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Following the First World War (1914—-1918) and the Russian rev-
olutions of 1905 and 1917, the Georgian National Council adopt-
ed the Act of Independence of Georgia on Sunday, 26 May 1918.
This historical event took place at the former residence of the
Crown Prince of the Caucasus on Rustaveli Avenue, formerly
known as Golovin Avenue, and it proclaimed the establishment of
the Democratic Republic of Georgia. At the time, the country was
governed by the Menshevik Party, which espoused a socialist out-
look and was fundamentally opposed to Bolshevism.

Between 1918 and 1920, Georgia remained independent de-
spite regional conflicts and internal challenges. Several states rec-
ognised it as independent de facto, while Soviet Russia recognised
it de jure under an agreement signed in May 1920. That agree-
ment, however, did not prevent the Russian Bolsheviks from in-
vading and annexing Georgia soon afterwards.

The Bolsheviks sought to spread communism, reunite the
territories formerly conquered by Tsarist Russia, and bring them
under Soviet control. Georgia was therefore drawn into these am-
bitions, and its subjugation became one of Soviet Russia’s princi-
pal objectives. The country was strategically important because of
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its location in the Caucasus and its access to the Black Sea. Its
Menshevik government also made it ideologically threatening to
the Bolsheviks.

In February 1921, the Red Army invaded the territory of the
Democratic Republic of Georgia. Despite five weeks of resistance
and considerable sacrifice, the Georgian population was unable to
preserve the country’s independence. On 25 February 1921, Tbili-
si was occupied by the 11th Army of Bolshevik Russia.

The Georgian government went into exile. Its leaders as-
sumed that they would be better placed to support the Georgian
population and work towards the country’s liberation from
abroad. Some historians nonetheless argue that this decision was
taken primarily by politicians who were alarmed and deeply con-
cerned about the situation. The Georgian population was conse-
quently left to endure foreign occupation.

The loss of independence was followed by extensive repres-
sion. Political parties were banned, and thousands of Georgians
were executed, imprisoned for prolonged periods, or forced into
exile. The main political consequences of Georgia’s complete an-
nexation were the following:

e Georgia became a Soviet republic. It was first incorpo-
rated as the Georgian SSR, then became part of the
Transcaucasian SFSR, and finally, in 1922, a constitu-
ent republic of the USSR.

e The Menshevik leadership and many intellectuals emi-
grated, mainly to France and Germany.

e The annexation was followed by the Red Terror. The
Bolsheviks conducted a campaign of repression against
political opponents and their families, involving execu-
tions, mass arrests, and deportations.
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Having been occupied and annexed by the Russian Bolsheviks,
Georgia lost its independence for the following seven decades.

On 9 April 1991 at 12.30 p.m., the Act of Independence of
the State of Georgia was adopted at the Government Palace in
Thilisi. The act was based on the Act of Independence adopted on
26 May 1918. Its adoption represented a significant political
achievement, but it came at a considerable cost to the country and
its national movement. It was associated with the loss of life and
damage to the well-being of numerous Georgian patriots as well
as with the tragedy of 9 April 1989.

The contemporary national government of Georgia re-
mained committed to pursuing independence. Its leaders refused
to surrender, flee, or withdraw in the face of difficulty and danger.
The restoration of Georgia’s independence ultimately cost many
of them their lives, including the major leaders — Merab Kostava
was killed on 13 October 1989, and Zviad Gamsakhurdia lost his
life on 31 December 1993.

Georgia’s independence today is the result of the sacrifices
made by those who acted in the interests of the nation and the
country as a whole. Those sacrifices also enabled Georgia to es-
tablish itself as an independent state rather than being treated in-
ternationally as part of the Soviet Union or Russia.

The historical lesson, therefore, is clear: political leaders
bear a particular responsibility when the fate of their country and
nation is at stake. Regardless of the difficulties they face, they are
expected to confront them, remain with their people, and refuse to
abandon them to an enemy or occupying power.
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