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In the years since the South Ossetia War of 8-13 August 2008, Western observers have produced much 

alarmist commentary regarding the imminent Russian threat to Georgia's continued existence as an 

independent state, and the imperative of greater Euro-Atlantic commitment to its defense.
1
 On one 

hand, this reflects the international public relations campaign pursued by the former United National 

Movement (UNM) government to justify its unsuccessful strategy of reintegrating the de facto state 

territories by force, which (in defiance of the 2009 EU Independent International Fact Finding Mission 

Report) cast the conflict as a premeditated and expansionist gambit by Moscow—a view congratulated 

by ideologically sympathetic experts and policymakers.
2
 Yet, this narrative followed upon an existing 

unofficial domestic security doctrine during its incumbency from 2004-2012 that identified all major 

instances of organized political opposition or unrest as Kremlin-orchestrated actions, which both 

preceded and was reinforced by the five-day invasion.
3
 This essential credulity on the part of some U.S. 

and European representatives has encouraged the drawing of spurious associations between the August 

War and the Russian annexation of Crimea and involvement in the ensuing insurgency in the eastern 

oblasts of Ukraine since February 2014, in turn fueling the trope of entitlement to “shortcuts” to NATO 

membership among Georgian societal elites.
4
 

 

Yet, rather than the latest wave of Russian imperialism, it is possible that the greatest threat to peace 

and stability in contemporary Georgia originates from the country's leaders themselves. This is due to 

the prevalence of two pathological conditions that continue to characterize political discourse and 

association at both the state and popular levels: 1), ideological extremism manifest in a profoundly 

conspiracist and essentialist view of international affairs, and 2), zero-sum factionalism between and 

within political parties and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which together keep Georgian 

society mired in its volatile post-Soviet situation. These factors further influence the formation of 

national security and threat perceptions by decision-makers, which negatively affects its prospects for 

evolution into a liberal European polity based upon norms of pluralism, accommodation and reasoned 

approaches to governance.  

 

The first example is presented by the current activities of minority parties in the Georgian government. 

Although it has until recently retained 50 seats in the Parliament, with the departure from office and 
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prosecution in absentia of former president Mikheil Saakashvili since 2013, UNM has become 

increasingly radicalized, targeting the majority Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia (GD) as a 

“Russian collaborationist regime” in continuation of its effort to portray founder Bidzina Ivanishvili as  

“financed by the Kremlin” during the 2012 parliamentary election campaign, and in response to the 

incumbent policy of limited dialogue and normalization of trade and cultural relations between Russian 

and Georgian special representatives.
5
 The major UNM demonstrations of November 2014 and March 

2015 also shifted from criticism related to specific policy issues (occupied territories, economic crisis, 

crime and corruption) to demanding the government's resignation, with insinuations of a coming 

popular revolution in which Saakashvili might play an active role.
6
  

 

At the same time, Free Zone NGO, the youth activist wing of UNM founded by former MP Koba 

Khabazi, has adopted an ultranationalist orientation along with tactics of physical confrontation and 

public clashes with any it identifies as “pro-Russian”, as well as with rival conservative NGOs such as 

Free Generation, which have become a fixture in local Georgian media during the past two years. Most 

recently, members initiated a rumor via social networks and allied press outlets such as Rustavi2 and 

Tabula alleging plans by the Moscow-based Night Wolves motorcycle club to attend the 9 May Victory 

Day ceremonies in Tbilisi's Vake Park. This was accompanied by vandalism of vehicles owned by 

Russian tourists and harassment of individuals wearing the Ribbon of St. George, a monarchist-era 

symbol originally banned by the Bolsheviks but incorporated into Soviet WWII medals, and 

popularized by President Vladimir Putin for the 60
th

 Anniversary commemorations in 2005—an 

activity which involved former director of Georgian Public Broadcaster Giorgi Chanturia.
7
  

 

Secondly, Iveria NGO founded by former UNM Minister of Culture and Monuments and deputy chair 

of parliamentary defense and security committee Nika Rurua (who also served in the Mkhedrioni 

paramilitary force during the 1992-1993 Abkhazia War) and former Foreign Minister Grigol Vashadze 

has promoted a decidedly illiberal agenda of banning Russian-language television broadcasts
8
, 

outlawing “public display of Russian symbols”, controlling “the process of Georgians getting Russian 

citizenship”, and criminalizing “denial of Russian aggression”.
9
 In March 2015, the chairmen 

announced their intention to field candidates in the 2016 parliamentary election.
10

  

 

Thirdly, on 27 May 2015, four senior UNM MPs including Zurab Japaridze, Pavle Kublashvili, Gocha 

Khachidze and Giorgi Meladze, announced their defection from the party due to its stagnation and 

inability to mount an effective platform to challenge the “oligarch puppet regime”, while stating that 

they will not contest the 2016 elections, instead establishing a movement to “save the country from 

pro-Russian forces” by launching a socioeconomic revival strategy at the popular level.
11

 

 

Yet despite these characterizations, in reality the majority GD coalition is at the same time composed of 

several parties—in particular the Republicans, Conservatives and until recently Our Georgia-Free 

Democrats—whom share the ideological agenda of UNM in attributing domestic problems to the 

presence of malign Russian and “Soviet” influence (purportedly represented by a mélange of spies, 

oligarchs, “thieves-in-law”, intelligentsia and Stalin-era monuments), yet remain fundamentally 

polarized due to diverging loyalties to influential personalities. Amid continued instability resulting 

from tensions between the President and Prime Minister and a wave of dismissals and resignations 

since late 2014, representatives of both parties have publicly endorsed and sought legal support for 

extreme Georgian nationalists serving in private militias in eastern Ukraine (such as Mamuka 

Mamulashvili's Georgian National Legion)
12

, and manufactured scandals alleging Russian interference 

in the Ministry of Defense.
13
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A third development has been the potential pursuit of state sanctions against citizens that advertise 

differing preferences and perspectives regarding Russian-Georgian relations. Since the beginning of the 

Ukraine crisis in 2014, the fashionable strategic concepts of “Russian soft power” and 

“information/hybrid war” have become increasingly popular in national security circles, as endorsed by 

figures such as former director of UNM-affiliated Liberty Institute think tank, head of Georgian Public 

Broadcaster and deputy secretary of the National Security Council Tamar Kintsurashvili. Given the 

lack of causal evidence linking Russian security strategies to public attitudes in Georgia—combined 

with the reported statistic that all of nine percent of citizens watch Russian television stations—a 

publication by Media Development Foundation (MDF) concedes that the influence of “Russian 

propaganda” in Georgian society is “indirect” rather than directly tied to actions by the Kremlin.
14

 

Thus, in order to overcome this gap, the presence of critical or hostile views toward the radical 

Westernization policies pursued by former and incumbent governments is automatically attributed to 

outside forces. In response to a series of recent demonstrations held by opposition NGOs such as 

Eurasia Institute, Irakli II Society, Earth is Our Home, the coalition Eurasian Choice, and Georgian 

Peace Committee (the national branch of the Athens, Greece-based World Peace Council)—each of 

which attracted well-publicized counteractions by Free Zone—journalists and political analysts have 

deployed the phrase “popping up like mushrooms” to imply their sudden appearance in the country via 

infiltration by the Russian intelligence services.
15

  

 

Yet, each of these organizations are in fact of local origin, founded by Georgian citizens mainly in the 

period immediately following the August War whom advocate reconciliation with Moscow, a position  

regarded as treasonous by the former Saakashvili government. A central theme in their platforms is thus 

antagonism with UNM and its policies during the past decade, rather than current political 

controversies. While some of their constituents could be classified as former communists or 

contemporary radical leftists (such as United Communist Party of Georgia secretary Temur Pipia), their 

ideologies are not monolithic, as they also include conservative and traditionalist tendencies (as 

exemplified by Irakli II Society chairman Archil Chkhoidze's support for anti-gay campaigns by the 

Georgian Orthodox Church). Their activities have included providing open Russian language courses, 

meeting with refugees from the South Ossetia conflict, organizing conferences on prospects for 

Russian-Georgian cooperation and implementing public opinion surveys on regional geopolitics. One 

of these, designed by Eurasia Institute chair and politologist Gulbaat Rtskhiladze, gauges attitudes 

toward NATO and the U.S. at the local level, as an alternative to national-level polls administered by 

the Washington, D.C.-based National Democratic Institute and International Republican Institute 

(NDI/IRI), which are frequently cited uncritically by commentators as evidence of overwhelming 

support for NATO membership among the Georgian population.
16

 In addition, they interact with long-

established and benign organizations that represent the interests of ethnic Russian and Russophone 

minority communities that have been negatively impacted by state policies, including “Yaroslavna” 

Union of Russian Women of Georgia, Union of Russian Youth of Georgia, and Center for Legal 

Protection of Russian Compatriots in Georgia. Amid typical charges of “Kremlin funding”, these NGOs 

also jointly perform little-recognized cultural, educational and humanitarian functions, as evidenced by 

language courses organized by Irakli II Society with Union of Greek Communities of Georgia
17

 and 

charity events with Earth is Our Home chairman Elguja Khodeli, Yaroslavna and the medical advocacy 

NGO “Diabetikon” Union of Diabetes Sufferers.
18

  

 

At a recent press conference featuring a panel of political experts on the activities of these 

organizations, director of Caucasian House Giorgi Kanashvili stated: “As far as we can tell, they are 
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not a particularly significant force. They do not have particularly big funding either. They are mere 

marginal groups that cannot be described as strong organizations. These groups often do not have good 

communication with one another. They could also be receiving funding from different forces in 

Russia.”
19

 However, a recent study by the same foundation found that members of NGOs supportive of 

deepening relations with Moscow complained that: “Russia is not supporting such organizations and 

this is an absolute lie that Russia finances and allocates money. There is rare support for educational 

projects. For example…teaching Russian but this is only 10-15,000 dollars a year for a hundred 

students–this is a very limited amount [of money].”
20 

In a recently published report by the media 

watchdog NGO Initiative Group “Damoukidebloba”, Caucasian House itself was also falsely identified 

as being “engaged in active cooperation” with the Alexander Gorchakov Fund for Public Diplomacy 

founded by former Russian President Dmitry Medvedev in 2009, in response to which it released a 

public objection.
21

 

 

Yet despite this evidence, recently the above groups have been publicly identified by the Ministry of 

Defense as a threat against which investigative resources must be prepared to counter their presence. As 

stated by secretary of State Security and Crisis Management Council and former defense minister 

Mindia Janelidze to a parliamentary committee hearing: “...[Russia’s] “soft power” in Georgia is 

“mainly demonstrated in increase of number of entities (sic), which are loyal towards our adversary”.
22

 

However, this represents a misapplication of the concept of soft power, as they are typically categorized 

as direct appendages of the Russian security agencies that seek to attack Georgian society from within, 

rather than the use by the Russian government of alternative instruments of cultural or economic 

influence. Further, this doctrine makes no distinction between elements of civil society that maintain 

differing political views regarding Georgia's relationship with Russia than those of national elites, and 

real or alleged intelligence operations by a hostile neighboring power. In sum, rather than an impending 

Russian doom, these conditions represent the essentially aspirational nature of liberal democratic 

politics in Georgia, as well as the enduring separation between the nation's ideological and technocratic 

leadership and the popular landscape which they seek to transform.  

 

 

Endnotes:  
                                                 

1

 
  Micheal Cecire, “A Wakeup Call For The West: Georgia's Fifth Column Stirs”, The American Interest, 19 May, 2014. 

http://www.the-american-interest.com/2014/05/19/georgias-fifth-column-stirs/; “The Kremlin Pulls on Georgia: It's time 

for the West to stop taking Tbilisi for granted”, Foreign Policy, 9 March 2015. http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/09/the-

kremlin-pulls-on-georgia/; Paul Rimple, “Tired of Waiting For Godot, Georgians Are Looking At Ivan”, Beacon 

Reader, 22 May, 2015. https://www.beaconreader.com/paul-rimple/tired-of-waiting-for-godot-georgians-are-looking-at-

ivan 

2  For example, see The Guns of August: Russia’s War in Georgia, Svante E. Cornell and S. Frederick Starr eds (New 

York: M.E. Sharpe, 2009). 

3  Jason E. Strakes, “Political Opposition, External Threats and Elite Responses: Analyzing Domestic Security Policy in 

Post-Rose Revolution Georgia”, Defense and Security Analysis, Vol. 29, No. 4, 2013, pp. 305–319. 

4   Vasili Rukhadze, “Georgia Is Reeling After President Obama’s NATO Statement”, Eurasia Daily Monitor Volume: 11 

Issue: 69, 11 April 2014. 

http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=42219&no_cache=1#.VSvZKme_xyQ 

5  “At ‘No to Annexation’ Protest Rally UNM Slams ‘Collaborationist’ Govt”, Civil Georgia, 15 November 2014. 

http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=27824 

6  “UNM Vows More Protests to Achieve Govt Resignation”, Civil Georgia, 21 March 2015. 



                                                                                          5 

                                                                                                                                                                        
http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28156 -  

7 Rustavi2, 9 May 2015. 

https://www.facebook.com/mtrebi/videos/vb.154288191385287/490623334418436/?type=2&theater 

8 “Russian TV should be banned in Georgia," - NGO "Iveria", Rustavi2, 29 December, 2014. 

http://rustavi2.com/en/news/6558 

9 “Anti-Russia rally outside government office in Tbilisi”, Democracy & Freedom Watch, Apr 14, 2014. 

http://dfwatch.net/anti-russia-rally-outside-government-office-in-tbilisi-12349-27928 

10  “Iveria" will participate in the 2016 parliamentary elections”, Rustavi2, 15 March 2015. rustavi2.com/en/news/11897 

11  “Ex-UNM MPs Speak About Reasons Behind Quitting Party”, Civil Georgia, 27 May, 2015.   

       http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28300 

12  “Georgians in Ukraine Fight Shadow War”, The New York Times, 22 January, 2015.   

       http://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2015/01/22/us/ap-eu-georgia-ukraine-volunteers-.html?_r=0 

13  “Accusations Fly in Georgia’s Potential French Arms Deal”, Civil Georgia, 4 April 2015.  

       http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28181 

14   Tamar Kintsurashvili, Anti-Western Propaganda, Media Development Foundation, 2014-2015, p. 18.  

        http://mdfgeorgia.ge/uploads//Antidasavluri-ENG-web.pdf 

15  Giorgi Menabde, “Kremlin’s Followers in Georgia Become Active”, Eurasia Daily Monitor Volume 11 Issue 62, 2   

        April, 2014; Maia Edilashvili, “Moscow Calling?”, Transitions Online, 15 July, 2014.    

       http://www.tol.org/client/article/24385-moscow-calling.html; Svante E. Cornell, “Georgia: Another Target in 

Russia's Near Abroad”, European Institute, November 2014.  http://www.europeaninstitute.org/index.php/244-

european-affairs/ea-november-2014/1961-perspectives-georgia-another-target-in-russia-s-near-abroad 

16   Survey 2014 – Attitudes of Georgian Population Toward NATO and US. http://geurasia.org/rus/1564/gamokitxva-2014-

-saqartvelos-mosaxleobis-damokidebuleba-natosa-da-ashsh-sadmi.html 

17  Общество Ираклия Второго содействует изучению греческого и русского языков в Грузии (Irakli II Society 

promotes the study of Greek and Russian language in Georgia), Ellada.ru, 12.02.2011. 

 http://www.ellada-russia.ru/news/62-ГРЕЦИЯ/article/2287 

18 “Diabetikon” and “Yaroslavna” held a charity event”, Georgia ICRC World of Russian Compatriots, 31 May, 2015. 

http://msrs.ru/ournews/2015-05-23 

19 “Georgian experts weigh in on reported growth of Russian influence in country”, BBC Monitoring Trans Caucasus Unit, 

May 18, 2015.  

20 Caucasian House, Euro-Atlantic Skepticism In Georgian Civil And Political Space, British Embassy Kyiv, 2015, p. 15.  

21  Nata Dzvelishvili and Tazo Kupreishvili, რუს ული  გ ა ვ ლე ნ ა  ქ ა რთულ ა რა ს ა მ თა ვ რობ ო  

ორგ ა ნ ი ზა ც ი ე ბ ს ა  და  მ ე დი ა ზე  (Russian influence in the Georgian non-governmental organizations and the 

media), damoukidebloba.ge, 2015, p. 54. 

22 “Defense Minister Appears Before MPs At Committee Hearing”, Civil Georgia, 8 April 2015. 

http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28187 


