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Abstract: This article explores the process of creeping radicalization within the Georgian Orthodox
Church and its implications for building societal resilience in the country. In doing so, it aims to fill the
gap in the literature on the role of dominant religious organizations in resilience building in Georgia
and in the broader post-Soviet region. Our analysis ascribes a mostly negative impact to the Georgian
Orthodox Church on the country’s societal resilience. We identify two possible mechanisms with
which the Georgian Orthodox Church undermines societal resilience in Georgia: (1) by decreasing
general trust in society and (2) by inspiring anti-Western narratives, which undermine the basis of
Georgia’s national identity.

Keywords: resilience; Georgian Orthodox Church; radicalization; social trust; European integration;
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1. Introduction

This article seeks to unpack the controversial role played by the Georgian Orthodox
Church (GOC) in the Georgian resilience-building process. We argue that the GOC acts
as a spoiler of societal resilience in Georgia. Our main hypothesis suggests that the GOC
undermines societal resilience in two major ways: by weakening social trust and under-
mining Georgia’s pro-European drive. While the focus of this article is on Georgia, the
results can perhaps be extrapolated to include other regional post-Soviet states, since the
challenges identified in the article are to a certain extent identical in various parts of the
former Soviet Union.

The subject of this article lies at the intersection of two broad topics of political science—
religion and resilience—and intends to contribute to both strands of the literature. There is
a rich body of literature on different aspects of religion and religiosity in Georgia and the
South Caucasus. A publication edited by Jodicke (2017) skillfully connects geopolitical and
religious issues and analyzes the role of religion in the South Caucasus from the perspective
of soft power and external influences. Filetti (2013) explores “the relationship between
religiosity and democratic values” in Azerbaijan and Georgia, and Charles (2010) unpacks
“the determinants of trust in religious institutions” in the three South Caucasus countries.
A number of studies focus more narrowly on various aspects of the GOC: the impact of the
GOC on European integration (Kakachia 2014) and liberal-democratic norms (Minesashvili
2015, 2017), the connection between the GOC and nationalism (Zedania 2011) as well as
attitudes and trends within the GOC itself (Gavashelishvili 2012; Kakabadze 2021). The
academic literature on resilience building in Georgia and the South Caucasus region is
more modest. There have been only a few studies so far analyzing aspects of resilience
building in Georgia and the broader region. Most of them have a narrow focus on the
role of external actors in the resilience-building process (Kakachia et al. 2021; Forker and
Lebanidze 2022; Mikhelidze 2018; Lavrelashvili 2018). A few other studies focus on the

Religions 2023, 14, 272. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/1el14020272

https:/ /www.mdpi.com/journal/religions


https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14020272
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14020272
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9326-4982
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6246-8165
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14020272
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rel14020272?type=check_update&version=1

Religions 2023, 14, 272

20f12

pandemic (Valiyev and Valehli 2022; Kandelaki and Lebanidze 2022) and social (Babayev
and Abushov 2022) resilience in the South Caucasus region.

While the literature on resilience and religion in the South Caucasus has been on the
rise, so far there have been virtually no studies about the interconnectedness or any kind of
causal relationship between the two social phenomena.! This is where this article comes in
to fill the research gap. By looking at the interconnectedness between the two phenomena,
we intend to unpack the impact of the Georgian Orthodox Church, which is the dominant
religious community in Georgia, on the resilience-building process in the country.

Before we proceed with the empirical analysis, it is important to provide a few con-
ceptual clarifications. First, we need to unpack the meaning of resilience, which is widely
considered as an essentially contested concept (Grove 2018; Chandler and Coaffee 2016).
Resilience entered the political and social sciences a few decades ago and has, since then,
managed to establish itself as a key attribute of successful governance. Resilience building
is not just academic slang, however; it also dominates many policy areas and has become a
central element of governance for the majority of institutional actors and developmental or-
ganizations, such as the EU, NATO, the UN, and USAID. Yet, to this day, resilience remains
a fuzzy and somewhat overused term. One of the pioneering authors on the subject of
resilience in political sciences, David Chandler, defines resilience as “the internal capacity
of societies to cope with crises, with the emphasis on the development of self-organization
and internal capacities and capabilities rather than the external provision of aid, resources
or policy solutions” (Chandler 2015, p. 13).

Interestingly, academic definitions of resilience are quite close to how policy actors
define it in their strategic documents. For instance, according to the European Commission
(EC), resilience “refers to capacity of societies, communities and individuals to manage
opportunities and risks in a peaceful and stable manner, and to build, maintain or restore
livelihoods in the face of major pressures” (EU Commission 2017).

Both definitions include two key components of resilience—proper crisis and risk man-
agement (“bouncing back”) and capability of self-organization and self-development (“mov-
ing forward”). Another challenging task is how to operationalize resilience. Stollenwerk
et al. (2021) provide a parsimonious analytical framework for deciphering sources of re-
silience in countries neighboring the EU. They identify three sources that are necessary for
strong societal resilience: social trust, legitimacy of governance actors, and effective design
of governance institutions (ibid.). Based on this taxonomy, we can identify two causal
mechanisms through which certain dynamics or phenomena can impact resilience: (1) by
interacting with risks and crises that society faces (the “bouncing back” dimension) and (2)
by interacting with sources of resilience (the “moving forward” dimension) (cf. Kakachia
et al. 2021). The two mechanisms can be interconnected but can also function in parallel to
each other.

Finally, we need to also define how we understand (religious) radicalization. Radical-
ization, like resilience, is a fuzzy concept, and different scholars, international institutions,
and governmental agencies define it in various ways (Kundnani 2012; Schmid 2013). Some
interpretations connect radicalization to adoption of radical political or religious views that
lead to “legitimization of political violence” (Jensen 2007, in Schmid 2013, p. 17) and “the
rejection of democratic principles” and “utilization of violence ( ... ) to achieve political
goals” (Ashour 2009, p. 4) or “the use of undemocratic methods (means) that may harm
the functioning of the democratic legal order” (AIVD 2005, p. 13). From these various
interpretations, this article utilizes a broader understanding of radicalization, one that does
not only include acts of physical violence but also non-physical aggression, such as verbal
abuse or hate speech directed against liberal-democratic order and also against actors who
promote democracy and rule of law in Georgia.

Now that we have clarified the key terms, the next part of the article will first provide
an overview of recent trends towards illiberal radicalization within the GOC and then
analyze to what extent these dynamics have strengthened or weakened the risks and
sources of societal resilience in Georgia.
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2. Materials and Methods

In terms of methodology, this article draws on qualitative research methods. Content
analysis of primary and secondary sources was used to trace the evolution of radicaliza-
tion trends within the Georgian Orthodox Church. We systematically analyzed official
statements, speeches, and interviews by the Catholicos-Patriarch and other high-ranking
representatives of the GOC. The timeline of the data selected for the analysis covers the
years 2010-2021. Texts (speeches and interviews) were sampled based on the public promi-
nence and position of the actors. The sources analyzed included both Georgian (“Civil
Georgia”, “Agenda”, “GIP”, Liberali, etc.) and international (Eurasian Daily Monitor, Cauca-
sus Analytical Digest, “D.RaD”, etc.) sources. To obtain statistical information for the article,
we consulted public opinion surveys from the International Republican Institute, Caucasus
Barometer, and World Values Survey.

For the review of the academic literature, we consulted scholarly articles across a
variety of disciplines, from international relations to religious and radicalization studies
and the literature on resilience building from various fields of study.

In terms of research design, we employed a positivist explanatory framework. While
we have avoided explicit use of causal hypotheses, we assumed implicit causal linkage
between radicalization processes within the GOC and the degree of societal resilience. We
analyzed causality between the two phenomena by examining the probable impact of
radicalization within the GOC on sources of resilience as a main causal mechanism.

3. Radicalization of the GOC and Its Impact on Sources of Resilience in Georgia
3.1. GOC—From Pragmatic Balancer to Radicalized Actor

Since Georgia regained its independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, the Georgian
Orthodox Church has established itself as perhaps the most influential social institution in
the country. To this day, the GOC remains one of the most popular institutions in the country,
outperforming most other public and private institutions and actors. Its relationship with
the Georgian state is based on the Concordat, a constitutional agreement made between
the two in 2002. This agreement gives the Church tax exemption and provides substantial
state support, either financially or in terms of acquiring land and buildings (Ghavtadze
et al. 2020, pp. 58-65). However, even though this agreement grants major privileges
to the GOC in comparison to other religious communities, it still does not per se imply
discrimination. This relationship can be described as close to the concept of a cooperative
model of secularism where (in contrast to liberal secularism) state support of a particular
religion is a common practice.

The high standing of the GOC is linked to the personality of Georgia’s long-serving
Catholicos-Patriarch Ilia II, who has been in charge of the GOC since 1977. To this day, Ilia
II remains the most popular personality in the country. In the 2022 public opinion survey
conducted by the International Republican Institute (IRI), a staggering 88% of Georgians
held favorable views of him (IR 2022, p. 26). The second most favorable person—the acting
mayor of Tbilisi—received only 55% (ibid.). The constantly high figures of popularity of the
Patriarch are in contrast to the popularity of the GOC itself, which is also high (68%) but
has been declining slightly lately and was recently overtaken in popularity by the Georgian
army (74%) (IRI 2022, p. 27). The unique position of the GOC is often reflected in the state’s
approach and policies. As a good illustration of this, one could mention the statement of
the Prime Minister of Georgia in 2017 that “secularism” in the classical sense was misplaced
in Georgia and that the relationship between the state and the Church in Georgia was a
“unique model” (Civil Georgia 2017).

The high level of authority of the GOC has always been valued by Georgia’s political
class. Ruling elites in Georgia have always tried to capitalize politically on close relations
with the Church. Eduard Shevardnadze, Georgia’s second and president, ensured the
signing of the constitutional agreement (the Concordat) with the GOC, which granted
the Church numerous privileges. Shevardnadze’s successor, Mikhail Saakashvili, and his
United National Movement (UNM), while pushing for a liberal-secular reform agenda,
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continued cozying up to the GOC. State funding for the GOC during Saakashvili’s pres-
idency in 2004-2013 increased by almost 12 times, from GEL 1.64 million in 2004 up to
GEL 25 million in 2013 (Metreveli 2016, p. 10). The Georgian Dream (GD) government,
which has been in power since 2012, has further increased the state funding of the GOC
and continued granting the Church numerous privileges and various assets of wealth (OC
Media 2019b).

The unique maneuvering skills and pragmatic balancing of Patriarch Ilia IT were also
the main reasons behind the GOC’s ascent as the dominant institution in the country. On
the one hand, the GOC had been a vocal opponent of the proliferation of liberal values,
especially of LGBTQ rights, and has often ended up promoting social-conservative and
illiberal narratives. In doing so, the Church positioned itself as a “defender of traditional
values” (Kakabadze 2021, p. 15). However, the GOC’s radical conservative image was
balanced by the Patriarch’s moderating impact. Ilia II many times expressed his support
for Georgia’s European integration to neutralize the anti-Western narratives promoted by
numerous influential clergymen. He argued on various occasions that “everything should
be done to allow Georgia to become part of European democratic structures” (Agenda.ge
2016) and that the GOC would “do its best to make this idea [of European integration]
come true” (Agenda.ge 2014).

Ilia IT also skillfully maneuvered in the domestic political arena. While Georgian
politics has always been messy and shaped by a high degree of political radicalization
and societal polarization, the Patriarch managed to avoid the involvement of the Church
in partisan politics and has established himself as a neutral arbiter of last resort. For
instance, he acted as a key mediator in one of the worst contemporary political crises, the
government’s massive crackdown on opposition protests in November 2008 (Civil Georgia
2008; VOA 2009). The Patriarch met with opposition leaders and the government several
times and asked protesters to de-escalate. The involvement of the Patriarch in the process,
with his high authority, led to temporal de-escalation and ended up with the then-president
Mikhail Saakashvili’s re-election in a snap election (Metreveli 2016, p. 10).

In sum, pragmatic balancing between contrasting poles has been the hallmark of Ilia
II’s reign as Patriarch of Georgia. The Georgian Patriarch has managed to balance skillfully
between pro-Western and radical conservative narratives in the international arena and
between government and opposition in the domestic arena. In so doing, he has turned
the GOC into an indispensable mediator of last resort, which would provide an arena for
reconciliation every time the country is struck by political crises between the government
and opposition. As Goérecki notes, in his speeches, Ilia II “never openly supported any
political party, instead calling on the public figures to engage in dialogue and to take
responsibility for the state” (Gorecki 2020, p. 2).

The last decade, however, has seen a dramatic shift within the GOC. Some influential
bishops and the radical branch of the clergy have started actively promoting anti-European
and anti-liberal narratives (Civil Georgia 2021), and there is hate speech among the clergy,
particularly against the LGBTQI+ community, but hate speech concerning other social and
political issues has also increased (Lebanidze and Kakabadze 2021). The hate speech and
illiberal propaganda was soon accompanied by an increase in violence organized by the
radical right wing and Orthodox groups, with the involvement of radical representatives
of the clergy. For instance, Orthodox priests were actively involved in several anti-Pride
marches organized by radical-conservative and far-right groups in Tbilisi, which ended up
in extreme violence against Pride organizers and journalists (BBC 2013; OC Media 2019a;
Civil Georgia 2021). In this regard, a significant milestone was the crackdown on the Pride
march on 17 May 2013. After the incident, the Church declared the 17 May as the Day of
the Strength of Family Ties and Purity. In the special statement issued by the Georgian
Orthodox Church, it says:

Destruction of purity of the family and declaration of unnatural and wrong
relations as a natural condition is unacceptable for the majority of the Georgian
population, despite their faith. ... Church reveals sin and fights against sin
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itself, its public propaganda, because such attitude angers God and causes big
punishment from God, therefore our Church tries to protect the nation from
legalization of immorality and from spiritual violence. (Civil Georgia 2014)

What is most problematic though is the tendency among high-ranking clergy to con-
nect the criticism of LGBTQI+ rights with the demonization of the West. Illustrative in this
regard is the commentary by Archpriest Theodore Gignadze—famous for holding public
meetings with students and giving public talks and lectures—on the anti-discrimination
bill adopted by the Georgian Parliament in 2014:

This law is dangerous for Georgia’s future. Where there is no Christ, we have
nothing to do there. ... On the example of Holland, we can easily see what
problems this law implies. 50 years ago, the lifestyle in this country was radically
different. Families were patriarchal and traditions were respected. Today propa-
ganda on same-sex marriages and depravity is going on. Pedophilia and incest
have almost become the norm. Is it said that the drop can drill a stone. This law
will be the beginning of planting poison in humans’ consciousness and these sins
will gradually become norms among us. (Kviris Palitra 2014)

Demonization of the West is often accompanied by pro-Russian narratives. For in-
stance, during an interview with the conservative TV channel Kartuli Arkhi in 2015, Arch-
priest Gignadze claimed Georgia was ruled by the West:

I remember the Soviet Union very well, ... and now when I look at them, they
are not free. If back then they were being ruled from the Kremlin, now they are
being ruled from the west, Washington. But with the only difference that we were
part of the republic of a common country, with equal rights, while today you are
not even a state [meaning Georgia has lower status than any state in the USA].
(Tabula 2015)

Anti-Western narratives were also spread after the 2021 anti-Pride march crack-
downs organized by far-right groups in Tbilisi, where several priests were also involved
(Gegeshidze and Mirziashvili 2021). The march was followed by a massive crackdown
on Pride protesters and journalists which left one journalist dead and many injured. In
the aftermath of the events, a high-ranking cleric from the GOC, Metropolitan of Vani
and Baghdati Diocese, accused the US and the EU embassies of forcing “warped views”
and “profligate, obscene and depraved ideals” on Georgian society (Civil Georgia 2021).
The Patriarch himself has recently also become more vocal in expressing illiberal opinions
against the Pride marches in Tbilisi and LGBTQ rights (BBC 2013; OC Media 2019a).

In parallel to voicing conservative views, the GOC leadership is often transmitting
a narrative that is coming from the Kremlin. For example, in 2013, as Ilia Il was visiting
Russia, he praised Stalin, calling him a leader who was aware of Russia’s importance
to the world (Netgazeti 2013). This discourse goes hand-in-hand with Putin’s so-called
conservative turn after 2012 (Sharafutdinova 2014). For example, a group that is closely
associated with the GOC, Martmadidebel Mshobelta Kavshiri (MMK), which in translation
means the Union of Orthodox Parents, is known for its active criticism of the West, accusing
it of conspiring against “traditional values”. The late Davit Kvlividze, the conservative
hardliner clergyman of the MMK in a 2016 interview with a local tabloid argued that:

The European Union is dismantling and where are they [the Georgian govern-
ment] going? Or what kind of historical choice are we talking about, which
Georgian king was called the king of Europe? ... let us move later, to the nine-
teenth century, when Georgia joined Russia and Georgians got the European
look, from where did they get?—from Petersburg. ... Today, talking about this
is considered shameful, you say something, somebody will appear and call you
a Russian spy, it is interesting to know whose spies they are themselves ... .
(Sakartvelo da Msoflio 2016)

Some analysts link the radicalization turn within the GOC with the 2012-2013 change
in power in the country from Mikhail Saakashvili’s United National Movement (UNM)
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to Bidzina Ivanishvili’s Georgian Dream (GD). According to Gorecki (2020, p. 4), it “was
followed by an increase in aggression on the part of Orthodox priests and believers targeting
representatives of minority groups.” Moreover, the Church finds it more difficult to play
its traditional role of a neutral arbiter in the Georgian political arena (Lebanidze and
Kakabadze 2021).

It is hard to unpack the reasons behind the Church’s recent radicalization trend, but
interestingly, it coincided with a period of power transition within the patriarchate of the
GOC. The long-serving Patriarch of Georgia Ilia II, who has been in charge of the GOC for
44 years, turned 89 in 2022 (Agenda.ge 2022). In 2017, he appointed Moscow-educated
metropolitan Shio Mujiri as a Patriarchal Locum Tenens (OC Media 2017). This increases the
chances for the latter to be elected as the new Patriarch, but procedurally, elections still need
to take place,” and in this situation, the power struggle within the Church continues (ibid.).

The GOC has always been a heterogenous organization harboring a multiplicity of
opinions. While the majority of clergy came from the more radical-conservative end of the
ideological spectrum, some clergymen held more moderate views. However, during the
transitional period within the GOC, the radical illiberal voices have become more visible,
and the official position of the Church has also become more radicalized on many socio-
political issues. It is hard to guess the current balance between the radical-conservative
and moderate camps within the GOC, but perhaps the data provided by the Jamestown’s
article on the number of supporters granting autocephaly to Ukraine’s Orthodox Church
among the GOC’s Holy Synod could give a good estimate (Menabde 2019). According
to the article, only six out of thirty-eight standing members of the Holy Synod supported
Ukraine’s autocephaly (Menabde 2019).

In sum, we can observe the drifting of the GOC over the last decade away from a role
of neutral observer towards a more radical and illiberal actor. While the GOC has always
been skeptical about certain liberal-democratic norms such as minority rights, recently,
part of its clergy and believer community have turned more radical both in action and the
articulation of their normative ideas. In the past, the GOC served as both the social glue in
Georgia and a significant marker of national identity of contemporary Georgia (Lebanidze
and Kakabadze 2021; Gugushvili et al. 2015). However, over the last decade, the GOC has
partially abandoned its “historical position of moral superiority and political neutrality”
and has taken the road of creeping radicalization (Lebanidze and Kakabadze 2021).

3.2. The GOC as a Spoiler of Resilience
3.2.1. The GOC and Social Trust

We can think of two mechanisms as to how radicalization of the GOC undermines
Georgian societal resilience: (1) by negatively impacting social trust and (2) by inspiring
anti-Western narratives which weaken the basis of Georgia’s national identity.

With regard to the first mechanism, it can be argued that the GOC undermines social
trust in Georgia by contributing to societal divisions. While the GOC acts as a social glue
for its fellowship, it contributes to the isolation of other societal groups and to the creation
of social cleavages at a broad societal level. This could have a generally negative impact
on social trust, which has been notoriously low in Georgia in contrast to the much higher
personal and group-based trust (Table 1). It is certainly not only the GOC that destroys
social cohesion in Georgia. Societal fragmentation has become one of the negative hallmarks
of Georgia, shaped by the high degree of party-led radicalization and societal polarization.
Low social trust can be traced back further to other socio-economic factors such as a
negative experience with a top-down neoliberalism, a high degree of inequality and societal
stratification, widespread poverty, and unemployment. It is therefore a challenging task to
isolate the negative impact of the GOC from other socio-political triggers. However, we can
assume that the tribalism and discriminatory policies pursued by influential clergy can
have a negative impact on societal divisions and the already low level of generalized social
trust in Georgia.
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Table 1. Social trust in Georgia (World Values Survey Association 2021).

Social Trust Category Georgia
Personal trust: trust in “People you know personally” o
78.5%
[sum of two responses: trust completely and trust somewhat]
Group-based trust: trust in “your neighborhood”
85.7%
[sum of two responses: trust completely and trust somewhat]
Generalized trust: “Most people can be trusted” 8.8
. o

[sum of positive responses]

We can perhaps also discern negative influences from the GOC on social trust by
looking at causal mechanisms for increasing generalized social trust. Borzel and Risse
identify two such mechanisms which can contribute to the increase of generalized social
trust: “generalization of group-based trust through the inclusiveness of social identities”
and “building generalized trust through the impartiality of institutions” (Borzel and Risse
2018, p. 22). In the case of Georgia, it can be argued that the GOC’s actions and narratives
undermine the effectiveness of both mechanisms. Regarding the first mechanism, the
tribalism of the GOC precludes the inclusiveness of social identities and the creation of
a universal civic identity which would extend to all parts of the population. The de
facto impunity of GOC clergy also undermines the second mechanism—the impartiality
of institutions—and promotes instead divisive social norms such as (the perception of)
selective justice. Most importantly, the GOC’s divisive policies make it more difficult to
incorporate minority groups in the country’s national resilience-building agenda. This
could further widen an already existing “gap in perceptions about Georgia’s national
priorities and vulnerabilities among some of Georgia’s minority groups and the rest of
the population”, undermining a development of civic-national consciousness and a strong
societal resilience, based on a whole-of-society approach (Kakachia et al. 2022, p. 12).

3.2.2. The GOC and Georgia’s National Identity

The GOC also undermines the societal resilience of Georgia by weakening the fun-
damentals of its national identity. Since the end of the Cold War and the regaining of
independence from the USSR, the national identity of the new Georgian state was built
around two central ideas: the “Return to the European family” and a place in Orthodox
Christianity. An absolute majority of Georgian citizens consider themselves to be Orthodox
Christians (Figure 1) and support Georgia’s membership in the EU (Figure 2). Both figures

have been constantly high with some insignificant variations.?
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Figure 1. Which religion or denomination, if any, do you consider yourself to belong to? (Caucasus
Barometer 2019).
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Figure 2. Do you support or oppose Georgia joining the EU? (IRI 2022, p. 68).

Hence, it can be argued that pro-Europeanness and Orthodox Christianity represent
the two pillars of Georgia’s national identity and which coexisted harmoniously for three
decades, partly due to the flexibility of the GOC. The GOC often resorted to pragmatism
to successfully manage “a difficult balance between traditional values on the one hand,
and Georgia’s European orientation and path towards western integration on the other”
(Lebanidze and Kakabadze 2021).

The GOC’s recent radicalization, however, undermines the fundamentals of Georgia’s
identity building. In the long term, this could result in weakening of permissive consensus
in the religious section of the population on the country’s European integration and turn it
into a constraining dissensus.* Georgian society is already quite fragmented along political,
social, and cultural lines, and European integration is among the very few denominators
of national unity. Its weakening could further upset the balance in Georgian society,
strengthening group-based tribalism and undermining the creation of a civic identity
that transcends narrow ethnic, religious, and other group-based boundaries. All this will
certainly further undermine Georgia’s societal resilience, the ability of Georgian society to
cope with major crises and disruptions in an effective way.

4. Discussion

In this article we examined how the creeping radicalization of the GOC could under-
mine Georgia’s societal resilience. We identified two such mechanisms: the weakening
of generalized social trust and the damage to the process of civic-national identity build-
ing through distancing from the idea of Georgia’s European integration. This can have
long-term unintended consequences not only for Georgia’s foreign and domestic policy
but also for the GOC itself, which require more exploration both from academic and
policy perspectives.

Firstly, further drifting of the Church from the moderate middle ground could have
a negative impact on domestic socio-political dynamics in the country. While the GOC
acted previously as a mediator of last resort during times of political crisis, it has recently
lost this function and has become more of a spoiler of the political process. From this
perspective, the causal relationships between illiberal drift within the GOC and the dual
process of party-led radicalization and societal polarization represent interesting avenues
for future research.

The anti-liberal radicalization of the GOC could also have a negative impact on Geor-
gia’s foreign policy. It could undermine support for European integration and strengthen
pro-Russian attitudes among the radical-conservative section of the electorate. If the
Church drifts further away from the process of European integration, it will be interesting
to study how the conflicting pillars of national identity (Orthodox Christianity versus
pro-Europeanness) could affect the electoral preferences of Georgia’s population.
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Finally, the radicalization of the GOC may have an irreversible damaging impact on the
Church itself. It can be assumed that the current unmatched popularity of the GOC depends
to a large extent on the personality of Georgia’s long-serving Patriarch, Ilia II. However,
the popularity of the GOC and the number of believers may erode after a transition of
power. As Gorecki (2020, p. 7) rightly argues, “[e]ach sub-sequent Catholicos-Patriarch,
even if he turns out to be an excellent organizer and diplomat, will be a weaker leader than
Ilia II.” Therefore, “it cannot be ruled out that it will be unable to maneuver as efficiently
(both domestically and in the international arena) as it has done during Ilia II’s leadership”
(Gorecki 2020, p. 7). Should the new leadership abandon the skillful balancing approach
practiced by Ilia II and firmly position the Church against Georgia’s European integration,
this could strip from the GOC a significant share of the moderate believers and all of those
who believe in the material or ideational benefits of Georgia’s European integration.

Overall, strong societal resilience in Georgia cannot be built by going against but
only going with the GOC. For this to happen, a constructive contribution from the GOC
is necessary. Despite its many flaws, the GOG remains the most reputable well-followed
institution in the country. While it is not to be expected that the GOC will abandon its
conservative position on a number of issues, it is important for the Church to reinvent
itself as a pillar of stability, to tame its radical-conservative wing and return to its role as
a societal balancer and mediator of last resort. This will help the Church to maintain its
dominant position, while a silent revolution of changes in values (Inglehart 2015; Inglehart
and Norris 2016) slowly takes place in Georgian society and the country, developing a more
robust and inclusive societal resilience with the participation of all key societal actors.
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Notes

A few articles touch upon the subject but their main focus is much broader than the resilience-religion nexus (cf. Kakachia et al. 2021).

As a rule, a new Patriarch is elected by the extended council of the Church from among three candidates picked by the Holy
Synod, the ruling body of the GOC (OC Media 2017).

Orthodox Christianity and Europeanness are, of course, not the only markers of Georgia’s national identity. However, they are
the most significant and all-inclusive categories with a capacity to accommodate all other identity-related aspects, such as history,
culture, and traditions. The historical and cultural underpinnings of the GOC’s identity-forming role are obvious. The GOC
played an “exceptional historical role ( ... ) in the formation of Georgian statehood and the preservation of Georgian cultural and
spiritual identity” (Gegeshidze and Mirziashvili 2021). On the other hand, Georgia’s European identity is too often linked to its
history and culture. Georgia’s European integration is usually framed as the country’s return to a European family which has
been a historic and cultural place for Georgia for centuries. The link between Georgia’s European identity, history, and culture is
underlined in the country’s strategic documents. For instance, according to the National Security Concept of Georgia, “as a Black
Sea and Southeast European country, Georgia is part of Europe geographically, politically, and culturally; yet it was cut off from
its natural course of development by historical cataclysms” (MFA Georgia 2012, p. 15). The country’s recently adopted Foreign
Policy Strategy also sees Georgia’s European integration as a “civilizational choice of Georgia” and “a matter of a broad societal
consensus and guaranteed by constitution of Georgia” (MFA Georgia 2019, p. 4).

On permissive consensus and constraining dissensus, see Hooghe and Marks (2009).
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