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			Abstract: Although the state and its constituent bodies have expended greater effort to make room for Georgia’s national minorities in official identity narratives since the Rose Revolution of 2003, subsequent changes to Tbilisi’s built environment embody an incoherent conception of “Georgian-ness”—one that, despite evidencing certain civic elements, is still predominantly primordialist in nature. This article identifies the dominant national identity narratives propagated by Georgian state leaders since independence and examines the ways in which leaders have imprinted these narratives upon the physical landscape of Tbilisi. More so than his predecessors, Mikheil Saakashvili rigorously began transforming the country’s built environment following the Rose Revolution of 2003. The subsequent changes both reflected and propagated particular narratives of national identity and focused primarily upon Tbilisi. Paying particular attention to the post-Rose Revolution development of Tbilisi, the author identifies three particular flexible memory narratives as having been influential since independence: 1.) foreign aggression and oppression, 2.) uniqueness through antiquity, and 3.) Georgia’s “return to the West”. These narratives, alongside those of common descent, language, and faith, are selectively applied by top state leaders in Georgia in ways that solidify and legitimate the position of the titular Georgian nation within the territorial state. 




			This article examines the various ways in which the Georgian leadership has sought to imprint particular narratives of collective memory upon the physical landscape of Georgia’s capital city, Tbilisi, since independence. The brief, conflict-stricken period of Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s presidency (1991-1992) and the economic and political crisis inherited by Eduard Shevardnadze (1992-2003)1 meant that the majority of state-led alterations to Tbilisi’s physical landscape occurred following the Rose Revolution of 2003. The period of Mikheil Saakashvili’s presidency (2004-2013) led to a great many changes in Tbilisi’s appearance and it is for this reason that this particular period is emphasized henceforth. Although the Georgian state and its constituent bodies have expended greater effort to make room for national minorities in official identity narratives since the Rose Revolution, subsequent changes to Tbilisi’s built environment embody an incoherent conception of “Georgian-ness”—one that, despite evidencing certain civic elements, is still predominantly exclusive in nature. This article asks the following question: which national identity narratives have the top echelons of the Georgian government sought to imprint upon the physical landscape of Tbilisi since independence and for what purpose? Special attention is paid to the efforts of then-President Saakashvili to propagate a Georgian national identity that is both inclusive and exclusive, ancient and modern, among audiences domestically and internationally. The final section of the paper briefly examines Tbilisi-based urban development projects under Saakashvili as well as under the current government and its ruling party, Georgian Dream, demonstrating the ways in which modernizing forces interact with narratives of national antiquity in Tbilisi’s built environment.  

			The theoretical underpinnings of this article stem from the multifaceted discipline of Geography—Cultural, Human, and Political Geography in particular. The idea is to identify the political and socio-cultural processes involved in imbuing spaces with collective, national meaning—that is, converting neutral spaces into meaningful places—and to highlight the ways in which memory is mobilized to create, reify, and reproduce national identities. The state is the key actor in processes of memory mobilization and identity (re)production at the so-called nation-wide and international levels. Both physical and abstract processes of bordering and bounding lead to the designation of territorial states as well as the titular “peoples” behind these states.2 This is the point at which territory, collective identity, and memory become intertwined. All three elements are essential to the creation of a nation and serve as a type of “glue” that holds the society together.3 In this way, the nation becomes, as Benedict Anderson famously asserted, an “imagined community.”4 

			Territoriality (attachment to the Georgian “homeland”), language (Georgian as the mother tongue of the titular majority), and religiosity (affiliation with the Georgian Orthodox Church) are prominent symbolic boundaries of membership in the Georgian nation.5 These symbolic boundaries facilitate mutual recognition among members of the titular Georgian nation as well as the delimitation of their national collectivity from other groups. It is important to note, however, that while these individual components or symbolic boundaries of membership have thus far proven to be enduring aspects of “Georgian-ness,” this does not mean that they are impervious to differentiations in interpretation and/or valuation at both the individual and collective levels, especially over time.  

			Since Halbwachs (1877-1945), scholars from various disciplines—ranging from Psychology, Sociology, and Anthropology to Cultural, Political, and/or Human Geography—have increasingly come to emphasize the intrinsically flexible, malleable, processual, and contested nature of memory. While some focus more on the pragmatic and politicized (i.e. “instrumental”) nature of memory,6 others expand upon this understanding of memory to emphasize its spatio-temporal, socially-embedded nature as grounds for the continual contestation and/or endurance of certain constituent narratives.7 For Thaler, 

			memory is a political, cultural and social phenomenon produced by dynamics in the present—political pragmatism—as well as selective memory constructs from the past(s). They carry both constraints and enablers, and are deeply tied to the processes, unfolding differentially, dependent on time, place and political/cultural context.8

			In the interdisciplinary field of Memory Studies as a whole and in studies of memory in the post-Soviet space in particular, less emphasis has thus far been placed on explicating the relationship between individual narratives, “national” memories, and collective identities than on conceptualizations of the concept of memory and its complex relationship/s to history. By identifying and analyzing individual narratives and the roles that they play in the negotiation, contestation, and reification of collective (“national”) memory and identity, I have found that, in many ways, these narratives serve as sites of identity/memory (re)negotiation and contestation in and of themselves. In other words, if memory and identity are to be understood as malleable, flexible, and processual concepts, then their constituent narratives must be, too. 

			I use the term flexible memory narratives in order to shed light upon the ways in which elites in Georgia make selective and flexible use of popular meta-narratives of collective memory. These meta-narratives, in turn, serve to reproduce and disseminate official conceptions of collective (“national”) identity among Georgia’s citizenry. 

			The large, multi-disciplinary body of research on collective memory and related sites of memory highlights the role that collective memory plays in the formation of both individual and collective identity.9 Where national identity is concerned, scholars note the ways in which particular historical narratives are selected and employed by those in power to mold the national body into a seemingly coherent whole. Despite the inherently reflexive and contested nature of both collective memory and identity, the Georgian case shows us that certain narratives have proven to be simultaneously flexible and enduring—serving to both reify popular, state-sanctioned forms of national identity (which both emanates from and contributes to popular discourses of memory) while paying considerable attention to positionality, agency, and audience. The adaptability of the selected narratives—given their (re)interpretation from one regime to the next—and the flexible manner in which these narratives are applied to achieve particular aims has led me to develop the concept of flexible memory narratives. The formation of any national identity requires a keen use of flexible remembrance and forgetting of particular narratives for specific aims; as a theoretical concept, flexible memory narratives calls attention to the adaptive, changeable nature of the narratives and processes involved in identity (re)production at, in this particular case, the national scale. 

			Flexible memory processes and their integral narratives interact in ways that (re)constitute, contest, and disseminate national identity among members of the Georgian population. National identity, in its ever-changing variants and constituent narratives, is much like a rubber band; depending upon the context at hand (embedded historicity, actors and agency, desired outcomes, audience, etc.), the rubber band is pulled in one direction, the other, or both directions simultaneously. Framing discussion of flexible memory narratives as being embedded in ongoing processes of memory/identity negotiation allows for a clearer understanding of the ways in which primordialist and civic conceptions of national identity are oftentimes invoked simultaneously in various ways—concrete or abstract—at the official level. Despite the contradictions inherent in simultaneously invoking both blood-based, exclusive forms of national identity and those emphasizing inter-group inclusivity (stretching the rubber band in both directions), the rubber band does not break. It merely stretches to accommodate the strain.   

			The environment is an integral component of the construction of individual and collective identity, and states often look to the physical environment as a canvas upon which to paint their dominant identity narratives. Spanning from the environs of Eastern Europe to those of Central Asia, physical environments and landscapes—and those of capital cities in particular—have been popular avenues of and for identity (re)negotiation and contestation at multiple scales and involving multiple parties. Scholars the likes of Diener and Hagen, Denison, Forest and Johnson, Kaiser, and Ter-Ghazarayan have shown that, while the specific content and manifestations of various post-Soviet identity narratives vary widely from one so-called “national” context to another, the physical environs of post-Soviet capital cities have proven to be symbolic and visual hotbeds of and for national identity negotiation and contestation.10 

			The officially sanctioned use of particular designs and adornments in the physical landscape is one way in which the state spatially socializes its constituents and creates and disseminates particular forms of identity through the use of national iconography (flags, coats of arms, statues of national heroes, monuments to particular historical events, use of place names, etc.).11 Restoration of the old, replacement or destruction of the profane or obsolete, the construction of the new—what, why, and how the state and its administrative organs choose to paint the canvas of the “homeland” is telling. It demonstrates an individual/group’s power/lack of power in a given society, as well as the interests of the dominant individuals/groups and their intended audiences. In this way, then, the case of Tbilisi does not represent an entirely isolated phenomenon; the specific content and context of representative identity narratives, the physical manifestations of these narratives in the built landscape, and their subsequent “reading” by specific audiences is what both connects the case of Tbilisi to and differentiates it from other capital cities in the post-Soviet space. 

			Tbilisi as a Canvas: Flexible Memory Narratives in the Georgian Context 	

			Official identity narratives in Georgia are contradictory, oftentimes invoking a national identity that is both exclusive and inclusive. In 1860, the prominent Georgian intellectual and nationalist Ilia Chavchavadze wrote these famous words: “From our ancestors we inherited three sacred treasures: fatherland (mamuli), language (ena), and faith (sartsmunoeba).”12 Despite the fact that Chavchavadze never elaborated on the idea expressed in this statement, the sacred treasures of “fatherland,” “language,” and “faith” have become key elements in the formula of Georgian national identity in late Soviet and post-Soviet Georgia.13 

			Influential though the Fatherland-Language-Faith triad is at both the state and grassroots levels, it is inadequate to explain the interplay between the exclusive narratives of national identity represented by Chavchavadze’s triad and those of a much more inclusive, civic nature. As Chkhartishvili notes: 

			Like any nationalist discourse, it [the idea of the nation] may lack inner coherence. Sometimes it may accommodate diametrically opposite assertions; however, this fact does not create any problem for the whole story. The actualization of separate themes has a situational character. Some of the nationalist appeals are topical at one time, others at another time.14

			The oftentimes ambiguous relationship between the coexisting exclusive and inclusive narrations of Georgian identity at the statewide level has led me to propose an alternative framework for the discussion of official identity narratives in contemporary Georgia. Alongside the elements of Chavchavadze’s Fatherland-Language-Faith triad, I identify three narratives that are central to memory and identity discourse in contemporary Georgia: 1.) foreign aggression and oppression, 2.) uniqueness through antiquity, and 3.) Georgia’s “return to the West.” I identified these narratives through conducting an extensive review of the existing material regarding Georgia’s national and political development from approximately 1989 to the present day. The materials surveyed include local and international news media publications such as Agenda.ge, Civil.ge, DFWatch, Georgia Today, OC Media, openDemocracy, Tabula, etc.; official speeches and statements published on government websites (such as those of Tbilisi City Hall, Parliament of Georgia, President of Georgia, Prime Minister of Georgia, Saakashvili Presidential Archives, etc.); and relevant pieces of domestic and international agreements and legislation. In surveying these materials through the methodological lenses of discourse and content analysis, my aim has been to identify, extract, and analyze both explicit and implicit references to Georgian national identity and its constituent components. The primary language of the above sources has tended to be English, although sources in Azerbaijani, Georgian, and Russian have been utilized as well.  

			Where applicable, the data obtained from the above sources was compared to data from my interviews with state officials and representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), as well as from online and paper-based surveys from two fieldwork periods in 2016. The language of the interviews alternated between English, Azerbaijani, Georgian, and Russian, while the survey languages were Azerbaijani and Russian. Participant observation and landscape analysis during these periods of fieldwork (January-March and August-October 2016) have also proven to be particularly fruitful methods of data collection in the context of this case study. What I have found is that, alongside territorially based notions of common descent, language, and faith, the three flexible memory narratives mentioned above are selectively applied and/or discarded in manners that paint a particular picture of the titular Georgian nation and its position within the territorial state. 

			Tbilisi is a prime example of the interplay between official narratives of Georgian identity and the built environment. The city plays a crucial role in narratives concerning Georgian national identity. These narratives are not only visible in official rhetoric concerning the city’s history, but also take physical form as one surveys Tbilisi’s landscape. The official website of Tbilisi City Hall provides a description of the city’s history and its role in the development of a uniquely Georgian nation: 

			[Tbilisi’s] history spans sixteen centuries. From the fourth century to the present, Tbilisi has been the center of Georgian identity like Jerusalem is for the Jews, and our cities have suffered much over the centuries, having been repeatedly threatened by enemies and yet, thanks to many heroes, they are independent. Long occupied, [Tbilisi] remains unbroken. Persians, Ottomans, Byzantines, and Russians all came as enemies and in the end remained as friends. Because our capital city has gained every type of blood and race, every language and religion, it has absorbed a different culture and has been enriched by this diversity. [All of] Georgia has absorbed and been enriched by this diversity as well. It is a truly rare city on Earth that has so painlessly and peacefully embraced and absorbed remaining enemy tribes, their laws and religions, leading to their peaceful coexistence in one confined place—denominations of the synagogue, the mosque, the Catholic church or the Orthodox temple. Mother Tbilisi was, is, and forever will be the protector of each.15

			This passage asserts Tbilisi’s importance as the historical epicenter of Georgian identity, an identity greatly impacted by external forces and their long struggle for primacy in the region. Invaders allegedly became friends and the nurturing, mothering figure of Tbilisi took the residents of the city under her wing. Peaceful coexistence purportedly achieved, multiculturalism became interwoven into the very fabric of the city of Tbilisi and the country of Georgia. Still, this legacy of multiculturalism has not managed to displace the primacy of “ethno”-cultural characteristics of “Georgian-ness”—such as the Georgian language and Georgian Orthodox Christianity—in officially and popularly conceived narratives of Georgian national identity. What follows is a brief survey of the historical stages of Tbilisi’s development, as well as an examination of the dominant narratives presently visible within Tbilisi’s built environment. Some general remarks pertaining to the city’s development since the beginning of the 19th century provide a useful backdrop to discussions of Tbilisi’s current physical landscape.                                                                 

			The Historical Development of Tbilisi: A Brief Overview 

			The region’s tumultuous history and its role in the tug-of-war between foreign powers for regional dominance has shaped Tbilisi’s demographic and physical development since the 5th century. The Persians, Ottomans, Greeks, Romans, Arabs, and Mongols each sought regional preeminence and left their mark upon the socio-cultural fabric of Tbilisi and the region as a whole. Ethnic quarters came into existence over time, some of which continue to exist today—the Azeri-Turkic neighborhood of Ortachala or the Armenian neighborhood of Avlabari, for example. 

			Imperial Russian leadership oversaw the reconstruction of Tbilisi after its devastation by the Persians at the end of the 18th century. After Georgia lost its post-1783 status as a protectorate of the Russian Empire and was fully incorporated into the Russian Empire in 1801, the city continued to develop dramatically. The second half of the 19th century saw the emergence and development of a Georgian national intelligentsia with anti-Tsarist attitudes and aspirations of national independence. When this independence was briefly gained (1918-1921) following the Bolshevik 

			


Figure 1. View of the monument dedicated to the 5th-century founding of Tbilisi by Vakhtang Gorgasali as well as of the historical Persian-style sulphur baths in the Abanotubani district of Old Tbilisi.

			[image: ]

			Source: Author’s photo, fall 2016.  

			


revolutions of 1917, however, it was achieved by fait accompli. Georgia’s brief period of independence was instrumental to the development of a coherent Georgian nation-state. Under Soviet leadership, Tbilisi became more demographically homogeneous (i.e. more “Georgian”) and expanded geographically. Architectural styles shifted from Stalinist monumentalism with some national elements to those that were more uniform and cost-effective, albeit poorer quality.16 In the central parts of the city, architectural styles that predate the Persian invasion of 1795 are visible alongside Imperial, European-style architecture and Stalinist monumentalism (see Figure 1). More recently, history has continued to leave its mark upon Tbilisi’s physical landscape, albeit in ways palatable to top Georgian officials and their desired identity narratives. 

			Old Tbilisi is and has long been a source of pride for Georgians, symbolizing an ancient and glorious—albeit tumultuous—past, a past that has been vital to the formulation of a uniquely Georgian nation-state. Attempts to bring Old Tbilisi into the modern era, however, have been a source of contention between state officials and Tbilisi’s residents. Since Georgia gained its independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, the often-contradictory flexible memory narratives have reemerged to the political and socio-cultural forefront of Georgian society, imprinting themselves upon Georgian society in both abstract and concrete ways. Discussion and analysis of Tbilisi’s built environment since independence demonstrates “concrete” manifestations of these identity narratives.

			


Flexible Memory Narrative #1: Foreign Aggression and Oppression

			The flexible memory narrative of foreign aggression and oppression, in which Imperial, Soviet, and now-independent Russia all play the role of the villain, simmered beneath the surface of Soviet Georgian society. The protests of 1956, 1978, and 1989 all demonstrated the propensity of these underlying tensions to erupt under particularly volatile conditions. As the first president of newly independent Georgia, Zviad Gamsakhurdia (1991-1992) had relatively free rein to propagate narratives of national identity during his brief tenure. His impact upon Tbilisi’s built environment consisted of the erasure of several prominent Soviet symbols, in terms of names of streets and squares as well as the physical destruction or alteration of buildings and monuments. The most obvious representations of this erasure were the removal of the Lenin statue from Lenin Square, the subsequent renaming of the square as “Freedom Square” (see Figure 2), and the purging of Communist officials’ graves from the necropolis of the Pantheon of Mtatsminda. Gamsakhurdia ordered the reburial of Merab Kostava (1939-1989), the leader of the national liberation movement in Georgia who was a friend of Gamsakhurdia, and Alexander Sulkhanishvili (1900-1990), a key figure in the anti-Bolshevik uprisings of 1924, at Mtatsminda.17 

			The Georgian civil war of 1991-1993 and the severity of its post-war, post-Soviet economic collapse meant that Gamsakhurdia’s successor, Eduard Shevardnadze, had to field the underlying social tensions both within and between the various “national groups, including Georgians, Armenians, Azeri-Turks,18 and Russians, as well as the Abkhaz and Ossetians. Political, economic, and social tensions resulted in a handful of notable, state-led alterations to the built environment of Tbilisi, as well as other population centers throughout the country. When Mikheil Saakashvili rode the wave of the Rose Revolution into power in 2003, however, he began to rigorously transform the country’s built environment to reflect and propagate his preferred official national identity narratives, paying special attention to the capital city, Tbilisi.





Figure 2. Freedom Square, decorated for the 2016 New Year and Christmas celebrations.
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Source: Author’s photo, January 2016.

			


A number of symbolic events affecting Tbilisi’s built landscape and reflecting the flexible memory narrative of foreign aggression and oppression took place during this time. In 2004, for example, an updated monument in honor of the victims of the violent Soviet crackdown of protests on April 1989 was officially unveiled in front of Tbilisi’s Parliament.19 The Soviet-era podium and arches known as “Andropov’s Ears,” which once occupied a prominent place in Tbilisi’s former Republic Square, was dismantled in 2005 and the square renamed “Rose Revolution Square.” The body of Kaikhosro Cholokashvili (1888-1930), a famous leader in the anti-Bolshevik resistance of the early 20th century, was reburied at Mtatsminda in 2005, and a year later a new wing of the Georgian National Museum in central Tbilisi was opened and named the Museum of Soviet Occupation. In 2007, another reburial took place at Mtatsminda: Gamsakhurdia, who remains a controversial figure in Georgia to this day, was officially rehabilitated and reburied alongside famous Georgian cultural figures of the 19th and 20th centuries.20 

			Following the Russo-Georgian War of August 2008 over the status of South Ossetia, Saakashvili’s enmity toward Russian President Vladimir Putin, as well as his distaste for the remaining Soviet symbols, increased. This distaste culminated in the unannounced and controversial removal of the Stalin monument in the center of Gori, Stalin’s hometown, and the continuation of attempts to erase symbols of Georgia’s Soviet past from the physical landscape in Tbilisi and throughout the country, such as in Kutaisi.21 In 2009, Tbilisi’s municipal government voted to rename Vladimir Jikia Street in the popular, upscale district of Vake after Anna Politkovskaya, the journalist and outspoken Putin critic who was murdered in 2006. Buildings were demolished, oftentimes resulting in a public outcry such as that which surrounded the reconstruction of the building that once housed the Soviet-era Russian-language newspaper, Zaria Vostoka (Eastern Dawn), on Rustaveli Avenue in 2010 and 2011.22 When faced with the protests of locals as well as art and architecture specialists regarding the destruction of these buildings in central Tbilisi, the local government typically attempted to placate protestors, claiming that the buildings were to be restored and not demolished. 

			On Georgia’s Independence Day in 2010, Saakashvili unveiled the “Tower of Heroes” on Tbilisi’s Heroes Square in honor of those who died at the hands of the Bolsheviks and Russians while fighting for Georgia’s independence. The passage of the Freedom Charter in May 2011 provided further impetus to the ruling administration’s efforts to rid Georgia of “distasteful” reminders of the Soviet past. The Charter, sponsored by Giorgi Tortladze of Strong Georgia and supported by the ruling party, outlawed the display of Soviet and/or Fascist artifacts and called for the removal of any such displays from public life, be they in the form of street names, buildings, monuments, inscriptions, or otherwise.23 Saakashvili’s attempts to erase Georgia’s Soviet past from the physical landscape did not go unnoticed nor pass without controversy. Mixed attitudes toward Georgia’s Soviet past often culminated in public protests such as those that surrounded the removal of the Stalin statue from Gori or criticisms of Saakashvili’s stance regarding Georgia’s role in the Great Patriotic War.24 

			Flexible Memory Narrative #2: Uniqueness through Antiquity  

			Georgian leaders often look to the historical presence of the Georgian language and Georgian Orthodox Christianity on contemporary Georgian lands—and the role each played in the formation and persistence of a uniquely Georgian nation—to strengthen and encourage popular perception of a Georgian nation that is as ancient as it is distinct from its neighbors. Gamsakhurdia clung to this particular narrative in his bid to rid Georgia from “foreign” influences—including Soviet/Russian influences as well as those emanating from Georgia’s other ethno-linguistic or religious minority groups—through open promotion of ethno-nationalism and calls for a return to a “Georgia for Georgians.” In this sense, “Georgian” referred to the collectivity of people who spoke Georgian as their native tongue, professed Georgian Orthodoxy as their religion, and shared a belief in the territorial state of Georgia as their ancestral homeland.25 

			The vast majority of changes made to Tbilisi’s built environment that reflect the antiquity of the Georgian nation and its uniqueness took place after Saakashvili came to power in 2003. Saakashvili continued and expanded Shevardnadze’s balancing act between Georgian ethno-nationalism and minority appeasement by stressing Georgia’s historical legacy of multiculturalism and tolerance. While physical representations of the foreign aggression and oppression narrative in the landscape tended to focus upon the erasure of certain symbols from the streets, the uniqueness through antiquity narrative is demonstrated in terms of what remained or was newly constructed in Tbilisi’s built environment. Did these newly restored or constructed elements demonstrate: a.) a traditional, exclusivist understanding of Georgian identity, or b.) a more inclusive understanding of Georgian identity based upon values of multiculturalism and tolerance? The answer, in short, is “both.”

			Outside of Old Tbilisi, it is rather difficult to find official, physical representations of the role played by Georgia’s minority groups—including the country’s largest minority groups, the Armenians, Azeri-Turks, and Russians—in the development of the Georgian nation and contemporary nation-state. This is because the post-independent Georgian leadership engaged in efforts to erase from the city’s built environment the evidence of particular historical periods that do not fit comfortably with dominant narratives of identity. The flexible memory narrative of Georgian uniqueness through antiquity is particularly useful in analyzing and examining the ways that Georgian identity is oftentimes considered simultaneously exclusive and inclusive, depending upon the context in which identity narratives are referenced. 

			The uniqueness through antiquity narrative often follows one of two trajectories in Georgia. The first trajectory bases the legitimacy of the Georgian state upon the existence of a historical group of people with a common descent, language, and faith—that is, the historical presence of a uniquely Georgian “nation” or people for whom the territorial state is the “homeland.” The second trajectory, by contrast, makes room for the involvement of outsiders—those who do not share the characteristics of common descent, language, and faith with members of the titular nation—by referencing the gradual absorption of these outsiders and their various cultural traditions into the socio-cultural fabric of the host state. Although enriched in many ways by the state’s absorption of foreign peoples and their cultures, the Georgian nation is seen to have maintained its historical uniqueness, eventually developing what are perceived to be qualities of benevolence and tolerance toward other groups. 

			The role of minority groups in the historical development of the Georgian nation-state, then, is coopted through notions of the historic multiculturalism of the region and a famous Georgian tolerance of diversity. While the first trajectory of the uniqueness through antiquity narrative represents the ideology of traditional ethno-nationalism as it was represented by Gamsakhurdia, with the “Georgia for Georgians!” slogan remaining prominent in certain circles even today, the second trajectory is much more in line with current official and popular narratives concerning Georgian identity, representing a more inclusive understanding of Georgian national identity that lies somewhere between ethno- and civic nationalism.26 

			The National Policy of the Cultural Heritage Sector of Georgia, issued by the Georgian National Committee of the International Council on Monuments and Sites (or ICOMOS Georgia) in 2014, states that the “heritage of ethnic minorities is mainly represented by religious buildings (Armenian apostolic churches and mosques, medreses).”27 The report affirms that the vast majority of officially registered cultural heritage sites are located in Tbilisi. The report states that the vast majority of the total number of cultural heritage sites are categorized as Tbilisi-based memorial dwellings or religious and fortification complexes.28 It is evident that there are far fewer officially recognized sites representing minority groups’ cultural heritage in Tbilisi or elsewhere than there are sites representing the cultural heritage of a rather exclusive Georgian “nation” sharing particular characteristics such as common descent, language, and faith. A brief discussion of Tbilisi-based places of worship, museums, drama theatres, street names, and monuments further illustrates this point. 

			In November 2014, then-Prime Minister of Georgia Irakli Garibashvili publicly opened the new “Tolerance Garden Square” near Europe Square and Old Tbilisi. Garibashvili stated:  

			Georgia and Tbilisi have been known as centers of tolerance across the Caucasus. Tbilisi has always been guided by values that reject religious or ethnic intolerance. Respect for minorities has always been Tbilisi’s inherent characteristic. A synagogue, a mosque, an Armenian Apostolic church, and an Orthodox church have stood side by side in a tiny Tbilisi neighborhood for centuries. Here, in our city, on one urban block, Jews, Armenians, Yazidis, Assyrians, Russians, Ukrainians, and others have lived together with Georgians, maintaining friendship and standing by one another in times of joy and tribulation. And this continues today. And we can truly pride ourselves on this.29                    

			This legacy of tolerance is reflected only intermittently in official practice. Due to increasing societal friction between the Georgian Orthodox Church and the country’s minority religions, a decision was made in 2014 to provide state funding to particular religious institutions. The minority religions recognized by the Georgian government as having a historical presence in Georgia and therefore being entitled to at least a minimum of financial recompense for damage done during Soviet times include Islam, Judaism, the Armenian Orthodox Church, and the Catholic Church.30 

			There are currently two functioning Armenian Orthodox churches (the Cathedral of St. George and Etchmiadzin Cathedral), two Russian Orthodox churches (Alexander Nevsky Cathedral and St. Mikheil Tvereli Church), and two Catholic churches (St. Peter and Paul Church and the Cathedral of Our Lady) functioning in Tbilisi, compared to just one functioning mosque (Juma Mosque) and one synagogue (the Great Synagogue). The relationship between the Georgian state and its two largest minority groups, Armenians and Azeri-Turks, is somewhat tense in the realm of religion, as the powerful and influential Georgian Orthodox Church has tended to look upon minority religions in Georgia with suspicion and derision. A number of Georgian Azeri-Turks, who are predominantly Shia Muslim, have expressed their dissatisfaction with the fact that there is only one functioning mosque in Tbilisi. Furthermore, the difficulties faced in attempting to construct mosques or prayer houses in Georgia are well known.31 

			Additionally, the National Congress of Armenians in Georgia (NCAG) has accused both the Georgian government and the Georgian Orthodox Church of appropriating four traditionally Armenian churches in Tbilisi. The great Sameba Cathedral (which opened in 2004) was allegedly built atop the ruins of an Armenian church and its cemetery, known as Khojivank, much to the dismay of Georgia’s Armenian community. The NCAG website states that, 

			The adjacent Armenian cemetery [Khojivank] was taken over by the Georgian Church and their new national cathedral was built upon it... The remaining space in between the Pantheon and the new Georgian cathedral is now the construction site of what appears to be a Georgian Seminary. Again, the Armenian tombs here are being ignored, and human bones are being moved around like dirt.32

			Although the Georgian government often utilizes narratives of religious tolerance in Georgia when addressing both domestic and foreign audiences, the close-knit relationship of the Georgian state with the Georgian Orthodox Church produces dramatic and disproportionate outcomes in terms of the involvement of the Georgian Orthodox Church in statewide politics and decision-making. The influence of the Georgian Orthodox Church in shaping and disseminating narratives of national identity has grown since independence, and current discussions between the government and the Church concerning opening a second pantheon on the grounds of the Sameba Cathedral, the seat of the Georgian Patriarch, foretell a potential increase in this influence in the coming years.33 The Mtatsminda Pantheon is arguably the city’s most prominent memory site, serving as the resting place for the most honored Georgian artists, intellectuals, fighters, and other individuals recognized as having played a significant role in the development or protection of the titular Georgian nation (see Figure 3). The importance of the Pantheon to official identity narratives is demonstrated by the tendency of both Soviet and post-Soviet regimes to bury or remove particular individuals from the site. With the exception of the tomb of 19th-century diplomat and playwright Aleksander Griboedov (who was married to Nino Chavchavadze, the daughter of a Georgian prince), the Pantheon is devoid of gravesites entombing non-“ethnic Georgians.” 

			Similarly, place names in Tbilisi tend to represent flexible memory narratives, in that the naming and renaming of streets reflects officials’ preferences vis-à-vis national identity narratives. The imperial, Soviet, and independent Georgian leadership have all seen fit to alter place names in ways that reflected positively upon their chosen narratives. Independent Georgia has seen a dramatic decrease in street names reflecting the country’s imperial and Soviet past, largely doing away with Russian place names as well as those referencing Soviet rhetoric and prominent Georgian Bolsheviks. In their place, the governments of post-Soviet Georgia have tended to preference street names highlighting Georgian antiquity, the Georgian people’s historical quest for self-determination, and leading Georgian cultural and intellectual figures, all of which demonstrate—and legitimate in the eyes of the people—the inextricable link between the titular Georgian nation and its “homeland.” Consider, for example,the names of several important and popular streets in Tbilisi: Gorgasali Street,34 Queen Tamar Avenue,35 Aghmashenebeli Avenue (named after David the Builder),36 Rustaveli Avenue,37 Chavchavadze Avenue,38 Marjanishvili Street,39 Vazha Pshavela Street,40 and Kostava Street.41 Additionally, after long deliberations concerning the renaming of Tbilisi’s international airport, Tbilisi City Hall decided in 2015 to rename it after Shota Rustaveli.42




Figure 3. Ilia Chavchavadze’s (1837-1907) gravesite at the Mtatsminda Pantheon.
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			Source: Author’s photo, March 2017.





This is certainly not to say that one cannot find place names referencing non-Georgians in Tbilisi; indeed, the Heydar Aliyev Embankment43 is located opposite the Nikoloz Baratishvili Embankment alongside the Mtkvari River, Alexander Griboedov Street44 is located near Rustaveli Avenue, and Pushkin Square45 is a stone’s throw from Freedom Square. These individuals have been folded into official identity narratives in a way that does not challenge the legitimacy of an independent Georgian nation-state. The same can be said of street monuments that are located along popular streets or that ornament the green areas of the city; they serve as reminders of the historical development of the titular Georgian nation and the key figures that contributed to its development, be they artists, intellectuals, politicians, or soldiers. A few key examples include: the larger-than-life statue of Mother Georgia overlooking the Old City,46 that of St. George in Freedom Square,47 that of Vakhtang Gorgasali48 by the Metekhi Church, and that of Nikoloz Pirosmani in Old Tbilisi,49 as well as the statue of Saint Abo of Tiflis50 on Gorgasali Street and that of Nikoloz Baratishvili51 in Baratishvili Square. At the same time, a bust of Heydar Aliyev is located in Heydar Aliyev Park,52 a statue of Sayat Nova53 stands in the heart of Old Tbilisi, a statue of Sergei Farajanov54 can be found off Chardin Street, a monument to Hungarian painter Mihaly Zichy55 is located in Leonidze Park, and a statue of Oliver and Marjory Wardrop56 stands behind Tbilisi’s Parliament Building.

			In addition to observing innumerable monuments and statues located along carefully named streets and avenues, a visitor to Tbilisi will find a plethora of museums and galleries to satisfy his or her cravings for art and local culture. The majority of these museums and galleries’ permanent exhibits highlight the development of various artistic disciplines over time throughout Georgia through the work of their titular Georgian creators.57 Of the sixty officially registered museums operating in Tbilisi, the namesakes of only three are directly reminiscent of the role played by particular minority groups in the socio-cultural development of the contemporary Georgian nation-state at present—the museum of the Alexander Griboedov Russian State Drama Theatre, the David Baazov Georgian-Jewish Relations History Museum, and the Mirza Phatali Akhundov Museum of Azerbaijani Culture. The vast majority of these sixty functional museums consist of house museums in honor of prominent Georgian artistic-cultural figures, as well as national museums displaying particular branches of arts and culture developed by Georgian individuals over time. In addition to the Russian State Drama Theatre, there are the Petros Adamian Tbilisi State Armenian Drama Theatre and the Heydar Aliyev Azerbaijani State Drama Theatre.58 While the Russian and Armenian drama theatres are both in good condition and are currently in operation in Tbilisi, the Azerbaijani State Drama Theatre is in such poor condition that it is unfit for operation. 

			Flexible Memory Narrative #3: Georgia’s “Return to the West”

			In contrast to the poor condition of a number of historical buildings, including the Azerbaijani State Drama Theatre, various ultra-modern buildings have sprung up in Tbilisi’s most central and popular areas over the past decade. A lack of coherent plans for spatial development, coupled with a headfirst rush into market capitalism following independence, have led to significant changes on Tbilisi’s landscape. The Rose Revolution that swept Mikheil Saakashvili into power in 2003 kickstarted a widespread campaign to connect Georgia historically, culturally, economically, and politically to the countries of Western Europe and North America. The flexible identity narrative of Georgia’s “return to the West” was imprinted just as much upon the built environment in Tbilisi as it was upon Georgia’s economic and political bodies and policies. The results of these changes to the built environment were controversial at the time and continue to be so in both Georgian political and academic circles, as well as among some of Tbilisi’s residents. 

			The narrative of Georgia’s “return to the West,” which began mildly and measuredly under Shevardnadze and intensified under Saakashvili, situates independent Georgia within the desired socio-cultural and historical parameters of Georgian leadership. The general idea is that the Georgian nation-state is linked to Europe through the sheer antiquity of the nation and certain elements that have come to be considered attributes of “Georgian-ness.” For example, in his annual address to the Georgian Parliament in March 2007, then-President Saakashvili stated:

			Georgia is returning to its historical European family. We are not simply Europeans, we are the oldest Europeans. Europe is coming back to Georgia just the way Georgia is returning to Europe. However, Europe first came to Georgia through its myths, in search of the Golden Fleece… Europe came here when Georgia became one of the first Christian states and it was from here that Europe went to many European countries. This is very important because Europe is our most important political vector. Europe above all—this is the main slogan of our foreign policy and it is the main landmark.59

			Saakashvili links Georgia through Europe via genealogy as well as Christianity; for example, he alludes to recent archeological excavations suggesting that the first Europeans descended from hominids native to the territory of Georgia and refers to the deep-seated roots of Georgian Christianity. In his analysis of Saakashvili’s various speeches from 2003-12, De Leonardis identifies Saakashvili’s tendency to point to continuous Russian interference as the reason Georgia was forced to break from what was seen as its rightful trajectory to Europe. According to De Leonardis,

			Saakashvili presented Georgia as a European country which would have followed the same path of Western Europe, had it not been for its systematic harassment by Russia: “We are Europeans and this is both our choice and our fate and I am sure that we will succeed and reintegrate a joint family that Georgia never should have been separated from.” ... In this vision, the lost “golden age” is identified with the medieval epoch of King David the Builder and Queen Tamar (Jones 2013:226), whereas the so-called Rose Revolution is seen as the moment of its rebirth, the “return to Europe” that ended the country’s painful “transition.”60

			Georgia’s political and economic ambitions with regard to both Europe and the United States were framed through what Saakashvili considered shared values of modernity, including adherence to democratic principles, multiculturalism, and tolerance. In this way, the flexible memory narrative of Georgia’s “return to the West” consists of socio-cultural and historical links between Georgia and Western Europe, as well as political and economic links between North America (primarily the United States) and the European Union (primarily the states of Western Europe). These linkages came to be visible in Tbilisi’s built environment as well as in domestic legislation and international agreements. 

			During his time in office, Saakashvili was Tbilisi’s leading spatial developer.61 Soviet norms of spatial development were perceived as illegitimate and therefore largely became defunct, meaning that Saakashvili was able to take charge of the capital city’s development. A central theme of this development is represented by the flexible memory of Georgia’s “return to the West” following what Saakashvili considered the dark ages of Soviet socialism. Saakashvili ordered the construction of many new pieces of infrastructure, most of which were designed by European architects to symbolize Georgia’s “return to the West” and the associated path to modernity. Steel and glass structures were to present the face of a modern Georgia with a transparent system of governance to domestic and international audiences alike. The majority of these structures were built between 2008-12, and they include the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the White House-esque Presidential Palace, the Peace Bridge, the still unfinished “tubes” of Rike Park (envisioned to house a theatre as well as an exhibition hall), the Ministry of Justice, the Prosecutor’s Office, the Public Service Hall, the Vault of the National Bank of Georgia, and a plethora of glass police stations in Tbilisi and throughout the country. Many of these buildings, including the Presidential Palace, the Peace Bridge, the Rike Park “tubes,” and the Public Service Hall, stand in sharp contrast to the historical backdrop of 19thcentury Old Tbilisi (see Figures 4-6). These structures symbolize Saakashvili’s “Grands Travaux,” or “Large-Scale Construction” campaign.




			Figure 4. View of Old Tbilisi from Narikhala Fortress. Visible in the photo are: the Peace Bridge (left), Public Service Hall (left), Rike Park “tubes” (center), Presidential Palace (center), Metekhi Church (right), and Sameba Cathedral (upper right). 
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			Source: Author’s photo, March 2017.




			Speaking of Saakashvili’s architectural campaign in Tbilisi, Bergfors states that Saakashvili’s plan “was to change the image of Georgia, to attract investors as well as tourists by showing that the former Soviet republic was transforming itself into a modern and Western-oriented country.”62 Furthermore, according to Salukvadze and Golubchikov,

			Saakashvili regarded extravagant post-modernist structures designed by world-renown [sic] architects as a quick fix in achieving a modernized and globalized image for the capital and, by implication, in linking the whole nation to the “European civilization.” Dozens of such geopolitical projects were inserted in the fabric of the old town or its vicinity, at a considerable public cost. While the projects such as the Bridge of Peace (designed by Michele de Lucchi), Public Service Hall and Rike Park Theatre (both by Massimiliano Fuksas) are certainly nothing short of masterpiece, many find them distorting the scale and flavor of historic Tbilisi.63

			In addition to condemning Saakashvili’s placement of “ultra-modern” glass and steel structures in close proximity to Tbilisi’s historical center, critics liken Saakashvili’s architectural projects to the cold, impersonal, and imposing designs of the Soviet period that he so often vilified.

			Visitors to these new glass-fronted or other governmental buildings—such as the Parliament on Rustaveli Avenue or Tbilisi City Hall on Freedom Square—will notice that the flag of the Council of Europe/European Union flies alongside the official flag of Georgia. Europe Square is located directly next to Rike Park in Old Tbilisi, and visitors strolling through the park can see the monument of Ronald Reagan that was unveiled in 2011. Anyone traveling into the city from Tbilisi’s international airport will likely traverse the George W. Bush Highway. Outside Tbilisi, glass-walled police stations and public service halls, complete with Council of Europe/European Union flags, portray the image of a Western-oriented Georgia that operates transparently and in accordance with its citizens’ needs. Still, although Saakashvili did much during his first term to curtail corruption, especially among the police, some question whether the transparency symbolized by Saakashvili’s police stations and other such administrative buildings actually exists.64 Since coming to power following the parliamentary elections of 2012, the leadership of the ruling party, Georgian Dream, has continually demonized Saakashvili and his party asbeing antidemocratic and corrupt.65

			


Figure 5. A close-up of the Rike Park “tubes,” with the Presidential Palace in the background. 
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Source: Author’s photo, March 2017.

			


			The gradual erasure of Soviet symbols from the landscape and the addition of larger-than-life glass and steel structures to the Tbilisi skyline were not the only controversial projects involving the interplay of flexible memory identity narratives. Officials’ aspirations with regard to the development of Tbilisi’s historic center have tended to be at odds with narratives of uniqueness through antiquity; the question of how to maintain this historicity and uniqueness in the face of modernization has proven to be a divisive issue for locals and state officials. The debate around the New Life for Old Tbilisi and Panorama Tbilisi projects has highlighted the disconnect between respect for and preservation of the past and the so-called “modernizing forces” of market capitalism in Old Tbilisi. 




			Figure 6. View of Rike Park. A rose symbolizing Saakashvili’s “Rose Revolution” of 2003 (center), the Rike Park “tubes” (right), the Radisson Blu Hotel (once the Soviet-era “Hotel Iveria,” upper center), and broadcasting tower (upper left) are all visible in this photo.
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Source: Author’s photo, March 2017.

			When “Antiquity” and “Modernity” Clash: Development Projects in Old Tbilisi

			When the New Life for Old Tbilisi project went into effect in 2009, the aim was to reduce the number of dilapidated dwellings that marred the city’s landscape. The general goal of the project was to move inhabitants of these areas to dwellings outside of the city’s historic center. The government would provide capital to developers to finish the projects interrupted by the financial crisis and the Russo-Georgian War of 2008, and people would be moved out of their run-down dwellings in Old Tbilisi to newly finished residential blocks. The government would then sell the plots in question to property developers and use the profits of these sales to repay the loans that initially facilitated the completion of the pre-2008 projects. In theory, the derelict structures of Old Tbilisi were to be restored and brought back to their former glory. Yet instead of careful and respectful restoration of these historical structures, what tended to follow was their demolition and reconstruction in the buildings’ “original style.”66

			An arguably even more controversial project for the future development of Tbilisi, the Panorama Tbilisi project, is looking more and more likely to move forward, despite locals’ protests. Panorama Tbilisi is the pet project of billionaire-turned-politician Bidzina Ivanishvili, who helped lead the Georgian Dream party to power in 2012 and served as the country’s Prime Minister from 2012 to 2013. Following his departure from the public eye in 2013, many opined that, although Ivanishvili was no longer in the official spotlight, he continued to pull the strings of key Georgian Dream officials and controlled the party’s agenda from behind the scenes.67 Ivanishvili’s official return to the Georgian political scene in April 2018 as Chairman of the Georgian Dream party did not, therefore, come as a great surprise.  

			The public learned of Ivanishvili’s Panorama project after he resigned as Prime Minister in 2013. Panorama Tbilisi envisions the construction of an elite business and tourism complex, consisting of luxury hotels and apartments, business centers and conference halls, sports arenas, and health and leisure centers that would overlook Old Tbilisi from above the Sololaki area.68 Ivanishvili’s own glass and steel palace also overlooks Old Tbilisi (see Figure 7),69 although there are allegations that it was built there illegally.70 The project’s structure would consist of eight floors and would sit on the hill behind that on which Ivanishvili’s space-age palace is located. The Georgian Co-Investment Fund manages the project, of which Ivanishvili appears to have been sole investor since the Fund’s 2013 establishment. Ivanishvili reportedly hopes to connect Panorama Tbilisi to the rest of the city via cable car, adding cable car stops to sites owned by the Fund in Freedom and Erekle Squares. According to Irakli Zhvania,71 Ivanishvili’s wealth and political connections have allowed him to maneuver around




			Figure 7. A view of Ivanishvili’s mansion, which overlooks Tbilisi’s Old City from Mount Sololaki. 
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Source: Author’s photo, March 2017.

			


complicated and restrictive procedures pertaining to the development of land in the historic Old Tbilisi area, acquiring a type of building permit that is normally only awarded to those developing crucial elements of state infrastructure. 

			The New Life for Old Tbilisi project has been criticized as officially promoting the gentrification of Old Tbilisi, thereby altering the historical center of the city’s socio-cultural and socio-economic fabric. Opponents of Panorama Tbilisi assert that the project will only serve to intensify this gentrification as well as the destruction of Tbilisi’s historical center.72 Despite protests that Panorama Tbilisi will finally kill all that is unique and charming about Old Tbilisi, the project is likely to meet little resistance from officials in either Tbilisi’s City Hall or the Ministry of the Economy as it moves forward. In fact, the end of September and beginning of October 2017 saw the Tbilisi City Assembly hastily rezone and sell 1,900 square meters of land behind Pushkin Square—located next to central Freedom Square—for development within the Panorama Tbilisi project. This centrally located piece of land was sold to Tbilisi City Ltd., an allegedly Ivanishvili-owned subcontractor of the Co-Investment Fund, for the symbolic price of one lari (the equivalent of $0.39, or EUR 0.34 at the time of writing). Protests followed concerning the rezoning and sale of this and other centrally and/or historically located lands, with opposition politicians and environmental activists as well as a number of laypeople arguing that the process was neither transparent nor ecologically or geologically well-advised.73

			The New Life for Old Tbilisi and Panorama Tbilisi projects demonstrate the contradictory nature and application of official flexible memory identity narratives to shape Old Tbilisi into a space that successfully marries historicity with modernity. These projects, along with the erasure of prominent Soviet-era buildings and symbols from Tbilisi’s landscape, have revealed both the difficulties and the inherent contradictions in attempting to balance pride in the nation’s past with hope for the nation’s future position in an ever-changing, globalizing world. Development trends in this direction have showed that, thus far, Georgia’s official leadership is willing to sacrifice Tbilisi’s architectural historicity for what it considers “modernization.” The divide between official and public opinion concerning modernizing trends in Tbilisi’s physical landscape highlights dramatic differences in power relations: decisions regarding which narratives are to be represented in Tbilisi and how are made at the top echelons of government, while average citizens are left with little recourse but to protest questionable development projects. 

			Conclusion 

			This article has demonstrated the ways in which narratives of foreign aggression and oppression, uniqueness through antiquity, and Georgia’s “return to the West” are visible in the symbolically imbued landscape of Tbilisi. Furthermore, my intention has been to shed light upon the ways in which elements of these flexible memory narratives are selectively and contradictorily applied by particular administrations, oriented toward particular audiences, and popularly received by the city’s residents. Subsequent generations of ordinary people and state officials will no doubt continue the long-running tradition of projecting narratives of national identity onto the built environment and, as a result, onto the hearts and minds of the members of the “nation” in question. What remains uncertain, however, is how the mixed messages sent by the Georgian state with regard to national identity as both exclusive and inclusive in nature are received across the various segments of the population—titular and non-titular, Tbilisi- and non-Tbilisi-based. Protests concerning the removal of Soviet symbols, the appropriation of particular religious grounds and structures by the state, and spatial development projects targeting Old Tbilisi all provide some insight into popular perceptions of these measures, but not nearly enough is known about the backgrounds of the protestors or their individual motivations to make any concrete assertions. Further research concerning popular perception of official identity narratives and their applications among various segments of the population, including among members of the titular and non-titular groups, is necessary in order to carry out a more balanced, nuanced, and multi-scalar study of national identity in Georgia. This article is, I hope, but the first step toward further research concerning processes of national identity (re)production and the relationship between these processes and the physical—yet symbolic—environment in Georgia. 
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			Abstract: This article examines the hegemony of the European project in Georgia established by the United National Movement government between 2004 and 2012. The puzzle is: how did President Saakashvili, in spite of continuous criticism for being less than democratic, achieve progress in taking Georgia further toward European integration? In contrast to most of the existing literature, the article claims that by foreclosing political channels for legitimate and illegitimate dissent, President Saakashvili ensured the hegemony of the European project as the sole roadmap for Georgia’s national development, thus entrenching a preference for Europe in the country once and for all.

			Since the Rose Revolution in 2003, President Saakashvili and the United National Movement (UNM) government have been in the spotlight of the research community. The main subject of scrutiny has been the UNM-driven reforms, initiatives, and activities in the period between 2004 and 2012. Most academic analyses begin by praising President Saakashvili for a peaceful revolution and certain achievements in the realm of state-building. Gradually, however, this admiration dissipates, replaced by criticism for cracking down on democratic institutions. Near its apex, the story of Saakashvili’s presidency comes to be complemented with praise for the peaceful transfer of power to his opponent, which set a positive precedent in Georgian history. Saakashvili’s presidential legacy is much contested: at the national level, there is strong opposition to the way in which he subjected Georgians to a “revolutionary” social project they were not prepared for, while internationally he is evaluated against the benchmarks of liberal democracy. The results of such analysis are mixed but sometimes more negative than positive. This leads to the puzzle of how did President Saakashvili, in spite of continuous criticism for being less than democratic, score progress in taking Georgia further toward European integration? In contrast to most of the existing literature, this article claims that by foreclosing political channels for legitimate and illegitimate dissent, President Saakashvili ensured the hegemony of the European project as the sole roadmap for Georgia’s national development, thus entrenching Europe in the country once and for all.

			This article seeks to solve the puzzle by analyzing the processes and elements of hegemonization of the European project. The UNM government was repeatedly criticized for weakening opponents’ access to channels of participation, particularly in liberal democratic institutions. As such, the primary goal is to analyze internal political contestation, specifically: 1. Opponents’ demands, in order to assess whether they could have been included in a hegemonic project; 2. Their involvement with the UNM government as the legitimate executers of “power acts”; and 3. The UNM government’s reactions to opponents’ demands while implementing its project of state-building and democratic development. Moreover, the research scrutinizes institutional and democratic reforms driven by the UNM that were designed to prevent opponents’ participation. 

			Before turning to these questions, the article will analyze the European project. Different research publications refer to the UNM-driven hegemonic project differently: some call it a modernization project, while others describe it as a revolutionary project. Thus, this article will explain why the project was European, who its architects were, and how it was sustained. In its conclusion, the article will summarize why the UNM had to close political channels to ensure continued implementation of the European project, even though such behavior was tainting the project itself. All in all, the article seeks to complement the vast literature on the reforms of the UNM government through the novel lens of the European project.

			The Concept of Hegemony 

			The year 2004 marks the beginning of the “hegemony” of the European project in Georgia in the sense put forward by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.1 Almost immediately after coming to power, President Saakashvili institutionalized the European project as the primary means of returning Georgia to the context from which it had, he said, been dislocated over the course of history: Europe. This pushed EU integration up the political agenda, upgrading it from a foreign policy initiative to a component of the logic of state-building and development. The project, also known as the Euro-Atlantic integration policy, was presented as liberal-democratic, as it zeroed in on the institutionalization of standards, principles, norms, and values of liberal democracy initiated and elaborated by the EU as well as NATO in close cooperation with the Georgian government.2 This new hegemonic order driven by Saakashvili was projected as the complete opposite of the fundamentally corrupt Shevardnadze regime. 

			“Construction of an alternative hegemony,”3 and in particular of European hegemony, is a very complex and daunting task in principle—and even more so for a country that lacks experience practicing liberal democracy. Not only did Georgia not have leaders and officials with experience of democracy, but it was also facing the failure of state institutions, which are responsible for ensuring democracy. Thus, President Saakashvili and the UNM government—as the architects of the European project in Georgia and the legitimate executers of “power acts,” according to most critics—had to build state institutions at the same time as practicing liberal democracy. In parallel, the president and his government had to face direct and indirect confrontation in order to establish a new “objectivity” at the domestic level that would make Europe a pillar and “endogenous” dimension of the Georgian state and nation. To eliminate threats or obstacles to the cultivation of the European project—meaning liberal democracy and its values—in the country, the president had to partially close the political space available to alternative projects or political groups.

			The aim of any hegemonic order is to exclude certain malevolent practices while instituting a set of rules and values that ensure the hegemony of the desired new political order. “The naturalisation of one single perspective,” as Jørgensen and Phillips explain, requires the suppression of “alternative understandings of the world.”4 The exclusionary aspect of hegemony makes confrontation inevitable due to the conflict between an entrenched old project and a new or emerging “contingent” plan to rule a country. Such conflict is particularly fierce in the case of a country like Georgia, where the foundations of an existing project—namely the Soviet-style state—were thoroughly repudiated by the new European project.

			Even after assuming power, a political regime is involved in a never-ending struggle to institutionalize its preferred order, since it feels constantly threatened by alternative political projects that seek to dethrone it. To avoid such an eventuality, every order launches “hegemonic interventions,” as Jørgensen and Phillips describe them, by practicing radical politics.5 Hegemonic interventions comprise a variety of policies, actions, and initiatives that try to glue together “disparate elements into a wider political project” and initiate “the processes through which a putative hegemonic project ‘becomes a state.’”6 These processes exclude alternative possibilities and naturalize a particular objective reality.7 The aim is to achieve consensus around a political order and in so doing transform a hegemonic project into an “objectivity”—a natural dimension—of a given community. 

			As previously stated, the political order the UNM and the president tried to “naturalize,” using the vast array of state machinery at their disposal, was liberal democracy. To analyze Saakashvili’s hegemonic order, it is therefore essential to see how hegemony works in the context of liberal democracy. According to Mouffe, in liberal democratic regimes, a plurality of alternatives for interpretation and implementation of “the shared ethico-political principles are not only legitimate but also necessary.”8 In turn, such pluralism entails conflict between competing alternatives that are adversarial toward one another.9 As she explains, the adversary is “the opponent with whom one shares a common allegiance to the democratic principles of ‘liberty and equality for all’, while disagreeing about their interpretation.”10 Human rights are still the point of reference, “but on the condition that they are reformulated in a way that permits a pluralism of interpretation.”11 All the same, this pluralism is limited in the sense that political space in a democracy is partially closed: liberal democratic orders cannot accept discrimination or political executions, as such practices threaten democratic principles.

			Indeed, Mouffe considers that there is no such thing as all-inclusive political space in a context where “rational consensus” is the way of dealing with various parties and solving issues. She believes that every consensus includes a dimension of coercion and exclusion that makes it de facto conflictual: “consensus exists as a temporary result of a provisional hegemony, as a stabilization of power, and…always entails some form of exclusion.”12 This exclusion leaves certain parties unhappy and thus antagonistic toward the hegemonic order. 

			In Georgia, the hegemonization of the European project is measured not only by the success or failure of liberal-democratic reforms but also in terms of state- and institution-building reforms and public acceptance of the project. Hence, this article will scrutinize the UNM-driven activities and reforms targeting state-building and democracy in Georgia, specifically in relation to the media, civil society, elections, political opponents, and political parties. These five institutions are listed as “indicators of achievements” in the European Neighborhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI), making their implementation one of the main goals of the ENP Action Plan in Georgia. By focusing on these institutions, the study intends to determine which political channels were open/closed, to what degree, and why. Public opinion polls will be used to shed light on public support for—and the persistence of—the European project in the context of various challenges. 

			Georgia’s European Project

			In the early 2000s, Georgia was neither a prospective candidate to join the EU nor even an interesting partner for it. The initial draft of the ENP did not cover Georgia, since it was regarded as a failed state with which it would be dangerous to engage. This all changed following the Rose Revolution in 2003. Allegedly, it was President Saakashvili’s repeated requests that EU officials extend the ENP to Georgia that eventually led to the country being included. The EU official narrative states that, “Georgia was included in the ENP only after the Rose Revolution,” an inclusion that was supported during the conference on Wider Europe held in Bratislava in March 2004.13 Thus, the Rose Revolution achieved one of its main demands, rapprochement with Europe, a process that intensified as the years went on. The European project came to be institutionalized as Georgia’s sole roadmap, marking the first time in Georgian history that a foreign policy initiative to join Euro-Atlantic structures was upgraded to the logic of state-building and development, even though the narrative that “Georgian statehood depends on linking Georgia to the West” was a staple of twentieth-century discourse.14

			The UNM-driven project is referred to in the literature as both a modernization and revolutionary project. The modernization element is due to “its vast programme of propelling Georgia into modernity”15 by “modernizing key bodies such as the traffic police, higher education and the security forces”16 as well as “by pushing for radical social-economic reforms.”17 The ambitious program was arguably revolutionary in that it envisaged “a rebirth of Georgia” that was “pre-modern and dominated by traditional values which contradicted modernity.”18 

			Even though scholars primarily define the state-driven project as one of “modernization,” there are several ways in which it can also be described as “European.” First and foremost, “becoming modern implies learning Western ways,” since “the West represents the model of modernity.”19 Second, Georgians, as Jones insists, rarely differentiate between Europe and the West, instead seeing them as one and the same.20 Third, Saakashvili’s ambition, according to Nodia, was “making Georgia not just an ally of the West, but part of it.”21 These conclusions were drawn from the official agenda of the Georgian state, which aimed at bringing the country back to the European roots from which it was forcefully separated centuries ago.22 The ultimate goal of the Georgian government was to bring the country in line with the European standard and earn its membership card to Euro-Atlantic institutions, thus not only bringing Georgia to Europe but also making Europe an indigenous part of Georgia.

			For people in Georgia Europe was an attractive and beautiful idea that radiated progress and prosperity. Little more was known, even though such details were crucial for entrenching the European project. In fact, the unknown part of the project, which relates to rule of law and equality, turned out to be the most unattractive and incompatible component in the Georgian context. Hence, despite the popular demand to join Europe, the project was ultimately imposed from the top by the political authorities. This is hardly unusual, according to Nodia: “in all catch-up modernizations, it has been young (therefore open to change) and Westernized (therefore properly socialized) elites that drove the process.”23 

			National-level plans supported the official goal of using the ENP as a “reform anchor” and “motor of change” in Georgia’s neighborhood.24 The EU, however, did not seem to share the national elites’ enthusiasm. Although the inclusion of Georgia in the ENP in 2004 had dramatically increased the EU’s political and financial engagement in the country, it remained reserved in its commitments. For the EU, the ENP was a policy document that aimed to create a “zone of prosperity, stability and security” beyond the borders of the EU,25 without the prospect that these border countries would ultimately become EU members themselves. In the eyes of partner countries, by contrast, these documents “pave[d] the high and hopeful road that leads on to Europe.”26 

			The process known as Europeanization was set in motion with the ENP, but most common definitions of Europeanization do not fully capture the processes that have taken place in Georgia. There are several reasons for this. First, besides an acquis communautaire, which approximates the EU’s legal foundation, and the Copenhagen Criteria for democratic governance, the EU had to focus its financial resources on state-building activities in Georgia—that is, the “establishment of stateness, meaning efﬁcient governance institutions” and ensuring “full control over the state’s territory.”27 Second, EU policies are not rigidly imposed on Georgia; rather, policies are negotiated with the government. Third, the European project is an open-ended, dynamic, and complex process that has been continuously revised and adapted in light of the challenges and shortcomings observed in the country during the implementation process. Fourth, the EU is not the only international actor that promotes democracy and the rule of law at the national level. As such, it sometimes relies on standards and guidelines produced by other international organizations—the Council of Europe, ILO, US, NATO, World Bank, etc.—instead of inventing and imposing new ones. Finally, one of the strongest incentives for Europeanization in other cases, namely making EU membership conditional on compliance with certain standards, is off the table.

			Nevertheless, the EU continued to have substantial bargaining power in its relationship with Georgia thanks to financial and political conditionality. Scholars have observed that its effectiveness was contingent on a number of factors:

			
					Low cost for cohesion to EU policy28 

					Preferential fit of government’s agenda with EU policy29 

					Institutional and policy fit30

					Credible/high conditionality attached to a specific policy area.31

			

			For these reasons, the Georgian government’s compliance with EU policy was higher in some areas than in others, opening Georgia up to continuous criticism for selective implementation of the ENP Action Plan. According to the European Parliament, the Georgian government was “focusing on areas best corresponding to its interests.”32  The Georgian government took advantage of places in which ENP requirements were not codified and used the EU as an “opportunity structure” to pursue its own agenda and consolidate its power.33 The government’s compliance with the EU-driven anti-corruption policy is an excellent example of Georgia’s selective compliance. 

			The UNM government’s non-compliance with the EU’s “market-shaping policies,” as well as with certain areas of the EU’s legal framework, have led scholars to draw mixed conclusions. Donnacha Ó Beacháin and Frederik Coene suggest that Georgia’s purported Europeanization often looked like more of an “Americanization,”34 noting the government’s non-compliance with certain EU policies and adoption of “the US approach of zero-tolerance and long prison sentences.”35 Ademmer and Börzel, meanwhile, claim that the reason for non-compliance was the liberal agenda of the Saakashvili government, which prioritized “market-making over market-shaping measures,”36 aiming to attract more investment and thus improve the country’s economic situation. In their view, it simply did not make sense for Georgia to adopt the EU’s market-shaping policy due to its lack of fit with the Georgian context and high cost of adaptation. Bolkvadze echoes these conclusions about the policy’s lack of fit and high adoption cost, but contends that the UNM government was a hybrid regime that never intended to implement democratic reform.37 

			All the above-listed arguments may contain a grain of truth, but it is also obvious that democratic reforms were opening the way for hostile political projects that threatened the state-driven European project. By closing these channels, the UNM-driven project was tainted but not conceded. In fact, the continued implementation/naturalization of the project in parallel with the exclusion of the Soviet legacy ensured the hegemonization of the project. Europeanization became more popular every year, a point that was well documented by EPF/CRRC public opinion polls in 2009-2013. Support for Georgia becoming a member of the EU reportedly increased from 79% to 83% in 2009-2013, while endorsement of NATO remained high, even as the perceived importance of cooperating with NATO dropped slightly, from 67 to 62%.38

			The Hegemonic Project in Practice

			The legacy of President Saakashvili and the UNM Government is contested, with hardly any scholarly paper devoid of criticism. Scholars almost universally agree that the level of democracy in Georgia declined during Saakashvili’s presidency, exemplified by a strengthening of presidential power and the tightening of control over the main television channels. At the same time, they acknowledge that the state and its institutions began to function properly during the UNM government’s tenure, thus saving the country from further failure. Some do contend, however, that the absence of democracy ultimately compromised the government’s state-building efforts.39

			State-Building 

			“Laying the ground for stateness”40 was a top priority of President Saakashvili and the UNM government. This policy envisaged the modernization of state institutions and the regaining of full control over Georgian territories. Activities directed toward reforming the main state institutions were complex, wide-ranging, and profound. A key issue was widespread corruption, considered a malaise that had been weakening the country from within ever since independence. Not only did corruption infect state institutions with dysfunction, but it also increased popular mistrust of the state. To reverse the situation, the Georgian government adopted a very principled approach aimed at eradicating low- and mid-level corruption, particularly in the police, the military, and higher education institutions. A number of measures were introduced to this end, chiefly legislative amendments, institutional revamping, and technological upgrades.

			In the case of the traffic police, the UNM government used “draconian methods” to radically reform the body.41 The government completely dismantled the traffic police, “which had been considered to be one of the most corrupt institutions in the country,”42 replacing it with a patrol police. The majority of the old staff were fired and new personnel brought in. “To attract capable staff,” as well as prevent future bribe-taking or any type of malfeasance, salaries were increased from $25 to roughly $600 per month, which is well above the average salary in Georgia.43 In parallel, the government invested heavily in modernizing the infrastructure and equipment available to this new police force. For offenders, a new “zero-tolerance” policy was introduced, with the government imposing heavy fines for even minor offences.44 All in all, Light contends that “thereformshave eliminated many forms ofcorruptionand have transformed what was a criminalised and dysfunctionalpoliceforce into the most disciplined and service-oriented law enforcement agency in the post-Soviet region.”45 With police reform, the UNM government partially implemented the EU’s anti-corruption policy, which is included in the ENP Action Plan as one of the main conditions for Georgia to advance toward European integration.46 However, high-level corruption among the elite reportedly remained mishandled.

			Higher education institutions were another of the country’s most corrupt sectors. As Rostiashvili explains, “all levels of higher education institutions, including admissions, grading, financing, and hiring/firing practices,” were infected with malpractice.47 To root out corruption and streamline management and finances, the UNM government adopted a new law on higher education in 2004. As a result, the influential higher education leadership was dismissed from state universities. To replace the Soviet-era bureaucracy, “temporary managers” were appointed as rectors and in turn recruited temporary deans.48 Two independent bodies were established to create a system of checks and balances: the Academic Council and the Senate.49 Reform continued with the introduction of “the first centralized university entrance examinations” in July 2005, which replaced one of the most corrupt systems of university admissions in the world.50 Despite limits on the system’s transparency and accountability, Rostiashvili argues that, “the 2004 education reform law was rather revolutionary.”51 She further claims that the Bologna process provisions were “one of the most powerful instruments driving the implementation of such systemic reforms,”52 since adherence to the principles of the Bologna Process was a main prerequisite for Georgia’s integration into the European High Education Area (EHEA), again suggesting the role of Europeanization as a factor pushing for reform.

			The main driver of military reform was the prospect of integration into NATO, which was considered a first step in Georgia’s “return to Europe.” The reform envisaged upgrading the Ministry of Defense—both civilian staff and military personnel—to the NATO standard in order to ensure “the interoperability of Georgian forces with NATO.”53 The first step was to increase the defense budget, from about $90 million in 2004 to more than $500 million in 2007.54 The money was used to acquire modern military equipment as well as repair existing “tanks, armored vehicles, helicopters, and other military hardware that had badly deteriorated by the end of 2003.”55 As it had with the leadership of other sectors, the UNM government “retired many of the generals who either resisted reforms or lacked the knowledge and skill to carry them out.”56 Instead, they opted for young and Western-educated civil servants and military officers. In the four years from 2004 to 2007, the reform “converted a poorly trained, organised and managed army into one that is capable of being deployed to serve alongside Western partners. Modernisation has improved training, equipment and morale,” the International Institute for Strategic Studies concluded in 2008. 

			In terms of adherence to EU guidelines, the most controversial step taken by the UNM government was deregulation of business. Even though the World Bank in 2007 declared Georgia a “Top Reformer in Doing Business,” the reform did not sit well with EU officials, since deregulation is “at the antipodes of the European regulatory model.”57 For the UNM, however, deregulation proved to be the best solution to fight corruption and revive the business environment. In 2005, parliament passed a law that “clearly defined all types of activities that required a license or permit, slashing their numbers by 84 percent,” from 909 to 137, “removing vast well-exploited opportunities for corruption along the way.”58 In addition, entire agencies in charge of inspections, which neither demonstrated capacity nor proved themselves valuable, were abolished. Instead, one-stop shops were created within “each issuing ministry” that were authorized to accept documents from citizens and collect “relevant information from other government agencies.”59 The system was fully computerized, meaning that it required limited involvement from officials. Moreover, “regulatory outsourcing” was initiated, meaning that “all standards or codes adopted in EU, other OECD, or Commonwealth of Independent States countries [were] adopted in Georgia in parallel with local standards and codes.”60 

			Alongside business deregulation, the UNM government resumed collecting taxes for the state. According to the World Bank, “‘phantom revenues,’ tax evasion, illegal tax credits, and outright theft of tax revenues” had long depleted the country financially and distorted state operations.61 In this case, corrupt officials were not sacked immediately, due to the lack of other qualified individuals who might take their place. Instead, they were gradually replaced over the course of two years. But so that there would be no doubt in the minds of longtime staff that the rules of the game had changed, offenders were arrested and sentenced in line with the zero-tolerance policy.62

			Other successful reforms included the creation of the self-financing National Agency of Public Registry (NAPR), the reformation of the power sector and customs agency, and (last but not least) the decentralization of municipal services. Almost every ministry underwent some kind of restructuring. Of course, not all reforms were equally successful. The penitentiary and judicial systems, for example, were continuously criticized: the ENP reported a lack of transparency and impartiality in criminal prosecutions, limited accountability and democratic oversight of law enforcement agencies, and other issues.63 Nevertheless, the overall effectiveness of reform was not lost on the population. With reforms, the objective reality—what Nodia calls the “qualitative situation”64—completely changed. The state began to function and carry out its responsibilities. Georgia transformed from a “failing,” hopeless Caucasian country into “one of the best candidates [for] European integration.”65 Through “systemic revolution” or modernization of the state institutions, the president and the UNM government managed to more or less institutionalize the European standard in the country, thus gradually securing the hegemony of the European project. They brought Europe to Georgia and entrenched it as a dimension of the Georgian state and nation, which was a new phenomenon in the history of Georgia.

			Democracy and Legal Amendments

			The strengthening of democratic governance as a marker of European identity was part of the UNM-driven European project. Whereas progress in state-building was the UNM’s strong point, democracy was a weakness. There is a case to be made that within the framework of the European project, state-building was prioritized over strengthening democratic institutions. The Georgian government was ready “to sacrifice democratic standards for the sake of effectiveness”66 because many people, outside of Georgia as well as within it, saw “societal transformation and a sound economic foundation as preconditions for democratic rule.”67 Saakashvili and the UNM government were repeatedly criticized for “compromis[ing] democracy in the name of state building,”68 since in joining the ENP Action Plan and the Eastern Partnership, they had committed to ensuring democratic progress in the country. Obviously, strong state institutions are key for success, but the EU took the view, supported by Nodia, that “in [an] age when democracy is the only widely recognized legitimating principle—stable political order can only be consolidated around democratic rules of the game.”69 The main points of contention between the Georgian government and the EU were division of power, elections, civil society, media, and the political party system. 

			The first wave of criticism “for insufficient separation of power”70 came in the wake of the constitutional reform that had begun in 2004. Reportedly, the UNM’s intention was to bring Georgia in line with the European norm by replicating the French division of power.71 Rather than creating a system of checks and balances, however, the constitutional amendments strengthened the power of the executive in relation to parliament. For instance, the president was empowered to appoint a government that had never been approved by parliament, even in cases where parliament expressed its disapproval of that government. The president was also empowered to dissolve parliament twice in the course of each presidential term. These new realities weakened institutional capacity to keep the president and government accountable. They also enabled the president to make decisions quickly and without much “deliberation or contestation, even from elected members of the president’s own party.”72 

			All the constitutional changes that had been introduced from 2004 were reversed in 2010, sparking another wave of criticism. New amendments envisioned Georgia transitioning from a semi-presidential to a parliamentary system by transferring certain presidential powers to the Prime Minister. The amendments were interpreted as an attempt on the part of President Saakashvili to hold onto some of his powers in the post of prime minister. This did not happen, however: Saakashvili and the UNM lost the 2012 and 2013 elections and peacefully transferred power to the opposition. In so doing, they set a positive precedent that reinforced the credibility of the country’s democratic institutions.

			The quality of elections has significantly improved since 2003, with most of those held between 2004 and 2012 meeting OSCE and Council of Europe standards.73 Between the 2008 and 2012 elections, international observation missions reported “substantive changes to the election system”74 and progress toward implementing OSCE/ODIHR and Council of Europe recommendations. At the same time, these reports repeatedly highlighted problems that invited criticism from the international community. The main concerns, which persisted throughout the 2004-2012 period, were separate incidents of intimidation, harassment, and pressure exerted by some UNM activists, misuse of administrative resources, and biased media coverage.75 In addition, isolated instances of election-day fraud, as well as post-election challenges, were confirmed by the OSCE/ODHIR. 

			Although all these issues were serious, repression of political opponents was never a systemic practice employed by the UNM government. As such, the most problematic issues were state control over broadcast media and government abuse of state resources. Since elections are an essential part of democratic governance, the EU, along with other international organizations, continuously pressured the Georgian government to address these shortcomings and comply with EU standards, but the problems persisted throughout the UNM’s nine years in government. 

			Asymmetric and biased coverage of the elections—and in particular of opposition candidates by broadcast media—was part of a bigger problem. The UNM government neither imposed a restrictive legal framework and benchmarks nor employed censorship, “but is generally understood as to have established control over the country’s most influential TV stations through their acquisition by government-friendly businessmen, forcing journalists employed by these stations to self-censorship.”76 The UNM’s actions toward broadcast media did not reflect the commitments they had made to advance toward European integration. Rather than meeting the EU’s conditions (as laid out in the ENP Action Plan and the “indicators of achievements” of ENPI’s National Indicative Programme for 2007–2010), in particular by ensuring “fully sustained levels of freedom of expression and media freedom,”77 the UNM government continuously ignored EU criticism related to media freedom deficiencies. 

			Before 2007, the EU tacitly supported the UNM’s bias toward institution building by channeling its funds toward institutional reforms. However, in light of the November 2007 crackdown on Imedi TV, the European Parliament came to the conclusion that it was time to change tactics in terms of its allocation of money. It recommended that state capacity building be coupled “with stronger efforts to institutionalize democratic power-sharing.”78 The European Parliament therefore advised that Georgia enhance its “support to NGO capacity building, advocacy and networking activities” in order to enable local NGOs to “effectively monitor the government’s performance on democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.”79

			The recommendation that the government support Georgian NGOs was timely. This was not due to a restrictive legal framework or the government’s infringement on the right of association or operation of NGOs; the existing legal framework was sound—and even progressive—thanks due to simple registration and operation procedures enshrined in the Civil Code.80 Instead, the NGO sector was constrained “by internal weaknesses, including shortages of capable professionals and lack of broad social base, as well as general political environment in which they operate.”81 Broers believes that “one of the consequences of the Revolution was the ‘decapitation’ of civil society due to the shift of a significant number of its most experienced activists into government office.”82 The movement of former NGO leaders into the UNM administration drained experience from the NGO sector, and also led to a certain amount of self-censorship by the institutions from which these individuals had come, since they were loath to criticize their former colleagues and sought to “maintain an appropriate distance” from the UNM government.83 This internal weakness was compounded by financial struggles.84 

			Finances were likewise an issue for political parties, producing “an extremely uneven distribution of resources between the ruling party and the opposition” that effectively undermined political competition.85 The potential of competition was further limited by cases of “intimidation and violence against opposition candidates,”86 even though the government itself—in line with Georgian legislation that protects the free establishment and operation of parties—rarely interfered in political groups’ activities.87 The overarching issue was parties’ internal weakness: in the wake of the Rose Revolution, the revolutionaries enjoyed high credibility and popularity, while the opposition was so weak and unpopular that it nearly disappeared from the political scene.88 Opposition parties lacked “effective procedures for internal democratic governance” and failed to serve as a conduit for social interests.89

			Despite these rather serious shortcomings, which hindered the functioning of checks and balances vis-à-vis the president and the UNM government, the Council of the EU nevertheless considered that Georgia had made “sufficient progress in democracy, rule of law and human rights.”90

			Political Contestation 

			In 2004-2012, President Saakashvili enjoyed unparalleled power, while the UNM controlled both parliament and government. Together, they evolved into a hegemony that controlled the entire political situation in the country. They were able to act—and implement the European project—as they saw fit, without much deliberation or consultation. As Welt explains, the government “believ[ed] that it represented the team most capable of implementing needed reforms and [took] a dim view of the rest of Georgia’s political forces.”91 After freewheeling for almost four years, they had to face opposition, both parliamentary and non-parliamentary. These groups became more vocal in their criticism of the UNM’s leadership following the local elections of 2006, and this criticism had intensified by the fall of 2007. There were certain differences between parliamentary and non-parliamentary groups, but what they had in common, according to Matusiak, was “limited financial and human resources, poorly developed structures outside the capital, and no access to the major media.”92 

			The defining characteristics of parliamentary opposition were engagement with the UNM regime and the absence of radical demands such as the resignation of the president and a transfer of power. Engagement seemed to entail constant dialogue and consultations with the ruling party in the parliament, with the aim of making the government fulfill the opposition’s demands. This platform for engagement was initiated by President Saakashvili “through the establishment of a multiparty ‘anti-crisis council.’”93 The council was tasked with overseeing foreign aid expenditure; promoting democratization, in particular electoral and media reforms; and supporting internal institutional reforms and political dialogue. This did not, however, seem to translate into significant changes. Even though there were instances of disobedience and withdrawal of separate individuals from dialogue with the UNM government, the parliamentary opposition, represented by the Christian Democratic Movement, earned itself the status of a “pocket opposition” or “cautious opposition” because it did not “question the presidential camp’s monopoly on power.”94 

			The non-parliamentary opposition, by contrast, was distinguished by its distance from the UNM regime. Engagement with the regime was off the table, since its main priorities were a change of government and the resignation of the president, which the non-parliamentary opposition “insisted was necessary for Georgia’s further democratization and security.”95 Within this framework, the non-parliamentary opposition can be roughly divided into two groups: those who wanted to achieve regime change through street protests and those who insisted on changing the regime constitutionally, through elections.

			The non-parliamentary opposition’s main criticism was “the authoritarian traits of the Saakashvili camp’s rule and the poor economic situation of the general public.”96 They were particularly concerned by “the repressive behavior of the security apparatus, the arrogance of power and its disconnection from the realities of Georgian life,” and “the random and superficial nature of many actions.”97 In spite of the diversity of their demands, various strands within the opposition converged to seek regime change. During the nine years of the UNM government, there were four main points at which this group made major efforts toward regime change. The first three were unsuccessful, but the fourth turned out to be a game-changer.

			The first incident was a wave of street protests that began on November 2, 2007, following the arguably “politically motivated” arrest of ex-Defense Minister Irakli Okruashvili in September. The arrest was not the main reason, but it galvanized ten estranged opposition parties to unite into a coalition known as the “National Council of Unified Public Movement.” Badri Patarkatsishvili, a billionaire who made his fortune in Russia, is said to have bankrolled the coalition, which launched joint demonstrations in front of the parliament. In Berglund’s view, the discontent was initially driven by legitimate motives, but these were compromised when Okruashvili and Patarkatsishvili, with their own murky intentions, joined the ranks of the opposition.98 On the sixth day of protests, the police cracked down on the dwindling number of demonstrators and later stormed Imedi TV, owned by Patarkatsishvili. President Saakashvili accused Patarkatsishvili of plotting a coup, froze his assets, and declared a state of emergency in order to impede the demonstrators from reassembling. Following criticism from the international community (and in particular the EU) regarding the use of excessive force against protesters and infringement on freedom of expression and assembly, he retracted the state of emergency and called for snap presidential elections in January 2008. In the elections, the National Council’s joint candidate, Levan Gachechiladze, lost to Saakashvili. 

			In 2009, the non-parliamentary opposition once again managed to close ranks with the aim of forcing Saakashvili to resign and calling early presidential and parliamentary elections. The opposition accused the UNM regime of stalled democratization and condemned it for the volatile security situation in the country. The first demonstration after the war in 2008 was organized on the anniversary of the November 7 crackdown.99 This protest saw the ranks of opposition elites swell due to the defection of a number of high-profile officials from the government to the opposition.100 On April 9, a thirteen-party non-parliamentary opposition launched a protest movement that drew considerable numbers of people: estimates of the crowd of demonstrators in front of the parliament building ranged from 50,000 to 60,000 people.101 The following day, parallel (but smaller) rallies were organized near the Georgian Public Broadcaster’s office and the Presidential Palace. The demonstrations lasted for a good three months, although turnout was rather poor between the first and last rallies. The last major rally took place on Georgia’s Independence Day, May 26, in the Dynamo stadium and brought together about 50,000 protesters. After that, the protest fizzled out without achieving any significant result. Cory Welt lists three reasons for the opposition’s failure to achieve regime change: the opposition’s internal divisions; the failure to translate social discontent into broader public support for the opposition; and the government’s ability to represent itself “as an alternative engine of democratization.”102

			Neither of the two first waves of demonstrations raised questions about the validity of the European project for Georgia, even though some forces within the opposition were anti-Western. The third wave of protests, held May 21-25, 2011, however, sought to push Europe out of the country by introducing an alternative project originating from Russia. Nino Burjanadze, formerly a close ally of President Saakashvili and an initiator and organizer of the rallies, rhetorically supported “closer ties with both Russia and other allies in the West,”103 but most often sought allies and financial support in the Kremlin. She not only failed to transform the rally into mass demonstrations, but also squandered her own political capital. When the protesters failed to comply with the city authorities’ requests that they continue protesting in another location, the police cracked down on the rally using tear gas, rubber bullets, and batons in order to clear the location for a military parade. Moreover, on May 26 and 27, “the Interior Ministry released a series of secretly recorded video footage and audio tapes” as evidence that some organizers, including Burjanadze and her son, intended “to change the government through violence and public disorder.”104 The scenario also allegedly entailed the involvement of a special task force from the GRU, the Russian military intelligence unit.105 Burjanadze continuously denied the allegations.  

			The fourth wave of rallies, which changed the country’s political landscape, began shortly before the parliamentary elections scheduled for October 1, when a former police officer exposed video recordings revealing the regime’s mass wiretapping and inhumane treatment of inmates in pre-trial detention and prison cells. This stirred public outrage and galvanized an anti-governmental rally in central Tbilisi on September 19, 2012. Billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili is believed to be behind the release of the recordings on September 18. In October 2011, the billionaire “dramatically and unexpectedly entered politics, challenging the country’s president Mikheil Saakashvili in a battle that has become increasingly nasty and personal.”106 He managed to unite the non-parliamentary opposition (with certain exceptions) behind his newly established political party Georgian Dream. Despite a robust election campaign, an NDI public opinion poll found that popularity ratings for his party sat at 18% as of June 2012, compared to 36% for the leading party, the UNM.107 The video recordings no doubt influenced the outcome of the election, tarnishing Saakashvili and the UNM once and for all. Hence, on October 1, 2012, Georgian Dream defeated the UNM in the elections, garnering 54.97% of the vote to secure a parliamentary majority.

			Impact of the Continued Hegemony of the European Project

			Throughout its nine years in power, the UNM regime and President Saakashvili faced major opposition that threatened to remove them from office. This context arguably influenced the openness of the political space. The channels of political dialogue were closed in two different directions. While the project of Europe was hegemonized, the space for alternative projects, such as the Eurasian Economic Union, was foreclosed. In spite of continued “harassment from Moscow,”108 the UNM government did not give in to political pressure and proceeded with the European project. It was of the utmost importance for the UNM to ensure the continued hegemony of the European project in order to “naturalize” it. The project made a long journey: from a foreign policy initiative it was upgraded to a logic of internal development through the implementation of institutional reforms that sought to bring a post-Soviet system in line with the European standard. Hardly any sphere or actor was untouched by its transformative power. The process mainly proceeded through the introduction and implementation of EU-driven projects (Twinning, TAIEX, SIGMA, etc.) in separate departments and even divisions within ministries. 

			In contrast to institutional reforms, democratic reforms were carried out selectively in order to keep the door to pluralism—and therefore other projects—closed.109 The exclusion of other projects and their supporters from the political scene is not unusual behavior for any political regime. Mouffe claims that the decision to institute a certain order with a certain value system excludes “from the dialogue those who believe that different values should be the organizing ones of the political order.”110 But multiple defections from the UNM raised concerns that the UNM government’s exclusivity ran deeper than dumping other projects and that the door for dissent was even closed within the UNM and its allies. There were arguably two main reasons for the alienation of opponents: fear of the infiltration of an alternative project coming from Russia and irresolvable disagreements with (and in most cases personal distaste towards) President Saakashvili and certain UNM members.111

			The UNM government did little to engage in a dialogue with the non-parliamentary opposition and address their demands. This disengagement was mutual: the opposition alienated the UNM government and the president. The primary objective of the unified opposition political parties was to achieve Saakashvili’s resignation and regime change, while demands related to electoral and media reforms, the release of political prisoners, and impartial investigation of the August war were secondary. The demands were legitimate, but the way they were framed meant that they failed to come to fruition. The demands related to resignation and regime change a priori eliminated any prospect of cooperation with the democratically elected president and government, while reforms and investigation of the August war required the participation and goodwill of the existing government. This was simply not feasible due to the non-parliamentary opposition’s prioritization of regime change, which pushed it into conflict with the regime and prevented the formation of a “conflictual consensus” with the government.

			Internal weakness was the most significant of the issues compromising the opposition’s capacity to participate in decision-making. The opposition did not know how to bring about a transfer of power or force the current government to implement the reforms they demanded. Most importantly, they failed to formulate a “positive alternative vision.”112 They failed to understand that the UNM enjoyed substantial popular support and that the only way to get their demands addressed was engagement with the UNM through pressure from the international community, rather than continuous alienation.

			Discussing these demands should have been in the best interests of the government, since to do otherwise hinders the democratic process. This does not mean that the UNM should have been open to any dissent unconditionally. The closure of the political space to certain demands is inevitable in any political regime: no government wants to popularize alternative projects. However, the UNM seemed to close off discussion of the opposition’s demands almost without exception. The oversimplification of the political scene, politics, and procedures guided the actions of Saakashvili and the UNM government. There was one political group in charge of one project with one policy—zero-tolerance—toward enemies who had one aim: to destabilize the country by overthrowing the democratically elected government. 

			Conclusion

			In spite of overwhelming criticism of the UNM government for the failure of democratic reforms and its detrimental effect on institution building, the study concludes that it was appropriate to close the political space to some degree in order to ensure the “naturalization” and endurance of the European project. Yet due to lack of experience and/or fear of the return of political instability, the UNM failed to keep the political space even partly open for legitimate demands related to strengthening democracy and for certain non-radical groups from the non-parliamentary opposition. 

			On the one hand, the failure to address demands for democratic reforms was a missed opportunity for the UNM and for Georgia, but on the other, the closure of political space to alternative projects ensured the stability of the European project. Nine years is not much time but nor is it little. A generation grew up with the idea of European Georgia and a standard approaching the European one. The absence of political speculation and hesitation as to whether Georgia was European or Asian, as well as a principled position vis-à-vis European integration, entrenched the European project in Georgia and transformed Europe into a pillar of the state and nation.
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			Abstract: This study explores the democratic culture in Belarus by describing how adolescents view norms of democratic citizenship, how they perceive societal institutions, and whether they intend to participate in civic and political life. Using survey data from 207 students from public schools in a southeastern region of Belarus, the study identified elements of a nascent democratic culture while also pointing out potential barriers to democratic consolidation. Overall, the majority of participants identified with norms of democratic citizenship, with students from urban schools seeing social movement democratic citizenship as more important than did their counterparts form rural schools. Adolescents’ attitudes toward democratic citizenship and trust in societal institutions predicted their intention of taking part in electoral activities. However, neither institutional trust nor perceived importance of social movement citizenship explained variation in adolescents’ intentions to take part in political life.

			As post-communist countries in Eastern and Central Europe continue to transition to democracy, there are few questions more important than how well the roots of democracy are taking hold in young people.1 In an era of democratic backsliding across the region, the relative weakness of the state-citizen relationship remains one of the major gaps in the democratization process.2 The situation is exacerbated by multiple challenges facing democracies in today’s Europe and elsewhere, including growing inequality, increased migration, and climate change.3 For Belarus and other countries bordering Russia, there is also the critical question of how adolescents’ orientations to democracy are influenced by a resurgent Russia, whose retreat from democracy is arguably at its peak.4

			A recurring theme in research on Belarus is the commonly accepted failure of democratization efforts promoted by external players.5 Some researchers connect the unsuccessful outcomes of democratization with the political passivity of the Belarusian public.6 Others argue that efforts to promote democracy in Belarus fail because they ignore what people in Belarus value, think, and want.7 Unfortunately, little is known about the values and desires of Belarusian citizens vis-à-vis democracy.8 Beyond standard public opinion polls, there is little research on how citizens of Belarus imagine a democratic society and nothing is known about the democratic values and desires of Belarus’ youngest citizens.9 

			On the premise that democratic institutions function effectively when citizens identify with basic democratic principles and values, the neglect of young citizens in both democratization efforts and measurement of democratic progress is a serious limitation that profoundly impacts the ability of pro-democracy actors to achieve meaningful changes.10 To date, the best research on adolescents’ orientation to democracy is the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS), which surveyed adolescents’ attitudes toward democracy in 38 countries. This provides a starting point for understanding adolescents’ democratic preferences, but unfortunately Belarus was not among the states surveyed.11

			The main goal of this exploratory study is to begin filling the gap in the literature on democratic attitudes among adolescents in Belarus. The overarching questions are: (1) How do young Belarusians identify with universal democratic values? and (2) What are their beliefs about societal institutions? A measure of beliefs and behavioral intentions conducive to democratic advancement that is valid and reliable in the local context is essential for an accurate portrayal of democratic culture among this particular population. A related goal is to validate measures of selected aspects of democratic culture for use with Belarusian participants. Thus, a better understanding of adolescents’ democratic orientations will help inform the debate on democracy promotion in societies in transition, particularly those that have long been immune to external democracy assistance.12 To put the study in context, a brief overview of the local situation is is provided, followed by a review of scholarship on select aspects of democratic citizenship. 

			Belarus

			Located on what Samuel Huntington described as “the clash of civilizations line,” Belarus claims the contested title of the geographical center of Europe.13 More specifically, Belarus is a landlocked Eastern European country bordering three states of the European Union to the northwest, Ukraine to the south, and Russia to the northeast. Its territory is home to approximately 9.5 million people, most of whom reside in urban areas.14 Although Belarus has a long history as a nation, its history as an independent state began only in 1991,15 following the dismantling of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Similar to other post-Soviet states, Belarus has been undergoing a series of democratic transformations. Although the challenges that accompany democratic transformations are not exclusive to Belarus, two sets of interrelated yet distinct factors have shaped the democratization process there in unique ways.  

			One such peculiarity is the current political structure. With a president who has won five presidential elections and thus maintained his power for nearly two and half decades, Belarus is often labeled “the last dictatorship in Europe” and a “full-fledged autocracy.” A second set of factors relate to a conflicted sense of national identity among Belarusians.16 In part, these issues of national identity are tied to the ambivalent geographic, political, and cultural orientation of the state. Some have argued that Belarus is culturally a non-Western country,17 while others have countered that Belarus belongs to the European family.18 Most agree, however, that Belarus occupies a central spot in a region that has experienced many clashes and divisions.19 

			The nature of the political regime in Belarus, especially its resiliency, defines the political, economic, and social landscape of the state in somewhat predictable ways: weak democratic institutions, a stagnant economy, and strong central government authority over multiple aspects of public life.20 Various agencies that track the political and economic development of societies around the globe have traditionally assigned low grades to Belarus’ main societal institutions. Throughout the past two decades—most of the post-independence period—Belarus has received poor scores on Freedom House’s indices as well as on numerous other measures of democratic development.21 That being said, the country has consistently ranked well on indices that look at education and social aspects of life, including the Human Development Index and Legatum Prosperity Index.22 

			If we disaggregate the conditions that have enabled the maintenance of the political and socio-economic status quo, we find a mixture of popular support for the regime, presidential charisma, and the lasting legacy of the communist past.23 Some have argued that the political passivity of Belarusian society24 and “submissive” political culture are natural factors sustaining the current regime.25 Additionally, it has been suggested that widespread infringements on civil liberties (e.g., right to assembly, freedom of the press) support the longevity of the existing regime. Indeed, Belarus has a long history of human rights abuses, which a United Nations Special Rapporteur described as adding up to a “devastating” record on human rights.26 And this is the context in which a new generation of young Belarusians are coming of age. 

			Overall, it could be argued that it is Belarus’ political regime, chiefly the consolidation of presidential power and its causes and consequences, that has drawn the most attention from researchers, policymakers, and international agencies. Less researched and noticed in various forums on Belarus are other aspects of the Belarusian reality, including public views on current societal institutions, their effectiveness and legitimacy. There is a dearth of English-language sources on issues related to Belarusian citizens’ understanding of their society, how institutions can and should function, and the general public’s preferences vis-à-vis democratization.

			These peculiarities, coupled with deep-rooted historical and cultural influences, set Belarus apart from other transitioning states in the region, indicating that a more nuanced and localized strategy is necessary to understand whether and how democratic reforms are progressing. An interesting but challenging approach is to look beyond formal institutional indicators of democratic consolidation to examine how ordinary citizens are embracing democratic changes and to what extent they identify with the opportunities and challenges inherent in democratization processes. Investigating these issues should help draw attention to critical questions such as: what views and beliefs encourage the successful implementation of democratic reforms in Belarus? What efforts are needed to incorporate such views into policies and practices? 

			Democratic Citizenship 

			The importance of citizens’ values and beliefs to a country’s democratic advancement was first empirically established by Almond and Verba. They found a strong link between democratization and attitudes and behaviors displayed by the general public. Specifically, they claimed that, “… the development of a stable and effective democratic government depends upon more than the structures of government and politics: it depends upon the orientations that people have to the political process—upon the political culture.27 In a similar vein, Patrick contended that constitutional democracy cannot be a “machine that would go of itself.”28 Rather, he argued, democracy can function properly only when there is a certain level of public understanding of the ideas of democracy and a widespread commitment to its ideals and principles. 

			Since then, a burgeoning body of literature has documented a number of supportive habits and attitudes among the general population that are essential to the survival and development of democracy.29 Inglehart, for example, introduced the notion of a democratic political culture, broadly defined as a set of norms and behaviors that are conducive to democratic development. He singled out two components that appeared important for the sustainability and development of democratic institutions: (a) interpersonal trust and (b) long-term commitment to democratic institutions.30 In his later research, he expanded these categories to include the following attitudes and qualities of a democratically-oriented public: tolerance toward minority groups, interpersonal trust, a sense of well-being, political participation, and emphasis on postmaterialist values.31 Inglehart also argued that the course of democratic survival and development is determined by the values and beliefs of ordinary citizens. In emphasizing the importance of democratically oriented citizens, he claimed that “political culture is a better predictor of the long-term stability of democracy than it is of a society’s level of democracy at any given point in time.”32 

			Tessler and Gao further explored the concept of a pro-democratic political culture and the role of citizens’ values and behaviors in facilitating such a culture. Specifically, they investigated how citizens in non-Western societies with different histories and varying democratic institutions view elements of democratic political culture. In examining the concept of democratic political culture, they focused on six specific components: support for gender equality, tolerance, interpersonal trust, civic participation, political interest, and political knowledge. Results revealed that although distinct, these elements appeared interrelated and helped promote a democratic political culture orientation among ordinary citizens. In concluding their research, Tessler and Gao confirmed earlier findings about the significance of citizens’ democratic orientations, noting that successful democratization depends not only on the commitment of government authorities to democratic reforms, but also on “the normative and behavioral predispositions of ordinary citizens.”33 Notably, Tessler and Gao’s findings suggest that the relationship between democratic norms and the status of democracy exists not only in established democracies, but also among states that are moving toward democratic consolidation. 

			Dalton and Shin likewise studied democratic aspirations and endorsement of democratic ideals by ordinary citizens as essential ingredients of a democratic society. In their article reviewing research on democratization and summarizing their work on the political implications of public support for democracy, Dalton and Shin concluded that:  

			The course of democratization, at least over the short term, is more likely to depend on the strategic decisions of national elites than on the responses of citizens to a public opinion survey. But in the long run, a democratic system requires a democratic public to survive and function.34

			Trust

			Few topics receive as much attention in democratization studies as issues related to trust. In general, there is a unanimous agreement that some form of trust is required for the growth and development of a democratic society.35 The vast literature on trust provides various accounts of the importance of a trusting citizenry. Dahl considered trust one of the key conditions of an effective “polarchy,”36 while Inglehart argued that trust was the foundation of a democratic society.37 According to Moises, trust is the “necessary social cohesion required by the functioning of complex, unequal and differentiated societies.”38 Other researchers have claimed that trust enhances the legitimacy and stability of the government by linking citizens to government representatives through relevant institutions.39 For Blind, “[trust] emerges as one of the most important ingredients upon which the legitimacy and sustainability of political systems are built.”40

			A growing body of research on trust has documented various relationships between societal levels of trust and a number of social, economic, and political phenomena. For example, Uslaner argued that trust is the key to better government, greater economic growth, and more tolerance among members of the society.41 According to him, more trusting societies have less corruption than societies with lower levels of trust. Putnam considered trust an essential component of social capital and related it to more efficient local governments.42 Fukuyama believed that the level of trust among members of society was a strong predictor of economic success.43 A study of trust among students from states at various stages of democratic development showed that students with higher levels of trust were more likely to be involved in civic and political activities than those who were less trusting.44 The results of this study also supported earlier claims that individuals from states with a durable and stable democratic record have higher levels of trust than those from aspiring democracies. Norris used Freedom House ratings to show that trust is higher in states with better records of respect for political rights and civil liberties.45 Torney-Purta et al. likewise established a significant positive relationship between students’ trust and their expected civic engagement, though they found that this relationship was complex, with many covariates influencing the direction of the relationship.46 

			In sum, much attention has been dedicated to researching formal and informal structures and institutions within society as key factors that facilitate democratic transformation and consolidation. Of the many elements that strengthen democracy, the pro-democratic attitudes and beliefs of ordinary citizens appear to play a major role. In particular, public beliefs and attitudes toward democracy have been found to be crucial to the processes of democratic legitimation and consolidation.47 Political trust is considered an important ingredient in the functioning of modern democracies, while a lack or absence of trust is often viewed as a threat to a democracy’s sustainable development. However, there are few studies, especially among youth, that engage with all these areas of knowledge.

			The Present Study

			There is substantial interest in the debate over how citizens in states with different levels of democratic advancement understand democracy and citizenship and whether and to what extent local context shapes democratic culture.48 Yet there is limited research on how younger citizens of Belarus perceive democratic values and challenges and what their expectations are in terms of future civic and political engagement. The main goal of this study was therefore to explore the democratic orientation of adolescents in Belarus, with a particular focus on norms of democratic citizenship, trust in societal institutions, and intentions of participating in civic and political life. Three research questions guided the study:

			
					How do adolescents in Belarus perceive norms of democratic citizenship?

					To what extent are core societal institutions perceived as trustworthy? 

					Do adolescents’ attitudes toward democratic norms and societal institutions predict their aspirations to participate in civic and political matters?

			

			Method

			Procedure and Participants 

			This study is part of a cross-national research initiative examining democratic culture among adolescents in transitioning societies. The design of the study builds on the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study, which is considered a blueprint for the assessment of the civic knowledge of secondary school students.49 

			The data for this study came from a survey administered in Belarus in 2016-2017. Participants were recruited from public schools in the Gomel region (oblast) in southeastern Belarus. Students in grades 8 through 11 (ages 14-17) from schools in rural and urban areas were targeted. Permission from school principals was obtained to conduct the study on school grounds. In addition, the author’s university’s Institutional Review Board approved the study’s procedures and instruments. Study fliers were distributed to all prospective participants and students were instructed to take them home to show to their parents. On the day of the study, students who agreed to participate and whose parents did not object to their child’s participation in the study were gathered in a classroom, where the researcher reviewed the study protocol and administered the questionnaires. Paper-and-pencil surveys were used to collect data. To ensure accuracy, the survey was translated from English into Russian, the language of the majority in Belarus, and back into English. 

			Altogether, 225 students filled out the survey. After initial data cleaning, 18 surveys were excluded from analyses because of missing data on most variables or patterned responses, resulting in a final sample size of 207 with slightly more girls (n = 110, 53.1%) than boys (n = 97, 46.9%). The sample was approximately evenly split among 8th-graders (n = 50, 24.2%), 9th-graders (n = 50, 24.2%), 10th-graders (n = 63, 30.4%), and 11th-graders (n = 44, 21.3%). The sample was further subdivided into groups based on type of school, with more participants attending rural schools (n = 127, 61.4%) than urban schools (n = 80, 38.6%). Nearly all students indicated that they spoke both Russian (99.5%) and Belarusian (86.6%). A smaller proportion—3.6% of participants—marked that they also spoke Ukrainian (2.4%) or Polish (1.2%). 

			The choice of the Gomel (Homiel) region was motivated largely by practical considerations, as well as by the desire to engage with students residing outside of the capital. Although democratic attitudes are under-researched in Belarus as a whole, the regions outside the capital, Minsk, are particularly worthy of study because they lag behind on multiple social indicators. As noted in a recent report from the World Bank (2018), regional inequality is due not to differences in household size or education level but to the more limited opportunities available to people living outside the capital. 

			According to the National Statistical Committee of the Republic of Belarus, over 1.4 million people live in Gomel region, the majority of whom identify themselves as Belarusian (84.2%) or Russian (11%) and a smaller share as Ukrainians (3.3%) or other nationalities (1.5%).50 The linguistic landscape is somewhat complicated in Belarus. Despite being a bilingual country with two official languages (Russian and Belarusian) and in spite of the fact that Belarusian is viewed as a mother tongue by more than half of the population, about 70% of people use only Russian in their daily life. Language use in Gomel is consistent with overall use across Belarus, with approximately 72% of people indicating that they speak Russian. 

			Gomel, one of the six administrative regions in Belarus, is located in the southeast of the country, bordering Ukraine and Russia. A major industrial center, it accounts for almost one-quarter of Belarus’ total industrial output. Orthodox Christianity is the dominant religion in the region in terms of the number of followers, although Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish communities are influential as well. Besides its economic, social, and geographical characteristics, a unique feature of Gomel is its ties to the Chernobyl catastrophe over three decades ago. Belarus received most of the radioactive fallout from the explosion—up to 80%, according to some estimates.51 Gomel, which is about 70 miles away from the former nuclear facility, was among the most contaminated areas both in terms of the amount and density of radioactive elements and in terms of the expanse of territory polluted. 

			Although these socio-historic and geographic conditions define the region in particular ways, there is only limited data on how they affect the lives of young people in the region. Comparative analyses of how youth in Gomel region view norms of democratic citizenship are also lacking.     

			Measures

			Each student completed a questionnaire that asked about their background as well as their attitudes and behaviors in relation to civic engagement and democratic citizenship. Attitudinal and behavioral questions were organized around five main themes: (a) participation in school, (b) political and civic self-efficacy, (c) citizenship rights and responsibilities, (d) expected civic engagement, and (e) trust in societal institutions. This study limited the analysis to the following variables: conventional and social movement citizenship; institutional trust; and expected electoral, political, and informal participation. With the exception of demographic variables, measures used in this study came from the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study.52 The wording for all study variables is presented in Appendix A. 

			Statistical Analyses 

			Prior to examining the main research questions, descriptive statistics were calculated to explore the basic characteristics of the main variables and the reliability of these measures. Specifically, means, standard deviations, skewness, and reliability statistics were calculated for the scaled variables. Frequency analyses were conducted on nominal variables and other individual items to check for missing data and to screen for univariate outliers. Additional variables were examined to describe the socio-demographic background of participants. These descriptive analyses were carried out using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) v. 24.53 

			Next, a series of confirmatory factor analyses were conducted to assess the validity of the selected measures in the Belarusian context. These analyses tested how well the measures of democratic citizenship used in international assessments fit the data utilized in the current study. Following Hu & Bentler and Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, the following indices were used as a guide for testing the goodness-of-fit: Chi-square, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA).54 Generally, good models have higher values on the CFI measure and low values on the RMSEA measure. Small, non-significant chi-square values are considered additional indicators of good-fitting models. These tests were conducted using the structural equation modeling software MPlus v. 7.4.55

			Finally, t-tests and frequency analyses were used to answer the first two research questions, followed by a series of multiple linear regressions that addressed the third research question. Altogether, three models were estimated to explain variation in the three types of expected political and civic engagement: (a) electoral, (b) political, and (c) informal participation. The models also estimated the effect of participants’ gender and their place of residence (rural vs. urban).   

			Results

			Basic information about the main study variables—including intercorrelations, means, standard deviations, and reliability statistics—is presented in Table 1. Results from confirmatory factor analyses are summarized, with full results presented in Appendix B. Results from descriptive and regression analyses are presented, organized by research question.




			Table 1. Intercorrelations, means, standard deviations and reliability statistics  
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In sum, the results of descriptive and reliability analyses demonstrated acceptable internal consistency of the variables used in the present study, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from .69 to 82. Similarly, confirmatory factor analyses results showed a good fit for the data, suggesting that the measures used in international assessments of democracy-relevant constructs were appropriate tools for measuring similar concepts in the Belarusian context. 

			Perceptions of Norms of Democratic Citizenship 

			To explore whether adolescents in Belarus identify with norms of democratic citizenship, mean scores and individual items comprising two subscales of democratic citizenship—conventional and social movement—were explored. Overall, the majority of students agreed with most statements describing various behaviors of a democratically oriented citizen. About 70% of the sample selected three to five behaviors (out of six possible) as quite important or very important indicators of being a good citizen. Notably, a small number of students disagreed with all statements (n = 14, 6.9%) describing conventional norms of democratic citizenship and a similar proportion of students (n = 13, 6.4%) agreed with all statements. 

			Comparisons between girls and boys revealed no significant differences regarding beliefs about the importance of norms of conventional citizenship, t(205) = -1.27, p = .21, d = .18 or norms of social movement citizenship, t(205) = -.27, p = .76, d = .04. With respect to school type or place of residence, no significant difference was established between students of rural and urban schools concerning norms of conventional citizenship t(205) = -.75, p = .46, d = .11. However, students from urban schools were found to score significantly higher on perceived norms of social movement citizenship than students from rural schools, t(205) = -2.53, p < .05, d = .37. 

			Frequency statistics were calculated to determine the proportion of adolescents who agreed with statements describing the civic and political activities of democratically oriented citizens. The results are presented in Table 2. Among the most unanimously agreed-upon norms of conventional democratic citizenship were: (a) learning about a country’s history and (b) following political news, with over 80% of students agreeing with these statements. By contrast, the norm that was viewed as important by the smallest proportion of students concerned joining a political party, with fewer than one in five adolescents selecting “important” or “very important.” Notably, respondents from rural schools were the least likely to consider joining a political party an important quality of a democratically oriented citizen. 

			Another norm that was viewed as important by a rather small proportion of students concerned engagement in political discussions, with a little over one-fifth of the sample agreeing with the statement. As with joining a political party, students in rural schools were the least likely to view this behavior as important to being a good democratic citizen. 

			Turning to social movement citizenship, the results showed that taking part in activities protecting the environment was viewed as an important democratic behavior by the majority of students, with approximately four out of five selecting the relevant responses. By contrast, participating in a peaceful protest was viewed as important by the smallest number of students. Notably, only one-third of rural adolescents agreed with the importance of participating in peaceful protest in comparison with almost half of urban teens. Overall, as with conventional democratic citizenship, students from urban schools agreed with various norms more frequently than their counterparts from rural schools. 

			With regard to gender, no notable differences could be observed on most democratic behaviors. Overall, however, girls were slightly more likely to perceive various norms of democratic citizenship as important than were boys. The exception to this trend was participation in peaceful protest, which was more often viewed as important by boys than by girls. 




			Table 2. Importance of norms of democratic citizenship 
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			Note: % denotes combined responses of “quite important” and “very important.”




			Trust in Societal Institutions 

			To investigate whether and to what extent adolescents in Belarus perceive key societal institutions as trustworthy, mean scores on the institutional trust scale and the individual items comprising the measure were examined. Descriptive analyses revealed some variation in trust in terms of different societal institutions but not in terms of demographic factors. Comparisons between girls and boys revealed no significant differences regarding trust placed in societal institutions, t(203) = -1.48, p = .14, d = .21. Similarly, no significant group differences were found between students of rural and urban schools with respect to institutional trust, t(203) = .47, p = .64, d = .07. 

			Frequency statistics were calculated to determine the proportion of adolescents who placed a lot of trust in each of the key societal institutions or trusted them completely. Table 3 summarizes the results.




			Table 3. Trust in societal institutions 
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			Note: % denotes combined responses of “quite a lot” and “completely.

			* Items not included in the scale. 




			It is interesting to note that the education system of the Republic of Belarus was chosen as the most trusted institution, with the majority of adolescents—approximately seven out of ten—reporting that they trusted state education “completely” or “quite a lot.” By contrast, media was the least trusted, with just one-third of adolescents selecting “trust completely” or “trust quite a lot” responses. Local government was the second least trusted institution, with about two in five adolescents reporting complete or high levels of trust in local authorities.

			With regard to gender, no clear patterns could be established about the perceived trustworthiness of individual institutions. However, girls were somewhat less likely than boys to indicate that they trusted various institutions. Similarly, rural students were less likely to report trust in institutions than their urban counterparts. The exception was the police, which was more often perceived as trustworthy by girls than by boys. Students from rural schools also indicated greater trust in police than did their urban counterparts.

			Civic and Political Participatory Intentions 

			Multiple linear regressions explored whether and to what extent adolescents’ attitudes toward democratic norms and societal institutions predicted their intentions to participate in civic and political matters. The models assessed three types of expected participation: (a) electoral, (b) political, and (c) informal. Table 4 summarizes the results. 

			The first model predicted adolescents’ intentions of taking part in electoral activities. As shown in the table, all democratic orientation constructs were significant predictors, together explaining over 20% of the variation in adolescents’ intentions to participate in electoral activities. All coefficients were positive, indicating that greater agreement with norms of democratic citizenship and higher trust in societal institutions were associated with a greater likelihood of future engagement in electoral activities. Of the three significant predictors, social movement citizenship appeared to contribute most to the model. Neither gender nor school type appeared to have a significant unique effect on this type of expected behavior. 

			The second model estimated the effect of the main predictors and demographic variables on adolescents’ intentions of taking part in political activities. The results revealed that out of five predictors, only one—conventional democratic citizenship—was positively associated with the outcome, explaining about 6% of the variation in self-reported anticipated political engagement. As with the first model, demographic variables had no additional significant effect. 

			Finally, the third model assessed adolescents’ intentions of taking part in informal activities. Results were similar to the second model reported above and revealed that conventional democratic citizenship was the only significant predictor: the more students valued conventional norms of citizenship, the more likely they were to report future involvement in informal civic and political activities. Demographic variables had no significant unique effect on this type of expected participation. 




			Table 4. Regression Summary for Predictors of Intention to Participate in Civic and Political Matters
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			Note: *p < .05; **p < .01. 

			


Discussion

			This study explored the democratic orientation of younger citizens of Belarus. By focusing on three distinct aspects of democratic orientation—norms of democratic citizenship, trust in societal institutions, and intention of participating in civic and political life—the study sought to examine: (a) whether and to what extent adolescents in Belarus value norms of democratic citizenship, (b) whether and to what extent they trust societal institutions, and (c) whether adolescents’ attitudes toward democratic norms and societal institutions predict their intentions of taking part in civic and political matters. As democracies around the globe are being tested by how they respond to increasing citizen disengagement, declining social and institutional trust, and (as some argue) an ongoing decline in public support for democracy, a focus on these issues appears especially timely.56 For Belarus in particular, looking at adolescent democratic orientations is important given the country’s authoritarian record and its location in a region that has witnessed considerable democratic backsliding. Moreover, with restrictions on civil liberties and human rights abuses becoming the norm in Belarusian society,57 there is an even greater need for attention to democratization. Several findings stand out from the present investigation.  

			First, it is important to note that this study provided initial evidence that the tools developed for and tested by international participants of ICCS appear valid and reliable for carrying out similar assessments among adolescents in Belarus. Although the results of the current investigation could not be compared with the results of international assessments, this study is an important first step for scholarship on democratic preferences among young people in Belarus. 

			Second, this study revealed important nuances regarding the internalization of democratic principles in a post-communist state with a particularly challenging political and economic environment. The situation is further complicated by a lack of reliable data on virtually any aspect of citizens’ civic life in Belarus.58 As Yahorau and colleagues noted in their recent analysis of the state of civil society in Belarus, “[analysis] faces a number of methodological difficulties related to gaps in official statistics, a small number of special studies, and restrictions on freedom of association in Belarus, where a significant part of public activity is shadowed for various reasons.”59 The findings of the present study will hopefully begin filling the data gap on citizens’ beliefs and behaviors relevant to a functioning democracy. In seeking an answer to the study’s main questions—whether and to what extent young Belarusians identify with universal democratic values and what their beliefs about societal institutions are—the study identified both strengths and weaknesses of a nascent democratic culture. 

			On the one hand, this study demonstrated that certain democratic values have taken root among Belarus’ younger generation. Overall, adolescents in Belarus identify with norms of conventional and social movement democratic citizenship. This finding is in line with a large literature on popular support for democratic principles and ideals.60 In their endorsement of certain elements of democratic culture, young Belarusians are similar to the majority of people around the world, who value the traditional norms of democratic citizenship. In addition, in the context of transitioning societies, learning about democratic attitudes is instructive for adolescents and societies themselves. As Rose noted, for people living in a society that has been transformed, learning about change is more than academic, it is a necessity.61

			At the same time, the study identified worrisome gaps on specific aspects of democratic citizenship. That only one in five teens indicated that joining a political party or engaging in political discussions were important for a democratic citizenry is especially alarming. Unfortunately, this finding is not surprising given the current state of citizen involvement in political life of the country and a widespread perception of electoral unfairness.62 Stemming from the view that representation and an engaged citizenry are key to democratic functioning, it is possible to suggest that the low levels of significance that the younger generation attributes to some norms of conventional democratic citizenship is a major hindrance to future democratization. The perceived unimportance of certain citizenship behaviors can thus be considered detrimental to fostering democratic culture. As Niemi and Junn summarized, “Those who fail to understand the significance of democratic norms often fail to believe in them.”63 

			Another weakness of a nascent democratic culture—and perhaps the largest challenge to the consolidation of an effective democratic regime in Belarus—has to do with institutional trust and the perceived legitimacy of governmental institutions. A perception that core societal institutions are trustworthy is vital to the healthy functioning of any democracy.64 The existing literature suggests that when citizens lack confidence in the way key institutions function, democratic processes are compromised and democratic values are weakened.65 The finding that several key societal institutions appear to be losing legitimacy in the eyes of Belarus’ youngest citizens suggests that Belarusian democratic culture may lack a vital ingredient. It is beyond the scope of this article to explain low levels of institutional trust among young Belarusians. However, based on previous research and data from opinion polls, it is possible to identify several factors that might have shaped adolescents’ attitudes toward societal institutions. One such factor is the country’s long-standing state monopoly on the broadcast media: limited to no opposition views are presented to general public through most print, TV, and radio channels.66 Another explanation stems from institutional approaches to social trust, which links the poor performance of state institutions to a lack of trust.67 

			Yet another factor that might explain the low levels of confidence teenagers place in local authorities is related to widespread corruption. According to Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index, Belarus scored 40 in 2016, indicating not only a high level of perceived corruption but also a deterioration in recent years.68 Furthermore, weak electoral integrity—common to several post-communist states—and persistent public perceptions of electoral unfairness, which are linked to the effective functioning of democracy, might also explain young people’s low levels of trust in key societal institutions.69 In light of these circumstances, adolescents’ widespread skepticism of media and local government is not surprising. 

			At the same time, the finding that trust did not significantly influence participatory intentions is encouraging. While important in and of itself, institutional trust appears to be weakly, if at all, related to adolescents’ intentions to take part in future political and social activities. Arguably, trust in societal institutions is a key component of democratic culture but has little influence on other essential aspects of citizens’ democratic orientations. Moreover, given that trust is a slow-moving cultural norm that remains relatively stable over time, it is likely that any shifts in public attitudes toward institutions will require long-term solutions. Some have argued that it might take generations for public trust to change.70 

			In addition to the main research questions, the study sought to investigate the influence of certain background characteristics on adolescents’ democratic orientation. Interestingly, the majority of students selected both official languages of Belarus as languages they speak. This finding reflects the linguistic landscape of the Belarusian population as a whole: for the past two decades, census respondents have identified Belarusian as their native language while simultaneously admitting to speaking Russian on a daily basis.71 Because of the way in which the question was asked and the lack of variation in this measure, no additional analyses could be carried out, though future research would benefit from a more nuanced investigation of the linguistic preferences of young Belarusians. 

			With regard to gender, as noted above, no significant differences were found in the levels of trust or democratic citizenship. It is encouraging that these particular aspects of democratic orientation were consistently perceived as important by girls and boys alike. At the same time, the finding that the perceived importance of norms of social movement citizenship was slightly higher among students of urban schools than their rural counterparts may point to important differences in how residents of more or less populated areas perceive norms of democratic citizenship. These differences might be attributable to variation in existing opportunities to practice citizenship in rural and urban areas. Future research would benefit from further analysis of regional differences.   

			Implications for Research and Practice 

			An important implication of this research is that it fills a gap in research on localized views of democratic values and principles in the case of Belarus’ young citizens.72 The findings of the present study may serve as a starting point to guide other inquiries that aim to deepen scholars’ understanding of the democratic culture of adolescents in a young democracy or to study changes in democratic attitudes over time. Future research could focus on addressing the following questions. First, what factors at the individual, family, and societal levels account for the weaknesses identified in the democratic culture of young Belarusians? Second, can contextual influences be modified to encourage positive shifts in these attitudes? Third, what are the potential consequences of low institutional trust for the future of democratic functioning in Belarus?  

			This study also lays the foundation for future comparative research aimed at investigating democratic attitudes among adolescents from neighboring countries and states with similar communist legacies, including Russia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and Poland, all of which participated in the ICCS study. More generally, findings from the proposed research could inspire research on democratization from other social science and humanities disciplines. 

			The findings from this study have implications for citizenship education policies as well as democracy promotion efforts in Belarus. First, the high levels of trust Belarus’ younger citizens place in the educational system should be acknowledged by multiple players. Schools should continue to cultivate adolescents’ confidence in their country’s key social institutions. Additionally, schools could explore innovative strategies that address students’ mistrust of other important societal institutions and create ways to foster greater trust. For example, teachers could use classroom discussions to stimulate dialogue about the benefits and goals of various societal institutions, the services they provide, and the challenges they might be facing and ways to respond to them. 

			Second, it is important to recognize adolescents’ relatively high level of commitment to norms of democratic citizenship. For those working to advance democracy promotion activities, the finding that adolescents’ beliefs in the importance of norms of conventional citizenship are positively associated with their expectations of taking part in civic and political life is especially encouraging. It is therefore imperative not only to continue efforts to raise awareness of democratic norms and principles, but also, and perhaps most importantly, to provide diverse opportunities to practice various norms of democratic citizenship. 

			More generally, results from the current investigation are impactful not only because they allow one to assess the level of readiness for democratic advancement, but also because they provide valuable insights into the worldview that shapes adolescents’ orientations toward their communities and society more broadly.73 Gaining greater insight into adolescents’ democratic orientations can help one understand whether adolescents perceive themselves as full members of their communities and whether they feel a sense of obligation to their communities and society as a whole. It should also be recognized that younger generations have the potential to contribute to the promotion of new democratic values and norms and help bring their communities closer to democratic ideals.74 

			Limitations of This Study 

			A number of limitations of this exploratory study need to be discussed. First, a small sample size is a significant limitation that prevents generalization of its findings to other parts of Belarus. At the same time, although the lack of research on democratic preferences among Belarusian youth prevents one from making claims about the importance of regional differences, it is logical to assume that the proximity of certain areas of Belarus to Russia, Ukraine, and Poland—states with very different democratic records—might influence how residents of those areas perceive different norms and principles of a democratic way of life. However, without an appropriate comparison sample, it is not possible to investigate this conjecture in this study. Moreover, the study is based on a convenience sample of middle school and high school students from a southeastern region of Belarus. The findings of the present investigation must therefore be viewed in the context of sample size limitations, reliance on convenience sampling, and its geographical location in just one of Belarus’ six administrative divisions.  

			Furthermore, and as other researchers have pointed out, carrying out survey research in a country with an authoritarian regime poses many additional challenges, such as regime bias, where participants provide what they may think are the “expected” responses.75 Importantly, the study did not include a qualitative component, which hinders a more detailed interpretation of the obtained results. 

			Additionally, although the questions about intended participation allowed for some prediction of possible future civic and political engagement, no causality or directionality of examined relationships should be assumed. The cross-sectional nature of this study makes any causal claims impossible. Future studies, in particular those with longitudinal designs, should address this limitation by using control variables. Future studies should also examine a broader set of perceptions and actual behaviors to explain variation in expected participation. While trust and norms of democratic citizenship provide interesting insights into the dynamics of this relationship, a more thorough investigation of why some adolescents might be more inclined to report their future engagement in civic and political matters would be desirable. 

			Finally, the current study limited the question of language use to a general statement where students could select multiple languages that they speak. Future research would benefit from a more nuanced exploration of linguistic preferences. Given that the use of the Belarusian language has historically been politicized, examination of the intersection of language and democratic orientation, especially in the context of specific regions, is likely to produce important insights. 

			Summary 

			In sum, this work on democratic citizenship, trust, and participatory intentions lays the foundation for understanding how democracy is being lived and experienced by young people in one part of Belarus. A critical indicator of a healthy democracy is popular support of key democratic principles and the perceived legitimacy of key societal institutions. As the survey data reported in this study demonstrated, adolescents’ overall support for norms of democratic citizenship suggests that democracy has indeed taken root among Belarus’ youngest citizens. Yet widespread mistrust of key societal institutions points to substantial barriers to democratic consolidation.  

			Despite its aforementioned limitations, this research provides a foundation upon which researchers and policymakers can begin to build a platform for analyzing and monitoring public views on concepts relevant for democratic consolidation. Findings from this research contribute to an emerging body of literature on the nature and future of democratic culture in Belarus, as well as current policy debates about the steps needed to design and perhaps revise democracy promotion interventions. As a result, a better understanding of adolescents’ democratic orientation should help customize policies aimed at fostering a culture of democracy and respect for democratic values, particularly in a country that has long been immune to traditional democratization efforts.   

			


Appendix A

			Item wording for study variables.

			Norms of Democratic Citizenship 

			How important are the following behaviors to being a good adult citizen?

			1. Voting in every national election.

			2. Joining a political party.

			3. Learning about the country’s history.

			4. Following political issues in the newspaper, on the radio, on 		TV, or on the internet.

			5. Showing respect for government representatives.

			6. Engaging in political discussions.

			7. Participating in peaceful protests against laws believed to be unjust.

			8. Participating in activities to benefit people in the local community.

			9. Taking part in activities promoting human rights. 

			10. Taking part in activities to protect the environment. 

			Response categories: Not important at all; Not very important; Quite important; Very important.

			Note: Items 1 through 6—conventional citizenship; Items 7 through 10 —social movement citizenship. 

			Trust Attitudes

			How much do you trust each of the following groups or institutions? 

			1. The national government.

			2. The local government. 

			3. Courts of justice.

			4. The police.

			5. The media. 

			6. Education system. 

			7. People in general.

			Response categories: Completely; Quite a lot; A little; Not at all. 

			Note: Items 1 through 4 only are scaled. 

			Expected Participation

			Listed below are different ways adults can take active part in political life. When you are an adult, what do you think you will do?

			1. Vote in national elections.

			2. Vote in local elections. 

			3. Get information about candidates before voting.

			4. Help a candidate or party during an election campaign.

			5. Join a political party. 

			6. Stand as a candidate in local elections.

			7. Talk to others about your views on political and social issues.

			8. Write to a newspaper about political and social issues. 

			9. Contribute to an online discussion forum about social and political issues. 

			10. Join an organization for a political or social cause. 

			Response categories: I will certainly not do this; I will probably not do this; I will probably do this; I will certainly do this. 

			Note: Items 1 through 3—electoral participation; Items 4 through 6—political participation; Items 7 through 10—informal participation. 

			


Appendix B

			Table A. Descriptive, reliability, and fit statistics of main variable  
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			Note: CFI = comparative fit index; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.

			a This model included two subscales of democratic citizenship: conventional and social movement. 

			b This model included three subscales of expected participation: electoral, political and informal.   
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			Abstract: From Khrushchev to Putin, Soviet and Russian political leaders have determined who governs the Russian regions. A comparison of all 791 regional leaders who led the current 83 Russian regions between 1957 and 2018 finds that locals, through their origins and prior careers, have made the major difference in center-periphery relations in Russia since 1991. Currently, these local regional leaders are the political legacy of the Boris Yeltsin presidency. A significant decline in the number of locals serving as regional leaders is also the most likely change to be sought by President Putin in his efforts to eradicate the Yeltsin legacy and attain even greater political dominance over Russia in his fourth term (2018-2024).

			Through their priorities and choices, national leaders affected long-term trends of political dominance in the Russian Republic of the Soviet Union through 1990 and have likewise done so in the Russian Federation since 1991. One political determination that they all have made is who governs the Russian regions. This article takes a comparative approach, focusing on the leaders who governed the current 83 Russian regions from the political ascendancy of Nikita Khrushchev as Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) First Secretary in 1957 until the re-election of Vladimir Putin as Russian President in 2018.1 All in all, 791 individuals led these regions in that period: 420 in the Soviet era through 1990 and 371 in the Russian era through the first three months of 2018. 

			Regions are the core political institutions in Russian center-periphery relations. I hypothesize that their autonomy, however modest, has varied with the locals who have led them. Regional autonomy connotes greater permissiveness on the part of the center in terms of allowing regions to make political decisions in light of local conditions, concerns, and factors. This relative autonomy is correlated with the total number of local leaders and the cumulative years for which they have governed from the Soviet to the Russian eras. Using these two criteria, I measure and compare regions from the last 34 years of the Soviet era (1957–1990) through the first 28 years of the Russian era (1991–2018). 

			The article classifies as either local or outsider the regional leaders termed Communist Party regional committee (obkom) first secretaries (1957-1990) and governors (1991-2018) across Russia.2 The classification of regional leaders as locals or outsiders over these 62 years is based on their biographies: Local regional leaders are classified as those who were born and lived in their region for the first decades of their lives or who spent a minimum of a decade at lower-level positions in their region before acceding to its leadership. This method allows for an objective approach to assessing the broad trends of center-periphery relations in Russia over the past 62 years.3 

			Soviet Origins 

			The origins and earlier careers of regional leaders—that is, whether they are locals or outsiders, to use my terminology—have always had a political effect on center-periphery relations in Russia. In the Soviet era, regional leaders who failed to conform to the precise nuanced intents of the center’s policies were denounced for the Communist sin of “regionalism” (mestnichestvo): they were implicitly accused of being more loyal to regional interests than to those of the center. Over the course of decades, the leaderships of the Soviet Union’s sub-national governments were almost routinely castigated for their inevitable non-compliance with the contradictory policies and impossible directives issued as ideological dictums by the center.4 

			 Reciprocal patron-client networks of national leaders and their regional followers emerged under Stalin in the 1920s and remained the underlying power structure of the Soviet Union until its demise in 1991.5 Promoting and defending their regional bases was central to the success of contending Politburo factions, which became the outlet for center-periphery relations in the Soviet era.6 Relative regional autonomy was most apparent under General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev between 1965 and 1982. Those promoted from Brezhnev’s native region, Dnepropetrovsk, to national leadership backed him up, personifying the interdependence of relative regional autonomy and central authority in that era.7 Also under Brezhnev, relative autonomy in reverse resulted from the continuity in Russian sub-national governments of many obkom First Secretaries retained over two decades and supported by their fellow local regional bureau members.8 Fifty-three percent of the 137 first secretaries in the Russian Republic of 1965-82 were locals, and most of the other outsiders were holdovers appointed before 1965.9

			Over the Soviet era, the presence of outsiders as regional leaders predicted more centralized rule by the center over all Russian regions and less regional autonomy. Both Nikita Khrushchev and Mikhail Gorbachev attempted to fortify their political base against opposition in the center by recruiting and appointing outsiders to regional leadership positions.10 For both, it was a political strategy to consolidate their own authority in the center by realigning regional leaders in their favor. New regional leaders from outside were intended to depose those aligned with anti-reformists in the Center against Khrushchev’s anti-Stalinist and Gorbachev’s democratic socialist agendas. Many regional leaders were Central Committee members and determined the regional delegations sent to Party Congresses and the USSR Supreme Soviets. Through this so-called “circularity of political power” in the Soviet Union, the new regional leaders from outside, together with advocates of policy reform in the Kremlin, were intended to assure pro-Khrushchev and pro-Gorbachev majorities in the center.11 

			Seventy-two percent of all 115 regional heads appointed in the Russian Republic during Khrushchev’s reformist era (1957-64) were outsiders.12 During the comparable Gorbachev era (1985-91), this figure was just 29% of 115. Ironically, the much smaller percentage of outsiders could be attributed to Gorbachev himself. Even as Gorbachev was assigning outsiders as obkom first secretaries to solidify his support base in the Center, his advocacy of democratic reforms for the Soviet Union was having the opposite effect. Within Russian Republic regions by 1990-91,  these reforms had unintentionally aroused both pro-Gorbachev and anti-Gorbachev activists in many Communist branches to reject Gorbachev’s outsiders in favor of their own local leaders.13 

			As the last three major Soviet leaders, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and Gorbachev pursued different priorities and goals. Yet they collectively reaffirmed the premise of a unitary state dependent on their unquestioned authority to determine the respective proportions of locals and outsiders, as well as the number of years for which members of each group governed regions. That premise remained a constant in center-periphery relations and the stability of the Communist system for its last 34 years through 1990.

			Yeltsin’s Legacy

			Already by 1990-91, Gorbachev had undermined center-periphery relations in the Russian regions, but the 1990s shattered the very premise of a unitary state. A fundamental political change in the proportion of locals and outsiders leading regions occurred under Boris Yeltsin, the first president of the Russian Federation. In a context of chaos and uncertainty in the center, which saw significant autonomy devolved to regions, locals came to predominate in regional leadership positions.14 

			Regional autonomy was encouraged by Yeltsin’s August 1990 appeal for Russian regions to “take as much sovereignty as they can swallow.” It was institutionalized on the national level by the provision granting all Russian regional leaders concurrently an ex-officio seat as senators in the national Russian legislature. It was formalized by Yeltsin’s signing of presidential “treaties” with ethnic enclaves and similar “concessionary power-sharing agreements” with non-ethnic regions. None of the treaties or agreements were ever ratified by the Russian parliament, but the regional claim to autonomy in Russian federalism embraced the ideals of democratization and self-determination through their local leadership. Those ideals were seemingly endorsed by President Yeltsin. While Russia constitutionally presumed equality for all federation subjects, the political reality in the 1990s resembled an asymmetrical hodge-podge.15 Corporations and ethnic-based regions favored by Yeltsin received much greater power and autonomy than those that were not, and the Center failed to resolve the amorphous confusion over the precise fiscal-economic authority of regional governments relative to the national government. Yeltsin himself violated the equality of sub-national governments enshrined in the Russian Constitution by arbitrarily singling out certain regions for preferential treatment.

			Yeltsin’s actions conceding autonomy to regions were capped in 1994-99 by gubernatorial elections won in almost all cases by regional locals. Yeltsin proved unable to control governors or manage the outcome of gubernatorial elections. This led to a flourishing form of regional semi-feudalism: without any single dominant controlling organization, Yeltsin lacked the means to force these local regional leaders to comply with directives from the center. The presidential representatives he appointed to all regions in 1991-99 proved ineffective as a check on the authority of their regional leaders. In retrospect, Yeltsin’s crushing of the Russian parliament in October 1993 and the adoption of a Russian Constitution in December 1993 served only to slow down—rather than end—the fragmentation of political authority in Russia under his presidency.16 

			From 1991, locals consolidated their dominant leadership roles in their regions. Some—like Mintimer Shaimiev in Tatarstan, Murtaza Rakhimov in Bashkortostan, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov in Kalmykia, Konstantin Titov in Samara, and Eduard Rossel in Sverdlovsk—almost openly defied the center through their statements, actions, and stated aspirations of regional autarky. The only true outsiders (that is, those without prior regional connections) to win gubernatorial elections in 1996-2004 were national military heroes from the recent Afghanistan and Chechen wars: Boris Gromov in the Moscow region, Aleksei Lebed in Khakasiya, and Vladimir Shamanov in Ul’yanovsk. The balance of power between the regions and the center did not begin to shift significantly back to the center until United Russia was formed as President Putin’s national “party of power” in 2003.17 Even then, as late as November 2004, incumbent local governors like Oleg Bogomolov in Kurgan successfully ran for re-election by denouncing opponents as “outsiders” furtively attempting to take over lucrative resources in the region. 

			As a legacy of the Yeltsin era, “regionalism” in Russia has become almost synonymous with corruption, which is assumed to be the inevitable corollary of local regional leadership. This negative image of local leaders likely contrasts with an opposite, more favorable view of them held by the regional public and elites, who see local leaders as an essential “federal resource.” In a Russia where, as of 2018, only 12 regions are not dependent on federal subsidies to balance their annual budgets,18 local governors may be considered more committed advocates and lobbyists for critical federal grants and loans.

			Putin Transition

			Vladimir Putin inherited the Yeltsin era’s legacy of regional decentralization through the many elected local governors bankrolled by local economic oligarchs. Nothing typified more the corruption and democratic dysfunction of gubernatorial elections than Mikhail Yevdokimov’s April 2004 victory in the Far Eastern Russian region of Altai. Yevdokimov, an Altai native, was famous solely as a national television entertainer and comedian; he lacked any prior political background or experience. Yevdokimov upset a Putin-backed and originally favored opponent to win the election, although he would ultimately serve as governor for only slightly more than a year before he was killed in an automobile accident. 

			To counteract the Yeltsin era of decentralization, Putin quickly canceled Yeltsin’s treaties and power-sharing agreements, stripped governors of their ex-officio national positions as senators, and instituted federal districts throughout Russia. Although understaffed and underfunded, the federal districts—with chief federal inspectors assigned to each region—were intended to oversee and check the authority of elected governors in their geographical zones.19 Through 2018, the heads or presidential plenipotentiaries of these districts have continued to provide informal advice to Putin on prospective gubernatorial appointees, drawing on the knowledge and contacts they develop in the regions under their supervision. 

			Concurrent with these reforms and a few months after Yevdokimov’s election, Putin found a justification for the suspension of all gubernatorial elections in Russia for eight years (until October 2012). This pretext was the September 2004 seizure by terrorists of a school in Beslan, North Ossetia, which resulted in the deaths of 334 people, most of them schoolchildren. Having suspended gubernatorial elections, Putin used his authority to appoint a long-term Muscovite, Valerii Shantsev, as the governor of Nizhnii Novgorod in May 2005 and, two years later, a Tatarstan native, Nikolai Kolesov, as the governor of Amur. The precedent set with Shantsev and Kolesov paved the way for an increasing number of outsiders to be appointed regional leaders during the Medvedev-Putin diarchy of 2009-12.20 Medvedev’s formal term as President also witnessed the removal of Yeltsin-era local regional power-brokers like Yurii Luzhkov in Moscow, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov in Kalmykia, Mintimer Shaimiev in Tatarstan, and Murtaza Rakhimov in Bashkortostan. 

			Even with the restoration of gubernatorial elections since 2012, Putin’s centralization efforts seemed only to have accelerated by the final months of his third presidential term in 2017. In the period from 2015 to 2017, 34 of the 83 governorships changed hands. In 2017 alone, Putin appointed 19 acting governors. Many of these new governors were comparatively young, helping reduce the average age of all Russian governors to below 50. Some of those appointed in 2017 were selected from the Presidential Personnel Reserve List of the allegedly most qualified national recruits for political offices in Russia. Almost all reflected Putin’s preference for those with academic degrees in business and public administration and prior careers in Russian corporations and government ministries.21 Yet the most common characteristic shared by these new governors was their origins: 30 of the new governors whom Putin appointed in his third term (2012–2017) were outsiders. 

			Many of those who lost their positions were local governors of regions that had been led by locals almost continuously since 1991. The most extreme examples were Yaroslavl’, Novosibirsk, and Dagestan. Until Dmitrii Mironov, a career KGB-FSB security officer, was made governor of Yaroslavl’ in 2016, Yaroslavl’ had not been led by an outsider since obkom First Secretary Fedor Loshchenkov in 1986. Until Andrei Travnikov—then-mayor of Vologda, over 3,200 kilometers west of Novosibirsk in Siberia—was dispatched by Putin in 2017 to head the region, Novosibirsk had not been governed by an outsider in the 40 years since obkom First Secretary Fedor Goryachev in 1978. And until Vladimir Vasil’ev, a life-long Muscovite who had held leadership roles in the Russian police and Security Council, was appointed to head Dagestan in 2017, Dagestan had not been led by an outsider since obkom First Secretary Aziz Aliyev in 1948. 

			Gubernatorial turnover in Putin’s third term coincided with the actual arrest and imprisonment of four incumbent governors in 2015-16. Three—in Komi, Sakhalin, and Udmurtiya—were regional natives. The fourth, in Kirov, was a politically center-right successful entrepreneur from a neighboring region appointed by President Medvedev in 2008. Having been charged with bribery and embezzlement, all four were replaced by outsiders, although their regions had been governed almost exclusively by locals since 1991. 

			Putin’s actions in 2017 evoked a thinly veiled negative reaction among the deposed regional governors and some political activists in Dagestan and Novosibirsk.22 In breaking precedent, Putin seemed to have violated a presumed national consensus about regional governance still emanating from local regional leaders. Putin’s accelerated recruitment of outsiders as new governors caused bewilderment among Russian journalists and Russian political analysts.23 Journalists failed to discern any consistent rationale for these appointees, who were, in terms of their ages and qualifications, fairly similar to those they replaced. Widely cited Russian media analysts like Aleksandr Kynev warned of unintended negative consequences of having appointed this recent wave of outsiders to regions generally governed by locals since 1991. The media sarcastically labeled the appointees Putin’s “governor-generals,” drawing an analogy with the tsars, who had dispatched provincial overseers to enforce their authority over the Russian Empire. 

			Putin Challenge

			In retrospect, Putin’s actions to arbitrarily depose several governors and largely replace them with outsiders highlighted the significance of regional leadership and the inherent conflict with the center over who governs the regions. Consider the Russian political landscape as of 2018. There was essentially no real political competition. Viable opposition candidates unacceptable to the center were kept off the ballot, as was Aleksei Naval’ny in 2017 when he tried to run for Russian president. Certain gubernatorial candidates were bribed, threatened with imprisonment, or worse for attempting even to register.24 Thus, although gubernatorial elections may have been restored in 2012, they have become meaningless, staged events that simply confer victory on the center’s chosen candidates. Putin retains broad discretionary authority to dismiss governors for rumored criminal violations, alleged leadership failures, or even a personal lack of confidence in them. 

			The remaining three national parliamentary political parties have been reduced to little more than a token opposition to United Russia, the party of power. United Russia swept the most recent 2016 election to the State Duma, winning 76% of all seats. Without controversy or any real opponents, Putin was re-elected to a 4th term as president on March 18, 2018, by an equivalent 76% of all Russian voters, in an election more akin to an orchestrated national coronation. Despite the continuing economic crisis in Russia and its international isolation due to Western economic sanctions, Putin has a supermajority in the national parliament, putting him in a position—if he so chooses—to revise the Russian Constitution, eliminate its ban on presidents serving more than two successive terms, and effectively become president for life.

			Putin’s re-election was in keeping with his overall deinstitutionalization of Russia, which allows him to rule alone through amorphous organizations totally beholden to him, such as the All-Russia People’s Front. Just as Russian local self-government embodied the Yeltsin era, with directly elected mayors after 1991, the most significant domestic political reform enacted by Putin in his third term has been the elimination of these offices. As of 2018, only seven regional capital mayors in Russia remain directly elected, despite widespread regional opposition to the reform. The appointment of compliant governors has also limited municipalities’ capacity to govern.25 

			If there is any remaining vestige of the Yeltsin legacy at the regional level, it is those local governors still in place as of 2018. In deposing many governors since 2012 and arresting four for bribery and embezzlement, Putin previewed his own 4th presidential term and quite different political narrative. Outsiders will replace locals blamed for systemic official corruption throughout Russia, and the change will remove the last remaining barrier to Putin’s power vertical, premised on the Soviet model of a unitary state.




			Table 1. Russian Regional Local Leaders by Total and Years Governed

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Russian Federal Districts and Russian  Regions

						
							
							Regional Leadership, Soviet era (1957–1990)                           

							Ratio of Locals .50 (420)

							Years by Locals 52%

						
							
							Regional Leadership, Russian era (1991–2018)                           

							Ratio of Locals .76 (371)

							Years by Locals 84%

						
					

					
							
							Central Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .45 (101)

							Years by Locals 39%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .70 (86)

							Years by Locals 78%

						
					

					
							
							Belgorod

						
							
							.60 (5),    71%

						
							
							1.00 (2), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Bryansk

						
							
							.20 (5),    18%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Ivanovo

						
							
							.33 (6),    68%

						
							
							  .50 (6),   71%

						
					

					
							
							Kaluga

						
							
							.33 (3),    26%

						
							
							1.00 (5), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Kostroma

						
							
							.20 (5),    15%

						
							
							  .75 (4),   86%

						
					

					
							
							Kursk

						
							
							.20 (5),    56%

						
							
							  .67 (3),   86%

						
					

					
							
							Lipetsk

						
							
							.50 (6),    71%

						
							
							1.00 (5), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Moscow Region

						
							
							1.00 (7), 100%

						
							
							  .25 (4),   36%

						
					

					
							
							Orel

						
							
							 .57 (7),   62%

						
							
							  .40 (5),   68%

						
					

					
							
							Ryazan

						
							
							 .00 (6),    0%

						
							
							  .43 (7),   39%

						
					

					
							
							Smolensk

						
							
							 .14 (7),    3%

						
							
							  .67 (6),   79%

						
					

					
							
							Tambov

						
							
							 .80 (5),   47%

						
							
							1.00 (5), 100%        

						
					

					
							
							Tula

						
							
							 .50 (4),    9%

						
							
							  .50 (6),   75%

						
					

					
							
							Tver

						
							
							 .20 (5),    3% 	

						
							
							  .40 (5),   46%

						
					

					
							
							Vladimir

						
							
							 .33 (6),    6%

						
							
							  .67 (3),   82%

						
					

					
							
							Voronezh

						
							
							 .57 (7),  47%

						
							
							  .86 (7),   75%

						
					

					
							
							Yaroslavl

						
							
							 .60 (5),  15%

						
							
							  .75 (4),   93%

						
					

					
							
							Moscow Federal Capital

						
							
							 .71 (7),  91%

						
							
							  .75 (4),   71%

						
					

					
							
							Far Eastern Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .59 (32)

							Years by Locals 52%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .74 (43)

							Years by Locals  86%

						
					

					
							
							Sakha

						
							
							1.00 (3), 100%

						
							
							1.00 (3),  100%

						
					

					
							
							Kamchatka

						
							
							  .75 (4),   59%

						
							
							  .63 (8),    71%

						
					

					
							
							Khabarovsk

						
							
							1.00 (4)  100%

						
							
							1.00 (2),  100%

						
					

					
							
							Primor’e

						
							
							  .60 (5),   21%

						
							
							  .40 (5),    71%

						
					

					
							
							Amur

						
							
							  .25 (4),     3%

						
							
							  .70 (10),  79%

						
					

					
							
							Magadan

						
							
							  .33 (6),   41%

						
							
							1.00 (4),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Sakhalin

						
							
							  .60 (5),   38%

						
							
							  .80 (5),      89%

						
					

					
							
							Yevreiskaya 

						
							
							
							1.00 (3),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Chukotka

						
							
							
							  .67 (3),     75%

						
					

					
							
							North Caucasus Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .58 (27)

							Years by Locals 74%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .82 (33)

							Years by Locals 85%

						
					

					
							
							Chechnya

						
							
							  .29 (7),    35%

						
							
							1.00 (5),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Dagestan

						
							
							1.00 (4),   100%

						
							
							   .75 (4),    96%

						
					

					
							
							Ingushetiya

						
							
							
							   .60 (5),    32%

						
					

					
							
							Kabardino-Balkariya

						
							
							  .67 (3),     88%

						
							
							1.00 (3),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Karachaevo-Cherkessiya

						
							
							
							   .60 (5),    82%

						
					

					
							
							North Ossetia - Alania

						
							
							  .80 (5),    85%

						
							
							1.00 (5),   100%    

						
					

					
							
							Stavropol

						
							
							  .50 (8),    62%

						
							
							  .83 (6),     82%

						
					

					
							
							Northwestern Federal District

						
							
							Ration of Locals .45 (51)

							Years by Locals 55%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .70 (53)

							Years by Locals 76%

						
					

					
							
							Kareliya

						
							
							  .75 (4),     94%

						
							
							  .80 (5),     86%

						
					

					
							
							Komi

						
							
							  .75 (4),     76%

						
							
							  .75 (4),     89%

						
					

					
							
							Arkhangel’sk

						
							
							  .33 (6),       6%

						
							
							  .80 (5),     89%

						
					

					
							
							Nenets

						
							
							  

						
							
							   .63 (8),    82%

						
					

					
							
							Kaliningrad

						
							
							  .40 (5),     21%

						
							
							  .57 (7),     75%

						
					

					
							
							Leningrad

						
							
							1.00 (6),  100%

						
							
							 1.00 (4),  100%

						
					

					
							
							Murmansk

						
							
							  .50 (6),    74%

						
							
							   .75 (4),    93%

						
					

					
							
							Novgorod

						
							
							  .20 (5),    44%

						
							
							   .00 (3),      0%

						
					

					
							
							Pskov

						
							
							  .50 (6),    59%

						
							
							   .50 (6),    46%

						
					

					
							
							Vologda

						
							
							  .20 (5),    18%

						
							
							 1.00 (3),  100%

						
					

					
							
							Saint Petersburg

						
							
							
							 1.00 (4),  100%

						
					

					
							
							Siberian Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .62 (58)

							Years by Locals 50%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .75 (57)

							Years by Locals 83%

						
					

					
							
							Altai Republic

						
							
							
							   .80 (5),    89%

						
					

					
							
							Buryatiya

						
							
							1.00 (4),  100%

						
							
							   .33 (3),    61%

						
					

					
							
							Khakasiya

						
							
							
							   .75 (4),    61%

						
					

					
							
							Tuva

						
							
							1.00 (2),  100%

						
							
							1.00 (2),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Altai Region

						
							
							  .57 (7),    76%

						
							
							1.00 (5),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Krasnoyarsk

						
							
							  .86 (7),    97%

						
							
							  .82 (11),   88%

						
					

					
							
							Trans-Baikal

						
							
							  .20 (5),    38%

						
							
							  .67 (6),     84%

						
					

					
							
							Irkutsk

						
							
							  .67 (6),      9%

						
							
							  .43 (8),     72%

						
					

					
							
							Kemerovo

						
							
							  .50 (8),    50%

						
							
							1.00 (2),   100%

						
					

					
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							  .63 (8),    38%

						
							
							  .83 (6),     96%

						
					

					
							
							Omsk 

						
							
							  .83 (6),    26%

						
							
							  .67 (3),     96%

						
					

					
							
							Tomsk

						
							
							  .50 (6),    24%

						
							
							 1.00 (2),  100%

						
					

					
							
							Ural Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .43 (30)

							Years by Locals 54%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .90 (20)

							Years by Locals 94%

						
					

					
							
							Kurgan

						
							
							 .40 (5),  59%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Sverdlovsk

						
							
							 .78 (9),  82%

						
							
							  .67 (3),   79%

						
					

					
							
							Tyumen

						
							
							 .20 (5),    3%

						
							
							  .75 (4),   86%

						
					

					
							
							Khanty-Mansi

						
							
							
							1.00 (2), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Chelyabinsk

						
							
							 .22 (9),  71%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Yamalo-Nenets

						
							
							
							1.00 (3), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Southern Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .35 (37)

							Years by Locals 39%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .81 (21)

							Years by Locals 90%

						
					

					
							
							Adygea

						
							
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Astrakhan

						
							
							 .20 (5),    3%

						
							
							1.00 (2), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Volgograd

						
							
							 .50 (6),  62%

						
							
							  .40 (5),   71%

						
					

					
							
							Kalmykia

						
							
							 .20 (5),  24%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Krasnodar

						
							
							 .45 (11), 44%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Rostov

						
							
							 .40 (10), 65%

						
							
							  .50 (2),   71%

						
					

					
							
							Volga Federal District

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .55 (84)

							Years by Locals 63%

						
							
							Ratio of Locals .83 (58)

							Years by Locals 90%

						
					

					
							
							Kirov

						
							
							  .33 (6),  44%

						
							
							  .60 (5),   68%

						
					

					
							
							Marii El

						
							
							  .40 (5),  35%

						
							
							  .75 (4),   96%

						
					

					
							
							Mordoviya

						
							
							  .40 (5),  59%

						
							
							1.00 (3), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Nizhnii Novgorod

						
							
							  .67 (9),  74%

						
							
							  .67 (6),   54%

						
					

					
							
							Orenburg

						
							
							  .50 (6),  44%

						
							
							1.00 (3), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Penza

						
							
							  .60 (5),  35%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Perm

						
							
							  .71 (7),  91%

						
							
							  .88 (8),   86%

						
					

					
							
							Samara

						
							
							  .71 (8),  97%

						
							
							  .50 (4),   68%

						
					

					
							
							Saratov

						
							
							  .50 (6),  35%

						
							
							1.00 (6), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Tatarstan

						
							
							  .80 (5),   91%

						
							
							1.00 (2), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Bashkortostan

						
							
							  .60 (5),   94%

						
							
							1.00 (2), 100%

						
					

					
							
							Udmurtiya

						
							
							  .33 (6),   71%

						
							
							  .75 (4),   96%

						
					

					
							
							Ul’yanovsk

						
							
							  .29 (7),   76%

						
							
							  .67 (3),   86%

						
					

					
							
							Chuvash

						
							
							  .75 (4),   91%

						
							
							1.00 (4), 100% 

						
					

				
			

			


Table 1 encapsulates the magnitude of the challenge for Putin to overcome by 2018.26 Regions have had quite different leadership over the past 28 years than during the Soviet era. Since 1991, the share of locals has risen significantly. In 1957-1990, under Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and Gorbachev, locals made up only half (50%) of all regional leaders nationwide. Since 1991, they have increased to over three-fourths (76%). Locals have governed Russian regions in 84% of the years from 1991 through 2018, compared to only 52% from 1957 through 1990. The most local regional leaders in the Soviet era occurred under General Secretary Brezhnev (1965-82), but even then, they governed for only 55% of these 18 years. In the past 28 years, locals have governed 34 of the 83 regions 100%; in the Soviet era, they could say the same of just seven regions. 

			The dominance of locals as regional leaders has been visible across all Russian federal districts. In the Far Eastern, North Caucasus, Northwestern, and Siberian Districts, locals have made up approximately three-fourths of the 186 regional leaders, governing between 76% and 86% of these regions in each of the past 28 years. Locals have been even more prevalent in the Ural and Southern Districts. Thirty-five of their 41 regional leaders have been recruited from locals, for an average of between 90% and 94% every year since 1991. The Volga District has the same 14 regions today as it did in the Soviet era; locals have accounted for 48 of their 58 leaders under the Yeltsin and Putin presidencies and have governed for 90% of the years, far in excess of the 63% of years in which locals governed these regions under former Communist leaders from Khrushchev through Gorbachev. Half the 14 regions have been led entirely by locals since 1991.

			The trend toward locals governing has occurred within all Russian federal districts, but most symbolically as a political concession to the 18 regions of the Central Federal District geographically closest to Moscow itself. The total years governed by locals in the Central Federal District have doubled compared to the Soviet era, jumping to 78%. In the Brezhnev era, the Soviet period when locals were most prominent as regional leaders nationally, locals governed these 18 districts for only 37% of the years. Since 1991, 60 of the 86 Central regional leaders have been locals, compared to only 45 of the 101 before 1991. With a .70 district ratio for locals, 11 Central regions have been led by more locals than outsiders. Five have been led solely by locals over the past 28 years.27 

			If the rise of locals coincided with the rise to power of Yeltsin in the 1990s and the institution of direct gubernatorial elections, a clear—albeit gradual—shift back toward centralization was occurring by Putin’s third term. Table 2 compares the aggregate averages of years governed by locals and outsiders in the Yeltsin presidency (1991-99) with the equivalent aggregate average years by both groups in the Putin’s most recently completed presidential term (2012-18). Despite the decline of locals asregional leaders from the Yeltsin presidency to Putin’s third term, locals remain the predominant governing corps in Russian regions.




			Table 2. Years Governed by Regional Leaders in the Yeltsin and Putin Presidencies

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Regional Leaders by Origin and Prior Careers

						
							
							Average Years Governed, 

							Yeltsin 1991-1999

						
							
							Average Years Governed, 

							Putin 2012-2018

						
					

					
							
							Locals

						
							
							92% (688)

						
							
							72% (358)

						
					

					
							
							Outsiders

						
							
							8% (59)

						
							
							28% (140)

						
					

				
			

			

			


			Locals governed the 83 regions for 92% of Yeltsin’s nine-year presidency. In Putin’s third term, locals governed the same 83 regions for 72% of the six years. Even with the restoration of gubernatorial elections, President Putin has broad discretionary power over regional leadership, which he used to depose 30 governors in his third term, all of whom he replaced with outsiders. Yet the turnover only marginally affected the overall composition of regional leaders. Fifty-two of the 83 regional governors (63%) were still locals on March 18, 2018, when Putin was re-elected.

			This trend of locals in regional leadership can be interpreted in two ways. It clearly reflects political inertia from the unraveling of central authority under Yeltsin in the 1990s. It also seems to be a calculated political compromise advocated by pragmatists in the Presidential Administration with Putin’s concurrence. The compromise is a projected trade-off: retaining local governance in exchange for regime political stability. Local governors presumably have the greatest familiarity with regional conditions, allowing them to anticipate and defuse problems like economic protests, group conflict, and political opposition in their communities. Regional political machines, too, are more readily controlled by local governors, who can co-opt regional elites and ensure their financial support for United Russia candidates in elections. Governors who fail may be pressured to resign or arbitrarily dismissed by Putin.

			Inflection Point

			If inertia and political compromise account for so many local governors continuing to lead regions, it seems likely that Putin, emboldened by a 76% supermajority in the national legislature and an equivalent 76% national mandate from his re-election to a fourth term, will precipitate a fundamental reversal that will see the pendulum swing back toward outsiders. The 30 local governors replaced by outsiders in Putin’s 3rd term may have been just a preview. The inflection point is most likely to affect those regions that have been the clearest beneficiaries of local governance since 1991. One core group almost universally privileged have been Russia’s eponymous ethnic enclaves. Almost all those in Table 1 have either retained or increased their relative autonomy under almost exclusively local governors over the past 28 years. The eponymous ethnic enclaves include those unchanged from the Soviet era, but also those that have been ethnic federation subjects only since 1991.28 

			There are three exceptions. The first is Dagestan, where, as mentioned above, the first outsider to head the region since 1948 was appointed in October 2017.29 The second is Ingushetia, located, like Dagestan, in the volatile North Caucasus. Ingushetia has been governed by outsiders for 18 of the past 28 years, including over the past decade by its current leader, Yunus-bek Yevkurov. Although an ethnic Ingush, Yevkurov was born and educated in neighboring North Ossetia, becoming a commanding military officer in the Russian Airborne Troops. The third is Buryatia. Buryatia’s declining autonomy among ethnic enclaves has resulted from two outsiders leading the region since 2007. The first, Vyacheslav Nogovitsyn, a former deputy governor from Tomsk, led Buryatia for the decade between 2007 and 2017, only to be replaced in April 2017 by Aleksei Tsydenov, a Russian Federation deputy minister from Moscow. Both appointments were controversial in Buryatia.30

			Other than these three, Putin had maintained a political compromise with the locals in charge of most ethnic enclaves as of 2018. Their relative autonomy at least until recently appears to have been the result of a policy not to needlessly inflame ethnic conflict in these enclaves by appointing outsiders. A fourth-term President Putin may be more willing to forego this policy, with the 2017 Dagestan and Buryatia appointments of outsiders only the first. 

			 Many enclaves have a mixed ethnic composition. The titular nationality makes up less than half their entire regional population, with ethnic Russians and other ethnicities the combined majority in several. The fear is gubernatorial election of a local who sparks inter-ethnic violence that is only heightened by the national economic crisis unlikely to end soon. The rationale would be Putin casting himself as the defender of civil rights and equality for all ethnicities in these enclaves. A similar defense was made to justify Putin’s federal reform eliminating directly elected mayors throughout Russia. Allegedly, they could not represent the rights of Russian city-dwellers as equitably as mayors chosen by council deputies elected from the diverse municipal constituencies and boroughs.31 

			Some ethnic enclaves that held the status of federation subject after 1991 were disbanded as early as Putin’s second term (2004-08). These enclaves, located in relatively under-populated and isolated locales in Siberia and the Far East, were essentially reincorporated into the expanded regions of Perm’, Krasnoyarsk, Irkutsk, Kamchatka, and the newly formed Trans-Baikal. As former ethnic enclaves led by mostly local natives until 2008, they are now in effect governed by outsiders. In Putin’s third term, the right of voters in several ethnic enclaves to elect their own leaders ended in 2013 with an amendment to the federal law restoring gubernatorial elections. The amendment allows the enclaves to suspend direct gubernatorial elections and substitute majority votes by their regional assemblies on three gubernatorial finalists approved by President Putin, like the outsider elected by the Dagestan assembly in 2017.32 These assemblies, like others throughout Russia, are dominated by United Russia loyalists.

			In addition, since 2015, any nominees for the regional leadership of the Nenets, Yamalo-Nenets, and Khanty-Mansi autonomous regions must be cleared by the governors of Arkhangel’sk and Tyumen’ before their selection by Putin and the vote by their assemblies.33 Arkhangel’sk and Tyumen’ are the very same regions in which these three enclaves were merely internal political subsidiaries before 1991. Nenets, Yamalo-Nenets, and Khanti-Mansi are somewhat unique as major oil and gas revenue producers for the Russian economy, but they share one common characteristic with five other post-1991 ethnic enclaves:34 they still reside within the borders of their larger regions from the Soviet era. Now that the precedent has been set, after 2018 these other five could likewise see themselves subject to the same pre-clearance acceptability of their nominated leaders by the governors of these larger regions. 

			 A second core group privileged by the changes since 1991 have been the 34 regions in Table 1 that have had local governors for all of the past 28 years through 2018. Of these, no region and leader have profited more than Belgorod under its governor, Yevgenii Savchenko. A local, Savchenko has governed Belgorod without interruption in the two-and-a-half decades since being appointed to head the region by President Yeltsin in October 1993.35 To his credit, Savchenko has transformed a politically conservative and economically marginal rural region into a productive agricultural model, at least by Russian standards. The region has experienced steady economic growth, with locally marketed food and consumer goods kept at relatively stable prices. Savchenko himself has been ranked among the most effective Russian governors by comparable regional economic outcomes.36 

			Savchenko’s national reputation as an effective leader no doubt made him confident in soliciting a personal exemption from Putin to seek in effect his seventh term as governor in 2017. Buoyed by his winning mandate of 74% in the election, Savchenko revealed the other, more corrupt side of local governors allowed to remain in office for so long. Savchenko and his entourage of local administrators recruited over the past three decades are reportedly plotting to install their relatives and key local allies in leadership roles of the Belgorod economy and government administration. Their goal is to ensure Savchenko’s future dominance in Belgorod well beyond the end of his final term in 2022.37 Only six weeks before Putin’s 2018 re-election, an exposé on Savchenko was featured prominently in Kommersant, a national daily newspaper long viewed as an outlet for the Presidential Administration. By extension, it implicated local governors throughout Russia with official corruption. 

			Indeed, Belgorod and Savchenko are typical of regions and local governors who have come to power since 1991. In Russia, local ex-governors do not retire into quiet obscurity. After their time as governor, 41 became national legislators representing their regions as State Senators (21) or State Duma Deputies (20) in Moscow. Even in retirement, many continue to reside in their home regions. Along with their 41 counterparts who are Senators and Deputies, they continue to exercise disproportionate influence over current policies in their home regions, according to investigative overviews of regional politics in the Russian media. Characteristic are the former local ex-governors Yegor Stroev from 1991-2010 in Orel, Vladimir Chub from 1993-2009 in Rostov, and Viktor Ishaev from 1991-2009 in Khabarovsk. Their authority well beyond their tenures as governors is maintained through their allies in local assembly seats, their decades-long connections with regional elites, and their political capital accrued from holding the highest elected office in their regions for many years.38 A decade after Yegor Stroev’s retirement as Orel governor, his family allegedly controls a significant share of the Orel economy, with Stroev personally still the most influential individual in the region.39

			In the 2017 nationwide regional and local elections, the center even tacitly acknowledged the continuing political role played by Yeltsin-era governors in their regions. Several local ex-governors were openly encouraged to endorse the acting United Russia gubernatorial candidates in their regions and otherwise play active roles in the campaign.40 In Perm’, two former local governors—Gennadii Igumnov (2000-04) and Oleg Chirkunov (2005-12)—still advocate policies for Perm’, propose alternative development options for the region, and openly voice political assessments of Putin’s most recently appointed Perm’ governor.41 Yurii Trutnev, a third local who was elected both mayor (1996-2000) and governor (2000-04), has been long gone from the region, serving as Deputy Prime Minister of Russia and the Presidential Plenipotentiary of the Far East Federal District as of 2018. Yet Trutnev, too, is still rumored to remain politically involved and influential in Perm’ through his regional connections.42 

			Local governors like Belgorod’s Savchenko and the political niche of former local governors constitute the lingering effects of the Yeltsin legacy still active in Russia. As such, they represent a direct limitation on Putin’s ability to achieve complete political dominance over Russia. If Putin were seeking an excuse to target local governance as the systemic problem in his fourth term, the tragedy in Western Siberia only a week after Putin was re-elected provided the justification. In the past, Putin has never been loath to use national tragedies to his political advantage. In 2004, Putin suspended gubernatorial elections for eight years, justifying the move by reference to the murder of school-children by terrorists in North Ossetia. On March 25, 2018, a fire in a shopping mall and cinema complex in Kemerovo resulted in the death of 60 people, including 41 children, due to faulty electrical wiring, emergency exit doors mistakenly locked, fire alarms turned off, and other failures of basic fire safety. Through his administration, the governor of a region oversees those state officials responsible for fire prevention and building safety. 

			Aman Tuleev was the 74-year old local native leader of Kemerovo and had governed it for the two decades since 1997, a pattern typical of the 34 regions led entirely by locals since 1991.43 In 2015, Tuleev was re-elected to another five-year term as governor, with 97% of the vote. Putin had allowed Tuleev to run for another term as governor despite Tuleev’s multiple spinal surgeries in Moscow hospitals since 2011 and his recuperation back in Kemerovo during the two years preceding the fire. On April 2, 2018, disgraced by the tragedy, Tuleev submitted his resignation. Putin designated as his replacement Sergei Tsivilev, who may become even more typical of the outsider governors of Putin’s fourth term. Tsivilev had been the Kemerovo vice-governor for only a few weeks (since early March 2018) when he was promoted. Born and educated in Ukraine, he spent 1997-2012 as the owner and manager of the branch of a St. Petersburg corporation, then served as overseer of coal-mining enterprises in the Russian Far East.

			The transition by the Center from a long-entrenched local to an outsider governor was not implemented without resistance in Kemerovo. Despite his seeming loss of authority, Aman Tuleev, using his political power from three decades of rule in Kemerovo, rallied within less than three weeks of the fire tragedy. On April 10, 2018, a loyalist group of deputies elected Tuleev the chair of the regional assembly, a position he had held in 1990-97 before his accession to the post of governor. Governor Tsivilev reacted by dismissing or marginalizing the Tuleev holdover administration of deputy governors and tactically appointing five new deputy governors from locals politically non-aligned with Tuleev in Kemerovo. The conflict of the outsider in the governorship with the local in the regional assembly chair only ended with the September 9, 2018 election of Tsivilev as governor of Kemerovo. All the pro-Tuleev assembly deputies who had made Tuleev chair in April had already been defeated in the United Russia primary in June for the September regional election. Tuleev himself conceded, not even running for a council seat in the wake of public outrage from the tragedy in Kemerovo and nationwide. With Tsivilev’s election as governor with 81% of the vote, the new pro-Tsivilev deputies selected a new chair. 

			Even if the Kemerovo scenario in 2018 foreshadows similar resistance in other regions, local leaders throughout Russia seem destined to be replaced by outsiders as the political fallout from the Kemerovo fire tragedy. Post-1991 ethnic enclaves and the 34 regions led for the past 28 years entirely by locals (like Belgorod) are the most vulnerable, but an outsider wave will also upend the political niche of former local governors in regions like Orel, Rostov, Khabarovsk, and Perm’. Local candidates may beat Putin-appointed outsiders in elections, like the opposition candidate who defeated the incumbent outsider governor in 2018 with posters encouraging voters fed up with “visitors” as their regional leaders to choose a local like himself.44 Yet Putin retains final authority to depose them, as with the 19 he replaced in 2017 alone.

			The trade-off for regime stability and the co-optation of regional elites still may apply in appointing locals to govern politically volatile regions, but Putin will select more regional leaders to serve his long-term goals for an ascendant Greater Russia. Outsiders from Moscow and St. Petersburg with corporate and state ministry backgrounds will be recruited to envision regional leadership in narrow cost-benefit analysis. As governors, they are much less likely to seek compromises among competing interests or tolerate dissent within their regions.

			Putin’s Legacy

			By the end of his fourth presidential term, President Putin will have exceeded Leonid Brezhnev’s 17 years as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union from 1965 to 1982. Putin’s challenge, in building his own political legacy, is to avoid any lasting parallels with the Soviet leader. By the end of Brezhnev’s reign, cynicism and pessimism pervaded Soviet society; people seemed resigned to the fact that political stability had been gained at the cost of any long-term prospects for economic growth and meaningful improvement. The era of “stagnation” (zastoi) became the derisive term associated with the Brezhnev legacy. Gorbachev’s attempts to revitalize the Soviet Union unintentionally led to the country’s demise by 1991. 

			For Putin, the challenge is avoiding a similar paralysis of spirit. Like Brezhnev, Putin’s authority seems unassailable but vulnerable. The political opposition has been marginalized; their leadership is demoralized, divided, defeated, exiled, imprisoned, or dead. Political institutions have been effectively eviscerated of any influence over his decisions and policies. The economy, meanwhile, is uncertain. Putin’s Russia has been in the throes of a national crisis since 2014, with rising unemployment, unpaid wages, falling export earnings, depleted hard-currency reserves, a declining ruble exchange rate, and Western economic sanctions. The dismal state of the Russian economy did not affect the margin of his landslide victory, but if it lingers, it will begin to undermine his vision of a Russia once again ascendant. Putin’s challenge is to maintain his image of strength through stability for Russia, with a narrative of the country progressing, regaining its status as a world power, solving the domestic economic crisis, and eliminating widespread official corruption. 

			This article has framed one political direction in which Putin is most likely to proceed in seeking to cement his legacy. Putin has already signaled his intent through the number of local governors deposed and replaced by outsiders since 2012. If we tabulate similar ratios and years governed by locals in 2024, they will likely be much less than in 2018.45 Putin will cast locals and the consensus about local governance since 1991 as the cause of Russia’s impasse and the barrier to overcome for its future progress. According to Putin’s narrative, Russia will, in his fourth presidential term, return to its Soviet future, with centralization over regions more typical or even exceeding the reality of a unitary state from 1957 through 1990. Communist-era obkom First Secretaries were required to govern from the indisputable postulates of Marxism-Leninism. Putin’s governors in his fourth term will be expected to lead their regions solely by the truisms of efficiency in public administration theory. Only the most convoluted meaning of federalism will apply to the intergovernmental relations of the Center in Moscow with Russian regions by 2024. We will be able to track the inflection point by looking at the origins and prior careers of those in regional leadership positions. 
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			Georgian national identity dates back to the fourth and fifth centuries. In the mid-eighteenth century, it became a protectorate of the Russian Empire, and in 1801, Tsar Paul I unilaterally annexed Georgia to the Russian Empire. Georgia experienced a brief period of freedom from 1918 to 1921 before a successful Bolshevik uprising led to the incorporation of Georgia into the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.1 Georgia regained its independence in 1991, during the collapse of the Soviet Union. It is on account of these two periods of Russian rule that “the Georgian historical narrative [treats Russia] mainly as a threat to the very existence of the Georgian nation.”2 Today, Georgia remains too weak economically and militarily to withstand an attack by its northern neighbor. By turning to Europe and joining Western institutions like the European Union (EU) and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the Georgian government hopes to maintain Georgia’s independence. 

			The cornerstone of this plan is joining NATO. Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty, NATO’s founding document, states, “…an armed attack against one or more of them…shall be considered an attack against them all…if such an attack occurs, each of them…will assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking…such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force…”3 If Georgia becomes a full-fledged member of NATO, the protections guaranteed in this article will be extended to it. The strength of NATO would presumably be an effective deterrent to Russian military aggression. 

			Georgian President Eduard Shevardnadze formally declared the nation’s goal of joining NATO in 2002— and action quickly followed. In 2004, Georgia became the first country to sign an Individual Partnership Action Plan (IPAP) with the Alliance, and in 2006, it entered an Intensified Dialogue regarding Georgian membership. During this time, Georgia supported and participated in several NATO actions. It supplied peacekeepers to the Kosovo Force, allowed NATO to route supply shipments through Georgia to Afghanistan, and became the third largest contributor of troops to the Coalition Forces in Iraq.4 These and other efforts culminated in Georgia asking for a Membership Action Plan (MAP) at the 2008 NATO summit in Bucharest.5 A MAP is a tailored plan that identifies necessary reforms across a range of areas: political, economic, defense, resource, security, and legal. After implementing all the required reforms, the country is invited to join the alliance.6 At the conclusion of the Bucharest Summit, NATO chose not to offer Georgia a MAP but promised future membership; however, the alliance did not commit to any timetable for when this would happen7 and this timetable-less promise of future membership has been reiterated at every summit meeting since.8 To date, Georgia has not been offered a MAP, but NATO membership remains the goal of the Georgian government. As recently as March 2018, President Giorgi Margvelashvili stated, “We want [NATO] membership. We say we want to be there, we say we deserve to be there, we say we have done everything to be there.”9 

			Since its founding in 1949, NATO has undergone several rounds of enlargement, increasing its total membership from the original 12 to 29 countries.10 After the collapse of the Soviet Union, NATO re-evaluated its membership process and in 1995 published the Study on NATO Enlargement, which laid out the general standards a nation needed to meet before receiving an invitation to join the Alliance.11 For Georgia, a key impediment to membership is a clause that reads, “States which have ethnic disputes or external territorial disputes, including irredentist claims, or internal jurisdictional disputes must settle those disputes by peaceful means in accordance with OSCE principles. Resolution of such disputes would be a factor in determining whether to invite a state to join the Alliance.”12 Georgia has two such disputes with its separatist regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Until the disputes with these territories are resolved, it is unlikely that Georgia will meet the basic membership criteria. While the bulk of discussion surrounding Georgia’s future membership focuses on the peaceful resolution of the separatist movements, other impediments remain that could block Georgia’s NATO membership.  

			A Brief Note on the Territorial Disputes 

			In practical terms, Georgia has held little control over either Abkhazia or South Ossetia since the conclusion of a series of civil wars in the first half of the 1990s. Following the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, Russia officially recognized the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, establishing official ties with each. It has since taken steps to deepen their ties with and dependence on the Russian state. Widespread recognition of these separatist regions’ independence by the international community, however, has not been forthcoming. To date, only Nicaragua, Nauru, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, and Venezuela have followed Russia in recognizing Abkhazian independence, while the majority of the international community continues to support Georgian territorial integrity.  

			Territorial disputes have not always prevented nations from joining the Alliance. West Germany joined NATO in 1955, establishing a precedent for granting membership to countries with unresolved territorial disputes. Furthermore, the articles and provisions described by the 1995 Study on NATO Enlargement are not requirements for membership; the study is more of a guide than a rulebook. The provision in question reads, “…Resolution of such disputes would be a factor in determining whether to invite a state to join the Alliance.”13 The wording of the policy clearly states that a peaceful resolution is merely a factor in, not a precondition of, membership.14 

			Russian Influence in Georgia

			With their focus on Georgia’s relationship to Abkhazia and South Ossetia, most discussions of the impediments to Georgia joining NATO have ignored the eight-hundred-pound elephant—or more appropriately, bear—in the room. 

			Russia still maintains a degree of economic and political influence over Georgia. In 2006, in response to the pro-Western actions of President Mikheil Saakashvili’s government and his severing of diplomatic ties between the two countries, Russia imposed economic sanctions on Georgia which lasted until Saakashvili lost the 2013 presidential election. Prior to these sanctions, Russia had been Georgia’s largest trading partner. By 2012, only 2 percent of Georgia’s total exports went to Russia, a decline of over 85 percent compared to 2005, the year before the sanctions went into effect. Georgian wine exports were significantly impacted, decreasing by over 65 percent.15 In addition, the Kremlin began hindering Georgian migrant workers in Russia by manipulating visa regulations and suspending or delaying money transfers back to Georgia. In 2011, it is estimated that foreign remittances comprised 8.8 percent of Georgia’s gross national product, and slightly over half of these remittances came from Georgians working in Russia.16 Many Georgian families are dependent on the wages family members earn while working abroad. Any delay in funds reaching families back in Georgia places additional economic burdens on Georgians. 

			The Kremlin’s use of economic sanctions and targeting of Georgian workers living in Russia grant Russia considerable political influence. In 2011, Georgia’s official unemployment rate was 15 percent, with some studies placing the rate around 31 percent.17 The Kremlin used these economic troubles to directly “turn the Georgian population against Saakashvili and his political party,” as well as indirectly “facilitate the creation of a force to oppose Saakashvili.”18 Bidzina Ivanishvili, a Georgian who had earned billions in Russia during the 1990s, used his wealth and reputation to guide the new Georgian Dream party to victory in the 2012 parliamentary and 2013 presidential elections. There has been a degree of speculation that Ivanishvili, who at one point held Russian citizenship, was only able to transfer his wealth from Russian holdings to Georgian banks by the grace of the Russian Government—although debate surrounds this narrative because Ivanishvili was supportive of the 2003 Rose Revolution and his Georgian Dream party has continued many of Saakashvili’s pro-Western policies.19 With Saakashvili out of office, Russia lifted economic sanctions (in 2013, exports to Russia rose 315 percent) and flirted with allowing visa-free travel between the two countries.20 

			Despite warming relations between Russia and the new Georgian government, Russia still wields economic influence. If the Georgian Dream party continues to pursue deeper integration with the West or enacts other policies that run counter to Russian interests, economic sanctions and travel restrictions can easily be re-imposed. This level of economic pressure gives Russia a degree of control over Georgian politics. Additionally, the instability caused by war frightens foreign investors, the very people needed to wean Georgia off economic dependence on Russia. Countries in unpredictable political or economic environments are not likely to receive investment. After all, “who would want to invest in a country that seemed unstable, that might even be attacked by its powerful and hostile neighbor?”21 Georgia needs a strong and steadily growing economy to lessen its dependence on Russia. By keeping Georgia in a state of economic and political flux, the Kremlin can slow economic growth and maintain an effective check on Georgia’s political goals. 

			Russian Influence in NATO Member States

			Russian economic influence does not extend only to Georgia. It is possible for Russia to block Georgia’s membership of NATO through its “pipeline politics.”

			Russia is one of the world’s leading producers and exporters of natural gas. Overall, gas demand in Europe has risen over the past three years and imports have increased from nearly every source, apart from North Africa. Russian energy companies like Gazprom supply nearly 40 percent of Europe’s gas, and exports rose 8 percent in 2017, breaking the record for Russian gas exports to Europe set the year before.22 The Kremlin has used European countries’ dependence on Russian oil and gas to its political advantage. From 1990 to 2008, Russia cut off or disrupted gas supplies to European countries 20 times to gain a political advantage or force a decision in Russia’s favor.23 These disruptions have occurred mostly in Central and Eastern Europe, where some countries are almost entirely dependent on Russian oil and gas.24 Two statements summarize the Russian and European energy relationship: first, “no amount of political pressure has succeeded in altering or curtailing the nearly irresistible urge to trade.Russia has vast oil and gas resources, Europe needs energy, and Russia can deliver that energy at a competitive price;”25 and second, “there are individual markets that rely too much on Russia; that are not resilient enough to cope with a disruption in Russian supplies; or that lack sufficient competition to put pressure on Russia to cut prices.”26 

			Article X of the North Atlantic Treaty states, “The Parties may, by unanimous agreement, invite any other European State in a position to further the principals of this Treaty and to contribute to the security of the North Atlantic area to accede to this Treaty.”27 Russia does not need to convince a majority, or even a plurality, of NATO members to vote against extending membership to Georgia. It just needs to convince one. Russia could threaten to cut off gas and oil to a smaller NATO country to force it into voting against Georgian membership. Until that country can reliably import energy from other sources, Russia will have an effective check on Georgia receiving a membership offer. The good news for Georgia is that Europe has increased gas imports from nearly every available source, not just from Russia. European countries recognize the security threat posed by Russia’s influence in the energy sector and the EU is taking steps to reduce the continent’s dependence on Russian oil and gas. Building interconnected pipelines between countries, especially pipelines with reverse flow capabilities, will allow gas to flow more freely around Europe and facilitate more efficient gas use and distribution. Additional investments in and construction of liquified natural gas terminals, diversified imports through the Southern Gas Corridor pipeline, and increased investments in renewable energy will reduce Russia’s domination of the European energy market. 

			Georgia’s Internal Reforms

			Another issue preventing NATO from issuing a MAP is the status of Georgia’s democratic institutions. As Ambassador Steven Pifer wrote in his book on Ukraine (and a point that is likewise applicable to Georgia), joining NATO “mean[s] not just military reform, but also democratic and economic reforms, since NATO represent[s] a community of shared values as well as a defense pact. If anything, democratic reforms [count] more than modernizing the military.”28 Georgia has historically underestimated the importance of these reforms. In 2002, when Georgia formally announced its intent to join the Alliance, corruption was so rampant that academics called Georgia a “Potemkin democracy.”29 In 2007, the year prior to the Bucharest Summit where Georgia requested a MAP, police in Tbilisi used tear gas, rubber bullets, and water cannons to break up peaceful demonstrations and President Saakashvili closed two opposition news outlets.30 Georgia’s ranking in the global Press Freedom Index actually dropped after the pro-democratic, pro-Western Rose Revolution.31 Part of Georgia’s integration with NATO includes democratic reforms, and instances like this caused some European governments to doubt Georgia’s progress toward a Western-style democracy.32 NATO members were further concerned by “a lack of democratic control over the armed forces...and the insufficient oversight over various military institutions.”33 

			Since 2008, Georgia has made significant progress in addressing many of these concerns, but some worries remain. Georgian democracy is a story of one-party dominance, first under Eduard Shevardnadze, then under Mikheil Saakashvili and the United National Movement, and then under Giorgi Margvelashvili and the Georgian Dream.34 Some NATO members might fear that in the absence of political pluralism to act as a check on the ruling party, a powerful Georgian government might regress to a more authoritarian style of rule. Protests over nightclub raids35 and claims of corruption in the judicial system36 in the past year cast additional doubt on the success of recent reforms.

			Weighing Georgia’s Contribution to NATO against Russia’s Response

			Georgia is a small country, with a correspondingly small population, small economy, and small military. According to the International Monetary Fund, in 2017 Georgia’s gross domestic product (GDP) ranked 119th in the world,37 while Global Firepower ranked its military as 82nd worldwide.38 Taken alone, these rankings might suggest that the benefits of offering Georgia NATO membership might not be worth further antagonizing Russia (ranked 12th and 2nd, respectively) over. However, these rankings do not tell the whole story. If allowed to join, Georgia would not be the economically weakest country in the Alliance. Current NATO members Albania and Montenegro, along with Macedonia,39 have GDPs smaller than Georgia’s.40 According to the Global Firepower rankings, the Georgian military is stronger than those of current Alliance members Albania, Estonia, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxemburg, Montenegro, and Slovenia, as well as Macedonia.41 Additionally, Georgia would be one of six countries in NATO (not including the United States) to spend the requisite 2 percent of GDP on defense.42 Georgia’s position in the South Caucasus remains strategically important not only to the ongoing war in Afghanistan, but to NATO’s access to the Central Asian region more broadly.43 

			Another factor that could delay Georgia’s MAP offer is the looming threat of Russia’s response to Georgia and other NATO members. Past rounds of enlargement took place either against the threat of the Soviet Union or against a Russian Federation too weak to effectively protest enlargement. After the 2008 Russo-Georgia War, the Russian Armed Forces conducted an internal review of their performance during the war. This review highlighted many failings during the five-day campaign. Since then, the Russian military has undergone extensive reforms to create a more, albeit not fully, modernized force. In its 2017 review of the Russian Armed Forces, the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency concluded, “the Russian military today is on the rise…a smaller, more mobile, balanced force rapidly becoming capable of conducting the full range of modern warfare…The new Russian military is a tool that can be used to underpin Moscow’s stated ambitions of being a leading force in a multipolar world.”44 The Russian Armed Forces do not pose the threat that the Soviet military did, but nor are they as weak as in 2004 when Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania joined NATO and brought NATO to Russia’s borders for the first time. Russia views continued NATO enlargement along its borders as a red line, and could claim self-defense by striking Georgia before it is covered by Article V. 

			NATO maintains an effective general deterrence (that is, maintaining options that dissuade an enemy from using force to achieve a goal) because neither the Russian economy nor the Russian Armed Forces are strong enough to fight a protracted war against NATO. The combined GDP of NATO countries was over $37 trillion in 2017, compared to Russia’s GDP of $1.5 trillion.45 That same year, the military budget of NATO countries was $1.6 trillion compared to Russia’s $61 billion.46 A comparison of military numbers further reflects the imbalance: NATO forces include 3.2 million soldiers, 9,800 tanks, and 6,100 warplanes compared to Russia’s 830,000 soldiers, 3,000 tanks, and 1,900 warplanes.47 Disadvantaged as it is in terms of economic and military power, Russia’s principal advantage in any aggressive action is time: NATO requires significant time to assemble and deploy its forces.48 That being said, “the longer a conflict drags on, the more Russia would be at a disadvantage, especially after the initial weeks or months.”49 Current estimates show that NATO could deploy its Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (roughly 13,000 troops), also known as the Spearhead Force, in a week. It is unknown how long it would take to assemble and deploy the Enhanced NATO Response Force (27,000 additional troops), but various estimates place it around 30 days.50 Assembling and deploying the rest of NATO’s forces would take considerably longer. Additionally, these estimates are based on a war in Europe and do not consider deployment to Georgia, which is far more geographically isolated than the rest of the continent. More likely than not, Russia would completely conquer Georgia before NATO could establish an effective defense. This would force NATO to choose between launching a counter-invasion against an entrenched enemy and ceding control of Georgian territory and sovereignty to the Russian Federation. A war of any extended length would end in Russian defeat. 

			Conclusion 

			The territorial disputes in Georgia are ongoing and will not be solved easily—or soon. Georgia, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia have long historical grudges, different goals, and competing visions of their future. Thomas de Waal, a senior fellow with Carnegie Europe and an expert on the Caucasus region, succinctly summarizes the situation: “The positions of Tbilisi on the one hand, supported by most of the international community, and of the two territories, supported by Moscow, on the other hand, are irreconcilable. Abkhazia and South Ossetia have no intention of going ‘back’ to Georgia.”51 However, the inability of Georgia to solve its internal territorial disputes is only one hurdle it faces in its efforts to join the NATO Alliance. Even if the disputes were solved tomorrow, Russia could still leverage its economic and political influence in Georgia to slow economic growth and influence elections. Existing NATO members could claim that Georgia does not yet fully share the democratic and liberal values of the Alliance. Additionally, Russia’s outsized influence in the European energy sector has created a situation where the “leaders of NATO countries have so far been unwilling to risk Moscow’s wrath by inviting Georgia to join the Alliance.”52 Last but not least, inviting Georgia to join NATO presents a serious risk to the Alliance. Geographically, Georgia is isolated from other NATO countries, making it hard to defend and reinforce. 

			To this point, Russia’s actions have effectively prevented Georgia from joining NATO, but these actions have done little to turn Georgia away from the West—just the opposite. Georgia continues to further integrate with the European Union, including joining the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area in 2016 and the 2017 agreement to allow Georgians visa-free travel in Europe.53 It also continues to deepen its cooperation with NATO. Georgia joined the NATO Enhanced Opportunities Partners and signed the Substantial NATO-Georgia Package for 2016, which provides support for thirteen different areas of Georgian defense and security.54 Though it is unlikely that Georgia will become a NATO member in the foreseeable future, its prospects of being a lasting contributor to the Alliance remain strong.
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			The summer of 2018 was unsettling for politics in the South Caucasus. In Armenia, street protests led by Nikol Pashinyan ousted the ruling party’s leader, Serzh Sargsyan. Nearly simultaneously, Georgia was rocked by two sets of protests. The first was the White Noise movement, which gained notoriety for its May 13, 2018, protests in front of the Georgian Parliament in Tbilisi. The second was a series of demonstrations led by Zaza Saralidze, a blue-collar worker and self-described “ordinary man” whose son was one of two teenage boys killed during a brawl in Tbilisi in December 2017. These two movements led to the resignation of Georgia’s prime minister, Giorgi Kvirikashvili, in June 2018. While the downfalls of the heads of government of Georgia and Armenia during the summer of 2018 seem similar on the outside, different forces were at play within each country. Armenia’s Velvet Revolution—as Sargsyan’s ouster has come to be known—follows the pattern of prior color revolutions in the post-communist space, with anti-government demonstrations resulting in leadership change. In Georgia, the protests of summer 2018 reflect the consolidation of democracy—or, perhaps, the ongoing process of democratization—in the state. This article focuses on the Georgian protests during summer 2018 in the lead-up to the country’s presidential election in October, reflecting on democratization as a political process in the South Caucasus state. 

			The Origins of Georgia’s Protests

			The White Noise movement initially organized in June 2017 when thousands of youths began protesting in the cities of Tbilisi and Batumi following the arrests of a pair of local rappers for possession of the drug ecstasy.1 The protestors’ key demand was a governmental review and revision of narcotics laws. Leading the May 2018 protests were members of the nascent political party New Political Center—Girchi (trans. pine cone), a liberal opposition movement that split off from the United National Movement (UNM). Girchi previously garnered attention for establishing its own religion—complete with an inflatable church—in order to exempt young men from service in the Georgian military.2 

			Prime Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili’s initial response in June 2017 indicated some conciliation on the drug issue, albeit in a circumlocutory way: “First of all, I must emphasize that scrupulous protection of human rights is one of our greatest achievements and insure against any possibility of tarnishing this achievement. It is true that our controlled substances legislation is overly harsh, and its liberalization is in order.”3 The rappers also received public support from Bidzina Ivanishvili’s son Bera, himself a rapper; the elder Ivanishvili is the main patron of the ruling Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia coalition (hereafter GD) and previously served as the country’s prime minister. 

			However, the government made little progress on drug policy in the months that followed. Public pressure on reforming the country’s narcotics code again came to the fore in March 2018, when the Interior Ministry raided two Tbilisi nightclubs, Bassiani and Café Gallery, claiming that the clubs’ owners knew of illegal drug activity taking place there.4 Throughout May 2018, protests regarding the nightclub raids brought together thousands of demonstrators and allies within the country’s non-governmental sector, who accused GD of delaying reforms to the country’s Soviet-era narcotics laws.5 Following the demonstrations and a lawsuit by the leaders of Girchi, the Constitutional Court of Georgia banned sanctions on the personal use of marijuana, effectively legalizing the recreational use of the drug.6 Thus, it was the Constitutional Court—rather than the government, parliament, or GD—that took charge of Georgia’s much-needed narcotics reform. This development exposed GD’s inability or unwillingness to participate actively in social reform programs.

			The battle over Georgia’s narcotics code demonstrates broad dissonance between Georgian youth, particularly in Tbilisi, and the governing party. It is debatable whether GD stalled reforms to the country’s narcotics laws to preserve its political base—socially conservative adult populations in more rural areas.7 The pace of Georgia’s drug reforms can also be attributed to the influence that the Georgian Orthodox Church has over society. GD’s course of action regarding narcotics reform runs parallel to the Georgian Orthodox Church’s statements.8 The coalition proved unable to make tangible progress in drug policy reform, instead allowing protests to grow in frequency and intensity. This forced the Constitutional Court to spearhead reforms promised by the prime minister under the guise of parliamentary leadership on the issue. 9 Whether a product of intention or ineffectiveness, GD proved incapable of addressing a key political promise, one of the most pressing issues for Georgia’s youth

			The second set of protests began after the Tbilisi City Court handed down reduced sentences to two juvenile murder suspects in a December 1, 2017, fight that left two other youths dead; the incident is widely referred to as the Khorava Street case. One of the suspects was found guilty of murder, the second of attempted murder (despite the fact that the victim died), and both were acquitted of the charge of taking part in a murder with other people. The father of one of the 16-year-olds killed, Zaza Saralidze, led a series of protests in response to the verdict issued on May 31, 2018. The protests began with calls for a fair trial and a just court system, and initially secured the resignation of Georgia’s Prosecutor General, Irakly Shotadze.10 Saralidze claimed that those responsible for the murders escaped punishment because of familial connections to the Prosecutor-General’s office.11 Most notably, the key witness in the case was related to a Tbilisi court prosecutor. The protests were subsequently taken up on social media, led by the students of Public School No. 51—the school the two murdered students attended—under the hashtag #ნუმომკლავ (#Don’tKillMe).12 The students’ primary demand was the reform of the country’s courts, echoing discontent about the patronage networks that still plague the judicial system. In June 2018, Saralidze was joined in his anti-government protests by Malkhaz Matchalikashvili, the father of a 19-year-old who died after being shot by Georgian security forces in a December 2017 special operation in Pankisi Gorge.  

			This second set of protests served as a direct challenge to Georgian Dream’s leadership, which was already precarious given the overall low public opinion of the country’s direction. In a March 2018 poll, 30% of people believed that the country was going in the right direction, while just under 40% believed that Georgia was going in the wrong direction; this was a noted shift from November 2012, a month after the GD coalition first won control of parliament.13 The March 2018 poll found that half of the population strongly agreed that some citizens receive preferential treatment in the court system, while only 7% indicated that the courts treat all citizens equally.14 Mikheil Saakashvili vigorously pursued judicial reform during his tenure as Georgia’s president (2004–2013) as part of his state-building efforts, but little progress has been made since then. These protests therefore reflect overall public discontent regarding the GD’s lack of meaningful judicial reforms.15  

			Saralidze’s protests also cast into relief the claim that the Georgian Dream-Democratic Georgia coalition had ceased to be a European-style party of reform. The verdict led the public to give the GD an ultimatum of sorts—either demonstrate progress toward Europe and European standards or else face abandonment.16 Initial attempts at conciliation—most notably Shotadze’s resignation—were viewed as insufficient. Saralidze claimed support from the patriarch of the Georgian Orthodox Church after a meeting on June 2. He met with Prime Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili two days later. Although there was a brief break in protests, they restarted on June 10–11, ending with police action against the protestors, including the detention of opposition politicians. However, Kvirikashvili did not weather the protest storm and he resigned the premiership on June 13, ostensibly due to a disagreement with Ivanishvili.17

			Kvirikashvili’s resignation was the culmination of numerous economic, political, and social currents that manifested themselves in the protests led by Saralidze. During his resignation speech, Kvirikashvili cited internal disagreements with GD leadership as his primary reason for leaving office.  There is substantial truth to this: it is an open secret that there is infighting between two major factions in GD, with Ivanishvili attempting to reign in both sides.18 Ivanishvili has been trying to purge his party of older Soviet-era MPs, such as Kvirikashvili and Tea Tsulukiani, and replace them with members of the NGO and business communities, such as Speaker of Parliament Irakli Kobakhidze, Tbilisi Mayor Kakha Kaladze, and new Prime Minister Mamukaemai Bakhtadze.19 Similar to Saakashvili’s vanguard of young reformers, Ivanishvili has endorsed leadership by a younger generation whom he has groomed, individuals with experience with the EU and other Western institutions and no ties to the communist past.20 This approach creates at least the illusion of ousting the “Soviet mentality” that many Georgians claim to be a scourge on the country’s current social and political affairs.  

			Further adding to discontent with GD’s reform program was the fact that Kvirikashvili’s economic initiatives were less successful than initially thought, as evidenced by the recent publication of a UNICEF report indicating that the percentage of people living in both relative and absolute poverty rose between 2015 and 2018.21 This increase was despite wages having risen over the same period. Growth in Georgia is uneven and concentrated in Tbilisi and Batumi, where the benefits from the construction sector and service industries are most apparent.22 Saralidze’s protests occurred within the context of general discontent in Georgian society, in tandem with the low levels of satisfaction with parliament, the courts, and the prosecutor general, among other institutional elements.

			The 2018 protests and Giorgi Kvirikashvili’s sudden resignation were harbingers of broader discontent in Georgian politics. In the October 2018 presidential election—contested primarily between the GD-backed candidate, Salome Zurabishvili, and the UNM-backed candidate, Grigol Vashadze—both candidates were unpopular among Georgians. Though the elections were conducted in an orderly and professional manner, there were numerous irregularities by the parties themselves; moreover, the rhetoric was extreme for a presidential post that has now been reduced to little more than a figurehead. Zurabishvili won the presidency in a second-round vote in November 2018. Notably, the election showed the vulnerabilities of Georgia’s politics, with a media still highly susceptible to political motivation, a population that views politics as a battleground between competing personalities rather than political platforms, and GD’s competing desires to be the party both of reform and of governance. The events of the summer of 2018, in conjunction with the overall public attitude during the 2018 presidential elections, show that there is a popular desire for political change and continued reform. Although Georgia undoubtedly remains the region’s foremost reformer—in both the economic and political spheres—this most recent election and the lead-up to it has shown that Georgia risks stagnating if its political leaders cannot adopt a reform-oriented mindset.

			The Consolidation of Democratization 

			Building on these details, we offer three tentative conclusions about Georgia’s summer of protest and the process of democratization in the country. First, the two protest movements have forced the Georgian Dream to redress some of its shortcomings as a political party. On one level, Kvirikashvili’s resignation is a move toward younger, more reform-minded individuals taking leadership positions. Bakhtadze, the new prime minister, is 36 years old.23 However, in terms of age, his nomination to the country’s highest legislative position is in line with past GD appointments, such as the current Speaker of Parliament Irakli Kobakhidze, age 39, and Irakli Gharibashvili, who was 30 when he became prime minister of Georgia prior to Kvirikashvili and succeeding Ivanishvili. Perhaps, then, Kvirikisvhili should be seen as an anomaly to GD’s pattern of having young individuals in the highest positions in the country’s government, something that has characterized the country’s leadership more broadly since 2003; Saakashvili himself was 35 when he led the Rose Revolution. The events of the summer of 2018 and the populace’s discontent with Kvirikashvili’s slow pace of change served as a mechanism for reestablishing a reformist youth movement in Georgia’s political leadership.

			The events of the past summer further signal two relevant trends in Georgia’s democratization process. First, democracy and protest diffuse across political space.24 Starting with Georgia’s own Rose Revolution in November 2003, the post-Soviet color revolutions were similar in form and outcome—vote rigging by the ruling coalition in either parliamentary or presidential elections led to widespread protest and the eventual overthrow of the status quo. Armenia’s Velvet Revolution fits this form: the parliamentary attempt to elect Serzh Sargsyan to a third consecutive term as the country’s prime minister caused widespread protests in April and May 2018. The protests ended on May 8 with the election of Nikol Pashinyan to the post of prime minister over the opposition of some MPs from the ruling Republican Party.  

			Second, although protests against voter fraud and constitutional abuses still bring down governments, Georgia’s recent protests are qualitatively different. Put another way, while the Velvet Revolution influenced Georgia’s summer of protest, it did not determine its course. With its peaceful transition from the UNM to GD in 2012-2013, Georgia’s democracy is trending toward consolidation. Past experience in Georgian politics suggested that the UNM’s defeat in 2012–2013 would lead to the party’s decline; Mitchell writes that “in the past such moments have given way to the one-party systems that have dominated Georgian political life even after the fall of Communism.”25 However, the UNM has maintained its ability to be a formidable opposition party, with its candidate in the 2018 presidential election, Grigol Vashadze, forcing a second round of voting. Other considerations of Georgia’s electoral transition in 2012 and 2013 have foregrounded a host of concerns about the country’s democratization process: the power struggle and elite infighting that characterized the year between the October 2012 and October 2013 votes;26 the intentions of Ivanishvili as political leader; the possibility that GD would fracture and weaken once (or if) he left the political scene;27 and the lack of genuine opposition parties in the Georgian system.

			Despite these ongoing challenges for the Georgian state and the leadership of the GD coalition, we argue in conclusion that a condition of bounded uncertainty is taking hold in Georgia’s democratic system. As theorized by Schmitter and Karl, in democratic systems the winners of an election cannot bar the losers from participation in subsequent elections.28 While this previously occurred in Georgian politics, since securing power in 2012–2013 the Georgian Dream coalition has targeted individuals within the UNM rather than the party structure itself. GD pursued corruption charges against some members of the UNM in the first years of its leadership, including most notably the former prime minister, Ivane Merabishvili.29 

			However, concerns about the ruling party limiting political competition have generally receded during the past five years. Today, the UNM remains viable despite the spin-off of European Georgia. The bounded nature of democracy structures the rules of the political game and the policies that can be adopted. Georgia, following its peaceful, democratic transfer of power, seems to have established a set of country-specific boundaries for its political system. These include not only the possibility of exercising political voice through protest, but also the endorsement of a welfare state, a generally pro-Western orientation, and an electoral politics with a key cleavage dividing the haves and have-nots within the country’s economy. At the same time, the country has seen the emergence of political parties—most notably the Alliance of Patriots, but also European Georgia—that address issues of concern, such as uneven development and orientation toward foreign actors, within the country’s political scene. To summarize and draw on Schmitter and Karl, in Georgia from Saakashvili through the protests in 2018, “the rules of contingent consent have been agreed upon, [and] the actual variation is likely to stay within a predictable and generally acceptable range.”30 Georgia’s summer of protest did not reset the rules of Georgian politics; rather, it reflects the prospects for dissenting voices to be heard in a consolidating democracy. 
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			Joyce Horn was a dedicated and feisty managing editor of the journal Demokratizatsiya for nearly two decades. She also edited Current and World Affairs.

			“Dem” was founded in 1990-92 by a group of undergraduate students at American University (AU) in Washington, DC, who essentially self-published the first few issues and distributed them at conferences and bookstores by hand. As luck would have it, the AU professor who served as the chief editor, Louise Shelley, had an acquaintance named Walter Beach, who led us to his colleague and friend Jeane Kirkpatrick—the former U.S. ambassador to the UN and the highest-ranking woman for a good part of the Reagan administration. By that time, Jeane was running Heldref Publications, an endowed non-profit educational foundation that served as a home for around 45 worthy journals that otherwise would not have survived. 

			We were introduced to Joyce when Heldref took on the financial and operational responsibility for Demokratizatsiya, although the journal continued to be editorially independent. Joyce was assigned the editing and proofreading of the journal, as she had substantial experience with political science and public affairs journals. Joyce also had an impressive ability to make foreigners’ English more readable, a skill that was greatly needed: the journal published many Russian and other post-Soviet authors whose English was far from perfect (and whose writing style was, back then, still quite “Soviet”) and many translations needed hours of serious editing, such as only Joyce could do, to turn them into publishable works. Disseminating articles by authors from the post-Soviet republics greatly enhanced the journal’s reputation in a pre-Internet age.

			AU’s Transnational Crime and Corruption Center subsequently hired Joyce to edit several monographs, such as Sally Stoecker and Louise Shelley’s Human Traffic and Transnational Crime: Eurasian and American Perspectives (2005). Joyce was a highly professional, thorough, detail-oriented editor who demanded high standards of all issue editors. Nary a footnote could pass without full citation. This proved difficult when editing articles from Russian colleagues, whose footnotes were often lacking. 

			On the personal side, Joyce took great interest in our lives, but rarely spoke of her own. Only upon her death have we been able to piece together—through conversations with relatives, photo albums, and a few books and articles—the fascinating career she enjoyed, with long periods of residence in Saigon, Vietnam, and Washington, DC.

			Upon graduating from high school in Chester County, Pennsylvania, in 1958, Joyce went to Washington, DC, and landed a job on the staff of Congressman Howard Robison of New York. She worked for Robison for six years. Soon thereafter, in 1964, she joined Page Communications Inc., a company that provided engineering support to the U.S. Army in Vietnam. Captivated with the idea of living in Vietnam, Joyce forged travel documents in order to move to Saigon and work in the Page office there. However, her boss at Page was outraged by her duplicity and demanded that she return to the United States. In response, she simply quit.

			For the next decade, Joyce devoted her time and talents to caring for children, initially at an orphanage and then at a plastic surgery hospital. At the Go Vap orphanage, she helped Catholic nuns care for nearly 1,000 babies and child refugees of the war. She also actively recruited American military personnel to help provide clothing, medicines, and food for the orphanage and sent pleas for donations to American companies in the States.

			In 1968, Joyce joined the “Barsky Unit,” a plastic and reconstructive surgery hospital established by the American Dr. Arthur Barsky and funded by the U.S. and Saigon governments to treat victims of napalm attacks. As hospital administrator, she assisted in admitting victims to the hospital. Remarkably, one of the victims whom she admitted in 1972 was the now-infamous Kim Phuc, who was photographed escaping her home after it was bombed by napalm. 

			This single photo of a naked girl screaming and running down the road became symbolic of the horrors of the Vietnam War—and made a celebrity out of Kim Phuc, who miraculously survived major napalm burns. After Kim was released from the hospital, Joyce received a letter from a group of firemen in New York who had raised $3,000 to bring Kim to the States for a vacation. Joyce responded that it would be unwise to single out one victim, counseling them, “Use your money to instead help many.” 

			Unfortunately, we do not have access to people who worked with her and knew her while living and working in Saigon. Sally finds it remarkable that Joyce never mentioned her experiences in Vietnam, even when prodded. Joyce’s reluctance to speak of those years led Sally to conclude that she worked for the CIA.

			In retrospect, it seems fitting that Joyce helped edit many of Dem editors’ articles and books on child trafficking and homelessness in Russia. It would have been natural for her to share her experiences coping with child trauma and abandonment in Vietnam.

			At some point in the 1970s, Joyce returned to Washington and took a job at the American Political Science Association (APSA). There she befriended the executive director of APSA, Evron Kirkpatrick (“Kirk”) and his wife Jeane, a prominent political scientist.Joyce was the person to call when their children got sick and she would rush to their school to bring them home, enabling both parents to maintain their influential careers. 

			Upon retiring from Heldref, she returned to her Pennsylvania roots and family in Amish country. There she enjoyed frequent visits with her numerous nieces and nephews and the sound of Amish horse-drawn carriages passing by her home. 

			We miss her and her feistiness. Rest in Peace, Joyce! 

			Joyce Poole Horn

			October 31, 1939—February 7, 2019
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