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Abstract

The Russo-Georgian War of 2008 is an understudied topic within Memory Studies in
Anglophone academic literature. However, considering the War's significant role in shaping
Georgia's socio-political landscape and identity, the omission is puzzling. This thesis
addresses this gap, by examining how the war is commemorated in museums.

Through the theoretical lenses of Memory Formats and Critical Museology, three case
studies were analysed: the Museum of Occupation in Kaspi, the 2008 War Museum in Ergneti
(both privately-funded), and the Museum of Battle Glory in Gori (state-funded). Using
Thematic Analysis for interviews with museum staff and the Winterthur Model for artefact
analysis, this research aimed to answer the following research question: How is the Russo-
Georgian War of 2008 remembered in Georgian museums and why?

The findings suggest that the remembrance of the Russo-Georgian War revolves
around three main themes: (1) Personalised Victimisation, driven by individual and social
memories to pass on these experiences to future generations. (2) Historical Analogies,
emphasising Georgia's ongoing struggle for sovereignty and reinforcing national identity
through a collective national consciousness. (3) Russia as the Aggressor, highlighting the role
of Russia as the villain, while silencing the roles of separatists and Georgia in the conflict to
protect a positive self-image. Moreover, financial constraints and a lack of professional
display policies also influence how the war is remembered, leading to somewhat fragmented
and unnuanced exhibitions.

Notably, Personalised Victimisation is present in all museums, whereas Historical
Analogies and Russia as the Aggressor are absent in the state-funded museum. The divergence
reflects broader societal-political contrasts in Georgia, particularly since the outbreak of the
full-scale war in Ukraine. Georgian society supports Ukraine and condemns Russia, whereas
the ruling Georgian Dream party has shifted from a policy of normalisation with Russia
towards a more pro-Russian orientation. Grassroots initiatives to commemorate the war,
contrasted with the Georgian Dream's minimal efforts in this area, shows a strong societal
desire to remember the conflict. A desire which is not shared by the officials, indicating a lack

of interest or willingness to engage in the politics of memory.

Keywords: Russo-Georgian War 2008, Memory Studies, Formats of Memory, Critical

Museology, Museums in Georgia
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Introduction

"The main function of this museum is to break the myth that Russia has done anything
good or will do anything good for anyone."!

During Soviet times, the Russian nesting doll, or matryoshka, formed a unique symbol of
national identity for the Soviet states. Each doll, fitting perfectly within the other, represents
the Soviet ideal of individuals as integral parts of a larger society.? For Soviet Georgia, there
was a degree of preservation of Georgian cultural elements, but the Soviet identity superseded
all other individual identities. As a part of this Soviet identity formation, Russia was depicted
as the "big brother", the "saviour", within the Soviet family; a narrative maintained in Soviet
Georgia until the USSR's dissolution.? This image fluctuated after Georgia became
independent. The portrayal of Russia starting rotating, encompassing both "saviour" and
"aggressor" views from the 1990s onwards. These images have been layered in the collective
memory and activated according to the prevailing political reality.*

When Mikheil Saakashvili and his United National Movement (UNM) rose to power
following the Rose Revolution, winning the 2003 elections by a landslide, Georgia embarked
on a pro-Western trajectory, aiming to return to Europe. In this context, Russia was no longer
seen as a big brother but as an aggressor. Russia was increasingly perceived as the main
adversary to Georgian independence, a sentiment solidified after the Russo-Georgian War of
2008, also known as the August War.’ Under Saakashvili, the War's remembrance date was
marked on August 7, indicating that the conflict began with movements of Russian troops
rather than Tbilisi's attack on Tskhinvali on August 8. However, Saakashvili's strong anti-
Russian sentiment did not resonate with a large part of the Georgian population. The tensions
brought about by the uncompromising policies of the UNM, combined with the rise of a
strong opposition led by billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili and his Georgian Dream (GD)

coalition, culminated in the decisive defeat of the UNM in the 2012 parliamentary elections.®

! Nino Niparishvili, Interview Museum of Occupation Kaspi, 10 February 2023.

2 Helena Goscilo, 'Stacking National Identity: The Lucrative Legacy of the Matreshka', Experiment 25, no. 1 (30
September 2019): 227-43.

3 Nino Chikovani and Ketevan Kakitelashvili, 'Fluctuating Memory: Rotating Images of the “Big Brother” and
“Aggressor’, Culture, no. 10 (1 September 2015): 131.

4 Ibidem, 130.

S Ibidem, 135-136.

¢ Christofer Berglund and Timothy Blauvelt, 'Redefining the Nation: From Ethnic Fragmentation to Civic
Integration?', ed. Ghia Nodia, 25 Years of Independent Georgia. Achievements and Unfinished Projects, 2016.,
40.



According to David Darchiashvili, this regime change meant a "belated victory" for Vladimir
Putin in the Russo-Georgian War.’

Ivanishvili blamed the UNM for numerous issues, including the August War, and
promised the Georgian population a "balanced", "mild", and "diplomatic" approach towards
Russia.® The new administration pursued a policy of "normalisation" with Moscow, whilst
prioritising Euro-Atlantic integration. The GD changed the 2008 commemoration date to
August 8 instead of August 7, signalling that it began with Georgia's attack.

However, the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine (21 February 2022) has exposed a
significant gap between the GD's "neutral" rhetoric towards Russia on the one hand, and the
expressed anger toward Russia from the Georgian society on the other. Hundreds of thousands
of Georgians took to the streets to support Ukraine and protest the Yanukovych-like
government with its ambiguous neutral stance. With memories of the August War in their
minds, society denounced Russian aggression and demanded the resignation of Georgia's
Prime Minister.

The contrasting views of society and the authorities regarding how they perceive
Russia and who is to blame for the 2008 War raises questions about how this War is
remembered, not just during the prevailing political reality, but also how it is remembered

individually, socially, and culturally.

Research Puzzle

The Russo-Georgian War of 2008, while important in Georgia's recent history, paradoxically
remains an understudied topic within the field of Memory Studies in Anglophone academic
literature. This is especially evident when compared to the bulk of literature regarding, (1) the
War in the context of International Relations and, (2) Memory Studies regarding Georgia's
Soviet past, as shown in Table 1. Furthermore, significant questions arise regarding the
relevance of the most cited works on the 2008 War within Memory Studies. As Table 1
illustrates, the top 5 titles are more closely related to the fields of International Relations,
Security Studies, and News Framing.

However, considering the War's significant role in shaping the contemporary Georgian

socio-political environment and identity, the omission is puzzling. Notably, in the late

7 David Darchiashvili, 'Russo-Georgian War of August 2008: Clash of Ideologies and National Projects in the
Era of Hybrid Warfare'. Sojateadlane, no. 7 (2018): 30-35.
8 Nutsa Batiashvili, The Bivocal Nation. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018., 139.



aftermath of the War, it even caused the fall of the Saakashvili administration and resulted in
Ivanishvili's victory. The lack of academic discourse on how the 2008 War is commemorated,
suggests a need for more scholarly research.

This thesis seeks to address the gap in Memory Studies related to the Russo-Georgian
War. Given the broad scope of Memory Studies, this research focuses specifically on one
mode of commemoration: museums. This research analyses three case studies: the Museum of
Occupation in Kaspi, the 2008 War Museum in Ergneti, and the Museum of Battle Glory in
Gori. Museums, as dynamic mediums of collective memory, offer a unique lens through
which to examine the interplay of history and identity. The representation of the 2008 War in
museums, despite its crucial role in narrative construction and public remembrance, has not
been sufficiently explored. This is again highlighted in Table 1, which shows that none of the
top results from the database search relate to the topic of museums and the 2008 War.

Choosing to focus on museums over other forms of commemoration, such as
remembrance days, provides an interesting opportunity. Museums appear permanent, offering
a more or less "fixed" point from which to witness the changes of memory and identity. Even
though artefacts on display can change, exhibitions are overall lasting longer than annual
commemorations, thus allowing for a more stable and comparative analytical framework.
Furthermore, by researching multiple museums, this research aims to provide comparative
analysis into how these recent events are remembered within Georgian museums — a task

that remains unattempted.



Table 1. Number of search results for three keyword searches conducted in the JSTOR database.’

JSTOR

Keywords

Number
of Hits

Search Filters

Top 5 Titles (Sorted by Relevance)

Russo-Georgian
‘War 2008
Memory
Studies

280

- English
- Between 2008 and
2022

1. The Thawing of a Frozen Conflict: The Internal Security Dilemma
and the 2004 Prelude to the Russo-Georgian War

2. Russia's View of Its Relations with Georgia after the 2012 Elections:
Implications for Regional Stability

3. When History Matters: Baltic and Polish Reactions to the Russo-
Georgian War

4. Anti-Russian and Anti-Soviet Subversion: The Caucasian-Japanese
Nexus, 1904-1945

5. Muslim Communities of Georgia: Old Problems and New
Challenges

Russo-Georgian
War 2008
International
Relations

806

- English
- Between 2008 and
2022

1.The Russo-Georgian Conflict

2. Conspiracy Narratives as a Mode of Engagement in International
Politics: The Case of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War

3. The Russo-Georgian War and Beyond: towards a European Great
Power Concert

4. A Game Theory Application of the Rational Actor Model to the
Russo-Georgian War of August 2008

5. The Bid That Tipped the Balance of Power: A Realist Approach for
Intelligence Professionals in Understanding the 2008 Russo-Georgian
War.

Russo-Georgian
War 2008
Museum

181

- English
- Between 2008 and
2022

1. Abkhazia and Georgia: Time for a Reassessment

2. Red Orientalism: Mikhail Pavlovich and Marxist Oriental Studies in
Early Soviet Russia

3. Review: Current Bibliography of the History of Science and Its
Cultural Influences, 2008

4. Stalin saves the world — Stalin and the evolution of the Warrior and
Saviour archetypes

5. Crossing Perspectives in "Manchukuo" Russian Eurasianism and
Japanese Pan-Asianism

Soviet Past in
Georgia
Memory
Studies

6513

- English
- Between 1991 and
2022

1. To Whom Does History Belong? The Theatre of Memory in Post-
Soviet Russia, Estonia and Georgia

2. Myth, Memory, Trauma: Rethinking the Stalinist Past in the Soviet
Union, 1953-70.

3. Void Pasts and Marginal Presents: On Nostalgia and Obsolete
Futures in the Republic of Georgia.

4. Post-Soviet or Post-Colonial? The relations between Russia and
Georgia after 1991

5. The Future of the Soviet Past Remains Unpredictable: The
Resurrection of Stalinist Symbols Amidst the Exhumation of Mass
Graves.

Research Questions

The study is guided by one main research question, as well as three sub-questions that will

help answer the overall research objective:

How is the Russo-Georgian War of 2008 remembered in Georgian museums and why?

(1) Why were the museums established, what is their purpose?

9 The first three searches, "Russo-Georgian War 2008 Memory Studies", "Russo-Georgian War 2008
International Relations", and "Russo-Georgian War 2008 Museum", cover the period from 2008 to 2022,
spanning the 2008 War to just before conducting fieldwork. The final search, "Soviet Past in Georgia Memory
Studies," spans from the dissolution of the USSR in 1991 to the fieldwork of the study in 2022, contributing to
its higher number of hits, in addition to the popularity of the topic.

10




(2) What considerations guide the selection and presentation of the artefacts in Georgian
museums?
(3) To what extent do the displayed artefacts in Georgian museums exhibit similarities or

differences?

Methodology and Structure

To answer these questions, this study is framed around the theoretical frameworks of Formats
of Memory and Critical Museology. It employs a methodological approach that combines
Thematic Analysis to analyse interviews conducted with museum staff members, and the
Winterthur Model to analyse museum artefacts. Although the consulted literature for this
study is based on Anglophone sources, it includes as many relevant contributions as possible
from Georgian authors who have published in English.

Moreover, this study's main contribution to the academic literature — through
frameworks of Memory Studies — is the establishment of museums in Georgia as memory

machines that convey multifaceted themes in remembering the 2008 Russo-Georgian War.

This thesis is structured around six chapters: Chapter 1 consists of a historical contextual
background of the developments that led up to the 2008 War, aiming to help understand the
context in which the war broke out; Chapter 2 outlines the literature review of the theoretical
frameworks, conceptualising main terms for this study; Chapter 3 integrates the theoretical
frameworks by exploring the History of Memory in Georgia since independence, shedding
light on empirical findings of Memory Studies in Georgia; Chapter 4 details the
methodological framework, outlines the case selection and data collection processes, as well
as the study's limitations; Chapter 5 presents the findings and answers the sub-questions;
Chapter 6 discusses the findings in depth, analysing them through the theoretical frameworks,
and answers the main research question. Lastly, the conclusion recaps the key findings and

identifies potential areas for future research.

11



Chapter 1. Historical Overview of the Abkhazian and South Ossetian
Conflicts

This chapter outlines the historical context necessary for understanding the roots and impact
of the 2008 Russo-Georgian War.'® Exploring these historical periods reveals the complex
narratives and collective memory arising from the conflict, thus helping to understand

museum exhibitions on the August War.

1.1 The First Republic of Georgia (1918-1921)

To comprehend the complexities leading to the 2008 conflict, it is essential to start with the
First Republic of Georgia (1918-1921), also known as the Democratic Republic Georgia
(DRG). This period marked Georgia's initial attempt at modern statehood after centuries of
foreign domination and highlights the national aspirations and geopolitical challenges shaping

its modern history.

In the early twentieth century, the concept of territorial nationalism took root in the South
Caucasus. Following the disintegration of the Russian Empire in 1917, a relatively unified
Georgian nation existed, possessing a clear sense of its territory. Despite this sense of
nationhood, Revaz Gachechiladze argues that "there was still considerable dispute as to what
actually constituted Georgia's rightful territories among other groups such as the Abkhazians
and South Ossetians."!! This contention over territories and the idea of self-rule set the stage
for the challenges faced by the DRG upon the proclamation of its independence in 1918.

As mentioned, the First Republic was confronted with the aspirations of both
Abkhazia and South Ossetia to establish distinct ethnoterritorial entities. Abkhazia, driven by
a need for security and lacking alternatives, ultimately agreed to unite with Georgia and was

granted a measure of autonomy, albeit not the treaty-based federalism it had aspired to

10 Describing and analysing the (modern) history of Georgia in-depth is beyond the scope of this thesis.
However, gaining more knowledge is encouraged. Suggested further readings include: David Darchiashvili,
'Russo-Georgian War of August 2008: Clash of Ideologies and National Projects in the Era of Hybrid Warfare',
Sojateadlane, no. 7 (2018): 12-38.; Svante E. Cornell and S. Frederick Starr, The Guns of August 2008: Russia's
War in Georgia (London, United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis Group, 2009); Stephen F. Jones, The Making of
Modern Georgia, 1918-2012: The First Georgian Republic and Its Successors, ed. Stephen F. Jones, vol. 52
(London: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2014); Thomas de Waal, The Caucasus: An Introduction (New
York, United States: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2010).

! Revaz Gachechiladze, 'Geopolitics and Foreign Powers in the Modern History of Georgia: Comparing 1918-
21 and 1991-2010', in The Making of Modern Georgia, 1918-2012: The First Georgian Republic and Its
Successors, ed. Stephen F. Jones, vol. 52 (London: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), 18.
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achieve.!? South Ossetia, however, resisted joining Menshevik Georgia, leading to three
revolts backed by the Bolsheviks. By May 1920, South Ossetian leaders allied with the
Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR). South Ossetian forces captured
Tskhinvali and contemplated advancing to Gori but halted. The DRG retaliated with a
counterattack, leading to mass reprisals and devastation in South Ossetia. This period
foreshadowed conflicts that would resurface in 2008."

After the Red Army invasion of Georgia in 1921, the independent Georgian state
ceased to exist, but during this brief period of independence, the groundwork was laid for
"autonomous" governance in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Thus, the key legacy that Soviet
rule created the institutions for modern statehood in these regions is incorrect; they actually
originated during the DRG period.'* However, it was the Soviet Union that institutionalised
and solidified ethnic identities through its territorial structure and its different treatment of
citizens based on ethnic origin.!> The next section further details this long period of Soviet

domination in Georgia.

1.2 Soviet Georgia (1921-1991)

The Soviet policies further shaped the political status of Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and
Georgia, partly setting the stage for territorial disputes and ethnic tensions that persist today,

as described in this part.

The arrival of the Red Army was seen as a liberation by many in Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
They were "saviours", offering ethnoterritorial autonomy.'¢ Reflecting this sentiment, the
USSR created several autonomous regions: The Socialist Soviet Republic of Abkhazia (SSR
Abkhazia), with quasi-confederal ties to Georgia until 1931, the Acharan (or Adjarian)

12 Cory Welt, 'A Fateful Moment. Ethnic Autonomy and Revolutionary Violence in the Democratic Republic of
Georgia (1918-21)". In The Making of Modern Georgia, 1918-2012: The First Georgian Republic and Its
Successors, edited by Stephen F. Jones, London: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2014., 214-224.

13 Thomas de Waal, The Caucasus: An Introduction. New York, United States: Oxford University Press,
Incorporated, 2010., 137.

4 Welt, 'A Fateful Moment', 205. Laurence Broers, 'Unpacking the Meta-Conflict. Claims to Sovereignty, Self-
Determination and Territorial Integrity in the Georgian-Abkhaz Conflict', in The Making of Modern Georgia,
1918-2012: The First Georgian Republic and Its Successors, ed. Stephen F. Jones, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2014),
264.

15 Ghia Nodia, 'The New Georgia. Politics, Economy and Society', in Routledge Handbook of the Caucasus, ed.
Galina M. Yemelianova Broers Laurence (London: Routledge, 2020), 175.

16 'Welt, 'A Fateful Moment', 206.

13



Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (Acharan ASSR), and the South Ossetian Autonomous
Region (AR or oblast), see Figure 1.1 for a visual representation of these republics.

In February 1931, Abkhazia's status was reduced to an Autonomous Republic (ASSR)
within Georgia. The Transcaucasian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (TSFSR), which
included the Georgian SSR, was dissolved in 1936, leading to Georgia and other South
Caucasian regions becoming Union Republics within the Soviet Union.!’

Svante Cornell argues that these autonomous areas were "deliberately exploited by
Moscow to undermine the Georgian state", a strategy with long-term repercussions. In the late

1980s they contributed to the destabilisation of the Georgian national movement. This

eventually led to territorial disputes with Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the 1990s, as
8

described in the next section.'

Map 1.1 Transcaucasian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic in 1923."

1.3 Restoration of Independence (1990s)

In the South Caucasus, Soviet policies contributed to ongoing disputes and conflicts. This part
examines how these dynamics evolved as Georgia moved away from Moscow, setting the

stage for the August War.

17 Gachechiladze, 'Geopolitics and Foreign Powers in the Modern History of Georgia', 24.
18 Ibidem, 25.
19 Ibidem, 24.

14



As Georgia rejected Soviet rule, Abkhazians began to believe that the right to self-
determination could only be reached by becoming a Union Republic.?’ Consequently,
Abkhazia called to be separated from Soviet Georgia on March 18, 1989, and demanded the
higher status of Union Republic. This sparked counterdemonstrations led by Georgian
nationalists Merab Kostava and Zviad Gamsakhurdia, who condemned the Abkhaz separatism
and accused "colonialist" Moscow of manipulating the situation. Unlike other regional
movements, Georgia was strongly anti-Russian and anti-Soviet from the start; "for Georgians,
the 'other' was Moscow itself".?! This anti-Russian/Soviet attitude was only intensified when,
on the night of 8-9 April, the Soviet Army intervened in an anti-Soviet, pro-independence
rally in Thilisi, killing 19 people, almost all women. The April 9 Tragedy shocked the whole
of the Soviet Union.?

Following Abkhazia, South Ossetia also aspired to gain higher status and declared
their intention to become an autonomous republic (ASSR) instead of an Oblast on November
16, 1989. However, Thilisi dismissed the declaration.?

About a year after the April Tragedy, tensions with South Ossetia escalated; on
September 20, 1990, South Ossetians declared the South Ossetian Soviet Democratic
Republic. This led the Georgian parliament, led by Gamsakhurdia, to revoke South Ossetia's
autonomy.?* Following a declaration of state of emergency in the regions of Tskhinvali and
Java, conflict broke out. Eventually this turned into the South Ossetia War, which lasted from
January 1991 to June 1992 and is described in more detail later in this chapter.

Georgia declared independence from the Soviet Union on the second anniversary of
the April Tragedy, but fighting did not disappear. Gamsakhurdia became the first
democratically elected president of Georgia. The text of the declaration made no mention of
Abkhaz or Ossetians saying: "The territory of the sovereign Republic of Georgia is united and

indivisible."*

20 Bruno Coppieters, 'The Georgian-Abkhaz Conflict / Chapter 5 of Europeanization and Conflict Resolution:
Case Studies from the European Periphery', Journal on Ethnopolitics and Minority Issues in Europe 5, no. 1 (1
July 2004): 4.

2l de Waal, The Caucasus, 131.

22 Tbidem, 132.

23 Ibidem, 139.

24 Tbidem, 139.

2 M. Volkhonsky, ed. Konflikty v Abkhazii i Yuzhnoi Osetii: dokumenty 1989 — 2006 gg [The Conflicts in
Abkhazia and South Ossetia: Documents, 1989 — 2006 ] (Moscow: Russkaya Panorama, 2008 ), 50., cited in: de
Waal, The Caucasus, 134.
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1.4 War in South Ossetia (1991-1992)

The 1991 declaration of Georgian independence emphasised a unified Georgia. The dismissal
of minority groups, together with Gamsakhurdia's divisive rhetoric, set the stage for the War

in South Ossetia, as described in this section.

Thomas de Waal describes the South Ossetia conflict as "the darkest legacy of Zviad
Gamsakhurdia, which could have been avoided."*® South Ossetia, with its small, intermixed
population with the Georgians, and only one link to North Ossetia through the Roki Tunnel
(not built until 1985), had little reason for conflict. Despite the 1991-92 War, many Georgian
communities remained in South Ossetia, unlike in Abkhazia. Gamsakhurdia's hostile rhetoric,
labelling minorities as "stumrebi" (guests) and criticising mixed marriages as a threat to the
Georgian nation, further exacerbated tensions.?’

When the fighting started in January 1991, the forces of South Ossetian separatists and
Russia fought against the Georgian government forces and ethnic Georgian militias. The War
in South Ossetia left around one thousand people dead, a heavy toll for a region with no more
than one hundred thousand people. Moreover, this set the stage for hostilities that would
resurface in 2008.%%

In early 1992, Gamsakhurdia was ousted and fighting in South Ossetia ended. Eduard
Shevardnadze, ex-Soviet foreign minister, became Georgia's new leader. The Georgian and
Russian leaders signed the Dagomys Agreement on June 24, 1992. This accord focused on
halting hostilities and led to the deployment of a joint peacekeeping force composed of
Russian, Ossetian, and Georgian troops in South Ossetia. The groundwork was laid for the so-
called "frozen conflicts" of the South Caucasus, prioritising a ceasefire over substantive
negotiations.?’

After the 1991-92 War, South Ossetia nearly disappeared as a political issu