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Abstract

The thesis is an exploration of the emergence of far-right groups in Georgia and the influence
exerted by the Kremlin over these processes through implementing soft power policies. The
dramatic upsurge of nationalism was evident in the country shortly after the collapse of the
Soviet Empire which resulted in internal ethnic conflicts. Radical groups — mostly with
religious affiliations — have been employing violence over the years, however, far-right groups
as such have become active since 2012. Identifying every ultra-nationalist movement in
Georgia is quite challenging given that, a significant portion of far-right actors are informal and
unstructured groups operating through social media platforms. Given the limitation indicated
above, the thesis focuses on the far-right groups that have “stolen the spotlight” and managed
to transform into full-fledged political parties in parallel to orchestrating large-scale violent
rallies and counterdemonstrations as well as perpetrating hate crimes. Throughout the years the
violence has been employed in the name of “saving” the nation and “preserving” Georgian and
Christian — “conservative” — values. It is noteworthy that, these discourses fit into the Kremlin’s
agenda, given that religion is a significant feature of Russia’s soft power. Violent
counterdemonstrations, an attack on a vegan café with sausages, the murder of human rights
defender Vitaly Safarov — a citizen of Georgia with Jewish-Yazidi roots, and violent clashes
against the queer community, all these cases clearly indicate that far-right groups pose a threat

to the society.
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Introduction

“Georgian, being crucified for their faith, knows how to respect the faith of others™. These
words were written in the nineteenth century by Georgian writer, poet, publicist, and public
figure Ilia Chavchavadze — who spearheaded the revival of the Georgian national movement
back in the nineteenth century under the Tsarist rule and is regarded as a father of the nation.
With these words, Chavchavadze tried to highlight the tolerant nature of a Georgian person.
Tourist agency VisitGeorgia describes the city of Tbilisi as a charming and authentic city where
one can: “find Georgian Orthodox, Armenian Gregorian, and Roman Catholic churches, a
synagogue, a mosque, and a Zoroastrian temple all within a 5-minute walk”?. The presence of
such eclectic religious architecture indicates how the cohabitation of different religious
denominations has been achieved in the city throughout the centuries. However, tolerance
cannot be measured solely by eclectic religious architecture. As per the results of the 2014
census, 83.4% of the population — over 3 million — described themselves as Orthodox
Christians; Muslims came second with 10.7% (398,700); followed by Armenian Apostolic —
2.93% (109,000), and Catholics — 0.5% (19,200). Regarding ethnic identification — 86.8% of
residents described themselves as Georgians, followed by Azerbaijani — 6.3%; Armenian —
4.5%, and Russian — 0.7%?3. It’s worth mentioning that the number of Russians has increased

drastically after Vladimir Putin announced partial mobilization.

Data provided by the National Statistics Office of Georgia indicates that the country is one of
the most multi-religious/ethnic societies in the region. Hundreds of thousands of non-
Georgians representing various religious denominations have lived in peace along with the

Christian Orthodox majority of ethnic Georgians. Still, certain moments from the recent past

140b39M-6M9wo0MmM0 3065396096300 2017 §.PdLE” p. 40.

2 “What Is the First Thing You Should Do When You Arrive in Thbilisi - Visit Georgia | Tours
in Georgia and the Caucasus.”

3 https://civil.ge/archives/author/civil-ge, “Geostat Releases Final Results of 2014 Census.”

1



CEU eTD Collection

cast doubt on the notion of Georgian tolerance. Defrocked Orthodox priest Basil Mkalavishvili
became notorious in the late 1990s and early 2000s through persecuting religious minorities
and raiding the gatherings of Jehovah’s Witnesses together with his group of followers. Father
Basil was excommunicated by the Georgian Orthodox Church for burning a Baptist church’s
Bibles and ransacking Jehovah’s Witnesses’ property and was sentenced to six years behind
bars in 2005 for the attacks carried out by him and his associates®. The sentencing hasn’t

stopped clergymen from employing violence though.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) defines tolerance

as: “harmony in difference’

. Modern-day tolerance goes beyond accepting fellow human
being who represents different religious or ethnic group and entails acceptance of sexual
diversity, gender identity, and so on. Numerous cases over the past few years indicate that a
large portion of Georgian society still struggles to accept modern requirements of tolerance.
For instance, back in 2019, only 27 percent of NDI poll respondents said protecting the rights
of queer people was important, while 44 percent didn’t see the need for that®. Not surprisingly

this is an opportunity ultraconservative forces try to seize as they use these attitudes to push

forward their narratives.

It should be noted that other than Jehovah’s Witnesses, groups and individuals targeted by
extremist Orthodox priests varied widely. “Union of Orthodox Parents” — founded in 1995 —
has stood out in that regard. “Union of Orthodox Parents” is one of the oldest fringe groups in
Georgia that targets civil society organizations, civic activists, the LGBT community, and even
oppose Catholicism. The Union is behind one of the first large-scale demonstrations of

extremist attitudes that took place in Georgia. Back in 2006, the extremist organization

4 “ECLJ_EuropeanCentreforLawandJustice-Eng.Pdf.”
® “Declaration of Principles on Tolerance | UNESCO.”
® “More Young Georgians Say Queer Rights Are Important than Not, Poll Finds.”
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gathered in front of the movie theater “Rustaveli” and demanded to cancel the screening of the
American mystery thriller film — The Da Vinci Code. The Union of Orthodox Parents also
launched a campaign against the removal of ethnic classification from identity cards’. Their
activities haven’t stopped there though. In 2008, “orthodox parents” led by Archpriest Davit
Isakadze raided a Halloween party in downtown Tbilisi, broke equipment, and physically
attacked the participants of the celebrations — mostly teenagers®. To justify their violence,
extremist clergymen and their followers claimed that the goal was to ‘save’ the participants of
the party from the worship of the devil. As indicated above, far-right groups have held rallies
here and there over the years, however, as per DRI, 2012 marks the beginning of their active
involvement in everyday politics®. Hence the thesis further explores the cases that have

occurred since 2012.

Extremist clergymen are not the sole perpetrators when it comes to carrying out violence in the
name of saving “Georgian values” from “liberal lewdness”. The Union of Orthodox Parents,
as well as other clergymen, have held rallies along with far-right groups. Far-right extremists
have physically abused participants of peaceful rallies numerous times. Unfortunately, in many
cases, the state failed to provide adequate measures to protect peaceful protesters from the
violence. Far-right groups have organized dozens of counterdemonstrations throughout the
years against the “liberal elites”, calling for a ban on “propaganda of sodomy” in most cases.
The one that stands out the most, however, is an ‘unprecedented’ attack on queer activists on
the 17" of May 2013. March for LGBT rights to mark the International Day Against
Homophobia was abandoned after tens of thousands of protesters — led by Orthodox priests —

broke through the police cordons and disrupted the rally. Some priests were heard saying

7 <

39056MH%3900L BMEOTNMENS - SEIMESL 3Bs.”
8 “Union of Orthodox Parents.”

® Murghulia, “THE IDEOLOGY OF FAR-RIGHT GROUPS IN GEORGIA.”
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“People might get killed” and one of the clergymen stated that in case the police attempted to
protect pride participants, Orthodox priests together with their followers!. The GOC tried to
counter public events held by LGBT rights organizations to mark the international day against
homophobia by introducing ‘Family Purity Day’ in 2014, a year after the anti-LGBT pogrom®Z.
‘Family Purity Day’ has been actively exploited by far-right groups since. Another notorious
counterdemonstration perpetrated by far-right actors took place on the 5% of July 2021 in
downtown Tbilisi. It is quite telling that both counterdemonstrations in which far-right activists
were the most aggressive and violent targeted the LGBT community. The role of the church is

worth addressing in this regard and is further analyzed below.

Far-right groups identify “enemies” to mobilize support. As Cas Mudde writes in his book: “in
Western Europe the archetypical group of the enemy within the state, outside the nation, is the
immigrant community, whereas in Eastern Europe more or less indigenous ethnic minorities

are the usual suspects”*2. Georgian far-right follows Western Europe’s approach and targets
immigrants instead of ethnic minorities, even though the number of immigrants residing

in the country is insignificant. Back in 2016 dozens of masked youngsters shouting nationalist

slogans marched down the Aghmashenebeli Av. — a retail district in downtown Tbilisi full of
Middle Eastern bars, restaurants, shops, etc. — broke into the restaurants and demolished

billboards with Turkish/Iranian text on them?3,

As Aleksandre Vashakidze put it in his article: “Despite the insignificant number of immigrants

in Georgia, anti-immigration is one of the key pillars in the rhetoric of Georgian right-wing

9 Dominique, “Committee of Ministers.”

1 https://civil.ge/archives/author/civil-ge, “LGBT Groups Pensive About IDAHO as Church
Marks Family Purity Day.”

12 Mudde, “Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe,” 69.

13 admin, “Georgian Nationalists Step out of the Shade - JAMnews.”
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organizations”**. It should be noted, however, that their hatred is addressed towards certain
ethnic groups —i.e., Iranians, Turks, Arabs, African residents of the country, etc. In other words,
they target those who do not represent white Christian “civilization”. Rooted in historical,
cultural, and religious differences the far-right has been trying to capitalize on the incitement
of hatred and animosity toward Muslims. The influx of visitors, students, as well as investors
from the Middle East, Iran, and Turkey offers an opportunity for radical right groups to push
forward their anti-Muslim agenda. The “imagined other” — that is further addressed below —
could explain why far-right groups try to capitalize on inciting hatred towards certain ethnic
groups. The thesis further explores the reasons that could contribute to the framing of Muslims

as “others” or “imagined others” in Chapter 3.

The far-right groups continuously complain about the liberal double standards, however, their
discourses are not cohesive either when it comes to immigrants residing in Georgia. Based on
high public interest, the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia provided information on the
influx of Russian citizens. As of October 3, more than 100,000 Russians were residing in
Georgia, while the number of Ukrainians slightly exceeded 25000%°. Many of those fleeing
Putin’s mobilization, claim that they do not support the Kremlin’s expansionism, however,
regardless of their “anti-Putin” sentiments — even though nobody has measured how many of
the “deserters” are against the war — they remain a potential target group for the Kremlin and
its soft power. As Vera Ageeva writes in her article on the Kremlin’s soft power: “According
to this approach, compatriots living abroad were to be considered part of Russian soft power:

by working and studying in foreign countries, they could act as natural guides for Russian

14 “Far-Right Groups in Georgia.”
1549 13980 98mbremo G900l Bmgdoesdggdo@sb 112 733 Lsdsemggwmmdo
B9dMs - GLL-U bFSEGOLE03S 3 MmJGMdOOL IEYMIMIMOO.”

5



CEU eTD Collection

culture and as effective intermediaries in economic projects'®. Despite the prominent threats,

salient far-right groups haven’t raised concerns over a massive influx of Russians into Georgia.

To address the research questions, the thesis proceeds as follows. The thesis starts with
reviewing existing literature and identifying the gap the research aims to fill. Chapter 1 starts
with an overview of far-right groups. As indicated previously, there are many more active far-
right groups in Georgia operating as of today, however, these groups were chosen due to their
salience. Chapter 1 also identifies common discourses through which selected far-right groups
address their supporters and target audiences. Chapter 2 provides background information on
the ‘Russian version’ of the soft power concept and its practical application as well as
limitations. Cases indicating the links between Georgian far-right groups and the Kremlin are
also discussed in this section. Chapter 3 introduces the Georgian context briefly. The national
narratives that can be identified in three different eras — under the rule of Tsarist Russia; the
Soviet Empire and after acquiring independence in 1991 — are also discussed. Chapter 4
includes the analysis of the main findings as well as the Discourse Analysis. Three statements
made by the representatives of the “Georgian Dream”, “People’s Power” and the senior figures
of the “Conservative Movement” were chosen to look at the similarities in anti-Western
discourses these political actors use to mobilize support. Chapter 4 is followed by the

Conclusion.

16 Ageeva, “The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Soft Power,” 5.
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Research Design and Methodology

Given the scope and complexity of the topic, the following research will use a qualitative
approach. “Qualitative research is a process of naturalistic inquiry that seeks an in-depth
understanding of social phenomena within their natural setting. It focuses on the "why" rather
than the "what" of social phenomena and relies on the direct experiences of human beings as
meaning-making agents in their every day lives”!’. The qualitative method allows in-depth
analysis and detailed examination of the issue which is vital in terms of addressing research
questions accordingly. Other than that, I analyze the events that unfolded over an extended
period. As Hendrik S. Ohnesorge put it in his 2009 book — Soft Power: The Forces of Attraction
in International Relations: “an analysis of the workings of the soft power of one actor towards
another requires an in-depth analysis over an extended period of time”8. Furthermore, as
Ohnesorge notes: “Rather than presenting a mere snapshot, qualitative research conducted in
this manner thus paints a more detailed picture and not least allows for the detection of possible
soft power shifts in a given relationship over the course of time”*°. As the soft power policies
implemented are not constant and the strategies can be renewed or changed over time, it is
important to identify the updated version(s) of the tactics to analyze them properly. As for

methods, the research will use qualitative methods: discourse analysis and content analysis.

“Discourse analysis involves the careful examination of talk and texts in order to trace the ways
in which discourses bring into being the objects and subjects of which they speak”?°. The
Russian invasion of Ukraine has opened up a historical window of opportunity for Georgia.

The solidarity of the Western countries against Russian aggression in Ukraine has granted an

17 Bayhi, “Subject and Course Guides.”

18 Ohnesorge, Soft Power, p. 239.

19 ibid

20 Flick, The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis, p. 341.
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opportunity to countries situated in Russia’s ‘backyard’ to escape the influence of the Kremlin.
It’d be plausible to assume that state officials would seize this opportunity by accelerating the
process of Euro-Atlantic integration, however, we’ve been witnessing growing anti-Western
rhetoric by the ruling party. “Senior party figures have responded to Western criticism of
alleged democratic backsliding in the country by leveling wild accusations such as the claim
that the West is demanding that Georgia engages in the war with Russia”?. These narratives
are at odds with openly declared aims to join the Euro-Atlantic organizations. Accusations of
attempts to launch the second front in Georgia amid the war in Ukraine undermine the country’s
pro-Western aspirations. Such statements also serve the interests of Russia. These statements
are relevant to the research topic because anti-Western narratives pushed by the ruling party
and the far-right actors align. By using the discourse analysis method, I look at and break down
the statements on launching the second war front in Georgia made by the senior figures of the
Georgian Dream and People’s Power” as well as the representatives of far-right political actors

— the Conservative Movement to further analyze the similarities between the discourses. As
2012 marks the emergence of far-right movements in Georgia, the thesis covers the period

from 2012 to the present day.

“Qualitative content analysis is a method for systematically describing the meaning of
qualitative data”?2. Numerous think tanks in Georgia have been working and publishing reports
on far-right groups covering a variety of topics. Content analysis is applied to the historical
context to study the waves of Georgian nationalism. To identify the narratives and observe

current trends, I looked at secondary sources to analyze the activities undertaken by these

groups. The far-right groups in Georgia — despite being united in their ultra-national sentiments

21 “policy-Memo-58-1-1.Pdf,” p. 1.
22 “Flick - 2014 - The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis.Pdf,” p. 170.
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and inciting irrational fears and anti-Western sentiments directed against collective Western
pluralism — do not have a unified agenda. Given the election results, far-right politicians have
realized that they are not capable of assuming parliamentary seats on their own even with zero
threshold — or in other words “natural barrier” as politicians and the representatives of the NGO
sector refer to it (accounting for 0.67 percent share of all votes). It should also be borne in mind
that the Parliament will be elected through a fully proportional system with a 5 percent
threshold in 2024, minimizing the chances of far-right powers in upcoming parliamentary
elections. This explains why some far-right leaders called for unity of the radical flank for the
2024 parliamentary elections. Leader of “Georgian Idea” Levan Chachua and the head of
Primakov Georgian-Russian Community Center (Primakov Foundation) Dimitri Lortkipanidze

stressed the importance of consolidating powers of the national-conservative flank?.

To further explore whether this “unification” is feasible, I looked at reports to analyze the
attitudes within conservative groups. Reports published by DRI include in-depth interviews
conducted with supporters and followers in far-right groups. These reports are available to
download on the NGO’s website?®. Researchers used the biographical-narrative interview

”25 However,

method to “highlight the reasons that led these people to join particular groups
interviewees go beyond their personal experiences and open up about their positions towards
other nationalist groups. This is achieved because of a biographical-narrative method: it

“involves a non-structured discussion plan with the respondent and is based on unstructured

narration.

I address the following research questions in this thesis:

23 «197rethoric and Trends on Social Media.Pdf.”
24 hitps://www.democracyresearch.org/eng/852/1/t/877/
2> Murghulia, “THE IDEOLOGY OF FAR-RIGHT GROUPS IN GEORGIA,” 6.
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e How has the Russian invasion of Ukraine shaped the far-right mobilization in
Georgia?

e How does Russia’s Soft Power shape the far-right mobilization in Georgia?

It should be noted that the materials on far-right groups in Georgia remain scarce as of today.
Academic articles available today about the far-right in Georgia are not as many as they should
be, to acquire comprehensive knowledge of the topic. Hence, anyone interested in the topic has
to read the books and academic articles published by authors whose interests are not focused
on Georgia and try to apply their ideas to Georgian reality. The same could be said about the
literature on Russia’s soft power in Georgia, even though it’s recognized as one of the pressing
threats the country faces today. To this end, the thesis aims to fill in the gap in the literature by

looking at how Russia’s soft power contributes to the emergence of the far-right in Georgia.

Theoretical Framework

Stronger ingroup identification can be associated with stronger outgroup rejection. As Cass
Mudde notes in his book “outgroups like ingroups are social constructs; in the framed
terminology of Benedict Anderson (1983), they are “imagined”?®. As the book authored by
Anderson reads, the nation is imagined because: “the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds
of each lives the image of their communion™?’. Similarly, to a fellow “imagined” member of
the community we associate ourselves with, we exclude “imagined other” based on their
cultural, religious, racial, or other differences. Even though we live in an era of globalization,
contemporary sovereign states are not divided only by physical borders, but by symbolic and

cultural boundaries as well. Hence the concept also entails symbolic, and cultural dimensions

26 Mudde, “Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe,” p. 65.
27 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6.

10
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of collective attachment. The “imagined community” can also be viewed as an exclusionary

concept to some extent, as it exacerbates ingroup-outgroup differentiation.

Michael Minkenberg discusses a threefold typology of the radical right in his book and claims
that all the variants — an extremist or autocratic fascist group; a racist or ethnocentrist right and
a religious-fundamentalist right — have in common “a strong quest for internal homogeneity of
the nation as the primary “we-group”—a rejection of difference and pluralization — and a
populist anti-establishment political style”?8. Given that ingroup-outgroup differentiation is
even more prominent when it comes to far-right populists than other actors, I intend to use
Anderson’s “Imagined Communities” to further analyze the “differentiation” between ingroups
and outgroups — i.e., “enemies” in the populist radical right’s thinking. In Georgia’s case,
foreigners are not the sole group, perceived as “imagined others”. As such attitudes grant an

opportunity to the far-right, the thesis elaborates further on this issue in the chapters below.

Literature Review

Neo-Nationalism. The Rise of Nativist Populism by Eirikur Bergmann, Cham, Switzerland,
Palgrave Macmillan, 2020 xii+235 pp — In Neo-Nationalism. The Rise of Nativist Populism
Icelandic academic and writer Eirikur Bergmann addresses the issues of nationalism, populism,
migration, conspiracy theories, fake news, and radical/extremist far-right. As Bergmann put it:
“The main contribution of this study is in separating nativist populism from other kinds within
the populist family”’?°. The book is divided into six chapters. The author frames three waves of

nativist populism in the post-war era.

Center for Participation and Development. (2019) “bod<iemgoerols 8eabeadsdo* bger-

bs0bA160 20821939000 57400560280l 8cabodmE0bz 0 bsgstorz9ccmdo. Thilisi: Center for

28 Minkenberg, The Radical Right in Eastern Europe, 23.
29 Bergmann, Neo-Nationalism, 25.
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Participation and Development — is a report on the monitoring of the activities of Neo-Nazi
groups in Georgia. The authors provide information on two “generations” of far-right groups
in Georgia and write about generational differences between far-right groups, claiming that
there is a clear difference between the old and new generations of far-right groups.

Mudde, C. (2007). Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe. New York: Cambridge University
Press. — The book is written by the most influential contemporary scholar of the far-right.
Modde covers a great variety of topics ranging from history to ideology, including people,
definitions, etc. According to Mudde, the book “aims to make a threefold contribution to the
literature™ as it “endeavors to present an overview of the key writings in the field; it offers
significant revisions of some of the commonly held misinterpretations about the populist
radical right family, and it offers important innovations about various aspects of the populist
radical right””%C.

Nanuashvili, U. (2020, 25 August). Far-right radicalization and Russian soft power. — Former
Ombudsperson writes on the emergence of the far-right actors and the potential role the
Kremlin’s soft power could’ve played in this process. The author covers several topics in the
paper, including pro-Russian and anti- Western messages and the discourses of far-right groups.
The article is noteworthy, as the author directly names soft power as a tool used by the Kremlin
for the rise of the far-right in Georgia.

Ageeva, V. D. (2021, March 15). The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Soft Power. — The author
provides information on how the Kremlin’s soft power has emerged and changed over the years
and the tools the Kremlin used to exert influence over its neighbors through the Soft Power.

Ageeva identifies and further discusses one of the main pillars of Russia’s soft power — “the

last stronghold” of traditional values in the world3!.

%0 Mudde, “Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe,” 5.
3t Ageeva, “The Rise and Fall of Russia’s Soft Power,” 14.
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Minkenberg, M. (2017) The Radical Right in Eastern Europe. New York: palgrave macmillan.
— Reading the book helped me to draw the parallels between the far-right groups in Eastern

Europe and Georgia.

Tsiskarishvili, G. (2020). Monitoring of Assemblies and Demonstrations of Far-Right
Extremist Groups. Tbilisi: Democratic Research Institute — This is an interesting material to
further investigate the homogeneity of far-right groups in Georgia. The author conducts
interviews with far-right activists and asks for their opinion on certain issues concerning actions

undertaken by the far-right groups they support(ed) as well as ideological issues.

Kapanadze, S. (2015). Russia’s Soft Power in Georgia — A Carnivorous Plant in Action. —
Kapanadze writes about Russia’s soft power in Georgia after the democratic transition of power

and how the GD contributed to the increasing Russia’s soft power tools.

Caiani, M., Porta, D.d., & Wagemann, C. (2012). Mobilizing on the Extreme Right: Germany,
Italy, and the United States. Oxford University Press — As the far-right has rarely been studied
as a social movement, the authors compare far-right groups in Western democracies based on
the concepts and methods of social movement studies. As the authors put it: “in our research
we shall use insights from social movement studies, looking at the ways in which radical right-
wing organizations act and think—that is, looking at the protest events they stage and the

frames they develop”32,

%2 Caiani, Della Porta, and Wagemann, Mobilizing on the Extreme Right Germany, Italy, and
the United States, 14.
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Chapter 1. Far-Right Groups in Georgia

This chapter introduces the main characters — far-right political actors in Georgia — around
which the thesis revolves: Conservative Movement; Georgian March; Alliance of Patriots of
Georgia; Georgian Idea; Unity, Essence, Hope (ERI). Democracy Research Institute, a
Georgian public policy think tank that has been researching far-right groups in Georgia defines
far-right groups as: “Groups that stir up antiliberal and anti-western sentiments. Their rhetoric
is also expressly homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic and nationalistic”®3. Despite unified
rhetoric on certain issues, the far-right flank remains fragmented. Before discussing similar
discourses through which these groups try to mobilize support, the following sub-chapter looks
at the interviews conducted with the far-right activists to identify the topics that divide these

groups.

1.1 Overview of Far-Right Political Actors in Georgia

Cas Mudde, Dutch political scientist and arguably one of the most influential scholars on
political extremism — the author of numerous articles and books on far-right in Europe and the
United States — noted in an interview for the ‘Globe Post’ that no Western democracy is
naturally immune to far-right**. Even though Georgia is no Western democracy, the post-Soviet
state is still no exception for that matter. The far-right flank is quite diverse in Georgia and
unites informal groups on social media as well as institutional political parties and NGOs. The

far-right has become larger in recent years, hence more diverse.

‘Center for Participation and Development’ — an NGO where the late Vitali Safarov [killed by
neo-Nazis in Tbhilisi in 2018] was employed as a trainer of youth programs — divided two

generations of far-right groups in Georgia. The generational difference is not only about their

3 Tsikarishvili, “MONITORING OF ASSEMBLIES AND DEMONSTRATIONS OF FAR-
RIGHT EXTREMIST GROUPS,” p. 3.
3 Zeynalov, “Cas Mudde.”
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age but by their values and the networks they are involved in. The older generation — with close
connections to the Russian-speaking world primarily mobilizes around Georgian identity and
allies with conservative religious groups and ultra-Orthodox priests®®. Given that report was
published in 2019, the authors name Georgian March as the standard-bearer of the older
generation, however, it should be noted that “Georgian Idea” as well as APG would also qualify
as the “older generation” far-right groups. Back then the “Conservative Movement” and “ERI”
were not established, however, these groups also fit the definition provided by the ‘Center for
Participation and Development’. Unlike the ‘old’ generation, the new one is not openly
connected to traditional Georgian institutions such as the GOC and is heavily influenced by
contemporary internet culture as they rail against typical opponents of far-right — feminists,
SJWs [Social Justice Warriors] and, ‘globalists’, however similarly to the older generation they

are against immigration®.

The report published by the DRI in which interviews were conducted with far-right activists
indicates radical groups and their followers differ from each other. Generational differences
can also be seen in the interviews conducted by the DRI researchers. The way interviewees
formulate their answers indicates that they are representatives of the “new generation” of the
Georgian far-right. As the report reads, in Georgia: “some far-right groups and leaders are
constantly appealing to nationalist narratives and thus explaining their antiliberal attitudes and,
on the other hand, there are far-right groups and leaders whose xenophobic and homophobic
attitudes are reflections of the Russian propaganda"*’. In other words, there are activists and
senior figures of certain far-right groups who genuinely believe in their anti-liberal and

xenophobic/racist ideas, and there are those groups that push these narratives — mostly through

% “Opinion | Georgia’s Government Is Failing to Take on Right-Wing Extremism.”
% ibid
%" Murghulia, “THE RESULTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING.”
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undermining the lewdness of ‘sinful’ liberal West — to promote the “conservative values” that
is the cornerstone of the Kremlin’s strategic narratives. Despite similarities among salient far-
right groups — most notably in terms of the discourses they use — the far-right flank in the

country remains heterogeneous.

Back to the report, respondents touch upon many interesting issues, including their attitudes
towards other far-right groups and the policies implemented by them. Overall, negative
attitudes towards the suspected pro-Russian groups are quite significant. Several interviewees
highlighted the differences that distance them from the activities carried out by Georgian
March. Respondents interviewed by the researchers of DRI believe that the Georgian March
serves the interests of Russia. As one of the interviewees put it: “These people are marginalizing
the perception of nationalism and it is completely incomprehensible why we are being
identified together. Members of the Georgian March do not live with a national consciousness.

38 Another interesting finding of the report is that

I do not recognize them as patriots either
some far-right activists are willing to join civic activism with their “ideological enemies” —i.e.,
leftists and liberals. One of the interviewees said that they attended “Gavrilov’s Night>*®” even
though the organizers were ideologically unacceptable to them. As an interviewee noted: “In
this case, the main thing was national self-awareness and unity”*°. These interviews perfectly
illustrate that the Georgian “far-right” remain fragmented and should not be viewed as

homogenous, even though they share anti-democratic values. As the author of the report put it:

“There is a wide range of far-right groups represented in Georgia. Due to their amorphousness,

% Murghulia, “THE IDEOLOGY OF FAR-RIGHT GROUPS IN GEORGIA,” 14.
%9 Protests sparked by Russian MP Sergei Gavrilov — representing the Community Party of
the Russian Federation — being invited to address the Inter-Parliamentary Assembly of

Orthodoxy from the speaker’s seat.
40 Murghulia, “THE IDEOLOGY OF FAR-RIGHT GROUPS IN GEORGIA,” 15.
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it is difficult to distinguish between the main messages voiced by the leaders of these groups

and their followers”*!.

Before diving into the introduction of the most notorious far-right groups in Georgia, it should
be noted that most of the groups discussed below are suspected of pursuing pro-Russian
policies — as their narratives align with those of the Kremlin’s disinformation campaigns — even
though they deny allegations. This is not the case for every far-right movement though.
“Georgian National Unity” distances itself from certain far-right actors to avoid being labeled
as a pro-Russian political organization. Far-right groups that draw on Orthodox Christianity
and voice mainstream views supported by the Georgian Orthodox Church are visible and more
powerful, compared to other less formal groups that are more extreme and remain
marginalized. It should be noted, however, that more influential ones are suspected of being
the pawns used as a lever by the Kremlin to successfully implement soft power policies. The
groups discussed below were picked due to their salience in Georgian politics. The following

groups are looked at to further analyze their policies and activities:

“Conservative Movement” — formerly known as ultra-conservative/nationalist pro-Russian
media outlet “Alt-Info” before being transformed into a political party. Conservative
Movement aims to end “liberal dictatorship in Georgia”. Territorial integrity, extreme poverty,
and demographic issues top the list of problems the party aims to address*’. The ultra-
conservative group offers Christian Democracy as an alternative to “liberal dictatorship”. The
movement aims to “establish an independent, social state based on national values, with a
Christian-democratic and conservative ideology*3. Conservative Movement — joined by anti-

Western members of the Orthodox Church — was largely to blame for the violent

! Murghulia, “THE RESULTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA MONITORING,” 20.
12 43562300l GgLsbgd — 3BLYMZHGHOMO BMIGHMS.”
43 «Activities of the ‘Conservative Movement/Alt Info’ in the Regions of Georgia | ISFED.”
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counterdemonstration that took place on July 5, 2021, in response to the scheduled March of

Dignity — the conclusive event of Tbilisi Pride Week.

Kremlin-affiliated far-right groups orchestrated and perpetrated violence against the LGBTQ
community as well as civic activists and media representatives who were unable to exercise
the rights guaranteed to them by the Constitution of Georgia as well as the European
Convention on Human Rights. Violent street protests in downtown Thbilisi left over fifty
journalists and media representatives injured*. Senior figures of the pro-Russian Conservative
Movement allegedly organized the violence against media representatives. Despite dozens of
arrests made in connection with July 5 events no leader or organizer of the rally has been held
legally accountable for their role in the criminal case. The Ombudsperson of Georgia at the
time called for launching a criminal investigation against alleged organizers of the violence
numerous times, however, no further arrests have been made. In January 2023, six persons
convicted of organized group violence were acquitted by the Tbilisi Court of Appeals

overturning a decision made by the Thbilisi City Court®.

Konstantine Morgoshia, one of the founders and leaders of the notorious far-right party
addressed July 5 events in his remarks during the inaugural congress by saying: “on July 5, the
whole world witnessed the beginning of the end of liberal dictatorship, and witnessed that
billions, invested [from abroad] to degrade the nation and fight against the Orthodoxy and
religion came to nothing”*®. Looking at the text, it’s safe to assume that the leadership of the
Conservative Movement perceive themselves as victors in this case. Failure to punish alleged

perpetrators adequately encourages like-minded individuals to continue in a similar vein and

4 “Georgian Media Representatives File ECHR Suit against ‘Ineffective’ State Response to
2021 Attack on Journalists.”

45 “Perpetrators of July 5 Remain Unpunished - Thbilisi Pride Statement.”
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employ violence against minority groups that hinder the country’s declared pro-Western
aspirations. More importantly, it sends a controversial signal to minors — who are often
recruited to carry out violence given that the criminal code is more benign towards juveniles —
that perpetrators are not held responsible for the crimes they committed. Besides the remarks
on the July 5 events, senior members of the party openly discussed their pro-Russian and anti-
Western stances at the first-ever party congress. Party leadership has close ties with the
Kremlin-connected political philosopher Alexander Dugin who is also dubbed as Putin’s

‘brain.

Georgian March — organization notorious for its negative stance on immigration, anti-Muslim,
anti-liberal, and anti-West rhetoric as well as homophobia, and promotion of conspiracy
theories. It evolved from a coalition of far-right individuals and organizations, including some
neo-Nazi groups. Georgian March is led by the former Deputy Minister of Diaspora Affairs—
Sandro Bregadze, who had served a brief stint as the Deputy Minister of Internally Displaced
Persons from the Occupied Territories before that. He held both positions under the Georgian
Dream administration in 2014-16. One of the first activities carried out by the Georgian March
was a march at Aghmashenebeli Avenue calling for an end to Muslim immigration.
Interestingly, march organizers insisted that their rally was not against diversity*’. The way
they speculated and tried to capitalize on emotions to gather more participants in the rally is
also worth mentioning. “They called on all citizens of Georgia who ‘care for their homeland’
to join the rally”*®. Incitement of irrational fears can be identified in the four words used for

mobilizing support.

4" “Georgians March against Muslim Immigrants | Eurasianet.”
8 “Opinion | Georgia’s Government Is Failing to Take on Right-Wing Extremism.”
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Back in 2018, “Georgian March” set up groups to patrol the streets of Tbilisi looking for
‘suspicious foreigners’#°. Started as a civic movement, Georgian March is a political party as
of'today. In April 2018, Sandro Bregadze, one of the leaders of the Georgian March announced
that he would participate in the presidential elections. He touched on the main points of his
election program in a Facebook post: “First and foremost we will stop illegal migration to the
country and improve the demographic situation”®°. It should be noted, however, that Bregadze
failed to mention specific policies he and his associates would pursue that would help them to
deliver on their promises. “In addition, the propaganda of homosexuality and immorality
should be prohibited and the role of the Church in the development of the country should be
increased”. We should declare military-political neutrality as the basis for restoring Georgia’s

territorial integrity’™®*.

Georgian March appeared in a report released by the Estonian Foreign Intelligence Service in
2020. Security assessment report on major threats and challenges the Baltic state faces both
regionally and globally — “International Security and Estonia — has been published annually
since 2016. Not surprisingly, Russia is identified as a major threat and most of the report is
focused on direct and indirect threats from the Kremlin. According to the report Georgian
March is an umbrella organization for extremist organizations aimed at rattling public support
for Euro-Atlantic integration. Estonian intelligence service referred to the national-
conservative movement as: “an aggressive movement that does not shy away from physical

attacks against opponents™>?,

Alliance of Patriots of Georgia — the only far-right conservative political party that has won

parliamentary seats through elections in post-Soviet Georgia thus far. APG managed to clear

49 staff, “Far Right Group Has Patrolled Tbilisi Streets for the Last Week.”
% “Georgia’s Growing Cultural Divide.”

%1 “Georgia’s Growing Cultural Divide.”
52 “INTERNATIONAL SECURITY AND ESTONIA 2020,” 52.
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the 5% threshold required to enter parliament in 2016. It is noteworthy that out of twenty-five
political parties participating in the 2016 parliamentary elections, the Alliance of Patriots was
the only political organization that managed to obtain 5 percent of votes and enter the
parliament besides the ruling party and the largest opposition party — the Georgian Dream and
United National Movement respectively. The right-wing party did even better in the 2017 local
elections. APG was the fourth most successful party in the elections with 6.56 percent of the

153, Alliance of Patriots won four seats in the 150-seat parliament in

vote — 98,530 votes in tota
2020 with more than 60,000 votes received across the country - accounting for 3.14 percent of
the votes — the only far-right political group that managed to pass the 1% threshold, while
others fell behind the election barrier>®. It should be noted, however, that the Alliance claimed
the 2020 parliamentary elections were rigged and refused to assume their seats in the newly
elected parliament. The fact that the party managed to pass the threshold in three consecutive

elections — both local and general — indicates that they have managed to mobilize support either

through retaining loyal supporters or successfully targeting undecided voters.

According to DRI: “The formation of a truly right-wing force in Georgia was named as a reason
for the establishment of the party at the founding congress™°. In 2018, MPs from the Alliance
of Patriots initiated a draft law that would impose criminal liability for the “insult of religious
feelings”. It is noteworthy that the political faction initiated a draft law shortly after the
Georgian Orthodox Patriarchate condemned “increased insults of religious feelings and
profanity”®®. ‘Patriots’ tried to seize the opportunity and capitalize on the issue that was raised
by the most-trusted institution in the country — i.e., the Orthodox Church of Georgia. APG also

owns a television channel — TV Obieqtivi — to attract new voters. Back in 2017, the Media

%3 “9q9900 2017.”
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Development Fund outlined TV Obieqtivi as one of the main sources of anti-Western messages
together with three other media outlets, while APG came second among political parties with

5 In the summer of

the number [91] of anti-Western statements made throughout the year
2020, TV Obieqtivi allegedly aired APG’s political advertisements illegally before the pre-
election campaign was officially launched. According to the local watchdog Transparency

International Georgia, TV Obieqtivi aired political ads outside the official pre-election period

in 2017 and 2018 as well®®,

The Alliance is known for its anti-Turkish sentiments. As per ISFED, ads released by the
Alliance of Patriots were aimed to trigger hostility among Georgians towards Turkey — the
banners were showing the Black Sea region of Adjara colored in red, in the same vein as Russia-
occupied breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia — as they contained signs of
religious and ethnic hatred®®. Anti-Turkish sentiments can be identified in their election
program as well. As the program reads: “Protect Adjara! 33% of Georgian territories are
occupied by Turkey; More than 30 000 Turks acquired Georgian passport during Saakashvili’s
tenure, they bring their family members to Batumi and try to 