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1. INTRODUCTION

“For a Georgian Georgia!” was one of the slogans
of the “March of Georgians”, a protest rally that
took place one of the Thilisi’s central thorough-
fares, David Agmashenebeli Avenue, on 14 July
2017. The rally was organised by several Geor-
gian far-right organisations and was composed of
approximately two thousand people. The street
where the “March” proceeded was chosen hard-
ly by accident: the protest targeted what was re-
ferred to as “illegal aliens and foreign criminals”,
with Agmashenebeli Avenue being known for its
Turkish and Arab bars and shops.

The ““March” was headed by a barefoot
priest; behind him, the leaders of the rally car-
ried, by rotation, a large icon of David IV (David
the Builder), the fifth king of the united kingdom
of Georgia (1073-1125), who was canonised by
the Georgian Orthodox Church. David the Builder
is not the main saint of Georgia — Saint George is
the national saint — but against the background of
the ideological agenda of the protest, the choice
of David the Builder to represent the rally was
hardly accidental either: one of the most famous
military achievements of David IV was his victory
over the Seljuk Turk army — a victory that led to
the liberation of Thilisi and much of Georgia from
Muslim rule.

It was not the first far-right rally in Thilisi; it
was not even the first “March of Georgians” pro-
test demonstration in recent Georgian political
history — the very first rally under this name took

place in 2011. Street politics are a social pul se of
political communities in democratic, hybrid, and
authoritarian states alike, and it is especially true
for Georgia, where to date two national leaders
rose to power as a direct result of street politics
rather than parliamentary or party politics. The
special pulse of the “March of Georgians” of 2017
was that it was a microcosm of the complex phe-
nomenon of the Georgian far right. Participants
of the rally used Western- and Russian-style an-
ti-immigrant and homophobic rhetoric; they also
emphasised the centrality of Christian Orthodox
religion for their interpretation of Georgian na-
tionalism. Indeed, prominent leaders of the pro-
test were known for their links to Russia, while
some of them demonstrated a certain level of po-
litical synergy with the Georgian authorities.

This report aims to help explain the develop-
ments in Georgia by looking at its far right, which
is, on the one hand, ideologically rooted in radical
forms of nationalist traditions, and, on the other,
is energised by political manipulations of Russian
malign influence and political technology of the
ruling “Georgian Dream” party.! To achieve its ob-
jective, the report will begin by providing a brief
discussion of the far right in Europe, drawing on
insights from Political Science and Social Psycholo-
gy; it will then consider the tactics of political tech-
nology and explain the principles and practices of
Russian political warfare; finally, it will consider
the development of the Georgian far right and its

1 This report would not have been possible without the kind support from the Kakheti Regional Development Foundation
(Georgia). The author of this paper is grateful to (in alphabetic order) Nino Bakradze, Giorgi Butikashvili, Eto Buziashvili, Jaba
Devdariani, Thorniké Gordadze, Kornely Kakachia and Tamar Kintsurashvili for the opportunity to discuss various aspects of the
research with them. The author expresses gratitude to Irakli Porchkhidze for his insightful comments on the earlier draft of this
report. All mistakes and omissions are, however, solely the responsibility of the author.
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current state through the perspective of the previ-
ous discussions.

Due to the limited length of this paper, it does
not discuss the entire far-right spectrum of Geor-
gian politics; rather, it focuses only on those or-
ganisations that are electorally relevant and/or set
major trends of corresponding developments in
Georgia. Another limitation of this paper is that it

12

does not consider, in a detailed and comprehen-
sive manner, the role of the Georgian Orthodox
Church in shaping far-right politics — a matter that
deserves a separate discussion. These limitations
notwithstanding, the report will hopefully pro-
vide a valuable analysis that will contribute to the
growing literature of illiberal politics in Georgia
and a wider international context.



2. THE FAR RIGHT IN EUROPE: INSIGHTS FROM
POLITICAL SCIENCE AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

The political term “far right” has three aspects:
“right”, “far”, and their combination. Political phi-
losopher and political scientist Norberto Bobbio
explains the term “right” — as part of the political
distinction between “Left” and “Right” — with a
reference to the distinction between equality and
inequality.? As Bobbio argues, humans are simul-
taneously equal and unequal, but people on the
political Left believe that humans are more equal
than unequal, while people on the political Right
think otherwise. The Left also has a tendency to
interpret the majority of inequalities, which are
seen as the most outrageous political issues, as so-
cial problems, implying that they can be removed
through societal change. For its part , the Right
believes that such inequalities are predominantly
natural and, thus, cannot be eradicated.?

This distinction also determines the expecta-
tions of the Left and Right from those in power:
the Left expects that the authorities tackle in-
equalities through social reforms, while the Right
opposes the authorities addressing those dispari-
ties which it considers to be if not entirely natural,
then decidedly inevitable. The categories of Left
and Right should be treated as ideal types in the
Weberian sense. Most political forces on the Left
understand that it is not possible to get rid of all
inequalities (although they perhaps can be miti-
gated), while political forces on the Right tend to
agree that pragmatic reforms reducing inequalities
can be beneficial for societies (although no change
in this regard should be radical or undermine the
underlying principles of the existing order).

The term “far” means that the far right goes
beyond the traditional “Right”: authorities are ex-
pected to defend the existing inequalities and sup-
press (in one way or another) attempts to address
them.

In contemporary academic literature, the term
“far right” is generally used more specifically than
a simple combination of “far” and “right”, as it
refers to political forces that focus on real and/or
imagined differences between particular ethno-
cultural communities and insist on maintaining,
reasserting or constituting those differences even
at the expense of human rights and fundamental
freedoms. Due to the many interpretations and
conceptualisations of “ethnocultural communi-
ties” (nations, races, etc.), as well as many meth-
ods to affirm real and/or imagined differences be-
tween them, the “far right” is an umbrella term
that refers to a broad range of ideologues, groups,
movements and political parties to the right of the
mainstream right.

Attaching substantive significance to ethno-
cultural communities — however they are defined
and understood in numerous world cultures — as
well as attributing importance to real or imag-
ined differences between them, is a psychological
phenomenon that is common to a segment of hu-
mankind that is vastly larger than that occupied by
the adherents of the political Right. To grasp the
roots and nature of this phenomenon, which is es-
sential for understanding the power of beliefs in
existential significance of ethnocultural commu-
nities, such as, for example, nations, our research

2 Norberto Bobbio, Left and Right: The Significance of a Political Distinction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).

3 Bobbio, Left and Right, p. 67.
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draws on insights from Terror Management Theo-
ry (TMT).

TMT is a social psychology theory* inspired
by the works of cultural anthropologist Ernest
Becker, who argued that the pairing of a biologi-
cal proclivity for self-preservation combined with
the uniquely human awareness of the inevitability
of one’s mortality creates the potential for para-
lysing, existential terror.> In order to manage this
terror, humans invest in cultural beliefs or world-
views (ideologies) that promise literal and/or sym-
bolic immortality.

One can distinguish three general pathways
to immortality. The first one is through a belief
in an afterlife: although humans physically die,
their souls or identities will continue to exist in the
hereafter — this is literal immortality, the realm of
the majority of world’s religions. There are also
two major pathways to symbolic immortality. One
is through legacy: creating works, making discov-
eries, performing exploits, etc. that will be embed-
ded in the collective memory of people and en-
sure the remembrance of the author(s) after they
are gone. The other is “through identification with
entities larger and longer-lasting than the self”: a
family, clan, nation, or corporation. For example,
in the context of family, individual humans contin-
ue the lives of their parents and grandparents and,
after their deaths, will keep on living through their
children and grandchildren. Attachment to, and
symbolical survival through, one’s imagined eth-
nocultural community is similar: a strong identifi-
cation with a community (for example, a nation)
promises to entwine a person into the nation’s

past, present and future, and to allow them to live,
even after their physical death, as long as their na-
tion lives.®

Importantly, however, the mere adoption of
these cultural beliefs or ideologies are by them-
selves not enough to shield people effectively
against mortal dread. For those pathways to literal
and symbolical immortality to be functional, peo-
ple need self-esteem that is “maintained by dis-
playing culturally valued attributes, behaviors, and
achievements, fulfilling culturally valued roles,
and by engaging in a variety of defensive respons-
es when self-esteem is threatened”.” For example,
in order gain the advantage of a relevant cultur-
al worldview to manage the terror of death, one
needs to know or feel that they contribute to the
well-being of their family or nation, or that they
are a pious believer or a defender of their faith,
or that their contributions to the arts or technical
innovations are publicly recognised.

Another important concept in TMT is remind-
ers of mortality, which range from personal experi-
ences with death and encounters with its symbols
such as cemeteries and funerals to media cover-
age of wars, violence, pandemics, etc. According
to TMT researchers, “reminders of mortality in-
crease the need for validation of one’s cultural
worldview and the motivation to behave in a way
that is consistent with that worldview”.®

A considerable body of TMT literature also
suggests that when members of an ethnocultural
community are facing a real or imagined existen-
tial threat to their in-group, this enhances opposi-
tion towards the presence and influence of cultur-

4 Jeff Greenberg, Sheldon Solomon, Tom Pyszczynski, “Terror Management Theory of Self-Esteem and Cultural Worldviews:
Empirical Assessments and Conceptual Refinements”, Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 29 (1997), pp. 61-139;
Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, Thomas A. Pyszczynski, The Worm at the Core: On the Role of Death in Life (London: Penguin

Books, 2016).

®> Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death (New York: Free Press, 1973).

¢ Other authors suggest additional pathways to literal and symbolic immortality, see, for example, Guy Brown, “The Future
of Death and the Four Pathways to Immortality”, in Michael Hviid Jacobsen (ed.), Postmortal Society: Towards a Sociology of
Immortality (London: Routledge, 2017), pp. 40-56; Stephen Cave, Immortality: The Quest to Live Forever and How It Drives

Civilization (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2017).

7 Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, “Terror Management Theory of Self-Esteem and Cultural Worldviews”, p. 66.

¢ Ibid., p. 97.
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al and religious out-groups.® The same effect can
also be observed when people with high levels of
in-group identification and low self-esteem are
reminded of their mortality: low self-esteem fails
to provide a relevant buffer against the terror of
death, while the presence of “Others” is seen as
capable of changing the identity of the in-group,
subverting its essence and, thus, undermining
the pathway to symbolic immortality through na-
tional self-continuity.’ This leads to the increase
of people’s sense of collective self-continuity and
the strengthening of the desire to defend their na-
tional identity, as well as punish those members
of their own national community who are seen as
violators of the nation’s cultural norms.

The most extreme example of the described
effect is right-wing terrorism inspired by the
“Great Replacement” conspiracy theory that ar-
gues that liberal globalist elites — by welcoming
immigration to Europeanised states — are secretly
plotting to gradually replace autochthonous White
populations with non-White and Muslim migrants.
This theory gives people with a high level of iden-
tification with White (and sometimes also Chris-
tian) in-groups an idea that particular out-groups
directly threaten their immortality projects and
urges members of in-groups to defend those proj-
ects. In right-wing terrorism inspired by the “Great
Replacement” theory, methods of such a defence

include killing either members of the out-groups
(visible “Others”) or those who are held responsi-
ble for the “replacement” (presumed violators of
the perceived cultural norms of the nation).*
While there has been recently an increase in
right-wing terrorist attacks inspired by the “Great
Replacement” theory, electoral support for far-
right political parties remains the most wide-
spread form of defending one’s nation in the face
of the perceived existential threats in democratic
countries. Far-right parties oppose, in one way or
another, the presence of the out-groups and ac-
cuse the liberal-democratic political establishment
of violating cultural norms based on the primacy
of ethnocultural invariability of their in-group.
The focus on ethnocultural communities and
attribution of importance to real or imagined dif-
ferences between them lies at the core of contem-
porary definitions of the ideology of radical right-
wing populism — arguably the most widespread
form of far-right politics in democracies today.
For example, Michael Minkenberg writes that the
core element of the far right is “a myth of a ho-
mogeneous nation” that is “characterized by the
effort to construct an idea of nation and national
belonging by radicalizing ethnic, religious, cultural,
and political criteria of exclusion and to condense
the idea of nation into an image of extreme collec-
tive homogeneity”.?2 In his turn, Cas Mudde iden-

9 See for example, Lori J. Nelson, David L. Moore, Jennifer Olivetti, Tippony Scott, “General and Personal Mortality Salience
and Nationalistic Bias”, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 23, No. 8 (1997), pp. 884-892; Holly A. McGregor, Jeff
Greenberg, Jamie Arndt, Joel D. Lieberman, Sheldon Solomon, Linda Simon, Tom Pyszczynski, “Terror Management and Aggres-
sion: Evidence that Mortality Salience Motivates Aggression against Worldview-Threatening Others”, Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, Vol. 74, No. 3 (1998), pp. 590-605; Jonathan F. Bassett, Jennifer Nicole Connelly, “Terror Management and
Reactions to Undocumented Immigrants: Mortality Salience Increases Aversion to Culturally Dissimilar Others”, Journal of Social
Psychology, Vol. 151, No. (2011), pp. 117-120; Jolanda Jetten, Michael J. A. Wohl, “The Past as a Determinant of the Present:
Historical Continuity, Collective Angst, and Opposition to Immigration”, European Journal of Social Psychology, Vol. 42, No. 4
(2012), pp. 442-450.

10 Jamie Arndt, Jeff Greenberg, “The Effects of a Self-Esteem Boost and Mortality Salience on Responses to Boost Relevant and
Irrelevant Worldview Threats”, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 25, No. 11 (1999), pp. 1331-1341; David R. Weise,
Thomas Arciszewski, Jean-Frangois Verlhiac, Tom Pyszczynski, Jeff Greenberg, “Terror Management and Attitudes toward Im-
migrants: Differential Effects of Mortality Salience for Low and High Right-Wing Authoritarians”, European Psychologist, Vol. 17,
No. 1 (2012), pp. 63-72.

1 In this context, see the discussion of Anders Breivik’s right-wing terrorism “inspired by a profound sense of the threat to his
personal sacred canopy (configured as ‘Norwegianness’ and ‘Europeanness’ posed by modernity)” in Roger Griffin, Terrorist’s
Creed: Fanatical Violence and the Human Need for Meaning (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 206-211.

12 Michael Minkenberg, “The Radical Right in Postsocialist Central and Eastern Europe: Comparative Observations and Interpre-
tations”, East European Politics and Societies, Vol. 16, No. 2 (2002), pp. 335-362 (337).
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tifies nativism as one of the three core elements
of radical right-wing populism, along with author-
itarianism and populism. As he argues, nativism
“holds that states should be inhabited exclusively
by members of the native group (‘the nation’) and
that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are
fundamentally threatening to the homogenous
nation-state”.*®

Understanding the deeply psychological foun-
dations of the belief in an ethnocultural communi-
ty as a pathway to symbolic immortality shielding
humans from the paralysing mortal dread helps
us understand other ideational features common-
ly associated with the far right, such as authori-
tarianism and populism. With its high regard for
authority, rigidity and conformism, authoritari-
anism insists on the natural order of nations and
differences between them, and is inclined to pun-
ish those who are believed to undermine that or-
der. Populism attacks liberal elites who are seen
as plotting against ethnocultural homogeneity of
nations.

The same understanding also helps us to
gain insights into the motivations of the far right
to consider particular groups of people (beyond
the “Others” and liberal elites) as enemies of the
nation. For example, homosexuality is seen as
a threat to the biological survival of the nation;
asylum-seekers and welfare migrants are an eco-
nomic burden to the nation; mainstream media
and liberal academia help the perceived elite es-
tablishment to maintain presumably anti-national
cultural hegemony; and supranational unions (for
example, the European Union) take sovereignty
away from European nations, rendering them in-
capable of defending their national interests.

In different parts of Europe, one can also ob-
serve particular nuances in perceiving threats to
ethnocultural communities. For example, in West-

ern Europe, these threats are typically associated
with mass migration from Africa and Middle East,
while in Central and Eastern Europe this threat is
largely perceived indirectly — through the evident
experiences of West European societies — and of-
ten supplements the so-called “demographic pan-
ic” resulting from the “combination of an ageing
population, low birth rates, and an unending flow
of outmigration”.'*

However, the apparent psychological power of
far-right ideology alone cannot explain the deci-
sions of people to vote for radical right-wing pop-
ulists. Those decisions are underpinned by various
factors, and political scientists usually differentiate
between demand-side and supply-side variables
in their attempts to explain electoral performanc-
es of the far right. “Demand-side arguments em-
phasize the grievances that make far right parties
appealing”, while “supply-side arguments empha-
size the importance of having a favorable political
opportunity structure, a strong party organization,
and a winning ideology”.’® The theory of political
opportunity structure focuses on whether a politi-
cal system is “open” to far-right parties. For exam-
ple, radical right-wing parties do better in coun-
tries with proportional electoral systems, and “are
especially likely to make a breakthrough when the
mainstream parties cluster around the centre and
fail to pick up issues which are of growing voter
appeal”.tt

13 Cas Mudde, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 22.
14 lvan Krastev, Stephen Holmes, “Explaining Eastern Europe: Imitation and Its Discontents”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 29, No.

3(2018), pp. 117-128 (125).

5 Matt Golder, “Far Right Parties in Europe”, Annual Review of Political Science, Vol. 19 (2016), pp. 477-497 (482, 486).
6 Roger Eatwell, “The Rebirth of the ‘Extreme Right’ in Western Europe?”, Parliamentary Affairs, Vol. 53, No. 3 (2000), pp. 407-

425 (422).
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3. MANIPULATING THE POLITICAL
OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE

The prevailing theoretical framework used for
various analyses of electoral successes and fail-
ures of the far right in European democracies was
built on the basis of West European theories and
phenomena, which had an ambiguous impact on
the studies of the Central and East European far
right.

On te one hand, fundamental studies of
the West European far right!’ offered theories
and definitions that researchers could apply to
non-Western cases, and, thus, by employing simi-
lar theoretical approaches, improve the efficiency
of cross-national comparative studies.

On the other hand, theoretical frameworks
elaborated exclusively on the basis of develop-
ments in Western Europe implicitly assumed that
Western forms of democracy and social organi-
sation were superior to, and more “progressive”
than, corresponding non-Western forms, and
overlooked important contexts peculiar to other
regions of Europe such as the anti-colonial strug-
gle of Central and Eastern European nations or na-
tionalising processes.

Moreover, Western academic research has
tended to analyse the far right primarily through
the lens of Political Science, and so principally fo-
cuses on topics such as party systems, electoral
behaviour, and ideological positioning. As a result,
this research largely neglects factors of internal

and external manipulations, ranging from perva-
sive political and media corruption through fre-
guent use of political technology, to foreign inter-
ference and political warfare.

This section discusses some of these factors in
relation to the far right, focusing on (1) political
technology and (2) political warfare.

3.1. Political Technology and the Far Right

Building on his explorations of “virtual politics”
within media manipulation, puppet opposition
parties and fake protests,*® Andrew Wilson defines
“political technology” as

that part of politics which views politics as
(mere) technology. It sees politics as artifice,
manipulation, engineering or programming.
[...] Political technology is political engineering
that is dark and covert, non-transparent and
often fraudulent.

The shortest definition of political technology
would therefore be the supply-side engineer-
ing of the political system for partisan inter-
ests.”

Political technology goes beyond political con-
sultancy and spin doctoring, and Wilson identifies
three major types of engineering.

The first relates to engineering of political sub-

7 See, for example, Hans-Georg Betz, Radical Right-Wing Populism in Western Europe (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994);
Herbert Kitschelt with Anthony J. McGann, The Radical Right in Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1995); Michael Minkenberg, Die neue radikale Rechte im Vergleich: USA, Frankreich, Deutschland (Opladen:

Westdt. Verl., 1998).

8 Andrew Wilson, Virtual Politics: Faking Democracy in the Post-Soviet World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005).
¥ Andrew Wilson, Political Technology: The Globalisation of Political Manipulation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2024), p. 3.
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jectivity,?® i.e. creating or facilitating the creation
of, as well as supporting, political movements or
organisations that are covertly controlled or heav-
ily influenced by established political forces or
other powerful stakeholders with the aim of ma-
nipulating political developments. These develop-
ments may include splitting the vote in elections,
discrediting opposition factions, or giving the illu-
sion of a multi-party system where there is effec-
tively none.

In its implementation, the idea of engineering
political subjectivity is close to front organisations
and political astroturfing. A “front organisation” is
an entity that ostensibly operates independently
but is actually controlled by another organisation
without disclosing the hierarchical link between
them. This arrangement allows the parent entity to
conduct activities discreetly, thereby avoiding the
public scrutiny or legal accountability that could
arise if its involvement were known. “Political as-
troturfing” is a deceptive tactic where a seemingly
grassroots campaign is orchestrated by a political
organisation. The tactic involves participants who,
while posing as independent citizens, covertly pro-
mote agendas or messages of the political entity,
thus lending credibility to the entity’s objectives
under the guise of genuine public support.

The second type of engineering is “shaping the
narratives that political subjects use and are guid-
ed by”.# Here, political technology relies heavily
on two types of information: disinformation and
malinformation. Disinformation is intentionally
misleading information that is created with the ex-
press purpose of causing harm.? Malinformation,
meanwhile, is genuine information that, while

2 1bid., p. 6.
4 lbid., p. 7.

based on fact, is shared out of context or manipu-
lated to mislead, harm, or manipulate individuals,
organisations, or countries.” The aim of political
technologists is not only to create disinformation
and malinformation narratives but also push them
into mainstream political debates through a pro-
cess known as “narrative laundering”. This con-
cept “implies the movement of narratives in the
media sphere, where the original source that pro-
duces these narratives is either forgotten or im-
possible to determine”.?* This process is facilitated
by disinformation websites, astroturfing and troll
factories, bots, corrupt journalists, or other agents
of influence.

The third type of engineering is convincing a
sizeable part of the population of a “reality” fab-
ricated by the interplay between engineered po-
litical subjectivity and manipulated narratives, or
“Matrix politics”, as Wilson refers to this phenom-
enon.? “The boundaries of the political technolo-
gy Matrix are soft. Those inside it are encouraged
not to look outwards to alternatives but inwards to
maintain the logic of the sect and the in-group”.?®
Considering our discussion of the psychological
power of attachment to one’s imagined ethnocul-
tural community, the fabricated “reality” appears
most effective when it is “structured around one
trope that creates an emotionalised us-them nar-
rative”.?’

Not all political technology employs narratives
built around ethnocultural communities, but polit-
ical engineering projects involving far-right move-
ments and organisations have been witnessed
across Europe, both in democratic and authoritari-
an nations. The examples from France, Russia, and

22 Don Fallis, “The Varieties of Disinformation”, in Luciano Floridi, Phyllis Illari (eds), The Philosophy of Information Quality

(Cham: Springer, 2014), pp. 135-161.

2 Claire Wardle, Hossein Derakhshan, “Information Disorder: Toward an Interdisciplinary Framework for Research and Policy-
making”, Council of Europe, 27 September (2017), https://rm.coe.int/information-disorder-toward-an-interdisciplinary-frame-

work-for-researc/168076277c.

24 Anton Shekhovtsov, Russia and the Western Far Right: Tango Noir (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), p. 136.

% Wilson, Political Technology, p. 8.
% |bid., p. 409.
27 |pid., p. 8.
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Ukraine described below demonstrate how such
political technology works and what aims they
may pursue.

3.1.1. The French Socialists’ Plot

The National Front (FN),” a party that would be-
come the most successful radical right-wing pop-
ulist party in modern France, was extremely mar-
ginal in the early 1980s. The French party-political
system was — as was the case of many other West
European democracies — marked by pronounced
ideological polarisation between right-wing and
left-wing political parties, which gave very little
political space for far-right parties such as the FN,
at the time led by its founder Jean-Marie Le Pen.
His party obtained only 0.18 percent of the vote in
the 1981 parliamentary elections, which ultimate-
ly saw a victory of the centre-left bloc led by Pierre
Mauroy and was preceded by the victory of the
Socialist Party leader Frangois Mitterrand in the
presidential elections earlier that year.

Attempting to consolidate his power (which,
first and foremost, implied undermining support
for the Socialist Party’s main rival, the centre-right
Rally for the Republic led by Jacques Chirac), Pres-
ident Mitterrand’s administration took several
steps that involved elements of political technol-
ogy.

First, following an exchange of letters with
Le Pen, who complained to Mitterrand about
the French mainstream media ignoring his party,
Mitterrand asked Minister of Communication “to
draw the attention of those responsible for the
radio and television companies” to the issue that
Le Pen raised.? As a result, “the heads of France’s
three main television channels [were instructed]
to devote equitable coverage” to the FN.3® The
idea was that the increased media visibility of Le

2 The National Front was renamed into National Rally in 2018.

Pen, who at the time was a fringe political figure,
would contribute to the increased electoral pop-
ularity of the far right, which would subsequent-
ly draw votes away from the mainstream cen-
tre-right. As Francois Gerber put it, “Mitterrand
brought Le Pen out of anonymity, the press pro-
pelled him to the forefront of French politicians,
by order, by game and then by interest”.3! One
part of the plan did work: “though the impact of a
television programme cannot be easily measured,
it seems clear that Le Pen and his party benefited
considerably” from the manipulative move of Mit-
terrand’s administration.?> The FN secured 10.95
percent of the vote in the 1984 European Parlia-
ment elections — a significant success for a party
that had polled less than 0.5 percent in the 1981
elections. However, the other part of Mitterrand’s
plan failed: the rise of the far right did not hinder
the strengthening of the Socialist Party’s rivals: the
centre-right bloc won the same European Parlia-
ment elections.

Secondly, given the strengthening of the Rally
for the Republic, Mitterrand decided in 1985 “to
institute a system of proportional representation
for a legislative poll”, which “was seen as a calcu-
lated move to reduce the Socialists’ losses and the
centre-right’s predicted majority by opening the
doors of the National Assembly” to the FN.* The
plan almost worked: the centre-right did struggle
yet eventually succeeded to form a parliamentary
majority and a government coalition.

The two political engineering steps taken by
the French Socialists in the first half of the 1980s
to undermine their Republican opponents with
the help of the manipulated rise of radical right-
wing populists laid the foundation for further con-
solidation of the far right — not only in France, but
throughout wider Europe too.

2 Francois Gerber, Et la presse créa Le Pen... (Paris: Raymond Castells, 1998), p. 27.
30 James Shields, The Extreme Right in France: From Pétain to Le Pen (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 196.

31 Gerber, Et la presse créa Le Pen..., p. 30.
32 Shields, The Extreme Right in France, p. 196.
3 |bid., p. 209.
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3.1.2. Fake Russian Liberal-Democrats and
Putin’s Real Fascists

In the late 1980s, as the Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev’s political reforms (the so-called era
of Perestroika) led to the emergence of a weak
multi-party system, Soviet authorities — including
the powerful security agency, the KGB — were in-
terested in controlling the political process and
creating parties that would fake party-political
contestation. The Liberal-Democratic Party of the
Soviet Union, led by Vladimir Zhirinovsky (who
was apparently a KGB informant3*), became one of
those parties that allegedly challenged the politi-
cal monopoly of the Communist Party.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, Zhirinovsky’s
party was re-named the Liberal-Democratic Par-
ty of Russia (LDPR). While originally conceived as
a centre-right party, the LDPR quickly moved to
the far right in the post-Soviet period and start-
ed promoting a mixture of Russian ultranationalist
and imperialist ideas, thus turning its own “liber-
al-democratic” labelling into a farce. The “liber-
al-democratic” self-representation, however, did
not prevent the LDPR from playing its role in the
post-Soviet political theatre as the main far-right
“opposition force” that was allowed to criticise
some of Boris Yeltsin’s and, later, Vladimir Putin’s
policies, but which would never challenge the Rus-
sian authorities on any crucial issues.

In 2003, the Putin regime created another far-
right force, the People’s Patriotic Union “Mother-
land”, whose aim was to split the electorate of the
popular Communist Party of the Russian Federa-
tion (CPRF) — itself a far-right organisation despite
the name. The ploy was successful: in 1995 and
1999, the CPRF won the Russian parliamentary
elections, and it fell permanently to second place
behind Putin’s ruling party, United Russia, in the
2003 parliamentary elections.

The Putin regime employed political engineer-
ing techniques involving the far right not only on
the party-political level but also in the extra-parlia-
mentary milieu. As detailed by Robert Horvath,*
the Kremlin practiced “managed nationalism”
which supported violent neo-Nazi groups such as
the “Russian Image” over more moderate nation-
alist factions since 2005. The Kremlin’s support for
violent neo-Nazis, which included offering them
resources and state connections, disrupted allianc-
es between Russian national liberals and anti-Pu-
tin nationalists, intensified anti-Western mobilisa-
tion, and generally aligned with the Putin regime’s
broader strategy of dismantling democratic insti-
tutions to strengthen authoritarian control.

3.1.3. Ukraine: Fake Fascists and Easy Far-Right
“Sparring Partners”

In 2004, in the run-up to the pivotal presidential
elections that saw a standoff between pro-Rus-
sian candidate Viktor Yanukovych and pro-West-
ern candidate Viktor Yushchenko, the Presidential
Administration, which allied with Yanukovych,
tried to undermine support for Yushchenko with
the help of the far right. In its malign political en-
gineering, the Presidential Administration, which
was then headed by an agent of Russian influence
Viktor Medvedchuk, operated in two directions.
The first direction was to discredit Yushchenko by
staging a fascist march in his support. Despite the
protests and objections of Yushchenko’s office, the
“pro-Yushchenko” march, which was supersaturat-
ed with Nazi imagery and Nazi salutes, was per-
formed by aninvented far-right party Ukrainian Na-
tional Assembly of Eduard Kovalenko. The second
direction was registration of several presidential
candidates representing fake nationalist parties.
Their aim was to steal votes for Yushchenko from
the right-wing segment of the political spectrum,

3 Andreas Umland, Vladimir Zhirinovskii in Russian Politics: Three Approaches to the Emergence of the Liberal-Democratic Party
of Russia 1990-1993, Dissertation, Promotionsausschu® FB Geschichtswissenschaft (Berlin: Freie Universitat Berlin, 1997), pp.

97-103.

% Robert Horvath, Putin’s Fascists: Russkii Obraz and the Politics of Managed Nationalism in Russia (Abingdon: Routledge,

2021).
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and provide the electoral fraud machine with loyal
representatives controlled by the regime.3®

Despite all the scheming and electoral fraud,
Yushchenko was elected President of Ukraine
in the beginning of 2005, but Yanukovych later
won the following presidential elections in 2010.
Regional successes in 2009 of the far-right All-
Ukrainian Union “Freedom” at the expense of the
national-democratic opposition to Yanukovych
gave to his political technologists an idea of provid-
ing covert support to the far right to damage the
mainstream opposition. Using their influence on
most popular Ukrainian TV channels, Yanukovych’s
political technologists artificially increased media
visibility of the far-right “Freedom” party manipu-
latively presenting it as the main opposition force
challenging Yanukovych’s rule. This technique
seemed to be successful: the “Freedom” party,
which had obtained a miserable 0.76 percent of
the vote in the 2007 parliamentary elections, was
able to secure 10.44 percent of the vote in the
2012 parliamentary elections, while the two ma-
jor mainstream parties opposing the Yanukovych
regime (“Fatherland” and “Our Ukraine”) lost, in
total, over 18 percent of the vote in comparison
to the 2007 elections. While the electoral success
of the “Freedom” party — the greatest success of
the Ukrainian far right since the country became
independent in 1991 — was underpinned by other
reasons as well, the covert promotion of the far
right by the media controlled or heavily influenced
by the Yanukovych regime doubtlessly contributed
to the political ratings of “Freedom”.

3.2. Russian Political Warfare and the Far Right

Political warfare is a grey area in international
relations where nations influence the behaviour

and thinking of others using methods beyond le-
gitimate instruments such as diplomacy and soft
power, yet not escalating to overt military conflict
using regular armed forces. Methods and tools of
political warfare include, but are not limited to,
economic measures (sanctions), propaganda and
psychological operations, support for opposition
groups, secessionist movements, and anti-govern-
ment paramilitary organisations, and interference
in political processes.

Russia launched political warfare against the
West and Western aspirant countries in Russia’s
neighbourhood during Vladimir Putin’s second
presidential term (2004-2008), but, at that time,
it was of somewhat low intensity. However, as the
relations between Russia and Western states (as
well as Western political and military alliances such
as the EU and NATO) deteriorated, Russian author-
ities have several times intensified their political
war against the West. The latest stage of Russian
political warfare started in 2022 after the launch
of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine: Rus-
sia needed to undermine political, military and
economic support that Western nations decided
to provide to Ukraine in its defensive war against
the Russian onslaught.

In general, as argued elsewhere,* Russian po-
litical warfare against the West and westernising
societies has two main strategic goals.

The first goal is to shield Russian society from
Western ideological, political, cultural, and other
influences that Putin’s regime perceives as threat-
ening its hegemony. This is achieved by actively
discrediting Western values and democratic in-
stitutions in the eyes of the Russian people. The
Kremlin claims that — by using narratives about
democracy, rule of law, equality, and human rights
—the West only wishes to gain geopolitical advan-

3% For more details, see Anton Shekhovtsov, “The Ukrainian Far Right and the Ukrainian Revolution”, in Irina Vainovski-Mihai
(ed.), New Europe College Black Sea Link Program Yearbook 2014-2015 (Bucharest: New Europe College, 2019), pp. 197-219.
37 Anton Shekhovtsov, “Conceptualizing Malign Influence of Putin’s Russia in Europe”, Free Russia Foundation, 1 April (2020),
https://www.4freerussia.org/conceptualizing-malign-influence-of-putin-s-russia-in-europe/. On this topic, see also James
Sherr, Hard Diplomacy and Soft Coercion: Russia’s Influence Abroad (London: Chatham House, 2013); Keir Giles, Russia’s “New”
Tools for Confronting the West: Continuity and Innovation in Moscow’s Exercise of Power (London: Chatham House, 2016); Mark
Galeotti, Russian Political War: Moving beyond the Hybrid (Abingdon: Routledge, 2019).
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tage, undermine Putin’s regime, and subvert Rus-
sian traditional, conservative values.

The second goal is to assert Russia’s political,
economic, and security interests international-
ly. The Kremlin and its allies aggressively pursue
this by shaping the international environment to
mirror Putin’s Russia, corrupting major democrat-
ic institutions such as political parties, elections,
justice systems, media, and civil society to achieve
this end.

Thus, Russian political warfare against the
West produces malign influence, which, in the Eu-
ropean context, can be defined as a specific type
of influence that directly or indirectly subverts
and undermines European values and democrat-
ic institutions. In practical terms, Russian malign
influence aims at weakening Europe’s transatlan-
tic contacts, poisoning bilateral relations between
European states, spreading disorder on the inter-
national stage, retaining former Soviet states in
the Russian sphere of influence, and undermining
trust in the EU and NATO.

One of the tools of Russian political warfare is
cooperation with political activists and organisa-
tions who oppose policies — either on the nation-
al or international level — that Russia considers as
unfriendly or antagonistic towards the Putin re-
gime. Moscow’s choice of the far right as one of
the major political allies advancing Russian foreign
policy objectives has been underpinned by several
practical and ideological considerations, including
the following:

B As the Putin regime became increasingly au-
thoritarian and aggressive, fewer Western
politicians were willing to maintain good re-
lations with Russia, while an array of Europe-
an far-right politicians proactively expressed
their readiness to collaborate with Moscow
and promote pro-Kremlin narratives;

3 Shekhovtsov, Russia and the Western Far Right, pp. 132-161.
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B Because of their focus on real and/or imag-
ined differences between particular ethno-
cultural communities, far-right political forces
are often seen as having a polarising effect on
European nations, fostering social conflicts,
and undermining European values internally;

B Many far-right parties share with the Putin
regime not only ideological attitudes like illib-
eralism, performative social conservatism or
anti-globalism, but also opposition to the EU,
NATO and Europe’s traditional alliance with
the US.

The level of cooperation with far-right activists
and organisations on the part of the Russian lead-
ership and/or operators of political warfare de-
pends on the Kremlin’s perceptions of the political
situation in a particular country. In general, Rus-
sian authorities prefer to cooperate with Western
politicians who are already in power, with their
ideological disposition largely being irrelevant to
Moscow. As long as the Kremlin considers them to
be useful for its objectives, it will refrain from any
major attempts to undermine them. This does not
preclude cooperation between various Russian
stakeholders and far-right activists and politicians
at lower levels of political significance, which takes
the form of small- and medium-scale services pro-
vided to the Putin regime, for example:

B Far-right activists from across Europe con-
tributed to propaganda and disinformation
resources of the Russian international and
domestic state-controlled media (RT, Sputnik,
RIA Novosti, etc.);*®

B Representatives of many European far-right
parties participated in fake international
election observation missions with the aim
of whitewashing Russian electoral fraud or
legitimising the otherwise illegitimate Rus-
sian “plebiscites” in Russia-occupied parts of



Ukraine;?°

B German far-right activists linked to the Alter-
native for Germany organised pro-Russian
protests in their country;*°

B European far-right activists were involved in
fighting against Ukrainian forces on the side
of Russian forces;*

B Radical right-wing parties in Italy (“Northern
League”), Austria (Freedom party of Austria)
and Germany (Alternative for Germany) put
forward pro-Russian resolutions in national
legislatures.*

However, if the Kremlin considers authorities
in a particular Western state as unfriendly towards
the Putin regime, Russian officials and operators
of political warfare will likely attempt — provided
they have resources for such a move — to scale up
cooperation with the relevant far-right forces with
the aim of giving them leverage to shape friendli-
er attitudes toward Moscow. One notable exam-
ple is the developments in the relations between
the Putin regime and the French radical right-wing
National Front. In 2014, the Russian-based First
Czech Russian Bank provided a €9.4 million loan to

the FN to assist Marine Le Pen’s party in its 2015
regional elections campaign.® In 2017, Russian au-
thorities invited Le Pen to meet with Putin in Mos-
cow* just one month before the first round of the
French presidential elections, in which Le Pen was
running, thus signalling who exactly the Kremlin
preferred to see as French president. At that time,
Le Pen’s foreign policy thinking was characterised
by pro-Russian positions,* in contrast to that of
another popular presidential candidate, Emmanu-
el Macron, who was sceptical of the Putin regime.
Le Pen’s visit to Moscow was preceded by an an-
ti-Macron campaign run by the Russian state-con-
trolled media that hoped to weaken support for
him in the run-up to the presidential elections
and, correspondingly, increase Le Pen’s chances.*®

Tracing particular operational links between
Russian political technology and political warfare
helps observers to better understand the workings
of malign Russian influence. In the context of the
present study, one of the most important links be-
tween Russian domestic and international political
manipulations goes back to 2012-2013. In the pe-
riod between December 2011 and May 2012, Rus-
sia witnessed a series of strong anti-Putin protests,

3 See, for example, Anton Shekhovtsov, “Foreign Observation of the lllegitimate Presidential Election in Crimea in March
2018”, European Platform for Democratic Elections, 3 April (2018), https://www.epde.org/en/news/details/foreign-obser-
vation-of-the-illegitimate-presidential-election-in-crimea-in-march-2018-1375.html; Anton Shekhovtsov, “Politically Bi-
ased Foreign Electoral Observation at the Russian 2018 Presidential Election”, European Platform for Democratic Elections,
16 April (2018), https://www.epde.org/en/documents/details/politically-biased-foreign-electoral-observation-at-the-rus-
sian-2018-presidential-election-1423.html.

40 Anton Shekhovtsov, “The German Connection: Far-Right Journalist Manuel Ochsenreiter in the Service of the Russian Pro-
paganda Machine”, in Anton Shekhovtsov, Russian Political Warfare: Essays on Kremlin Propaganda in Europe and the Neigh-
bourhood, 2020-2023 (Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag, 2023). See also Anton Shekhovtsov, “Germany: The Far-Right Plot and Russian
Malign Inspiration”, in Kacper Rekawek, Thomas Renard, Barbara Molas (eds), Russia and the Far-Right: Insights from Ten Euro-
pean Countries (The Hague: ICCT Press, 2024), pp. 47-76.

41 Kacper Rekawek, Foreign Fighters in Ukraine: The Brown-Red Cocktail (London: Routledge, 2023).

42 Martin Laine, Cecilia Anesi, Lorenzo Bagnoli, Tatiana Tkachenko, “Kremlin-Linked Group Arranged Payments to European
Politicians to Support Russia’s Annexation of Crimea”, Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, 3 February (2023),
https://www.occrp.org/en/investigations/kremlin-linked-group-arranged-payments-to-european-politicians-to-support-rus-
sias-annexation-of-crimea

4 Shekhovtsov, Russia and the Western Far Right, pp. 197-198; “lllicit Influence. Part One. A Case study of the First Czech
Russian Bank”, The Alliance for Securing Democracy at the German Marshall Fund of the United States, 28 December (2018),
https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/lllicit-Influence-Part-One-First-Czech-Russian-Bank_web.
pdf.

4 “Meeting with Marine Le Pen”, President of Russia, 24 March (2017), http://en.special.kremlin.ru/events/president/tran-
scripts/54102.

% In February 2022, Le Pen condemned the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

4 Shekhovtsov, Russia and the Western Far Right, p. 203.

23



which were arguably “the first real challenge to
President Vladimir Putin and the political system
that he ha[d] established in Russia”.*’ To suppress
the protests, in addition to police intervention,
the Kremlin also used a combination of ideologi-
cal and political instruments. It was, in particular,
at that time when the Kremlin used its links with
Russian right-wing extremists to disrupt alliances
between Russian national liberals and anti-Putin
nationalists.*® Moreover, Russian authorities took
several measures to weaken the protests and di-
vide the opposition movement:

B on religious grounds by sensationalising a
performance of the Russian punk band Pussy
Riot in one of Moscow’s churches;*

B on the grounds of Russian nationalism intrin-
sically characterised by anti-Americanism by
adopting a law that banned US citizens from
adopting Russian orphans;>®

B by exploiting the divisive LGBT issue as the
Russian authorities banned “gay propagan-
da”;-”l

B and by adopting a “foreign agent” law under-
mining civil society organisations, which often
depended on Western financial support.>?

That period is now known as Russia’s “conser-
vative turn”, which was intrinsically “an attempt
to manipulate public discourse and impose con-
servative attitudes on a relatively modern Russian
society”, rather than a result of “any fundamental
change in popular sentiment”.>® In other words,

Russia’s “conservative turn” was a project of polit-

ical engineering aimed at consolidating the Krem-
lin regime after a wave of challenging anti-Putin
protests and weakening the pro-democratic op-
position by associating its “die-hard” part with the
allegedly anti-traditional, anti-Christian and an-
ti-Russian values of the “collective West”.

Furthermore, especially in 2013-2014, the
Russian regime realised that it could instrumen-
talise its illiberal, nationalistic and homophobic
interpretation of traditional values not only as a
tool of domestic political technology, but also as
part of political warfare. On the one hand, “tra-
ditional values” became a codeword for Russian
stakeholders for entering European conservative
and far-right milieus — often through the workings
of international “traditionalist” organisations such
as the World Congress of Families.>* On the other
hand, Russia’s promotion of “traditional values”
and their religious and homophobic undertones
contributed to the strengthening of anti-EU sen-
timents in those post-Soviet countries seeking
membership of the EU. Exploiting the psychologi-
cal power of cultural beliefs as shields against mor-
tal dread, Russian political warfare and national
political technologists have worked hand in hand
to convince societies in the post-Soviet space that
democratisation and European integration pose
a threat to their in-groups and, implicitly, to their
immortality projects.

While Russian political warfare produces ma-
lign influence in the countries it targets, it would
be a mistake to dismiss the agency of those stake-
holders in the countries that Putin’s regime sees as

47 Miriam Lanskoy, Elspeth Suthers, “Outlawing the Opposition”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 24, No. 3 (2013), pp. 75-87 (75).

4 Horvath, Putin’s Fascists, pp. 227-242.
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its adversaries who independently engage in ac-
tivities that produce pro-Russian malign influence
without direct Kremlin involvement. We refer to
this phenomenon as “Russian malign inspiration”.
It is composed of three elements: (1) an illiberal
group wants to strengthen its political positions
in a particular country; (2) it perceives Russia as
a provider of political, financial, media and other
support for ideologically similar groups elsewhere;
(3) the group engages itself in the pro-Russian ac-
tivities that it believes can be rewarded by the
Kremlin or its operatives. One prominent exam-
ple of Russia’s malign inspiration is the activities
of the German far-right “Patriotic Union” group,
which in 2022 plotted to overthrow the German
government and sought Moscow’s support for
their efforts.®

5 See more in Shekhovtsov, “Germany: The Far-Right Plot and Russian Malign Inspiration”.
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4. THE FAR RIGHT IN CONTEMPORARY
GEORGIA

The emergence of the contemporary Georgian
far right dates to the period of dramatic change
of power in Georgia in 2012, when the political
coalition led by the Georgian Dream party (GD) ,
which was founded by Georgia’s richest person,
businessman Bidzina Ivanishvili, won the parlia-
mentary elections, defeating the United Nation-
al Movement (UNM) led by Mikheil Saakashvili.
However, in order to better understand the rise of
the Georgian far right since 2012, it is important to
first consider some of the developments related to
Georgian nationalism, especially in the immediate
post-Soviet period.

4.1. From Militant Nationalism to Disillusionment

Georgian nationalism appeared — like many other
European nationalisms — in the second half of the
19th century. Since 1801, when the Russian Em-
pire started to annex the various disparate Geor-
gian kingdoms, Georgia had the status of a com-
mon Russian province (the Georgian governorate,
or guberniya), and the process of Georgia’s na-
tional awakening started as opposition to Rus-
sian imperialism and tsarism, and was driven by
demand for equal rights and democratisation.>® As
Ghia Nodia put it, the modern Georgian nation be-
gan developing in the “circle of people who tried
to construct a national idea emulating the Platon-
ic model born out of the experience of western

modernization”.>’

However, Georgians were able to build an
independent state only after the fall of the Rus-
sian Empire in 1917: the Democratic Republic
of Georgia was formed in 1918 and existed until
1921 when the Russian Red Army annexed Geor-
gia and turned it into the Socialist Soviet Republic
of Georgia. The process of the formation of Geor-
gian national identity was not complete when the
Red Army annexed Georgia, but while the Soviets
intended to build a common Soviet supra-ethnic
identity, Georgian national identity survived. Its
survival, albeit largely in the form of folk nation-
alism, was partly due to the resilience of national
cultural elites, and partly because of the contra-
dictory nationality policies of the Soviet Union
that favoured ethno-territorial institutionalisation
— after all, the Soviet Union consisted of national
republics.

Gorbachev’s period of Perestroika in the sec-
ond half of the 1980s facilitated the resurgence of
dissident nationalist circles and created opportu-
nities for public debates on national histories, lan-
guages, and the re-awakening of ethno-cultural
identities. In Georgia, this reawakening took the
form of a nationalist upheaval that was further
radicalised in response to the violent attempts of
the Soviet military to suppress the Georgian na-
tional liberation movement.*®

6 Natalie Sabanadze, Globalization and Nationalism: The Cases of Georgia and the Basque Country (Budapest: Central Euro-
pean University Press, 2010), pp. 68-81; Nino Chikovani, “The Georgian Historical Narrative: From Pre-Soviet to Post-Soviet
Nationalism”, Dynamics of Asymmetric Conflict, Vol. 5, No. 2 (2012), pp. 107-115.

7 Ghia Nodia, “Components of the Georgian National Idea: An Outline”, Identity Studies, Vol. 1 (2009), pp. 84-101 (86).
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Radical Georgian nationalists led by Zviad
Gamsakhurdia came to power in 1990-1991 and
proclaimed Georgia’s independence. According
to Natalie Sabanadze, that marked the first phase
of Georgia’s post-communist nationalism.>*® Gam-
sakhurdia’s government introduced harsh nation-
alising policies that alienated ethnic minorities of
Georgia and became one the of the factors that
— along with Russian subversive activities — con-
tributed to the secessionism of the autonomous
regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. In the pe-
riod between 1989 and 1991, militant Georgian
nationalism was characterised by three ideological
features that primarily focused on the existential
challenge to the in-group: (1) “threats to Georgia’s
unique environment and cultural heritage”, (2)
“demographic threat”, and (3) “threats emanat-
ing from national minorities”.*® Gamsakhurdia’s
nationalism also saw Russia as the main source of
all Georgia’s troubles, but his ideology also had a
problematic perspective on the West: while ini-
tially pro-Western, Gamsakhurdia would later feel
“abandoned by the West” and develop an idea
of “/Iberian-Caucasian solidarity’ (‘Iberia’ being
an ancient name for Georgia)” that “provided a
certain alternative to Georgians’ western aspira-
tions”.5!

The second phase of Georgia’s post-commu-
nist nationalism began with keen disappointment
in Gamsakhurdia’s government, which was seen
as responsible for the substantive loss of South
Ossetia and Abkhazia, international isolation, and
economic decline. Domestic opposition to Gam-

% Sabanadze, Globalization and Nationalism, pp. 89-114.

sakhurdia was financially supported by Moscow
that saw him “as a Russophobe and a danger to
Russia’s dominance over the entire Caucasus”,%
especially given Gamsakhurdia’s vision of a “Com-
mon Caucasian Home”. When the opposition de-
cided to oust Gamsakhurdia, the Russian troops
stationed in Georgia provided it with weapons and
logistical assistance.®®

Following the Russian-backed coup, Gam-
sakhurdia was replaced by Eduard Shevardnadze,
a former de facto leader of Soviet Georgia as the
First Secretary of the Georgian Communist Party
(1972-1985) and former Soviet Foreign Minister
(1985-1990). Against the background of social
disillusionment with radical nationalism, Shevard-
nadze attempted to strike a balance between the
West and Russia, and was able to stabilise the
country, gain international recognition and attract
foreign aid and investments. However,

under Eduard Shevardnadze’s leadership the
state proved unable to create new political
and economic institutions capable of foster-
ing democratization, civic unity, and develop-
ment. Instead, through Soviet-style patronage
networks, clientelism, shadow economy, and
ubiquitous corruption, Shevardnadze merely
re-established the malleable old Soviet tactics
for ruling and regulating the newly indepen-
dent state of Georgia.*

Generous Western financial support for She-
vardnadze’s regime, which — in collusion with the
organised crime and criminalised police — cap-

€ |bid., p. 96. See also Ghia Nodia, “Political Turmoil in Georgia and the Ethnic Policies of Zviad Gamsakhurdia”, in Bruno Coppi-
eters (ed.), Contested Borders in the Caucasus (Brussels: VUBPRESS, 1996), pp. 73-89.

®1 Ghia Nodia, “The Georgian Perception of the West”, in Bruno Coppieters, Alexei Zverev, Dmitri Trenin (eds), Commonwealth
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tured the state,® had two important interrelated
effects on particular, albeit relatively small at that
time, segments of the Georgian society. First, as
Western funds were predominantly used for the
self-enrichment of the corrupt elites, the reputa-
tion of the West as a democratising and modernis-
ing force was damaged. Second, “a rising skepti-
cism and discontent with Western involvement in
Georgia, which came to be associated with a cor-
rupt and ineffective regime” resulted in the emer-
gence of “small political parties with pro-Russian
and anti-Western agenda” who voiced “nostalgic
views about Georgia’s better life in the union with
Russia and reviving nationalistic discourse with
marked anti-globalist overtones”.®® This effect was
strengthened by two simultaneous developments:
(1) the increasing focus of the Georgian Orthodox
Church on the survival of the Georgian nation, and
(2) the de-secularisation of Georgian nationalism
that firmly put Orthodox faith into the centre of
Georgian national identity.®’

4.2. The Clash of Nationalisms

For the new Georgian nationalism, which
stemmed at least partially from dissatisfaction
with the West, not only were ethnic minorities
considered a threat to the Georgian nation, but re-
ligious minorities (especially Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Catholics and Baptists), too, became targets; vio-
lence against these — both symbolical and physical
— reached its peak in the late 1990s.% In addition,
those religious minorities were associated with
the West, which itself was then labelled a threat
to the Georgian nation. Anti-Western sentiment
and the ideological connection to the Orthodox
faith shared with Russia naturally brought Geor-

gian ethno-religious nationalism closer to Russia.
In the last years of Shevardnadze’s rule, this new
trend was still something of a fringe in Georgian
society, but it did become one of the two com-
peting nationalisms that characterised the third
phase of Georgia’s post-communist nationalism.
In 2003, to keep his corrupt regime in power, She-
vardnadze’s administration manipulated the re-
sults of the parliamentary elections. Public revela-
tions about the massive electoral fraud resulted in
a series of protests known as the Rose Revolution
led by Mikheil Saakashvili; the results of the stolen
elections were annulled and Shevardnadze was
forced to resign. In January 2004, Saakashvili was
elected president of Georgia with extraordinary
96.24 percent of the vote.

Unparalleled popular support for Saaakashvi-
li as President and the victory of the democratic
coalition led by Saakashvili’'s UNM in the 2004 par-
liamentary elections (winning with 67.75 percent
of the vote) gave the new President full authority
to carry out the reforms he had pledged to imple-
ment during the Rose Revolution. The country’s
rapid and radical transformation in 2004-2008
surprised many an observer. The reforms, which
included a significant overhaul of the public sec-
tor, tax restructuring, and anti-corruption mea-
sures, led to increased tax revenue despite low-
er tax rates, and dramatically reduced bribery by
revamping key public institutions like the police
force. This set of reforms not only improved pub-
lic infrastructure and services, but also attracted
foreign investments and achieved high economic
growth, transforming Georgia into a more modern
and less corrupt state.®

In contrast to Shevardnadze, Saakashvili re-
vived Georgian nationalism, which, however, was

 Alexandre Kukhianidze, “Corruption and Organized Crime in Georgia before and after the ‘Rose Revolution’”, in Stephen F.
Jones (ed.), War and Revolution in the Caucasus: Georgia Ablaze (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), pp. 120-139.
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2 (2014), pp. 113-133.
s |bid., p. 128.
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different in nature from the militant nationalism of
Gamsakhurdia or the new ethno-religious nation-
alism that had emerged in the late Shevardnadze
era. Saakashvili, who had studied in the United
States, introduced a nationalism that appeared to
be “propagating a predominantly civic and inclu-
sive conception of the Georgian nation and iden-
tity”, and had a “clearly pronounced pro-Western
and pro-globalization character”.”® At the heart of
Saakashvili’s vision of Georgian identity, lay the
idea of Georgia belonging to the European family:

The official plot of the story was that Geor-
gians were ancient Europeans, whereas
Georgia was a constitutive part of Europe,
from which it was forcefully separated
through and due to centuries of occupation
by the northern neighbour [i.e., Russial.
The president [i.e., Saakashvili] insisted that
Georgia “was part of the European culture
for millennia” that was fully sharing “Euro-
pean liberal values”, and that even though
centuries of separation and “walls erected
by Empires” had negative effects on the
development of the country, the Georgian
“people never ceased to feel deeply toward
te Europeans”.”

The liberal, pro-Western nationalism of
Saakashvili and the young Western-educated
professionals whom he invited to work for the
Georgian state became the second competing
nationalism during the third phase of Georgia’s
post-communist nationalism identified by Na-
talie Sabanadze. Owing to Saakashvili’s popularity

0 Sabanadze, Globalization and Nationalism, pp. 108-109.

and the success of the anti-corruption reforms,
the new liberal Georgian nationalism prevailed
over its ethno-religious competitor at that time.
Moreover, the UNM'’s foreign policy successes led
to the rapprochement with the West and largely
restored the general pro-Western attitudes in the
Georgian society.

Saakashvili’s rule was not unproblematic, and
the first mass protests against the UNM govern-
ment took place in 2007. The protests, which were
organised by ten opposition parties and were
openly financed by (the now late) Georgian busi-
nessman and media tycoon Badri Patarkatsish-
vili,”? were violently suppressed by the police. As
Human Rights Watch summarised, “government
forces used violent and excessive force to disperse
a series of largely peaceful demonstrations in the
capital, Thilisi”.”® Violent police suppression of
anti-government protests became the signature
style of Saakashvili, whose rule turned increas-
ingly authoritarian in the period between 2007
and 2012.7* As Tamta Gelashvili put it, “after a few
years in government, the UNM degenerated into
‘rule by fear’”.”

The Russian-Georgian war in August 2008 that
ended with the rapid defeat of the Georgian Army
was a dramatic blow to Saakashvili’s government
but, nevertheless, produced a rally-around-the-
flag effect that shielded Saakashvili from criticism
until 2009, when a new series of anti-government
demanding Saakashvili’s resignation took place
and, again, were suppressed through police vio-
lence and provocations.

In May 2011, thousands of people led by

7t Tamar Gamkrelidze, “The Project of Europe: A Robust Attempt to Redefine Georgian Identity”, East European Politics, Vol. 35,
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72 “Patarkatsishvili Pledges to Finance Protest Rallies”, Civil Georgia, 28 October (2007), https://civil.ge/archives/113346.
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74 Amiran Kavadze, Tina Kavadze, “Securitization of Georgia under the Saakashvili Rule”, Journal of Social Sciences, Vol. 4, No. 1
(2015), pp. 31-39.
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Saakashvili’s former ally Nino Burjanadze — they
had been at odds since 20087 — took to the streets
urging Saakashvili to step down from office. Riot
police dispersed the demonstrators using water
cannons, teargas, and rubber truncheons, whilst
also carrying out a number of arrests.”
Responding to the anti-government demonstra-
tions of 2011, Saakashvili claimed that the protest-
ers had been “backed by Russia”.”® While the de-
gree of Russian involvement in the 2011 protests
is unclear, Burjanadze’s meetings with Saakashvi-
li’s main adversary Putin and Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov in Moscow in 20107° suggested
a particular pro-Russian tilt in the protestors’ calls
for Saakashvili to resign.

If the May 2011 protests — despite their or-
ganisers’ controversial links to Russia — attacked
Saakashvili from the pro-democratic side accusing
him of authoritarian tendencies, the “March of
Georgians”, which was organised by the National
Forum party and took place in September 2011,
challenged Saakashvili’s “anti-national” and “an-
ti-Georgian” policies.®?® Although the “March of
Georgians” was rather peaceful and involved no
violence, it was arguably the first public action
of the new ethno-religious nationalism against
Saakashvili and the UNM.

Ethno-religious Georgian nationalists had a
long list of grievances against Saakashvili, the
UNM and their liberal, pro-Western “civic nation-

alism”. Some of those grievances were based on
facts, while others were rather misinterpretations
of facts or outright rumours — but all of them re-
flected psychological anxieties and concerns of
particular segments of the Georgian society about
the survival of the Georgian nation.

The Western pro-liberal orientation of
Saakashvili and the UNM ruling elite was by itself
seen as a problem, as it contradicted the conser-
vative values of ethno-religious nationalists.

In spring 2008, the UNM government offered
to send a 500-strong force to join NATO operations
in Afghanistan,® and, since then, Georgia several
times increased the number of its deployed ser-
vicemen, eventually becoming the largest non-NA-
TO military force in Afghanistan. Saakashvili was
criticised for the decision to contribute the Geor-
gian military to the NATO efforts in Afghanistan,??
especially after NATO had provided no relevant
military assistance to Georgia during the Rus-
sian-Georgian war in August 2008. Moreover, con-
spiracy theories were circulated in Georgia claim-
ing that the UNM deliberately sent Georgians to
die in Afghanistan and exaggerating the country’s
death toll by hundreds,® although, in reality, a to-
tal of 29 soldiers lost their lives in the period be-
tween 2008 and 2015.8

During the later stage of his presidency,
Saakashvili’s administration pursued a programme
of Georgia’s “Singaporisation”, which implied
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transformation of the country into a regional “busi-
ness hub” through extensive deregulation, privati-
sation, and the creation of an open economy that
encouraged foreign investment and international
trade. Saakashvili’s programme of “Singaporisa-
tion” generally clashed with European integration
(with its focus on extensive regulation of economic
processes). However, it opened Georgia for thou-
sands of foreigners from the country’s neighbours
and near neighbours — Turkey (especially Turks
with Georgian ethnic roots), Azerbaijan, Iran, Syr-
ia — as well as from more distant Western states
and countries such as Egypt and India, who went
to Georgia to make investments, do business, or
study. According to Thorniké Gordadze, Saakashvi-
li’s advisors believed that by bringing foreigners in,
the administration attracted wealth.®> In pursuit
of foreign investments, Georgia even liberalised
citizenship rules introducing citizenship by invest-
ment, and even people with poor knowledge of
the Georgian language and the country’s tradi-
tions could become Georgian citizens. The pro-
gramme of “Singaporisation” did boost tourism,
foreign investment, and international trade,®® but
it expectedly sparked a backlash from Georgian
ethno-nationalists who constructed a conspiracy
theory that the “Singaporisation” programme was
intended to destroy the Georgian nation through
flows of foreign nationals.

In 2010, the UNM decided to make English
language classes compulsory from the first grade
in schools,?” thus replacing Russian language as
a second language. One of the leaders of the Na-

85 Author’s interview with Thorniké Gordadze.

tional Forum, Gubaz Sanikidze, claimed that the
Georgian government sought to reduce the signif-
icance of the Georgian language through promo-
tion of the English language.® Soso Shatberashvili,
General Secretary of the Party Georgian Labour
Party, was even more fierce: “President Saakashvi-
li, as a puppet of Anglo-American imperialism, un-
dervalues the mother tongue and imposes English
on the people”.®

In 2011, Saakashvili signed into law a legisla-
tive amendment into civil code that allowed “re-
ligious minority groups to be registered as legal
entities of public law”.®® The Georgian Orthodox
Church (GoC), whose “special role in the history
of Georgia” is recognised in the Constitution of
Georgia,” claimed that Saakashvili’s move was in
conflict with “interests of both the Church and the
country”, while some senior clerics of the GoC said
that it would “pave the way for some religious mi-
nority groups, particularly the Armenian Apostolic
Church, to formally claim ownership over several
disputed churches”®? Ethno-religious national-
ists predictably accused Saakashvili of the attack
on the GoC. The “National Forum” said that the
authorities attempted “to establish the policy of
ignorance of the Patriarchate, because the au-
thorities [did] not see role and place of the Geor-
gian Orthodox Church under the ‘dream model of
Singapore’”, while the Labour Party insisted that
“an assembly of godless lawmakers approved one
more anti-Orthodox and anti-state law” aimed at
“inciting ethnic and religious strife” and discredit-
ing the Georgian Orthodox Church.%

8 “FACTBOX — Georgia’s Foreign Investment Booms”, Reuters, 6 January (2008), https://www.reuters.com/article/
idUSL03548941/; “Georgia’s ‘Open Doors’ Policy Begins to Tighten”, BBC, 6 July (2013), https://www.bbc.com/news/world-eu-

rope-23198255.

87 “Saakashvili Speaks of ‘Linguistic, Computer Revolution’”, Civil Georgia, 6 April (2010), https://civil.ge/archives/120039.

m

8 “Natsional’ny forum planiruet provesti ‘Marsh gruzin’”; “V Gruzii proydyot ‘Marsh gruzin'”, Kavkazky Uzel, 12 September

(2011), https://www.kavkaz-uzel.net/articles/192429/.

89 “Leyboristy obvinyayut vlasti v ignorirovanii gruzinskogo yazyka”, Sputnik, 12 August (2011), https://sputnik-georgia.

ru/20110812/214129943.html.

% “Bill on Religious Minorities Legal Status Becomes Law”, Civil Georgia, 7 July (2011), https://civil.ge/archives/121260.
91 “Sakartvelos k’onst’it’utsia”, Sakartvelos sak’anonmdeblo matsne, 29 June (2020), https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/

view/30346.
92 “Bill on Religious Minorities Legal Status Becomes Law”.

% “Opposition Parties Condemn Religious Groups’ Legal Status Law”, Civil Georgia, 6 July (2011), https://civil.ge/archives/185965.

31



By the end of the rule of the UNM, which lost the
2012 parliamentary elections to the Georgian
Dream (GD) party founded by billionaire business-
man Bidzina Ivanishvili, ethno-religious national-
ists associated Saakashvili’s legacy with anti-na-
tional policies, and linked those policies to liberal
and pro-Western positions. The anti-thesis to that
“ideological bundle” was, thus, a combination
of ethno-religious nationalism and anti-Western
perspectives, some of which implied pro-Rus-
sian views. In 2011-2012, this kind of opposi-
tion towards Saakashvili and the UNM remained
marginal, as their project of European future for
the country had become so deeply ingrained in
the Georgian society that it transcended politi-
cal loyalty to Saakashvili’s party, and no political
force that realistically aspired to come to power
in Georgia would dare to challenge the European
project.®® However, it was also clear in that period
that the new ethno-religious nationalism that had
emerged already in the late Shevardnadze era,
grew stronger by the end of Saakashvili’s rule.

4.3. The Alliance of Patriots of Georgia

One of the many reasons of the UNM'’s defeat in
2012 was the release — just a few weeks before the
parliamentary elections — of a graphic video foot-
age of prisoners being abused and assaulted in the
Gldani prison. The Gldani prison scandal greatly
damaged the reputation of Saakashvili and the
UNM government, which had been long criticised
for police brutality. As Giorgi Kldiashvili argued,

The videos illustrated the systemic violation of
human rights by the ruling party [i.e., UNM]

% Gamkrelidze, “The Project of Europe”.

that the opposition had been describing. Re-
gardless of whether the abuses were directed
by top government officials, it was obvious
that such transgressions took place under the
rule of a government that once was declared
to be the beacon of democracy in the post-So-
viet space and an example for many other
countries.®

The videos were leaked by former prison offi-
cer Vladimir Bedukadze who fled from Georgia to
Belgium, and were brought to Georgia by journal-
ist Irma Inashvili who gave them to the Georgian
opposition TV channels Maestro and TV-9 (funded
by Ivanishvili and co-owned by his wife Ekaterine
Khvedelidze).*®

Unlike Bidzina lvanishvili and many GD politi-
cians who were former allies of Saakashvili, Irma
Inashvili had opposed the UNM since its rise to
power. In December 2003, together with David
Tarkhan-Mouravi, Inashvili co-founded and headed
the Objective Media Union (OMU) that would run
a TV channel, a radio station and a newspaper —all
three were critical of the UNM government and its
pro-Western positions. In 2007, Tarkhan-Mouravi
left the OMU and founded the anti-UNM Resis-
tance Movement; Inashvili joined it in 2010 but
retained her leadership in the OMU.%’

With its role in distributing the scandalous
Gldani videos, Inashvili clearly contributed to the
GD victory in the 2012 parliamentary elections,
but instead of formally joining Ivanishvili’s party,
Inashvili — again, together with Tarkhan-Mouravi —
founded the Alliance of Patriots of Georgia (APG),
which was officially registered on 22 January 2013.

From its early days on, the APG set about not
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only attacking the UNM, but also picked up on
the anti-Turkish rhetoric that the GD had intro-
duced into political debates in Georgia in 2012.%
Although the APG paid lip service to Georgia’s ter-
ritorial integrity, which implied opposition to Rus-
sian occupation of South Ossetia and Abkhazia,
they would, at the very same time, insist that Tur-
key was increasingly occupying the Autonomous
Republic of Adjara, a Georgian region bordering
Turkey.”® This approach was apparently aimed at
“diluting” the anti-Russian narrative of the UNM'’s
“civic nationalism” and shifting attention from the
real occupation of Georgian territories by Russia
onto conspiratorial concerns about Turkey’s al-
leged intentions.

Thus, the APG’s ethno-religious nationalism
represented a challenge to the UNM'’s pro-Western
nationalism, and, although the level of the threat
should not be exaggerated, the APG’s standpoints
were beneficial to the GD party. While serving as
the principle opponent of the UNM, lvanishvili’s
party could not possibly attack Saakashvili’s poli-
tics from positions of ethno-religious nationalism
due to a different type of political self-represen-
tation as a moderate centrist force that pursued a
balanced foreign policy that combined Euro-Atlan-
tic integration and rejection of confrontation with
Russia.

It came as little surprise that lvanishvili, already
as Prime Minister of Georgia, told media repre-
sentatives at a press conference in April 2013 that
he was interested in a strong third political force
in Georgia, i.e., in addition to the GD and UNM,
and mentioned both Inashvili and Burjanadze as
potential leaders of that third force.'® The two
politicians attacked the UNM from positions (eth-

no-religious nationalism and pro-Russian stances)
that the GD could not publicly endorse — at least,
not at that time.

There was little doubt that Ivanishvili’s idea of a
“third force” damaging his primary opponent (i.e.,
UNM) came from his own experience of political
engineering. Ivanishvili made much of his wealth
while working in Russia in the 1990s, and, in 1996,
he supported and financed the campaign of Alex-
ander Lebed,® a Russian military officer and ul-
tranationalist politician, who was promoted by the
Kremlin to pull votes from Russian President Boris
Yeltsin’s main opponent, the CPRF’s leader Gen-
nady Zyuganov, at the 1996 presidential elections.

The APG was relatively successful in the 2014
municipal elections: it obtained 4.72 percent of
aggregate votes and became eligible for future
state funding for elections. As Tornike Zurabashvili
observed,

the Alliance had all it took to score big in the
polls: nonstop media coverage through the
party-affiliated Obieqtivi TV and radio stations,
private and business donations worth as much
as that of the United National Movement and

the partial endorsement of Bidzina Ivanishvi-
Ii.102

From 2014 on, the APG became increasingly
anti-Western and pro-Russian, despite maintain-
ing an officially pro-EU perspective. A report by
the Georgian Media Development Foundation
on anti-Western propaganda in Georgia in 2014-
2015 identified that, though its media channels,
the APG advanced the following messages: the
West is imposing homosexuality, fighting against
Orthodox Christianity and family traditions; the US
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is an initiator of coups; Euro-Atlantic integration
is associated with threats, including with Turkish
expansion and loss of territorial integrity; Georgia
is run by external foreign forces; Russia is a coun-
terweight to the West; developments in Ukraine
are the result of provocations by Western forces;
and the EU Association Agreement with Georgia is
as a tool to subjugate the country and destroy its
economy.'®

The APG did indeed become the third polit-
ical force in Georgia after the 2016 parliamen-
tary elections, in which it obtained 5.01 percent
of the vote, thus passing the 5 percent electoral
threshold and securing 6 seats (out of 150) in the
Georgian parliament.’® One of the APG’s parlia-
mentarians was Emzar Kvitsiani who had secretly
collaborated with the Russian special services in
the period 2006-2012 while living in Russia, where
he fled justice in Georgia in 2006.%

The APG’s entry into Parliament can be, at
least, partially explained — as Shota Kakabadze ob-
served — “by the general distrust towards political
parties in Georgia [...]. In this context [the APG],
with its xenophobic and homophobic campaign as
well as support for a dialogue with the Kremlin,
offered an alternative to the older political estab-
lishment”.2%®

Another partial explanation of the APG’s mod-
est electoral success is the increase of Eurosceptic

sentiments in Georgia propagated by both domes-
tic and external (Russian) stakeholders.’’ In this
context, it was revealing that Georgians’ unam-
biguous support for the country’s EU membership
dramatically decreased from 72 percent in 2012 to
42 percent in 2015.18

After gaining seats in Parliament, the APG
“began to openly articulate messages that fit into
the Kremlin’s foreign policy agenda”: “an initiative
about military neutrality of Georgia”; “proposal to
neglect the international format of Geneva talks
and settle the conflicts through a direct dialogue
with Russia without the involvement of the West”;
and “conduct of targeted campaigns against NATO
and US research institutions”. 1%

At the same time, APG delegations started pay-
ing visits to Moscow. The first visit took place on 11
July 2017: APG’s MPs Giorgi Lomia, Ada Marshania
and Nato Chkheidze held talks with Leonid Kalash-
nikov, the Chairman of the State Duma Committee
on CIS Affairs, Eurasian Integration and Relations
with Compatriots, discussing “prospects of restor-
ing the Russian-Georgian relations; NATO-Georgia
cooperation, as well as the current situation in
[Russia-occupied] Abkhazia and Tskhinvali regions
of Georgia”.'® The APG delegation’s trip to Russia
in July 2017 was the first visit of Georgian MPs to
Moscow since the Russian-Georgian war in 2008.
On 3 October 2017, the same APG delegation visit-
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ed Moscow again and met with Kalashnikov to dis-
cuss “questions of humanitarian character”.’'! On
the same day, representatives of the APG also met
with Konstantin Kosachev, Chair of the Foreign
Affairs Committee of Russia’s Federation Council,
who voiced his hope of restoring “normal rela-
tions” between Russia and Georgia.*> Moreover,
the APG’s leader David Tarkhan-Mouravi was also
in Moscow around that time and apparently held
other meetings with unknown contacts.*®

Back home in Georgia, the APG continued
pushing pro-Russian and anti-Western propagan-
da. According to the reports of the Media Develop-
ment Foundation, Burjanadze’s United Democrat-
ic Movement and the APG were “the two political
parties that most frequently spread anti-Western
messages”, but in contrast to the period between
2014 and 2017, the APG outstripped the United
Democratic Movement in terms of the number of
anti-Western messages in 2018.11

In retrospect, the Moscow visits of APG MPs
and their meetings with Russian parliamentari-
ans seemed to test the limits of how far elected
Georgian politicians could extend their official in-
teractions with Russian politicians without caus-
ing mass outrage in Georgian society. The GD
government apparently misinterpreted the lack of
any significant protest against the APG’s trips to
Moscow, when it decided to host, in June 2019,
a session of the Interparliamentary Assembly of
Orthodoxy (IAO) in Thilisi and allow Russian MP

Sergei Gavrilov (CPRF) — who was then the Pres-
ident of the IAO General Assembly — to address
the session from the seat of the Speaker of the
Georgian Parliament on 20 June 2019.'> Opposi-
tion MPs from the UNM and the European Geor-
gia (EG) party, who accused the GD government
of collaborating with Russian occupants, blocked
the presidium and demanded Gavrilov and other
members of the Russian delegation leave the par-
liament building.'*® The blockade of the presidium
was confronted by no other than APG’s MPs Ada
Marshania and Emzar Kvitsiani, “who demanded
the opposition leave and let Gavrilov back to the
chair”.*¥ The APG’s efforts, however, failed: Gavri-
lov and his compatriots were evacuated from
Georgia the same day.

The GD party hosting the Russian delegation in
the Georgian Parliament led to mass protests that
became known as the “Gavrilov Night”: protest-
ers demanded the resignation of the Parliament
Speaker Irakli Kobakhidze, Prime Minister Mamu-
ka Bakhtadze, Interior Minister Giorgi Gakharia,
and Head of the State Security Service Vakhtang
Gomelauri,**® but only Kobakhidze would later re-
sign.

However, as Régis Genté argues, the “Gavrilov
Night” was more than just an outcry against Gavri-
lov’s visit:

In fact, this was just a symptom of something
going very wrong with the oligarchic gover-
nance that Bidzina Ivanishvili and his party,
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the Georgian Dream, imposed in Georgia from  purposes too. In August 2020 —two months before
2012. The Georgian Dream is drawing ever the Georgian parliamentary elections — the Dos-
closer to illiberal ideology and so-called “Or- sier Centre, a London-based organisation fund-
thodox values” that are favored by the Krem- ed by Russian oligarch-turned-dissident Mikhail
lin. 11 Khodorkovsky, published two reports that claimed
that the Kremlin interfered in Georgia’s internal
affairs by supporting the APG.?** The claim was
based on communications, which were acquired
by the Dossier Center, between representatives of
the APG and the Russian political technology com-
pany POLITSECRETS, and the assertion that the
contacts between the two parties were reported
to the Russian Presidential Administration through
political consultant Sergey Mikheyev.

Naturally, it cannot be ruled out that particular
Russian stakeholders were interested in promot-
ing the APG in Georgia because of its pro-Krem-
lin positions, but the evidence presented by the
Dossier Center only indicated that POLITSECRETS
provided paid consultancy services to the APG
during its election campaign without revealing the
sponsors of those services. Responding to the al-
legations that the services of POLITSECRETS were
paid by the Putin regime, the APG’s Irma Inashvi-
li slammed them as “absurd”, although she con-
firmed that that her party had “hired a Russian
agency for the election campaign (without naming
it) but said they also employ[ed] services of the
unnamed four U.S. and two Israeli companies”.'?®
While it is unknown, at the time of the writing,
what US and Israeli companies Inashvili referred
to, American and Israeli political technologists had
a well-established presence in Georgia, although

From the Kremlin’s point of view, the protests
were attempts to “obstruct development of re-
lations” between the two countries.’® To send a
clear message of discontent with the protests in
Georgia, Putin decided to use instruments of eco-
nomic coercion: on 21 June, the day following the
“Gavrilov Night”, he suspended flights from Russia
to Georgia and “recommended that [Russian] tour
operators and travel agents refrain [...] from sell-
ing package tours” to Georgia.!*

Amid the political turbulences in Thilisi, the
APG’s MPs Giorgi Lomia and Ada Marshania, as
well as Gocha Tevdoradze, the APG’s member of
the Thilisi City Assembly, travelled to Moscow and
met with Konstantin Kosachev and Leonid Kalash-
nikov to help “settle the crisis” in the relations be-
tween Russia and Georgia.'??> During the meeting,
the APG adopted a manifestly pro-Kremlin posi-
tion echoing the Russian narrative about the pro-
tests undermining the relations between Georgia
and Russia. Giorgi Lomia called the protests “prov-
ocations aimed at aggravating relations between
Georgia and Russia. [...] The destructive forces in
Georgia have once again tried to do everything to
destroy all the efforts we have made over the past
three years”.12®

The APG’s trips to Russia apparently had other
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different Georgian political forces had their own
preferences: the UNM would predominantly work
with American firms, while the GD used Israeli ser-
vices.!%®

The claim that the Kremlin “banked on” the
APG in the Georgian elections in 2020 seemed to
be a misleading exaggeration. First, neither Mikhe-
yev nor POLITSECRETS director Vera Blashenko-
va could be rated among the best 20 or even 50
Russian political technologists in 2020,* and it is
reasonable to assume that had the Kremlin —and
not just some Russian pro-regime stakeholders —
been truly serious about promoting the APG, its
consultants would have rather suggested a better
Russian firm to run the APG’s campaign. Second-
ly, the wording of the consultancy advice given by
POLITSECRETS to the APG revealed the hierarchy
of Russian preferences in Georgia: Russian con-
sultants asserted that the “growing public discon-
tent” was beneficial to the APG, “even if it was also
beneficial for the UNM/EG and was totally unfa-
vourable for the GD”,**® implying that doing harm
to the GD was generally a bad thing to do. Third,
the claim effectively whitewashed the increasing-
ly pro-Kremlin policies of the GD: if the Kremlin
“banked on” the APG in the 2020 elections, then
the GD could not be seen as a pro-Russian party.
Such a scheme apparently fit well with Ivanishvili’s
agenda, and the GD administration turned down
the opposition parties’ demand to ban the APG

126 Wilson, Political Technology, p. 349.

from running in the elections, while the Prosecu-
tor’s Office refused to launch an investigation into
the APG’s potential misconduct.'?

Whoever funded the consultancy services that
POLITSECRETS provided to the APG, they did lit-
tle to help the party in the 2020 parliamentary
elections. Before the publication of the Dossier
Center’s allegations, the APG stood at around 3
percent in public opinion polls,’*° and the party
obtained 3.14 percent of the vote in the elections,
and since the electoral threshold was lowered to
1 percent, it obtained four seats in Parliament.
However, the APG joined the boycott of the op-
position parties claiming that the 2020 Georgian
parliamentary elections were rigged, and three
leading members of the APG (Irma Inashvili, Giorgi
Lomia and Gocha Tevdoradze) annulled their MP
mandates. The fourth APG’s MP Avtandil Enukidze
decided to keep his seat, and was joined by three
other party members who took seats rejected by
Inashvili, Lomia and Tevdoradze.®' Once in the
parliament, however, the four APG’s MPs quit the
party and formed a new political force, “European
Socialists”.?*> Commenting on the developments,
one of the GD’s leaders, Irakli Kobakhidze, said it
was “important that the Russian elements of the
Alliance of Patriots did not enter Parliament”,'*
thus, again, trying to vindicate the GD of advanc-
ing pro-Russian policies.

After the relative fiasco in the 2020 parliamen-
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tary elections, the APG maintained its pro-Krem-
lin line and continued to be engaged in various
pro-Russian efforts. In August 2021, the APG ad-
dressed a letter to Putin asking him to provide as-
sistance in normalising relations between Moscow
and Thilisi: “we are convinced supporters of build-
ing truly sincere and friendly relations between
Georgia and Russia based on mutual respect and
trust”.’3* The Kremlin, in its turn, called the APG’s
letter to “a vivid proof of the fact that ‘despite all
efforts of Russophobes and radicals, Georgia still
[had] sensible forces that support[ed] the resto-
ration of good-neighbourly relations between’ the
two countries”.’?®

Following Russia’s ultimatum to the US and
NATO demanding, in particular, that “all member
States of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
commit themselves to refrain from any further
enlargement of NATO, including the accession of
Ukraine as well as other States”, ' the APG teamed
up with more than 50 relatively insignificant polit-
ical organisations and set up the United Front of
Georgian Patriots (UFGP).2*” The Front demanded
Georgia to declare neutrality — an idea that the
APG had been pushing since at least 2018'* — and
abandon its Euro-Atlantic integration path by re-
moving from the country’s Constitution the aspi-
ration for the full integration of Georgia into the

EU and NATO.**

On 10 March 2022, just a few weeks after the
start of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
the APG — on behalf of the UFGP — sent a letter to
the UN Security Council that called on the Council
“not only to support, but also to make an effec-
tive contribution to the neutrality of Georgia and
Ukraine, so that the countries of the West, togeth-
er with Russia, become the guarantors of the neu-
trality of our countries”.1*

In April the same year, the APG delegation
headed by Tarkhan-Mouravi and Inashvili travelled
to Moscow and held talks with Vladimir Dzhabarov,
First Deputy Chairman of the International Affairs
Committee of the Federation Council, to discuss
the development of Georgian-Russian relations
and the idea of Georgia’s neutrality promoted by
both the Kremlin and the APG.*! The party’s Mos-
cow trip, once again, gave the GD an opportunity
to criticise it'*? and appear less pro-Russian than it
actually was.

4.4. The Georgian March

In June 2019, when the “Gavrilov Night” protests
against the pro-Russian politics of the GD admin-
istration erupted, the police tried to brutally sup-
press them with tear gas and rubber bullets — at
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least “two people lost their eye as a result of inju-
ries sustained from rubber bullets”.*** This added
another dimension to the protests in summer that
year: protesters started to demand the resignation
of Interior Minister Giorgi Gakharia, whom they
held responsible for the police violence.!*

The protests, with an expanded agenda, dis-
rupted an event that had been planned since the
beginning of 2019, namely the first LGBT Pride
Week and Thilisi Pride to be held in Georgia’s cap-
ital on 18-23 June 2019. However, as the protests
against the GD administration and discussions
about the controversial Thilisi Pride were held si-
multaneously at the end of June and beginning of
July 2019, which gave an opportunity to the forces
opposing both the protests and the Pride event
to lump them together in an attempt to discredit
the protests — in a way that reminded of the in-
strumentalisation of anti-LGBT sentiments by the
Kremlin aiming to undermine the anti-Putin pro-
tests of 2011-2013. For example, Alexander (San-
dro) Bregadze, the leader of the far-right Georgian
March, inquired:

Why is [Interior Minister Giorgi] Gakharia be-
ing punished? It became clear that rubber bul-
lets are simply a pretext, while the reason is
quite different — the reason is that Gakharia
refused twice to allow a gay pride! Yes, homo-
sexuals, organizers of gay prides, those peo-
ple, who are doing their utmost to hold a gay
pride, are trying to punish Gakharia!!14

Until 2016, Bregadze was Deputy State Minis-

ter on Diaspora Issues in the GD-led government —
he resigned as a result of the months-long pressure
from Georgian civil society groups who protested
against his homophobic statements.'*® Despite his
departure, Bregadze’s relatives kept supporting
the GD: they donated GEL 85,000 (approximately,
€32,500in 2016) to the GD in the pre-election pe-
riod in 2016, according to a report by Ifact, a group
of Georgian investigative journalists.*’

After his resignation from the GD-led govern-
ment, Bregadze ran, unsuccessfully, for the 2016
parliamentary elections on the list of a minor
far-right party “Georgian ldea” of Levan Chachua
who advanced the idea of reconciliation between
Georgia and Russia through turning away from the
West and shifting Georgia’s political scepticism
from Russia to Turkey.4®

On 14 July 2017, Bregadze and his associates
held their “March of Georgians” protest rally that
took place one of the central avenues of the his-
torical part of Georgia’s capital Thilisi, the David
Agmashenebeli Avenue, and attracted around two
thousand participants — among them members of
the Georgian far right ranging from extreme el-
ements such as “Edelweiss” and “Nationalist Le-
gion” to the APG.

The rally had a typical radical right-wing pop-
ulist agenda combined with the anti-UNM and
anti-Western messaging, as the “March of Geor-
gians” demanded from the GD administration (1)
to tighten the rules of granting residence permits
and Georgian citizenship, (2) to expel “all illegal
aliens and foreign criminals” from Georgia, (3) to
take “mass measures” against “illegal criminal ac-
tivities in which foreigners are involved”, and (4)
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to ban the UNM and prohibit “foreign funding of
non-governmental organisations”.** The latter de-
mand was arguably a harsher version of the Rus-
sian “foreign agent law” that was adopted in Rus-
sia in 2012 to undermine the work of civil society
organisations that received funding from largely
Western sources and were considered as a threat
to Putin’s regime.

The GD-led government had indirectly legit-
imised the ideological agenda of the “March of
Georgians” before it took place. One of the alleged
concerns of the organisers of the rally was that
strip clubs run by Middle Eastern businessmen in
Thilisi would not let Georgian men in,**® and GD’s
Prime Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili, already in Jan-
uary 2017, publicly instructed Interior Minister “to
investigate discriminatory practices against native
[Georgian] men in particular clubs and bars”.*>!
Therefore, Kvirikashvili mainstreamed the issue
of foreigners supposedly discriminating against
Georgians in the Georgian capital — an accusa-
tion that was one of the central leitmotifs of the
“March of Georgians”.

After the protest, Bregadze formed a political
movement dubbed “Georgian March” (GM) that
would be involved in organising “violent rallies,
with the radical groups assaulting and physically
insulting citizens with different political views and
sexual orientation”.**

Bregadze himself compared the GM to the
French far-right National Front and German Al-
ternative for Germany,® but this self-compari-
son should not be taken at face value, as the GM
showed its propensity for violence, while the
above-mentioned French and German far-right
parties distance themselves from political vio-
lence.

In its 2020 report, the Estonian Foreign Intel-
ligence Service singled out the GM among Geor-
gian organisations promoting “so-called tradition-
al values in Georgia” saying that the GM’s mission
was to “resist the values supposedly imposed on
Georgian society by the West, allegedly threaten-
ing the very existence of the Georgian people and
society”, to rattle “public support for joining the
European Union and NATO”, and to create inter-
nal tensions and escalate conflict within Georgian
society”.’® The same report by the Estonian for-
eign intelligence argued that “among the leaders
of the Georgian March [were] several individuals
with ties to Russia and its influence activities”.**®
While the report did not specify what “ties” it im-
plied, a leaked audio recording of the conversation
between Bregadze and lgor Morozov, a member
of Russia’s Federation Council at the alleged time
of the conversation (April 2020), about a poten-
tial business deal involving an unidentified Russian
businessman and Bregadze®® suggested that the
GM'’s leader was on friendly terms with at least
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some Russian officials.

The GM registered as a political party in July
2020 — ahead of the that year’s parliamentary
elections — with Bregadze as the leader of the par-
ty, and Irakli Shikhiashvili, a former member of the
GD and former chairman of the Thilisi City Coun-
cil, as the party’s secretary-general.’®” Given the
GM'’s proximity to the ruling GD, the newly formed
far-right party expectedly named the pro-Western
UNM and EG as their “key opponents”.1>®

A certain degree of political synergy between
the GM and GD-led government was also notice-
able on Facebook, where in 2020 an inauthentic
network promoted the GM and pro-governmental
media outlet PosTV founded by Lasha Natsvlishvi-
li, a former Deputy Prosecutor General under the
GD who would later work as a public relations ad-
visor for the GD.*°

The GM performed miserably in the 2020
elections as it obtained only 0.25 percent of the
vote. Against the background of highly polarised
Georgian politics dominated by the struggle be-
tween the GD and the UNM/EG, there was little
space left for far-right parties whose anti-West-
ern and pro-Russian agendas were simply more
straightforward versions of that of the GD. Hence,
despite the claims of the GM’s leadership that its
key opponents were Georgian pro-Western forces,
the GM technically competed in the limited space
of the far-right margins already pervaded by the
APG. In addition, since the GM was not able to of-
fer any novel approach to promoting the thread-
bare agenda, the party failed to take a foothold in

the far-right political margins.

Following the poor performance at the elec-
tions, the GM’s Bregadze announced plans to
launch a new TV channel called “Georgia” that
would oppose the “liberal dictatorship” allegedly
dominating other TV channels,*® but this venture
was not embarked on.

The GM did not participate in the 2021 local
elections, and although Bregadze joined, in the
beginning of 2022, the APG’s UFGP initiative that
demanded Georgia to declare neutrality,’®! the
GM has since then lost its already limited political
relevance.

4.5. Alt-Info/Conservative Movement

In addition to the GM’s lack of ideological innova-
tions when competing with other actors in the lim-
ited far-right space of Georgian politics, one other
major factor of the political failure of the GM was
the relative rise of yet another far-right pro-Rus-
sian organisation, Alt-Info, a media company that
would later establish a political party dubbed Con-
servative Movement.

As a minor ultranationalist Georgian website,
Alt-Info was launched by Georgian right-wing ac-
tivist Irakli Kizilashvili in June 2017.¢ The website
drew heavily on the European and American far
right (especially the alt-right Breitbart News), and
spread pro-Russian disinformation and manipulat-
ed news targeting Muslim migrants and the LGBT
community.

In January 2019, Alt-Info was officially regis-
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tered with the Georgian authorities as a private
company with Shota Martynenko'®® as its direc-
tor and ownership equally divided between Mar-
tynenko and Tsiala Morgoshia.®* The latter, how-
ever, did not seem to be an actual stakeholder: she
was the retired elderly aunt of Konstantine Mor-
goshia, the real mastermind behind the project.

Konstantine Morgoshia is a businessman who
entered Georgian political activism as a support-
er and sponsor of the APG. In 2016, he was the
APG’s majoritarian candidate in Mtskheta constit-
uency in 2016 parliamentary elections but was
unsuccessful. Morgoshia then moved to support
Bregadze’s GM politically and financially, but even-
tually he decided to launch his own political proj-
ect.

The original idea of such a project seemed to
be built around the organisation “Alternative for
Georgia” that was registered on 30 January 2019
and the name of which referred to a European
trend — established by the German party Alterna-
tive for Germany — to name new far-right parties
in a similar way. Morgoshia was registered as the
chair of the organisation, Zurab Makharadze — as
its deputy, and Martynenko, Irakli Kizilashvili and
Russian-Georgian dual citizen Giorgi Kardava —
as its founding members.’” Alt-Info, with its an-

ti-Western and pro-Russian editorial policy, effec-
tively became the “media wing” of Alternative for
Georgia.

Clearly inspired by its Western counterparts,
Alt-Info was very active on social networks where
it promoted anti-liberal, nationalist, openly an-
ti-Western and anti-immigration messages.'®® Cu-
riously, commenting on the expert observations
that Alt-Info’s online activities were a disguised
attempt to influence public opinion, Makharadze
said that the accusations that his team was “se-
cretly engaged in anti-liberal, anti-immigration
and ‘anti-LGBT’ propaganda” were “ridiculous” as
they did that “completely openly and publicly”.*®°

In the first half of 2019, after the announce-
ment of the LGBT Pride Week and Thilisi Pride to
be held in Thilisi in June that year, Alt-Info was
one of the most active networks on Facebook that
“shared anti-LGBT narratives that demonized the
West and portrayed the LGBT community as a
threat to Georgia”.'’® Some of the pages apparent-
ly linked to Alt-Info were anonymous, while one of
them, namely “Anti-Liberal Club”, had ten manag-
ers, one of whom was based in Russia.'”*

Investigations conducted by the International
Society for Fair Elections and Democracy,'’? as well
as the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research
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Lab,'”® prompted Facebook to remove — several
times — Alt-Info’s assets for coordinated inauthen-
tic behaviour (CIB), i.e., coordinated efforts by
groups of pages, accounts, and other entities to
mislead people about who they are and what they
are doing. A 2020 report by Facebook noted that a
network linked to Alt-Info

used fake accounts to post and comment on
their own content to make it appear more
popular than it was. [...] This network post-
ed primarily in Georgian about news and
current events in the country including EU
and Russian politics, Georgian parliamen-
tary election in 2020, political figures, crit-
icism of local media and liberal politicians
such as representatives of European Geor-
gia party, immigrants, minorities and LGBTQ
communities. Some of this activity included
posting hate speech and information rated
false by independent fact-checkers in Geor-
gia.r’*

In response to the de-platforming attempts,
Alt-Info re-created pages, which were, again, re-
moved by Facebook. In autumn 2020, “Alt-Info
created a channel on Telegram, as well as groups
in WhatsApp and Viber, and asked its followers to
continue watching Alt-Info videos on these plat-
forms. It also created the ‘Alt-Info’ app, which can
be used to watch Alt-Info videos and read articles

from its website”.'’> Also in autumn 2020, Alt-Info
applied to the Georgian National Communications
Commission and received authorisation for the TV
channel ALT-TV.Y7¢

ALT-TV became operational in the beginning
of 2021. In addition to spreading Alt-Info’s famil-
iar anti-liberal and anti-Western narratives, ALT-
TV actively engaged with Russian propagandists
and anti-Ukrainian commentators such as Maksim
Shevchenko, Alexander Dugin, Yakov Kazakov (bet-
ter known as Yaakov Kedmi), Anatoly Wasserman,
etc.t”’

Russian fascist ideologue Alexander Dugin was
a particularly frequent guest of Alt-Info’s media
networks, which indicated that Alt-Info moved in
an openly pro-Kremlin direction. In August 2008,
Dugin not only welcomed the Russian invasion of
Georgia, he also outrageously accused Georgians
of committing a genocide of South Ossetians and
called on the Russian authorities to invade Tbili-
si.1”® Commenting on his 2008 calls to send Rus-
sian tanks to Thilisi in an interview with Alt-Info
in July 2020, Dugin claimed that, had the Russian
authorities taken his advice, Georgia would have
hardly been different from Georgia under the GD
rule, implying that Georgia under the GD’s admin-
istration suited Russian interests.’® In an inter-
view with ALT-TV in January 2021, Dugin, again,
promoted pro-Kremlin and anti-Western narra-
tives saying that the key to a truly independent
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Georgia was in Moscow and that it was better to
be in a union with “Orthodox Russia” than to be a
“US colony”, that the West was not able to secure
Georgia’s sovereignty and would use Georgia as a
springboard to create trouble in other countries in
the region.®

Given the ideological positioning of Alt-Info
that — unlike some other Georgian far-right or-
ganisations — publicly advanced the pro-Kremlin
agenda, it was hardly surprising that Georgian
ethno-religious activist and Dugin associate Levan
Vasadze started promoting ALT-TV in 2021.

Before becoming active in Georgia’s socio-po-
litical life, Vasadze — with his educational back-
ground in Georgia, Russia and the US! — had
established himself as a successful businessman
amassing much of his wealth in Russia.'®? In 2013,
as Putin’s regime was making a “conservative
turn”, which implied promotion of religious and
homophobic narratives as part of Russia’s politi-
cal warfare aimed at strengthening anti-Western
sentiments in the post-Soviet countries, Vasadze
became involved in the workings of the Demo-
graphic Renaissance Foundation of Georgia.'®®
The following year, he became a co-founder of
the Demographic Development Fund, which was
renamed into the Georgian Demographic Society
XXI'in 2015.18

The main objective of these “demographic”
initiatives was to trigger Georgians’ psychological

anxieties about the survival of the Georgian na-
tion, but Vasadze’s role in those projects also had
a geopolitical aspect. In 2016, he hosted, in Thilisi,
an annual meeting of the anti-LGBT “pro-family”
organisation World Congress of Families (WCF)
titled “Civilization at the Crossroads: The Natural
Family as The Bulwark of Freedom and Human Val-
ues”.'® Speaking at the Thilisi meeting of the WCF,
Vasadze declared: “Together with Russian peo-
ple, we got rid of and defeated fascism and then
communism, both of which came from the West.
Earlier, Christian Russia helped Christian Georgia
survive destruction”. The West, in Vasadze’s view,
was also responsible for the Rose Revolution that
brought Saakashvili to power in 2004, as well as
for Georgian civil society organisations attacking
the Georgian Orthodox Church.® Vasadze's state-
ments differed little from the pro-Kremlin line of
the Russian chapter of the WCF that was, at that
time, represented by Aleksey Komov, an associate
of Russian pro-Kremlin businessman Konstantin
Malofeev who had also been closely working with
Dugin wince at least 2013.%%7

Vasadze was one of the most vocal critics of
the planning of the Thilisi Pride in 2019, and even
suggested forming vigilante groups equipped with
belts to fight against “gay propaganda” in Geor-
gia’s capital. The GD-controlled Ministry of Interi-
or claimed that it “launched an inquest into Levan
Vasadze’s statement”,*® but presumably no action
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was eventually taken against him.

Since then, Vasadze became a prominent fig-
ure in the Georgian anti-LGBT movement.'® In
an attempt to capitalise on his homophobic and
“pro-family” activism, Vasadze formed a social
movement called “Unity, Essence, Hope” abbrevi-
ated in Georgian as “ERI”, meaning “nation”.?* The
values and objectives of the ERI included, in partic-
ular, “adjustment of the country’s demographic in-
dicators and their transition from the current state
of decline to a state of growth”; “prevention of all
anti-human and anti-traditional vices and distur-
bances destructive to the country”; and “resto-
ration of the violated territorial integrity of Geor-
gia”.** As he argued in 2019, it was impossible to
reintegrate Abkhazia and South Ossetia without
Russia’s goodwill, yet it was “possible to do that
without the will of the West”; hence, Georgia had
to “reject integration into NATQ”.12

Given Vasadze’s cooperation with Alt-Info and
various links between his social movement and
Morgoshia’s group,'®* some observers suggested
that Vasadze would try to unite the fragmented
Georgian far right.?® Russian pro-Kremlin media
apparently hoped for such an outcome, and wide-

ly promoted Vasadze, “describing him as ‘an an-
ti-liberal Orthodox Christian and an anti-abortion
believer’ who defend[ed] Georgia from Western
influence and put family values first, in contrast to
most of Georgia’s other political parties”.**®

Ahead of the Thilisi Pride on 5 July 2021, Vasa-
dze’s ERI and Morgoshia’s Alt-Info were actively
involved — together with some GoC priests — in
encouraging violence against the participants of
this LGBT event and acts of vandalism against flags
of the EU.?® In their aggressive rhetoric, ERI and
Alt-Info were joined by other Georgian far-right
groups, but also by Dugin who, welcomed the vio-
lence against Thilisi Pride.’

On the day of the Thilisi Pride event, however,
far-right and ultra-Orthodox thugs predominantly
attacked journalists, which was apparently a co-
ordinated action. Out of 55 people who were in-
jured on 5 July 2021, 53 were journalists,*® while
no representative of the LGBT organisations was
harmed.’ As far-right assailants chased jour-
nalists through Thilisi’s streets, they used walk-
ie-talkie sets to communicate with each other
and, as some observers supposed, were seeming-
ly informed by the GD-led security services as to
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where journalists tried to hide from far-right vio-
lence.?® Georgian police, who had all the means
necessary to stop the aggressors, failed to do so,
apparently for the lack of political will of the part
of the GD.?% Despite the fact that some assailants
were arrested by the police, the courts would not
“impose any significant penalties on the leaders
of the hate groups” that encouraged acts of vio-
lence.?®

Following the attacks on the journalists, the
GD-affiliated officials and politicians not only tried
to downplay the violent developments, but also
revealed the politicised nature of their response
to them. Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili blamed
the Thbilisi Pride activists, describing their ac-
tions as “impermissible provocations” and calling
them “revanchists” and “radicals” affiliated with
Saakashvili.?®® Irakli Kobakhidze, then the GD’s
chairman, parroted this conspiracy “claiming that
‘the purpose of the Thilisi Pride wasn’t to protect
anyone’s rights, but had subjective political inter-
ests behind it’”.2* By associating LGBT activists
with the pro-Western political opposition to the
GD, the ruling elites effectively repeated the nar-
rative of the far right, who already in 2019, at the
time of the cancelled LGBT Pride Week, tried to
lump together LGBT activists and anti-GD protests
that followed the “Gavrilov Night”.

Targeted attacks by ethno-religious national-
ists on journalists on 5 July 2021, as well as the
impunity of the leaders of far-right groups that
carried them out, need to be understood in two

interrelated contexts. One is the creeping hate
campaign against the independent media that the
GD party started as early as 2012; the campaign
started with the GD’s officials refusing interviews
to any part of the media that they did not con-
trol, which was accompanied by the outright de-
monisation of the free media that were smeared
as “traitors of the country”.2® The second context
is the GD’s practice of delegating acts of coercion
to non-state actors: in order “to maintain internal
and external legitimacy and, in this way, extend
its time of governance”, the GD seemed to have
informally relied on Georgian far-right groups and
radical segments of the GoC clergy to confront
protests and demonstrations “causing discomfort
for the governing elite”.2%

Commenting on the violent developments at
the Thilisi Pride, Alt-Info’s Konstantine Morgoshia
boasted: “On the July 5, the whole world wit-
nessed the beginning of the end of liberal dictator-
ship, and witnessed that billions, invested [from
abroad] to degrade the nation and fight against
the Orthodoxy and religion, came to nothing”.2"’

Almost two months after the violent count-
er-protests in Thilisi, it was reported that Alt-Info’s
Giorgi Kardava went on a business trip to Moscow
to organise a meeting between representatives
of Alternative for Georgia and high-ranking Rus-
sian politicians — the meeting would ultimately be
planned to take place about a month later.?® How-
ever, at the time of writing, there is no evidence
that such a meeting took place in autumn 2021,
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but a more significant process was underway at
that time. On 20 November 2021, Morgoshia and
his associates convened a congress in Thilisi that
announced the transformation of Alt-Info and Al-
ternative for Georgia into a political party called
the Conservative Movement (CM). The leaders
of Alternative for Georgia — Zurab Makharadze,
Giorgi Kardava and Shota Martynenko — became
official leaders of the CM. Levan Vasadze — despite
earlier assumptions that he would participate in
the consolidation of the Georgian far right — was
not part of Morgoshia’s party-political efforts, ap-
parently due to personal health issues.?%

The CM declared that — in order to preserve
the Georgian identity and statehood — its task was
“to put an end to the dictatorship of liberal ideol-
ogy in Georgia and to establish a culturally organ-
ic order in the country that is acceptable to the
majority of the population”.?® This task required
“abandoning attempts to accept the imposed
pseudo-identity and acting according to the logic
of ‘realpolitik’”, which implied “the normalisation
of relations with Russia”.?!!

A representative of the Putin regime, Kazbek
Taysaev, a CPRF MP and Deputy Chair of the State
Duma Committee on CIS Affairs, Eurasian Integra-
tion and Relations with Compatriots, applauded
the creation of the CM:

We can only welcome the emergence of yet
another party that wants to normalise dia-
logue between Russia and Georgia. [...] It is
necessary to combat the total domination of

Western ideology in Georgia, which has a de-
structive influence on the values and attitudes
of the younger generation. American vassals
interested in spreading their influence in Geor-
gia have long occupied the country and do not
want to move. It is time to put an end to this.?*

On 21 January 2022, Taysaev hosted — togeth-
er with another CPRG MP Artem Turov — a video
conference “Possibilities for Positive Develop-
ment of Relations between Russia and Georgia”, in
which several representatives of the CM took part,
including Makharadze, Kardava and Martynen-
ko.?3 In his introductory speech, Makharadze ar-
gued that Euro-Atlantic integration presented an
existential challenge to the Georgian ethno-reli-
gious identity that generations of Georgians died
for, while cooperation with Russia allowed Geor-
gians to maintain that identity.?** For Russia, as
Makharadze reasoned, friendship with Georgia —
a country that “used to be the main foothold of
globalism, liberalism and America in the region”
—would contribute to the position of Russia as one
of the main centres of attraction in the multipolar
world.?*> In a similar fashion, Makharadze would
later argue that, in an imminent “new cold war”,
everyone was required to choose their side, and
the CM’s promise to Russia was to turn Georgia
“from the location of the enemy’s base into an
ally”.?® Makharadze’s statements clearly showed
that, in contrast to some other Georgian far-
right organisations such as the APG or GM, which
demonstrated pro-Russian views and yet argued,
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at least formally, for Georgia’s neutrality, the CM
advocated a military alliance with Russia. 27

Trips of the CM’s representatives to Russia be-
came even more frequent after the beginning of
the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in Feb-
ruary 2022. In mid-March that year, Morgoshia
declared that he was going to visit Russia together
with the party delegation “to hold talks with polit-
ical forces to sort out Russian-Georgian relations”,
adding that the party would “soon be financially vi-
able because there [were] people, including from
Russia, who [would] support them”.2*® Morgoshia,
however, did not specify either who exactly the
CM delegation would be meeting in Moscow or
which people in Russia would support the party.?°

Moreover, following the full-scale invasion,
the CM fully synchronised its messaging on the ag-
gression with the Russian pro-regime media. Both
emphasised Russia’s alleged military superiority,
claimed that the West had abandoned Ukraine,
and portrayed Ukraine’s resistance as futile. They
also propagated the idea that the West was insti-
gating conflict between two “brotherly” nations,
and asserted that Russia was not targeting civil-
ians while accusing Ukraine of spreading disinfor-

27 |bid., p. 55.

mation to win the information war.??°

In summer 2022, the CM’s Martynenko and
Kardava were announced to take part in a discus-
sion held at Moscow’s Listva bookshop run by the
Russian ultranationalist publishing house “Black
Hundred”.?* According to the announcement,
they were going to discuss, in particular, how it felt
“to live in a liberal state ruled by an American am-
bassador, where the official globalist ideological
course implied violation of Georgian and Christian
identity”.222

In October 2022, Morgoshia informed the
Georgian media that he was moving to Russia for
a few weeks to start a construction business there,
but he also said that he would continue financ-
ing the CM.?% As evidence suggested, Morgoshia
went to Russia, namely to Moscow, together with
the CM delegation aiming to establish contacts
with Russian high-ranking politicians.

On 12 October, the CM delegation presented
their party at the conference titled “Georgia and
the Eurasian Economic Union: from politics of con-
frontation to a common constructive agenda” held
by the Moscow-based autonomous non-commer-
cial organisation “Scientific Centre for Eurasian In-
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tegration”.??* When organising the event, the Cen-
tre’s executive director Aleksandr Pavlov invited
several Russian officials and politicians, including
Aleksandr Babakov, Sergey Glazyev, Konstantin Za-
tulin, Andrey Klimov, Yevgeny Primakov and Pyotr
Tolstoy.??> All of them had a history of participat-
ing in various efforts of Russian political warfare
in Europe, so it was only natural that the CM was
interested in having them as Russian contacts.

Perhaps most prominently, Tolstoy, who has
been a Deputy Chairman of the State Duma since
2016, was one of the Russian contacts of the far-
right Freedom Party of Austria,??® while Babakov,
a Russian MP since 2021, was one of the most im-
portant politicians involved in securing Russian po-
litical and financial support for the French Nation-
al Front.??” However, out of all above-mentioned
Russian officials and politicians invited to the
conference “Georgia and the Eurasian Econom-
ic Union”, only Glazyev, then a commissioner for
Integration and Macroeconomics of the Eurasian
Economic Commission of the Eurasian Economic
Union, accepted the invitation and took part in
the meeting with the CM delegation. The absence
of Russian representatives of a higher profile sug-
gested that, at least at that time, there was little
interest on the part of the Putin regime to develop
relations with the CM.

During the same visit to Moscow, the CM del-
egation was reported to have met with Igor Mo-
rozov, a member of Russia’s Federation Council
who had previously been in contact with the GM’s
Bregadze, but no details about that meeting were

reported.??®

In early December 2022, the party, which had
changed its name into CM/Alt-Info on 4 Novem-
ber 2022, decided to try their luck with establish-
ing contacts with Babakov again; at that time, he
was a Special Representative of Russia’s President
for Cooperation with Organisations Representing
Russians Living Abroad. As Babakov’s email corre-
spondence leaked by the pro-Ukrainian hacktivist
group InformNapalm showed,?” Kardava sent an
email to Babakov on 2 December 2022, in which he
appealed for Babakov’s “assistance in establishing
contacts with Russian political forces and relevant
organisations that [were] ready to work for the
normalisation of relations” between Georgia and
Russia.®° Kardava claimed that the CM, the goal of
which was to “to change the pro-Western course
of [Georgia’s] development” and to restore rela-
tions with Russia “to the level of allied relations”,
was interested in multi-faceted cooperation with
the Russian side.?*! In particular, Kardava asked Ba-
bakov to help the CM organise “a series of educa-
tional events in Georgia aimed at increasing [Geor-
gian] young people’s interest in Russia and their
knowledge of [Russia]”, hoping that those efforts
were in their “mutual interest” and in the interests
of the CM’s “growing popularity” in Georgia.?*?

There is currently no evidence that Babakov
positively responded to Karadava’s political re-
quest to facilitate the CM’s contacts with Russian
politicians. However, in January 2023, Babakov’s
office drew up letters addressed to Russian Edu-
cation Minister Sergey Kravtsov and Chair of the
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International Council of Russian Compatriots?®
Gasan Mirzoev, in which Babakov referred to a
proposal from “the pro-Russian public in Georgia”
and “the leaders of a local opposition party that
favoured good neighbourly relations with Russia”
to hold an online competition for Georgian school-
children on the history of the “Great Patriotic War”
in Georgia.?** In both letters, Babakov supported
the initiative and suggested to the addressees to
participate in it. The competition was launched
on 1 March 2023; a dedicated website claimed
that it was curated by Babakov and organised by
the International Council of Russian Compatriots
and the “Georgian public” without any reference
to the CM.%> Nevertheless, the CM promoted the
competition using its information recourses.?®

In @ manner similar to the cases involving oth-
er Georgian far-right parties, the GD-led admin-
istration used references to the CM, at least in
2022, as an indirect argument that the GD was not
a pro-Russian party, and that the UNM was more
dangerous than the CM.?’

Concurrently, the CM continued to enjoy im-
punity under the apparent protection of the rul-
ing elites. In spring 2022, the Thilisi-based Social
Justice Center, which monitored incidents of vio-
lence, threats, and incitement to violence by rep-
resentatives of the CM/Alt-Info across Georgian
regions, concluded that state bodies appeared “to
demonstratively refuse to evaluate the actions”

of this far-right movement concerning organising
violence and inciting hatred. This approach effec-
tively shielded the CM/Alt-Info leadership from ac-
countability and resulted in less stringent criminal
policies.?*®

When the Georgian National Communications
Commission found “signs of war propaganda” in
Alt-Info TV broadcast, it nevertheless “dismissed
a complaint demanding to declare the channel as
a violator over normalizing war crimes in Ukraine
that would have a detrimental effect on minors”.%°
Moreover, after the Public Defender’s Office of
Georgia proposed a constitutional lawsuit to ban
the CM referring to the violent incidents instigat-
ed by Alt-Info on 5 July 2021 and the lack of ac-
countability for those actions,?® Irakli Kobakhidze,
criticised Public Defender’s move arguing that it
overstepped the mandate.?** Kobakhidze also said
that, while the GD allegedly had no sympathies to-
wards the CM, banning the far-right party would
constitute “‘one of the most serious forms of in-
terference’ in the basic right of freedom of par-
ties”.24

The situation, however, worsened for the CM/
Alt-Info in the beginning of 2024, and a number of
developments suggested that the party was being
ruined in a coordinated manner by its former pow-
erful, albeit situational, allies.

First, on 25 January 2024, the CM/Alt-Info was
ordered by the National Enforcement Bureau of
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the Georgian Ministry of Justice to immediately
pay a fine?*® that was imposed on the CM in June
2022 “for incorrectly declaring funds and conceal-
ment of non-monetary donations”.?** At that time,
the CM did not pay the fine, despite Morgoshia’s
assurances that it would not be difficult for the
party to keep functioning and that they had no
problem with the penalty;2* the Ministry of Jus-
tice did not enforce the payment, which can hard-
ly be explained by anything other than the GD’s
political benevolence. Therefore, the changes in
the GD’s disposition explain the move against the
CM/Alt-Info by the Ministry of Justice in January
2024.

Secondly, on the day the CM/Alt-Info received
the above-mentioned order from the National En-
forcement Bureau, Shota Martynenko’s account at
the Cartu Bank founded by Bidzina Ivanishvili was
closed. According to Martynenko, the account was
used, in particular, to collect money for Alt-Info,®
so the bank’s decision, which coincided with the
demand to pay the fine, was unlikely to be acci-
dental.

Thirdly, on 31 January 2024, the Georgian se-
curity services searched the residence of blogger
Beka Vardosanidze as part of an ongoing investi-
gation into the dissemination of false reports con-
cerning terrorist acts. Vardosanidze was associat-
ed with the CM/Alt-Info and was critical of the GD
and Ivanishvili personally.?*”

Fourthly, in the beginning of April 2024, a
court in the Georgian city of Zugdidi set bail at GEL
5,000 (approximately €1,634 at that time) for the
CM-Alt-Info’s Zurab Makharadze and Giorgi Gogia
in a case of group violence.?*®

Finally, on 8 April 2024, the National Agency
of Public Registry of Georgia (NAPR) cancelled the
CM/Alt-Info’s registration as a political party due
to paperwork inconsistencies dating back to 2021.
The Agency’s decision was a result of the revision
of the CM’s registration prompted by a request
from the Anti-Corruption Bureau. Since the time
of the establishment of the Bureau, anti-corrup-
tion activists questioned its independence as it re-
ported directly to the prime minister’s office,?* so
the “bureaucratic attack” on the CM/Alt-Info ap-
peared to originate from one of the GD-controlled
state offices. Morgoshia called the decision of the
National Agency “politically motivated”, and most
likely was correct in his assessment.?*° Moreover,
when the leadership of the minor far-right party
“Georgian Idea” gave control over the party to the
leaders of the de-registered CM/Alt-Info to run
in the 2024 parliamentary elections,?* the NAPR
“started the process of cancelling the Georgian
Idea party”,?>2 which meant that the GD’s regime
was more than serious about eliminating Mor-
goshia’s political project.

The CM/Alt-Info’s “fall from grace” can be ex-
plained through different perspectives.
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One explanation is based on the assump-
tion that the GD followed, in a special way, the
EU’s advice. On 8 November 2023, the European
Commission adopted the 2023 Enlargement Pack-
age which, in particular, recommended that the
European Council grant Georgia the status of a
candidate country.”® The Commission’s “Georgia
2023 Report”, which was published alongside the
Enlargement Package, mentioned “public attacks
and discrediting rhetoric against journalists” com-
ing from, inter alia, “violent far-right groups”, and
recommended Georgia to “provide prompt, im-
partial and due legal follow-up in cases of attacks
against and intimidation of journalists, including
as regards the instigators of the 5 July 2021 vio-
lence against over 50 journalists”.?>* Therefore, it
could be assumed that, in order to showcase its
alleged pro-EU stances, the GD decided to accom-
modate the EU’s concerns about the CM/Alt-Info
by simply shutting the party down. However, such
an assumption clashes with the fact that the GD
dismissed the EU’s much more important con-
cerns, such as attacks on Georgian civil society
organisations through hostile rhetoric and legisla-
tion on “foreign agents”.?*

A combination of two other explanations ap-
pears to be more relevant.

B The GD’s concerns about the 2024 parliamen-
tary elections. Although the GD remained the
most popular party in Georgia, its public sup-
port began to steadily declining. Even though
the CM was polling around 3 percent in pub-

lic opinion surveys at the end of 2023,%°¢ the
GD still apparently wanted to consolidate the
votes of pro-Russian and far-right voters, ei-
ther for themselves or for its satellite party
“People’s Power” (PP), which was ideologi-
cally characterised by its anti-Western popu-
lism.>" It is plausible to suggest that, despite
various benefits that the activities of the CM/
Alt-Info provided to the GD, the latter had less
control over Morgoshia’s party in comparison
to the PP.

B Bidzina Ivanishvili’s personal conflict with
the CM/Alt-Info or with its leading members.
Ivanishvili is known for taking even the slight-
est rifts personally and rarely tolerates what
he perceives as wrongdoing against him. In
his video from April 2024, Levan Vasadze hint-
ed to the mistakes that the CM/Alt-Info had
made in their personal relationship with lvan-
ishvili and claimed that he knew why Ivanish-
vili was upset, without, however, providing
any details.?®

The political and legal protection that the CM/
Alt-Info enjoyed from state authorities between
2019 and 2023 was a result of the GD’s engineer-
ing of a favourable political environment. Howev-
er, once the ruling party identified a more effective
instrument for providing the same political bene-
fits, the Georgian ruling elite swiftly and decisively
demoted its former “allies”.
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Candidate Status to Georgia and to Open Accession Negotiations with BiH, Once the Necessary Degree of Compliance Is
Achieved”, European Commission, 8 November (2023), https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/commis-
sion-adopts-2023-enlargement-package-recommends-open-negotiations-ukraine-and-moldova-grant-2023-11-08_en.

24 “Georgia 2023 Report”, European Commission, 8 November (2023), https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/doc-
ument/download/388e01b7-€283-4bc9-9d0a-5600ea49eda9_en?filename=SWD_2023_697%20Georgia%20report.pdf, p. 34.
25 |pid., pp. 4, 12, 16.

2% “p’art’iebis reit’ingi — Edison Research-is k’vleva”, Formula News, 29 December (2023), https://formulanews.ge/
News/103926.

%7 Kornely Kakachia, Nino Samkharadze, “People’s Power or Populist Pawns? Examining Georgia’s New Anti-Western Political
Movement”, The Georgian Institute of Politics, 1 December (2022), https://gip.ge/publication-post/peoples-power-or-popu-
list-pawns-examining-georgias-new-anti-western-political-party/.

28 “Levan vasadze — sit’q’vieri #25: bidzina ivanishvilis sanktsiebi. 26.04.2024”, Facebook, 26 April (2024), https://www.face-
book.com/erimediagroup/videos/3292864467685407. | am grateful to Tamar Kintsurashvili for referring me to Vasadze’s video.
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5. CONCLUSION

Nationalism is driven by a belief that the best way
to secure a well-being of one’s perceived ethno-
cultural community is to acquire a sovereign state
through national self-determination, or maintain
and protect such a state if it already exists. Both
the said perception and belief derive from a worl-
dview that attributes special importance to one’s
ethnocultural community, which, for many peo-
ple, serves as a shield against mortal dread: an
individual’s identification with a community and
contribution to its thriving promises symbolic im-
mortality beyond their physical existence as long
as that community exists.

Nationalism is, therefore, a powerful force,
and, especially in times of severe crises, it is not
uncommon that people sacrifice their lives for
their nations. Just as they are ready to give up
their lives for the sake of nations that they regard
as more important, they trust that this sacrifice
helps them transcend their physical existence and
continue living through the nations they chose
to die for. Similar motifs explain why some peo-
ple sacrifice their lives for freedom, social justice,
religious beliefs, scientific pursuits, etc. — in each
case, an individual death is eclipsed by a greater
cause, and the perceived triumph of that cause
renders the individual death defeated.

But nationalism is also psychologically blind.
The very same psychological effort to manage the
terror of death through the service for one’s eth-
nocultural community may manifest itself through
a national liberation struggle, or a nation’s imperial
ambitions, or oppression of ethnocultural minori-
ties in a nation-state, or a revival of a minority’s

traditions and heritage in a multicultural society.

It is this combination of nationalism’s vigour
and psychological blindness that often makes it
one of the most popular components of any po-
litical ideology — as Michael Freeden argued, na-
tionalisms are “understood as embellishments of,
and sustainers of, the features of their host ideol-
ogies”?° such as conservatism, liberalism, social-
ism, fascism and other full-fledged ideologies. For
various far-right ideologies, the idea of an ethni-
cally and culturally homogeneous nation is one of
their core components.

Acting as defensive armour guarding against
existential anxiety, nationalisms may choose to
have additional “protective layers”. Georgian na-
tionalism has rarely been simply Georgian; rath-
er, throughout history, various forms of Georgian
nationalism have chosen different bigger homes.
Georgian President Zviad Gamsakhurdia came up
with the idea of a “Common Caucasian Home”
(although he did not have enough time to elabo-
rate it); Georgian ethno-religious nationalists for-
tify the Orthodox abode of the Georgian nation;
President Mikheil Saakashvili awakened Georgia’s
European identity and made the Westernising Eu-
ropean project widely accepted by the Georgian
society. In fact, Georgia’s European project, which
was supported by the country’s Western allies, be-
came so popular among Georgians that even the
far right that draws on ethno-religious national-
ism had to pay, at least initially, lip service to Eu-
ro-Atlantic aspirations enshrined in the country’s
Constitution, while, at the same time, advancing
cooperation with “Orthodox Russia”.

29 Michael Freeden, “Is Nationalism a Distinct Ideology?”, Political Studies, Vol. 46, No. 4 (1998), pp. 748-765 (748).
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But the ethno-religious far right has remained
a minority faction in Georgia. Despite all their ef-
forts to stir up existential anxiety among Georgians
through reminders of mortality — Georgia’s demo-
graphic decline; hundreds of Georgian soldiers al-
legedly being killed in the US war in Afghanistan;
and pro-Western democrats supposedly conspir-
ing to replace Georgians with foreigners — despite
all this, it has never achieved any significant elec-
toral success. The far right peaked in 2016, when
the Alliance of Patriots of Georgia obtained 5.01
percent of the vote in the parliamentary elections,
but neither the APG nor any other far-right party
has broken that electoral “record” since then.

It is unreasonable to doubt the authenticity of
ethno-religious nationalism as an intrinsic element
of Georgia’s diverse spectrum of reflections about
its own identity. However, evidence suggests that
the social visibility of the far right — visibility that
is disproportionate to its actual socio-political sig-
nificance —is a result of the manipulative efforts of
other, more powerful political forces.

One of those political forces is Russia, a coun-
try that still occupies approximately 20 percent
of Georgia’s sovereign territory. Russia’s coopera-
tion with the far right — not only in Georgia, but
in other European countries too — is part of the
Kremlin’s political warfare against the liberal-dem-
ocratic West. The underlying factors of this polit-
ical warfare are defensive and offensive. On the
defence side, the Putin regime strives to isolate
the Russian population from Western influenc-
es that it considers as threatening to its political
hegemony. On the offence side, the Kremlin is ac-
tively engaged in efforts to shape the international
environment in the image of Putin’s Russia, and,
in particular, prevent European countries in Rus-
sia’s perceived sphere of influence from becoming
robust democracies and joining Western political
structures such as the EU and NATO.

While the European far right is not the only
political force used by Russia in its political war
against the West, far-right movements and parties
are particularly useful to the Kremlin not only be-
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cause some of them espouse pro-Russian views,
but also because they often polarise European
nations, incite social conflicts, and erode core Eu-
ropean values. Russia’s use of the European far
right seems to have been informed by the Krem-
lin’s employment of domestic far-right groups with
the aim of disrupting the anti-Putin political oppo-
sition and dismantling democratic institutions in
Russia.

However, it is essential to distinguish between
different levels of cooperation between Russian
stakeholders and the European far right, which
depends on the Kremlin’s perceptions of the atti-
tudes toward the Putin regime on the part of spe-
cific Western governments. If the Kremlin is gen-
erally satisfied with the relations between Russia
and a Western state, Russian officials and opera-
tors of political warfare will predominantly con-
fine their relations with the national far right to
commissioning small- and medium-scale services
such as organising, and participating in, pro-Rus-
sian events, or making statements beneficial to
the Kremlin’s foreign policy objectives. The Putin
regime will only scale up cooperation with the far
right in a particular Western country if the Kremlin
feels that it needs —and has the relevant resources
—to interfere in the internal affairs of that country
and give substantial support to those political forc-
es who can potentially develop a more pro-Rus-
sian policy.

Throughout the years, various Russian stake-
holders have cooperated with Georgian far-right
parties, most notably, the APG, Georgian March
and Alt-Info/Conservative Movement, largely due
to their pro-Russian agendas. However, there is
no evidence that any of the instances of Russian
cooperation with Georgian far-right parties has
ever pursued an objective of helping them come
to power in Georgia. Firstly, considering their deep
unpopularity, that was simply unfeasible. Second-
ly, and more importantly, such an objective would
have clashed with Russia’s central interests in
Georgia — interests related to the rule of the Geor-
gian Dream party, which, hardly accidentally, is the



other powerful political force responsible for the
excessive social visibility of the Georgian far right.

Since its foundation in 2012, the GD has been
an implacable opponent of the pro-European and
anti-Kremlin UNM and its ideological allies. How-
ever, the GD was constrained in its attacks against
the United National Movement, because Bidzina
Ivanishvili’s party positioned itself — both domesti-
cally and internationally —as a moderate pro-Euro-
pean political force contrasting excesses of Mikheil
Saakashvili’s administration. Thus, over the years,
the GD constructed an anti-UNM socio-political
space that challenged every aspect of the UNM’s
politics but publicly kept distance from some el-
ements of that space despite the fact it was the
GD that enabled them in the first place. Instead,
the GD preferred the Georgian far right to work
against the pro-Western movement in Georgia
from the positions that Ivanishvili’s party did not
want to be associated with during the ten years of
its existence:

B Because of its image as a pro-European polit-
ical force, the GD could not openly engage in
the clash of Georgian nationalisms on the side
of the UNM’s ethno-religious opponents. At
the same time, GD politicians mainstreamed
particular narratives of Georgian far-right par-
ties — for example, regarding the alleged Turk-
ish creeping occupation of Adjara, or foreign-
ers discriminating against Georgians, or the
UNM undermining the Georgian Orthodox
Church — and, therefore, empowered the far
right and their attacks against the UNM.

B Especially during the later stage of its rule,
the Saakashvili administration came to be as-
sociated with violent suppression of the an-
ti-government protests. Keeping in mind that
police brutality was undoubtedly one of the
reasons of the UNM'’s downfall in 2012, the
GD favoured delegating coercion to non-state
actors such as far-right and ultra-Orthodox
thugs by creating the climate of hatred to-
wards independent media and civil society,
and often letting perpetrators of violent acts

go unpunished.

B Until recently, due to the Russian occupa-
tion of Georgia’s Abkhazia and South Ossetia,
openly pro-Russian political rhetoric remained
largely unacceptable in Georgia. The obvious
pro-Russian and anti-Western tilt of the Geor-
gian far right allowed the GD not only to de-
flect criticism of its own Russia-friendly and
Western-sceptic policies by shifting attention
to the far right, but also to gauge how much
of their Russophilism and anti-Westernism
they could reveal publicly without triggering
mass outrage in Georgia.

The GD’s relations with the Georgian far right
were powered by domestic political technology
that considered the far right as a peripheral instru-
ment of camouflaging unsavoury aspects of the
GD’s political stances. If Russian stakeholders ever
tried to provide support related to Georgian far-
right parties as a political force, rather than simply
use them as accidental auxiliaries in cultural diplo-
macy, business or other minor initiatives, they did
this only to bolster the GD’s political technology,
because it was Ivanishvili’s party that the Kremlin
partnered with in Georgia, and Moscow saw no
reason to destabilise its Georgian partners.

Moreover, following the beginning of the Rus-
sian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,
the GD increasingly adopted Moscow-friendly
stances and policies, and seemed to “break free”
of its previous concerns about its domestic and
international reputation as a moderate pro-Euro-
pean force. Apparently driven by the belief that
Russia is winning the war against Ukraine and
that Russia’s victory would necessarily weaken the
West and consolidate Russian illiberal influence in
Europe, Ivanishvili appeared to adapt to the im-
pending geopolitical landscape he imagined.

Since February 2022, the GD has made sever-
al major steps in the direction of adapting to that
landscape:

B The GD-led government refused to follow the
EU in imposing sanctions on Russia for its ag-

55



gression against Ukraine, despite the need for
“gradual convergence in the area of foreign
and security policy” indicated in the EU-Geor-
gia Association Agreement.?°

B  |n February 2023, the GD’s parliamentary sat-
ellites from “People’s Power” drafted a law
“on transparency of foreign influence”.?* The
draft law was dubbed by its critics as “Russian
law”, because it was modelled on the Russian
“foreign agent” law that was adopted in 2012
to stigmatise and undermine civil society or-
ganisations and independent media, which
often depended on Western financial sup-
port. Mass anti-Kremlin and anti-government
protests, which “GD officials attempted to dis-
credit [...] by spreading anti-Western narra-
tives, echoing Kremlin propaganda”,?®? forced
the GD to withdraw the draft law, but Ivanish-
vili’s party broke its promise not to revive the
draft after its withdrawal and adopted the law
in 2024.

B |n contrast to the EU, which shut down EU air-
space for Russian-owned, -registered or -con-
trolled aircraft in February 2022, the GD ad-
ministration decided, in May 2023, to resume
flights to and from Russia following the lat-
ter’s decision to lift the air travel ban imposed
by Putin after the “Gavrilov Night” in 2019.

B The GD embraced conspiracy theories about
the West trying to drag Georgia into a war

with Russia. In April 2024, lvanishvili even
produced a myth of the “Global War Party”,
an unnamed powerful force “which has a
decisive influence on NATO and the Europe-
an Union and which only sees Georgia and
Ukraine as cannon fodder”.23

The swift transformation of the GD from an oli-
garchic party, which was mindful of the pro-Euro-
pean consensus in the Georgian society and tend-
ed to conceal its pro-Russian orientations, into
an anti-Western and pro-Russian party found its
reflection in the GD’s international realignment.
Until 2023, the GD was an observer member of
the Party of European Socialists (PES), but follow-
ing Georgian Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili’s
participation in the Conservative Political Action
Conference that gathered right-wing and radical
right-wing Western politicians, activists and offi-
cials in Hungary in May 2023,%* the PES decided
to reconsider the GD’s membership?®* prompting
Ivanishvili’s party to withdraw from the PES?®® be-
fore the latter officially terminated all relations
with the GD.%’

In the period between 2022 and 2024, the
GD emerged as an effectively right-wing populist
party, and it was only natural that it no longer
needed to rely on the Georgian far right to have
them voice ethno-religious, illiberal and pro-Rus-
sian narratives aimed at subverting Georgia’s

260 “Consolidated Text: Association Agreement between the European Union and the European Atomic Energy Community and
Their Member States, of the One Part, and Georgia, of the Other Part”, EUR-Lex, 15 November (2023), http://data.europa.eu/
eli/agree_internation/2014/494/2023-03-06.

261 “pegple’s Power Tables Draft Law on Foreign Agents”, Civil Georgia, 15 February (2023), https://civil.ge/archives/525575.
The Georgian far right voiced the idea of putting pressure on civil society organisations receiving foreign funding as early as, at
least, 2017: adopting “a law prohibiting foreign funding of non-governmental organisations” was one of the demands of the
“March of Georgians” in July that year, see above.

262 Eto Buziashvili, Sopo Gelava, “The Kremlin and Georgian Dream Spread Similar Narratives about Protests in Georgia”, Digital
Forensic Research Lab (DFRLab), 10 March (2023), https://dfrlab.org/2023/03/10/the-kremlin-and-georgian-dream-spread-
similar-narratives-about-protests-in-georgia/.

263 “Bidzina lvanishvili Backs Anti-Western Policies, Threatens Repressions”, Civil Georgia, 29 April (2024), https://civil.ge/ar-
chives/602348.

264 “hAgenda”, CPAC Hungary, https://web.archive.org/web/20230621084330/https://www.cpachungary.com/en/agenda.

265 “Garibashvili CPAC Intervention Contravenes European and Progressive Values”, The Party of European Socialists, 4 May
(2023), https://pes.eu/pes/garibashvili-cpac-contravenes-european-progressive-values/.

266 “GD Says It Departs PES Due to Ideological Differences”, Civil Georgia, 11 May (2023), https://civil.ge/archives/541814.

267 “pES Presidency Strips Georgian Dream of Observer Membership”, The Party of European Socialists, 29 June (2023), https://
pes.eu/pes/pes-presidency-strips-georgian-dream-of-observer-membership/.
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rapprochement with the West. As the govern-
mental crackdown on the mass protests against
the reintroduction of the “foreign agent” law in
spring-summer 2024 showed, the GD administra-
tion even stopped delegating violence against pro-
testers to far-right and ultra-Orthodox thugs. On
the contrary, the GD blatantly paraded its involve-
ment in campaigns of intimidation against political
opposition, independent media and civil society.?#
The GD may still rely on its satellite “People’s
Power” party for even more radical anti-Western
narratives, but the general transformation of the
GD into a dominant right-wing populist force that
greatly outmatches all traditional Georgian far-
right parties put together is now complete.

268 “Intimidation Campaign against Opposition, Civil Society, Gov’t Critics as Repressions Announced by GD MPs”, Civil Georgia,

1 June (2024), https://civil.ge/archives/610802.
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