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Ambassador Shota Gvineria joined the 
Baltic Defence College as a lecturer in 
Defence and Cyber Studies in July 2019. 
He is also a fellow at the Economic Policy 
Research Center since 2017. Previously, 
Amb. Gvineria held various positions in 
Georgia’s public sector, including Dep-
uty Secretary at the National Security 
Council and Foreign Policy Advisor to the 
Minister of Defense. From 2010-14, he 
served as the Ambassador of Georgia to 
the Kingdom of the Netherlands and later 
became the Director of European Affairs 
Department at the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs. Amb. Gvineria, with an MA in Stra-
tegic Security Studies from Washington’s 
National Defense University, also earned 
MAs in International Relations from the 
Diplomatic School of Madrid and Public 
Administration from the Georgian Tech-
nical University.

Ambassador Temuri Yakobashvili distin-
guishes himself as an accomplished lead-
er in government, crisis management, and 
diplomacy. As the founder of TY Strate-
gies LLC, he extends advisory services 
globally. A pivotal figure in co-founding 
the Revival Foundation, aiding Ukraine, 
and leading the New International Lead-
ership Institute, Yakobashvili held key 
roles, including Georgia’s Ambassador to 
the U.S. and Deputy Prime Minister. With 
the rank of Ambassador Extraordinary 
and Plenipotentiary, he is a Yale World 
Fellow, trained at Oxford and Harvard. 
As a co-founder and chair of the Gov-
erning Board of the Georgian Foundation 
for Strategic and International Studies, 
he actively contributes to global media 
discussions on regional security. His sig-
nificant contributions have merited the 
Presidential Medal of Excellence.

Shota Gvineria
Contributor

Temuri Yakobashvili
Contributor

Dr. Sergi Kapanadze is a Professor of 
International Relations and European 
Integration at the Ilia State and Caucasus 
Universities in Tbilisi, Georgia. Dr. Kap-
anadze was a Vice-Speaker of the Par-
liament of Georgia from 2016–2020 and 
a Deputy Foreign Minister in 2011–2012. 
He is a co-founder and former director 
and chairman of the board of the Geor-
gia-based think tank, Georgia’s Reforms 
Associates (GRASS). He received a Ph.D. in 
International Relations from Tbilisi State 
University in 2010 and an MA in Inter-
national Relations and European Studies 
from the Central European University 
in 2003. He holds the diplomatic rank of 
Envoy Plenipotentiary.

Thornike Gordadze, a Franco-Georgian 
academic and former State Minister for 
European and Euro-Atlantic Integration 
in Georgia (2010-12), served as the Chief 
Negotiator for Georgia on the Associa-
tion Agreement and Deep and Compre-
hensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) 
with the EU. From 2014 to 2020, he led 
the Research and Studies Department at 
the Institute for Higher National Defense 
Studies in Paris. A Senior Fellow at the 
International Institute for Strategic Stud-
ies (IISS) from 2021 to 2022, he currently 
teaches at Sciences Po in Paris and is an 
Eastern Neighbourhood and Black Sea 
program fellow at the Jacques Delors In-
stitute. Gordadze, also a Senior Research-
er at the research institute Gnomon Wise, 
holds a PhD in Political Science from Sci-
ences Po Paris (2005).
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Editor and Contributor

Thornike Gordadze
Contributor
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Jaba Devdariani, a seasoned analyst of 
Georgian and European affairs, has over 
two decades of experience as an inter-
national civil servant and advisor to both 
international organizations and national 
governments. His significant roles in-
clude leading the political office of OSCE 
in Belgrade from 2009 to 2011 and serving 
as the Director for International Organi-
zations (UN, CoE, OSCE) at the Georgian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2011-2012. 
Currently, as a volunteer co-editor for 
Europe Herald, a Civil.ge project (FB/@
EuropeHerald), Devdariani dedicates his 
expertise to elucidating European cur-
rent affairs for a broader audience.
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Contributor

Vano Chkhikvadze is based in Brussels, 
Belgium and heads the EU Policy of Ar-
aminta, a human rights organization op-
erating in Germany. He used to work as 
the EU Integration Programme Manager 
at Open Society Georgia Foundation, 
Tbilisi, Georgia for 13 years. With a back-
ground as a country analyst for the Euro-
pean Stability Initiative and prior roles at 
the Eurasia Partnership Foundation and 
the Office of the State Minister on Eu-
ropean and Euro-Atlantic Integration in 
Georgia, he has extensive experience in 
monitoring EU program implementation 
in various areas. Vano Chkhikvadze also 
oversees EU projects related to regional 
cooperation. He holds a Master’s Degree 
from the College of Europe in European 
Advanced Interdisciplinary Studies and 
another from the Georgian Institute of 
Public Affairs in Policy Analysis.

Vano Chkhikvadze
Contributor



Issue №29 April, 2026

The Autumn of the Patriarchs: 

Power and Life After Permanence

T here are moments in international pol-

itics when systems appear stable not 

because they are resilient, but because 

they are organized around individu-

als whose permanence is quietly assumed. Gabriel 

García Márquez’s The Autumn of the Patriarch cap-

tured this illusion with unsettling precision: power 

concentrated in a single figure acquires an aura 
of inevitability, until its eventual decline reveals 

how little was institutionalized beneath it. Today, 
across regions and regimes, from Hungary to Iran, 

that illusion is beginning to fracture. The death of 
long-standing figures, the political fall of entrenched 
leaders, and the weakening of once-dominant ideo-

logical models are not only producing clarity and 

drive for renewal but also exposing fragile systems, 

contested succession processes, and the absence 

of durable constraints. This issue of  GEOpoli-

tics explores what happens when patriarchs fade, 
whether through electoral defeat, biological inevita-

bility, or strategic exhaustion, and, more importantly, 

what follows in the vacuum they leave behind.

Jaba Devdariani opens the issue with the politi-

cal earthquake in Hungary, where Viktor Orbán’s 
long-standing system of illiberal rule was unex-

pectedly overturned by Péter Magyar’s landslide 
victory. Yet rather than treating this as a simple 
democratic correction, the article interrogates the 

deeper mechanics of Orbánism and its resilience 

beyond the individual. Magyar’s success, Devdariani 

argues, was made possible not by dismantling the 

system, but by mastering it and replicating Fidesz’s 
organizational logic, electoral strategies, and ideo-

logical positioning while redirecting them against 

Orbán himself. The result is less a clear ideologi-
cal rupture than a reconfiguration within the same 
political framework. Hungary’s case thus offers a 
cautionary lesson: even the fall of a dominant leader 

does not necessarily dismantle the structures that 

sustained him, and the durability of illiberalism may 

outlast the patriarchs who embody it.

Thornike Gordadze brings the metaphor to its most 
literal and profound expression by examining the 

death of Catholicos-Patriarch of Georgia Ilia II and 
the impending succession within the Georgian 

Orthodox Church. Through a sharp and layered 
analysis, he portrays Georgia as a system of dual 

informal sovereignty, in which the Patriarch and the 
oligarch coexist as parallel centers of power, both 

largely insulated from democratic accountability. 

The patriarchal succession, far from being a purely 
ecclesiastical matter, emerges as a decisive political 

and geopolitical contest involving internal factions, 

state control mechanisms, and external actors such 

as Russia. Gordadze shows how Bidzina Ivanishvili’s 
system seeks to replace charismatic, autonomous 

authority with a managed, compliant figure, while 
the Church itself resists full subordination to pre-

serve its own influence. 
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Shota Gvineria shifts the focus from leadership to sys-

temic capacity, examining resilience as the defining 
condition for survival in a world where international 

guarantees are increasingly conditional and con-

tested. Through a comparative analysis of Ukraine 
and Georgia, he demonstrates how resilience is not 

an abstract concept but a practical outcome shaped 

by identity, institutional trust, preparedness, and the 

cognitive domain. Ukraine’s ability to consolidate 
national purpose under pressure contrasts sharply 

with Georgia’s trajectory, where authoritarian con-

solidation, disinformation, and institutional erosion 

have undermined the translation of pro-Western 

public sentiment into effective state action. Gviner-

ia’s argument reframes the discussion: the decline of 
patriarchal figures matters less than whether soci-
eties possess the internal coherence to withstand 

pressure once those figures lose relevance. In an 
increasingly fragmented and contested international 

system, resilience becomes the only reliable substi-

tute for absent guarantees.

Sergi Kapanadze turns to the institutional dimension 

of this transformation by examining the evolution of 

the OSCE and the activation of the Moscow Mecha-

nism against Georgia. Once a platform through which 

Georgia sought to constrain Russia and assert its 
international position, the OSCE has gradually lost 
its political weight, becoming a forum for statements 

rather than outcomes. The Moscow Mechanism, one 
of the few remaining tools capable of bypassing con-

sensus and producing authoritative findings, now 
serves primarily as a tool for documentation rather 

than enforcement. Kapanadze’s central question, 
whether the mechanism is merely a piece of paper 

or can become a “paper knife,” captures the broader 

dilemma of the current international order. Insti-

tutions still exist, reports are still produced, and 

violations are still documented, but without political 

will and follow-up action, they risk recording decline 

rather than reversing it. 

Vano Chkhikvadze introduces a different, yet com-

plementary, dimension by examining Iceland’s 
upcoming referendum on reopening EU acces-

sion negotiations and its broader implications for 

European enlargement. In a volume dominated by 
themes of decline and fragmentation, the Icelandic 

case represents an attempt at strategic renewal. Yet 
even here, the process is deeply contested, shaped 

by sovereignty concerns, economic calculations, 

and shifting geopolitical dynamics in the Arctic. 

Enlargement, once the European Union’s most 
effective transformative tool, now operates within 

a landscape of competing narratives, disinformation, 

and internal constraints. The Icelandic referendum 
becomes more than a national decision. It is a test of 

the EU’s continued attractiveness and its capacity to 
adapt to a changing geopolitical environment. 

Temuri Yakobashvili closes the edition by expand-

ing the lens to the Middle East, examining the 
consequences of the war with Iran and the demise 

of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei for regional and global 

order. His analysis underscores that the weakening 

of a central ideological and political pillar does not 

produce stability, but rather accelerates fragmenta-

tion across multiple dimensions: religious authority, 

regional power balances, alliance structures, and 

economic connectivity. The potential decline of 
Iran’s role as the center of Shia political power, the 
repositioning of Kurdish actors, the evolution of the 

Abraham Accords into a broader security architec-

ture, and the reconfiguration of global trade routes 
through the South Caucasus all point to a world in 

which established structures are giving way to fluid, 
transactional arrangements. The question “how to 
run after Iran” captures the central challenge: once 

a system anchored around a dominant actor begins 

to unravel, adaptation requires speed, clarity, and 

strategic direction - qualities that are often in short 

supply.
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With Respect,

Editorial Team

The contributions in this issue suggest that the 
“autumn of the patriarchs” is not only a moment of 

resolution but also of exposure. The decline of dom-

inant figures reveals systems that were less stable, 
institutions that were less effective, and alliances 

that were less reliable than they appeared. In such 

an environment, neither the fall of leaders nor the 

existence of formal mechanisms guarantees trans-

formation. What matters instead is whether political 

systems can move beyond personalized power, 

whether institutions can regain their capacity to 

shape outcomes, and whether societies can sustain 

resilience in the absence of certainty. If the era of 

patriarchs is indeed ending, the defining question is 
no longer who replaces them, but whether anything 

durable replaces them at all ■
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sion. The journal articles reflect contributors’ views and may not represent the editorial team’s position.
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A
s the election results poured in after 

the April 12 elections, the sigh of relief 

was heard far afield from Hungary. 
Péter Magyar’s landslide win, which 

gave him a supermajority, has rekindled hopes 

among the Georgian opposition that the Georgian 
Dream (GD) may also be compelled to loosen its 
grip on the captured state, just like its ally, Fidesz, 

had to yield to the will of the Hungarian voters. 

In the United States, too, opponents of President 
Donald Trump have locked onto what they felt is a  
“cautionary tale” for the MAGA movement.

Indeed, Viktor Orbán has emerged as one of the 

leading ideologues of “illiberal democracy,” tint-

ed by reactionary ideas about family, immigra-

tion, and gender. Orbán-backed foundations seem  

to have bankrolled the Conservative Political Ac-

tion Conference (CPAC), the MAGA movement’s 
international roadshow, which Georgian Dream 

leaders have also repeatedly  attended. But is  

Orbán’s dramatic fall a precursor of the collapse 
of his ideology? The jury is still out. For one, many 
lessons about Fidesz’s failure (and Tisza’s rise) 
seem too specific to the Hungarian context and 

may prove difficult to replicate. Secondly, it is still 
unclear whether Tisza’s success represents a fail-
ure of Orbán’s ideology elsewhere – or, indeed, in 
Hungary itself. 

Local Hound for Local Hare

It is hard to ignore that some contextual conditions 

of Tisza’s victory in 2026 closely resemble those 
of Fidesz in 2010. Now, as then, Hungary is badly 
managed: people fear galloping inflation, and Buda-

pest trails the EU in GDP per capita and individual 
consumption. Public services, education, and health-

care are chronically underfunded and crumbling, 

just as Hungarians see their leadership mired in 

corruption and collusion. Then, as now, a charis-

matic, young, conservative, and lawyerly politician 

launched a nationwide movement and captured a 

supermajority with 53% of the ballots cast. Then, as 
now, over 6 million Hungarians voted in a massive 

turnout. As an insightful commentator of Hungarian 

politics, Kim Lane Scheppele noted, Magyar “will 

remind those with long memories of that young 

Orbán — handsome and charismatic with the flu-

ency of a lawyer and an ability to speak easily to 

diverse crowds.”

Hungary: Back from the Brink?

Jaba Devdariani, a seasoned analyst of Georgian and European affairs, has over two decades of experience as an international 

civil servant and advisor to both international organizations and national governments. His significant roles include leading 

the political office of OSCE in Belgrade from 2009 to 2011 and serving as the Director for International Organizations (UN, 

CoE, OSCE) at the Georgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2011-2012. Currently, as a volunteer co-editor for Europe Herald,  

a Civil.ge project (FB/@EuropeHerald), Devdariani dedicates his expertise to elucidating European current affairs for a broad-

er audience.

JABA DEVDARIANI

Contributor

https://civil.ge/archives/730171
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/16/nx-s1-5784063/hungarian-americans-orban-defeat-trump-authoritarianism-democrats-republicans
https://www.lbc.co.uk/article/new-hungarian-pm-says-orban-government-was-using-taxpayer-money-to-fund-us-pro-t-5HjdXp8_2/
https://civil.ge/archives/726333
https://www.gmfus.org/news/reckoning-orban
https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/online-exclusive/how-viktor-orban-loses/
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This illustration was inspired by Henri Matisse’s Icarus from his 1947 artist’s book Jazz. 
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But similarities don’t stop here. It has been 
well demonstrated that Orbán’s four supermajor-

ities allowed him to fine-tune the electoral system 
in ways that nearly guaranteed Fidesz’s success. 
Orbán locked down the countryside conservative 

voters and Hungarians abroad, whom he granted 

citizenship. Fidesz’s parliament has gerrymandered 
districts to check even the most influential opposi-
tion coalitions. The electoral system was designed 
to reward the leading party; despite receiving 54% 
of the vote in 2022, Fidesz won 70% of seats. 

If Magyar and his Tisza managed to pick the lock 
Orbán put on Hungarian politics, that is in large part 

because they shared Fidesz’s unique fingerprint. 
Tisza replicated Fidesz’s nationwide network of local 
chapters (this time amplified through social media), 
placed the weight of its campaign in the country-

side, attacked corruption, and promised tangible 

improvements, as Orbán once did. A former Fidesz 

man himself, Magyar also famously managed to pre-

empt or neutralize multiple character assassination 

plots. He did not feel compelled to fight an average 
Fidesz supporter on identity politics. Conservatively 

minded, with a campaign that promoted national 

identity and unity, Magyar could not be painted as 

a Brussels stooge or “woke” either.

Nation vs. Mr. Orbán

Viktor Orbán has prided himself on redefining the 
concept of Hungarian nationalism and linking it 

closely to land, family, and faith in a vision of polity 

that is distinctly majoritarian (and “democratic” in 

that sense) and downgrades the rights of minorities 
as subservient to the will of the majority (hence, 

“illiberal”). This message has been readily echoed 
by, for example, Georgian leadership. Typically, 
Speaker Shalva Papuashvili said that “democracy 
is not apartheid, where a minority rules over the 

majority. Democracy is where the will of the majority 

is decisive.”

As Filip Milačić convincingly argued, in Orbán’s 
vision, the quest for each individual’s dignity  

(equal rights) was overruled by the quest for the 
collective dignity of the Nation, narrowly defined 
in ethno-religious terms. This often pushed the 
liberal-minded opposition into identifying with 

the minority cause, making it an easy target for 

the ruling party-controlled propaganda and media 

machinery.

In the past, Orbán has managed to successfully cast 

(non-Christian) immigrants and sexual minorities as 
threats to the Hungarian national identity and dig-

nity. But his attempt to portray Brussels and Ukraine 
as military threats has apparently failed to reso-

nate. By contrast, Magyar succeeded in portraying 

Orbán as too focused on his international acclaim, 

too isolated from Europe to continue receiving EU 
subsidies, too negligent of ordinary people’s needs, 
and a threat to the Hungarian national project.

Just as Fidesz’s campaign traditionally 

picked the shrill tone and tried to raise 

the temperature of the campaign,  

Magyar’s cool demeanor and Tisza’s 

campaign have left the door open for  

Hungarians who backed Fidesz.

Milačić claims the opposition leader redrew the fron-

tier of the political confrontation from “Hungarians 

vs. outsiders” to “(All) Hungarians vs. Orbán” – and 
that framing worked. Importantly, just as Fidesz’s 
campaign traditionally picked the shrill tone and 

tried to raise the temperature of the campaign, Mag-

yar’s cool demeanor and Tisza’s campaign have left 
the door open for Hungarians who backed Fidesz. 

One nation, in other words, against an authoritar-

ian leader way past his prime, who overstayed his 

welcome.

Hungarian EUconomy

Orbán has obstructed, insulted, and frustrated 

the European institutions at every turn, especially 
after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, yet 
this should not obscure the fact that his political  

https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/how-viktor-orban-wins/
https://1tv.ge/lang/en/news/speaker-urges-foreign-actors-to-recognize-georgias-democratic-choice/
https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/online-exclusive/how-to-defeat-the-authoritarian-message/
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longevity has been quite considerably fueled by 

the EU funds. Central European University (CEU) 
scholars have calculated that annual transfers have 
constituted around 3% of Hungarian GDP, exceed-

ing the Marshall Plan funding. They argue that EU 
money for Fidesz served the same function as the 

hydrocarbon resources for the Middle Eastern or 
Central Asian dictatorships. Through blatant cor-

ruption, the regime siphoned off the EU funds to 
cronies, and kept its voter base happy, too – at least 

for a while, from 2013 to 2020. 

EU money for Fidesz served the same 

function as the hydrocarbon resources 

for the Middle Eastern or Central Asian 

dictatorships. Through blatant corrup-

tion, the regime siphoned off the EU 

funds to cronies, and kept its voter base 

happy, too – at least for a while, from 

2013 to 2020. 

That very fact speaks perhaps as much about the 
deep dysfunction of the European Union as a politi-
co-economic mechanism as it does about the nature 

of Orbán’s regime. Yet, it also gives clues to why the 
Hungarians opted for the radical political change.

After all, Orbán’s grandiloquent ideological politics 
cost Hungary more than half of its allocated EU 
funds in December 2022. His courting of Vladimir 

Putin’s Russia did not deliver economic dividends 
– at least not sufficiently to trickle down and patch 
up the crumbling infrastructure or health system. 

Simply by being elected with a massive mandate (and 

by being a tad less obstructive than Orbán), Magyar 
can realistically promise that the EU funds would 
start flowing again in the weeks after the new gov-

ernment takes office. That, and a promise to root 
out the “mafia state,” are widely appealing.

Yet the signs are that Orbán may want to benefit 
from EU funds, too. Hungary has applied for EUR 

16 billion in EU defense loans. This money is likely 
to be approved, now that Orbán is gone. Yet, in the 
run-up to the elections, the Fidesz government has 

privatized much of the defense industry to the party 

loyalists, who are likely to benefit from the EU loans 
– again. 

Yet, in the run-up to the elections, the 

Fidesz government has privatized much 

of the defense industry to the party loy-

alists, who are likely to benefit from the 
EU loans – again.

Does Hungary Teach Us  

Anything?

It is undeniably good news for the EU that Hun-

gary is likely to abandon Orbán’s ideologically tinted 
positioning and return to doing pragmatic politics. 

The initial indications about Tisza’s new cabinet 
point to another reprise of the Central European 
technocratic phase: CEOs of local and international 
companies, former international civil servants, will 

likely be tapped to revive key government sectors. 

But the Hungarian result is more ambiguous than 

the initial euphoria may suggest, in several ways, 

and rather than copying Tisza’s tactics, those who 
hope to unseat the authoritarian populist leaders 

and regimes should look deeper.

So the lesson is that pragmatic adapta-

tion to the system requires scouting out 

its weak points: sometimes that means 

ideological or institutional mimicry  

of the ruling party to trick the system;  

at other times, innovating to exploit  

the open spaces.

First, the scale of Tisza’s success is largely deter-

mined by its  compatibility  with Fidesz’s matrix  
of operation. Magyar did not campaign extensively  

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/hungary/last-chance-hungary
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/hungary/last-chance-hungary
https://euobserver.com/212286/who-will-make-up-magyars-new-hungarian-government-meet-the-team-shaping-up-to-be-tiszas-first-cabinet/
https://www.gmfus.org/news/magyar-beat-orban-his-own-electoral-game
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in the countryside because he is particularly beholden 

to the fate of the “ordinary Hungarian,” but because 

Fidesz set up the election system in a way that  

whoever won the countryside, won the elections. 

The failure of the popular, united, but very urban-
based opposition in 2022 to gain enough seats 

despite electoral success taught Magyar a lesson. 

Similarly, Tisza’s reliance on social media was largely 
due to Orbán’s methodical locking up of the main-

stream media for the opposition. So the lesson is 

that pragmatic adaptation to the system requires 

scouting out its weak points: sometimes that means 

ideological or institutional mimicry of the ruling 

party to trick the system; at other times, innovating 

to exploit the open spaces.

One thing that the opposition move-

ments can learn is not to believe in the 

inevitability of autocratic systems and 

to try again; each failure could still chip 

away at the autocrats’ armor.

Second, time is a factor: leaders age, and people get 

tired of them, seeking fresh faces. Viktor Orbán is, in 

many ways, a talented politician, but his 16-year rule 

has blunted the attraction of his rhetorical flourish. 
His foreign engagements and attempts to punch way 

above his (political) weight internationally made him 
seem out of touch with Hungarians – a trait espe-

cially irritating to voters, when combined with the 

apparent crony network he cemented. One thing 

that the opposition movements can learn is not to 
believe in the inevitability of autocratic systems and 

to try again; each failure could still chip away at the 

autocrats’ armor. 

Third, the economy matters: Fidesz thrived when 
the European economy was growing or was heavily 
subsidized during the post-COVID recovery. When 

growth slowed and subsidies dried up, patron–cli-

ent networks came under strain: siphoning money 

from Brussels is one thing, but taking it away from 

hospitals to line one’s pockets is enough to rile 

even formal supporters. It can be very difficult to 
remove autocratic regimes through elections that 

either have their own assets to finance the system  
(like oil-rich states) or benefit from an interna-

tional context that provides windfall profits (such 
as regimes profiting from Russia’s war).

Hungarian experts pointed out that the 
membership in the EU and NATO made 

Belarus or Georgia-style police repres-

sion unthinkable, not because of Orbán’s 

inherent virtues, but because a decisive 

break with those institutions would not 

have been pragmatic in economic and 

security terms.

Fourth,  competitive authoritarianisms  can still 
absorb change through elections – especially in 

the EU context – but not a consolidated authori-
tarian rule. In the end, Orbán has delivered on the 

“democratic” part of his ideological promise: when 

the majority turned against him, he yielded. Many, 

especially those east of Budapest, were surprised 

that Orbán did not use the security or police appa-

ratus more forcefully to obstruct the growth of Tisza, 
falsify the election results, or contest the election 

results. Indeed, some analyses of the results were too 

close to call. True, security services tried to infiltrate 
Tisza, and on election day, the Fidesz spokesperson 
made fraud allegations, but the scale of victory ren-

dered those obsolete. In a recent webinar, Hungarian 

experts pointed out that the membership in the EU 
and NATO made Belarus or Georgia-style police 
repression unthinkable, not because of Orbán’s 
inherent virtues, but because a decisive break with 

those institutions would not have been pragmatic 

in economic and security terms.

What’s in Store for Hungary?

The rise of the illiberal ideology under Orbán was a 
symptom of Hungary’s malaise, but his 16-year rule 
only made things worse. Since its independence, 

https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/the-new-competitive-authoritarianism/
https://iep-berlin.de/site/assets/files/4600/iep_wahlmonitor_2026_hungary_election_scenarios_hegedues.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/article/fraud-accusations-hungary-election-fidesz-tisza/
http://youtube.com/watch?si=9MOT9soyZu3T1lj7&v=11S9fKjqFHM&feature=youtu.be
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the country has been very badly run. State capture 

by a single party, severe pressure on the media 

and civil society, capture of significant portions  
of the Hungarian economy by Orbán’s cronies, and 
the collapse of an independent civil service and 

public services would be very hard to redress in a 

sustained and sustainable way. Magyar and his new 

cabinet have a job cut out for them, and Poland’s 
example shows clearly that backsliding on the rule 

of law, loss of popular confidence in the institutions, 
and abandonment of the deliberative culture in pol-

itics are very hard to reclaim.

There are fears that Magyar’s similarity to Orbán 
may lead him and his party into similar temptations, 

especially since they control the supermajority 

and Fidesz is their largest opponent in parliament. 

Informed experts wonder whether Orbán may make 
a comeback in the very short term as Hungary’s 
president – a position that his party made unim-

peachable in the run-up to the elections.

Tisza’s landslide win did not in itself undermine the 
key thesis of illiberal democracy – that the majority 

rule prevails over individual rights. That would be 
for the Magyar government to affirm through deeds, 
in the coming months. Populist leaders abroad will 
continue to use Orbán’s political vocabulary and 
may even engage him as a well-paid consultant, if 

he chooses that path.

Crucially, Hungary taught autocrats that can afford 

a hard security crackdown against the opposition, 

that they should do so early, because even charisma 

and talent, even 16 years of shaping the law to the 

whims of one party, do not guarantee eternal rule 

in competitive authoritarianism. 

The reverse lesson is addressed to the EU: its norma-

tive power and economic attraction are working, and 

even Orbán appears to prefer being out of power but 

still inside the EU, perhaps hoping to retain some of 
his financial gains and eventually reverse his polit-
ical fortunes. This raises complex questions about 
accession: what lessons is Serbia’s Aleksandar Vučić 
likely to draw? Already far more heavy-handed than 

Orbán in dealing with the opposition, is he likely to 

lean further toward autocracy? Should the EU admit 
Serbia—imperfect as it is—as a member to prevent 

such a scenario? And what about Moldova or post-

war Ukraine?

The EU should also take a long, hard 

look at the perverse incentives its  

financial support mechanisms have 
nurtured, and helped prop up anti-EU 

regimes in Hungary, Czechia, and else-

where in Central and Eastern Europe.

The EU should also take a long, hard look at the per-

verse incentives its financial support mechanisms 
have nurtured, and helped prop up anti-EU regimes 
in Hungary, Czechia, and elsewhere in Central and 

Eastern Europe. Has the Commission been too 
locked on nurturing the “absorption capacity” of its 

new(ish) members and candidates and too prone to 
ignore the red flags on the rule of law and democratic 
participation? This is a discussion worth having. But 
it is also the one we are unlikely to have, given the 

heady aftertaste of the Hungarian success ■

https://www.ftm.eu/articles/hungary-orban-president-scheppele-interview
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The Patriarch and the Oligarch:  

A Hidden Struggle for Georgia

A
t the beginning of the 18th century, in 

the Persian Letters, Montesquieu had 
one of his Oriental travelers observe 

that the Pope appeared to him as “an 
old idol to whom people have grown accustomed to 

render worship.” This judgment, at once naïve and 
penetrating, revealed less about Pope than about 
Europe itself, seen through the eyes of a foreigner 
pretending not to understand what everyone else 

took for granted.

Let us, in turn, imagine such an observer, a fictional 
stranger, transported to contemporary Tbilisi on 
March 22, the day of a patriarchal funeral. He would 

first see an immense crowd, disciplined without 
apparent coercion, pressing forward to glimpse a 

coffin of the Catholicos Ilia II. He would then notice, 
not without surprise, that the highest dignitaries 

of a state that constitutionally claims to be secular, 

arrive in luxury cars, surrounded by small armies of 

bodyguards, directly at the entrance of the cathe-

dral, where thousands stood for endless hours to 

approach the deceased Patriarch.

The foreigner would observe them adopting atti-
tudes of solemnity whose nature he might struggle 

to determine, whether they belong to devotion or to 

political communication. Perhaps he would notice, 
with a mixture of curiosity and irony, that neither 

of the two most influential men in the country pres-

ent there, one lying in his coffin, the other standing 
beside it and presiding over the scene, was elected 

by anyone from the hundreds of thousands gathered 

outside.

Insiders say the two men didn’t like each other much, 
but what made them similar was that they exercised 

immense, almost unlimited power, largely informal 

and diffuse, escaping the usual mechanisms of dem-

ocratic accountability. 

Our traveler, taking appearances seriously, might 

then conclude that he finds himself in a singular 
regime, where sovereignty is divided, or at least 

staged in a dual form. At the same time, the Geor-

gian Constitution affirms the separation of church 
and state and guarantees freedom of religion.  
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Yet, it simultaneously recognizes the  Georgian 
Orthodox Church (GOC) as having a “special role” 
in the nation’s history. It is within this gap, between 
what the law proclaims and what bodies express, 

that the central question of this article emerges: 

while Georgia is, without question, a secular state 

in law, why does the issue of the succession of the 

head of the Georgian Orthodox Church become such 

a significant political and even geopolitical issue?

The process of selecting the head of any major 
religious organization can carry political implica-

tions and consequences, and this is not unique to 

non-Western societies. However, in Georgia, such 

an event assumes significance that extends well 
beyond the average, certainly beyond that of any 

post-Soviet country. This spillover effect stems from 
persistent ambiguity and opacity in the separation 

between church and state, the loss of credibility of 

political institutions, actors, and media, and a thor-

oughly Georgian passion, in a country with richer 

monarchical traditions than anywhere else in the 

entire post-Soviet space, for the mystical aura that 

surrounds crowned idols.

Ecclesiastical Empowerment 

and State Connivence:  

The GOC after the 2012  
Political Shift

The United National Movement (UNM) initially 
treated the Georgian Orthodox Church as a sec-

ondary institution, prioritizing rapid modernization 

and Euro-Atlantic integration. However, from the 
late 2000s onward, the Church emerged as a central 

actor in political competition. Faced with declin-

ing legitimacy and growing opposition, the Mikheil 

Saakashvili government moved toward cautious 

accommodation with the Patriarchate, despite ideo-

logical differences. At the same time, the Church 

strengthened its ties with domestic opposition 

forces and increasingly maintained channels with 

Russia. This period marked the gradual transforma-

tion of the GOC from a primarily religious institution 

into a politically consequential actor capable of 

influencing electoral outcomes and shaping gov-

ernmental legitimacy.

By the time of the 2012 parliamentary elections, 

relations between the Church and the UNM had 
significantly deteriorated. A decisive factor was the 
rise of Georgian Dream (GD), led by Bidzina Ivan-

ishvili, whose substantial financial resources far 
exceeded those of the incumbent party. Ivanishvili 

also cultivated a reputation as a major benefactor 

of the Church, financing flagship projects such as 
the Holy Trinity Cathedral of Tbilisi and providing 
direct support to clerical networks. This fostered a 
strong alignment between the ecclesiastical hierar-

chy and the opposition. In practice, the vast majority 

of bishops were openly sympathetic to GD, with 

some instances of overt political signaling within 

churches, including the display of party symbols and 

campaign paraphernalia. During the electoral cam-

paign, the clergy was even reported to encourage 

voting for GD from the pulpit, blurring the boundary 

between pastoral authority and political mobiliza-

tion. Only a marginal minority within the episcopate 

expressed support for the UNM.

Following GD’s victory, the Church appeared polit-
ically empowered, a shift that coincided with rising 

pressure on religious minorities. Between 2012 

and 2013, incidents targeting Muslim communi-

ties increased, culminating in the destruction of a 

minaret in the village of Chale, justified officially on 
procedural grounds but widely perceived as reflect-
ing alignment with Orthodox demands. The trend 
reached its peak on May 17, 2013, when anti-LGBT 
demonstrations were violently disrupted by large 

counter-mobilizations involving clergy. The state’s 
failure to protect participants or ensure accountabil-

ity reinforced perceptions of institutional tolerance 

toward religiously framed violence.

https://iwpr.net/global-voices/toppled-minaret-provokes-passions-georgia
https://old.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=26073
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Shortly thereafter, following an initiative origi-

nally proposed by Catholicos-Patriarch Ilia II, the 
government declared May 17 a “Family Purity Day,” 
formalizing its implicit alignment with the Church’s 
positions. While initially perceived as political rec-

iprocity, this also revealed growing ambivalence 

within the ruling elite: the Church had become both 

a crucial ally in consolidating power and a potentially 

autonomous force capable of mobilizing society 

against the state itself.

Tensions also emerged in the econom-

ic sphere, as the Church, emboldened 

by political and ideological gains, in-

creasingly sought to convert its influ-

ence into material benefits, revealing 
a transactional dimension of Church–

state relations.

Tensions also emerged in the economic sphere, as 
the Church, emboldened by political and ideological 

gains, increasingly sought to convert its influence 
into material benefits, revealing a transactional 
dimension of Church–state relations. A recurring 

pattern of bargaining developed: the Church would 

mobilize campaigns against “moral decay,” targeting 

specific commercial projects, such as the Shangri-La 
casino near the Patriarchate or electronic music fes-

tivals on the Black Sea coast (KaZantip), which clerics 

denounced as a “den of vice.”

These pressures were often resolved through nego-

tiated exchanges, including material concessions or 

shared economic arrangements. In the Shangri-La 

Casino case, land and property were reportedly 

transferred to secure ecclesiastical approval. For 

KaZantip, an agreement allowed the Church-af-
filiated “Sno” mineral water to be supplied and 
exclusively distributed at the festival. Similarly, a dis-

pute with SOCAR over mosque financing in Muslim 
regions was defused through pragmatic accommo-

dation, including energy-related benefits to Church 
institutions.

A Managed Rival: Ivanishvili and 

the Gradual Containment of the 

GOC

An excessively powerful Georgian Orthodox Church 

does not align with Bidzina Ivanishvili’s broader 
logic of power. A defining feature of his informal 
system has been the systematic neutralization of 

autonomous centers of authority. From the out-

set, he has fragmented political parties, weakened 

influential figures, and hollowed out state institu-

tions to prevent the emergence of any rival power. 

In this framework, the Church, initially a useful ally 

against the UNM, gradually came to be perceived as 
a potential competitor once the political landscape 

stabilized.

An excessively powerful Georgian  

Orthodox Church does not align with 

Bidzina Ivanishvili’s broader logic  

of power. A defining feature of his in-

formal system has been the systematic 

neutralization of autonomous centers  

of authority.

Rather than confronting it directly, Ivanishvili 
adopted a strategy of calibrated pressure. In 2014, 

he publicly stated that even the Patriarch “can 
make mistakes,” framing criticism as being in the 

Church’s own interest. The same year, he supported 

the anti-discrimination law linked to EU integra-

tion despite ecclesiastical opposition, testing the 

Church’s resistance.

Tensions deepened in 2017 with disputes over lib-

eral drug reforms and the presidential nomination 

of Salome Zourabichvili, both strongly contested 
by conservative clergy. While some policies were 

later adjusted (repressive drug policy was reinstated 

as a primary method for detaining disloyal youth, 

and Mrs. Zourabichvili, accompanied by an uncon-

ventional group of priests and nuns, marched on 

the steps of St. Nino while carrying a large wooden 

https://civil.ge/archives/607882
https://georgianjournal.ge/society/21034-protesters-demanding-removal-of-the-shangrila-casino-located-next-to-the-patriarchy-office.html
https://dfwatch.net/georgian-church-wants-music-festival-called-off-82917-30362/
https://civil.ge/archives/186913
https://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/Speeches/Speech-XML2HTML-EN.asp?SpeechID=100
https://old.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=30780
https://palitravideo.ge/video/108202-salome-zurabishvili-gulze-dakidebuli-tsminda-ninos-jvritha-da-khelshi-vazis-jvrith/
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cross), this period marked the Church’s growing role 
as both moral veto player and political constraint 

within Ivanishvili’s evolving system of controlled 
pluralism.

Cyanide, Crowns and Controlled 

Holiness: Anatomy of a Managed 

Patriarchate (2017–2024)
The most destabilizing episode in the internal pol-
itics of the Georgian Orthodox Church was the 

so-called “cyanide case” of 2017, which unfolded 
as a quasi-medieval political-religious drama. In 

February, authorities announced an alleged plot to 

poison the Patriarch, later reframed as an assassi-
nation attempt targeting his influential secretary, 
Shorena Tetruashvili. Archpriest Giorgi Mamaladze, 
director of the GOC medical clinic, was arrested at 

Tbilisi Airport carrying cyanide and a firearm, and 
accused of planning an attack on figures within the 
Patriarchal inner circle. The case exposed deep  
rivalries within the Church and particularly damaged 

the reputation of the Metropolitan Dimitri Shiolash-

vili of Batumi and Lazeti, the Patriarch’s nephew, 
who had long been seen as his potential successor.

The scandal weakened the Patriarchate’s cohesion 
and undermined Ilia II’s succession strategy, which 
increasingly reflected his eschatological and qua-

si-dynastic worldview. He had come to associate his 

lineage with the Bagrationi royal tradition (hence the 

nephew as potential successor) and cultivated a sym-

bolic geography centered on his family’s ancestral 
village, which he believed held sacred significance.
 
Tensions resurfaced in 2019 when Bishop Petre 
Tsaava publicly accused the Patriarch of homosex-

ual misconduct and systemic corruption. Although 

swiftly removed from office, his statements cir-

culated widely, inflicting lasting damage on the 
Patriarch’s moral authority. In retrospect, these 
episodes have been interpreted as part of a broader 

pattern in which state security structures and polit-

ical actors close to Bidzina Ivanishvili exploited 

internal divisions to weaken the Church’s institu-

tional autonomy and reputational standing.

Some time later, according to testimony by Bishop 

Iakob of Bodbe, senior state officials, Prime Minister, 
Minister of Interior and State Security service head, 

allegedly discussed a managed transition in 2017, 
involving the possible resignation of Ilia II and the 

transfer of effective authority to Metropolitan Shio 

Mujiri, a cleric with strong ties to Moscow who had 

been appointed in January 2017 as Patriarch’s locum 

tenens amid Ilia II’s declining health. 

While the plan was not implemented, the Cathol-

icos’ health and public appearances continued to 
decline, contributing to a gradual shift in influence 
within the Patriarchate toward state-aligned actors 
and intermediaries embedded in its administrative 

structure. The government was reported to exert 
influence both over the Patriarch’s security detail 
and through elements of the Patriarchate’s adminis-

trative apparatus, notably figures such as Archpriest 
Andria Jaghmaidze, Head of Public Relations of the 
Patriarchate, and Protopresbyter Giorgi Zviadadze, 
Rector of the Theological Academy and Seminary, 
who acted as key intermediaries between the 

Church leadership and Ivanishvili’s state apparatus. 
This dual structure, between the Patriarch’s personal 
secretariat and a more politically aligned institu-

tional bloc, produced growing divergences between 

the comparatively cautious, politically neutral, and 

somehow equivocal and enigmatic interventions of 

Ilia II and the official positions of the Patriarchate, 
which increasingly echoed government narratives.

Thus, Ilia II’s rare interventions, including a May 2024 
biblical reference to Nebuchadnezzar, amid the pic 
of street rallies against the Russia-inspired “foreign 
agents law” and police brutality, were widely read 

as a veiled critique of Ivanishvili, and were quickly 

neutralized by official clarifications from the Patri-
archate, underscoring the growing contest over the 

Church’s voice and autonomy.

https://civil.ge/archives/218275#:~:text=Home/News-,Priest%20Suspected%20in%20Murder%20Plot%20Sentenced%20to%20Nine%20Years%20in,Joachim%20and%20St.
https://oc-media.org/poison-plot-reveals-conflicting-camps-in-georgias-orthodox-church/
https://civil.ge/archives/324979
https://oc-media.org/georgian-orthodox-archbishop-accuses-government-of-plotting-to-overthrow-the-patriarch/
https://patriarchate.ge/news/3322
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Surveillance, Scandal, and Soft 

Control: The Quiet Capture of 

the Patriarchate

State security structures have reportedly deepened 

their leverage over the GOC through the strategic 

use of compromising material targeting senior 

clerics. This included intercepted communications 
and private recordings related to corruption, moral 

misconduct, and alleged sexual improprieties. In 

September 2021, thousands of such files, gathered 
by the State Security Service, were leaked online, 

most of which implicated members of the ecclesi-

astical hierarchy. These disclosures functioned less 
as instruments of justice than as tools of political 

discipline, signaling the state’s capacity to expose 
or withhold damaging information at will.

This pattern reflected Ivanishvili’s 
broader strategy of indirect control: 

rather than formal subordination, the 

Church is managed through pressure, 

fragmentation, and dependence. Over 

time, such practices have strengthened 

the state’s influence within the Pa-

triarchate, including within the Holy 

Synod.

This pattern reflected Ivanishvili’s broader strategy 
of indirect control: rather than formal subordina-

tion, the Church is managed through pressure, 

fragmentation, and dependence. Over time, such 

practices have strengthened the state’s influence 
within the Patriarchate, including within the Holy 
Synod. Several influential bishops are now perceived 
as structurally aligned with the government, forming 

an informal bloc capable of shaping decisions in line 

with political preferences.

Dissenting voices have been muted, while others 

have openly accepted pervasive surveillance. In this 

context, the election of a new Patriarch is likely to be 
influenced by this internal faction, giving the state 
significant indirect control. Ecclesiastical autonomy 
formally endures, but in practice it is increasingly 

mediated by networks of loyalty, patronage, and 

constraint.

“Thank you for the Orthodoxy:” 

Competitive Piety and the  

Politics of Ecclesiastical  

Patronage under Gharibashvili

After failing to secure the Patriarch’s resignation, 
the authorities under Ivanishvili shifted to a more 

calibrated strategy. A tacit compromise emerged: 

the Patriarch would remain in office, while the locum 

tenens, Metropolitan Shio, gradually assumed de 

facto leadership. In parallel, following the politi-

cal crisis that led to Giorgi Gakharia’s departure, 

Ivanishvili reinstated Irakli Gharibashvili as prime 

minister, marking a new phase in state–Church 

relations.

Gharibashvili cultivated the image of a devout, con-

servative Orthodox leader, frequently invoking the 

“will of the majority” while downplaying protections 

for minorities. His rhetoric contributed to a per-

missive climate for radical groups, notably during 

the July 2021 violence in Tbilisi against activists and 
journalists. He consistently embedded religious 

symbolism into political life, speaking from the 

church ambo, emphasizing personal piety, and pre-

senting himself as a national defender of Orthodoxy. 

During regional visits, pro-government supporters 

would publicly thank him “for Orthodoxy” in front of 

cameras, an orchestrated refrain that reflected the 
fusion of political authority with religious identity.

 
His outreach extended beyond Georgia’s borders: 
during a visit to Jordan, he secured from the Jor-

danian authorities a plot of land near the Jordan 

River, traditionally associated with the baptism of 
Christ, intended for the construction of a Georgian 

https://eurasianet.org/georgia-flooded-with-leaked-surveillance-recordings-of-clergy
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-56111493
https://civil.ge/archives/398782
https://civil.ge/archives/430522
https://cpj.org/2021/07/journalists-attacked-by-anti-lgbt-demonstrators-in-tbilisi-georgia/
https://civil.ge/archives/492966
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religious complex, similar to those already estab-

lished by other Orthodox nations. Gharibashvili 

presented this as a major diplomatic and spiritual 

achievement, underscoring his effort to position 

himself as a guardian of national faith. 

Yet this overt religiosity blurred constitutional 
boundaries. By repeatedly describing Georgia as an 

“Orthodox state,” Gharibashvili challenged its sec-

ular framework and used proximity to the Church 

as a resource in intra-elite competition against his 

rivals, Irakli Kobakhidze and Kakha Kaladze, at the 

court of Bidzina Ivanishvili. This strategy extended 
across all his political roles, including his tenure as 

defense minister (2019-21), when he commissioned 
waterproof Bibles to be included in soldiers’ stan-

dard equipment.

Rather than confronting the Church, 

Ivanishvili’s system sought to absorb 

and reframe it. Although Gharibash-

vili’s eventual downfall for corruption 

interrupted this trajectory, the broader 

objective of subordinating ecclesiastical 

influence within a controlled political 
order remained intact.

Paradoxically, this state-sponsored piety encroached 
on the Church’s own domain. In this sense, Ivan-

ishvili’s choice of Gharibashvili could have been 
deliberate. By elevating a figure whose religiosity 
was difficult to challenge, the government could 
both appease conservative constituencies and 

subtly redirect their allegiance toward the state. 

Rather than confronting the Church, Ivanishvili’s 
system sought to absorb and reframe it. Although 

Gharibashvili’s eventual downfall for corruption 

interrupted this trajectory, the broader objective 

of subordinating ecclesiastical influence within a 
controlled political order remained intact.

The Offer It Could Refuse:  

Why the Church Rejected  

Becoming a State Religion

The most ambitious attempt by Bidzina Ivanishvili 
to consolidate control over the Church came during 

the 2024 electoral campaign. Alongside anti-LGBT 
rhetoric, anti-war messaging framed against West-

ern pressure, and proposals for reconciliation with 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia/Tskhinvali Region, he 
advanced a striking initiative: declaring Orthodoxy 

the state religion of Georgia. The move aimed to 
mobilize conservative sentiment and anchor GD 

within a narrative of national identity and tradition.

Ivanishvili appeared to assume broad support, 

believing the GOC would accept what seemed like 

the ultimate recognition of its status. Yet the Church 
declined. This refusal revealed a deeper logic. What 
appeared as elevation in fact implied subordination: 

a state religion would entail government oversight 

over appointments, finances, and doctrine, eroding 
ecclesiastical autonomy.

In its current position, the Church en-

joys a more advantageous equilibrium, 

exercising significant informal influ-

ence without direct responsibility.

In its current position, the Church enjoys a more 

advantageous equilibrium, exercising significant 
informal influence without direct responsibility. It 
shapes public discourse, secures material benefits, 
and retains strategic flexibility. Formal integration 
into the state would jeopardize this balance.

By rejecting the proposal, the Church preserved its 

autonomy and avoided being incorporated into Ivan-

ishvili’s system of control, thereby maintaining its 
role as a powerful yet independent actor in Georgia’s 
political order.

https://oc-media.org/former-georgian-prime-minister-irakli-gharibashvili-sentenced-to-5-years-in-prison/
https://oc-media.org/former-georgian-prime-minister-irakli-gharibashvili-sentenced-to-5-years-in-prison/
https://civil.ge/archives/621188
https://civil.ge/archives/622020
https://civil.ge/archives/621777
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From Charisma to Compliance: 

Engineering a Manageable  

Patriarch

The death of Ilia II has opened a long-awaited 
window for Bidzina Ivanishvili to pursue a central 

objective: bringing the GOC under tighter political 

control. The goal is clear: to prevent the emergence 
of another patriarch with the kind of supra-polit-

ical authority Ilia II accumulated over nearly five 
decades. Despite controversies, Ilia II embodied a 

form of moral legitimacy that consistently surpassed 

that of any political leader, including Ivanishvili him-

self. Such an autonomous and widely trusted figure 
is structurally incompatible with Ivanishvili’s model 
of governance.

Despite controversies, Ilia II embodied 

a form of moral legitimacy that consis-

tently surpassed that of any political 

leader, including Ivanishvili himself. 

Such an autonomous and widely trusted 

figure is structurally incompatible with 
Ivanishvili’s model of governance.

Throughout his informal rule, Ivanishvili has sys-

tematically neutralized potential counterweights 

by weakening institutions and promoting depen-

dent figures. The presidency offers a clear example. 
Although already limited, its powers were further 

reduced, and direct elections were abolished. Yet 
even carefully selected figures such as Giorgi Mar-

gvelashvili and Salome Zourabichvili developed 
unexpected independence. The subsequent eleva-

tion of a football player without a college degree, 

Mikheil Kavelashvili, illustrates a more refined 
strategy: the deliberate devaluation of the office to 
eliminate residual autonomy.

A similar trajectory is visible in the public defender’s 
office. While earlier appointees like Nino Lomjaria 
became vocal critics, the current ombudsman, 

Levan Ioseliani, is widely seen as compliant and  

non-confrontational. The pattern is consistent: posi-
tions with symbolic or institutional potential are 

filled with figures whose authority remains struc-

turally constrained.

It is within this logic that the patriarchal succession 

must be understood. Ivanishvili appears to favor a 

candidate who would replicate this model: loyal, 

low-profile, and politically manageable. However, 
the challenge is greater. The Holy Synod, largely 
shaped by Ilia II, retains a degree of autonomy. While 

not liberal or pro-Western, many of its members 

are protective of the Church’s independence. The 
preferred candidate, Metropolitan Shio, lacks broad 

support and faces competition from other influential 
figures.

Reports suggest that state security structures may 
attempt to shape the outcome through informal 

pressure, including compromising material. Yet the 
Synod’s fragmented and competitive nature intro-

duces uncertainty. Unlike other institutions, the 
Church remains only partially penetrated, making 

the effort to engineer a “smaller” patriarch both cen-

tral to Ivanishvili’s system and far from guaranteed.

Metropolitan Shio embodies a paradox: he combines 

strong theological credentials and an elite pedigree 

with a marked lack of charisma and popular appeal. 

Often perceived as distant and hierarchical, he 

appears more at ease with institutional authority 

than public engagement. His elevation would likely 

signal a shift, from Ilia II’s charismatic, national 
leadership to a more restrained, technocratic patri-

archate better aligned with the logic of political 

control.

Patriarchal Vacancy: When the 

Holy Synod Meets Geopolitics

The election of a new Catholicos-Patriarch in  
Georgia is never merely an ecclesiastical affair. 

It is a decisive political moment at home, and  

https://jam-news.net/in-january-georgias-new-president-will-be-elected-not-by-the-people-but-by-a-special-panel-how-will-this-work/
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a geopolitical signal closely watched abroad. In 

Tbilisi, it will reshape the internal balance of power; 
in Moscow, it is treated as a strategic variable in a 

broader contest over influence in the post-Soviet 
space. 

Russia’s attention is neither incidental nor discreet. 
The Russian Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR) has 
recently accused Ecumenical patriarch Bartholomew 
I of attempting to expand Constantinople’s influence 
in Georgia by backing candidates deemed sympa-

thetic to its line. Two senior Georgian hierarchs, 
Metropolitan Abraham Garmelia and Metropolitan 

Grigol Berbichashvili, have been singled out in this 

narrative. In Moscow’s framing, Georgia is becom-

ing the next arena of ecclesiastical and geopolitical 

competition after Ukraine. 

What is striking is not only the accusation itself, 

but the language used. A secular intelligence agency 

invoking canonical law and the authority of Ecumen-

ical Councils illustrates the extent to which Russia 
blurs the boundaries between statecraft and reli-

gious discourse. The patriarchal succession is thus 
elevated to a strategic issue, embedded in the wider 

Russia–Georgia–West confrontation.
 
Formally, the Georgian Orthodox Church is auto-

cephalous and has no hierarchical dependence on 

Moscow. In practice, however, this independence 

conceals a dense web of historical and ideological 

ties. As we argued in GEOpolitics, these links, many 

forged during the Soviet period under the KGB’s 
watch, have endured, shaping a shared worldview 

marked by skepticism toward liberalism and West-

ern normative influence.
 
This convergence is most visible in the Ukrainian 
case. Following Constantinople’s recognition of an 
independent Ukrainian Church, the Georgian Church 
has maintained a position of studied ambiguity. Offi-

cially “examining” the issue, it has in effect avoided 

recognition, an ambiguity widely interpreted as tacit 

alignment with Moscow.

For Russia, this alignment is strategic. The Church 
remains the most trusted and influential institution 
in Georgia, a far more stable vector of influence than 
any elected government. Political power in Tbilisi is 
volatile and contested, and is periodically challenged 

by mass mobilization. The Church, by contrast, 
offers continuity: insulated from electoral cycles, 

less exposed to external pressure, and governed by 

slow-moving internal dynamics.

This is precisely why the patriarchal succession mat-
ters. It is a rare moment when long-term orientations 

can be recalibrated. For Moscow, the objective is to 

see the emergence of a patriarch broadly aligned 

with Russian positions, yet not fully subordinated 
to the Georgian state.

The succession of Georgia’s patriarch 

is not just a religious transition. It is 

a quiet battle over the country’s long-

term geopolitical orientation.

By maintaining parallel vectors, state and Church, 

Russia reduces its dependence on any single lever 
of influence. The result is a more resilient and flex-

ible system in which the Church functions not as an 

extension of policy but as a parallel infrastructure 

of power. In this light, the succession of Georgia’s 
patriarch is not just a religious transition. It is a 

quiet battle over the country’s long-term geopolit-
ical orientation.

A Narrow Corridor Between 

Moscow and Tbilisi: The Politics 

of an “Ideal” Patriarch 
The pre-electoral configuration linking the Georgian 
government under Bidzina Ivanishvili, Russia, and 
the Georgian Orthodox Church reveals a relationship 

that is at once convergent and structurally contra-

dictory. At first glance, there is a zone of alignment: 
both Tbilisi and Moscow prefer a future Patriarch 
who would avoid openly pro-Western positions and 

https://civil.ge/archives/728244
https://politicsgeo.com/from-atheism-to-authoritarian-faith-state-managed-orthodoxy-and-islam-in-the-post-soviet-caucasus/
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would not frame the Church as a vehicle for liberal 

normative agendas. This shared preference estab-

lishes a minimal consensus around blocking a clearly 

pro-Western ecclesiastical leadership. 

Beyond this surface convergence, however, the diver-

gences are significant as well. Russia’s ideal Patriarch 
is a strong and charismatic figure, ideologically sym-

pathetic to Moscow but institutionally autonomous 

from the Georgian state. Paradoxically, this is not 
a replication of the Russian model itself. In Russia, 
the Orthodox Church is closely integrated into the 

state apparatus and functions as an instrument of 

domestic order and external projection. In Georgia, 

by contrast, Moscow’s interest lies in maintaining 
the Church as a relatively independent structure, 

precisely because such autonomy increases Russia’s 
own capacity to influence it directly, without medi-
ation by the Georgian state. 

Russia seeks an independent Georgian 

Church to maximize external lever-

age. In contrast, parts of the Georgian 

political establishment would prefer a 

Church more structurally subordinated 

to the state.   

The Georgian ruling elite, in other words, Ivanishvili 
and his cronies, by contrast, often gravitate toward 

a different logic: a Church more disciplined, more 

predictable, and more closely aligned with state 

authority, closer, in effect, to the Russian domestic 
model of Church–state integration. This produces a 
paradoxical inversion: Russia seeks an independent 
Georgian Church to maximize external leverage. 

In contrast, parts of the Georgian political estab-

lishment would prefer a Church more structurally 

subordinated to the state. 

Within this configuration, Metropolitan Shio 
emerges as a pivotal but ambivalent figure. As locum 
tenens of the Patriarchal throne, he is arguably the 

most institutionally legible candidate for Moscow. 

His biography reflects deep integration into Rus-

sian ecclesiastical and intellectual networks: long 

residence in Moscow, theological training at the St. 

Tikhon Institute, a doctoral degree obtained there, 
and service within Georgian ecclesiastical struc-

tures in Moscow. His return to Georgia in 2016, 

reportedly accompanied by Metropolitan Hilar-

ion Alfeev, then a central figure in Russian Church 
external relations, was widely interpreted as a sign 

of Moscow’s strategic interest in his trajectory. His 
subsequent appointment by Ilia II as  locum ten-

ens further reinforced this perception.

Yet the alignment remains incomplete. In Georgia, 
Shio lacks strong popular support among clergy 

and laity, limiting his capacity to serve as a fully 

consolidated moral authority. From Moscow’s per-

spective, this weak domestic legitimacy is a strategic 

drawback: influence without social anchoring risks 
fragility. For the Georgian political establishment, 

however, this limitation is precisely what is attrac-

tive. A less popular Patriarch is, in political terms, 
more manageable, less capable of generating auton-

omous legitimacy or challenging state authority.

It is therefore within this narrow corridor of partially 

overlapping but ultimately divergent preferences 

that the real logic of the Patriarchal succession is 
unfolding.

The Last Arbiter: Patriarchal 

Succession and the Politics of 

Change in Georgia

Whatever the outcome, the succession of the Geor-

gian Orthodox Church marks a historical rupture. 

None of the candidates can replicate the aura or 
authority of Ilia II, who effectively embodied the 

institution for decades. When he assumed the 

patriarchal throne in 1977, the Church was marginal, 
with only seven members in its Holy Synod. Today, 
it is a vast institution with more than 40 hierarchs, 
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thousands of churches and monasteries, and a trans-

national presence. It has become the most powerful 

social actor in Georgia, an evolution inseparable 

from Ilia II’s personal authority.

The succession is therefore unusually uncertain. The 
field includes candidates associated with authorities, 
figures perceived as close to Moscow, and interme-

diates who combine both profiles. Yet there is no 
guarantee that any “official” candidate will prevail 
within the Holy Synod. Paradoxically, patriarchal 
elections appear more competitive than parliamen-

tary or local elections, where power has become 

increasingly structured and predictable under con-

ditions of political monopolization and state capture 

by the oligarch and his party.

Yes, most candidates are not pro-Western. But 
the decisive cleavage is instead internal: whether 

the Synod prioritizes institutional autonomy or 

ideological alignment. If autonomy becomes the 

overriding concern, even conservative bishops could 

rally behind a moderate figure. If, however, Western 
liberalism is perceived as the primary threat, the 

balance could tilt toward candidates closer to the 

ruling authorities, who, in turn, possess significant 
informal leverage and kompromats over parts of the 

ecclesiastical elite.

Today, the Church remains the only 

institution capable of constraining the 

concentration of power around Bidzina 

Ivanishvili.

Today, the Church remains the only institution 
capable of constraining the concentration of power 

around Bidzina Ivanishvili. While its compatibility 

with liberal democracy is limited, it has historically 

functioned as a counterweight to state domination 

since the Soviet period. It may again play that role 

in the future.

At the same time, it is equally capable of legitimizing 

authoritarian consolidation, as historical precedents 

from Francisco Franco’s Spain to Colonels’ Greece 
illustrate. Its position in any future contestation 

would therefore be decisive. Today’s opposition 
to Ivanishvili is largely urban and educated, but 

structurally weak in reaching rural and peripheral 

segments of society. With political parties unable 

to mobilize nationally, only the Church retains the 

capacity to connect these fragmented social spaces, 

making it an indispensable, and potentially decisive, 

actor in Georgia’s evolving political equilibrium ■ 
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Resilience in Practice: Lessons 

from Ukraine and Georgia

I
n today’s world, global and regional orders are 
under growing strain as international rules, 

norms, and frameworks are pressured by the 

interconnected conflicts from the Western 
Hemisphere to the Middle East and Eastern Europe. 
Sovereignty is no longer treated as self-enforcing, 

international law is increasingly contested, and even 

security guarantees once assumed to be stable now 

appear more politically conditional than many small 

states had hoped. In such an environment, deter-

rence, in its strongest form, remains concentrated 

in the hands of great powers, especially nuclear 

powers. For everyone else, survival depends less on 

abstract legal protections and more on the capac-

ity to endure, adapt, and recover under pressure. 

Resilience, once treated largely as a broad and often 
over-theorized concept, is increasingly becoming 

a central strategic requirement for exposed states.

Rather than adding yet another definition to an 
already crowded resilience debate, it may be more 

useful to examine what resilience looks like in prac-

tice. Ukraine and Georgia offer two sharply different 

trajectories under prolonged pressure from the 

same revisionist power - Russia. One shows how 
sustained external pressure can consolidate national 

purpose, political will, and societal resistance. The 
other shows how similar pressure, when filtered 
through internal fragmentation, institutional weak-

ness, and material constraints, can erode a state’s 
ability to respond coherently. Analysis of the two 

cases can shed light on what resilience entails for 

vulnerable states when the surrounding security 

order no longer holds sway. 

Russia’s Strategic Attack on the 

Euro-Atlantic Security Order 
Former NATO Secretary General Jens Stolten-

berg recounts that in autumn 2021, he sought to 
convene a session of the NATO Russia Council to 
explore, among other issues, geographically defined 
military limitations or buffer zones between NATO 
and Russia. He acknowledged that several allies, 
particularly those on NATO’s eastern flank, strongly 
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opposed such ideas because they would complicate 

the defense of their territories. Yet the initiative 
rested on the assumption that Moscow might 

again accept negotiated military constraints if the 

West were to consider meaningful concessions. 
According to Stoltenberg, Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov dismissed the proposal as a “waste 

of time,” refusing to participate in discussions that 

would inevitably focus on Russia’s violations of inter-

national law in Ukraine, namely the annexation of 
Crimea and the war in Donbas.

 

Even as Russia sharply escalated mil-

itary pressure around Ukraine in late 

2021, Western actors were still exclu-

sively exploring formulas that only 

assumed the negotiability of the core 

principles underpinning the Euro-At-

lantic security order.

Despite conflicting interpretations and remain-

ing ambiguities, this episode illustrates a deeper 

structural problem. Even as Russia sharply esca-

lated military pressure around Ukraine in late 2021, 
Western actors were still exclusively exploring  

formulas that only assumed the negotiability of 

the core principles underpinning the Euro-At-

lantic security order. Among these was whether 

NATO members, particularly those on the east-

ern flank, could fully exercise membership rights, 
including hosting allied defensive capabilities on 

their territory. Russia, by contrast, approached 
the negotiations from a fundamentally different 

strategic position. When the NATO-Russia Coun-

cil convened in January 2022, Moscow made clear 

that its demands were not a starting point for dis-

cussion but a non-negotiable ultimatum. Russian 
proposals were described as “not a menu from which 
one could pick suitable items,” but rather a take-it-
or-leave-it offer. While parts of the Western policy 

community were still searching for compromises 

to stabilize relations, Russia was already pursuing a 
maximalist revisionist agenda aimed at dismantling 
the post-Cold War security architecture.

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 
provided a stark lesson in how Moscow interprets 

https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/nato/1790803/?lang=en
https://balticsentinel.eu/8442729/book-review-jens-stoltenberg-betrayed-the-baltic-states-in-2021-and-appears-entirely-untroubled-by-it
https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/nato/1790818/?lang=en
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weakness and concessions. For Russia, compromise 
is not a stabilizing mechanism but an indicator of 

weakness and an opportunity to press further.  

Misjudging what provokes Russian aggression and 
what restrains it has been a recurring blind spot in 

Western policy since the end of the Cold War. The 
pattern was already visible after Russia’s invasion of 
Georgia in 2008, when the international response 

proved insufficient to alter Moscow’s strategic cal-
culus. Instead of reinforcing the principles of the 

Euro-Atlantic security architecture, the limited 
consequences helped convince the Kremlin that 

revisionism could proceed at manageable cost. In 

this sense, the war against Ukraine represents the 
culmination of a longer trajectory in which Russia 
has steadily pursued its objective of dismantling 

a Western-dominated security system that it 

has rejected since its inception.

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022 provided a stark lesson 

in how Moscow interprets weakness 

and concessions. For Russia, compro-

mise is not a stabilizing mechanism but 

an indicator of weakness and an oppor-

tunity to press further.

Ukraine’s Case: Consolidation of 

Civic Identity and Societal Mo-

bilization 
Ukraine’s resilience was not an immediate reaction 
to the 2022 invasion but the result of a transfor-

mation that began with the annexation of Crimea 

and the war in Donbas in 2014. Over the following 

years, Ukrainian society consolidated a civic identity 
centered on freedom, democracy, and aspirations 

for European integration. Shared determination, 
collective memory, and the vision of a European 
future increasingly replaced regional, linguistic, 

or ethnic markers as the primary foundations of 

national identity.

Based on the 2026 study on the correlation between 
identity and resilience in Ukraine, at the core of its 
national resilience were four main societal com-

ponents. First was patriotism, understood as the 

willingness to contribute to the country. This was 
already the strongest resilience component before 

2022, but by 2022 it surged further, with 80% of 
respondents rating it at the highest level. Second 

was social unity or solidarity, which also rose sharply 

under pressure. Third was trust in public institu-

tions, which moved from moderate importance 

before 2022 to much higher significance during 
full-scale war. Fourth was trust in government and 

political leaders, which had been the weakest com-

ponent before 2022 but improved notably during the 

invasion. Together, these four elements formed the 
social backbone of wartime resilience.

Several reinforcing factors contributed to this trans-

formation. Civic identity became a powerful unifying 

force. Shared determination, democratic values, and 

European orientation provided a common frame-

work through which the war was perceived as a 

struggle for political freedom and national survival. 

Social cohesion and patriotism intensified under 
external pressure, as solidarity, national unity, and 

willingness to sacrifice increased significantly with 
the escalation of Russian aggression.

Ukrainian society became more re-

silient not because it felt secure, but 

because the perception of danger was 

clearly recognized and collectively in-

terpreted as an existential challenge.

Institutional trust also strengthened. While con-

fidence in government had previously been 

problematic, the experience of war and visi-

ble coordination between national and regional  

levels increased trust in political leadership and 
state institutions, especially the president and 

armed forces. At the same time, psychological and 

https://www.academia.edu/165557408/Russia_s_View_of_the_Multipolar_World_A_Hegemonic_Vision_of_Power_and_Hierarchy
https://www.academia.edu/161292950/Exploring_Interdependencies_Between_Identity_and_Resilience_Lessons_from_the_War_in_Ukraine_for_the_Baltic_States
https://ppr.lse.ac.uk/articles/10.31389/lseppr.87
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cognitive factors proved decisive. Rising threat 
awareness, combined with morale, hope, and the 

will to fight, converted identity and solidarity into 
practical resistance. Ukrainian society became more 
resilient not because it felt secure, but because the 

perception of danger was clearly recognized and 

collectively interpreted as an existential challenge.

These dynamics created a reinforcing feedback 
loop between identity and resilience. Identity 

strengthened collective determination, while a suc-

cessful collective experience of resistance further 

deepened national identity. The survival instinct, 
activated in response to the full-scale invasion in 

2022, mobilized this accumulated societal capacity 

and transformed it into mass mobilization, while 

international support facilitated the tools for pro-

tracted defense arrangements. The main body of  
knowledge on resilience in defense and security, 
as well as NATO’s core approach, clearly under-

scores that one indispensable component of 

resilience-building is preparedness and advanced 

planning.   

Ukraine’s case is a practical proof of this. Its 
remarkable performance in 2022 was rooted in a 

significantly higher level of preparedness developed 
over the preceding years. Preparedness emerged as 
a central driver of resilience, alongside will to fight, 
morale, and a clear sense of danger. This prepared-

ness was facilitated to a large extent by sustained 
international support from 2014 to 2022, which 

strengthened Ukraine’s defense capabilities and 
societal awareness. 

The materials in the study quoted above show that 
resilience grew as danger was clearly recognized, 

collectively interpreted, and translated into action. 

By 2022, will to fight, morale, and especially pre-

paredness were all markedly stronger than before, 

demonstrating that Ukraine’s resilience was prac-

tical and mobilizational, and strongly enabled by 

external support.

Georgia’s Case: Institutional 

Vulnerability and Cognitive 

Pressure

While Georgian society broadly main-

tained pro-Western orientations and 

democratic aspirations, democratic 

resilience gradually collapsed under 

sustained Russian influence operations.

Georgia’s trajectory since 2008 followed a markedly 
different path. While Georgian society broadly main-

tained pro-Western orientations and democratic 

aspirations, democratic resilience gradually col-

lapsed under sustained Russian influence operations. 
Political  developments, including the strength-

ening of authoritarian tendencies, state capture 

dynamics, and oligarchic influence, degraded the 
ability of state institutions to act as barriers against 

external pressure. Instead, elements of the political 

system became channels through which external 

influence could penetrate the state.

At the societal level, civil society  

organizations and non-governmental 

actors in Georgia remained strong-

ly pro-Western and actively engaged 

in defending democratic values. Over 

time, however, sustained pressure from 
Russia, combined with insufficient and 
inconsistent support from Western 
partners, contributed to the gradual 

consolidation of a Russian-style  

authoritarian governing model.

At the societal level, civil society organizations and 

non-governmental actors in Georgia remained 

strongly pro-Western and actively engaged  

in defending democratic values. Over time, how-

ever, sustained pressure from Russia, combined with 

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/2025/nato-resilience-reference-curriculum_20250221.pdf
https://www.nato.int/en/what-we-do/deterrence-and-defence/resilience-civil-preparedness-and-article-3
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN07135/SN07135.pdf
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-032-10146-4_10
https://politicsgeo.com/faq-and-misconceptions-about-georgia/
https://www.law.nyu.edu/rule-law-lab/democracy-under-siege-georgias-autocratic-takeover
https://politicsgeo.com/georgias-resilience-against-russian-hybrid-warfare/
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insufficient and inconsistent support from Western 
partners, contributed to the gradual consolidation of 

a Russian-style authoritarian governing model. This 
trajectory culminated in a de facto state capture by 

the ruling party, Georgian Dream, which extended 

its control over key sources of power, including 

political institutions, media space, and economic 

levers. As a result, the strong pro-democracy and 

pro-Western orientation of society did not translate 

into policy outcomes or national resilience. Instead, 

a widening gap emerged between public preferences 

and state behavior, as the concentration of power 

constrained the ability of civil society and public 

opinion to influence decision-making. These dynam-

ics generated structural vulnerabilities within the 

national resilience system, particularly by weakening 

accountability mechanisms, distorting information 

space, and limiting institutional responsiveness to 

societal demands.

In Georgia’s case, the cognitive domain emerged as 
the decisive battlefield shaping the country’s over-

all resilience. Coordinated anti-Western narratives 
originating from the Kremlin were actively amplified 
and localized by the Georgian Dream, embedding 

them into domestic political discourse. Among the 

most consequential were war-related narratives por-

traying closer alignment with the West, or a change 

in political leadership, as likely to trigger a spillover 

of the war in Ukraine into Georgia. These messages 
deliberately exploited societal trauma from the 2008 

war and cultivated fear as a political instrument.

As a result, a society that remained overwhelmingly 

pro-Western became deeply polarized and unable 

to consolidate around common national interests. 

Persistent disinformation and psychological opera-

tions blurred the line between fact and manipulation. 

Authoritarian consolidation eroded trust in insti-

tutions and further fragmented public space. This 
was reinforced by structural enablers: economic 

dependence on Russia through trade, tourism, and 

remittances; political influence exercised via elite 

networks and informal governance channels; and the 

influx of Russian citizens following the 2022 invasion 
of Ukraine, which added both economic leverage and 
social pressure points, particularly in urban centers 

like Tbilisi and Batumi.

At the same time, ambiguous and inconsistent 

international signaling and inaction regarding 

Georgia’s democratic backsliding further deepened 
uncertainty. In this volatile environment, internal 

polarization intensified, institutions weakened, 
and dissenting voices were increasingly repressed. 

The cumulative effect was a collapse of the national 
resilience: despite strong pro-democratic and 

pro-Western attitudes at the societal level, con-

fusion, fear, and narrative manipulation prevented 

collective action and undermined the translation 

of public will into policy. External influence proved 
most effective through this interaction between 

political leadership and the information environ-

ment, rather than through direct military means; 

although the occupation of Georgia’s territories and 
aggressive political and economic pressure played a 

significant role in preparing the ground for cognitive 
warfare.

National Resilience in  

an International Context 

Developments at the international and national 

levels of resilience are tightly interdependent. For 

small states in particular, national resilience is not 

only a product of internal cohesion or institutional 

capacity; it is also shaped by the credibility of the 

international system, including its rules and norms, 

and by the consistency of external support. When 

that credibility is undermined or signals of weakness 

are perceived, authoritarian and revisionist actors 

gain confidence to act. “The nuclear weapon of small 
states is international law,” as noted by the late Esto-

nian President Lennart Meri during the post-Soviet 
turbulences.

https://politicsgeo.com/the-vacuum-of-indecision-western-policy-at-a-crossroads/
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The trajectories of Ukraine and Georgia illustrate 
this dynamic with clarity. In Ukraine’s case, strong, 
unequivocal political support and sustained interna-

tional material assistance, especially before and after 

2022, significantly reinforced national resilience. It 
strengthened defense capabilities, bolstered insti-

tutional legitimacy, and enabled large-scale societal 

mobilization around a shared civic identity. At the 

same time, Russia’s decision to launch a full-scale 
invasion points to the limits and weaknesses of 

the rules-based system. As Jens Stoltenberg has 

reflected, signals of insufficient deterrence and 
perceived lack of resolve from the international 

community contributed to Moscow’s calculation that 
such aggression would be tolerated. In this sense, 

weaknesses in the international system created the 

permissive conditions for the invasion, while sub-

sequent strong support helped Ukraine consolidate 
its resilience.

The limited and inconsistent inter-

national response to Russia’s 2008 

invasion failed to impose meaningful 

constraints on Moscow’s behavior and 

failed to help Georgia strengthen its de-

fenses in the face of continued Russian 

aggression.

Georgia’s trajectory demonstrates a similar pattern 
over a longer timeframe. The limited and inconsis-

tent international response to Russia’s 2008 invasion 
failed to impose meaningful constraints on Moscow’s 
behavior and failed to help Georgia strengthen its 

defenses in the face of continued Russian aggression. 
This not only weakened Georgia’s external secu-

rity environment but also contributed to a broader 

perception that violations of sovereignty would not 

be decisively challenged. These dynamics carried 
forward into Ukraine in 2014 and 2022. In Georgia 
itself, the delayed and insufficient support for its 
democratic and Western trajectory created space 

for Russia to expand its influence. Over time, this 

facilitated the erosion of institutional resilience and 

enabled the consolidation of governance practices 

that aligned more closely with Russian interests.

These cases demonstrate that the resilience of small 
states is closely tied to the credibility and consis-

tency of the international system. When external 

support is strong and sustained, it reinforces domes-

tic capacity to resist and adapt. When it is weak, 

delayed, or inconsistent, it creates opportunities 

for authoritarian powers such as Russia to exploit 
vulnerabilities, shape internal trajectories, and 

undermine national resilience.

Resilience During Fragmented 

Hyperconnectivity

Russia has pushed the rules-based international sys-

tem to its limits through open revisionism and the 

use of force, yet current geopolitical trends point to 

a broader and more systemic erosion of post-Cold 

War norms. The weakening of international law is 
no longer driven by a single actor. It reflects a wider 
pattern in which major powers increasingly justify 

the use of military force, or the threat of it, through 

expansive interpretations of national security. This 
trend is particularly dangerous because it lowers the 

threshold for coercion and normalizes exceptional 

behavior as routine state practice.

Recent developments across multiple regions illus-

trate this shift. In the Western Hemisphere, the 

United States operation to capture Nicolás Mad-

uro in Caracas was framed as a law enforcement 

action against narcoterrorism, despite involving 

military force on sovereign territory. Similarly, 

expanding anti-narcotics operations have increas-

ingly relied on military tools, including lethal force 

against suspected trafficking networks. These cases 
blur the boundary between law enforcement and 

armed conflict, creating a legal grey zone where 
the use of force is justified by security imperatives 
rather than constrained by established norms.  

In the Middle East, the approach taken by the United 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10452/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SsdkClL2_bg&t=624s
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States and Israel toward Iran reflects a similar logic.  
Threats targeting infrastructure, such as energy sys-

tems and transport networks, have been justified 
on the grounds of dual use and deterrence, even 

 

 as they raise serious concerns under the principles 
governing the conduct of hostilities.

The growing reliance on national security justifi-

cations for the use or threat of force represents a 

structural shift with far-reaching consequences. 

When states increasingly define security in expan-

sive and unilateral terms, the distinction between 

defensive necessity and coercive pressure becomes 

blurred. This adds to the already existing precedents 
of Russia’s revisionist policies and aggressive strate-

gies in Ukraine and Georgia, further weakening the 
credibility of international rules and encouraging 

escalation across different regions.

This dynamic is reinforced by rising transatlantic 
tensions, which further destabilize the Euro-Atlan-

tic security architecture. Disagreements between 

the United States and its European allies over cri-
sis management, multilateral coordination, and 

the interpretation of international obligations 

have become more pronounced. Episodes such 
as threats around potential control over Greenland 
have raised fundamental questions about respect for 

sovereignty even within the Alliance. At the same 

time, divergences over the handling of conflicts in 
Ukraine and the Middle East, as well as disputes 
within international institutions, have weakened 

the cohesion that traditionally underpinned trans-

atlantic security cooperation.

These developments are tightly interconnected 
with broader global conflicts. The war in Ukraine, 
conflict with Iran, and security operations in the 
Western Hemisphere are part of a single strategic 

environment shaped by major-power competition. 

Legal flexibility in one theatre influences behavior in 
another, while political and military actions generate 

ripple effects across regions. As a result, instability 

is no longer contained but spreads across intercon-

nected security spaces. 

The cumulative effect is systemic atrophy of the 
post-Cold War order. International law remains 

formally intact, yet its application has become 

increasingly conditional and contested. Norms are 
interpreted selectively, institutions are under strain, 

and alliances face internal divisions. Under these 
conditions, global and regional security architec-

tures are exposed to sustained pressure, and the 

overall stability of international dynamics becomes 

more fragile and unpredictable.

The lessons from Georgia and Ukraine 

must therefore be interpreted within 

the broader transformation of the  

international system. If the erosion 

of international norms continues and 

global politics becomes increasingly 

defined by spheres of influence and  
hard power competition, the meaning  

of resilience for small countries may 

change fundamentally.

The lessons from Georgia and Ukraine must 
therefore be interpreted within the broader trans-

formation of the international system. If the erosion 

of international norms continues and global politics 

becomes increasingly defined by spheres of influ-

ence and hard power competition, the meaning of 

resilience for small countries may change funda-

mentally. In such an environment, smaller states may 

be forced to reassess the foundations of their secu-

rity strategies. Value-based choices become more 

difficult for societies exposed to existential threats. 
This places countries like Ukraine and Georgia in 
an increasingly difficult position. Their long-term 
resilience might depend less on normative align-

ment with democratic partners and more on their 

ability to balance interests between larger powers 

in a fragmented international system.

https://law.stanford.edu/2026/03/03/stanfords-allen-weiner-on-the-constitutional-and-international-law-questions-raised-by-the-iran-attack/
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/09/world/americas/trump-greenland-annex.html
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The Ukrainian and Georgian cases, therefore, 
underscore that resilience in the information age 

is fundamentally shaped in the cognitive domain. 

Identity, collective memory, shared values, and the 

interpretation of external threats and perception 

of potential partnerships determine how societies 

respond to crises.

If states increasingly sleepwalk into  

a world defined primarily by hard 
power and spheres of influence while 
neglecting the cognitive and psycholog-

ical foundations of resilience, they risk 

overlooking the main drivers of societal 

determinations in the digital era.

Ignoring this reality carries significant risks. If states 
increasingly sleepwalk into a world defined primar-

ily by hard power and spheres of influence while 
neglecting the cognitive and psychological founda-

tions of resilience, they risk overlooking the main 

drivers of societal determinations in the digital era. 

In contemporary information societies, the struggle 

for resilience is fought not only through military 

power, economic leverage, or diplomacy, but also 

in the realm of perception, identity, and collective 

belief. Failing to recognize this dynamic will likely 

generate deeper tensions, instability, and persistent 

geopolitical friction ■



BY SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №29 | April, 2026

34

The OSCE Moscow Mechanism:  

A Paper or a Paper Knife?

Dr. Sergi Kapanadze is a Professor of International Relations and European Integration at the Ilia State and Caucasus Univer-

sities in Tbilisi, Georgia. Dr. Kapanadze was a Vice-Speaker of the Parliament of Georgia in 2016-2020 and a Deputy Foreign 

Minister in 2011-2012. He is a co-founder and former director and chairman of the board of the Georgia-based think tank 

– Georgia’s Reforms Associates (GRASS). He received a Ph.D. in International Relations from the Tbilisi State University in 

2010 and an MA in International Relations and European Studies from the Central European University in 2003. He holds the 

diplomatic rank of Envoy Plenipotentiary.

SERGI KAPANADZE

Editor and Contributor

T here was a time when the Organiza-

tion for Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (OSCE) mattered for Georgia. 
In the OSCE, Tbilisi could talk with 

other European capitals and expose Russia’s hostile 
intentions, believing that international organizations 

could somehow constrain Russia. OSCE was used 
to inform the partners, uphold diplomatic ties in a 

multilateral format, and amplify Georgia’s position 
in the Euro-Atlantic space. That time is long gone.
 

The decline did not happen overnight. It was grad-

ual and, after 2008, irreversible. By the early 2000s, 

the OSCE had already begun to lose its political 
weight, whereas previously it had played a cru-

cial role in Georgia’s international legal standing. 
OSCE Summits in Budapest (1994), Lisbon (1996), 
and Istanbul (1999) produced important documents 
for Georgia. First two effectively recognized the eth-

nic cleansing of Georgians in Abkhazia, whereas the 

Istanbul Summit was instrumental in obliging Russia 
to withdraw its long overdue military bases from all 

of Georgia, including the occupied Abkhazia.

With Vladimir Putin’s assent, the OSCE 
began to crumble.

But with Vladimir Putin’s assent, the OSCE began to 
crumble. Since the 2002 Porto Ministerial, the OSCE 
has failed to produce the agreed-upon ministerial 

statements. The consensus rules, once designed as a 
confidence-building tool, became a veto instrument 
in Russia’s hands. The organization’s ability to act 
was slowly hollowed out, turning it into a forum for 

statements rather than a mechanism for outcomes. 
For Georgia, however, three pillars of engagement 

still made the OSCE relevant - at least for a time.

The first was conflict management. Georgia 
saw the OSCE as a platform to address its ter-

ritorial conflicts over Abkhazia and the South 
Ossetia/Tskhinvali Region, and, by extension, 
Russia. Yet even this was constrained. Abkha-

zia fell under the UN framework, leaving South 
Ossetia/Tskhinvali Region as the primary OSCE 
domain. But there, too, effectiveness was limited.  

 

https://www.osce.org/mc/39554
https://www.osce.org/mc/39539
https://www.osce.org/mc/39569
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The OSCE Mission to Georgia faced constant 
obstruction, including restrictions on access to con-

flict zones. Long before its formal closure in 2008, 
it had already become a diminished presence, with 

only a handful of monitors able to enter and operate 

in the conflict zone. 

The decisive moment came after the Russo-Georgian 
War of 2008. In 2009, Russia blocked the extension 
of the OSCE mission’s mandate, which expired on 
December 31, 2008. The organization simply disap-

peared from Georgia, even if it remained engaged in 

the Geneva International Discussions as a co-chair. 

From that moment on, the OSCE ceased to be a 
meaningful actor in Georgia’s conflict landscape. 
The very dimension that had justified its presence 
- managing and monitoring the consequences of 

occupation - was gone.

The second pillar was arms control, particularly 
through the adapted Treaty on Conventional Armed 
Forces in Europe (CFE). For years, this framework 
had been central to European security and directly 
relevant for Georgia, especially given the issue  

of Russian military bases on its territory. The 
Adapted CFE Treaty negotiations stalled in part 
because Russia failed to fulfill its Istanbul commit-
ments, including its withdrawal from Georgia. But 

after 2008, the entire arms control architecture 

began to unravel. Russia “suspended”  its partic-

ipation in the CFE Treaty in 2007, later ceased 
cooperation entirely, and by 2023 formally withdrew. 

NATO states followed suit by suspending their own 
participation. What had once been a core pillar of 

European security and a lever for Georgia collapsed 
into irrelevance and dysfunction.

The organization briefly regained some relevance 
after 2014, when it deployed the Special Monitoring 
Mission (SMM) to Ukraine after Russia’s aggression 
in Eastern Ukraine and prior illegal annexation of 
Crimea. For a moment, it appeared that the OSCE 
could reinvent itself as a crisis management tool. But 

this proved illusory. After Russia’s full-scale inva-

sion in 2022, the SMM was forced to withdraw. Once 

again, the OSCE demonstrated that it could operate 
only where Russia allowed it to - and nowhere else.

https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/international_safety/1643173/
https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1913546/
https://www.osce.org/special-monitoring-mission-to-ukraine-closed
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The third pillar that Georgia cared about was the 
human dimension. For Georgia, this had always 

been important—not only domestically, but also in 

highlighting human rights violations in the occu-

pied regions. Tbilisi consistently aligned itself with 
EU statements and used OSCE mechanisms to raise 
concerns about abuses in Abkhazia and South Osse-

tia/Tskhinvali Region. The organization provided a 
platform, and Georgia utilized it. There was a time 
when the ODIHR and the High Commissioner on 
National Minorities were continuously nudged by 
the Georgian authorities to engage in the human 

rights monitoring in the Russia-controlled regions.

Moreover, Georgia also cared about the OSCE’s elec-

toral observation missions. No matter how critical 
the ODIHR reports were, consecutive governments, 
whether during 3rd President Mikheil Saakashvili’s 
tenure (2003-2012), or during the first years of Bid-

zina Ivanishvili’s and his Georgian Dream’s (GD) rule, 
invited ODIHR to monitor Georgian elections. The 
reports by the OSCE monitoring missions were also 
taken seriously, and follow-up on the election-re-

lated recommendations was always a priority, even 

in the early years of Ivanishvili’s rule. But today that 
has changed, too, and the current foreign policy of 

the Georgian Dream couldn’t care less about inter-

national institutions. As we have argued before on 
the pages of GEOpolitics, Georgia’s foreign policy 
has become isolationist, minimalist, and damaging, 

leaving no room for ambitions within international 

organizations. 

The Reversal

Since 2022, the Georgian Dream government has 

reversed its foreign policy not only vis-à-vis the EU, 
Russia, and the U.S., but also in relation to interna-

tional organizations. Instead of leveraging the OSCE 
to advance human rights concerns in the occupied 

regions or promote domestic human rights achieve-

ments, it has increasingly treated the organization 

as an obstacle.

The reversal of the foreign policy course 

has had predictable consequences in the 

OSCE framework. Election observation 

missions—once seen as a tool for vali-

dation and external legitimacy—have 

become a source of tension.

The reversal of the foreign policy course has had 
predictable consequences in the OSCE framework. 
Election observation missions—once seen as a tool 
for validation and external legitimacy—have become 

a source of tension. Georgia has not yet followed 

Russia in banning international observers outright, 
but it has systematically undermined their effec-

tiveness. In 2020 and 2021, the number of ODIHR 
observers was limited, mainly due to COVID. In 

2024, the mission was present and issued a critical 
assessment, pointing to systemic irregularities and 

an uneven playing field. Yet the carefully calibrated 
diplomatic language allowed the government to 

selectively quote the report, presenting it domes-

tically as an endorsement rather than a warning. In 

the 2025 local elections, the OSCE was not present at 
all because the Georgian Dream deliberately invited 

it late, which, as ODIHR noted, made “meaningful 

observation impossible.”

The Moscow Mechanism

Today, only one OSCE instrument remains relevant 
for Georgia, and it is used against Georgia, not by 

Georgia. This is the Moscow Mechanism.

Established in 1991, in the immediate aftermath of 
the Cold War, the Moscow Mechanism was designed 

as an emergency tool to address serious human 

dimension concerns within the OSCE space. It was 
built on a simple yet powerful idea: when a state 

fails to uphold its commitments, other participat-

ing states should be able to trigger an independent 

investigation, even without the state’s consent.

 

https://politicsgeo.com/the-georgian-dreams-isolationist-damaging-and-minimalist-foreign-policy/
https://odihr.osce.org/odihr/elections/georgia/584029
https://civil.ge/archives/647790
https://odihr.osce.org/odihr/elections/597267
https://odihr.osce.org/odihr/20066
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Unlike most OSCE instruments, the mechanism 
bypasses the consensus rule. A group of at least six 

participating states can invoke it and appoint inde-

pendent experts (rapporteurs) to investigate alleged 
violations. These experts are mandated to collect 
information, engage with stakeholders, and pro-

duce a public report. The state under scrutiny may 
cooperate or refuse to cooperate (Georgia did not 

appoint a co-rapporteur, but cooperated with the 

rapporteur). The mechanism proceeds regardless.

Over time, this has made the Moscow Mechanism 

one of the few remaining OSCE tools capable of 
generating authoritative, internationally recognized 

findings. It does not impose sanctions or enforce 
compliance, but it establishes facts, and in today’s 
geopolitical environment, that is often the most 

powerful step toward accountability.

When the OSCE adopted the Moscow Mechanism in 
1991, it was responding to a very specific fear of the 
post–Cold War moment: that newly independent or 

transitioning states might relapse into repression 

while the international community remained pro-

cedurally paralyzed. 

In its early uses, across the wars of the former 

Yugoslavia and later in places like Chechnya, the 
mechanism functioned as a documentation tool in 

high-intensity crises. It recorded atrocities, created 

a shared evidentiary baseline, and fed into broader 

international responses, including UN processes 
and, eventually, possibly, international criminal 

justice.

By the 2000s and 2010s, as overt interstate conflicts 
receded, the mechanism evolved into something 

else: an accountability instrument for authoritar-

ian repression. Its use against Belarus in 2011, 2020, 

and 2023, and against Russia in the Chechnya LGBT 
persecution case (2018), reflected this shift. The goal 
was no longer to document war crimes alone, but to 

expose systematic violations of human rights, elec-

toral fraud, and state-sponsored repression.

A third phase emerged after 2022, when the mech-

anism was repeatedly invoked in relation to Russia’s 
war against Ukraine. Here, it became part of a 
broader accountability ecosystem, complementing 

European investigations and feeding into legal and 
sanctions regimes. 

the Moscow mechanism was never an 

end in itself. It was part of a broader 

strategy—whether to build a legal case, 

justify sanctions, or consolidate inter-

national pressure. 

In all these cases, the Moscow mechanism was never 

an end in itself. It was part of a broader strategy—

whether to build a legal case, justify sanctions, or 

consolidate international pressure. 

The recent use of the Moscow Mechanism against 
Georgia has one peculiarity. For the first time, 
a country that once saw the OSCE as an ally and 
cared about the platform has become the subject 

of one of its most intrusive accountability tools. In 

2007-2008, Georgia was the country that actively 
used the OSCE instruments to protect its national 
interest. The activation of the Vienna and Bucharest 
mechanisms in 2008 was considered diplomatically 

groundbreaking, as OSCE tools were turned against 
Russia, with Georgia as the primary user. From 2014, 
when the OSCE instruments were once again used 
against Russia, Georgia was silent and sidelined, as 
it preferred not to upset a militant neighbor because 

of Ukraine. In 2026, the OSCE instruments are now 
used against Georgia. Even this pattern shows how 
far the Georgian democracy and diplomacy have 

fallen in the last 15 years. 

The Moscow Mechanism was  triggered  against 
Georgia in 2026 by a coalition of 23 participating 

states, predominantly EU members and like-minded 
partners. The formal rationale was related to the 
concerns over democratic backsliding, repression of 

opposition, and violations of fundamental freedoms. 

https://odihr.osce.org/news/odihr/661963
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The procedure followed the established script—an 
independent expert from Poland was appointed, 
hundreds of pages of evidence were collected, and 

a report was produced.

The Importance

The report provided one of the most comprehensive 
international assessments of Georgia’s political tra-

jectory in recent years, effectively confirming what 
we have called on the pages of this journal, “five 
minutes from dictatorship.” Its central conclusion 

stated that since the spring of 2024, Georgia had 

experienced “marked democratic backsliding.” The 
report relied on a consistent body of evidence and 

presented, as Amnesty International noted, a “damn-

ing” verdict on the Georgian Dream’s political system 
as a whole. The report identified a pattern linking the 
treatment of protesters, opposition leaders, jour-

nalists, and civil society actors. The use of force by 
authorities was attested across different cases, with 

some incidents reaching the threshold of what was 

described as torture and inhuman treatment. These 
actions took place in an environment characterized 

by a lack of accountability, in which violations were 

not effectively investigated, and those responsible 

were not held to account, thus indicating the sys-

temic nature of oppression. 

The report documented the gradual restriction of 
fundamental freedoms scrupulously. It described 

how freedom of expression, assembly, and associa-

tion had been limited through legislative changes, 

administrative measures, and criminal proceed-

ings. Laws targeting civil society organizations, 

independent media, and marginalized groups were 

used to silence the opponents, while administra-

tive penalties, including fines and detention, as well 
as criminal cases against government critics, con-

tributed to an environment in which dissent was 

increasingly constrained and criminalized.

The report further examined attempts to ban key 
opposition parties and assessed them as devel-

opments that threatened meaningful political 

competition, characteristic of authoritarian systems. 

It described an atmosphere in which actors indepen-

dent of the government faced hostility, shaped in 

part by rhetoric from officials and accompanied by 
acts of violence carried out by unidentified groups. 
The report once again confirmed the politicization 
of the judiciary. It raised concerns about fair trial 

standards, judicial independence, and the use of 

legal mechanisms against individuals engaged in dis-

sent. The judiciary appeared within the report as an 
institution that no longer provided sufficient guar-

antees of impartiality, raising concerns about the 

availability of effective remedies for those affected 

by state actions. 

The report’s recommendations are probably the 
most problematic for the Georgian Dream. They 
addressed structural issues across multiple sectors. 

The report called for the immediate and uncondi-
tional release of individuals detained for political 

reasons, including opposition figures and journal-
ists, and for the withdrawal of ongoing efforts to 

ban political parties. It recommended independent 

investigations into election irregularities and the 

implementation of the ODIHR recommendations 
following the 2024 parliamentary elections. It also 

called for inviting international observers to future 

elections.

The report recommended repealing several laws 
it considered incompatible with Georgia’s inter-

national obligations. These included legislation on 
foreign agents and influence, restrictions on foreign 
funding for media and civil society, provisions affect-

ing broadcast content, and laws affecting LGBTQ+ 
individuals. On issues related to human rights and 

the rule of law, it called for an end to the dispropor-

tionate use of force, independent investigations into 

allegations of torture and ill-treatment, and mea-

sures to ensure judicial independence and fair trial 

guarantees.

https://odihr.osce.org/odihr/662725
https://politicsgeo.com/five-minutes-from-dictatorship/
https://politicsgeo.com/five-minutes-from-dictatorship/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2026/03/georgia-authorities-response-to-damning-osce-report-amounts-to-witch-hunt/
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More importantly, the report also included a rec-

ommendation addressed to the international 

community, noting that states parties to the Rome 
Statute could consider referring the situation in 

Georgia to the International Criminal Court. This 
reflected the report’s assessment that patterns of 
political persecution and inhumane acts had broader 

implications under international law.

The Propaganda Response

That the Moscow Mechanism report did not pose 
serious imminent problems for the Georgian Dream 

is evident from the reactions to it. The propaganda 
machinery used the report to further demonize the 

West and argue that the Georgian Dream was a vic-

tim of baseless attacks from the “deep state”. One 

propaganda line of attack argued that the majority 

of OSCE member states opposed the invocation of 
the Moscow Mechanism. This false narrative ignored 
the fact that the Moscow Mechanism rules do not 

require approval by all participating states, nor does 

the OSCE Permanent Council need to approve the 
expert mission’s final report. 

Another propaganda line argued that the rapporteur 
on Georgia, Polish professor Patrycja Grzebyk, had 
a conflict of interest because she allegedly had ties 
to the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and that her 
work was unprofessional. The third line of attack was 
about the impartiality of the report, with propaganda 

arguing that the report was drafted by foreign-con-

trolled Georgian NGOs and that the information 
provided to the rapporteur was biased. Former 

Ombudsman Ucha Nanuashvili was even questioned 

by the State Security Service.

In short, nothing new for those who have been fol-

lowing the propaganda and disinformation that the 

Georgian Dream has engaged in during the last few 

years, which we have documented on the pages of 
this journal on several occasions.

 

A Paper, or a Paper Knife?

The attempts by the Georgian Dream to portray the 
Moscow Mechanism report as a piece of paper with 

no value might actually prove true, unless those 

who instigated the mechanism develop a follow-up 

strategy.

The history of the Moscow Mechanism 

shows that its real impact emerges only 

when its findings are operationalized.

The history of the Moscow Mechanism shows 
that its real impact emerges only when its find-

ings are operationalized. In the case of Belarus, 

the 2020 Moscow Mechanism report documented 

torture, electoral fraud, and systemic repression. 

These findings were subsequently referenced—
sometimes explicitly, more often implicitly—in EU  
political declarations and fed into the legal reasoning 
behind sanctions adopted under the EU’s Common 
Foreign and Security Policy. The report did not 
trigger sanctions on its own, but it provided the evi-

dentiary backbone that made them legally defensible.

A similar dynamic has been visible in the response 

to Russia’s war against Ukraine. Moscow Mechanism 
reports documenting war crimes and deportations 

have been used alongside UN and NGO findings to 
support sanctions packages, justify listings, and 

inform international criminal proceedings. Again, 

the mechanism did not act alone, but it became part 

of a cumulative evidentiary structure. 

Thus, the European Union institutions and Member 
States have repeatedly referred to OSCE Moscow 
Mechanism findings in official statements and diplo-

matic documents, which subsequently informed the 

legal and political justification for sanctions against 
Belarus and Russia.
 

 

https://rustavi2.ge/en/news/343297
https://civil.ge/archives/725354
https://civil.ge/archives/725520
https://politicsgeo.com/the-georgian-dreams-goebbelsian-propaganda/
https://politicsgeo.com/anti-western-propaganda-the-georgian-dreams-all-purpose-fix/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/28th_osce_mc_eu_statement_on_belarus.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/122926.pdf
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If the follow-up steps are designed  

to act upon the report, the Moscow 

Mechanism document can serve  

as a basis for targeted sanctions against 

individuals responsible for repression.

For Georgia, this pathway remains open but unre-

alized. If the EU member states consider this report 
as fait accompli, after which nothing else can be 
done, then the report will remain a piece of paper. 

However, if the follow-up steps are designed to act 

upon the report, the Moscow Mechanism document 

can serve as a basis for targeted sanctions against 

individuals responsible for repression, under frame-

works grounded in Article 29 TEU and Article 215 
TFEU. Now that the Hungarian veto in the EU is gone, 
following Viktor Orbán’s electoral loss, the EU can 
revert to discussing sanctions, using the OSCE Mos-

cow Document as a reference. The report could also 
serve as a justification for coordinated restrictive 
measures within coalitions of like-minded states, 

even beyond formal EU action. And, more impor-

tantly, the Moscow Mechanism report can become 

a foundation for legal proceedings, including the 

use of universal jurisdiction by national prosecutors 

in countries such as Germany or the Netherlands, 
where serious human rights violations can be inves-

tigated extraterritorially.

The Moscow Mechanism report can 

become a foundation for legal proceed-

ings, including the use of universal 

jurisdiction by national prosecutors in 

countries such as Germany or the Neth-

erlands, where serious human rights 

violations can be investigated extrater-

ritorially.

Without such steps, the report risks remaining 

what many OSCE outputs have become: a well-doc-

umented account of failure, rather than a catalyst 

for change. How the next steps will be taken will also 

determine whether the invocation of the Moscow 

Mechanism was justifiable and whether the effort 
invested in it was worth it, and whether those mem-

ber states that invoked it had clear objectives, or 

were just grasping the lowest hanging fruit, a non-

EU-based, non-consensual mechanism, with limited 
influence. 

If the mechanism’s objective was to name and shame, 
the timing raises questions. By 2026, the Georgian 

Dream government had already crossed multiple red 

lines. Political opponents had been arrested. Plans 
to ban major opposition parties were underway. 

Freedom of expression and assembly had been sys-

tematically curtailed. Civil society space had been all 

but closed. In such a context, a reputational instru-

ment like the Moscow Mechanism arrived late. It 

would not shame a government that has already 

embraced the costs of authoritarian consolidation.

The Moscow Mechanism is not designed 

to impose costs. It produces findings, 
not consequences, and the venue, where 

these findings are discussed,  
is diplomatic, not legal. Without  

a follow-up strategy, it risks becoming 

an exercise in documentation rather 

than a tool of influence.

If the objective was deterrence, the same problem 

applies. The Moscow Mechanism is not designed 
to impose costs. It produces findings, not conse-

quences, and the venue, where these findings are 
discussed, is diplomatic, not legal. Without a fol-

low-up strategy, it risks becoming an exercise in 

documentation rather than a tool of influence. Used 
earlier, at the onset of democratic backsliding in 

early 2025, when Georgians were actively protesting 
in the streets, and the Georgian Dream had not yet 

introduced even half of the draconian laws, it might 

have had a different effect, signaling international 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/restrictive-measures-sanctions.html
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resolve before the point of no return. Used now, it 
records what has already happened.

If the objective was merely to exert diplomatic pres-

sure, the pathway remains unclear as well. Pressure 
requires leverage. The Moscow Mechanism, on its 
own, does not create it. 

What can create pressure, however, is a clearly 

elaborated basket of sticks and carrots, along with 

a high-level pressure channel for discussing them 

with the Georgian Dream leadership. In such a bas-

ket, the Moscow Mechanism can become one of the 

levers, turning from a simple paper to a paper knife ■
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I
n November 2024, a new coalition govern-

ment composed of the Social Democratic 

Alliance, the Reform Party, and the People’s 
Party came to power in Iceland. One of its 

key campaign promises was to hold a national ref-

erendum on whether the country should resume 

accession negotiations with the European Union. 
The coalition pledged that such a vote would take 
place no later than the end of 2027. 

On March 6, 2026, the Icelandic government 

approved a parliamentary resolution formally sched-

uling the referendum. Icelanders will go to the polls 

on August 26, 2026, to decide whether their country 

should reopen negotiations on EU membership.

With four months remaining before the vote, Icelan-

dic society appears deeply divided on the question 

of Europe. A recent Gallup poll shows that voters 

are almost evenly split on whether to resume EU 
accession negotiations, with 52% in favor and 48% 
opposed, a gap well within the margin of error. This 
near parity is mirrored in broader attitudes toward 

membership itself: 47% oppose joining the European 
Union, 40% support it, and 13% remain undecided, 
with opposition rising to 54% when only those 
expressing a clear view are counted. Political divi-
sions further reinforce this split, with overwhelming 

majorities of supporters of the Independence, Pro-

gressive, and Center parties opposing membership, 

while voters aligned with liberal and social demo-

cratic parties are largely in favor.

At first glance, this referendum concerns only 
Iceland’s domestic political trajectory. Yet the 
implications extend far beyond the island state. 

Iceland’s EU Referendum:  

A Turning Point for Europe’s Next 

Enlargement Wave?
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https://www.government.is/diplomatic-missions/embassy-article/2026/03/06/Government-proposes-referendum-on-whether-to-return-to-accession-talks-with-the-EU-/
https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/news/news/2026/03/10/tensions_run_high_over_eu_accession_negotiations/
https://www.ruv.is/english/2026-04-08-more-oppose-eu-membership-than-joining-suggests-poll-472148
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The outcome could significantly influence the 
future direction of the EU enlargement policy, the 
geopolitical dynamics of Northern Europe, and the 
broader narrative surrounding the European Union’s 
attractiveness.

Recent geopolitical developments have added an 
unexpected dimension to the debate. Statements 

by the U.S. President Donald Trump regarding the 
possibility of asserting control over Greenland, 

including suggestions that such control could be 

achieved through military means, have triggered 

renewed discussions about security in the Arctic 

region. Paradoxically, these developments have 
also strengthened arguments in favor of deeper 

European integration and revived debates about a 
potential “Northern enlargement” of the European 
Union.

The Icelandic referendum could therefore become 
a pivotal moment. A positive outcome might  

demonstrate that renewed enlargement is feasible 

and politically viable. It could inject new momentum 

into a process that has largely stagnated since the 

EU’s last enlargement in 2013. Furthermore, Iceland’s 
accession could stimulate discussions about EU 
membership in neighboring countries, particularly 

Norway, and potentially reopen debates in Green-

land about renewed cooperation with the European 
Union.

The Icelandic referendum could there-

fore become a pivotal moment. A pos-

itive outcome might demonstrate that 

renewed enlargement is feasible and 

politically viable. It could inject new 

momentum into a process that has 

largely stagnated since the EU’s last 

enlargement in 2013.

https://www.reuters.com/world/china/trump-says-us-needs-own-greenland-deter-russia-china-2026-01-09/
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Conversely, a negative outcome could reinforce 

skepticism toward enlargement across Europe. 
Opponents of European integration might use such 
a result to strengthen the narrative that EU mem-

bership undermines national sovereignty and that 

the Union’s appeal is waning.

The stakes, therefore, extend far beyond Iceland 
itself.

A Second Attempt  

at Membership

With a population of roughly 394,000 people, Iceland 

is one of Europe’s smallest states. Yet despite its 
modest size, the country ranks among the world’s 
most advanced democracies and most prosperous 

economies.

According to the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2025 
Democracy Index, Iceland ranks fourth globally, 

surpassed among EU countries only by Sweden. Eco-

nomically, the country also performs exceptionally 

well. Iceland has a GDP per capita of approximately 
EUR 86,000, placing it behind only Luxembourg and 
Ireland in the broader European economic space.

Iceland is also an important supplier of key industrial 

materials. The country is a significant producer of 
low-carbon aluminum, benefiting from abundant 
geothermal and hydropower resources. Today, 
Iceland accounts for approximately 7.3% of the 
European Union’s aluminum imports, making it the 
EU’s fourth-largest supplier after Norway, China, 
and Türkiye.

Despite not being a member of the European Union, 
Iceland has long been deeply integrated into Euro-

pean structures. The country is part of the Schengen 
Area, is a member of the European Economic Area 
(EEA), and participates in numerous EU programs 
and agencies. As a result, much of Icelandic legisla-

tion is already aligned with EU law.

Iceland first applied for EU membership in 2009, 
following the country’s dramatic financial crisis. 
The collapse of Iceland’s three largest banks and the 
subsequent 50% depreciation of the national cur-

rency, the Krona, severely destabilized the economy. 
At the time, many Icelandic political leaders viewed 

EU membership as a potential anchor of institutional 
and financial stability.

Because Iceland had already complied with much 

of EU legislation through its EEA membership, 
accession negotiations progressed rapidly. Within 

just three years, Iceland had opened 27 negotiation 
chapters and provisionally closed 11 out of 35.

However, the momentum was short-lived. Follow-

ing the 2013 parliamentary elections, a Eurosceptic 
center-right coalition led by the Independence Party 
and the Progressive Party came to power. The new 
government opposed the EU membership and for-

mally suspended accession negotiations. In 2015, 
Iceland’s foreign minister sent an official letter to 
Brussels requesting that Iceland no longer be con-

sidered an EU candidate country.

Several factors contributed to this decision. First, 

Iceland’s economy recovered more quickly than 
expected from the financial crisis, reducing the per-

ceived need for EU membership. Second, concerns 
about national sovereignty gained prominence in 
domestic political debates. Many Icelanders feared 

that joining the EU would require abandoning the 
national currency and transferring greater authority 

to European institutions.

Most importantly, concerns centered on control 

over fisheries, one of Iceland’s key industries. 

Fisheries: The Core Sovereignty 

Issue

Fishing is not merely another economic sector 

in Iceland; it is a central component of the coun-

try’s national identity and economic structure.  

https://www.statice.is/statistics/population/inhabitants/overview/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2025?utm_campaign=MA00015352&utm_medium=paid-search&utm_source=eiu-google&utm_content=&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23742535322&gbraid=0AAAAADRHtUdHBScce_acHn8SPG1ilyRRQ&gclid=CjwKCAjw7vzOBhBxEiwAc7WNr7_CQNgXmqW22RzRarxYwbs-okrpJ6P1XP-oIWMnhgjQZ1SoZdA9eBoCxbsQAvD_BwE
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=IS
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20250326-1#:~:text=In%202024%2C%20the%20EU%20imported,%E2%82%AC2.4%20billion%20(12.8%25).
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/iceland-the-financial-and-economic-crisis_221071065826.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/iceland/
https://www.welcomeurope.com/en/iceland-out-of-the-eu-accession-process/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/iceland/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/deea/dv/0320_33_/0320_33_en.pdf
https://www.theconservative.online/pl/argumenty-za-i-przeciw-islandii-w-ue
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/note/join/2008/408938/IPOL-PECH_NT(2008)408938_EN.pdf
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The fishing industry accounts for approximately  
12% of Iceland’s GDP, employs around 5% of the 
workforce, and represents close to 40% of the total 
value of exported goods.

For centuries, access to marine resources has shaped 

Iceland’s economic development, political priorities, 
and cultural traditions. Unsurprisingly, any policy 
perceived as limiting Iceland’s control over its fish-

ing grounds quickly becomes politically sensitive.

This is where the European Union’s Common Fish-

eries Policy (CFP) becomes highly controversial.

While the policy aims to ensure long-

term environmental sustainability and 

fair distribution of fishing opportuni-
ties among EU members, it also requires 

states to share decision-making author-

ity over their maritime resources.

The CFP is designed to manage fish stocks collec-

tively among EU member states. It establishes shared 
quotas, regulates access to fishing waters, and sets 
sustainability rules intended to prevent overfishing. 
While the policy aims to ensure long-term environ-

mental sustainability and fair distribution of fishing 
opportunities among EU members, it also requires 
states to share decision-making authority over their 

maritime resources.

For many Icelanders, this raises fundamental ques-

tions of sovereignty.

Iceland currently exercises exclusive control over 

its 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone, one 

of the richest fishing areas in the North Atlantic. 
Moreover, the standard of 200 nautical miles for the 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) under the UN Con-

vention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is largely 
based on Iceland’s unilateral practice, which led to 
the infamous “cod wars” with the UK. Under EU 

membership, Iceland would need to negotiate how 

its fishing resources would be incorporated into the 
broader CFP framework. This could allow vessels 
from other EU countries to access Icelandic waters, 
subject to negotiated quotas and arrangements.

Critics argue that such an outcome could under-

mine Iceland’s long-standing fisheries management 
system, which is widely regarded as one of the most 

efficient and sustainable in the world.

Supporters of EU membership, however, claim that 
these concerns may be overstated. They note that 
EU fisheries policy has evolved significantly in recent 
years and that special arrangements could be nego-

tiated to protect Iceland’s interests. Furthermore, 
Iceland’s advanced fisheries management expertise 
could actually strengthen EU-wide sustainability 
policies. In any case, fisheries remain the single most 
politically sensitive issue in Iceland’s EU debate. Any 
future accession negotiations would almost certainly 

hinge on finding a compromise acceptable to both 
Icelandic voters and EU member states.

Changed Geopolitical  

Environment

The global environment that Iceland faces today 
differs significantly from the one that existed when 
accession negotiations were suspended in 2015.

The international system is increasingly charac-

terized by intensifying geopolitical competition, 

shifting power balances, and growing uncertainty. 

For small states such as Iceland, navigating this 

environment requires careful consideration of both 

economic and security partnerships.

Although Iceland is a founding member of NATO, 
the country does not maintain a standing military. 

Instead, its defense relies heavily on alliances and 

bilateral agreements, particularly with the United 
States.

https://www.government.is/diplomatic-missions/embassy-of-iceland-in-ottawa/business-and-trade/
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/policy/common-fisheries-policy-cfp_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/note/join/2008/408938/IPOL-PECH_NT(2008)408938_EN.pdf
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Recent controversies around Greenland and NATO 
have raised questions about the future reliability of 

these arrangements. Statements by Donald Trump 
questioning NATO’s relevance and suggesting the 
possibility of a U.S. withdrawal from the alliance 

have unsettled many European partners. Even more 
controversial were remarks regarding Greenland. 

Trump suggested that the U.S. control of the terri-
tory could be necessary for national security, raising 

concerns across the Nordic region.

Iceland, together with Denmark,  

Finland, Norway, and Sweden, respond-

ed by emphasizing that Arctic security 
must be based on respect for interna-

tional law and the territorial integrity 

of Greenland within the Kingdom  

of Denmark.

Iceland, together with Denmark, Finland, Norway, 
and Sweden, responded by emphasizing that Arctic 
security must be based on respect for international 

law and the territorial integrity of Greenland within 

the Kingdom of Denmark.

For many Icelandic policymakers, these develop-

ments have reinforced the importance of deeper 

cooperation with the European partners. EU mem-

bership is increasingly seen by some as a way to 

strengthen economic resilience and broaden the 

country’s security partnerships. 

Economic factors also play a role. Iceland has experi-
enced rising inflation in recent years, reaching 5.4% 
in March 2026. Higher inflation has contributed to 
rising interest rates, reduced housing affordability, 

and increased living costs.

These economic pressures have revived debates 
about whether closer integration with European 
markets and institutions could provide greater long-

term stability.

Northern Enlargement Returns 

to the Agenda

The Icelandic referendum has also revived broader 
discussions about the future geography of EU 
enlargement.

The European Commission’s 2025 Enlarge-

ment Package suggested that Montenegro could 

conclude accession negotiations by 2026 and Albania 

by 2027. EU Enlargement Commissioner Marta Kos 
expressed optimism that Montenegro might join the 

Union by 2028, followed by Albania in 2029.

However, Iceland’s potential return to the accession 
process could reshape this timeline.

Because Iceland already participates in the EEA and 
the Schengen area, its legal and regulatory systems 

are largely aligned with EU standards. Combined 
with strong democratic institutions and high income 

levels, this could enable Iceland to make progress in 
negotiations relatively quickly if talks resume.

In such a scenario, Iceland could advance more 

quickly than the current frontrunners among can-

didate countries.

This development would inevitably attract attention 
across Northern Europe.

Norway, which rejected EU membership in refer-

enda in 1972 and 1994, might find itself as the only 
Nordic country outside the Union if Iceland were 
to join. Although political parties in Norway remain 
cautious about reopening the membership debate, 

public opinion appears to be evolving.

Recent polls suggest that 63% of Norwegians sup-

port holding another referendum, while support for 

EU membership itself increased from 23% in 2023 
to 41% in 2025.

https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/c302m85q1d0t
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/apr/01/trump-nato-explainer
https://www.government.is/diplomatic-missions/embassy-article/2026/01/06/Joint-statement-by-the-Foreign-Ministers-of-Denmark-Finland-Iceland-Norway-and-Sweden-on-6-January-2026/
https://www.icelandreview.com/news/iceland-inflation-hits-5-4-in-march-as-food-and-fuel-costs-rise/?srsltid=AfmBOoqRMi9zAL8Pa4m_eKwHXrJbCOttVy8y_xycWc7NsALKiqY5aaNA
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/2025-enlargement-package-shows-progress-towards-eu-membership-key-enlargement-partners-2025-11-04_en
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/09/02/kos-montenegro-could-join-the-eu-2028-albania-in-2029/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/04/join-or-not-join-norway-edging-closer-eu
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Greenland represents another important dimension 

of the debate. The self-governing territory with-

drew from the European Economic Community in 
1985, largely due to disputes over fisheries policy. 
However, renewed geopolitical competition in the 

Arctic and increasing interest from global powers 

have prompted discussions in Nuuk about strength-

ening ties with Europe.

If Iceland were to negotiate favorable 

terms within the EU’s fisheries frame-

work successfully, this could serve as 

a precedent or model for Greenland 

should it ever consider returning  

to the European Union.

If Iceland were to negotiate favorable terms within 

the EU’s fisheries framework successfully, this could 
serve as a precedent or model for Greenland should 

it ever consider returning to the European Union.

Enlargement, Competition, and 

the “Mini Big Bang” Scenario

Iceland’s accession could also have implications for 
enlargement in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe.

Some analysts have suggested the possibility of a 

smaller enlargement wave — sometimes described 

as a “mini big bang.” Such a scenario could involve 

several countries joining the EU simultaneously from 
different geographical regions. For example, Iceland 

could be joined by Montenegro, Albania, and Mol-

dova, whose combined population would be roughly 

6 million.

Such an approach could revitalize the enlargement 

agenda while avoiding the political complexities of 

admitting larger or more geopolitically sensitive 

candidates, such as Ukraine. It would demonstrate 
that enlargement remains a merit-based process, 

rewarding countries that have successfully imple-

mented reforms.

Internal EU reforms remain a crucial 

factor. Germany and France have  

repeatedly emphasized that institution-

al reforms must accompany further  

enlargement to ensure the Union  

remains effective and capable  

of decision-making.

At the same time, internal EU reforms remain  
a crucial factor. Germany and France have repeat-

edly emphasized that institutional reforms must 

accompany further enlargement to ensure the Union 
remains effective and capable of decision-making.

The European Commission is therefore expected to 
present proposals under the initiative “An EU Fit for 
Enlargement: Policy Reviews and Reforms.”

The Referendum and the Battle 

of Narratives

Beyond institutional and geopolitical implications, 

the Icelandic referendum could also become a focal 

point in the broader information and narrative con-

test surrounding the European Union.

If Iceland were to join the EU alone, without other 
candidate countries progressing simultaneously, 

critics might portray this as evidence that the Union 
favors wealthy and economically advanced states 

while leaving poorer countries waiting indefinitely. 
Such narratives could feed into existing disinforma-

tion campaigns aimed at undermining EU credibility 
in candidate countries, particularly in the Western 

Balkans and Eastern Europe.

Anti-EU actors could promote several key messages. 
One narrative might claim that the enlargement pro-

cess is politically biased rather than merit-based, 

suggesting that wealthy countries receive prefer-

ential treatment while others remain permanently 

stuck in the waiting room.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-delivering-together-and-preparing-our-union-for-the-future/file-an-eu-fit-for-enlargement-policy-reviews-and-reforms
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Another argument could portray EU membership as 
incompatible with national sovereignty. Opponents 

might highlight Iceland’s debates over fisheries pol-
icy or currency sovereignty as proof that joining the 

EU requires surrendering control over vital national 
interests.

Disinformation campaigns might also attempt to 

frame the EU as a declining project. By selectively 
highlighting internal disagreements or economic 

challenges, such narratives could suggest that even 

prosperous countries like Iceland remain uncertain 

about the benefits of membership.

Conversely, a negative referendum outcome could 

also be exploited.

If Icelandic voters reject reopening ac-

cession negotiations, Eurosceptic actors 

across Europe might present the result 

as evidence that even one of Europe’s 

most prosperous democracies sees little 

value in joining the Union.

If Icelandic voters reject reopening accession nego-

tiations, Eurosceptic actors across Europe might 
present the result as evidence that even one of 

Europe’s most prosperous democracies sees little 
value in joining the Union.

Such messaging could reinforce “enlargement 

fatigue” within EU member states and weaken 
reform momentum in candidate countries.

In short, the referendum will not only be a political 

decision for Iceland but also a symbolic event within 

Europe’s broader ideological debate about the future 
of integration.

 

A Small Referendum with Large 

Consequences

The Icelandic referendum scheduled for 26 August 
2026 may appear at first glance to be a domestic 
political decision within a small North Atlantic 
nation. Yet its implications could resonate far beyond 
Iceland’s shores.

A positive vote could reopen accession negotiations 

and potentially place Iceland among the frontrun-

ners in the EU enlargement process. Given the 
country’s existing integration with European insti-
tutions and its high level of economic development, 

Iceland could advance rapidly through negotiations.

Such a development might inject new momentum 

into a policy area that has stagnated for more than 

a decade. It could also stimulate renewed debates 

about EU membership in neighboring countries such 
as Norway and encourage Greenland to reconsider 
its relationship with European institutions.

At the same time, Iceland’s accession could reshape 
the political dynamics of enlargement by demon-

strating that progress remains possible for countries 

that meet the necessary criteria.

However, the path forward would not be without 

challenges. Fisheries policy, monetary sovereignty, 

and domestic political divisions will continue to 

shape the debate. Negotiating a solution that satis-

fies both Icelandic voters and EU member states will 
require careful diplomacy and political compromise.

Equally important is the broader narrative dimen-

sion. The referendum will inevitably be interpreted 
and instrumentalized by different political actors 

across Europe and beyond. Whether the result is 
positive or negative, it will likely become a refer-

ence point in debates about the future of European 
integration.
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Iceland’s referendum represents more 

than a policy choice about accession ne-

gotiations. It reflects deeper questions 
about Europe’s geopolitical positioning, 

the resilience of the European project, 

and the credibility of the enlargement 

process itself.

In this sense, Iceland’s referendum represents more 
than a policy choice about accession negotiations. It 

reflects deeper questions about Europe’s geopolitical 
positioning, the resilience of the European project, 
and the credibility of the enlargement process itself.

If enlargement is to remain one of the EU’s most 
powerful tools for promoting stability, prosperity, 

and democratic governance across the continent, 

the outcome of the Icelandic vote will matter.

The decision made by fewer than 400,000 Icelanders 
could therefore influence not only their own coun-

try’s trajectory but also the future shape of Europe’s 
political and institutional landscape ■
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S
o far, the war in Iran and its consequences 

still pose many more questions than 

answers. While the guessing game has 

become a favorite activity for media, ana-

lysts, and online commentators, there is consensus 

that world politics will never be the same. In this 

cacophony of opinions and predictions, it’s worth 
adding some extra questions or highlighting several 

not-so-obvious dimensions of the consequences of 

this war.

 

Future of Shia Islam

Iran has long served as the political and ideological 

heart of Twelver Shia Islam, exporting its revolution-

ary model through the “Axis of Resistance,” involving 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, Shia militias in Iraq, the 

Houthis in Yemen, and support for Assad’s regime 
in Syria. The 1979 Islamic Revolution fused Shia the-

ology with governance under the Velayat-e faqih 

(Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist), positioning Iran 
as a vanguard against perceived Sunni dominance 

and Western influence. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s 
death and the degradation of Iranian military 

capabilities, including ballistic missiles and proxy 

networks, represent a severe blow to this model.

The war has accelerated a potential  

decline in Shia political ascendancy  

in the Middle East. Decades of gains, 

bolstered by the U.S. invasion of Iraq, 

the Arab Spring, and Iranian funding, 

now face reversal.

The war has accelerated a potential decline in Shia 
political ascendancy in the Middle East. Decades of 
gains, bolstered by the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the Arab 
Spring, and Iranian funding, now face reversal. Hez-

bollah has suffered setbacks, Iraqi Shia factions are 

fragmented, and the “Shia Crescent” arc of influence 
appears fractured. Sunni Arab states, many of which 

quietly or overtly supported efforts to weaken Iran, 

may capitalize on this vacuum, intensifying sectar-

ian rivalries. In Iraq, longstanding tensions between 

Shia communities and the central government could 

intensify without Iranian backing.

Religiously, the conflict challenges the fusion of 
Shia faith and state power. The Islamic Republic’s 
theocratic experiment, already strained by domes-

tic protests and economic woes, risks being viewed  

 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/irans-supreme-leader-khamenei-killed-iranian-state-media-confirm-2026-03-01/
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as a historical failure if the regime collapses or 

becomes a weakened pariah. This could prompt a 
redefinition of global Shiism, shifting toward more 
decentralized, apolitical, or quietist interpretations 

favored by some clerics in Najaf or Qom. Twelver 
eschatology, which some Iranian hardliners tied to 

hastening the Mahdi’s return through chaos and 
confrontation with “infidels,” may lose appeal amid 
visible setbacks.

Iran’s revolutionary model fused clerical authority 
with militia networks (Hezbollah, the IRGC’s for-

eign proxies, and various Iraqi and Syrian militias). 
The war could decouple social-religious identity 
from militarized political practice in two possible 

directions. In one, trauma and sectarian targeting 

could entrench militias as community defenders, 

accelerating the local militarization of Shia politics 

and perpetuating cycles of violence. Conversely, 

prolonged conflict and international pressure could 
delegitimize armed non-state actors, catalyzing 

movements within Shia communities pushing for 

demilitarization, political pluralism, and reinvest-

ment in social welfare and religious scholarship 

rather than armed outreach.

War often generates theological reflec-

tion. The experience of violence, au-

thoritarianism, and state failure might 

prompt internal critiques of clerical 

rule among Shia intellectuals and laity.

War often generates theological reflection. The 
experience of violence, authoritarianism, and state 

failure might prompt internal critiques of clerical 

rule among Shia intellectuals and laity. Movements 

advocating separation of mosque and state, reinter-

pretations of religious authority, and rights-based 

discourses (women’s rights, minority protections) 
could gain traction, particularly among younger, 

urban Shia populations exposed to global informa-

tion flows. Alternatively, existential threats could 

strengthen conservative, security-first interpreta-

tions of religion, emphasizing loyalty, sacrifice, and 
resistance.

However, Shia Islam as a faith is unlikely to disappear. 

Communities in Lebanon, Iraq, Bahrain, Pakistan, 
and the diaspora have independent vitality, with 

flourishing mosques and institutions even without 
Iranian subsidies. A weakened Iran might paradox-

ically foster resilience, encouraging Shia thinkers 

to separate religious identity from failed political 

projects. In the long term, the future could see a 

more pluralistic Shiism - less centralized around 

Tehran, more focused on cultural and spiritual 
dimensions - but with heightened Sunni-Shia fault 

lines in the short term, potentially fueling instability 

in multi-sectarian states.

Future of Kurds

In the last couple of decades, the Kurdish ethnos 

worldwide has successfully managed to shift its 

victimhood narratives (oppressed by Turks, Iraqis, 
Iranians, and Syrians) to more hopeful, yet frag-

mented success stories. A window of opportunity 

opened with Iraqi Kurdistan, which not only survived 

Saddam’s regime but became a significant player in 
post-Saddam Iraq. The war with ISIS further ele-

vated the Kurdish role not only in Iraq but in Syria 

as well, and the recent collapse of Assad’s regime 
opened different avenues for Syrian Kurds, even 

though under the watchful eye of Türkiye. It looks 
like Kurds may have yet another opening - this time 

in Iran.

Iran’s Kurdish population, concentrated in the 
northwest and estimated at 8–10 million, has long 

faced marginalization under both the Shah and the 

Islamic Republic. The war has thrust Iranian Kurds 
into a pivotal, risky role. Kurdish opposition groups, 

including the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan 
(PDKI) and others based partly in Iraq’s Kurdistan 
Region, have coordinated politically and signaled 

https://minorityrights.org/country/iran/
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readiness for action, with some forces reportedly 

moving across borders. Speculation about U.S. or 
Israeli encouragement of a Kurdish uprising, framed 

as a “Kurdish card” to pressure Tehran, has circu-

lated, though Washington has been cautious to avoid 

signaling full endorsement. Regionally, strengthened 
Iranian Kurds could inspire or link with Kurds in 

Iraq, Türkiye, and Syria, complicating those states’ 
policies.

Kurdish political movements are ideologically 

diverse, ranging from ethno-nationalist to leftist and 

Islamist factions. The war in Iran could drive dias-

pora mobilization, fundraising, and recruitment, but 

also deepen schisms among Kurdish groups pursu-

ing divergent strategies (armed struggle vs. political 

negotiation). Transnational Kurdish networks might 
exploit state weakness to consolidate control over 

borderlands, but the risk of factional violence and 

fragmentation would be high. International actors 

may instrumentalize Kurdish actors for their own 

aims, but this could result in fleeting gains followed 
by punitive measures once interests diverge.

The war highlights Kurds’ perennial 

role as both victims and potential king-

makers in Middle Eastern power strug-

gles.

While durable Kurdish statehood remains unlikely 

without major shifts in the strategic calculations of 

Türkiye, Iran, Iraq, and Syria, and decisive interna-

tional support, the war highlights Kurds’ perennial 
role as both victims and potential kingmakers 

in Middle Eastern power struggles. Their future 
hinges on the conflict’s endgame: a weakened cen-

tral authority might grant concessions to prevent 

disintegration, while regime survival could mean 

intensified repression. Either way, Kurdish aspi-
rations for self-determination are likely to gain 

visibility, though at the cost of heightened volatility.

Future of the Abraham Accords 

– An Abrahamic Alliance?
The Abraham Accords, signed in 2020 under the 

first Trump administration, normalized relations 
between Israel and several Arab states (UAE, Bah-

rain, Morocco, Sudan), driven by shared concerns 
over Iran, economic opportunities, and U.S. incen-

tives. The 2026 war, by severely degrading Iran’s 
conventional and proxy threats, has the potential 

to accelerate the expansion of these accords rather 

than undermine them. A weakened Iran reduces 

the primary security rationale for Arab hesitation 

toward Israel, particularly for Saudi Arabia, whose 

normalization talks were previously stalled.

Gulf states have already cooperated tacitly or 

actively in defending against Iranian missiles and 

drones, fostering de facto security ties with Israel. 

The conflict’s demonstration of Israeli (and the U.S.) 
military effectiveness against a common foe could 

forge deeper integration, evolving the Accords from 

bilateral normalizations into a broader regional 

security and economic architecture - an “Abrahamic 

Alliance” against residual threats. Economic diversi-
fication away from oil, tech cooperation, and tourism 
could flourish in a lower-threat environment.

Yet, the strategic logic favors consolida-

tion: Arab states see value in aligning 

with a strong Israel and U.S. patronage 

when Iran is diminished.

Challenges remain, though. Public opinion in Arab 
streets, inflamed by images of destruction in Iran 
and civilian casualties, could complicate formal 

Saudi or other expansions. Palestinian issues, side-

lined in the original Accords, might resurface if the 

war’s fallout includes renewed focus on Gaza or 
Lebanon. Israeli domestic politics, including Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s position, also fac-

tor in. Yet, the strategic logic favors consolidation:  

https://www.chathamhouse.org/2026/03/kurdish-groups-iran-face-risky-dilemma-amid-unclear-us-endgame
https://www.state.gov/the-abraham-accords
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Arab states see value in aligning with a strong Israel 

and U.S. patronage when Iran is diminished.

In the longer term, a post-war Middle East with a 
chastened Iran could see the Accords as the foun-

dation for a new order—less ideological, more 

pragmatic, and prosperity-oriented. If regime 

change or fundamental reform occurs in Tehran, 
even limited Iranian reintegration might be possible, 

though unlikely in the near term. The war may thus 
“forge the next Abraham Accords” through neces-

sity and shared victory, expanding normalization 

under fire.

Rethinking Alliances

The conflicts with Iran, spanning the 2024 direct 
exchanges, the June 2025 Twelve-Day War, and 

the February–March 2026 U.S.-Israeli Operation  
Epic Fury (and related operations), have forced a 
profound rethinking of alliances across the Middle 

East and globally. These engagements highlighted 
the strengths of integrated, like-minded coalitions in 

delivering air and missile defense, precision strikes, 

and intelligence sharing, while exposing the fragility 

of authoritarian “axes,” the risks of entanglement for 

great powers, and the limits of hedging strategies 

for smaller states.

The wars validated the value of interop-

erable, multi-domain partnerships. The 

most striking lesson was the operation-

al success of U.S.-Israeli coordination, 

augmented by contributions from the 

UK, France, Jordan, and others. Joint 

interception of Iranian missile and 

drone salvos reached high success rates 

through shared early warning, layered 

defenses, and fighter intercepts.

From a military and strategic perspective, the wars 

validated the value of interoperable, multi-do-

main partnerships. The most striking lesson was 
the operational success of U.S.-Israeli coordina-

tion, augmented by contributions from the UK, 
France, Jordan, and others. Joint interception of 

Iranian missile and drone salvos reached high suc-

cess rates through shared early warning, layered 

defenses, and fighter intercepts. This went beyond 
ad hoc cooperation into something approaching 

structural integration: real-time intelligence fusion, 

synchronized strikes on Iranian air defenses and 

nuclear/missile sites, and burden-sharing in sus-

tainment. Israel’s ability to conduct deep strikes 
despite distance, combined with U.S. bunker-bust-
ers and naval support, degraded Iranian capabilities 

significantly. Gulf states (even if publicly cautious) 
hosted U.S. assets and benefited from defensive 
coverage, turning informal partnerships into a func-

tional “operating system” during a crisis. This model 
of shared threat assessment plus interoperability 

proved far more effective than Iran’s “Axis of Resis-

tance,” whose proxies (Hamas, Hezbollah, Houthis) 
were largely degraded or sidelined earlier, offering 

little meaningful relief or assistance to Tehran.

Meanwhile, Iran’s partnerships with Russia delivered 
rhetorical support, dual-use components, satel-

lite imagery, drone technology tweaks, and some 

intelligence, but no direct military intervention. 

Russian S-300 missile systems underperformed 
or were neutralized; Chinese-enabled missiles and 

navigation helped volume, but not a decisive effect. 

Moscow and Beijing condemned U.S./Israeli actions 
but prioritized their own interests. This “alliance” 
proved transactional, but limited and dysfunctional. 

Iran faced relative isolation on the battlefield, with 
external backers providing sustainment support 

rather than serious, decisive military or finan-

cial aid. The wars underscored that authoritarian 
alignments often prioritize self-preservation over 

collective defense, especially when escalation risks 

high costs (e.g., Chinese economic ties to Gulf states 

or Russian resource constraints).

https://acleddata.com/qa/qa-twelve-days-shook-region-inside-iran-israel-war
https://www.whitehouse.gov/releases/2026/04/peace-through-strength-operation-epic-fury-crushes-iranian-threat-as-ceasefire-takes-hold/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/israel-says-it-shot-down-iranian-salvo-shoulder-to-shoulder-with-us-2024-04-15/
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/world/russian-chinese-foreign-ministers-condemn-us-israeli-strikes-on-iran-call-for-truce/3845378
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This situation will surely prompt sig-

nificant rethinking within NATO, but 
it is less likely to lead to NATO’s disap-

pearance.

At the same time, the war in Iran found NATO in a 
classical “out of area crisis,” and a number of Euro-

pean members showed limited enthusiasm for direct 

involvement in “not our war,” with some allies (e.g., 

Spain) restricting base access and others focusing on 
defensive measures (intercepts over Türkiye, naval 
escorts for Strait of Hormuz). This situation will 
surely prompt significant rethinking within NATO, 
but it is less likely to lead to NATO’s disappearance.

Future high-end warfare will likely reward the 

alliances built on trust, compatible systems, joint 

exercises, and political will for mutual defense. Loose 

coalitions of democracies (or democratic-leaning 

partners) can achieve effects that authoritarian 
groupings struggle to match due to mismatched 

incentives and lower interoperability.

Strait of Hormuz and the South 

Caucasus – a Chance for the  
Region

Hormuz closure has given the South Caucasus a geo-

strategic edge, making it an important energy and 

logistics hub amid global supply shocks. The Middle 
Corridor and Trump Route for International Peace 
and Prosperity (TRIPP) have moved from aspirational 
to near-essential, reshaping Eurasian connectivity 
away from vulnerable southern routes. Long-term 

success depends on infrastructure investment, 

conflict de-escalation, and balanced diplomacy to 
mitigate new dependencies in an already volatile 

region. The episode reinforces that in an era of con-

tested chokepoints, diversified overland networks 
through stable transit zones like the South Caucasus 

offer strategic insurance for global trade and energy 

security.

The Strait of Hormuz closure has transformed the 
Middle Corridor from a niche alternative (previ-

ously overshadowed by Russian Northern or Iranian 
Southern routes) into a strategic imperative. Disrup-

tions to Iranian airspace, ports, and the International 

North-South Transport Corridor have funneled avi-
ation, freight, and energy flows through Azerbaijan 
and Georgia.

It is truly a massive operational momentum: logistics 

operators report surging interest in the Trans-Cas-

pian route for China-Europe trade, with Central 
Asian goods moving via Caspian ferries and ports 

into the South Caucasus.

Airlines avoiding Iranian and Russian airspace have 
increased east-west flights over Azerbaijani and 
Georgian territory, boosting overflight revenues 
and highlighting the region’s role as a narrow but 
vital air bridge.

TRIPP—the U.S.-managed corridor 
through southern Armenia—and other 

Middle Corridor projects gain urgency. 

It could plug gaps in the Middle Corri-

dor, enabling smoother flows between 
Central Asia, the South Caucasus, and 

Türkiye while bypassing Iranian routes.

TRIPP—the U.S.-managed corridor through south-

ern Armenia—and other Middle Corridor projects 

gain urgency. It could plug gaps in the Middle Corri-

dor, enabling smoother flows between Central Asia, 
the South Caucasus, and Türkiye while bypassing 
Iranian routes. Progress on TRIPP, including Azer-

baijani fuel shipments to Armenia and eased transit 

rules, has been facilitated by the crisis.

Against this background, it looks like the Georgian 

regime continues to “never miss an opportu-

nity to miss an opportunity.” The halted Port of  

https://edition.cnn.com/2026/03/08/europe/spain-sanchez-rejection-trump-iran-war-intl-cmd?Date=20260308&Profile=CNN,CNN+International&utm_content=1772990594&utm_medium=social&utm_source=facebook
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/09/azerbaijan-and-armenia-sign-peace-deal-at-white-house-that-creates-a-trump-route-in-region
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/20/world/europe/iran-war-airports-russia-flight-paths.html
https://politicsgeo.com/georgias-anti-western-drift-anaklia-port-and-lessons-for-the-west/
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Anaklia project was supposed to gain momentum, 

but so far, concrete progress remains elusive due to  

ongoing anti-Western rhetoric and the substitution 

of Western investors with Chinese ones. The recent 
rerouting of air traffic “due to interference with 
scientific studies” runs counter to national inter-

ests. While Ukraine is being rediscovered by the 

Gulf countries as a security provider and bilateral 

contracts measure in billions of dollars, the Geor-

gian regime remains not only anti-Western but also  

anti-Ukrainian. Georgian ports are still allegedly 
used for the transportation of sanctioned Russian 
goods, instead of developing more strategic ties with 

Central Asian countries.

Unlike the Georgian spotted trout, which swims 
against the stream to reach spawning grounds or 

lay eggs, it looks like the Georgian regime is swim-

ming against the stream and putting its eggs in the 

wrong basket, again ■

https://civil.ge/archives/730573
https://www.euractiv.com/news/ukraine-opens-defence-expertise-export-in-middle-east-security-deals/
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