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Abstract

Following the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, the three Caucasian countries Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and Georgia underwent an eventful process of democratization. Of the three,
Georgia’s journey to Western-style democracy has witnessed civil uprisings, revolution,
corruption, judicial reforms, and military occupation. The rather cyclical nature of the Georgian
process of democratization essentially begins with the transformation of a pro-Russian
government to a pro-Western one, following the forceful resignation of president Shevardnadze
from office in 2003 due to the bloodless Rose Revolution. The next two decades of Georgian
politics essentially witness closer ties with the West, as well as aggression from Russia,
unsuccessful judicial reforms, increasing corruption, civil unrest, diminishing freedoms, and
finally, a promising constitutional amendment. This paper aims to demonstrate the underlying
causes of the scarcity of democracy in Georgia after 1991, as well as project the possible
changes in the near future. To what extent this constitutional amendment will suffice for the
establishment of democracy in Georgia is a matter of to what extent it is intended to be implied

and enforced.
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Introduction

A Caucasian country with a population of just over three million, Georgia has been undergoing
a period of democratization since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. The country in
question has been a part of the Eastern Bloc since 1922, playing a fundamental role in the
Caucasus alongside two other ex-Soviet states, Armenia and Azerbaijan. The fall of the Soviet
Union in 1991 initiated a massive period of transformation in these three countries, especially
in terms of the political system, economics, and state-building. Georgia’s democratization
process has had various checkpoints during the last three decades, which are the main points
discussed throughout the following pages. Regardless, understanding the political scope of

Georgia necessitates an introduction to the geopolitics of the region.
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Figure 1. Physical map of Caucasia. Southern Russia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, North-Eastern
Turkey, and Northern Iran are counterpart of the region. National boundaries are depicted with
bold black lines. https://eurasiangeopolitics.com/south-caucasus-maps/



The Caucasus also referred to as Caucasia, is a mountainous region between the Black
Sea and the Caspian Sea, with a total population of over seventeen million people as of 2021,
consisting of Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan, alongside parts of southern Russia and north-
eastern part of Turkey. The region is geographically depicted in Figure 1. According to
statistics from The World Bank, the GDP of these three Caucasian countries is 18.7 billion
USD$, 13.9 billion USD$, and 54.6 billion USDS$, respectively. Politically, the histories of all
three countries share similar elements, as between 1922 and 1991 they all experienced Soviet

dominance to different extents and forms.

A New Era: Fall of the Soviet Union

The fall of the Soviet Union triggered major political changes in the Caucasus, especially in
terms of international relations. The driving force behind this change is essentially the
intervention of the US into the region politically, economically, and militarily (Nichol, 2014).
All three countries, especially since the beginning of the 21st century, have been influenced by
the US in one way or another. The dissolution of the USSR ultimately ignited a change in the
bipolar world order, with the US taking the upper hand. Regardless, in the first decade of the
fall of the USSR, the US managed to maintain a relatively positive and cooperative relationship
with the USSR's successor state, Russia. Due to unsuccessful interventionist foreign policies
in the 1970s and 1980s, especially after the Vietnam War, the US abandoned its interventionist
policies. This relatively passive foreign policy approach of the US fundamentally eased the
relation-building process with Russia, for whom organizations such as NATO and the EU
constituted tension in previous decades. Thus, the two rivals of the bipolar world order made a
good start to the new unipolar world.

Regardless of the relatively well relations with Russia at the beginning of the 2000s,
The US, following the disastrous World Trade Centre attacks in 2001, readopted its
interventionist foreign policy approach, essentially resulting in a dominant and threatening US
military presence near Russia, especially in the Middle East. This interventionist approach,
doubtlessly, was present in the Caucasus as well. Accordingly, in the following years after
September 11 Attacks, the US made military and economic investments in Georgia, Armenia,
and Azerbaijan (U.S. Department of State, 2009). Increasing US political, economic, and
military aid to the Caucasus increased the tension between the US and Russia, which peaked
in 2008 following the Russian invasion of two regions in Georgia, i.e., Ossetia and Abkhazia.

This invasion ultimately came after the announcement of Georgia’s candidacy for NATO,



which still constitutes a threat to Russia today. Doubtlessly, this incalculable and unpredictable
tension between Russia and the US has had and still affects Georgia’s process of
democratization, fundamentally resulting in political and economic unrest. Needless to say, the
impact of unpredictable tension between the US and Russia has an impact on all Caucasian
countries, however the scope of this paper is Georgia, hence Georgian political system, political

history, and state affairs will be discussed in the following pages.

Public Opinion of Georgia

The contemporary political history of Georgia is relatively short, as the state is considered to
be sovereign only for the past 30 years. Demographically, the country has been divided into
two main political social sub-groups: pro-Russian and anti-Russian. This is fairly vivid in
government policies as well. Since 1991, Georgia has had a parliamentary system, and the
government has either been pro-Russian or anti-Russian. Anti-Russian governments can also
be seen as pro-EU or pro-American. The National Democratic Institute (NDI), an organization
that conducts public opinion surveys regarding political and economic issues, has published
semi-yearly reports since 2010 on Georgia-related issues, such as Russian aggression,
perception of the EU, perception of NATO, and many more. Below are some findings of the

NDI on the issue relating to Georgia-Russia-EU/US.

To what extent do you support Georgia’s
membership in NATO? (q30)
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Figure 2. NDI, Public Attitudes Towards Elections in Georgia, April 2010. Over 60 percent
of Georgians support NATO membership.



Do you approve or disapprove of Georgian
government’s stated goal to join the NATO? (q13)
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Figure 3. NDI Report on Georgia, 2022. Public Opinion on Georgian NATO membership between
2012-2022.
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Figure 4. NDI, Public Opinion on Russian Aggression if Georgia Joins NATO, 2022. 72% agree
with statement above, 15% disagree, 13% don 't know, 1% have not given answer.




Figure 2 and Figure 3 depict the perception of NATO in the Georgian public in the year
2010 and 2012-2022 respectively. It must be noted that these time intervals are after the 2008
Russian occupation of the Ossetia and Abkhazia regions. Since 2010, the perception of public
opinion in Georgia towards NATO has been increasing, currently standing at 71%. Regardless,
there is a decrease in NATO membership perception in 2014, 2016, and 2022. One of the major
reasons for this decrease is an increase in Russian foreign military aggression against Ukraine
in these years. Figure 4 gives a clearer relationship between Russian aggression and Georgian
public opinion about NATO membership.

OPGOVRUS: What is your overall opinion of the government
of Russia? (%)
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Figure 5. NDI, Opinion on Government of Russia, 2022. 74% look very unfavourably, 11% look
unfavourably, 7% look favourably, 2% look very favourably, 5% don’t know and 1% have not
answered.

Following the Russian aggression in Ukraine in 2022, 72% of the Georgian public
agrees with the statement that there will be a higher risk of Georgian aggression in case of
potential NATO membership. Essentially, Georgia’s potential NATO membership came to
light in 2008, during the 2008 Bucharest Summit. However, the cooperation between NATO
and Georgia dates back to 1994, when Georgia joined the Partnership for Peace, an agreement
between Euro-Atlantic states and NATO. Talks for membership escalated in 2003 following
the Georgian ‘Rose Revolution” (NATO, 2022). The escalated talks about membership



significantly crashed in the August of 2008, as Russia occupied two regions in Georgia, Ossetia
and Abkhazia, as Russia claimed that Georgia committed ‘genocide’ and ‘aggression’ against
the residents in these two regions (Osborn & Whalen, 2008). This Russian aggression still
maintains its effects on Georgia’s public opinion, as 85% of Georgians have an unfavourable
opinion about the Russian government (NDI, 2022). Opinions about Russian policies and the
Russian government have become increasingly unfavourable over the course of the past ten
years. In April 2011, three years after the Russian occupation of Georgian territories, 71 per
cent of Georgian did not approve of Russian foreign policies. This number has increased by
14%. This is better depicted in Figure 5.

According to the March 2022 report of NDI, 69% of Georgians believe that Georgia
will benefit more from European integration instead of healing relations with Russia. Only 10%
of Georgians believe the opposite. There is an increasing demand for EU integration. In the
same report, the respondents were asked the following question: “Which countries and unions
should Georgia have the closest political/economic cooperation with?” Before the 2022
Russian occupation of Ukraine, 29% of the Georgians stated that the main political partner
must be the EU. This percentage was 30% in terms of economic partnership. After the
invasions, the request for EU’s political and economic partnership rose to 42 and 40 per cent
respectively. This indicated that the Georgian constituencies lean toward the West. After the
EU, the two most common political and economic partners that the public desires are the US
with 35% political and 28% economic partnership, and Turkey with 17% political and 26%
economic partnership. Note that these numbers do not add up to 100, as participants were asked
to give up to three names for their desired political and economic partnership. Moreover, before
the Russian-Ukrainian tension, 24% of respondents mentioned Russia as a political partner and
29% mentioned Russia as an economic partner. After the occupation, these percentages were
13 (political partnership) and 16 (economic partnership). The support for the Russian-Georgian
political/economic alliance essentially decreased by half in the span of several months, which
underlines the discomfort of Georgian public opinion towards potential Russian aggression and
the unpredictability of Russian foreign policies. Regardless, according to NDI’s report, 49% of
Georgians agree with the government's non-sanction policies. Despite the public, approval of
the Western alliance, and the unfavourable opinion of the Russian government, half of
Georgian are against sanctioning Russia for its aggression against Ukraine. What makes this
interesting is that over 75% of Georgians blame this aggression on Russia or Putin. However,
half of the Georgian population believes that the country is not politically and economically

strong enough to sanction Russia, hence 49% of the public supports the government's no-



sanction policy. One crucial finding of NDI’s report is that as of 2022, over 60% of Georgians
do not consider their state a democracy, which is the highest percentage recorded throughout
all NDI’s reports on Georgia (since 2010). This is an important indication, as the vast majority

of Georgians believe Georgia is either going in the wrong direction (44%) or not changing (17).

Georgia: Rose Revolution and Civil Unrest

Following controversial elections in 2003, a non-violent civil movement took place in Georgia
in November. The bloodless movement named the ‘Rose Revolution’ was essentially a change
of power initiated by 20 days of nationwide protests, resulting in the resignation of Eduard
Shevardnadze (Jonathan Wheatley, 2016: 323). The removal of Eduard Shevardnadze had two
important meanings: firstly, Shevardnadze was the longest-serving politician in the country,
and there was a necessity for modern states persons who could lead the country in the ‘right’
direction. Secondly, Shevardnadze had been active in politics since the Soviet Union years,
which meant that he could have potential sympathy for and ties with Russia, the successor of
the USSR. Shevardnadze’s ties with Russia, along with irregularities in 2003 resulted in the
Rose Revolution, which symbolised the end of Soviet reign over Georgia. Above all, the
significance of the Rose Revolution was that it was a big step towards democratisation, state-
building and improving the economy (Lincoln A. Mitchell, 2009: 172).

As a result of this movement, Mikheil Saakashvili, the founder of the United National
Movement Party (UNM), took office of the presidency in 2004. United National Movement
party could be considered a pro-Western liberal party, and during Saakashvili’s two-term
presidency relationship with the US recovered, as Georgia received enormous political,
economic and military aid from the Western power (Berglund et al. 2021: 225). Saakashvili’s
distant approach toward Russia essentially brought about tension between the two states, and
the US aid to Georgia further increased the trilateral tension, which later on peaked when
Russia occupied two Georgian regions. Following a second term full of controversial decisions
and foreign issues, Saakashvili’s presidency quickly became unfavoured. In 2010, Saakashvili
had a 67% approval rate, significantly due to his pro-NATO and pro-EU policies. However,
his political career soon deteriorated after alleged corruption and political scandals. After losing
the elections to the opposition coalition in 2012, Saakashvili fled Georgia in 2013, to which
the Georgian judiciary responded by filing a lawsuit against the political actor. Despite not

being present in the country, Saakashvili maintained his political power as the leader of one of



the two largest parties in Georgia, UNM (the second largest being the Georgian Dream Party
- GD).

In 2012, Giorgi Margvelashvili of the Georgian Dream Party won the presidential
election (Berglund et al. 2021: 15). In 2016, GD Party won the parliamentary election by over
48%. The parliament possesses an important role for the future of Georgian democratisation.
The Georgian Parliament is expected to obtain a much more significant role after 2024, as the
2017 constitutional change abolished the direct election of the President, alongside many
presidential powers (Civil Georgia). As of 2024, more power will be vested in the parliament,
hence making the position of Prime Minister much more significant. Doubtlessly, the
increasing significance of the Prime Minister's office has resulted in more cautiousness from
political figures. Regardless of the level of cautiousness, civil unrest has not stopped in Georgia
and has been exercised by the public, especially for the past couple of years. For instance, in
2021, then Prime Minister Giorgi Gakharia resigned from his post following political scandals
in 2019 that involved the opposition party’s MP (UNM) and Georgian Dream’s MP (BBC
News). According to a 2019 article by BBC, the main reason behind the 2019 Government
protests was a diplomatic crisis between Russia and Georgia, when a member of the Russian
Duma (Sergei Gavrilov of the Russian Communist Party), during his visit to Georgia, was
offered a seat at the head of the Georgian parliament. This caused a massive backlash, as it was
viewed to be dishonouring by the public, given that the parliament is the highest institution of
the legislative body in Georgia, and Russia is an active aggressor against the Georgian
territorial integrity and sovereignty. This backlash resulted in long civil protests, during which
several people have been heavily injured. Moreover, the incumbent party responded by
targeting officials of the main opposition, the UNM Party, which ultimately and unexpectedly
harmed the image of the Georgian Dream. Following months of protests, Prime minister
Gakharia resigned and was replaced by Irakli Garibashvili.

In the past two decades, Georgia has undergone several civil unrests that have occurred
for political reasons. These civil unrests, i.e., Rose Revolution and the 2019 protests, have
managed to initiate a change in the political system. Notwithstanding, the extent to which these
significant changes impacted the democratisation of Georgia is rather unclear, as a large
percentage of the Georgian population does not view the country on the right path. Today,
according to NDI, 64% of the population is uncertain about the party that they support, which
indicates that there is a lack of possible public representation in the parliament due to a lack of
choice. Moreover, Georgia possesses several advantages in its journey to democracy,

especially compared to neighbouring countries (Mitchell, 2006: 671). For example, although a



lack of natural resources may be a disadvantage for economic growth, it is an opportunity for
political stability and democratisation, as it disables possible authoritarian rule in the country
since there is a lack of monetary incentive for absolute power. Georgia is not subject to mass
religious division, which is a recurring issue in other democratising states such as Sudan or
Pakistan. This possesses an important advantage for the country, diminishing a potential
obstacle. Fundamentally, the pro-Western public opinion in the country is a driving force for

the emergence of Western-centric liberal democracy, which the country is yet to establish.

Characteristics of Democracy and Georgia

Democracy, due to the very nature of social sciences, is open to different understandings.
Different democracies have various characteristics and determinants of democracy; therefore,
it is merely possible to give a definitive answer as to what the recipe for democracy is. Some
of the fundamental elements of the term are a well-established independent judiciary, checks
and balances, freedom of speech, recurring free elections, unrestricted media, and mass
representation. To what extent these are applied is an important issue, for it is rather subjective.
Throughout its thirty-year-long sovereign history, Georgia hardly enjoyed an independent
judicial body, which is arguably the most crucial pillar of democracy. Judiciary is not only a
mechanism of assuring freedoms for its constituencies, but it is also a mechanism of review of
the executive and the legislative bodies. The lack of an independent judiciary gives space for
malfeasance, and constant and increasing abuse of political power, which comes at the cost of
democracy.

Georgia’s judicial past is, as stated, turbulent. From the previous section on Rose
Revolution and Civil Unrest, Georgian political history can be divided into three main sections:
(1) 1991-2003, (2) 2004-2012, and (3) 20013-2022. The most common theme of these three
periods is the promise of judicial reform. Notwithstanding, the first era essentially lacked a
reformist nature for the nation-building process. After the first dozen years without notable
reforms, the Saakashvili administration tackled this necessity through a series of law
enforcement policies. During this period, a Western-style police force was established — patrol
police. Reparations of police technology, infrastructure and education were highly focused on,
which did have an impact. Accordingly, “in 2011 up to 87 per cent of the population have been
favourable about the work of Georgian police and only 9 per cent unfavourable” (Berglund et

al. 2021: 225).



Regardless, the massive reform in law enforcement did not have the expected impact
on Georgian democratisation, as the state had much influence on the judiciary. The influence
of the state on judiciary and law enforcement made the way for further corruption due to the
lack of judicial review. The second period of Georgian politics that began with Saakashvili
began with a fairly promising moment concerning democratisation. In fact, in this period
Georgia received economic and military aid from the US, as well as the EU (Berglund et al.,
2021: 225). However, Georgia did not manage to fulfil its potential, as an independent judicial
body had not been established. As mentioned, the second term in Georgian politics ended with
an eventful change of power, during which Saakashvili temporarily fled the country.

The third period of contemporary Georgian politics is much more abundant in reformist
policies, especially in terms of the judiciary. It is noteworthy mentioning that this period is
sentimentally commemorated with further European integration that necessitates a sufficient
judicial system, which Georgia lacked in the previous decades. The 2013 administration that
came into office following numerous political scandals and controversies initiated a wave of
judicial reforms, such as transparency of the judicial branch, sustainable continuity of judicial
impartiality, and the independence of the judicial body (Erkvania & Labanidze, 2021: 4).
Regardless, this period was too unsuccessful, as the judiciary is not a fully independent body
in Georgia. According to Transparency International, an organisation that ranks countries by
level of corruption according to a Corruption Perception Index (CPI), Georgia is ranked 45th
out of 180 countries, with a score of 55/100 (2021). Similarly, according to Freedom House
calculation, Georgia has a score of 58/100 as of 2021, in terms of political and civil
rights/liberties, meaning it is "partly free" It is noteworthy that both institutions rank Georgia
lower than it was in the previous years, which justifies the Georgian public opinion that the

country is ‘going in the wrong direction.

A Step Toward Change: 2017 Constitutional Amendments

Integration with the West in terms of economy and politics has been on the agenda for the most
of 2000s in Georgia, starting with the Saakashvili government. Regardless, the efforts of the
past governments have merely lived up to their dream, which is self-evident when Georgian
public opinion is evaluated. Notwithstanding, in 2017, the Georgian Parliament passed several
amendments to the Georgian Constitution with respect to the three branches of the state. The
amendment was accepted by 117 of the 150 MPs, suggesting a groundbreaking effort for a

long-term and long-lasting change.



Needless to say, the Constitutional change is perceived as an act toward the integration
of Georgia into the West and into the European Union. In the word of Parliamentary Chairman
Kobakhidze, the newly accepted document is a “European-type constitution based on national
interest,” (Civil Georgia). Accordingly, the new Constitution amends three main areas along
with other provisions: the role of the President, the role of Parliament, and the role of the
Government/Prime Minister.

With respect to the powers of the President, the new Constitution dictates that the body
maintains to be the head of state, as well as the commander-in-chief, however, compared to
prior, is no longer in charge of ensuring the functioning of the state bodies. This is an important
step toward establishing a separation of powers and checks and balances. Ensuring state
functionality yielded the president immense power over other branches, which potentially
paved the way for malpractice according to the President’s political interests. The new
constitution aims to tackle this issue to some extent, essentially, by dispossessing the power in
question from the state body. Moreover, the new constitution mandates that the President is to
serve no more than two terms, a term being five years. This amendment is rather self-
explanatory, as it aims to prevent the concentration of power in a single individual group, and
promote democratic change in the political system. It must be noted, however, that the extent
to which term limits are successful is highly dependent on the execution of the law.

Regarding the Parliament, the most prominent change is the representation aspect.
Accordingly, as of 2024, the Georgian Parliament will abandon its mixed representation system
(73 majoritarian, single-seat constituencies, and 77 proportional seats), and switch to fully
proportional representation (Civil Georgia). Proportional representation constitutes a
fundamental building block of democracy, as it more often than not promotes fair
representation, ensuring representation of all constituencies according to the proportion
compared to the majoritarian first-past-the-post voting system. The new constitution does not,
however, change the representation threshold of 5%, which is a common percentage in
European democracies, such as Belgium and Germany.

In terms of the Prime Minister, the new constitution dictates that the government is
accountable for its actions before the Parliament, suggesting the establishment of checks and
balances. Arguably, this is one of the most promising changes in terms of the democratization
effort of Georgia. According to the new constitution of Georgia, the parliament is a direct
representative of the people. Accountability of the Prime Minister before the Parliament, above
all, ensures transparency in the government. In other words, the parliament ensures the

functionality of the state and the interest of the people, which is one of the fundamental



elements of democracy. Moreover, accountability of the Prime Minister disables abuse of
power by the office-holder, of course, to the degree that the accountability is exercised.
Lastly, there are several complementary provisions that enable Georgia’s trajectory
toward democracy. These provisions are: (i) the constitutional bodies shall take all available
measures within their competence to ensure Georgia’s full integration into the European Union
and the North-Atlantic Treaty Organization, (ii) the prosecutor’s office will longer function
under the Ministry of Justice and will serve as an independent body accountable to the
Parliament, and (iii) the Public Defender is to be elected for a single six-year term (Civil
Georgia). The first of these provisions is sufficient evidence of Georgia’s stance on European
and Western integration in the short and the long run. The inclusion of the “European Union”
and “NATO” in the Constitution ultimately disables future attempts of derailing the nation
from its utmost aim of integration into the West. The second and third provisions are important
for the judicial body of Georgia, which is an inseparable component of checks and balances
and democracy. The separation of the prosecutor’s office from the state ministry aims to
prevent the misusage of the organ for political purposes, which ensures the functionality and
accountability of government bodies.
It is noteworthy to mention that the new Constitution has vested a good number of powers in
the parliament, which appears to act as a mechanism of checks and balances over the judicial
and executive bodies. As much as the parliament may appear to be the direct voice of the
people, the potential for malfunctioning of the parliament must not be disregarded. The new
constitutional changes regarding President's, Prime Minister's and the Parliament's powers are
expected to come into force in 2024. Doubtlessly, the extent to which they will be successful

is perceptibly dependent on the extent to which they are implemented, enacted and respected.

Conclusion

Georgia appears to have become more democratised since its establishment as a sovereign state
in 1991. As portrayed above, Georgia’s journey of democratisation had ups and down, almost
resembling a cyclical graph that increases in the long run. The process of democratisation began
as a part of the nation-building process. Up until 2004, the Soviet legacy could be seen present
in the country and political arena, especially with the former Soviet statesman Shevardnadze
being the president. This subtle presence of Soviet Russia arguably paved the way for Russian
soft power in the country until 2004, when Saakashvili came to power, following a twenty-

day-long bloodless Rose Revolution. Saakashvili’s pro-Western approach aimed for a radical



shift economically, politically, and sociologically. Despite being able to initiate a change of
some sort, Saakashvili’s reforms and so-called changes were not sustainable at all, as the main
necessity — an independent and impartial judiciary — had not been established, perhaps even
attempted.

The Georgian shift towards the West during the Saakashvili era, i.e., NATO
membership and EU integration, though had economic benefits, increased the tension between
Georgia, Russia and the US to an undesired degree, resulting in the Russian occupation of two
Georgian territories in 2008. The eventful presidency of Saakashvili - due to insufficient
economic growth, inability to develop democracy and lack of initiative for an independent
judiciary —ended in 2013. The change of power in 2013 brought about several waves of judicial
reforms, especially for transparency and impartiality of the judiciary. Nonetheless, it appears
that waves of reform initiated in the third era of Georgian politics are insufficient as well, for
there is political influence on the judiciary to some extent.

According to various credible sources such as the Freedom House, Transparency
International, and National Democratic Institute, Georgia is failing democratically. Since last
year Georgia has failed to position itself higher in world rankings, and the public opinion is
that Georgia is going in ‘the wrong direction’. Despite being abundant in civil unrest, which is
generally perceived as an element of democracy (freedom of expression), Georgia is unable to
tackle the issue of political corruption and judicial partiality/dependence. The constitutional
amendments accepted in 2017 are going to be of utmost importance, for they limit the
president’s powers to a large extent, essentially making the president no more than a ceremonial
position. The new amendments are expected to enter into force in 2024 and possess significant

value for the process of Georgian democratisation.
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