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The Assault on Higher Education 

and the Nihilistic Totalitarianism 

of the Georgian Dream

H
igher education in Georgia is under 

attack. The outlines of this aggres-

sive assault are well understood 

by now. A previous article by Sergi 

Kapanadze in GEOpolitics has described the con-

tours of the planned subjugation in more detail. As 

Kapanadze points out, the proposed changes move 

Georgia “towards a system where higher educa-

tion becomes a branch of the executive” and “away 

from the model of university autonomy developed 

after accession to the Bologna Process.” 

 

What should we make of what the Georgian Dream 

(GD) is doing? The plan matters for its destructive 

scale – but it also tells us a lot about the Georgian 

Dream and reveals that nihilistic totalitarianism is 

its key characteristic. 

A Repressive Assault Dressed up 

as Reform

The Georgian Dream regime is at this 

point seeking to destroy higher educa-

tion in Georgia as it previously existed. 

If this wording can at first seem like 
hyperbole, the scale of the total assault 

on higher education has few precedents 

in its scale other than perhaps in the 

Bolshevik Revolution.

The Georgian Dream regime is at this point seeking 

to destroy higher education in Georgia as it previ-

ously existed. If this wording can at first seem like 
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hyperbole, the scale of the total assault on high-

er education has few precedents in its scale other 

than perhaps in the Bolshevik Revolution. Practi-

cally no aspect of higher education will be left un-

touched by the plans that have been laid out. 

 

The assault targets the higher education institu-

tions, which (except for the regime-aligned state 

universities) are likely to be cut back or destroyed 

entirely. It interferes with teaching in faculties 

on the most fundamental level, subjugating it to 

the regime’s whims, via a “One City, One Faculty” 

model in which specializations will be ordered into 

specific locations. If the regime were to decide 

that sociology can only be studied at the remote 

Akhalkalaki branch of Samtskhe-Javakheti Univer-

sity, a small town that at 1,707 meters is higher than 

many mountain resorts and with sub-zero average 

temperatures for four months of the year, there is 

nothing to stop them. The financing will now be 

determined top down from the ministry, putting 

the state universities in a situation where they are 

forced into submission. Professors will have to ask 

permission if they want to retain other sources of 

income and younger teaching staff will be subor-

dinated to a chair and expected to work full-time, 

creating a system of indenture rather than tenure. 

 

To make a rollback of these reforms difficult, if not 

impossible, the regime plans to sell off key build-

ings of existing institutions to real estate develop-

ers – likely a small coterie of cronies who, anyway, 

constitute the only meaningful allies of the Geor-

gian Dream regime. The reforms will also be made 

more complicated to roll back by reducing the 

school years by one year, thus bringing even less 

mature people into institutions that will be even 

overloaded, teaching rudimentary tasks. In Ger-

many, several Länder decided to return to 13 years 

of schooling after a multi-year experiment with 

12 years showed that shortening the time brought 

few positive outcomes, although it seems to have 

affected the health and well-being of pupils nega-

tively.

A characteristic of the regime’s assault on high-

er education is that it is unconstitutional, violat-

ing Article 27, which guarantees the autonomy of 

the sector (“Academic freedom and the autonomy 

of higher educational institutions shall be guar-

anteed”). It is also typical that the Constitutional 

Court is so subjugated that it is unlikely to hear an 

appeal. 

 

Sensible reforms rely on at least some consulta-

tion, but no meaningful debate preceded this as-

sault. Several of its implications are not under-

stood. At this point, no financial planning for the 

changes seems to have been put forward. 

 

In a thoughtful analysis for Gnomon Wise, Tinatin 

Nikoleishvili has shown, piece by piece, that the 

proposed rationale for what is falsely described as 

a reform does not hold up. For each problem this 

initiative is supposed to solve, it will create many 

more. 

 

While Ilia State University has spoken up in crit-

icism, some other university leaders, including 

leaders of private universities, appear to be intim-

idated. One university leader commented in an in-

terview that “will the education reform be good or 

bad, we do not know,” omitting to say that if you do 

not know if a massive disruption of a broadly func-

tional system will be good, it is something terrible. 

Sensible policy does not tear down institutions 

without certainty that something better will arise. 

Final Clarification: 

Nihilistic Totalitarianism

While the Georgian Dream was potentially en-

couraged to assault higher education by what oth-

er governments have done, such as Hungary’s Fi-

desz government targeting the Central European 

University, the scale of what is planned in Georgia 

is far greater than what we have seen abroad. The 

confrontation of the Trump administration with 

https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/bildungsreform-in-georgien-diese-gefahr-besteht-fuer-die-universitaeten-110740828.html
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/georgian-universities-may-collapse-under-reforms-scholars-fear
https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/30346?publication=36
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wuDrTsIwYurm5SwK6SxaVfZu22uUSVIX/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wuDrTsIwYurm5SwK6SxaVfZu22uUSVIX/view
https://gnomonwise.org/en/publications/analytics/292
https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/33562785.html
https://x.com/TalkGeorgia2025/status/1989307998372560910?s=20
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/10/20/inside-the-trump-administrations-assault-on-higher-education
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American universities is also with reference to a 

narrower set of issues and based mostly on with-

holding extensive federal research funding, rath-

er than seeking to massively subjugate the entire 

sector. It is an established practice of the Georgian 

Dream to claim that their actions are based on in-

ternational precedent when, in fact, the regime’s 

actions are much more sinister. 

 

Although directed at higher education, the assault 

tells us a lot about where the Georgian Dream 

stands now. As mentioned above, it displays strong 

features of what we can call nihilistic totalitarian-

ism. 

 

This is totalitarian to the extent that it reaches far 

into private lives through its impact on the educa-

tional opportunities of tens of thousands of people. 

It is nihilistic because there is next to no positive 

content. Under its current Robespierrean Prime 

Minister, the regime seems committed to destroy-

ing alternatives to its dominance, subjugating any 

autonomous professionalism, eliminating alter-

natives, and, in the end, shredding the hope that 

Georgia could be a better or at least somewhat 

normal country. 

 

The Speaker of Parliament, Shalva Papuashvili, is a 

prime example of this approach. Foreign observ-

ers sometimes imagine that he might be engaged 

in actually running the parliament and that they 

only see the worst lines that actually get cited. In-

stead, Papuashvili is in a mode of constant assault. 

Papuashvili is smart enough to realize in his better 

moments that what he is doing is terrible, but like-

ly feels that there is no way back since all bridges 

have been burned anyway.

 

The attack on higher education thus underscores 

the Robespierrean quality of Irakli Kobakhidze — an 

inability to disengage from the cycle of aggression 

he himself unleashed, regardless of what original-

ly prompted it. This nihilistic drive sets him apart 

from the broader family of authoritarian populists. 

Most populist movements, for all their destructive 

tendencies, still anchor themselves in real societal 

anxieties — immigration being a genuine pressure 

point, however much the liberals may prefer oth-

erwise. Kobakhidze’s animus, by contrast, is not 

rooted in grievance but in a self-propelling logic of 

ideological hostility.

 

In Russia, Vladimir Putin can connect to an impe-

rial tradition that is intelligible to people. Viktor 

Orbán responds to the truncation of Hungary in 

the Treaty of Trianon much as Türkiye’s Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan draws on the Treaty of Sèvres as 
a national humiliation. The Georgian Dream, by 

contrast, has to create its enemies out of thin air – 

there is no reason for Georgians to resent Europe-

ans when over the centuries other neighbors have 

been much more dangerous to Georgia’s survival. 

 

The Georgian Dream, in that sense, is 

totalitarian rather than authoritari-

an, as authoritarians primarily seek to 

consolidate power rather than remake a 

society.

The Georgian Dream, in that sense, is totalitarian 

rather than authoritarian, as authoritarians pri-

marily seek to consolidate power rather than re-

make a society. By contrast, under Irakli Kobakh-

idze, there is an active attempt to destroy others, 

reaching deep into spaces that many authoritarian 

regimes would allow as areas of retreat for those 

who just want to get on with their lives. 

 

This aggressive assault perpetuates itself as re-

gime followers understand they will be sidelined 

– or worse – if they do not demonstrate loyalty 

proactively, in cases probably seeking to outdo 

Bidzina Ivanishvili’s expectations. As I wrote else-

where, Irakli Kobakhidze likely has concluded that 

the only way he can stay in his boss’s graces is to 

inflame his suspicions. He probably concluded that 

he cannot make Ivanishvili more reasonable, but 

https://www.nzz.ch/meinung/die-georgische-identitaet-ist-seit-generationen-proeuropaeisch-doch-an-der-spitze-des-staates-wuetet-ein-kreml-freund-ld.1895008
https://hansgutbrod.substack.com/p/the-best-possible-case-for-prime
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that he might as well make him much more para-

noid to get things done. To rank-and-file Georgian 

Dream supporters, this must be a bewildering time 

– but amidst the confusion and misdirection, they 

have learned that one thing remains true: never 

question the leadership. 

 

It is now entirely clear – if it were not before – that 

you can only have two out of these three: being 

honest, intelligent, and prepared to defend the 

Georgian Dream. In 2024, some people still tried to 

defend the regime on geopolitical grounds. In this 

defense, the Georgian Dream engaged in cautious 

balancing to avoid trouble. Yet, how does geopoli-

tics force you to shred your higher education sys-

tem? 

 

There are, of course, people who will continue to 

defend the regime’s actions, but this can only be 

done in bad faith or from a thorough inability to 

understand what is going on. If you want to make 

higher education fundamentally better, what has 

stopped the Georgian Dream from investing in 

ventures that already succeed? And would not any 

sensible undertaking at least work with the peo-

ple already engaged in the enterprise? As Ilia State 

University is ahead in the country in established 

research rankings, why take it apart?

 

If this attack sounds like something about to hap-

pen, it is necessary to realize that, in key respects, 

it has already been underway for a while. The stu-

dents are already under assault. Many educators 

have already gone into exile. One of the people who 

has been fined GEL 380,000 (around EUR 120,000) 

for a peaceful protest, Gota Chanturia, is a teacher 

and father of three children. The emergency is al-

ready here, not a few months down the line.

What Internationals Should Do: 

Support the Displaced, Isolate 

the Perpetrators

Perhaps even more so than in other fields, it is now 

essential for Georgia’s international education 

partners to react. Higher education is a global en-

terprise. No serious country undertakes it in iso-

lation. Even in Soviet days, Georgian universities 

benefited from international collaboration. 

 

Partners should support genuine schol-

ars who are threatened with displace-

ment by this authoritarian assault.

Partners should support genuine scholars who 

are threatened with displacement by this author-

itarian assault. Calibrating that will not be easy, as 

hundreds of scholars may well be affected. Offer-

ing transitional local fellowships may make more 

sense than mass relocations that overwhelm the 

limited available resources. 

 

Expanding unpaid affiliations in themselves may 

be a great help, giving scholars the chance to seek 

their own sources of funding and access to some 

research infrastructure, including online resourc-

es. It may be an idea to recreate a kind of “Ilia in 

Exile” University at a friendly institution abroad, 

without expectation of an honorarium, but again 

to retain networks that would otherwise take a 

long time to recreate. In a more sophisticated ver-

sion, some teaching could shift online with Geor-

gian students obtaining degrees in delegation 

from, say, a university in the Baltics, and student 

fees supporting the professors in situ.

https://iliauni.edu.ge/en/siaxleebi-8/axali-ambebi-36/ilia-state-university-retains-its-leading-position-in-georgia-in-the-2026-times-higher-education-the-world-university-rankings.page
https://www.hrw.org/news/2025/12/04/georgia-repressive-laws-effectively-criminalize-peaceful-protests
https://oc-media.org/between-frustration-and-persistence-the-georgian-protest-movement-reflects-on-4-october/


6

BY HANS GUTBROD Issue №25 | December, 2025

German universities must cut any 

collaborations in which they may still 

be engaged. To make a clear statement, 

this collaboration must be cut explicitly. 

A formal distancing is required, not just 

a quiet petering out of collaboration. 

Perhaps institutions cannot do more 

to help, but they have to clarify what is 

right.

Perpetrators, including those in academia, need 

to be isolated. This is particularly the case for the 

beneficiaries of this assault located around Tbili-

si State University, especially the Faculty of Law, 

from where and with which most of the Sith Lords 

of the Georgian Dream come and remain affiliated. 

Especially German universities must cut any col-

laborations in which they may still be engaged. To 

make a clear statement, this collaboration must be 

cut explicitly. A formal distancing is required, not 

just a quiet petering out of collaboration. Perhaps 

institutions cannot do more to help, but they have 

to clarify what is right. 

 

Cooperation should be revised based on this expe-

rience. Recently, perpetrators have abused schol-

arship schemes to gain attractive trips and stays 

in the very countries that the Georgian Dream 

regime vilifies on an almost weekly basis. Why do 

Western taxpayers continue to fund people who 

are attacking their governments? Funding per-

petrators is a complete misunderstanding of the 

concept of academic neutrality. 

Complicity by German 

University Partners

This is also the point where the complicity of some 

German professors and higher education needs to 

be revisited. A handful of German law professors 

have repeatedly given legitimacy to people associ-

ated with repression. Key professors, such as Mar-

tin Heger (Humboldt University of Berlin), Bernd 

Heinrich (University of Tübingen), and Edward 

Schramm (University of Jena), have never dis-

tanced themselves from compromised colleagues 

with whom they have continued working long af-

ter the scale of the repressive assault in Georgia 

was entirely clear. Several of them continue to 

be listed as editors in a law journal together with 

a senior figure of the Georgian Dream regime, a 

person already sanctioned for human rights viola-

tions by an EU country. 

 

The Technical University of Munich (TUM) contin-

ues to work with Kutaisi International University 

(KIU), a project of Bidzina Ivanishvili, likely earning 

significant amounts in the process. One can argue 

that such technical cooperation should continue 

as long as there is real merit in the teaching. 

 

It is, however, unacceptable that Wolfgang Herr-

mann, the former president of TUM, specifically 

came on the regime’s propaganda TV outlet to en-

dorse “a very good project by Bidzina Ivanishvili” at 

a time when his Georgian colleagues in higher ed-

ucation are under assault. At the very least, TUM 

and Professor Herrmann should transparently dis-

close what they earn so that people – and German 

taxpayers – can make up their mind on what they 

make of these arrangements. There is also the ar-

gument that TUM and Herrmann should sensibly 

donate any money they earn into a solidarity fund 

for Georgian scholars, rather than keeping it for 

themselves.

When Gravity Revolts 

Against Wantonness

It is possible that the assault on higher education 

– and education in general – also shows some of 

the contours of a potential self-destruction by the 

Georgian Dream.

 

https://libmod.de/deutschland-muss-handeln-ein-appell-aus-georgien/
https://furchtbarejuristen.substack.com/p/open-letter-why-are-german-law-professors
https://furchtbarejuristen.substack.com/p/wolfgang-herrmann-tu-munchen-deplatzierter
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To take just two examples, the changes will create 

massive disruption for tens of thousands of young 

Georgians. So far, there has not yet been a plausi-

ble explanation of how they will be addressed. 

This is educational disenfranchisement 

on a remarkable scale – or, to rephrase 

these abstract words, tens of thousands 

of young Georgians will have their life 

chances significantly curtailed by reck-

less changes for which no one asked.

 

As the number of high school years is reduced from 

12 to 11, the number of graduates competing for 

university admission will double in the first year 

of implementation, essentially halving the chances 

of securing a university spot. As established uni-

versities come under attack, one can expect they 

will struggle to absorb increased numbers. This is 

educational disenfranchisement on a remarkable 

scale – or, to rephrase these abstract words, tens 

of thousands of young Georgians will have their 

life chances significantly curtailed by reckless 

changes for which no one asked. 

 

Students who are currently at university will also 

be exposed to massive disruption as it will be hard 

to maintain teaching in their degree programs 

amidst all the structural changes to which they 

will be subjected – which in the most extreme cas-

es might result in their being forced to move to 

another university, or even another town, in order 

to complete their studies. If the government wants 

current first-year students to complete their de-

gree, they will also need to maintain at least some 

of the staffing for the following years. 

 

When the Georgian Dream will end is unclear. 

Nothing is unclear, however, regarding its course 

being one of nihilistic totalitarianism. This does 

inflict a lot of destruction and it may well prove 

hard for the ruling regime to sustain itself when it 

has so little positive to offer ■


