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In my paper, I will focus on the transitional justice mechanisms of truth finding and 
reconciliation. In recent years, there have been some fruitful attempts to transform the 
perception of past violence and enable processes of reconciliation between Georgian 
and Abkhaz stakeholders of war memorialization. The Berghof Foundation has en-
gaged in the wide-scale process of tackling these issues by taking into account differ-
ing – even contradictory – perceptions of past events on both sides of the conflict di-
vide. I will explore the predominant “conflict supporting narratives” (Bar-Tal 2014) in 
perceptions of the parties to the conflict and their common (violent) past. Subsequently, 
I will share some lessons learned and basic working principles in addressing these con-
tradictory perceptions and creating space for innovative approaches to the deadlock of 
competing narratives in the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict setting. 1 
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introduction
In 2009, Magdalena Frichova conducted a study on the applicability of transitional 
justice mechanisms to Georgia’s conflicts. She concluded rather vaguely: 

“In practical terms, using transitional justice here would be fraught with chal-
lenges. Transitional justice approaches would have to be introduced slowly, with 
carefully managed expectations in terms of acceptance and impact. The capac-
ity of political actors and communities to maintain the procedural integrity re-
quired for a transitional justice process is limited.”  (Frichova 2009, 24)

Today, eight years later, neither the Georgian Civil War nor the Georgian-Abkhaz or 
Georgian-South Ossetian Wars have been systematically assessed, their heritage has 

1 This paper was presented at the ECPR general conference in Prague, in September 2016. 
The original text has only been slightly adjusted. I want to thank Ingra Schellenberg for her 
critical remarks and language correction on the original draft.
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During Soviet times, ethnic tensions repeatedly arose, but were effectively sup-
pressed. 3 The Georgian-Abkhaz War in 1992  –1993 was a consequence of the disin-
tegration and clash of the Soviet Empire. In 1991, Georgia became an independent 
state. The first few years of Georgian independence were accompanied by massive 
nationalist euphoria in the Georgian population and civil war under the presidency of 
former dissident Zviad Gamsakhurdia. At the same time, drawing on experiences of 
oppression, the Abkhaz nationalist movement started to push for more political 
power and independence in a federalist state, initially as part of the Georgian terri-
tory. State institutions were weak, and this confrontation led to repeated violent 
clashes in 1989. After Abkhaz independence had been declared, these clashes were 
followed by outright war, which lasted from August 1992 to September 1993. In ad-
dition to about 10,000 war dead on both sides, about 250,000 ethnic Georgians were 
displaced. To date, only between 40,000 and 50,000 of them have been unofficially 
allowed to return (Fischer 2016, 50). Most of them live in the Gal/i region, but are 
denied passports by the Abkhaz government, which fears for its political power. Ab-
khazia is currently acknowledged as a state only by Russia and few minor states. 4

the berghof history dialogue process
The Berghof Foundation has been working in the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict setting 
since 1997. In our engagement as an organization, we began by co-facilitating the 
“Schlaining Process”, bringing together state and administration officials from Geor-
gian and de-facto autorities. In 2006, we started to conduct dialogue study travels 
for young professionals, and in 2012, we began our trilateral work on history, memo-
ry and identity that we still pursue today. This recent work can of course be seen as 
a transitional justice mechanism, and I would like to explain how it came about.

In 2012, a new Georgian government was about to be elected. After the aggressive 
nationalist line that the previous government had been following, the political space 
for dialogue work had begun to widen. The Berghof Foundation had previously 
worked with and trained a pool of young people in dialogue meetings, the “Young 
Facilitators Group”, who were ready to engage in their societies. Simultaneously, dur-
ing these dialogue meetings, participants and facilitators experienced a subtle, yet 
significant, challenge. On a superficial level, good contact between the conflict sides 
could be made, but the development of deeper trust did not happen. One obstacle 
was a reluctance in discussion to tackle those war-related events that had most sig-
nificantly influenced the families of the young people gathered at the meeting.  
Another obstacle was the significant pressure on Abkhaz youth from within their 

3  For a comprehensive overview of Georgian-Abkhaz relations in history, see: Auch 2004.

4 Venezuela, Nicaragua and Nauru.

yet to be fully explored, and many taboos and “blank spots” remain in the official 
discourses of all three societies. While certain features of transitional justice mecha-
nisms can be seen in Georgia, currently these are single initiatives that do not add up 
to a full-fledged system of transitional justice. 2

In this paper, I will not provide a complete map of the current transitional justice 
mechanisms in Georgia. Instead, I will introduce you to some of the observations and 
insights made by the Berghof Foundation Caucasus Programme in its efforts build up 
and maintain a network of young people and war witnesses in Abkhazia, South Os-
setia and Georgia. These programme participants exchange and discuss war memo-
ries and experiences across conflict lines in an activity we call “History Dialogue”.

In this context, I want to concentrate on the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict setting. There 
are two reasons for this. First, as many of you will know, the space for civil society 
activities in South Ossetia has narrowed significantly in recent years. It is therefore 
much riskier for our partners in the region to be associated with our project, and the 
results of our work must be kept confidential. Second, the war in 2008 left wounds so 
deep in South Ossetian society that it is still very difficult to address the events 
linked to the conflict. In Abkhazia, the war ended over 20 years ago, meaning that 
today, even though the legacy of war is ever-present, people have had time to re-
cover, thereby making it easier to discuss the violence of the past.

In the beginning of this paper, I will provide some insight into the history of the con-
flict and of the Berghof Foundation’s work in the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict setting. 
As a second step, I will focus on the history and main features of the war narratives 
that are common today in Georgia and Abkhazia. Afterwards, I will present some 
practical experiences of using these discourses in workshops and on a television talk 
show in the region. Finally, I will offer some conclusions and provide some perspec-
tives on further work.

historical background
To begin, let me provide you with some key information on the history of the Geor-
gian-Abkhaz conflict. Its roots date back to the nineteenth century when the inte-
gration of the Caucasus into the Russian Empire caused about 500,000 Abkhaz to 
leave Abkhazia. Over the following decades, and also during the Soviet period, Geor-
gians and other nationalities settled in Abkhazia. In 1989, only 17 percent of the 
population was ethnic Abkhaz, while 47 percent was Georgian (Fischer 2016, 47-49). 

2  In its newest report, ICTJ suggests a whole range of measures including National Dialogue 
on the Past and the Future, see: Varney 2017.
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emotions in response, without the risk of harming those speakers or their broader 
communities. Once scepticism, anger, disappointment or other negative and critical 
responses have been articulated, other feelings and thoughts can usually be per-
ceived and the space widens for more open and genuine discussion.

People meet face-to-face only after they have heard and discussed their own and the 
other sides’ narratives. Only a small group of project participants actually meet the 
other side directly. The main work is conducted locally by insider facilitators of indirect  
dialogue from our team. Since the first project, we have established a network of 
young people and war witnesses in Abkhazia, Georgia and South Ossetia, who work 
together and exchange their experiences. Our work is covered by local media in Georgia  
and Abkhazia. In addition, we have developed the television show “Biographical Salon” 
in Abkhazia, and the radio show “Cross-point” in Georgia, in which interview sequences  
are discussed. “Biographical Salon” also includes a physical space that serves as a meet-
ing centre that we operate in Abkhazia, together with our local partners. During work-
shops and evening meetings where witnesses of the war share their experiences, people 
are encouraged to speak about their own memories and exchange their views of the 
past. In 2017, the Berghof Foundation will started cooperating with the Georgian Min-
istry of Youth and Sports. Since then, with support of the ministry, additional work-
shops and discussion rounds on war experiences will be conducted in Georgia proper.

Today, the Georgian and Abkhaz communities are isolated from one another. This 
isolation has had, among other things, a huge influence on the contradictory percep-
tions of conflict history on both sides. Since contact between the Georgian and Abk-
haz populations is sparse and informal, myths and idealization of own side’s behav-
iour are common, along with the demonization of the other side. Events and stories 
that do not fit into one’s own perceptions can easily be displaced, even though those 
events and stories may be of great importance to the other side. These opposing nar-
ratives set the foundation for current personal and political challenges and must be 
the subject of any efforts to engage in a history dialogue across the lines of conflict. 
Consequently, I investigate them more thoroughly in the following section.

conflict-supporting narratives on both sides
Differences in Georgian and Abkhaz perceptions of their shared violent past go back 
far, preceding even the escalation of the conflict in the late 1980s. Georgian and Ab-
khaz nationalist movements developed under different circumstances. To under-
stand their origins, one has to take into account relations between the Georgian and 
Abkhaz communities during the Soviet period. In 1921, both Georgia and Abkhazia 
were subsumed as part of the Soviet Union.

society, especially from victims’ organizations, who would criticize young people for 
their readiness to meet and engage with people representing the Georgian side.

To further develop our work, we identified the following aims:

•   Deepen dialogue within the societies and spread more information about both 
sides’ views and experiences.

•   Win over war victims as dialogue supporters.

•   Deepen the dialogue between conflict sides.

•   Enhance the awareness and acknowledgement of atrocities and trauma on all sides.

In response, the Berghof Caucasus Programme developed a new dialogue process 
designed especially to tackle the difficult topic of war history and enhance intergen-
erational discussion in this field. Target groups and key actors were young adults, as 
well as war witnesses. The main features of this dialogue process have remained the 
same since it was implemented in 2012. The process works on four levels that are 
conducted simultaneously:

1.  Young people in all three regions interview their elder peers, recording their en-
tire biography.

2.  Young and old listen to interesting excerpts from the interviews together – we 
call them episodes – and discuss them together in workshops.

 3.  Interview episodes are exchanged across the conflict line, so the voices of the 
“other side” are also heard and discussed in workshops.

4.  Twice a year, young people and war witnesses from all three sides meet in Yere-
van to discuss interview episodes from all three sides.

A central feature of this peacebuilding process is that the main work is conducted 
not in direct encounters between representatives of the three sides, but rather indi-
rectly, during the internal workshops within each of the three regions. This method 
of discussing one’s own narrative (and the other sides’ narratives) through inter-
views, without the actual representatives of those other sides being present, is what 
we call “indirect dialogue”. In our experience, it creates the space for listening, com-
menting on and discussing the other sides’ memories and views, while simultane-
ously reflecting on how the conflict is treated in one’s own society. In indirect dia-
logue, the audience can hear voices from the other sides, even though the speakers 
themselves are absent. This means that there is space to express freely all kinds of 
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Georgian Narrative Abkhaz Narrative

Before the war, Abkhaz and Georgians 
lived in harmony.

Before the war, Abkhaz were discrimi-
nated against by Georgians.

The conflict was set up by the Rus-
sians. If anyone should take responsi-
bility, it must be shared equally be-
tween Georgians and Abkhaz.

Georgian nationalism was responsible 
for escalation of the conflict.

Civil War “Abkhaz Fatherland War”

The war was fought mainly by Russian 
and North Caucasian fighters.

The Abkhaz soldiers were heroic defen- 
ders of the Fatherland.

Abkhazia was “taken away” by the 
Russians.

The Georgians were foreign occupiers.

Georgian and Abkhaz peoples are 
linked by familial and emotional ties 
that were not severed by the war. Ab-
khaz people are brothers and friends.

Since the war, Abkhaz and Georgians 
cannot live together. Positive neigh-
bourhood relations depend on the 
recognition of Abkhaz statehood.

As can easily be seen, these narratives are contradictory in various ways. Moreover, 
both versions can be identified as “conflict supporting narratives”, as described by 
Israeli researcher Daniel Bar-Tal (2014a; 2014b). As I will elaborate, in the Georgian 
Abkhaz context, I see three qualities that have been named by Bar-Tal:

1.  They justify the violence and destruction committed by the group’s own members.

In the Georgian version, violence is justified because Georgians needed to defend 
what they perceive as Georgian territory against Russian invaders. In the Abkhaz 
case, the Abkhaz population had been suffering from Georgian nationalism and big-
otry, so when the Georgians invaded, they needed to fight back.

2. They enable the maintenance of positive personal and collective identities.

Abkhazia was initially a Soviet Republic, but became integrated into the Georgian 
Soviet Republic in 1931. After this event, the political efforts pushing for an Abkhaz 
ethnic and cultural identity were set against the backdrop of Georgian efforts to-
ward self-determination, within the framework of the Georgian Soviet Republic. The 
Abkhaz, as a minority in the Georgian Soviet Republic, relied on the support of Soviet 
state institutions in Moscow to widen and reinforce their minority rights (Fischer 
2016, 47). At the same time, the Georgian nationalist movement was ultimately a 
dissident movement, directed against Soviet (and implicitly Russian) domination. It 
must be noted that the Georgian nationalist movement was in essence anti-Soviet, 
while the Abkhaz nationalist movement was pro-Soviet. These general historical alli-
ances continue to impact how the history of the Georgian-Abkhaz War is perceived 
today. After Georgian independence was achieved, nationalistic Georgian narratives 
were disseminated. 5 These discourses also contributed to the deterioration of Geor-
gian-Abkhaz relations. 

Mutual development influences how the war is perceived in Georgia and Abkhazia 
today. In Georgia, the common community discourse(s) sees the war in Abkhazia as 
a civil war that was set up by the Russians. In Georgian memory, Abkhaz and Geor-
gians used to live peacefully together before and during Soviet times. Mainly Russian 
and North Caucasian fighters are remembered as military actors. Members of the 
Abkhaz community are seen as “brothers” and “friends”. From the Georgian perspec-
tive, these ties were not destroyed by the war. Instead, Abkhazia has been “taken 
away” and is today “occupied” by the Russians.

The common Abkhaz narrative represents an entirely different worldview in which 
many individuals remember being discriminated against by Georgians during Soviet 
times. From this perspective, Georgian nationalism was the reason for the violent 
escalation that the Georgians consider to be the Russian-driven civil war. Today, the 
war is called the “Abkhaz Fatherland War”; it was fought by Abkhaz soldiers (and civil-
ians) against Georgian invaders, and won by heroic Abkhaz defenders. In the Russian 
cultural context, the first “Fatherland War” was the war against Napoleon, and the 
war against Nazi Germany is called the “Great Fatherland War”. The term “Abkhaz 
Fatherland War” therefore suggests the defence against an external power. In Abkha-
zia, the war destroyed trust in the Georgians and good neighbourhood relations can 
only be imagined under the hypothetical pretext that Georgia acknowledges Abkha-
zia as an independent state.

5 Nino Chikovani describes them as “essentialist”, ethnocentric, exclusivist and politicized 
with no space for ethnic diversity (Chikovani 2013, 81-83).
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The goal is not to entirely change each side’s narrative. It would, however, be a 
positive result if the participants in indirect dialogue could see some aspects of 
the other side’s experiences and include them in their own perceptions. Therefore, 
using the Berghof History Dialogue approach we have consciously decided not to 
work with official history narratives themselves, but with individual memories. Stef 
Jansen has described how official narratives and individual memories are linked in 
the case of the Serbs and Bosnians, which I believe similarly applies to the Geor-
gian-Abkhaz context:

“[...] individuals engage actively with official histories they encounter, incorporat-
ing some elements in their personal narratives, while ignoring others. […] peo-
ple’s engagement with such discourses depends not only on their nationality, but 
also, among other things, on their personal experiences during the war and on 
their current circumstances.”  (Jansen 2007, 207)

For working in the field of history dialogue, this means that individual narratives 
reveal the essence of national discourses. At the same time, they are refracted by 
an individual’s experiences. Moreover, in biographical narratives, it is often possi-
ble to understand how a person has come to hold a certain view, and also how 
those views have changed over a lifetime. In this regard, they are more flexible than 
official narratives and show potential for individual change to take place. To illus-
trate and deepen these reflections, I will provide some examples taken from our 
work.

practical examples
The first example I want to introduce is from an interview with a Georgian ex-com-
batant who used to live in Abkhazia. 7 During the interview, he repeatedly mentions 
his “Abkhaz brothers”. He states: 

“An excellent military leader from monarchical times once said, that those who 
cannot love, cannot fight. You cannot fight without love. The ones who are capa-
ble of loving – they fight. Luckily this is true. And we – I – say what happened in 
Abkhazia, we know ourselves, anyway, there is one advantage we both have, both 
of us are capable of loving.”

7 The interview quotations in this paper refer to the Berghof Caucasus Program internal 
interview archive, the quotations have been taken from interview episodes, marked by the 
number of the interview and minutes in the original audiofile.

The Georgian friendship narrative completely ignores the damage caused to Geor-
gian-Abkhaz relations as a result of the violence of war and Georgian bigotry that 
preceded the war. Representing themselves as friends and brothers of the Abkhaz 
people helps the Georgians to project a positive image of their own side. All violence 
is externalized. In the Abkhaz case, the violence is not concealed, but integrated into 
their heroic self-perception. Building on the Soviet myth of the “Great Fatherland 
War”, the war is symbolically charged and all doubts concerning one’s own side’s 
failure or faults are extinguished.

3.  They help each group to position itself as a victim when presenting itself to an 
international audience.

The Georgian narrative, by concealing pre-war interethnic problems and the role 
played by Georgian nationalism during the escalation phase, shows the Georgians as 
victims of Russian expansion. This perception, of course, has recently been enhanced 
in the international community by Russia’s hybrid war in Ukraine. The Abkhaz narra-
tive also fails to recognize its own nationalism as the motive behind escalation. The 
motive for the Abkhaz Fatherland War characterizes the Georgians – in the role of the 
“fascists” – as the sole aggressor. This perception certainly appeals to the Abkhaz, as 
well as the Russian, public, who are Abkhazia’s only significant international allies.

In juxtaposing these two positions, it becomes clear that each side displaces pre-
cisely those aspects of past events that are crucial for the other side. 6 While deliv-
ering understandable and convenient explanations to the parties to and allies in a 
conflict, these conceptions become impediments to constructive dialogue in 
cross-conflict communication (Bar-Tal 2014b, 666). It must be kept in mind that 
these basic assumptions and views are adopted by wide segments of the popula-
tion and are not usually questioned or even perceived as interpretations. Also, in 
the Georgian-Abkhaz context, the other side’s views are not generally widely 
known. To set up and facilitate a dialogue on these issues, three elements are 
therefore crucial:

1.  To raise awareness of one’s own discourses and interpretations of war history.

2.  To raise awareness of events and aspects central to the other side’s view.

3.  To show that on each side there are people who reflect critically on their own 
assumptions and stereotypes.

6 I have developed this idea in my article „Erinnerung, Geschichtsbilder und zivile Konflikt-
bearbeitung – Ein Erfahrungsbericht zur Anwendung theoretischer Konzepte in der 
friedenspädagogischen Praxis“, Zemskov-Züge 2012.
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for the Abkhaz, he simultaneously robs the Georgian side of the possibility of receiv-
ing that which is most desired: a self-critical, voluntary sharing of responsibility on 
the part of the Abkhaz people.

There is also an additional element to insisting on speaking for both sides: it evokes 
the impression that the respondent is grappling with his own fear that relations have 
broken down between Georgians and Abkhaz permanently. He says: 

“We are both indispensably guilty in having shot each other and having had a 
fight (undec.); but, however softly you speak, there was a war between us. It was 
not a fatherland war, it was civil war. Now that’s the right way to put it – a civil 
war between brothers.”  (Interview G109, 25.17-31.28) 

Therefore, he argues that all medals earned in the war should be thrown away – on both 
sides. Such demands, of course, are contrary to the heroic Abkhaz discourse, where  
medals play a crucial role. This manner of speaking suggests the unification of both sides.

Using this interview in workshops in Abkhazia triggers different discussions (de-
pending on the group). A trainer who discussed this interview in a group with ethnic 
Abkhaz wrote in her report: 

“The interview evoked turbulent emotions with nearly everybody. Especially when 
he says that all medals must be thrown away. Also the expression ‘there was no 
fatherland war, it was a civil war’, because that means that there is no Abkhazia 
at all, that we are all citizens of only one country – Georgia. […] If that’s true, 
then what did Abkhazia’s sons die for? He must answer that question.”  10 

This reaction shows that the overbearing unifying effort is perceived clearly by the 
Abkhaz listeners.

In such a group, the goal of this discussion would be to challenge one’s own estab-
lished discourses. The trainer can facilitate a discussion about the meaning of medals 
in Abkhaz society, but also ask what might be the reasons for a Georgian ex-combat-
ant to reject their medals. Interestingly, the argument about violence and love as a 
justification for the war evoked no protest. It does not contradict the Abkhaz narra-
tive, in which the soldiers defended their country for love of their homeland. This 

10� ʗː˕ˈ˓˅˟ˡ�ʔǤ�˅˞ˊ˅˃ˎ˃�˅�ˆ˓˖˒˒ˈ�˄˖˓ː˞ˈ�ˠˏˑ˙ˋˋ�˒ˑ˚˕ˋ�˖�˅˔ˈ˘Ǥ�ʝ˔ˑ˄ˈːːˑ�ˍˑˆˇ˃�ˑː�ˆˑ˅ˑ˓ˋ˕ǡ�˚˕ˑ�
ː˖ˉːˑ�˅˞ˍˋː˖˕˟�˅˔ˈ�ˑ˓ˇˈː˃ǡ�ˈ˔ˎˋ�ˑːˋ�ˈ˜ˈ�˅ˋ˔ˢ˕�ː˃�ˆ˓˖ˇˋǤ�ʏ�˕˃ˉˈ�˄ˑˎˈˊːˈːːˑ�˄˞ˎˑ�˅ˑ˔˒˓ˋ-
ːˢ˕ˑ�˅˞˓˃ˉˈːˋˈ�ǲʜˈ�˄˞ˎˑ�ːˋˍ˃ˍˑˌ�ʝ˕ˈ˚ˈ˔˕˅ˈːːˑˌ�˅ˑˌː˞ǡ�ˠ˕˃�˄˞ˎ˃�ˆ˓˃ˉˇ˃ː˔ˍ˃ˢ�˅ˑˌː˃ǳ�ʡǤ�
ˈ� ˒ˑˎ˖˚˃ˈ˕˔ˢǡ� ˚˕ˑ� ːˈ˕� ːˋˍ˃ˍˑˌ�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˋǡ� ˏ˞� ˅˔ˈ� ˆ˓˃ˉˇ˃ːˈ� ˑˇːˑˌ� ˎˋ˛˟� ˔˕˓˃ː˞� Ǧ� ʒ˓ ˖ˊˋˢǤ�
ʠ˕ˑˎ˟ˍˑ�˅˓ˈˏˈːˋ�˒˓ˑ˛ˎˑ�ˍ˃ˍ�ˑː�ˏˑˆǡ�ˈ˔ˎˋ�ˑː�ˆ˓˃ˏˑ˕ː˞ˌ�˚ˈˎˑ˅ˈˍ�˕˃ˍ�ˏ˞˔ˎˋ˕˟Ǥ�ʖ˃�˚˕ˑ�˒ˑ-
ˆˋ˄ˎˋ�˔˞ːˑ˅˟ˢ�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˋǤ�ʞ˖˔˕˟�ˑː�˕ˑˆˇ˃�ˇ˃˔˕�ˑ˕˅ˈ˕�ː˃�ˠ˕ˑ˕�˅ˑ˒˓ˑ˔Ǥ

He finishes this line of thought, saying that in the end it became clear that both sides 
were “stupid” and had been caused to clash by a “villain” (Interview G109, 11.00-13.59). 8 
The respondent’s account is remarkable for several reasons. First and foremost, he re-
jects the violence of the war. Instead of saying, we have lost, but we will come back, he 
says that it was wrong to fight. This must be underlined, because not long ago, under 
the presidency of Mikheil Saakashvili, aggressive rhetoric, including the phase “What’s 
lost by war can be won by war”, was widespread in Georgian society. In this interview, 
however, the main basis for the dialogue is fulfilled: refrain from violence.

Yet, at the same time, the interview does not condemn violence in principle, but 
conceals it as an act of love, therefore justifying it to a certain extent. Interestingly, 
the respondent justifies it on both the Abkhaz and the Georgian sides. He does not 
distinguish between the Abkhaz and the Georgian sides, but speaks mainly about 
“us”. Even after the interviewer interjects, asking him to formulate the lessons 
learned from the war on the Georgian side, he explicitly refuses. It seems to be un-
bearable for him to admit his (or his people’s) own wrongdoing or even express re-
gret, without including the other side. In constructing his narrative like this, he un-
derlines his own conviction that the war has not separated the sides. He ends this 
sequence with the evaluation: “and now, if we want it or not, if we say it, or not, deep 
in our souls, in our hearts, we despise ourselves.” (Interview G109, 11.00-13.59) 9

This is a widespread feature in the Georgian narrative about the war, but it ultimate-
ly supports the conflict. While critically reflecting on Georgian failures, the respond-
ent includes the Abkhaz side, stating that they have the same reasons to express 
regret. Thus, he basically occupies the space of the other side’s regret by making it 
virtually impossible for the other side to formulate its own shortcomings for itself. 
This discourse constructs a setting in which the Abkhaz people are not seen as an 
independent party to the conflict. Paradoxically, by insisting on formulating regrets 

8 �ˈːˢ�˔�ˇˈ˕˔˕˅˃�˖˚ˋˎˋ�ˎˡ˄ˋ˕˟�˓ˑˇˋː˖ǡ�ˋ�ːˈ�˕ˑˎ˟ˍˑ�ˎˡ˄ˋ˕˟�Ȃ�˖ˏˈ˕˟�ˎˡ˄ˋ˕˟�˓ˑˇˋː˖Ǥ�ʚˡ˄ˋ˕˟�
˕˃ˍ�Ȃ�ːˈˎ˟ˊˢǤ�ʚˡ˄ˑ˅˟�˔˃ˏ˃�˒ˑ�˔ˈ˄ˈ�ːˈ�ˑˇːˑ�˚˖˅˔˕˅ˑǡ�˃�˔ˑ˚ˈ˕˃ːˋˈ�ˇ˅˖˘Ǥ�ʠ˃ˏ˃�˒ˑ�˔ˈ˄ˈ�ˎˡ˄ˑ˅˟�
ˋ�ˑ˕˅˃ˆ˃Ǥ�ʔ˔ˎˋ�ˋ�ˢ�ˍˑˏ˖�˕ˑ� ˆˑ˅ˑ˓ˡ�˚˕ˑ�ˎˡ˄ˎˡ�ˋ�ːˋ˚ˈˏ�ːˈ�ˏˑˆ˖�˒ˑˉˈ˓˕˅ˑ˅˃˕˟ǡ�˓˃ˇˋ�ˠ˕ˑˌ�
ˎˡ˄˅ˋǡ�ˠ˕ˑ�ːˋ�˚˖˅˔˕˅ˑ�˕ˑˆˇ˃Ǥ�ʬ˕ˑ�˒˓ˑ˔˕ˑ�ˍ˓˃˔ˋ˅˃ˢ�ˍ˃˓˕ˋː˃�˒ˈ˓ˈˇ�ˏˑˋˏˋ�ˆˎ˃ˊ˃ˏˋǡ�ː˃˔ˏˑ-
˕˓ˈˎ˔ˢ�ˋ�˖˛ˈˎǤ�ʏ�ˊ˃�ˎˡ˄ˑ˅˟�ː˃ˇˑ�˄ˑ˓ˑ˕˟˔ˢǤ�ʓ˃ˉˈ�ˑˇˋː�ˋˊ�˅˞ˇ˃ˡ˜ˋ˘˔ˢ�˒ˑˎˍˑ˅ˑˇ˙ˈ˅�˅�ˏˑ-
ː˃˓˘ˋ˚ˈ˔ˍˋˈ�ˆˑˇ˞ǡ�ˆˑ˅ˑ˓ˋˎǡ�˚˕ˑ�ˍ˕ˑ�ːˈ�˖ˏˈˈ˕�ˎˡ˄ˋ˕˟ǡ�ːˈ�˖ˏˈˈ˕�˅ˑˈ˅˃˕˟Ǥ�ʜˈ�˔ˏˑˉˈ˕�˅ˑˈ˅˃˕˟�
˄ˈˊ�ˎˡ˄˅ˋǤ�ʑˑˡˈ˕�˕ˑ˕ǡ�ˍ˕ˑ�˖ˏˈˈ˕�ˎˡ˄ˋ˕˟�˃�ˠ˕ˑ�Ȃ�ˍ�˔˚˃˔˕˟ˡ�ˠ˕ˑ�˕˃ˍǤ�ʗ�ˏ˞�˅ˑ˕ǡ�ˢ�ˆˑ˅ˑ˓ˡ�˅�ʏ˄-
˘˃ˊˋˋ�˚˕ˑ�˒˓ˑˋˊˑ˛ˎˑ�ˏ˞�˔˃ˏˋ�ˊː˃ˈˏǡ�ˊː˃˚ˋ˕ǡ�ˑˇˋː�˒ˎˡ˔ǡ�˅˔ˈ�˕˃ˍˋǡ�˖�ː˃˔ǡ�˖�ˑ˄ˑˋ˘�ˈ˔˕˟ǡ�ˏ˞�
ˑ˄˃�˖ˏˈˈˏ�ˎˡ˄ˋ˕˟Ǥ�ȋ˔ˏˈˈ˕˔ˢȌ�ˋ�ː˃˚˃ˎˋ�˅ˑˈ˅˃˕˟�ˍ�˔ˑˉ˃ˎˈːˋˡǤ�ʓˑˍ˃ˊ˞˅˃˕˟ǡ�ˍ˕ˑ�˄ˑˎ˟˛ˈ�˖ˏˈ-
ˈ Ǥ̞�ʗ�ˇˑˍ˃ˊ˃ˎˋǡ�˚˕ˑ�ːˋˍ˕ˑ�ːˋ˚ˈˆˑ�ːˈ�˖ˏˈˈ Ǥ̞� ȏǥȐ�ˏ˞�ˑ˄˃�ˇ˖˓˃ˍˋ�ˋ�ˍ˃ˍˑˌ�˕ˑ�ˊˎˑˇˈˌ�ː˃˔�Ȃ�ˊ˃�
ˍ˓ˡ˚ˑˍ�ˋ�˒ˑ˔˔ˑ˓ˋˎ�ˏˈˉˇ˖�˔ˑ˄ˑˌǤ

9 ʗ�˕ˈ˒ˈ˓˟ǡ�˘ˑ˕ˋˏ�ˋˎˋ�ːˈ�˘ˑ˕ˋˏǡ�˅˞˓˃ˉ˃ˈˏ�ˠ˕ˑ�ˋˎˋ�ːˈ�˅˞˓˃ˉ˃ˈˏǡ�˅�ˆˎ˖˄ˋːˈ�ˇ˖˛ˋǡ�˅�˔ˈ˓ˇ˙ˈǡ�
ˏ˞�ˑ˄˃�˒˓ˈˊˋ˓˃ˈˏ�˔ˈ˄ˢǤ
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In such a group setting, focusing the group’s attention on the respondent’s manner 
of subsuming both Abkhaz and Georgian people under the “we” umbrella is the train-
er’s goal. If there are ethnic Abkhaz and ethnic Georgians in the room, it would be 
interesting to ask them about the feelings that the account evokes. Thus, it could be 
shown that regret can be formulated solely on one’s own account (not on behalf of 
others), and only on a voluntary basis. The interview and workshop settings are suit-
able forums for reflecting on and discussing these issues. It is here, in direct contact 
with the group and the facilitator, while listening to the interview excerpt, that pro-
cesses of recapitulation and integration of the other side’s experiences into one’s 
own perceptions can occur. The direct presence of representatives of the other side, 
in trialogue meetings or in an internal Abkhaz dialogue between ethnic Abkhaz and 
ethnic Georgians living in Abkhazia, reinforces this effect.

constraints
In our process, however, we have still another level that needs to be served: this is the 
level of broader public discussion. To achieve sustainable change and raise awareness of 
conflict-supporting mechanisms in public discourses, it is important that reflection and 
reconsideration take place not only in a closed room, but are also shared publicly. Ad-
ditionally, for our work to be accepted politically, we cannot be perceived as a closed 
group – instead, our work must be transparent and understood by the wider public. 
Moreover, one of the goals of our process is that controversial and new thoughts and 
reflections are made publicly available. Obviously, this is more prone to constraints than 
the workshop setting. As Foucault notes, in every society, discourses are canalized, con-
trolled and selected in order to control their forces and dangers (Foucault 2003, 11).

In our process, the line along which we experience these control mechanisms most 
acutely is the line between interviews and public statements made in the radio or 
television programmes. This is true for each of the participating societies. To illus-
trate this point, I want to quote an Abkhaz ex-combatant who, during the biographi-
cal interview, states in a somewhat ironic tone: 

“Well, that’s what happened, I finished the war, a shame that I didn’t maraud. 
Thank God they gave me no medals. That means I fought badly. There are many 
things that happen in war. You know, honestly speaking, you can get away, like 
born again, I mean regenerated, and you can die. I mean die and stay alive at the 
same time; that means you are not the same, as a person.”  12  (A032, 10.50-21.58)

12 ǲȏǥȐ�ː˖� ˕˃ˍ� ˔ˎˑˉˋˎˑ˔˟�ˋ�˅˔˩ǡ�ˑ˕˅ˑˈ˅˃ˎ˔ˢǡ�ˉ˃ˎ˟ǡ�˚˕ˑ�ːˈ� ˔ˏˑ˓ˑˇ˩˓ˋˎǤ�ʠˎ˃˅˃�ʐˑˆ˖ǡ�ːˋˍ˃ˍˋ˘�
ˏˈˇ˃ˎˈˌ�ːˈ�ˇ˃ˎˋǡ�ˊː˃˚ˋ˕�˒ˎˑ˘ˑ�˅ˑˈ˅˃ˎǤ�ʝ˚ˈː˟�ˏːˑˆˑ�˕˃ˏ�˔ˑ˄˞˕ˋˌ�ː˃�˅ˑˌːˈǡ�˅ˑ˕�˅˞�ˊː˃ˈ˕ˈ�
ˍ˃ˍǡ�˚ˈ˔˕ːˑ�ˆˑ˅ˑ˓ˢǡ�˔�˅ˑˌː˞�ˏˑˉːˑ�˖ˌ˕ˋ�ˊ˃ːˑ˅ˑ�˓ˑˇˋ˅˛ˋ˔˟ǡ�ː˖� Ǥ̞ˈǤ�˒ˈ˓ˈ˓ˑˇˋ˕˟˔ˢǡ�ˏˑˉˈ˛˟�
˖ˏˈ˓ˈ˕˟ǡ�ː˖� Ǥ̞ˈǤ�ˍ˃ˍ�˖ˏˈ˓ˈ˕˟ǡ�˒˓ˋ�ˠ˕ˑˏ�˕˞�ˉˋ˅ˑˌǡ�ːˑ�ˍ˃ˍ�˚ˈˎˑ˅ˈˍǡ� Ǥ̞ˈǤ�˕˞�ːˈ�˕ˑ˕ǳǤ

construction, of course, conceals the fact that in Abkhazia, in many cases, neigh-
bours who had previously lived alongside one another on the land they loved ended 
up fighting against one another. So, paradoxically, this “love of the land narrative” 
leaves no space for discussing nationalism, where it is assumed that if your neigh-
bour belongs to another ethnic group, he or she loves the land less, or has less of a 
right to live there than you do.

The same interview was used in a workshop in an Abkhaz area where many Georgians 
live, as well as Mingrelians, who associate themselves with the Georgians. As the 
trainer reports: 

“Some in the group fully agreed with the respondent. They held the view that it 
was a civil war that happened in Abkhazia, and not a fatherland war. Some 
agreed on several points; for example, on the necessity of friendship and mutual 
understanding, even between those who stood face-to-face with weapons 
drawn. The younger participants believe that there was a fatherland war, but the 
respondent can hold a different view. […] At the same time, the question was 
raised about the citizenship of Georgians in Abkhazia. It was said that they do 
not have passports. “Who are we without passports and citizenship?” they 
asked.”  11

This discussion demonstrates a much more diverse group response. Interestingly, 
this group was able to value the fact that the respondent underlined the need to 
refrain from violence. Also, the links between historical policies, national policies and 
ethnic affiliation played a bigger, more definite role in the discussion. While the 
younger participants have already adopted the Abkhaz narrative of the fatherland 
war, the older generation seems to cling more to the Georgian perspective. Since the 
Georgian minority is denied citizens’ rights in Abkhazia, they have more reason to 
see themselves as Georgian citizens, because they carry Georgian passports. This af-
filiation, of course, directly affects their views on conflict history.

11� ʐ˞ˎˋ�˅�ˆ˓˖˒˒ˈǡ�ˍˑ˕ˑ˓˞ˈ�˄˞ˎˋ�˔ˑˆˎ˃˔ː˞�˔�˓ˈ˔˒ˑːˇˈː˕ˑˏ�˒ˑˎːˑ˔˕˟ˡǤ�ʝːˋ�˄˞ˎˋ�˔ˑˆˎ˃˔ː˞�˔�
˕ˈˏǡ�˚˕ˑ�˅�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˋ�˄˞ˎ˃�ˆ˓˃ˉˇ˃ː˔ˍ˃ˢ�˅ˑˌː˃ǡ�ːˈ�˄˞ˎˑ�ˑ˕ˈ˚ˈ˔˕˅ˈːːˑˌ�˅ˑˌː˞ǡ�˄˞ˎˋ�ˋ�˕˃ˍˋˈǡ�
ˍˑ˕ˑ˓˞ˈ�ɛɵˎˋ�˔ˑˆˎ˃˔ː˞�˚˃˔˕ˋ˚ːˑ�˅�ːˈˍˑ˕ˑ˓˞˘�ˏˑˏˈː˕˃˘�ǡ�ː˃˒˓ˋˏˈ˓ǡ�ˍ˃ˍ�ˑ�ːˈˑ˄˘ˑˇˋˏˑ˔˕ˋ�
ˇ˓˖ˉ˄˞�ˋ�˅ˊ˃ˋˏˑ˒ˑːˋˏ˃ːˋˢ�ˇ˃ˉˈ�˔˓ˈˇˋ�˕ˈ˘ǡ�ˍ˕ˑ�˔˕ˑˢˎ�˔�ˑ˓˖ˉˋˈˏ�ˇ˓˖ˆ�˒˓ˑ˕ˋ˅�ˇ˓˖ˆ˃Ǥ�ʐˑ-
ˎˈˈ�ˏˑˎˑˇˑˈ�˒ˑˍˑˎˈːˋˈ�˔˚ˋ˕˃ˈ˕�˅˔ˈ�˕˃ˍˋǡ�˚˕ˑ�˅�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˋ�˄˞ˎ˃�ʝ˕ˈ˚ˈ˔˕˅ˈːː˃ˢ�˅ˑˌː˃ǡ�˃�˓ˈ-
˔˒ˑːˇˈː˕�ˋˏˈˈ˕�˒˓˃˅ˑ�ˆˑ˅ˑ˓ˋ˕˟�ˍ˃ˍ�ˑː�ˇ˖ˏ˃ˈ˕ǡ�ˠ˕ˑ�ˈˆˑ�˒˓˃˅ˑǤ�ʑˑˊˏˑˉːˑ�˓ˈ˔˒ˑːˇˈː˕�ˋˏˈˎ�
˅˅ˋˇ˖ǡ�˚˕ˑ�ˍˑˆˇ˃�ː˃˚˃ˎ˃˔˟�˅ˑˌː˃�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˢ�ˈ˜ˈ�˄˞ˎ˃�˅�˔ˑ˔˕˃˅ˈ�ʒ˓ ˖ˊˋˋǡ�˔ˑˑ˕˅ˈ˕˔˕˅ˈːːˑ�ˏˑˉ-
ːˑ�ː˃ˊ˅˃˕˟�ˆ˓˃ˉˇ˃ː˔ˍˑˌ�˅ˑˌːˑˌǡ�ˍˑ˕ˑ˓˃ˢ�˒ˑ˔˕ˈ˒ˈːːˑ�˒ˈ˓ˈ˓ˑ˔ˎ˃�˅�ʝ˕ˈ˚ˈ˔˕˅ˈːː˖ˡǦ�˕˃ˍ�ˋː-
˕ˈ˓˒˓ˈ˕ˋ˓ˑ˅˃ˎˋ�ːˈˍˑ˕ˑ˓˞ˈǤ�ʞˑˇːˋˏ˃ˎ˔ˢ�˅ˑ˒˓ˑ˔�˒˃˓˃ˎˎˈˎ˟ːˑ�ˑ�ˆ˓˃ˉˇ˃ː˔˕˅ˈ�ˆ˓˖ˊˋːǡ�˒˓ˑ-
ˉˋ˅˃ˡ˜ˋ˘�˅�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˋǡ�ˑ�˕ˑˏǡ�˚˕ˑ�ˑːˋ�ˇˑ�˔ˋ˘�˒ˑ˓�˄ˈˊ�˒˃˔˒ˑ˓˕ˑ˅ǡ�˄ˈˊ�ˆ˓˃ˉˇ˃ː˔˕˅˃ǡ�ˍ˕ˑ�ˏ˞ǫ�
Ȃ�˔˕˃˅ˋˎˋ�˅ˑ˒˓ˑ˔Ǥ
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perspectives
In reporting on his experiences with German –Israeli and Israeli –Palestinian dia-
logue, Dan Bar-On underlined that it is the dialogue participants’ task to listen to 
each other and evoke stories from the other side. Only in doing this can each side 
gradually overcome the paradigmatic accounts of their respective societies (Bar-On 
2004, 34f.). This is also the goal of the Berghof Foundation’s work in the Georgian-
Abkhaz conflict setting. The workshops and exchanges of stories, as told in the inter-
views, can help individuals to broaden their views of the conflict. Perhaps most im-
portantly, it can help them to reflect on their own side’s contribution to the escalation 
and maintenance of the conflict.

In my paper, I have argued that it is possible to address even difficult and painful top-
ics if a constructive atmosphere of trust can be built up. At the same time, there are 
constraints to transferring these confidential processes to the broader public. The 
only answer I have to overcoming this dilemma is to suggest that a tactic in which 
small steps are taken must be pursued. While conducting trilateral meetings and 
workshops, over the years I have heard the Abkhaz mother of a fallen soldier say that 
she is ashamed of the deaths of innocent Georgian civilians who had sheltered Abk-
haz citizens during the war and were killed in the last days of the conflict by Abkhaz 
troops. I have heard Georgian Internally Displaced Persons assume responsibility for 
having had to flee South Ossetia, because they had engaged in nationalistic rhetoric, 
and I have heard the parents of fallen soldiers extend condolences to their counter-
parts across the conflict divide. While these are big steps for individuals to take, in 
the grander scheme of the international conflict system that is presently developing 
on the borders between the spheres of Russian and Western influence, they are small 
and tentative steps. They can easily be reversed and undone through violent dynam-
ics and propaganda. At the same time, I firmly believe that exchanging and discuss-
ing wartime experiences is crucial for any constructive development to take place 
between Georgian and Abkhaz communities. Ultimately, I am convinced that the 
sincere recapitulation of their own past is perhaps the only thing that Georgians 
have to offer that is presently of vital interest to the other side.

Against the background of the Abkhaz hero narrative, these remarks are quite atypi-
cal. In fact, the respondent completely reverses the usual assessment criteria. In say-
ing that it was “a shame that I didn’t maraud”, he indicates that he takes a critical 
stance against those in Abkhaz society who currently live off the wealth they accu-
mulated during the war. The remark, “Thank God they gave me no medals” becomes 
understandable, at the end of the episode, when he mentions his brother, who had 
been given the title “Hero of Abkhazia” but committed suicide three years before the 
interview was recorded. About him, the respondent states: “He was just not needed 
anymore. It was not what he lived for. Times change so quickly today, and it was hard 
to survive, to cope” (A032, 10.50-21.58). 13 

Questioning the outcome of the war in such a way is highly atypical in the Abkhaz 
war narrative. We invited this respondent to be a guest on the television talk show 
“Biographical Salon”. When he was approached, he asked why we wanted to talk to 
him and explained that he was not a hero. During the show, he did not repeat his 
critical remarks, did not mention his brother, and hardly spoke about the war at all. 
Finally, the show was recorded, aired and was well received by the audience. While 
he did not speak as openly as he did during the interview, the audience in the room 
still perceived and ultimately addressed the difference in his tone. During the ques-
tion segment, one person in the audience asked the respondent if he would charac-
terize the veterans as a “lost generation”. He agreed with this assessment and add-
ed that many of the things that have not gone so well since the war are not openly 
discussed in Abkhazia today. Following this comment, another audience member 
stated: “I heard an opinion that makes me think”. Therefore, although the full decon-
struction of the leading discourse observed in the initial interview was not trans-
ferred to the television interview, some smaller steps were made.

This experience led me to the conviction that, for an outsider, it is difficult to assess 
which forces are exerted on individuals who start testing the boundaries of the lead-
ing discourses in their communities. Moreover, indications of change in a narrative 
can be slight and easy for an outsider to miss, even if one knows the subject quite 
well. Insiders sometimes do perceive them and can react to even the smallest chang-
es in the dominant narrative.

13� ʢ�ˏˈːˢ�˄˓˃˕ǡ�ˑː�ˆˈ˓ˑˌ�ʏ˄˘˃ˊˋˋǡ�˔˕˃˓˛ˋˌ�˄˓˃ Ǥ̞�ʞˑ˔ˎˈ�˅ˑˌː˞ǡ�ːˈˇ˃˅ːˑǡ�ˆˑˇ˃�͛�ː˃ˊ˃ˇǡ�ˑː�˒ˑ-
ˍˑː˚ˋˎ�˔�˔ˑ˄ˑˌǡ� Ǥ̞ˈ�˔˖ˋ˙ˋˇǡ�ˑː�˒˓ˑ˔˕ˑǡ�ˑː�˔˕˃ˎ�ːˈː˖ˉː˞ˏǡ�ˠ˕ˑ�ːˈ�˕ˑ�ˊ˃�˚˕ˑ�ˑː�ˉˋˎǡ�˕ˈˏ�˄ˑ-
ˎˈˈǡ�˅˓ˈˏˢ�ˏˈːˢˈ˕˔ˢ�ˑ˚ˈː˟�˄˞˔˕˓ˑ�˅�ː˃˛ˈ�˅˓ˈˏˢǡ�ˠ˕ˑ�˔ˎˑˉːˑ�˒ˈ˓ˈˉˋ˕˟ǡ�˒ˈ˓ˈ˅˃˓ˋ˕˟Ǥ
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