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georgian DemoCraCy: 
Seizing or loSing The ChanCe?

Charles H. Fairbanks, Jr.

Charles H. Fairbanks, Jr., is senior fellow at the Hudson Institute. Since 
2006, he has been living in Tbilisi, Georgia, where he is also professor 
of Soviet and post-Soviet systems at Ilia State University. His essay “A 
New Chance for Georgian Democracy” (coauthored with Alexi Gugush-
vili) appeared in the January 2013 issue of the Journal of Democracy.

Is democracy on its way to becoming a habit in Georgia? A year ago 
in these pages, Alexi Gugushvili and I discussed the meaning of the 
small Caucasus republic’s October 2012 parliamentary election. In that 
contest, the ruling United National Movement of President Mikheil Saa-
kashvili (2004–13) was routed by a coalition, called Georgian Dream, 
under the leadership of Georgia’s richest person, the once-apolitical bil-
lionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili.1 On 17 November 2013, Georgians inaugu-
rated a new president whom they had popularly elected on October 27, 
and thereby completed a constitutional shift from hyperpresidentialism 
to a more “normal” (by European standards) parliamentary form of gov-
ernment. 

The shift to parliamentarism had been planned under Saakashvili in 
2009 and 2010—he may have intended it to provide a way for him to 
continue ruling, but the adoption of parliamentarism (regarded by most 
Georgians as more democratic than strong presidentialism) had also 
been an opposition demand since 2007. A few days after the new presi-
dent was inaugurated, Ivanishvili—a man seen by the National Move-
ment as a potential dictator—resigned the newly powerful premiership 
and announced that he was quitting politics. 

A year ago, Gugushvili and I described the October 2012 election and 
the events surrounding it as “amazing,” “truly remarkable,” and “nearly 
unheard of.” Is Georgian political life still unfolding in such an excep-
tional fashion, or is there a “new normal”—and if so, is it friendlier to 
liberal democracy, or fraught with problems for it? 

The recently chosen president, Georgian Dream candidate Giorgi 
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Margvelashvili, may be constitutionally weaker than any before him, 
yet he is also the first since Georgia became independent of the USSR 
in 1991 to come to office without the aid of a revolution (violent or 
nonviolent), the invoking of exceptional constitutional provisions, or 
substantial vote fraud. A little-known academic administrator before 
he gained Ivanishvili’s powerful backing, he won the 27 October 2013 
election with an overwhelming 62 percent of the vote. Unlike his pre-
decessors, he will wield decidedly limited powers, ceding most policy-
making authority to the new prime minister, Ivanishvili’s 31-year-old 
protégé Irakli Gharibashvili.

There was no question about the popular endorsement of the National 
Movement’s final ouster from power after a year of Georgian Dream 
rule. In a field of many candidates, Margvelashvili got a plurality every-
where and an outright majority almost everywhere.2 Former Parliament 
speaker and onetime foreign minister Davit Bakradze, the candidate of 
Saakashvili’s National Movement, which had ruled for a decade, fin-
ished with less than 22 percent. 

It is worth emphasizing that the 2013 election was not fraudulent. In 
previous elections, a major method by which incumbent governments 
“improved” their results consisted of inflating turnout in ethnic-minority 
and Muslim areas where the vote could be delivered to order, and then 
giving the bogus “votes” thereby generated to government candidates. 
A suspicious coincidence of high turnout and high vote totals for the 
incumbents was the clearest indicator of fraud. The official 2013 returns, 
however, fail to show suspiciously high turnout. Discrepancies in vote by 
ethnic area are fewer than in previous ballotings. Both these changes sug-
gest that, apart from a few areas where signs of organized manipulation 
appear, the results are roughly honest, with no centrally organized at-
tempt to change the outcome by delivering blocks of votes fraudulently. 

It may be that electoral democracy is becoming more routine in Geor-
gia, but something is missing: Robust democratic opposition, and with 
it a sense that there is some continuing structure that contains and or-
ganizes competition among rival parties. Neither Saakashvili nor any 
National Movement representative attended Margvelashvili’s inaugura-
tion, making the change of presidents look disturbingly like a change of 
regimes rather than a mere handover of the reins of office. Saakashvili 
has gone, or perhaps fled, abroad. Georgian Dream was not guiltless: 
It has been jailing National Movement leaders, including a former pre-
mier; it made a point of rejecting the large, glass-domed presidential-
administration building that Saakashvili had spent five years building 
on a bluff overlooking the Mtkvari River in Tbilisi; and it even con-
spicuously swathed the inaugural ceremony in its signature dark blue. 
Georgian Dream has with stunning speed—it did not even exist until 
December 2011—become not just a ruling party but the dominant party 
in Georgia. 
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The inconveniences that can grow out of one-party dominance may 
be glimpsed in the present stagnant condition of Japan, where the Lib-
eral Democrats have held power almost continuously since 1955. In a 
country such as Georgia, moreover, one-party dominance seems all the 
more dangerous given the national and regional history of single-party 
rule tied to personal dictatorship. The dominant party can turn into a 
hegemonic party. In postcommunist conditions, however, the danger is 
not the granitic invulnerability beloved of communist iconography, but 
a hidden fragility. Postcommunist voters are more prone to see govern-
ment as alien and oppressive, making any purely electoral hold on pow-
er (such as the British Liberals enjoyed from 1832 to 1886 or the U.S. 
Republicans had from 1860 to 1932) less likely to last. Indeed, Central 
and Eastern Europe and the Balkans are places where governments and 
the parties that run them tend to wear out their welcomes and become 
unpopular rather quickly. 

Where civil society is weak, as in Georgia, governments and domi-
nant parties that find themselves under the threat of voter dissatisfaction 
will be tempted to abuse state resources as they strive to stay in power. 
Until 2012, every postindependence Georgian government had ended up 
turning the state into its base: In this regard, the National Movement was 
only the latest link in a chain. And yet, every time this happened there 
occurred a massive popular mobilization that overwhelmed the “domi-
nant” party and pushed it into the abyss. The parties that once lofted 
Zviad Gamsakhurdia (1991–92) and Eduard Shevardnadze (1992–2003) 
into the chief offices of state are long gone, and now the National Move-
ment is fighting for its life, with its survival far from assured. Is Geor-
gian Dream on the cusp of longtime dominance in the manner of Japan’s 
Liberal Democrats, or will it—like its predecessors—soon find that 
most citizens are turning against it?

A party that drops anchor in what seems like the safe harbor of state 
power ill serves not only democracy, but itself. A focus on prospering 
through reliance on the state will inevitably dull any knack for appealing 
to the broad public. Over the last two years, the National Movement has 
been living proof of this. During the 2012 campaign, this once-able party 
bizarrely wasted much money and effort on a fancy and widely distrib-
uted coffee-table book, captioned in English as well as Georgian, that was 
stuffed with glossy photos of the avant-garde buildings put up under Saa-
kashvili’s sponsorship. Polls, meanwhile, showed that voters cared most-
ly about jobs—for themselves, not Saakashvili’s foreign architects. The 
National Movement’s 2013 presidential campaign was not much better, 
dwelling on Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic choice while ignoring the irritating 
electricity outages that have become more common in the capital. Observ-
ing these campaigns, a citizen of a consolidated democracy learns again 
how political actors behave when they have no feeling that the people are 
sovereign.
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 In Georgia, unlike in Japan and Italy, the dominant parties have been 
headed not by gray functionaries, but by powerful personalities intent on 
imposing their wills and even whims. Saakashvili moved Parliament and 
the Supreme Court out of the capital, and had begun a vast city-build-
ing project amid the Black Sea coastal swamplands of western Georgia 
when voters cut short his caprices.3 Ivanishvili headed a coalition of 
parties during his year as prime minister, and made some effort to hold 
discussions about important matters. Nonetheless, he alone has made 
all the important decisions. There is no question that the new president 
and premier are his handpicked choices. Each is a political novice with 
no public career prior to Georgian Dream’s 2012 win, and each had 
more-popular rivals within the coalition. In his short adult life so far, 
the youthful Gharibashvili has done nothing but work for Ivanishvili.  

Consolidating Democracy, or Only Power?

Georgian Dream’s presidential victory places it in charge of almost 
all branches of state power aside from the Tbilisi city government (the 
capital will hold municipal elections in 2014). In the 150-seat Parlia-
ment, Georgian Dream gradually gained votes from National Movement 
defectors or cooperative members until it could pass some constitu-
tional amendments, such as one limiting President Saakashvili’s then-
extensive powers to replace the elected government. That amendment 
required a two-thirds majority of Parliament. The new constitution re-
quires a three-quarters vote, and Georgian Dream and its allies are just 
short of that figure. 

Georgian Dream, like the National Movement before it, gradually 
consolidated its control over civil-service posts in the ministries and 
local government. Accurate figures are hard to come by, but it appears 
that perhaps 40 percent of officials working for ministries of the central 
government got the sack, while a smaller fraction of local-government 
workers lost their jobs.4 

A key institution is the judiciary. No modern liberal democracy 
can exist without independent courts and judges. Under the National 
Movement, the judiciary had no independence, even in nonpolitical 
cases. Georgian Dream has been much criticized abroad for arrest-
ing high officials of the previous government. When Gharibashvili 
became premier, the top state prosecutor, Archil Kbilashvili, resigned 
along with much of his staff, citing disagreements with Ivanishvili and 
his successor. Kbilashvili favored moderation in launching prosecu-
tions against officials of the National Movement government, prob-
ably because his own subordinates were implicated in the injustices 
that it had committed. 

There is a real dilemma here: Insistent probing of official misconduct 
under the previous government could destroy the very instrument with 
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which Georgian Dream hopes to vindicate the rule of law. As much as 
Western officials and editorialists may love to ignore them, such are 
the complexities of trying to apply transitional justice in the real world. 

For at least two centuries, there has been no independent judiciary 
in what is now Georgia. The current 
crop of judges is hopelessly compro-
mised. In such circumstances, how 
one advances toward the rule of law 
is—to put it mildly—less than clear. 
The Georgian Dream government 
drifted into attempting judicial re-
form within the old system, and into 
deciding about accused individuals on 
a case-by-case basis amid the cross-
pressures of party and public opinion, 
which wants major injustices pun-
ished, and Western opinion, which 

wants no investigations or convictions that appear “political.” In mid-
2013, some prominent defendants won acquittals on some charges—a 
possible sign of rising judicial independence. The new prime minister’s 
family suffered political imprisonment under the National Movement, 
and he has told an interviewer “that no office or position guarantees 
immunity. . . . [I]f there are any questions raised during the process of 
investigation . . . Saakashvili will be questioned.”5  

So it seems certain that these difficult issues will stay in the spotlight. 
As of this writing in early December 2013, Saakashvili remains outside 
Georgia. Also crucial for democratic development will be the manner 
in which Georgian Dream treats civil society. The background is the 
National Movement’s history of tireless efforts not to eliminate (as in 
nearby countries), but rather to coopt, control, or penetrate key institu-
tions of civil society. The Georgian Orthodox Church (to which about 80 
percent of the populace belongs) remained the strongest and freest such 
institution, and its hostility to the government in many regions played a 
role in the National Movement’s defeat. National Movement business-
men received help in creating profitable monopolies, while large busi-
nesses outside the Movement’s orbit were subjected to periodic capital 
levies or else handed over by compliant courts to new, pro-Saakashvili 
owners. The media, likewise, were either curbed or seized and given to 
government-aligned owners.

Georgian Dream promised a law revisiting the question of monopo-
lies, but has yet to pass one. Meanwhile, the process of judging claims 
made by those whose businesses were seized is stalled. Although state 
contracts have continued to show a suspicious tendency to go to those 
with the right connections, the Georgian Dream government has stopped 
the expropriations. Still, those who made large fortunes off the National 

Is Ivanishvili’s plan now 
to retire from politics 
while civil society devel-
ops and somehow takes 
over the heavy lifting of 
making Georgia a modern, 
liberal-democratic, and 
Western-oriented country?
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Movement’s manipulations are anxiously sitting on their cash while 
they wait for the dust to settle. 

The new government is itself largely secular, but respects and perhaps 
even fears the Church’s power, and is beginning to turn to that body for 
legitimacy. Deputy Interior Minister Levan Izoria is pressing for a law 
limiting displays of “disrespect” toward religion: It would be tragic if, in 
trying to respond to the demands of civil society, the government were 
to adopt a measure that threatens individual freedom. As regards the 
media, the news is much better. Here, there has been an obvious trans-
formation. Saakashvili’s drive for control is gone, and every expression 
of opinion is tolerated. Ironically, the National Movement may be a big 
beneficiary here. Its television station, Rustavi 2, remains one of the two 
most watched in Georgia and is perhaps the Movement’s most potent 
remaining asset. Yet the new government has neither made—nor seems 
to plan—any move to take it away, even though prior owners are insist-
ing that they retain title. 

 Civil society now enjoys more space and faces less danger in part 
because Georgian Dream’s agenda is far more limited than was the Na-
tional Movement’s. Indeed, one wonders if the new government will 
come to resemble Viktor Yushchenko’s in Ukraine from 2005 to 2010: 
rich in good intentions but poor in follow-through. Ivanishvili sees him-
self as having saved the country from dictatorship. Is his plan now to 
retire from politics while civil society develops and somehow takes over 
the heavy lifting of making Georgia a modern, liberal-democratic, and 
Western-oriented country? From his public statements, it would seem 
so. (Saakashvili and his National Movement were often arbitrary and 
unjust, but their incessant maneuvering displayed a dazzling virtuosity.)  
If so, will Georgian Dream soon find itself becoming unpopular for its 
own set of reasons, not because it does too much but because it does too 
little? 

Already, a common answer on the part of citizens to questions about 
the government is “So far, there is nothing.” Such skepticism has scarce-
ly begun to show up in surveys or at the polls—but it is still early, 
and skeptics probably remain latent among those who refused to answer 
pollsters, said that they did not know, or chose not to vote. Many people, 
among both the elites and the general public, seem to have assumed that 
the election of a new president would somehow bring a burst of govern-
mental activism. There never were clear reasons for expecting such a 
turn of events, and Ivanishvili’s stepping back from the scene makes any 
sweeping new reform agenda even less likely. The economy looks to be 
headed for trouble, as the prevailing uncertainty, especially about the 
fate of National Movement monopolies, discourages investment. Geor-
gian Dream’s popularity may well decline along with it before even such 
modest changes as may be planned can be enacted.

As noted above, the common official response to unpopularity has 
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historically been to bend state powers and resources toward the goal of 
somehow riding things out and staying in office. Georgian Dream too 
will face this temptation. Pretend that you are a Georgian Dream activ-
ist in the provinces. You opposed Saakashvili and lost money doing so; 
maybe you even went to jail and suffered torture. Nevertheless, you 
dared to stand against the National Movement. Your side miraculously 
won, and you now enjoy the respect and wealth that come from office, 
with power to do favors for your friends. Faced with the prospect of los-
ing all this, you will feel a strong urge to use your official powers to stay 
on. Recalling the heroism that you showed in battling injustice, you will 
wield those powers in your own defense with a clear conscience—just 
as many National Movement officials once did. In the provinces, where 
democratic institutions and even attitudes are poorly developed, it will 
be easy to throw your weight around to help friends, scare foes, and “im-
prove” election results. So there is a danger that Georgian Dream will 
become another government party like the National Movement, a party 
that at the deepest level looks to the state rather than to society. As the 
National Movement’s experience shows, becoming a government party 
will gradually sap Georgian Dream’s ability to appeal to voters in the 
Western manner.   

The rise of another one-party state is an obvious danger, but one that 
is poorly understood in Georgia. Many people whose convictions are 
democratic still have not grasped that democracy requires a lively op-
position, and cannot be entrusted to popular parties that sweep free elec-
tions and then can do what they want. The latter is the plebiscitarian 
formula of Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdo¢gan, and it was Saakashvili’s 
too. It did not bring Georgia democracy. It is a characteristic pattern in 
postcommunist countries. There, people are used to seeing government 
as something that is inherently alien and oppressive—but which now, 
unlike in the past, can be massively repudiated at the ballot box. So par-
ties rise, win big, and then fall hard. Even in Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Balkans, where democracy’s groundwork is firmer than it is in 
Georgia, elections often yield big new winners while turning former rul-
ers into political shadows of what they once were. Then the wheel turns 
again, and today’s big winners become the next balloting’s big losers as 
the public anger that made them breaks them in turn. 

Will There Be an Opposition?

There can be no democracy without opposition, and for the mo-
ment the only significant opposition to Georgian Dream is the National 
Movement. Can it serve as an effective check on the development of 
a one-party state? Ivanishvili and other Georgian Dream leaders think 
that the National Movement won too many votes. They fear the return to 
power of an undemocratic party bent on revenge. The National Move-
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ment wants to return to power as a majority ruling party—a desire about 
which we can be more certain than we can be about any impulse that it 
might feel toward self-reform. When it was in power, it followed every 
moment of reconciliation with the opposition or with society at large—
one such moment came after the November 2007 antigovernment dem-
onstrations and another came during the August 2008 war with Russia—
with a renewed drive to monopolize power and persecute opponents. 
Because there is little discussion in Georgia of political parties and how 
they function and evolve, no one recalls cases such as the transformation 
of the neofascist Italian Social Movement into the National Alliance, 
which took part in Italy’s governing coalition under Silvio Berlusconi 
through many of the years between 2001 and 2011.

Ivanishvili may well feel surprised by his opponents’ survival. Hav-
ing drawn most of its strength from the state, the National Movement 
should logically have fallen apart once voters took away its hold on state 
offices. It has indeed crumbled at the edges, but its core remains suffi-
ciently united despite inner tensions. The division of post-Soviet society 
into mutually hostile families and clienteles, a problem for democracy in 
many ways, has ironically helped to preserve the possibility of opposi-
tion in this case. The National Movement’s sense of being besieged and 
surrounded by bitter enemies helps it to cohere.

During the year or so when Georgian Dream and the National Move-
ment shared power, Western observers spoke of “cohabitation.” The term 
was poorly chosen; “desperate struggle” would have been more accurate. 
The National Movement portrayed Ivanishvili as a Kremlin agent, while 
Gharibashvili recently said about the opposition “They are opposing 
their own people, their own citizens, and their own country. . . .  There 
is no such thing as healthy criticism from them.”6 The extraordinary po-
litical polarization of former Soviet countries is deeply rooted in Soviet 
ideology and discourse, which heavily freighted every word with praise 
or blame. Only a NATO spy was a shpion; the Soviet equivalent was a 
razvedchik, a “reconnaissance man.” Thus did generations grow up see-
ing heroes and devils antagonistic in their very essence. 

The recent election gave the National Movement a stay of execution, 
not a pardon. Its presidential candidate, Davit Bakradze, was lucky to 
get slightly more than a fifth of the nationwide vote. Some people whom 
I know voted for him not out of any liking for the National Movement, 
but rather out of a commitment to the idea that a democracy needs a 
robust opposition. In no region did Bakradze win a majority, which sug-
gests that the National Movement could well find itself shut out in the 
2014 local elections or the 2016 parliamentary races. If this happens, 
the Movement risks slipping into irrelevance and becoming one of the 
small parties (Georgia has several) that lingers on but has no hope of 
governing. 

Thus far, the National Movement shows no sign that it has found 
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a way to appeal to the practical concerns of a public that sees it as a 
relic with unforgivable sins on its head. The Movement has effectively 
drawn attention to Georgian Dream’s unkept promises (a core function 
of an opposition party), but has also been too prone to complain about 
its leaders’ sufferings to foreign audiences—who of course do not vote 
in Georgian elections. In order to be taken seriously as a party with a 
chance to return to government, the National Movement needs to reach 
30 or 35 percent support, but this looks difficult. Its leaders have “high 
negatives,” which makes each additional increment of votes that much 
harder to gain.

But the National Movement retains important survival abilities. It has 
a small but very loyal constituency, with a strong base in Samegrelo on 
the Black Sea. Its leaders are unusually talented, and unlike most Geor-
gian parties, it does not depend totally on one person. It has close friends 
in Western countries whose opinions Georgia cannot afford to ignore. 
It still has sources of money and controls the widely watched Rustavi 
2 television channel. It has the outlines of an ideology—economically 
neoliberal, secular, and strongly in favor of Georgia’s Westernization. 
Perhaps most important, it has the confidence that comes from having 
ruled and accomplished a great deal. And however ugly its rule may 
have been, it remains the easiest answer to the need for an opposition.  

A Remarkable Exit

In September 2013, Bidzina Ivanishvili totally disrupted the emerg-
ing dominant-party state when he carried out his previously intimated 
plan and announced that he would resign from the premiership after the 
presidential election and leave politics. In order to appreciate this act, 
we need to realize how very rare it is. Resignations are common, but 
usually they spring from outside pressure, frustration, or old age. Even 
George Washington, modern democracy’s model of a leader who knows 
how to give up power,7 left his two terms as the first U.S. president feel-
ing somewhat let down and baffled by the bitter partisan controversies 
over the French Revolution that marked his time in office.

In Ivanishvili’s voluntary withdrawal we have a resignation by a 
middle-aged leader who is at the peak of his power—a man who is still 
popular, and who enjoys an electoral mandate, a parliamentary coali-
tion, and a set of constitutional procedures that are enough to allow him 
to govern as he sees fit. Yet after just a year in power, he has opted to 
let it all go. Such moments are rare in world history. For analogies, we 
may need to reach all the way back to the Roman dictator Sulla, who less 
than a year after saving Rome from what he saw as the rabble, resigned 
around the end of 81 B.C.E. 

Ivanishvili’s act of renunciation has provoked much skepticism in 
Georgia and abroad. Will he now rule from behind the curtain? In late 
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November 2013, he released an open letter in which he cited, among 
other things, his willingness during the time when Saakashvili held 
power to pay for things such as official salaries, army uniforms, and 
police cars without trying to interfere in policy or seek any favors in 
return.8 It is a powerful answer, even if his relationship to the Geor-
gian Dream government is different. Hailing from a country where Saint 
George is revered, Ivanishvili seems genuinely proud to be the knight 
who saves the maiden from the dragon, and then nobly forswears to reap 
any personal advantage from her gratitude. As Alexi Gugushvili and I 
said a year ago, Ivanishvili prizes his own rectitude.9 At the same time, 
he makes clear in his open letter that he intends to “be an active member 
of our society. . . . I will not hold back public support, recommendations, 
or criticism from the government which I have created together with our 
people and for which I have assumed responsibility.”10

This ambiguous combination of roles will not be easy to harmonize 
when Georgian Dream leaders appeal to Ivanishvili against his chosen 
successor, or when Gharibashvili turns to him for advice, or when the 
new prime minister lacks authority to deal with the coming crises be-
cause nobody believes that he is actually calling the shots. Nor does 
it recognize that solidly institutionalized constitutional democracy and 
informal leadership go ill together. The U.S. president is always the 
single most important figure on the U.S. political scene while in office, 
but once out of office generally becomes irrelevant. 

In any case, knowing when to stop is an indispensable—and per-
haps the rarest—element of greatness. Britain’s King George III was not 
wrong when he told Benjamin West that George Washington’s decision 
to go back to his farm would make him “the greatest man in the world.” 
If the late Nelson Mandela had not retired, he might well be remembered 
today as just another African “big man” president-for-life. By stepping 
back from politics in 1953, Charles de Gaulle converted an interesting 
failure into a grand refounding of the French Republic. 

From the standpoint of building democracy, Ivanishvili’s resignation 
slays a dragon probably more dangerous than the National Movement: 
the re-creation of another ruling party, dominated by a strongman, that 
fills the political space and then dies of its own obesity. Ivanishvili, who 
understands more about democracy than one would expect of someone 
who is a miner’s son, a post-Soviet business “oligarch,” and a philan-
thropic recluse, is aware of the problem. “Georgian Dream–Democratic 
Georgia should not turn into a party merged with the state institutions,” 
Ivanishvili said in bidding farewell to politics.11 Post-Ivanishvili, Geor-
gian Dream cannot survive at all without turning itself into a party or 
coalition that appeals to group interests, and it may not survive long in 
any case. Over the long term, Ivanishvili gave a huge gift to democracy. 
The question is only whether the short-term effects will disrupt demo-
cratic development before the gift arrives. 
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In addition to the National Movement, there are two obvious answers 
to the danger of political domination by another government party. One 
answer would be the disintegration of the Georgian Dream coalition, 
with its pieces returning to political competition as smaller entities. Al-
though the short-term chances of total disintegration are not high, Ivan-
ishvili’s voluntary retreat and the National Movement’s likely fading 
as a threat will make it easier for factions and disorganization to grow 
within Georgian Dream. The coalition will have to resolve many inner 
tensions. Perhaps a shared realization that a volatile political environ-
ment demands unity will be enough to keep things together. The Geor-
gian Dream label will be worth much for a while, and the struggle to 
control it will grow fierce. Some politicians and parties—especially the 
more conservative, nationalistic ones—will split off, with encourage-
ment for them to do so likely coming from the Orthodox Church. 

If Georgian Dream does disintegrate, it will leave a vacuum at the 
heart of a unipolar system. Inside Georgian Dream, and outside it as 
well, there are no real political parties, in the sense of cohesive organi-
zations that represent social constituencies (the Republicans may be an 
exception, but they are a small group). Eventually, there would arise a 
sort of chaos in which several weak, personalized parties, together with 
an unpopular but determined and cohesive National Movement, would 
maneuver to seize the central place that an exploded Georgian Dream 
once filled. In these circumstances, there will be an urgent need for the 
kind of civic activism that can help to inject fresh forces into the politi-
cal arena. 

Ivanishvili’s own hope lies in increased activism by a civil society that 
is unafraid to question, criticize, and sometimes oppose the government. 
This activism has emerged since September 2012, and looks for now 
like a major leap toward democracy. Most educated, politically aware 
people have been scarred by the experience of 2004 to 2012, when the 
people left the streets and the NGOs went into the government, thereby 
allowing the government to evolve in an increasingly authoritarian di-
rection. Students and young people are at the core of this new activism; 
they organize and turn out for most of the demonstrations against abuses, 
whether governmental or private. Demonstrations are a crucial bridge 
between passive submission and direct participation in politics. Because 
most people think politics is dirty, they have a horror of joining or en-
dorsing political parties. But taking part in a demonstration is something 
that you can do anonymously and temporarily, without making compro-
mising commitments or forming links to questionable figures. 

Student protests against the Georgian Dream government’s own plan 
to temporarily turn university rectors into prime-ministerial appointees 
marked an early win for civil society in its struggle to limit governmen-
tal power. Yet civic activism has limits, and no democracy can stand on 
such activism alone. The Church fears the entire Western direction, and 
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business is numbed by its experience with the National Movement. For-
mal NGOs have shallow roots in society and are kept alive by foreign 
wire transfers. Student groups are small, and they tend to split. In the 
last few months alone, the two biggest ones have voted to dissolve them-
selves—and they are not even facing a government that is interested in 
cowing or coopting them. Who knows how robust civic activism will 
remain if the authorities decide that they do not like it? In any case, the 
street as a locus of decision is in disrepute. 

Finally, the crucial decisions about Georgia’s direction are not go-
ing to be made in churches, business offices, or student or NGO meet-
ing rooms, but rather in the halls of formal politics. Organizing parties, 
appearing as candidates, campaigning, voting, and monitoring the vote 
were the key elements in the still-delicate democratic advances made in 
2012 and 2013. Parties, elections, laws, and institutions still define the 
road to liberal democracy, and Georgians must lose their fear of travel-
ing that road.
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