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1. Preface

Before you, there is a collection of ar-
ticles based on the meeting named 
“Armenia - Georgia Neighbourhood: 
Expert Dialogue - Armenia and Geor-
gia 2024. Elections: Choices and se-
lections in a turbulent world”. This 
meeting took place on November 3, 
2024. Since the meeting took place 
immediately after the elections in 
Georgia and on the eve of the elec-
tions in the USA, it was quite natural 
that the central topic of the meeting 
was elections - their dynamics, im-
pact on the region, geopolitical chal-
lenges, prospects for the relations 
between Georgia and Armenia both 
at the governmental and societal 
levels, dichotomy of free choice vs. 
choice and selection; Eight authors, 
four from each side, tried to analyse 
the processes related to the elec-
tions and to outline possible scenar-
ios for the development of events 
both at the local, regional and broad-
er levels; at the same time, they tried 
to identify those links between past 
and ongoing events that connect 
and will determine Georgian-Arme-
nian relations in the future.

Although the participants had differ-
ent views and evaluated the events 
in our countries in different ways, 
the different and multi-level of views 
and evaluations helped to reflect 

and create channels for future com-
munication. The presented reports 
look at these issues from various 
perspectives, finding overlapping in-
terests and different moments.

The past meeting is part of the 
unique format of the Armenian-Geor-
gian expert dialogue process, which 
has existed for ten years. Within its 
framework, meetings are held regu-
larly, alternately in Yerevan and Tbili-
si, with breaks of several months in 
between. This expert forum aims to 
foster closer cooperation between 
Armenian and Georgian experts 
working on Armenian-Georgian 
and regional issues and involve the 
broader public in discussing mat-
ters of vital importance to the two 
countries and the region. Security, 
democratic development, economy, 
human rights, media, current trends 
in society, electoral processes, and 
orientation projects have been dis-
cussed openly and in depth with-
in the framework of this dialogue. 
During this long-term period, a new 
generation of experts has joined the 
format of the Georgian-Armenian 
expert dialogue, which underscores 
the strength and necessity of the 
format. After all, one of the goals of 
creating such a permanent platform 
was to fill the gap in the relationship 
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between the new generation of sci-
entists and analysts who deal with 
similar issues and do not have close 
professional and human relations.

We are grateful to the Friedrich Nau-
mann Foundation and its office in 
the South Caucasus for their contin-
ued support of the Armenia-Georgia 
Expert Dialogue, which promotes 
ideas and draws attention to the 
democratic and liberal values on 
which our format is based and con-
tinues to evolve.

Nino Kalandarishvili
Institute for the Study of Nationalism 
and Conflicts 

Natalya Martirosyan
Armenian Committee of Helsinki  
Citizens’ Assembly



ARMENIA - GEORGIA NEIGHBORHOOD 7

2. Elections and Freedom of Choice in Georgia and 
Armenia: Certain Uncertainty vs “Stability and Peace”

Misha Jakhua

November 2024

The 2024 elections in Georgia differed 
significantly from previous parliamen-
tary elections in terms of both formal 
and procedural innovations and the 
choice presented to voters during the 
pre-election process by both the gov-
ernment and the opposition.

Electoral Innovations and 
Exhaustive Administration
For the first time, parliamentary 
elections were held under a ful-
ly proportional system, with a 5% 
electoral threshold.

The transition to a proportional sys-
tem, considering Georgia’s elector-
al experience, raised expectations 
for competitive elections. This shift 
was influenced by the experience of 
parliamentary elections held since 
2012, during which the ruling Geor-
gian Dream party had never won 
outright in the proportional system. 
Instead, the party secured overall 
victories thanks to results achieved 
under the majoritarian system.

The 2024 parliamentary elections 
indirectly served as presidential 
elections.

Based on the 2010 constitutional 
reform, the last two presidents of 
Georgia held largely symbolic roles, 
though they were still directly elect-
ed by the people. During the Geor-
gian Dream’s rule, the presidency 
gained a unique role depending on 
the electoral procedure and consti-
tutional powers. Both Giorgi Mar-
gvelashvili and Salome Zourabichvili 
were balancing figures during inter-
nal and external crises. When ques-
tions arose about the country’s for-
eign policy, both presidents voiced 
strongly pro-European stances. 
Domestically, when the ruling party 
implemented harsh policies against 
its opponents, the presidency often 
mediated and maintained its neu-
trality.

Following the 2018 constitution-
al reform, direct presidential elec-
tions were abolished. Instead, a 
300-member commission would 
choose the president. Since the 
Georgian Parliament participates 
fully in this process, the results of 
parliamentary elections heavily in-
fluence the presidential election. 
Given the current polarization, it is 
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plausible that no institution will re-
main simultaneously trusted by the 
public and acceptable to political 
players.

These were the first regular elec-
tions conducted predominantly us-
ing an electronic voting system.

Electronic voting was planned for 
90% of voters during the parliamen-
tary elections. Key components of 
election administration used elec-
tronic technologies, including vot-
er registration at polling stations 
through ID or passport verification 
machines, replacing previously print-
ed lists. Optical scanning technolo-
gy was also implemented for ballot 
boxes, requiring voters to insert their 
ballots into the box in a specific ori-
entation.

Electoral Administration
Legislative changes and staff shifts 
within the Central Election Commis-
sion (CEC) significantly impacted 
perceptions of the elections and 
trust in their outcomes.

One component of the action plan 
mediated by European Council Pres-
ident Charles Michel after the 2020 
parliamentary elections aimed to 
resolve the political crisis through 
electoral reform. According to the 
agreed-upon legislative changes, 

selecting the CEC Chair required 
consensus among political parties, 
with candidates presented to Parlia-
ment by a president enjoying broad 
public trust. Additionally, reforms 
were introduced to increase oppo-
sition parties’ participation in the 
commission and enhance existing 
procedures.

However, the government later de-
clared the agreement void, reversing 
progress in election commission 
reforms. Over three years, Giorgi Ka-
landarishvili (the current CEC Chair) 
was elected four times, with election 
rules changed repeatedly to ensure 
his appointment. The president ve-
toed electoral code amendments 
four times but was ultimately ex-
cluded from the process. As a result, 
the CEC Chair and members were 
elected solely by the ruling party’s 
simple majority.

Ahead of the 2024 elections, the rul-
ing party altered decision-making 
processes within the CEC, allowing 
decisions without opposition con-
sensus. Another major change intro-
duced just weeks before the election 
redefined the roles of polling station 
commission members.

Pre-Election Political Environment
Before the official election cam-
paign, Georgian Dream initiated 
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a series of public processes that 
shaped the election agenda and 
framed its election messages. One 
of these processes was the attempt 
to adopt the “Foreign Agent Law” in 
2023, targeting non-governmental 
organizations. Although the pro-
cess was halted amidst public pro-
tests, the ruling party drew some 
valuable conclusions from what 
appeared to be an unsuccessful en-
deavor.

On one hand, it became evident that 
such efforts required more strategic 
planning. On the other hand, the pro-
cess served as a tool for Georgian 
Dream to consolidate its ranks. All 
members of the Georgian Dream 
who did not vote in favor of the law 
were forced to leave the party and 
parliament, effectively sterilizing in-
ternal dissent.

In early 2024, the Foreign Agent Law 
resurfaced unexpectedly, rebranded 
with cosmetic changes as the “For-
eign Influence Transparency Law.” 
While public protests against the law 
were anticipated, the purpose of rein-
troducing it then was unclear. At first 
glance, the necessity of this initia-
tive and its potential benefits for the 
Georgian Dream were not obvious.

However, based on current observa-
tions, this seemingly harmful move 
seems to have yielded several advan-
tages for the “Dream.” Firstly, by redi-
recting the focus of public outrage to 
an artificially created issue, they man-
aged to slow the intensity of the emo-
tional reaction. This shift left public 
anger insufficiently charged for mean-
ingful protests after the elections.

Secondly, since the law directly tar-
geted the non-governmental sector, 
it drew these organizations into the 
fight as active participants. This 
strategy framed the parliamenta-
ry elections as a direct confronta-
tion between the Georgian Dream 
and the civil sector. Consequently, 
post-election statements from ob-
servation missions regarding elec-
toral violations were perceived as 
biased, as the civil sector had be-
come an interested party.

Election Campaign and Key 
Messages
The election campaign effectively 
became an extension of earlier po-
litical processes. Within this frame-
work, it was transformed into a stark 
choice between “war and peace.” 
Those who supported a pro-West-
ern course were labeled as advo-
cates for war, while the Georgian 
Dream positioned itself as the sole 
guarantor of “peace.”
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The pre-election messaging of 
Georgian Dream drew heavily on 
their 12 years in power. They empha-
sized the absence of open hostilities 
during this period, highlighted the 
realistic threat of aggression from 
Russia, and fostered the perception 
that Western support, in their view, 
was insufficient during both the 
2008 Russo-Georgian war and the 
current crisis in Ukraine. Simultane-
ously, they framed economic stabili-
ty as a product of the peace secured 
through their governance. Through 
indirect hints and abstract referenc-
es to a “party of global war,” Georgian 
Dream portrayed the West as a sup-
porter of Ukraine and as a proponent 
of conflict. Similarly, they framed the 
pro-Western stance and solidarity of 
the opposition with Ukraine as a po-
tential trigger for war. Consequently, 
Georgian Dream’s core pre-election 
narrative was that the parliamentary 
elections represented a referendum 
on war versus peace.

The opposition countered this nar-
rative primarily with a moral critique, 
focusing on the depiction of trag-
ic scenes from the ongoing war in 
Ukraine in Georgian Dream’s cam-
paign materials and the ruling par-
ty’s policy of avoiding provocation 
with Russia. Their alternative mes-
sage introduced the concept of “real 
peace,” emphasizing the need for 

societal harmony and asserting that 
the current situation did not consti-
tute true peace.

Messages related to war and peace 
likely influenced undecided voters. 
While the tragic imagery of the war 
in Ukraine was deemed immoral by 
some, it also indirectly underscored 
Russia’s brutality, instilling fear of 
Russia without explicitly labeling it 
as an enemy. Georgian Dream lev-
eraged this fear by presenting itself 
as a force capable of “controlling the 
monster.” For a population repeated-
ly affected by war, “peace” has come 
to signify the absence of conflict for 
many Georgians.

Like Georgian Dream, opposition 
parties framed the election cam-
paign as a continuation of pre-elec-
tion processes. Most opposition 
parties positioned the elections 
as a referendum between Russia 
and Europe. This message was re-
inforced by several legislative acts 
passed by the ruling party that open-
ly contradicted the process of Euro-
pean integration. The ruling party’s 
harsh rhetoric toward Western part-
ners, echoed by various officials, 
further fueled this narrative. In re-
sponse, European institutions open-
ly criticized the adopted laws—such 
as the law on non-governmental 
organizations and the anti-LGBT leg-
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islation—stating that they effective-
ly halted the process of European 
integration. The opposition built its 
campaign on this reality, highlighting 
the support Georgia had received 
from the EU and the United States 
and the potential benefits at risk due 
to the suspension of the integration 
process.

Georgian Dream responded to these 
criticisms by appealing to tradition-
al values. They marginalized openly 
pro-Russian and aggressively an-
ti-European conservative forces, 
likely under their control, by revoking 
some parties’ registrations, which 
limited their access to resources. 
Simultaneously, they sought to at-
tract their electorate by amplifying 
the conservative parties’ messages. 
Despite these maneuvers, the Geor-
gian Dream did not openly reject the 
European path, adopting the official 
slogan, “Only with dignity, peace, 
and prosperity to Europe.”

In conclusion, the pre-election pe-
riod created a reality in which the 
election administration was fully 
aligned with the ruling party’s inter-
ests. The pre-election rallies held 
shortly before the elections show-
cased Georgian Dream’s ability to 
mobilize administrative resources. 
Additionally, the election campaign 
revealed a significant disparity in 

financial resources between the 
Georgian Dream and the opposition. 
Even based on official data, the rul-
ing party received more donations 
than the combined total of all other 
political parties, which is evident in 
the scale of their campaign and the 
abundance of election materials.

Election Violations and Results
On election day, local observation 
missions documented numerous 
violations, including the manipu-
lation of ID cards (several cases of 
confiscating voters’ ID cards were 
reported before the elections), ballot 
box stuffing, pressure exerted both 
around polling stations and directly 
within them, alleged voter bribery, 
voting in someone else’s name, and 
instances of multiple voting. Several 
cases of violence against election 
observers and media representa-
tives were also recorded at polling 
stations.

The principle of election secrecy, a 
fundamental constitutional principle, 
was violated by both local and inter-
national observation missions. The 
local monitoring organization, Geor-
gian Young Lawyers’ Association, 
called for the annulment of results 
at all 2,263 polling stations where 
technology was used, arguing that 
the secrecy of the elections had not 
been upheld. Multiple reports and 
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pieces of evidence circulated in the 
media suggesting that voter choices 
could be discerned from the other 
side of the ballot paper and that elec-
tion procedures failed to ensure the 
guaranteed confidentiality of voter 
intentions. Legal proceedings relat-
ed to election violations, including 
breaches of voter secrecy, exposed 
significant issues within the judicial 
system and revealed its vulnerability 
to governmental influence.

According to the Central Election 
Commission, Georgian Dream se-
cured 53.93% of the vote, winning 
89 parliamentary seats, while four 
opposition parties crossed the 5% 
threshold. However, none of the op-
position parties accepted the elec-
tion results and, as of this writing, 
have refused to take their seats in 
Parliament. Meanwhile, the victori-
ous Georgian Dream displayed con-
siderable complacency following 
the election.

Given the contested nature of the 
election results, it is challenging to 
ascertain how accurately they re-
flect the voters’ true preferences, 
whether between the abstract con-
cept of “war” and the perception of 
real “peace” or between a tangible, 
relatively predictable present and an 
uncertain, hard-to-envision future 
under a new government.
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3. Armenia’s pre-election narratives and EU vs Russia 
dilemma

Gor Madoyan

November 2024

Introduction
Despite two years remaining until the 
Armenian parliamentary elections, the 
pre-election promises, political rheto-
ric, and the potential divisions within 
future political camps, including their 
narratives and key figures, are already 
beginning to take shape. The current 
administration, led by Prime Minister 
Nikol Pashinyan and the ruling Civil 
Contract party, is actively addressing 
these developments. Additionally, 
certain factions within the extra-par-
liamentary opposition, which main-
tain a stance of collaboration with the 
government and can be categorized 
as the “constructive opposition,” also 
contribute to this ongoing discourse.

Both parliamentary and extra-parlia-
mentary opposition forces are pre-
paring for the upcoming elections, 
taking a stance against dialogue with 
the government and branding its pro-
ponents as “traitors.” In response, the 
ruling authorities have labelled these 
opposition groups as “formers.” In 
terms of style, structure, and political 
discourse, the relationship between 
the government and the parliamen-
tary opposition exhibits notable par-

allels with that between the Georgian 
Dream Party and the United National 
Movement in Georgia.

Concurrently, the erosion of alterna-
tive viewpoints within the public and 
political spheres is becoming more 
pronounced. This trend reinforces 
a binary, black-and-white narrative 
restricting public access to diverse 
discourses and perspectives be-
yond this dichotomy.

In summary, both the government 
and the opposition are currently 
focused on preparing for the up-
coming regular elections, with no 
discourse surrounding resignations 
or demands for early elections. The 
prevailing political rhetoric closely 
mirrors that of 2021, framed with-
in the post-war binary narrative. 
This narrative posits two opposing 
sides: the current administration, 
portrayed as providers of “bread 
and circuses,” and the former ruling 
powers, depicted as criminals re-
sponsible for the country’s downfall 
and viewed as a fifth column aligned 
with Russia, Armenia’s adversary.
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Internal politics
The pre-election proposals from the 
government and its allied opposi-
tion forces can be summarized as 
follows: the state’s primary purpose 
is to ensure universal well-being and 
socially secure life. This concept is 
encapsulated in a slogan coined 
by the prime minister—”The state 
is a tool for earning bread”—which, 
though simplistic and bordering on 
vulgar, underscores the state’s so-
cial functions by equating them with 
the provision of livelihoods.

Additionally, the government em-
phasizes the importance of reclaim-
ing property stolen from the country 
and its citizens, accelerating the 
disclosure of corruption cases, and 
reclaiming the assets of officials im-
plicated in acquiring illegal wealth. 

The current administration contin-
ues to highlight the potential dan-
gers associated with the return of 
former authorities, focusing on their 
record of crime, looting, and cor-
ruption. It promises to investigate 
crimes committed by these past 
regimes and has initiated a limited 
number of criminal prosecutions. In 
this narrative, domestic opposition 
figures are labelled collaborators 
with the previous government, allies 
of Russia, or both. 

The former government and Russia 
have collectively become symbols of 
a “calamitous and unfortunate past” 
that must be avoided at all costs. Ac-
cording to this narrative, the current 
government is positioned as the safe-
guard against a return to that past, 
with the outcome of future elections 
presented as the key to maintain-
ing stability. Thus, the elections are 
framed as a choice to preserve the 
present, reject the past, and contin-
ue living in a future that celebrates 
the present. This present is depicted 
as the cornerstone of a citizen’s exis-
tence, characterized by numerous fes-
tivities and entertainments—a mod-
ern parallel to the Roman concept of 
“bread and circuses.” Complementing 
these strategies is the government’s 
active information policy targeting the 
domestic audience, supported by a 
strong presence on social media and 
in traditional media outlets. This ap-
proach can be termed the Armenian 
model of audience democracy, where 
the prime minister embodies multiple 
roles: blogger, stand-up performer, 
lecturer, public speaker, intellectual, 
architect, builder, activist, and even 
self-critic. This multifaceted engage-
ment reinforces the prime minister’s 
image as a versatile leader, blurring 
the lines between statesmanship and 
popular media personality and foster-
ing a direct, informal connection with 
the public.
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Prime minister’s team members are 
primarily viewed as subordinates 
lacking political identity. A notable 
example of this dynamic is the re-
cent statement by the Speaker of 
the National Assembly of Armenia, 
who admitted that neither he nor 
other members hold individual po-
litical ratings; instead, it is the col-
lective rating of the team and, most 
notably, of Prime Minister Pashin-
yan. This acknowledgment effec-
tively suggests that the parliament 
and its speaker, under a government 
claiming to be democratic, function 
merely as extensions of the govern-
ment and its leader. The implication 
is clear: these members act as sub-
ordinate executors without indepen-
dence or personal political capital, 
reinforcing the perception of a cen-
tralized leadership where the prime 
minister’s persona and influence 
dominate the political landscape.

Foreign policy
The government’s political allies 
have been discussing the prospect 
of Armenia’s future membership 
in the European Union, fostering 
expectations of such integration. 
Central themes include Armenia’s 
European orientation, the pursuit of 
regional peace, and the somewhat 
ambiguous “Crossroads of Peace” 
concept, which emphasizes the es-
tablishment of neighbourly relations 

with Azerbaijan and Türkiye, as well 
as the delimitation and demarca-
tion of disputed borders. Amid the 
ongoing Russian-Ukrainian conflict, 
Armenia seeks to mitigate its securi-
ty vulnerabilities by supporting part-
ners such as the EU, France, India, 
and others. This strategy aligns with 
the extension of the EU observers’ 
mandate.

Simultaneously, there is a discus-
sion of signing an agreement with 
Azerbaijan to establish peace and 
formal interstate relations. Howev-
er, it is acknowledged that such an 
agreement may not resolve the core 
issues but would serve as a sym-
bolic measure for official Yerevan to 
justify the continuation of the peace 
process. While there is mention of 
positive developments in relations 
with Türkiye, these discussions have 
yet to yield significant results.

In the government’s rhetoric and the 
discourse of its affiliates, Russia has 
been labelled as the primary adver-
sary. Nevertheless, paradoxically, 
Russia remains Armenia’s leading 
economic partner. Imports from 
Russia to Armenia and re-exports 
from Armenia to the United Arab 
Emirates continue to drive econom-
ic growth, reinforcing economic 
interdependence. This relationship 
has further entrenched Armenia’s 
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reliance on the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU) and Russian econom-
ic frameworks. Official discussions 
have also highlighted the inten-
tion for deeper integration with the 
EAEU, stronger ties with BRICS, and 
enhanced trade relations with Iran.

Possible shift and certain 
uncertainty
When considering Armenia’s po-
tential pivot towards the “West,” it 
is crucial to acknowledge Russia’s 
significant role in the Armenian 
economy and the dependency of Ar-
menia’s government and ruling par-
ty on this relationship for economic 
growth. The economic landscape is 
shaped not only by direct trade and 
investments but also by the populist 
strategies the government employs 
to maintain public approval and 
manage economic interventions. 
Despite discussions of European 
integration and partnerships with 
Western allies, Armenia’s economy 
remains deeply intertwined with 
Russian economic structures, in-
cluding the EAEU. This dependen-
cy underscores the complexities of 
balancing aspirations for Western 
alignment with the practical reali-
ties of economic reliance on Russia. 
However, Russia remains deeply 
embedded in Armenia’s economy 
through energy dependence (gas, 
oil, nuclear energy supplies), Rus-

sian ownership of critical infrastruc-
ture, and more of Armenia’s export 
and re-export, deepening addiction 
from Russia. Another weakness is 
security challenges, such as Arme-
nia’s security situation being com-
plex due to tensions with Azerbaijan 
and Turkey. Russian military pres-
ence in Armenia’s Iranian and Turk-
ish borders, military base in Gyumri, 
and CSTO membership have been 
pillars of Armenian security. In this 
sense, possible Western security 
cooperation would require careful 
balance. Solid practical steps are 
already underway: Increased diplo-
matic engagement with the EU and 
the US, participation in EU programs 
and initiatives, growing civil society 
connections with Western institu-
tions, and democratic reforms that 
align more with Western values. A 
possible shift is possible but would 
likely need to be gradual and care-
fully managed to build alternative 
economic partnerships, develop 
new security arrangements, main-
tain stability during the transition, 
and address energy security and 
socio-cultural “Brexit” with Russia 
dominating entertaining culture.
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4. Does geopolitics help in local elections, or is it a spoiler? 

Arsen Kharatyan

November 2024

2024 has been an election year for 
many of Eastern Partnership and 
South Caucasus countries. Parlia-
mentary elections were held in Azer-
baijan and Georgia, while Moldova 
voted for its president and amended 
its constitution, adding EU integra-
tion as a constitutional goal. While 
the outcomes of the elections in 
Azerbaijan could be easily predict-
ed, as the country is under the tight 
control of Ilham Aliyev’s regime, 
Azerbaijani civil society members 
are either in prison or outside of the 
country; the elections in Moldova 
and Georgia were not only unpre-
dictable but delivered surprising re-
sults for many.

In the case of Moldova, the pro-EU 
candidate, acting president Maya 
Sandu, won her second term of the 
presidency as a result of a second 
round of the elections. At the same 
time, the constitutional referendum 
was voted in with a small margin of 
0,5 percent, where Moldova’s dias-
pora played an instrumental role in 
the vote. In the meantime, there were 
clear messages that Russia tried to 
interfere in the elections by using its 
soft power, propaganda machine, 

and bribes. Even in this situation, 
the people of Moldova showed that 
most of the country is committed to 
its European future. 

In the case of Georgia, the ruling 
Georgian Dream party formally won 
the elections. However, the four oth-
er opposition groups did not recog-
nize the results of the elections and 
chose not to take their mandates 
and go to the parliament. While the 
Georgian Dream Party, based on 
these elections, does not have a 
constitutional majority, it still has 
over 50% of the votes, which may 
allow the party to form a parliament 
and a government. The country’s 
president Salome Zurabishvili also 
refused to accept the results of the 
vote – calling it a Russian election, 
which was rigged from the people 
of Georgia. Few countries (5) con-
gratulated the Georgian PM Irakli 
Kobakhidze.

Whatever internal political crisis may 
arise soon in the aftermath of these 
elections remains to be seen. How-
ever, most experts would agree that 
in both Moldova and Georgia, these 
elections were not about domestic 
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issues but, by large, about the geo-
political choices of Georgians and 
Moldovans. In particular, with these 
votes, the people of Georgia and 
Moldova were not only choosing pol-
iticians and political parties for their 
domestic programs but also for the 
future course of their countries with 
regard to European integration vs. 
deepening relations with Russia.

This ultimately became the dominant 
political discourse in Georgia and Mol-
dova during the pre-election period. 
However, in the case of Moldova, the 
ruling party was the one to initiate the 
discussion of geopolitics and advo-
cated for Moldova’s further integration 
with the EU; in the case of Georgia, it 
was the opposition that elevated the 
pre-election debates in the context 
of Georgia’s geopolitical choice. The 
latter was caused by a controversial 
law adopted by Georgia’s parliament 
in the spring of 2024. The so-called 
“Foreign agent law” caused massive 
protests in the streets of Tbilisi. At the 
same time, the government was ac-
cused of copying this law from Russia 
to limit the activities of Georgia’s civil 
society. 

Our interest in this paper is to dis-
cuss whether geopolitics in local 
elections are helpful from the per-
spective of democracy and further 
integration of, in this case, aspirant 

countries like Georgia and Moldova. 
We would also like to understand if 
this process will, by extension, con-
tinue in the case of Armenia, which 
is also showing interest in further in-
tegrating with the EU but has a low-
er status compared to Georgia and 
Moldova. 

One can argue that when you bring 
geopolitics into the local debate, 
it allows external players to have a 
more significant impact on the coun-
try’s domestic processes. In par-
ticular, Russia’s role, which can be 
described as a spoiler for countries 
with European aspirations, becomes 
more proactive when the debate is 
about choosing between Moscow 
and Brussels. It is well-known that 
Putin’s Russia has an aggressive ap-
proach, especially with the countries 
of the former Soviet Union. Ukraine 
is currently the most vivid example 
of Russia’s aggressive behavior, 
which has deepened phobias and 
fears in other countries of Russia’s 
neighborhood. 

The case of Georgia’s October 
26, 2024, parliamentary elections 
clearly shows how this geopoliti-
cal debate inside Georgia allowed 
the Russian propaganda machine 
to work more effectively. The de-
bate between the political groups of 
Georgia divided the society between 
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those who support “the war agenda” 
(pro-Western opposition) and those 
who advocate stability (pro-Russian 
Georgian dream ruling party). Other 
known Russian narratives, such as 
the EU is against traditional family 
values, became prominent during 
the pre-election campaign. Thus, 
when discussing a country’s geo-
political choice, in this case, Russia 
vs. West, we often enable fake nar-
ratives to dominate the political dis-
course. 

In the case of Moldova, we observe 
similar tendencies. While over 60% 
of Moldovans already have Roma-
nian citizenship, EU support to Mol-
dova is of great magnitude both 
financially and politically; Moldova 
has a visa-free regime with the EU, 
signed an Association Agreement 
and DCFTA, and has a candidate 
country status. Still, Russian in-
fluence continues to be a critical 
factor in the country. Most experts 
argue that a small country like Mol-
dova, with a direct border with the 
EU (Romania), would have the most 
excellent chance to be the next EU 
member state. However, the refer-
endum to include EU integration as 
a constitutional norm in Moldova 
showed that the country still has a 
significant portion of its population 
who consider integration with Rus-
sia as a better option for Moldova. 

The question is how effective the 
formal public debate about the in-
tegrational choice of former Soviet 
countries into the EU is. The other 
question is - can these countries 
bypass those discussions, or is it 
inevitable? While Georgia and Mol-
dova are good examples of how this 
debate can benefit Russia’s further 
involvement, at least on the level 
of political discussions, Armenia is 
heading toward parliamentary elec-
tions in 2026, and it may very well 
be that the primary political debate 
might be around geopolitics as well. 
We are already observing processes 
such as EuroVote in Armenia, where 
several pro-Western political forces 
initiated a collection of signatures 
for EU integration. They not only col-
lected enough signatures (50 thou-
sand) over three weeks but may put 
this topic as yet another subject for 
a possible referendum. 

Time will show how important this 
debate will be during the election 
year in Armenia; however, the Euro-
Vote in Armenia is a double-edged 
sword. On the one hand, if there are 
not enough people joining the refer-
endum to vote “Yes to EU”, this will 
allow “Eurosceptics” to say that the 
Armenian people are not interested 
in EU integration and, by extension, 
argue that the only viable future for 
the country is to deepen ties with 
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Russia further, on the other hand, it 
is not clear if the EU is ready to ac-
cept Armenia as a future member 
state. In other words, if geopolitics 
is to become a matter of domestic 
political debate, there should be a 
clear understanding of the possible 
impact it may have on the country 
proper and the external players, who 
can and will use this debate for their 
own goals. 

Even if the “Russia vs. West” de-
bate does have objective ground 
in most post-Soviet countries, it is 
more important to carefully examine 
how this debate is manipulated to 
deepen external interests (particu-
larly Russia) inside those states and 
among their publics. One last ques-
tion is again about understanding 
how far the EU is ready to go in its 
expansion policies. Does the Euro-
pean Union see its future going as 
far as Caucasus and Central Asia, 
or is there a final border for the EU? 

Last but not least, can it handle con-
flict-packed countries like Moldova, 
Ukraine, Georgia, and Armenia in 
their current situations, or are there 
pre-conditions and/or renewed 
terms for this possible future mem-
bership, especially considering that 
the ongoing Russian aggression in 
Ukraine, the situation in Georgia and 
Moldova may bring more challenges 
rather than suggest solutions. 
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5. Global and Regional Electoral Processes: Accelerators 
of Changes vs Stabilizers of Instability?

Ivane Abramashvili

November 2024

The key presidential elections in the 
USA and Donald Trump’s re-election 
as President in November 2024 in-
dicate potentially significant implica-
tions for the geopolitical and securi-
ty dynamics in the South Caucasus. 

Historically, Trump’s foreign poli-
cy emphasized reducing U.S. mili-
tary and diplomatic commitments 
in areas perceived as peripheral 
to core American interests, focus-
ing instead on issues like counter-
terrorism, trade negotiations, and 
great-power competition, particular-
ly with China. While strategically lo-
cated, the South Caucasus has not 
traditionally been a high priority for 
U.S. foreign policy under any admin-
istration. However, the region’s role 
in energy transit, proximity to Russia 
and Iran, and being dragged into the 
Ukraine and wider Black Sea region-
al context changes the equation. 

Trump’s previous presidency 
demonstrated an ambivalence to-
ward NATO, a cornerstone of Euro-
pean collective security. While his 
administration provided lethal mili-
tary aid to Ukraine, a departure from 

his predecessor’s policies, Trump 
frequently criticized NATO allies for 
not meeting defence spending tar-
gets and questioned the strategic 
value of the alliance. This rhetoric 
raised concerns among European 
partners about U.S. commitment 
to mutual defence under Article 5 
of the NATO treaty. If these tenden-
cies resurface, they could encour-
age Russia, which has long sought 
to exploit divisions within NATO and 
undermine Western unity.

In the context of Ukraine, Trump’s 
relationship with Russia looms 
large. Critics have noted his per-
ceived reluctance to confront Mos-
cow directly, coupled with contro-
versial statements that downplay 
Russian aggression. A renewed 
Trump administration might pursue 
more favourable policies towards 
Moscow, potentially at the expense 
of Ukrainian interests. This could 
manifest in reduced military aid, a 
weaker U.S. stance on sanctions, or 
diminished diplomatic support for 
Ukraine’s territorial integrity, partic-
ularly in ongoing negotiations over 
the Donbas conflict and Crimea.
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The Black Sea region, a critical the-
atre of competition between NATO 
and Russia, could similarly experi-
ence shifts in U.S. strategy. Under 
Trump, the focus on great-power 
competition with China often over-
shadowed Eastern European secu-
rity concerns. Continuing this pivot 
could lead to a relative deprioritiza-
tion of U.S. naval and military pres-
ence in the Black Sea, weakening 
deterrence against Russian mili-
tarization in the area. The lack of a 
robust U.S. commitment might com-
pel regional actors like Romania, 
Bulgaria, and Turkey to recalibrate 
their positions, potentially leading to 
a more fragmented approach to se-
curity in the region.

On the other hand, Trump’s trans-
actional approach might create op-
portunities for bilateral deals with re-
gional states, potentially bypassing 
multilateral frameworks. This could 
lead to uneven outcomes, with some 
countries benefiting from enhanced 
security cooperation while others 
face reduced support. However, 
such a strategy risks undermining 
the cohesion of the collective West-
ern response to Russian aggression.

Despite the narrative about strength-
ening “sovereignty,” Georgia’s Octo-
ber 26 parliamentary election was 
fully contextualized in the larger geo-

political divide between Russia vs. 
Europe and War vs. Peace. Still, dis-
puted results can have a significant 
implication for Georgia’s foreign pol-
icy orientation, its role in the South 
Caucasus, and its status as a candi-
date country for the European Union 
membership. This election marks 
a pivotal moment in Georgia’s geo-
political trajectory, raising concerns 
over democratic backsliding, a tilt 
towards Moscow, and stagnation in 
its EU accession process.

Under GD leadership, Georgia’s for-
eign policy has increasingly reflect-
ed a cautious or even accommodat-
ing stance toward Russia, despite 
ongoing tensions stemming from 
Russia’s 2008 invasion and occupa-
tion of Georgian territories such as 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The 
party has emphasized a narrative of 
“neutrality” and reconciliation, which 
some analysts interpret as a shift 
away from pro-Western ambitions 
toward policies more aligned with 
Kremlin interests. This positioning 
could lead to a deepened role for 
Russia in the South Caucasus and 
limit Georgia’s ability to serve as a 
counterbalance to Russian influence 
in the region.​
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Regarding the European Union, 
Georgia’s EU accession process 
has effectively stalled. Despite 
being granted EU candidate sta-
tus in 2023, subsequent Georgian 
Dream’s policies—such as the con-
troversial “transparency of foreign 
influence” law resembling Russian 
legislation—have drawn sharp criti-
cism from EU officials. This legisla-
tion and other actions perceived as 
undermining democratic principles 
have strained Georgia’s relationship 
with the EU, making integration ef-
forts increasingly precarious. The 
EU and the United States have linked 
further progress on integration and 
financial aid to demonstrable com-
mitments to democratic reforms, 
which have yet to materialize under 
GD leadership.

In the South Caucasus context, the 
Georgian Dream’s re-election will 
likely affect its bilateral relations with 
neighbouring countries like Armenia 
and Azerbaijan. Georgia’s strategic 
role as a transit corridor for energy 
resources and trade remains critical. 
Still, a pro-Russian tilt could compli-
cate its ability to mediate or actively 
engage in regional conflicts. This 
shift may embolden Russian efforts 
to consolidate influence across the 
region while weakening Georgia’s 
ability to assert independence in its 
foreign policy.

The current crisis over the legitima-
cy of Georgian Dream’s re-election 
signals a potential continuation of 
policies that prioritize internal sta-
bility and neutrality at the expense 
of deeper Euro-Atlantic integration. 
This raises critical questions about 
Georgia’s long-term sovereignty, 
democratic development, and role 
as a regional player in the South 
Caucasus.

If we see current developments in a 
larger paradigm, then recent global 
and regional elections serve as the 
accelerators of change; however not 
necessarily shed light on the future 
set up of the potential zones of influ-
ence, which can coincide with dem-
ocratic and authoritarian political 
regimes. Despite the mantra about 
local needs first, the elections are 
becoming increasingly geopolitical 
globally, and the South Caucasus 
has become part of it.
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6. Georgian-Armenian Bilateral and Multilateral Relations: 
Value Choice vs. Regional Approach? 

David Bragvadze

November 2024

As a result of the parliamentary elec-
tions held in Georgia on October 26, 
2024, official data announced by 
the Central Election Commission 
show that the ruling party won the 
trust of 54 percent of citizens and 
will hold 89 mandates in Georgia’s 
150-member parliament. Four other 
political parties crossed the 5 per-
cent electoral threshold. It should be 
noted that the party of former pres-
ident Mikheil Saakashvili recorded 
its worst result in history, coming in 
third place.

The Georgian opposition does not 
recognize the official results an-
nounced by the CEC, and all four 
election subjects that crossed the 
threshold have declared that they 
will not participate in parliamentary 
work. Three of these political forces 
have more or less a unified posi-
tion, while the party of former Prime 
Minister Giorgi Gakharia takes a dif-
ferent approach. Although it does 
not recognize the election results, 
claims the elections were falsified, 
and refuses to enter parliament, it 
distances itself from the other three 
political entities.

The situation is further complicat-
ed by the fact that the international 
community also has low confidence 
in the election results. Georgian 
Dream was congratulated only by 
the leaders of neighboring coun-
tries and the Presidents of Venezu-
ela, Viktor Orbán and Robert Fico. 
In such circumstances, the inter-
national legitimacy of the elections 
remains uncertain. We cannot say 
that the international community 
does not recognize the results, nor 
can we say that it does.

Against this backdrop, the ruling 
party is exacerbating already severe 
tensions with Europe. Officials, in-
cluding the chairman of parliament, 
have refused to meet with the Euro-
pean delegation that arrived in Geor-
gia, including the chairs of the eight 
EU countries’ foreign and European 
affairs committees.

The opposition is attempting to stir 
up a wave of protests. Still, even 
though a large portion of the pop-
ulation does not trust the election 
results, the number of demonstra-
tions on the streets is significantly 



ARMENIA - GEORGIA NEIGHBORHOOD 25

smaller than during the “Russian 
law” protests in the spring of this 
year. In short, despite the rigged 
elections, there are no revolution-
ary sentiments among the popula-
tion.

The elections were neither free nor 
fair. This is evidenced by both so-
ciological surveys conducted before 
the elections and reliable exit polls, 
as well as confirmed cases of vot-
er bribery, intimidation, mass viola-
tions of voting secrecy, and many 
other electoral manipulations.

There are no optimistic expecta-
tions that the government will agree 
to hold new elections. There is also 
little reason to believe the govern-
ment has the resources to restore 
relations with the West. The elec-
tions themselves do not inspire con-
fidence, nor does the government 
show any signs of slowing down 
its sharply anti-Western rhetoric, 
which began in February 2022 and 
became incredibly aggressive in the 
pre-election period.

Considering all of this, Georgia’s 
international future remains even 
more uncertain. Looking at the ti-
tle of our discussion, one of the 
key terms is “values.” It can only be 
said with certainty that if Georgian 
Dream stays in power for a fourth 

term, its policies will have nothing to 
do with values — this can be ruled 
out. Another thing that can also be 
said for sure is that under the Geor-
gian Dream’s government, Georgia’s 
European perspective will essential-
ly cease to exist, and the country will 
not be able to seize the historical 
opportunity that came its way due 
to a unique coincidence of circum-
stances.

Russian influence in Georgia will 
continue to grow, as it has already 
been visibly increasing. Georgia will 
drift further away from the West and 
place greater emphasis on regional 
cooperation. Likely, the government 
will again highlight the need to deep-
en relations with China. This will in-
evitably contribute to the growth of 
authoritarian tendencies, which are 
already evident.

Although the authorities are very 
pleased with Donald Trump’s victo-
ry in the United States, it remains 
unclear what the future of Geor-
gian-American relations will be. 
While Trump’s and Bidzina Ivanish-
vili’s pre-election rhetoric may seem 
similar, it is still difficult to assert 
that Trump will be favorable toward 
a political force that has increasingly 
aligned itself with China and Iran in 
recent years.
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This, however, does not affect Geor-
gian-Armenian relations. Regardless 
of the election outcome, it will be 
recognized by the neighboring coun-
tries, including Armenia. We saw that 
Nikol Pashinyan was among the first 
to congratulate the Georgian Dream 
on its “convincing” victory. One thing 
that can be reasonably assumed is 
that if the opposition were to win, 
Georgia would return to its EU inte-
gration policy in all its forms, making 
this one of the new government’s 
main priorities. This shift would likely 
have a positive impact on Armenia’s 
European perspective. However, it 
will be more difficult for Yerevan to 
strengthen its ties with Europe. 

The assumption that the Georgian 
Dream government will strength-
en authoritarian tendencies would 
also negatively impact Armenia, as 
established authoritarian regimes 
would surround it. In such condi-
tions, the prospect of democratic de-
velopment would become increas-
ingly uncertain. If authoritarianism 
becomes the dominant trend in the 
South Caucasus, Armenia will likely 
not remain immune to this shift, and 
we may witness the transformation 
of Pashinyan, who once came to 
power with democratic ideals.

Of course, this would be the most 
undesirable outcome, but in the 
South Caucasus, especially in re-
cent times, desired scenarios have 
been few and far between.

Of course, all of the above is an as-
sumption at this point. Many more as-
sumptions could be made, but as long 
as the situation remains unclear—with 
Georgia’s political landscape fragile, 
expectations of growing Russian in-
fluence, uncertainty over China’s role 
in the region, and no clear indication of 
what policy the Trump administration 
will adopt in the South Caucasus—it 
is impossible to make any definitive 
predictions. In fact, it’s probably not 
worth attempting.

In addition to the points raised 
above, there are other expectations 
regarding Georgia, including the po-
tential expansion of the sanctions re-
gime and the possibility of personal 
condemnation of Bidzina Ivanishvili. 
However, it’s currently not feasible to 
substantiate such claims. 
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Authoritarianism and populism are 
not just South Caucasian trends; 
unfortunately, their rise in global pol-
itics is also affecting our region. As 
long as the war in Ukraine continues 
— a conflict that Trump promises to 
end “very soon” but likely will not — 
the promise of “peace” remains an 
appealing narrative in societies still 
reeling from decades of war.

We should remain hopeful that de-
mocracy will survive in Georgia and 
Armenia, although it is difficult to 
say that with certainty at this point. 
No one knows whether we will end 
up with a scenario resembling Be-
larus or Serbia instead of Georgia. In 
the most challenging circumstanc-
es, the latter might not even be the 
worst outcome. However, it is also 
possible that “Georgia” could emerge 
as a new, previously unknown case 
of authoritarianism characterized 
by informal governance and several 
distinct features. In the future, when 
analyzing the authoritarian tenden-
cies in another country, an analyst 
might refer to this “X country” as 
following the Georgian model of au-
thoritarianism.

Therefore, democracy in the South 
Caucasus faces a difficult test, 
which, hopefully, it will overcome, 
although the current circumstances 
offer little reason for optimism.
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7. The Impact of Developments in Georgia on Armenia’s 
Foreign and Domestic Policy: Towards the EU without 
Kartlos?

Anna Gevorgyan-Davtyan

November 2024

In 2024, the most discussed top-
ic in Armenia’s foreign policy has 
been diversification. On April 5, a 
trilateral meeting between Wash-
ington, Brussels, and Yerevan was 
held in Brussels, resulting in a joint 
declaration. The declaration’s key 
provision emphasized supporting 
Armenia in diversifying its foreign 
policy, particularly its energy sector 
(Directorate-General for Neighbour-
hood and Enlargement Negotia-
tions of the European Commission, 
2024). The Armenian government 
also speaks of diversifying Arme-
nia’s security sector partnerships 
(News.am, 2024). Meanwhile, the 
Armenian opposition interprets the 
increasingly frequent mutual visits 
and growing cooperation between 
Armenia and Western countries as a 
“reversal of geopolitical alignment.” 
Similar views are echoed by Mos-
cow, often accompanied by threats 
based on this premise. However, 
the government’s assertions about 
the need to build closer ties with the 
West frequently waver, influenced by 
domestic political and geopolitical 
developments. 

Earlier this year, while discussing 
the strategic partnership declara-
tion signed with Georgia and the 
importance of Georgia obtaining EU 
candidate status, Pashinyan empha-
sized: “Now, two of our neighbouring 
countries have EU candidate sta-
tus. Whereas before one might say, 
‘What does the EU have to do with 
our region?’, now the EU, in essence, 
is part of our region, and we must 
engage with this reality.”(First Chan-
nel News, 2024)

Even before Georgia obtained EU 
candidate status, Armenia’s author-
ities consistently advocated for this 
decision during meetings with their 
European partners and in public 
speeches. This effort was also ac-
knowledged by Georgia’s ambassa-
dor to Armenia, Giorgi Sharvashidze 
(Chedia, 2024). At the same time, the 
close cooperation between the Ar-
menian and Georgian governments 
has been included. It continues to in-
clude shared positions on not joining 
economic sanctions against Russia 
and increasing trade between the 
two countries. After the elections in 
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Georgia, Hungary’s Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán and Azerbaijan’s Pres-
ident Ilham Aliyev were among the 
first to congratulate Georgian Prime 
Minister Irakli Kobakhidze on his 
“impressive victory.”(Primeminister.
am, 2024)

During Georgia’s parliamentary elec-
tions, representatives from Arme-
nia’s civic and political spheres also 
participated as observers. Accord-
ing to the report by the “Independent 
Observer” group of NGOs, Armenian 
civil society representatives docu-
mented several election violations, 
including the “carousel” voting fraud 
technique, issues related to the 
transparency of ballots, and other 
factors (Hcav.am, 2024).

In contrast, Armenian opposition pol-
iticians who observed the elections 
painted a much more positive picture 
in their interviews but did not issue a 
joint statement. Like Georgia’s gov-
ernment, they generally presented 
the Georgian people’s choice as prag-
matic, avoiding geopolitical games 
and reflecting a sober decision. 

The elections in Georgia, however, 
are expected to influence Armenia’s 
domestic and foreign policy in sev-
eral areas. Suppose Georgia’s newly 
re-elected government continues its 
confrontational stance with EU and 

U.S. officials, leaving its EU candi-
dacy frozen and failing to revisit the 
controversial “foreign agents” law 
adopted before the elections. In that 
case, Armenia’s foreign policy diver-
sification will face significant risks. 
While some argue that EU-Armenia 
relations can develop independently 
of the crisis in EU-Georgia relations, 
many believe the EU views the re-
gion as an interconnected whole.

If EU-Azerbaijan relations remain 
confined to energy cooperation, 
EU-Georgia and EU-Armenia rela-
tions encompass significant dem-
ocratic reform packages. For Geor-
gia, these are tied to the “homework” 
stemming from its EU candidate 
status. For Armenia, they are part of 
the “Comprehensive and Enhanced 
Partnership Agreement” (CEPA) 
signed in 2017 and fully ratified in 
2021.

At the same time, a freeze in 
EU-Georgia relations could increase 
Russia’s influence on Georgia’s 
economy and possibly its political 
sphere, which would inevitably af-
fect Russia’s policies toward Arme-
nia. In other words, a return of Geor-
gia to Russia’s political orbit could 
close the window for Armenia’s for-
eign policy diversification and pull 
Armenia further into Russia’s sphere 
of political influence.
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The content of Georgia’s pre-election 
rhetoric was also widely discussed 
in Armenia’s public and political do-
mains and is expected to influence 
Armenian political discourse as well. 
Armenian reactions to the “war or 
peace” dichotomy used by Geor-
gia’s “Georgian Dream” party varied. 
While this narrative already exists in 
Armenian political rhetoric, the ap-
proach used in Georgia’s elections 
will likely shape the discourse for fu-
ture Armenian elections. 

Since 2020, the ruling party has 
frequently labelled Armenian oppo-
sition movements as “war-driven.” 
However, unlike in the Georgian con-
text, these movements in Armenia 
are often described as pro-Russian 
and instigators of war under Mos-
cow’s directives. Meanwhile, a new 
pro-European integration camp is 
forming in Armenia, advocating for 
faster EU accession. This camp re-
cently concluded a petition demand-
ing a referendum on joining the EU, 
and the matter will be discussed in 
the National Assembly.

The government’s stance is that 
while EU integration is a critical goal 
for Armenia, a referendum on join-
ing the EU is premature and risky. 
Considering recent public opinion 
polls in Armenia, which show that 
over 50% of respondents favour EU 

membership (IRI, 2024)—primarily 
citing security as their reason—it is 
likely that the themes of security, 
war, and peace will continue to be 
leveraged and politicized by both 
pro-EU forces and other factions. 

This suggests that during the up-
coming regular or possible snap par-
liamentary elections in 2026, Arme-
nia’s ruling party will defend its “Era 
of Peace” vision while combating 
accusations of being war-driven—
whether those accusations come 
from pro-Russian forces or those 
exploiting the issue of EU accession.

The perception and evaluation of the 
elections themselves could also be 
influenced by the Georgian govern-
ment’s legitimization of practices like 
using voter lists, accompanying vot-
ers to polling stations, and employ-
ing administrative resources. These 
practices have long characterized Ar-
menian electoral processes, and any 
return to these traditions could now 
find additional justification: namely, 
that elections in Armenia are at least 
better than or comparable to those in 
neighbouring countries.

Western reactions to Georgia’s 
pre-election and election periods 
also became a topic of discussion 
in Armenia’s public and political 
arenas. The sanctions imposed 
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on Bidzina Ivanishvili and the crit-
ical stance toward Georgia’s elec-
tion results were frequently men-
tioned, contrasted with the lack of 
any sanctions against Azerbaijan’s 
President Ilham Aliyev. Despite Ali-
yev’s actions—including initiating 
the 2020 war (EVN Report, 2020), 
committing war crimes, blockading 
Nagorno-Karabakh in 2022 (Amnes-
ty International, 2023), starving its 
population, and conducting ethnic 
cleansing (Freedom House, 2024) in 
2023 —he faced no repercussions. 
These comparisons were discussed 
within the context of the West’s 
“double standards,” interest-driven 
decisions, and deviation from val-
ue-based politics. 

Anti-Armenian sentiments during 
Georgia’s pre-election period also 
became a subject of separate dis-
cussion. As in almost every election, 
this time, too, there were instances 
where Georgian politicians attempt-
ed to hide their Armenian roots (Kin-
cha, 2024). This sensitive topic was 
further inflamed by Georgian Presi-
dent Salome Zourabichvili, who, in 
an interview, referred to an election 
fraud mechanism as the “Armenian 
carousel” (Interpressnews.ge, 2024) 
and, days later, posted on her per-
sonal Facebook page a tourism ad 
promoting a trip to “Historical Geor-
gia, Lori.” (Zourabichvili, 2024)

Although the term “Armenian car-
ousel” is not new in the Georgian 
context and was not invented by 
the President, its use by such a 
high-ranking official sparked out-
rage in Armenia. The President’s 
reference to Lori as part of histori-
cal Georgia drew even harsher crit-
icism. While some speculated that 
her Facebook page might be fake, 
the Georgian Presidential Adminis-
tration confirmed to an Armenian 
media outlet that the page does in-
deed belong to Salome Zourabichvili 
(Harutyunyan, 2024).

This wave of protests was followed 
by a response from Georgia’s am-
bassador to Armenia, Giorgi Shar-
vashidze, who condemned the Pres-
ident’s actions (Mamyan, 2024).
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What is the Armenian Apostolic 
Church, and what is the purpose 
of church-state relations? At first 
glance, this question seems simple, 
but it is far from straightforward. 
This topic has rarely been subjected 
to sociological and political scrutiny. 
The lack of examination has natural-
ly led to an excess of manipulation. 
The relationships between church, 
state, and society often shrink from 
being part of broader processes of 
direction-setting and identity-build-
ing and instead become confined 
within the dynamics of election 
campaigns and political competi-
tion. Why? 

The Armenian Apostolic Church 
(AAC) is the only Armenian institu-
tion that has preserved its continuity 
and legitimacy for more than 1,700 
years. It has played a stabilizing 
role in social cohesion throughout 
various historical and civilization-
al stages, creating and managing 
the framework of national thought. 
When we consider the fact that it is 
virtually the sole religious denomi-
nation of the Armenian people and 
recall that the Christian faith of the 

Armenian Church has influenced 
almost all expressions of Armenian 
self-awareness and culture, it be-
comes clear that there is no more 
complex and multifaceted subject 
of study in Armenian reality than the 
Church’s spiritual and institutional 
authority. If power is considered a 
resource, then the Armenian Church 
was the greatest capital the Arme-
nian people carried into the 21st 
century. 

After Armenia gained independence 
in 1991, the Armenian Apostolic 
Church became a symbol of nation-
al revival, driven by an emotional 
response to shedding the burden of 
Soviet atheism. At the same time, 
legal frameworks began to form 
around church-state relations. 

The Constitution of the Republic of 
Armenia established that the Ar-
menian Church is not an ordinary 
religious or public organization. The 
Republic of Armenia recognizes “the 
exclusive mission of the Holy Arme-
nian Apostolic Church as the nation-
al church in the spiritual life of the 
Armenian people, the development 
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of its national culture, and the pres-
ervation of its national identity.” The 
2007 Law on Relations between the 
Republic of Armenia and the Holy Ar-
menian Apostolic Church also grant-
ed the Church certain privileges. 

Interestingly, the Armenian Church 
itself has not officially demanded 
broader legal privileges. However, 
political forces periodically address 
this topic, with some advocating for 
expanding privileges and others for 
limiting them. These relations are of-
ten viewed as a resource for political 
campaigns. From this perspective, 
such relations are not fundamental-
ly for the benefit of either the state or 
the Church. 

The Church is perceived as a mono-
lithic structure. In this context, faith, 
clergy, and the AAC institution have 
merged to such an extent that they 
have taken on an irrational form. 
One of the best indicators is the so-
cio-political movement that began 
in Armenia in May 2024. 

The “Sacred Movement” was led by 
a suspended archbishop. The move-
ment emerged after the Armenian 
government initiated border demar-
cation processes with Azerbaijan in 
the Tavush region. The AAC officially 
opposed this process, emphasizing 
its illegality and labeling the return of 

certain Armenian territories to Azer-
baijan as a one-sided concession. 
The Primate of the Tavush Diocese, 
Archbishop Bagrat, joined dissatis-
fied groups in Yerevan, transforming 
the movement into political oppo-
sition during a live broadcast. The 
demand shifted to calling for the 
resignation of the current Prime Min-
ister, proposing a new candidate for 
Prime Minister—namely, the arch-
bishop himself. The AAC suspend-
ed the archbishop’s ecclesiastical 
(administrative) duties and officially 
stated that the initiative for regime 
change was not its own. While some 
in society (including the ruling polit-
ical force) did not believe this claim, 
others believed it but became disillu-
sioned with the Church. 

This scenario highlights a new layer 
of analysis: what expectations does 
the public have of the Church? It ap-
pears some are even willing to dele-
gate the formation of political power 
to it. However, the AAC’s statement 
signified that it was unprepared to 
take away citizens’ civic rights. Yet, 
it stands ready to protect national 
rights at both public and internation-
al levels within the scope of its insti-
tutional capacities. 

It is hard to imagine that an institu-
tion that has proven its vitality over 17 
centuries—one that is a full-fledged 
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member of the family of Christian 
churches and international religious 
and public organizations—could re-
frain from voicing or defending public 
and universal concerns. This remains 
true regardless of political leaders’ 
stances or proposed solutions on 
such matters. 

How could the Church remain si-
lent when Armenians in Artsakh are 
subjected to ethnic cleansing, when 
their right to self-determination is 
grossly violated, or when Azerbai-
jan’s expansionist ambitions threat-
en Armenia’s viability? Portraying 
the influence of a religious institu-
tion in public life as a resurgence 
of the Inquisition is another form of 
manipulation. 

The AAC is a global Armenian net-
work operating across all conti-
nents. The Armenian Diaspora 
community, which considers the 
Armenian Church, language, and 
state symbols of national identity, 
makes significant economic and so-
cial investments in Armenia and has 
its own vision of Armenia’s political 
future. 

However, no political party’s pro-
gram has yet embraced the idea 
that the AAC, with its vertical and 
horizontal connections, could serve 
as a platform for social-political dia-

logue. It could also be a platform for 
geopolitical dialogue in establishing 
Armenia’s political identity or a ven-
ue for civilizational dialogue con-
cerning the security and preserva-
tion of the Armenian identity across 
space and time. 

The modern global order is built on 
institutions and networks governed 
by democratic or authoritarian rules. 
Armenia has chosen democratic 
rules. However, its geopolitical envi-
ronment includes countries operat-
ing under authoritarian rules. Due to 
historical circumstances, only some 
states have managed to possess 
their networked institution. 

If a mechanism is created to align 
this sovereign networked institution 
with global networks, it would repre-
sent the best model of church-state 
relations that the Armenian people 
could establish in the age of global 
governance. Simultaneously, it could 
address the identity crisis brought 
about by postmodernity. For now, 
this challenge remains unanswered.
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Introduction
Religious organizations, as civil ac-
tors with high social capital, often 
play significant roles in shaping the 
social and political landscape in the 
country. In Georgia, the Georgian Or-
thodox Christian Church exemplifies 
this influence. With high authority, 
autonomy, and a remarkable abil-
ity to mobilize people, it is one of 
the most influential institutions in 
Georgian society. The Georgian Or-
thodox Church, an autocephalous 
body within Eastern Orthodoxy, re-
mains in full communion with other 
Orthodox churches, including the 
Russian Orthodox Church. As Geor-
gia’s dominant religious institution, 
its confessors amount to 83.4% of 
the population, with Muslims mak-
ing up the second largest religious 
community at 10.7%.

Religion, in general, has always 
maintained close ties to politics, and 
in Georgia, the Orthodox Christian 
Church has been integral to shap-
ing national identity. Its influence on 
the Georgian population dates back 
centuries, and since Georgia gained 
independence, the Church has newly 

emerged to be a powerful force, not 
only in society but also in the realm 
of policymaking and government 
decision-making. This influence is 
evident in public opinion; for exam-
ple, a 2023 IRI survey (IRI, 2023) re-
vealed that 91% of Georgians view 
Patriarch Ilia II favourably, making 
him one of the country’s most re-
spected figures. Among institutions, 
the Georgian Orthodox Patriarchate 
either tops the list with around 80% 
or is a runner-up after the Georgian 
army. 

Both society and the state recognize 
the Church’s special position, and 
the Georgian Constitution acknowl-
edges the Apostolic Autocephalous 
Orthodox Church’s unique historical 
role and its independence from gov-
ernment control (Constitution of the 
Republic of Georgia, 2020). While 
Orthodoxy does not hold official sta-
tus as the state religion, a concor-
dat (Parliament of Georgia, 2002) 
formalizes the relationship between 
Church and state, affirming the Or-
thodox Church’s special standing. 



38

The Georgian Orthodox Church has 
significant influence and actively 
seeks to intervene in various na-
tional processes. Furthermore, the 
Church has repeatedly attempted to 
influence state legislation and poli-
tics directly.

The Paper examines the relationship 
between political actors and the 
Georgian Orthodox Church, focus-
ing on its interactions with various 
political powers and its influence 
on political developments, including 
elections.

The Georgian Orthodox Church and 
the Rise of Ethnic Nationalism in 
Georgia
The rise of ethnic nationalism in 
Georgia in the late 1980s coincided 
with rebuilding the influence and 
reputation of the Georgian Orthodox 
Church, particularly the Patriarchate 
of Georgia. As the National Move-
ment gained momentum, together 
with nationalist and state symbols, 
protest movements began employ-
ing religious imagery, such as icons 
and crosses. While the Church did 
not actively lead this nationalist 
surge, it responded by adapting to 
the shifting political and social land-
scape. 

With the revival of the national move-
ment, religious identity was interlinked 

with national identity, and the Church 
started to be involved in political and 
social turmoil. However, its role is con-
troversially understood. For instance, 
when on April 9, 1989, as thousands of 
Georgians gathered to protest against 
Soviet rule, Catholicos-Patriarch Ilia 
II attempted to prevent bloodshed by 
urging the crowd to enter the nearby 
temple to pray. The protesters, howev-
er, stood their ground, disregarding the 
Patriarch. In retrospect, many see this 
as a missed opportunity to avert the 
tragedy that ensued, as Soviet forces 
soon launched a violent crackdown, 
leaving a lasting impact on Georgian 
society and politics. Some believe 
this tragic day set a precedent for the 
complex and often unconventional 
political climate that persists in Geor-
gia today. Despite the mixed response 
to his leadership, the Patriarch’s au-
thority continued to grow alongside 
the National Movement. Political ac-
tors, from the National Movement 
of the late 1980s to recent parties, 
have frequently sought to engage the 
Church in politics to leverage its influ-
ence. Although the Church traditional-
ly maintains a clear separation from 
secular government, history reveals 
how it has shaped political processes. 
This dynamic—between religious in-
fluence and institutionalized political 
power—frames the Church’s complex 
role within Georgia’s electoral and 
governance landscape.
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Recognizing the Church’s growing 
influence, various political figures 
have sought its endorsement or 
alignment. For example, Gia Chan-
turia, leader of the National Dem-
ocratic Party (NDP), proposed a 
“theo-democracy,” suggesting that 
a synod should form the upper 
chamber of parliament, directly in-
tegrating religious authority into 
the government. This proposal 
underscored the extent to which 
politicians hoped to ally with the 
Church, viewing its endorsement 
as a means to gain legitimacy and 
public support.

The relationship between the Geor-
gian Orthodox Church and promi-
nent leaders of the National Move-
ment has often been tense. Zviad 
Gamsakhurdia, in particular, had a 
complicated and adversarial rela-
tionship with the Church. In the late 
1970s, he accused the Patriarch-
ate of Georgia of possible ties with 
the KGB, even claiming that Ilia II 
was shielding criminals within the 
Church. Gamsakhurdia’s mistrust of 
the Church deepened, and in a letter 
written in exile in 1992, he stated, 
“Patriarch Ilia directed his relation-
ship with me on the instructions of 
the ‘State Security Service.’ He never 
accepted me and tried in every way 
to expel me from the Sioni congre-
gation, as I exposed State Security 

Service’s activities in the Church and 
his collaborationism.” (Gamsakhur-
dia, 1992)

Despite these tensions, the Patri-
arch appeared loyal to the nation-
al government during the first free 
elections in 1990, when he bless-
ed the first session of parliament. 
This moment marked the resto-
ration of Christian holidays and 
the cancellation of communist 
celebrations. These events were 
deeply significant to the Georgian 
people. While complicated, the 
relationship between the Church 
and the new government became 
more regulated. As Gamsakhur-
dia stated in 1991 at the Supreme 
Council: “The spiritual nature of 
the apostolic activity of the Church 
excludes its direct participation in 
the political system of the country, 
but the separation of the Church 
from the political system should 
not mean the separation of the 
state and the Church.”

Less than a year after Georgia’s first 
democratic elections, the confronta-
tion between the National Congress 
and the “Round Table” intensified, 
leading to the Tbilisi War of Decem-
ber-January 1991-92. This conflict 
resulted in the overthrow of Gam-
sakhurdia’s government, and the mili-
tary council seized power, suspending 
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the Constitution and dissolving the 
Supreme Council. During this tur-
moil, the Patriarch called on all sides 
to find common ground. However, 
he remained neutral, never directly 
intervening to mediate or defend the 
legitimate government. Critics, par-
ticularly supporters of Gamsakhurdia, 
accused him of failing to act decisive-
ly to preserve peace and stability. It is 
also well known that Ilia II had close 
ties with Jaba Ioseliani, the leader of 
the “Mkhedrioni,” an armed group 
that played a key role in overthrowing 
Gamsakhurdia. This connection fur-
ther complicated the Patriarch’s role 
in Georgia’s political developments.

This complex relationship between 
political actors and the Georgian Or-
thodox Church laid the foundation 
for the intricate interplay between 
religion and politics that continues 
to shape Georgian national identity 
and political life today.

Shevardnadze and the Church: 
Political Alliance and Religious 
Influence
During Eduard Shevardnadze’s pres-
idency (1992–2003), the Georgian 
Orthodox Church gained substantial 
influence in Georgian society and 
politics. Shevardnadze, a former 
Soviet Foreign Minister, returned to 
Georgia at a time when the country 
was grappling with civil unrest, eco-

nomic collapse, and the aftermath 
of Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s presiden-
cy. Seeking stability and legitima-
cy, Shevardnadze recognized the 
Church’s social authority and grad-
ually integrated it into the nation’s 
political landscape.

The Patriarch and Eduard Shevard-
nadze are known to have shared a 
special relationship. Catholicos-Pa-
triarch Ilia II became his godfather, 
acknowledging Shevardnadze’s 
conversion and justifying that he 
was not a member of the Church be-
fore. This act symbolized a spiritual 
bond and helped legitimize Shevard-
nadze’s leadership, reinforcing his 
connection to the Church and bol-
stering his public image in post-So-
viet Georgia. Moreover, in 1993, 
when Shevardnadze contemplated 
resigning from his post, the situa-
tion quickly changed. Hours later, 
the Georgian lawmakers voted to re-
ject his resignation, and thousands 
of Georgians gathered in support 
of him. During this critical moment, 
the Patriarch visited Shevardnadze 
and offered his blessing, telling him 
that, in such a difficult time for the 
country, he had no right to resign, 
and as a “spiritual father of the coun-
try,” he gave the blessing to contin-
ue exercising his authority. This act 
of support provided Shevardnadze 
with added legitimacy and publicly 
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endorsed his leadership during a dif-
ficult period.

In 1995, a new Georgian constitu-
tion recognized the Georgian Ortho-
dox Church’s unique role in national 
history. This acknowledgment was 
not merely symbolic; it provided 
the Church with significant cultur-
al and social authority, though not 
establishing it as the state religion. 
The 2002 Concordat between the 
Georgian state and the Church went 
a step further, formalizing this rela-
tionship. This agreement granted 
the Church certain privileges, such 
as tax exemptions, special rights 
over educational and cultural institu-
tions, and state funding—privileges 
no other religious organization re-
ceived.

Although there were instances of 
opposition between the Church and 
the authorities, two key events stand 
out. The first was in 1999 when the 
Church opposed the visit of Pope 
John Paul II to Georgia, marking the 
first visit by a Roman Catholic pope. 
Because of Shevardnadze’s firm 
stance in support of the visit, the 
Church ultimately had to compro-
mise. Another point of contention 
arose when Shevardnadze publicly 
declared Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic as-
pirations. In response, the Patriarch 
issued statements warning against 

the influence of Western sects and 
advocating for Georgia to declare 
“neutrality” in its foreign policy. The 
Church occasionally expressed 
subtle discontent with Shevard-
nadze’s Western-leaning policies, 
especially regarding closer ties 
with the United States and NATO, 
reflecting its own concerns about 
preserving Georgian traditions and 
values against perceived foreign in-
fluences.

Socially, Shevardnadze’s alliance 
with the Church helped revive Or-
thodoxy as a pillar of Georgian iden-
tity. This period saw the number of 
parishioners grow significantly and 
a surge in church-building projects 
across the country, and the Church 
itself flourished, strengthening its in-
fluence in Georgian society. 

Despite Shevardnadze’s initial suc-
cess in using the Church to bolster 
his regime’s legitimacy, by the early 
2000s, public dissatisfaction with his 
government’s corruption and eco-
nomic stagnation had overshadowed 
this. The Church’s influence persisted, 
but Shevardnadze’s reliance on its 
authority was no longer sufficient to 
maintain his power. Eventually, after 
the 2003 Rose Revolution, Shevard-
nadze resigned, starting a new era 
of Western-leaning reforms under 
Mikheil Saakashvili, setting the stage 
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for a complex new relationship be-
tween the Church and the state in 
Georgia.

The United National Movement 
and the Georgian Orthodox Church: 
New Era
Saakashvili’s government was not 
closely aligned with the Church 
from the beginning. Before coming 
to power, the dominant political dis-
course focused on the protection of 
minorities, particularly religious mi-
norities. The “Kmara” organization, 
a key activist group and youth po-
litical movement in Georgia, played 
a significant role in this context. 
“Kmara” campaigned against Edu-
ard Shevardnadze and was instru-
mental in the Rose Revolution of 
2003. Notably, “Kmara” defended 
the rights of religious minorities, 
including Jehovah’s Witnesses, and 
opposed the Patriarchate, which 
had labelled them as sectarians 
and, at times, individual priests 
even encouraged physical violence 
against them.

The liberal rhetoric of Saakashvili’s 
party, the United National Move-
ment (UNM), continued even after 
coming to power. It prioritized mi-
nority rights—ethnic, religious, and 
sexual—and conflicted with the val-
ues and rhetoric of the Church. As a 
result, the relationship between the 

government and the Church was 
tense, though it remained largely un-
spoken and separate.

In 2007, following widespread pro-
tests against the UNM, culminating 
on November 7 with violent clashes 
where police used tear gas and wa-
ter cannons to disperse the crowds, 
the ruling party’s approval ratings 
sharply dropped. In response, 
Saakashvili’s government sought 
the Church’s support and endorse-
ment. From that point, financial 
backing for the Church increased 
significantly, with 47.6 million GEL 
allocated in 2010 and 2011, as well 
as financial support for various Pa-
triarchate eparchies and institutions 
and high-end vehicles (Netgazeti, 
2012). In return, it appears the gov-
ernment hoped for political backing, 
particularly during elections and in 
times of crisis.

The 2012 elections were one of the 
most tense and significant in Geor-
gia’s post-Soviet history— the United 
National Movement (UNM) faced a 
strong challenge from the Georgian 
Dream, a coalition led by Bidzina 
Ivanishvili, a Georgian billionaire 
who made a fortune in Russia. The 
Georgian Dream brought together a 
broad opposition alliance, encom-
passing various political parties and 
factions, united under the leader-
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ship of the Ivanishvili. This coalition, 
which included former government 
figures, parties of different ideolo-
gies, and other opposition groups, 
presented a formidable challenge to 
the ruling UNM. The alliance’s mes-
sage resonated with Georgian so-
ciety, promising change and stabil-
ity after years of UNM governance. 
Ivanishvili’s campaign emphasized 
issues such as social justice, eco-
nomic reform, and a more balanced 
foreign policy, positioning the Geor-
gian Dream as a political alternative 
to the UNM’s liberal and pro-West-
ern rhetoric. 

However, despite the efforts of the 
UNM since 2007 to gain Church 
favour through various means, in-
cluding the attempt to bribe, the Pa-
triarchate did not support the UNM. 
The most likely reason is that they 
have never been natural allies: despite 
their shortcomings, the UNM main-
tained a liberal discourse focused on 
minority protection, which was oppo-
site to the Church’s rhetoric. More-
over, the Church, though not openly, 
accused the Saakashvili government 
of inciting internal divisions within the 
Patriarchate and attempting to de-
stabilize it. Although, the Patriarchate 
knew they could not be sure what to 
expect if UNM won the elections, the 
example of the developments of 2011 
illustrates this. In 2011, the Georgian 

Parliament approved a law grant-
ing the status of a legal entity under 
public law to religious organizations 
operating in Georgia. The Georgian 
Orthodox Church and opposition 
parties strongly opposed the law’s 
adoption, viewing it as an overreach 
by the government into religious af-
fairs. The UNM representatives tried 
to negotiate, and the Chairman of the 
Legal Committee even had several 
meetings organized in the Patriarch-
ate, although the consensus was not 
reached. In response, the Church or-
ganized demonstrations, calling on 
the government to halt the adoption 
process. The Patriarchate urged that 
the law be subject to broader public 
discussion, proposing that the gov-
ernment seek a consensus among 
the public and consider internation-
al best practices before proceeding. 
They even offered a compromise 
solution to address the concerns 
of various religious groups. Despite 
these appeals, the United National 
Movement (UNM) government chose 
to ignore the Church’s objections and, 
on July 5, 2011, passed the law in an 
accelerated manner. The Church 
responded by stating, “The already 
adopted law is against the interests 
of both the church and the country. 
We think that this law will produce 
its negative results in the near future, 
for which the government is respon-
sible.” (Radiotavisupleba, 2011) This 
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move signalled that the UNM was un-
willing to compromise on key issues 
despite strong opposition from one 
of Georgia’s most influential institu-
tions. It also raised concerns that, if 
the UNM were to win the 2012 elec-
tions, it might adopt a more author-
itarian approach, further side-lining 
opposition voices and institutions 
like the Church. This episode high-
lighted the growing tensions between 
the Church and the government and 
the broader political polarization 
that characterized Georgia’s political 
landscape at the time.

The Patriarchate, unsure of what 
to expect, refrained from taking a 
public position. While the Church 
did not explicitly endorse or op-
pose the UNM, individual priests, in 
their sermons, urged people not to 
vote for the UNM and even publicly 
cursed Saakashvili and his allies. In 
response, the Holy Synod issued a 
statement on July 5, 2012, declar-
ing, “The Church has always been 
the unifying force of the country, and 
Georgia especially needs this func-
tion today. The Church is universal, 
and its members hold a variety of 
political opinions.” (Tabula, 2012)

The United National Movement lost 
the 2012 elections, and while it can-
not be said that the Church’s posi-
tion was decisive in the outcome, at-

tempts at influence and interference 
were clearly evident. The Georgian 
Dream, led by Bidzina Ivanishvili, 
emerged victorious in these elec-
tions. Despite the Church’s more 
neutral stance, its involvement in 
political affairs during this period 
highlighted its growing role in shap-
ing the political landscape, even if 
it did not directly sway the election 
results. The influence of the Church 
became a more visible and import-
ant factor in the broader context of 
Georgian politics. 

Georgian Dream and the Church: 
Allies or Adversaries?
Since coming to power in 2012, the 
Georgian Dream, led by Bidzina Ivan-
ishvili, has had a complex and often 
contentious relationship with the 
Georgian Orthodox Church. While 
initially, there were tensions and dis-
agreements, particularly over issues 
like the controversial anti-discrimi-
nation law in 2013, the relationship 
evolved over time.

In 2013, the Georgian Dream gov-
ernment faced significant opposi-
tion from the Church regarding the 
proposed anti-discrimination law, 
which included provisions to pro-
tect sexual minorities. The Church 
strongly opposed the law, arguing it 
would undermine traditional Geor-
gian values. According to the Pa-
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triarch’s assessment, “Introducing 
the non-existent concepts of ‘sexu-
al orientation’ and ‘gender identity’ 
into this draft law stirs significant 
public concern. This is because the 
personal rights of our citizens are 
already equally protected under the 
current legislation in Georgia.” (Civil 
Georgia, 2014) Adopting anti-dis-
crimination legislation was one of 
Georgia’s commitments under the 
visa liberalization action plan to 
secure a visa-free regime with the 
European Union. 

It is important, that the Georgian 
Dream was not a progressive force 
driven by a commitment to defend 
liberal values. Instead, its actions 
were largely shaped by its relation-
ship with the European Union, par-
ticularly regarding the requirements 
for visa liberalization. The party’s 
lack of strong defence for liberal val-
ues and minority rights became ev-
ident on May 17, 2013, when violent 
clashes between pro- and anti-LGBT 
activists in Tbilisi followed a large 
protest organized by the Church 
against the anti-discrimination law. 
The anti-LGBT force mobilized and 
backed up by the Church. The clash-
es were severe, with the LGBT ac-
tivists being forced to flee from the 
area, some of them injured. The in-
cident and the subsequent response 
highlighted the state’s reluctance to 

oppose the Church and defend mi-
nority rights or liberal values. The 
authorities failed to investigate the 
perpetrators of the violence, and 
there were no strong statements 
from the government supporting the 
protection of rights, further demon-
strating the state’s failure to uphold 
the principles of equality and protec-
tion for all citizens.

Later, the Patriarchate declared May 
17 as “Family Purity Day,” effectively 
hijacking the date and reframing it 
as a celebration of traditional family 
values.

Despite the early tensions, there 
were growing rumours that during 
his tenure as prime minister, Bidzi-
na Ivanishvili sought to destabilize 
the Church, allegedly to weaken its 
influence. Church approval ratings 
were decreased most during the 
Georgian Dream rule. However, the 
government’s financial support to 
the Church increased significantly 
during this period, reaching 25 mil-
lion GEL per year.

Ivanishvili, who had a complicat-
ed personal relationship with the 
Church, reportedly did not fully trust 
the Patriarchate. During a meeting 
between the Patriarch and Saakash-
vili, Ivanishvili allegedly remarked, 
“Go, accompany him, I know you 
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love him more,” referring to his per-
ception of the Patriarch’s closeness 
to his political rival. There were even 
rumours that Ivanishvili was jealous 
of the Patriarch’s popularity and 
his top spot in favourability ratings 
among Georgians.

However, unlike the United National 
Movement (UNM), which had often 
been at odds with the Church, the 
Georgian Dream eventually turned 
out to be a natural ally of the Patri-
archate. As the liberal forces within 
the Georgian Dream began to lose 
influence and exit the coalition, na-
tionalistic and conservative factions 
gained power. These groups, which 
focused on promoting “family val-
ues” and traditional Georgian identi-
ty, found common ground with the 
Church. The Church, in turn, aligned 
itself more closely with the govern-
ment’s agenda, particularly in the 
context of safeguarding conserva-
tive social values and resisting lib-
eral, Western-oriented reforms. The 
collaboration between the Church 
and the Georgian Dream grew stron-
ger as both entities shared a similar 
vision, especially regarding family 
values, national identity, and opposi-
tion to liberal policies.

This shift in alignment marked a sig-
nificant change in Georgia’s political 
and religious landscape, with Geor-

gian Dream embracing the Church 
as a key ally in its governance, sig-
nalling a more conservative direc-
tion for the country.

In the elections since 2012, it was 
clear that the Georgian Dream did 
not appear to need backing from the 
Patriarchate. Instead, the connec-
tion between the two seemed more 
natural, shaped by the public per-
ception that the Georgian Dream de-
fended Christian values and showed 
respect for the Church without 
openly attacking the Patriarchate. 
Therefore, it cannot be said that the 
Church played a decisive or bold role 
in the elections or campaigns. The 
relationship was more about mutual 
respect and alignment on key values 
rather than active political interven-
tion. 

The 2024 elections became a cru-
cial and intense moment, especial-
ly following the Georgian Dream 
government’s adoption of the “For-
eign Influence” law, which sparked 
massive rallies and a tense political 
climate. Tens of thousands, even 
hundreds of thousands, took to the 
streets, signalling that the Georgian 
Dream was in a difficult position. In 
response, the government began 
mobilizing its resources. Amid these 
spring protests, the Patriarchate an-
nounced the celebration of “Fam-
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ily Purity Day” on May 17, an event 
that was supported by the Georgian 
Dream. This move fuelled the per-
ception that popular support was 
behind the government.

Before the elections, on June 27, 
2024, Parliament voted in favour 
of the “Law on Family Values and 
the Protection of Minors” in its first 
reading, a law that received the Pa-
triarchate’s endorsement. The law 
was preceded by public discussion 
in the regions of Georgia, where the 
banning of LGBT propaganda was 
discussed. 

After the first hearing of the Law, 
the Chairman of Parliament, Shalva 
Papuashvili, remarked, “The Parlia-
ment of Georgia made a truly im-
portant decision. On May 17, a peo-
ple’s referendum was held across 
the country, with one million citizens 
of Georgia taking to the streets to 
express their support for this pack-
age and demanding that Parliament 
translate their vote into law.” (Parlia-
ment.ge, 2024) This illustrates the 
close coordination between the gov-
ernment and the Patriarchate, high-
lighting their strategic alignment 
and shaping public perception in the 
lead-up to the elections.

On October 22, the Patriarchate of 
Georgia issued a statement ahead 

of the upcoming elections, assert-
ing that it would not take a political 
position but would “unequivocally 
support the choice that will bring 
long-term peace to Georgia and the 
strengthening of values in society 
that will help fortify Christian and 
family traditions.” This statement fol-
lowed the government’s decision to 
transfer land plots in several villages 
to the Church (Civil Georgia, 2024).

The Patriarchate’s message high-
lighted the key issues that the Geor-
gian Dream used in its election cam-
paign and have been on the agenda 
of the months before the elections: 
protection of national and religious 
values and the country’s unity, sov-
ereignty, and peace. While empha-
sizing that the Church could not act 
as a political party, the statement 
made it clear that the Patriarchate 
would support a choice that would 
promote peace and strengthen 
Christian and family values, i.e., the 
Georgian Dream. The Church also 
appealed to the clergy to maintain 
unity and peace during the election 
period, urging them to be mindful of 
their special role in keeping the pub-
lic calm amid the heightened emo-
tions of the campaign.

A few days before this announce-
ment, Prime Minister Irakli Kobakhid-
ze signed a decree transferring land 
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to the Georgian Orthodox Church, 
including plots in various locations, 
for symbolic prices of 1 GEL (Gov-
ernment of Georgia Decree N1496, 
2024). The government also granted 
the Church a significant property in 
Lanchkhuti city for 99 years, free of 
charge (Government of Georgia De-
cree N1496, 2024).

This marked a significant moment in 
the election campaign, as it was the 
first time the Patriarchate explicitly 
indicated which side it favoured. The 
entire Georgian Dream campaign 
had been centred on the fear of war, 
with constant references to the word 
“peace” and warnings that if the op-
position came to power, a new war 
would break out immediately. The 
Patriarchate’s statement effectively 
resonated with this narrative, fram-
ing the choice for the public as one 
between peace and instability, thus 
implicitly encouraging voters to sup-
port the Georgian Dream.

In this way, the Patriarchate’s mes-
sage and the government’s cam-
paign were closely aligned, rein-
forcing the fear-driven rhetoric that 
portrayed the Georgian Dream as 
the guarantor of peace and stability 
while subtly guiding voters toward 
supporting the ruling party.

After the elections, when Georgian 
Dream declared victory, the result 
was strongly contested by the oppo-
sition, with numerous reports of in-
timidation, bribery, and forgery sur-
facing. The international community 
did not recognize the outcome, fur-
ther fuelling the tensions. Despite 
this, some officials from the Patri-
archate called on the opposition to 
cease their protests.

Archbishop Iakob, one of the most 
influential figures within the Church, 
publicly addressed the situation, 
saying: “I address the president and 
the ladies from the opposition: What 
will these actions give us? The peo-
ple who won the elections are not 
complacent—we will not confuse 
you anymore. The Church always 
stands where the Georgian nation 
is.” (Interpressnews, 2024) The Pa-
triarchate has not yet officially con-
gratulated the victors, as the Central 
Election Commission has not for-
mally declared the results or issued 
the summary report. However, the 
general perceptions and the state-
ments imply their approval of the 
results.

This statement and the subsequent 
actions made it clear that the Patri-
archate was aligning itself with the 
Georgian Dream. As is often the 
case, the Church’s stance appeared 
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to favour the ruling party, reflecting 
its historical tendency to support 
those in power. The Church seems 
to continue to offer its support in 
various ways, recognizing that the 
rise of liberal powers could threat-
en its authority and influence. More 
liberal or progressive political forces 
mean the Church has been wary, as 
these governments will seek to chal-
lenge or limit its social and political 
influence. The Patriarchate is keenly 
aware that liberal parties, particular-
ly those aligned with Western val-
ues, might push for reforms that un-
dermine the Church’s traditional role 
in Georgian society, including advo-
cating for more secular governance 
and policies that promote minority 
rights, which could conflict with the 
Church’s conservative stance. 

Given this, the Church is likely to 
remain aligned with political forces 
that are more sympathetic to its val-
ues, such as promoting traditional 
family structures, national identi-
ty, and Christian Orthodoxy. This 
strategic alignment protects the 
Church’s status and ensures its con-
tinued influence in shaping national 
policy and societal norms. However, 
as experience shows, at the same 
time, the Church will wait and not 
rush into making declarations, pre-
ferring to wait for a clear victor be-
fore taking sides.

CONCLUSION
The relationship between the Geor-
gian Orthodox Church and the po-
litical landscape of Georgia has 
evolved significantly over the past 
few decades. From the rise of eth-
nic nationalism in the late 1980s to 
its influential role in the governance 
of Georgia, particularly in times of 
political transition, the Church has 
been a robust and influential institu-
tion in shaping the country’s nation-
al identity and political direction. Its 
influence on public opinion and po-
litical developments is undeniable, 
as evidenced by its interactions with 
various political powers, including 
the National Movement, Shevard-
nadze’s government, the United Na-
tional Movement, and more recently, 
the Georgian Dream.

The Patriarchate’s involvement in 
political affairs has not always been 
straightforward. While it has histor-
ically tended to align with those in 
power, it has also exhibited caution 
in openly supporting political par-
ties, instead maintaining a strategic 
stance that favours those in posi-
tions of authority, particularly when 
the public perception aligns with its 
religious and national values. This 
was particularly evident during the 
2012 elections, when the Church, 
while refraining from overt political 
intervention, subtly aligned itself 
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with the Georgian Dream, reinforc-
ing their shared values of peace, na-
tional unity, and Christian traditions.

Over time, the Georgian Dream’s 
approach has been shaped, togeth-
er with other factors, also by the 
Church’s influence. While the Geor-
gian Dream has not positioned itself 
as a progressive force, it has man-
aged to capitalize on the Church’s 
support, particularly on family val-
ues and national identity issues. The 
alignment between the Church and 
the Georgian Dream was further 
solidified during the 2024 election 
cycle, where the Church’s implicit 
endorsement helped strengthen the 
ruling party’s campaign, particularly 
in its portrayal of peace and stability 
as key to Georgia’s future.

Despite the growing connection 
between the Church and the Geor-
gian Dream, the relationship has not 
been without tensions, especially 
concerning liberal policies like an-
ti-discrimination laws. However, the 
Church’s influence remains an im-
portant factor in Georgia’s political 
landscape, where it continues to act 
as a stabilizing force, guiding public 
opinion and shaping political out-
comes. Its evolving role, however, 
underscores the complexities of the 
Church’s influence in modern Geor-
gian politics, where its support can 

be important yet always tempered 
by its careful navigation of the bal-
ance between religious authority 
and political power.

In conclusion, the Georgian Ortho-
dox Church will continue to play a 
crucial role in shaping Georgia’s 
political and social future. Its ability 
to influence public and its strategic 
alliances with political powers will 
ensure that it remains a key player in 
the country’s governance. 
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