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Introduction

Andrey Makarychev & Thomas Kruessmann

University of Tartu / University of Graz

This edited volume is one of the results of a Jean Monnet network entitled “Developing European Studies in the Caucasus” (DESCnet) that from 2016 to 2018 was carried out by a consortium of EU-based Universities (Tartu and Graz) and their partners from Turkey, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Russia. The principal aim of this network was to foster novel approaches towards promoting European Studies in the Caucasus in both academic and educational realms. One of DESCnet’s main deliverables was the establishment of the Association of European Studies for the Caucasus (AESC), along with a special issue of the journal “Region: Regional Studies on Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia” (Slavica Publishers, Indiana University, US).

Though DESCnet was initially meant to project and expand the discipline of European Studies into Caucasian countries, the title of this first volume in the series “European Studies in the Caucasus” reflects a more nuanced approach to the subject, implying mutually beneficial movements of ideas in both directions—from Europe to the Caucasus and from the Caucasus to Europe. This double-track frame boosted discussions on a variety of issues requiring reciprocity and intersubjectivity, including rivalries between different integration systems in the southern and eastern fringes of Europe, various dimensions of interaction between countries of the South Caucasus and the EU in a situation of the ongoing conflict with Russia, and different ways of using European experiences for the sake of domestic reforms in the South Caucasus. As it usually happens with successful projects, at the point of fruition DESCnet triggered a snowballing effect, recruiting new authors and new topics. This volume nicely reflects the extended agenda of the project that embraces a wide range of themes—from identities to foreign policies, and from memory politics to religion.

Looking at the South Caucasus from an academic perspective of European Studies, one may assume that the portrayal of the three South Caucasian countries as a region is mainly due to the legacy of Western geographic categorisation. Endogenous approaches make the picture more variegated and complicated, since each of the members of the Caucasian trio has its own deeply rooted identities, political systems and foreign policy orientations. Institutionally, the South Caucasus does not exist at all, since no regional organization embraces all three regional actors, and there is very little that external actors with a long record of region-building initiatives (the EU included) can do about it. This makes the South Caucasus significantly different from the Black Sea region with a weak yet existent Black Sea Economic Cooperation, and even from the Caspian Sea region where a common agenda—dividing up the seabed of the Caspian Sea—is binding the littoral countries together.

Against this background, the Caucasus was always—and remains—a space (rather than a region in a strict sense) dependent on imaginary frameworks it is deployed in. From the EU viewpoint, the South Caucasus is an indispensable element of the post-Soviet area looking for more autonomy vis-à-vis Russia and reluctant to accept and submit to Moscow’s spheres of influence. From the Russian imperial perspective, the Southern Caucasus appears to be a colonized and civilized periphery always tending to revolt against the core and thus displaying permanent security challenges. From a Georgian national perspective, negative security-ridden connotations make self-identification with the South Caucasus less appealing than branding Georgia as a Black Sea country, which the concomitant symbolization of proximity to Europe. Armenia’s positioning vis-à-vis Europe is more ambiguous, being usually more cultural than political or security-ridden. For Azerbaijan too, Europe is an important reference point when it comes to cultural identification, yet becomes much less relevant in political and institutional terms.

However, EU-South Caucasus and South Caucasus-EU relations are an important component in the structural dynamics of the much-discussed transformation from the liberal to post-liberal international order. Oftentimes Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan are objects of normative investments from the part of the EU and its member states, yet the integration of the countries of this region with the Western / Euro-Atlantic core has always been precarious and ambivalent. Only one regional country—Georgia—more or less consistently defines its foreign policy priorities as directly linked with the EU and NATO as pivotal institutions of the post-Cold War international order, while two others are much less committed to direct forms of association with the West, either institutionally or security-wise, and perceive themselves more linked with other international poles—Russia (in the case of Armenia) and Turkey (in the case of Azerbaijan). Consequently, speaking in terms of centrality and marginality, countries of the South Caucasus are peripheries of different centers, which make them highly dependent on—and vulnerable to—clashes and conflicts between key power holders. For example, Georgian political elite was fearful of the Russian-Turkish confrontation in 2015 and its potential consequences for countries located in-between. By the same token, the EU-Russia conflict erupted after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 became a serious challenge to Armenia’s foreign policy that had to maneuver between economic benefits offered by Brussels and security guaranteed provided by Moscow. 

The great power rivalry might be particularly consequential for the Caucasus, since many elements of the liberal international order—such as multilateralism, the primacy of institutions and rule-based policies, or human security concerns—are not at the heart of the regional agenda. The prevalence of bilateral relations (Baku-Ankara, Yerevan-Moscow, Tbilisi-Brussels) over multilateral and institutional policies underscore the importance of security dimensions for promoting European Studies in the Caucasus. In the meantime, there are plenty of other analytical vistas helpful for understanding various layers and tiers of local polities, and deploying them in a broader international perspective. The contributions to this volume are instrumental in elucidating these analytical perspectives and thus opening new avenues for studying the region as part of Europe’s eastern neighborhood.

This first volume is largely based on the analysis of Georgia, its break-away territories and major international actors—first of all the EU and Russia—playing key roles in shaping Georgian foreign policies. The book is divided into several parts. It starts with several articles discussing issues pertinent to identities, discourses and perceptions that shape political loyalties and allegiances in the South Caucasus. Susane Szkola looks at the region’s engagements with the EU and Russia from the viewpoint of “emotional turn” in international relations, and interprets emotions as a key element of national identity discourses. One of the conclusions to be draw from her analysis is that—apart from their cultural rooting—emotive discourses play an explicitly political role of filling certain cognitive gaps in collective identities with vernacular narratives, including populist, mythologized and conspiratorial storylines.

Camilla Callesen, staying within the Russia-EU-South Caucasus “triangle”, offers a socio-psychological outlook at Georgia’s conflict with South Ossetia. For her, the key category is “belief systems” that drive actors’ policies perhaps even stronger than material or other interests. Beliefs are a particularly pertinent category of analysis in situations of well-established and deeply rooted discourses embedded in ethnic or national traditions, of which Georgia might indeed be a good example.

Adam Lenton on the basis of rich empirical material showed the prevalence of endogenous narratives shaping discursive milieus in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and their distinction from each other. Using interpretative approach, he explains how these discourses unfold and how instrumental they are for constructing local perceptions about independence, autonomy and statehood.

David Matsaberidze in his analysis explicates how different factions of Georgian political elites politically appropriate and manipulate the broad set of meanings associated with and attached to Russia. He bases his approach on the concept of representation that is used with a certain degree of flexibility in the sense that the represented / signified political object—namely Russia—lacks one single semiotic foundation and comes in a variety of forms, all being contextual and narrator-dependent. 

Shota Kakabadze in his article explores an interesting paradox of Georgian memory politics, namely the widely spread references to Stalin as an Orthodox believer. The author, being inspired by a post-structuralist theorizing of split and incomplete identity, proposes an interesting approach to untangle this controversy, which might significantly contribute to understanding the intricacies of the illiberal mindset in Georgia. 

From a communication studies perspective, Dali Osipashvili compares with each other Georgian and Lithuanian media milieu, which is an important element of the two countries’ political systems, especially in the context of the concept of information wars. The comparative analysis shows how divergent the political trajectories of countries are that were parts of the Soviet Union, and how little sense it makes to label them as “post-Soviet”. 

Articles collected in the second part of the book dwell upon policy practices, policies and institutions. Victoria Hudson in her contribution discusses the Georgian and Ukrainian Orthodox Churches of the Moscow Patriarchy through the lens of their connections with the Russian Orthodox Church. She uses the concept of soft power to describe the nature of connections between these two religious institutions and the Moscow officialdom, with all duly understood limitations of projecting this power onto Russia’s neighbors, which became particularly evident with the recognition of the autocephaly of the Ukrainian Church by the Constantinople Patriarch in 2018 and the concomitant panic reaction in the Kremlin-controlled media. 

Vasif Huseynov also uses the idea of soft power for his analysis of Russian and Western approaches to the South Caucasus region. As in the previous articles, one should definitely keep in mind serious limitations of Russia’s soft power projection, especially after the annexation of Crimea in 2014; what is equally important is to see deep gaps between Russian and EU’s understandings of soft power as a concept, for which the article might be quite helpful.

Giorgi Gigitashvili discusses practicalities of EU policies in the South Caucasus, with a particular attention paid to the efficiency of EU development assistance programs. Based on his practical experience in this field, he shares his insights on the existing experiences of measuring the results of EU-sponsored projects, which might be of some interest to many grant-making institutions, especially in such countries as Germany, Sweden and the United Stated. 

Sara Alexander and Michael Long turn to a topic that explains how the concept of identity might be used for practical policies of tourism development in one of the most authentic Georgian regions. The authors base their research on anthropological and ethnographic data of Svaneti and its inhabitants. With the growing cross-national mobility Georgia becomes one of the well-branded destination points for international tourist flows, and this article is helpful for looking at how locals see the development of tourism industry and its infrastructure. 

Olga Dorokhina’s article refers to various societal initiatives as a means of reconciliation and peace making across the post-conflict borderlines. The author assumes that in the Georgian context European experiences of cross- and trans-border connectivity might be instrumental and inspirational, and have an ample room for replication in the whole South Caucasus.

The last section of the book collects several research notes. Alexandra Yatsyk looks at the economic, financial and political roles of China in the South Caucasus; Andrey Makarychev shares his insights on the opportunities and limitations of EU’s depoliticized strategy towards Eastern Partnership countries, and Anna Beitane explicates how new web technologies of educational projects might be highly relevant for this region. In this section we also publish an interview by Heidi Erbsen with Ansgar Joedicke on a recent edited volume titled “Religion and Soft Power in the South Caucasus” that became a meaningful contribution to the international scholarship on this region.

The articles and research notes collected in this volume are meant to fill some gaps existing in the academic scholarship on the South Caucasus in general and Georgia in particular, and offer new insights into regional studies, both from within and from outside. The plurality of topics covered by the team of authors duly reflects the diversity of political, cultural and societal dimensions of Georgian and Caucasian transformations. Some of them might look differently from Europe, as opposed to local perspectives, but this is exactly what makes academic debates in this realm so intense and rich in meaning.

 


External Belief-Systems 
in Intractable Conflicts

Camilla Edemann Callesen

University of Kent

Abstract

This article focuses on the social-psychological dimension of intractable conflicts and the role relations between external actors’ belief-systems may play in this context. A frame analysis of EU and Russia’s understanding of the Georgian/South Ossetian conflict suggests a disagreement over how to make sense of the conflict and its intractability. What the actors do have in common is to view the conflict as a product of rational state actions and to suggest, albeit contradictory, state-focused solutions. From a social-psychological perspective, the external disagreement is troubling since it neglects the contradictory belief-systems on the ground as well as the state-focused solutions are neglecting the conflict’s multifaceted elements. The external actors hence need to understand the role the relation between their belief-systems play in the social-psychological dynamics of the conflict and seek to strategically incorporate this into their conflict resolution efforts.
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Introduction 

Intractable conflicts and the impact they may have on security and peace has re-claimed attention over the last couples of years. The reason for this is ample, although in Europe interest seems to be sparked by the hostilities that rearose in Georgia in 2008 and the emergence of the conflict in Ukraine in 2014(Esmira 2014, n.p). Causes of conflict intractability have generally been explained from a structural/strategic perspective with a focus on actors’ irrevocable and conflicting interests (Miall et al. 2011, 18). This chapter however goes beyond such analysis and focuses on the social-psychological dimensions, which may hinder a settlement. It will particularly focus on cognitive processes in conflicts, how they lead to belief-systems, and the role external actors’ belief-systems may play in conflict resolution efforts. The case study is the Georgian/South Ossetian conflict and the external actors are EU and Russia. Using a frame analysis, the chapter will analyze how the actors make sense of the conflict and compare the two belief-systems to discuss the implications their interaction may have for the resolution of the conflict. 

Theoretical Framework 

Conflict analysis and resolution approaches have been subject to a plethora of transformations over the years. Initially, according to Baylis et al. (2013) the main approach was state-focused which perceived conflicts, their analysis, and resolutions from the realist understanding of international relations (101). Emphasis was hence mainly directed towards state representatives and their rational calculations (Miall et al. 2011, 18). However, in the 1990s a cosmopolitan approach evolved, which regarded conflicts as more nuanced than merely a product of state actions (Bercovitch et al. 2009, 2). This approach amongst others sprouted from a change in international dynamics with e.g. the end of the Cold War’s bi-polar worldview and the following decline in proxy wars (ibid). The cosmopolitan approach recognized conflicts as complex networks of interconnected dimensions and it dismissed that they could be explained and resolved by merely pointing at rational state actions and calling for win/win outcomes (Miall et al. 2011, 36). Rather, the approach addressed a need to analyze conflicts through an interdisciplinary approach (Bercovitch et al. 2009, 8). Only by doing so, it was argued, can the multifaceted nature of conflicts be comprehended and sufficiently addressed (ibid). The cosmopolitan approach hence constitutes of a wide variety of perspectives, concepts and theories, utilized on a case-by-case basis. One of these is the social-psychological approach which seeks to add a social-psychological perspective to the analysis of conflicts. 

The Social-Psychological Approach 

The social-psychological approach supplements the traditionally state-focused and structural/strategic analysis of conflicts with social-psychological concepts. It acknowledges the importance of rational calculations in conflicts. However, as stated by Kelman (2009), it seeks to explore the “subjective factors that set constraints on rationality” and hence the aim is to complement structural approaches by highlighting some of the less explored dimensions of conflicts (170). The approach particularly seeks to explain how social-psychological dynamics (such as stereotypes, attitudes and beliefs) occur in conflicts and how these dynamics assist in creating barriers towards conflict resolution (Kelman 2009, 175). 

According to Daniel Bar-Tal (2011) a conflict is a phenomenon where actors perceive their interests to be clashing and from this understanding they choose to act in a specific manner (2). Apart from clashing interests, a conflict is hence also constructed by the cognitive processes actors attach to the situation (ibid). When a conflict emerges, actors will try to understand this phenomenon and position themselves within it (ibid). They will hence create explanations for e.g. what caused the conflict, who is responsible, what is the opposition seeking, and what steps must be taken to end the conflict (Bar-Tal 2000, 352). This is a way for actors to make sense of and systematize what they are witnessing, which cognitively reduces uncertainty since it provides a feeling that they can predict the future and position their own actions and interests accordingly (ibid). Cognitive processing hence includes sense-making as well as strategic positioning (Shmueli et al. 2006, 208). From these processes arises a belief-system, which is an overarching understanding of the conflict that actors refer to when confronted with conflict-related events (Ramsbotham 2010, 58–59). 

A belief-system is always biased since it is influenced by actors’ world-view, interests, and the contexts in which they exist (Bar-Tal 2000, 353). Belief-systems may also be shared, as actors may choose to support another actors’ belief-system because they can relate to it and/or because they believe it could benefit their position (Kelman 2009, 171). Apart from this, belief-systems are not static but may evolve over time because the dynamic process of conflicts contributes to changing events and realities (ibid). Belief systems are hence intimately linked to conflict events. Because whereas a belief-system may be used to make sense of occurring events, events (e.g. an attack towards the opponent) may equally be a reaction an actor has decided to engage with based on amongst other its belief (Bar-Tal 1989, 234). Conflicts are hence two-fold since they are based on and develop from a given belief-system, which is equally influenced and reinforced by events that unfold (ibid). 

Figure 1: 	The two-fold dimensions of a conflict. 
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From a social-psychological perspective, a conflict is therefore an interactive process equally shaped by actors’ irrational and rational calculations and the events and contexts that surrounds them (Demirdöğen 2011, 218). This also implies that a conflict will rarely progress naturally towards resolution (Kelman 2009, 173–174). Rather, often distrust will deepen due to actors’ tendency of relying on contradictory belief-systems (ibid). The social-psychological approach hence argues that conflicts are as much struggles over rational interests as they are struggles over understandings.

The Social-Psychological Dynamics of Intractable Conflicts 

Intractable conflicts are, simplistically defined, conflicts that have proven exceedingly difficult to resolve (Borgen 2007, 478). Such conflicts are not ‘irresolvable’ per se, but they tend to exist over several years and refuse to concede to political settlements (Crocker et al. 2005, 5). The sources of intractability are difficult to pinpoint and often formed by crosscutting factors (ibid). Moreover, a conflict’s root cause may not correspond to the source of intractability because time, events, and the interference from external and internal actors have contributed to its development (ibid). Hence, the distinction between internal and external dimensions are blurred and rather intractable conflicts tend to be trans-bordering (ibid, 56). 

From a social-psychological perspective, intractable conflicts are intractable because they constitute of “intense social-psychological dynamics” which makes them unresponsive to purely structural approaches (Bar-Tal 2007, 1430). As mentioned, belief-systems are created in all conflicts. However, in intractable conflicts belief-systems are of great importance as they provide a sense of meaning and function as a guiding-line in an illogical and seemingly never-ending situation (Bar-Tal 2000, 354). Furthermore, as time passes, belief-systems will inevitably become cemented and institutionalized (ibid). Hence, the longer a conflict persists the more polarized actors become because the continued struggle ensures them that they have understood the situation correctly (Shmueli et al. 2006, 209). Intractable conflicts are hence equally sustained by a struggle between belief-systems which is also termed a ‘radical disagreement’ (Ramsbotham 2010, 249). A radical disagreement is, however, not an isolated phenomenon between internal conflict actors (actors engaged in a conflict within their own territory) (Ramsbotham 2010, 17). External actors (actors engaged in a conflict taking place outside their own territory) may assist in exacerbating this disagreement by e.g. siding with the belief-system of one of the internal conflict actors, by failing to comprehend the elements of the disagreement, or by neglecting the existence of it (ibid). Furthermore, external actors often tend to impose their own belief-systems because as Ramsbotham states: “Each wants to provide the lens through which the conflict is viewed” (ibid). Intractable conflicts hence also emerge from and are sustained by competing understandings between internal conflict actors, which is a disagreement, external actors often unknowingly reinforce.

There is hence a need to explore the radical disagreement in intractable conflicts. This is not to force all actors to agree on one belief-system but to promote a “strategic engagement of discourses”, which implies creating an understanding that there are competing belief-systems and that strategic changes must be made to include these competing beliefs (Ramsbotham 2010, 205). Thus, communicative channels may be kept open and assist in paving the way for constructive dialogues regarding a political settlement. In the structural conflict resolution approach, unravelling a radical disagreement is often seen as irrelevant as focus is on rational solutions rather than on the competing views (Miall et al. 2011, 57). However, in intractable conflicts competing belief-systems are of high importance because they are one of the main social-psychological hindrances towards proceeding with a rational political settlement (Ramsbotham 2010, 17). Mapping belief-systems is hence a way to understand the conflicting beliefs and their interactions, how these contribute to the development of a conflict’s events, and the possibilities for loosening the intertwined social-psychological barriers (ibid). 

Figure 2: 	The interaction between individual belief-systems and the social events unfolding in a conflict

[image: ]

 

When mapping belief-systems, the focus has mainly been on internal conflict actors (Ramsbotham 2010, n.p), while an analysis of the relationship between external actors’ belief-systems is less common. However, if an intractable conflict is trans-bordering, then particularly prominent external actors’ belief-systems needs to be equally mapped to comprehend the potential external social-psychological hindrances towards a political settlement. 

Methodology

Frames are memory structures that assist actors in organizing and making sense of situations by relating them to a pre-existing understanding of reality (Dewulf et al. 2009, 158–160). Frames are hence a part of cognitive processing and assist in constructing and communicating belief-systems, which shape and limit an actor’s understanding of a given event (Shmueli et al. 2006, 208). In the field of social science there are two approaches to framing. One is to view frames as interactional (frames are negotiated and formed in interactions) (Tannen et al. 1987, 206) or as cognitive formations (frames represent an actor’s belief-system) (Dewulf et al. 2009, 156). There are debates regarding the interaction between these two approaches (Ibid 208). However, from a social-psychological perspective, one could argue that their interaction is inevitable, given conflicts constitute of individual belief-systems (where cognitive frames preside) and changing events (where interactional frames take place) (Pinkley 1990, 117). Hence, in the following when referring to ‘frames’ this implies both cognitive and interactional frames because of the ‘fluidity’ between events and belief-systems in conflict contexts. 

Frames are locatable in written and spoken productions and are often noticeable as repeated patterns (Entman 1993, 52). These repeated patterns are e.g. repeated words, key-words, and phrases (ibid). Frames can also become apparent in comparisons and justifications towards a given action (ibid). Although there are various frames, those most common are frames that define a problem, diagnose the causes of the problem, make moral judgments, and suggests treatment (ibid). In the following, I will be focusing on: 1) How do the actors define the conflict? 2) How do they diagnose the causes for its intractability? 3) What moral judgments do they have towards the conflict and its actors? 4) What is their suggested conflict resolution approach? By exploring these elements, one may acquire an understanding of what kind of belief-system the actors rely on when confronted with the conflict. The material used will be statements (from 2008 till 2017) made by representatives of EU and Russia. These statements will be located in news articles from media such as BBC, The Guardian, New York Times, Russia Today (RT), TASS Russia News Agency, and Russia Direct. The analysis will also include statements located in interviews and press releases from channels such as the European External Action Service, The European Parliament, The European Union Newsroom, The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and documents such as the EU Special Representative’s statement paper, EU’s Independent Fact-Finding Mission Report (IIFFMCG) on the Georgian conflict, Russia’s Foreign Policy Paper and the statement then-Russian President, Dmitry Medvedev made following the Russian acknowledgment of South Ossetia. 

The Historical Development of the Conflict 

Georgia is an ethnically diverse state consisting of, amongst other, the ethnic groups: ‘Georgians’, ‘Ossetians’, and ‘Abkhazians’ (Cotter 1999, 1716). Despite their diversity, these groups have mainly lived under the state umbrella of Georgia, albeit Ossetians and Abkhazians have enjoyed periods of autonomy (ibid). South Ossetia has long been a contested area due to amongst other differing interpretations of history and territorial affiliation (Nußberger 2015, n. p). According to a majority of South Ossetians, the area has a historical connection with Russia as it joined the Russian empire in the 18th century before it was incorporated into Georgia (ibid). The official Georgian belief is however that the Ossetian ancestors first migrated to Georgian territory where-after Georgia was annexed into the Russian empire (ibid). The first hostile disputes between the two sides commenced at the end of the Russian Empire in 1918 and lasted until 1921 (Garrison 2014, n. p). These hostilities originated from South Ossetia’s resistance towards inclusion under the Georgian state and Georgia’s belief that the Ossetians supported the Bolsheviks—albeit scholars also draw links to social inequality between the two sides (Cotter 1999, 1728). Georgian independence however ended in 1921 when the Red Army invaded and included Georgia under Soviet rule (ibid). 

During the Soviet Union, Georgia was divided according to its ethnic divisions, and three autonomous regions (South Ossetia, Abkhazia and Adzharia) were established within the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic (ibid). In late 1980s, Georgia sought for independence from the Soviet Union (International Crisis Group 2010, 1). This as well as the wish for a unified Georgian national identity however led to distrust amongst the ethnic minorities who saw their autonomy threatened (Cotter 1999, 1721). After gained independence, Georgia adopted various policies towards the minorities, which the minorities regarded as confrontational in nature, and eventually South Ossetia demanded self-determination in 1990, which led to hostilities between 1991–1992 (Allison 2008, 1146). In 1992, the sides agreed on a Russian mediated ceasefire and a peacekeeping mission was established consisting of joint Russian/Ossetian/Georgian patrols (ibid). From 1992–2004, South Ossetia/Georgia relations were relatively peaceful, and the two sides engaged in trade (International Crisis Group 2010, 1). 

In 2003 Georgia experienced the Rose Revolution which ousted President Eduard Shevardnadze and replaced him with Mikheil Saakashvili (Welt 2010, 69). After his inauguration, Saakashvili became vocal in reclaiming the lost territory of South Ossetia and removing trade links, which he described as official involvement in illegal smuggling (ibid). The Georgian government eventually launched “the war on smuggling” in and around South Ossetia, which led to renewed hostilities in 2004 (ibid). In 2008, hostilities rearose to include Russia in a five-day conflict (CNN 2018, n. p). The 2008 hostilities gained international attention as Russia occupied areas of Georgian territory and eventually recognized South Ossetia and Abkhazia as independent states (BBC 2018, n. p). Eventually in August 2008, the then-French President, Nicolas Sarkozy, together with the then-Russian President, Dmitrij Medvedev, agreed on a six-point ceasefire (Tuathail 2008, 688). Despite the official ceasefire, a final political settlement has yet to be reached. 

There were many arguments for who caused the 2008 hostilities and why Russia got involved although the interpretations of the two conflicting sides were (Welt 2010, 92): 

• Georgia: The hostilities were an unprovoked Russian attack towards a western country, 

• South Ossetia: The hostilities were an unprovoked Georgian attack towards an ethnic minority. 

The EU fact finding mission is more overarching in its conclusion. Because whereas the report states that Georgia initiated the attacks, which triggered a Russian counter-attack, (IIFFMCG 2009, 10) it also states that the link between beliefs and events has shaped a diffuse conflict with deep roots and multiple actors involved: 

“The views of the sides involved in the conflict have been widely divergent from the beginning, and appear to be getting more so as time goes by. Thus the truth seems increasingly difficult to ascertain and verify… Overall, the conflict is rooted in a profusion of causes comprising different layers in time and actions combined… Indeed, the conflict has deep roots in the history of the region, in peoples’ national traditions and aspirations as well as in age-old perceptions or rather misperceptions of each other, which were never mended and sometimes exploited.”(IIFFMCG 2009, 7–11)

Eventually it is the aim of this chapter to focus on the social-psychological dynamics of this diffuse nature and the role the European Union and the Russian Federation may play in shaping or enhancing them.

EU and South Caucasus 

In its policies, the EU often portrays the South Caucasus as an area constituting of states who wish to move closer to the EU, but who also pose a threat to security and stability with their unresolved conflicts (OSCE 2011, 1). The EU’s involvement in the conflict is therefore framed as part of a bigger effort towards ensuring regional stability (ibid, 3). The actions of EU in the South Ossetian/Georgian conflict include the brokering of a ceasefire, an EU Monitoring Mission (Council of the European Union 2014, n. p), the presence of an EU Special Representative for South Caucasus and the Crisis in Georgia (European Parliament 2015, n. p), and funding for conflict resolution efforts (EEAS 2018, n. p). It also included an independent fact-finding mission which sought to locate the causes for the outbreak of the 2008 hostilities (IIFFMCG 2009). In addition to this, the EU is assisting Georgia with political and economic reforms (EEAS 2018a, n. p); Georgia is part of the Eastern Partnership Program, which promotes economic integration and political association with the EU (EEAS 2018b, n. p); and it has signed the Association Agreement, which is an extension of the Eastern Partnership Program and includes a ‘Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement’ (EEAS 2016, n. p). In 2017 a Visa Free Travel agreement between the EU and Georgia furthermore came into effect (EEAS 2017, n. p). 

Understanding the Conflict and its Intractability 

From the outset, there is an inconsistency in the way the EU frames the conflict. When it comes to issues of political reforms and EU-Georgia relations, the conflict is framed as an internal secessionist conflict because as stated by the Council of the European Union on the EU-Georgia Eastern Partnership: “The EU continues to support Georgia’s efforts to overcome the consequences of internal conflicts in Georgia’s breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia dating back to the early 1990s” (2014b). However, when it comes to Russia-Georgia relations, the conflict is framed as an inter-state conflict or as the EU Special Representative to the South Caucasus (EUSR) stated: “Two and a half years after the EU-brokered ceasefire, we are still dealing with the consequences of the war between Russia and Georgia, and we are far away from a resolution to the conflict” (OSCE 2011, 3). EU’s dual categorization (both intra- and inter-state) of the conflict may have links to the EU’s understanding of why the conflict is intractable. For when seeking for this explanation in the EU’s narrative, focus is not on e.g. the South Ossetian claim for independence in 1990 nor on ethnic divisions (ibid, 6); rather it is on the 2008 hostilities and deteriorating relations between Georgia and Russia (ibid). There is particularly a focus on Russian interests in Georgia because as the EUSR further stated: “Russia continued to consolidate its military presence and “borderise” the boundary between Georgia and the breakaway region…taking an increasingly aggressive approach in recent months…Georgia’s insistence on its territorial integrity and commitment to NATO membership remained red lines for Russia” (UK Parliament 2014). The EU hence frames Russia as a strong neighbor who seeks to violate the sovereignty of, and impose its interests on, its neighbor via force or other aggressive approaches (OSCE 2011, 6). This approach amongst other includes having an influence and presence in South Ossetia, which is understood as a covert means for ensuring these interests (OSCE 2014). In the EU’s framing, Russia is hence understood as a state actor who is causing the intractability because it is coercing Georgia, and distancing South Ossetia and Georgia from another. 

However, when the question of secessionism arises, the conflict is rather seen as internal and in this context the EU stresses the illegality of secessionism due to its violation of Georgian sovereignty. As stated by the EUSR: “The EU itself has an interest in engaging Abkhazia and South Ossetia within the framework of the EU’s respect for Georgia’s territorial integrity. The EU cannot afford white spots to develop on the map of its immediate neighbourhood” (OSCE 2011, 5). Besides a focus on Russia, there is hence also a focus on how to reunite South Ossetia and Georgia—or specifically how to ensure the territorial integrity of Georgia (ibid). This is not only to support a political settlement of the conflict’s territorial element, but also part of an EU interest in avoiding ‘white spots’ or instable areas in its neighborhood (ibid). Hence, the conflict is understood as a secessionist conflict where Russia has imposed itself and now plays a strong role in the breakaway entity, with the effect that Russia is distancing the conflict actors from each other and making the conflict intractable. 

Moral Judgments

According to the EU, there is a need for soft power in handling the conflict and hindering Russian influence. The EU bases this soft power on a policy of “non-recognition and engagement” which implies a certain neutrality, includes the provision of reform assistance in South Ossetia and Georgia, and the creation of various agreements (ibid). However, the neutrality in this is dubious given that the EU is engaged with South Ossetia from a wish to, as the EUSR stated: 

“The purpose of engagement with the separatist regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia is clear: by engaging the entities, the EU can open up these territories, increase its footprint and leverage, provide an alternative perspective to the predominant Russian one, and, ultimately, move closer towards a resolution of the conflicts. In essence this is about doing what the EU does best, namely to use its soft power to nudge societies in the direction of Europe” (ibid)

Added to this is the worry of Russia providing a similar act because as stated: 

“The EU takes this opportunity to reiterate its concern at the Russian Federation’s proposal on a so-called “Draft Treaty on Alliance and Integration”.. This would…undermine the security and stability of the region” (OSCE 2014). What is interesting is that the Draft Treaty on Alliance and Integration largely resembles EU’s Association Agreement and hence EU’s moral judgment is that Russia is wrong to position itself in the area and EU is right in offering the area its assistance. What is interesting is the emphasis put on the wish to provide an “alternative perspective” and to “nudge” South Ossetia towards Europe. Because compared this implies that the EU is concerned over who gets to integrate South Ossetia over which belief-system, or, as the EUSR stated when discussing the EU’s necessitated engagement with South Ossetia: “A policy that seeks to isolate the entities is bound to fail given Russia’s role there” (OSCE 2011, 5). 

There are hence two main actors present in the EU’s moral judgment towards the conflict. These are Russia and South Ossetia with the former framed as a state actor that is going against the interests of the EU, and the latter a non-state actor that should be persuaded in ‘changing its mind’ and withdraw back to the original contours of Georgia. Based on the EU fact finding mission, it must be assumed that the EU acknowledges that Georgia initiated the 2008 hostilities (IIFMCG 2009). This acknowledgment is however not locatable in the EU’s framing, and focus rather continues to be on Russia’s actions. 

Steps Needed for a Conflict Resolution 

The steps needed for a resolution are, according to the EU, to assist Georgia and South Ossetia with political and economic reforms, unite the two entities, and secure the territorial integrity of Georgia (Peter Semneby 2015) As the EUSR to the South Caucasus stated: 

“The upgrading of political relations, increased mobility, and economic integration, are important parts of bringing…Georgia closer to the EU. By providing reassurance and promoting reform and stability in Georgia, the EU helps to create the foundations for an eventual resolution to the conflicts” (OSCE 2011, 2).

And as stated in the Association Agreement, the parties signing the agreement: 

[Recognise] the importance of the commitment of Georgia to reconciliation and its efforts to restore its territorial integrity and full and effective control over Georgian regions of Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia in pursuit of a peaceful and lasting conflict resolution based on principles of international law” (Official Journal of the European Union 2014, 261)

These steps towards conflict resolution are however distorted by Russia which is currently sustaining the conflict by disregarding the principle of territorial integrity and engaging with South Ossetia (EEAS 2009). The EU hence acquires a two-dimensional conflict resolution focus. The first step is to counteract Russia’s influence in South Ossetia. This can be done by reforming South Ossetia, which will nudge it closer towards Europe and further away from Russia. The second step is to continue assisting Georgia and South Ossetia with reforms, which will provide internal stability and lead to a possibility for reunification. The conflict resolution approach of the EU is therefore dual in nature but state-focused because it focuses on state reforms and state relations between Georgia and Russia. 

EU’s Belief-System 

The EU eventually frames the conflict as caused by internal instability (which is somewhat manageable via reform assistance) but which has evolved to include an inter-state element due to the presence and influence of Russia. The moral judgment is that Russia is, by being present in South Ossetia and acknowledging the entity, making the conflict intractable because it is preventing a reunification and pulling the two conflict actors apart. There is hence a need to replace Russia’s influence and belief-system, in particularly in South Ossetia. This can be done via soft power such as providing assistance and hereby ‘convincing’ South Ossetia that the European/Georgian belief-system and position is preferable. The steps needed are therefore to reform Georgia and South Ossetia and hereby move them towards Europe, which will make them move further away from Russia, and only after this can final steps towards a political settlement (i.e. reunification) be taken. The EU hence understands the conflict as one mainly caused by rational state actions and one which should be settled via counter-acting this state. The conflict resolution approach of the EU is hence state-focused, focusing on the actions of Russia and on ensuring Georgian territorial integrity.

Russia and the South Caucasus 

Russia has long been present in the South Caucasus with a number of the states in the area having been under the Russian Empire and later Soviet Union (BBC 2013, n. p). Russia also borders with Georgia/South Ossetia, and Georgia and Russia have a history of mostly hostile relations (Welt 2010, 69). In terms of the Georgian/South Ossetian conflict, Russia was engaged in establishing the 1992 ceasefire, it continues to be present in Georgia with a peacekeeping mission, and it formed the 2008 ceasefire together with France (Allison 2008, 1146). Besides this, Russia has since 2002 been distributing Russian passports to South Ossetians, it was the first to recognize South Ossetia as a state in 2008 and has since then assisted the entity in its state- and institution-building activities (International Crisis Group 2010, 1). A number of officials in South Ossetia also either originate from Russia or have strong ties with Russia (ibid, 9). The existing agreements between Russia and South Ossetia includes the 2010 “Friendship and Cooperation” agreement where Russia has pledged to assist South Ossetia in protecting its borders, establish dual citizenship for individuals from South Ossetia, and establish military bases on South Ossetian territory (ibid). In 2015, Russia and South Ossetia also signed the “Treaty of Alliance and Integration”, which transfers the full control of South Ossetian security and borders to Russia and includes the creation of a common foreign policy (Carnegie Moscow Centre 2015, n. p). 

Understanding the Conflict and its Intractability

Russia frames the conflict as an internal, ethnic, conflict, as it focuses on how the people of South Ossetia are distinct from Georgians (New York Times 2008, n. p). Essentially, Russia understands the conflict as caused by Georgia which tried to assimilate the Ossetian people but since the Ossetians refused, Georgia started preparing for war (ibid). This exposed the Ossetians to a possible genocide and made it inconceivable that Ossetians should continue to adhere to Georgia (ibid). As then-Russian President Dmitry Medvedev stated: 

“Tbilisi made its choice during the night of Aug. 8, 2008. Saakashvili opted for genocide to accomplish his political objectives. By doing so he himself dashed all the hopes for the peaceful coexistence of Ossetians, Abkhazians and Georgians in a single state” (ibid)

Russia hence frames the conflict as one caused by ethnic tensions and the suppression of a minority by a weak and increasingly hostile state (RT 2013, n. p). In its framing, Russia also largely focuses on the 1991 hostilities between South Ossetia and Georgia. As Dmitry Medvedev stated: 

“In 1991, President Gamsakhurdia of Georgia, having proclaimed the motto “Georgia for Georgians”—just think about it!—ordered attacks on the cities of Sukhumi and Tskhinvali. The result then was thousands of killed people, dozens of thousands of refugees and devastated villages. And it was Russia who at that time put an end to the eradication of the Abkhaz and Ossetian peoples” (New York Times 2008, n. p).

Back then, Russia argues, it respected the territory of Georgia by offering mediation and peacekeepers. However, following the 2008 Georgian attack it became obvious that Georgia continued to have hostile intentions and so Russia saw no other option than to intervene (ibid). As Dmitry Medvedev stated:

“This is not a war between Russia and Georgia. This is the Georgian-Ossetian conflict, which we had to interfere in to force Georgia to stop killing people whom they view as their citizens and who at the same time were the citizens of Russia. This was an operation to restore the peace” (Russia Direct 2013, n. p).

The role of Russia in the conflict hence often takes on a dual character. Because besides focusing on the oppression of Ossetians, Russia also focuses on the security of Russian peacekeepers and citizens. As Russia stated in EU’s independent fact-finding mission report (2009): “The actions taken by the Russian side…were designed to achieve but one goal—to protect the civilian population and the Russian peacekeeping contingent from the unprovoked Georgian aggression” (Volume III, 336.) The main reason for Russia’s involvement is hence framed as both a humanitarian action and self-defense (New York Times, 2008). Nevertheless, despite the initial understanding of the conflict as internal, Russia recognized South Ossetia, and so it now regards the entity as a state. Therefore, it also frames all activities with South Ossetia as state-to-state relations. (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation 2013, Art 51). This also implies that the cause of intractability should not be found in Georgia-Russia relations but in the hostile relations between the South Ossetian and Georgian state, which needs, as Dmitry Medvedev stated in a joint interview for “Russia Today” (2011): “Diplomatic efforts, negotiations, and the willingness to listen to one another—these are the necessary prerequisites for resolving these issues” (n. p). Russia therefore frames the conflict as an internal conflict, which needed external intervention in order to save lives. From this understanding, Russia intervened to separate the two sides causing the conflict to develop into an inter-state conflict (between South Ossetia and Georgia as states) and one that continues to be intractable because these two “states” are incapable of reaching a political settlement.

Moral Judgments and Steps Needed for Conflict Resolution 

When it comes to moral judgments, Russia is focusing on the wrong Georgia did in terms of oppressing the Ossetian people in the 1990s and initiating the 2008 hostilities, and the good Russia is doing by establishing the South Ossetian state and ‘separating’ the two conflicting parties (IIFFMCG 2009 337–338). Russia also validates its actions by comparing its recognition of South Ossetia with the international recognition of Kosovo. As Russian Foreign Ministry, Sergey Lavrov stated prior to the recognition of Kosovo’s independence: 

“We will, without doubt, have to take into account a declaration and recognition of Kosovo independence in connection with the situation in Abkhazia and South Ossetia” (BBC 2008, n. p). There is therefore also a tug of war over positioning, and here Russia sees itself as morally doing the same thing as ‘the West’ did in Kosovo. Another issue is also the Friendship Agreement which precepts that an attack on South Ossetia is an attack on Russia (International Crisis Group 2010, 9). This draws lines to NATO or common security and it becomes noticeable that the actions of Russia are often presented as a counter-act to, or compared with, the actions of the West. This is also visible in the creation of the integration treaty, which resembles the EU Association Agreement. 

However, although Russia seems to copy the West it nevertheless frames the EU as “foreign guardians” who are protecting a weak state (Georgia) which has chosen to suppress a minority (ibid). There is hence a conflict over how to understand the conflict and a debate over who is right and who is wrong. However, essentially Russia frames the recognition of South Ossetia as an irreversible reality (Russia Today 2011), and this is linked to the steps Russia sees as necessary for resolving the conflict. According to Russia, South Ossetian independence is the only way to reach a political settlement and so Georgia and the international community need to recognize the sovereignty of South Ossetia. As Dmitry Medvedev stated in his speech after the Russian acknowledgment of South Ossetia: “Russia calls on other states to follow its example. This is not an easy choice to make, but it represents the only possibility to save human lives” (New York Times 2008).

Russia’s Belief-System 

Russia frames the conflict as an ethnic conflict caused by Georgia’s oppression of the Ossetian minority (which could have led to a genocide) but also as an internal conflict which eventually posed a threat towards Russia and its citizens. Russia’s role in the 2008 hostilities is framed as both a state that reacted in self-defense towards the aggression against its peacekeepers, but also as a humanitarian actor who sought to save the lives of the oppressed Ossetians. The moral judgment is that Russia is right in assisting ‘the suppressed people’ and it particularly focuses on the conflict’s historical development and compares the 2008 hostilities with the 1991–1992 hostilities. Besides this, Russia compares its behavior to the Wests’ and the recognition of South Ossetia with the recognition of Kosovo and creates agreements that resemble those created by the EU. However, since Russia has recognized South Ossetia it also regards it as a state. Hence, the steps needed for a conflict resolution is for the international community to acknowledge South Ossetia, and then for Georgia and South Ossetia to engage in a constructive dialogue. This derives from an understanding that the resolution of the conflict should be based on ‘keeping the parties separated’ by borders. Russia’s understanding of the conflict and resolution is hence state-focused since it focuses on the actions of Georgia and the permanent establishment of the South Ossetian state. 

External Belief-Systems in the Georgian/
South Ossetian Conflict 

There is a difference in how the two external actors understand the conflict, its intractability, and the steps needed to resolve it. The EU understands the conflict as a secessionist conflict caused by e.g. political differences and lack of reforms, which Russia has commandeered and made intractable by assisting in separating South Ossetia from Georgia. According to the EU, reunification is possible and essential to the resolution of the conflict, but to ensure this, Russia’s influence must be limited and particularly South Ossetia needs to be reformed in order to nudge it towards Europe/Georgia. Russia however understands the conflict as an ethnic conflict and regards its intractability as a result of hostile relations between South Ossetia and Georgia. These hostile relations arose from e.g. Georgia’s previous aggressive attempts to unify the country but are also present because Georgians and South Ossetians are ethnically different. According to Russia, the solution is to keep the two conflicting sides separated by borders, to acknowledge South Ossetia as a state, and settle the dispute via state-to-state relations. There is a common understanding between the EU and Russia that Georgia initiated the 2008 hostilities. The events before and after the 2008 Georgian attack are nevertheless understood and highlighted differently with Russia focusing on ethnic tensions and the actions of Georgia, and EU focusing on territorial affiliation and the actions of Russia. In their belief-systems, the external actors are hence highlighting some of the conflict’s characteristics whilst neglecting others. 

As mentioned, actors will form biased belief-systems around a conflict because they will select and focus on information which they believe makes sense of the situation and which they think will give them a favorable strategic position. Hence, although they have knowledge of the same events, the external actors’ belief-systems are different because they, both intentionally and unintentionally, have selected different events and characteristics as their reference point for understanding. Both actors are hence, via different frames, shaping and limiting their understanding of the conflict in order to fit it into their world-view and strategic interests, which has led to a disagreement over which lens the conflict should be viewed from. Despite this, they nevertheless approach the conflict and its resolution from a state-focused perspective. The EU e.g. sees the conflict as a result of Russia’s actions, whilst Russia sees it as a result of Georgia’s actions, and the EU is trying to ensure Georgian state integrity whilst Russia is trying to ensure South Ossetian sovereignty. Besides this, they both argue for state reforms and stronger state relations, with EU seeking to nudge Georgia and South Ossetia towards EU/Europe, and Russia seeking to nudge South Ossetia towards Russia. The difference is the EU treats South Ossetia and Georgia as one state, whilst Russia treats South Ossetia and Georgia as two states. The reason for the state-focused perspective may be because the external actors are trying to make sense of the conflict by fitting it into the traditional conflict resolution approach, which focuses on state actors, rational actions and interests. Hence, although they understand the conflict differently they share the perspective that it is a product of state actions which should be resolved via a state-focused response. 

Implications for the Conflict 

As stated in the theoretical framework, intractability is amongst other reasons shaped by actors not sharing the same understanding of the conflict and so they rely on belief-systems, which continue to generate hostile interactions and mistrust. Hence, there is a need to transform the interaction between actors’ belief-systems to remove the social-psychological hindrance to a political settlement. From this perspective, it is interesting that neither the EU nor Russia is seeking to unravel and transform the disagreement between South Ossetia and Georgia. Rather the EU seeks to strengthen its own and Georgia’s belief-system that Russia is the hindrance to prosperity and that side-lining Russia is essential to reaching a political settlement. Russia on the other hand is strengthening South Ossetia’s belief-system that Georgia is the hindrance to prosperity and that South Ossetia’s independence is a pre-requisite for a political settlement. From this hence arises two reflections: 


	The external state-focused perspective may essentially complicate the conflict’s resolution. This is because it limits the external conflict resolution focus to a political settlement over mainly state integrity. This ‘state-lens’ neglects the radical disagreement between South Ossetia and Georgia and rather focuses on the actions and interests of the two states: Georgia and Russia. Furthermore, the state-focused solutions suggested by each external actor are contradictory. 



	The EU’s and Russia’s disagreement is troubling because it creates a disconnected and competitive external approach and confirms Georgia and South Ossetia’s understanding that their struggle is justified. As stated, belief-systems will become cemented over time because it confirms conflict actors that they have interpreted the situation correctly. Hence, the conflict is now largely a conflict held in place by a radical disagreement, which draws roots back to 1918 when the first hostilities arose. Although Russia was visibly present in South Ossetia since 2002, and intervened in 2008, it can be argued that this did not alter the radical disagreement between Georgia and South Ossetia. Rather it merely strengthened Georgia’s already hostile interaction with Russia and strengthened South Ossetia’s understanding that they can rely on Russia. The arrival of the EU did not change the radical disagreement either because the EU is focusing on Russia’s actions. The EU is therefore strengthening Georgia’s understanding that Russia is the problem and South Ossetia’s understanding that only Russia supports their beliefs and interests. 





Hence, the radical disagreement continues to exist, and the external disagreement is accentuating this disagreement by supporting the belief-system of either conflict actor. Essentially, the external disagreement is confirming Georgia and South Ossetia that what they have believed all along is ‘correct’ and that their current position continues to be an important survival mechanism for them and for ensuring their interests. Therefore, due to the external actors’ differing understandings and state-focused perspective, they may be contributing to the conflict’s intractability because they are neglecting the radical disagreement and instead assist in pulling the conflict’s competing belief-systems in different directions according to their own understandings and interests.
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