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What people are saying about


Georgian Portraits




What happens after a revolution, when the bright and shiny finish has worn off its ideals? In this book, the fragmented and often paradoxical changes wrought by Georgia’s Rose Revolution appear in the form of killer mermaids, Stalin statues, Potemkin villages painted in candy colors and other surreal objects. Capturing the weirdness and the wonder of post-revolutionary Georgia, Frederiksen and Gotfredsen also capture people’s very real struggles to get by, their fears of war and their dreams of a “European” future. Beautifully and hauntingly written, this book captures not only Georgia’s politics, but its soul.


Elizabeth Cullen Dunn, author of Privatizing Poland: Baby Food, Big Business and the Remaking of Labor


Revolutions are as much made of dreams as real events, and these dreams have afterlives as ghosts as the revolutionary hope fades into disappointment or despair. Writing the history of a revolutionary period is difficult, especially writing one that deals with the fundamentally emergent nature of a revolutionary period, as this one does, embracing the confusion of tenses in which the present is pregnant with the future and the future becomes a past as a condition of narration. This book tracks the lively history of Rose Revolutionary Georgia in a lovely and vivid manner, an engaging narrative full of lively characters, beginning always from small things and local perspectives that show the Rose Revolutionary period as a series of hopes and dreams, programs and disappointments. Misha Saakashvili appears throughout, sometimes as a real historical person, sometimes also an imagined demiurge, sometimes a fraudulent trickster. The ways a revolution changes a society are here portrayed from many perspectives, and the way the revolutionary dreams sometimes became haunting ghosts shows how a single moment can become a whole period of social life.


Paul Manning, author of Love Stories: Private Love and Public Romance in Georgia


This book is crafted as a compendium of tacit knowledge about Georgia, harboring an array of insights that capture the tensions and ambiguities of a country that finds itself back from the future and poised between assembly and disassembly. The image of the portrait is therefore very accurate, reflecting the make-believe realities and re-enactments faced by the authors. Thumbing through its pages, I discovered how anthropological variations can be interwoven through biographies, social affects and political afterlives. This type of scholarship is not only inspiring and informative, but also pleasure to read.


Georgia is a country for storytellers and vernacular Sisyphus of life, Martin Demant Frederiksen and Katrine Bendtsen Gotfredsen being the perfect examples of this contagious ardor. The intimate and sharp look achieved by the authors makes this collection an important milestone in the discussion of contemporary social dynamics in Eastern Europe and the understanding of the human condition overall.


Francisco Martínez, author of Playgrounds and Battlefields: Critical Perspectives of Social Engagement










[image: ]







First published by Zero Books, 2017


Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,


Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK


office1@jhpbooks.net


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.zero-books.net


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Martin Demant Frederiksen and Katrine Bendtsen Gotfredsen 2016


ISBN: 978 1 78535 362 8


978 1 78535 363 5 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2016951895


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Martin Demant Frederiksen and Katrine Bendtsen Gotfredsen as authors have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY, UK




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.












Also by the authors




Martin Demant Frederiksen:


Young Men, Time, and Boredom in the Republic of Georgia.


Philadelphia: Temple University Press,


Ethnographies of Youth and Temporality – Time Objectified.


Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2014 (co-edited with


Anne Line Dalsgaard, Lotte Meinert and Susanne Højlund)


Ethnographies of Grey Zones in Eastern Europe – Borders, Relations


and Invisibilities. London: Anthem Press, 2015 (co-edited with


Ida Harboe Knudsen)


Katrine Bendtsen Gotfredsen:


Evasive Politics: Paradoxes of History, Nation and Everyday


Communication in the Republic of Georgia. PhD Dissertation,


Department of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen,









We would like to dedicate this book to coincidence, which, from 2004 up until publication, has been a guiding principle. That, and Ann Louise Slot (who will know why).








Preface


In some ways, this all started during a month spent in desolate locations in Poland in January 2003, where we decided that we would at some point soon travel together to some place further south. Through a series of random events and decisions we ended up buying tickets that would bring us from Russia over Armenia to Georgia the following year. This journey became decisive in many aspects of our lives, among those being the hours, days and years of discussions that eventually came to form the basis of the coming pages.


Throughout the years following our first stay in Georgia, a number of institutions have financially supported the various trips and research projects upon which this book is based, including the Danish Council for Independent Research; The Ethnographic Collections at Moesgaard Museum; The Klaus Ferdinand Memorial Fund; The Department of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen; and the Oticon Foundation. Although the respective grants we received were aimed at different goals than this book, we would not have been able to write it without their generous support.


Elizabeth Cullen Dunn and Maria Louw were kind enough to comment on a very early draft of the first chapters. The outline of the book was presented at Free University of Tbilisi as part of the Free University Research Seminars. We would like to thank all the participants of this event for their comments and suggestions, and especially Tamta Khalvashi for arranging it. We would also like to thank Renee Čaleta Meroni, who hosted us in her wonderful house during a writing retreat in Croatia in the spring of 2016, and provided us with the perfect context for thinking through our material.


And finally, we owe our sincere gratitude to the wonderful people in Georgia who have shared their time, their friendship and their stories with us during the preceding 12 years. One of the goals of this book has been to put forth stories that would otherwise have gone untold, and it goes without saying that any responsibility for the contents of what follows is ours alone.


– MDF and KBG, Croatia (and other places) 2016





Introduction



An Event


It started on a November evening in 2003 in a small country that few in the Western world knew much of. A man walked the streets with a mission. He was joined by thousands of people and, although he was not as such their leader, he told them to hold hands while they surrounded a building in a central part of the nation’s capital. After this he told them to disperse, which they did. They all met again in the following days, and, in the end, he and others in the group entered the building exclaiming “Resign, resign!” The building that was entered housed the parliament of the Republic of Georgia and the person he addressed was the president in office, Eduard Shevardnadze. The man himself was the young lawyer Mikheil Saakashvili, member of a coalition seeking to overthrow Shevardnadze by peaceful means. The event that was taking place would later be named the Revolution of Roses. According to one version the name was given because protesters had handed out roses to the soldiers assigned to stop them. In another account it was because Saakashvili held a rose in his hand as he entered the parliament building.


Saakashvili was by no means alone in arranging what took place, but he became the spearhead and symbol of the revolution and its promises. For the same reasons, he would also become the symbol of its later failures. At the time of the revolution Saakashvili was looked upon as a hero, particularly among the younger segments of society. Some referred to him as “crazy Misha” due to his at times frantic style, but nevertheless – or perhaps exactly because of this – many saw him as an epithet of a strong, Georgian man; good-hearted and emotional.1 Being good-hearted and good-souled (kai guli da kai suli in Georgian) is an honoured trademark of masculinity in the country – a sign of both strength and bravery as well as a sign of the well-spirited provider of family and host of guests. Saakashvili was a fighter, but most importantly, he was a Georgian.


The period immediately before and after the revolution was one of excitement. Travelling through the region at the time, we were met by an atmosphere of optimism and hopeful sentiments. This was not merely so in the capital where the revolution itself had taken place. In the small city Akhaltsikhe, near the border to Turkey, young people would walk the streets in the evening carrying EU flags as signals of Georgia having taken the first step towards being a democratic, European country. As there was no electricity, the streets they walked in were pitch-dark so the flags were barely visible, but the joyful voices emerging from the darkness seemed confident that soon, very soon, both electricity and the EU would be part of daily life.


The revolution had been peaceful in the sense that no armed forces had used physical power. But despite this, and despite the optimistic sentiments emerging throughout the country, it was not a period without tension. This was not least the case in the Adjara region in western Georgia. Along with two other regions, South Ossetia and Abkhazia, Adjara was an autonomous republic – a status given in Soviet times. A few months after Saakashvili was officially voted president, the leader of Adjara, Aslan Abashidze, was ousted and the region came under the full control of the government in Tbilisi. Adjara would be heralded as the first major success of the new government and taken as a sign that in the two other regions the same would soon occur.


On a general level, there were few who had any exact idea about what would happen after the revolution. Only that something would, and already was. In that sense it was not merely a situation of optimism and hope, it was also one of confusion and uncertainty. And as years passed by, it would be the latter rather than the former taking precedence amassing to experiences of scepticism and disillusion, and even paranoia and conspiracy.


Much has been written about the geopolitical significance of this event; about the possible foreign involvement in the revolution itself; about the ways in which it altered Georgia’s relations to neighbouring Russia; about its significance as a precursor to the revolutions in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan. But exactly what happened to the revolution after it ended? How may we understand its aftermaths and possible continuing significance? In this book we chronicle aspects of everyday life in the Republic of Georgia since the Rose Revolution in 2003 up until the present, and we explore how the visions supporting the revolution seeped into the everyday life of ordinary Georgians. What can we learn, we ask, not just about the Republic of Georgia at present, but also about post-revolutionary settings at large, by looking at the social afterlives of the Rose Revolution?


Afterlives and the end of new beginnings


With this book we wish to make two contributions. Firstly, we seek to present insights into contemporary Georgia. In this respect the book can be read as a solely empirical piece providing depictions of places, people and themes that have marked both politics and everyday realities within the last decade, as well as descriptions of key cultural self-representations that are employed both on political and everyday social levels. Secondly, we wish to shed light on post-revolutionary settings on a more general level. We do so not by comparing our material to other revolutionary situations, but by providing a framework through which political events and aftermaths in similar contexts may be approached. In the following paragraphs we will elaborate on the latter.


In its popular usage, “afterlife” denotes a realm in which the consciousness of an individual continues to reside after the death of the body. Recent theoretical developments within anthropology and related disciplines have argued for the use of “afterlives” as an analytical notion through which to understand processes of socio-political change. In her work on imperial debris, Laura Ann Stoler for instance has argued that in order to understand the life of people who live in situations marked by disintegration, we need to focus on the social and material afterlives of structures, sensibilities and things.2 That is, we must focus on that which continues to linger in an altered form. As several studies of socio-political change in the former Soviet republics have shown, the new beginning presented by the end of the Soviet era did not entail that a new and better future was waiting accessibly around the corner. Indeed, in Georgia it was partly the widespread disillusionment over the lack of change achieved by President Eduard Shevardnadze that led to the revolution. Similarly, beyond the political-institutional sphere, “revolutions” can only be a metaphor masking inevitable continuities of social organization and everyday practices.3 In that sense, the Rose Revolution did not entail a radical or all-encompassing form of socio-political change taking place overnight. Indeed, as critical observers of the politics conducted following the revolution noted: the roses had thorns. Our intention in what follows, however, is not to evaluate the success-rate of the revolution in terms of indicators of democratization, good governance or economic development. Rather, we approach it as an event that – for better and worse – had social consequences and effects beyond its own political visions and outside explicitly political domains. Just as the lingering remnants of the Soviet period have been explored in several studies of the post-Soviet region, our intention here is to explore what has lingered in the wake and aftermath of the revolution.


Using social afterlives as a vantage point allows us to confront the apparent contradiction that although political periods and events may be over, they continue to live on as memories and practices, at times even as haunting presences or forms of nostalgia for that which never came to be.4 Moreover, as will become apparent, visions and afterlives created by revolutionary situations are not only uncontrollable but also work back on the political. In that sense, our aim is to present an understanding of politics and political change not by looking at politics itself, but by exploring that which goes on around it, and to depict the effects and affects of political change on a micro-level. Said differently, we do not have our primary focus on classical themes regarding politics and political change such as reforms processes, the workings of state-institutions, or international relations. This is not to render such themes irrelevant but rather to present a supplementary perspective on the contemporary Georgian socio-political reality. In taking this approach we are writing from a post-Marxist perspective, following the likes of Cornelius Castoriadis and Vladimir Tismaneanu in seeing the similarities of political systems such as communism and capitalism or neoliberalism rather than focusing on essentialist oppositions.5 These perspectives are unfolded in the conclusion in relation to the empirical cases that are presented throughout the book.


Portraits and Variations


Milan Kundera writes of The Book of Laughter and Forgetting that it is a novel in the form of variations: “the various parts follow each other like the various stages of a voyage leading into the interior of a thought, the interior of a single, unique situation, the understanding of which recedes from my sight into the distance”.6 Methodologically we take a similar approach in this book. The variations that follow take the shape of portraits, the interior they lead to being the unique situation of the Rose Revolution. The portraits – or variations – that are presented, however, do not lead toward the revolution but rather depart from it. They describe, each in their own way, the revolution as it took form in the ten-year period following November 2003, and how it ceased to be an event but became part of social life. The portraits are sequenced chronologically and although they concern different places, people, events or things, they generate each other’s context. That is, they extend each other as case studies of smaller events that are all somehow related to a larger one – the revolution. Taken together, we term these portraits “afterlives” of the revolution in order to convey how the political ideas and visions underpinning the revolution took on new, sometimes surprising or unintended, lives of their own as they met social reality.


During the ten-year period depicted, we have both spent a couple of years of our lives conducting anthropological research in Georgia, spread over various times and places, with different aims and among different people. We first visited the country a few months after the revolution occurred, and to a large extent it has been through the revolution and its aftermaths that we came to know the country. This book is an attempt to share that knowledge. As previously mentioned, the following chapters may be read solely as empirical descriptions of various aspects of everyday social life in Georgia over the past ten years. Behind each portrait, however, more general analytical themes linger; themes that in various ways resonate with recent studies of the post-Soviet region, as well as studies of socio-political change and revolutionary situations on a broader level. These include questions of self-representation, disillusion, displacement, iconoclasm, performativity, scepticism, conspiracy and phantasm, to mention a few.


The fall of the Soviet Union necessitated the construction of new political identities across the region. Novel political projects and appeals for support were often framed as (highly emotional) “national”, “traditional” or “cultural” awakenings promising a prosperous future through the return to pre-Soviet identities.7 Several of the coming chapters engage these frameworks. Most of the people and figures we are to meet spend much representational work and energy in defining, categorizing and comprehending national, traditional, religious and other group identities. Analytically such processes have fostered a particular attention to the symbols and acts involved in “socializing” landscapes and imbuing places with (new) political values; for instance in the form of iconoclasm8 – the tearing down and erection of monuments,9 buildings, and even entire neighbourhoods.10 Even so, as we shall come to show, former social practices, visions and subjectivities keep lingering behind novel ones as “ruins”,11 “post-presences”12 or even as haunting ghosts.13 The Rose Revolution and its aftermath may be seen as a “second wave” of such iconoclasm, symbolically and practically breaking not only with the Soviet past but also the first decade of independence.


Another set of studies of the post-Soviet context also resonating with the upcoming chapters have focused on questions of dispossession and disillusionment,14 post-socialist nostalgia15 and changing and emerging forms of (inter)subjectivity, personhood and social being.16 Oftentimes, such studies have entailed a focus on changing perceptions of time and the role of hope and magic in societies marked by uncertainty and change,17 paralleled by another set of themes such as paranoia, suspicion and conspiracy, seen as (re)actions, or even symptoms, of an obsession with transparency in what appears to be an opaque and inaccessible social world of influences and powers.18 What all these diverse approaches engage, then, are the everyday responses to uncertainty, ambiguity and changes in the social fabric caused by overarching political change.


Relating to all these diverse, yet interconnected, themes are more overarching questions of political form, practice and performance.19 That is, how political order as well as change is symbolized and performed, and the now and then paradoxical effects and practices underpinning such explicit articulations. Each of the chapters in the book will, through an individual concluding coda, engage with one or several of the above themes. The codas provide analytical meta-readings of the individual portraits, but these sections of the book may also be seen as an introduction to central themes and debates within anthropological studies of the post-Soviet region.


In the chapters that follow, we depart from Tbilisi, the physical centre of the event, and move on to other places, particularly the cities of Gori and Batumi. We return to Tbilisi now and then, with stops on the way. This in some sense renders this a travel account, but not in a geographical sense. Rather, it is a journey through a theme, a movement through a short but significant part of Georgia’s recent history; one that will inevitably live on as a trace, as an afterlife, both materially, socially and symbolically. We write about the afterlives of the revolution because it is likely to remain an unfinished story; the political figures and institutions underlying it may have been replaced with something different, but something of it will inevitably live on, just as the more distant pasts lived on through the period we describe. This, then, could perhaps best be described as a peculiar form of an obituary of something gone but not lost or over.


Form and escalation


In a country of myth, it is little wonder that we in the upcoming pages will meet a mermaid, a soldier, a winemaker, a shade of colour, a make-believe invasion and a real one, people who do not officially exist, a dreamer, an unbuilt city, a theatre of politics and a mother figure. These are not fictional characters however. The chapters in the book each describe a figure embodying a particular aspect of Georgia and the decade following the revolution. While they are all connected to an aspect of the revolution and its afterlives they also engage more general – now and then stereotypical – aspects of Georgian history, nationality, socio-cultural ideals and everyday social life. The chapters will progress chronologically in a triple sense: they move from the early days immediately after the revolution towards the eventual fall of Saakashvili’s government. The contextual information surrounding the figures we describe moves from the distant past towards increasingly utopian and distant futures. And the sentiments described and conveyed move from optimism through scepticism and ambivalence towards what seems like farce and absurdity. It is with this structure that we seek to convey the way in which some of the visions of the revolution have escalated beyond their own foundational principles.20 That is, to repeat, how the afterlives of the revolution can be traced in different aspects of social reality.


In Chapters 1 and 2 we meet two archetypes of Georgian social and cultural life: the winemaker and the mother. These chapters act as backgrounds for understanding the basis of Georgian socio-cultural ideals and daily life in independent Georgia. However, besides providing a background to Georgia and the revolution, they also illustrate the tension between on the one hand ideals and explicit cultural representations and on the other hand lived everyday life, by presenting two radically different perspectives and experiences of the same political event. Chapter 1, “The Winemaker”, portrays Beka. He is a man embodying (and adhering to) many local, cultural traditions, such as making wine, being head of a family and entertaining guests. Through the story of Beka and his vivid representations of Georgian nationality and tradition, we recount in this chapter central elements of Georgia’s cultural history, the hopeful sentiments surrounding the time of the revolution and the interrelation of the two. The second chapter, “The Mother”, portrays Marina, a woman living in the old town of Tbilisi with her mother and daughter. Through Marina’s story we depict the image of the mother in Georgia as well as the differences existing between generations – from nostalgia towards the Soviet past to hopes for the future. Marina’s story furthermore illustrates a perceived lack of immediate change after revolution and the dire situation that was continuously faced by many citizens in the country.


Chapters 3 to 5 each in their way describe concrete social effects created by the new political visions, policies and practices that saw the light of day in the first years following the revolution. By describing living people who officially ceased to exist, façade colours and surface restorations masking dilapidated buildings, and war and national patriotism mixed with ambivalence, this group of chapters engage with the oftentimes contradictory and paradoxical relationship between what we may term “form” and “content” of the post-revolutionary visions and practices. Chapter 3, “The Misfits”, portrays a series of people in central Tbilisi who in each their way were misfits in relation to the vision and rhetoric of the revolution: beggars, street children, internally displaced people (IDPs) and a street musician. Politically they were seen as symbolic images of the turmoil and social problems of the 1990s, and their presence thus went against the political rhetoric claiming that the so-called post-Soviet transition had come to an end. Chapter 4, “The Pastel Shade”, portrays the painting of facades in a series of major cities in the country. First undertaken prior to a visit from then-US president George W. Bush, and hence signifying a new political allegiance with the West, the painting of facades became some of the first material signs of change. However, they also became some of the first sources of critique. Chapter 5, “The Soldier”, portrays the Georgian-Russian war in August 2008. More specifically it examines the image of the soldier as it has been put forth as a symbol of Georgian patriotism and military progress after the revolution. This symbolic figure of the soldier is contrasted and compared to a persistent image from the country’s Soviet past that still – even after the revolution and the 2008 war – enjoys popular appeal: that of Joseph Stalin as a Georgian national playing a vital role in the outcome of WWII.


Chapters 6 to 9 describe what seems to be an escalating atmosphere of rumour and paranoia accompanied by disillusion, and an increased decoupling of visions and political performance from practice and experience. Chapter 6, “The Mermaid”, portrays the rumoured discovery of a mermaid in a small village on the Black Sea coast. While many of the elderly and middleaged citizens in the area looked upon this discovery with anxiety, it was regarded by youths with ridicule. Through the story of the mermaid, the chapter depicts the scepticism and disillusion among the generation of youths who came of age during the time of the revolution; their loss of belief not only in religion or magic, but also in the state itself. Chapter 7, “The Hoax”, portrays a news segment aired on the local TV station Imedi claiming a new Russian invasion to be in progress. The immediate popular reactions – panic and uproar – pointed to a general atmosphere of paranoia and conspiracy that has been produced and nurtured through ideas of persistent dangers to the Georgian nation and, in effect, the revolutionary cause. Chapter 8, “The Theatre” portrays local perceptions of politics as a performance. It revolves around the project of building hospitals in all middle-sized cities of Georgia and the locally known fact that they were built mainly to be opened and left without contents (neither material nor staff). Returning to perspectives from formerly introduced persons, such as Marina, this chapter depicts how politics increasingly comes to be seen as a theatre or spectacle. Chapter 9 portrays a city not yet built. Lazika, “The Emerald City”, was a project devised by the government with the aim of building a power centre for economic trade in the Black Sea region. The planned location was close to the border of Abkhazia – one of the two autonomous regions within Georgia recognized by Russia as independent. Although financially supported by neoliberal forces such as Donald Trump, Lazika was widely criticized locally as a return to neo-bolshevism not least due to the planned relocation of existing villages in the area.


The final portrait, Chapter 10, is of the politician and businessman Bidzina Ivanishvili who led the “Georgian Dream” coalition that won the 2012 parliamentary elections and effectively ended the unilateral reign of Saakashvili and his United National Movement. Up until then a largely reclusive figure, Ivanishvili is held by many to have gained popularity not because of his political vision but rather because of him not being Saakashvili. In this final portrait, we depict him as a character, and examine how he as a figure both resembles and deviates from that of Saakashvili, and we explore the local perception of him as an embodiment of the end of the Rose Revolution. From initially being a figure embodying strength, progress and democratic change, it would ironically be Saakashvili’s admittance of defeat to Ivanishvili that came to be seen as one of his greatest democratic achievements.


Returning to the notion of afterlives, the Conclusion includes a series of considerations concerning the legacies of the revolution and the possible recycling of political practices in years to come. In doing so, we will discuss which traces of the revolution there are to be seen in current social and political developments. Studies of the post-Soviet region have within recent years been criticized of failing to engage an audience beyond its own circle. In the conclusion we will draw on the codas of each chapter and engage in a broader discussion about how debates and insights from the field of post-Soviet studies may be used in more general understandings of revolutionary changes and their aftermaths beyond both Georgia and the post-Soviet context – including, among other things, how the outcome of social or revolutionary change may best be seen as a form of spiralling, despite being politically premised on notions of linearity.


Before we set off, it should be noted that many of the voices and perspectives we will encounter in the following chapters are critical. This should not be read as a sign of Saakashvili and his government not having any supporters in the years after the revolution. On the contrary, many Georgians remained loyal to the president and his political visions throughout his time in power. However, as we are interested in the unintended as much as the intended outcomes of the revolution, the ten portraits presented are ones that seek to go behind, or below, official representations and visions.





Chapter 1



The Winemaker


Arrival


We are forced to exit the bus and walk into Georgia as we reach the border. This is to the obvious discontent of the other passengers as we are already hours late. The ride from Yerevan in Armenia has been painstakingly slow due to the dire condition of the vehicle – an old Soviet school bus. An armed soldier escorts us to a small shed that makes up the Armenian-Georgian border post at Sadakhlo, a deserted landscape in what seems to be the middle of nowhere. Once seated inside the shed, an officer looks through our passports and examines the visa we obtained through the Georgian Consulate in Yerevan. We have no shared language to communicate in and he looks at us with a significant amount of scepticism, as if thinking: “Why on earth are you coming here?”


The exact reasons as to why we had gone in the first place are blurry: a shared fascination with the post-Soviet region; a shared non-existent knowledge of the Caucasus region which resided on the map as a question mark; a shared bottle of red wine (perhaps several) and a decision to buy tickets and go. Both anthropology students at the time, little did we know that this three-week stay in Georgia would come to define our later academic lives.


Entering the country at this time, July 2004, was a slightly arduous affair. With our national backgrounds we needed a formal invitation from a local institution in order to get the necessary stamps for visits longer than two weeks. We obtained it by searching for local NGOs on the Internet, writing as many as we could to ask them to help us. Nina, an office manager who worked in one of these, replied. Not only did she assist us in how to obtain our visas, she also offered us to stay with her and her family in their newly built farmhouse and hotel outside Tbilisi.


We had initially wanted to visit all three countries in the Southern Caucasus – Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan, and if possible also parts of the Russian side of the mountains further north. But many borders in the region could not be crossed due to political conflicts. Borders and visa procedures thus framed our itinerary. We could obtain a visa for Georgia at a consulate in Armenia’s capital Yerevan, and we could obtain a visa for Armenia online.
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