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Wars always give rise to a flood of self-justifications by the con­
tending states and tendentious claims from other interested par­
ties. The brief war between Russia and Georgia in August 2008 is 
no exception. Absent from all the polemics has been authorita­
tive information on the actual course of events. This pioneering 
study by ten highly regarded experts traces the roots of the con­
flict back more than a decade. It details the intense preparations 
that preceded the war, the key moments of the fighting itself, and 
the broader consequences of the conflict to date. 

This goes far toward establishing "what actually happened," 
which is precisely what the nineteenth-century German histo­
rian Leopold von Ranke considered the starting point for true 
understanding. 
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Soldier, know your probable enemy! 
 
Starting in 2001, the government of Georgia abruptly changed its course towards neigh-
borly and friendly relations with Russia. Choosing to exploit relations with our country, 
the Georgian government is using all possible means to enter the NATO club by active-
ly increasing militarization of the country. 
 Composition of Georgian Armed Forces: ground troops, air force and air defense 
forces, navy forces, national guard. 
Number of Georgian Armed Forces – 32,700 men. 
The Defense Ministry budget for 2008 – $970 million. 
 
Ground Troops 
Size – 22,000 men. 
The Armed Forces include five brigades and eight separate battalions. 

1st infantry brigade (Gori city). In 2002–2004 underwent training based on Ameri-
can Georgia Train and Equip Program (GTEP). In 2005–2006 – partially [underwent] 
American Georgia Sustainment and Stability Operation Program (GSSOP).  

2nd infantry brigade (Senaki town and Batumi city). In 2005 underwent training 
based on American GSSOP; 2005–2006 underwent “operation test” in Iraq. 

3rd infantry brigade (Kutaisi city and Ahaltsihe town). In 2006 underwent training 
based on American GSSOP II; in 2006–2008 underwent “operation test” in Iraq; in 
2007, was [part of] a special battalion in Kosovo.  

4th infantry brigade (Tbilisi city and Muhrovani town). Composed of armed per-
sonnel formerly serving at the Interior Ministry.  

5th infantry brigade (Batumi city and Poti town). 
The Georgian Army forces include [the following armaments]: 

Tanks: T-72B1, T-72M, T-72AB (according to plans of the Georgian Defense Minis-
try, all of 165 units of T-72 tanks are currently being upgraded to T-72-SIM-1). 

Armored personnel carriers: APC-1, APC-2, APC-80, MT-LB multipurpose tracked 
vehicles, BRDM-2, armored car Cobra. 
Bombardment artillery: 203 mm 2S7 “Pion” self-propelled artillery gun, 152 mm 2S19 
MSTA-S self-propelled howitzer, 152 mm 2A65 Msta-B howitzer, 152 mm 2A36 
“Giatsint-B” artillery gun, 152 mm ShKH Dana vz.77, 152-mm self-propelled howitzer 
2S3 “Akatsiya,” 22-mm howitzer 2A18 (D-30), 40 85-mm divisional gun D-44. 

Multiple artillery rocket system: 262 mm M-87 “Orkan” MLRS, GRADLAR 
122mm/160 mm, 122 mm RM-70, 122 mm Multiple Rocket Launcher BM-22 “Grad,” 
128 mm M-63 artillery rocket “Plamen.” 

On January 26, 2008 Georgia announced its refusal to purchase “Kalashnikov” ma-
chine guns in favor of M-4 machine guns produced by America.   
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Strengths: 
 
- training of most of Georgian ground troops by NATO instructors; equipment of Geor-
gian Armed Forces by modern American, French, and Turkish armament and technolo-
gies. Current armament and technologies of the Soviet production are being modernized 
or replaced by new units; 
 
- training of troops is financed by the United States and NATO; 
 
- combat experience of the 2nd and 3rd infantry brigades in Iraq and Kosovo as part of 
NATO forces. 
 
Weaknesses: 
 
- low level of discipline, military morale, and integrity among military personnel. Cases 
of desertion, hazing, and alcoholism are present across ground troops divisions; 
 
- as recently published survey results of Georgian Armed Forces personnel show, the 
biggest and the brightest dream of a Georgian soldier is not execution of militaristic and 
aggressive plans of saakashists, but deployment to Iraq. After such a trip [to Iraq], 
every Georgian soldier is able to bring back home up to $10,000 and substantially im-
prove his family’s dire situation;  
 
- low level of education among staff divisions that do not include NATO instructors. 
 
Published by Doblest’ newspaper’s printing house. 
 
Translated from Russian by Erica Marat. 
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1 
Introduction 

Svante E. Cornell and S. Frederick Starr 
 
 
 
 

In the summer of 2008 an unprecedented event occurred. For the first time 
since 1979 the Russian military crossed national borders to attack a sove-
reign state. This attack followed a period of intensive and mainly negative 
developments in Russia’s relations with Georgia and, more significantly, in 
Russia’s relations with the West. What appeared to have begun in the  
breakaway Georgian territory of South Ossetia rapidly escalated to the 
most significant crisis in European security in a decade. 

This war took the world by surprise. Yet over the preceding months 
those closely watching events in the Caucasus had been calling attention to 
the escalating conflict in the region. Steps taken by the Russian leadership 
following the Western recognition of Kosovo’s independence in February 
2008, and the NATO Bucharest Summit in April brought the situation in 
the Caucasus to an entirely new level. In spite of a mass of readily availa-
ble information on the Russian arms buildup, however, Western govern-
ments were caught off guard when simmering tensions in the Georgian 
conflict zones exploded into full-scale war. 

Few international events of this magnitude have been so quickly sub-
merged under a cloud of polemics involving both spin and disinformation. 
The media coverage of the war during the crucial first few days largely 
reflected Russia’s line. We now know part of the reason for this, namely, 
that the Russian government had flown some fifty Russian reporters to 
Tskhinvali days before the war began. In the West, the media’s opinion-
dominated news cycle from the outset prevailed over more authoritative 
reporting. Staff cutbacks in many news media left few qualified reporters 
available. Even though the region is readily accessible from Europe by air, 
scarcely any Western news media managed to post a professional war cor-
respondent to the scene. The few Western reporters who went to the region 
faced belligerents who understood the need to disseminate their view of the 
events, which they each did in a predictably one-sided manner.  
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Thanks both to Russia’s information initiative and the ineffectiveness of 
Western news media, initial opinions that had been hastily formed on the 
basis of incomplete or inaccurate information soon came to dominate the 
airwaves and print media. Rarely, if ever, were these opinions identified as 
such; in most cases they were offered as fact rather than as hypotheses. 
This in turn led to a climate in which it was possible, even likely, that poli-
cymakers in Western governments and civic organizations could make pol-
icy on the basis of premature judgments, erroneous information or, occa-
sionally, very little information at all. 

Months after the events, analysts have focused more on the conse-
quences of the war than on the war itself and its antecedent events. But any 
analysis of the August war’s consequences is inevitably shaped by the 
narrative one accepts on the events themselves, and particularly on their 
deeper historical context. In order to understand the war, one must under-
stand the evolution of Russian-Georgian relations, as well as Georgia’s and 
Russia’s respective relations with the West, over the past two decades.  

Should this confrontation be understood primarily as one between Rus-
sia and Georgia, or as the tailwind of Russia’s relations with the West? The 
link between Russia’s policies in Georgia and its relationship with the West 
is inescapable. Russian-Georgian relations had long since soured. Georgia 
was moving rapidly toward Euro-Atlantic integration, and at a time when 
an increasingly assertive Russian foreign policy was being shaped by 
sphere of influence-thinking. No less important, the escalation in the Cau-
casus came in the immediate aftermath of Western policy decisions on Ko-
sovo and NATO enlargement. Indeed, Russian officials during the spring 
of 2008 explicitly cited these decisions to justify their actions in the months 
before the outbreak of war. 

A number of Western officials and analysts followed this process with 
great concern. Among them was the Joint Center led by the two editors of 
this volume. Over the year preceding the outbreak of war, the Central Asia-
Caucasus Institute & Silk Road Studies Program issued several publica-
tions on the acrimonious Russian-Georgian relationship. In the fall of 2007 
the Center published a short monograph on Russia’s missile attack at the 
Georgian village of Tsitelubani, which occurred on August 6—a year to the 
day before the start of the August war. The Joint Center then proceeded to 
issue four more policy papers on Georgian affairs, including one of the first 
analytical studies on the August war, which appeared less than three weeks 
after the start of fighting. Given this, it was a natural step to seek to bring 
together more detailed information on the events leading up to the war, on 
the war itself, and its likely implications for the future.  
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This volume draws on the expertise of ten Russian, Georgian, European, 
and American analysts and scholars. With backgrounds in academia, jour-
nalism, military affairs, administration, and diplomacy, they bring to the 
task a broad and diverse knowledge of the South Caucasus, Russian foreign 
policy, and international relations more generally. The book traces the ori-
gins of the conflagration beginning with the process of the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union in the late 1980s. It then follows the relationship between 
Georgia, its breakaway republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and Rus-
sia over the sixteen years between the establishment of Georgian indepen-
dence and the war. 

Some readers may ask whether it is really necessary to dwell at length 
on events that took place long before August 2008. Yet the contributors to 
this volume had all come to the independent conclusion that the events of 
August 2008 were the culmination of a long preparatory period that began 
with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, if not earlier.  

The war has already been given many names: the “War Over South Os-
setia,” or the “Five-Day War,” etc. Most of these are misleading to the ex-
tent that they suggest that the war was only about South Ossetia or was 
limited in time. Russia’s words and deeds made it clear from the outset that 
even though the war may have started in South Ossetia, it embraced all of 
Georgia, if not the South Caucasus. Contributors to this volume provide 
much evidence that the fighting in South Ossetia was only one theater of 
the broader Russian-Georgian conflict. 

Even if one accepts that the war began on August 7, 2008 (though there 
are strong arguments to suggest it began days or even months earlier), it 
did not end with the cease-fire agreement signed on August 12. Russian 
military operations on Georgian territory continued long after that date. 
Even now, nearly a year later, Russia remains in violation of commitments 
it made in the cease-fire agreement.  

This book is organized chronologically. It begins with an account of de-
velopments in Georgia during the transition to independence—a period 
marked by the rebirth of Georgian nationalism and a strong movement to 
secede from the Soviet Union. These years saw the rise and fall of Geor-
gia’s first nationalist president, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, the return to power of 
Georgia’s Soviet-era leader, Eduard Shevardnadze, and the emergence of 
the conflicts in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Thomas Goltz, who covered 
these events for leading American publications, provides a vivid picture of 
the chaotic time that led to Georgia’s rebirth as a state; he also gives evi-
dence of how Russia’s interventions contributed to the overall weakening 
of this new Georgia as a state.  
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We turn then to the post-independence period dominated by the leader-
ship of Boris Yeltsin in Russia and of Eduard Shevardnadze in Georgia. 
While more calm than either the preceding or subsequent periods, this era, 
as Thornike Gordadze shows, was more turbulent than it is generally 
thought to have been. On the one hand, Georgia sought to strengthen its 
independence. On the other, Russia worked to slow this process by inter-
vening in its internal affairs, particularly in the conflict zones. Gordadze 
concludes that the rough treatment of Georgia by Yeltsin’s Russia led She-
vardnadze to orient Georgia increasingly toward the West, which in turn 
prompted a Russian reaction, which began in the last years of Yeltsin’s rule 
but accelerated significantly after Vladimir Putin came to power in 1999. 

The rise of Putin was accompanied by significant changes in Russia’s at-
titude toward the former Soviet space. From the outset Georgia emerged as 
one of the Putin government’s main targets. Former advisor to Vladimir 
Putin Andrei Illarionov, who resigned in 2005, presents a systematic over-
view of the measures affecting Georgia that began with Putin’s ascent to 
power. His meticulous chronology reveals the steady march of premedi-
tated actions that led to the escalation of tensions between Russia and 
Georgia since the fall of 1999. Readers will recall the widely disseminated 
view that the deterioration in Russian-Georgian relations traces to the 
“Rose Revolution” of 2003 and Mikheil Saakashvili’s rise to power. But 
the evidence offered by Illarionov discredits that view, as well as its corol-
lary that it was the rise of democracy in Georgia that brought the Russian 
army across the Russian-Georgia border. As Illarionov shows, the process 
had begun well before 2003 and unfolded inexorably thereafter.  

This is by no means to say that the Rose Revolution was irrelevant. In 
his chapter Swedish researcher Niklas Nilsson details the transformation of 
the Georgian state from reactive and ineffective under Shevardnadze to 
proactive and demanding under Saakashvili. Nilsson shows how the Geor-
gian government pushed relentlessly to change the status quo in Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia. Backing its position with numerous United Nations res-
olutions, the new government in Tbilisi refused to accept Putin’s steadily 
mounting steps to control these territories and looked instead to the Euro-
Atlantic community to back Georgia’s claims to sovereignty. 

These chapters bring the reader to the present day and to more focused 
questions on what transpired during 2008. The chapters that follow detail 
Western and Georgian reactions to Moscow’s increasingly assertive poli-
cies, which reached a fever pitch following the Western recognition of Ko-
sovo and the NATO Bucharest Summit in early 2008. In his analysis of 
European and American reactions, Stephen Blank lays bare the ineptitude 


