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Abstract

We analyze the speeches of President Saakashvili to trail the risk of war between Georgia 

and the Russian Federation over the separatist regions of Abkhazia and Southern Ossetia. 

Both sides have recently been bracing themselves, causing the zone of danger to loom 

ever larger. We also analyze a series of statements by UN Security Council Members, the 

OSCE, and other international parties in the conflict. We apply a model which we then 

ferry into the tool that goes with it for predicting war from the analysis of relevant texts. 

The marker of risk of war is the gap between power words and affiliation words in texts 

supposed to contain them (McClelland, 1975). The larger the gap, the greater the risk of 

war. The Motive Dictionary is a computer-readable thesaurus devised to crack the power 

and affiliation motives in texts. The risk of war is always a menace in motion. We filter 

the texts using the thesaurus and look for prevailing trends. 

The speeches of President Saakashvili display a trend toward negotiation and 

appeasement. This trend goes along another trend signaling increasing motives of 

underachievement and failure. The statements of the international community, they, 

present a trend toward more assertiveness. Yet, they, too, show motives of doomed 

failure. The words of President Saakashvili have a tinge of suavity that is markedly 

absent from the statements of the international community. His words are also vaguer 

than those of the international community, and increasingly so over time. We do not 

settle our analysis of disturbingly contradictory events too close to the present. Bakhtin’s 

notion of heteroglossia allows us to integrate part of the results. A better knowledge of 

the history of the Caucasus (told by Caucasus scholars themselves) and of its relations 

with Russia might help to understand the divergences between the West and Russia.
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The age of divergence: Georgia and the lost certainties of the West

“How did it all happen?” 

(Emperor Wilhelm to Bethmann-Hollweg, July 27, 1914, 

alighting from the train in Berlin from his northern cruise). 

Samuel Marshall (2001, p. 50). World War I. 

We analyze the risk of escalation or de-escalation of the stalemated conflict 

between Georgia and the Russian Federation over the separatist regions of Abkhazia and 

Southern Ossetia. We do not resort to political, legal, economic, or geostrategic 

arguments here. Such arguments demand a knowledge and expertise we do not have, not 

to mention being too close to the events to allow one to see what’s going on. Too much 

glamorizing gloss about the conflict stands in the way to real understanding. Instead, we 

rely on words in public documents and steer clear of political opinions and ideological 

preferences passed along by the media. Reporters Martin, Riché and Servenay (2008, 

August 22) accused for example French philosopher Lévy (2008, August 19) of having 

made up what he claimed he saw in Georgia. In our view, it matters little some public 

documents are not available. We do not even want nor need all of them, but only those 

documents that are available to everybody through the Internet. Secrets and truth are not 

identical. Our interest is in the narrative truth, not in the historical truth (Spence, 1982). 

“We doubt the speaker, not the tongue we hear: Words have no words for words that are 

not true” (Auden, “Words”, 1994). 

Our model for predicting war rests on the gap created by a high degree of power 

words and a low degree of affection words in statements by political decision makers 

(McClelland, 1975). The larger the gap, the greater the risk of war. Intimacy, friendship, 

and positive emotional relations with a person define the need for affiliation, instanced 

and much craved for in Robert Putnam’s book “Bowling alone” (2001). The will to 

power, to have an impact on another person, is the essential of the need for power. We 

made up a Motive Dictionary out of power and affiliation words. The dictionary is a 

computer-readable thesaurus devised to crack the power and affiliation motives in texts. 
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The risk of war is always a menace in motion. We filter texts using the thesaurus and 

look for prevailing trends.

What we want to prevent with the help of a model for anticipating conflicts is the 

lack of clarity about the future. Using archived files, our concern is to dispose quickly of 

signals of risks of escalation between two sides. The practical use of the tool fits with a 

logic of security coalition, that is, to prevent a country from acting on its worst impulses. 

One such impulse is the whim that only great nations declare wars themselves and do not 

let themselves have wars declared on them. 

In “Under Western eyes”, novelist Joseph Conrad (2003, p. 1) has it that “Words 

(…) are the great foes of reality”. Yet there are signs that language does hook on to the 

world (Wittgenstein, 1975, p. 63). With Georgia, we were only too close to the mark in 

focusing on the language of war. By August 8, 2008, the protracted territorial conflict 

between Georgia and its pro-Russian separatist regions that had sharply intensified in 

July suddenly set loose a surprising new disorder. On this day, the server of the Georgian 

Presidency became unavailable by 2:00 pm. “The server at www.president.gov.ge is  

taking too long to respond” was the answer. According to the Estonia-based CERT 

(Computer Emergency Response Team), several Georgian official portals had been under 

attack of the DDOS sort (“Distributed Denial of Service”) (Lepik, 2008, August 9; 

Markoff, 2008, August 13).

Nation-building in the Caucasus, as when fever is on the move

It is not too bold a statement to hint the West does not know much of the 

Caucasus. And it is not the team “hurriedly assembled” –Rayfield’s words, 2008, August 

15– by Charles King (2008) to write a book on the Caucasus that will make the difference 

(see also VVAA, 1883-1915, referred to by Price, 1998, p. 59). With its motley ethnic 

groups, Georgians, Svans, Azeris, Armenians, Pontic Greeks, Abkhazes, Russians, 

Ossetes, to name a few (Central Intelligence Agency, 2008; 

http://www.joshuaproject.net/countries.php), Georgia is not one of those regions about 

which one must speak cursorily. Many former Soviet republics experience different 

degrees of historical consciousness on the way to reinvent itself (Garagozov, 2008, p. 5). 

As one Azeri scholar has it, “nation building continues in this region” (Mammadov, 

2008, p. 4).
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There is a critical difference between nation-building in the West and in the 

Caucasus. In Western Europe, nation-building occurred before any popular demands for 

democratic rights or any possibility to defend the rights of minorities. In the West, ethnic 

unifications and forced changes of identities did not stir any protest abroad. Nation-

building in our nowadays of globalization and obsession with minority rights is ticklish, 

especially in multi-ethnic societies. “Democratization and nation-building [are] 

antithetical in circumstances of ethnic diversity” (Welsh, 1993, p.44).

Of the three South Caucasus states, two, Azerbaijan and Georgia, are multi-

ethnic. Armenia became a monoethnic state after it deported 150,000 Azeris from 

Armenia between 1948 and 1952 (Junusof, 2005) and drove away another 200,000 

between 1988 and 1989 (de Waal, 2003). Some ethnic groups did rebel against their 

respective states. Armenians rebelled in Azerbaijan, and Abkhazes and Ossetes in 

Georgia, mostly for territorial motives. Of all the ethnic groups of Azerbaijan and 

Georgia, those that rebelled were the ones the Soviet administration had granted 

autonomy to. This administration had indeed artificially mixed up in the same regions 

ethnic groups with competing collective memories and identities.1 Now and then, this 

artificial partitioning pitted one ethnic group against another, sometimes just for 

economic or political reasons, but not only (Kaufman, 2001; Wertsch, 2006). The deepest 

source of these conflicts was in the historical consciousness of these groups (Garagozov, 

2006). Above and beyond, the conflict of Georgia with Abkhazia and Ossetia, like that 

between Armenia and Azerbaijan (Broers, 2006), do not help much to unify Georgia or 

Azerbaijan. Structuring a nation to achieve political stability calls for anchoring the 

nation to three constituents. These are being proud of one’s country (nationalism), 

decision-making procedures binding the whole country (democracy), and an inclination 

to compromise (conflict resolution). Failing which, fever will be on the move in 

Caucasus.

Procedure

Texts

We collated the Presidential speeches from the web site of the President of 

Georgia (http://www.president.gov.ge/?l=E&m=0&sm=3). After August 8, to avoid the 
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overload on the official Georgian server (DDOS cyber-attack), we collated extra 

documents (April 4 to August 9, 2008, Table 1) using the “Georgia Updates” backdoor 

site of the New-York-based “Georgian Daily” (http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?

option=com_search&Itemid=99999999&searchword=georgia+update&submit=Search&s

earchphrase=exact&ordering=newest). Its capacious pages contain statements by UN 

Security Council Members, the OSCE, and other EU intervening parties in the conflict 

(Table 1). 

---

Insert Table 1 about here

---

Computer-aided content analysis and semantic filter 

We clinched the Motive Dictionary to the PROTAN software of computer-aided 

content analysis (Hogenraad, and others, 1995). The Dictionary is available in English, 

French, and Spanish. Each version contains over 2,000 entries, of which one-third of 

affiliation words and two thirds of power words. To evaluate the feelings of achievement 

or underachievement in political statements, we also developed a separate category of 

“need of achievement” (1,200 entries in the English version). The need to excel and to 

reach long-term goals, to do a better job is the measure of achievement motivation, 

without any concern for others.

An increasing gap between affiliation and power words is the signature-beat of 

war, consistently foreshadowing the outbreak of wars. Our marker of the risk of war has 

never produced a false positive throughout the tests we performed (Hogenraad, 2003, 

2004, 2005, 2006, 2007). This includes the diplomatic archives of the twelve days (July 

24–August 4, 1914) that preceded the outbreak of WWI. It also included the speeches 

(September 11, 2001–March 20, 2003) of President G. W. Bush and PM Blair before the 

Anglo-American action in Iraq. Results confirm McClelland’s theory. A dwindling gap 

augurs a peace settlement, as with the Irish Republican Army peace agreement (1996–

2007) (Hogenraad, 2008a) . We also analyzed speeches by Iranian and the American 

leaders (January–September 2006), surmising there would be no war between these two, 

at least for the moment (Hogenraad, 2008b).
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Using computer-readable dictionaries has advantages. The first is the rapidity 

with which one gets results once one has collated and edited the documents. This 

advantage compares favorably with hand-scoring documents using trained coders, for 

example as with the integrative complexity model of Suedfeld and Tetlock (1977). In 

their model, complexity characterizes periods of negotiation and appeasement. Even 

without the advantage of speed, their model showed efficacious in the analysis of the 

outbreak of World War I and the Cuban missile crisis (Guttieri, Wallace, & Suedfeld, 

1995). The second advantage is a logical extension of the first. Computer-readable 

dictionaries easily treat large volumes of texts, a chore for human coders. A third 

advantage of such dictionaries is the possibility to translate and adapt them to other 

languages. English translations of conflict-related texts are not always available. We used 

the English version of the Motive Dictionary to analyze the present documents. All our 

documents were available in English or in Georgian. But no Georgian version of the 

dictionary is available so far.

Results

Risk of war

We removed the autocorrelations from the series (Hogenraad, McKenzie, & 

Martindale, 1997). The trend for the risk of war in President Saakashvili’s speeches is 

clearly decreasing [R² = .27, F(1, 20) = 7.3, p < .01] (Figure 1). After 20,000 resamplings 

(Diaconis & Efron, 1983), the average degree of linearity for the linear constituent is -.09 

(95% confidence interval [ci] -.17 to -.02). In contrast, the risk of war in the statements 

by the international community (“Georgia Updates”) is increasing [R² = .19, F(1, 37) = 

8.6, p < .01] (Figure 2). After 20,000 resamplings, the average degree of linearity for this 

linear constituent is .06 (95% ci .02 to .11). The mean values of the two samples are 

different from each other (3.6 for the “Updates” of the international community versus -.8 

for the Saakashvili’s speeches) (mean difference = 4.4). The t value is 10.9 (p < .0001). 

After 20,000 resamplings, the t value is 11.2 (95% ci 8.2 to 14.9) and the mean difference 

is -4.4 (95% ci -3.7 to -5.2).

---

Insert Figures 1 and 2 about here
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---

Need of achievement

The Presidential speeches and the “updates” series both show a decreasing trend 

on the need of achievement. [R² = .35, F(1, 19 = 10.1, p < .01] for the speeches of 

President Saakashvili (Figure 3). And [R² = .20, F(3, 35) = 2.98, p < .05] for the 

statements by the international community (Figure 4). After 20,000 resamplings, the 

average degree of linearity for the linear constituent of the Presidential speeches is -.09 

(95% ci -.14 to -.03). For the international community, the confidence intervals of the 

average degrees of curvilinearity never span zero. That is, for the linear part, -.32 (95% ci 

-.54 to -.01), .02 (95% ci .003 to .03) for the quadratic one, and -.0003 (95% ci -.0006 to 

-.0001) for the cubic one. On the need of achievement, the mean values of the two 

samples are close to each other, 7.9 for the “Updates” of the international community and 

7.7 for the Saakashvili’s speeches) and the t value is -.6 (ns).

---

Insert Figures 3 and 4 about here

---

The words that count

What are those words that make a difference between the speeches of President 

Saakashvili and the statements of the international community? Suavity best qualifies the 

style of President Saakashvili (Table 2). His contrasts with the self-assertive style of the 

international community. Under favorable circumstances, the human eye too can catch in 

a text what a computer detects in a nanosecond. Since July and August 2008 and before, 

the media took on board the details of the events in and out of Georgia. Even an irregular 

exposure to the media would have been enough to be aware of the local colors 

characteristic of each, the Georgian leadership and the international community. A case 

in point is cartoonist Dave Brown fittingly picturing in The Independent of August 11, 

2008 the way the media grasped the events 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_7561000/7561785.stm).

In the speeches and in Table 2, the words of President Saakashvili look vaguer 

(Wodak, 2007) than those of the international community. We tested our theory using 

Hiller (1971) list of 362 vague and ambiguous words and expressions. In this list, entries 
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such as “more or less”, “about”, “sort of”, “considerations”, “many”, “process”, 

“variety”, “situation”, “very”, make up the list. In President Saakasvili’s speeches, the 

average value of the index of vagueness is 7.2 versus 5.7 for the international community 

(difference = -1.5). Here we want to ask if these two mean values are different from each 

other. The t value is -6.8 (p < .01). After 20,000 resamplings, the t value is -7.1 (95% ci 

-10.2 to -4.3 and the mean difference is -1.5 (95% ci -1.1 to -1.9) . Besides, these 

speeches contain more and more different vague words over time [R² = .34, F(1, 20) = 

10.3, p < .01] (Figure 5). After 20,000 resamplings, the average degree of linearity for the 

linear constituent is .06 (95% ci .02 to .09). There is also a negative correlation between 

the need of achievement and the rate of vagueness in the Saakashvili’s speeches (but not 

in the international statements) (r = -.46, p < .05, n = 22, ci -.72 to -.04). The international 

statements show a non-significant inverted U-shaped curve, R² = .13, F(2, 36) = 2.7, p 

< .10 on vagueness. 

---

Insert Table 2 and Figure5 about here

---

Comments

What do we know now which we did not know before? On the balance of the risk 

of war, the speeches of President Saakashvili weighted less than the statements of the 

international community. The President’s speeches tended towards negotiation and 

compromise, in contrast with the statements of the international community. Yet, both 

series of texts shared a lack of conviction, as if their authors felt themselves doomed to 

fail. We noticed also much vagueness in the President’s speeches, and increasingly so 

over time. 

The Georgian conflict painfully shows Western ignorance about the Caucasus. 

The West ignores the history of the Caucasus, of its populations, languages, religions, 

and traditions, a history in which Russia has a distinctive share. We now know also, if we 

didn’t before, that we need to learn more about the Caucasus. Finally we have to admit 

the contradictions we can only describe, not resolve, between Saakashvili’s words and 

deeds. We merely mention these questions in the “to-do” list of questions neither 
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answered nor answerable in this essay. We forbade ourselves from the start to speculate 

on them. Would a better expertise of the region allow interpreting these contradictions? 

There is work ahead for political and military historians and analysts.

The language of the two series of documents represents two opposing forces. One, 

centrifugal (the international community), forces changes, and one, centripetal (Georgian 

leadership), forces consistency through compromise. The distance between the two is not 

empty but connective. From the viewpoint of those who receive these messages, this is 

Bakhtin’s (1981) heteroglossia, which invites readers to two worlds simultaneously. In 

conflicts, the idea of a pure communication is an illusion, even among members of the 

same side, because these different “dialects”, to use Bakhtin’s word, serve “specific 

sociopolitical purposes of the day, even of the hour” (p. 263). Because it creates tension, 

heteroglossia (разноречие [raznorečie], that is, literally "different-speechness") is good 

for a novel (Bakhtin, 1981; HopKins, 1989). This double-voicing could also do some 

good to a nation in conflict, as a test of ideas (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 334). Ignoring 

unresolved refracted intents in a message may “muffle the dialogism native to it” (1981, 

p. 346). 

Our cameo is a bit like closing the stable door long after the horse had bolted. Did 

our cameo come too late? It does not if it helps some accessing to a vision beyond. The 

Chinese poet Lao-Zi had it that “it is better to light a candle than curse the darkness” 

(http://www.peace.ca/inspiringquotations.htm). In truth, our documents could refer to 

more than one conflict. These so transitory texts carry a sense, but the sense only, of the 

uncontrollable nature of conflicts: It is this local conflict that one country is facing, but it 

could have been another elsewhere. It does not matter to us then if this particular conflict 

does not exhaust the subject –which Wittgenstein called “the contemptuous attitude 

towards the particular case” (1958, p. 18). Sticking to the particular case keeps us away 

from wallowing in abstractions. We have enough to intuit the rest that extends beyond 

ground zero of dialogue.
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Note

1. The Soviet regime created in three Caucasus states the following administrative 

divisions. (1) In Azerbaijan, the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Area composed of a 

minority of Azerbaijanis and a majority of Armenians. (2) In Georgia, the Adjara 

Autonomous Republic, mainly composed of Muslim ethnic Georgians, the Abkhazian 

Autonomous Republic, mostly composed of Abkhazes and Georgians, and the Southern 

Ossetia Autonomous Area, composed of a majority of Ossetes and a minority of 

Georgians. (3) Armenia had no such division, regardless of its 300,000 ethnic Azeris 

living there.
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Table 1. Composition of the Georgian corpus

Divisions Total number 

of words

Number of different 

words
Presidential speeches 22 speeches 

(January 20 – 

August 10, 2008)

35,716 3,948

“Georgia Updates”, a 

service of the 

government of 

Georgia

39 statements (April 

4 - August 9, 2008)

36,283 4,334

Table 2. The words that make a difference

Words that characterize the 22 speeches of President Saakhasvili

able, all, and, before, but, come, common, country, create, day, democracy, free, 

friend, future, good, great, hand, history, I, if, importance, know, live, many, must, 

need, no, now, poverty, problem, process, share, should, society, start, strong, think, 

time, today, together, unite, value, very, want, we, will, without, world, year, you

Words that characterize the 39 statements of the international community

Abkhaz, Abkhazia, act, air, airspace, April, by, call, conflict, council, effort, EU, 

force, foreign, government, international, military, Moscow, observe, Ossetia, 

peacekeeping, radar, region, Russia, Russian, say, separatist, Southern, sovereignty, 

troop, UN, urge
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Figure captions

Figure 1. The risk of conflict as assessed from the speeches of President Mikheil 

Saakashvili (January 20 to August 10, 2008) (n = 22)

Figure 2. The risk of conflict as assessed from the statements of the international 

community (“Georgia Updates”) (April 4 to August 9, 2008) (n = 39)

Figure 3. The feeling of achievement in the speeches of President Mikheil Saakashvili 

(January 20 to August 10, 2008) (n = 22)

Figure 4. The feeling of achievement in the statements of the international community 

(“Georgia Updates”) (April 4 to August 9, 2008) (n = 39)

Figure 5. The rate of vagueness in the speeches of President Mikheil Saakashvili (January 

20 to August 10, 2008) (n = 22)
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speeches of the Georgian Presidency: January 20 to August 10, 2008

speeches
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Figure 1. The risk of conflict as assessed from the speeches of President Mikheil 

Saakashvili (January 20 to August 10, 2008) (n = 22)

Distribution of speeches:

January: speech n°. 1 June: speeches 15 to 16

April: speeches n° 2 to 8 July: speeches 17 to 19

May: speeches 9 to 14 August: speeches 20 to 22
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statements by the international community: April 4 to August 9, 2008

"Georgian Updates"
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Figure 2. The risk of conflict as assessed from the statements of the international 

community (“Georgia Updates”) (April 4 to August 9, 2008) (n = 22)

Distribution of updates

April: updates 1 to 9 July: updates 26 to 32

May: updates 10 to 23 August: updates 33 to 39

June: updates 24 to 25
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speeches of the Georgian Presidency: January 20 to August 10, 2008

speeches
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Figure 3. The feeling of achievement in the speeches of President Mikheil Saakashvili 

(January 20 to August 10, 2008) (n = 22). Outlier n° 18 has been filtered out.

Distribution of speeches:

January: speech n°. 1 June: speeches 15 to 16

April: speeches n° 2 to 8 July: speeches 17 to 19

May: speeches 9 to 14 August: speeches 20 to 22
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statements by the international community: April 4 to August 9, 2008

"Georgian Updates"
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Figure 4. The feeling of achievement in the statements of the international community 

(“Georgia Updates”) (April 4 to August 9, 2008) (n = 39)

Distribution of updates

April: updates 1 to 9 July: updates 26 to 32

May: updates 10 to 23 August: updates 33 to 39

June: updates 24 to 25
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speeches of the Georgian Presidency: January 20 to August 10, 2008
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2220181614121086420

lo
w

 <
---

 r
at

e 
of

 v
ag

ue
ne

ss
 --

->
 h

ig
h

4

3

2

Figure 5. The rate of vagueness in the speeches of President Mikheil Saakashvili (January 

20 to August 10, 2008) (n = 22)

Distribution of speeches:

January: speech n°. 1 June: speeches 15 to 16

April: speeches n° 2 to 8 July: speeches 17 to 19

May: speeches 9 to 14 August: speeches 20 to 22
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