Meskhetian

repatriation movement, Halil Umarov Gozalishvili and Isa Ashrafov with the support of
Georgian government. This organization established close relations with the Georgian human
rights activists such as Viktor Rtskhiladze, Zviad Gamsakhurdia and Merab Kostava. Khsna
held the view that deported Meskhetians are ethnic Georgians who were converted to Islam
when Meskheti was conquered by the Ottoman Empire. Khsna was in favour of repatriation of
Meskhetians to the whole territory of Georgia rather than necessarily to Samtskhe – Javakheti.
Unlike Vatan, Khsna did not claim any cultural autonomy for Meskhetians. Hsna also provided
assistance to young Meshetians to study at the Georgian universities. In 1999 Khsna ceased to
exist and was replaced by the Union of Georgian Repatriates.

Today, Union of Georgian

Repatriates (UGR) is based in Tbilisi and is the main Meskhetian NGO in Georgia. There are
also other Meskhetian organizations that operate in Georgia: Latifshah Baratashvili Foundation –
Meskheti; Halil Gozalishvili International Association of Muslim Georgians “Gurjistan”, “The
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International Union of the Young deported Meskhetians – Meskheti”.

They all have pro-

Georgian orientation and campaign for Meskhetians return to Georgia.

They also provide

assistance to Meskhetian repatriates who were already resettled to Georgia. (Sumbadze, 2002)
Umid (Hope in Turkish) was founded in 1994 on the initiative of Akram Bayrakhtarov, a
resident of Krymsk region. It operates only in the Krymsk district in Russian Federation. The
organization considers that deported people are ethnic Turks and its main goal is the resettlement
of deported Meskhetians to Turkey.
There are various Meskhetian organizations and associations that operate in Central Asia.
Deported Meskhetians have established a cultural centre in Tashkent which is called Meskhetian
Turks‟ Cultural Center. There are two Meskhetian organizations in Kyrgyzstan: the Association
of Turks Residing in Kyrgyzstan and International Federation of Ahiska Turks of CIC countries.
Both hold the view that the deported people are ethnic Turks and both aim at the resettlement of
deported Meskhetians to Turkey.
There are numerous Meskhetian associations and organizations that operate in Turkey.
The majority of these associations are located in Bursa, which is also the place of residence of
country‟s Meskhetian population. Local Meskhetians, that are citizens of Turkey and whose
ancestors arrived in the country before 1944, run all the organizations.

These associations and

organizations rest on the assumption that deported Meskhetianss are ethnic Turks. Followers of
these associations consider themselves as “genuine Turks” who have returned to their homeland,
i.e. Turkey.

However, this discourse is challenged by some, including an Ahiska Turks‟

Educational, Cultural and Social Assistance Association which is based in Istanbul and aims at
the repatriation of deported people to Samtskhe –Javakheti. The activities of this association are
the following: publication of Journals and production of films about deported Mekshetians;
Education of deported Meskhetian youth in order to foster the pro- Turkish intelligentsia for the
community; Assistance of Meskhetians who arrive to Turkey. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004) The
Meskhetian associations and organizations that operate in Turkey are well organized and provide
considerable support to Meskhetians who return to Turkey. They also intensify pro-Turkish
orientation of Meskhetians.
Despite the existence of numerous Meskhetian organizations, they are not very effective
in dealing with the Meskhetian problem. The biggest problem of Meskehtian organisations is
that they can not unite their efforts and fight together for the repatriation of Meskhetians to
Georgia. Because of the disagreements about the ethnic origins of deported Meskhetians they
can not establish united and centralised organisation with a consistent and stable leadership. As
is has been mentioned above, they are divided by different orientations and have contradictory
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goals and objectives. (Sumbadze, 2002) These organizations can not achieve consensus and
have very little in common. Because of the absence of a unifying ethnic or national
consciousness and lack of conception of themselves as members of the same ethnic group, they
can not establish a unified movement in order to address more effectively issues relating to the
repatriation of Meskhetians. If they were united they would be more powerful and would have
more influence over political processes.
Meskhetian solidarity is seriously weakened with the conflicts between those who take a
pro-Turkish orientation as against those who argue that they are ethnic Georgians. There is an
ongoing dispute as to whether the people should describe themselves as “Turks” or “Islamized
Georgians.” Debates about ethnicity and conflict between pro-Georgian and pro-Turkish part of
the deported population often serve to cloud the fundamental issues of repatriation and human
rights. According to Eldar Zeynalov, the head of Baku‟s Centre for Human Rights, Meskhetian
unity is needed before Georgia and the international community will pay more attention to the
repatriation issue. As he said: "One of the obstacles to progress comes from within the
community itself. The question of historical ethnic identity and terminology has become a
divisive issue and is exploited by those who wish to block their return to Georgia. The fact that
some [Meskhetians] believe themselves to be Turks and others 'Islamized' Georgians has
distracted from the main practical issues. The Meskhetians need to be more organized and more
cohesive in their approach, rather than fighting among themselves about bloodlines.” (Brenan,
2003; 55) Thus, divisions within the Meskhetian community, internal feuding and lack of
cooperation seriously undermine the ability of Meskhetians to repatriate.
3.2. Legal status of deported people in former Soviet republics and Turkey.
The exact number of deported Meskhetians is unknown due to a lack of reliable census
data.

Information provided by the statistical institutes of different CIS countries where

Meskhetians reside is often unreliable because of the inefficient systems of gathering and
processing statistical data. This problem is further complicated by the fact that Meskhetians
were deliberately registered as members of other nationalities by the Soviet government officials
in order to speed up the forcible assimilation process of them. Many are registered as “Uzbek”,
”Azeri”, “Turk” or even “Caucasian” in their passports and therefore, it is difficult to determine
the exact number of Meskhetians. According to the research carried out by the International
Historical-Enlightenment and Humanitarian Society Memorial, it is estimated that somewhere
between 270,000 and 345,000 deported Meskhetians live in the republics of the former Soviet
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Union. (Vermot-Mangold, 2005) Legal status of the deported people differs from one country to
another, and even within the regions of the same country.
Ferghana tragedy caused the wide dispersal of Meskhetian communities throughout CIS
countries. The vast majority of the deported Meskhetian people migrated to Russia mainly in
1980s and 1990s. They reside mainly in southern parts of the country (Volgograd Oblast,
Rostov Oblast, Stavropol krai, Krasnodar krai, Chechnya, Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria,
Karachay-Cherkessia, North-Ossetia and Kalmykia) and the central regions of the country
(Belgorod, Voronezh, Kursk Oblast, Orel, Smolensk, Ryazan, Tula). (Parliamentary Assembly of
Council of Europe, 2005) The great majority of the deported Meskhetian people, 95% live in
southern regions of Russia and only a small number of them, 5% reside in central Russia.
Somewhere between 50,000 and 70,000 Meskhetians live in the Russian Federation.
With regard to the legal status of Meskhetians in Kransodar Krai, two periods have to be
distinguished: the period before the resettlement to USA and after the resettlement to USA.
Before the resettlement to the USA, the situation was very complicated for deported Meskhetians
in Southern part of Russia, where they were denied all civil, political and social rights.
Approximately 18,000 Meskhetians lived in the Krasnodar Krai in the compact rural villages
before the resettlement to USA. Kransodar Krai was not one of the regions where they were
relocated after the tragic events at the Ferghana Valley. They were relocated mostly to various
regions of Central Russia. But they could not adapt to Central Russia‟s Siberian cold weather
and therefore, moved to the southern Russia preferring its warm weather. Another reason for
moving to Krasnodar Krai was that the territory borders Georgia and in 1989- 90 the
Meskhetians lived with expectations to return to their original place of residence. According to
the Russian law citizens of Russia have the right to choose the place of residence regardless of
their nationality and religious belonging. But deported Meskhetians were deprived of this right
and the system of apartheid operated with respect to Meskhetians in Krasnodar Krai.
While Russian Citizenship and legal status were granted to the Meskhetians in all regions
of Russian Federation where they reside, the Krasnodar Krai denied them the right to citizenship
and permanent residence. (Sumbadze, 2002) They could only get temporary residence permits
and were treated as illegal immigrants.

They were subject to discriminatory and abusive

treatments by local authorities, such as granting or withholding of residency permits. They had
to pay monthly “re-registration taxes” to corrupt local authorities.

According to the 1991

citizenship law, Meskhetians were entitled to become Russian citizens, because according to this
law all Soviet citizens that resided permanently on the territories of the Russian Federation
automatically would become Russian citizens.
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When this law came into force in 1992,

Meskhetians were already present in Krasnodar Krai, they were permanently living there and
therefore, had the right to become Russian citizens. But the authorities of the Krasnodar Krai
refused to grant them permanent residence permits, which were necessary for obtaining Russian
citizenship and referred to them as “stateless people temporarily living on the territory of the
Russian Federation,” they also conducted anti-Meskhetian activities and discriminated them.
7,000 deported Meskhetians, residents of the Krasnodar Krai were left without citizenship and
residence permits. In other regions of Russian Federation, deported people obtained Russian
citizenship and legal status, but not so in the Krasnodar Krai, where they were denied their rights
to citizenship, thereby stripping Meskhetians of their basic civil and human rights. They were
denied basic human rights before the resettlement to USA. The hostility towards deported
Meskhetians was not as pronounced in other regions of Russia where Meskhetians reside as in
Krasnodar Krai. Because Meskhetians lacked citizenship and residence status, they were unable
to work legally, fully access social services, own property legally and register purchase and sell
of the property such as houses or cars, neither they could obtain driver‟s licenses; their marriages
were not recognized, they could not register their marriages and the births of the children were
not officially recorded; they had difficulties to access higher education; they could not lease land
from the local population. The regional Russian authorities forced landowners to cancel all
leases with Meskhetians. This created enormous economic problems for Meskhetians as most of
them were employed in Agriculture, which was the main source of income for many Meskhetian
families. They were also refused the right to appeal to the courts. It was a common occurrence
to evict Meskhetians from their houses, because they did not possess documents proving the
ownership of the houses. Employers were not allowed to offer jobs to Meskhetians because
Cossacks and local government officials prohibited them to employ Meskhetians. (Hoover,
2005) Meskhetian Children were also discriminated. Schools were segregated and Russians and
Meskhetian children were taught in separate rooms.

In other words, their basic civil and human

rights were violated: right to have citizenship, right to possess property, right to be married, right
to work, right to have access to higher education, etc. Without passports and other documents
Meskhetians were forced to stay hidden in their homes because if they were discovered by the
police they could be imprisoned or fined.

As Rustam Zautadze, one of the Meskhetians,

resident of the Krasnodar Krai said: “It‟s impossible to live here. Several times, Cossacks and
police came to my house and asked for our papers, which of course we don‟t have. And then
they fine us. If they catch you on the street, they arrest you. I‟ve spent several weeks in detention
centres.” (Finn, 2005; 12)
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Though Cossacks tend to be intolerant towards all the ethnic groups from Caucasus, their
hostility towards deported Meskhetians is greatest of all Caucasian nationalities. Before the
resettlement of Meskhetians to USA, Cossacks often broke into their houses of Meskhetians,
beat and humiliated them. Deported Meskhetians were also targets of Russian skinheads, which
often beat them. Krasnodar authorities were doing nothing to prevent such discriminatory
activities. On the contrary, they encouraged Cossacks to discriminate Meskhetians in order to
force them to leave this region. The beatings of Meskhetians were regular and widespread in
Krasnodar Krai. Cossacks consider the Krasnodar region as their land which was granted to
them by the Catherine the Great as a gift for their loyal service to the Tsars. Therefore, Cossacks
did not accept Meskhetians as citizens of Krasnodar Krai and often discriminated and harassed
them and treated them as illegal immigrants. (Hoover, 2005) Kossacks and local government
officials insisted that Meskhetians were foreigners who had no right to live and work in
Krasnodar region and often referred to them as “visitors” and “undesired guests”. Without
passports and citizenship, Meskhetians were stateless people in Krasnodar Krai and there was no
state that could legally protect and defend them. (Finn, 2005)
Discrimination of Meskhetians was obvious in all aspects of life: Meskhetians were
deprived of all sources of income. This caused protests of deported Meskhetian population.
They began to organize hunger strikes.

They demanded: Russian citizenship and Russian

passports; stop of ethnic discrimination and full respect of their rights, including the right to
education and health care; abolition of the ban for the Meskhetians on leasing land and selling
agricultural production. The hunger strikes and protests drew the attention of local human rights
NGOs and international community. Because of the ongoing persecution and discrimination of
the Meskhetians, human rights activists and groups persuaded US government officials to
resettle them in USA.

The United States government condemned the persecution and

discrimination of Meskhetians, inhuman actions of the Krasnodar authorities in State Department
human rights reports, as well as at meetings of the 55-country Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe and proposed a resettlement option for those Meskhetians suffering in
Krasnodar Krai. (Finn, 2005) USA government has charged the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) with launching in 2004 the resettlement program of Meskhetians suffering
persecution in the Krasnodar Krai. (Regnum News Agency, 2004) IOM and the U.S. Consulate
in Russia carried out this program between 2004 and 2007 and resettled aapproximately 11,500
Meskhetians to USA. Resettled Meskhetians were granted asylum status which guarantees them
citizenship rights in the United States. However, not all the Meskhetians residents of Krasnodar
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Krai, have qualified for the resettlement. Some of them had the legal status in Krasnodar Krai
and therefore, have not been granted the refugee status. (Hoover, 2005)
The treatment of deported Meskhetians has improved considerably in Krasnodar Krai
after the resettlement program.

Human rights groups reported a significant decline in arbitrary

fines and other forms of discrimination. Krasnodar Krai authorities softened its tough policy
with regard to foreign citizens and stateless people and started to increase the issue of part-time
residences. As it is known, the receipt of part-time residence is the first step taken towards
acquiring Russian citizenship. The Head of the Federal Migration Service of Krasnodar Krai,
V.A. Karasev declared in 2007 that his department intended to grant citizenship to different
ethnic groups(Meskhetians, Kurds and Yezids) residing in Krasnodar Krai. It is supposed that
about thousand people, among them 400 Meskhetians, will obtain Russian citizenship. Human
rights activists also report a significant improvement in the treatment of Meskhetians by the
police. Police often protects Meskhetians during the religious festivals. However, this does not
mean the total eradication of xenophobia in Krasnodar Krai, because people still are
disadvantaged on the ground of nationality. (V. Karastelev, personal communication, February 3,
2009)
Legal and economic conditions are undoubtedly better for deported Meskhetian people in
Central Asian republics and in other former Soviet republics than those in Krasnodar Krai. The
exact number of them in Uzbekistan is unknown because of the unavailability of official
statistics. Furthermore many local Meskhetians are registered as Azeris, Uzbeks or Turks,
making it impossible to determine their exact numbers in the republic. Roughly between 10,000
and 15,000 persons live in Uzbekistan.

After the pogroms in 1989 the situation became

gradually stable for Meskhetians in Uzbekistan. They managed to recuperate economic losses
and through hard work improved their living conditions. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004) However,
they are afraid of the possible reappearance of interethnic conflicts and the repetition of the
tragedy of Ferghana. The government takes measures aimed at preventing any repetition of
pogroms and interethnic tensions. Deported Meskhetians are mostly concentrated in urban areas
and some of them still live in rural areas. Those who have become urbanized are relatively
affluent through entrepreneurial activities and those who are employed mainly in agriculture face
difficult economic conditions because agriculture is in a deplorable state in Uzbekistan.
Therefore, Meskhetians who are employed in agriculture want to leave Uzbekistan for economic
reasons. Neighboring countries Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan are especially attractive alternatives
for them as well as Russia, United States and Azerbaijan. (Blacklock, 2005) But they face
difficulties because bureaucratic and financial barriers are deliberately imposed by the state
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when they try to leave the country and renounce Uzbek citizenship. Uzbek government follows
the policy of keeping and assimilating Meskhetians, it also wants to maintain them for economic
reasons because they tend to be successful entrepreneurs. Therefore, it opposes any attempts of
them to emigrate abroad. (Sumbadze, 2002)

Meskhetians are very well integrated in

Uzbekistan, speak fluent Uzbek and have good relations with the Uzbek community.

Many

were assimilated into the Uzbek community through marriage.
In Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan the deported Meskhetians have relevantly stable life
conditions and equal if not higher living standards compared to those of the local population.
Despite the fact that some advantages are given to the indigenous population such as higher level
of representation in government, the living standards of Meskhetians are no worse than those of
Kazakhs or Kyrgyzs.

Between 25,000 and 30,000 Meskhetians reside in Kyrgyzstan and

between 90,000 and 110,000 – in Kazakhstan. In Kyrgyzstan, Meskhetians are well integrated
and speak fluent Kyrgyz. They are registered as Azeris in Kyrgyzstan. (Blacklock, 2005) In
Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan Meskhetians live mainly in agricultural regions and are employed in
agriculture. They feel more comfortable in rural areas than in urban areas. However some of
them have become urbanized and live in urban areas.

Meskhetians reside compactly in

Kazakhstan. Compact settlements allowed them to maintain their distinctive ethnic identity.
Unlike Uzbekistan, there were no cases of violence or conflicts between Meskhetians and
indigenous population of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. They never suffered any discrimination
and persecution and enjoy almost the same privileges as indigenous population of Kyrgyzstan
and Kazakhstan.
Between 90,000 and 110,000 Meskhetians reside in Azerbaijan and are concentrated
mostly in the rural areas, in Sarbirabad and Saatly districts. The first wave of them arrived in
Azerbaijan between 1957 and 1962 in order to stay closer to Georgia. The second wave of
Meskhetian refugees came in 1989 after the tragic events at the Ferghana Valley. The first wave
of Meskhetians are better integrated into the Azerbaijanian community than the second wave of
refugees because they have resided in Azerbaijan for a longer time, had more time to adapt to
new socio-political circumstances and therefore, enjoy better socio-economic position. The
integration of Meskhetians into the Azeri community was an easy and quick process. Due to the
linguistic and cultural similarities Meskhetians live peacefully and harmoniously with the local
population of Azerbaijan. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004) Their living conditions in Azerbaijan are
good and for many Meskhetians Azerbaijan became their native land. From 55,000 to 70,000
hold Azeri citizenship, among them up to 40,000 are registered as “Azeris” and 30,000 as
“Turks”. (Nodia, 2002) In 1998 Azeri government adopted a “Law on Citizenship” which
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simplified the procedures of acquiring Azeri citizenship for Meskhetians with refugee status.
According to this law they were eligible to obtain Azerbaijanian citizenship. However, many
Meskhetian refugees refused to acquire Azeri citizenship and therefore, do not receive the free
social service, health care and education. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004) Like Uzbekistan, Azeri
government adopted the policy of keeping and assimilating its Meskhetian population.
Therefore, many Meskhetians encounter problems when they decide to renounce Azerbaijanian
citizenship.
Between 5,000 and 10,000 deported Meskhetians reside in Ukraine. The majority of them
arrived in Ukraine after the tragic events in the Ferghana Valley. They are mostly concentrated
in southern parts of Ukraine and live in rural areas. Meskhetians are employed mainly in
agriculture and own their own lands in Ukraine. Their living conditions have gradually improved
since 1997.

Most of them have Ukrainian citizenship and live peacefully with the local

population of Ukraine.

Meskhetians have relevantly stable life conditions and the local

population of Ukraine does not have any hostile feelings towards Meskhetians. Most of them are
happy with their living conditions in Ukraine and they find Ukraine a good place to live.
(Blacklock, 2005)
It is difficult to determine the exact number of deported Meskhetians in Turkey because
many of them reside in the country illegally, making estimates of the total Meskhetian
population in Turkey impossible. Roughly 30,000 Meskhetians reside in the country. Although
Meskhetians reside in various provinces and cities of Turkey, they are mainly concentrated in big
cities Bursa, Antalya and Istanbul. The vast majority of Meskhetians arrived in Turkey after the
breakdown of Soviet Union and some of them migrated secretly from Georgia to Turkey from
1917 until 1944. Due to the cultural and linguistic similarities their integration into the Turkish
society has been relatively successful.

However, many were unable to adapt to new

circumstances for various reasons and decided to return to their country of previous residence.
The main problem of Meskhetian community is unemployment. It is very difficult for them to
find jobs due to the fact that Soviet diplomas and educational achievements are not recognized
and accepted in Turkey. In addition, many Meskhetian migrants do not have citizenship, work
permits and are forced to work in a clandestine way. Due to lack of citizenship and work
permits, they are often exploited by the employers. They often work illegally and receive low
salaries. Many are unable to find jobs. For this reason, many left Turkey and preferred to go
back to their country of previous residence. On the other hand, those Meskhetians who were able
to adapt to new circumstances, appreciate stable life conditions and modern lifestyle in Turkey.
(Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004)
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In 1992 Turkish parliament adopted a law which guaranteed the migration of 500
Meskhetian families from the republics of the former Soviet Union to Turkey. However, in
1993-1994 only 179 families were allowed to move to Turkey from Russia, Azerbaijan and
Central Asian republics.

The second stage of the project has never been implemented.

(Parliamentary Assembly, 2005) This resettlement program was soon cancelled because Turkish
government feared that Turkey would be overwhelmed with refugees from Central Asia.
Turkish citizenship has been granted to 50% of the deported Meskhetian population and those
who reside in Turkey illegally have not been expelled. (Blacklock, 2005) Illegal Meskhetian
migrants are informally welcomed by the Turkish state and the people in Turkey have sympathy
for the deported people. According to the Turkish laws deported Meskhetians in Turkey have
the status of “national refugees.”

Turkish government supports the view that deported

Meskhetian population has to be returned to Georgia.
3.3. Legal status of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia
Only a tiny portion of the Meskhetian population lives in Georgia. Fewer than 1,000
Meskhetians have managed to return to Georgia and currently reside in Akhaltsikhe, Khashuri,
Khelvachauri, Kobuleti, Ozurgeti and Samtredia regions, as well as in Tbilisi, Batumi, Chiatura,
Bolnisi and Lanchkhuti. The first wave of repatriates arrived in Georgia in the 1960s. The
second wave of arrivals began in the 1980s and continued until 1990. In total 1,270 Meskhetians
settled down in Georgia between 1982 and 1990. However, many were forced to leave Georgia
between 1990 and 1992 due to the antagonistic attitudes towards them and economic problems.
After the breakdown of the Soviet Union migration of Meskhetians to Georgia decreased
considerably. In the period 1991 -2005, only 113 Meskhetians came to Georgia. (Trier &
Khanzhin, 2007; 294) The decrease in the number of arrivals can be explained by the fact that
after gaining independence Georgia was involved in ethnic conflicts and wars and it became one
of the most unstable and dangerous place to leave. According to the 2005 data, 755 Meskhetian
repatriates are registered in Georgia. But the number of residents in Georgia is much less.
Only 592 Meskhetians reside in Georgia.

The rest, 163 have obtained Georgian

citizenship and temporarily left the country due to the economic crisis and unemployment.
Poverty and high rate of unemployment forced them to emigrate and find employment abroad.
(UGR, 2005)
Meskhetians do not reside in one region but are widely scattered across various regions
of Georgia. The vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates, 76 % leaves in western Georgia, in
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Imereti, Guria and Adjara regions. The Diagram below shows the distribution of the Meskhetian
population according to the place of residence:
Figure 3.1. Distribution of Meskhetian repatriates according to the place of
residence
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Source: UGR, 2005, p.5.
As it is shown in this diagram, the Guria region has largest Meskhetian community, 34 %
of Meskhetian repatriates (200 people) reside in this region. On the second place is Imereti
region where 30 % of them (180 people) live, the capital Tbilisi is on the third place with 14 %
(82 people). Then comes Adjara region with 12%. 8% (50 people) lives in Meskheti. Kartli
region is on the last place with only 2%. (UGR, 2005; 5)
Legal status and living conditions of Meskhetian repatriates were affected by the changes
of government in Georgia. Therefore, with regards to legal status of Meskhetian repatriates,
three different periods have to be distinguished: Legal status of Meskhetians during the transition
period, legal status of Meskhetian repatriates under Shevardnadze‟s regime and legal status of
Meskhetians after the Rose revolution.
Legal status of Mekshetian repatriates during the transition period (1987-1992)
Georgian state‟s policy towards the deported Meskhetian population was characterized
with certain degree of inconsistency. During the Soviet times when Georgia was still a stable
country, Georgian government adopted on demands of the Georgian public figures a resolution
on the return of the deported Meskhetian population to Georgia in 1979.
resolution many repatriates were able to come back to Georgia until 1989.

Thanks to this
State created

favorable ground for the adaptation of Meskhetian repatriates to the new environment.
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It

provided repatriates with shelter, employment, as well as Georgian language courses.
Meskhetians returned to Georgia in the 1960s and 1980s prior to the disintegration of Soviet
Union.
Situation quickly changed during the transition period when Georgia faced a lot of
economic and political uncertainty. The breakdown of Soviet Union was accompanied with
sharp decline in living standards and total chaos and disorder. All Ex-Soviet republics were hit
by economic crisis which seriously destabilized situation in Caucasus and Central Asia. This
period was the most difficult period for the Meskhetian community, as well as for the Georgian
society. Many Meskhetian repatriates were unable to stay in the country, because of the political
and economic instability and negative public opinion on the repatriation process.
Before the breakdown of the Soviet Union and establishment of the new regime positive
attitudes towards the repatriation were reflected in Mass media.

Georgian society and

intelligentsia was in favor of the repatriation process. Georgian newspapers published positive
articles about the repatriation issue and it seemed that society was almost ready to accept
Mekhetian repatriates. This positive public opinion about repatriation was reflected also in the
decisions and resolutions adopted by the government during that time.

In reality Soviet

authorities remained indifferent towards Meskhetian problem, actively opposed their return to
Georgia and for this reason passed resolutions were never implemented. For instance on 8th of
December 1987 Georgian Council of Ministers passed a resolution № 600 the aim of which was
to start the resettlement of deported Meskhetians from the other Soviet Republics to Georgian
SSR. According to this resolution the government undertook an obligation to resettle 300
Meskhetian families to different regions of Georgia. Government also promised to provide
financial support and employment opportunities to the repatriates. (The International Union of
the Young, 2006; 37-40)

It was intended to resettle Meskhetians around the country.

Meskhetian leaders were charged with the duty to organize the repatriation process. But the
deported population demanded their return only to Meskheti and rejected their resettlement
around whole country. For this reason the resolution was not implemented and remained on
paper. (Janiashvili, 2006b; 62- 63)
After the tragic events at the Ferghana valley in 1989, the leaders of the Georgian
national-liberation movement publicly expressed their willingness to accept Meskhetian refugees
and accommodate them in Georgia. However, they radically changed their position vis-à-vis
repatriation when they found out that most of the deported Meskhetians did not speak the
Georgian language and did not have a pro-Georgian orientation. The interest in their return
quickly faded away. One of the active opponents of their return was Akaki Bakradze, famous
public figure and writer. He made an appeal through television to the Georgian people and
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demanded from them not to allow even a single deported Meskhetian to return to Georgia. He
declared that the history of Georgia would finish if even one Meskhetian would come back to
Georgia. From this period starts the anti- Meskhetian campaign which becomes more and more
aggressive as the time passes. (Baratashvili, 1998; 19-21)
Soon Georgia became involved in a number of bloody conflicts and these events diverted
the attention of the Georgian society from the repatriation issue to the local problems. The
relations between “titular nationalities” of the union republics and “ethnic minorities” began to
deteriorate and Soviet authorities actively supported separatist forces in Transcaucasus, which
caused the emergence of ethnic conflicts and wars. Because of these conflicts Georgia paid little
attention to the Meskhetian problem and the repatriation issue was postponed for an indefinite
period of time. A series of tragic events occurred such as wars and conflicts with Russia, gradual
economic decline of the Georgian state, coup d‟etat and establishment of the State Council –
interim government of Georgia, which caused complete chaos and disorder in the country. All
these events have significantly deteriorated living conditions of Meshetian repatriates, as well as
the living conditions of the local population. Wars and conflicts increased lawlessness and
disorder and created favorable conditions for the emergence of crime and illegal activities.
Meskhetian repatriates, as well as the entire population of Georgia were less protected from the
attacks of criminals and gangsters. There was a sharp rise in robberies and crimes in the country.
In addition, society was hostile to the newcomers. In that period cases of oppression and
discrimination of Meskhetian repatriates were very widespread. (Baratashvili, 1998, p.18-35)
Massacres at the Ferghana Valley in 1989 increased the number of Meskhetian refugees arriving
in Georgia.

Many refugees, that were left homeless, came to Georgia in order to join their

relatives. They were looking for safe and stable environment, where their families at least would
get the guarantee of security. But they could not stay in the country because of the popular
opposition to their return. As it has been mentioned above, all the refugees from Ferghana as
well as many Meskhetian repatriates living permanently in Georgia, were forced to leave the
country because of xenophobic attitudes of the locals towards them. Government‟s xenophobic
policies caused the forcible expulsion of Meskhetians from Georgia in the1990s. Georgian
people were not prepared to reintegrate this people into Georgian society. Government officials
started to terrorize this people and expelled all of them from Georgia. One of such examples is
the expulsion of 10 families Dvalidze.
With the support of Georgian intellectuals 10 Meskhetian families Dvalidze returned to
Georgia after the Ferghana massacres. They were resettled in the village Breta, Kareli district.
Despite the fact that they were not allowed to live in Meskheti, these Meskhetian families were
happy that they settled down in their historic homeland, Georgia.
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Georgian authorities

demanded from these people to adopt Christianity, and when they refused, government started to
discriminate these families. Government officials encouraged local population to intimidate and
attack Meskhetian families. 10 families Dvalidze became the target of the harassment and
persecution campaign launched by the government. Violent mobs armed with stones, sticks and
axes, attacked their houses, beat the family members and forced these people to leave Georgia.
All the members of the Dvalidze family spoke fluent Georgian but because they were Muslims
and refused to adopt Christianity, they faced second forced deportation from Georgia. (UmarovGozalishvili, 2005; 274-276) The government presented an ultimatum to Meskhetian repatriates:
adoption of Christianity or immediate expulsion from Georgia. As is has been mentioned above
not only the refugees from Ferghana, but also many Mekshetians permanently living in Georgia,
were also expelled from Georgia.

Namely, 35 families were expelled form the village

Akhalsheni (Khoni district), 51 families -– from the village Lesiche (Chkhorotskhu district), 12
families – from Bandza (Gegechkori district), 50 families – from the Zugdidi district, 5 families
– from Tsromi (Kashuri district) and so on. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 274) More than 200
families of Meskhetian repatriates already living in Georgia were expelled from the country.
Only 60 families managed so stay in Georgia. (UGR, 2005)
Major obstacle to the repatriation issue was the new regime which actively opposed any
attempt of Meskhetians to return to Georgia. When leaders of the Georgian national-liberation
movement were human rights activists they were one of the active supporters of the repatriation
issue, but their relations to Meskhetians started to deteriorate in 1988. Initially they were in
favor of repatriation because they knew only those Meskhetian leaders that had a very clear-cut
pro-Georgian orientation, but when deported people started to organize strikes and
demonstrations with pro-Turkish slogans in Moscow, they became aware that most of the
deported Meskhetian population had pro-Turkish orientation. In 1988 leaders of the nationalliberation movement had a meeting with Meskhetian leaders in Tbilisi. They declared that if
Meskhetians wanted to return to Georgia, they had to adopt Christianity. This was unacceptable
to Meskhetian leaders and their relations with the leaders of the Georgian national-liberation
movement started to deteriorate.
Although leaders of the Georgian national-liberation movement previously supported the
return of Meskhetians to Georgia, they changed their position vis-à-vis repatriation when they
came to power. They had the following reasons to change their position: After the breakdown
of the Soviet Union political situation began to deteriorate in Georgia. Due to a large number of
refugees from the breakaway autonomous republics they thought that Georgia could not afford to
shelter Meskhetians. Another argument against the return of deported Meskhetians was that the
resettlement of these people would create a new source of ethnic tensions. (Sumbadze, 2002)
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For this reason the leaders of the Georgian national-liberation movement became initiators of
anti- Meskhetian campaigns in Georgia. They played a very important role in shaping negative
public opinion on the repatriation process and as a result Georgian population is still opposed to
the return of deported Meskhetian population. (Umarov-Gozalishvili, 2005; 274)
Legal status of Meskhetian repatriates under Shevardnadze regime
After the establishment of Shevardnadze‟s regime, legal status of Mekshetian repatriates
gradually started to improve in Georgia. Some positive stapes were taken with regards to
repatriation issue. The access to higher education was granted to Meskhetian students and
government offered them opportunities to study at the Georgian universities. Head of the state
passed a decree № 106 on 8th of May 1993 which included some measures for the admission of
Meskhetian students at the Georgian universities such as creation of preparation courses of
Georgian language and history, establishment of adaptation centre and students hostel.
(International Union of Young, 2006; 52-53) In addition special quotas were allocated by the
Georgian government to Meskhetian repatriates for access to higher education. The preparation
courses and adaptation centre were designed for the enrolment of Meskhetian students at
Georgian universities: they were given a chance to improve the knowledge of Georgian language
before entering the Georgian universities.
Another positive step was the creation of state commission which had to deal with the
Meskhetian issues. According to the resolution №58, which was passed by Eduard Shevardnadze
in 1992, the State Commission was created which had to study the problems of the deported
population from Southern Georgia. The delegation which represented this State Commission
began negotiations with the Krasnodar Krai authorities and made some efforts to assist
repatriation.

As a result of these negotiations a “Conceptual Plan on Repatriation of the

Population, deported from Meskheti and Javakheti regions of Georgia in 1944” was created in
1992 and signed by both sides. The text of this conceptual plan did not include any concrete
dates of repatriation, its ways of implementation and concrete obligations of the parties. It only
mentioned the possibility of “creating conditions for the resettlement of part of the deported
population to Georgia in the second half of 1992.” This conceptual plan was never implemented.
(Osipov & Cherepova, 1996; 57)
Shevardnadze‟s government adopted a vide range of resolutions dealing with the
Meskhetian issue by that time. According to this passed resolutions and documents government
had to start “step by step” return of Mekshetians to Georgia. It is worth of mentioning some of
the decrees passed during that time: for instance, the decree №106 passed by the Head of State of
the Republic of Georgia in 1993 “on regulating some social problems of deported Meskhetians”,
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the resolution №589 passed by the Cabinet of Ministers in1994 “on repatriation of people
deported from Samtskhe- Javakheti,” and the decree №802 issued by the president Shevardnadze
“on adoption of a state program for solution of legal and social problems of deported and
repatriated Meskhetians.” The decree №106 “on regulating some social problems of deported
Meskhetians” aimed at the return of Meskhetian families that were forcibly expelled from
Georgia in 1989 – 1991. It also charged the committee of refugees and settlement with the duty
of creating an implementation program of the 1992 agreement with the Kransodar Krai
administration.

This decree also charged different state departments and ministries with the

duty of creating social adaptation centre for the Meskhetian youth, social adaptation programs
for Meskhetian repatriates, granting humanitarian aid to the Meskhetian families, etc.

The

resolution №589 “on repatriation of people deported from Samtskhe- Javakheti” favoured stage
by stage repatriation of Meskhetians and charged the Cabinet of Ministers with the duty of
creating the list of people which would be subject to the first stage of repatriation. The priority
had to be given to the people that were expelled from Georgia in 1989-1991. Clause two of this
resolution charged some ministries and state departments to work out the law on repatriation.
According to this resolution the government also undertook a task of providing the repatriates
with shelter, employment, financial support, social protection, education, compensation etc.
(International Union of the Young Deported Meskhetians – Meskheti, 2006; 37-40) The decree
№802 “on adoption of a state program for solution of legal and social problems of deported and
repatriated Meskhetians” aimed at rehabilitation of the population deported from Southern
Georgia in 1944. State program‟s purpose was supposed to be the management, coordination
and control of the process of repatriation. According to this program rehabilitation measures
included the following: concession of Georgian citizenship, restoration of nationality and
surnames, ensuring economic privileges and social protection, as well as facilitating the
adaptation and re-integration process. Repatriation had to be carried out step by step and on
voluntary basis. The first stage of repatriation covered the period 1997-2000 and envisaged the
repatriation of five thousand Meskhetians. The program also promised to guarantee safety and
security of repatriates, prepare the public opinion for the repatriation process, construct houses,
create social benefits for repatriates, grant pensions to repatriates, etc. All the resolutions which
were adopted by the Georgian authorities by that time remained on paper and did not produce
any practical results.
In 1994 Shevardnadze‟s government took some steps to reach an agreement with the
Russian government on the issue of Mekhetian‟s repatriation and presented the Russian
government the project “Agreement between the Government of the Republic of Georgia and
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Russian Federation on issues concerning Restoration of the Rights of Deported People, including
their descendants”. (Osipov & Cherepova, 1996; 58-59) But this agreement was never signed.
Signing of an agreement was postponed for an indefinite date. During Shevardnadze‟s rule very
little practical progress was made to solve the Meskhetian issue and nothing serious was done to
prepare the ground for resettlement of Meskhetians. Wars and conflicts with Russia were a
serious impediment to the repatriation process. Georgia was overwhelmed with refugees from
conflict zones. Therefore, it could not deal with Meskhetian problem and provide shelter to
Meskhetians. Weak and exhausted from these conflicts, it was incapable of dealing with the
repatriation issue.

Shevardnadze‟s regime was completely immersed in the fight against

separatism. It was afraid of seeing another region struggling for autonomy or independence.
The ability of the Georgian authorities to deal with the repatriation issue was very limited due to
the economic and political instability, as well as popular opposition to the repatriation issue and
pressure from the radical opposition parties. (Osipov & Cherepova, 1996)
Despite all these problems when Georgia joined the Council of Europe in 1999, it
assumed the responsibility to repatriate the deported Meskhetians to Georgia. It undertook a
number of obligations which included: creation of a legal framework for the repatriation of
Meskhetians within two years after its accession to the Council of Europe; initiation of the
process of repatriation within three years after its accession and completion of this process
within twelve years after its accession. (Sumbadze, 2002) Thus, Georgia adopted a twelve year
framework to repatriate Meskhetians as a condition of entry into the Council of Europe.
According to the obligations taken before the Council of Europe repatriation process must be
completed in 2011. Under that framework, a law on repatriation was supposed to be in place by
2001.
In spite of the acceptance of the commitment, Shevardnadze‟s government did basically
nothing to move ahead in this matter. The only positive sign was the creation of the state
commission which was charged with preparing a legal framework for the repatriation of
Meskhetians.

Although that commission drafted legislation the aim of which was the

rehabilitation of deported Meskhetian population, the law on repatriation was never adopted
under Shevardnadze‟s regime. Moreover, during his rule the Meskhetian issue was a favourite
target for some populist politicians, which resulted in the current public reluctance to accept the
return of the Meskhetian population. Shevardnadze‟s government faced a dilemma: to assist the
repatriation of Meskhetians at the expense of damaging government‟s reputation and angering
Armenian nationalists or delay the process and face the risk of being sanctioned by the Council
of Europe. (Baazov, 2001) Shevardnadze‟s government acted with the tactics and strategies
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adopted by the previous communist regime. Like the previous governments it adopted the
strategy of postponing and ignoring the repatriation issue. As Guram Mamulia said, Georgia
undertook an obligation which she didn‟t intend to fulfil.
Conditions of Meskhetian repatriates after the Rose Revolution
After the Rose Revolution the new government has started to pay more attention to the
obligations and commitments that the country undertook when it joined the Council of Europe in
1999. One of the main goals of the new political elite is the integration of Georgia into the EuroAtlantic structures, which can only be achieved with the fulfilment of its obligations and
commitments to the Council of Europe.

Non-fulfilment of the obligations will endanger

Georgia‟s integration into NATO and European Union. Furthermore, the ignorance of these
obligations can cause the international isolation of Georgia. Therefore, it is in the government‟s
interests to complete the fulfilment of these obligations. (Trier, 2008)
Over the last years considerable progress has been made with regards to the repatriation
issue. New regime has helped six Meskhetian families from Azerbaijan to return to Georgia.
These families were forced to leave Georgia in 1989-1990. They lived in Saatli district. The
repatriation of these six families was the initiative of the new political elite. Government allotted
money for the purchasing of the houses for these families. State Minister for Conflict Resolution
Giorgi Khaindrava expressed government‟s position on this issue: “Houses are already selected.
We welcome the return of Meskhetians to Georgia. They are one of the oldest Georgian
communities and Meskheti - is the cradle of the Georgian statehood.” (Arzanova, 2006)
Another positive step taken towards the repatriation of the deported Meskhetian
population was the adoption of the law on repatriation. The law on repatriation, which was
officially named “Law of Georgia on Repatriation of Persons forcefully sent into exile from the
Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia by the Former USSR in the 40‟s of the 20 th Century,” was
finally adopted on 11 July 2007 by the new political regime. The main goal of this law is to
create legal mechanisms for the return of deported Meskhetians and restore the historical
fairness. Repatriation process will be based on the principle of worthy and voluntary return. (
Law of Georgia, 2007)
This law allows the deported Meskhetian population and their descendants to apply for
repatriation to Georgia. Initially one year period of time was given for submitting applications.
Application deadline was until 1st of January 2009, but then it was decided to extend the
application deadline until 1st of January 2010 (I. Kokaia, personal communication, August 3,
2009) The law on repatriation envisages step- by- step return of repatriates.
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The law on repatriation does not apply only to the deported Meskhetian population but
also to other ethnic groups that were deported from Adjara and Samtskhe-javakheti in 1944,
including ethnic minorities such as Hemshins, Karapapakhs, Terekemes, Kurds, Turks and
Gipsies. According to the article 3 of this law people authorised to receive the status of the
repatriate are: a person forcefully sent into exile and his/her direct descendants, as well as
spouses and underage children of these persons. They have a right to submit an application to
the Georgian embassy / consulate or Ministry of Refugees and Accommodation of Georgia for
the purpose of receiving the status of repatriate. (Law of Georgia, 2007) There are Georgian
consulates in most of the countries where deported Meskhetian people reside, except
Kyrgyzstan. Applicants from Kyrgyzstan are forced to submit applications and documents to
Georgian consulates in Kazakhstan or Uzbekistan. Applicants can face financial problems when
submitting applications in big countries like Russian Federation or Kazakhstan, where the
distance between the place of residence of applicant and Georgian consulate can be huge.
(Lomsadze & Nadareishvili, 2008; 165-166)
According to the law on repatriation Georgian authorities are not obliged to offer any
financial assistance or compensation to the repatriates. Repatriates have to cover all the costs of
repatriation on their own. They have to find accommodation and employment on their own and
cover all the financial expenses. This is understandable to the international community as
Georgia is unable to provide financial assistance to such a huge number of repatriates. Georgia
already has a huge number of refugees from conflict zones.
Candidate for repatriation must submit application as well as relevant documents which
are indicated in article 4 of the law. He or she is obliged to submit a wide range of documents
such as a) document (documents) certifying the fact of forceful exile, b) valid permanent
residence or/and citizenship documents, also valid ID, c) birth certificate, d) certificate from the
place of residence, e) certificate of criminal records, f) valid documents certifying marital status
or/and family relations, g) information on the state of health, etc. (Law of Georgia, 2007)
Applicant has a right to attach any other documents that are not indicated in the law if he
thinks that these additional documents will help him to get a status of repatriate. If it is not
possible to obtain any documents envisaged in the law, the applicant shall prove with trustworthy
sources that he was unable to submit the required document or documents due to objective
reasons that did not depend on him/her.

Applicant has to submit all the documents in English

or Georgian language. If document is written in other language, for instance Russian, then
applicant has to attach a certified translation of this document. Translations shall be certified
according to the legislation of the country where the applicant resides or according to the
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legislation of the country where the application on gaining the status of repatriate is submitted.
(Law of Georgia, 2007) Each individual person has to fill a separate application form and
separate applications have to be filled for his/her spouse and underage children.
It will be especially difficult for applicants to obtain document or documents certifying
the fact of forceful exile (Article4, clause2a). This means that they have to provide documentary
evidence that their ancestors were from Southern Georgia, which is sometimes extremely
difficult to prove because the deportation was a top secret decision and no documents or
certificates were given to the deported people.

Because

it

was

top

secret

decision

information and documents about the deportees were not kept in national archives of Georgia.
Furthermore, many faced multiple deportations. Many were forced to leave Uzbekistan quickly
without any documents in order to escape massacres at the Ferghana valley. Despite all these
problems applicants still have a chance to submit documents that can prove that they were
deported from Georgia. For instance, they can obtain materials proving their arrival in central
Asia in 1944. They can also submit some proof or evidence that their ancestors lived in Georgia
before the deportation. They can obtain documents and information about their ancestors from
national archives of Central Asian republics.
Another problem arises for some applicants from article 4, clause 2b of the law.

The

law on repatriation (article 4, clause 2b) stipulates that applicant has to submit valid permanent
residence or/and citizenship documents. Some applicants are unable to submit these documents
because either they do not have citizenship or they can not obtain residence permits. For
instance, a person living in Kransodar Krai may not be able to obtain permanent residence
permits or may not have citizenship at all. In this case, applicants have to explain their situation
in the application form and they have to submit any other documents capable of proving that
they do not have identity cards or passports. (Lomsadze & Nadareishvili, 2008; 165)
If no gaps are found in the application and attached documents, applicant is registered as
a person seeking the status of repatriate. If gaps are found in the application and attached
documents, applicant is informed about it. He has the right to fill these gaps in three months
time. If after the expiration of 3 months these gaps are not filled and applicant does not submit
completed application and attached documents, the already submitted documents shall be
returned to the applicant.

However, he has a right to repeatedly submit a new application for

receiving status of repatriate. But after the expiration of the deadline for submitting applications
he will be unable to submit applications any more.
All submitted applications and attached documents are sent by the embassies/consulates
to the Ministry of Refugees and Accommodation of Georgia, where these applications/attached
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documents are stored in the unified database. The consideration of the applications on receiving
status of repatriate will start after the expiration of the application deadline. According to the
article 6, clause 3 of this law Ministry of Refugees and Accommodation of Georgia shall
consider each application of a person seeking status of repatriate separately. However, at the
same time, the Ministry shall take into consideration the principle of family unity and deal with
applications of the same family members together. (Law of Georgia, 2007)
After the consideration of the documentation, Ministry of Refugees and Accommodation
of Georgia registers the documentation and sends it to the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia
for the purpose of studying them, and in case of necessity, to other agencies that within their
scope of competence shall issue substantiated opinion on expediency of granting the status of
repatriate to the person seeking after it.

Article 7 establishes additional procedures for

considering application. According to this article Georgian government has the right to establish
additional requirements regarding consideration of issue on granting status of repatriate. For the
purpose of deciding on the issue of granting the status of repatriate an interview procedure may
be established. Moreover, applicants might also be put to tests related to the issue of the
person‟s civil integration. While deciding on the issue of granting the status of repatriate priority
will be given to those applicants who speak Georgian language. (Law of Georgia, 2007)
If applicant deliberately submits false information, the application will not be further
considered.

After analyzing the applications/attached documents and information from the

appropriate agencies and ministries, the Ministry of Refugees and Accommodation of Georgia
shall prepare its opinion on the granting of the status of repatriate or on the refusal to grant such
status to the person seeking the status of repatriate, based on which the Minister of Refugees and
Accommodation issues an order on the granting the status of repatriate or on refusal to grant the
status to a person.(Article 8,clause 1) (Law of Georgia, 2007)
The person seeking status of repatriate has to be informed whether or not the status of the
repatriate was granted to him or her during 20 days from the issuance of the order by the
Minister of Refugees and Accommodation.

The law on repatriation prohibits the right to

appellation in case of refusal of the status of repatriate (article 8, clause 3). If the status of
repatriate is granted to the applicant, in one month time he receives an appropriate document
certifying the status of repatriate. The status of the repatriate grants a person the right to receive
Georgian citizenship. But in order to obtain Georgian citizenship the applicant has to give up the
citizenship of other country. According to the article 9, within a six month period from the
moment of granting status of repatriate the person shall submit to the Ministry of Refugees and
Accommodation relevant documentation certifying that he/she has given up the citizenship of the
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country citizen he/she was at the moment of obtaining the status of repatriate. (Law of Georgia,
2007)
After granting the status of the repatriate, Georgian state has a right to suspend and
terminate the status of repatriate if the person who has obtained the status of the repatriate
commits crime. Ministry of refugees and accommodation makes the decision on suspending or
terminating the status of repatriate. Article 10, clause 2 of the law describes also other cases
when the status of repatriate can be terminated:
a) On the grounds of personal application;
b) In case of receiving Georgian or foreign country citizenship;
c) If the person does not refuse citizenship of another country in 6 month‟s time from
the moment of receiving status of repatriate or if the person does not fulfil
requirements for receiving Georgian citizenship in one year‟s time from the moment
of receiving status of repatriate.
d) If after granting status of repatriate a circumstance hindering granting the status
arises;
e) If after granting status of repatriate it has been found that the person has deliberately
submitted false or incomplete information in order to receive status of repatriate.
f) In case when indictment decision against him/her taken by the court enters into force;
g) In case of declaring the person missing or dead by the court;
h) In case of death.
The law makes no mention of time when the applicant can obtain information about
granting or refusing the status of the repatriate.

This will depend on the number of the

applicants. As of 20 April 2010, 5,527 applications in total have been have been received by the
Ministry of refugees and accommodation.

Each application covers approximately 1.6

individuals. It is, therefore, expected that the total number of persons covered by total number of
applications would amount approximately 12.000 – 13.000. (Shorena Kobaidze, personal
communication, 12 April, 2010)

Those applicants capable of obtaining the status of the

repatriate will obtain Georgian citizenship with the simplified procedure. By 1 January 2010, the
Georgian Government will issue a Decree on “Granting Citizenship of Georgia with the
Simplified Procedure to the Persons Having the Status of Repatriate”.
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The requirement to give up the citizenship of other country in order to obtain Georgian
citizenship causes dissatisfaction among some deported Meskhetians.

Some of them are

unwilling to renounce citizenship of other country in order to obtain a Georgian citizenship and
demonstrate little interest to integrate into Georgian society. They want to return to Georgia as
citizens of other states and view the policies adopted by the Georgian government as the strategy
to assimilate deported population. As one deported Meskhetian, Rüstem Mürseroglu told the
Turkish Daily News: “I hold a citizenship in both Turkey and Azerbaijan. Why shall I give up
my Turkish nationality? It is as if Georgian authorities are bestowing us with U.S. citizenship.
These policies are aimed at assimilating us.” (Ozerkan, 2007) Mürseroglu‟s and other deported
people‟s argument that Georgia aims to assimilate deported Meskhetians is absolutely
groundless. Prior to the deportation to Central Asia Meskhetians were citizens of Georgia and
therefore, if they want to return to Georgia they have to accept Georgian citizenship. Citizens of
Georgia are not entitled to have dual citizenship and therefore, no exception can be made for
deported people. According to the constitution of Georgia it is unlawful to have dual citizenship.
A great number of obstacles exist that prevent the rapid repatriation and reintegration of
Meskhetians such as strained relations with Russia, a large number of refugees from conflict
zones, fear of emergence of new ethnic conflicts, and popular opposition to the repatriation
process, especially in Samtskhe –Javakheti region. Political and economic instability in Georgia
hinders the creation of necessary conditions for the return of Meskhetians.

Situation is

aggravated with conflicts and strained relations with Russia. Georgian authorities link the
fulfilment of the obligation before the council of Europe with the creation of appropriate
conditions in the country for the return of this population. (Vermot-Mangold, 2005)
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union Georgia has experienced several armed conflicts
with Russia and wants to avoid any repetition of ethnic conflicts. The demand for autonomy
which was expressed by some Meskhetian organizations, as well as the presence of secessionist
trends among Javakheti Armenians strengthens the fear of ethnic conflicts. Due to its multiethnic and multi- confessional structure, Samtskhe-Javakheti is considered a potential hot spot
and an area of potential ethnic tension. Especially problematic is Javakheti region which is
predominantly populated by ethnic Armenians that are not very loyal to Georgian state. More
than 90 percent of the population of Javakheti are ethnic Armenians that migrated to Georgia
from Turkey in the 19th and 20th centuries. Lower level of integration of Javakheti Armenians in
comparison to Tbilisi‟s Armenian community can be explained by the fact that this region was
deliberately isolated from the rest of Georgia due to its proximity to Turkish border. It was
considered a special border zone between NATO and Soviet Union, access was forbidden and
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nobody could even enter this region without the special permission. Geographic and cultural
isolation, aggravated with the economic problems such as high unemployment and extreme
poverty created favourable conditions for the emergence of separatism and irredentism in this
region. Extremely poor transportation infrastructure also hindered the development of trade and
commercial activities with the rest of Georgia. It also prevented the establishment of strong
links with other regions of Georgia.

Although many positive steps have been taken to reduce

tensions, improve the living conditions of national minorities and link this region more
effectively with the rest of Georgia, it still has more links to Yerevan than to Tbilisi. Central
government authorities‟ control of Javakheti province is weak. Despite the fact that Javakheti is
not officially claimed by the government of Armenia, some Armenian political parties support
the idea of secession. Armenia‟s victory in the Nagorno – Karabakh conflict also contributed to
the intensification of secessionist trends among Javakheti Armenians. Many Armenians from
Javakheti participated in this war and after the war their aspirations for autonomy have started to
be sounded in Samtskhe –Javakheti. (Oku, 2005) The only reason why Armenia refuses to
support officially separatist forces is the fear of complete blockade. Armenia wants to avoid
fight on two fronts and is aware that if it starts a war with Georgia, it will find itself completely
isolated and encircled by hostile forces. Strained relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan
facilitate the development of balance of power system and allow the Georgian state to maintain
stability and equilibrium in the Caucasus region. Javakheti Armenians are aware that if they will
provoke a conflict in the region, Georgia will form an alliance with Azerbaijan in order to fight
against common enemy. Azerbaijan is also aware that the confrontation with Georgia will lead
to the formation of Armeno-Georgian alliance. (Bluashvili & Meskhishvili, 2004; 7) Fear of the
unification of hostile forces plays very important role in the maintenance of equilibrium and
balance of power system in the region. However such kind of equilibrium is fragile and can not
be the guarantor of long-term stability in the Caucasus region.
Because of the strained relations with Azerbaijan and Turkey, Armenia is forced to
maintain good relations with Georgia. Armenia‟s strong dependence on Georgia forces it to
refrain from territorial claims. Although Georgian authorities have managed so far to contain
separatist aspirations of Javakheti Armenians by offering to the leaders of separatist forces
lucrative positions, the situation in Javakheti still remains tense and peace is unfortunately
fragile. The presence of the secessionist trends among Javakheti Armenians and the desire of
some Muslim Meskhetians to form an autonomous unit along the Southern border of Georgia,
arouses strong suspicions in every successive government of Georgia and strengthens mistrust
towards these people. Therefore, Georgian authorities want to avoid the formation of compact
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settlements of deported Meskhetians in Samtskhe- Javaklheti, which can become one more factor
capable of generating ethnic conflicts. For the sake of interethnic peace Georgian government is
in favour of resettlement of deported people around the country, rather than their repatriation
only to Samtskhe- Javakheti. Although the constitution of Georgia guarantees freedom of
movement, freedom to choose the place of residence, this right can be restricted if the national
security is endangered. According to the Article 22, clause 1, everyone legally within the
territory of Georgia shall, within throughout the territory of the country, have the right to liberty
of movement and freedom to choose his/her residence. But the clause 3 of this article may
restrict freedom of movement and freedom to choose the place of residence for the maintenance
of stability and order in the country. According to clause 3 these rights may be restricted only in
accordance with law, in the interests of securing national security or public safety, protection of
health, prevention of crime or administration of justice that is necessary for maintaining a
democratic society. (Constitution of Georgia, 1995) Thus, the government has the right to
choose the places of residence for the repatriates, restrict their right to liberty of movement and
freedom to choose the place of residence, if public safety is endangered and if it is necessary for
the maintenance of stability and order in the country.
One of the main obstacles for the implementation of repatriation process is the large
number of refugees and internally displaced people from the breakaway regions. Repatriation
will become a heavy financial burden on the state while it has to take care of such a huge number
of refugees. Political instability, global economic crisis, as well as huge number of refugees
from conflict zones hinders and delays repatriation and reintegration of deported people into
Georgian society.
Georgia is still unable to launch such a costly project. During the time of economic and
political stability, when Georgia still had some financial resources, Georgian authorities provided
assistance to Meskhetian repatriates:

gave them houses for free, provided them with

employment, opened schools for repatriates‟ children, created special integration courses for
them, etc.

From the 1990-s onwards, due to the tragic events that took place in the country,

Georgia is unable to provide assistance neither to the deported people, nor to the refugees from
Abkhazia and South Ossetia. (Putkaradze, 2005; 23) Georgia lacks the resources for financing
the return of deported Meskhetian people to Georgia. Therefore, time and a lot of effort will be
needed for the creation of appropriate conditions in the country for the safe and dignified return
of Meskhetians and the successful implementation of repatriation process.
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CHAPTER 4. Changing nature of Meskhetian identity and the problem of
coexistence in a multi-ethnic society of Samtskhe-Javakheti
4.1. Problems of common identity formation
People identify themselves in many ways. Before we start talking about the importance
of common identity formation, we have to distinguish two different forms of identity: ethnic
identity and citizenship or civil identity. One form of identification is ethnicity. (O‟Neil, 2007;
44-45) Throughout recent history the concept of ethnic identity and ethnicity has received
considerable attention.

Increased interest in the ethnic origins and ethnic identity can be

explained with individual‟s instinctive desire to belong to a certain community or social group.
Ethnic identity serves a very important psychological function: it provides a sense of belonging
to a certain group or sense of attachment to a particular place or geographical space. (Heywood,
1997; 132) Everyone has a need of experiencing this sense of belonging to a particular group
because human beings are “social animals”.
The terms “ethnicity” and “ethnic identity” originate from the Greek word “ethnos,”
which can be translated as “people” or “tribe.” Ethnic groups are often defined as a group of
people who share common language, history, traditions, as well as a belief in common dissent.
But it is not necessary that people share all these things in common in order to form a common
ethnic group. Ethnicity and ethnic identity is psycho-political construct. What distinguishes an
ethnic group from any other group or collectivity is that its members regard themselves as
members of this ethnic group. The German sociologist Max Weber defined ethnic groups as
“those human groups that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent because of
similarities of physical type or of customs or both, or because of memories of colonization and
migration… It does not matter whether or not an objective blood relationship exists.” (Almond,
Powell, Russel, Dalton & Storm, 2008; 14) In other words it is not necessary to share common
language, history, traditions and common dissent in order to belong to the same ethnic group.
Groups that significantly differ from each other, or have very few things in common may believe
that they are descended from the same ancestors and hence belong to the same ethnic group. For
instance, the vast majority of the people deported from southern Georgia are ethnic Meskhetians.
They share very few things in common with other deported ethnic groups (Hemshins, Lezgins,
Karapapakhs, Kurds, Turks, etc.), but they are often described as one ethnic group. Although
they do not belong to the same ethnic group and in reality are a mixture of various ethnic groups,
the vast majority of them identify themselves as ethnic Turks and are acknowledged by outsiders
as belonging to the same ethnic group. In this case religion is the main factor defining the ethnic
belonging. Similarly, groups that are physically quiet similar and share a lot of things in
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common may believe they are descended from different ancestors and hence do not regard
themselves as members of the same ethnic group. For instance, the Serbs, Croats, and Muslim
Bosnians speak the same language and are similar in numerous other ways, but despite all these
similarities, they still believe that they are different ethnic groups. (Almond et al., 2008; 14)
Like deported Meskehtian population, people from the Former Yugoslavia also use religion as
the main indicator of the ethnic identity: Croats are mostly Roman Catholic, Serbs are Eastern
Orthodox and Bosnians are Muslims.
In contrast to ethnicity which is generally assigned at birth, citizenship is a purely
political identity, which is not necessarily fixed by birth (birth is sometimes no guarantee of
citizenship because a state may not necessarily grant a citizenship to all those born on its
territory). Civil identity is more easily changeable than ethnic identity. Ethnic identities are
harder to change since they are formed on the basis of common language, culture, religion,
customs, which are hard to change. Individuals can easily change their citizenship from one
state to another, they can also have dual citizenship or they might not have citizenship at all, they
can be stateless persons. In contrast to ethnicity and ethnic identity, citizenship is a purely
political concept which is developed explicitly by the states and accepted or rejected by
individuals.

Citizenship & civil identity can be defined as an individual‟s or a group‟s

relationship to the state; those who are citizens swear allegiance to that state, and that state in
return is obligated to provide rights to those individuals or the members of that group. (O‟Neil,
2007; 49-51)
In contrast to citizenship or civil identity, ethnic identity is viewed as a divisive concept.
Ethnic conflicts are often generated by the promotion of pernicious, exclusive identities.
Conflicts are often manufactured by breaking a single society into numerous ethnic groups.
Ethnic conflicts and wars can be avoided by encouraging individuals to adopt more benign,
inclusive identities. (Art & Jervis, 2005; 504) In order to create stability and order poly-ethnic
countries should make some efforts to develop supra-ethnic identities.
Economic and political stability of the poly-ethnic country greatly depends on its ability
to develop common civil identity for its multiethnic citizenry. Some countries tend to be more
successful than others in the formation of common identity. For instance, USA despite of its
multi-ethnicity successfully manages to construct a common identity for people of diverse ethnic
origin. USA is often regarded as a “melting pot” of cultures. This term was invented in order to
describe the process when heterogeneous society gradually becomes homogeneous. USA has
accepted many immigrants from many different countries and has managed to integrate them
effectively into American society. In contrast to USA, Georgia faces many problems with the
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integration of ethnic minorities.

Successful implementation of the repatriation process greatly

depends on the ability of the Georgian society to create a “sense of unity” for its multiethnic
citizenry, among them for the people deported from Southern Georgia.
Why are some countries so successful in building a common identity for the citizens,
whereas in other countries differences in ethnic origin and identity lead to brutal conflicts? The
very process of defining oneself in terms of nation and ethnicity excludes others and divides the
society on ethnic lines. One of the most important challenges facing countries worldwide is to
build a common identity and a sense of belonging among the citizens. The incapacity of the
state to build a common identity for its citizens can have severe political consequences. (Almond
et al., 2008; 12-13) It can cause the emergence of ethnic and religious conflicts. While building
common identity is a very difficult and complicated process, some countries are in much better
situation than others. It is much easier for the monoethnic countries to create a common identity
and sense of belonging among citizens than for the multiethnic and multi-confessional countries.
Italy, for instance, has an ethnically homogenous population and Italian society is not sharply
divided along confessional lines. Most states in the world do not have a homogenous population.
imposing a common identity is a serious challenge for a multi-ethnic and multi-confessional
state. In contrast to Italy, Georgia is a multi-ethnic, multi –confessional and multilingual state
and its population is sharply divided along ethnic and confessional lines. There are more than
100 ethnic groups residing in Georgia and speaking a variety of languages. Multi-ethnicity is a
serious obstacle to nation-state building. Obviously, the challenges of building a common
identity and common political community are much higher in Georgia than they are in
monoethnic European states. Western European countries have transformed themselves into
nation-states and nation-states are nowadays regarded as the most desirable way to organize a
political system. The transformation of Europe into monoethnic nation-states did not happen
accidentally and in reality it was a conscious effort of the European governments. They instilled
a common national identity among the peoples they controlled. In order to achieve this goal they
often carried out a wide range of reforms and implemented coercive activities by promoting a
common language, a common educational system and common national political culture. The
creation of the nation-state system was often harsh and complicated process, but it produced a
relatively stable Europe in which the inhabitants of most states have a strong sense of
community. (Almond et al., 2008; 8)
Many states in the developing countries face similar challenges. Community-building
challenge and the challenge to create a common identity are one of the most serious issues facing
many states of the developing world. The majority of states still face difficulties of creating
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common symbols and shared values & norms in order to attract the loyalties of their citizens.
(O‟Neil & Ronald Rogowski, 2004; 52-55) Citizens prefer to identify more with their king
group, ethnic group, religious group or with their historic homelands than with the state where
they reside. Georgia faces similar challenges today. The process of creation of a common
identity for the citizens of Georgia is a very complicated and difficult task because ethnic
minorities have a very low degree of political or civic identification. Georgia‟s population is
divided along ethnic, religious and linguistic lines. Societies divided by ethnicity are less likely
to reach co-operative solutions and live peacefully in a common political community. Ethnic
and religious fragmentation and division on ethnic and religious lines are very often prime
causes of violence and conflict. Ethnic nationalism is widespread almost in all countries of the
Former Soviet Union, whereas in the West civic nationalism prevails.

To replace ethnic

nationalism with more civilized form of nationalism (civic nationalism) seems difficult at this
moment.

Individuals have very low degree of civic identification and prefer to identify

themselves with their ethnic groups and historic homelands. In Western countries the term
nationality refers to citizenship (civil identity), whereas in the countries of the Former Soviet
Union, nationality is defined according to the person‟s ethnic belonging. Thus, in Western
countries nationality is more inclusive phenomenon, whereas in the countries of the Former
Soviet Union it is more exclusive. Societies in Former Soviet republics are divided along ethnic
lines. For instance, a man living in Georgia whose mother tongue is Kurdish can hold Georgian
citizenship, but he would not be treated as the member of the Georgian nation. If the same
person were born and grown up in the West, for instance in Great Britain, his nationality would
be British. Georgian society has to make conscious efforts to create a “sense of unity” for all
citizens of the country regardless their ethnic and religious belonging and unite people of
different ethnic origin in a single political community.

Priority has to be given to the

development of supra-ethnic identities. In order to achieve this goal ethnicity has to be replaced
by some broader identities and people have to be unified on the basis of political identification,
for instance civic identification. The creation of common myths, symbols, norms, values plays
very important role in uniting the people in a single political community. The invention of these
kinds of symbols, shared norms and values has a political end – to create unity. Each civilized
state with its integration policies tries to promote the development of civil identity.
formation of civil identity does not mean the eradication of ethnic pluralism.

The

People can

maintain a distinct ethnic identity but at the same time develop civic consciousness and loyalty to
the Georgian state. Identities are not mutually exclusive: A person can possess different
combinations of identities (ethnic identity, religious identity, civil identity, etc.). For instance,
many people in United States are Mexicans by ethnic origin (ethnic identity), Roman Catholics
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(religious identity), but they proudly declare that they are Americans, Citizens of United States
(citizenship, civil identity). Common sense of identity binds ethnically diverse people together
in United States. Despite ethnic, racial, linguistic and religious differences they share a common
identity and have a high degree of civic identification, all of them regard themselves as
American citizens. Even in the face of great ethnic diversity, radically different people in United
States are bound together and form a single political community. Thus, common identity can be
constructed even in the countries of diverse ethnic origin, where dominant ethnic groups are
absent.
One of the main obstacles for the development of common identity in Transcaucasian
republics is the emergence of ethnic conflicts and wars, as well as the intervention of outside
powers in the internal affairs of Caucasian states. Russian divide-and –rule policy worsens the
situation and leads to the escalation of conflicts between different ethnic groups. Extraordinary
ethnic diversity of Caucasus, which is populated by numerous ethnic groups and nationalities,
provides favorable ground for the outside powers for fostering ethnic animosities. Common
identity reconstruction is impossible under conditions of intense conflict because once ethnic
groups are mobilized for war, they will have already produced, and will continue producing
social institutions and discourses that reinforce their distinctive ethnic identity. (Art & Jervis,
2005; 503-505) Intense violence increases hostilities between the dominant nation and ethnic
groups. It also creates atrocity memories, personal experiences of fear, mistrust, hatred, which
lock people into their group identity. In other words war hardens ethnic identities, divides
society on ethnic lines and prevents the development of common civil identity. Ethnic conflicts
and wars are very often generated by the promotion of exclusive identities. Outside powers,
especially empires have often encouraged and some of them still encourage the development of
exclusive identities, as fragmented societies are much easier to control than united and powerful
political communities.

Most states are made up of various ethnic and sub-ethnic groups.

Therefore, supporting ethnocentrism and separatism often causes the emergence of brutal
conflicts and breakdown of political communities. The division of India and the creation of the
independent Muslim state - Pakistan in 1947 can be taken as an example. Another example is
the attempt of Tsarist Russia to use sub-ethnic differences within the Georgian nation for the
dismemberment of the Georgian state. For this purpose they invented a Mingrelian alphabet and
tried to introduce teaching in the primary schools in Mingrelian and Svan languages. This plan
failed because of the strong opposition from the Georgian intelligentsia belonging to the same
sub-ethnic groups. Members of the Georgian intelligentsia realized that the implementation of
this plan would have caused the complete disintegration of the Georgian state. (Gachechiladze,
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1995; 29,30) Similar plan was more successful in Meskheti where generations of Muslim
Meskhetians were raised in non-Georgian schools. This perfidious, anti-Georgian policy led to
gradual denationalization of the Muslim Meskhetians and their alienation from the Georgian
nation, with whom they shared a common historical heritage. If not this deliberate Russian
intervention in internal affairs of Georgia, the construction of common identity would have been
quiet possible, given that before the deportation most of the Muslim Meskhetians spoke fluent
Georgian and for centuries kept Georgian customs and traditions. But Georgian language‟s role
was deliberately diminished in Meskheti and for decades Muslim Meskhetians were raised in
Azerbaijanian schools. With the help of outside powers conflicts took place between Muslim
and Christian population of Meskheti. (Beridze, 2006; 7- 8) Meskhetian people, split up on
religious basis, became victims of big empires geopolitical interests.

Tragic events that took

place in 1917-1919 spoilt relationships between Muslim and Christian Meskhetians and
separated people of the same blood, of the same origin. Soviet Empire continued anti-Georgian
activities of its predecessor Tsarist Russia and prepared a fertile ground for internal ethnic
conflicts in Georgia. Soviet policy in Georgia was to encourage ethnic and religious differences.
Soviet authorities promoted the development of a sense of political and ethnic distinctiveness
among various ethnic groups in Georgia.

This policy worsened inter-ethnic relations

dramatically in Georgia. It also discouraged the building of civil identity, formation of a single
political community and transformed Georgia into a weak and fragmented state. Georgia‟s
weakness is the result of its multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multilingual nature and its
incapacity to create a common civil identity for its multiethnic citizenry.

Although multi-

ethnicity is a serious obstacle to nation-state building, it does not always cause ethnic conflicts
and wars, especially if different ethnic groups share a “sense of unity” and if they form an
alliance on the basis of supra-ethnic identity. We can take as an example United States of
America, Argentina or Austaralia, which consist of multiple ethnic groups and nationalities, but
despite of their multi-ethnicity these countries have become united and powerful political
communities. Thus, Ethnic conflicts and wars can be reduced by encouraging individuals and
groups to adopt more benign, inclusive identities.
Political elites and leaders can make conscious efforts to unite people on the basis of
broader identities that transcend the ethnic division, such as ideology, class, or civil loyalty to the
nation-state. Long term-peace and stability can be achieved and ethnic antagonism can be
eliminated if the opposing ethnic groups can be united into a single political community. (Art &
Jervis, 2005; 503-505) Ethnic disputes can be eliminated if Georgian society will be united on
the basis of common civil identity.
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4.2. Changing nature of Meskhetian identity – major sign of national identity crisis.
Researchers and scientists, supporters of different theories of ethnicity disagree whether
ethnicity is fixed or malleable. Two contradictory approaches to understanding ethnicity can be
identified: primordialism and constructivism.
Primordialism views ethnicity and ethnic identity as permanent and static which is
impossible to replace.

According to primordialists ethnicity has existed at all times of human

history and modern ethnic groups have historical continuity into the far past. (Davitashvili, 2003;
89- 90)
On the other hand Constructivism holds that ethnic groups are not something primordial
but in reality are socially and politically constructed entities. Constructivists argue that ethnic
identity is not a fixed and static phenomenon. It is fluid and capable of adapting to changing
socio-political circumstances. Changing nature of ethnic identity is well portrayed in the work of
Niko Berdzebishvili “The Issues of Georgian History”. According to him ethnic development is
a phenomenon similar to the societal development. He describes the development of Georgian
ethnic identity: Initially the term “Kartveli” ment “the inhabitant of Kartli region”. As the
kingdom of Kartli expanded its boundaries and subjugated its neighbouring Georgian and nonGeorgian tribes, the meaning of the term “Kartveli” has changed. In other words, after the
expansion of the Kartli kingdom, the term “Kartveli” was transformed into the ethnic
denomination of entire Georgian nation that was made up of Georgian and Non-Georgian tribes.
Kartli was at higher stage of development than its neighbouring lands and tribes and it played a
crucial role in the formation of a new ethnic identity.

United Georgian state besides the

Georgian population included non-Georgians as well. Non-Georgian population became soon an
inseparable part of the Georgian ethnos through the process of Kartization. (Berdzenishvili,
1990; 357-391) Thus, Ethnicities, like societies are capable of adapting to changing sociopolitical environment. Further, constructivists argue that identities are manipulable by political
entrepreneurs. Thus, Constructivism sees ethnicity and ethnic identity as the product of human
agency, which is subject to change according to shifting socio-political circumstances.
(Javakhishvili & Sarjveladze, 2007; 34) People may switch from identifying with one ethnic
group to identifying with a different group. This phenomenon can be better observed in the
borderlands, where people have multiple ethnic options and may switch from identifying with
one ethnic group to identifying with a different group.

Constructivist conception of ethnicity

helps us to understand the changing nature of Meskhetian identity. Meskheti as a borderland fell
prey to its more powerful neighbors and therefore, its population‟s ethnic identity often changed.
Borderlands and frontiers as it is known are potential zones for ethnic change.
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For this reason the ethnic origin of the deported population is a controversial issue. There
is a disagreement whether they are ethnic Turks or ethic Georgians. Various terms have been
used to refer to this ethnic group. The terminology, used by the scholars to refer to the
population that inhabited the historical province of Georgia, Meskheti prior to the deportation to
Central Asia, is extremely inconstant. They are often called “Meskhetian Turks”, “Ahiska
Turks”, “Muslim Georgians”, “Muslim Meskhetians”, “Caucasian Turks” or simply
“Meskhetians”. The most widely used term is “Meskhetian Turk”. The accuracy of this term is
questionable because there is a disagreement among historians about the ethnic origin of
deported population and exact ethnicity of them is keenly debated. On the one hand Georgian,
Russian and Soviet historical sources argue that Meskhetians are ethnic Georgians, who were
converted to Islam and turkified when Ottoman Empire conquered south-western province of
Georgia known as Samtskhe-Saatabago. On the other hand, Azeri and Turkish scholars reject
the hypothesis of Islamized Georgians and argue that people deported from Southern Georgia are
ethnic Turks. According to them they are descendants of Turkish tribes who moved to the
Georgian lands and settled down in Meskheti during the rule of the Ottoman Empire as part of
Turkey's expansion. (Aydıngün et al., 2006) However, the truth about the ethnic origin of
deported population lies somewhere between these two views and they are more likely to be a
mixture of indigenous Georgian people - Meskhetians and Turkish tribes. Other tribes also
played a role in the formation of the distinct identity of the deported population: Kurdish
nomadic tribes, Hemshins (Turkish-speaking Muslim Armenians), Karapapaks (also known as
Terekeme), Lezgins and North Caucasian tribes. The representatives of three different language
families shaped the nucleus of this ethnic group:
Caucasian – Meskhs (Georgians), Lezgins and North Caucasian tribes.
Altay – Turkish nomadic tribes, Karapapaks (also known as Terekeme).
Indo-European – Armenians, Hemshins (Turkish-speaking Muslim Armenians).
(Ghazinyan, 2008)
Thus, deported population is not a homogenous ethnic group and, as it has been
mentioned, they consist of people of different ethnic origin, some of these people are Islamized
Georgians, others are ethnic Turks, Kurds, Hemshins, Lezgins, Terekeme, etc. Thus, deported
population is in reality a heterogeneous ethnic group which is a conglomerate of various
nationalities and ethnic groups.
Another issue that causes disagreement between experts and researchers is the number of
ethnic Georgians and ethnic Turks in this ethnically mixed group. Some experts believe that the
vast majority of the deported people are ethnic Georgians, while others argue that ethnic Turks
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form the majority of the deported people. There are also some experts, who think that there is an
equal number of ethnic Turks and ethnic Georgians among the deported people. (“Open SocietyGeorgia” Foundation, 2000; 8-12) The most convincing seems the argument that ethnic
Georgians form the majority of the deported people if we take into account the population
censuses conducted by Tsarist Russia. Population censuses conducted by Tsarist Russia are the
main evidence of their Georgian origin. Foreign travelers and researchers such as Johan Anton
Gildenstedt, Frédéric Dubois de Montpéreux, Weidenbaum, Eveliya Çelebi and others, also
confirm that the vast majority of these people were ethnic Georgians.
The culture of the deported population has many Turkish elements, as well as strong
Georgian linguistic and cultural influences. In contrast to Adjarians, which were also Islamized
but managed to preserve their native tongue, the majority of Meskhetians were unable to keep
the knowledge of Georgian language. This fact made somehow more difficult to distinguish
them from the “genuine” Turks. However, many traces of the Georgian influence are found by
ethnographers and linguists on their customs and traditional popular culture.

Deported

Meskhetian population uses consonants and words in conversations which do not exist in Turkic
language. ( Baratashvili & Baratashvili, 1988; 116) Deported Meskhetians follow Islam, they
are Sunni Muslims, but many do not strongly observe their religion. They speak Oghuzic
Turkish with many Laz and Georgian elements.

In comparison to Adjarians, Meskhetians‟

ability to withstand turkification process was more limited, because Akhaltsikhe was the
administrative centre of the Akhaltsikhe Pashalik and hence, there were more Turkish troops,
Turkish administrative and religious institutions in this region than in mountainous Adjara.
Therefore, Islamization and turkification process was much more intensive in Meskheti than in
conservative and mountainous Adjara. (Janiashvili, 2006a; 15)
Although many Meskhetians changed their Georgian family names when Meskheti
formed part of the Ottoman Empire, considerable number of them managed to maintain
Georgian surnames. They added to their real surnames the ending “oglu” as it was required by
the Turkish administration. In this way they managed to keep their family names. Almost 40 %
of Meskhetians had Georgian surnames before the deportation to Central Asia in 1944. The
greater part of the deportees were bilingual (Turkish -Georgian) and descended from turkified
Georgians, while the minority of the deportees descended from immigrated Turks, who moved to
Georgian lands after the annexation and incorporation of Meskheti into the Ottoman Empire.
(Federal Union of European Nationalities [FUEN], 1999) Regardless of their ethnic origin and
religious background, most of the deported people (two-third) spoke Georgian and were fairly
well integrated into Georgian society. They referred to themselves as „Gurcu oglu‟ i.e. son of
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Georgians, or „Gurcu donme‟ (turned from Georgian, Georgian convert), i.e. Georgian who was
converted to Islam, or “Yerly” which means “local” in order to highlight the fact that they were
original settlers. The situation has radically changed after the deportation and nowadays just a
few of them speak fluent Georgian and only 5 % of them have Georgian surnames.

The

knowledge of this language has been lost in favor of Turkish after the sixty years of residence in
Central Asia. Many deported Meskhetians only fully adopted Turkish in Exile. Significant part
of Muslim Meskhetians‟ settlements was only Georgian-speaking before the deportation. For
instance, Muslim Meskhetians from the following villages: Tatanisi, Sviri, Gurkeli,
Giorgitsminda, Mugareti, Sakuneti, Shurdo, Ziklia, Tsotkhevi, Nesa, Chotkha, Ude, Indusa,
Toba, Akhasheni, Chobareti, Toki, Qildo, Vali, Bogi, etc. spoke only Georgian before the
deportation. (Umarov Gozalishvili, 2005; 103) The situation has changed after the long period
of residence in Turk-speaking environment of Central Asia. (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007; 216-217)
After the deportation, many Meskhetians were forced to change their Georgian surnames and
adopt more or less russified Islamic surnames with the ending “-ov”. Their prolonged contact
with the Turkophone population in Central Asia, as well as the lack of contact with Georgia have
considerably diminished their Georgian identity and increased pro-Turkish orientation. Many of
them have developed a strong identity as members of Turkish nation (although some are not, in
fact, of Turkish origin). The vast majority of the deported population no longer regards Georgia
as their Homeland and argues that their homeland is Turkey. (Meylakhs, 2008) The resettlement
of Meskhetians to Central Asia accelerated their turkification, because the political, cultural,
social and religious environment of Central Asian republics radically differs from Georgian
social and cultural environment. Thus, social and cultural environment plays very important role
in shaping ethnicity and ethnic identity.

Frequent changes of social and cultural environment

can cause also changes in ethnic affiliation.
The loss of Georgian identity and turkification of Meskhetians can be explained with the
constructivist conception of ethnicity: As it has been mentioned above ethnicity and ethnic
identity rather than being something static and permanent is a social construct, which is subject
to change according to shifting socio- political influences. According to Benedict Anderson
nations exist as imagined artifices, constructed for us through education, the mass media and a
process of political socialization. In his opinion nation is a community socially constructed, it is
an “imagined political community.” Benedict Anderson argues that “print capitalism” made the
development of national consciousness and the emergence of the “imagined political
community” possible. (Davitashvili, 2003; 121-124) Books, magazines, national newspapers,
radio and TV channels disseminated common national symbols, norms and values and facilitated
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the development of common past and national consciousness. The emergence of print capitalism
ment that people who would never actually meet each other could share common history,
traditions, culture and could identify with what Anderson calls the “imagined community” of the
nation. Thanks to the development of print capitalism Members of the “imagined community”
hold in their minds a mental image of their affinity.

Eric Hobsbawm argued that nations are

“invented traditions.” According to him national consciousness is a recent apparition and
relatively recent phenomenon. Until the nineteenth century there was no concept of ethnic
identity, the vast majority of the people remained uneducated and totally illiterate. They had no
knowledge of the written form of their language and usually spoke a regional dialect that had
little in common with the language of the educated elite. Hierarchic divisions were much
important than ethnic affiliation and the peasantry saw themselves as having nothing in common
with the landlords. In addition, they had a regional identification and did not have a sense of
common ethnic identity: Ukrainian peasants identified themselves not as Ukrainians, but as
Galicians, Bukovinians, Lemkos, etc. (Richard, 2001) Similarly, Georgians identified themselves
according to the province they came from. People became aware of their ethnic belonging when
they had access to education and mass media. According to Hobsbawm ethnic consciousness
starts to develop “when textbooks or newspapers in the national language are first written, or
when that language is first used for some official purpose.” (O'neil & Rogorwski, 2004; 74)
Ethnic consciousness did not develop until the late nineteenth century, perhaps fashioned by the
invention of common symbols (national flags, national anthems, etc.), norms &values, and by
the development of unified educational system and mass media.
The creation of the imagined community becomes possible with the invention of printing
press under the capitalist system and the development of the unified educational system. The
development of unified educational system played very important role in the consolidation of the
nation and in the unification of the people which belonged to different ethnic and sub-ethnic
groups. In addition, industrialization process linked various sub-ethnic groups with each other
and promoted the development of national consciousness.
Above mentioned authors stress the importance of mass media and educational
institutions in the development of the single political community and national consciousness.
Before the development of unified educational system and mass media, local identities of kin,
village, class and religion were the dominant sources of identity. National consciousness only
started to take shape after the extension of primary education. Before the deportation to Central
Asia the vast majority of Muslim population of Samtskhe-Javakheti had a very vague idea about
their national consciousness. Although the vast majority of them referred to themselves as
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“Gurcu Oglu” or “Gurcu Donme” and two thirds of them spoke Georgian, no conscious efforts
were made on the part of Soviet government and Soviet Georgia to strengthen their national
identity. On the contrary, Soviet educational policy (Foundation of Azerbaijanian schools in
Meskheti) turned this people into the denationalized mass. Turkification process was accelerated
during the exile years and residence in Central Asia. Thus, deportation to Central Asia and
Soviet educational policy led to the emergence of distinctive ethnic identity (Turkish identity).
Russian and Soviet educational policy contributed to the strengthening of Muslim and Turkish
identity and prevented the integration of the Muslim population into Georgian society. Thus,
Russian and Soviet occupation was a serious obstacle to the development of Georgian national
consciousness. This example shows that ethnicity and ethnic identity is the product of human
agency. In reality they are socially and politically constructed terms and are not something
primordial and fixed. States played a very important role in creating national culture and
national consciousness by building national education systems which disseminated common
values. When talking about the concept of ethnic identity, its constantly changing perception
and meaning must be taken into account.
In order to sustain the notion of a common identity face-to face interactions are
indispensable. Identity is constructed in the process of interaction with others who share the
same culture, traditions and customs. Lack of such interactions and lack of contact with the
historic homeland can cause the loss of national identity. Nation is formed only as a result of
lengthy and systematic intercourse, as a result of people living together generation after
generation.

If we take into account the fact that deported Meskhetian community was

deliberately isolated for a long period of time and did have neither contacts to Georgian nation
(multiple deportations) nor access to Georgian national education system, we can draw a
conclusion how these people were denationalized and why they face national identity crisis.
Because deported people lacked contacts with Georgia and they were geographically widely
scattered across several countries, they lack the conception of themselves as members of the
same ethnic group.

There is no consensus on collective identity. One part of the community

considers itself Turk, another Georgian and the significant number of the deported Meskhetians
can not point to any definite ethnic identity and the ethnic identity often changes according to
socio-political circumstances.

In other words these are people that were deliberately

denationalized and experience severe identity crisis. Before the disintegration of the Soviet
Union the deported population identified themselves as “Soviet citizens.” After the disintegration
of the Soviet Union national identity crisis became more salient. National identity crisis is also
the result of the incapacity to distinguish ethnic identity from the religious identity and linguistic
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identity. For the vast majority of the deported Meskehtian population ethnic identity is closely
bound to or coincides with the religious identity and linguistic identity. The great majority of the
deported people identify themselves as ethnic Turks because they are Muslims. They do not
identify themselves as ethnic Georgians because Georgianess is often associated with the
Christian religion.

In this case Religion is the main determinant of ethnic identity. This

perception of ethnic identity has its historical roots and dates back to medieval times. It has to be
taken into account that in the Middle Ages, when Islam began to spread in Meskheti, social
significance of religious affiliation was far more important that ethnic affiliation. For centuries
Meskhetians identified themselves according to the religion they believed in. Adoption of Islam
equalled turkification of the Meskhetian population. The person was considered Georgian as
long as he managed to preserve the Christian faith and adhered to the Orthodox-Christian
Church. But if he changed religion and adopted Islam, he was referred as “Tatar”or “Turk.”
Many Georgian – speaking Muslims were called “Turks” in Meskheti because of their Muslim
identity. (Muslim=Turk, Christian=Georgian) Thus, adoption of Islam equaled the change of
ethnic identity. Self-identification is still closely linked with religion. It often turns out that
ethnic identity is closely bound to or coincides with the religious identity or with linguistic
identity. Some deported people have developed a particular type of identity (local identity): they
prefer to identify themselves with a small settlement or village in Georgia. When asked about
their ethnic identity, people state the name of their village in Georgia. (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007;
205-218)
National identity crisis is also reflected in a number of multiple terms which are used by
scientists to refer to this people. National identity crisis becomes salient when the state loses the
monopoly in defining the national identity and there is no societal consensus over the proper
definition of national identity and people have different interpretations and multiple definitions
of the national identity. National identity is imposed from above by the state and when the state
loses this ability due to changing socio-political circumstances, identity crisis is revealed. This
crisis can become even more salient after some decades. Due to dispersion of Meskhetians and
different socio-political circumstances in which deported Meskhetians live, they are in serious
danger of loosing their identity completely. Their Georgian identity will be further diminished;
Turkish identity can be also diminished in countries and places, where Meskhetians do not reside
compactly and Turkophone population is absent. The policies of the states that governed the
Meskhetians had considerable influence on their ethnic identity. These policies significantly
altered the self-identification of Meskhetians and diminished their Georgian identity. Russian
and Ottoman empires followed a clear-cut policy of “turkification” of Meskhetians.

Both

empires had different reasons for conducting such policy. These policies contributed to the
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strengthening of Turkish identity. Soviet nationality policy has also affected the way Muslim
Meskhetians perceive themselves, as well as the way they are perceived by other people. Soviet
nationality policy contributed to Mekshetians de-nationalization and as a result of this policy
there is no state that considers Meskhetians as part of its national community.

Multiple

deportations and constant displacements were the serious obstacle to the creation of the common
identity, which prevented the integration of this people into Georgian society. As a result
deported people lack the conception of themselves as a unified people and their self-perception is
inconstant and is subject to change. The deported population is not a homogenous ethnic group
and this factor is also a serious obstacle to the formation of the common identity.
Despite the existence of the above mentioned obstacles and absence of common ethnic
origin, a common historical fate and experience of suffering unite deported people. Experience
of suffering and multiple deportations is an important unifying factor. Many researchers argue
that the most important historical event in the formation of the deported groups‟ identity was the
deportation itself, which had a powerful transformational effect on the ethnicity of the deported
people. The Experience of discrimination and common negative memories such as deportation
from Georgia, Ferghana massacres, violation of their rights and humiliation in Krasnodar Krai
played very important role in the consolidation of this multi-ethnic community and led to the
development of sense of belonging based on the notion of “victimized people.” (Trier &
Khanzhin, 2007; 533) Common religion also served as a unifying factor and the main element in
the construction of the collective identity. Religion is in fact main binding force that unites
people of different ethnic origin. Adoption of Islam laid the foundations of distinctive Muslim
Identity and served as the main unifying force for different ethnic groups. It laid a foundation
for common cultural norms and values for deported people. Despite the existence of common
Muslim identity, in the past many Muslim Meskhetians referred to themselves as “Gurcu
donme,” i.e. Georgian convert or “Yerly Musliman” which means “local” in order to highlight
the fact that they were original settlers and to stress difference between them and other ethnic
groups, other Muslims.
Although Turks respect the people deported from Southern Georgia, they do not see them
as part of the modern Turkish nation. Deported population also feels rather distant to the Turkey
of the twenty-first century. They have been living outside the borders of the Turkish state since
1829. Their culture is rather distinct and demonstrates strong Georgian influence, as well as the
influence of the states where they reside. In contrast to the citizens of the republic of Turkey,
deported Meskhetians were outsiders during the formation of the Turkish nation –state.

All the

turkisized ethnic groups, that inhabited territories which previously belonged to the Ottoman
Empire, but later were left outside the borders of the Turkish republic, might identify themselves
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as “Turks”, but they are not perceived as “genuine” Turks and members of the modern Turkish
nation. According to Turks, they belong to the Turkish world and form part of the kindred
nations, but they do not see them as “real” Turks. (Ikonnikov, 2002)
The estimated population of deported population is somewhere between 300,000 and
350,000 that is widely scattered across several countries of the former Soviet Union: Uzbekistan,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey.
Deported people have never renounced their right to return to Georgia and have always
demonstrated strong desire to resettle to Georgia.

But divisions within the Meskhetian

community, conflicts and disagreements over ethnic orientations undermine their ability to return
to Georgia. In addition, uncertainties about the ethnic belonging and deported population‟s selfidentification problems have always strengthened and still strengthen popular opposition to the
repatriation process. Hostile attitude towards the deported population seriously prevented their
return to Samtskhe-Javakheti. The intolerance towards deported people has deep historical roots.
As large number of deported people demands their return to this region, it is very important to
study Samtskhe-Javakheti region and the attitude of local population of Samtskhe-Javakheti
towards the repatriation process.
4.3. Ethno-confessional composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti
Samtskhe-Javakheti region is particularly important from the perspective of our study, as
it is the place from which the majority of Muslim Meskhetians were deported. It is important to
study the ethno-confessional composition of Samskhe-Javakheti and find out how different ethno
–confessional groups coexist in this region, as this is the region where most of the deported
people strive to return. Therefore, it is of paramount importance to study the situation in
Samtskhe –Javakheti and the attitude of local population to the repatriation process because
international community, as well as most of the deported population demand their return to this
region.

Therefore, the repatriation issue requires a comprehensive analysis of Samtskhe –

Javakheti region and the relations between different ethno-confessional groups.
Samtskhe –Javakheti is a region in southern Georgia and covers an area of 6413 square
kilometres. It constitutes about 11 % of Georgia‟s territory and according to the 2002 census has
a total population of 208,000, forming 4,7% of the country‟s population. Samskhe-Javakheti
consists of six administrative districts: Akhaltsikhe, Adigeni, Aspindza, Borjomi, Akhalkalaki
and Ninotsminda. It is bordered by Guria and Imereti to the North, Kartli to the north-east and to
the east, Armenia and Turkey to the south, Adjara to the west.

Geographical conditions

distinguish Samtskhe-Javakheti from the rest of the country. Because of the harsh climate it is
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often called “Georgia‟s Siberia.”

Samtskhe-Javakheti is one of the most ethnically

heterogeneous regions of Georgia.
There is not much difference between Samtskhe- Javakheti and the rest of the country
from the viewpoint of the economic development; it resembles very much other regions of
Georgia.

However, there are other factors at play that are more specific, such as the ethno-

confessional composition of its population and geographic isolation from other parts of Georgia.
What makes it different from other parts of Georgia is its complex history, centuries of isolation
and multi-ethnic and multi-confessional composition. Its ethno-confessional composition has
undergone drastic changes due to Russian and Turkish dominion, which has undoubtedly altered
its demographic picture.

European countries also tried to strengthen their influence in this

region through the religious expansionism and the spread of Catholicism. In addition, SamtskheJavakheti was situated on the important trade route between Europe to Asia, which facilitated
migration of different ethnic and religious groups to this region.

The region‟s ethnic

composition is mostly characterized by clear-cut ethnic boundaries and isolation of ethnic
groups. Mixed settlements are rare in this region and different ethnic groups remain selfisolated.

The only truly mixed district in Samtskhe – Javakheti province is its capital,

Akkaltsikhe. (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007; 504-508) Armenians residing in Akhaltsikhe are better
integrated into Georgian society than Javakheti Armenians. They interact more frequently with
the Georgian population and therefore, have less difficulties of integrating into Georgian society.
The situation is completely different in other parts of this region. Because of the lack of mixed
settlements, integration process is slow and complicated, especially in those parts of SamtskheJavakheti where ethnic minorities are compactly settled.

The special border zone also

contributed to the isolation of different ethno-confessional groups, denied them the possibility to
establish strong economic, political and cultural links with other regions of Georgia and
prevented their integration into Georgian society. During the Soviet times this region, especially
the two Armenian-speaking districts of Javakheti, has experienced informational, political,
communicational and economic isolation from the rest of Georgia. Due to such an experience,
ethnic minorities remain self-isolated and completely alienated from the socio-political life of the
country. Integrating ethnic minorities represents a major problem for this region.
Samtskhe –Javakheti is a borderland and due to its location near the frontier it is one of
the most multi-ethnic and multi-confessional regions of Georgia. Some of the region‟s current
problems arise from this diversity and multi-ethnicity.

As it has been mentioned above

borderlands are potential zones of ethnic change, because individuals that reside in border zones
have multiple ethnic options and their ethnic identity often changes doe to changing socio –
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political circumstances. Thus, the diversified ethno-confessional structure of this region is a
result of its geographic location and historical factors. As it has been mentioned above this
region as a borderland often fell under the neighbouring countries‟ dominion, which often caused
radical changes in ethno-confessional composition of this region. Demographic processes were
often directed and controlled by neighbouring countries which had a significant influence on the
ethno-confessional composition of this region. Historical factors such as migration of Turkish
tribes, spread of Islam and turkifikation of large part of local Meskhetian population, Russian
dominion and resettlement of ethnic Armenians from Ottoman Empire to this region, as well as
the deportation of local Muslim population to Turkey and Central Asia radically altered the
demographic picture and ethno-confessional structure of this region. As a result, SamtskheJavakehti is an ethnically and religiously diverse region. According to the 2002 census, this
region had the following ethnic composition:
Table 4.1. Ethnic composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti according to the 2002 population
census

Population

Adigeni
20,752

Aspindza
13,010

Akhalkalaki
60,975

Akhaltsikhe
46,134

Borjomi
32,422

Ninotsminda
34,305

Total
207,598

Georgians

19,860

10,671

3,214

28,473

27,301

476

89,995

Armenians

698

2,273

57,516

16,879

3,124

32,857

113,347

Russians

101

34

157

410

585

943

2,230

Ossetians

28

9

10

52

719

4

822

Abkhazians

13

4

3

12

10

-

42

Azeris

17

-

3

13

24

2

59

Ukrainians

20

5

14

42

75

6

162

Greeks

7

8

51

129

540

5

740

Source: Department of statistics, 2002.
According to this census Armenians make up the 54,6 % of the total population and form
the majority in Samtskhe-Javakehti.

Thus, Armenians account for more than half of the

population and outnumber Georgians, who were once the dominant ethnic group of this region.
Georgians are the biggest second ethnic group in the region after the Armenian majority and
make up 43,4% of total population. There is a noticeable reduction in the Russian population,
which only forms 1,1% of the entire population of Samtskhe –Javakheti. The reduction of
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Russian population can be explained by the sudden removal of the Russian military base from
Javakheti and the breakdown of the Soviet Union.

The number of other nationalities

(Azerbaijanians, Ukrainians, Greeks, Yezids, Ossetians, Abkhazians) is insignificant and they
only make up 0,9% of the total population. Thus, two ethnic groups, Armenians and Georgians,
are dominant in Samtskhe-Javakheti, while other ethnic groups constitute only 2 % of the
region‟s population.
Samstkhe – Javakheti is also rich in religious diversity. For centuries it has been the
home of various religions and confessions and the representative of different confessions lived
together for several ages. Turkish dominion radically altered its religious composition and
facilitated the spread of Islam in this region. It also contributed to the spread of Catholicism in
Meskheti.

Russian dominion has also greatly affected its ethno-confessional composition.

Followers of various sects were resettled in this region on the orders of the Russian Tsar. As a
result, Samtskhe –Javakheti is one of the most multi –confessional regions of Georgia.
The Significant populations of Georgian Orthodox, Georgian Catholics, Armenian
Gregorians, Armenian Catholics, Armenian Orthodox, Jews, Russian Dukhobors, and Muslim
Adjarians are residing on its territory.

Religious composition of Samtskhe –Javakheti is

illustrated in the following diagram:

Figure 4.1. Religious composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti
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Gregorians form the majority and make up 42% of the entire population. On the second
place are Orthodox people with 41% and Catholics are on the third place with 13%. As it has
been mentioned above, Armenian population settled down in Samtskhe –Javakheti in 1829-1830.
They are compactly settled in Ninotsminda and Akhalkalaki districts, as well as in other parts of
Meskheti. Armenian population is divided into three religious groups: Catholics, Gregorians and
Orthodox Armenians. Georgian population is also divided into three religious groups: Orthodox
Christians, Catholics and Muslims. The spread of Catholicism started in Meskheti in the 16th
century. Catholic Church played a very important role in the preservation of Christian faith in
Meskheti. Many Meskhetias managed to remain Christians through converting to Catholicism.
The number of Catholics is 27.871. The number of Muslim population is very limited and it
only makes up 3% of the total population.

Radical changes in religious composition occurred

in 1944, when Stalin exiled Muslim Meskhetians to Central Asia and replaced them with
Orthodox Georgians from other regions of Georgia.

Before the deportation of Muslim

Meskhetians to Central Asia, Muslims formed the majority in Samtskhe- Javaheti. The situation
has changed after the deportation and their number is very limited nowadays.

Muslim

population of Samtskhe Javakheti consists mainly of Muslim Adjarians. The vast majority of
Adjarians arrived in Samtskhe-Javakheti as “eco-migrants” following natural disasters in Adjara.
Highland rural Adjarians that were affected by landslides were resettled from adjacent Adjarian
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districts to Aspindza, Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda districts. The resettlement of Adjarians took
place during the Soviet period in 1950s and 1980s.
Due to its ethnic and religious variety and low degree of integration of ethnic and
religious groups into the Georgian society, Samtskhe – Javakheti is considered a potential hot
spot and it contains a lot of potential for ethnic conflicts. The relationships between different
ethnic, as well as between different religious groups remains tense and can become a source of
ethnic conflicts if no adequate attention is paid to minority issues in this region. Despite the
Georgian society‟s attempts to normalize the situation in Samtskhe- Javakheti, this region still
remains unstable. There is a widespread antagonism not only on ethnic grounds but also on
religious grounds. Religious intolerance is widespread throughout whole region and tensions are
evident between Orthodox Georgians, Catholic Georgians and Muslim Georgians (Adjarians), as
well as between Orthodox Georgians and Armenian Gregorians, followers of traditional religions
and members of non-traditional religions. Let us first examine tensions on ethnic ground.
Tensions on ethnic and religious grounds
Relations between different ethnic groups are strained.

Ethnic groups remain self-

isolated and there is lack of contact between different ethnic groups.

Self-isolation and

alienation is one of the main causes of ethnic tensions. As it has been mentioned above during
the Soviet rule Samtskhe-Javakheti was very isolated region, owing to its proximity to the
Turkish border. It had limited contacts with other regions of Georgia. This prevented the
integration of ethnic minorities into Georgian society. In Soviet times the main language of
interaction between different ethnic groups was Russian. Russian was commonly accepted as
the Lingua Franca in Samtskhe –Javakheti and this eliminated the need for non –Georgians to
study Georgian.

But after the breakdown of the Soviet Union the importance of Russian

language has diminished and the knowledge of Russian language has deteriorated. The state
language has shifted from Russian to Georgian. However, Georgian has not been transformed
into the language of interethnic communication because of the absence of language tuition
programmes and lack of motivation to study Georgian language. Although Georgian society
stressed the importance of the Georgian language, it did nothing to increase the importance of
state language and it has not provided incentives to ethnic minorities for studying state language.
Ethnic minorities consider Georgian language irrelevant; they have little motivation to study
Georgian language because of the unemployment and global economic crisis. They have more
economic, cultural and commercial links with the historic homeland, Armenia than with other
regions of Georgia.

In addition the deterioration of the education system in the country

following independence, lack of a satisfactory teaching methodology, as well as a lack of
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financial means can be regarded as the main reasons for the failure of Georgian society to teach
Georgian to the Armenian population. More than 90 % of Javakheti Armenians don‟t speak the
Georgian language. They only watch Armenian and Russian channels. Georgian TV stations do
not fully broadcast throughout the regions which are compactly settled by ethnic minorities.
Instead, the population relies on the information sphere of their kin states.

For the local

population Armenian TV channels and the Armenian press are the main sources of information
regarding Georgian affairs.

From Georgian TV channels only “Imedi” and “Adjara” are

available in Javakheti, but nobody watches them.

The situation is especially complicated in

border zones. Some villages that border Armenia can receive TV only from Armenia and Russia
and the population can not watch Georgian channels. Georgian newspapers are distributed to the
villages on a very limited scale. (Hertoft, 2005)
The importance of Georgian language is gradually diminishing in Javakheti. Akhalkalaki
Sakrebulo (the local representative self-government body) is dominated by ethnic Armenians and
discrimination of Georgian members of Sakrebulo is widespread. The Meetings are held in
Armenian language and laws are translated into the Armenian language.

This creates

difficulties for Georgian deputies as they are not given the possibility to work on Georgian
version of the laws. Emzar Kochalidze, member of the Akhalkalaki sakrebulo, during the
interview with the Georgian newspaper “Kviris Palitra” said: “When Adjarians were resettled in
Akhalkalaki Armenians started a fight against us. After some time relations began to normalise,
but I can not say that we have excellent relations with them. Akhalkalaki sakrebulo consists of
27 Armenian and 5 Georgian deputies. The meetings are held in Armenian language and laws
are translated into the Armenian language. I implore to allow 5 Georgian deputies to work on
Georgian version of the laws but nobody pays attention to us. They forced me to learn Armenian
language.” (Paichadze & Ananidze, 2009; 41)
Georgian society‟s attempt to teach the Georgian language in Javakheti has failed.
Special educational project was created in 2004/2005, the aim of which was to teach Georgian
language to Armenians. Unfortunately teachers were unable adapt to harsh living conditions of
Javakheti and decided to leave this region. In addition Armenians demonstrated lack of interest
in the Georgian language. They are not motivated to learn Georgian language because Javakheti
has more economic, cultural and commercial links to Yerevan than to other regions of Georgia.
The vast majority of the Armenian population in Javakheti has two or even three passports:
Georgian, Armenian and Russian. Although Javakheti Armenians are hiding this fact, the truth
can not be buried forever. (Paichadze & Ananidze, 2009) Javakheti Armenians have close
cultural links with Armenia. Armenian theatres and Armenian singers often visit Akhalkalaki
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and organize cultural events and concerts for local Armenian population. Javakheti Armenians
show lack of interest in Georgian songs and Georgain theatres as they are almost completely cutoff from the Georgian civilization. Armenian community in Javakheti is completely alienated
from the Georgian society and is a political, economic and social outsider.
Georgian population in Javakheti also feels isolated and abandoned. There are four
Georgian villages in Akhalkalaki district which are surrounded by compact Armenian
settlements. For instance, the village Kotelia is surrounded by 37 Armenian settlements. These
Georgian villages face many problems but from these problems lack of educational institutions
have to be distinguished. The state of school buildings is alarming. Many villages, like Kotelia,
do not have schools with proper school infrastructure. 30 years ago Communists began to build
a school in this village, but the school building is still unfinished and lacks a lot of facilities. Bad
teaching environment and low salaries has negative influence on the quality of education. The
Director of the Kotelia School Alexandre Achelashvili stated: “People started to abandon the
village. Only this year seven families left the village. Georgian people have a desire to study
and if they will not have the possibility to study, this village will become soon a desolate place.”
(Paichadze & Ananidze, 2009; 5) He also complained about the lack of Georgian textbooks.
According to him textbooks can be acquired only at the expense of parents, while Armenian
schools in Javakheti are provided with Armenian textbooks from Armenia free of charge.
Georgian language has not become a language of interethnic communication in
Javakheti.

Although Russian is still used as the means of interethnic communication, the

knowledge of Russian language is declining and many Armenians can not even speak proper
Russian. Middle generation speaks some Russian, but younger generation can not communicate
with other ethnic groups even in Russian and for this reason they remain self-isolated. The
absence of communicative language often causes misunderstandings and distrust between
different ethnic groups and is the main reason for emerging ethnic tensions. Lack of qualified
teachers, as well as the Armenian environment does not allow Armenian children to have a good
command of Georgian.
Language is the main obstacle to the access to higher education. Lack of knowledge of
Georgian language limits the chances of studying at Georgian universities. National entrance
exams require knowledge of Georgian, in which ethnic minorities are not generally fluent. They
are unable to pass entrance exams in Georgian and therefore decide to study in their historic
homelands. The vast majority of high school graduates continue studies in Armenia. After the
graduation most of the Armenians students do not return to Georgia and stay in Armenia, where
they have more career opportunities. In Javakheti itself, educational opportunities are getting
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more limited. The Akhalkalaki branch of Tbilisi State University was abolished, and the number
of people admitted to the university‟s branch in the region‟s other main town, Akhaltsikhe, was
greatly reduced. According to Grigory Minasian, chairman of the Armenian Youth Centre, the
closure of the Akhalkalaki Branch of Tbilisi State University reduced significantly the number of
Armenians attending university in Georgia and limited the opportunity for young Armenians to
study in Georgian. (Ivelashvili & Mkrtchian, 2007) Lack of educational opportunities forces
ethnic minorities to study in their historic homeland and prevents their integration into Georgian
society. It also diminishes loyalty to the Georgian state and increases dependence on the historic
homeland. Radical nationalist forces in Armenia often use this young people for their purposes
and they often become political weapons under the influence of these radical forces. Tensions
exist in Samtskhe-Javakheti not only on ethnic grounds but also on religious grounds that will be
analysed in more detail below.
Intolerance of Christians towards Muslims has deep historical roots and tensions exist
also between Christian population and Muslims (Adjarians).

Adjarians reside next to the

Orthodox Christians, Catholics and Gregorian Armenians. Although vivid aggression towards
Muslim Adjarians is not demonstrated, the confession of these people, the presence of mosques
annoys local population. They hope that Adjarians will change their religion soon and will
become Christians. Tensions are higher between Gregorian Armenians and Muslim Adjarians.
Initially when Adjarians were newcomers in Javakheti, tensions were higher between them and
Armenians. Adjarian children often had disputes with the Armenian children and these disputes
were often transferred into the greater struggle and almost caused ethnic conflicts between
Adjarians and Armenians.

Adjarians were resettled to Samtskhe-Javakheti region as “eco-

migrants” from the mountainous regions of Adjara (Khulo, Shuakhevi, Kedi) in 1990-s after the
natural calamities.

Government settled these people in the houses which were specially

constructed for them, but many were forced to leave this region because of the discrimination,
strained relations with Armenians and bad socio-economic conditions. Those who remained in
the region still face a lot of problems with ethnic Armenians. Despite the fact that tensions have
been reduced between these two ethnic groups, the situation still remains strained. (The Union of
Democrat Meskhs, 2005; 9)
Orthodox Christians try to avoid conflict with Gregorians, because religious conflicts can
easily turn into the ethnic confrontations. However, Conflicts for the possession and ownership
of religious buildings still exist. Armenians try hard to portray Javakheti as an ancient Armenian
land. In order to achieve this goal they wipe out Georgian cultural heritage and misappropriate
it. The facts of destroying Georgian traces in the Georgian churches and monasteries are
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widespread.

Georgian inscriptions are deliberately destroyed on the Georgian historical

monuments or replaced with Armenian inscriptions.

Armenians purposely alter Georgian

churches into the Armenian-Gregorian churches in order to “prove” that Javakheti is an
Armenian land and from times immemorial was populated by ethnic Armenians. The restoration
of Georgian historical and architectural monuments often causes dissatisfaction of Armenian
population. (The Union of Democrat Meskhs, 2005; 9-10) For instance, the reconstruction and
inauguration of the convent in Poka angered Armenians. The attacks on religious community in
Poka were widespread and nuns were often attacked by local Armenians.
A scientific expedition worked in Javakheti in 1978 and studied the conditions of
historical monuments of this region. The research revealed that Georgian inscriptions on many
monuments were deliberately and fully wiped out by local Armenian population.

Many

Georgian churches were transformed into Armenian churches. (Totadze, 2005; 63-64) Despite
many attempts to wipe out any Georgian trace in Javakheti, numerous historical monuments and
sources prove that this territory is an ancient Georgian land and always belonged to Georgia.
There is a problem of peaceful coexistence in the multiethnic society of SamtskheJavakheti. Relations are also strained between Meskhetian repatriates and local population of
Samtskhe-Javakheti.

Local population observes the return of the deported Meskhetian

population with great suspicion.

Meskhetian repatriates nowadays residing in the village of

Abastumani initially had problems of finding a place for resettlement in Meskheti. Almost all
the villages of Ahaltsikhe district categorically opposed their return and local people did not
allow them to get into the villages. The only exception was the village Abastumani. However,
the relations between Local population of Abastumani and Meskhetian repatriates are not ideal.
Hidden Tensions exist between them, not only on ethnic but also on religious grounds. 35- yearold local Georgian respondent during the interview process stated:”Initially Meskhetian
repatriates, residents of Abastumani were unable to use the mosque which is available in the
village.

In exchange of the Mosque local population of Abastumani demanded from the

Meskhetian repatriates to respect local traditions and customs and establish more active contacts
with the local people.” (Male, age35, personal communication, April 25, 2009)
The study of the different ethnic and religious groups of Samtskhe-Javakheti revealed
that relationships between them are extremely strained and tense. Each ethnic and religious
group tries to establish a dominant position in this region. The strained relations are the result of
neighbouring countries contradictory geo-political interests in this strategically important region.
Neighbouring countries‟ geo-political interests clashes with Georgian national interests in this
region, which undoubtedly deteriorates relations between different ethno-confessional groups of
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Samtskhe-Javakheti. They try to use their ethnically related groups for their own political
purposes as this happened in 1917-1921, when the contradictory geo-political interests of
different countries led to the emergence of conflicts between Muslim and Christian population of
Samtskhe-Javakheti, as well as a war between Armenians and Georgians.
The presence of Armenian separatist forces in this region worsens the situation. Initially
Armenia‟s territorial claims included entire Meskheti, but later its claims were limited only to
Javakheti region. Pretensions of the Land- locked country of Armenia are based on the fact that
Javakheti region is compactly settled by ethnic Armenians. Armenia wants to break out of its
geographical isolation, as it has strained relations with its neighbours, Azerbaijan and Turkey.
Due to strained relations with its Muslim neighbours, Samtskhe-Javakheti is a strategically
important area for Armenia as it is the only region that is not inhabited by Muslims and is a sort
of gateway to the Christian World. Fearful of isolation, Armenia‟s dream always was to gain
gradually access to Black Sea Coast and hence always tried hard to increase its influence in
Meskheti. (Nozadze, 1991; 166-168)
In contrast to Armenia, Georgia has a historical reason to increase its influence in this
region as it is a historical province of Georgia and always formed an inseparable part of
Georgian state. (Nozadze, 1991; 166-168) Meskheti became one of the most troublesome
regions for Georgian state because of the Tsarist Russia‟s anti-Georgian demographic policy and
artificial reduction of the Georgian population in this region. Tsarist Russia converted this ageold Georgian land into a disputed territory between different ethnic groups and artificially
created massive and compact Armenian settlements in this region.
The political and economic stability of this region greatly depends on the establishment
of harmonious relationships between different ethno-confessional groups, which at the moment
seems extremely difficult to achieve because this is the region where the geopolitical interests of
neighbouring countries clashes with Georgian national interests. Long - term peace and stability
in Meskheti can only be achieved if the ethnic minorities, residents of Samtskhe-Javakheti will
be effectively integrated into Georgian society.
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CHAPTER 5. Major Obstacles to the repatriation and reintegration process
(Empirical Research)
5.1. Negative public opinion - main obstacle to the repatriation process
The study of the public opinion on the repatriation process is particularly important as it
is in the interests of the civilized world to solve the Meskhetian problem in a civilized manner.
Therefore, it was decided to conduct Sociological research in Samtskhe –Javakheti region in
April 2009 in order to study the attitude of local population towards the return of deported
Meskhetian population.
With regards to Methodology, quantitative sociological research was carried out in the
town Akhaltsikhe and in the villages of Akhaltsikhe and Adigeni districts (Abastumani, Ude,
Tsnisi). Random selection methodology was used during the implementation of questionnaire.
The urban and rural population of 18 and over age were selected as respondents.
The study covered the following issues:
-public opinion on the repatriation process
-reasons for being against the repatriation process
-reasons for being in favour of the repatriation process
-assessment of the relationships between local population and Meskhetian repatriates
1. Questions related to the repatriation of the deported Meskhetian population
The vast majority of respondents (78,9%) did not have any contacts with the Meskhetian
repatriates. Due to lack of intimate social contacts with the members of the deported population,
local population of Samtskhe-Javakheti remains prejudiced and has a lot of negative stereotypes
about the deported Meskhetian population.

These prejudices and negative stereotypes are

reinforced with bitter memories from the past. People still remember conflicts between Muslims
and Christians that often took place during the period of independence of Georgia. Myths and
bitter memories from the past are widespread throughout whole region which undoubtedly
affects the attitude of local population towards repatriation.

The Respondents answers to the

question: “Are you in favour of the repatriation of the deported Meskhetian population?” were
distributed as follows:
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Table 5.1. Local population’s attitude to repatriation
№

Are you in favour of the repatriation of the
deported Meskhetian population?

%

1

Yes

3

2

No

87

3

I don‟t know

5

4

Problem to answer

5

The vast majority of respondents, 87 % are against the repatriation process. Research has
revealed that all Armenian respondents are categorically opposed to the return of the deported
Meskhetian population. The vast majority of the Georgian population is also opposed to their
return, but Georgian population is more tolerant and less radical than the Armenian population.
Supporters of the repatriation process can only be found among the Georgian people.

They

represent the minority of the population of Samtskhe-Javakheti. Only 3 % of respondents are in
favour of the repatriation process. Especially those respondents who have relatives among the
deported Meskhetian population are in favour of the repatriation process. However, it has to be
taken into account that they are not in favour of the return of the entire deported Meskhetian
population and think that only those people who are ethnic Georgians and have pro-Georgian
orientation can be allowed returning. The supporters of the repatriation process are in favour of
the repatriation of the deported Meskhetian population throughout whole Georgia, rather than
their return only to Samtskhe-Javakheti. They also express their viewpoints about the types of
settlements. They are in favour of the dispersed settlements and say that compact settlements of
Meskhetian repatriates have to be avoided. According to them massive migration of Meskhetian
repatriates to Smatkhe – Javakheti can radically alter the ethno-confessional composition of this
region and can become a source of ethnic conflicts.
The concept of repatriation of Meskhetians is particularly unpopular among ethnic
Armenians that inhabit Samtkhe- Javakheti region.

Armenians‟ radical opposition to the

repatriation process can be explained with the negative memories from the past, as well as with
the negative experiences from the First World War, when hundreds of thousands of Armenians
died in 1915.

In reality Muslim Meskhetians did not participate in the annihilations of

Armenians in 1915. Increased ethnic tensions in the Ottoman Empire during the First World
War forced many Armenians to emigrate to Samtkhe -Javakheti.

They are against the

repatriation process because they think that the return of deported Meskhetians will destabilize
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the region and will provoke ethnic tensions. Nagorno-karabakh conflict also increased antiMuslim attitudes among Armenians. Many young Armenians from Javakheti participated in the
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, which affected their attitudes towards Muslims. Armenians are
afraid that massive migration of deported Meskhetians to this region will reduce their dominant
position in Samtskhe-Javakheti.

50-year-old Armenian respondent said: “I was born in

Akhaltsikhe and I think that Samtskhe-Javakheti is my motherland. If they will return en masse,
there will be no place left for us. They multiply so quickly that in a few years they will
outnumber us and will drive us out of our homeland.” (Male, age50, personal communication,
April 25, 2009) Armenians are also afraid to loose property and lands that previously belonged
to Muslim Meskhetians. One Armenian respondent stated: “I am opposed to their return because
those houses and places where they used to live now belong to other people. If they will return
they will request their lands and property.” (Female, age 26, personal communication, April 25,
2009)
2. Questions related to the relationships between the local population and Meskhetian
repatriates.
The Respondents answers to the question: “Are there any problems between local
population and Meskhetian repatriates?” were distributed as follows:
Table 5.2. Relations between local population and Meskhetian repatriates
Are there any problems between local population
and Meskhetian repatriates?

%

1.

Yes

42

2.

Not yet because the number of Meskhetian repatriates

42

№

is limited in Samtskhe-Javakheti.
3.

No

5

4.

I do not know

11

The great majority of the respondents, 84% expressed their dissatisfaction because of the
increase in the number of Meskhetian repatriates in Samtskhe-Javakheti. Among those people
who observe the return of Meskhetian repatriates with great suspicion, 42% states that the
relationships between local population and the returnees are not yet problematic because the
number of the Meskhetian repatriates is still limited in Samtskhe-Javakheti. But they think that
if the deported Meskhetian population will return en masse to this region, then problems will
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arise. Many respondents stated concrete problems.

49-year-old Armenian respondent said:

“There are a lot of buildings in Samtskhe-Javakheti that were built on the graveyards of
Muslims. For instance, military base in Vale was constructed on the Muslim cemetery. If the
deported population will return to Meskheti they will be dissatisfied by the fact that the
graveyards of their ancestors were dishonoured and will undoubtedly start a war against the local
population.” (Male, age 49, personal communication, April 25, 2009) The fear of loosing
properties and lands that previously belonged to the deported people is the most commonly
stated problem that can cause ethnic conflicts.
The respondents‟ answer to the question: “what kind of relationship existed between the
Christian and Muslim population of Meskheti before the deportation in 1944?” were distributed
as follows:
Table 5.3. Relationships between Christians and Muslims before 1944
№

What kind of relationship existed between the
Christian and Muslim population of Meskheti
before the deportation in 1944?

%

1

Good

21

2

Bad

58

3

I do not know

21

The vast majority of respondents, 58 % believe that the relations between local Muslim
and Christian population before the deportation in 1944 were extremely strained. According to
respondents conflicts between them often occurred. Bitter memories from the past date back to
the events that occurred in Samtskhe-Javakheti in 1917-1919.

Many respondents mention

atrocities committed by Muslims during that period, when the Christian population of Samtskhe
–Javakheti was oppressed and persecuted by local Muslim population. People only remember
negative things from the past and have forgotten the acts of heroism: Many Muslim Meskhetians
saved and sheltered Christians when they faced the danger of extermination. Local population of
Samtskhe-Javakheti cites sometimes examples from history when Muslim population
collaborated with the Christian population and participated in the construction of the Georgian
churches. For instance, clergymen from Meskheti often remember that Muslims participated in
the construction of the Catholic Church in the village Ude. Muslim Meskhetians also saved
many Georgian churches from destruction.
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Positive memories about the deported Meskhetian population can only be obtained from
some elderly people who had direct contacts with the deported people.

The vast majority of

young people and middle generation have never had any relations with the deported population
and therefore, remain prejudiced.

Soviet false agitation and propaganda also strengthened

population‟s negative attitude towards the deported Meskhetian population. During Soviet times
deported people were often described by Soviet government officials as “enemies of people”,
“anti-Soviet elements,” “unreliable people” etc which undoubtedly increased people‟s
antagonistic attitudes towards the deported Meskhetian population.
The study of the Samstkhe-Javakheti and its population has revealed that this region has
an inherent potential for conflict and unregulated migration of deported people can easily
transform it into a powder keg. One of the main obstacles to the repatriation process is the
negative attitude of the local population towards the return of the deported Meskhetian people.
The vast majority of the Samstkhe-Javakheti‟s local population observes the return of Muslim
Meskhetians to this region with great suspicion and concern. They perceive the Meskhetian
repatriates as their rivals and are afraid to loose dominant position in Samtskhe-Javakheti.
Repatriation to Samtskhe - Javakheti region involves a lot of risks because of the rivalry
and hostilities between local population and deported population. Many local people have
publicly declared that the return of Meskhetian repatriates would lead to ethnic tensions and
confrontations. Samtskhe-Javakheti is today an ethnically and religiously diverse region and due
to its ethnic and religious variety it contains a lot of potential for ethnic conflicts.

The

relationships between different ethno-religious groups remain strained as each of these ethnoreligious group tries to increase its influence in the region. Significant populations of Georgian
Orthodox, Georgian Catholics, Armenian Gregorians, Armenian Catholics, Russian Dukhobors,
and Adjarian Muslims are residing on its territory. The arrival of an additional ethno-religious
community will undoubtedly generate ethnic tensions. (Moinansari, 2008)
Due to strained relations between different ethno-religious groups and hostile feelings
towards the deported population, Samtskhe-Javakheti can be considered as a potential hot spot
and therefore, massive resettlement of Meskhetian repatriates to this region is undesirable.
Priority has to be given to the dispersed settlements.
5.2. Problems of re- integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society
The integration of Meskehtian repatriates into Georgian society is a strategically
important issue for Georgian state. Low degree of integration of ethnic groups endangers
political stability and security of the state. This chapter aims to introduce the reader to the
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problems of re-integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society. It explores how this
group has adapted to new conditions and Georgian life style. It also offers solutions to the
Meskhetian problem. In order to solve problems, they have to be detected first. For this reason
sociological research was conducted in Tbilisi, Samtskhe –Javakheti, Imereti, Kartli and Guria
regions in 2009 in order to find out the degree of integration of Meskhetian population into the
Georgian society and reveal factors that prevent their integration and adaptation to Georgian
environment.
With regard to Methodology, quantitative sociological research and face-to-face
interviews were carried out almost in all regions where Meskhetian repatriates reside: Kartli
(Tbilisi, Tskhramukha), Imereti(Ianeti), Guria(Nasakirali) and Samtskhe-Javakheti(Akhaltsikhe,
Abastumani).

Random selection methodology was used during the implementation of

questionnaire. The urban and rural Meskhetian population of 18 and over age were selected as
respondents. In order to determine the degree of Meskhetian repatriates‟ integration into the
Georgian society following issues were researched: Ethnic identity, Command of Georgian
language, socialization process (attendance of educational institutions), intensity of
relationship with the local population, economic integration (employment opportunities,
commercial or business opportunities), political integration (participation in politics: belonging
to political parties, employment in state structures, involvement in local decision-making
process)
The study covered the following issues:
-The degree of integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society
-Major obstacles to the integration process
-Types of settlements and their influence on the degree of integration.
-Meskhetian repatriates relations with the local population
-Factors impeding the economic integration of Meskhetian repatriates
-Factors impeding the political integration of Meskhetian repatriates
Ethnic identity of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia
Almost all Meskhetian respondents stated that they are ethnic Georgians.

Thus, In

contrast to the vast majority of the deported Meskhetians living in other countries, Meskhetian
repatriates identify themselves as ethnic Georgians. They expressed their dissatisfaction with the
invented terms like “Meskhetian Turks” or “Ahiska Turks.” A 45-year- old Meskhetian
repatriate, resident of Ianeti, stated: “We are very dissatisfied with the emergence of the
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tendency to call Meskhetian repatriates “Meskhetian Turks”. We identify ourselves as ethnic
Georgians and think that Georgia is our homeland. We do not agree with the people who think
that Meskhetian repatriates are ethnic Turks. People call us Turks or Tatars because of the lack
of knowledge of history or deliberate falsification of history. Many Meskhetians do not know
anything about their ethnic identity because of the lack of objective information. When I was in
Russia I used to buy “Literaturnaia Gruzia” for Meskhetian people, so that they knew true story
about their ethnic origins.” (Male, age 45, personal communication, June 2, 2009)

Meskhetian

repatriates think that terms like “Meskhetian Turks” or “Ahiska Turks” are artificial terms,
which were deliberately invented by politicians. 63 Years old Meskhetian repatriate stated: “I
returned to Georgia because I think that I am ethnic Georgian and Georgia is my homeland. If I
were an ethnic Turk I would live in Turkey.” (Male, age 63, personal communication, June 2,
2009) Some repatriates refer to the historical sources or historical documents to prove that they
are ethnic Georgians. Meskhetian repatriate, resident of Ianeti showed us genealogic tree of his
ancestors. He stated: “My ancestor was an ethnic Georgian, his name was Beqa. He was
Islamized in the 19th century and from the 19th century onwards my ancestors had Islamic
names.” (Male, age45, personal communication, June 2, 2009) A 58 years old Meskhetian
repatriate stated: “There are a lot of churches in Meskheti, which were built by our ancestors.
All settlements have Georgian names in Samtskhe-Javakheti and toponymy (place-name study)
proves that this is an age-old Georgian land and our Georgian ancestors lived there. ” (Male, age
58, personal communication, June 2, 2009)
Knowledge of Georgian language
Research has revealed that the vast majority of respondents 84% are unable to
communicate in Georgian language or have very poor command of this language. The main
language of interaction between Meskhetian repatriates is Turkish. However, the number of
Georgian speakers is increasing gradually thanks to the efforts of educational institutions and
NGO-s like “Tolerant”. School-age children and young people who attend or have attended
educational institutions in Georgia are able to speak and write in Georgian language.
Educational institutions give the Meskhetian youth the possibility to acquire the Georgian
language, customs and traditions and also provide them with the opportunities to establish
relations with the local Georgian children. However, this does not mean that all young people
who attend or have attended Georgian educational institutions speak excellent Georgian. Many
school –age children and young people do not know literary Georgian. Some of them are able to
speak only colloquial Georgian without knowing grammar rules. A 21-year-old Meskhetian
male, resident of Abastumani stated that he wanted to study law at the university, but he was not
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accepted. Research and observation has revealed that he was unable to pass exams due to the
incomplete knowledge of Georgian language and lack of appropriate education.
Special state program was created in the 1990s, the aim of which was to help Meskehtian
repatriates to learn Georgian language and study at the Georgian universities without passing
entrance examinations. The situation has changed in 2005 after the introduction of national
entrance exams which abolished any privileges for Meskhetian repatriates. Anyone who wishes
to continue studying at the university has to take national examinations in four subjects. A 22year-old Meskhetian repatriate stated: “Many Meskhetians from Azerbaijan come to Georgia in
order to study at the Georgian universities. But they are unable to pass national entrance exams.
They do not enjoy the same privileges as they did in 1990-s.” (Male, age 22, personal
communication, June 2, 2009) Despite all these problems state still helps some Meskhetian
children to take special preparatory courses free of charge in order to pass national entrance
exams. But, inadequate knowledge of Georgian language considerably reduces the chances of
Meskhetian repatriates to enter Georgian universities.

A new approach to the access and

integration of persons belonging to national minorities into the Georgian system of higher
education is much needed.
Thus, Language is the main factor limiting the access of Meskhetian repatriates to higher
education.

In addition, Meskehtian repatriates have a very traditional approach to education:

women are not allowed to pursue a career. Therefore, the number of women with university
degrees and higher education is limited and this undoubtedly hinders the integration of
Meskhetian women into Georgian society. Traditional Muslim culture stresses male dominion
which affects gender relationships. Gender inequality is more pronounced in villages where
Meskhetian repatriates reside where men tend to enjoy more privileges than women. The level
of education and integration of Meskhetian women is generally lower than that of men, because
of the very traditional and patriarchal structure of their society, early marriages, engagement in
the agrarian sector and almost absolute dependence on subsistence agriculture. Furthermore, the
breakdown of the Soviet Union, which was accompanied with the breakdown of the educational
system in Georgia, limited the chances of young Meskhetian repatriates to acquire an appropriate
education and learn literary Georgian. Despite all these problems the number of Georgian
speakers is increasing at the expense of younger generation who attend or have attended
Georgian educational institutions.
Thus, the degree of integration depends on the age and gender of the repatriate. Young
generation, especially those that were born and grown up in Georgia and have attended Georgian
educational institutions, tend to demonstrate more flexibility and ability to adapt to the new
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environment. They have less difficulty with regards to integration than the older generation.
This can be explained by the fact that they underwent socialization process in Georgia and as it is
known, agents of socialization (educational institutions, peer groups, work groups, mass media
and so on) facilitate integration process and establishment of close social ties with the titular
ethnic group. Most of the repatriates, a little more than 50% (298 people) were born in Georgia
and the rest were born in other countries of the former Soviet Union:24% were born in
Uzbekistan,15% - in Azerbaijan, 2% -in Kazakhstan, 1% - in Russia, 1%- in Kyrgyzstan, and the
rest were born in other countries. (Union of Georgian Repatriates, 2005; 8)
The distribution of Meskhetian repatriates by the place of birth is shown in the following
diagram:
Figure 5.1. Distribution of Meskhetian repatriates by the place of birth
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Source: UGR, 2005, p.8.
Those who were born and grown up in other countries, or have spent most of their life in
other countries face more difficulties of learning Georgian language.

Middle and older

generation have spent most of their life in other countries. They had little or no contact with
Georgia and Georgian people, underwent the socialization process in foreign countries and
therefore, find it hard to integrate into Georgian society.

In addition, the possibilities for

interaction with the local population are limited in the villages where Meskhetian repatriates
reside. In the past villages were equipped with cultural institutions and cultural establishments
such as clubs, cinemas, libraries, etc. Nowadays, they barely function any more. Clubs, bars,
cafes, cinemas and libraries can only be found in towns and big cities and Georgian villages are
deprived of this luxury. The absence of cultural institutions seriously restricts the possibilities
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for interethnic relations and interactions. Schools are practically the only cultural centres and the
only place where young people meet and establish close contacts.
Poor command of Georgian language also limits the possibilities of establishing relations
with the local population. A 58 years-old Meskhetian respondent form Ianeti stated: “I worked
as a teacher at school, but I decided to quit my job because of the poor command of Georgian
language. Due to lack of knowledge of Georgian language I had problems to establish contacts
with the pupils.” (Male, age58, personal communication, June 2, 2009) Thus, lack of knowledge
of Georgian language is a serious obstacle to the integration process. In addition huge cultural
gap between the Meskhetian repatriates and the local population makes difficult the
improvement of interethnic relations. This cultural gap, which is one of the main barriers
between the Meskhetian community and the Georgian society, is caused by several factors such
as different religious practices, insufficient knowledge of Georgian traditions, customs, cultural
norms and values. Georgian neighbours of Meskhetian repatriates regard deported Meskhetian
population as too different to be integrated easily into Georgian society. In addition Mekshetian
repatriates tend to be closed to outsiders and form a closed, traditional community.
The absence of interethnic marriages slows down the integration of Meskhetian
repatriates into Georgian society. Meskhetian repatriates mostly marry among themselves and
are unwilling to create families with non-Meskhetians. They practically never mix with other
ethnic groups and prefer to maintain close ties with the Meskhetian communities in Georgia. In
the vast majority of the Meskhetian repatriates‟ families, 83% both spouses are Meskhetians.
This means only very limited and partial contacts between Meskhetian repatriates and Georgians
as a whole. Because Meskhetians prefer to marry among themselves almost all Meskhetian
repatriates are somehow related to each other by marriage. Meskhetian repatriates form a closed
community with strong traditions and kinship relations. Multiple deportations and hardship have
strengthened family and kinship ties. The absence of interethnic marriages can be explained
with the desire of the Meskhetian community to keep their distinctive traditions, customs,
cultural norms and values. Despite all these problems younger generation has more chances than
older generation of integrating into Georgian society thanks to the educational institutions and
contacts with their Georgian classmates.
Relations with the local population
The return to Georgia was a very complicated and difficult process for Meskhetian
repatriates because the vast majority of the Georgian population and leaders of the nationalliberation movement were hostile to newcomers. Many Meskhetian repatriates remember well
difficult days they went through. The Meskhetian repatriates were perceived as an alien ethnic
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group and their return was often contemplated with great suspicion. A 19-year old Meskhetian
repatriate, resident of the village Tskhramukha recalls the following story: “Initially the relations
with the local population were strained and bad. But after some time the situation has been
normalised and at the moment we have good-neighbourly relations with Georgians.” (Male,
age19, personal communication, May 15, 2009) The relations between Meskhetian repatriates
and local population began to deteriorate in 1989, when after the Ferghana events many
Meskhetians refugees started to look for shelter among their relatives in Georgia and arrived in
the country in large numbers.

The arrival of the Meskehtian refugees in the village

Tskhramukha caused dissatisfaction among the local population. Due to the conflicts with the
local population many Meskhetian repatriates were forced to leave Georgia.

From 10

Meskhetian families only one managed to stay in the village.
Similar trends can be observed in Samtskhe-Javakheti.

45- year-old Meskhetian

repatriate, resident of Akhaltsikhe recalls similar story: “Initially Local population was very
hostile to us and often tried to intimidate us. After some time they changed their attitude towards
us and situation has been gradually normalised.” (Male, age 45, personal communication, April
11, 2009)

In spite of the reduction of the conflict situation, the relations between local

population of Samtskhe-Javakheti and the Meskhetian repatriates are not ideal and still remain
strained. Although relations between Meskhetian repatriates and the Georgian population in the
village Abastumani are quiet peaceful, people are afraid that if new waves of the Meskhetian
repatriates will arrive, situation will radically change. They are afraid to loose dominant position
in the village. 78- year- old Georgian man, resident of Abastumani stated: “at the moment we
have good and peaceful relations with the Meskhetian repatriates because their number is small.
But if more deported people will settle down in the village, they will become majority and
situation might change radically.” (Male, age 78, personal communication, April 25, 2009)
Meskhetian repatriates‟ answers to the question: “How would you describe the
relationship between the local population and Meskhetian repatriates?” were distributed as
follows:
Table 5.4. Relations between the Local population and Meskhetian repatriates
№

How would you describe the relationship between the
local population and Meskhetian repatriates?

%

1

Good-neighbourly relations

25

2

Normal

75

3

Indifferent

0
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4

Bad

0

The vast majority of the Meskhetian repatriates, 75% stated that the relations between
them and local population are normal. 25 % of the Meskhetian repatriates think that they have
good-neighbourly relations with the local population. Although none of the respondents stated
that the relationships between them and local population are bad, additional questions revealed
that tensions still exist and relationships in reality are not as good as it has been stated by many
respondents.

Relations are especially problematic with the local population of Samtskhe-

Javakheti.
The relationships between Meskhetian repatriates and local population tend to be less
problematic in other regions of Georgia. Meskehtian repatriates have more peaceful and friendly
relations with the population of Guria and Imereti regions than with the population of SamtskheJavakheti. This can be explained by the fact that Samtskhe-Javakheti region is a polyethnic and
multi-confessional region and relations between different ethno-confessional groups are quiet
strained.

In addition people still remember conflicts between Muslims and Christians in

Samtskhe-Javakheti, whereas in other regions of Georgia population does not have any negative
memories about Muslim Meskhetians.

Therefore, Meskhetian repatriates from Samtskhe-

Javakheti talk more about the discrimination and anti-Meskhetian attitudes than Meskhetian
repatriates residing in other regions of Georgia. Meskhetian repatriates residing in Ianeti and
Nasakirali think that the relationship that has developed between them and locals is on the whole
positive.
When asked: “are there any anti-Meskhetian feelings among the local population?”
Respondents‟ answers were distributed as follows:
Table 5.5. Anti-Meskhetian feelings among the local population
№

Are there any anti-Meskhetian feelings
among the local population?

%

1

Yes

50

2

No

17

3

I do not know

33

Halve of the respondents stated that anti-Meskhetian feelings are still quiet widespread
among the local population. Some respondents named concrete examples. The most commonly
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stated problems are: difficulty to purchase a house, local population‟s wrong views about the
ethnic origin of the deported population, negative image about the Meskhetian repatriates due to
the Soviet agitation and propaganda. Many Meskhetian repatriates are unable to buy houses in
Samtskhe-Javakheti because local population does not want them to settle down in this region.
During the interview the director of the association “Tolerant” Tsira Meskhishvili stated that
some Meskhetian repatriates that returned to Samtskhe-Javakheti do not buy valuable things
such as furniture because they are not sure that they will stay in Georgia forever. 36- year-old
Meskhetian repatriate stated: “local population categorically opposes my attempt to buy a house
in Akhaltskikhe.” (Male, age 36, personal communication, April 11, 2009) 57-year-old
Meskhetian repatriate, resident of Akhaltsikhe stated: “Anti-Meskhetian feelings are especially
widespread among ethnic Armenians, residents of Samtskhe-Javakheti. Because of the lack of
knowledge of history they think that we are not Georgians. People sometimes look at religion as
the indicator of national identity. They think that only Christians can be ethnic Georgians.”
(Male, age 57, personal communication, April 11, 2009) A 19-year old Meskhetian repatriate,
resident of the village Tskhramukha stated:”Our neighbours do not want to recognize the fact
that we are ethnic Georgians.” (Male, age19, personal communication, May 15, 2009) Deputy
Director of the Secondary School of Ianeti stated: “Anti –Meskhetian attitudes can be explained
with the local populations‟ wrong views about the ethnic origin of Meskhetian repatriates. Due
to a lack of objective information they think that Meskhetian repatriates are “Tatars” and
therefore have a negative image of the deported Meskhetian population.” (male, age 55, personal
communication, June 3, 2009) 45- year old male Mesketian repatriate, resident of Akhaltsikhe
thinks that these anti-Meskhetian attitudes date back to Soviet times, when Soviet government
artificially created the image of enemy and inculcated hatred of Muslim Meskhetians in the local
population.
Type of Settlement and the degree of integration
The degree of integration depends also on the place of residence and type of settlement.
Different places of settlement were selected for Meskhetian repatriates when the repatriation
process began to Georgia. The first wave of Meskhetian repatriates were mostly resettled in
Adjara in 1950-1960. Meskehtian repatriates chose Adjara as their place of residence in order to
stay closer with their relatives which could provide them with help during the adaptation process
at the new environment. (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007; 296-297)

In the next twenty years

Meskhetian repatriates were mostly resettled in Guria and Imereti regions and only recently,
from 1990 onwards considerable number of Meskhetian repatriates has settled down in Tbilisi,
Akahltsikhe, Abastumani and Gori. In 1997 Meskehtian repatriates acquired a right to buy
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houses in Samtskhe-Javakheti. From this period Meskehtian repatriates began to settle down in
Meskheti, mainly in Akhaltsikhe and Abastumani. 20 Meskhetian families reside in the town
Akhaltsikhe and 14 families in the village Abastumani. The vast majority of the urban dwellers
have their own businesses or are engaged in trade, while the rural Meskhetian population in
Abastumani is engaged in subsistence agriculture. The urban population‟s priority is to provide
a good education to their children and for this reason prefer to live in the town Akhaltsikhe.
Towns offer better educational opportunities to their children than villages. The vast majority of
Meskhetian repatriates that reside in Tbilisi are young people. They came to Tbilisi in order to
acquire a higher education and after the graduation decided to stay permanently in the capital.
(Lomsadze & Nadareishvili, 2008; 146-147) They reside mostly in the hall of residence for
students.

Meskhetian repatriates, like most of the Georgian citizens, cannot find a work

according to their profession and therefore, many of them are mostly engaged in trade.
The vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates were compactly resettled in rural areas. The
distribution of Meskhetians according to the place of residence is better illustrated in the
following diagram:
Figure5.2. Distribution of Meskhetian repatriates according to the place of
residence
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Source: UGR, 2005, P.4.
As it is shown in this diagram the vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates, 447 (76%)
people are rural dwellers. Only 145 (24%) people live in urban areas. Meskhetians were
resettled to Georgia without any prior planning and therefore, many wrong places were selected
for them (Mostly compact and isolated settlements were selected). Meskehtian repatriates were
compactly settled in various regions of Georgia. At present the vast majority of Meskhetian
repatriates reside compactly in the following regions: 110-115 people, among them 30 Students
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reside in Tbilisi; 174 –in the village Ianeti, Samtredia district; 147-in the village Nasakirali and
48-in the village Narudja, Ozurgeti district ; 75-in the town Akhaltsikhe; 24 – in the village
Abastumani, Adigeni district. In 2007 19 Meskhetian repatriates settled down in the village
Tsiteli-Ubani, Gori district. The rest of the Meskhetian repatriates reside dispersedly in 18
settlements. (Lomsadze & Nadareishvili, 2008; 144-152) Compact settlements slowed down the
integration process of Meskhetian repatriates. The integration process has been especially slow
in those places where Meskhetian repatriates were compactly settled and the Georgian
population was absent. For instance the integration process has been slow in the village Ianeti,
where Meskhetian repatriates form compact settlement in the Ninth District. Thus, compact
settlement is a serious obstacle to the integration process but more problematic is the completely
isolated settlement without the surrounding Georgian population. We can compare village Ianeti
with Nasakirali, where Meskhetian repatriates form compact settlements. Meskhetians were
resettled to Nasakirali and Ianeti in the 1980s. Although they were resettled simultaneously,
Meskhetian repatriates, residents of Nasakirali are slightly better integrated into Georgian society
and have a better command of Georgian language than Meskhetians living in Ianeti. Many of the
Meskhetian repatriates, residents of Ianeti still could not learn Georgian language and establish
relations with the Georgian population. They face severe difficulties in integrating into Georgian
society. This can be explained by the fact that in Ianeti Meskhetians are the sole inhabitants and
live in very isolated environment, where Georgian population is absent. They live apart from the
main village of Ianeti in a tiny settlement of 29 households known as “Ninth District”. Village
Ianeti consists of 10 districts and all these districts are close to each other and form compact
settlements, except the Ninth District, where Meskhetian repatriates reside compactly. The
Ninth District is separated from the rest of the village, is almost 10 kilometres away from it. The
Meskehtian settlement in Ianeti looks like an isolated island, where Meskhetian repatriates lead a
quiet and isolated life, without any contacts with the outside world. The closest village is within
a five kilometre distance.

Therefore, Meskhetian repatriates have poor contacts with the

surrounding villagers and live in isolation from the local people. Deputy Director of the Ianeti
School said:”the only solution to this problem is the resettlement of eco-migrants next to the
Meskhetian repatriates. The presence of Georgian population will facilitate the integration of
Meskhetians into Georgian society.” (Male, age 55, personal communication, June 3, 2009)
The process of integration has been very slow since 1980s. Long distance as well as a
different faith and the language barrier keep Meskhetians isolated from the Georgian neighbours.
For this reason most of the Meskhetians in Ianeti do not speak Georgian. Although their children
have started to learn Georgian at school, they still face many problems: The main language of
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interaction at home is Turkish and therefore, children encounter difficulties when they enter the
school. Lack of knowledge of Georgian language and language barriers complicate studies.
Meskhetian repatriate, resident of Ianeti admitted: “If our children had relations with the
Georgian children it would be easier for them to study at school. Ianeti School is attended only
by Meskhetian repatriates‟ children. Fro this reason our children face problems at school and
have difficulties of learning Georgian language.” (Male, age 45, personal communication, June
2, 2009) Thus, lack of contact with the Georgian population is the main obstacle for the
acquisition of Georgian language. Deputy Director of Ianeti School said: “Due to the isolated
environment and absence of Georgian population, the integration of Meskhetian repatriates in
Ianeti is slow and complicated process.” (Male, age 55, personal communication, June 3, 2009)
Furthermore, the absence of adequate education and educational institutions (kindergartens,
schools) prevented the integration of Ianeti Meskhetians into Georgians society.

The

Meskhetian repatriates‟ children, residents of Ianeti have started learning Georgian recently,
because of the absence of the comprehensive school. The secondary school was built only in
2001 on the orders of President Eduard Shevardnadze. When Meskhetians settled down in
Ianeti, only an elementary school was available to the Meskhetian children. Therefore, older
children could not study at all and were deprived of the constitutional right to education, simply
because they lived in the wrong place.

Unlike Ianeti, in Nasakirali Mesketians reside next to

the Georgian people and therefore, have a better command of Georgian language than Ianeti
Meskhetians. Thus, they are slightly better integrated into Georgian society than Meskhetians
residing in Ianeti. But Nasakirali Meskhetians, like Meskhetian repatriates in Ianeti, form a
compact settlement also known as “an island” and as it is known compact settlement is a serious
obstacle to the integration process.

The head of the Ianeti village administration Gia

Kopaleishvili admitted that errors were committed during the repatriation process. As He stated:
“In the [Seventies and] Eighties, the Muslim Meskhetians were resettled without any prior
calculations or planning. As a result, what we have is an impoverished community isolated from
the outside world and poorly integrated. The repatriation process should be carried out so as to
ensure that there are no more places like Ianeti in this country.” (Kuprashvili & Gerzmava, 2007)
These kinds of mistakes have to be avoided in the future and the Georgian society has to plan the
repatriation process in advance.
Economic integration
Global economic crisis and unemployment undoubtedly has negative effects on economic
conditions of Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia. Poverty and unemployment are widespread
throughout the country and around the world. The vast majority of the respondents, 75 % stated
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that they are unemployed. They are unable to find employment because as they stated finding
qualified jobs is very difficult and employment opportunities are very limited in their
towns/villages.

Respondents‟ answers to the question: “Are you satisfied with the living

conditions in your village/town?” were distributed as follows:
Table 5.6. Satisfaction with the living conditions
№

Are you satisfied with the living conditions in
your village/town?

1

Yes

75%

2

No

17%

3

Not very satisfied

8%

%

Although vast majority of the respondents, 75%, stated that they are satisfied with the
living conditions in their village/town, thorough observation and research has revealed that they
have many reasons for being dissatisfied. When asked additional questions, respondents state
concrete reasons for being dissatisfied with the living conditions:

The vast majority of

respondents (64%) stated unemployment as the main problem of their village/town. 50% of
respondents - bad transportation infrastructure, 46 % - lack of water, 14% - supply of gas, 7 % bad sanitary conditions in their town and 7% - lack of arable land.

However, it has to be

mentioned that unemployment is a global problem and not only Meskhetian repatriates are
affected with this global problem, but also the vast majority of the Georgian population. Many
Georgians with university degrees are unable to find a job and remain unemployed. Meskhetian
repatriates face the same problems like the vast majority of the Georgian population. In terms of
economic conditions, the Meskhetian community barely differs from the local population. As
one Meskhetian repatriate, resident of Nasakirali stated: “We live like all Georgian people do.
Living conditions of Meskhetian repatriates does not differ from the local Georgian population‟s
living standards.” (Male, age 70, personal communication, June 2, 2009)
Due to the economic crisis and unemployment the vast majority of the Mekshetian
repatriates are self-employed. Self-employment has become the main survival strategy during
the period of global economic crisis.

For the rural population main source of income is

subsistence agriculture and animal husbandry, while the urban population mostly engage in trade
or small businesses. Lack of employment opportunities and economic crisis weakens the links
between the Meskhetian repatriates and local population.

While previously people worked

together at state farms and tea factories, nowadays everyone is busy with their own business, on
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their own land. The vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates were brought to Georgia in 1960s
and 1980-s when the labour force was needed for tea factories and state farms. The newcomers
were granted shelter (houses were constructed for them) and lands. They were all employed at
tea factories and state farms and had stable incomes. The employment opportunities at tea
factories and state farms increased their chances to establish contacts with the Georgian
population. But situation changed radically after the breakdown of the Soviet Union. These
state owned farms and factories were closed down after the dissolution of Soviet Union and
many people lost jobs. Most of them became self-sufficient and began to engage in agricultural
activities and animal breeding. Self-sufficiency and self-employment considerably limits social
contacts with the local population and delays the integration of Meskhetian repatriates into
Georgian society. Meskhetian repatriate, resident of Ianeti stated: “If I had a job I would have
more contacts with the local population and I would not have problems of learning Georgian
language. I spend most of the time at home or on my plot of land working, which seriously
reduces my chances of learning Georgian language.” (Male, age 45, personal communication,
June 2, 2009)
Unemployment forces Meskhetian repatriates to find employment abroad.

Good

command of Turkish language helps them to find employment in Turkey. Migration to Turkey
or Russia is high and many Mekshetian repatriates work as seasonal workers abroad. In 2005,
163 Meskhetian repatriates, 22% of the entire Meskhetian community were out of Georgia
mainly with the purpose of finding employment abroad. Economic crisis and migration abroad
slows down the integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society.

Due to lack of

employment opportunities Meskhetian repatriates have very little chances to establish close ties
with the Georgian population and as the implementation of simple rural activities does not
require the knowledge of Georgian language or higher education, their chances of integrating
into Georgian society are low.
Political integration
Research has revealed that none of the respondents are involved in political processes of
Georgia. From the Meskhetian respondents only one person stated that he is a member of the
political party. The vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates are not employed in state structures,
local self-government bodies and do not belong to any political parties. The low level of political
integration and low level of participation of Meskhetian repatriates in politics is caused by
several factors:
● Lack of knowledge of state language – is a serious obstacle to participate in decision
making process. It considerably diminishes the chances of Meskhetian repatriates to work in
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state structures and in public service as the knowledge of Georgian language is essential and is
required by the law.

There are no representatives of Meskhetian repatriates in local self-

government institutions, as well as in parliament and state departments. (The only exception is
one Meskhetian repatriate working in ministry of refugees and accommodation.) Although there
are no any legal constraints and restrictions to the participation of Meskhetian repatriates in the
decision making process, complete dependence on subsistence agriculture and poor command of
Georgian language seriously diminishes their chances of involvement in politics. Lack of
participation of Meskhetian repatriates in decision making procedures is also a result of political
passiveness of Meskhetian repatriates.
● Political passiveness – The vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates show little interest
in politics. 50 year-old Meskehtian repatriate, resident of Nasakirali stated: “Our people are
diligent people, they are not interested in politics. Give them a good peace of land and they are
satisfied” (Male, age 50, personal communication, June2, 2009). A high proportion of Muslim
Meskhetians are engaged in agriculture and have little time for politics.

They are more

concerned with agricultural activities and financial problems, which seriously limit their
possibilities of political participation. The vast majority of Meskhetian repatriates are politically
indifferent and demonstrate little interest in politics. In addition, everything related to politics
arouses profound mistrust of Meskhetian repatriates because they faced multiple deportations
which were organized by the government and state departments.

The political passivity

increases Meskhetian community‟s isolation from public and socio-political life of the country.
● Lack of highly educated citizens and professionals among Meskhetian repatriates
considerably diminishes their chances of involvement in politics. Most of the repatriates are
employed in agriculture and have little time for politics.
● Lack of financial resources is a serious obstacle to the participation of Meskhetian
repatriates in decision making process. As it is known political participation requires a lot of
financial resources. Meskhetian repatriates also lacks networks and contacts with the influential
people which are needed for the active involvement in politics.
All the respondents stated that they are not given a chance to participate in local politics
and decision making process. Respondents‟ answers to the question: “If you were given a
chance to participate in local political processes will it be better for the development of your
village/ town?” were distributed as follows:
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Table 5.7. Involvement in local politics
№

If you were given a chance to participate in local
political processes will it be better for the
development of your village/ town?

%

1

yes

58

2

No

17

3

I do not Know

25

The vast majority of respondents, 58% think that if they will participate in local politics,
this will be better for the development of their district/village/town. They express desire to
participate in the local decision making process, but factors such as poor or incomplete
knowledge of Georgian language considerably hampers Meskhetian repatriates‟ chances of
employment in state sector and their involvement in politics.
Despite all the above mentioned problems, there are numerous associations and NGO-s
that defend the interests of the Meskhetian repatriates in Georgia. These organizations play a
role of a bridge between Meskhetian community and State structures. Although these NGO-s
and associations play a very important function in protecting their rights (they collect data on
human rights violations, help Meskhetian students who arrive in Georgia to enter Georgian
universities, etc.), most of them are located in Tbilisi and are very far away from the Meskhetian
settlements. For this reason the leaders of NGO-s lack contacts with the Meskhetian settlements
and are unable to solve their everyday problems. Most of the Meskhtian repatriates distrust the
leaders of Tbilisi based NGO-s and do not perceive them as their true representatives. They trust
more local respected elders as the moral authority of the community. (Trier & Khanzhin, 2007;
578)
Findings: The process of integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society is
rather slow, due to several reasons, including poor command of the Georgian language, compact
and isolated settlements and lack of close contacts with the Georgian population, lack of
employment opportunities and global financial crisis, lack of interethnic marriages, political
passivity and lack of participation in the decision making process etc..
Various factors, which are closely connected with each other, have impact on the
integration process and influence the degree of integration of Meskhetian repatriates into
Georgian society. The degree of integration into Georgian society depends on various factors
such as place of residence and type of settlement, time spent in Georgia, age and place of birth,
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access to educational institutions, socio-economic conditions in the country and in the regions
where Meskhetian repatriates reside etc. These factors were not taken into account and errors
were committed during the repatriation process. Compact and isolated settlements, lack of
appropriate educational institutions in the villages where Meskhetian repatriates reside, have
considerably reduced the chances of integration of these people into Georgian society. Research
has revealed that Meskhetian repatriates are weakly integrated into Georgian society. Long
residence in Central Asia and centuries of isolation have considerably diminished their Georgian
identity and accelerated their turkification process. The vast majority of the repatriates are
unable to speak and write in Georgian language which is the serious obstacle to the integration
process. Global economic crisis and migration abroad diminishes their possibilities to adapt to
new environment.

Economic problems and poverty significantly reduces the chances of

Meskhetian repatriates to find employment in Georgia, establish contacts with the dominant
ethnic group and integrate into Georgian society.

The vast majority of the Meskhetian

repatriates are completely alienated from country‟s socio-political life. The only exception is the
young people that attend or have attended educational institutions in Georgia. They have
chances of becoming fully- fledged citizens of Georgia. Although Georgia faces sever economic
problems and many villages where Meskhetian repatriates reside have bad educational facilities,
Meskhetian children that attend these educational institutions have less difficulties in learning
the Georgian language, tradition and customs than their parents and older generation of
Meskhetian repatriates.

School – age Meskhetian children demonstrate a lot of adaptive

flexibility and in some cases it is almost impossible to distinguish from the local Georgian
children. They interact more actively with the ethnic Georgian population and are more likely to
return to their Georgian roots. Therefore, it should be in the interest of the Georgian society to
create appropriate educational facilities and institutions in those places where Meskhetian
repatriates reside. In some villages schools are in very poor conditions and there is a desperate
need of reconstruction and rehabilitation of educational institutions. In addition, teachers are
poorly motivated because of the extremely low salaries, which undoubtedly affect the quality of
teaching.

Therefore, Georgian society should take appropriate measures to increase the

motivation of teachers in order to speed up the integration of Meskhetian repatriates into
Georgian society.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Repatriation and reintegration of the deported Meskhetian population into Georgian
society is a very difficult and time-consuming process. Long period of residence abroad and
lack of contact with the Georgian people have significantly diminished their pro-Georgian
orientation, national consciousness and complicated their integration into Georgian society.
When dealing with the problems of integration, the impact of neighbouring countries‟
dominion on Meskheti has to be taken into consideration, as it caused great social, demographic,
economic and political transformations in this region. Foreign dominion kept this region in
isolation from other Georgian provinces.

It had a great impact on the ethno-confessional

structure of Meskheti. Meskheti as a borderland often fell prey to its more powerful neighbours.
Demographic processes were often directed and controlled by neighbouring countries which
often caused radical changes in demographic picture of Meskheti. Tsarist Russia conducted antiGeorgian demographic policy in Meskheti and opposed any attempt of the local population to
return to Georgian roots.

Russians deported more than half of the Muslim population of

Samtskhe-Javakheti to Turkey and those who remained in Meskheti were oppressed and
persecuted. Soviet Empire continued anti-Georgian activities of its predecessor Tsarist Russia in
Meskheti. Soviet educational policy caused gradual denationalization of Muslim Meskhetians
and turned these people into a denationalized mass. The biggest damage to the Meskhetians‟
national consciousness was done in 1920s, when Muslim Meskhetians were declared as an
“Azerbaijanian national minority” and Azerbaijanian schools were opened for them. National
origins of Meskhetians had been “fabricated” commensurably to the political interests of Tsarist
Russia and USSR. First, these people were identified as “Suni Georgians” in the1870 and 1916
population censuses of Tsarist Russia. Soviet government assigned the marker of “Turks” and
later “Azerbaijanis” to these people. After the deportation to Central Asia, the deportees were
registered as “Turk”, “Azeri,” “Muslim,” “Caucasian” or “Uzbek” in their passports, which even
further complicated the identification problem.

The 1944 deportation accelerated the

denationalization process of Muslim Meskhetians. Long period of residence abroad and long
period of contact with the Turkophone population of Central Asia significantly diminished their
Georgian identity and increased pro-Turkish orientation. For this reason the integration of
deported population into Georgian society is a complicated process, as this people have almost
completely forgotten Georgian traditions and customs.
The solution of the Meskhetian problem requires a comprehensive analysis of the major
obstacles and problems which prevent the integration of Meskhetian community into Georgian
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society. The aim of this research was to detect major problems and obstacles to the repatriation
and reintegration process, as it is impossible to solve any problems without detecting them. The
study of Meskhetian repatriates‟ settlements has revealed that there are various factors (social,
economic, political, geographical and linguistic factors), that prevent their integration into
Georgian society. Poor command of Georgian language, Georgian traditions and customs is the
major obstacle to the integration process. Deported people have spent 60 years abroad which
radically deteriorated their knowledge of Georgian language and customs.

In addition,

geographical factors such as long period of residence on the Turkish linguistic territory
accelerated their turkification process.

From geographical factors, compact and isolated

settlements have to be distinguished, which contributed to the isolation of the Mekshetian
community and limited the chances of Meskhetian repatriates to establish close contacts with
Georgian population.

Compact and isolated settlements are the serious obstacle to the

integration process. Living in rural areas, in compact settlements and working only on their own
plots of land does not expose them to regular interactions with the local population, which leads
to the isolation of the Meskhetian community. Socio-economic conditions also affect the degree
of integration of Meskhetian repatriates. Global economic crisis, poverty, lack of employment
and business opportunities seriously diminishes their chances of establishing contacts with the
Georgian population and delays their integration into Georgian society.
Above mentioned problems and obstacles has to be taken into consideration during the
elaboration of the integration policy. The effective implementation of the integration policy
depends on the ability of the Georgian people to create effective integration programmes as well
as on the willingness and desire of the Meskhetian repatriates to become fully-fledged citizens of
Georgian state.
As it has been mentioned above, the law on repatriation, which was adopted recently in
2007, does not provide financial assistance to repatriates and nothing is mentioned about
compensations, housing or job placements. Therefore, deported Meskhetian population has to
return either by their own means or with the assistance of the international community. There
are many international organizations that have acquired a lot of knowledge and experience about
the repatriation process and can apply this knowledge to the Meskhetian problem.

Active

cooperation with the international organizations can help the state to resolve this issue in a
civilized manner: guarantee safety and security of the repatriates, cover the costs of the
repatriation and develop effective integration strategies. The elaboration and implementation of
the repatriation and integration program requires close cooperation of different government
departments, local self-government bodies and international actors.
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Conditions have to be

created in advance and necessary ground has to be prepared for the resettlement of deported
population.

Regions and places of residence have to be selected in advance where the safety

and security of deported people will be guaranteed. At the same time integration strategies have
to be developed in order to convert Meskhetian repatriates into fully-fledged citizens of Georgia.
Integration is a lengthy and complicated process which consists of various components such as
socio-economic, legal-political, linguistic-cultural and civil integration. Each of these terms will
be dealt with in more detail below.
Deportation of the Muslim Meskhetians was a criminal act committed by the Soviet
Union. As it is known Russia is a legal successor to the Soviet Union, therefore Russia, and not
Georgia should be responsible for the crimes committed by the Soviet Union. Although Georgia
can not be responsible for the crime which was committed by the Soviet regime, it accepts the
moral responsibility to return the deported population to Georgia. But the repatriation process
has to be carried out on the voluntary basis and has to reflect the desire of the deported people to
return to Georgia. Those people, who express the desire to return, should be allowed to settle
down in Georgia. Repatriation should not be an obligatory and forceful process. Council of
Europe does not exclude the possibility that some countries, for instance Russian Federation,
might make pressure on the deported population to leave their places of residence when the
repatriation process starts. This is the reason why council of Europe calls on the Russian
authorities to refrain from any kind of pressure on the deported population to leave the Russian
Federation and offer them the possibility of staying as fully fledged citizens of the Russian
Federation.

It also advices Russian authorities to stop regular administrative practices of

discrimination against Meskhetians, solve legal status of them and grant them all civic, political,
legal, economic and social rights. Council of Europe stresses that with regard to the future
repatriation of Mekhetians from the Russian Federation to Georgia, the essential principle should
be the free choice of those concerned. (Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, 2005)
According to the Council of Europe‟s resolution 1428, People must be given a possibility to stay
where they are if it is their wish. Any option should be carried out in full respect of human rights
and dignity. Thus, people should decide on their own if they will stay in the Russian Federation
or will return to Georgia. (Vermot-Mangold, 2005) It is desirable to apply this rule to all the
countries where deported people reside. Any act of repatriation should be implemented on the
strictly voluntary basis. International organizations and Human rights groups have to monitor the
repatriation process actively in order to ensure that this process is carried out on voluntary basis.
Any attempt to make pressure on the deported population to leave their country of residence and
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resettle to Georgia has to be recognised as deportation and unlawful act by the Council of
Europe.
Repatriation process has to be thoroughly planned and has to include special measures in
order to guarantee safe and dignified return of Meskhetians. Primary goal of Georgian society
has to be the elaboration of the repatriation plan in a way that would reduce the risks of ethnic
problems and harmful consequences for the country. Both parties, deported Meskhetian people
and local population, have to benefit from this process. Repatriation should not turn out against
the interests of the local population and should not be a harmful process neither for the deported
people nor for the local population. (Sumbadze, 2002) Meskhetian repatriates have to respect the
territorial integrity of Georgia. Deported population should not become a major destabilising
force for the Georgian state; on the contrary it has to be a guarantor of stability and prosperity.
Repatriation should not compromise the national interests and security of the Georgian state.
Only with the elaboration of a thoroughly planned and effective integration policy ethnic
problems can be avoided.
Integration and assimilation are used sometimes as synonyms and members of different
ethnic groups see no difference between these two concepts. Ethnic minorities often perceive the
integration policy as a Georgification policy and as a strategy adopted by the state the aim of
which is to assimilate national minorities. Very often they interpret the requirement to know the
official language as their forceful assimilation. In order to avoid the misinterpretations of these
concepts, they have to be defined and explained carefully.
Assimilation is the process when ethnic minority looses its distinctive ethnic identity and
gradually adopts the traits of the dominant nation. There is no danger of assimilation of ethnic
minorities in Georgia, their rights are very well protected. They do not face a danger of loosing
their maternal language and ethnic distinctiveness. Ethnic minorities have their own educational
institutions, cultural establishments, state radio programmes, theatres, publish newspapers in
their own language, have contacts with their historic homelands, etc. Georgian legislation is also
the guarantor of the protection of minorities‟ rights.

According to the article 14 of the

constitution of Georgia everyone is free by birth and is equal before the law regardless of race,
colour, language, sex, religion, political and other opinions, national, ethnic and social
belonging, origin, property and title, place of residence.

Georgia has adopted and ratified

multiple international conventions such as framework convention for the protection of national
minorities, convention about the eradication of all forms of racial discrimination, convention
against the genocide and ethnic cleansing, etc.

Georgian legislation completely meets

international standards in the sphere of protection of national minorities. There is no danger of
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assimilation of ethnic minorities in Georgia, but there is a problem of minority integration into
socio-political life of the country.
Integration is a process when ethnic minority maintains its distinctive ethnic identity but
at the same time develops the civic consciousness and loyalty towards the dominant nation.
Thus, integration process offers the ethnic minorities the opportunity to preserve ethnic
differences, cultural and ethnic distinctiveness, but at the same time they have chances of
becoming part of Georgian society. Integration process should enable ethnic minorities to
perceive themselves as citizens of Georgia and gain access to political and economic
opportunities in Georgia. They should be able participate fully in social, economic and political
life of Georgia. The aim of the integration policy should not be the assimilation of ethnic
minorities but the elimination of isolation and alienation of ethnic minorities. Thus, integration
process guarantees the maintenance of cultural pluralism but also creates a sense of unity, unites
the members of different ethnic groups in a harmonious multicultural society. The aim of the
integration policy is to create united and harmonious multicultural society. The society which is
divided along ethnic lines is dangerous from the point of view of security and territorial integrity.
Therefore, integration of ethnic minorities is strategically important issue for such a multiethnic
country like Georgia.
Integration is a very complicated and time-consuming process which requires both the
political will of the state to integrate ethnic minority into Georgian society and the willingness of
the representatives of the ethnic group to become fully – fledged citizens of Georgia. Thus
integration process can only be implemented successfully if there is a mutual agreement and
willingness, in this case the willingness of deported population to integrate into Georgian
society. Stability in Georgia can only be achieved if integration policy will be implemented
effectively. The integration policy sould include several priorities and should consist of the
following steps:
Linguistic and cultural integration
The aim of linguistic and cultural integration is to familiarize deported population with
Georgian culture, traditions, language, customs, norms and values.

Linguistic and cultural

integration should include the following measures:
Establishment of cultural centres in the regions and countries where deported people
reside
Cultural integration means that deported people will have the opportunity to maintain
their distinctive ethnic identity and preserve their culture, but at the same time they will have the
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chances of improving the knowledge of Georgian culture, history and traditions. In order to
achieve this goal special cultural centres and educational centres have to be created. The
promotion of cultural integration is a labour-intensive process which requires lengthy and
systematic intercourse with the Georgian nation.
For decades deported people were not allowed to visit Georgia which was considered to
be a sensitive border region between NATO and Soviet Union. Soviet authorities denied them
access to their original places of residence and every time they appeared in Georgia police
arrested and deported them from the republic. Lack of contact with Georgian people, long
period of residence on the Turkish linguistic territory and their permanent interactions with the
Turkophone population in Central Asia have considerably reduced their Georgian civic
consciousness and also diminished their knowledge of Georgian culture, customs and traditions.
The first step taken towards the promotion of cultural integration is the establishment of
contacts with the Meskhetian communities, which are scattered across several countries. The
establishment of contacts will increase interactions between Georgians and deported population.
The foundation of special cultural centres in the countries and regions where Meskhetians reside
will be necessary for facilitating cultural integration. For the promotion of cultural integration
these cultural centres will organize various activities for deported Meskhetian population such as
trips to various regions of Georgia, as well as meetings with the local Georgian population and
exchange programs.

These cultural centres will also offer various cultural activities to

Meskhetians such as courses of Georgian history and culture, Georgian folk songs and folklore.
Intensive contacts and interactions will diminish the rivalry between locals and deported
population and will enable these people to establish close and friendly relations with each other.
The survey of the Centre of Geopolitical and Regional Studies demonstrates that those Georgians
who have been in contact with repatriates are more likely to develop a positive attitude towards
them and the repatriation issue as a whole. ( Sumbadze, 2002)
Creation of Georgian language courses and language centres
Language barrier is the main obstacle to the integration process. The vast majority of the
deported population, as well as ethnic minorities residing compactly in Georgia do not speak
Georgian language. Russian is still used as the main language of interethnic communication. It
still has not been replaced by the Georgian language. Lack of knowledge of state language
causes alienation and isolation of ethnic minorities. It limits the chances of ethnic minorities to
have access to Georgian mass media. They rely mostly on the information from their historic
homelands.

Therefore, the representatives of ethnic minorities are better informed about

ongoing processes in their historic homelands than in Georgia. Lack of knowledge of Georgian
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language is also one of the most important factors preventing the active participation of ethnic
minorities in different activities such as business, commerce, politics, culture, etc.
Georgian society has the responsibility to ensure that Meskhetian repatriates are given all
possible opportunities to learn the state language. Opportunities have to be created for deported
people to learn Georgian language and raise their social-cultural competence in Georgia.
Therefore, the creation of special language courses and language centres are of paramount
importance for the successful integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society.
Georgian authorities started to pay more attention to ethnic minorities. They created special
language courses for the representatives of ethnic minorities.

Similar language training

strategies and programs can be created also for Meskhetian repatriates. Close cooperation with
international organizations is necessary for the establishment of language centres for Meskhetian
repatriates, where they will have the opportunity to learn Georgian language, customs and
traditions.

Opportunities for studying Georgian language, culture and traditions have to be

provided even before the repatriation process starts.

These language centres have to be

established in all countries and regions where deported people reside.

Upon arrival in Georgia,

Meskhetian repatriates should be given a chance to continue studying Georgian language and
culture and master communication skills.
For the successful implementation of the linguistic integration the involvement of
international organizations and NGO-s will be of paramount importance.

These organizations

will help to implement special projects which will be aimed at the integration of Meskhetian
repatriates into Georgian society. Georgian authorities should promote the development of
NGO-s, which can play an essential role in the education sphere. Special integration centres
have to be established that will deal with the problems of Meskhetian repatriates and will help
them to adapt to new environment. Some organizations are already implementing this kind of
projects in Georgia. We can take as an example the project “From repatriation to integration”
which started in January 2006 in the Samtskhe-Javakheti region in Georgia. This project intends
to organize various courses for Meskhetian repatriates. The primary goal of this project is the
integration of Meskhetian repatriates living in Samtskhe –Javakheti and Imereti into the
Georgian society. Association “Tolerant” and “Georgian Board of Trustees” have elaborated a
joint project “Social integration of Meskhetian Repatriates”. (European Union - Newsletter of the
European Commission Delegation to Georgia №2, 2006) These kinds of projects will help
Mewskhetian repatriates to overcome difficulties and become part of Georgian society.
Therefore, Georgian authorities and international community should finance and motivate NGOs to implement this kind of projects.
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Another step taken towards the promotion of linguistic integration should be the creation
of special scholarship programmes and special educational programmes for young Meskhetian
repatriates. These special programmes have to provide Meskhetian youth with the opportunity to
study free of charge at the Georgian universities and all educational expenses have to be covered.
At the same time special educational programmes and courses have to be created at the Georgian
universities for the Meskhetian repatriates, the primary goal of which will be the development of
Georgian national consciousness and the reintegration of Meskhetians into the Georgian society.
These special scholarship and educational programmes will convert repatriated Meskhetians into
the genuine citizens of Georgia.

It is desirable to introduce specific quota systems for young

Meskhetians at the Georgian universities.
Legal- Political and Civic integration
Legal – political and Civic integration means active involvement of Meskhetian
repatriates in decision –making process and minority representation in the political system; it
also means the formation of a population loyal to the Georgian State and the reduction of the
number of persons lacking Georgian citizenship.

In order to reduce stateless people and people

without Georgian citizenship the procedures for the acquisition of Georgian citizenship and
surnames has to be simplified.

In order to increase loyalty to the Georgian state priority has to

be given to the development of civic nationalism. Thus, Legal-political and Civic integration
should include the following issues: Minority representation in the political system, development
of civic nationalism, simplification of procedures for obtaining Georgian citizenship. These
issues are analysed in more detail below:
Meskhetian repatriates’ representation in the political system
Altough Georgian authorities express their readiness to involve the representatives of
ethnic minorities in political processes, lack of knowledge of state language does not allow
Mekshetian repatriates and other ethnic minorities to participate actively in the decision making
process. There is not even a single representative of deported Meskehtian community working
in parliament, state structures, local government and this fact proves low level of political
integration of Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society. The voices of deported Meskhetian
population is not heard and they can not participate in the decision making process. Lack of
knowledge of Georgian language creates barriers to participation of Meskhetian repatriates in
political processes. But if they were given a chance to participate actively in the political life of
the country, they would have more incentives and stimulus to learn Georgian language and
integrate into Georgian society.

Involvement of Meskhetian repatriates in local and global

political processes would accelerate the integration of deported people into Georgian society.
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Georgian society should adopt measures to facilitate the participation of Meskhetians in
the political sphere. It has to create opportunities for Meskhetian repatriates to participate in the
decision making process at the level of central government as well as at the regional and local
levels.
State should also express readiness to employ Meskhetian repatriates that know the state
language in the public sector. Employment in this sector will encourage other Meskhetian
repatriates to study the Georgian language. In order to increase the number of Meskhetians
employed in public sector, state can organize special training courses for them. With these
efforts state should raise their professionalism and political culture.
Development of civic nationalism
In medieval times Georgian national consciousness centred on the membership of
Georgian Orthodox church. Religion played a very important role in shaping the ethic identity
of the people. The person was considered Georgian as long as he was the member of the
Christian Orthodox Church, but if he was converted to Islam, he no longer was seen as Georgian
and the society referred to him or her as “Turk” or “Tatar”. Muslim Georgians were referred as
“Tatars” and not as “Georgians.” This medieval mentality is still reflected in the beliefs and
attitudes of some people.
Language also played a very important role in the definition of ethnic identity. Selfidentification in Georgia is still based mainly on linguistic tradition, and population groups that
belong to different ethno-linguistic groups do not perceive themselves as citizens of Georgia.
Georgian society is still divided along ethnic lines. Individuals tend to identify themselves as
representatives of a certain ethnic group and not as members of a common political community.
In other words there is a low degree of political or civic identification and society is divided
according to ethnic belonging. Georgia needs to remodel its ethnic conception of nationhood
into a more civic and inclusive one. Self - identification should be linked not with ethnic,
linguistic and religious belonging but rather with the territory and its history. Instead of ethnic
nationalism priority has to be given to the development of civic nationalism. All people that are
born in Georgia, regardless of their ethnic, linguistic and religious background, should be
referred to as “Georgians” and Georgian society with its integration policies should promote the
development of civic consciousness and loyalty to Georgian state. It has to create a sense of
social belonging and common values and norms for the members of different ethnic groups.
Every resident of this country, despite the ethnic and religious differences, should have the
feeling that he or she is the fully fledged citizen of Georgia.
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Simplification of procedures for obtaining Georgian citizenship
Many Meskhetian repatriates face problems when they try to obtain residence/work
permits, Georgian citizenship and Georgian surnames. This slows down the integration of
Meskhetian repatriates into Georgian society. The procedure for obtaining residence documents
and civil rights was extremely complicated for Meskhetian repatriates for decades in Georgia.
Considerable number of Meskhetians, who returned to Georgia, for a long time remained
stateless and without any legal status. Of 644 Meskhetian repatriates who came back to Georgia
in the last decades, 32 remained without the legal status in 2001. (Pentikäinen & Trier, 2004)
Technical and bureaucratic obstacles were deliberately imposed by the local authorities to delay
the process of acquisition of residence / work permits, citizenship and Georgian surnames. For
instance, Many Meskhetians currently residing in New Ianeti, a small village in Samtredia
region, requested the restoration of their Georgian surnames.

However, the extremely

bureaucratic process (altogether eight different offices are involved) and the high costs (about 5
month wages) made this step impossible up to now. (FUEN, 2000) The procedure of recovery of
Georgian surnames is extremely complicated, a lot of documents are required which is
impossible or very hard to get.

Although Meskhetian repatriates remember their Georgian

surnames, just a few of them managed to restore them. Mostly young generation, which was
born in Georgia, carries Georgian surnames. There are cases when the members of the same
family carry different surnames.

In some Meskhetian families, old generation has non –

Georgian surnames and younger generation carries Georgian surnames. The restoration of the
Georgian surnames is extremely important process for the Meskhetian repatriates because it
increases affinity and sense of belonging to a Georgian community.
One of the effective ways of integration of Meskhetian repatriates into the Georgian
society is the restoration of their old Georgian surnames. Georgian authorities should simplify
the procedures for the acquisition of Georgian citizenship and Georgian surnames. For this
purpose government should make amendments to the normative act regulating recovery of
personal names and surnames of citizens of Georgia and introduce a simpler, faster and free of
charge procedure. Special organization or NGO has to be established that will provide legal
advice and assistance to repatriates in solving different documentation and formal problems such
as re-covering their Georgian surnames and obtaining citizenship. Georgian citizenship has to
be granted to all Meskhetian repatriates who are living permanently in Georgia.
Socio-Economic integration
Socio - Economic integration means active involvement of Meskhetian repatriates in
economic activities and the elimination of social exclusion.
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Global economic crisis and

unemployment is a serious obstacle to the socio-economic integration of ethnic minorities.
Socio-economic integration should include the following issues: elimination of social exclusion
and selection of places for resettlement.
Elimination of social exclusion
Social exclusion can be defined as the failure of the society to provide certain individuals
and ethnic groups with those rights and benefits normally available to its members. Immigrants,
newcomers (among them deported people) and ethnic minorities are particularly vulnerable to
the risks of social exclusion. Therefore, social inclusion programmes have to be created, which
will accelerate the inclusion of ethnic minorities, immigrants and newcomers into Georgian
society.

Cultural, social and economic benefits have to be available to all segments of

population, including Meskhetian repatriates and national minorities. Almost everywhere in the
world newcomers and immigrants often suffer from xenophobia, hatred, discrimination in
accessing employment, education, health care, and public and social services. Unemployment
levels, poverty, homelessness, financial exclusion and exclusion from labour markets are much
higher among newcomers, immigrants and ethnic minorities than among the indigenous
population. Therefore, Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have to be encouraged to
develop special inclusion programmes in order to increase the participation of Meskehtian
repatriates in economic and business activities, as well as in social, political and cultural life.
The elimination of all forms of discrimination, chauvinism and xenophobia and the creation of
the harmonious multiethnic society is quiet difficult task because for a long time Georgian
people did not have contacts with the deported population.

Due to Lack of contacts and

relationships with the deported Mekshetian population, Georgian people have a lot of negative
stereotypes about them.

Therefore, it is preferable to create social inclusion programmes and

integration programmes even before the beginning of the repatriation process. The main goal of
these social inclusion programmes has to be the formation of the integrated society that will be
based on shared norms and values. All the members of the Georgian society, regardless of the
religious and ethnic belonging, have to be equally treated and measures have to be taken in order
to reduce hostile attitude towards Meskhetian repatriates.
Selection of places for residence and resettlement of Meskhetians to Samtskhe- Javakheti
As it has been mentioned above deported Meskhetians have to return to Georgia by their
own means. This means that the deported people will decide on their own where to return and
where to live. In other words Georgian authorities will not be able to regulate the repatriation
process and select places of residence for Meskhetian repatriates. Uncontrolled and unregulated
return of deported population to Samtskhe-Javakheti can radically alter the demographic picture
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in this region.

Therefore, Georgian state should regulate the repatriation process. Those

deported people, that have maintained their national consciousness, should be given the right to
return to Samtskhe-Javakheti, especially to Javakheti and those people, that have been
denationalized and have lost their national consciousness, have to be resettled as dispersedly as
possible in different regions of Georgia in order to accelerate their integration into Georgian
society. The resettlement of Meskhetians with clear-cut pro-Georgian orientation to SamtskheJavakheti, can be justified for two reasons:
1.

Historical justice will be restored: Meskhetian people will be able to return to
their historic homeland, from where they were very frequently deported by the
obedient subjects of the Russian and Soviet Empire.

2.

The resettlement of Meskhetians to Javakheti will strengthen Georgian ethnic
group in these regions and will considerably weaken Javakheti Armenians‟
aspirations to separatism. Armenia‟s territorial claims against Georgia will
disappear.

Nowadays Armenia views Javakheti as its “historical land” that

was always populated by ethnic Armenians. This argument has nothing to do
with reality. With the return of Meskhetians to Javakheti Georgia‟s positions
in this region will be strengthened. It is desirable to resettle Meskhetians next
to the Adjarian eco-migrants, so that they will have a chance to live in the
Georgian environment.
With regards to the denationalized Meskhetians, who have lost the national
consciousness, they have to be resettled as dispersedly as possible in different regions of
Georgia.

In order to avoid compact resettlement of denationalized people in one particular

region, it is advisable to establish special quota systems for each region/town/village. The
introduction of quota systems will facilitate the dispersion of Meskhetian repatriates throughout
whole Georgia. It is desirable to resettle them as dispersedly as possible in order to accelerate
their integration into Georgian society. This measure will reduce antagonism between the local
population and Meskhetian repatriates. As it is known massive and compact settlements always
intensifies interethnic tensions because of the fear of loosing dominant position. But dispersed
settlements are not perceived as a threat that causes radical demographic change. In addition
dispersed settlements accelerate the integration process and reduce the chances of isolation and
social exclusion. The experience has shown that in those villages where Meskhetians were not
resettled in groups, the integration process has proved more successful. As for those, who were
settled compactly and separately, for instance in Imereti‟s Ianeti village, the integration process
has been halted. (Edilashvili, 2007) Thus, compact settlements create favourable ground for the
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isolation and social exclusion of ethic groups. In those regions where ethnic minorities reside
compactly people tend to be completely cut of from Georgian civilization.
Georgia can benefit from repatriation process if during the implementation of repatriation
process Georgian national interests, as well as local population‟s fears, concerns and interests
will be taken into account. In order to avoid any problems, it is necessary to plan the repatriation
process in advance and prepare the ground for the resettlement. The greatest problem can arise
from the compact settlements of denationalized masses, many of whom insist on returning to
Samtskhe-Javakheti and some of them have expressed a desire for autonomy over the last years.
If all these safety measures will be put in practice, then Meskhetian problem can be solved
peacefully without jeopardizing Georgia‟s national security and territorial integrity.
Repatriation process should not be a harmful and dangerous process neither for the
Georgian society nor for the Meskhetian repatriates. It should be solved in a civilized manner.
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