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Lavrenti Janiashvili, Giorgi Mamardashvili,                      

Liana Melikishvili, Vakhtang Urushadze  

 

THE ISSUE OF INTEGRATION OF ETHNIC GROUPS IN 

KVEMO KARTLI (ARMENIANS AND AZERBAIJANIS) 

Summary 

The experience of recent decades has shown that multi-ethnicity 

and multiculturalism are major challenges for independent Georgia on 

her road towards democratic development. One of the top priorities of 

Georgia on this path is the protection of the rights of ethnic minorities 

in multiethnic regions, preservation of their identity and their civic 

integration; so that the citizens of Georgia, regardless of their ethnic 

origin, could contribute to the country's economic development, 

political and social life and democratic development process. 

However, despite the intensive transformation of the social-political 

and economic infrastructure of the last period, cultural and economic 

isolation of ethnic minorities is still a serious challenge for their 

integration with the Georgian society. 

The monograph examines the integration of Armenians and 

Azerbaijanis in Kvemo Kartli, a historical province in southeastern 

Georgia. It studies the mechanisms of formation of ethnic boundaries, 

the strategies of cultural security preservation and its maintenance in 

both groups, the prospects of their mutual and civic integration. The 

book is mainly based on historical data and ethnographic materials 

collected by the authors during field expeditions in Kvemo Kartli in 

2018-2020. 

Since ancient times Georgia was in the zone of intensive ethnic 

migrations. The infiltration of different ethnic groups in Georgia 

occurred mostly from neighboring regions. Separate groups from 



   

 

Europe and Asia came and settled here. Kvemo Kartli is especially 

distinguished from the multiethnic regions of Georgia1 

Since the late Middle Ages, weakened Georgia could not cope 

with the invaders and Kvemo Kartli was practically depopulated. The 

emptied villages were occupied by the representatives of other ethnic 

groups. Migration processes were often facilitated by the Georgian 

feudal lords themselves and later by Tsarist Russia. Consequently, 

apart from Georgians, Kvemo Kartli was inhabited by Armenians, 

Azerbaijanis, Greeks, Russians, Germans, et al., who throughout 

various stages of history found their refuge here. Accordingly, various 

ethnocultural groups have become participants of the multilateral and 

lengthy process of acculturation. New groups went through several 

stages of adaptation – to an alien environment, to each other and to a 

foreign culture. Consequently, the process of integration of national 

minorities encountered many obstacles. 

From the indicated period until the last quarter of the 20th 

century, the number of Georgians in Kvemo Kartli was small 

compared to the total number of non-Georgian population. However, 

Azerbaijanis and Armenians far outnumbered the other “non-

Gorgians”. So the minorities in the region were in the majority. 

Migration of the Georgian population from different regions in 

Kvemo Kartli (first the 1940s-1950s and then after the ecological 

catastrophes in the highland regions of western Georgia in the 1980s) 

partially changed the ethnic picture in favor of Georgians – their 

number gradually increased.The political, social and economic 

cataclysms in the early 1990s that followed the collapse of the USSR 

contributed to the migration of a part of ethnic minorities from Kvemo 

Kartli, mainly to their historical homelands and Russia, which led to a 

                                                             

1 Current administrative region is divided into 6 municipalities (Marneuli, 

Bolnisi, Dmanisi, Tetritskaro, Gardabani, Tsalka)and 1 special status 

cityRustavi 



   

 

significant reduction in their number. However, in some districts in 

Kvemo Kartli, Armenians and Azerbaijanis are still in the majority. 

 Both these groups have different historical fates and religious 

orientation, they speak different languages, have different traditions, 

behavioral norms, ethnic values, mentality, etc. They live mostly in 

densely populated settlements, which are located mainly across the 

state border adjacent to the states with the congeneric population 

(Armenians to Armenia, Azerbaijanis to Azerbaijan). Part of 

Azerbaijanis and Armenians in Kvemo Kartli believe that the land on 

which they live is their historical land and they are autochthonous. 

Although they coexist within a single province, they are less familiar 

with the traditions and customs of ethno-culturally “other" 

communities and rarely cooperate.  

The earliest appearance of Armenian settlers in Kvemo Kartli 

dates back to the 2nd century BC. The migration of Armenians in 

Georgia and the development of Armenian-Georgian relations were 

mainly linked with the political, socio-economic and religious factors 

in concrete historical periods. In different epochs different were the 

intensity and character of those migrations. In the late Middle Ages, 

the resettlement of Armenians in Georgia was determined by their 

close proximity to Georgia and a relatively stable situation there. For 

the Armenians who did not have a state in the Caucasus since the 11th 

century, migration in Georgia was their salvation from the oppression 

of Iran and the Ottoman Empire. For their part, the Georgian kings 

encouraged such migrations to revive trade, crafts and urban life in the 

country. For example, in the 18th century Armenian Meliks – Abov 

and Mejlum asked King Erekle II for permission to settle them in 

Georgia. The king granted Abov’s request and settled him in Kvemo 

Kartli with his serfs, gave them the village of Bolnisi and ordered to 

guard the road of Kolb. King George XII, intending to develop trade 

in Kvemo Kartli with the help of Armenians, brought Melik Jemsheed 

and settled him with his people in certain places, because there was no 



   

 

trade in the kingdom. Migrated Armenians settled next to the 

Georgians and easily integrated in the Georgian state.  

The mass Armenian migrations in Georgia were initiated by 

Russia in the 19th century. With the support of the Russian officials, 

Armenian groups came from Iran and Turkey and settled in the 

southern regions of historical Georgia.  

Religion of Armenians (Gregorianism) has greatly contributed 

to the preservation of their national culture and ethnic identity in a 

multi-ethnic environment. Initially, in abandoned Georgian 

settlements Armenians freely appropriated Georgian churches and in 

many villages they now serve the Armenian congregation. Although 

Armenians have rarely built churches in Kvemo Kartli, there are some 

newly constructed ones (e.g. in the Village of Shaumiani).There are 

also some chapels arranged in houses. Armenians celebrate Christian 

holidays; however, in some villages they use the Georgian Orthodox 

calendar. In Soviet times, under Soviet atheistic ideology, religion and 

participation in religious rituals were prohibited and religious practice 

was transferred from public to family space. 

The native language of Armenians of Kvemo Kartli migrated 

from the Turkic milieu was strongly influenced by the Turkish 

language; almost all Armenians spoke or understood Turkish. So, 

when they appeared in the neighborhood of Turkmen tribes who 

already lived in Kvemo Kartli (today all of them identify themselves 

with Azerbaijanis), it became easy for them to adapt to their Muslim 

neighbors. As the German naturalist and explorer Johann Güldenstädt 

wrote, Armenians were close to them in their way of life, though they 

had maintained their religion and partially their mother tongue.  

The above mentioned nomadic tribes of Turkic-Turkmen origin, 

the descendents of which today regard themselves as 

Azerbaijanis,came to Kvemo Kartli mainly from the beginning of the 

17th century from the provinces of central and southern Iran, on the 

initiative of the Iranian political leaders. The nomads settled in 



   

 

isolated groups.Their social organization was quite simple. The 

process of adaptation of Muslim migrants to the Georgian state system 

was difficult enough, it implied redical social, economic and political 

transformations, the acceptance of a completely different economic 

and fiscal systems. However, gradually politically they became part of 

the Georgian feudal body and subordinated to the Georgian 

legislation. Nevertheless, these Turkic tribes managed to maintain 

their cultural characteristics and later, consolidate, adopting a new, 

Azerbaijani ethnic identity (since the end of the 1920s). In the course 

of time, they adopted the traditional form of farming of the Georgian 

lowlanders (a symbiotic form of agriculture and cattle breeding); In 

the Soviet period, the structure of their settlements, the type of 

residential buildings and the system of agriculture were fundamentally 

transformed. Kolkhoses//sovkhoses were established, where the 

overwhelming majority of the rural population were united; 

horticulture and animal husbandry became the main areas of their 

economy. After the dissolution of the USSR Kolkhozes completely 

disappeared, which was part of an overall post-Soviet privatization 

policy; the Azerbaijanis of Kvemo Kartli began to supply the city with 

agricultural products and make good profits; today they occupy a 

significant part of the agricultural markets of Tbilisi.  

The life in Azerbaijani community is based on the requirements 

of Sharia. Muslim religion is deeply rooted in the family system and 

the regulation of relations between family members. Some old 

customs still persist, such as temporary marriage, relatively low age of 

marriage, ignorance of a woman's desire to marry, cases of polygamy 

(although not frequent), etc. The fact that there are also opponents to 

marriage between blood relatives can be explained by the influence of 

the Georgian environment. It is also worth noting that the opinion 

about the negative genetic consequences of such marriages is getting 

current. 



   

 

In Soviet times Armenians and Azerbaijanis of Kvemo Kartli 

experienced and were influenced by the overall political, cultural and 

socio-economic processes of that period: Soviet atheistic propaganda, 

leveling of religious identities, formation of collective farms and 

enterprises of international character, introduction of universal 

education system and establishment of Russian, as the common 

language of communication between different ethnic groups, etc. 

Armenians and Azerbajanis in Kvemo Kartli received secondary 

education mainly at the Armenian and Azerbaijani schools, where 

Russian was intensively taught. There were also Russian schools in 

which certain part of the ethnic minority youth was educated. 

Knowledge of the Russian language was sufficient for getting a higher 

education and advantageous for career development. As for the 

Georgian language, the Armenian and Azerbaijani population of the 

region was actually ignorant of the language of the republic. This was 

the first and foremost reasons for their difficult civic integration. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, new problems arose in 

terms of cultural dialogue in multinational regions; the problem of 

communication between different ethnic groups intensified when after 

Georgia’s independence, the state switched to "Georgian rails". The 

education system has undergone major changes,above all, Russian 

schools were practically abolished, and Russian classes were replaced 

by English. However, the weak infrastructural power of the state 

during the Shevardnadze period (1093-2003) was not possible to 

promote knowledge of Georgian as a state language amongst members 

of national minorities. In the early 1990s, during a serious political 

and economic crisis it was difficult to develop appropriate methods 

and a reliable system of teaching the Georgian language. The 

knowledge of the Georgian language in the areas of compact residence 

of minorities remained very poor. The language barrier increasingly 

became a barrier to communication between Georgian and minority 

groups, as Russian began to lose its role as the language of inter-



   

 

ethnic communication. The youth could no longer speak Russian 

fluently. State programs to teach Georgian to ethnic minorities were 

incapable to implement its education policy. This problem could not 

be resolved in the short term. Consequently, it was difficult for 

national minorities to integrate into the social and political life of 

independent Georgia. They were unable to read the Georgian press, 

they did not watch Georgian TV channels, couldnot independently 

apply Georgian legislation, could not continue their studies in 

Georgian higher education institutions, etc.  

In the mentioned period, the degree of isolation of the minority 

groups in Kvemo Kartli increased. Serious problems with intercultural 

communication were accompanied by the revival of national spirit and 

awakening of national sentiments of minorities, which activated the 

mechanisms of their ethnic identity maintenance; it stimulated their 

strivings for self-determination, acquiring an especially acute form 

and brought about conflicts, mostly of ethnic character. To this were 

added other problems typical of this period: emptying of villages, 

economic stagnation, alienation, the crisis of agriculture, failure of 

infrastructure; Armenians and Azerbaijanis experienced situations 

typical of other multinational regions of Georgia, such as intensive 

migration, the language barrier between groups, the information 

vacuum, educational problems, etc. 

The State policy of minority integration was perceived by the 

representatives of ethnic groups under study as a threat to their ethnic 

and cultural identities; especially after the collapse of the global 

Soviet system, under which they felt secure. For both of the groups 

their cultural security is linked with preservation of their ethnic 

identity. In their opinion, through defending their ethnic culture 

(language, religion, traditions, etc.) they have provided the group’s 

cultural security. The strategy to preserve their ethnic and cultural 

identity has been expressed in various forms: in popularizing national 

history, strengthening ties with their historical homeland (Armenia, 



   

 

Azerbaijan), participating in general national celebrations, 

emphasizing their national symbols etc.  

This period was marked by the revival of religious 

consciousness and the religious life among Kvemo Kartli Armenians 

and Azerbaijanis. The level of religiosity of the population and, 

consequently, the influence of religious institutions increased. The old 

churches and mosques began to function and the new ones were built, 

the number of worshipers grew, religious holidays were 

celebrated,etc. In the modern period Kvemo Kartli Armenian and 

Azerbaijani population receives political and religious impulses from 

the neighboring Armenia and Azerbaijan to some extent. Besides 

noteworthy is the tendency of covert (illegal) infiltration of political 

Islam in Kvemo Kartli. The signs, characteristic of this process - the 

growing popularity of Islam, the intensive sending of Muslim clergy 

and the plentiful supply of theological literature from the countries of 

political Islam (Iran and Saudi Arabia), are obvious. 

As field material shows, various religious groups are 

characterized by alienation between groups and a high degree of 

internal integration, which is facilitated by intra-group religious 

identity. Monophysitism in case of Armenians and Islam in case of 

Azerbaijanis (Shiites, Sunnites, Salafis) function as the markers of 

both their ethnic and cultural identity in the existing mileu; as 

compared with Armenians, Azerbaijanis express their religious 

symbols more extensively. Perhaps because next to the Christian 

Georgians, Armenians feel more protected in this respect.The 

mosques in Azeri villages (though they are not in every village) 

function as a core of the Azeri community and a material expression 

of their identity; the area surrounding their sacral center delimitates 

their identity from ‘others’. They protect their ethno-cultural security 

and believe that violating their boundaries is a threat to their identity. 

Despite the fact that ethnic groups have mostly distanced from 

each other from the religious point, the tendency of participation in 



   

 

each other's religious lives and involvement in their practices is 

observed. Field ethnographic material indicates that members of both 

communities are tolerant of each other's religion, although they 

consider religion a key marker of their ethnicity. 

Religious affiliation, which isolates Azerbaijanis from the 

Christian groups (Georgians and Armenians in our case) causes, too, 

their social distance. Actually in the region under study interethnic 

marriages are rarely met. Intermarriages between Armenians and 

Georgians are comparatively frequent and are very rarely met between 

Azerbaijans and Armenians or Georgians. Azerbaijanis and 

Armenians are against interethnic marriages and thereby infiltration of 

elements of culture through this way does not take place. Generally 

the practice of artificial kinship between the representatives of the 

different religious groups, such as baptizing//becoming godparents, is 

also rarely met. Though having a godfather from the opposite group is 

very honorable.  

Our materials do not confirm the existence of some other shared 

traditions either; neither is the joint resolution of legal issues 

confirmed.Each group resolves legal disputes within its own group 

traditionally, but not between each other.The legal matters between 

them is argued at the official court.  

Noteworthy is that the relation between Kvemo Kartli 

Armenians and Azerbaijanis is to some extent influenced by the 

conflict between the neighboring Armenia and Azerbaijan and the 

political, cultural, religious or socio-economic impulses emanating 

from these countries. Although representatives of both groups directly 

deny the influence of the Karabakh conflict on their relations, it is 

obvious that their relationship is not entirely friendly. For example, in 

the villages of Tsitelsopeli, Khozhorn, etc. this attitude is 

demonstrated through the behavior of the Armenians, who are 

categorically against of selling their houses to “others”.  



   

 

While the state is trying to pursue a more cohesive policy 

towards minorities, Kvemo Kartli Azerbaijanis and Armenians are 

dissatisfied and both consider they are neglected by the state and 

deprived of privileges compared to the titular nation. They state, that 

because the government fails to create a proper socio-economic 

environment, some of the population is forced to leave the country. 

Although economic migration is common to all groups, Armenians 

and Azerbaijanis blame the state for its erroneous policies and demand 

to pay more attention to them. 

Azerbaijani and Armenian population of Kvemo Karti 

maintains their cultural identity and the state seeks, too, to promote 

this process. The state has a consistent strategy towards the civic 

integration of ethnic minorities. After the Rose Revolution1with the 

support of international organizations, special programs for teaching 

the Georgian language in schools of minority areas were developed, 

and the teaching of social subjects in the Georgian language was 

planned. Measures were taken to unify the education system, a passing 

score was determined for those wishing to pass the Georgian language 

and literature at the Unified National Exams, etc Though, the problem 

still remained a challenge. 

With the support of relevant European structures, the exclusive 

State Strategy for Teaching the Georgian Language for the 

Azerbaijani-Armenian Minorities and the Minority Integration 

Program have been developed later. 

The Preservation of culture of ethnic minorities and 

establishment of tolerant environment implies maintenance and 

development of ethnic minorities’ cultural identity elements, such as 

language, traditions, art and cultural heritage.  

                                                             

1The Rose Revolution was a pro-Western peaceful change of power in 

Georgia in November 2003. 



   

 

 In accordance with the European Framework Convention for 

the Protection of National Minorities, the government of Georgia pays 

special attention to the protection of ethnic minorities living in the 

country, to preservation of their identity and ensuring their civic 

integration. Civic integration is perceived as the establishment of 

adequate conditions for the full participation of all ethnic groups in the 

country's development . 

In recent years Georgia has achieved significant progress with 

regard to the protection of rights and cultural identity of ethnic 

minorities. In 2015 “Civic Equality and Integration State Strategy and 

Action Plan” for 2015-2020 was adopted. This strategy aims to 

provide civic equality and integration and thus contribute to the 

maintenance of interethnic and intercultural peace and stability. The 

state policy is aimed at: “full and equal participation of ethnic 

minority representatives in civic and political life; Exercise of equal 

social and economic conditions and opportunities for the 

representatives of ethnic minorities; Preservation of culture of ethnic 

minorities and strengthening tolerant environment; Access to quality 

education at all levels and improved knowledge of State Language 

among ethnic minorities’ representatives”.  

 Today ethnic minorities in Georgia Azerbaijanis and 

Armenians in our case, have access to all stages of education 

(preschool, general, higher and professional), also in their native 

languages (Azerbaijani, Armenian, Russian). There are: 85 

Azerbaijani schools and 117 Armenian schools in Georgia. Also, 28 

Georgian-Azerbaijan sectors, 3 Georgian, Russian-Azerbaijani 

sectors, 7 Georgian-Russian-Armenian sectors and 8 Georgian-

Armenian sectors. Mitigation system (the so-called quota system) for 

national minority students, that was put into practice since 2010, 

resulted in substantial increase of the number of ethnic minority 

students enrolled in higher educational (HEIs) institutions of Georgia.  



   

 

 In order to solve the problem of the state language ignorance, 1 

+ 4 program was launched in 2010, enabling ethnic minorities to 

receive higher education in a simplified way; it included the Georgian 

Language Preparation Program during the first year after passing the 

General Skills Exam, and then the student continued his studies in the 

undergraduate program that he/she desired. According to statistics, if 

in 2010, 247 students were enrolled in the 1 +4 program, in 2018, the 

number of students was increased to 1231. Despite criticism and some 

shortcomings, often caused not by the program itself but by broader 

educational legislation and specific regulations, this initiative is 

uniquely recognized as the most successful program for language 

learning and integration of ethnic minorities. Hence, the the 1 + 4 

program which due to the original initiative was to be completed by 

2018, was prolonged.  

 Since only one year of training at the University-level is not 

enough to study the language, in addition to the 1 + 4 program, major 

changes were made to the State language teaching, which included all 

levels of preschool, secondary and higher education. 

 Consequently, 1 + 4 program was to some extent an auxiliary 

component of the whole system and certainly would not have been 

intended to eliminate the problem eventually. Within the framework 

of 1 + 4 program there are already mixed groups from the second 

semester of the first year of teaching at TSU where Armenian and 

Azerbaijani students study together. This in itself helps to deepen 

relations between them.  

For the last years various government agencies carried out 

hundreds of small or large-scale activities and projects that were 

aimed at popularization of material culture and ethnography of 

minorities as well as the inter-cultural education initiatives, cultural 

sharing among young people, protection and development of tangible 

and intangible cultural values of minorities. The main part of the 

activities included: 1. Supporting theaters and museums of ethnic 



   

 

minorities: active support of cultural life of ethnic minorities through 

functioning of cultural centers such as theaters and museums. 2. 

Protection of Monuments of Cultural Heritage: activities related to the 

full documentation of monuments of cultural heritage of ethnic 

minorities living in Georgia and granting them the relevant status.     

3. The activities carried out for preservation of identity and culture of 

ethnic minorities and popularization of cultural diversity: organization 

of cultural exhibitions, performances, publications, festivals and 

concerts. 

But despite such a successful initiative, especially as the 1 + 4 

program, overall, in the field of education and language skills, there is 

a very difficult situation, which is reflected in the degree of isolation 

of these groups and the low level of civic engagement, which is 

accompanied by an increasing trend of migration processes.  

For both Armenian and Azerbaijani minorities in Kvemo Kartli, 

which represent a collectivist type of societies, the protection and 

preservation of their ethnic and cultural bounaries are tantamount to 

preserving their identity. On the one hand, they are ready to accept the 

challenges of modern technological progress and globalization and are 

involved in integration processes, though slightly; on the other hand, 

they are trying to reinforce their identity by activating markers of their 

ethnic culture. First of all, it concerns their native language, in which 

they receive secondary education; religion, that defines and 

distinguishes their way of life from the other religious groups; 

traditions that are also typical only for a particular group. 

Our study has evidenced that On the one hand the groups 

maintain isolation (strict limitation of religious and wedding practices, 

rarity of interpersonal relationships, weak inclusion into the political 

life, existence of separatist impulses) and on the other hand the 

development of integration processes is observed (exchange of 

cultural elements, increase of interpersonal and intergroup contacts, 

mixed marriages, mutual activities, growth of the interest in learning 



   

 

the State language, decline of intergroup confrontations and conflicts, 

involvement in each other’s religious practices, growth of confidence 

in the state). Apparently, Armenian and Azerbaijani minority groups 

in Kvemo Kartli are just in-between isolation and integration.Their 

integration can be viewed as a complex multifaceted process where 

consolidating, disintegrating and ethnocentric factors are actively 

involved.  
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