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In the 1990s, the ethnic conflicts incited by Russia were directed against 

the secession and formation of Georgia from the Soviet Empire as an 
independent state. The negative consequences of these ethnic conflicts 
still have a negative impact on Georgia. The purpose of writing this paper 
was to investigate whether the ongoing ethno-demographic processes in 
Georgia were one of the causes of the conflict. For this purpose, based on 
the historical and modern statistical information related to the problem, 
we have established that the ongoing ethno-demographic processes in 
Georgia from the 19th to the 1990s cannot be the cause of ethno-conflicts. 
Historically, the population of Abkhazian and Ossetian nationalities lived 
in a better demographic situation than Georgians. According to the latest 
statistics of 1959-1979 years, Georgians were characterized by low birth 
rates and high mortality rates compared to Abkhazians and Ossetians, 
which led to a high natural increase in them compared to Georgians. Due 
to the demographic situation, Georgians had more conflict situation. It is 
clear that neither Abkhazians nor Ossetians had limited their demographic 
development. Consequently, ethno-demographic processes could not be 
the cause of ethnic conflicts. These conflicts were not ethno-conflicts. This 
was Russia’s aggression against Georgia’s state independence. Aǌter the 
2008 military conflict between Russia and Georgia, Russia openly occupied 
Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region, which is still under the control of Russia.

Keywords: Ethnic statistics; censuses; natural increase; ethno-demo-
graphic processes; ethnic conflicts 
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Introduction

The climax of Georgia’s struggle for independence in the early 1990s seem-
ingly coincided with the Georgian-Abkhazian and Georgian-Ossetian confronta-
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tion, later transformed into the armed conflicts undoubtedly inspired by Russia. 
The conflicts brewing since the 1920s, the time when the USSR emerged and the 
Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia and Autonomous Region of South Ossetia 
were established by the Kremlin. It was those “time bombs” that Russia acti-
vated in the early 1990s. The conflicts caused a lot of su˺ering to all the parties 
involved: thousands of casualties, widespread destruction and the internal mi-
gration of the scale never seen before. The ethnic cleansing in Abkhazia forced 
approx. 200 000 Georgians to leave the region, with most of them remaining the 
IDPs. As to South Ossetia, no fewer than 7 000 Georgians were driven out. There 
are no Georgians in the town of Tskhinvali now. According to the 1989 census, a 
few years before the conflict, 98.8 thousand Ossetians had lived outside the Au-
tonomous Region of Ossetia all across Georgia. The 2002 census made it evident 
that merely 38 000 Ossetians permanently resided outside the “Autonomous Re-
gion”, which means that 60.8 thousand Ossetians leǐt their permanent place of 
residence or concealed their nationality in the census. 

 The situation with the Abkhazians was di˺erent: according to the 1989 
and 2002 censuses, the number of the Abkhazians residing outside Abkhazia, 
all across Georgia went up from 2.7 thousand to 3.5 thousand or 130.0%. (The 
Ethnic Makeup of the Georgian Population.1991. 6,10), (Results of the 2002 Census 
of the Georgian Population. 2003.110). Remaining true to its “good-neighborly” 
relations, violating the International Law, Russia recognized Georgia’s two break-
away regions as independent states, deployed its military bases there and actu-
ally occupied 20% of the Georgian territory. In the wake of its military aggression 
against Georgia in August 2008, Moscow fenced the former Autonomous Region 
of South Ossetia with barbed wire turning it into a kind of concentration camp 
for the Ossetians and Georgian still remaining there. It should be said that as a 
result of the 2008 armed conflict, 26 000 Georgians of the Akhalgori area neigh-
boring Tkhsinvali region (South Ossetia) had to leave, too. 

 The Objective and Methodology of the Study

The demographic processes underway in the country a˺ect its economy, 
social situation and interethnic relations. Our aim is to find out whether the eth-
nical and demographic processes had stirred, among others, the ethnic conflicts 
of the 1990s, whether Georgia’s demographic policy had had an adverse e˺ect on 
the demographic situation in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 

The statistical methods, such as the absolute and relative values, temporal 
(dynamic) series, average values, variation indicator and the growth rates form 
the methodological grounds of the study. Also, the study relies on the censuses 
and registration of the natural movement of the population. There are references 
to the relevant statistical, demographic and historical publications. 
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    Results 

The historical sources say that the Georgians had always been the largest 
ethnic group in Abkhazia. From 1800 up to the conflict of the 1990, Georgia was 
a Russian colony and, therefore, Russia would not have allowed the Georgians 
to pursue the demographic policy discriminatory to the Abkhazians. On the con-
trary, the demographic policy the Russian Empire pursued in Abkhazia was noth-
ing short of genocide. See table 1. 

The Number of the Population of the Parties Involved in the Conflict Based on the 
Censuses in Georgia (Antadze K. 1973, 88) 

1801 1864 1886 1897 Growth
Georgians 670 955 1188 1314 By 1,96
Ossetians 32 49 76 85 By 2,65
Abkhazians 60 66 35 40 By 0,67

It is evident that within the period indicated in the table, the number of the 
Georgians in Georgia nearly doubled, that of the Ossetians went up by 2.65, while 
the number of Abkhazians diminished by 33%. 

 It should be taken into account that in 1801-1897, rapid growth of certain 
ethnic groups (the Russians, Ukrainians, Armenians) in Georgia, despite increased 
absolute numbers, resulted in shrinking the Georgians from 79% to 70%, that of 
the Abkhazians from 7% to 2.1% and conversely that of the Ossetians hiked from 
3.7 to 4.6% of the total population. 1864-1886 were disastrous to the Abkhazians. 
According to the 1886 census, there were merely 3 Abkhazians, a woman and two 
men in Sokhumi, the future capital of the Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia. The 
Georgians remained the largest ethnic group (Totadze A. 1994. 11). Within the 
discussed period of time, the number of the Abkhazians nearly halved: from 66 
000 it decreased to 35000. Was it because of the Georgians? Definitely not. The 
actual reason was their forced emigration to Turkey (Muhacir) by the Russian 
Empire. Aǐter the Russians put down the peasants’ uprising in 1866, 15 thousand 
Abkhazians were exiled to Turkey. During Russia-Turkey war of 1877-1878, namely 
in 1877 for alleged sympathizing with the Turks, 28.5 thousand Abkhazians were 
exiled from the Sokhumi district to Turkey, while in 1878, approx. 2.6 thousand 
Abkhazians migrated from Ajara region to Turkey (Antadze K. 1973. 83, 138,139); 
(Jaoshvili V. 1996. 89). The Russian Imperial rulers put the Abkhazians on the 
black list and barred not only from Sokhumi but its surroundings as well. Owing 
to the Georgian public figures’ protest against discrimination of the Abkhazians, 
who they regarded as their kinsmen, some of them were later allowed to come 
back to Georgia. 
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However, it was not only Russia but Turkey as well that were keen about
emigration of the Abkhazians. Russia wanted to get rid of the freedom-loving
mountainous peoples in order to gain foothold in the geostrategically important
Caucasus and change the demographic balance there by resettlement of Cos-
sacks, Russians etc. loyal peoples and those proved to be loyal indeed: a century
later, in 1990s, they fought against the Georgians in the Moscow-instigated con-
flicts.

As to Turkey, its goal was to increase the number of the population dwin-
dling as a result of the long drawn-out wars. Thus, the two acted hand-in-hand.
But what about the Georgians, who su˺ered all kinds of discrimination, including
demographic on the part of the Russian Empire.

Forced emigration of the Abkhazians to Turkey in 1866-1878, leǐt a number
of villages nearly vacated allowing the Russians to resettle the people they re-
garded loyal, predominantly the Armenian and Greek migrants from Turkey, who
favored the town of Sokhumi, Gagra, Gulripshi and the surrounding area. Apart
from them, the Russian Empire resettled the ethnic Russians and Estonians.
Albeit in smaller numbers, the Georgians from Samegrelo and Svaneti regions
neighboring Abkhazia were also allowed to settle there. According to the 1897
census in the Russian Empire, 8 000 out of the total residents of the Sokhumi
district had been born abroad and 6.4 000 in Georgia. (Jaoshvili V. 1984. 91).

In the late XIX c., Mr. Ivan Khatisov, who in 1885-1883, held the high o˻ce of
the head of the Department of State Properties and Agriculture in the Caucasus
masterminded immigration of the Armenians and the Greek to the Black Sea
coast asserting that they were accustomed to the malaria-stricken places, would
dewater the marshes and make the territory fit for the prospected Russian set-
tlers. He argued that if the Russians accustomed to a di˺erent climate and spe-
cies of wheat were resettled first, they would die of fever. Khatisov proved to be
persuasive enough to have a significant number of Armenians resettled not only
in Abkhazia, but Borchalo and Javakheti regions as well (Antadze K. 1973. 110,111).

With the sole goal of proving that the Abkhazians had always been the
native population of Abkhazia, the Abkhazian authors of our times (Sh. Inal-Ipa,
S. Lakoba, B. Ashba) intentionally exaggerate the scope of Muhacir: the initial fig-
ures spoke of 30 000 forced migrants, later this number was doubled and eventu-
ally hit 400 000 (Totadze A. 1993. 64, 65); (Totadze A, 1994. 9, 10); (Totadze A. 1999.
218, 219), which is incredible. However, its is an undisputed fact that the Georgian
had always been the largest ethnic group in Abkhazia. See table 2.
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The Census-Based Numbers of the Abkhazians and Georgians In Abkhazia (in 
thousands) 

Years 1886 1897 1926 1939 1959 1970 1979 1989
Georgians 34,8 44,9 72,0 92,0 158,2 199,6 213,3 239,8

Abkhazians 28,3 39,6 51,5 56,2 61,2 77,3 83,1 93,3

 It is clear that in XX c., the number of the Abkhazians grew steadily as a 
result of their natural movement. 

 However, since 1926, the share of the Abkhazians shrunk compared to the 
other ethnic groups. Similarly to the Abkhazians, the number of the Georgians in 
Georgia slashed, too as a result of the immigration from the rest of the USSR. In 
1939 the Georgians made up 61.4% of the total population, the lowest statistics in 
the history (Khmaladze M. 1995. 377).

 In 1926-1989, the number of the Abkhazians in Abkhazia grew from 51.5 
thousand to 93.3 thousand, i.e. by 1.8. However, contrary to the other ethnic 
groups, their proportion went down from 25.6% to 17.8%. Namely, the number of 
the Georgians in Abkhazia grew by 3.3, while their share in the total population – 
from 35.8% to 45.7%. The growth of the other relatively large ethnic groups was 
noticeable, as well: the number of the Armenians in Abkhazia trebled from 25.7 
thousand to 76.5 thousand (300%), so did their share in the total population: 1.6% 
- 15.1%, i.e. by 9.4 times. The number of the Russians at the time grew six-fold 
from 12.5 to 74.9 thousand and instead of 1.8%, they made up 14.3% (the growth 
by 7.9 times). Evidently, both in the absolute and relative terms, the Russian pop-
ulation of Abkhazia grew faster than either the Abkhazians or Georgians, while 
although the number of the Armenians was a little smaller than that of the Geor-
gians, but their share in the total population was larger. The ethnic Armenians 
outpaced the Abkhazians significantly both in terms of the absolute and relative 
growth. The Abkhazian scientists seem to have “failed to notice” the dynamics 
of the ethnic makeup of the Autonomous Republic. Even if no Georgians had 
lived there, the Abkhazians’ share in the total population would have been 24.8% 
instead of 15.1% in 1959, 26.8% instead of 15.9% in 1970, 30.5% instead of 17.1% in 
1979 and 32.7% instead of 17.8% in 1989 [calculated 7, pp. 6, 7], which means that 
they would have been a minority anyway. 

 The Russian Empire’s attitude to the Ossetians was totally di˺erent. They 
were placed in the favorable situation since as against the Abkhazians, they were 
totally loyal. While in 1800, there were 29.3 thousand Ossetians in Georgia, ac-
cording to the 1989 census, i.e. in the run-up to the conflict, their number grew 
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5.6 times to reach 164 thousands, that of the Abkhazians grew 1.6 times - from 60 
thousand to 95.8 thousand across Georgia. In 1800-1989, the Ossetians outpaced 
the Abkhazians 3.5 times (5,6: 1,6= 3,5).

 In 1989, the population of the former South Ossetian Autonomous region 
was 65 thousand people 31.5 thousand out of which, i.e. approx. the total popu-
lation lived in the capital Tskhinvali (The Ethnic Makeup of the Georgian Popula-
tion. Statistics. 1991. 10,11)

 Incidentally, the name Tskhinvali originates from the Georgian word 
“Rtskhila” (hornbeam). In the chronicles, Tskhinvali was first mentioned as a 
settlement in1344 and as a town in 1392. There were no Ossetians in Tskhinvali up 
until XX c., as the household list (the census) of 1986 makes it evident. According 
to the census of the Georgian urban areas, in 1922 there lived 613 Ossetians and 
1436 Georgians in Tskhinvali. However, immediately aǐter creation of the so-
called Autonomous Region of South Ossetia in 1922, the number of the Ossetians 
in Tskhinvali (proclaimed the regional capital) started growing rapidly. 

 In 1926, there lived 11521 Ossetians (approx. twice as many as in 1922) and 1920 
Georgians in Tskhinvali. However, in just 15 years from creation of the autonomy, the 
Ossetians became a larger ethnic group than the Georgians, whom they outpaced 2.7 
(12,4 thousand : 4,6 thousand = 2,7) times according to the 1959 census and according 
to the 1989 census 4.7 times (31,5 thousand : 6,9 thousand = 4,7). As a result of the 
ethnic cleansing, no Georgians remain in the ancient Georgian town of Tskhinvali 
today (Totadze A. 1999. 274); (The Ethnic Makeup of the Georgian Population. Statistics. 
1991. 10,11); (Totadze A. 2006. 33).

 The question arises: had the Georgians been placed in a favorable position 
in terms of the natural movement of the population (birth and mortality rates, 
natural increase)? To answer the question we calculated the statistical data 
related to the natural movement in terms of the ethnic groups. We relied on the 
Soviet statistics, which could not have been biased in favor of the Georgians or 
against the Ossetians or Abkhazians.

 Let’s start with the infant (up to 1 year) mortality, i.e. the number of the 
newborns out of 1000, who did not reach their 1 birthday. We computed that 
in 1970, the number looked like this: among the Abkhazians - 8.9; Ossetians – 
22.0; Georgians – 22.78. The numbers in 1980 looked like this: 12.0; 18.6 and 25.1 
(respectively) (Khmaladze M. 1995.161). In 1980, mortality of female Abkhazians 
infants in the rural areas of Abkhazia was merely 2.4, the smallest number across 
the world to date (Khmaladze M. 1995.161). It’s clear enough that the Georgians’ 
position in terms of demography was far from favorable. 

In 1959-1979, as against the Abkhazians and Ossetians, the Georgians had a 
negative birth and mortality rates balance, hence the high natural increase of the 
two ethnic groups. See Table 3. 
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Rate of Natural Increase per 1000 People in 1959-1979 (Khmaladze M. 1995. 307) 

1959 1970 1979
Georgians 15,6 11,9 9,4
Abkhazians 19,8 17,7 10,7
Ossetians 20,7 15,3 11,8
Average in Georgia 17,2 11,9 9,6

Linear coe˻cient of variation %% 15,0 26,0 13,0

 If someone is to have a grudge, it is the Georgians for among the parties in-
volved in the conflict they had had the lowest natural increase of the population. 
As a result of drastic reduction of the Georgians’ natural growth in 1959-1970, its 
overall di˺erentiation ratio, i.e. linear coe˻cient of variation went up from 15% 
to 26% and in 1970-1979, went down to 13%, while in fact remaining at the 1959 
level.

 The conclusions regarding the demographic processes in the Gori region 
neighboring the former South Ossetia are likewise (Akhalaia N. 2009. 120-127). Because 
of the escalating tensions, the demographic data on the Abkhazians and Ossetians 
have been unavailable since 1989. 

 Undoubtedly, the growth of the Abkhaian and Ossetian populations had 
not been restricted, so it cannot have been the reason behind the conflicts, which 
by definition were not ethnic. Actually they represented Russia’s aggression against 
Georgia’s independence. Moscow leveraged both ethnic groups and aǐter the 2008 
armed conflict occupied both regions. 

Conclusion

The anti-Abkhazian policy pursued by the Russian Empire, especially so 
their exile (Muhacir) to Turkey in the late XIX c. made a negative impact on the 
Abkhazians’ demographic situation: in 1864-1897, from 66 thousand, the Abkha-
zian went down to 40 thousand. As against this, from the early XX c., the Abkha-
zian population started growing and in 1897-1989 it expanded 2.4 times. 

 Contrary to the Abkhazians, the Ossetians have always been totally loyal to 
the Russian Empire, hence their favorable position. Consequently, in 1800-1989, 
the number of the Ossetians in Georgian increased 5.6 times, i.e. they outpaced 
the Abkhazians 3.5 times (5,6 : 2,4 ; 3,5). As a result of the conflicts, the Georgians 
were forced to leave Abkhazia. The same is true for the Ossetians living outside 
Tskhinvali region, i.e. the rest of Georgia. The study makes it evident that it was 
not the demographic processes underway in Georgia that had stirred the con-
flicts and the resulting forced migration of the populations as the two ethnic 
groups enjoyed a favorable position compared to the Georgians. 
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ეთ ნო კონ ფლიქ ტე ბის ნე გა ტი უ რი შე დე გე ბი დღე საც უარ ყო ფით გავ ლე ნას ახ-
დენს სა ქარ თვე ლო ზე. აღ ნიშ ნუ ლი ნაშ რო მის და წე რის მი ზა ნი იყო გა მოგ ვეკ-
ვლი ა, ხომ არ წარ მო ად გენ და სა ქარ თვე ლო ში მიმ დი ნა რე ეთ ნო დე მოგ რა ფი უ ლი 
პრო ცე სე ბი კონ ფლიქ ტე ბის ერ თ-ერთ მი ზეზს. ამ მიზ ნით, პრობ ლე მას თან და-
კავ ში რე ბულ ის ტო რი ულ და თა ნა მედ რო ვე სტა ტის ტი კურ ინ ფორ მა ცი ა ზე დაყ-
რდნო ბით და ვად გი ნეთ, რომ XIX სა უ კუ ნი დან 1990-ი ან წლე ბამ დე, სა ქარ თვე ლო-
ში მიმ დი ნა რე ეთ ნო დე მოგ რა ფი უ ლი პრო ცე სე ბი არ შე იძ ლე ბა გამ ხდა რი ყო ეთ-
ნო კონ ფლექ ტე ბის მი ზე ზი. ის ტო რი უ ლად, აფ ხა ზი და ოსი ეროვ ნე ბე ბის მო სახ-
ლე ო ბა ქარ თვე ლებ თან შე და რე ბით უკე თეს დე მოგ რა ფი ულ ვი თა რე ბა ში ცხოვ-
რობ და. უკა ნას კნე ლი 1959-1979 წლე ბის სტა ტის ტი კით ქარ თვე ლე ბის თვის და მა-
ხა სი ა თე ბე ლი იყო შო ბა დო ბის და ბა ლი და მოკ ვდა ო ბის მა ღა ლი დო ნე აფ ხა ზებ-
თან და ოსებ თან შე და რე ბით, რაც გა ნა პი რო ბებ და ამ უკა ნას კნელ თა მა ღალ 
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ბუ ნებ რივ მა ტე ბას ქარ თვე ლებ თან შე და რე ბით. დე მოგ რა ფი უ ლი ვი თა რე ბი დან 
გა მომ დი ნა რე, სა კონ ფლიქ ტო სი ტუ ა ცია უფ რო ქარ თვე ლებს გვქონ და. ცხა დი ა, 
რომ არც აფ ხა ზე ბის, არც ოსე ბის დე მოგ რა ფი უ ლი გან ვი თა რე ბის შეზღ უდ ვა არ 
ხდე ბო და. შე სა ბა მი სად, ეთ ნო დე მოგ რა ფი უ ლი პრო ცე სე ბი ვერ გახ დე ბო და ეთ-
ნო კონ ფლიქ ტე ბის მი ზე ზი. აღ ნიშ ნუ ლი კონ ფლიქ ტე ბი ეთ ნო კონ ფლიქ ტე ბი არ 
იყო. ეს იყო რუ სე თის მი ერ სა ქარ თვე ლოს სა ხელ მწი ფო ებ რი ვი და მო უ კი დებ ლო-
ბის წი ნა აღ მდეგ მი მარ თუ ლი აგ რე სი ა, რის თვი საც გა მო ი ყე ნეს აფ ხა ზი და ოსი 
ერი, ხო ლო 2008 წელს რუ სეთ -სა ქარ თვე ლოს სამ ხედ რო კონ ფლიქ ტის შემ დეგ 
ღი ად მო ახ დი ნეს აფ ხა ზე თის და ცხინ ვა ლის რე გი ო ნე ბის ოკუ პა ცი ა, რო მე ლიც 
დღე საც გრძელ დე ბა რუ სე თის მი ერ მავ თულ ხლარ თე ბის გავ ლე ბით.

საკვანძო სიტყვები: ეთნიკური სტატისტიკა, მოსახლეობის აღწერები, 
ბუნებრივი მატება, ეთნოდემოგრაფიული პროცესები, ეთნოკონფლიქტები.
JEL Codes: J11, J15, D74 


