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How an Unchallenged Consensus Became Georgia's Greatest Vulnerability 

 

A Civilisational Identity, Not a Political Slogan 

Georgia has always known where it belongs. Long before the European Union existed, long before 

NATO was founded, Georgians identified with European civilisation and its values. This is not a recent 

political choice — it is intertwined in the country's history. Whenever Georgia faced a fundamental 

civilisational decision, it chose the Western path. The earliest such moment came in the fourth 

century AD, when Georgia embraced Christianity — a choice that reflected not just faith, but a 

deeper affinity with the values and culture of the Western world. Over the centuries that followed, 

despite invasions, occupations, and immense pressure from neighbouring empires, Georgia never 

abandoned that orientation. It paid a heavy price for it, but it held firm. 

This is why Georgia's current trajectory is so difficult to accept for Georgians themselves, and for 

their partners in Europe. Those familiar with the country are genuinely surprised by how quickly it 

has shifted from being a flagship of democratic reforms and an unconditionally pro-European society 

to an outsider in the European democratic family. For many, it appears as a sudden U-turn. But it was 

not sudden, and it cannot be explained by a single decision, policy, or political figure. It is the result 

of a complex combination of factors. At the most general level, it reflects the success of a long-term 

Russian hybrid and cognitive operation against Georgian society, one that ultimately proved far more 

effective than the 2008 military invasion. 

As a result of the August 2008 Russo-Georgian war, Russia occupied just 18 per cent of Georgia's 

territory — land that had, in any case, been under its effective control since Georgia regained 

independence. But in the decade that followed, Moscow achieved something far more 

consequential. Through sustained political influence, economic leverage, disinformation, and elite 

capture, it gradually penetrated Georgia's state institutions. Government, parliament, the 

presidential administration, the judiciary, security services, police, armed forces, and the foreign 

service all became vulnerable to influence. Most importantly, Russia succeeded in distracting the 

country from its European integration trajectory and sowing mistrust toward democratic reforms and 

European aspirations. Strategically, this amounted to the cognitive occupation of the entire state. 

 

The Deeper Cause: A Choice Never Properly Debated 

Blaming this reversal solely on Russian hybrid attacks would oversimplify the picture. The causes run 

far deeper and wider than that. Among the many political, social, and institutional factors that 

shaped Georgia’s vulnerability, one has remained largely unrecognised, rarely discussed, and almost 

entirely absent from public debate. 

In the late 1980s, as the collapse of the Soviet Union became inevitable, Georgian society engaged in 

intense debates about the future of the independent state. Constitutional arrangements, models of 

governance, economic systems, currency, and even sporting affiliations were openly discussed. One 

issue, however, was never truly debated: the foreign policy orientation of independent Georgia. 

On this question, there appeared to be complete consensus — and it felt natural. After more than 

two centuries under Russian imperial and then Soviet rule, the desire to break free and join the 
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European family of nations was intuitive and deeply felt. Becoming part of the West was treated as 

self-evident, almost sacred. It was widely perceived as the fulfilment of centuries-long aspirations to 

align Georgia with Europe. No alternatives were discussed, not because they were examined and 

rejected, but because few dared to articulate them. In a diverse, multi-ethnic society that had lived 

under Russian rule for more than two centuries, it is unlikely that such alternatives were entirely 

absent. Yet for the next three decades, this unchallenged consensus shaped both Georgia's foreign 

and domestic policy. 

 

Consensus Without Understanding 

From today's perspective, this unquestioned consensus appears to have been a missed opportunity 

for deeper and informed societal consolidation. This observation is not a critique of Georgia's 

European choice — it is a defence of it. On the contrary, the European path was and remains the 

right choice for Georgia. Only within the family of Western democracies can the country strengthen 

its sovereignty, ensure security, and pursue sustainable development in a region defined by long-

term volatility and great-power competition. Yet accepting this choice without deep public 

reasoning, open discussion, or even heated debate left society ill-prepared to fully understand and 

defend it. 

Georgian society is often characterised by emotional radicalism, which is reinforced by a lack of 

democratic traditions. This is not a uniquely Georgian trait. Many post-Soviet societies share it, but in 

Georgia's case, it was never adequately compensated for by sustained civic education or honest 

public communication from political leaders. This leaves limited space for critical reflection. As a 

result, key aspects of EU and NATO integration were rarely discussed in a fact-based and accessible 

way. Public support, therefore, remained largely emotional rather than knowledge-based. 

This gap became visible whenever misinformation circulated. No narrative proved more potent than 

the claim that EU regulations would ban traditional agricultural products, restrict local goods, or 

uproot Georgia's vineyards. In Georgia, viticulture is not an agricultural sector — it is a civilisational 

identity. To tell a Georgian that Europe would uproot their vines was not to make an agricultural 

argument; it was to threaten something sacred. In a society where critical thinking about European 

integration had never been systematically cultivated, such narratives found fertile ground with 

devastating ease, not because they were true, but because there was no informed public 

understanding strong enough to refute them. 

Insufficient effort was made to explain to citizens that compromise is inherent in joining any 

international organisation. Government officials and even NGOs promoting EU and NATO integration 

often avoided discussing trade-offs and long-term costs. Citizens were rarely told that today's 

difficulties are frequently the price of tomorrow's benefits, choices that can only be made 

consciously by an informed society. 

Following the adoption of the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA), the state should 

have launched a large-scale educational effort to demonstrate how to apply this instrument in 

practice, particularly for small entrepreneurs and rural communities. While some initiatives were 

undertaken, largely with donor support, they were insufficient. A farmer in Kakheti or a small 

business owner in Kutaisi had little way of knowing what the DCFTA actually meant for their daily 

lives, and no one in power made it a priority to explain. For many citizens, European integration 

remained an abstract promise rather than a lived experience. 
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It is worth noting that all Georgian governments over the past three and a half decades have claimed 

to be pro-Western and have promised the population a European future, including membership in 

NATO. Even the current ruling party, Georgian Dream, publicly declared the same until recently. Yet in 

practice, the actions of all governments that have ruled the country since independence have often 

fallen short of European standards, at times even contradicting them. Since governments 

consistently opted for a Western orientation, Georgia's Western partners frequently overlooked 

these shortcomings. Geopolitical loyalty, it seemed, was rewarded regardless of domestic conduct — 

a dynamic that inadvertently reduced the incentive for genuine reform. As a result, when civil society 

and advocacy organisations cited repeated mistakes, their voices were easily sidelined or suppressed 

by the state apparatus. 

Against this backdrop, pro-Russian actors have deliberately turned Europe into a convenient 

scapegoat for the country's difficulties, whether caused by poor governance, institutional 

weaknesses, corruption, reform costs, or external developments beyond Georgia's control. The 

current government has transformed ordinary challenges into a political weapon to erode public 

trust and derail the country's European path. The ground for this, however, was prepared long before 

by decades of shallow consensus, unasked questions, and unanswered ones. 

 

The Illusion of Choice 

The consequences of this hollow consensus became most visible in the electoral arena. In every 

election, including the watershed 2012 vote, virtually all political actors pledged a European future to 

voters. Even marginal candidates openly backed or courted by the Kremlin used pro-Western 

rhetoric. Unlike in Ukraine, Moldova, or Armenia, where societies were exposed to competing 

geopolitical visions, Georgian voters were never offered a genuine choice. They were offered 

reassurance. Reassurance, however, is not the same as conviction, and when reassurance is all a 

society has been given, it is far easier to shake. 

In those three countries, citizens were able, over time, to observe different policy orientations, 

compare outcomes, and distinguish between credible and non-credible strategic paths. In Georgia, 

by contrast, one geopolitical orientation dominated to such an extent that alternatives were neither 

seriously articulated nor openly debated.  

Paradoxically, this absence of pluralism later became a vulnerability. Because the 

European choice was never collectively debated and consciously affirmed, it failed to 

generate a strong sense of public ownership. 

Today, pro-Russian actors exploit this gap by asking: "Who decided that Georgia must choose 

Europe?" The ruling Georgian Dream has increasingly reinforced this narrative by claiming that the 

European course was imposed on Georgia by some phantom foreign forces. At the same time, fully 

replacing Europe with an explicit pro-Russian alternative remains politically difficult in the short 

term, given prevailing public attitudes. 

Instead, the government has sought to cultivate the idea of "state neutrality" as a relatively safer and 

culturally protective alternative to Western integration — one that promises stability while allowing 

Georgians to preserve their traditions, identity, and way of life without external pressure. Packaged 

in this way, neutrality appears as a return to normalcy and sovereignty. Georgian Dream's messaging 

increasingly frames the West not as a partner but as a source of pressure on Georgian traditions, on 
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the Orthodox Church, on family values. In this framing, distance from Europe becomes an act of 

cultural self-preservation rather than geopolitical retreat. 

In reality, however, neutrality functions as a transitional narrative rather than a genuine option. 

Given Georgia’s geography, security environment, economic dependencies, and historical experience, 

neutrality is simply not workable. In practice, abandoning European and Western integration is the 

fastest route to renewed subordination to Russia and the gradual erosion of Georgian statehood. 

Such a narrative finds fertile ground not because Georgians have turned against Europe, but because 

too many were never given the tools to recognise what that actually looks like. 

 

Why Knowledge Matters More Than Numbers 

For years, Georgia's European credentials rested on a single, reassuring statistic: public support for 

EU integration consistently exceeded 80 per cent. Yet emotional endorsement without 

understanding is fragile. A society that genuinely comprehends how the EU functions, what NATO 

represents, and what integration realistically entails is far more resilient to manipulation. In 

retrospect, 50 per cent, or even 40 per cent, of firm, knowledge-based support would have been 

more durable than 80 per cent of symbolic approval. Numbers impress; understanding endures. A 

citizen who knows why integration matters will not be swayed by a fabricated story about vineyards 

being uprooted or traditions being banned. A citizen who merely feels it probably will. 

Yet this lesson has still not been absorbed. What is particularly troubling today is that no major 

traditional political party communicates its policies to the public in clear and comprehensible terms. 

At the same time, voters increasingly demand concrete answers from any potential alternative to 

Georgian Dream, especially on how it would advance EU integration and confront the risks of shifting 

away from a political trajectory backed by Moscow. This is not merely a communication problem — it 

is a democratic one. A society cannot make an informed choice if those competing for its trust refuse 

to speak to it honestly. 

 

Conclusion 

Georgia's current democratic and geopolitical setback was not caused by a sudden turn away from 

Europe — it was caused by never fully turning toward it in the first place. It is the consequence of 

failing to cultivate deep understanding, ownership, and resilience regarding the European choice 

over the past three decades. Strategic orientations cannot survive on consensus alone; they require 

constant explanation, debate, and education. 

This is not the end of Georgia's European dream. What was insufficiently addressed in the past must 

now be addressed. A society that built its European aspirations on emotion alone can rebuild them 

on something far more durable — knowledge, experience, and conscious choice. The present 

moment offers an opportunity to replace emotional slogans with informed conviction, passive 

support with active understanding, and inherited consensus with consciously owned commitment. 

This is not the end of Georgia's European dream. What was insufficiently addressed in the past must 

now be addressed, but that will not happen on its own. Future political leaders in Georgia will need 

to do what no government has done before — speak honestly to their own society about what 

European integration means, what it costs, and why it is worth it. A society that built its European 

aspirations on emotion alone can rebuild them on something far more durable — knowledge, 
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experience, and conscious choice. But that rebuilding requires political will, and political will requires 

leaders prepared to treat their citizens as adults capable of making informed decisions. 

For this reason, continued engagement by the European Union and Georgia's Western partners is 

especially important. Rather than stepping back, this period calls for sustained investment in public 

education, clear communication, and strengthening societal resilience amid intense hybrid and 

cognitive pressures. This means not only funding civil society and independent media, but ensuring 

that the case for Europe is made in language that reaches ordinary citizens, not just policy circles. 

The sense of Europe within Georgian society has not disappeared. It remains deeply rooted in the 

country's historical identity and collective mindset. If consistently reinforced through education, 

honest communication, and sustained engagement, it can do what shallow consensus never could — 

turn an inherited identity into a consciously defended one. 
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