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! TapxanoBa JK. OceTHHBI HUKOTAA HE CMHPATCS ¢ moTepeil cBoux 3emenb. 10 depans, 2015:
https://www.ekhokavkaza.com/a/26840770
2 TlyTelecTBHe B TPYCOBCKOE ylIenbe; PoxuHa crasiias 3a rpanuieit; TpycoBCKoe yIuembe.
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KAZBEGI DISTRICT IN THE CONTEXT OF THE
PROPAGANDA POLICY OF THE RUSSIAN HYBRID WARFARE

Natia Jalabadze
Georgia

After the August 2008 war, the Kazbegi region turned out to be in the interests of
the Kremlin; however, it remains a constant subject of scientific and political debate.
This very important geostrategic area near the Georgian-Russian border was part of
the defense line in the Greater Caucasus back in Soviet times. The defense plan of
the General Staff of the Ministry of Defense of the USSR was created in case of an
alleged war with NATO and included 3 lines defense: 1. On the perimeter of the state
border (modern Georgian-Turkish border)'. 2. Along the Greater Caucasus Range
and 3. In the depths, on the territory of Rostov Oblast and Stavropol Krai. According
to the plan, full protection of the line along the Greater Caucasus required control of
approximately 40 km south of the ridge, of which 20 km was an active protection
zone and 20 km south to it — a passive one. After the collapse of the Soviet Union,
the Russian government has been doing its best for establishing the border along the
Great Caucasus, with the prospect of controlling the Georgian highlands. According
to Georgian experts, this is the reason for Russia’s activity in seizing the territory of
Georgia adjacent to the Greater Caucasus Mountains?.

Ivane Javakhishvili wrote about the borders of Georgia: ,,As if nature itself creat-
ed the watchman Goliath for the Georgian people — the Greater Caucasus Mountain
range to the north and high mountains to the south; Georgia is bordered by the Black
Sea on the west and by rivers on the east. in this respect Georgia is one of the magnif-
icently limited countries. By the way, thanks to these conditions, the Georgian people
were able to repulse many enemies, often much stronger than themselves, and defend
their nationality throughout their long history. Georgia’s enemies were well aware
of this fact, therefore they repeatedly tried to seize and take away this or that border
territory of our country”®. Since the 1990s, the Kremlin has been deliberately taking
over these border territories.

The Kremlin’s attempt not to let Georgia out of its control turned out to be disas-
trous for our country. The conflicts in Abkhazia and Ossetia, initiated in the 1990s,

I After the collapse of the Soviet Union and Georgia’s orientation toward NATO, according to the
alleged decision of the Russian General Staff, the second defense border automatically became
the main border, therefore it acquired a special function” (M. Areshidze, see below).

2 Areshidze M. Georgian-Russian Border: Current Situation and Threats, in Collection: Georgia-2009,
Post-War Challenges and Prospects, Club of Independent Experts, Tbilisi 2010, p. 42.

3 Iv. Javakhishvili, Borders of Georgia, Tfl,. 1919, p. 2:
https://javakhishviliinstitute.files.wordpress.com/2009/07/javaxishvilisazgvrebi.pdf
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eventually culminated in the formation of the independent political (albeit unrecog-
nized) entities from these indigenous parts of Georgia. According to expert Mamuka
Areshidze, when, after 2004, Georgia’s aspiration for NATO became irrevocable,
the Russian authorities began to actively work for the seizure of some lands and
Georgia’s border regions'. The fact that the section of Abkhazia and Ossetia of the
Georgian-Russian border is outside the control of official Tbilisi is also a result of
this policy. However, as mentioned above, the interests of the Kremlin / Ossetia have
gone even further, and the Kazbegi region has become their new target after the Au-
gust 2008 war.

Initially, our opponents focused on the Ossetian-populated areas of the Kazbegi
district, namely Truso and Kobi (as well as Ghuda, at the headwaters of Aragvi); as
the chairman of the People’s Front N. Natadze mentioned in his interviews concern-
ing the Truso Gorge: ... it is of great strategic importance for our enemy. Claims to
Truso is the same as announcing ,, check” to Georgia and generally the West by the
Russians“.

Very soon, the claims of Tskhinvali / the Kremlin covered the entire Kazbegi re-
gion. In 2009, Kokoity for the first time officially announced his plans for the Truso
gorge, noting that during the August war they formed a strong military group aimed
not only at capturing the Leningor region but also at the annexation of the historical
Ossetian lands of Truso and Kazbegi: ,I already had a detachment ready to carry out
this task, that is, to reach Kazbegi®®.

It is obvious that the desire to control this area is motivated by the interest of seiz-
ing a strategically important section of the Georgian Military Road, which is part of
Russia’s far-reaching plan regarding the South Caucasus; among other benefits, this
road is the shortest highway connecting Russia with Armenia. Opponents claim that
the territory of Ossetian settlement in the Kazbegi district is the historical homeland
of the Ossetians, the so-called East Ossetia (sometimes called Central Ossetia) and
using propaganda leverage, enroot the idea that ,East Ossetia“ historically belonged
to Ossetians and is the original Ossetian territory, which the Bolsheviks, against the
will of the Ossetian people, illegally torn away from their homeland and handed
over to the Soviet Socialist Republic of Georgia in the 1920 s.* The arguments used
by Ossetian scholars (and not only them) to justify this ,concept”, have no scientific
basis and are far from reality.

! Areshidze M. Thesis, ibid.

2 Abesadze E. Whose land is Truso gorge and what do the separatists want, 2014:
https://for.ge/view/35728/visi-miwaa-Trusos-xeoba-da-ra-surT-separatistebs.html

* Kalandadze G. Kokoity outlined the borders of ,,Great Ossetia®. August 26, 2013: https://experti.
ge/

* Truso - Historical and Ethnocultural Problems. Collective of Authors, R. Edited by Topchishvili,
Tb., 2021, p. 14.
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In 2021, the collective work of Georgian scholars ,, Truso — Historical and Ethno-
cultural Issues“ was published. Historians, ethnologists, art historians, archaeologists
and architects have thoroughly studied this area and substantiated that Truso has al-
ways been inseparable from Georgia. The Ossetians came here late, they replaced
the Dvals who had previously populated this area; part of the Dvals moved from
Truso, while some were assimilated by the Ossetians; though the Ossetian element
was prevalent, they still adopted elements of culture of the local ethnic group (types
of residential or agricultural buildings, construction techniques, forms of agriculture,
toponyms, religious cults and traditions, etc.). It became clear from the book that the
Ossetian scholars incited by the Kremlin, using falsified history, try to present the
area as the ancient homeland of the Ossetians; consequently, they consider it legit-
imate to demand the assignment of these territories to South Ossetia, which should
ultimately end with the unification of ,two Ossetias“!; Russia will thus capture a
geostrategically important area.

In 2013, Mikhail Cherno, a Russian political scientist and expert at the Center
for Strategic Conjuncture, published the book Ossetia: The Birth of a Great Dream
(Ocerns: Poxxnenne bombmoit Meutst), which can be viewed as the plot of Russia’s
ossetian scenario against Georgia. This ,big dream” consists of several stages and
should end with the return of the historical Ossetian territories and the annexation
of the United Ossetia to Russia. The author directly points out that the problem of
Ossetia for Russia is in many ways not a question of foreign, but of domestic pol-
icy, and if the Republic of South Ossetia does not join Russia, the entire structure
of Russia in the Caucasus will be largely destroyed.. ? The preface to M. Chernov’s
book is entitled: United Ossetia: the unification of all Ossetian states into a Great
State (Enunas Ocetus: 00beiUHEHUE BCEX OCETHHCKUX 3eMellb B cocTase bombmioit
crpanbl)“, which is the core idea of the book.

Yana Amelina, today secretary-coordinator of the Caucasian Geopolitical Club
and Head of the Information and Analytical Center Border of the Present, which in
political circles is considered the defender of the interests of Ossetians, in the preface
to Michail Chernov’s book shares the author’s idea regarding united Ossetia. She
writes: ,Ossetians will solve great problems throughout the united Ossetia, Russia
and the Eurasian Union of Peoples. The matter concerns not only present-day South
Ossetia, but also the return of the lands of Trialeti Ossetia, Kazbegi and Gori regions
of current Georgia, as well as the city of Oni and its environs into a single Ossetia.
Vladikavkaz and Tskhinvali, apparently, are not yet thinking enough about this, but
without restoring the unity of the historical territory, the future of Ossetia is not so
clear. Mikhail Chernov is one of the few who has been raising this question for many

! Ibid.
2 YepHoB M. U. Ocerust: poxaeHue 60mbioi meutsl. M., 2013. p. 5.
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years...“! It seems that then the society of Tskhinvali and Vladikavkaz was not yet
properly brainwashed, which is emphasized in the passage by Amelina; there were
few apologists for this idea either.

The administrative border of the Soviet-era South Ossetian Autonomous District
runs along the territory adjacent to the Georgian Military Road in the Kazbegi region,
so it is not surprising that Tskhinvali / Russia claims to the Kazbegi Truso gorge,
which borders both South and North Ossetia; Naturally, the vector of unification of
»South and North Ossetia“ must pass through Truso. Truso®, ,East Ossetia“ in their
way, is an integral part of Georgia. That is why the Kazbegi region, its Ossetian popu-
lation and their territories have recently become a constant target of information war-
fare and Kremlin propaganda. Hybrid warfare has a variety of propaganda methods:
propaganda is created in different formats (text, audio, video, photo material). It is
spread through various channels — Internet, social media, radio, television, print me-
dia, through direct meetings and communication with members of the public; Propa-
ganda is based on fabricated stories, distortions of real facts; It is created quickly and
continuously. In many cases, old misinformation is redistributed and replicated; The
main task is not only to present the truth as a lie but also to confuse the target object/
group by distorting the facts so that he can no longer see the real picture?.

Due to the propaganda policy of the Russian hybrid war, today in North Ossetia
and the self-proclaimed South Ossetia there is hardly anyone who does not want the
unification of ,two Ossetias“; The propaganda aimed at returning the territory of
the indigenous Ossetians and restoring historical justice reaches its peak on social
networks, where there is a rapid increase in the number of users of these social sites
and the active participation of various sectors of society. Demands of this type from
politicians are becoming more and more radical, the campaign for the transfer of
lands of the Kazbegi region to Ossetia is gaining momentum. As it is known, social
networks are the best, fast and effective way of spreading propaganda. As the number
of consumers grows, so does its impact on various segments of society and the scale
of public opinion formation.

The Facebook page of the Vladikavkaz Ossetians — Kazbegi region is part of
Ossetia-Alania!!! is especially active in this direction. Its name openly speaks of the
intentions to seize the Kazbegi region. This bilingual (Russian-Ossetian) group was
created in 2017. According to a local narrator from Kazbegi: , We have our own page
— ,Kazbegi, Truso, Kobi“, they have their own — ,Kazbegi district is part of Osset-
ia-Alania!!!“ And there is a fierce discussion between us“. This group was formed at
a time when the issue of Truso and the Kazbegi region, in general, was gaining more
significance on the Ossetian political, scientific and social front. In a brief annotation

! Ibid, p. 6.
2 Hybrid warfare in Russian military theory: http://eugeorgia.info/ka
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of the page we read about the group itself: ,, The eastern part of North and South Os-
setia-Alania' remained under the administrative and economic control of the newly
formed Georgian state. This region is practically located between the two republics
of Ossetia and in Soviet times was called the Kazbegi region. Ossetian villages in
this region were completely destroyed due to the fact that the Tbilisi regime created
discriminatory living conditions for the Ossetians... In addition, most of them (mean-
ing the Ossetians of Kazbegi, N.J.) are deprived of the so-called Right to cross the
Georgian border*.

Anyone wishing to join the group must answer questions; the first of them is:
»Do you think that Georgia is an occupier?”. The group has 2400 members and its
administrator is Gairbek Salbiti, the same Gairbek Salbiev, a former high-ranking of-
ficial of the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs, head of the organization Darial. For
the knowledgeable Georgian public, this organization and its leader are well known
for their anti-Georgian activities and reactionary speeches. According to Salbiev, not
only Kobi and Truso, but the entire Kazbegi region, or ,East Ossetia®, are lands be-
longing to Ossetians, and these territories are occupied by Georgia?.

If we view this page, we will clearly see that its leaders are ,working“ in many di-
rections: xenophobic statements against the Georgians and the Georgian government,
the genocide committed by Georgians against the Ossetians, the seizure of historical
territories, their expulsion from their lands, the annexation of the Ossetian territories
by Georgia are posted here. Each formulation is backed by sensitive visual material,
mainly documentaries and video sketches; the page criticizes the ongoing processes
in Georgia, the policy of our country, politicians and even public figures. For exam-
ple, the recent mass unrest related to Posner’s visit to Georgia, etc. Basically, this
propaganda page is a call for Ossetia to return ,,its lands”, unite the ,two Ossetia“ and
annex United Ossetia to Russia. It should also be noted that the dispute between the
Georgian and Ossetian Facebook users on this page mentioned by our respondent is
not so fierce.

As for the organization Darial itself, it is known that its immediate plan is to to
seize the Truso gorge and Gudauri, then join South Ossetia to Kobi and Gudauri via
the Truso gorge, and in a more far-reaching plan — unite two Ossetias, with already
occupied Georgian territories, and become part of Russia. This organization, presum-
ably, relies on Armenian pseudo-scientists, with the help of which they will ,,obtain®
the corresponding Armenian historical sources, proving that the Kazbegi region is the
ancestral land of the Alans?®. This fact was confirmed by our respondent from Kazbe-
gi, who noted that Ossetians confirmed that they rely on Armenian scientists and are

! This inappropriate concept could be written mechanically or deliberately.
2 http://www.frontnews.ge/ge
3 http://expertclub.ge
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supported by them. The Armenian factor is another separate topic in the propaganda
narrative of the Russian hybrid war.

Until recently, the organization Darial, led by Salbiev, held regular pickets at the
Upper Lars border crossing, demanding to give the right to Ossetians, former resi-
dents of Kobi and Truso, now the citizens of Russia, to cross the border to attend their
religious holidays and visit the cemeteries of their ancestors. After the opening of the
Lars checkpoint, the Georgian government has banned politically motivated persons
from Vladikavkaz from entering Georgia for the fear of destabilization. Opponents
assess this as a violation of human rights. There are lists according to which the Geor-
gian Security Service does not allow the listed persons to cross the border. About 200
people have been included in this so-called blacklist, although at first there were not
so many of them. Journalist V. Tokhsirov addresses this issue in 2019 and emphasiz-
es that the blacklist citizens of North Ossetia are not allowed to visit the houses and
cemeteries of their ancestors in the border region of Mtskheta-Mtianeti because they
demanded extracts from the family books from the Kazbegi Municipality and wanted
to legalize their lands and houses.

As can be seen from today’s data, mostly supporters of the Darial are not allowed
to cross the border. According to a respondent from Kazbegi, in fact, the principle of
their inclusion in these lists is completely different: ,, They themselves revealed their
data. Ours would have to struggle to make this list for 5-6 years, but they took and
published it on their page - a list of donations, how much and who donated to the
organization, and ours recorded all this® (Field material, Kazbegi district, 2010). So
the topic of the legalization of land and houses is a provocative bait that both sides
can fall for.

In addition to Darial, there are other anti-Georgian public organizations in
Vladikavkaz (For United Ossetia, Kazbeg...) that carry out similar activities. Their
propaganda is also based on falsified history and anti-Georgian rhetoric. For ex-
ample, according to the leader of the organization For United Ossetia A. Khugaev,
Ossetians lived in Truso, the Kobi Basin and the Guda Gorge; Georgians appeared
in this region in the 19" century. All toponyms here are of Ossetian origin: rivers,
mountains, valleys. There are no Georgian archeological monuments that are more
than 120 years old".

The issue of ,lost lands® is constantly discussed in the North Ossetian press and
television by journalist A. Tuaeva, who is originally from Kobi and is also black-
listed. She asserts that Georgians did not live in the area at all and that there was no
evidence that they ever inhabited the land. Tuaeva’s documentaries are also imbued

! TapxanoBa JK. OceTHHBI HUKOTAA HE CMHpATCS ¢ moTepeil cBoux 3emens. Despans 10, 2015:
https://www.ekhokavkaza.com/a/26840770
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with this idea!, where the author tries to support the above-mentioned formulations
voiced in the press with scientific arguments.

One of these arguments is the narrative of the formation of the Taranjeloz shrine
at the place where one tear of God fell in the Truso Gorge. This story is used by the
populist-propaganda media as a ,document” to present these territories as the Osset-
ian historical homeland and their sacred place. After the death of Nart Batradz, God
ordered local deities and angels to bury the young man in Sophia crypt. But neither
they nor the twelve oxen could move Batradz’s body. Then, on the advice of God, the
local deities harnessed two oxen born on the day of Tutir and carried Batradze’s body
to the grave. When it was difficult to bring in the dead, the angels again asked God
for help. God shed three tears from heaven, angels brought the corpse into the crypt
and buried it. And where three tears of God fell, three shrines were erected: Tarange-
loz, Mikalgabirta and Rekom?. The name Tarangelos, which is a distorted form of an
Archangel (3magotobggemmbn), indicates the Georgian origin of this shrine, which
cannot be refuted by any scientific argument.

Thus, the propaganda apparatus of the Russian hybrid warfare, in alliance with the
party claiming the Georgian lands tries to prepare the ground for the implementation
of the idea of a united Ossetia, through ignoring objective reality, spreading false
history and distorted facts.

! TlyTemrecTBue B TPyCOBCKOE yiiesbe; PoanHa craBias 3a rpanutieii; TpycoBCKoe yIiernbe.
2 Narts. translated from ossetian by Tskhovrebova, Tskhinval, 1988, p. 272; Mamisimedishvili Kh.
Ossetian Folklore. Tb., 2015, pp. 94-95.
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