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Georgia in 2008 Was Just the First
Victim of the Natural Born Killers

eventeen years have passed since the

five-day war that marked the beginning

of the Russian Federation’s military

campaign to dismantle the European
security order, first in Georgia, then in Ukraine,
and possibly other places in the not-so-distant fu-
ture. On August 7, 2008, Russia launched its inva-
sion of Georgia from the land, sea, air, and cyber
- on an unheard-of scale at that time. The tanks
that rolled into the Tskhinvali region/South Os-
setia and Abkhazia marked the first time Russia
deployed its military beyond its borders to pun-
ish a neighbor for choosing Europe over empire. It
was the first act of a long war against the idea that
small sovereign nations in Russia’s neighborhood
could choose Europe and detach themselves from

“mother Russia”

The cover of this issue borrows from Natural Born
Killers — a fitting metaphor for the Kremlin’s be-
havior since 2008. The image portrays Russia as a
serial aggressor that tried to assassinate Georgia
in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022 - all three
times unsuccessfully. The killer returned to the
scene — again and again — because the crime
was never stopped the first time. The war against
Georgia was a prelude to a longer hybrid military
and political campaign against the European se-
curity order, being fought in military theaters, on
the diplomatic stage, and in the information space.
The refusal to confront this aggression decisively
in 2008 made everything else possible. The refusal
to confront it now head-on will make everything
else inevitable.

This issue of GEOpolitics revisits the 2008 war —

not as a distant memory, but as the starting point

of the crisis we are still living through. It draws the

GEOPOLITICS

line from Tskhinvali to Bucha, from occupied Ab-
khazia to the weaponization of Georgia’s democra-
cy today, and from Western hesitation then to the
stakes we face now in Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia,

and beyond.

Sergi Kapanadze opens the issue with the retro-
spective analysis of the five lessons from the Au-
gust 2008 war, laying bare Moscow’s methods: war
as a message, diplomacy as a delay, and interna-
tional institutions as a means of leverage. He ar-
gues that the August war was the first military ex-
pression of a doctrine that rejects the sovereignty
of neighboring states and seeks to restore Russia’s
sphere of influence through force, coercion, and
disinformation. The article dissects the misread
signals from the West — the failure to respond de-
cisively in 2008, the preference for normalization
over deterrence, and the false belief that Georgia’s
war was an anomaly rather than a harbinger of
things to come. Beyond foreign policy failures, it
also examines the domestic repercussions of the
war, including how Russia’s occupation has created
frozen conflicts that continue to erode Georgia’s
sovereignty, how the trauma of 2008 has shaped
public opinion, and how the Georgian Dream gov-
ernment failed to counter Russia’s strategic objec-

tives.

Jaba Devdariani and Tornike Zurabashvili pick up
where Kapanadze leaves off, with a forensic ex-
amination of the system that has since metasta-
sized within Georgia. They dissect the economic
dimension of Russia’s influence in Georgia, argu-
ing that financial entanglement has become Mos-
cow’s most effective and least understood weapon
in its hybrid war against the country. While the
2008 invasion represented a dramatic assertion of
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hard power, the more enduring threat has seeped
in through the veins of Georgia’s economy — via
remittances, trade dependencies, real estate ac-
quisition, energy infrastructure, and oligarchic
capture. The authors detail how Russia has built a
system of control that operates below the radar of
traditional security frameworks but is no less po-
tent, especially under the Georgian Dream govern-
ment, which has not only tolerated but deepened
economic dependencies for political gain. They ar-
gue that financial flows — from shadowy business
deals to diaspora-linked investments — are stra-
tegically used to buy silence, loyalty, and inaction,
blunting democratic resistance from within.

Shota Gvineria takes the reader deeper into the
machinery of state capture, mapping the psy-
chological battlefield where reality is no longer
debated but denied. Gvineria details how Geor-
gia’s ruling party has perfected the art of post-
truth governance — where pro-European slogans
mask authoritarian rule, and where the West is
portrayed as both puppet-master and existential
threat. Drawing chilling parallels to Goebbelsian
information warfare, the article shows how disin-
formation in Georgia is no longer about persuasion
but paralysis. Public belief is replaced by public fa-
tigue. In such an environment, consent is manu-
factured not through conviction, but through con-
fusion, leading to a society too exhausted to resist.

As Georgia sinks deeper into this hybrid swamp,
the European Union is facing its own reckoning.
Vano Chkhikvadze addresses this crisis head-on in
his article, making a blunt call to action. The EU, he
argues, must stop dithering between carrots and
caveats. With visa liberalization under threat and
Georgia’s European future on life support, Brus-
sels needs more than warnings — it needs conse-
quences. Chkhikvadze offers a roadmap: targeted
sanctions against enablers of authoritarianism,
a rebooted communication strategy to speak di-
rectly to the Georgian people, and a long-overdue
strategic clarity about what’s at stake. Credibility
is the EU’s last currency in the region.
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Natalie Sabanadze and Galip Dalay widen the lens
by exploring the geostrategic aftershocks of Rus-
sia’s wars. They argue that the South Caucasus can
no longer be analyzed in isolation. The collapse of
the post-Soviet order and the unraveling of Ameri-
can dominance in the Middle East have merged the
two regions into a single, volatile security complex
- multi-nodal and defined by shifting alliances.
Tirkiye, Iran, Azerbaijan, and now Armenia are
recalibrating in real-time, often bypassing Russia
entirely. Georgia, once a linchpin of the West in
this contested space, now risks becoming irrele-

vant — or worse, complicit.

Thornike Gordadze closes the issue with an in-
sightful comparison between Russia’s past success
in Georgia and its current failures in Armenia. He
shows how Moscow is attempting to replicate the
2012 Georgian scenario in Yerevan — backing oli-
garchs, mobilizing the Church, exploiting post-war
trauma — all in the hope of toppling Prime Min-
ister Nikol Pashinyan. But this time, the script is
being disrupted. The Armenian public, scarred by
Russia’s betrayals in 2020 and 2023, no longer be-
lieves in the myth of Moscow as protector. West-
ern actors, once blind to hybrid warfare, are now
alert. And Pashinyan, unlike Saakashvili, is strik-
ing first — legally, rhetorically, and diplomatical-
ly — against Kremlin proxies. Gordadze’s conclu-
sion is unambiguous: the lessons of Georgia have
not been forgotten in Yerevan. If the West wants
to stop Russia’s next regime change operation, it
must act not after the fall — but now, when the
battle is still underway.

The war against Georgia never ended. It simply
changed form and terrain. From bombs to banks,
from bullets to broadcasts, from occupations to
narratives — Russia has adapted, but never paused.
This issue revisits August 2008 not out of nostal-
gia, but out of urgency. We are not remembering
the first shot. We are warning that the killer is still

at large m
With Respect,

Editorial Team
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Five Lessons from the Five-Day War

n August 2025, Georgia remembers the five-

day war of August 2008. This tragic histor-

ical occurrence did not just reshape Geor-

gia in the subsequent years but also laid the
groundwork for Russia’s further aggression against
Ukraine and wider European security. The invasion
of Russia, in hindsight, in conjunction with its mil-
itary actions in Ukraine over the last decade, offers
valuable lessons which must be internalized not
only by Georgians, Ukrainians, and other nations,
neighboring Russia, but by the European and Eu-
ro-Atlantic partners who have invested heavily in
the European security order and a peaceful con-
tinent. In this article, I offer five main lessons that

we can draw from the five-day war.

Lesson One: Russia Manufactures
War and Blames Its Victims

A major lesson from Russia’s aggression against
Georgia in 2008 is that Russia does not just stum-
ble into wars. It scripts them with legal arguments,
military theater, and preplanned provocations

designed not only to justify aggression but to dis-

tort the very definition of it. Long before the first
missile lands or the first soldier, a mercenary, or
a “little green man” crosses a border, Moscow has
already deployed its most critical weapon - the

narrative.

Russia does not just stumble into wars.
It scripts them with legal arguments,
military theater, and preplanned prov-
ocations designed not only to justify
aggression but to distort the very defi-

nition of it.

In Georgia in 2008, that narrative was dressed in
humanitarian camouflage. Russia claimed it was
“protecting its citizens” in the Tskhinvali region/
South Ossetia — citizens it had manufactured
over the years of illegal passport distribution. The
Kremlin had spent years building the scaffolding
for intervention from “peacekeepers” who failed to
keep peace, to separatist provocations staged for
effect, to Russian media stoking claims of Geor-

gian “genocide” just days before the assault. By

SERGI KAPANADZE
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GEORGIA
2008

2014

the time the Georgian side responded militarily in

Tskhinvali, the pretext was ready.

The same template replayed in Ukraine, just on
a grander stage. In Crimea, Moscow conjured a
narrative of imminent ethnic repression after the
Revolution of Dignity and then used it to smuggle
troops past the global radar and declare a referen-
dum at gunpoint. In Donbas, it invented a civil war
it was secretly orchestrating and claimed to be a
neutral party “supporting the will of the people”
By 2022, the fiction had metastasized: Ukraine, the
Kremlin claimed, was committing genocide, plot-
ting nuclear weapons, and morphing into a NATO
attack dog. The invasion that followed was framed
as pre-emptive self-defense — complete with ref-

erences to Article 51 of the UN Charter and a gro-

tesque campaign to “de-nazify” a democratic na-

tion led by a Jewish president.

Russia wraps its wars in the language of law and
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UKRAINE
2022
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morality, not to convince everyone, but to con-
vince enough—or confuse enough—to create hesi-

tation, delay a response, or fracture consensus.

Ukraine, by now, is well aware of this. Since 2014,
Kyiv has come to understand that narrative defense
is a strategic defense. From the moment Crimea
was seized, Ukraine went on the offensive — diplo-
matically, legally, and informationally. It denied the
fake humanitarian rationale and exposed Russian
troop movements. It framed the war as what it was:
a naked violation of the UN Charter and a threat to
European security. By the time Russia launched its
full-scale invasion in 2022, Ukraine was answering
propaganda in real time — with digital diploma-
cy, viral messaging, battlefield authenticity, and a
unified international campaign. Ukrainian Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelenskyy spoke not only to the
parliaments but to the public. Ukraine learned to

preempt the casus belli, not merely react to it.
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Georgia in 2008 was not so fortunate. Thilisi re-
sponded, but not quickly enough, comprehensive-
ly enough, or with the kind of strategic communi-
cations machine that modern war demands. And
it was a different time, too - social media was in
the inception phase, and the iPhone came out just
a year earlier. Western media, largely unprepared
for the speed of the disinformation blitz, reached
for the lazy fallback - “both sides” Even the Ta-
gliavini Report, commissioned by the EU, while ac-
knowledging Russia’s disproportionate force and
illegal occupation, still “blamed“ Georgia for the
escalation (not “starting of war,” as the GD lead-
ers currently irresponsibly claim). For Moscow,
it was a rhetorical win. Nevertheless, Georgia in
2008 and subsequent years managed to turn the
international opinion, through global media out-
reach, active diplomacy, constant efforts to keep
the issue of occupation on the international agen-
da, and never giving up the main message - Russia
is a threat not only to Georgia, but to Ukraine, the

Baltic states, and wider European security.

When the victim echoes the aggressor’s
talking points, the war is not just lost

on the battlefield. It is lost in memory.

And yet, the story of Georgia’s narrative strug-
gle did not end in 2008. It is being rewritten now,
in 2025 — from within. Under the current ruling
Georgian Dream regime, the very record of Rus-
sia’s aggression is being softened, reframed, and
reversed. The so-called Tsulukiani Commission
has pushed a revisionist line that blames Georgia’s
leaders — namely, Mikheil Saakashvili, and by ex-
tension, Georgia — for starting the 2008 war. The
aim is clear - to discredit the previous pro-West-
ern administration and, its transatlantic partners.
But it also serves a second, more insidious purpose:
aligning Georgia’s internal discourse with Russia’s
external narrative. When the victim echoes the ag-
gressor’s talking points, the war is not just lost on
the battlefield. It is lost in memory.
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If there is a single lesson from Georgia’'s 2008 war
and Ukraine’s current one, it is this: countering
Russia’s war begins with countering its narrative.
Waiting for the facts to settle means losing the
ground before the fight begins.

Lesson Two: Moscow Turns
International Institutions into
Instruments of Impunity

For all its tanks, warplanes, and operatives, one of
Russia’s most effective weapons remains a nego-
tiation table. Not the kind where peace is made —
but the kind where peace is stalled, where respon-
sibility is obscured, and where aggression is recast
as diplomacy. Over the past two decades, Moscow
has mastered the art of using the very institutions
meant to constrain it — the OSCE and the United
Nations — to legitimize its advances and delay any
meaningful response. In Georgia and Ukraine, the

results have been grim.

The OSCE, born of the Helsinki spirit and clothed
in the vocabulary of cooperation and transparen-
cy, was once the West's favorite instrument of soft
deterrence. Today, as in 2008, it is Russia’s perfect
diplomatic smokescreen. When the 2008 war in
Georgia loomed, the OSCE was already present in
the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia — technical-
ly. Its monitors, all five of them (!), were there, but
their access was restricted beyond a 15-kilometer
zone from the center of Tskhinvali. Moscow’s ob-
jections froze their mandate. They could not verify
Russian military buildups, nor could they respond
to provocations staged by separatist forces. After
the war, Russia refused to acknowledge Geor-
gia’s territorial integrity in OSCE documents and
insisted on treating Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali
region/South Ossetia as independent states. The
result was that the OSCE folded its mission, re-

treated, and has never returned.

In Ukraine, Russia repeated the play — this time
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with the OSCE’s Special Monitoring Mission
(SMM), which operated in Donbas from 2014 to
2022. The mission, which was celebrated in 2014
as a second life for the OSCE, was constantly ha-
rassed, denied access to key areas, and blindfold-
ed from observing cross-border arms flows. Then,
just as Russia launched its full-scale invasion, it
pulled the plug. Russia vetoed the extension of
the SMM’s mandate, effectively ejecting the OSCE
from Ukraine — and with it, the last set of neutral
eyes on the ground. In both conflicts, the pattern
was the same: first deny observers the tools to act,
then accuse them of being biased or ineffective,

and finally eliminate them.

Yet, Russia does not want the OSCE abolished. On
the contrary, it defends the organization — be-
cause it works exactly as Moscow needs it to. The
OSCE'’s consensus-based model ensures that Rus-
sia, as a participating state, can veto any mandate,
any language, any budget, any action. It allows
Moscow to promote alternative narratives while
appearing to engage in “constructive dialogue.”
And it ensures that every discussion — about war,
occupation, or aggression — can be reframed as a
dispute, an internal matter, or an unfortunate mis-
understanding wrapped in the language of “con-

structive ambiguity.”

The UN offers a similar story, only on a grander
stage. The institution created to prevent wars of
aggression has been paralyzed precisely because it
gives the aggressor a seat at the table — and a veto
in its most powerful chamber. In 2008, as Russian
forces advanced into Georgia, the UN Security
Council could not even issue a statement. Russia
blocked every draft, every call for withdrawal, ev-
ery mention of its own culpability. In 2009, it went
further, vetoing the renewal of the UN Observer
Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) unless Abkhazia
was recognized as an independent country. The
UN mission vanished. Georgia’s attempts to insti-

gate the peacekeeping mission under the General

12 GEOPOLITICS

Issue N221 | August, 2025

Assembly’s aegis - the so-called United for Peace
framework - were not supported by the Western
allies, afraid to impose a peacekeeping mission in a

hostile environment, opposed by Russia.

Russia continues to invest in these
institutions. Not because it believes in
multilateralism but because the appear-
ance of multilateralism provides cover

for unilateral action.

In Ukraine, the theater has been more grotesque.
Russia annexed Crimea in 2014, and the UN Securi-
ty Council could do nothing. Russia launched a war
in Donbas — the Council did nothing. In 2022, Rus-
sia invaded Ukraine outright, and while the Gener-
al Assembly passed symbolic resolutions, the Secu-
rity Council once again collapsed under Moscow’s
expected veto. Russia even chaired the Security
Council while occupying territory in two member
states. The arsonist was not just holding the fire
hose. He was also moderating the debate on fire
safety. This is why Russia continues to invest in
these institutions. Not because it believes in multi-
lateralism but because the appearance of multilat-

eralism provides cover for unilateral action.

Ukraine has learned this lesson. It still speaks at
the UN — but no longer expects it to act. Instead,
Kyiv has shifted its energy to institutions that can-
not be vetoed: the UN General Assembly, where
Russia is outvoted; international courts, where vi-
olations can at least be documented and named,
and Western alliances, where real decisions are
made. Ukraine treats the Security Council not as
a venue for resolution but as a platform to expose

obstruction.

Georgia once tried this, too. However, under the
Georgian Dream, that impulse has waned. Thilisi
no longer demands the return of the UN and OSCE
missions. It rarely raises the issue of Russia’s OSCE

sabotage. Instead, it entertains the fiction that di-
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alogue with Moscow — or neutrality in the face of

occupation — will somehow yield better results.

Lesson Three: Only Force, Not
Hesitation, Stops Russia

If there is one thing Russia understands better
than the West, it is the value of time, that criti-
cal window between the first violation and the
first consequence. Moscow has learned to exploit
that gap with ruthless precision. And what makes
it possible is not strength or strategy alone but
something far more predictable - the West’s reluc-

tance to engage.

Russia does not fear diplomacy. It only

fears force.

Caution is embedded in the political DNA of West-
ern democracies — the instinct to avoid escalation,
to exhaust all diplomatic avenues, to seek consen-
sus. But Russia does not fear diplomacy. It only
fears force. And for years, the West’s attempts to
de-escalate crises with Moscow have, ironically,
created the very conditions in which aggression

flourished.

In Georgia, this hesitancy played out in real time.
By the summer of 2008, all the warning signs were
flashing — a militarized “peacekeeping” force,
rampant passportization, provocations across the
boundary lines, and a creeping Russian build-up
masked as humanitarian engagement. Russia even
flew the fighter jets over Georgia when the Sec-
retary of State Condoleezza Rice was visiting the
country. And yet, the conflict was framed mainly
by Western capitals as a frozen dispute, one best
managed through cautious observation and dia-
logue with the predator. When war finally erupted,
the EU scrambled to negotiate a ceasefire, not to
reverse the aggression but to freeze it. No deter-

rence preceded the invasion. No punishment fol-
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lowed it. Russia paid no price for invading Georgia

— and reaped every reward.

The lesson was internalized in Moscow: as long as
the West fears provocation, it will not prevent it.
That insight became part of Russia’s military doc-

trine.

When Russia moved on Ukraine in 2014, the pat-
tern held. Crimea was seized with astonishing
speed. Donbas was set ablaze under the fiction
of local insurgency. The response in the form of
sanctions was modest and delayed. Military assis-
tance to Kyiv trickled in, hedged by legal restric-
tions and fears of “sending the wrong signal” The
Minsk Protocol and Minsk II Agreement — billed

as peace initiatives — in practice institutionalized
Russian leverage over Ukraine’s political system.
Moscow was treated as a mediator, not an arsonist.
From 2015 to 2021, Western support for Ukraine
was characterized as reactive, incremental, and
cautious. And Russia kept watching — concluding,
accurately, that there was no appetite in the West
for confrontation, in turn growing its appetite for

full-scale aggression.

The ceasefire negotiated by Nicolas
Sarkozy did not stop the advance — it
merely formalized the status quo after
Russia had already achieved its objec-
tives. But what actually made Moscow
stop was not a signature — it was a
signal from the USA.

In Georgia, this failure of deterrence nearly proved
fatal. As Russian tanks approached Tbilisi in August
2008, the Georgian military was overwhelmed, the
international community paralyzed, and the coun-
try braced for collapse. The ceasefire negotiated
by Nicolas Sarkozy did not stop the advance — it
merely formalized the status quo after Russia had

already achieved its objectives. But what actually
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made Moscow stop was not a signature — it was a
signal from the USA.

When U.S. cargo planes landed at Thilisi Interna-
tional Airport, delivering humanitarian aid in full
view of Russian intelligence, the message was un-
mistakable. When President George W. Bush, with
the Defense Secretary by his side, announced that
U.S. Navy vessels were heading to the Black Sea,
even under the guise of non-military support, the
effect was immediate. Russia stopped short of
Thilisi. Its forces, which had already reached west-
ern Georgia, pulled back. The advance was halted
not only by diplomacy but also by deterrence, fear
of the unknown, and the risk of escalation with the
United States.

This is the only pattern that matters. Russia backs
down only when it risks losing — militarily, politi-
cally, reputationally. Not when it is reasoned with,
but when it is forced to reassess the cost of pro-
ceeding. In Ukraine, that pattern repeated itself.
Russian forces retreated from Kyiv once the city
stood strong and political leadership did not flee
(much like in Georgia in 2008). They abandoned
Kharkiv when Ukrainian counterattacks broke
their supply lines. They left Kherson when logis-
tics collapsed. They stopped advancing when they
met with Western defensive and offensive weap-

ons.

I Moscow never saw moderation as wis-

dom. It sees it as space.

For too long, Western policy has been guided by
the illusion that moderation can buy stability. That
showing caution, withholding weapons, or soften-
ing statements can somehow “manage” Russia. But
Moscow never saw moderation as wisdom. It sees
it as space. Every pause, every diplomatic nicety, is
an invitation to move further. And every inch un-

challenged becomes a mile entrenched.
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Lesson Four: Ceasefires Are
Paper Shields

There is a persistent delusion that haunts Western
diplomacy: the belief that a signature on paper can
restrain a regime that rules by force and that trea-
ties bind the Kremlin. But in Russia’s strategic play-
book, agreements are not obligations — they are
tactics and intermissions, strategically timed and

cynically abused.

We have seen this script before. In Georgia, in 2008,

the six-point ceasefire agreement — brokered by

French President Nicolas Sarkozy and touted as a
triumph of diplomacy — was dead on arrival. It called
for Russian forces to withdraw to pre-conflict po-
sitions, for humanitarian access, and for an inter-
national dialogue and the return of the displaced
persons. Even before the ink dried, Russian troops
were digging in rather than pulling out. New bases
appeared in Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region/
South Ossetia. Ethnic cleansing continued beneath
the euphemism of “stabilization” And in a final act
of defiance, Moscow recognized both territories as

“independent states,” gutting the agreement.

Ukraine followed the same logic. In 2014 and again
in 2015, the Minsk Agreements — negotiated under
the auspices of the OSCE with Russia seated at the
table not as an aggressor but as a so-called “me-
diator” — were welcomed as a diplomatic break-
through. In reality, they were structurally rigged.
Russia refused to be acknowledged as a party to the
conflict. The terms demanded political concessions
from Ukraine before the restoration of territorial
control. Ceasefire violations occurred daily — al-
most exclusively by Russia and its proxies — and

went unpunished.

Then came 2022. And with it, the illusion shattered.
Moscow tore through the remnants of Minsk as
casually as it had signed them. Another full-scale

invasion. Another offer to “negotiate” in Istanbul in
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2022. Another attempt to use talks not as a solution
but as a tactic — to stall Ukrainian advances, split
the West, and test who still clung to the myth that

Russia can be reasoned with.

Treaties, to the Kremlin, are only useful so long as
they serve a tactical advantage. Once that utility
expires, they are violated, reinterpreted, or tossed
aside — with zero regard for precedent or legality.

The Budapest Memorandum of 1994, which guaran-

teed Ukraine’s sovereignty in exchange for surren-
dering its nuclear arsenal, was torn to shreds when
Crimea was seized, just like the Medvedev-Sar-
kozy-Saakashvili agreement was never implement-
ed.

Treaties, to the Kremlin, are only useful
so long as they serve a tactical advan-
tage. Once that utility expires, they are
violated, reinterpreted, or tossed aside
— with zero regard for precedent or

legality.

In Georgia, the historical memory of this betray-
al is now being erased from within. The Georgian
Dream, far from demanding implementation of the
2008 ceasefire, now downplays its violations. Its
narrative subtly shifts the blame back to Georgia it-
self — as if the war was provoked, as if the West was
a puppet master who pushed Saakashvili into war.
In doing so, they not only echo Moscow’s talking
points but strip Georgia of its legal and moral de-
fense. This is not just a revisionism of the past but a

strategic self-disarmament.

Lesson Five: Georgia was the
First Battlefield in Russia’s War
on Europe’s Security Order

Every war Moscow wages is a confrontation with
the idea of Europe - whole and free. From Stalin’s

redrawing of postwar borders to Putin’s invasion
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of Ukraine, the objective has remained remarkably
consistent: to assert control over Europe’s security
architecture by demanding a veto over the choices

of others.

In the early Cold War, Stalin’s vision was enforced
with tanks and ultimatums. A cordon of satellite
states buffered Moscow from the West, their sov-
ereignty neutralized by ideological allegiance and
military coercion. The Warsaw Pact was not a de-
fensive alliance but a mechanism of control. When
Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 moved
toward autonomy, Soviet troops crushed the devi-

ation. The Brezhnev Doctrine codified the rules: no

state behind the Iron Curtain was allowed to chart

its own path.

Even when détente introduced new diplomatic lan-
guages, the fundamentals did not shift. Brezhnev’s
participation in the 1975 Helsinki Final Act was stra-
tegic, not ideological. The Soviets aimed to lock in
recognition of postwar borders and legitimize their
hold over Eastern Europe. The West, meanwhile, fo-
cused on the Act’s human rights provisions, using
them to probe Soviet vulnerabilities. The Confer-
ence on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)
did not reconcile the two visions — it suspended the

conflict under the illusion of balance.

Mikhail Gorbachev’s “Common European Home”
rhetoric embraced cooperation and soft security,
even allowing for the unification of Germany and
the inclusion of human rights in security dialogue.
But the underlying logic still centered on Russia.
NATO, in this vision, would gradually become ob-
solete. Security would be managed through new
collective structures that embedded Moscow at the
core. The Soviet Union might share the house — but

it would still write the rules.

The 1990 Charter of Paris, signed just before the
USSR collapsed, marked a high point of hope. It

gave birth to the OSCE and laid out principles of

voluntary alliances, inviolable borders, and peace-
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ful change. But that moment was brief. Under Boris
Yeltsin, as NATO expanded and the EU deepened,
the Kremlin recoiled. Russia’s integrationist over-
tures — led by Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev —
were not rewarded with the veto Moscow expected.
And when it became clear that the post-Cold War
order would not grant Russia co-equal authority
(just a NATO-Russia Council), the strategy pivoted.
Partnership gave way to resentment, which drove
Putin’s ambitions to revamp the European security

order at the earliest convenience.

By 2008, when Russia invaded Georgia, the old
doctrine had returned — modernized, but famil-
iar. Medvedev’s proposed European Security Trea-
ty (EST) cloaked Russia’s ambition in the language
of multilateralism and indivisible security. In sub-
stance, it was a Brezhnev Doctrine 2.0: a demand
for NATO to seek Moscow’s permission on every
decision and to freeze expansion at Russia’s con-
venience. Most European states saw it for what it
was — a well-known old bid for institutional veto.
That is why the EST was declined by the European
powers and the discussions were thrown down the
OSCE’s no-consensus drain in the form of the Corfu

Process.

The West’s weak and fragmented re-
sponse to the August 2008 war con-
firmed what Moscow needed to know.
The rules-based order could be bent.
Encouraged by passivity, the Kremlin

advanced. Crimea fell in 2014.

The West's weak and fragmented response to the
August 2008 war confirmed what Moscow need-
ed to know. The rules-based order could be bent.
Encouraged by passivity, the Kremlin advanced.
Crimea fell in 2014. Donbas became a slow-burning
war zone. And by 2022, Russia launched a full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, preceded by a list of demands
that amounted to rewriting Europe’s post-Cold War
history: no NATO in Ukraine or Georgia, a rollback

16 GEOPOLITICS

Issue N221 | August, 2025

of forces in Eastern Europe, and an end to Western
influence in Russia’s “near abroad” These were not

negotiation terms. They were ultimatums.

The Kremlin has never hidden its true objective.
It seeks to replace Europe’s pluralistic security
community — based on voluntary alliances, legal
predictability, and peaceful change — with a geo-
political order of hierarchy and veto. In this order,
countries like Georgia and Ukraine may have flags
and governments, but not agency. Sovereignty is
conditional, and independence must be cleared
with Moscow. This is why has pushed in various
international forums Western acquiescence to the
principle that “no state should expand its security
at the expense of the other” - an euphemism for a

veto on European security matters.

Russia’s wars, therefore, are not episodic, but sys-
temic. The Kremlin seeks to fracture the postwar
European project — not through brute force alone
but by dismantling the foundations of mutual trust,
voluntary integration, and shared norms. What it
demands is a new security architecture with a res-

toration of imperial privilege.

The fight of the Georgian people and the
fight of the Ukrainian army for their
nations’ independence, sovereignty, and
European future are the same fights.
The longer the West treats Georgia and
Ukraine as separate crises, the deeper

the cracks will grow.

Therefore, the fight of the Georgian people and the
fight of the Ukrainian army for their nations’ inde-
pendence, sovereignty, and European future are
the same fights. The longer the West treats Geor-
gia and Ukraine as separate crises, the deeper the
cracks will grow. These are not isolated aggres-
sions. They are chapters in the same campaign — a
hundred-year struggle against the idea of a Europe

unbound by Russian veto s
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The Power of the Purse:
How Money Saved Ivanishvili’s Regime

he recent rifts within the Georgian
Dream may not seem to threaten the
regime’s edifice, but they serve as in-
dicators of fault lines of the system
that billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili has erected to

protect and advance his interests.

On 28 November 2024, Georgian Dream Prime
Minister Irakli Kobakhidze announced that Thbili-
si was unilaterally suspending talks on joining the
European Union, drawing a mix of confusion and
outrage across the political spectrum. The state-
ment seemed not only ill-timed but also miscalcu-
lated. After all, he was speaking to a public where
pro-European sentiment is deeply embedded in
the national psyche; a memory of several popular
uprisings, all driven by aspirations for democratic

reforms and alignment with the West.

Yet, the Georgian Dream managed to survive the
twin crises of domestic backlash and international

condemnation.

So, what explains the system’s resilience? Has the
public become less enthusiastic about the concept
of democracy and European integration? Or have
the authorities become more adept at suppress-
ing dissent? There may be some truth to both, but
neither fully accounts for what we are witnessing

in Thilisi.

For most of its post-independence history, politics
in Georgia has been as much about the economy as
about democracy, human rights, and foreign pol-
icy orientation. But much like in previous times,
the economy does not receive the attention it de-
serves in the mainstream political analysis of re-

cent developments.
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Georgia's Real GDP

Adjusted prices 2019=100, numbers in billions

I To understand why the Georgian Dream

survived, we need to follow the money.

So, to understand why the Georgian Dream sur-
vived, we need to follow the money. And to follow
the money, we must untangle a complex and in-
creasingly opaque web of relations between polit-
ical leaders, informal figures, and business elites -
a system shaped and sustained under the shadow
of Bidzina Ivanishvili, the oligarch whose influence
continues to define Georgia’s political landscape of

the last 13 years.

State-Business Relations in
Georgia

In the early 1990s, Georgia’'s economy was more
a casualty of politics than its driver. Internal con-

flicts and the collapse of state institutions left
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the country’s economy in shambles. The GDP
collapsed by nearly two-thirds from 1991 to 1993,
one of the most dramatic contractions in contem-
porary history. A recovery around 1995 relied on
classical fiscal tightening and privatization, backed
by international financial institutions. Georgia also
became a node in hydrocarbon pipeline projects
aimed at linking Tirkiye and Europe with the Cas-
pian region. But entrenched corruption, coupled
with organized crime and weak governance, un-
dercut growth and social recovery. Severe budget
deficits, unpaid wages, and soaring unemployment

remained unaddressed.

Ultimately, public discontent with Eduard She-
vardnadze’s political and economic policies led to
the Rose Revolution of 2003, ushering in a team of
young reformists under the leadership of President
Mikheil Saakashvili. Inspired by free market ideol-

ogy, Saakashvili’'s government launched an aggres-
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sive campaign against corruption, simultaneously
reducing administrative burdens and minimizing
the state’s role in the economy. The nimbler, less
corrupt government and investor-friendly rules
spurred GDP growth and budgetary revenues, al-
though the benefits were slow to trickle down to
the broader public. Still, Georgia demonstrated re-
markable agility in recovering from both the Rus-
sian embargo of 2006 and the Russian invasion of
2008.

But with more money came the temptation to
leverage it for political purposes. Numerous ac-
counts from the early years of Saakashvili’s admin-
istration indicate that funds were extracted from
businesses. At the same time, later, companies
were reportedly pressured to finance specific in-
frastructure or social projects. Others were direct-
ly co-opted by the authorities, offering preferen-
tial access to economic opportunities in exchange
for political loyalty and generous pre-election en-

dowments.

The year 2012 witnessed the first-ever orderly
democratic transition and held promise, includ-
ing in the economy. Although the central tenets of
Georgia’'s economic policy, such as trade liberal-
ization and bureaucratic simplification, remained
in place, the Georgian Dream adopted more so-
cially oriented policies. Several large-scale social
spending programs were enacted, particularly in
healthcare and education, financed in part by cuts
in the defense budget, increased Western financial
support, and a revival of trade with Russia, which
had dropped to near zero following the 2006 em-
bargo and the 2008 invasion. This shift (but also
perhaps earlier improvements in the quality of
healthcare) yielded some results - mortality rates
declined, and the quality of life improved for some
segments of the population. Still, the GDP grew at
a moderate pace and rising expenditures, com-
bined with external shocks in the mid-2010s, led to

a significant depreciation of the national currency.
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By the time COVID-19 hit, these pressures were
largely offset by revenues from tourism, exports,
and services, particularly in the transport and lo-
gistics sectors. In parallel, Georgia continued to
reap the benefits of free trade agreements, con-
cluded first with the EU and later with China. The
opening of visa-free travel to the Schengen Area
had a positive effect as well, boosting remittance
inflows from Georgians working in the European
Union. No less important was the sustained fi-
nancial support from the West. In short, although
there were no significant economic leaps forward
in the first decade of the Georgian Dream admin-

istration, there was also no significant worsening.

In politics, this meant there were no strong forc-
es for change. The large-scale social spending
created the impression that the authorities were
responsive to public needs. A gentleman’s agree-
ment gradually took hold - one in which the state
was expected to address basic social needs while
largely stepping back from interfering in private
enterprise, at least in most cases. This arrange-
ment suited business circles well. For many in the
business community, the new rules of the game
seemed less intrusive; the state no longer coerced
businesses into funding favored projects and the
overall trajectory seemed more predictable, they

argued.
Underneath It All

Behind the formal facade, however, some of the
uglier elements of the political economy of pow-
er were retained and even expanded. The foun-
dational elements of big business-state relations
leaned further into political and crony favoritism,
exemplified by lucrative public procurement con-
tracts to well-connected firms, often with close
links to Ivanishvili’s inner circle. The revolving
door between politics and business also widened,

especially for former officials from law enforce-

ment. Similarly, the practice of political donations
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in exchange for protection or economic advantag-

es persisted and grew even stronger.

The foundational elements of big busi-
ness-state relations leaned further into
political and crony favoritism, exempli-
fied by lucrative public procurement con-
tracts to well-connected firms, often with

close links to Ivanishvili’s inner circle.

But while the underlying transactional dynam-
ics remained intact, one key difference emerged:
Georgia now had a leader who was not merely a
politician balancing among competing business
circles, but a business actor himself. And like lead-
ers of his stamp, Ivanishvili had a direct stake in
the economy—a significant departure from all
three of Georgia’s post-independence leaders and
also a marked contrast from the so-called “illib-
eral” European leaders, such as Viktor Orban or

Aleksandar Vucic¢.

Importantly, Ivanishvili was also backed by his vast
personal wealth, which insulated him from domes-
tic political pressures to an extent unimaginable
for all previous Georgian leaders. This meant that
Ivanishvili could buy his way through the usu-
al constraints of electoral politics. He made this
very clear on several occasions - first in the 2018
elections, when the ruling party’s favorite, Salome
Zourabichvili, came close to losing a race against
the opponent, and then in 2020, when the oppo-
sition fielded an effective campaign against the
Georgian Dream. To reverse the tide, Ivanishvili
intervened directly, pouring millions into the cam-

paigns to secure victory for his party.

On most other occasions, however, it was not
Ivanishvili but his lieutenants who were expect-
ed to chip in, including in financing the Georgian
Dream’s propaganda machinery, satellite politi-
cal parties, and a network of loyal commentators.

In other words, the oligarch was very prudent in
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staking his own money into political control, pre-
ferring the role of the lender of last resort, rather

than the primary financier.

For Ivanishvili, controlling Georgia was
much more than a profit-making op-
portunity or an occasional diversion.
What Georgia offered was much bigger
- it lent a convenient sovereign shield

for his assets.

But for Ivanishvili, controlling Georgia was much
more than a profit-making opportunity or an oc-
casional diversion. What Georgia offered was
much bigger - it lent a convenient sovereign shield
for his assets. So, when a rogue Credit Suisse
trader swindled Ivanishvili in an illicit investment
scheme, and he came to see it as a malevolent
conspiracy masterminded by the West to oust him
from power, Ivanishvili began a dangerous game
of brinkmanship with the West, signaling that he
was willing to leverage the country’s foreign policy
orientation unless his money was fully and uncon-

ditionally recovered.

By 2020, the Georgian Dream had gained relative
stability as a monolithic party of power, overcom-
ing internal differences and capturing nearly all
state institutions. The Georgian Dream also man-
aged to retain a fagcade of international respect-
ability.

But Russia’s invasion in Ukraine has upset this sta-

tus quo in several important ways.
Stress Test of Ukraine

When Georgian authorities refrained from adopt-
ing economic sanctions against Russia - and in-
stead deepened their ties with Moscow - many
were taken aback. How could a society that had
experienced similar aggression appear so indiffer-

ent to its Ukrainian peers, they asked. How could
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a staunch Western ally remain silent in the face of
Russian brutality, others echoed the sentiment.
But the reality was that this was no longer about
historical memory, shared trauma, or foreign pol-

icy orientation.

Georgia met the Russian invasion of Ukraine not
with solidarity but with the logic of a deeply cli-
entelist, rent-oriented system - one in which
state institutions were routinely leveraged to
serve the interests of a single individual and his
inner circle; with a system where political loyal-
ty was sustained not through genuine redistribu-
tion but through large-scale social spending and
co-optation of business elites. Importantly, this
was a country whose leadership understood (and
shared) the mentality and business interests of the

Russian elite.

The overwhelming support of the ma-
jority of Georgians to the Ukrainian
cause, or the fresh memories of the Rus-
sian invasion, mattered little compared
to financial gains. What mattered was

money and regime survival.

This was also a system in which the basic princi-
ples of democratic accountability had long been
broken down. As a result, the overwhelming sup-
port of the majority of Georgians to the Ukrainian
cause, or the fresh memories of the Russian inva-
sion, mattered little compared to financial gains.

What mattered was money and regime survival.

Seen through this lens, the Georgian Dream’s re-
action was hardly surprising - on the contrary, it
was entirely logical. They saw the war as an oppor-
tunity to profit and seized it without hesitation or

regard to morality.
And they opened the gates to the Russians.

Cut off from the rest of Europe, tens of thousands
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of Russians flocked to Georgia. In 2022 alone,
62,304 Russians entered and remained in the
country; in 2023, the corresponding number was
52,627. Georgia proved particularly appealing -
and welcoming - for Russians. Its liberal residency
requirements allowed them to stay for a year or
longer, while its banks made it possible to access

the global financial market.

The benefits seemed mutual. Fearing collapse in
their banking system, Russians relocated their as-
sets to Georgia - bringing more than two billion
USD only in 2022, a fourfold increase as compared
to the previous year. They rented or purchased
houses and apartments, boosting the real estate
sector. They also started businesses. In that year
alone, Russians established 11,000 new enterpris-

es, mostly in the IT sector.

In parallel, trade and cargo transit increased. The
air traffic resumed in May 2023, despite opposi-
tion from Europe, followed by Moscow lifting visa
requirements for Georgian nationals. All of this
played a significant role in the increased economic
output in Georgia. As a result, in 2022, the econ-
omy grew by 10.4%. In 2023, the number stood at
7.8%, and in 2024, the country registered a 9.4%
GDP growth.

While no official accounts provide
evidence of outright sanctions evasion,
numerous reports indicate that post-in-
vasion trade has operated in a legal

gray zone.

But there is much more to the story than trans-
actional post-Soviet government and business
elites piggybacking on new economic opportuni-
ties. While no official accounts provide evidence
of outright sanctions evasion, numerous reports
indicate that post-invasion trade has operated in

a legal gray zone.
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Over the past three years, Georgia’s trade vol-
umes have increased across several commodities,
including cars, electronics, and other consumer
goods. While trade turnover with Russia has re-
mained relatively stable since the invasion, exports
to third countries have surged. One report indi-
cates that exports to Armenia increased by 128%
from 2022 to 2023, while those to Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan rose by 201% and 148%, respectively.
This suggests that the country has been enabling
the flow of goods into Russia.

The re-export of automobiles to Russia is a case in

point here.

Since the outbreak of the full-scale war, Georgia
has become a key transit corridor for vehicle trade.
Brought by sea into Georgia from Europe and the
United States, cars are exported either directly to
Russia or via Armenia, Kazakhstan, or Kyrgyzstan,
where they are first cleared for customs within the
Eurasian Economic Union and then sent to their
final destination in Russia. According to Geostat,
Georgia’s national statistics office, car exports
from Georgia increased from USD 0.5 billion in
2021 to USD 2.4 billion in 2024.

Recent investigative work by Georgian journal-
ists has also suggested that the country is used as
an intermediary for exporting dual-use items to
Russia, both directly and through third countries.
These include electronic devices, such as radio
navigation equipment, routers, processors, and
recorders - all of which are fit for military purpos-

es and are banned by Western sanctions.

The import of oil and petroleum products from
Russia has also increased, from USD 0.8 billion in
2021 to USD 1.3 billion in 2024, leading some ob-
servers to suggest that Georgia may be circum-
venting the sanctions regime by reselling oil (a
commodity the country produces in only modest

amounts) to Europe.
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Money, Elections, and Pivot
from the West

Despite consistent economic growth, the increase
did not translate into improved well-being for
large segments of the population. On the contrary,
with a large migratory influx, property prices
soared and most Georgians continued to grapple
with rising inflation. Indeed, a recent survey found
that 81% of Georgians believe their economic con-
ditions have either remained the same or wors-

ened over the past three years.

During the 2024 election campaign,

the party captains reportedly threat-
ened voters that they would lose these
benefits if they voted for the Georgian

Dream.

Still, additional windfall profits allowed the au-
thorities the freedom of lavish social spending.

For instance, from 2021 to 2024, the number of
subsistence allowance beneficiaries increased
from 587,524 to 671,337, to nearly two-fifths of the
electorate. As the already weak differentiation be-
tween the state and the ruling party effectively
vanished, this spending was leveraged for electoral
gain, giving the ruling party an unfair advantage.
In the lead-up to the October 2024 elections, the
Georgian Dream also introduced a range of addi-
tional state-funded programs, including debt for-
giveness schemes, public employment initiatives,
and salary increases for civil servants. During the
2024 election campaign, the party captains report-
edly threatened voters that they would lose these
benefits if they voted for the Georgian Dream.

The new geopolitical landscape gave the ruling
party additional confidence. A key factor was the
closure of the Northern Corridor — China’s tradi-
tional overland trade route to Europe. Georgia, as

an element of the Middle Corridor, an alternative
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trade route project connecting China to Europe,
found itself not only economically stronger but
also more strategically important. Thbilisi’s stand-
ing was further enhanced by discussions on an
underwater electricity cable linking Azerbaijan,
Georgia, Romania, and Hungary. The EU’s interest
in these two projects - and by extension, Georgia’s
role within them - gave Tbilisi an impression of
becoming indispensable. “Europe needs Georgia
as much as Georgia needs Europe,” the Georgian

Dream’s leaders argued with self-assurance.

Increased revenues from alternative sources, be-
yond traditional Europe-bound trade, allowed
Ivanishvili to hedge his positions against poten-
tial economic repercussions of worsened relations
with Europe. At the same time, the new geopolit-
ical constellation fostered a sense of geopolitical
impunity. At the same time, the ideology of mortal
confrontation with the West and fears of lurking
conspiracy have permeated his mindset, likely re-
inforced through communication with Moscow
circles who pride themselves on knowing “what is

really happening”
Tightening the Regime

This new constellation played out particular-
ly negatively for Georgian democracy. War prof-
its emboldened the ruling party, prompting more
aggressive actions against dissenting voices and
strengthening the tendency to downplay - if not
outright dismiss - external concerns over dem-
ocratic deterioration. As a result, the Georgian

Dream’s authoritarian drift accelerated.

Demonstrating Ivanishvili’s pattern of thinking as
primarily an economic actor, the party went after
money - specifically, the sources financing resis-
tance to the regime. Laws targeting foreign support
to civil society and media were rubber-stamped by

the Parliament one after another.

Beyond ideological virtue signaling to Moscow, the
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stack of legislation served to undercut the only fi-
nancial flows over which Ivanishvili had control.
This proved particularly painful for civil society.
Compounded by the withdrawal of USAID and a
general drop in aid budgets in European states as
they rearm and support Ukraine, organized civil
society groups have found themselves operating

in a survival mode.

Simultaneously, the Georgian Dream moved to
choke the protest financially, issuing fines for al-
leged violations of protest legislation at an un-
precedented scale and frequency. The middle
class, which has been driving the protests, found
its economic base stretched to the limit while
business elites sympathetic to the movement ex-
ercised caution, opting to make decisions based on

market instincts rather than values and principles.

Pro-democracy protesters have found
themselves fighting an uphill battle -
fighting for their survival while chal-
lenging a government that is not only
repressive but increasingly propped up
by revenues from murky trade flows

between Russia and the West.

As a result, pro-democracy protesters have found
themselves fighting an uphill battle - fighting for
their survival while challenging a government that
is not only repressive but increasingly propped up
by revenues from murky trade flows between Rus-
sia and the West.

The Going Gets Tough

Even though things seem to be going well for the
Georgian Dream in many ways, worrying signs also
abound. Its authoritarian slide was met with more
resistance at home than their leaders expected.
Excessive violence and financial terror against cit-
izens did not cancel the protest. On the contrary,

it widened rifts among the Georgian Dream’s high-
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ups, prompted mid-level defections, and eroded
overall support. A reset with the U.S,, fueled by the
election of Donald Trump (undoubtedly murmured
by Muscovite elites into the Georgian Dream lead-

er’s ears), did not occur either.

Excessive violence and financial terror
against citizens did not cancel the pro-
test. On the contrary, it widened rifts
among the Georgian Dream’s high-ups,
prompted mid-level defections, and

eroded overall support.

Threatened by sanctions, Ivanishvili rushed to re-
patriate his assets, a move that is significant on
two levels. Not only did it expose his vulnerabili-
ty to external political shocks, it also highlighted
how closely his wealth is interlinked with Geor-
gian politics. More worryingly, it also signaled how
reliant Ivanishvili has become on maintaining po-
litical control in Thilisi - ruling Georgia was once
just a profitable convenience when the billionaire
had the luxury of leaving wherever and whenever
he pleased. Now, a threat to his power in Georgia

could prove much costlier.

Profits from Russian immigration have also dwin-
dled as Moscow found larger economic partners
and put its economy on a war footing. This, com-
bined with domestic instability and confrontation
with the West, seems to have strained Georgian
Dream coffers enough for Ivanishvili to call in
some of his earlier investments. And as Vladimir
Putin found at the outset of the war, his Geor-
gian counterpart came to realize that some of his

henchmen had pilfered and could not repay. The
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large wave of purges currently taking place under
Irakli Kobakhidze’s watch, including the mysteri-

ous shooting incident involving the former head

of the Adjara government, Tornike Rizhvadze, and
the seemingly routine discovery of a firearm in the
travel suitcase of a prominent Georgian business-

man, appears to fit this pattern all too well.
Looking Ahead

Seeing through this light, Georgia’s immediate
future is played out in bank accounts as much as
it is in the streets of Thilisi and elsewhere. The
Georgian Dream might have carried the torch un-
challenged until this day, but its model of politi-
co-economic governance - rooted in clientelism
and underpinned by general fiscal laxity - is also
hitting its limits. Georgia may continue to bene-
fit - by inertia - from being a comfortable zone
through which the opponents trade, legally or less
so, but a sanctioned hardline regime in a domestic
crisis of legitimacy cannot perform this function

for long.

Moving forward, Ivanishvili could make a step to-
wards compromise with the West and the domes-
tic opposition or inject his own money in order to
stabilize the authoritarian system. But for that, he
would need much more visible, personal, and di-

rect control.

Are current purges a sign of dawning personalized
autocracy? This may well be, but without under-
pinning natural resources or personal political
charisma to proffer it, such a regime is likely to be
very brittle m
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The Georgian Dream’s

Goebbelsian Propaganda

oseph Goebbels, the notorious Nazi Min-

ister of Propaganda, crafted a blueprint

for controlling perceptions, public opin-

ion, and behavior that has been studied
for decades. His cognitive manipulation princi-
ples focused on centralized media control, emo-
tional simplification, calculated repetition, enemy
vilification, and total message dominance. While
Goebbels operated in an era before digital hy-
perconnectivity, his foundational tactics remain
alarmingly relevant today, adapted, expanded, and
amplified for the internet-driven communication
space. Goebbels’s core propaganda principles have
long served as the foundational guide for author-
itarian regimes around the world, regardless of
whether or not those regimes are explicitly geno-

cidal and fascist or not.

This article examines how the Georgian Dream
regime employs propaganda tactics that close-
ly follow the principles of Goebbels. In the best

tradition of one of the most infamous propagan-

da principles often attributed to Goebbels — ac-
cuse your enemy of what you are guilty of yourself
— the regime’s Prime Minister Irakli Kobakhidze
recently accused critics of the regime’s anti-West-
ern and repressive policies of using the tactics
Georgian Dream has long relied on itself: “We are
dealing with Goebbels-style propaganda methods
where you first create an enemy image and then
attribute connections to it to your opponent. Such
propaganda does not require any facts. The main
thing is that the propaganda is total and the mes-
sage is repeated by as many agents as possible.” By
applying this very strategy, the Georgian Dream
has systematically reshaped Georgia’s political en-
vironment, undermined democratic institutions,
and attempted to shift the country’s geopolitical

orientation.

Russian propaganda from the Soviet era through
the modern hybrid warfare era closely follows the
same playbook. Under Moscow’s close patronage,

the Georgian Dream’s propaganda increasingly
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relies on these Goebbelsian methods, especially
in response to massive public protests against the
regime’s openly anti-Western shift and rapid au-
thoritarian escalation. The regime has intensified
its anti-Western rhetoric, denied its repressive
actions, and placed blame for unrest on fabricat-
ed enemies. This classic authoritarian strategy of
denying facts and inverting reality aims to satu-
rate the public sphere with conspiracies, thereby
deflecting accountability. Understanding how the
Georgian Dream applies these propaganda princi-
ples offers valuable insight into the broader phe-
nomenon of modern authoritarian information
control, revealing how regimes worldwide exploit
digital platforms to sustain power and manipulate

public opinion.

A Durable and Adaptable
Pattern: Ten Core Principles

The framework of propaganda principles attribut-
ed to Joseph Goebbels is derived from a combina-
tion of his writings, particularly his diaries, and

extensive scholarly interpretation. One of the
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most influential analyses is Leonard W. Doob’s
1950 article, which presents a thematic outline of
Goebbels’s methods rather than a fixed or num-
bered list. Over time, scholars and commentators
have adapted this analysis into simplified versions
to make the ideas more accessible for public dis-
cussion and teaching. Although there is no uni-
versally agreed upon set of principles, these inter-
pretations effectively capture how authoritarian
regimes manipulate information to control per-

ception and consolidate power.

This article highlights a widely cited list of Goeb-
bels’s ten principles, categorizing them into two
groups: structural elements that concern the or-
ganization and enforcement of propaganda, and
narrative elements that pertain to the actual con-
tent. While structural methods have evolved in re-
sponse to digital hyperconnectivity, the narrative
strategies remain strikingly consistent. The fol-
lowing sections examine each principle alongside
concrete examples from the Georgian Dream’s
propaganda, showing how these enduring tactics
persist in a new information and technology en-

vironment.

Principle Short Description

Centralized Authority )
message dominance.

Propaganda must be controlled by a single organization to ensure consistency and total

One-sided Messaging drown out the facts

Only present information that fits the official narrative; float theories of conspiracies to

Exercise aggressive media manipulation to dominate all communication channels and sup-

audiences.

Media Control .
press alternatives.
Leverage modern media and technology to maximize reach, attention, and message satura-
Use of Technology .
tion.
Simplicit Use rallies, slogans, symbols, and emotionally charged simple messages to quickly move
implicity

Vilification of Enemies . .
society against them.

Create enemies and blame them for all problems, brand dissenters as anti-national to unite

Continuous Criticism

Constantly and relentlessly attack and discredit political opponents and dissenting voices.

Repetiti
e by the public.

Repeat lies until accepted as truth; constant repetition embeds ideas until they are accepted

Adaptation to Events
ments.

Quickly justify every act in the name of the nation and adjust messaging to current develop-

Truth as a Tool .
convince or confuse.

Use truth or lies flexibly, whichever is more credible or useful; float conspiracy theories -
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Structural Elements: Adapting
to the Internet-Driven
Communication Space

Having established control over most state re-
sources, institutions, and the machinery of gov-
ernment, the Georgian Dream regime has achieved
an advanced form of state capture that is deeply
rooted in Georgia’s post-Soviet political culture.
Yet, even this dominance does not translate into
full command of the modern communication
space. In today’s Georgia, where the ruling party is
just one actor within a hybrid environment heavily
influenced and orchestrated by the Kremlin, the
information ecosystem is too fragmented and the
spread of independent voices is too persistent for

an outright informational monopoly.

Rather than striving for total control,
the Georgian Dream and its Kremlin
mentors focused on dividing society
into hostile camps, flooding the arena
with noise, and leveraging sophisticated
technology and administrative power

to amplify their narrative while stifling

genuine debate.

Instead, the regime adopted propaganda tactics
best suited for the digital era by nurturing deep
polarization and constructing an environment
where competing narratives become virtually ir-
reconcilable. Rather than striving for total con-
trol, the Georgian Dream and its Kremlin mentors
focused on dividing society into hostile camps,
flooding the arena with noise, and leveraging so-
phisticated technology and administrative power
to amplify their narrative while stifling genuine
debate. This approach is rooted in the foundation-
al structural principles of Goebbels’ propaganda
machine, reimagined for an era of global connec-
tivity, diminished democratic institutions, and on-

going ideological subversion.
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A notable, Orwellian example of this machinery in
action is the so-called Tsulukiani temporary inves-
tigative commission of the Georgian Dream Parlia-
ment Framed as an inquiry into the wrongdoings
of the previous government, but functioning as a
regime spectacle, the commission reliably produc-
es content crafted explicitly for state-aligned pro-
paganda channels. Its public hearings and dramat-
ic accusations not only serve to create enemies
and fabricate convictions against opposition fig-
ures but also provide a steady stream of “official”
narratives and talking points used and recycled
by TV, online media, and individuals loyal to the
Georgian Dream. The Commission thus functions
as a content farm, orchestrating spectacles while
driving top-down messaging not only across the
government’s entire power vertical but also entire

pro-governmental echo chambers.

Below, each of the structural elements is examined
in detail with Georgia-specific examples illustrat-
ing how old authoritarian logic is translated into

new methods of command and confusion:

Centralized Authority - The Georgian Dream re-
gime sustains a highly centralized propaganda ap-
paratus, tightly controlling major TV broadcasters
(Imedi, Rustavi 2, POSTV), synchronizing narratives
through editorial briefings and directives. These
same narratives are amplified online through in-
ternet sources, including official party and party
leaders’ pages, coordinated Facebook networks,
and swarms of bots and trolls, which flood social
media with regime talking points, crowd out dis-

sent, and manufacture a fictional consensus.

In line with reports about strategic narratives
being jointly developed with or adapted from
Moscow and then locally tailored by the regime’s
talking heads, the recent EU statement finally ac-
knowledged that the Georgian Dream is involved in
spreading Russian-style conspiracy theories and
divisive narratives. Indeed, the regime’s well-in-

tegrated, hierarchical vertical ensures that the
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state-aligned, malign messaging reaches Geor-
gians simultaneously via television, online news,
and social platforms, reinforcing the dominance of
the regime’s perspective and leaving little room for
independent or factual counter-narratives in the

state-controlled communication space.

The epistolary letters from the Georgian Dream’s
political council and Bidzina Ivanishvili’s state-
ments leave no space for interpretation and define
the message in stunning detail. The latest letter
from the political council sets the tone for the key
narrative of the momentum, instructs the subordi-
nated channel about the nuances of the key mes-
sage: “So, what is it that Georgia has failed to do
that continuously subjects us to blackmail? Soon,
our political team and Georgian society provided
the answer themselves: “we did not get involved
in the war, nor did we open a second front against
Russia on our soil. It is precisely because of this
stance that the then administration, led by the
Global War Party, the same Deep State, decided to
punish Georgia

One-sided messaging remains central to the Geor-
gian Dream’s strategy. Pro-government TV and
online media push uniform narratives, systemat-
ically excluding dissenting voices and omitting in-
convenient truths that challenge regime interests.
Manipulation of public outlook is evident in the
regime’s ferocious anti-Western rhetoric, passed
alongside the work of the aforementioned parlia-
mentary commission, effectively codifying Geor-
gia’s blame for the August War. This effort aligns
the official storyline with Kremlin talking points,
paving the way for the restoration of official ties

with Russia.

A telling example of this approach is historical
revisionism, notably the government’s rewriting
of school textbooks to recalibrate national values
and reframe political interests through education.
In addition to distorting facts and downplaying

major scandals such as election rigging and Rus-
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sia’s creeping borderization, both of which are
ignored or actively misrepresented, the Georgian
Dream regime notably demonizes former Presi-
dent Mikheil Saakashvili and his administrations,
even at the expense of national interests. This de-
monization goes beyond simply blaming him for
starting the war; it seeks to rebrand his entire pe-
riod of governance as anti-national and harmful
to Georgia’s national interest, arguing that it was
a period of submission to the foreign influence of
Western stakeholders. A striking instance of this is
the same parliamentary investigative commission
that goes beyond distorting reality by attempting
to legally blame Saakashvili for starting the war.
This maneuver serves a dual purpose: it strength-
ens the Georgian Dream’s image as the guardian
of peace while simultaneously creating a conve-
nient scapegoat to blame for the country’s prob-
lems. Meanwhile, critics of the regime continue to
be branded “enemies” or “foreign agents,” further

consolidating the authoritarian narrative.

The Georgian Dream has long refused to
engage in debates with opponents, boy-
cotted opposition media, and restricted
opposition figures from appearing on
outlets under its control. These mea-
sures have crystallized societal silos
and fostered a state of perfect polariza-
tion with two irreconcilable echo cham-

bers dominating public discourse.

To reinforce its echo chamber, the Georgian
Dream consistently presents only information that
aligns with the official narrative and disseminates
conspiracy theories to drown out facts, going so
far as to deny even the most vivid and documented
evidence that contradicts its propaganda. A recent
example is Kobakhidze’s outright denial of thou-
sands of instances of proof regarding the regime’s
pro-Russian alienation, instead shifting blame

onto the West and opposition for spreading “fake
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news.” Denying anything that challenges the re-
gime’s version of reality is a central tactic in their
messaging. To facilitate such an environment, the
Georgian Dream has long refused to engage in de-
bates with opponents, boycotted opposition me-
dia, and restricted opposition figures from appear-
ing on outlets under its control. These measures
have crystallized societal silos and fostered a state
of perfect polarization with two irreconcilable
echo chambers dominating public discourse. This
classic authoritarian strategy not only shields the
regime from criticism but also ensures that only

the ruling party’s narrative prevails unchallenged.

Media control remains crucial for the Georgian
Dream, which now dominates TV, radio, and ex-
panding online channels through regulatory pres-
sure and economic leverage. New laws empower
the Communications Commission to sanction
and throttle independent media while govern-
ment-linked outlets receive privileged access and
funding. Numerous targeted crackdowns on crit-
ical journalists during the recent protest rallies
demonstrate the regime’s ongoing effort to stifle
dissent. As a result, despite pervasive online frag-
mentation, fear, self-censorship, and legal harass-
ment restrict critical voices, allowing pro-govern-
ment messaging to saturate Georgia’s information
space and further marginalize alternative per-

spectives.

The government’s aggressive use of
repressive legislation to muzzle criti-
cism includes the recent move to freeze
the accounts of independent media
outlet Batumelebi, whose founder, Mzia
Amaghlobeli, has become a symbol of the
state’s orchestrated repression against
critical media voices after her Illegal

incarceration.
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The government’s aggressive use of repressive
legislation to muzzle criticism includes the recent
move to freeze the accounts of independent me-
dia outlet Batumelebi/Netgazeti, whose founder,
Mzia Amaghlobeli, has become a symbol of the
state’s orchestrated repression against critical
media voices after her Illegal incarceration. At the
same time, government-controlled media, such as
Imedi TV and the public broadcaster, are allowed
to continue uninterrupted operations while accu-

mulating budgetary debts.

Exploiting modern technology has moved beyond
Goebbels’ use of radio to encompass digital tools,
social media algorithms, and targeted advertising.
These advancements enable rapid dissemination
of messages to vast, diverse audiences, often in
tailored forms that significantly increase emotion-
al and cognitive impact. This technological leap
allows for precision propaganda that was unimag-

inable in the twentieth century.

In Georgia, this is clearly illustrated by the re-
gime’s extensive use of Meta platforms to promote
official narratives and discredit critics. Between
January and April 2025 alone, just a handful of offi-
cial government and pro-government media pag-
es, including those of Irakli Kobakhidze, the Geor-
gian Dream party, POSTV, and the Government of
Georgia, collectively spent over USD 190,000 on
Meta advertising for their official pages. The ex-
act figures, available through Meta’s public Ad Li-
brary, reflect only a portion of total expenditures
and show how digital platforms are systematically
used to saturate the information space with re-
gime messaging. By paying to push content into
users’ feeds while presenting it as ordinary politi-
cal communication, the government blends mod-
ern influence techniques with algorithmic tar-
geting to distort public perception and suppress

dissent.
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Narrative Elements: Enduring
Strategies for Message
Development

Developing propaganda messages and their dis-
semination are inherently intertwined within a
centralized process. However, unlike the structural
adaptations required by today’s digital landscape,
the underlying principles related to message con-
tent and framing have remained remarkably con-
sistent over time. These narrative strategies tap
deeply into fundamental aspects of human psy-
chology and are applied in almost identical ways

today as they were decades ago.

The Georgian Dream regime under-
stands that complete ideological control
is impossible in today’s information
environment. Instead, it focuses on be-
havioral control, ensuring that citizens
refrain from protesting or supporting
opposition parties, regardless of their

beliefs or the information they hear.

The essential focus is not on controlling what peo-
ple believe but on shaping how they behave. Even
Goebbels acknowledged that Nazi propaganda did
not fully control the narrative or convert every-
one’s beliefs. His goal was to ensure that, regard-
less of their beliefs, people acted in accordance
with the regime’s expectations. Despite harsh
penalties for listening to foreign broadcasts during
the Nazi era, many Germans still consumed out-
side news. Similarly, the Georgian Dream regime
understands that complete ideological control is
impossible in today’s information environment.

Instead, it focuses on behavioral control, ensuring

that citizens refrain from protesting or supporting
opposition parties, regardless of their beliefs or

the information they hear.

Issue N221 | August, 2025

To enforce this, the regime has taken repression to
a new level. Leaders of all major opposition parties
remain imprisoned for reasons such as refusing to
attend parliamentary committee hearings, which
have become a tool for repression and propagan-
da. Additionally, charges against civil activists are
pushed without any evidence presented, solely
based on the testimony of the police officers, and
disproportionate fines are imposed on anyone
who publicly criticizes the government or partic-
ipates in protests. Through these tactics, the re-
gime seeks to neutralize dissenting behavior even

if it cannot fully control private beliefs.

The principle of simplicity is paramount. Propa-
ganda appeals directly to emotions, avoiding ra-
tional complexity to ensure messages are easily
understood and remembered. By stripping away
nuance, propaganda exploits cognitive shortcuts,
effectively influencing large populations. The
Georgian Dream frequently employs emotionally
charged slogans and symbols, such as portraying
itself as the protectors of Georgian sovereign-
ty against “foreign threats” or “external interfer-
ence’—messages repeatedly broadcast through
various campaigns. For example, during election
cycles, the party’s core slogans revolve around
false dilemmas such as choosing peace over NATO
or preserving traditions over progress in EU in-
tegration. Those dilemmas are deliberately vague
and simplify complex political realities in order to
achieve emotional resonance. These narratives,
coupled with pseudo-nationalist slogans, rally
supporters who may not engage deeply with policy
details but respond strongly to these straightfor-
ward emotional appeals.

By identifying clear internal and ex-
ternal adversaries, the regime redirects
public frustrations and fears, uniting
audiences against perceived threats and
justifying harsh actions against oppo-

nents.
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Vilification of enemies continues to serve a crit-
ical psychological function within the Georgian
Dream’s propaganda. By identifying clear inter-
nal and external adversaries, the regime redirects
public frustrations and fears, uniting audiences
against perceived threats and justifying harsh ac-

tions against opponents.

The Georgian Dream relentlessly pushes nar-
ratives framing the West as actively interfering
to destabilize Georgia, reinforcing the regime’s
portrayal of foreign enemies orchestrating in-
ternal dissent. Opponents—especially the United
National Movement and Mikheil Saakashvili—are
not only depicted as political rivals but as agents
of a so-called “global party of war” and part of a
deep state conspiracy responsible for every prob-
lem facing the country. This portrayal unites the
regime’s supporters against a constructed enemy
both inside and outside Georgia, deepening socie-

tal polarization.

For instance, Shalva Papuashvili's recent claim
that Brussels “invented Saakashvili's dementia”
and sought to free him through diplomatic pres-
sure illustrates how the West is framed as actively
meddling in Georgia’s affairs. Alongside these po-
litical accusations, the Georgian Dream repeated-
ly condemns the West for promoting an obscene
lifestyle and values that are portrayed as incom-
patible with Georgian traditions, further fueling
cultural anxieties and justifying the regime’s au-
thoritarian measures. By constantly invoking these
themes—the global war party, the deep state, and
moral decay—the government creates a pervasive
atmosphere of external threat to explain away its
failings and rally its base around nationalist and

anti-Western sentiments.

Continuous criticism is a key tactic in the Geor-
gian Dream’s propaganda arsenal. The regime
ruthlessly attacks political opponents and dissent-
ing voices in order to undermine their credibili-

ty and discourage others from speaking out. This
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sustained assault effectively clears the space for
the regime’s narrative to dominate. The strategy
also involves bombarding Western stakeholders
with accusations, blaming them for problems that
the regime itself has caused. By constantly attack-
ing challengers with aggressive narratives, such as
one of the Georgian Dream’s officials warning that
“Ukraine has visa-free travel and candidate status
but no longer has millions of young people or ter-
ritories;” urging Georgians to reject “those who
take a step against their own country,” the regime
maintains control over political discourse and de-

ters meaningful opposition.

Repetition remains a cornerstone of the Georgian
Dream’s propaganda strategy. The constant reit-
eration of key slogans and accusations normalizes
these ideas and embeds them deeply in the public
consciousness, making them resistant to counter-
arguments. This article has presented many vari-
ations of one of the most relentless narratives of
the regime, accusing opposition parties and West-
ern actors of seeking to drag Georgia into war and
threaten its identity. This central message has
been saturating Georgia’s communication space
since Russia’s full-scale war began in Ukraine. On
7 July 2025, in response to the EU’s concerns over
authoritarian consolidation in Georgia, illustrating
the scale and intensity of orchestrated propagan-
da, this message is repeated ad nauseam across all
channels with every official and messenger rein-
forcing it to instill fear and loyalty in the Georgian

public’s mindset.

The principle of adaptation to events reflects the
dynamic nature of propaganda. Effective messag-
ing is never static; it evolves rapidly to accommo-
date new developments, shifts in public sentiment,
or external pressures. This flexibility helps main-
tain the propaganda’s relevance and influence. The
Georgian Dream quickly justifies every action in
the name of the nation while adjusting its messag-
es to fit current events. For example, in response

to the European Union’s recent conditioning of
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visa liberalization on democratic reforms such as
releasing political prisoners and repealing repres-
sive laws, the regime doubled down on anti-West-
ern propaganda. Mamuka Mdinaradze claimed
that protests and EU skepticism stemmed from
“authoritarian governance” and described the EU’s
stance as failed “blackmail,” signaling a need for
new, presumably more repressive, laws and tactics
without abandoning core narratives. This example
illustrates how the regime adjusts its propaganda
to unfavorable developments while maintaining its

core messaging.

The principle of truth as a tool captures the stra-
tegic and instrumental use of information in the
Georgian Dream’s propaganda. In this model, fac-
tual accuracy is secondary to political utility. What
matters is not whether a statement is true but if
it serves the regime’s immediate objectives. As a
result, truth, distortion, and outright fabrication
are all used interchangeably, depending on what
best supports the desired narrative at any given

moment.

One of the most revealing aspects of this approach
is the routine circulation of contradictory conspir-
acy theories. For instance, the Georgian Dream
often claims that the so-called “global war party”
or “deep state”, usually a euphemism for the col-
lective West, will abandon Georgia if it provokes
Russia by opening a second front, just as they
claim the West deserted Ukraine once the war be-
gan. At the same time, they insist that these very
same Western powers are responsible for “arming
Ukraine to the teeth” and deliberately fueling the
war, accusing them of escalating the conflict for

their geopolitical interests.

This dual messaging exposes the core inconsisten-
cy in the regime’s communication. If the West is
portrayed as having abandoned Ukraine, how can
it simultaneously be held responsible for sustain-

ing and escalating the conflict? If Western actors
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are considered a threat intent on dragging Geor-
gia into war, why does the government continue
to claim that European Union integration remains
its central foreign policy goal after 2028? These
mutually exclusive narratives are often circulated
simultaneously, sometimes even within a single

news cycle or official statement.

The Georgian Dream’s propaganda does
not seek to convince the public through
consistent logic or evidence. Instead,

it aims to shape perception, deflect
criticism, and shield the regime from
accountability by blurring the line be-

tween fact and fiction.

The purpose is not to offer a coherent worldview
but to exploit different fears and resentments
within the population. This strategy enables the
regime to emotionally resonate with multiple
audiences while disorienting and demoralizing
critical thinkers. Confusion itself becomes a tool
of control. In this context, the Georgian Dream’s
propaganda does not seek to convince the public
through consistent logic or evidence. Instead, it
aims to shape perception, deflect criticism, and
shield the regime from accountability by blurring

the line between fact and fiction.
How to Reverse the Tide?

The propaganda tactics employed by the Georgian
Dream illustrate how Goebbels’s legacy remains
alarmingly relevant in today’s digitally connect-
ed world. Through centralized control, emotional
messaging, relentless repetition, enemy vilifica-
tion, and strategic adaptability, the regime has
reshaped Georgia’s political landscape and eroded
democratic institutions. These techniques are not
relics of the past but active tools that have been
repurposed and amplified by modern technolo-

gy to dominate the public sphere. The Georgian
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Dream’s approach shows how propaganda contin-
ues to manipulate perception, sow division, and

consolidate power.

Looking ahead, both domestic and international
pro-democracy actors must acknowledge a bru-
tal truth. Authoritarian regimes enjoy a structur-
al advantage. Free from the constraints of demo-
cratic norms and accountability, they can deploy
propaganda and repression without hesitation or
oversight. In contrast, democratic responses have
too often been slow, fragmented, and predictable.
Despite substantial Western investment over the
past two decades, efforts to counter authoritari-
an consolidation of disinformation in Georgia have

had limited impact.

To effectively challenge these regimes,
democratic actors must shift from a re-
active to an initiative-based approach.
International partners should design
their strategies based on a deep under-
standing of how authoritarian systems

operate.
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To effectively challenge these regimes, demo-
cratic actors must shift from a reactive to an ini-
tiative-based approach. International partners
should design their strategies based on a deep un-
derstanding of how authoritarian systems operate.
Long-term support for independent media must
be ensured through sustainable funding. At the
same time, investment in digital resilience should
remain a priority for equipping citizens with the
skills to recognize and resist manipulation. How-
ever, the focus must be on developing and imple-
menting strategies for responding to propaganda
while consistently engaging in the modern-day
cognitive warfare imposed on the democratic
world by authoritarian actors without self-impos-

ing artificial bureaucratic limitations =
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Crisis in Georgia - The EU
Between a Rock and a Hard Place

ollowing the 15 July 2025 Foreign Affairs

Council (FAC) meeting, held just before

the EU’s summer recess, the European

Union once again warned the Georgian
Dream government that visa-free travel—granted
to Georgian citizens since 2017—may be suspended.
This warning reflects the EU’s view that visa liberal-
ization remains one of the few remaining levers to
steer Georgia back onto the European path. A day
earlier, on 14 July, the European Commission sent
a letter to the Georgian authorities reiterating the
eight deliverables listed in its seventh visa suspen-
sion report from December 2024. The letter also
set a firm deadline: by 31 August 2025, the Georgian
Dream must report progress in implementing the
recommendations—or at least explain what con-

crete steps it is taking.

This move signals that the EU has not yet given up on
Georgia. But it also reveals a troubling reality: eight

months after the Georgian Dream’s Prime Minister

Irakli Kobakhidze announced a suspension of the
EU accession process, Brussels still lacks a coherent
and forceful response. The threat to revoke visa-free
travel is a high-stakes gamble, carrying reputation-
al risks for both sides. The Georgian Dream must
demonstrate to its base that it remains resolute in
the face of Western pressure. Meanwhile, the EU
must demonstrate that it is not merely a rhetorical
power but one capable of real action—one that still
stands with the Georgian people and can deter the

regime’s authoritarian drift.

The EU must demonstrate that it is not
merely a rhetorical power but one capa-
ble of real action—one that still stands
with the Georgian people and can deter

the regime’s authoritarian drift.

So far, the Georgian Dream’s reaction has been de-
fiant. Rather than engaging with the EU’s requests,
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This illustration continues the visual narrative from our past article, drawn in the style peculiar to Georgian painter Niko Pirosmani.

it has intensified its disinformation campaign, por-
traying Brussels as forcing Georgia to choose be-
tween sovereignty, national identity, and visa-free
access to Europe. There is no indication that the
Georgian Dream regime plans to meet the EU’s con-
ditions. This puts the EU in a difficult bind. By Sep-
tember, it will have to choose: trigger the visa sus-
pension mechanism, await the Commission’s eighth
report and its possible recommendation to revoke
the visa-free status, or continue its pattern of strong
words and weak responses. Crucially, the EU must
also find a way to target its measures, punishing
those in power without alienating the pro-European

Georgian public.
The Way Ahead

With the 31 August deadline fast approaching, it is
highly unlikely that the Georgian Dream will meet
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the European Union’s demands. As of now, the rul-
ing party has shown no political will to address the
concerns raised in the Commission’s letter. Instead,
it has doubled down on disinformation, portraying
the EU’s conditions as a threat to Georgia's sover-
eignty, dignity, and identity. The Georgian Dream
continues to spin a narrative that the EU is punishing
Georgia for refusing to open a second front against
Russia while simultaneously preparing for the po-
litical fallout that may follow a potential suspension
of visa-free travel. The party appears confident that
such a move would not provoke widespread public
outrage since the benefits of visa liberalization are

limited to a narrow segment of society.

Indeed, survey data support this view. According
to the CRRC’s 2023 Knowledge of and Attitudes To-
ward the European Union in Georgia, only 17% of

the population reported having benefited from vi-
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sa-free travel—up from 11% in 2021 and 9% in 2019.
The majority of these beneficiaries are young peo-
ple, often based in Thilisi. Travel statistics to the EU
and the Schengen zone also reveal moderate usage:
304,800 trips in 2019, 186,500 in 2022 (post-COVID),
333,900 in 2023, 378,500 in 2024, and 88,600 in the
first quarter of 2025.

As a fallback, the Georgian Dream may attempt to
pick the “low-hanging fruit” among the EU’s de-
mands—such as launching public awareness cam-
paigns on the visa-free regime or drafting a nomi-
nal anti-corruption strategy. It might also consider
tweaking or repealing the so-called “transparen-
cy of foreign influence” law, especially given that
a much harsher Foreign Agents Registration Act
(FARA) took effect in summer 2025, threatening civ-
il society and independent media more dramatically
than the 2024 “Russian law.” However, there is no
indication that the Georgian Dream will take mean-
ingful action on the more substantial issues—such
as reversing discriminatory legislation, safeguard-
ing fundamental rights, or upholding protections
for LGBTIQ persons. The Georgian Dream will cer-
tainly not repeal the legislative package on ‘fami-
ly values and protection of minors’ and amend the
national strategy and action plan on human rights
to ensure that the rights of LGBTIQ persons are ful-
ly upheld. On the contrary, the party is using those
very EU demands to fuel its propaganda machine,
claiming that the EU seeks to impose “foreign val-

ues” and punish ordinary Georgians.

Ironically, this framing is partially reinforced by
some opposition voices and civil society actors,
who—while critical of the Georgian Dream—have
also warned against suspending visa liberalization,
arguing that the Georgian people should not suffer
for the government’s misdeeds. This further com-

plicates the EU’s position.

From Brussels’ perspective, expectations should be

low that the Georgian Dream will suddenly reverse
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course. Should it offer cosmetic compliance by ad-
dressing only superficial issues, the EU might be
tempted to extend the timeline yet again. But if the
party continues its current path of obstruction and
anti-EU rhetoric, Brussels will face a tough decision
after 1 September. The credibility of the EU’s lever-
age—and its broader commitment to democratic

conditionality—will be on the line.

At that point, the EU is likely to await the Europe-
an Commission’s eighth visa suspension report, ex-
pected in autumn 2025. If the report recommends
triggering the suspension mechanism, the decision
will fall to the Council and member states. Under
current EU rules, there are four grounds for sus-

pension:

© A substantial increase (over 50%) in the num-
ber of nationals refused entry or found staying
illegally in the EU;

© A spike in asylum applications with low recog-
nition rates (around 3-4%);

© A decline in cooperation on the readmission of

returnees;

© A significant threat to public policy or internal
security, particularly through increased serious

crime involving nationals of a third country.

While the EU is still reluctant to penalize the popu-
lation, it now faces the challenge of calibrating a re-
sponse that targets those responsible for Georgia’s
authoritarian drift without alienating its pro-Euro-
pean citizens. Whether or not it succeeds in strik-

ing that balance remains to be seen.

New Grounds - The EU’s More
Effective Tool

In June 2025, the European Union—through an
agreement between the Council and the Europe-

an Parliament—adopted a significant update to the
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rules governing visa-free travel. Four new grounds
for triggering the suspension mechanism will be
added to the existing ones, broadening the EU’s
ability to respond to emerging challenges. These
include: (1) a lack of alignment between a third
country’s visa policy and that of the EU, especially if
this creates irregular flows from other third coun-
tries due to geographic proximity; (2) the operation
of investor citizenship schemes which grant pass-
ports to individuals with no real ties to the country
in exchange for financial contributions; (3) hybrid
threats and weaknesses in document security laws
and procedures and (4) a deterioration in relations
with the EU, particularly concerning human rights,
fundamental freedoms, or serious violations of the
UN Charter.

The updated regulation empowers the
EU to hold partner countries account-
able not only for technical compliance
but also for broader political behavior

and alignment with European values.

The core purpose of these changes is twofold: to ad-
dress growing concerns among EU member states
over irregular migration and to strengthen the use
of visa liberalization as a political instrument. The
updated regulation empowers the EU to hold part-
ner countries accountable not only for technical
compliance but also for broader political behavior
and alignment with European values. This makes
the visa-free regime a more strategic tool in the
EU’s foreign policy toolkit, allowing Brussels to re-
spond to authoritarian backsliding, democratic ero-
sion, and geopolitical friction—such as hybrid in-
terference or human rights violations—even in the

absence of traditional migration-related triggers.

Alongside these new criteria, the EU has also ad-
justed the thresholds that determine what consti-
tutes a “substantial increase” in problematic indi-
cators. Under the revised rules, a 30% rise in cases

of refused entry, overstays, asylum applications, or
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serious criminal offences will suffice, down from
the previous 50%. Similarly, the threshold for a
“low” asylum recognition rate has been raised from
3-4% to 20%, giving the EU more latitude to act in
situations where concerns may not meet the older,
stricter benchmarks. These reforms mark a turning
point: visa liberalization is no longer just a symbol
of trust—it is a conditional privilege, subject to on-
going alignment with the EU’s legal, political, and

security standards.
Between a Rock and a Hard Place

When it comes to the ongoing crisis in Georgia, the
European Union finds itself between a rock and a
hard place. As HRVP Kaja Kallas stated, the EU “does
not want to hurt Georgian people and take away the
visa-free regime... but at the same time, it’s also an
issue of credibility of the European Union.” Given
the nature of EU policymaking and the requirement
of unanimity to impose targeted sanctions, the EU’s
toolbox remains limited. Unlike sanctions, suspend-
ing visa-free travel can be done by a qualified ma-
jority vote (15 member states representing 65% of
the EU population).

Yet, most EU member states remain reluctant
to suspend Georgia’s visa-free regime fully. As it
weighs this option, the EU must act cautiously and
approach the issue from multiple dimensions. First,
given the wave of disinformation pushed by the
Georgian Dream, the EU will need a clear and di-
rect communication strategy to reach out to Geor-
gian citizens and explain the rationale behind its
decision. Second, the EU must shift from a reactive
posture to a proactive one—setting its own agen-
da rather than responding to the Georgian Dream’s
narrative. Third, it must consider the fate of human
rights defenders and protesters who may be forced
to flee the country; revoking visa-free travel would
only compound their vulnerability and strengthen
the ruling party’s repressive toolkit. Fourth, in the
event of full suspension, the growing anti-immigra-

tion mood in many EU member states could make
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it nearly impossible for any future pro-European
Georgian government to restore the visa waiver.
Fifth, the EU faces a strategic dilemma: suspending
visa-free travel for a country that holds candidate
status could set a damaging precedent. Sixth, the
EU is racing against time—the pro-European ma-
jority in Georgia expects the EU not only to stand
by Georgia but to act swiftly and decisively.

The EU could consider a more calibrat-
ed approach: restricting visa-free trav-
el for specific categories of Georgian

citizens.

To navigate this delicate terrain, the EU could con-
sider a more calibrated approach: restricting vi-
sa-free travel for specific categories of Georgian cit-
izens. Article 8 of EU Regulation 2018 /1806 allows

the European Commission to propose suspending

visa-free travel for “certain categories of nation-
als of the third country concerned, by reference to
the relevant types of travel documents and, where
appropriate, to additional criteria” When defining
these categories, the regulation urges that they be
“broad enough to efficiently contribute to remedy-
ing the circumstances.” This option, combined with
upcoming revisions to the visa suspension rules,
would enable the EU to limit visa-free access for
those directly responsible for undermining funda-
mental rights and harming EU-Georgia relations—
potentially including decision-makers and their
family members. Such an approach would preserve
the pro-European aspirations of the broader Geor-
gian population while targeting those derailing the

country from its European trajectory.

At the same time, the EU must act with caution and
precision when identifying which categories will
be affected. Messaging will also be critical: the EU
should clearly communicate that the suspension
process involves multiple institutions and is in-
herently lengthy. Georgians must understand that

while the EU is acting, results should not be expect-
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ed overnight. This careful balancing act—between
credibility, justice, and solidarity—will shape not
only the EU’s stance on Georgia but its broader abil-

ity to enforce conditionality in its neighborhood.
Message Matters

No matter what the decision by the EU regarding
the suspension of the visa liberalization, it is essen-
tial that the public outreach is robust and the mes-

sage is smart and to the point.

Brussels should make clear that visa
liberalization was earned by the Geor-
gian people—not their government—and
that its suspension is a direct conse-
quence of the Georgian Dream’s delib-
erate dismantling of democratic insti-
tutions and suppression of fundamental

rights.

The European Union must not allow the Georgian
Dream’s false dilemmas and anti-Western narra-
tives to frame the visa-free travel debate. Instead
of engaging in debates such as those over “LGBTQ
propaganda” or “war vs. peace, the EU’s messaging
should remain clear, consistent, and people-cen-
tered. As public opinion data show, 75% of Geor-
gians believe the loss of visa-free travel would be
harmful, while a vast majority still support EU in-
tegration despite the government’s provocations.
The EU must speak directly to these citizens, not
to the ruling elite. Brussels should make clear that
visa liberalization was earned by the Georgian peo-
ple—not their government—and that its suspension
is a direct consequence of the Georgian Dream’s de-
liberate dismantling of democratic institutions and

suppression of fundamental rights.
This narrative must emphasize that the EU does

not wish to punish Georgians but rather seeks to
protect the integrity of its democratic values. The
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message should be anchored in empathy and sol-
idarity: the EU continues to welcome Georgians
but cannot overlook the repressive laws, political
imprisonments, and erosion of judicial indepen-
dence orchestrated by the ruling authorities. The
EU should stress that the eight recommendations
are not technocratic ultimatums but shared stan-
dards that Georgians themselves overwhelmingly
endorse. Visa-free travel, in this light, becomes not
just a policy benefit but a reflection of shared val-

ues—values currently under siege in Tbilisi.

The EU must avoid being dragged into
reactive, defensive posturing. There

is no need to counter every smear or
conspiracy pushed by pro-government
media. Instead, the EU’s message should

stay focused on a proactive affirmation.
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Finally, the EU must avoid being dragged into reac-
tive, defensive posturing. There is no need to count-
er every smear or conspiracy pushed by pro-gov-
ernment media. Instead, the EU’s message should
stay focused on a proactive affirmation: Georgia’s
future belongs in Europe and the EU stands with the
Georgian people in their pursuit of freedom, digni-
ty, and opportunity. It is the Georgian Dream—not
Brussels—that threatens that future. Suspending
visa-free travel would be a tragic consequence of
autocratic regression, not European abandonment.
The EU’s credibility demands that it remain prin-
cipled, but its communication must remain human,
hopeful, and unmistakably aligned with the will of
the Georgian people =
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South Caucasus Meets

the Middle East

n recent years, the geopolitics of the Mid-
dle East, the South Caucasus, the Black Sea,
and Central Asia have become increasingly
intertwined, characterized by overlapping
security dynamics, shifting alignments, diverse
regime types, and broader geopolitical shifts. Con-
flicts such as the Gaza War, the Iran-Israel con-
frontation, and Israeli strikes on Syria have rein-
forced this trend, turning the South Caucasus and
the Middle East into an increasingly interconnect-

ed regional security complex.

The South Caucasus and the Middle
East are increasingly forming a single,

bi-regional security complex.

According to Barry Buzan and Ole Wever, a re-
gional security complex is shaped by patterns of
amity and enmity in which states’ actions direct-
ly impact others within the same region. Securi-
ty threats and opportunities are interdependent,
making it impossible to treat any state’s concerns
in isolation. This paper argues that the South Cau-
casus and the Middle East are increasingly form-

ing a single, bi-regional security complex.

Two key drivers underpin this development: the
erosion of Russia’s dominance in the Caucasus,
paralleled by a waning Western influence, and the
rise of regional middle powers that operate across
both regions, filling the vacuum and reshaping the

competitive and cooperative landscape.
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South Caucasus: From ‘Near
Abroad’ to the Near East

The post-Cold War regional order in the South
Caucasus, which held until the war in Ukraine, was
shaped by Russian dominance and its rivalry with
the West. Moscow viewed the South Caucasus as
part of its “near abroad”—a traditional sphere of
influence—and pursued a two-pronged strategy:
cultivating levers of influence over Armenia, Azer-
baijan, and Georgia, often by manipulating ethnic
conflicts and countering perceived Western en-
croachment, notably the EU’s Eastern Partnership
and Georgia’s NATO and EU ambitions.

In response, the South Caucasus states developed
diverging foreign and security policies. Geor-
gia sought protection through integration with
the West; Armenia relied on Russia for security
against Azerbaijan and Tirkiye, while Azerbaijan
remained non-aligned, deepening its ties with
Tirkiye. These trajectories produced two broad
regional alignments: a Russia-Armenia-Iran axis
favoring the status quo and a more West-leaning
Azerbaijan-Georgia-Tirkiye axis, with Georgia at
the forefront of Euro-Atlantic integration, backed

by Ankara.

Russia’s prolonged war of aggression against
Ukraine has stretched its strategic bandwidth,
prompting a reassessment of priorities and a reca-
libration of its relations with regional actors such
as Turkiye and Iran. Moscow has come to rely on
Iran for military support and on Tiirkiye’s balanc-
ing act between the West and Russia, shifting the
balance of power in these bilateral relationships.
Meanwhile, Azerbaijan’s victory in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh has further solidified the Azerbaijan-Tiirkiye
axis as a credible counterweight to Russia’s pre-
viously uncontested regional dominance. Russia’s
main gain in the region has been Georgia’s move
away from its traditional pro-Western foreign pol-

icy, with Thbilisi joining Moscow in pushing back
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against the West and its democracy promotion

agenda.

The EU’s inability to halt Georgia’s geo-
political U-turn and democratic back-
sliding, despite granting it candidate
status, is a sign of its waning leverage

and declining regional influence.

The EU’s inability to halt Georgia’s geopolitical
U-turn and democratic backsliding, despite grant-
ing it candidate status, is a sign of its waning lever-
age and declining regional influence. Moreover,
the EU’s Eastern Partnership, once encompassing
all three South Caucasus states, has largely lost

momentum. Only Armenia is actively seeking clos-

er ties with the West as part of a strategy to di-
versify its foreign and security partnerships. How-
ever, Yerevan seeks not to replace its dependence
on Russia but to build a network of balancing rela-
tionships to regain autonomy. With Georgia turn-
ing away from the West, Armenia’s room for ma-

neuver is increasingly constrained.

As a result of these shifts, the previously bifurcat-
ed regional order—mainly defined by the rivalry
between Russia and the West—is giving way to a
more fragmented landscape marked by overlap-
ping patterns of competition and cooperation. The
growing influence of Tirkiye, rising tensions be-
tween Iran and Azerbaijan, and deepening ties be-
tween Azerbaijan and Israel are key developments
that increasingly bind the South Caucasus to the
Middle East. The recent escalation of the Iran-Is-
rael conflict reverberated in both Baku and Yere-
van, albeit in different ways, highlighting how de-
velopments in the Middle East affect states in the

South Caucasus.

In bilateral and trilateral relations among Moscow,
Ankara, and Tehran, the Middle East and the South
Caucasus now function less as distinct regions and

more as a single strategic space. Disputes and co-
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operation in one area often spill over into the oth-
er. During and after the Nagorno-Karabakh war,
for instance, Tiirkiye and Russia explored the idea
of a structured engagement framework—mirror-
ing their earlier coordination in Syria via the Asta-
na and Sochi formats with Iran—although without

success.

The emergence of the 3+3 format—bringing to-

gether Russia, Turkiye, Iran, and the three South
Caucasus states—reflects a trend toward region-
alized multilateralism that blurs the boundary be-
tween the two regions. Georgia remains the only
country to officially decline participation, citing

Russia’s involvement and U.S. opposition, which

views the initiative as sidelining Western influ-
ence. However, given Georgia’s recent foreign pol-
icy shift and growing antagonism towards the U.S.
and the EU, its participation in the 3+3 format can

no longer be ruled out, less for strategic gain than

to counter the perception of diplomatic isolation

surrounding the Georgian Dream government.

Emerging Bi-Regional Security
Complex

One of the defining characteristics of a region-
al security complex is its tendency to securitize
issues that traditionally fall outside the realm of
hard security. In both the South Caucasus and
the Middle East, one such issue is the presence
of cross-border ethnic minorities, which creates

what Rogers Brubaker terms a “triadic nexus” in-

volving the minority community, the state of resi-

dence, and a kin-state.

The complex and securitized dynamics of sectar-
ian and ethnic relations continue to define the
geopolitical landscape of both regions. These dy-
namics foster mutual suspicion, territorial claims,
and enduring insecurity. Mistrust in the political
and identity aspirations of domestic minorities

often extends to suspicion of neighboring states’
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geopolitical ambitions. In this context, the “triadic
nexus’—linking a minority, the state in which it re-
sides, and a kin-state—shapes not only state-soci-
ety relations and questions of national identity but
also alignment patterns, regional priorities, and
engagement with external actors. As a result, do-
mestic political order is intimately tied to regional
order, just as national identity becomes insepara-

ble from a state’s geopolitical positioning,.

Iran’s strained relationship with Azerbaijan stems
in part from concerns over irredentism linked to
its sizable Azerbaijani population in the north,
despite their general integration and low risk of
separatism. Tehran remains wary of rising Azer-
baijani-Turkish influence in the Caucasus, in part
due to their shared linguistic and identity ties. In
turn, Armenia has sought to align with Russia and
Iran to counterbalance the perceived threat from
Azerbaijan and Tirkiye. Both Moscow and Tehran
oppose Ankara and Baku’s “Turkic world” narra-
tive, which they see as undermining their regional
roles. The recent Iran-Israel escalation has fur-
ther intensified Tehran’s fears—not only of regime
change but of potential fragmentation along sec-

tarian and ethnic lines.

Since Russia invaded Ukraine, a new
wave of Russian migrants has settled in
Armenia, Georgia, and Tiirkiye. While
Moscow has not yet sought to instru-
mentalize this diaspora, concerns re-
main given its history of using Russian
communities abroad to pressure smaller

states.

Tensions between states and minority groups have
long shaped conflict in the region, with unresolved
disputes such as Abkhazia, the Tskhinvali region/
South Ossetia, and, until recently, Armenia-Azer-
baijan continuing to influence regional geopoli-

tics. The presence of Armenian and Georgian com-
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munities in Tirkiye adds further complexity to an
already intricate ethno-political landscape. Since
Russia invaded Ukraine, a new wave of Russian mi-
grants has settled in Armenia, Georgia, and Tir-
kiye. While Moscow has not yet sought to instru-
mentalize this diaspora, concerns remain given its
history of using Russian communities abroad to

pressure smaller states.

In Georgia, both Azerbaijani and Armenian minori-
ties remain poorly integrated with limited profi-
ciency in the state language, making them vulner-
able to political influence from their respective kin
states—and Russia. In this context, bilateral ten-
sions between Armenia and Azerbaijan risk spill-
ing over into Georgia, where their kin minorities
reside. Thilisi has long feared that deteriorating
relations between Yerevan and Baku could rever-
berate domestically, potentially drawing Georgian
citizens of Armenian and Azerbaijani descent into

broader regional disputes.

Ethno-sectarian tensions often resurface during
periods of state fragility, driving pressures for
fragmentation. In Iran, potential instability rais-
es the prospect of refugee flows into Tiirkiye and
Azerbaijan, sparking contentious debates around
national and religious identity and fueling fears
of state collapse. Such a scenario could have de-
stabilizing effects not only on the Middle East and
the South Caucasus but also beyond. If Israel con-
tinues its efforts to destabilize Iran by exploiting
ethnic and sectarian divides, the reverberations
are likely to be felt across both regions. In these
conditions, the boundary between soft and hard
security blurs, with identity questions increasing-
ly framed as national security concerns. This dy-
namic erodes prospects for regionalism and pre-
vents the formation of a coherent regional order.
As distinctions between high and low politics van-
ish, even cooperation on technical or functional
matters becomes hostage to unresolved strategic

disputes. Consequently, both regions remain de-
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fined by fragmentation, overlapping alliances, and

multi-layered rivalries.

Geopolitics of (Inter) Regional
Connectivity

Another increasingly securitized area linking
the South Caucasus and the Middle East is con-
nectivity. Competing regional actors back rival
infrastructure projects, transforming connectiv-
ity from a potential driver of cooperation into a
source of geopolitical competition. Nonetheless,
efforts persist to identify mutually beneficial solu-
tions that align with national security interests.
Iran, for example, has promoted “connectivity
diplomacy” to ease tensions with Azerbaijan and
identify common ground. Meanwhile, Armenia has

advanced its Crossroads of Peace initiative, seek-

ing to overcome its isolation from major transit
routes and to leverage its geographical position to
promote sustainable peace through economic in-
terdependence. Georgia has invested in enhancing
its transit potential and developing trilateral coop-
eration with Azerbaijan and Tirkiye, seeking not
only financial benefits but also, and perhaps more

importantly, utilizing it as a security guarantee.

Normalization among Armenia, Azer-
baijan, and Tiirkiye would weaken Rus-
sia’s regional leverage, especially over

Armenia, its most vulnerable partner.

The Iran-Israel conflict risks undermining the
International North-South Transport Corridor,
jointly backed by Russia and Iran as a counter-
weight to the Middle Corridor. If tensions spill over
into Irag—though this has not yet occurred signifi-
cantly—it could also jeopardize the Iraq Develop-
ment Road project. These setbacks would further
enhance the strategic appeal of the Middle Cor-
ridor. Meanwhile, the ongoing rapprochement be-

tween Tirkiye and Armenia, along with the thaw in
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Armenia-Azerbaijan relations, creates a favorable
climate for Armenia’s inclusion in regional con-
nectivity efforts. Normalization among Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and Tirkiye would weaken Russia’s re-
gional leverage, especially over Armenia, its most
vulnerable partner. It would also reduce Georgia’s
strategic advantage as a sole transit route, previ-
ously enabled by Armenian-Azerbaijani hostility.
This shift may prompt Georgia to move closer to
Russia as the Georgian Dream government seeks

new sources of revenue and diplomatic backing.

One of the most contested and securitized transit
routes is the so-called Zangezur Corridor, which
would link Azerbaijan to its Nakhchivan exclave
through Armenian territory. The issue encapsu-
lates the region’s complex geopolitical landscape,
touching on the competing security interests of
multiple actors. Azerbaijan and Tirkiye support
the opening of the corridor while Armenia oppos-
es it, fearing a loss of sovereignty and heightened
security risks. Russia initially backed the proposal,
hoping to deploy its border guards along the route
to regain influence. However, Moscow has since

accepted Tehran’s demarche against the Zangezur

project—at least temporarily—prioritizing its war-
time partnership with Iran. Tehran is particularly
alarmed by the corridor, viewing it as an attempt
to expand Turkish influence in the region further
and undermine its position in east-west transit.
Tehran also fears that the proposed corridor will
be used as a tool of containment by Tirkiye and its
Western allies. The recent U.S. proposal to resolve
the dispute by outsourcing the corridor’s manage-
ment to a private American company was viewed
in Tehran as part of Washington’s broader Middle
East strategy aimed at encircling and weakening

Iran.

Shifting Regional Alignments

The geopolitical order of the South Caucasus is
increasingly shaped by the evolving interplay be-

tween Russia, Turkiye, and Iran, with develop-
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ments in the Middle East influencing their posi-
tions and the regional balance of power. The fall
of the Assad regime in Syria has boosted Tiirkiye’s
geopolitical weight, especially vis-a-vis Russia and
Iran. Since the 7 October attacks, Iran’s regional
standing has weakened further due to its escalat-
ing confrontation with Israel and the reduction of
its proxy network. This has directly impacted Ar-
menia, which has long relied on Iran to counterbal-
ance Azerbaijan and resist the Zangezur Corridor
project. In response, Yerevan has actively pur-
sued normalization with Tiirkiye while cautiously
re-engaging with Russia, as evident in Prime Min-
ister Pashinyan’s historic visit to Istanbul and the
resumption of dialogue between the Armenian and

Russian foreign ministers.

As Iran’s influence wanes, the rivalry
between Tiirkiye and Russia is likely to
intensify with both seeking to fill the

emerging power vacuum.

As Iran’s influence wanes, the rivalry between
Tiirkiye and Russia is likely to intensify with both
seeking to fill the emerging power vacuum. Mean-
while, Tirkiye's growing geopolitical alignment
with the West is expected to deepen Russian sus-
picions about Ankara’s ambitions, prompting Tiir-
kiye to accelerate its normalization with Armenia
as part of a broader strategy to consolidate its in-
fluence across the South Caucasus by cultivating

ties with all three regional states.

Middle Eastern conflicts have also reshaped align-
ment patterns in the South Caucasus. Iran was

likely frustrated by the limited support it received

from Russia during its 12-day war with Israel—an
experience that may strain their bilateral ties. In
contrast, Israel’'s partnership with Azerbaijan has
deepened since 7 October, while Tirkiye-Azer-
baijan relations remain strong despite divergent
views on Israel and Gaza. These dynamics have

intensified Iran-Azerbaijan tensions, and if Tir-
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kiye-Armenia and Armenia-Azerbaijan normaliza-
tion continue, Iran’s regional alignment strategy
would suffer further setbacks. Although mutual
dependencies may sustain a modus vivendi be-
tween Moscow and Tehran, as well as between
Tehran and Yerevan, these relationships are in-
creasingly defined by mutual distrust. The deep-
ening Israel-Azerbaijan partnership also poses
long-term challenges for Iran, extending beyond
security into domestic politics and identity, giv-
en the emotional and cultural resonance between

Azerbaijan and Iran’s significant Azeri minority.

Despite its deep-rooted suspicion of the Baku-Tel
Aviv axis, Tehran is likely to seek improved ties
with Azerbaijan and redefine its role in the South
Caucasus. This would not mark a shift in Iran’s
traditional strategic goals but rather a pragmat-
ic recalibration aimed at managing tensions and
reclaiming influence in light of recent setbacks,
including the weakening of its proxy network, As-
sad’s downfall, its direct conflict with Israel, and
its diminished regional role. These developments
may prompt Iran to adopt a new neighborhood
policy aimed at restoring its relevance and bol-

stering regional stability.

Following the restoration of its territorial integ-
rity, Baku feels emboldened and ascendant, seek-
ing a greater role across both the South Caucasus
and the Middle East. Reflecting its deepening ties
with Israel, Azerbaijan has positioned itself as a
diplomatic hub between Tel Aviv and regional ac-
tors. Amid heightened tensions between Tirkiye
and Israel, Baku hosted officials from both coun-
tries who agreed on a deconfliction mechanism in
Syria, now a zone of growing geopolitical rivalry
between Ankara and Tel Aviv. Additionally, Baku
hosted Syrian President Ahmed al-Sharaa and re-
portedly facilitated meetings between his delega-
tion and Israeli officials. Azerbaijan is thus serving
as a platform for Middle Eastern diplomacy, while
the reverse is also taking place: the UAE recent-

ly hosted Azerbaijani President Aliyev and Arme-
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nian Prime Minister Pashinyan, underscoring the
growing interconnection between the two regions
across security, diplomacy, energy, and economic

affairs.

Fragmented and Multi-Layered

The merging of the South Caucasus and the Mid-
dle East into a single regional security complex
signals the emergence of a new geopolitical ar-
chitecture—fluid, multi-layered, and defined by
overlapping spheres of influence rather than bi-
nary alignments. As traditional power hierarchies
erode, regional middle powers like Tirkiye, Iran,
and increasingly Azerbaijan are filling the void,

reshaping patterns of diplomacy, conflict, and co-

operation. The decline of Russian hegemony, the
West's faltering leverage, and Iran’s growing vul-
nerabilities have opened space for new actors and
alignments but have also raised the stakes of re-

gional competition.

The deepening ties between Middle
Eastern and South Caucasian actors are
giving rise to a dense web of competition
in which alliances are volatile, risks are
compounded, and domestic instability

easily reverberates across borders.

This convergence is not producing a stable order
but rather a fragmented and multi-layered secu-
rity environment where hard and soft threats in-
tersect, where identity politics shape grand strat-
egy, and where connectivity itself is increasingly
securitized. The deepening ties between Middle
Eastern and South Caucasian actors are giving rise
to a dense web of competition in which alliances
are volatile, risks are compounded, and domestic
instability easily reverberates across borders. Un-
derstanding this emerging bi-regional security ar-
chitecture is crucial not only for local actors but
also for Western powers seeking to engage with or

contain its consequences =
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Familiar Script, New Stage:

Russia’s Covert Campaign in Support

of Armenia’s Counter-Revolution

n recent weeks, amid escalating tensions

between Russia and Azerbaijan, the South

Caucasus has entered an unprecedent-

ed phase. For the first time, Moscow ap-
pears to be simultaneously waging hybrid warfare
against both Armenia and Azerbaijan. The Krem-
lin’s posture, marked by heightened anxiety, seems
driven by the prospect of Baku and Yerevan near-
ing a peace deal independently of Russian media-
tion—something unseen since the late 1980s. The
direct meeting between President Ilham Aliyev
and Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan in Abu Dha-
bi on July 10, 2025, along with Pashinyan’s visit to
Tirkive, his talks with President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, and the subsequent positive developments,
have effectively sidelined Moscow and visibly un-
settled it.

This nervousness peaked when the United States

proposed that control over the so-called Zange-

zur corridor be assumed by a private American
company—a suggestion publicly conveyed to the
conflicting sides by the U.S. ambassador in Ankara.
This move helped eliminate the last major obstacle
in the peace talks. While unprecedented, the situ-
ation brings to mind a familiar observation I often
heard during my travels to Armenia and Azerbai-
jan in the 2000s and 2010s: when asked which side
Russia supported in the Armenia-Azerbaijan con-
flict, the accurate reply was that Russia support-
ed the conflict itself—not the parties. That insight

now seems more relevant than ever.

When asked which side Russia support-
ed in the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict,
the accurate reply was that Russia
supported the conflict itself—not the
parties. That insight now seems more

relevant than ever.
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In this hybrid war, Russia clearly retains greater
leverage over Armenia than over Azerbaijan. Azer-
baijan is significantly less dependent on Moscow,
enjoys comparatively strong and stable alliances,
is immune to energy-related coercion, and lacks
any meaningful pro-Russian political opposition.
This article will therefore concentrate more on
Armenia, which—despite Pashinyan’s Western piv-
ot—remains more vulnerable to Russian pressure.
In Armenia, Russia is employing a full spectrum of
non-kinetic warfare tools, along with active mea-
sures that have been refined and tested over time,
particularly in Georgia, which has served as a lab-

oratory for Russia’s hostile tactics since the 1990s.

Russia’s Strategic Patience to
Topple Nikol Pashinyan

From the outset, Russia viewed Armenia’s 2018
Velvet Revolution with suspicion. The protests
resembled the kind of color revolutions Moscow
typically resists in its “near abroad.” Pashinyan’s
rise triggered fears that he might steer Arme-
nia westward; yet, he avoided calls to leave Rus-
sian-led blocs, such as the EAEU or CSTO, and
stressed foreign policy continuity—calming initial

Russian concerns.

Adopting a “wait-and-see” approach,
Moscow worked behind the scenes to

weaken Pashinyan.

Unlike its reactions to Ukraine or Belarus, Moscow
didn't intervene in Armenia, banking on Yerevan’s
isolation and reliance on Russian security guaran-
tees. But doubts persisted. Putin remained uneasy
about Pashinyan’s civil society ties, anti-oligarch
rhetoric, and potential democratic spillover. Rus-
sia responded by reinforcing influence through
the church, military, business elites, gas pricing,

infrastructure control, and propaganda. Adopting
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a “wait-and-see” approach, Moscow worked be-

hind the scenes to weaken Pashinyan.

Cautious of former President Mikheil Saakashvili’s
fate in Georgia, Pashinyan moved slowly. Reforms
were partial, elite renewal modest, and anti-cor-
ruption efforts limited, targeting only segments
of the entrenched “akhperutyun” clans. Moscow
tolerated Pashinyan until the 2020 war with Azer-
baijan, when it withheld intervention and then
brokered a ceasefire, gaining peacekeeper access
to Nagorno-Karabakh. It blamed Pashinyan for the
defeat and backed the opposition, but their un-
popularity thwarted efforts to bring about regime
change. Frustrated by Pashinyan’s outreach to the
West—especially in the EU monitoring mission and
arms deals—Moscow stepped up pressure, while

Armenia sought to diversify alliances.

Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine accelerated Ar-
menia’s pivot. Though still a CSTO member, Yere-

van publicly criticized the bloc, skipped summits,

and deepened ties with the West. Armenia began
importing arms from India and France, replaced

Russian guards at Yerevan’s airport, and ratified
the Rome Statute soon after the ICC’s arrest war-
rant for Putin. For Moscow, these moves signaled a

serious erosion of its grip over Armenia.
Coalition Against “Real Armenia”

Following the complete loss of Nagorno-Karabakh
and the surrounding territories in 2023—once
again under the passive watch of Russian “peace-
keepers”’—Pashinyan moved toward a more deci-
sive pivot to the West. He introduced the idea of
the “Real Armenia,’ in contrast to the “Dream Ar-
menia” imagined by nationalist forces, the Church,
and much of the diaspora. “Real Armenia” is not
just a geographical notion—referring to the cur-
rent 30,000 km? Armenian state, without Na-
gorno-Karabakh or other irredentist claims—but

also a deeper reflection on Armenian identity, the
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idea of a modern Armenian nation, and its place in
the world.

This “Real Armenia” mourns the loss of powerful
historical myths, territorial aspirations, and the
belief in a centuries-old alliance with Russia as
protector. It calls for a crucial shift: reconciliation
with Armenia’s “Turkish” neighbors—Tiirkiye and
Azerbaijan—and a renewed closeness with Europe,
while maintaining Armenia’s Eastern roots and its
aspiration to serve as a bridge between East and
West.

In this vision of “Real Armenia,’ there is little space
for Russia. It is premised on breaking free from
post-colonial and post-Soviet dependency on the
former tutelary power. The insistence on clinging
to Nagorno-Karabakh came at a steep cost—politi-
cally and economically—for Armenia’s sovereignty.
Now that Nagorno-Karabakh is lost—through what
many see as Russia’s betrayal—there is no compel-
ling reason to sustain reliance on Moscow. Secur-
ing lasting peace with Azerbaijan, underpinned by
Western and Turkish guarantees, has thus become

a matter of national urgency.

The Russian Playbook in
Action: Is Armenia 2025
a Replay of Georgia 2012?

It is often observed that Russia does not treat di-
plomacy as a primary tool of influence in its so-
called “near abroad” For Moscow, diplomacy is
reserved for adversaries or partners it deems
worthy—such as Washington, major European
powers, China, or India. Toward Ukraine, Kazakh-
stan, Georgia, or Armenia, however, diplomacy is
replaced by brute force or, when that proves too
costly, by “active measures”™: covert destabilization
efforts, economic pressure, propaganda, and dis-

information.
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This playbook—Russia’s toolkit for managing for-
mer Soviet republics—took shape over time. It has
included notable failures, such as Georgia in 2003
or Ukraine more recently, where miscalculations
ultimately led to military intervention. Still, many
elements of this toolkit have proven relatively ef-

fective and are regularly used across the region.

In Armenia, the main forces working to destabilize
Pashinyan’s government include: the Armenian
Apostolic Church (AAC); billionaire Samvel Kara-
petyan and several other Russia-based Armenian
oligarchs such as Ara Abramyan and Ruben Var-
danyan (now imprisoned in Azerbaijan); the Arme-
nian opposition, particularly the Republican Party
and the ARF (Dashnak Party), both with pro-Rus-
sian leanings; as well as parts of the Russian-based
Armenian diaspora, media personalities, and re-
tired military and intelligence officials close to

Moscow.

When examining these actors, the resemblance to
the Georgian case is striking: the Church, a Rus-
sian-made billionaire entering politics, and old
elites with Moscow ties—all coalescing against a
reformist, Western-oriented leader. The ingredi-
ents are familiar, and the atmosphere is reminis-
cent of 2012.

Let’s now take a closer look.

The Church and the Protection
of “Traditional Values”

Russia’s decision not to intervene during Armenia’s
2020 military defeat was clearly aimed at sparking
a public uprising and toppling Pashinyan through

a kind of reverse Velvet Revolution. But the plan

failed. Despite protesters storming his residence,
Pashinyan held on and went on to win parliamen-
tary elections, defeating a deeply unpopular and
discredited opposition.
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Russia’s decision not to intervene
during Armenia’s 2020 military defeat
was clearly aimed at sparking a pub-
lic uprising and toppling Pashinyan
through a kind of reverse Velvet Revolu-
tion. But the plan failed.

With the political opposition weakened, focus
shifted to the Armenian Apostolic Church—wide-
ly seen as the most trusted institution in Arme-
nian society. As a guardian of national identity that
withstood centuries of foreign rule, the Church
held strong symbolic power. As Russia’s formal
military and diplomatic clout in Armenia dimin-
ished, it increasingly viewed the Church as a valu-

able instrument of influence.

Church leaders blamed Pashinyan for the loss of
Nagorno-Karabakh and called for his resignation.
The scenario echoed in Georgia in 2012, when the
Orthodox Church helped unseat reformist Presi-
dent Saakashvili. Given similar levels of religiosity
in both countries, the AAC’s opposition to Pash-
inyan was expected to seriously undermine him.
With the patriarch taking the lead, the Church
was poised to become the core of a new resistance

movement.

Since June 2025, Armenia has faced an institution-
al crisis without precedent. Pashinyan launched a
direct attack on AAC leadership, accusing senior
clergy of corruption and betrayal. The arrest of
two high-ranking archbishops triggered outrage
among religious communities and the opposition.
The conflict turned personal and symbolic: Pash-
inyan labeled the clergy a “criminal-oligarchic”
network, accused them of terrorism, and claimed
they were plotting a coup in coordination with
pro-Moscow elites. In response, Church figures
and opposition voices branded him a “traitor,” “a
Turk,” “a Muslim,” or even an “MI6 agent.” Moscow
weighed in on June 30 with a statement of “offi-

cial concern” from Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov,
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aligning itself with Pashinyan’s critics.

Like the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC), the
AAC serves as a key channel of Russian influence
in the South Caucasus. Though canonically inde-
pendent and not formally subordinate to the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church, both maintain close ties

with the Moscow Patriarchate.

Consider the GOC: its current Catholicos-Patri-
arch, Ilia I, was educated in Russia (Zagorsk-Sergi-
yev Posad) and has met with President Putin—a
rare honor, given that no Georgian president or
prime minister has had such a meeting since 2008.
His likely successor, Archbishop Shio, has deep
roots in Moscow, having led the Georgian Church’s
Moscow-based diocese since 2001 and earned his
doctorate from the St. Tikhon Theological Insti-
tute, which operates under the authority of the

Moscow Patriarchate.

In the Armenian Church, similar connections ex-
ist. The brother of Catholicos Karekin II, Archbish-
op Ezras Nersisyan, heads the Armenian Diocese
of Russia and has been instrumental in cultivating
ties with the Russian Orthodox Church and Rus-
sian state institutions, including the Kremlin and
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In 2025, President
Putin awarded Archbishop Ezras the prestigious
Order of Alexander Nevsky for his role in strength-

ening religious cooperation within Russia.

Oligarchs with Russian Ties

The case of Samvel Karapetyan—a Russian-Arme-
nian billionaire who built his business empire in
Russia and later invested heavily in Armenia—is a
textbook example of the Russian playbook at work.
Karapetyan acquired significant assets, including
the Electric Networks of Armenia and several large
shopping centers in Yerevan. On June 18, Armenian
authorities arrested him for publicly calling for
the overthrow of the constitutional order, and the

Parliament quickly passed legislation to national-
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ize the Electric Networks, removing them from his

control overnight.

Despite being based in Russia, Karapetyan has re-
mained deeply involved in Armenian public life,
maintaining close ties with political figures and the
Armenian Apostolic Church. His investments and
public statements have made him a visible figure,
often aligned with pro-Russian and Church-sup-
portive positions—leading to speculation that
Moscow sees him as a key proxy for soft power
in Armenia. The Kremlin has stated it is “closely

monitoring” his legal case.

Russia has long relied on oligarchs

with roots in other post-Soviet states

to project influence. These individuals
often acquire strategic assets—such

as energy, banking, media, and min-
ing—giving them economic leverage and

political clout in their home countries.

Russia has long relied on oligarchs with roots in
other post-Soviet states to project influence.
These individuals often acquire strategic assets—
such as energy, banking, media, and mining—giv-
ing them economic leverage and political clout in
their home countries. Karapetyan's control over
Armenia’s electricity distribution network aligns

perfectly with this model.

His case draws immediate parallels with that of
Bidzina Ivanishvili in Georgia. Both men entered
politics when opposition forces were in disar-
ray and had no prior political background, which
played to their advantage. Each had cultivated a
public image as a generous philanthropist and
Church benefactor, offering a clean and charitable
contrast to the unpopular political establishment.

Notably, neither seemed drawn to politics for its
own sake. Ivanishvili was famously reclusive—rare-

ly photographed or interviewed before entering
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politics—and even after taking power, he avoided
public engagements, revealing a distinct lack of
charisma or public empathy. Karapetyan likewise
avoided the spotlight until mid-2025, when he
broke his silence to defend the AAC and issue po-

litical statements.

According to multiple sources familiar with both
men before their political debuts, neither initial-
ly had political ambitions. Their decisions to enter
politics were driven by pressure—fueled by fears
of losing their fortunes or endangering their fam-
ilies. It is not hard to guess where that pressure

originated.

Will Russia Be as Successful in
Armenia as It Was in Georgia
in 2012?

The answer to whether Armenia is heading down
a Georgian-style path is far from certain, largely
because key differences in both local and interna-
tional context—along with lessons learned—set to-
day’s situation apart. Crucially, both the Armenian
leadership and Western actors appear more aware

of the Georgian precedent and its pitfalls.

Back in 2012, Bidzina Ivanishvili positioned him-
self as both a populist benefactor and a reform-
er—promising “restoration of justice,” “free mon-
ey, more democracy, an independent judiciary,
and improved ties with Russia. These messages
appealed to a Western audience weary of Saakash-
vili's excesses, as well as to an urban Georgian
electorate. At the time, few in the West saw Ivan-
ishvili's ascent as problematic. Many even wel-
comed it, naively believing the Kremlin-linked
oligarch would de-escalate tensions with Moscow
while keeping Georgia on a pro-European track. In
hindsight, it’s clear that Ivanishvili’s pivot to Russia
was carefully calculated and gradual.

Today, the context has fundamentally changed. In
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Europe, illusions about Russia have largely evapo-
rated. There is broad recognition that appeasing
Moscow leads only to subjugation. Russia is now
widely seen as a systemic threat—not just to its
neighbors but to Europe’s own security and demo-
cratic systems. No pro-Russian oligarch posturing
as a conservative alternative to liberal democracy

is viewed as a credible or acceptable partner.

In 2012, hybrid warfare was poorly understood in
Europe. The term itself was unfamiliar, and Rus-
sia’s methods, even after the 2008 invasion of
Georgia, were under-analyzed. That is no longer
the case. Europe today is far more attuned to the
Kremlin’s interference tactics, as demonstrated by
the muted response to Romania’s annulled 2024
election or the heightened awareness around Mol-
dova’s 2025 vote.

Pashinyan, it seems, has internalized these lessons.
Though initially more cautious than Saakashvili, he
now appears more determined. Unlike Saakashvili,
who never dared to challenge the immense power
of the Georgian Orthodox Church, Pashinyan has
openly confronted the AAC, accusing its leadership
of corruption and betrayal. In contrast, Saakash-
vili’s restraint failed to win the Church’s support,

which ultimately sided with his pro-Russian rivals.

Nor did Saakashvili pursue legal action against
powerful pro-Russian oligarchs. Ivanishvili’s well-
known Russian ties did not lead to prosecution—
only a revoked citizenship, later reversed under EU
pressure. At the time, Saakashvili knew that West-
ern allies would not support bold moves against

opposition figures, fearing democratic backsliding.

Pashinyan, however, seems embold-
ened—because he believes the West now

understands what’s at stake.

Pashinyan, however, seems emboldened—because
he believes the West now understands what's at

stake. His preemptive offensive against the Church
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and a Kremlin-aligned oligarch suggests he ex-
pects more tolerance from Western capitals than

Saakashvili could count on in 2012.

There is also the factor of Russia’s declining pow-
er. With its military bogged down in Ukraine and
many tools of coercion weakened, Moscow’s grip is
looser. While Russia retains considerable leverage
in Armenia—militarily, economically, and through
media influence—some instruments are less effec-
tive. Notably, Russia has refrained from imposing
economic sanctions on Armenia, despite Yerevan's
increasingly unfriendly gestures. One reason is Ar-
menia’s crucial role as a hub for sanctions evasion
since the Ukraine invasion—making it too strategi-

cally valuable to punish harshly.

The contrast is striking with Georgia. While Russia
has held back against Armenia and even Azerbai-
jan—despite diplomatic tensions—it is the Geor-
gian Dream government that has moved to block
Armenian exports to Russia. This is all the more
troubling given that roughly 80% of Armenia’s im-
ports and exports, including gas, transit through
Georgia. Thilisi's participation in Moscow’s hy-
brid war, in this light, appears not just cynical but

shameful.
A Different (Global) War Party

Among the many tools in the Russian playbook,
one stands out for its failure in Armenia: the in-
vocation of “peace” This narrative—so effective
in Georgia, Moldova, Kazakhstan, and even parts
of Europe—simply does not work in the Armenian

context.

Armenians have drawn a hard-earned
conclusion over three decades of inde-
pendence: Russia, and any supposed
“friendship” with it—more accurately
described as subordination—does not

guarantee peace.
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Armenians have drawn a hard-earned conclusion
over three decades of independence: Russia, and
any supposed “friendship” with it—more accurate-
ly described as subordination—does not guarantee
peace. Since the 1990s, Armenia has conceded al-
most everything to Moscow—strategic autonomy,
military sovereignty, economic levers, and even
elements of cultural identity. As a colleague from
the Armenian diaspora once said, Armenia had be-
come “Southern Kaliningrad with a UN seat.” The
phrase may sound harsh, but it captures the depth
of Armenia’s concessions. And yet, peace never
came. Instead, Armenia suffered catastrophic wars
in 2020 and 2023, losing both lives and territories
it held sacred, while Russia stood by—passive and
complicit. Over 130,000 people were displaced,

and thousands of young men died in vain.

The vast majority of Armenians no lon-
ger view Russia as a peace guarantor,
and no political force associated with

Moscow can credibly claim to be one.

As a result, the vast majority of Armenians no lon-
ger view Russia as a peace guarantor, and no po-
litical force associated with Moscow can credibly
claim to be one. The idea, promoted by Russian
media and segments of the Armenian opposition,
that Russia would have protected Nagorno-Kara-
bakh had Pashinyan not been in power, has gained
little ground. Russia’s abandonment of Armenia—
whether due to unwillingness or inability to con-

front Azerbaijan—is now plain to see.

This may seem paradoxical to Georgian observers,
where pro-Kremlin actors still peddle the “peace
with Russia” line. But in Armenia, the opposite is
true. The longing for peace is strong—perhaps
even stronger than in Georgia—given the recent,
traumatic wars. Pashinyan understands this. His
push to normalize ties with Azerbaijan and Tiirkiye
has positioned him as the most credible political

figure capable of delivering lasting peace.
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The opposition, by contrast, offers no viable peace
strategy. Their rhetoric focuses on retaking Na-
gorno-Karabakh—a goal that, without another war
against Azerbaijan (likely involving Tirkiye), is un-
attainable. This allows the government to brand
them as the “party of war,” while portraying itself

as the only force genuinely pursuing peace.
Avoiding Georgian Mistakes

Let us underscore a few key points.

First, it is essential to ensure that segments of the
political class and broader public—those who are
not pro-Russian but are critical of the govern-
ment—do not become alienated and inadvertently
pushed into alignment with Kremlin-backed forc-
es. A wide range of political actors, journalists, and
opinion leaders harbor concerns that Pashinyan’s
bold moves could signal the onset of authoritarian

tendencies.

This situation echoes Georgia in 2012, when many
pro-Western citizens backed the Georgian Dream
out of frustration with democratic shortcomings
under Saakashvili. Today, many of those same in-
dividuals regret that decision, recognizing that
Ivanishvili’s rule has caused far greater damage to
democracy and civil liberties, while openly serving
Moscow’s interests and derailing Georgia’s Euro-

pean aspirations.

To avoid a similar trajectory in Armenia, the gov-
ernment must maintain open dialogue with its
critics. It is equally important to provide explic-
it assurances that measures taken in the name of
countering Russian influence or preventing coups
will not be used to undermine the rule of law or
fundamental rights. If necessary, Western partners
should be brought in to support this dialogue—
ideally through regular, structured engagements
where concerns can be raised and addressed.
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The decision to hold the European Political Com-
munity (EPC) summit in Yerevan in spring 2026
sends a powerful message of European trust in
Armenia. It is now up to the country to meet this

moment with responsibility and resolve.

If regional players like Azerbaijan and

Tiirkiye are serious about curbing Rus-
sian dominance in the South Caucasus,
they must support Armenia’s efforts to

break free from Moscow’s grip.
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Finally, if regional players like Azerbaijan and Tiir-
kiye are serious about curbing Russian dominance
in the South Caucasus, they must support Arme-
nia’s efforts to break free from Moscow’s grip. That
means concluding peace with Yerevan on terms
that do not publicly humiliate Pashinyan, avoiding
a backlash that could revive pro-Russian forces

under the narrative of “Pashinyan the traitor” =
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