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”ANGEL” VS. ”’DEVIL”
THE CONTROVERSIAL FACE OF THE WEST
IN GEORGIA

SUMMARY

“We cannot meet forever, as an eternal bride and groom, we
must legitimize our relationship, have children, that is,
allegorically speaking, provide for a common future,”'®® said
President of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky about the country’s
integration in NATO and EU on April 16, 2021, on the eve of his
visit to Paris. The same can be said for Georgia, for which, in the
unfinished process of Western integration over the last decades,
the West has become a crucial factor in the formation of
alternative identity discourses. The urgency to explore the case of
Georgia is also due to the fact that the EU has similar problems in
Central and Eastern European countries. Natasza Styczynska, who
studies Euroscepticism in Poland, Hungary and Bulgaria,
indicates a specific background for these attitudes. According to
her conclusion, Euroscepticism in the mentioned states is an
“identity-based” phenomenon that involves a contradiction
between national identity and European identity and is usually
linked to the “integration dilemma,” that is, a fear of being
‘absorbed’ by a supranational institution. “Euroscepticism in CEE
countries is often linked to disappointment with the outcomes of
transformation as well as overgrown expectations accompanying
accession to the European Union.”'®’

188

For the speech of Volodymyr Zelensky, see
https://frontnews.cu/en/news/details/5233.

189" Styczynska, Natasza. “Eurosceptic parties in the Central and Eastern
European countries: a comparative case study of Poland, Hungary and
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The work aims to explore Eurosceptic national populism in
Georgia as a major alternative to the mainstream European
identity. Taking one of the basic features of populism that implies
a view of the world from the Manichean tradition — a constant
struggle between “light” and “dark,” “good” and “evil,” we can
see the radical populist mobilization of communities around the
extremely exclusive ideas about Euro-Atlantic integration.

Among these diverse kinds of populism, the proposed work
is focused on national populism, which implies a close connection
between nationalism and populism. A number of books on
populism acknowledge these tight relations and, moreover, a
certain conflation between the two. Both revolve around the
sovereignty of the people. Benjamin de Cleen and Yannis
Stavrakakis'®® attempt to explain this shared reflection on the
concepts’ interconnection; although nation-states’ actual decision-
making power has decreased significantly, the nation-state remains
the primary context for democratic political representation and
public debate. These connections have led to a conflation of
populism and nationalism. In Gellner and Lonescu’s volume on
populism, ™" the term is called a “kind of nationalism.” Since then,
much of the abundant literature on populism has treated
exclusionary nationalism as an integral part of populist politics.

In recent years, anti-European narratives have become much
better structured and purposeful in the country. The process
culminated on July 5-6, 2021, when a crowded demonstration

Bulgaria,” The Routledge Handbook of Euroscepticism, ed. Benjamin Leruth,
Nicholas Startin and Simon Usherwood, New York: Routledge, 2018, 140-141.
190 Cleen, Benjamin D and Yannis Stavrakakis, “Distinctions and
Articulations: A Discourse Theoretical Framework for the Study of
Populism and Nationalism,” Javnost — The Public: Journal of the European
Institute for Communication and Culture 24, no. 4 (2017): 301-319.

! Gellner, Ernest and Ghita Lonescu, Populism: Its Meaning and National
Characteristics. New York: Macmillan, 1969.
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against LGBTQ rights turned into an anti-European protest.
Protesters tore down and burned the EU flag from the building of the
Parliament of Georgia as a symbol of “depraved” Europe that fights
Georgian national identity and traditions. Contrary to the famous
words “I am Georgian and therefore am European” said by the
former Chairman of the Parliament Zurab Zhvania at the admission
session to the European Council in 1999,192 the protesters chanted
their own slogan: “T am Georgian and there is no “therefore.”'*> With
this action, they challenged the official narrative that has prevailed in
Georgia for the last decades.

Georgia is among the countries to which the identity crisis and
exclusionary nationalism posed serious problems at the dawn of
independence and determined political and social disintegration. The
situation changed in the subsequent period and, in parallel to
strengthening pro-European political aspirations, the Georgian
national project gradually acquired civil characteristics. This study
focuses on exploring the role of the West (and attitudes toward the
West in general), with its political and cultural meanings, in the
formation of alternative identity discourses. The ultimate goal is to
analyze the post-Soviet experience of the country in terms of
symbolic as well as real role of Europe'” in Georgian public
discourses; what is the extent of the role of the West in the process of
the formation of different national identities? The research question
is closely related to the fundamental problems of the Georgian nation
on the way to building a European nation-state. The heterogeneous
attitude toward the West has historical foundations. During the

12 For the speech of Zurab Zhvania, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QP83XGY7TZs.

13 For the speech, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=poNguhJItK w.
1% Sometimes we use the term West instead of Europe because West is
commonly used in Georgian public discourse for European states and
institutions.
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modern history of Georgia, from the formation of Georgian
nationalism at the end of the 19™ century to the establishment of the
first Democratic Republic in 1918-1921, Europe had always been a
distant relative, a political space with model states for Georgia’s
future development. This vision of Europe remained relevant in the
process of post-Soviet independence. During the first period of
independence (1918-1921), Georgia strongly aspired to be
recognized by and integrated into the Western commonwealth. The
country achieved some success in the process of building of
European nation-state but, despite hopes of Western support, could
neither prevent nor resist occupation by the Soviet Russia.
Afterward, Georgian people lived for 70 years in conditions of anti-
Western propaganda. From a historical perspective, Georgian-
Western relations might be considered as a certain mix of hope and
disappointment, or ‘bittersweet,” as Adrian Brisku rightly named his
book on Albanian and Georgian discourses on Europe.'”> This
legacy must be taken into account when examining post-
revolutionary Georgia because it had a huge impact and still plays a
crucial role in its post-socialist transformation. The historical
perception of and (political) trust in Europe still matter. Today, the
EU is directly involved in developments in Georgia. However,
interpretations of its role are often conflicting. In modern Georgian
society, there is a feeling of being at an existential crossroads.
Officially European road of Georgia is the subject of constant
adjustments by enhanced and well-organized anti-Western forces.
The anti-European narrative became stronger and well-structured
under prevailing conditions of socio-economic problems and
unresolved existential issues. The West is a kind of “empty

%3 Brisku, Adrian. Bittersweet Europe: Albanian and Georgian Discourses
on Europe, 1878-2008. New York: Berghahn, 2013.
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signifier,”"® filled in with different and often opposite meanings —

for some, it is the only possible space to save the country; for others,

it is the source of all the problems that have arisen since
independence. A divided Georgian nation is split between two

worlds — the imperial past (or legacy) and the European future.

Speaking of anti-Western populism and its influence, we

should take into consideration the following factors:

Georgians have often been disappointed with Georgian-
Western relationships. This disappointment has frequently
been caused by exaggerated expectations on the part of
Georgians regarding their integration with Western
organizations and the interference of the West in the
processes taking place in Georgia. This disappointment has
created a certain space, which is filled with anti-Western
populism. Ideologists of this populism manipulate the
abovementioned problem and try to take advantage of the
anti-Western attitudes that are widespread in society.
Georgia’s post-Soviet transformation was characterized
by dramatic events. In processes of transition, when state
institutions are weak, there are frequent cases of identity
crisis, despair, nostalgia for a glorious past, and nationalist
attitudes. The environment is favorable for populist
politicians and public figures, hence they manipulate
public opinion.

Georgia’s Soviet experience plays an important role
because a major portion of society has long lived in
conditions of anti-Western propaganda. These people,
including representatives of the former Soviet
intelligentsia, are emotionally close to the Russian space

% Laclau, Ernesto. Post-Marxism, Populism and Critiqgue. New York:
Routledge, 2014, 32-49.
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and feel nostalgic about the Soviet past. Thus, this group
assesses Georgia’s Western orientation negatively.

e Another important factor is Georgia’s longstanding
isolation from the West. In fact, Georgians discovered the
Western world only in the past decades. In Georgian
society, there are numerous negative stereotypes and
prejudices regarding the West. These prejudices are
chiefly connected with the Western lifestyle and vision.
Along with other factors, this fact is due to the lack of
information about the West. Anti-Western organizations
actively manipulate these factors; moreover, they
themselves create numerous negative stereotypes.

The problem researched in the book is a part of the recent
history of Georgia. Processes that developed in the research
period have largely determined domestic and international
political developments and also conditioned many achievements
and failures of the post-Soviet Georgia. At the present stage of the
country’s development, it is vital to provide a critical analysis of
the way the Georgian state has progressed since independence.
Analyzing these processes from the perspective of identity studies
will contribute to rethinking Georgia’s past, as well as
determining the regional and international context of current
events. The main novelty is the comprehensive study of Georgian
populism, in which the Western world is represented as the major
supply-side of populist mobilizations in Georgia. The study of
populism, nationalism, and identity discourses is a new trend in
Georgian humanities and social sciences.'”’ Many issues in this

17 Of the literature on the topic, we can mention Stephen Jones, Georgia: A
Political History Since Independence (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2013); Ronald
Grigor Suny, The Making of the Georgian Nation, 2nd ed. (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 1994).
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respect are still to be analyzed with the use of recent theories and
new methodological approaches in social sciences regarding the
formation and development of populism and nationalism, their
interrelations, etc.

Anthony D. Smith, in the introduction to the Georgian
edition of Nationalism: Theory, Ideology, History, mentions that
“As a country of ancient culture and traditions, Georgia has always
attracted the attention of Western scholars. Modern Georgia is a
subject of their interest as well. However, the information one can
find in the relevant literature is still scanty. The topics according to
which historical descriptions or generalizations are usually
arranged are sometimes disappointing for they ignore the
theoretical achievements of modern social sciences.” In his words,
this prevents one from going deeper in perceiving the rich historical
heritage of the country. The reason for this undoubtedly lies in the
long isolation of Georgian academics from their Western
colleagues.'” Although Smith wrote these words in 2004, this gap
is still insurmountable and creates fundamental problems in terms
of the internationalization of the Georgian case. A basic goal of the
work is thus to contribute to its contextualization in the regional
and international space.

The present book has analyzed the key factors and
tendencies of Georgia’s attitudes toward the West. Numerous
important issues have been left out at this stage, but these issues
are planned to be analyzed during further research.

198 Smith, Anthony D. Nationalism: Theory, Ideology, History, Georgian ed.
Thilisi, 2004, 14.
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