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THE NEW GEORGIA

Politics, economy and society

Ghia Nodia

Introduction

Georgia's developments since independence were more dramatic than those of other states
that emerged from the ruins of the Soviet Union. Georgia went through two secessionist
wars and ended up losing 20 per cent of its terrtory. It had two unconstitutional changes of
power, the first of them violent and succeeded by a civil war. In the carly phase of its exist-
ence, it faced prospects of further territorial dismemberment and general state failure. The
collapse of its economy and public infrastructure was more profound than for other post-
Soviet countries. In the more recent past, Georgia's ‘culture wars’, especially in arcas such as
religious freedom and gay rights, have occasionally led to violent episodes.

On the other hand, Georgia has notable achievements. By the standards of the South
Caucasus, it is broadly believed to have the most open political system, the least corrupt
bureaucracy, and the most liberal society. It has developed a firm commitment to the polit-
ical course of European and Euro-Atantic integration based on the solid support of its
public. While having always strained and sometimes extremely bad relations with Russia, it
has been successful in developing good neighbourly relations with all the other countries in
the wider region. This chapter will give an overall picture of major problems and develop-
ments in Georgia’s politics, economics and society in the period of independence.

The nation

By the time of the Soviet break-up, Georgia was the most ethnically diverse country in the
region and arguably in the Soviet Union (with the exception of Russia). Ethnic Georgians,
the so-called ‘titular nation’, constituted 70 per cent of the nascent independent state: che:
remaining 30 per cent comprised a number of ethnic groups that were also rather different
from each other. There was a cross-cutting issue of religion: while Georgia is traditionally
considered a country of castern Orthodox tradition, Orthodox Christians coexisted with
a number of religious minorities.

There is no law that ethnic diversity should lead to conflicts, but when new nation-StKS
emerge from the debris of empires, it often does. In the Georgian case, the legacy of Soviet

‘nationalities policy’ was an important contributing factor that made conflicts more difficult

174




those of other states
yugh two secessionist
stitutional changes of
uly phase of its exist-
sral state failure. The
than for other post-
scially in areas such as
les.

andards of the South
em, the least corrupt
mitment to the polit-
e solid support of its
lations with Russia, it
the other countries in
yroblems and develop-

lependence.

diverse country in the
sia), Ethnic Georgians,
independent state; the
«re also rather different
Georgia is ¢radicionally

idistians coexisted with

when new pation-states:

se, the legacy of Sotﬂmt
conflicts more difficuie

The new Georgia

to avoid. In an obvious contradiction to its professed identity of a post-national proletarian
state, the Soviet Union institutionalised and hardened ethnic identities both through its
ethno-federal territorial structure, and the way it treated citizens of different origin. Union
republics were nation-states of sorts, and they gave preferential treatment to their ‘titular’
elites in appointments to leading positions. By fixing individual ethnic identities through
entries in all official documents, Soviet policies discouraged the cultural integration of
minorities with titular nations (as well as with the Russian’ culture that was dominant on the
all-Union level). Moreover, for some ethnic minorities within these quasi-nation-states it
created autonomous units of different status, with similar privileges for their respective titular
groups (Slezkine 1994). Georgia had three such units within its borders: the Autonomous
Republics of Abkhazia and Ajara (Adjara), and the Autonomous Oblast’ (this implied some-
what lower status) of South Ossetia. Ajara’s autonomy was an exceptional case within the
Soviet system, because this region was accorded special status due to religion (most Ajarans
were Sunni Muslims living in a historically Christian Orthodox country), rather than
ethnicity.

This created a precarious balance between ethnically based claims and interests. While the
communist regime was still in control, it managed to keep contradictions in check; but the
first steps towards liberalisation showed that nationalism had become the most potent alterna-
tive ideology that challenged and eventually destroyed the Soviet system. For the most part,
this was nationalism of an exclusivist and radical variety. In some areas, clashes between
nationalist programumes led to violent conflicts, in others they caused mistrust and alienation.

The nascent Georgian state started out with two secessionist wars in Abkhazia (1992-93)
and South Ossetia (1991-92). Georgia was committed to preserving its territorial integrity,
while its opponents wanted to break away from Georgian control.! Both wars ended in mili-
tary defeats for Georgia’s national government; ceasefire agreements (July 1992 for the South
Ossetian conflict, April 1994 for the Abkhazian one) became grounds for the protracted con-
dition of so-called ‘frozen conflict’, whereby ‘de facto states' emerged on the territores of
erstwhile autonomous territories (see Chapter 16). Russia served as the peace-keeper in both
cases, which put it in the position of principal broker. It had a natural proclivity towards sup-
porting the separatist side or at least keeping conflicts unresolved: this gave Moscow leverage
in its relations with Georgia. Almost all the ethnic Georgian population was evicted from
these lands with the exception of Gali district in Abkhazia, where the population was almost
exclusively Georgian before the war, However, parts of both areas were still under Georgian
control, which led to continuing occasional skirmishes (Cornell 2001),

In August 2008, the Russian invasion of Georgia brought an end to all remaining Geor-
gian control of territory in both areas: the whole territory of Abkhazia and South Ossetia as
they had existed in Soviet Georgia came under separatist control with more ethnic Georgian
tesidents being evicted. The Russian Federation recognised Abkhazia and South Ossetia as
independent states and created military bases on their territories. Only a handful of other
states joined Russia in this recognition. Since then, Georgia considers them territories occu-
pied by Russia, but encourages contact with the people living there (Nodia 2012),

There are no political or societal groups in Georgia who advocate for the giving up of
Orgian claims to Abkhazia and South Ossetia: even mentioning such an option is considered
taboo. On the other hand, there is a tacit consensus that there is no prospect for reunification in
’L‘hc foreseeable future, After a quarter of a century of ‘frozen conflict’, Abkhazian and South
Ossetian societies have grown fully separate from Georgia. On the Georgian side, the problems
of occupied territories are mainly discussed in the context of relations with Russia, The issue is

Ge
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not presumed solved, but rather indefinitely suspended. There are occasional contacts on the
civil society level but they hardly influence the overall situation on the ground.

There have been other challenges to Georgia’s nation-building process, though they have
proven less dramatic. Under the leadership of autocratic leader Aslan Abashidze (1991-2004),
Ajara also grew apart from the rest of Georgia in matters of governance; however, 1o claim of
a separate Ajaran identity and statehood was ever raised. Importantly, while Abashidze tried to
deepen his cffective autonomy from Thilisi, he never tried to instrumentalise the Islamic
factor. Ajara became a case of undeclared separatism, with Georgia's jurisdiction n this region
rather shaky if not symbolic. This, however, came to an abrupr end in May 2004, when fol-
lowing the change of power 1n Thilisi known as the ‘Rose Revolution' (see below), popular
protests forced Abashidze to flee. Ajara’s autonomous status was maintained but curtailed with
Georgia's cffective jurisdiction fully restored. Ajara’s saciety did not appear to ohject to this
change in its status.

Since then, the Ajaran territorial challenge has ceased to exist; however, the issue of reli-
gious difference continues to be an irritant. The forces driving Georgia’s religious national-
i insist that ‘true Georgians’ are supposed to be Orthodox Christians and pressure Ajarans
to return to the religion of their forcfathers.? Some of them actually did so, which left
Muslims accounting for about 30 per cent of the population of Ajara. The latter believe,
however, that their religion does not in any way interfere with their being part of the
Georgian nation (Zviadadze 2018).

Ageris and Armenians are the largest ethnic minorities in Georgia. They are mostly concen-
trated in small towns and rural areas of the southern Kvemo Kartli and Samtskhe-Javakhea
regions respectively. Most of these two minority populations do not speak Georgian, which is
an important disadvantage for their participation in political and civic life. Only a small
fraction of young people receive their higher education Georgian universities. Until 2006,
when a Russian military base was situated 1n the Armenian-populated municipality of
Akhalkalaki, there were some reasons to believe that effective Georgian jurisdiction over the
region was partly compromised: for instance, it was the Russian rouble rather than the lari,
the Georgian national currency, that circulated informally at the local level.

However, save for a few isolated episodes in the period of nationalist movements in the
late 1980s and early 1990s, there have never been serious cthnic tensions in these areas.
There is an element of mutual mistrust, with part of the Georgian public suspicious that
these minority populations (residing on the border with their ‘ethnic homelands’ of Azerbai-
jan and Armenia) harbour hidden separatist agendas; the minorities feel discriminated against
and under-represented in government bodies. Efforts to integrate these minorities through
government policies and civil society activities is bearing some fruit, but extremely slowly.
Georgia’s good neighbourly relations with both Armenia and Azerbaijan 1s an important
factor for the stability of these ethnic minority regions.

One more minority issue the new Georgia had to struggle with was that of the Meskhetian
Turks. This is a Muslim and Turkish-speaking group that used to live in Samtskhe—].l\'akhcﬁh
a southern province of Georgia, until 1944, when the Soviet leadership deported them tO Cen-
¢ral Asia. Currently, the number of deportees and their descendants is estimated at 300,000=
400,000 people. In Georgia, they are more often referred to as Muslim Meskhetians, which may
imply that they have ethnic Georgian roots (most, though not all, of the deportees deny this):
Dispersed in different parts of the former Soviet Union, they strived to retum to Georgia but=2

save for a few hundred people — were never permitted to do so. In 1999, in the context

accession to the Council of Europe, Georgia undertook an obligation to allow their return, 4588

in 2007 the Georgian Parliament adopted a law allowing the deported populagon O rCPm-im:I':'
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However, there was strong popular resistance to this project, especially from the local population
in Samtskhe-Javakhet (both its ethnic Georgian and Armenian parts), who were afraid of their
region being ‘Turkified’. The Georgian government did not do anything to facilitate the retum
process. Overall, it is estimated that only about 1,500 deportees have returned at different times,
and any prospect for further large-scale repatriation appears highly unlikely (Pentikiinen and
Trier 2004; Arabuli 2015).

Georgian political discourse oscillates between the poles of ethnic nationalism and civic
patriotism; all Georgian governments have tried to combine elements of both in their rhet-
oric and policies. Against that background, ethnic diversity may still constitute a challenge
to the unity and functionality of Georgia’s political nation (Wheatley 2010). However, in
the twenty-first century, having this kind of challenge has become a new normal for all
democracies, including established cases in the West. Georgia’s diversity is a fact of life that
may cause occasional problems but no longer existential threats,

The state

The tasks of nation-building and state-building cannot be fully separated from cach other, but
there are specific issues that are better covered under the latter heading. In particular, this
includes the issue of state efficacy. Georgia faced grave challenges in this area as well; for the
whole period of 1990s, it was widely branded a ‘failed’ or ‘failing’ state, which implies that it
had no capacity to produce most basic public goods that states are expected to deliver.

Security is the most critical of these goods. Ethno-political conflicts of the early 1990s have
been the most conspicuous security challenges, but not the only ones. The foremost was the
inability of the state to enforce what Max Weber called a ‘monopoly on the legitimate use of
force’, which he considered the most basic criterion of accomplished statehood. This monopoly
was first violated when Georgia was sdll part of the Soviet Union: in response to natonalist
challenges in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and the violent crackdown of the Soviet army on
a peaceful pro-independence rally on 9 April 1989, a number of private militias were created;
similar ones emerged in ethnic minority regions. The Soviet authorities lacked legitimacy and
capacity to curb this development. Later, the coup that ousted independent Georgia’s first
democratically elected president, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, brought about the total breakdown of
any legitimate authority in the country. For two or three years, Georgia was at the mercy of
competing warlords. A Military Council comprising two leading warlords, Tengiz Kitovani and
Jaba loseliani, invited Eduard Shevardnadze, former Communist Party leader of Georgia and
later the foreign minister of the Soviet Union, to lead the country, but his leadership was a far
cry from effective control. Moreover, those who supported Gamsakhurdia as the deposed but
legitimate presidenc created an enclave in western Georgia that did not recognise the power of
the ruling ‘junta’ (Driscoll 2009).

By the aumumn of 1995, Shevardnadze managed to establish a modicum of stability and control.
The main armed opponents of his regime were defeated, their leaders put in jail, a new Constitu-
fon was adopted in August 1995, and Shevardnadze himself elecred president, with his party, the
Citizens' Union of Georgia (CUG), gaining control of Parliament. Warlordism was no longer
& major threat to the country, although some uncontrolled armed groups still existed, such as
Georgian ‘guerilla’ groups acting in Samegrelo (a province in western Georgia, sometimes referred
0 25 Mingrelia) and Gali district in Abkhazia, or the personal guards of Aslan Abashidze in Ajara.

4 However, Shevardnadze’s state was still underperforming in many other ways. Arguably,
_-5 achievement can be described as a transition from a failed state to a weak one (Nodia
2002). In 1995-2003, this weakness was primarily expressed in a failure to establish a public
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First of all, it could not raise taxes (only
hich meant that it also could not pay ¢ven
develop — public infrastructure.

service capable of producing public goods.
a fraction of due taxes were actually paid), w
basic livinig wages to public servants or maintain — much less
Lack of resources led to structural corruption, with direct extortion becoming the main

r financing public services. Transparency International routinely described Geor-

resource fo
gia as one of the most corrupt countries in the world. The state also could not effectively

fight organised crime, opting for negotiations and compromises with crime bosses instead
(Huber 2004).
By the end of Shevardnadze’s rule, the old problem of 2 failure to institute a monopoly

over the legitimate use of force resurfaced again, this time mainly expressed in losing effect-

ive control over the Pankisi Gorge, 2 small region populated by Kists, a minority group
related to the Chechen or Vainakh peoples in the North Caucasus. In the context of
the Second Chechen War (beginning in 1999), this small region comprising several villages
became a safe haven for Chechens fleeing the war. This included civilians, but also some
fighters, who tummed into the effective local power. This became an international problem,
because Russia started to accuse Georgia of harbouring terrorists, while n the wake of 9/11
attacks United States intelligence found out that some al-Qaeda operatives were hiding in
Pankisi. The situation started to improve only after the United States Jaunched a ‘train and

equip’ programme aimed at helping Georgian law enforcement tackle the problem (Devdar~

iani and Hancilova 2002).

The true turning point for Georgia’s state-building efforts was the ‘Rose Revolution’ of
November 2003, the accession to power by its leader Mikheil Saakashvili and his political
team in the United National Movement (UNM), and the reforms that they implemented in
its wake. As an opposition figure, Saakashvili was mainly an anti-corruption campaigner;
when he came to power, his government’s reforms were primarily motivated and legitimised
by anti-corruption sentiment. However, in effect these reforms implied building law
enforcement and public service in accordance with the model of modem developed states.
While the period of UNM rule (2004-2012) is a deeply controversial subject both inside
and outside Georgia with contradictory assessments of its merits, there 1s relatively high level

of consensus that reforms aimed at building an efficacious modern state were broadly suc~

cessful (Cheterian 2008). This success had several dimensions.

Even if after the 2008 war with Russia the loss of 20 per cent of Georgia’s area as ‘occu-
pied territories’ looked more irreversible than before, in terms of territorial control Georgian
state jurisdiction was consolidated on all other territories with dubious or tacitly contested
jurisdiction, such as Ajara, the Pankisi Gorge, or Samtskhe-Javakhed. Saakashvili also estab-
lished a monopoly over the legitimate use of force, as all remaining pockets of private
armed formations were disbanded, beginning with the so-called Georgian ‘guerillas’ active
in Samegrelo and Gali district. Organised crime groups also stopped being influential social
actors, with the most important crime bosses being imprisoned or forced to flee abroad.

Organised crime lost its control over the penitentiary systeml. In the realm of public finances

and public service, the state learned how to raise taxes: while tax rates were signiﬁcanﬂY=
check 2018). This, as well a8

reduced, public revenues increased manifoldly (GRASS Fact- _
the significant trimming down of public services, allowed the government to create 2 muCh.
d efficient public service. The rates of corruption decreased

more competent, non-corrupt an
(EV) countries.

considerably, making Georgia less corrupt than some European Union

government was also able to commit significantly larger amounts of funding to the af_e”
education, healthcare, social security, and to public infrastructure, leading to ﬁigﬂlﬁ_‘:
improvements in these areas (World Bank 2012). To be sure, significant challenges remained’
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t raise taxes (only in these fields; this is especially true of social services and public infrastructure, which is still
could not pay even substandard if compared to the requirements of developed countries. However, on balance
sublic infrastructure. the state moved to a qualitatively higher level of development, and Saakashvili’s reforms
i)ec01rﬁng the main were perceived as a model for some other.post~Soviet countries.
ey described Geor- The success of thes.e rt?forms was indirectly confirmed by the fact that most of these
~ould not effectively achievements were maintained, or in some cases developed after the change of power in
crime bosses instead 2012. For instance, Georgia’s position in the Corruption Perception Index continued to
improve: in 2017, it was tanked 46th in the world, ahead of Italy, Slovakia, Croatia,
insticute a monopoly Greece, Romania and Hungary (Transparency International 2018).

issed in losing effect-
ts, a minority group

h text of The political system
;. In the contex

rising several villages It was the ambition of the new Gef)rgia to build not just an independent and efficacious
rilians, but also some state, but a democratic one. All Georgian governments, as well as opposition organisations of
nternational problem, any consequence, shared an assumption that the nascent Georgian state should and would be
in the wake of 9/11 democratic, and claimed allegiance to democratic norms.
atives were hiding in However, Georgia has never fully fulfilled this aspiration by conforming to even minimal cri-
launched a ‘train and teria of democracy, even though at some points it appeared to come close. To illustrate this, we
the problem (Devdar- can use .Freedom House.’s Freedom in the World ratings index that has assessed Georgia’s political
system since 1991. The index rates countries on a score from 1 to 7, whereby 1 stands for fully
‘Rose Revolution’ of free (that is, fully democratic), and 7 for non-free (fully autocratic); ratings between 3 and 5 stand
shvili and his political for ‘partly er.e’ countries that can be consid.ered neither democraci'es nor agtocmcics in the proper
- they implemented in sense. Georgia was only (?,eeme'd non-free in 1991 when it was sall techi'nca.lly. part of the Soviet
srruption campaigner; Union. In all other years it fell into the ‘Partly free’ zone, and since 1996 its ratings have oscillated
tivated and legitimised between 3 and 4. In 2005-6, and t}{en in 201218 Georgia had a rating of 3, which is the best
implied building law a ‘partly free’ counrry may have, but it never improved on this (Frefadom Hou‘se 2018.).
dem developed states. What f;tands b.ehmd these nu'n%bers? A Popular way to describe Georgia’s pohtical'regime
ial subject both inside is to call it ‘hybrid’ or as corgbmmg certain featm."e_s of .democracy and autocracy (Diamond
is relatively high level 2002); another term exprefsmg th’e same condm.on is a ‘grey zone’ between the tW.O
tate were broadly suc- (Carothers 2002). Authors highlighting the autocratic component of the system would call ic
‘competitive authoritarianism’ (Levitsky and Way 2002), while those who are more willing
eorgia’s area as ‘occu- to recognise its democratic quality might prefer terms such as ‘defective dernocracy’ (.Me_rkel
torial control Georgian 2004). All of them would agree that such a country has all the necessary.formal institutions
yus or tacitly contested Of dem?cracy, and that these constitute more than just a ‘facade’. There is genuine contest-
 Saakashvili also estab- aton of power, and opposition can campaign, mobilise supporters, and sometimes actually
ing pockets of private threaten the position of the incumbent government; 1ndcpcnldcnt n_1c'dm exists and L‘:T.'.ltl(fl.‘ﬂ.‘h'
orgian ‘guerillas’ active the powers Ih'.it.bc and does so mostly wnt]u"mr fear of reprisals; civil society organisations
b;illg influential social can ﬁ-ee!y organise the_mselves _and pursue their agc_ndas, and so on. On the other hand, the
forced to flee abroad. autocratic character of the regime may be summarised as a doniinant power system. All levers
realm of public finances 0‘f power .1r9 controlled by a single ],_mhtic.zl or?;.mjs;ltion clrcarcd around a single authorita-
bEee ,;igniﬁcanﬂ?'- fAve lf:;!dcr.: it has a handsome majority in Parliament (typically, a sufficient one to change
2018). This, as well as the Constitution without consulting the opposition), 1r controls all or almost all municipal
Jment to create a muc_h _gﬂVCmn‘lcnrs. it has decisive ir}ﬁucncc on the courts, it can ensure that most pf)pular and
of corruption dca:l;-‘ﬂ-‘ed ";ﬁ“'ﬂ‘lltl:‘ﬂ T\.’ companies are friendly to government, and so on. Hence, the.rt'e is no even
»n (EU) countries. Thﬂf_ :’3}.’1.111:; tield in relations between the government on the one hand and opposition and civil
" funding to the arefls o g :i‘“}' actors on the orf.mr.. .EIc_umm.I proccdur-cs are never fully trusted and the losers rarely
., leading to ;igniflf?mtf thclm\\']udgc defeat, claiming foul play: sometimes they have good reason to do so. All of

-ant challenges remaines above fully applies to the reality of Georgia's politics.
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Under such conditions, the opposition may still occasionally defeat the ruling party, but

this would not be a routine occurrence as it is supposed to be in mature democracies. Any
raordinary event and is widely perceived (including by many
pening for genuine democracy, in contrast
described as ‘autocratic’. However, after
ame autocratic leanings as their predeces-

government change is an ext
international observers) as a regime charge, a new O
to the previous regime that becomes routinely
some time the new authorities start displaying the s

sors, and the cycle continues.
Since 1990, political power has changed hands from the government to the opposition

four times, with the most powerful opposition group of the moment moving from the

streets into government offices. Twice, in 1990 and 2012, this happened through elections.

In the first case the change occurred technically while Georgia was still within the Soviet

Union, with the discredited and demoralised Communists losing to a nationalist coalition

known as the ‘Round Table’. This looked a formidable achievement: nowhere in the
former Soviet Union save for the Baltic States, Georgia and Armenia did a non-Communist
opposition clearly defeat representatives of the old regime in the first formative elections.
However, the coup or rebellion of December 1991-January 1992 wasted this chance, bring-
ut state collapse and civil war. A decade later the ‘Rose Revolution’ of 2003 was
but it was still an extra_constitutional event (Wheatley
2005). Nearly 10 years after that n 2012, the UNM conceded defeat to the incoming Geor-
gian Dream coalition in parliamentary clections; this was decmed the first case of
a genuinely constitutional change of power in Georgia and the post-Soviet Caucasus. This
gave new hopes that Georgia may, after all, be moving towards becoming a full democracy.

However, disappointments quickly started to accumulate. It became obvious that the

Georgian Dream party acted as a dominant power in essentially the same way as its various

ing abo
relatively peaceful and bloadless,

predecessors did.

It remains fundamentally unclear how the cycle of democratic breakthroughs and subse-

ritadian consolidations may be broken. On the positive side, however,
he most democratic and liberal country of the region. While
for Armenia have been sliding in an authoritarian direction
throughout most of the new century, Georgian semi-authoritarian governments have so far
never succeeded in consolidating 2 fully autocratic system. Its media and civil society con=
tinue to be vibrant and combative. This keeps alive the hope of genuine democratic progress

somewhere down the road.

quent semi-autho
Georgia maintains its image as t
almost all of its neighbours save

Foreign relations

born with an assumption that Russia was the chief source of
ain friend and protector. One may regard this disposition a3
this juxtaposition still remains

The new Georgian state was
threat, while the West was its m;
a self-fulfilling prophecy, yet the fact of the matter is that
fully valid over a quarter of a century later.

The clash of interests with Russia is rooted in a double interconnected issue of SOV
Russia never fully reconciled itself to the genuine independ=
1 zone of its 1:!!'1"'1'1‘3%‘"i

er=

eignty and territorial integrity.
ence of Georgia: Moscow claimed the former Soviet space as
interests and initiated various reintegration projects, such as Commonwealth of In
Srates (CIS), Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and Eurasian
Union (EAEU).* Georgia saw these imitiatives as a threat to its independence
vhich it saw as the guardian of a liberal internat

protection in the West, v
which small and vulnerable states could enjoy same liberry to make their
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choices. This raised Russian concerns that perceived any political
what it considered ‘its backyard’ as evidence of geo
Russia out of its legitimate zone of interests.

activism of the West in
political competition aimed at squeczing

Georgia always considered Russia’s involvement in its territorial conflicts in Abkhazia
and South Ossetia through the lens of its struggle for sovereignty: in Georgia’s opinion,
Russia instrumentalised these conflicts in order to force Georgia to accept its terins, This
was how Shevardnadze’s government understood Russia’s mes
military defeat in Abkhazia, he reversed his previous position and accepted membership of
both the CIS and CSTO® in the hope that strategic concessions to Russia would allow
Georgia to regain control over break-away territories. In 1995, Georgia also signed an
agreement on Russian military bases in Georgia, on the condition that subsequently Russia
ensured the restoration of Georgia’s territorial integrity.

As no progress on the territorial integrity issue followed and it became clear that this
strategy would not work, Georgia started to drift towards the Wese. In 1999, G
drew from the CSTO, and in 2002 announced its wish to Join the North Adantic Treaty
Organization (NATO). Since then, Western ntegration became a steady guiding theme of
Georgia’s foreign policy. In practice, this implied that joining NATO and the EU
that was not possible, finding the closest available formats of cooperation with these organ-
isations — was the ultimate benchmark against which success or failure of Georgian foreign
policy was to be measured. The West was quite reluctant to embrace Georgia's ambitions: it
did not want to further complicate relations with Russia, consi

dered Georgia too distant,
poor, unstable and undemocratic, did not want to get directly involved in its territoral

conflicts, and was generally wary of taking up new commitments abroad (North 2016),

Despite this negadve background, on balance Georgia came much closer to the West,
especially in the period following the ‘Rose R evolution’. In 2004, Georgia (along with Armenia
and Azerbaijan) was included into the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) - even though
Just one year earlier the South Caucasus had been considered too distant to be included in the
ENP. Quite a few people believe that the 2003 ‘Rose Revolution’ and subsequent aggressive
lobbying of the incoming Georgian govemment was an important factor behind the EU’s deci-
sion to change its mind. In April 2008, after contentious negotiations during the NATOQ
Bucharest summit, Georgia was denied a Membership Action Plan for accession to the alliance,
but received a general promise of membership when ready (without, however, clearly defining
the terms of ‘readiness’). Since 2011, Georgia has been called 2 ‘NATQ aspirant country’
(NATO 2011). In 2014, Georgia signed an Association Agreement and Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Agreement ( DCFTA) with the EU. From 2016, visa liberalisation has granted
Georgian citizens the ri ght to visit EU Schengen countries without visas.

In parallel, Georgia’s reladons with Russia deteriorated. This climaxed in the 2008 Russian-
Georgian war, something that many Georgians

sage. Following Georgia’s

corgia with-

- or, if

as well as some intemational commentators saw as
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1 axis including Azerbaijan and Turkey is especially important, developing in the 1990s
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other hand, the rationale was also for Georgia to position itself as a transit country. While
this endeavour was in itself fully legitimate, this might also imply that being unable to
develop a vibrant economy based on the rule of law and friendly investment climate, and
not having any mineral resources of its own, Georgia gave priority to taking advantage of its
geographic location as a transit state (see Chapters 21 and 23).

The period following the 2003 ‘Rose Revolution” became a turning point for not only
building stronger state capacity, but economic reforms as well. The strategy of reforms in this
period is often described as ultraliberal, based on aggressive privatisation, reducing tax rates, and
turning Georgia into an attractive target for foreign investment. Kakha Bendukidze,
a businessman who made his wealth in Russia but went back to Georgia to become the minister
of the economy, came to be known as the architect of the reform programme. He became
famous for saying that ‘Everything can be sold, except conscience’ (European Stability Initiative
2010). Georgia’s ratings in the World Bank's Doing Business and the Heritage Foundation
Economic Freedom indices improved markedly.® The reforms, in conjunction with a dramatic
reduction in corruption and the defeat of organised crime, brought strong results. The perod
2004-2007 saw high economic growth that was only interrupted by the Russian-Georgian war
and world economic crisis in 2008. In 2007, year-to-year growth reached 12.6 per cent. The
rate of Foreign Direct Investment was also growing. In 2010-12, after the results of the crisis
were overcome, the average growth rate reached 6.6 per cent.

Despite a reputation of pursuing ultraliberal economic policies, however, the Georgian
government was also an active economic actor, giving prionty to large-scale public infra-
structure projects. As a result, Georgian families gained access to electricity and natural gas,
the most important roads were repaired or rebuilt, and the historical areas of several Geor-
glan cities were rehabilitated. The Georgian government invested especially heavily in the
Black Sea city of Batumi in Ajara in order to turn it into a point of attraction for regional
tourism. Tourism was prioritised as an especially pronusing part of the economy.

On the negative side, economic growth failed to generate a concomitant number of new
Jobs, so that unemployment rates remained rather high. The shedding of many redundant
jobs in the public sector was another factor exacerbating unemployment. While the govern-
ment introduced a number of social programmes or significantly strengthened existing ones,
1t was frequently criticised for not doing more in this area. Rural poverty caused by rather
low productivity in agriculture continued to be a major problem that the govermment failed
to adequately address. According to official statistics, around half of the Georgian workforce
Wwas engaged in agriculture, yet this sector accounted for only a 8-10 per cent share of GDP
(National Statistics Office of Georgia 2019). Agriculture was also adversely affected by the
fact that Russia, the traditional market for Georgian agriculture, banned Georgi
tural produce from 2006.

The new Georgian Dream government that came to power in 2012 promised large-scale
socially oriented reforms but its performance in that area did not meet expectations. The most
Popular of its reforms was the introduction of a universal healthcare system. Its overall eco-
tomic policies remained similar. The greatest progress was achieved in the tourism sector,
Where the number of visitors to Georgia increased almost six times in a period of nine years.
In2018, visitors to Georgia reached almost 8.7 million people (Tabula 2019) as compared to
44 million in 2012 and 1.5 million in 2009 (Georgian National Tourism Administration

a’s agricul-

_...1')16). The progress in international rankings continued as well: in 2018, Georgia was number
f\lx out of 190 countries in the Doing Business index, and sixteenth in the Economic Freedom
ndex. Thj

s period of economic growth bore fruit in terms of an overall increase in living

Standards: poverty rates declined from 32.5 per cent in 2006 to 17.1 per cent in 2016,
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Overall economic growth, however, dowed down as compared to the previous period:
in 201416, the average growth rate was 3.4 per cent, and in 2017 it reached 4.8 per cent,
so far the best result in the Georglan Dream’s period i power (World Bank 2018), In
2013, the government carried out an ambitious program of subsidising agriculture and
achieved some short-term growth in the sector (the opening up of Russian markets to
Georgian produce also helped). Later, however, the subsidies were discontinued as they
were not cose-effective and the state budget could not afford them indefinitely, so the
output in the agriculture sector actually contracted.

The World Bank categorises Georgia as a lower middle-income country, which makes it
poor but not desperately poor. It is stll behind its neighbours save for Armenia in major
economic indices, but it is somewhat better off than Ukraine and Moldova, 1ts partners in
the ENP. Georgia may have a chance to achieve further economic progress by taking
advantage of its privileged access 1o the European market through the DCFTA agreement
with the EU; moreover, Georgia is the only country in the world that has free trade agree-
ments with both the EU and China. This, in conjunction with liberal pro-business policies,
gives Georgians hope that their country will become more attractive to international invest-
ors. Its maditional transit function may also be used as a resource: the project of building
a new port at Anaklia on the Black Sca coast is based on this hope. However, the image of
being a politically unstable country, for both internal and external reasons, as well as one
where the rule of law is relatively weak, may yet be a major impediment to its economic
success.

Identity and society

The dramatic series of events and transformations since Georgian independence has also led
to conflicts based on culture. Their general qualicy might be more or less typical for ‘late
modernisers’, such as the clash between forces of cultural conservatism on the one hand and
those of progressive development on the other (whatever people might understand under
the ‘progressive’ banner). However, in each particular country this generic conflict has pecu-
liar local dimensions.

In the Georgian case, support for progressive development implied first and foremost the
centrality of Georgia’s commitment to its European vocation. This meant highlighting civi-
lisational ties between Georgia and Europe (mainly invoking Georgia’s Christian heritage
and links to ancient Greece, but also legacies of the independent Democratic Republic of
Georgia of 1918-21), as well as recognising the norms and institutions of contemporary
Europe: democracy, human rights, the market economy, social and cultural tolerance, secu=
larism, and so on. At the same time, this included strong political nationalism that exprcsscd.
itself in solid support for the Georgian nation-state: on the negative side, this implied resist=
ing Russian threats to Georgian sovereignty, as well as distancing itself from legacies of the
Soviet past. This nationalism also tries to be of a civic variety, promoting policies that ar&
inclusive to ethnic and religious minorities. _

Contrary to this, cultural conservatism combines a strong sense of ethnic, exclusi\"i-@ff
nationalism (which could also be called nativism) with tacit or even open nostalgia for the
Soviet past. This may be considered paradoxical because on the surface, the Soviet rﬂ?}me
espoused progressivist and cosmopolitan ideology. In effect, however, Soviet nationalities
policies encouraged and effectively protected traditionalist and culturalist expressions of eth=
nicity, while at the same time trying to suppress any political manifestations of non-R

nationalism. The Georgian version of nativism also includes a demonstrative commitment

184




e

: previous period:
ched 4.8 per cent,
d Bank 2018). In
ig agriculture and
.ussian markets to
icontinued as they
ndefinitely, so the

iy, which makes it
Armenia in major
lova, its partners in
progress by taking
DCFTA agreement
1as free trade agree-
rro-business policies,
international invest-
project of building
wever, the image of
sons, as well as one
1ent to its economic

pendence has also led
r less typical for ‘late
on the one hand and
ght understand under
eric conflict has pecu-

first and foremost the
cant highlighting civi-
da's Christian heritage
amocratic Republic of
tions of contemporary
ultural tolerance, secu=
jonalism that cxprcsscd
side, this implicd resist-
elf from legacies of the
noting policies that are

e of ethmnic, exclusivist
1 open nostalgia for .the
face, the Soviet reg‘lrfle
ver, Soviet natio .
ralist expressions of CF}L—_
estations of non-Russiat
nstrative commi

nalities’

tment 1o

The new Georgia

the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC) as a pillar of Georgian identity. Nativists are not
always politically anti-Western, but they see grave threats in the West’s cultural influence,
especially with regards to such issues as support for LGBT’ rights.

This mindset leads to deeply ambivalent attitudes among nativists towards Russia. Open
support for Georgia’s recent imperial master and current occupying power cannot be a fully
legitimate position, so only a relatively small fraction of people would be openly Russia-
friendly (though some are). Nevertheless, nativist conservatives tend to insist that Russia is
civilisationally closer to Georgia than the West: it is a co-religionist power and a supporter
of traditional cultural values against decadent Western influence. Aside from the West, the
Islamic world is also seen as a hostile force scheming to undermine Georgia (this putatively
also makes Russia’s image more appealing in comparison). It considers existence of Muslim
Georglans (such as the Ajarans) as an aberration, as ‘true’ Georgians are supposed to adhere
to the Orthodox faith.

These may be considered more or less coherent worldviews, represented by certain
political actors, civil society players or intellectuals. Those groups and organisations in
Georgia usually described as ‘civil society’ are strong supporters of Georgia’s Western,
European identity; on the other hand, there is a growing number of anti-Western and
tacitly or openly pro-Russian groups that may be described as nativist civil society
(though this may be a misnomer as their methods and practices may often be rather
uncivil) (Nodia 2018).

Most Georgian society, however, tries to combine both of these sets of attitudes. On the
political level, Georgian governments have generally subscribed to political, pro-Westem
nationalism, although they have also tried to appease ‘ethno-nativist’ forces, and shown
a special respect to the GOC. It was Mikheil Saakashvili's UNM government that was
perceived as the most consistent and aggressive promoter of modernising, pro-Western
nationalism. This — despite its efforts to win GOC support — eventually put the UNM on
a collision course with the Church, and stimulated an ethno-nativist backlash; as a rule,
anti-Western nativists see the UNM and Western-funded civil society networks as their pri-
mary enemies (Metreveli 2016). The Georgian Dream government tries to follow a middle
course: it subscribes to Western integration policies, but tries to incorporate and appease
nativist groups too, because it considers them important allies against the UNM.

On the societal level, numerous public opinion polls show that the Georgian public is
overwhelmingly supportive of the path of European and Euro-Atlantic integration, embraces
values of democracy and human rights, and sees the West as the main partner and protector,
as opposed to Russia that is seen as the chief source of threat. But the same polls also show
that the GOC is by far the most authoritative social organisation in Georgia, and the public
generally welcomes an active political role for it (Thomton and Turmanidze 2018). When it
comes to the type of religiosity typical for Georgia, there is an important gap betwecen
declarative religiosity and actual religious practice. While Georgia is among the most reli-
gious countries in the world when it comes to the percentage of people who describe them-
selves as religious, the number of those who actually take part in religious practice is
Considerably lower (Charles 2009). While the Church formally endorses Georgia’s
"?foclaimed aims of European and Euro-Atlantic integration, it opposes many important
ideas and values associated with it. In 2014, the GOC actively opposed anti-discrimination
_-.l'ﬁgiS]ation promoted by the EU, Parliament eventually enacted it in May of that year, but in
A nather watered-down version.

A pogrom against an attempted public action related to the day of solidarity with the
LGBT community on 17 May 2013 became probably the most conspicuous example of
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an LGBT rights activists tried to organise

Georgia's culture wars. A small group of Georgl
2 mob of conservative pro-

2 small event commemorating that day but it was attacked by
testers led by Orthodox priests. The police did not dare to stop the mob but probably saved

the lives of protesters by removing them from the scene. While some legal cases were filed 5
against the offenders (including the priests), nobody was in the end punished. The pro- i

Western part of Georgian society expressed indignation at what had happened, but the
Church declared 17 May as Family Protection Day and it has been widely commemorated
ince. The civil rights community does not give up, however, and stages

the same day under heavy police protection.

On balance, one could say that as time passes Georgian society tends to become niore
pluralistic but also more polarised, with ethno-cultural cleavages gradually being replaced by
ideological ones. Proliferation and the mising influence of aggressive nativist groups is one
expression of this trend. But on the other hand, a vibrant youth culrure is developing that
has expressed itself, among other things, in a (partly successful) movement for the decrimin-
alisation of the use of marijuana. This pluralism and polarisation may be a sign that Georgian

society is gradually distancing itself from the Soviet legacy.
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its tried to organise Notes

f conservative pro- 1 At some points, the secessionists claimed their aim was to create stronger guarantees of their autonomy,
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apal cases were filed 2 Until incorporation into the Ottoman Empire in 1614, Ajara’s population used to be Orthodox

i ished. The pro- Christian, as it was in other historically Georgian lands (Rayfield 2012).

punished.

3 As based on the Corruption Perception Index, available at <www.transparency.org/research/cpi/
overview> (accessed 20 January 2019).
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