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Georgia's historical and cultural adaptation to surviving in a highly hostile environment while 

reaping the benefits of regional economic and political opportunities and maintaining its unique 
identity warrants meticulous exploration as the world becomes more dangerous for the small 

European states. This publication embarks on a monthly endeavour to delve into Georgia's foreign 

and security policy and Tbilisi’s geopolitical narrative, providing an analytical lens to understand 

the multifaceted challenges and emerging opportunities that define Georgia’s path.

The hostile military actions and intentions of our northern neighbour, Russia, persistently 

challenge our sovereign aspirations and territorial integrity. The occupation of Abkhazia and the 

Tskhinvali Region/South Ossetia poses a generational quandary with the unsettling potential of 

annexation.

Positioned in a volatile region, Georgia faces its share of regional adversities. Russia's unwarranted 

aggression against Ukraine disrupts the European security fabric, undermining the role of Georgia 

in the broader European security architecture and the Black Sea region. In a situation of 

geopolitical uncertainty, the fears of further military escalation coexist with opportunities for 

creating peaceful and profitable co-existence based on open trade, transport, and communication 
links within a more peaceful South Caucasus and with the European Union. New opportunities for 

cooperation emerging in our neighbourhood not only recalibrate our foreign policy approach but 

also boost the evolving transit opportunities crucial for Georgia's strategic significance in the 
wider region.

Amid external pressures, Georgia's internal compass points decidedly westward. Our unwavering 

aspiration to align with the European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) exemplifies our commitment to democratic tenets and international standards. This 
pro-European spirit, juxtaposed against the rise of domestic authoritarian inclinations, increasing 

anti-Western rhetoric and backsliding of democracy, necessitates well-informed, adaptive policies 

and honest discussions.

Yet, where challenges arise, opportunities often follow. Foremost among them is the EU's decision 

to open its doors to the membership of Eastern Partnership states, including Georgia. This gesture 

heralds a new era of cooperation and integration, placing Georgia at the cusp of a transformative 

phase. Opportunities, however, need to be grasped through the rigorous and unwavering 

implementation of the EU recommendations, something of which the current government has 

fallen short. 
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An unprecedented spotlight on the Black Sea region further unveils new geopolitical horizons for 

our nation. Now, more than ever, Georgia must harness its strategic potential as the gateway 

between the Western world and the East. For our Western allies, grasping this potential entails 

deeply comprehending Georgia's geopolitical aspirations, challenges and narratives.

In our view, in the grand strategic tapestry, Georgia could be not merely a regional actor but could 

become a cornerstone of broader regional stability. Our policy vision transcends immediate 

political and economic issues, emphasizing Georgia's significance in a rapidly evolving global 
landscape.

A critical aspect we intend to address regularly is Russia's pervasive use of disinformation and 

propaganda. The weaponization of information threatens not just our national narratives but also 

the integrity of democratic institutions. Moreover, domestic Georgian issues that intersect with 

our foreign policy will feature prominently in our discussions, providing insights into how internal 

dynamics can influence Western strategic interests in Georgia and the surrounding region.

Committing to this monthly initiative, we will illuminate the strategic concerns integral to 

Georgia's foreign and domestic policies. Through rigorous policy analysis coupled with academic 

discourse, we aspire to present a holistic overview of Georgia's position on the world stage. Our 

mission is to stimulate informed debate, guiding our nation's policy toward a harmonious blend of 

stability, democratic ethos, and strategic foresight.

As you immerse in the forthcoming articles and discussions, we urge you to engage with our 

content critically, discerning the nuances of Georgia's global positioning. This initiative is not 

merely an academic pursuit but a comprehensive examination of pressing policy matters that 

sculpt Georgia's contemporary narrative and future trajectory.

In closing, we recognize the magnitude of the task at hand. Covering the breadth of Georgia's 

foreign policy concerns is ambitious but our commitment is unwavering. We remain dedicated to 

presenting a balanced, in-depth perspective on all pivotal strategic issues, ensuring our readers 

remain informed, engaged, enlightened and entertained.

With respect,

Editorial Team
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nological advancements reminded us of the 

role of nation-states, underlining intrinsic 

inequalities and pushing back global agendas 

like climate change.

Waves of migrants to the US and Europe are 

not only affecting the fabric of local societies 

but are also generating counter-waves of a 

poetic and ideological kind. Walls, fences, 

and separation are becoming valuable in-

struments again, and a time when "the wall" 

referred to either in the Pink Floyd album or 

the architectural marvel of Chinese history is 

gone. Now, more brutal connotations, like 

the Iron Curtain or the Berlin Wall, are back 

in play.

Wars and confrontations are not the only 

reasons for the wind of changes. If we are in 

the midst of the fourth industrial revolution, 

then disruptive innovations of new indus-

tries will eventually affect politics, econom-

ics, and security on a global scale as they did 

during the previous three revolutions.

The year 2024 will be crucial. According to 

The Economist, half the world's population 

will go to elections in 76 countries. The re-

maining popularity of Donald Trump and the 

shocking presidential election results in Ar-

gentina might indicate a new trend in elec-

toral politics. The year 2024 will signify a 

power struggle for autocrats to remain in 

power or the desire of the populations of 

democratic countries to see dramatic chang-

es in the ways and the personalities conduct-

ing those policies. Selected, elected, or 

self-appointed officials will have the task of 

Wild is the Wind

Weathervanes across foreign policy estab-

lishments are spinning fast - the wind of 

change is blowing powerfully. Narratives, 

such as "interdependency avoids confronta-

tion," yet again succumb to the grievances of 

something lost, be it an empire or a chance. 

Verbally expressed revanchism and the 

desire to redraw the world map have started 

to be followed by very much visible, and not 

virtual, kinetic actions with midlevel brutali-

ty seemingly extinct from our advanced and 

post-modern society.

It is hard to imagine, let alone articulate, 

practical "win-win" scenarios for the 

Ukraine-Russia and Israel-Hamas wars. The 

world is descending back into the zero-sum 

game where irreconcilable differences in 

ideology or methodology will prevent ag-

gressors and victims from peacefully sharing 

the "common space."

Both conflicts confirm the enormous rele-

vance of international order and the proper 

institutional mechanisms to maintain it, but 

they also expose the inadequacies and dys-

functions in existing multilateral, inclusive 

institutions. Shockwaves and hurricanes 

caused by both conflicts put these organiza-

tions in a role like Marilyn Monroe's notori-

ous image, embarrassingly trying to remain 

unexposed.

Signs of inadequacy were already visible 

during the COVID-19 pandemic when na-

tional interests, local regulations, and tech-
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war-torn countries.

How did Georgia, from being called a "beacon 

of liberty" and a "champion of transforma-

tion," end up in geopolitical limbo in just a 

decade?

The peaceful leadership change in the 2012 

elections was mostly considered a step for-

ward for Georgian democracy. The West's 

self-imposed "fatigue from mercurial 

Saakashvili" and the desire to either "reset" 

relations with Russia or continue "business 

as usual" created the illusion that Georgia 

would cement the achievements of the pre-

vious government and leap forward to eco-

nomic prosperity and further institutional 

reforms under the Georgian Dream and its 

policy of the "normalization of relations with 

Russia.” Multiple pieces of evidence that the 

anti-democratic behavior of the Georgian 

Dream and its leaders were undermining the 

democratic institutions in the country raised 

eyebrows among Georgia-supporters, but 

they labeled it as "zigzagging" in the right di-

rection. 

The further decline of political and demo-

cratic institutions really "surprised Europe," 

but internal discontent was labeled "polar-

ization," implying that a negotiated solution 

could decrease tensions and advance the EU 

and NATO integration agendas. Realistically, 

the leadership of the Georgian Dream does 

not seek any "win-win" solution and does not 

want to compromise or weaken its grip on 

power for the sake of integration into the 

aforementioned institutions. That attitude 

was revealed multiple times, notably by 

breaking EU-negotiated deals with the oppo-

sition and avoiding any practical steps that 

would expedite or accelerate Georgia's inte-

navigating global challenges, and depending 

on the personalities in charge, political winds 

can blow in any unpredictable direction.

Georgia is among those 76 countries, and the 

results of the parliamentary election in the 

autumn of 2024 will largely determine the 

adequacy of the country and its political elite 

to withstand the challenges of global change.

Candle in the Wind

Amid the turbulence of international affairs, 

Georgia is not well-seated or properly fas-

tened, probably not even in an appropriate 

place. Just a decade ago, Georgia was 

"punching above its weight," but those times 

are gone.

As a matter of fact, the current Georgian 

government has literally no international 

friend, sympathizer, or supporter besides the 

Hungarian Viktor Orban, whose "friendship" 

is just an exception that proves the rule. The 

foreign policy agenda remains foggy and 

contradictory, to say the least.

It should not be surprising, as the de facto 

governor/owner of Georgia, Bidzina Ivanish-

vili, declared from the beginning of his rule 

that Georgia should not be a "subject" of for-

eign policy but merely an "object." He publicly 

praised the "Armenian model" of foreign 

policy, which ended up disastrous for Arme-

nia. He promised to "surprise Europe" with 

Georgian democracy, and Europe is truly 

surprised at how democracy in Georgia de-

graded so fast. He openly stated that the visi-

tation of Western countries would "corrupt" 

Georgians, and now the number of Georgian 

asylum seekers in Europe and the US com-

petes with similar numbers per capita from 
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should not be astounded. Any Geor-

gia-watcher understands that the major de-

cisions in Georgia are only made with the 

blessing of or by Bidzina Ivanishvili from his 

compounds surrounded by his private zoo. 

We can safely assume that Georgia is the 

only country in the world governed literally 

from the zoo. The same observers can notice 

another unfortunate trend: the first presi-
dent died under questionable circumstances, 

being hunted; a popular revolution ousted 

the second president; the third one is jailed 

and most likely poisoned; the fourth is 

stripped of any post-presidential privileges 

(pension, security, etc.) and the incumbent 

president is isolated, ostracized and just sur-

vived an impeachment.

As a result of the decade-long rule of the 

Georgian Dream, the political process in 

Georgia has almost ceased to exist. Political 

opposition, independent media, and inde-

pendent non-governmental organizations 

are constantly labeled as "destructive," "ene-

mies of the state," and "foreign agents." It is 

hard to recall the last time government offi-

cials engaged in public debate or discussion 

on TV or any other format about the issues of 

vital importance for Georgia. Rhetoric is fol-

lowed by actions, too: political opponents are 

often persecuted, physically harassed, jailed, 

and intimidated. Such treatment of oppo-

nents then translates into the local and na-

tional elections, undermining their fairness, 

freedom of choice, and legitimacy.

Frustrated political opposition, civil society, 

and the media actively seek support and a 

sympathetic ear among external enthusiasts 

of Georgia's modernization, democratiza-

tion, and Westernization. Against the back-

ground of silent and hibernating Georgian 

gration into the EU or NATO.

The war in Ukraine became a tipping point 

when the poorly disguised anti-Western sen-

timents of the Georgian Dream manifested 

themselves into openly anti-Western rheto-

ric and actions. Distancing the country from 

the Western sanctions imposed on Russia, 

the groundless accusations of the West at-

tempting to "drag Georgia into the war" and 

"instigating revolutionary changes" further 

widened the eyes of Georgia-watchers. The 

"surprise" quickly transformed into shock 

with a persistent feeling of nausea. Conse-

quently, dealing with Georgia became a futile 

exercise for foreign policy practitioners, re-

sulting in the disappearance of the whole 

country from the vocabulary of international 

issues discussed on major regional and 

global forums and platforms and from the 

active foreign relations agenda.

Even though every opinion poll conducted 

during the last decade still indicates strong 

support for Georgia's European and Euro-At-

lantic integration (i.e., membership in the EU 

and NATO), the policies and the actions of 

the Georgian government often contradict 

popular aspirations. Ignoring recommenda-

tions from various EU or US institutions, the 

Venice Commission, or the OSCE/ODHIR 

became an unfortunate routine. Meanwhile, 

the Russian-style political jargon of "sover-

eign democracy,” clearly anti-democratic 

legislative initiatives, like the "law on foreign 

agents," accusatory language towards any 

criticism from Europe or America, be it indi-

vidual or institutional, leave little doubt 

about the true intentions of the ruling elite 

and its puppet master.

If foreign policy reflects domestic policy, we 
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candidate status reflects not the current 
achievements but further hopes and addi-

tional conditions that still need to be satis-

fied.

The US-Georgia Strategic Partnership Char-

ter envisages the yearly visitation of senior 

government officials, the US Secretary of 
State, and the Prime Minister of Georgia. No 

such visit has occurred during the Biden ad-

ministration, which is self-explanatory and 

sums up the current state of affairs well. On 

top of that, the erosion of the relationship is 

not only with the US executive branch. Every 

critical word from members of the Senate, 

Congress, or the mainstream media is “inter-

preted” by the Georgian Dream as the result 

of the lobbying activities of enemies and/or 

friends of the previous government while ig-

noring the merits of the concerns. The same 

fate is shared by the National Democratic In-

stitute (NDI), the International Republican 

Institute (IRI), USAID, and many other 

US-based institutions that "dare" to criticize 

the Georgian Dream and its leadership.

Georgia’s immediate neighborhood is under-

going drastic changes, but the relationship 

with the neighbors is not handled any better. 

Conventional logic would dictate that one of 

the fiercest supporters of Ukraine should be 
Georgia, given so many similarities between 

them, whether the shared Orthodox Chris-

tian belief or the Russian aggression and oc-

cupation of both countries’ territories. Nev-

ertheless, among its neighbors, Georgia’s 

worst relations are with Ukraine. Downgrad-

ed diplomatic relations reflect the hostile at-

titude of the political leadership of both 

countries toward each other. The deliberate 

policy of the Georgian government is not 

only to exclude itself from Western sanctions 

diplomacy, the aforementioned groups are 

more visible actors in Georgian foreign 

policy than state officials. These groups do 
not coordinate among themselves and often 

compete fiercely. Nevertheless, their activi-
ties largely keep Georgia on the foreign 

policy agenda and the radar screens of the 

Western policy crafters and policymakers. 

Unlike the current government, this highly 

unusual "alternative diplomacy" effectively 

convinces Western friends and allies that the 

Georgian people still deserve their support. 

Without false modesty and exaggeration, we 

can safely state that granting Georgia the EU 

candidate status, alongside geopolitical con-

siderations, was a result of such "alternative 

diplomacy."

Gone with the Wind

Self-imposed challenges and missing oppor-

tunities dominate Georgian foreign policy. 

Previous achievements were supposed to 

serve as a springboard to advance the foreign 

policy agenda, but it seems like the agenda 

has been cryptically modified and priorities 
reshuffled. It is not only the strategic trajec-

tory of Georgia's foreign policy that is worri-

some, but the cascade of dubious choices in 

bilateral and multilateral relations creates a 

heavy burden on Georgia’s foreign policy.

From being a champion among the Eastern 

Neighborhood Policy (ENP) countries of the 

EU, Georgia became one of the most prob-

lematic cases. Individual EU member coun-

tries no longer hide their frustration with the 

inconsistent policies of the Georgian govern-

ment. The consensus to grant Georgia the EU 
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Turkey. Instead of properly capitalizing on 

this factor, Turkish-Georgian bilateral activi-

ties increased by zero percent and continued 

with the same intensity and dynamism as any 

legacy relationship.

Leadership changes in Kazakhstan and Uz-

bekistan and both countries’ proactive for-

eign policy agendas opened new opportuni-

ties for engagement. At this moment, howev-

er, one can only notice the active operation 

of former Georgian government officials in 
the reform agendas of both countries and 

Georgia’s private business initiatives, both 

well-established and highly valued. Central 

Asian countries actively diversify trade with 

Europe through alternative (to Russia) corri-

dors. Nevertheless, Georgia is missing out on 

an opportunity to boost its role by introduc-

ing extra incentives and relevant govern-

ment policies.

Moldova used to look at Georgia’s transfor-

mation with envy and fascination. Today, it is 

shying away from any affiliation with Geor-

gia, especially regarding its EU aspirations.

Russia, on the other hand, has become the 

„best friend“ of the Georgian Dream. Re-

newed flights (despite an aerial blockade 
from the West), not joining the Western 

sanctions, expanding economic cooperation 

with Russia (grown by several hundred per-

cent), lifting visa restrictions by Russia and 

the inflow of questionable Russian capital, 
together with over a hundred thousand Rus-

sians, allegedly fleeing the war and sanc-

tions, indicate this “friendship.” Allegations 

against Russia but also to open avenues of 

cooperation with Russia, enabling loopholes 

for avoiding sanctions. The so-called 

"Saakashvili factor" is not the major impedi-

ment but "a cherry on the top." The demoni-

zation of the Ukrainian leadership in the 

mainstream pro-governmental media is 

almost a routine for the Georgian Dream.

Azerbaijan's impressive strides in foreign 

policy are noticeable against the background 

of its victory in Nagorno-Karabakh and the 

changing energy landscape of Europe due to 

Russian sanctions. At the same time, what 

used to be a dynamic relationship between 

Azerbaijan and Georgia since President She-

vardnadze has now been transformed into a 

“maintenance mode” – merely handling the 

existing cooperation and shying away from 

any new and meaningful bilateral or regional 

projects.

Against the background of losing Nagorno- 

Karabakh, for the first time in its recent his-

tory, Armenia started to question its overde-

pendence on Russia seriously and is explor-

ing avenues of intensified relations with the 
West. Given its landlocked geography, Geor-

gia can play a crucial role in approximating 

Armenia with the West, expanding stability 

and prosperity in the region. Instead, the 

Georgian leadership is peddling an unrealis-

tic role of being an intermediary between Ar-

menia and Azerbaijan, lacking any capacity 

or vision to perform such a function.

Turkey may change its name for foreigners 

to pronounce, but the essence of President 

Erdogan's foreign policy remains steady. Out 

of the declared "zero problems with neigh-

bors" policy, perhaps Georgia was the only 

neighbor with indeed zero problems with 
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guish only vassals and enemies in its neigh-

borhood; hence, neither “neutrality” nor the 

CSTO are viable options for independent 

Georgia.

Meanwhile, NATO has proven to be one of 

the most durable, trustworthy, effective, and 

transformative alliances in modern history, 

even ready to consider Georgia as a member 

one day. But for the Georgian Dream, NATO 

membership is no longer on the agenda. The 

Prime Minister clearly stated that member-

ship can only be possible after Russia solves 

the problem of Georgia’s occupied regions, 

i.e., never. 

Ideology – Samuel Huntington predicted a 

clash of civilizations where Orthodox Chris-

tianity was considered one of them. What we 

are observing now looks more like a clash 

within civilization. Orthodox Russia is at war 

with Orthodox Georgia and Orthodox 

Ukraine, with Muslim countries fighting each 
other more than the “infidels.” Although 
Georgian history is mainly associated with 

being part of oriental empires, modern Geor-

gians consider themselves part of the West-

ern, Judeo-Christian world. The bitter expe-

rience of the Russian/Soviet empires further 

pushed Georgia toward the West, which suc-

cessfully survived the collapse of imperialism 

and totalitarian ideologies and generated an 

attractive “soft power” to admire and one to 

aspire to. The younger generation of Geor-

gians already considers a long list of Western 

values their own and wants to see an ade-

quate political manifestation of their beliefs. 

In contrast, the Georgian Dream beats the 

anti-Western drum, claiming that it is the 

leading proponent of Christian, conservative 

values and that the West is pushing them to 

embrace same-sex marriage and the protec-

that Georgia is used to circumvent Western 

sanctions were lauded in the West. The 

Georgian opposition noticed the usage of 

Georgian ports for transporting sanctioned 

Russian oil and oil products. Leaked tele-

phone conversations also support the notion 

that the country’s leadership is in cahoots 

with certain Russian agencies and oligarchs.

Ride the Wild Wind 

If the world around Georgia is changing, one 

can ask why the passive foreign policy, or as 

the government loves to call it - “stability,” is 

a wrong choice and what the other alterna-

tives are.

The best place to start will probably be with 

the father of scientific history and political 
realism, Thucydides. Three major factors 

that Thucydides identifies as the drivers of 
state decision-making in peace and war are 

fear (phobos/φοβος) or security, belief/hon-

or (doxa/δοξα) or religion/ideology and in-

terest (kerdos/κερδος) or livelihood/econo-

my.

Security - Unless Georgia miraculously de-

velops into the Israel of the Caucasus over-

night, the ability to address security chal-

lenges alone or with minor external help is 

non-existent. Some naively believe in “neu-

trality,” forgetting that neutrality is not just 

about one’s decision but also the consensus 

of its neighbors. Given its geographic loca-

tion and neighborhood, Georgia has never in 

its history managed to be a “neutral state,” 

nor will it work now. The only remaining 

choice, therefore, is to be in a military alli-

ance with only two on the menu - Western 

NATO or Russian CSTO. As George Kennan 

accurately observed, the Kremlin can distin-
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under Russian political or economic influ-

ence. Thus, the aspiration to see both prov-

inces back under Georgia's internationally 

recognized borders requires vigorously in-

tensifying Georgia's EU and NATO member-

ship efforts.

In a nutshell, the wind of change is more 

challenging for inclusive regional and inter-

national organizations like the OSCE and the 

UN, whereas exclusive organizations, like the 

EU and NATO, are considered functional in-

struments poised to shape the upcoming Eu-

ropean and international security order. 

Therefore, a country like Georgia needs to be 

part of the shaping mechanisms rather than 

part of a collapsing “Russian world” or a 

failed Chinese domination.

Western observers are often caught by sur-

prise when Russian policies contradict Rus-

sian national interests, and the only rational 

explanation can be personal greed and a 

desire by the ruling elite to cling to power in-

definitely. Unfortunately, the same logic ap-

plies to today's Georgia, where state capture 

is evident by one super-rich man and his 

minions, where state interests are subjugat-

ed to personal phobias and greed.

As foreign policy experts love to say: “If you 

are not at the table, you are on the menu.” If 

Georgia remains on the menu, it will sooner 

or later be served at somebody’s table. 

Therefore, it is essential to produce a domes-

tic wind of change, resulting in the reacquisi-

tion of the state by the people of Georgia for 

the people of Georgia

tion of LGBTQI+ groups. 

Economy – Georgians enviously observed 

how former Eastern Bloc countries success-

fully transformed their failing economies 

through aspiration and integration into the 

European Union. At the same time, Rus-

so-centric economies became highly vulner-

able to manipulations from the Kremlin be-

cause of energy blackmail, halting exported 

goods for being “contaminated” and “poison-

ous,” declaring total trade embargos and 

weaponizing remittances and migration. In 

private corridors, Georgians hear multiple 

complaints from members of the Eurasian 

Economic Union about how the EU’s restric-

tive measures on Russia hurt their econo-

mies. Meanwhile, the echoes of problematic 

Chinese investments and assistance also 

reach Georgia. Given its geographic location, 

Georgia can play a vital role in east-west 

trade, being a reliable economic outpost of 

the EU in this axis. Therefore, Georgia’s 

membership in the EU is not only a civiliza-

tional choice but a practical, prosperity-ori-

ented one. In contrast, the Georgian Dream 

lost a year and a half for receiving the candi-

date status recommendation from the EU, 

slow-rolled the reforms necessary for 

fast-tracking European integration, and dra-

matically increased its dependence on the 

Russian economy. 

The issue of two Georgian regions, Abkhazia 

and South Ossetia, currently under Russian 

occupation, will remain on Georgia’s foreign 

policy agenda. Restoring Georgia's territorial 

integrity is only feasible under two essential 

conditions: a strong and attractive Georgia 

and fundamental changes in Russian behav-

ior in its neighborhood. Neither of these con-

ditions can be achieved if Georgia remains 
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chorus of the ruling-party affiliated media, 
experts, and social media trolls.

Nor did they stop at words. By the last count, 

Georgia fulfilled only three of twelve rela-

tively technical recommendations (read: 

conditions) for getting the candidacy. In the 

meantime, the ruling party has demonized 

the opposition and shrunk civic space to a 

considerable extent. The draft law on 

“Transparency of Foreign Funding,” which 

would have hamstrung Georgia’s vibrant civil 

society and whatever is left of the 

non-state-controlled media, was initiated by 

the ruling coalition (the opposition did not 

vote, while the three ruling party MPs who 

failed to vote “yes” were demoted and some 

forced to leave their MP mandates). Only 

massive – and rather surprising - public pro-

test in March 2023 has forced the Georgian 

Dream to eat its hat and retract the law. 

More importantly, Georgia’s friends in 

Europe were taken aback by “bizarre” con-

spiracy theories that postulate the existence 

of the “global war party,” which tries to drag 

Georgia into Russia’s war with Ukraine. The 

conspiracy has been repeatedly aired at the 

highest formal political levels in Tbilisi. The 

alleged membership of the purported “global 

war party” varies. Still, PM Garibashvili and 

Chairman Kobakhidze have included 

Ukraine’s top leadership, Georgian opposi-

tion, Georgian civil society leaders, some 

members of the European Parliament, EU, 

and U.S. donor agencies (USAID, EED),

On November 8, the European Commission 

gave a positive recommendation to the 

member states regarding Georgia’s candida-

cy to become a member of the European 

Union. As jubilating throngs laced many of 

the iconic locations of the capital, Tbilisi, one 

could not help but be overcome with an eerie 

feeling. Many Georgian diplomats have 

struggled for years to include the wording 

about “the European perspective” – the Com-

mission’s “shibboleth” for potential member-

ship – in the Association Agreement. The AA, 

as it is often known, was finally signed in 2013 
but was on the negotiating table for years, 

largely because of this very reason. When it 

was eventually signed, the wording included 

naming Georgia as an “Eastern European 

country” and “acknowledging the European 

aspirations and European choice of Georgia” 

– one of those “muddling through” compro-

mises that obliged EU for nothing.

How the times have changed. After Russia in-

vaded Ukraine, the “Geopolitical” Commis-

sion threw its doors open to Ukraine and its 

fellow members of the so-called “associated 

trio” – Moldova and Georgia. But even before 

that happened, and especially after Tbilisi 

filed the membership application, the top 
leadership of the ruling Georgian Dream 

party – including Prime Minister Irakli 

Garibashvili and party chairperson Irakli Ko-

bakhidze spared no effort to berate the Euro-

pean Union and its various institutions, es-

pecially the European Parliament. These 

statements were echoed by the obliging 
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the level of “state capture,” i.e., near-com-

plete control of crucial institutions. 

Indeed, the EU’s twelve recommenda-

tions/conditions highlight that their assess-

ment essentially coincides with this view: the 

recommendation of “deoligarchization,” 

albeit vague in detail, is explicitly given, and 

several other ones go in the same vein: 

re-energizing independent institutions – 

courts, the public defender’s office, anti-cor-

ruption agency, media, and civil society orga-

nizations. 

It would be an exaggeration to think that 

“state capture” assumes the oligarch person-

ally controls all governance decisions and the 

state's functioning. Mr. Ivanishvili has shown 

no inclinations of micro-management. Yet, it 

is reasonable to think that he is a crucial 

actor who can tilt the “raison d’état” in his 

favor whenever his major strategic interests 

are concerned. 

This assumption reduces the usual complex-

ity of internal state decision-making, with its 

multiple actors and diverging interests, to an 

almost hypothetical simplicity. Whenever it 

comes to crucial decisions, Mr. Ivanishvili’s 

personal incentive structure prevails. From 

the point of view of the game theory, he is 

“the rational actor” who is engaged in an in-

ternational “game” – a competitive interac-

tion between rational actors whose interests 

conflict. 

specific U.S. non-governmental groups and 
also alluded to some ambassadors and exec-

utives from the U.S. and Europe.

A scholar of politics is left wondering – could 

such erratic behavior of Tbilisi be politically, 

or at least personally rational? 

On the surface, looking at the outcomes, the 

policy did not backfire: Georgia got the can-

didacy, the unfulfilled recommendations 
were rolled over to the Council decision, and 

– given the short timeframe – might be rolled 

over further as preconditions to opening the 

accession negotiations. But this could have 

been a lucky outcome of risky opportunism: 

the shifting geopolitical winds could be 

blowing into Georgia’s sails. The unrelenting 

support of the Georgian citizens to the EU 

membership also prevents Brussels from 

leaving Tbilisi out to dry:  the electorates of 

Moldova and Ukraine (before the war) were 

far more divided on the issue than Georgians 

are. 

But let us dig deeper.

Choices under uncertainty

We'd be advised to seek our initial clues into 

the nature of leadership in Georgia and the 

effect of the inherent incentives of such 

leadership on the nature of decision-making.

It is now widely acknowledged, both in aca-

demic analysis and in a political commentary, 

that the Georgian regime is oligarchic – that 

is, dominated by a person of considerable 

personal wealth – Bidzina Ivanishvili - who 

wields it to exercise political control over the 

normal state institutions. Some consider that 

the degree of such control has advanced to 
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assume that some financial obligations per-

sist, and so do the more invisible, but no less 

tangible, expectations of loyalty. Both consti-

tute the means of pressure. What is more, 

after Russia invaded Ukraine, over thirty 

Russians with considerable financial for-

tunes met with an untimely death under sus-

picious circumstances. So, the element of 

fear weighs considerably more directly and 

presently in Mr Ivanishvili’s assessment of 

odds than it would for any other Georgian 

leader. 

We can throw in a set of hypothetical posi-

tive externalities Mr. Ivanishvili may have, 

such as purely financial benefits from aiding 
influential partners from Russia to bypass or 
at least obfuscate the Western sanctions 

regime. A crucial element is time – both po-

tential risks and benefits from Mr Ivanishvi-
li’s “game” with Russia are short-term, per-

sonal, and near-immediate.

How does European integration look through 

Mr. Ivanishvili's incentive prism? First, the 

benefits of Georgia moving closer to and 
eventually joining the European Union will 

likely materialize in the medium to long 

term. While this process is ongoing, Russia 

can be rationally expected to counter-act – 

as it has threatened and done in Ukraine - 

especially personally in relation to Mr Ivan-

ishvili and his assets. 

Secondly, satisfying the conditions of Geor-

gia’s accession to the European Union, such 

as the Copenhagen criteria of democratic 

governance and market economy, will likely 

dilute the oligarchic power. And even though 

Brussels has shown it is capable of co-exist-

ing with oligarchic regimes within the EU – 

after all, Czech ex-PM Andrej Babis or the 

The European integration of Georgia is just a 

small part of a larger, high-stakes, tragic geo-

political game currently unfolding in Europe. 

Indeed, as argued above, the very possibility 

of Georgia integrating into the EU arose due 

to that game. Any game implies risks – for in-

stance, a Georgian decision-maker must 

contend with Russia’s persisting military oc-

cupation of the two regions, Abkhazia and 

Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia. Having 

demonstrated its utter disrespect for inter-

national norms, not least by invading Georgia 

in 2008, Russia has considerably increased 

the odds of confrontation. So, there is a ra-

tional element of fear that may affect rational 

decision-making. 

But a rational actor would also consider the 

probability of any additional military adven-

ture by Moscow under the current circum-

stances or may strive to decrease such risks 

by, for example, beefing up its defenses – 
both in terms of military means and by seek-

ing alliances. Conversely, the benefits of join-

ing the European Union, or at least advancing 

rapidly on that path, are very high – at least 

in terms of prosperity and indirectly, 

through long-term stability that such a step 

may provide. In other words, generally, the 

current circumstances present a rational po-

litical actor with a high-risk game but also a 

high-gain one. 

But what if we superimpose such conditions 

on an incentive structure that Mr Ivanishvili 

may face? Our information is limited, but 

some elements are in the public domain. 

Firstly, Mr Ivanishvili’s capital has been made 

in Russia, and, according to most accounts, 

the Kremlin has consented to cash out and 

release these assets. It is reasonable to 
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ty” that the rational response to the problem 

of such uncertainty is to find a way around it, 
to avoid the problem, hoping to reduce un-

certainty in the meantime.

That is a crucial distinction – (even) rational 

actors facing high-stakes decisions would 

prefer reducing uncertainty to risking or 

making efforts to affect the odds (negative or 

positive). In other words, their rational be-

havior is passive, based on avoidance of any 

decision.

Fear and loathing

As shown above, the crucial decision-maker 

in Georgian politics at the current moment is 

mainly motivated by fear, which is augment-

ed by uncertainty. One of the ways to reduce 

uncertainty is to avoid the problem and delay 

the decision until a higher degree of certain-

ty is established. 

Yet, even oligarchic leaders cannot govern 

against the people's will, and in times of 

crisis, people expect and demand action 

from their political leaders. One of the key 

elements of this demanded action in Georgia 

is seeking a political “shelter” inside the 

Western institutions, particularly the EU, as 

witnessed by massive public rallies when 

such movement was considered hampered.

To overcome the conundrum between the 

personal imperative to refrain from action 

and the democratic demand to do some-

thing, Georgia’s governing party has been 

deploying the rhetoric as a tool for “the ne-

cronies of Hungary’s Viktor Orban may have 

derived considerable financial benefits from 
the EU largesse – still, such coexistence is 

rather uncomfortable.

In other words, personally, Mr Ivanishvili is 

facing higher (perhaps existential) costs in 

upsetting his friends in the Kremlin in the 

short run than he derives benefits from play-

ing by the EU rules in the long run. 

Still, people are known to take the odds of 

high risks if they feel long-term benefits out-

weigh them – after all, nearly 80% of Geor-

gians think that EU membership would ben-

efit them. 

So why does not Mr. Ivanishvili follow the 

same logic? We may argue that he faces an 

additional, perhaps crucial, layer of complex-

ity. Georgia’s governing oligarch knows from 

the inside Russia and the particular way of 

functioning of Putin’s gangster regime. He is 

certain of what they can do but uncertain 

about what they will do. He is also far more 

uncertain than many Europeans are about 

the outcome of the larger game – which he 

sees as a showdown between Russia and the 

collective West for influence in the region. In 
other words, Mr Ivanishvili is facing a 

high-stakes game under the conditions of 

uncertainty. Under risk, one may still lose, 

but one knows the odds. Under uncertainty, 

not only can one still lose, but one does not 

know the odds. 

The 1961 classic study “Risk, Ambiguity, and 

the Savage Axioms" by Daniel Ellsberg 

demonstrated that people prefer a risky 

choice to an uncertain one. In 1993, John 

Orbell argued in his “Hamlet and the Psy-

chology of Rational Choice Under Uncertain-
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oligarch’s fears onto the general population 

(the nation) and, by doing so, to seek equiva-

lence rhetorically and perceptively between 

the stance of Mr Ivanishvili and the national 

interest. In other words, the Georgian Dream 

wants Georgians to believe that inaction on 

the war in Ukraine and passiveness (or even 

resistance) to fulfilling the demands of the 
European Union are in the national interest.

The most obvious and perhaps most blatant 

instance of building such equivalence was 

made by Bidzina Ivanishvili himself in an 

open letter, that “certain forces actively tried 

to drag Georgia into the [Ukraine] war, and 

this desire and goal of theirs, unfortunately, 

is still relevant today” while the ruling party 

“worked correctly, took a correct and princi-

pled position, and overcame the main diffi-

culty of the first stage of the threat of war.” In 
the same statement, Mr. Ivanishvili formally 

dismissed but rhetorically confirmed the al-
leged linkage between the war conspiracy 

that his party pundits have been advancing 

and his personal financial problems with 
Credit Suisse Bank. The chair of the Georgian 

Dream argued that by creating difficulties for 
Ivanishvili to access some of the assets at 

Credit Suisse, “someone is attempting to 

make Bidzina Ivanishvili return to Georgian 

politics against his will so that the country 

joins the [Ukraine] war.” To further decrease 

the distance from voters, Ivanishvili said that 

the money was intended for public benefit. 

The Georgian Dream leaders often present 

Russia’s war of aggression in Ukraine as a 

“punishment” for its overzealous pro-West-

ern foreign policy. Prime Minister Irakli 

Garibashvili claimed that “any patriotic gov-

ernment must do everything to help the 

country and its people avoid the greatest ca-

gotiation of the distance between protago-

nists on a given question,” as Michel Meyer 

explained in his “What is Rhetoric?”

In responding to these challenges, official 
Tbilisi has been borrowing heavily from one 

of the leading ideologues of the “illiberal 

Europe,” Hungary’s Viktor Orban, who, inci-

dentally, became one of the key lobbyists for 

Georgia’s European integration. The com-

monality of context and an instinctive ideo-

logical affinity are likely to have drawn Tbilisi 
towards Budapest. Just like the Georgian 

Dream government, Orban’s Fidesz had to 

work with a widely pro-European electorate 

to further its hold on power. As Greg Agoston 

showed, Orban successfully devised a set of 

rhetorical approaches to define its political 
legitimacy in pursuing the national interest 

and portraying EU membership as a means to 

serve those interests better – often counter 

to the intentions of the EU institutions and 

other members. 

In the same vein, the Georgian Dream uses 

two related rhetorical reasonings to increase 

its proximity with the majority of the voters 

while simultaneously increasing the distance 

from the European/Western actors. On the 

one hand, the Georgian Dream attempts to 

prove that the concerns and fears of the oli-

garch are intricately linked with the fears of 

the Georgian nation. On the other hand, 

Georgian Dream portrays Ivanishvili and the 

Georgian people in the same camp, resisting 

European pressure and defending Georgia’s 

national interests from Western encroach-

ment. 

Oligarch’s fears are people’s fears!

The first rhetorical line is to generalize the 
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mestic as well as foreign policy, will lead 

based on national interests.” An MP affiliated 
with the ruling majority coined the phrase 

“Dignity is above the EU candidacy” in 2022, 

and by 2023, “To Europe with Dignity” 

became the Georgian Dream’s EU policy’s 

slogan.

Like Budapest, Tbilisi also says sovereignty is 

a prime factor in its future relationship with 

Europe. The Christian identity and concerns 

about natality and migration undergird these 

notions of sovereignty – a stance strongly 

supported by the Georgian Orthodox 

Church. While visiting Tbilisi, Viktor 

Orban stressed Georgia’s Christian identity 

as the main marker of its European 

identity. Just like Orban, Tbilisi pursues 

cultural and civili-zation distancing from 

Western Europe, ar-guing for the 

preservation of the conserva-tive Christian 

traditions against the purport-ed onslaught 

of “immoral” liberal values. At the same 

time, it portrays Georgia as a pro-tagonist 

of “true” or “traditional” Europe, which 

has nothing to learn from and nothing to 

prove to the West.

Conclusion

The current government in Tbilisi is strongly 

beholden to the personal interests of one 

man, Bidzina Ivanishvili, whose personal loy-

alties and personal financial interests are, in 
turn, linked to Moscow. The uncertainty of 

the current political moment creates unpre-

lamity, the ordeal, which is war. I am acting in 

this spirit, with this responsibility.”

The demand for action – which is, as we have 

shown, contrary to the oligarch’s imperative 

to avoid doing so – is equated with “insisting 

that Georgia joins the war.” In March 2023, 

when pro-European protests engulfed the 

capital, Garibashvili pleaded - “let’s imagine 

that there is a war in Georgia today; we all 

know what will happen here – our beautiful 

country will turn into a firing range. This is 
not an exaggeration; this is a real threat!”

Europe of sovereign interests

The second rhetorical line that Georgian 

Dream pursues is to create a perception that 

Mr. Ivanishvili and the Georgian nation stand 

together against malicious Western/Euro-

pean actors, but without negating the objec-

tive of (eventually) joining the European 

Union. This approach aims to reconcile the 

declared pro-European stance of the majori-

ty of Georgians with the increasingly Eu-

ro-skeptic rhetoric of the Georgian govern-

ment. This closely follows the tactics of 

Viktor Orban, who used the migration crisis 

to set himself as a protector of the national 

interest against Western European suprana-

tionalism. 

In Hungary, Orban presented the foreign 

policy tradition of the socialist-liberal gov-

ernments as “euroservile,” arguing that Hun-

gary “will not be a colony” and describing its 

skirmishes with Brussels about human rights 

as a “freedom fight.” In Georgia, Garibashvili 
– drawing on the context of the war in

Ukraine – pledged that he, as “a person re-

sponsible to our country’s populace and as

the head of government, responsible for do-

BY JABA DEVDARIANI Issue №01 | December, 2023

Through this rhetorical feat, the 
Georgian Dream attempts to portray 
itself on the side of the Georgian people 
and simultaneously for Europe, but 
against the current Western elite of the 
European Union.

https://civil.ge/archives/531107
https://civil.ge/archives/475153
https://civil.ge/archives/495557
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=772487014242099&id=100044424219889&set=a.488868739270596
https://civil.ge/archives/528919
https://civil.ge/archives/528919
https://abouthungary.hu/speeches-and-remarks/press-statement-by-prime-minister-viktor-orban-after-a-joint-working-meeting-between-the-governments-of-hungary-and-georgia


21

It is worrying that the Georgian Dream is 

succeeding in drawing the dividing line in a 

way that positions Georgian voters on the 

same side with sovereigntist and identitarian 

discourse against the EU values. Fear of war 

and the concern about Europe being damag-

ing to the preservation of Georgia’s national 

identity have crept up significantly in the 
opinion polls, largely due to the Georgian 

Dream media machine churning out the rele-

vant content through both traditional and 

online media, aided by the army of paid ac-

counts and fake campaigns. 

Certainly, Georgia’s democratic class and 

civil society are primarily responsible for re-

sponding to these domestic challenges. Yet, 

the European Union and the European capi-

tals must learn lessons from the damaging 

impact of populist and illiberal rhetoric of 

the electorate and democratic institutions of 

Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia. As fears of 

populist revival in key European states – 

France and Germany – mount, open partner-

ship and clear communication between dem-

ocratic actors are the only way to reduce un-

certainties sufficiently to break the demo-

cratic paralysis. The European actors must 

work together to fill the political and rhetori-
cal arguments for stronger integration, a 

higher degree of solidarity, and more democ-

racy with real meaning to the Union’s cur-

rent and aspiring citizens 

dictable, existential risks for Mr Ivanishvili, 

and his primary incentive, motivated by fear, 

is to do nothing until the uncertainty re-

cedes. 

The Georgian Dream government is project-

ing this motivation structure onto the Geor-

gian population, insisting it serves the na-

tional interest. Yet, despite the rhetorical 

contraptions deployed, this is not necessarily 

the case. While the fog of war indeed war-

rants pragmatism, the true pragmatic ap-

proach would have also dictated, for exam-

ple, increased military spending and pro-

curement of air defense capabilities, caution 

towards migratory flows from Russia, culti-
vation of the relationship of trust with the 

Western partners, in particular the U.S. and 

the EU. Yet, the contrary steps are taken. 

Tbilisi, driven by self-interest, adopts the 

public relations and rhetoric devices not so 

much directly from Russia but increasingly 

from the European and U.S. “illiberal leaders,” 

such as Viktor Orban and Donald Trump. 

Hungary’s membership in the European 

Union is a powerful domestic argument for 

the sovereignist, identitarian stance being 

compatible with the European identity. Yet, 

there is a significant difference: Georgia is 
seeking membership in the European club, 

already irked by Orban’s intransigence. 

Adopting “Orbanist” cliches is thus clearly 

not in Georgia’s long-term national interest, 

even in the narrow sense of seeking EU 

membership. 
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Dem Georgischen volke!

The European Commission's endorsement 

for the European Council to confer candidate 

status upon Georgia rests on three pivotal 

factors:

Firstly, the Commission acknowledged the 

determined stance of the Georgian people 

who ardently support EU integration and 

successfully thwarted attempts by the Geor-

gian Dream to pass legislation reminiscent of 

Russian foreign agent laws in March 2023. 

Secondly, the Commission held its strategic 

consideration to maintain Georgia’s align-

ment with Moldova’s and Ukraine's EU tra-

jectories and not allow an increase in the 

gap. 

Thirdly, the Commission recognized the 

Georgian government's limited progress in 

addressing the 12 recommendations. 

When presenting the Georgian file, the Pres-

ident of the European Commission, Ursula 

von der Leyen, was crystal clear, stressing 

the will and the determination of the Geor-

gian people. According to her, the European 

Commission “fully supports the genuine aspi-

rations of the overwhelming majority of Geor-

gian citizens to join the European Union. 

These aspirations need to be better mirrored 

by the authorities who should engage more 

with the opposition and civil society on mat-

ters of national interest.” 

November 8, 2023, marked a significant mile-

stone in Georgia's quest to join the European 

Union. On this day, the European Commis-

sion included Georgia's dossier in the EU en-

largement package for the first time and ad-

vised the European Council to grant EU can-

didate status to Georgia. 

This pivotal suggestion will be considered in 

the Council's mid-December deliberations. 

Georgia's candidate status is conditional, 

with the stipulations now numbering nine, a 

reduction from the previous 12. However, 

these conditions are notably specific, chal-
lenging to fulfill without political will, and 
measurable. With only three of the 12 original 

conditions being met by Georgia, the Euro-

pean Commission has revised the remaining 

objectives, integrating them into a new set of 

priorities, including additional tasks. 

The Commission plans to re-evaluate Geor-

gia's advancements by the end of 2024. Coin-

ciding with this timeline, the EU enlarge-

ment package presentation is anticipated to 

occur around the same time as Georgia's 

general elections, which are slated for late 

October. Consequently, Georgia's efforts to-

wards EU accession and the necessary re-

forms are expected to become central 

themes in the upcoming election campaigns, 

heavily influencing the political discourse.
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Nine steps towards the talks
     

The Commission’s recommendation on 

granting candidate status comes with nine 

conditions the Georgian authorities must 

fulfill to start accession negotiations. The 
European Union has not set a timeline for 

initiating accession talks, leaving the timing 

to the pace at which the Georgian Govern-

ment addresses and completes the nine 

specified priorities. The European Commis-

sion’s next enlargement package and the as-

sessment of Georgia’s progress is scheduled 

for autumn 2024, coinciding with Georgia’s 

October 2024 general elections. 

Because of this overlap, European integra-

tion is expected to play a significant role in 
the pre-election campaigns of Georgian po-

litical parties. The Georgian Dream must 

prove that it is possible to move to the next 

stage of EU accession with the Georgian 

Dream in office. Meanwhile, the opposition 
parties must provide clear ideas on imple-

menting reforms and fulfilling the condi-
tions. They also face the challenge of proving 

to the electorate and the European Union 

that they are better fit to move Georgia 
closer to EU accession. 

The European Commission did not allow the 

Georgian Dream to get away with unfulfilled 
priorities or window-dressed reforms. The 

Commission modified and incorporated the 
conditions of deoligarchization, depolariza-

tion, the fight against corruption, and judi-
ciary reform in the new nine priorities. En-

suring free, fair, and competitive elections in 

On the same day, the European Commission 

recommended opening accession negotia-

tions with Kyiv and Chisinau, sending a clear 

signal to Russia that the EU would neither 

abandon Ukraine and Moldova nor leave 

Georgia and its people behind, encouraging 

Georgian society to push the authorities to 

deliver on EU reforms. 

The European Union's aspiration to deepen 

ties with Armenia should also be factored 

into the context of its decision regarding 

Georgia. In autumn 2023, Azerbaijan’s offen-

sive military operation in Nagorno-Karabakh 

demonstrated that Russia is not able to pro-

vide security guarantees to Armenia despite 

its membership in the Collective Security 

Treaty Organization and the Eurasian Eco-

nomic Area. In response, disappointed Yere-

van, well aware of growing anti-Russian sen-

timents, started rapprochement with the EU. 

The leaders of Germany and France and the 

EU institutions also welcomed this desire of 

the Armenian leadership. The EU seems will-

ing to initiate a visa liberalization dialogue 

and extend assistance to Armenia through 

the European Peace Facility. Thus, the EU's 

approach indicates a broader strategy of en-

gagement and partnership with the region.

Finally, the European Commission took good 

note of the fact that the Georgian authorities 

demonstrated limited progress in imple-

menting the 12 conditions mentioned above. 

Only three out of 12 criteria - ECtHR rulings 

transposition into the national legislation, 

electing the Public Defender and ensuring 

gender equality, were fully met. These re-

forms were politically less sensitive; thus, 

their fulfillment posed no threat to the Geor-

gian Dream’s quest to maintain power for a 

fourth consecutive term in October 2024. 
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ti-Western propaganda, which picked up pace 

after Russia’s unprovoked and unjustified 
attack on Ukraine and the EU’s decision not to 

grant Georgia candidate status in June 2023. 

The anti-EU propaganda often originated 

from the far-right Alt-info group and the gov-

ernment-sponsored/controlled media how-

ever, Georgian Dream leaders often fueled it 

for their political purposes. One of the leading 

accusations towards the EU and European of-

ficials was that the EU was demanding that 
Georgia open a second front against Russia.  

Last but not least, the EU also expects Georgia 

to ensure the institutional independence and 

impartiality of key state institutions like the 

Central Election Commission (CEC), the Na-

tional Bank of Georgia (NBG), and the Com-

munications Commission (GNCC) since these 

institutions are often instrumentalized by the 

ruling party to achieve political goals and gain 

political capital. 

A major sign of concern about the indepen-

dence of the National Bank of Georgia (NBG) 

emerged in the summer of 2023 when the In-

ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) delayed the 

second review of Georgia’s Stand-By Arrange-

ment (SBA) because of the structural changes 

in the NBG management by the Parliament. 

The President vetoed the amendment, but the 

Georgian Dream overrode it. As a result, the 

Georgian Dream’s ex-Minister of Economy, 

Natia Turnava, became the NBG's acting Pres-

ident.  Another blow to the institutional inde-

pendence of the NBG was made in September 

2023 when the US State Department imposed 

sanctions on former Georgian Prosecutor 

General Otar Partskhaladze for cooperating 

with the Russian FSB and influencing Geor-

gian society and politics in favor of Russia. 

This was followed by Natia Turnava’s excep-

2024 was underlined as a new precondition, 

focusing on “ensuring adequate representa-

tion of the electorate.” This demand is inter-

preted as a hint to create a more conducive 

environment for Georgian immigrants scat-

tered worldwide, who often turn out in low 

numbers to the polls due to limited polling 

stations opened abroad. “Adequate represen-

tation” could also be considered a subtle 

push to lower the electoral barrier from 5%. 

The Commission also introduced new condi-

tions in those areas which blatantly deterio-

rated or where Tbilisi showed no progress. 

The EU now officially requires Georgia to 
align its foreign policy with the EU. From 

2020 to 2022, Georgia’s alignment rate 

dropped from 61% to 43%. Last year, Georgia 

did not align with the EU’s sanctions against 

Russia, including the airspace closure and 

the restrictive measures against Belarus. 

Georgia also did not join EU common posi-

tions on Iran, Türkiye, and several African 

countries and did not align with the state-

ments and sanctions under the EU Global 

Human Rights regime. The ruling party 

argued that aligning with these sanctions 

would contain risks for Georgia’s non-recog-

nition policy of Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali 

region/South Ossetia or would negatively 

impact Georgia’s economy. Considering this 

reality, the Georgian Dream will have to find 
a balanced approach to address these EU re-

quirements and ensure that the non-recog-

nition policy is not threatened. 

The EU also requested that Georgian author-

ities deal with the fight against disinforma-

tion and foreign information manipulation 

interference directed against the EU and its 

values. This priority seems to refer to the 

Georgian Dream’s anti-European and an-
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with the mediation of the European Council’s 

President Charles Michel provided for the 

high quorum appointment of the Commis-

sion Chair; however, the Georgian Dream re-

neged on the deal a few months after signing 

it, and the composition of the CEC has been a 

major area of disagreement with the opposi-

tion and civil society since then.

In the previous set of 12 conditions, the EU 

expected Georgia to address high-level cor-

ruption cases, although the Georgian Dream 

limited itself to establishing the Anti-Cor-

ruption Bureau without investigative func-

tions with its head appointed by the Prime 

Minister. In 2022, seven high-level officials 
were prosecuted, and six were convicted of 

corruption. In the new set of conditions, the 

EU expects Georgia to establish a “strong 

track record” in investigating corruption 

cases and have appropriate follow-up on 

high-level corruption cases. This request 

could be one of the hardest for the Georgian 

Dream to implement since the anti-corrup-

tion bureau has not followed up on any cor-

ruption allegations made by investigative 

journalists and opposition politicians to-

wards the Prime Minister and high-level 

Georgian Dream members. 

The European Commission also maintained 

the deoligarchization requirement, albeit by 

switching its attention to the action plan that 

the Georgian Dream prepared without con-

sulting any major political or civil society 

stakeholder. Initially, the Georgian Dream 

copied the Ukrainian law on deoligarchiza-

tion, but after receiving a clear message from 

the Venice Commission to apply a systemic 

approach instead of a personal one, it came 

up with an action plan which it shared with 

the European Commission, but not with the 

tional decree preventing the implementation 

of international sanctions on Georgian citi-

zens unless they were found guilty by a 

Georgian court. In protest of the decree, 

three vice presidents of the NBG resigned, 

creating a leadership vacuum in the Central 

Bank, promptly filled in by the Georgian 
Dream Parliamentary majority with the party 

loyalists with dubious professional back-

grounds.   

The Commission also noted the importance 

of the GNCC’s independence following a 

years-long discussion in Georgia about the 

interference of the GNCC in the editorial 

policies of the critical broadcasters and fa-

vorable treatment of the pro-government 

media. In autumn 2023, the Parliament 

amended the Law on Broadcasting to the 

surprise and the dismay of Georgian CSOs 

and the media, transferring hate speech and 

obscenity from the realm of self-regulation 

by the broadcasters to the regulation by the 

GNCC. This gave the GNCC the power to 

sanction broadcasters critical of the govern-

ment. The EU, which allegedly endorsed the 

proposed change by the Georgian Dream, re-

sponded to this by underlining the indepen-

dence of the GNCC as one of the precondi-

tions for Georgia’s further European path.

Regarding the Central Election Commission, 

the issue is related to the election process of 

the chairperson and the Commission’s mem-

bers. The chair and the professional mem-

bers (8 out of 17) of the Central Election Com-

mission are selected by the Chair of the Par-

liament of Georgia (a political figure) and ap-

proved by the Parliament with a simple ma-

jority. This leaves a massive opportunity for 

the ruling party to influence the process. The 
political agreement reached in April 2021 
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sensitive, giving the Georgian Dream a 

second chance to deliver on them. The ruling 

party must now demonstrate strong political 

will and convince the voters that it can carry 

the country into the EU accession process. 

Unlike the previous stage, the Georgian 

Dream now has less time to prove that it is 

serious about EU membership and keen to 

conduct reforms. 

The Georgian Dream took 18 months to im-

plement only three of the 12 conditions, 

while it now has less than 11 months to deliv-

er on nine, which are more robust, 

wide-ranging, and arduous than the previous 

12. In addition to the already discussed re-

forms, the ruling party must show significant 
progress on the priorities it failed to address 

in 2023. 

Namely, clear measures are expected to be 

taken in judicial reform. The European Com-

mission requested that Georgian authorities 

“establish a system of extraordinary integrity 

checks, with the involvement of internation-

al experts with a decisive role in the process, 

for candidates and persons currently ap-

pointed to all leading positions in the judicia-

ry; in particular, the HCJ |High Council of 

Justice|, the Supreme Court and court presi-

dents.” This condition is the biggest head-

ache for the ruling party, considering that 

they have repeatedly used the judiciary for 

their political interests through the influen-

tial group of judges known as the “clan.” 

Three “clan” members were recently sanc-

tioned by the US State Department for cor-

ruption, causing dismay for the Georgian 

Dream and the Prime Minister’s public ex-

pression of support for the sanctioned 

judges.

civil society or the opposition parties until 

the European Commission’s recommenda-

tion of November 8. In response, the Europe-

an Commission tasked the Georgian Dream 

with “improving the current action plan to 

implement a multi-sectorial, systemic ap-

proach to deoligarchization in line with 

Venice Commission’s recommendations and 

following a transparent and inclusive process 

involving opposition parties and civil soci-

ety.”

Among the nine new conditions, minority 

and human rights protection, the media, and 

civil society-related priorities were grouped. 

The ruling party demonstrated no progress 

in investigating and prosecuting the organiz-

ers of the violence against journalists on July 

5, 2021, and against the private Tbilisi Pride 

event on July 8, 2023. The government has 

also not investigated cases related to the 

wiretapping of journalists and other attacks 

against them. The lack of cooperation with 

civil society organizations and the attempt to 

label all foreign-funded NGOs as “foreign 

agents” and “spies” almost destroyed the 

trust between the third sector and the gov-

ernment. These developments led the Euro-

pean Commission to task the Georgian 

Dream again with “consulting and engaging 

with civil society, allowing for their meaning-

ful involvement in legislative and policymak-

ing processes” and ensuring that CSOs “op-

erate freely.” 

Less time for more reforms

The new nine priorities are more politically 
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ditions for beginning accession talks pres-

ents a significant challenge to the Georgian 
Dream's interests. 

The European Commission recommended 

granting candidate status to Georgia largely 

because of geopolitical factors and the Geor-

gian people's European identity. The EU is 

expected to be more inward-looking in 2024, 

busy with the European Parliament elections 

in spring and forming the new College of 

Commissioners in autumn. These leave the 

Georgian Dream ample opportunity to ma-

neuver and avoid the EU’s stern assessments. 

Since gaining independence, foreign policy 

has seldom been a focal theme in Georgia's 

election campaigns. Yet, given the current 

dynamics of Georgia-EU relations, European 

integration is anticipated to emerge as a crit-

ical issue in the forthcoming electoral de-

bates. Opposition parties will need to articu-

late their strategies for implementing the 

nine priorities outlined by the EU, essential 

for commencing accession talks. On the 

other hand, the European Union anticipates 

that the Georgian Dream will align with the 

European aspirations of the Georgian people 

and collaborate with the opposition and civil 

society – the very groups it has previously la-

beled as “foreign agents” and “traitors.” 

This period represents a critical juncture for 

Georgia's path toward the EU, necessitating 

commitment and political resolve. Failure to 

seize this opportunity could result in an in-

definite postponement of Georgia's EU 
membership ambitions

The Georgian Dream will face another out-

standing priority - depolarization, which 

rolled over from the previous 12. Polarization 

is a useful political tool for the government, 

used to demonize political opponents and 

mobilize the voters. In the condition of pro-

portional elections in 2024, the more polar-

ized the society, the better the incumbent’s 

chances to garner approximately 40% of the 

votes, which could be sufficient for continu-

ing the one-party rule. This priority hangs 

over the ruling party as the sword of Damo-

cles since it needs to win the elections and 

demonstrate sufficient progress vis-à-vis the 
European Union. 

Another opportunity not 
to be missed

Georgia’s European integration process will 

reach a juncture point in 2024 with the open-

ing of accession talks at stake. Moldova and 

Ukraine will likely have cleared this hurdle 

when Georgian progress is assessed in late 

2024. The political will and the determination 

of Georgia's leaders will be critical for imple-

menting the necessary reforms for the EU 

accession talks to start. While the Georgian 

Dream has successfully delivered on three 

less contentious priorities, their strategy of 

picking the low-hanging fruits may not suf-

fice this time. The European Union has recal-
ibrated its expectations, emphasizing politi-

cal reforms that may not align with the Geor-

gian Dream's primary objective of securing a 

fourth consecutive term in power. The 

EU-pushed reforms may not necessarily 

serve the ruling party's interests but are de-

manded by the pro-European public and civil 

society, which expect tangible progress on 

EU integration. Therefore, the EU's focus on 

predominantly political and democratic con-
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Georgia, identified nine new priorities as 
preconditions for Georgia’s further progress 

on the accession track. One of these condi-

tions includes the “fight disinformation and 
foreign information manipulation and inter-

ference against the EU and its values.” 

The EU, the US, and the UK have all invested 

heavily in fighting disinformation in Georgia, 
also because Georgia neighbors Russia, a 

major source of foreign information manipu-

lation interventions. Assistance given to local 

civil society actors and the government’s 

strategic communications department tells a 

strikingly different story of how the govern-

ment and the local community are on differ-

ent pages. While NGOs have successfully un-

covered a number of information manipula-

tion strategies and countered anti-Western 

propaganda, the Stratcom departments were 

implicated by Meta in actually distributing 

fake news and supporting the Georgian 

Dream’s pro-Russian propaganda. Since 

then, Western support for the government 

Stratcom has stopped. 

Georgian Dream Propaganda Tools

The Georgian Dream’s propaganda is driven 

by the Imedi TV, Rustavi 2, and PosTV televi-

sion and social media channels, as well as 

hundreds of fake news websites, FB pages, 

Anti-Western Propaganda – The 
Georgian Dream’s All-purpose Fix

In "Propaganda in Autocracies," Erin Bagott 

Carter and Brett L. Carter describe how au-

thoritarian leaders rely heavily on sophisti-

cated propaganda to manipulate and control 

public opinion. Autocrats foster a fear-based 

belief that power ultimately resides in the 

hands of citizens, and when citizens decide, 

even the most ruthless dictator loses power. 

To counter this, they employ propaganda to 

manipulate public opinion and undermine 

and weaken democratic institutions, which 

are the shackles of their ever-expanding 

power. Through propaganda, these leaders 

aim to confuse and disorient the population, 

spreading false narratives and distorting 

truths. This systematic use of propaganda 

and disinformation becomes a crucial tool 

for authoritarian rulers, aiding in maintain-

ing and consolidating their power.

Georgia is on such an authoritarian track. 

Western policymakers have expressed “deep 

concerns about Georgia’s democratic trajec-

tory,” and according to Freedom House, 

“public skepticism over the direction of gov-

ernance, the state of the economy and disen-

chantment with the party system, including 

the ruling party, Georgian Dream (GD), had 

reached its peak.” 

Local Georgian NGOs often speak of the 

overwhelming propaganda narratives from 

the Georgian Dream, aimed at everyone who 

dares to criticize their policies and choices. 

The European Commission, when recom-

mending granting EU candidate status to 
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was the main opposition channel. The legal 

battle for the Rustavi 2 TV company's owner-

ship began in 2015 when a former owner 

linked to the Georgian Dream filed a lawsuit, 
and the Georgian court allowed it to take 

over the ownership of the TV company. Fol-

lowing the European Court's decision on July 

18, 2019, the ownership fully changed, new 

management was installed, and several lead-

ing journalists were ousted. This led to a 

mass exodus of over 60 journalists, some 

joining Mtavari Arkhi TV, established by Rus-

tavi 2's former director, Nika Gvaramia, and 

others moving to Formula TV, established by 

the former Defense Minister David Kezer-

ashvili. Mr. Gvaramia has since then been ar-

rested and released due to a presidential 

pardon, and Mr. Kezerashvili has a pending 

case in the Georgian court system. 

The Georgian Public Broadcaster (GPB), also 

controlled by the ruling Georgian Dream 

party, suffers from low ratings despite re-

ceiving a hefty sum from the state budget. In 

2017, parliament amended the broadcasting 

law, expanding the Public Broadcaster’s 

powers to receive additional revenues from 

commercial advertising. This shrunk the ad-

vertisement market and damaged the inde-

pendent critical TV media. The president 

vetoed the bill for these reasons, but the par-

liament overturned the veto.

Party control is evident in the GPB's Supervi-

sory Board composition, which, instead of 

reflecting a diverse and impartial group as 
intended, is predominantly filled with indi-
viduals favoring the Georgian Dream. The 

party’s influence extends to the appointment 
of GPB directors who often have direct con-

nections to the Georgian Dream, have fired 
critical journalists, shut down critical TV 

and trolls employed to portray a favorable 

image of the party and an enemy image of all 

those who are critical of the Georgian 

Dream. Since 2019, Meta (Facebook) has re-

moved hundreds of pages affiliated with the 
Georgian government for their “coordinated 

inauthentic behavior.” Even the government’s 

Stratcom pages were shut down. 

The Georgian Dream invested heavily 

throughout the last ten years to gain control 

over media outlets and shape public opinion. 

Opposition party leaders and civil society 

representatives are never or seldom invited 

to the pro-government propaganda outlets. 

Moreover, the network of government media 

sources often orchestrates attacks on the 

opposition, CSOs, the critical media, and 

Western partners. 

Pro-government commercial TV channels, 

like the Imedi TV company, are engaged in a 

massive disinformation campaign against ev-

eryone critical of the Georgian Dream. 

Known for its high ratings and substantial fi-

nancial resources, Imedi is observed by the 

Charter of Journalistic Ethics to have a dis-

tinctly pro-government editorial stance, 

confining the journalists to a pro-Georgian 
Dream editorial policy. The Imedi TV con-

glomerate encompasses Imedi TV, Maestro, 

and GDS (Georgian Dream Studio), previous-

ly owned by Bidzina Ivanishvili’s son. During 

the 2018, 2020, and 2021 elections, Imedi was 

in an emergency broadcast mode to thwart 

the National Movement's return to power. 

Another mouthpiece of the Georgian Dream 

government is the commercial Rustavi 2 TV, 

which changed its editorial policy from criti-

cal to pro-governmental after the 2019 

change of ownership. Before that, Rustavi 2 
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The simple answer is that the ruling Geor-

gian Dream faces a challenge influencing 
voter decisions by deeds and words. As Tim-

othy Snyder notes in his “On Tyranny,” pro-

paganda aims to arouse feelings before 

people can ascertain facts. The Georgian 

Dream’s powerful disinformation machinery 

is in place to cure any possible maladies from 

their governance and persuade people 

before they see the government’s failures. 

The Georgian Dream seems to have found a 

panacea, an all-purpose fix for its internal 
and external troubles – propaganda and dis-

information. 

There are three reasons why the Georgian 

Dream uses propaganda to cover its foreign 

and domestic policy failures. First of all, 

robust misinformation brings immediate 

impact. Through the vast network of private 

TV channels, the Georgian Public Broadcast-

er, social media presence, government stra-

tegic communication departments, and the 

active engagement of civil servants, prob-

lems that could upset society are dealt with 

through coordinated disinformation and 

propaganda. 

Secondly, the Georgian Dream maintains 

and adapts the narratives, devoid of val-

ue-based content but targeted at short-term 

political gains. For this reason, political op-

ponents, NGO leaders, journalists, and West-

ern leaders have become the target of propa-

gandistic attacks. Three major narratives 

dominate the Georgian Dream’s message 

box: about the West and the “global war 

party” dragging Georgia into war with 

Russia, about the West encroaching into 

Georgia’s domestic affairs through the net-

work of spies and “foreign agents” and the 

necessity to maintain Georgian Christian 

programs, and have turned the Public Broad-

caster into a tool for state propaganda.

The same pattern of government influence 
and control is also seen in the case of Adjara 

TV, a regional subsidiary of the GPB, where 

leadership changes and policies reflect a 
similar bias towards the ruling party. Elec-

tion monitoring reports have consistently 

highlighted the bias in the GPB’s coverage, 

especially during elections, showing a clear 

favoritism towards the government. Known 

for rarely inviting opposition leaders or criti-

cal experts to political debates or evening 

shows, these public broadcasters have an ed-

itorial policy heavily favoring the govern-

ment. 

The propaganda network of the Georgian 

Dream is very diverse in social media. Hun-

dreds of news agencies and fake accounts 

take up the propaganda message and effi-

ciently transmit it to Facebook and other 

social media users. According to the Interna-

tional Society for Free and Fair Elections 

(ISFED), hundreds of fake news or discredit-

ing websites, social media groups, and pages 

affiliated with the Georgian Dream were en-

gaged in a coordinated discreditation and 

disinformation campaign from 2018 to 2021. 

Why Propaganda? 

How is it possible that a country that was 

granted the EU membership perspective in 

2022 and is poised to become the newest EU 

candidate state in December 2023 uses the 

instrument of information manipulation in 

the best traditions of authoritarian states? 
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er-sharing), judiciary reform, the fight 
against corruption, strengthening the over-

sight of law enforcement agencies and se-

curing the independence of the state institu-

tions. 

According to the coalition of Georgian NGOs, 

which issued six reports monitoring the im-

plementation of the 12 conditionalities, only 

three EU priorities were implemented. Elec-

toral and institutional reforms, judiciary re-

forms, anti-corruption measures, and the 

fight against organized crime were assessed 
as partially fulfilled, while the depolarization 
and deoligarchization conditions were as-

sessed as unfulfilled. 

The European Commission’s assessment was 

similar, also considering only three recom-

mendations as being fulfilled. For the new 
nine conditionalities, the Commission rolled 

over the unfulfilled priorities and added new 
items essential for the independence of in-

stitutions and the country’s successful ad-

vancement on the Europeanization path. 

New conditions include not just judiciary 

and electoral reforms but also the indepen-

dence of the prosecution, oversight of the 

State Security Service, a fundamental reform 

of the High Council of Justice, and the assur-

ance of the autonomy of the Central Bank. 

These heavy institutional requirements are 

coupled with the rolled-over recommenda-

tions of depolarization and deoligarchization 

and a new demand to show a solid “track 

record” in investigating corruption cases. 

However, despite these slow reforms and the 

continuous criticism of the government from 

Western partners, civil society, and opposi-

tion parties, the Georgian Dream’s propa-

ganda machine maintained public support 

values to counter Western-imposed liberal-

ism. 

Thirdly, the current polarized political 

status quo is maintained through propagan-

da. Effective reforms, especially in the judi-

ciary and anti-corruption, would require 

changes threatening the existing power 

structure of the Georgian Dream or the in-

terests of the oligarch Bidzina Ivanishvili. 

Propaganda allows for maintaining the status 

quo without the risks associated with mean-

ingful change. Therefore, the problems of 

depolarization, or deoligarchization, are 

easier to discard if they are portrayed as 

Western-imposed conditionalities that could 

lead Georgia into chaos if addressed. 

Maximum Influence with 
Minimal Efforts

Reforms necessary for European integration 

are cumbersome and prone to endanger the 

one-party rule of the Georgian Dream. 

Moreover, fundamental reforms take time 

and require political will, which the Georgian 

Dream does not have since strengthening in-

dependent institutions is incompatible with 

oligarchic one-party rule. This is why the 

Georgian Dream withdrew from the April 19, 

2021 agreement (also known as Charles Mi-

chel’s document), which was focused on co-

operation in the parliament, including pow-

er-sharing with the opposition. 

Reluctance to limit oligarchic one-party rule 

is also a primary reason why the government 

of Georgia left important preconditions im-

posed by the EU unfulfilled, such as deoligar-

chization, depolarization (including pow-
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Current polarized political status quo 
is maintained through propaganda.

https://grass.org.ge/en/publikaciebi/research-157/2362-eu-candidacy-check-state-of-implementation-of-12-conditionalities


ated the anti-Maidan movement, vowing to 

oppose street demonstrators against the 

government. These actions align the Geor-

gian Dream with regimes like Milosevic and 

Yanukovich. However, powerful propaganda 

aids in framing these actions within a war 

versus peace narrative, overshadowing such 

inconsistencies.

A recent report by Publika, based on the 

analysis of Imedi TV news, highlighted the 

sophistication of the Georgian Dream's pro-

paganda efforts. Party leaders tailor their 

messages to different audiences. While the 

Prime Minister adopts a more conciliatory 

tone toward US and EU leaders, the party 

chairman takes an aggressive stance, and the 

Tbilisi mayor frequently emphasizes the im-

portance of peace. The Georgian Dream con-

sistently blames the opposition and civil so-

ciety for attempting to drag Georgia into the 

war and undermine the country's European 

integration aspirations. With this propagan-

da, the Georgian Dream covers up its discon-

nection from European-minded Georgians 

and failure to deliver on the reforms request-

ed by the EU. 

The central thrust of the Georgian Dream's 

propaganda is the portrayal of all NGOs as 

"wealthy” and foreign spies, a trick straight 

out of Russia’s playbook. Former US Ambas-

sador Kelly Degnan has often been depicted 

as the puppet master orchestrating opposi-

tion parties and NGOs against the govern-

ment. Attacks on civil society organizations 

climaxed in March 2023 when the Georgian 

Dream attempted to pass a law on foreign 

agents (read spies). The party eventually 

backtracked due to public backlash and civil 

protests, but this did not deter them from 

continuing their attacks on NGOs. The Geor-

through vicious attacks and negative smear 

campaigns against political opponents, shift-

ing the discussion from failed reforms to the 

enemy image of their political opponents 

wanting to bring Georgia into Russia’s war 

and the Georgian Dream being a guarantor of 

peace.  

Building an Enemy Image to Stay 
in Power

When Russia faced sanctions from Western 

nations, the Georgian Dream party used pro-

paganda to argue that joining the sanctions 

would have led to Russian aggression against 

Georgia. The party also interpreted the Eu-

ropean Union's call for systemic reforms, a 

prerequisite for EU candidacy, as pressure to 

provoke Russia. When the United States im-

posed sanctions on Georgian officials for 
corruption, the Georgian Dream remained 

steadfast, asserting that these measures 

were an attempt to involve Georgia in a con-

flict with Russia and open a “second front.” 
After Georgia was not granted EU candidate 

status in 2022, the ruling party’s propaganda 

machine argued that the EU wanted Georgia 

to start a war with Russia, and when it re-

fused, it punished it by not granting it candi-

date status. 

In September, Georgia's State Security Ser-

vice initiated a probe into an alleged coup at-

tempt, criticizing USAID for supposedly 

funding training for revolutionary activities 

in a hotel meeting room. Investigations like 

these, often shrouded in secrecy as revealed 

by FactCheck Georgia, have historically been 

employed as tools before elections. Despite 

no arrests, these claims served as potent 

propaganda pieces. Recently, ultra-right fac-

tions connected to the Georgian Dream initi-

BY SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №01 | December, 2023

34

https://publika.ge/%e1%83%a5%e1%83%90%e1%83%a0%e1%83%97%e1%83%a3%e1%83%9a%e1%83%98%20%e1%83%9d%e1%83%aa%e1%83%9c%e1%83%94%e1%83%91%e1%83%98%e1%83%a1%20%e1%83%9a%e1%83%98%e1%83%93%e1%83%94%e1%83%a0%e1%83%94%e1%83%91%e1%83%98%e1%83%a1%20%e1%83%a0%e1%83%98%e1%83%a2%e1%83%9d%e1%83%a0%e1%83%98%e1%83%99%e1%83%98%e1%83%a1%20%e1%83%90%e1%83%9c%e1%83%90%e1%83%9a%e1%83%98%e1%83%96%e1%83%98/
https://www.factcheck.ge/ka/story/42241--saxelmtsifo-gadatrialebis-gamoudziebeli-saqmeebi


brod, in Georgia’s case, a more adequate de-

scription of polarization would be “vicious 

refeudalization.” Indeed, it is hard to talk 

about two poles if the government uses se-

curity services to oppress political oppo-

nents, arrests free media managers, keeps 

former government officials and a former 
president imprisoned, fully controls the 

courts and the prosecution, and uses the vast 

resources of the oligarch to buy votes well in 

advance of the elections. 

The Georgian Dream needs to maintain a 

highly polarized society to keep its power in 

the 2024 parliamentary elections. Therefore, 

the European Union's depolarization condi-

tion starkly contrasts with the Georgian 

Dream's political interest to maintain power 

at all costs. The 2024 parliamentary elections 

will be fully proportional with a 5% electoral 

threshold in which pre-election blocs and al-

liances among the parties are prohibited. 

Therefore, it is in the interest of the Geor-

gian Dream to portray the distorted reality 

as if the only alternative to its rule is the 

return of the UNM and Saakashvili. And this 

is where propaganda comes in handy. 

This strategy implies spreading disinforma-

tion that no other parties, except for the 

UNM, matter as they are the stooges of the 

UNM and are just pretending to be in the op-

position. Denial of party identity for smaller 

parties is a major contributing factor to the 

polarization of society. 

This simplistic picture disregards a Georgian 

voter’s wide variety of choices beyond the 

gian Dream’s leaders publicly stated that the 

main goal of portraying Georgian civil soci-

ety as foreign spies was achieved. 

The Georgian Dream also employs disinfor-

mation and propaganda to present itself as 

an anti-liberal force, depicting the liberal 

West as an enemy. Liberalism has become a 

derogatory term under the Georgian Dream, 

consistently taking a tough stance on 

LGBTQI+ rights, framing it as "gay propagan-

da." Just recently, Georgia’s Prime Minister 

signed a memorandum of cooperation with 

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban in 

the "field of the family,” no matter how bi-
zarre this sounds. The Georgian Dream's ex-

pulsion from the Party of European Socialists 

for embracing anti-liberal policies was also 

justified by the propaganda machine as a re-

taliation against the defense of conservative 

family values from the liberal European en-

croachment.

Maintaining a Polarized 
Status Quo

The European Union has been demanding 

that the Georgian Dream depolarize society. 

The first priority among the 12 conditions set 
forth in 2022 was depolarization. Depolariza-

tion is also key in the nine conditions the 

Commission imposed on Tbilisi in November 

2023. However, the polarization of Georgian 

society is different from what a classic un-

derstanding of this term would imply – a hor-

izontal, equally powerful two poles fighting a 
political battle, leaving no space for other po-

litical actors. As wittily noted by Hans Gut-
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The Georgian Dream also employs 
disinformation and propaganda to 
present itself as an anti-liberal force, 
depicting the liberal West as an enemy.

The Georgian Dream needs to 
maintain a highly polarized society to 
keep its power in the 2024 
parliamentary elections.

https://civil.ge/archives/491718


rhetoric and propaganda, it will mark an un-

precedented shift in Georgia's political land-

scape as, for the first time, Georgia will have 
a government that had run and won on the 

anti-Western platform. Such an outcome 

would jeopardize not only the Georgian peo-

ple's interests but also the West’s strategic 

interests in the wider region.

The European Union and the United States, 

nonetheless, still possess instruments to 

curb the Georgian Dream’s anti-Western 

propaganda. The first step in this direction 
has already been taken by introducing the 

condition of a fight against disinformation in 
the EU conditions. The EU and the US have 

already pledged funds to fight disinformation 
in Georgia. However, the next four steps are 

just as important. 

First, the European Union must regularly 

follow up on the status of implementing the 

anti-disinformation condition. The ruling 

party will most likely attempt to win-

dow-dress this condition's implementation 

by adopting an action plan and creating doc-

uments and frameworks of action. However, 

the essence of propaganda is in the machin-

ery that the Georgian Dream has created. 

The EU must insist that the party-led media 

must become open for political debates and 

stop coordinated anti-Western attacks. 

Second, the European Union should follow 

the United States and consider sanctioning 

those individuals, including the propaganda 

chiefs of the Georgian Dream, who are 

spreading anti-Western and pro-Russian 

propaganda and contributing to the 

strengthening of the Russian positions in 

Georgia. In September 2023, the US State 

Department imposed sanctions on the 

UNM, ranging from right-leaning classical 

liberal European Georgia to the libertarian 

right Girchi and Droa to center liberal Lelo 

and a few left parties such as Labor and the 

Citizens. The choice also includes the former 

Georgian Dream Prime Minister Giorgi Ga-

kharia’s For Georgia party, whose success in 

clearing the 5% threshold would be the big-

gest hit for the Georgian Dream as Gakharia 

garners his supporters from the Georgian 

Dream’s camp. 

Achieving the goal of maintaining a polarized 

Georgian society can only be achieved 

through the massive propaganda campaign, 

which is aimed at portraying the whole op-

position as “radical” and “warmongering.” 

What Can the West Do?

As the 2024 parliamentary elections draw 

near, the West should be worried about the 

drastic rise of propaganda and disinforma-

tion in the best Russian traditions. While the 

Georgian Dream may enhance its party 

image through these tactics, it undermines 

societal resilience and cohesiveness through 

radicalizing polarizing rhetoric and smear 

campaigns. Anti-Western propaganda also 

undermines Georgia’s European aspirations 

and erodes public support for EU and NATO 

membership. Lastly, the Georgian Dream’s 

propaganda creates fertile ground for Rus-

sia’s Foreign Information Manipulation In-

terferences (FIMI). 

If the Georgian Dream manages to win the 

2024 elections with rampant anti-Western 

BY SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №01 | December, 2023

36

Anti-Western propaganda also 
undermines Georgia’s European 
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for EU and NATO membership.
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the Georgian Dream for promising to deliver 

on the reforms and actually demand their 

implementation. Recommending (and hope-

fully granting) candidate status to Georgia 

was a geopolitical act that allowed Tbilisi to 

move to the next stage. However, the Geor-

gian Dream must now receive the clear mes-

sage that the EU would not cut them slack 

anymore

former Prosecutor General of Georgia, Otar 

Partskhaladze, for his actions “to influence 
Georgian society and politics for the benefit 
of Russia.” The EU could do the same. If not 

collectively, then concrete EU Member 

States can introduce travel sanctions for the 

Georgian propagandists. This could be the 

most serious deterrent for continuing an-

ti-Western propaganda.

Thirdly, the EU must support independent 

media in Georgia. The best medicine against 

propaganda is having a plurality of strong 

voices heard through various TV and online 

media sources. The Georgian media land-

scape is diverse but has been weakened by 

the Georgian Dream. Court cases against 

media managers and journalists and attacks 

against civil society weaken the social fabric, 

which could resist propaganda and disinfor-

mation. 

And finally, the EU must stop giving credit to 
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Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

the topic of EU enlargement reemerged on 

the policy agenda in Brussels and among the 

member states. The opening of the member-

ship path for the Eastern Trio (Ukraine, Mol-

dova, Georgia) and beyond (several Western 

Balkan candidacies are simmering again, and 

some have started dreaming about bringing 

Armenia in shortly) is Ukraine-driven. It is 

both Russia's extreme revisionism and the 

Ukrainian armed forces’ heroic resistance 

that created the momentum that the EU 

cannot ignore.  There is now a “strategic 
need” for enlargement, and no other choice 

exists. In this, the new wave of enlargement 

will differ from the previous ones, driven by 

the opportunity created by the collapse of 

communism and the positive agenda of unit-

ing the European continent under freedom 

and democracy banners. In the current his-

torical context, Brussels and other European 

capitals understand that the cost of non-en-

largement is more significant than that of 
enlargement.

Georgia's good fortune is to be caught by 

Brussels on the right side of the new dividing 

lines. With Russia and the new camp of au-

thoritarian states on one side and Ukraine 

and the West on the other, the EU perceives 

Georgia to be on the right side because of the 

strong Europhilia of Georgia's population, 

despite the markedly Eurosceptic, not to say 

Europhobic, tendencies of its government. 

Charlie Chaplin once said that the irony of 

life was doing wrong things at the right 

moment or doing right things at the wrong 

moment. It is hard not to see the irony that 
the EU wants to speed up Georgia’s European 

integration now when the least pro-Europe-

an Georgian Dream (GD) government since 

Georgia’s independence is in power. The pre-

vious highly pro-European United National 

Movement (UNM) government (2004-2012) 

never saw such enthusiasm regarding its as-

piration to join the EU.

On November 8, 2023, the European Com-

mission recommended offering candidate 

status “with conditions to be met” to the gov-

ernment that calls the EU “unfair,” “oppres-

sive,” and accuses the Europeans of trying to 

drag Tbilisi into the war with Russia. Just 15 

years ago, many European diplomats and 

politicians could not hide, at best, their 

amusement and, at worst, their annoyance at 

seeing European flags hoisted on all Geor-

gian public buildings by the decision of the 

UNM government: “You are not an EU 

member, and you will not get there anytime 

soon” was the most common reaction at the 

time. 

European Commission recommended 
offering candidate status “with 
conditions to be met” to the 
government that calls the EU 
“unfair,” “oppressive,” and accuses the 
Europeans of trying to drag Tbilisi 
into the war with Russia.
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sparked increased European interest in 

Georgia during the 2000s. However, Georgia 

was still considered just a neighbor with no 

immediate prospects of joining the “Europe-

an club.” The Russian invasion of Georgia in 

2008, marking Moscow's first military foray 
beyond its borders since Afghanistan, signifi-

cantly altered European geopolitical percep-

tions, highlighting Russia as a rising threat to 

the continent. The war's impact on geopoliti-

cal dynamics led to the creation of the East-

ern Partnership (EaP) initiative, officially 
launched in 2009.

With the EaP, Georgia had the chance to ne-

gotiate the Association Agreement (AA) and 

the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 

Agreement (DCFTA) with the EU. As is often 

the case in EU policies, an assumed ambigui-

ty and operational misunderstandings 

emerged. While most Western and Southern 

European members thought the AA was a 

tool to avoid any eventuality of enlargement, 

the pro-enlargement “usual suspects” (Po-

land, Baltics) along with the Eastern Europe-

an states signatories to the AA (Ukraine, Mol-

dova, Georgia), considered these treaties as a 

first step towards future enlargement, even 
if the prospects for this future enlargement 

seemed ambiguous and distant at the time.

Following Chaplin's definition of irony, the 
problem with the AA, the DCFTA, and the visa 

liberalization agreements was that their con-

clusion occurred during the period of “en-

largement fatigue.” In the 2010s, most West-

ern Balkan countries received candidate 

status, and some even started negotiating 

membership (Montenegro, Serbia). Still, 

within the EU, the time for enlargement was 

not yet ripe. Many thought that the EU had 

not digested the enlargements of the 2000s 

This decision, however, raises many ques-

tions. Is granting Georgia candidate status in 

these circumstances a good choice? Will it 

have positive medium- or long-term conse-

quences for Georgia and the EU? What can 

be done to avoid making the same past mis-

takes? How can the negative scenarios that 

have characterized older candidate countries 

(e.g., Serbia and Turkey) be avoided? How 

should the increasing Russian influence be 
countered and the subsequent decline of 

popular support for EU membership be 

avoided? How can the enlargement process 

stop the slide toward authoritarianism with-

out substantial reforms? 

EU-Georgia Relations under UNM 
and GD: A Swinging “je t'aime, moi 
non plus”

For Georgia, the EU is almost unconditional 

love. The desire for Europe, especially among 

the cultural and intellectual elites, predates 

the country's independence, even if the fas-

cination with Europe is more recent for ordi-

nary Georgians and probably follows other 

imperatives than sharing the same values. An 

analysis of the roots and causes of the Geor-

gian population's Europhilia is not the pur-

pose of this piece. Still, it is a decisive factor 

worth considering.

The EU’s response to this almost blind and 

unconditional love depended on which phase 

the Georgia-EU relations were in. Before the 

November 20023 Rose Revolution, Georgia 

and the entire Caucasus region were seen as, 

above all, a potential source of such problems 

as ethnic conflicts, crime, and refugees. The 
reforms of the Rose Revolution in Georgia 

For Georgia, the EU is almost 
unconditional love.
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The first foreign policy statements of Ivan-

ishvili about the non-existence of threats 

from Russia (“I don't believe that Russia's 

strategy is to occupy its neighbors’ territo-

ries”) and the fascination with Armenia’s for-

eign policy positioning (“Armenia's policy to-

wards NATO and Russia is a good example for 

Georgia”) were not considered as particularly 

problematic by the Europeans at that time. 

Before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine 

in February 2022 and even shortly after, the 

enlargement file remained politically frozen. 
The EU calmly followed a bureaucratic en-

largement routine by emphasizing the ne-

cessity to strictly comply with the spirit and 

letter of the membership criteria. As objec-

tively no candidate or aspiring country met 

the criteria, the EU was poised to remain 

passive on enlargement for many years and 

possibly even decades.  

Finally, in the spring of 2022, Ukrainian resis-

tance and the demonstration that it could 

survive and even prevail against Moscow 

radically changed the situation. There was an 

apparent shift in attitude among the three 

European leaders (Macron, Scholtz, Draghi) 

following their joint visit to Kyiv in the 

summer of 2022. Macron recited a true pro-

fession of faith in favor of enlargement in his 

significant GLOBSEC Bratislava speech in 
Spring 2023. Thanks to the Ukrainian resis-

tance, a traditional champion of non-en-

largement, France made its aggiornamento.

Within this scenario, the current Georgian 

and that institutional functioning was be-

coming more complicated with 27 or 28 

members. Fears of uncontrolled enlargement 

took precedence over geopolitical ambition, 

and the approach became minimalistic.

Thus, in the final stretch of negotiations on 
the AA text between the EU and Georgia, a 

fierce battle took place over the evocation of 
the European perspective in the treaty pre-

amble. Substantial resistance to anything 

that could have even remotely given the hope 

of enlargement came from the major capitals 

(Berlin, Paris). Several rounds of negotiations 

on each comma resulted in a rather vague 

formulation about “political association and 

economic integration,” acknowledging “the 

European aspirations and European choice 

of Georgia” and recognizing that Georgia was 

an “Eastern European country.”

With the entry into force of the AA, the 

DCFTA, and visa liberalization, the relations 

of Brussels with its Eastern partners fol-

lowed a period of creativity breakdown. En-

largement was often portrayed as the root of 

numerous problems in many member states, 

with politicians frequently presenting it as a 

convenient scapegoat for various issues.

Bidzina Ivanishvili, a Georgian billionaire 

with Russian connections, and his Georgian 

Dream party came to power amidst this con-

text. Unlike the previous ruling party, which 

started to annoy many European leaders 

with its overflowing activism and the strong 
desire to accelerate European integration, 

the “temperance” of the new ruling party and 

its “middle” position between the West and 

Russia found a positive echo in Europe, too 

tired of enlargement and eager to find a last-

ing modus vivendi with Moscow.

Georgian government's lack of 
enthusiasm for Europe and its 
hesitancy to implement essential 
reforms are outweighed by 
geopolitical factors.
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through two prisms: geopolitical and trans-

formational. That is to say, either enlarge-

ment happens because there is a geopolitical 

imperative or because the aspiring state has 

successfully transformed its political, eco-

nomic, and social systems, adopted the 

values of the EU, and led a foreign policy 

compatible with that of the Union. The new 

wave of enlargement is geopolitical, which is 

very good news. Without geopolitics, Geor-

gia's accession to the EU would be impossible 

in the visible future. But this geopoliti-

cal/transformational dichotomy becomes ir-

relevant if no sign of transformation and 

backsliding of reforms blocks the geopoliti-

cal momentum and causes the failure of the 

enlargement process. 

In this respect, the comparison of Georgia 

with Serbia can be interesting. Serbia re-

ceived candidate status from the European 

Council in October 2012, and the first inter-

governmental conference that launched the 

negotiations took place in January 2014. 

Nearly three-quarters of the 35 chapters are 

open, and two have been negotiated and 

temporarily closed. However, after more 

than ten years of talks, the political situation 

in Serbia has evolved in the wrong direction. 

The Serbian political system is considered a 

“competitive authoritarian,” meaning it is 

formally pluralist, but the protagonists are 

not equal. The main Serbian media outlets 

are generally close to the ruling party, and 

opponents have little or no access to them. 

Public sector employees are encouraged and 

even forced to vote for the ruling party. The 

Serbian opposition considers that the elec-

tions in the country are unwinnable given 

the conspiracy of the ruling party's interests 

and economic and criminal circles. Freedom 

House believes that Serbia is no longer a de-

government's lack of enthusiasm for Europe 

and its hesitancy to implement essential re-

forms are outweighed by geopolitical factors. 

The determined spirit of the Georgian people 

further bolsters these considerations. The 

favorable recommendation by the Commis-

sion was issued despite the actions of the 

Georgian Dream government rather than be-

cause of them.

How to avoid a post-candidate 
status failure?

Was the Commission right to give a positive 

recommendation to Georgia's candidate 

status in November 2023 when its govern-

ment did not deserve it and adopted a series 

of measures that knowingly went against the 

recommendations? Is it wise to continue the 

path of enlargement with a Georgian Dream 

taking up the “pinnacles” of Russian propa-

ganda on the war in Ukraine, the “moral 

decay of Europe,” and its “crisis of values?” 

Should Brussels reward a government that 

seeks candidate status solely for internal po-

litical use and has no real intention of adopt-

ing reforms, as the latter would directly 

threaten its monopoly on political power, its 

domination in media, and its control of the 

judiciary? Is the EU not making the same 

mistake as in the case of Serbia, a candidate 

country since 2012 and in membership nego-

tiations since 2015, but in apparent decline in 

terms of compliance with EU criteria of de-

mocracy, the rule of law, the fight against 
corruption and the alignment with EU for-

eign policy decisions?

The subject of EU enlargement can be viewed 

The subject of EU enlargement can be 
viewed through two prisms: 
geopolitical and transformational.
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Serbia is following the path already taken by 

Turkey, the oldest candidate and neighbor to 

have started accession negotiations. Once 

very favorably disposed towards the EU, with 

a majority of the population fervently in 

favor of membership (still 46-48% in the 

2000s), Turkey today seems the furthest 

from the EU in the history of relations be-

tween Brussels and Ankara. Many even be-

lieve that the process is beyond repair and 

dead.

Once again, Serbia’s and Turkey's paths con-

tain many specificities. For example, Islam 
and European states’ skepticism towards 

Turkey are non-negligible factors. The same 

applies to a violent confrontation in the 

1990s between Serbia and NATO, of which 

most EU states are also members.

The Serbian and Turkish examples should 

put the EU on alert with Georgia, which was 

off to a perfect start, but its illiberal and au-

thoritarian turn is jeopardizing its member-

ship bid. Georgia is yet to arrive there, 

though. Even if the current leadership in 

Tbilisi is at least as illiberal and undemocrat-

ic as in Belgrade, the critical asset of the 

Georgian candidacy is its public opinion, 

which, despite the anti-EU propaganda often 

disseminated by the pro-government media, 

remains firmly anchored in favor of the EU. 
This temporary asset may progressively dis-

appear if the government keeps methodically 

destroying the foundations of pro-EU

mocracy but a “hybrid regime.” A law aimed 

at restricting the activities of NGOs and the 

independent media was adopted in July 2020. 

In addition, the country is developing solid 

relations with forces hostile to Europe, nota-

bly with Putin's Russia, and has signed free 

trade agreements with China, agreements 

which the EU considers to be difficult to rec-

oncile with the economic integration of 

Serbia with the EU. Those who know Georgia 

will see many similarities.

Serbia does not follow the EU’s sanctions on 

Russia and, conversely, de facto participates 

in circumventing them. Its alignment rate 

with EU foreign policy is under 50 % (the 

same indicator is above 90% in the case of 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Albania) 

even though the country is the largest recipi-

ent of EU funds.

Serbian experience can help us understand 

the risks for Georgia. Letting go of reforms 

and refusing the transformative aspect of the 

accession process will ultimately cause the 

strengthening of authoritarianism and es-

tablishing an illiberal regime that will even-

tually move the country away from, and not 

closer to, Europe.

The illiberal regime's priority is power con-

servation, so this imperative is incompatible 

with European integration. On the contrary, 

the latter becomes the main threat, and con-

sequently, the regime is obliged to attack 

Europe and its values through propaganda 

tools, thus undermining public support for 

the EU. This is the final stage of the process, 
where the circle is complete. According to 

the latest polls, only around 20% of Serbs 

view the EU positively, and only a third of the 

population favor joining the Union. In a way, 

The Serbian and Turkish examples 
should put the EU on alert with 
Georgia, which was off to a perfect 
start, but its illiberal and 
authoritarian turn is jeopardizing its 
membership bid.
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party's leaders.

Conclusion

Three main elements stand out when exam-

ining the factors affecting the EU's decision 

to enlarge. Geopolitical considerations often 

take precedence, followed by the level of 

public support and the extent to which a 

country aligns with the EU's Copenhagen 

Criteria, encompassing democratic princi-

ples, the rule of law, a functioning market 

economy, and adherence to EU laws and reg-

ulations. This alignment is also regarded as a 

transformative factor, with geopolitics fre-

quently being the primary catalyst for ex-

pansion. However, a notable gap exists be-

tween the rhetoric surrounding “geopolitical 

enlargement” and the reform efforts, espe-

cially in Georgia's case.

The experience of EU-Georgia relations il-

lustrates that a pro-European stance and a 

desire for transformation through reforms 

are insufficient for rapid progression toward 
EU membership without a strong geopoliti-

cal drive. Currently, Georgia lags behind its 

Eastern European counterparts in its enthu-

siasm for the EU, but this does not rule out 

its candidacy. The EU may relax its criteria 

when geopolitical needs, backed by public 

support, call for it.

Nonetheless, there are inherent dangers in 

offering commitments to an essentially Eu-

rosceptic government. If the EU does not 

adhere to strict conditionalities and a trans-

feelings among citizens.

The recommendation by the Commission to 

grant Georgia candidate status for member-

ship, which is anticipated to be finalized by 
the European Council in December, rep-

resents a positive step. If the EU strategically 

positions Georgia on the favorable side of the 

emerging geopolitical divide despite its “dif-

ferent geography,” such a move should be 

met with resounding approval. However, the 

EU must maintain a transformational ap-

proach to its enlargement policy, ensuring 

that stringent conditions are upheld. Provid-

ing unconditional support to a government 

that desires the status of a candidate without 

a commitment to European values could lead 

to severe repercussions.

The Commission's evaluation has highlighted 

the importance of engaging Georgian civil 

society and the political opposition. The EU 

has set a clear expectation that candidate 

status for Georgia is contingent upon meet-

ing specific conditions and beginning or 
completing significant reforms. EU messages 
are loud and clear: the government's strategy 

of deflecting blame onto Brussels for infring-

ing upon national sovereignty is unlikely to 

find traction with public opinion. Conversely, 
vagueness in communication allows the gov-

ernment to point fingers at the EU, the oppo-

sition, and civil society for hindering the pro-

cess of European integration. By conveying 

explicit messages and delineating responsi-

bilities, the Georgian Dream could alienate 

its pro-European voter base, which is sub-

stantial. If European institutions precisely 

attribute the accountability for integration 

setbacks, the fear of losing the pro-European 

segment of Georgian Dream supporters, in-

cluding civil servants, could pressure the 

The Georgian government may 
exploit its candidate status and the 
negotiation process to entrench its 
power rather than genuinely 
integrate with the EU.



parent dialogue about responsibilities for a 

failure to meet objectives, the Georgian gov-

ernment may exploit its candidate status and 

the negotiation process to entrench its 

power rather than genuinely integrate with 

the EU. This could lead to establishing an il-

liberal regime, jeopardizing the country's EU 

membership prospects. The EU has the fi-

nancial and administrative means to further 

the enlargement's transformative goals and, 

if faced with resistance from the national au-

thorities, bolster society and ensure trans-

parent electoral processes, particularly look-

ing ahead to the pivotal 2024 elections.

It does not matter if some good things occur 

in the form of the irony of history; the most 

important thing is to seize the opportunity 

and achieve profoundly positive societal 

changes. After all, according to Emile Cioran, 

the “history of the whole of mankind is irony 

on the move”
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nership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) 

from 1996 to 2009, (2) the Eastern Partner-

ship (EaP) initiative from 2009 to 2014, (3) the 

Association Agreement (AA) agenda from 

2014 until 2022 and (4) the enlargement path 

from 2022 until today.

In the first stage, when Georgia's statehood 
was still in the embryonic phase, the objec-

tive of the EU was to lead Georgia toward re-

specting the principles and provisions con-

tained in the Helsinki Final Act and funda-

mental OSCE documents. The primary 

modus of the PCA was to support Georgia's 

independence, sovereignty, and territorial 

integrity while helping it build political and 

economic systems based on democratic 

principles. On the other hand, Russia was the 

main source of instability in Georgia during 

that period. Russia's total control over the 

conflicts in Georgia's Abkhazia and Tskhin-

vali regions was the main limiting factor for 

Georgia's state-building opportunities. 

Georgia’s economy also depended on Russia, 

which often used this leverage to exert polit-

ical pressure on Tbilisi. Russia enjoyed total 

comfort in achieving its objectives in Georgia 

at that time. However, Russia quickly lost in-

fluence in Georgia after the 2003 Rose Revo-

lution because of accelerated Western-ori-

ented reforms. This was also when the Euro-

pean Union created the European Neighbor-

hood Policy, offering Georgia the “stake” in 

the internal market and prospects of good 

neighborly relations. As Georgia quickly im-

plemented the democratic reforms and Eu-

Small countries in complex contested envi-

ronments, such as the Eastern Partnership 

region, face a fundamental choice between 

various spheres of influence. On the one 
hand, the West, in general, and the EU, in 

particular, and, on the other hand, Russia, are 

competing to promote their inherently con-

tradictory values and interests in the region. 

While the EU invests in developing stable and 

prosperous democracies in its periphery, 

Russia wages hybrid warfare to weaken and 

undermine the development and security of 

its neighbors. Both influence their shared 
neighborhood through their peculiar ways 

and means. Thereby, the foreign policy 

choices of the Eastern Partnership states are 

guided by how they perceive the balance be-

tween the risks and the opportunities of 

aligning their interests with the policies and 

visions of the competing actors. Georgia is 

no exception. 

European Democracy and 
Prosperity vs. Russian Instability 
and Conflicts 

To understand the policies and choices of 

Georgian society and the political elites 

throughout the last 30 years, the juxtaposi-

tion of Russian and Western (read European 

and American) hard and soft power projec-

tions could help understand the rationale of 

Georgia’s foreign policymaking. For the pur-

pose of this exercise, Georgia-EU relations 

will be divided into four qualitatively differ-

ent stages – (1) cooperation under the Part-
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“non-recognition and engagement” shortly 

after the war, which remains a conceptual 

basis of its policy towards Georgia’s occupied 

regions. 

Further developments in EU-Georgia rela-

tions took place in response to Russia's an-

nexation of Crimea and the instigation of the 

conflict in Donbas, Ukraine. The signing of 
the AA marked a qualitatively new stage of 

relations between the EU and Georgia. In 

contrast to the PCA and the Neighborhood 

Policy, the AA was designed to promote 

Georgia's political association and economic 

integration into the EU, opening paths for 

deep and comprehensive free trade and visa 

liberalization agreements. By then, it had 

become clear that Russia had abandoned 

forms of civilized competition with the EU 

and resorted to brute force and hybrid war-

fare to achieve an upper hand in its neigh-

borhood. It took the EU a long time to digest 

this dramatic shift in Russia’s policy; there-

fore, the EU continued with its strategic am-

biguity policies during the third period, 

giving enough space and stimulus for Rus-

sia's aggressive bid to dominate the region. 

Strategic ambiguity was also demonstrated 

in the failure to acknowledge the ambitions 

of associated members to join European and 

Euro-Atlantic structures.

Finally, the monumental turning point in the 

EU's policy towards its Eastern neighbors 

was once again triggered in response to Rus-

sia's war of aggression against Ukraine in 

2022, opening a long-awaited membership 

perspective to Georgia and granting official 
candidate status to Moldova and Ukraine. 

The cooperation and integration process de-

tails for all three countries still need to be 

clearly defined. There are still divisions 

ropeanized its way of life and administration, 

European influence increased while the 
Kremlin’s decreased. The culmination of this 

process was the 2008 war – when Moscow 

used conventional military power as a last 

resort to ensure that Georgia did not escape 

its sphere of influence.

The next stage of Georgia-EU relations was 

forced by the EU's need to respond to Rus-

sia's aggression against Georgia in 2008, in-

troducing the new engagement concept with 

the six former Soviet republics (Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, 

Ukraine) under the Eastern Partnership um-

brella. A mixed model of multilateral and bi-

lateral initiatives was focused on supporting 

democracy, the rule of law reform, and eco-

nomic opportunities based on "common 

values and mutual interest." The EU's imme-

diate response in the aftermath of Russia's 

aggression against Georgia was marked by 

the assistance package of EUR five billion to 
stabilize the Georgian economy and recon-

struct war-damaged infrastructure. Also, the 

EU quickly decided to deploy the European 

Union Monitoring Mission (EUMM) - the 

EU's unarmed civilian mission to monitor 

conflict-affected areas in Georgia. In the 
conflict resolution context, the relationship 
between the EU and Georgia in the aftermath 

of the 2008 war was framed by the contro-

versial report of the Independent Interna-

tional Fact-Finding Mission (Tagliavini Com-

mission) established by the Council of the 

European Union to inspect the causes of the 

2008 war. The report failed to blame Russia 

for its aggression against Georgia openly. 

Such a stance gave an unfortunate context 

for adequately analyzing the war and justify-

ing Russia's aggressive regional strategy; 

however, the EU crafted the policy of 
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Conditionality vs. Coercion

The EU's support for Georgia has been fo-

cused on helping Georgia implement its ob-

jectives and priorities based on the condi-

tionality principle, meaning that the EU sets 

certain value-based conditions for the part-

nership and requests that the partners 

follow them, in return offering them closer 

political, people-to-people and economic as-

sociation. The EU-Georgia Association 

Agenda clearly states that the “EU’s assis-

tance is bound to jointly agreed strict condi-

tionalities related to the progress on reform." 

According to the Constitution of Georgia and 

confirmed in all conceptual documents re-

lated to foreign and security policy, integra-

tion into the European Union is one of Geor-

gia’s top national priorities. Article 78 of the 

Constitution reads that “the constitutional 

bodies shall take all measures within the 

scope of their competencies to ensure the 

full integration of Georgia into the European 

Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-

zation.” EU-Georgia relations are driven 

mainly by the shared interest in strengthen-

ing democracy, the economy, and the rule of 

law – the priorities also outlined in the pre-

amble of the Georgian constitution. There-

fore, it is unsurprising that through all stages 

of EU-Georgia relations, democratic reforms 

were always the primary condition and criti-

cal determinant of the partnership agenda.

To assess the effectiveness of the EU's poli-

cies on Georgia's choices, it is essential to 

analyze the historical and cultural context in 

which Georgia's national identity has been 

taking shape. Due to the numerous invasions 

and occupations by different regional super-

powers, the protection of freedoms and lib-

erties has been historically the defining value 

inside the EU about when the accession talks 

should start with the candidate states. In No-

vember 2023, the European Commission rec-

ommended granting candidate status to 

Georgia and starting accession talks with 

Ukraine and Moldova. The EU's priorities in 

Georgia and the wider region stayed in the 

realm of implementing a "democratic and the 

rule of law agenda through ambitious politi-

cal, judicial and anti-corruption reforms," as 

stated in the EU-Georgia association agenda 

for 2021-2027. After the unprovoked 

full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russia degen-

erated its leverage as a factor in the EU's de-

cision-making process; however, through its 

so-called Trojan horses, such as Hungary's 

Prime Minister Viktor Orban, the Kremlin 

still has a chance of vetoing essential deci-

sions related to the EaP countries.

Through all four stages, the EU's priorities 

and general objectives outlined in the corre-

sponding framework agreements and all 

other political declarations can be summa-

rized as helping Georgia develop and consol-

idate its economy, democracy, and the rule of 

law. The EU's decisions on moving forward 

with cooperation or integration with the EaP 

countries never preceded but followed Rus-

sia's aggressive actions. Russia indirectly in-

fluenced EU decisions regarding the EaP 
countries throughout these four stages. 

While the EU’s policies exclusively aimed at 

assisting Georgia with economic and demo-

cratic development through soft initiatives, 

conditional assistance, and a push for re-

forms, Russia used a combination of soft and 

hard power, establishing hotspots of insecu-

rity and grey zones in its neighborhood, 

which were then used as leverages, albeit not 

always successfully. 
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cooling of relations between Georgia and the 

EU. Strains have been especially obvious 

since the Georgian government failed to 

support Ukraine and its Western allies after 

Russia launched its war of aggression in 

2022, despite the population's strong soli-

darity towards the Ukrainian cause. It 

became evident that Georgia's foreign policy 

moved away from the solid pro-Western 

course for the first time, and the foreign 
policy choice of the political elites contra-

dicted public preferences. 

Evolution of the Georgian Dream’s 
Foreign Policy

There have been three stages in the evolu-

tion of the Georgian Dream's foreign policy 

leading to the current anti-European policy, 

which has been in effect since 2022. 

Since 2012, after the Georgian Dream’s elec-

toral victory, Georgia's pro-western foreign 

policy has taken a more balanced turn. The 

official narrative was that Georgia was pur-

suing European and Euro-Atlantic integra-

tion parallel to normalizing relations with 

Russia. This was the turning point in Geor-

gia's foreign policy thinking. If before seeking 

refuge in European and Euro-Atlantic struc-

tures was the only possible alternative for 

mitigating the risk of Russia's aggression, 

now the newly elected government proposed 

to bandwagon the Russian threat. Over time, 

Georgian Dream narratives on NATO inte-

gration started to fade alongside a visible 

for Georgian society. The value-based civili-

zational choices drove Georgians to seek in-

dependence from the USSR, join the Council 

of Europe (CoE), and Europeanize many eco-

nomic and public administration sectors. The 

Western choices and aspirations of the Geor-

gian people were consistently visible in vari-

ous public opinion surveys conducted by 

reputable international agencies. A recent 

survey published by the International Repub-

lican Institute in April 2023 and all other pre-

vious studies of a similar nature showed that 

around 90% of Georgians are interested in 

European integration. According to the same 

study, the EU is primarily associated with 

economic development and a general im-

provement in the standard of living, protec-

tion of freedoms, and security for most 

Georgians. 

The strongly pronounced will of society was 

the scene-setter for the foreign policy 

agenda for the consecutive governments of 

Georgia since regaining independence. Vari-

ous governments at different times had fluc-

tuating success in rapprochement with the 

EU; however, the declared policy has always 

been unequivocally pro-European. 

In recent years, however, the gap emerged 

between the officially announced foreign 
policy priorities of European and Euro-At-

lantic integration and the Georgian govern-

ment’s actions and decisions to consolidate 

power. Democratic backsliding resulted in a 
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In recent years, however, the gap 
emerged between the officially 
announced foreign policy priorities of 
European and Euro-Atlantic 
integration and the Georgian 
government’s actions and decisions to 
consolidate power.

Compromising on the strategic 
national interests of Georgia for the 
sake of not irritating Russia 
culminated in terminating the 
development of a US-supported 
deep-sea port project in Anaklia.
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Later on, the principles of Michel's agree-

ment were elaborated and expanded into 12 

priority areas constituting the European 

Commission's recommendations and condi-

tions necessary to obtain EU candidate 

status. The government realized that imple-

menting the reforms requested by the EU 

would inevitably lead to the proper balance 

of power between political actors in Georgia. 

The risk of losing its monopoly on power 

pushed the ruling party to confront the EU's 

conditionality openly. Fearing the outrage of 

the Georgian society over the foreign policy 

change, the Georgian Dream still maintained 

a pro-European narrative while openly disre-

garding the EU's conditions.

The third and current stage of the policy 

change is marked by the Georgian Dream's 

'normalization' policy, accommodating Rus-

sia's interest in hampering Georgia's Europe-

an and Euro-Atlantic integration. Since 

Russia started its war of aggression in 

Ukraine, it became apparent that the govern-

ment of Georgia failed to support Ukraine, 

openly confronting it and its Western allies 

by launching an anti-Western propaganda 

campaign. While failing to criticize Russia for 

its aggression, blaming Ukraine and its West-

ern allies for trying to open a second front in 

Georgia has become a mainstream narrative 

for the Georgian Dream's leaders and its 

proxies. The narrative of the imminent ne-

cessity of avoiding war with Russia has been 

skillfully fused with maintaining power at all 

costs. Thus, besides open anti-Western rhet-

oric, the Georgian Dream started testing the 

resilience of society's support of the 

pro-Western course by trying to introduce 

Russia-friendly policies and actions. Georgia 

opened doors for the uncontrolled waves of 

Russian migrants fleeing Russia after the war 

slowdown in NATO-Georgia relations. Com-

promising on the strategic national interests 

of Georgia for the sake of not irritating 

Russia culminated in terminating the devel-

opment of a US-supported deep-sea port 

project in Anaklia. Russia was particularly 

hostile to Georgia's active partnership with 

NATO and the US. Thus, for the first time, 
Russia's coercive policies overruled the 

West's power of attraction in the calculation 

of Georgia's government. At that point, coop-

eration with the EU did not exhibit risks to 

the balance strategy, especially since the EU 

also encouraged normalizing relations be-

tween Georgia and Russia.

The next stage in Georgia's foreign policy 

change became evident after the Georgian 

Dream decided to quit the April 2021 agree-

ment brokered by the President of the Euro-

pean Council, Charles Michel, aimed at de-

fusing a severe post-election crisis in Geor-

gia. The first noticeable signs of the EU losing 
its leverage came to light when Georgia's 

ruling party openly started jeopardizing the 

credibility of the conditionality policy. For 

the first time, the EU refused to give the 
Georgian government a EUR 75 million loan 

as it failed to fulfill the recommendations of 
the Venice Commission on judiciary inde-

pendence. The European Union unambigu-

ously noted that "Georgia failed to address 

the condition for this macro-financial assis-

tance sufficiently and notably, to increase in-

dependence, accountability and the quality 

of the judicial system." 
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The risk of losing its monopoly on 
power pushed the ruling party to 
confront the EU's conditionality 
openly.
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olizing all power sources under one political 

group. At the same time, even the loudly pro-

nounced majority opinion cannot make a po-

litical change due to insufficiencies of the 
electoral and judiciary systems.

Only a coherent EU policy addressing 

external and internal factors through 

abandoning strategic ambiguity, setting 

clear strategic objectives, and tackling 
real existential problems instead of 
focusing on formalities and bureaucratic 

procedures can deliver positive effects. 

The signs of such a strategic ap-

proach could be demonstrated by 

giving the candidate status to Georgia 

despite the government's disregard for 

conditionality while doubling down on 

empowering the pro-democracy civil 

society of Georgia and offering 

meaningful dialogue of existential security 

challenges

started in Ukraine. It resumed air connection 

with several Russian cities parallel to the 

Western efforts to isolate Russia. Most nota-

bly and despite grave concerns, the Georgian 

Dream initiated a so-called law on foreign 

agents, primarily seen by Georgian society 

and Western partners as an attempt to si-

lence civil society and further monopolize 

power. Although Georgia, Moldova, and 

Ukraine are in similar positions regarding 

formal and bureaucratic progress on re-

forms, failing to align its foreign policy with 

the EU turned Georgia from the frontrunner 

to the weakest link among associated mem-

bers. As a result, while Ukraine and Moldova 

aim to start accession talks with the EU by 

the end of this year, Georgia still needs to get 

candidate status.

Strategic Approach vs. Formalities 
and Bureaucracy

Georgia, morphing from presumably the 

world's most pro-EU country into a Rus-

sia-friendly actor, is a clear example that the 

power of attraction and conditionality poli-

cies alone cannot influence the behavior of 
political elites even if the societies project 

solid opposition. The gradual degradation of 

the conditionality policy leading to the 

change in the foreign policy of the Georgian 

government was guided by the EU's failure to 

adjust policies to the strategic context and 

balance out external and internal factors.

The external context is that the room for ef-

fective democratic and economic reforms is 

minimal, while the Russian Federation is 

waging hybrid warfare and posing an exis-

tential security threat to Georgia. Internally, 

a key factor is the improper functioning of 

democratic institutions, allowing for monop-
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