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Abstract 

 

The thesis aims to analyze the relationship between the religion and the state in connection to 

democracy. The research focuses on the contemporary Georgia. The main religion in Georgia is 

Georgian Orthodoxy. Thus the Georgian Orthodox Church’s role in the society and the state is 

examined. The analysis is done starting from the so-called Rose Revolution in 2003 which marks 

the first steps of modern era in Georgia’s political system. Significant reforms have been done in 

Georgia since the Rose Revolution when the government started country’s democratization 

process. However, the GOC is an influential institution in Georgia and it creates the 

controversies between the state and the church. Therefore the role of the Church in contemporary 

Georgia is analyzed in order to see the specific relationship between the state and the church and 

find out whether that relationship can bring the positive outcomes to the country’s 

democratization process. The chosen case of Georgia is believed to be an interesting example of 

how the relationship between the two entities can be analyzed.  

 

Moreover, the secularization and modernization theories are used as a relevant tool to approach 

the problem and answer the thesis questions. The framework of the thesis analysis follows the 

logic while firstly examining whether the religious institution in Georgia influences the decision 

making process. Therefore the first part of the analysis is focused on the question whether 

religion has an institutionalized role in the state. The second part of analysis discusses the 

Church’s role in the society. It aims to answer the question of how religion is perceived in 

society of Georgia. Thus the analysis goal is to see whether Church is a part of formulating 

society’s opinion, and whether Georgian Orthodox Church is a part of the social realm. 

Furthermore, the analysis is focused on the various events and processes in Georgia that 

illustrates the Georgian Orthodox Church’s role in the state matters as well as in the society. The 

conclusion is dedicated to answer the thesis problem of whether religion in Georgia can reinforce 

democracy in the country. Therefore the taken steps of the analysis are chosen in the particular 

way that helps to unfold the thesis problem and answers to the raised questions. 

 

Keywords: religion, state, secular, secularization, modernization, liberal democracy, Georgia, 

Georgian Orthodox Church, society, democratization, political development, human rights. 
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Introduction 

Nowadays, the relationship between religion and the state grew into one of the most debated 

issues in political science. The complex issue that brings the discussion into the level of the 

public discourse is religion’s role in today’s modern democratic states. The subject is relevant for 

the countries’ political development as it involves the state as well as society. Religious 

institutions also play one of the most meaningful roles in contemporary states and societies. 

However, depending from the states, the boundaries are set according to the democratic 

principles. Thus together with modernization, the secularization theory has been challenged. 

Despite the fact that in the twentieth century academics raised the topic of modernization and 

argued that the modernization of states and societies will lead to the decline of religion in public 

sphere as well as in private, the reality of today’s world is totally opposite. Religion plays one of 

the important roles in societies as well as it may engage in the states’ policy agenda.  

 

Therefore the aim of the thesis is to analyze the relationship between religion and the state in 

connection to democracy by taking Georgia’s case. Georgia, former Soviet Union country, 

became independent in 1991. Despite anti-religious communist regime, after the independence of 

Georgia, Georgian Orthodox Church developed into one of the most important institutions in the 

country. Therefore, the case of Georgia is a significant example for the discussion on the topic of 

the church-state relations.  

 

Problem Formulation 

 

Georgia is in its democratization process and the state has taken Western democracy as an 

example model for Georgia’s further development. However, the Georgian Orthodox Church 

plays one of the most significant roles in Georgian society. Thus the secularization principle of 

democratic states needs to be discussed. Moreover, the existence of the relationship between 

religion and the state can be discussed from two different perspectives: firstly, the 

institutionalized relationship between religion and the state; secondly, how religion is organized 

in social life of the country. Therefore firstly, the thesis will seek to answer the question does 

religion in Georgia have a direct institutionalized role in the matters of the state. That is, does the 

official religion of Georgia, Georgian Orthodox Church, influence the state’s political decisions? 
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If there is such relationship it will be seen either the democratic principle of being ruled by the 

people would be contradicted or no. Secondly, the relationship between religion and the state 

may exist in the way of how the religion and its institutions are organized in the social life. Thus 

the second question of the thesis is - does the church in Georgia is a part of formulating society’s 

opinion? If the church in Georgia is a part of social realm, it can play a positive role while 

encouraging people to cooperate, promoting democratic values such as human rights, tolerance. 

Religion can play an interactive role between the state and society and thus be an interconnecting 

link for democracy in the country. Therefore the thesis problem is –  

Whether religion in specific case of Georgia plays an interactive role between the state and 

society and whether religion can reinforce democracy in the country? 

 

1. Methodology  

The chapter will discuss the research strategy, methods of the thesis. It explains the structure of 

the research, the chosen timeframe and the key concepts. Also, chapter provides with the 

overview of the literature resources that are used in the analysis. Therefore the chapter explains 

what choices of used research strategy have been made in order to realize the research goal and 

answer the thesis problem and questions. 

 

The thesis is a case study of Georgia. In order to analyze the relationship between religion and 

democracy in Georgia and answer the thesis questions, firstly the research discusses the 

theories of modernization and secularization. Both theories are the core of understanding church 

– state relationship and getting into further analysis of the relationship between the two entities 

in connection to democracy. Therefore the second chapter presents the theoretical approach 

used in the thesis. It gives an overview of the secularization theory within the two perspectives – 

sociological and institutional. The theoretical framework is based on F. Fukuyama’s, A. Stepan’s 

thoughts on the relationship between religion and state in connection to democracy. Moreover, J. 

Casanova’s, Charles Taylor’s secularization theory and secularization concepts are used which 

gives better understanding of the secularization paradigm. Thus the second chapter describes 

modernization and secularization theories and explains how the theories are related to religion, 

society and democracy. 
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The third and the fourth chapters discuss relationship between religion and the state in 

connection to democracy by focusing on the case study of Georgia. Georgia’s main religion is 

the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC). Thus the specific case of Georgia focuses on the 

Georgian state and Georgian Orthodox Church’s relationship in connection to democracy. The 

third chapter follows the structure while firstly analyzing if there is institutionalized role of 

religion in the state matters. Thus the question of the GOC’s role in the state is examined. 

Afterwards the fourth chapter discusses the Georgian Orthodox Church’s role within Georgian 

society and GOC’s influence on the Georgian society’s opinion in connection to democracy in 

the country.  

 

Therefore following the strategy of the analysis, the third chapter focuses on the Georgian 

Orthodox Church’s influence on the state matters and seeks to answer the question whether there 

is a direct, institutionalized role of the Church in the political decisions of the state. The third 

chapter is also set to answer the question whether the Georgian Orthodox Church and religious 

authorities seek political influence in Georgia. 

 

The fourth chapter is dedicated to the discussion of Georgian Orthodox Church’s role in the 

society and society’s perceptions towards the Georgian Orthodox Church. The chapter seeks to 

answer the question whether Georgian Church plays mobilizing role and if it has an influential 

power within the society in Georgia. Thus the fourth chapter focuses on the Georgian Orthodox 

Church’s influence on the society. Also it seeks to answer the question how Georgian society 

perceives GOC. Basically the chapter examines how the GOC is build in the society and whether 

GOC is a part of formulating the society’s opinion.  

 

The aim of the analysis is to answer the thesis problem - whether the Georgian Orthodox 

Church in Georgia can reinforce democracy in the country? Therefore, the analysis will show 

religion’s role within the state and society in connection to the democratization process in the 

country. 

 

The two chapters of the analysis give an assessment of how the Georgian Orthodox Church and 

religious authorities’ are organized within the political system of the country. First of all, the 
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analysis is done from the institutional perspective that is the analysis firstly focuses on the 

institutionalized role of religion in the state matters. The next chapter focuses on the Church’s 

role in the society. Thus it examines whether the Georgian Orthodox Church is a part of the 

social realm in Georgia. Both analysis chapters follow the logical structure and are divided into 

subchapters. Moreover, at the end of the two analysis chapters the concluding summary about the 

discussed issues is done.  

 

The purpose of the analysis is to realize the thesis goal – to examine the complex relationship 

between the religion and the state in connection to democracy while focusing on the specific case 

of Georgia. Therefore the two analysis chapters are focused on the particular events of the church 

– state relationship issues which help to answer the set questions. Therefore the chosen case of 

Georgia is believed to give not only specific conclusions in regards to Georgia, but also better 

understanding of the relationship between religion and state in a broader perspective. 

Furthermore, the case study of Georgia is an interesting example of the church – state 

interactions and it gives a good insight of how to approach the issue of relation between religion 

and the state in connection to democracy. Thus the concluding chapter summarizes the analysis 

based on the theoretical approach and gives answers to the raised questions. Also the conclusions 

give suggestions to the further studies and relevant recommendations on the subject. 

 

Speaking more about the subject of the relationship between religion and the state relationship in 

connection to democracy, it is important to note that the thesis examines one side of the two 

entities’ interaction that are precisely religion’s role in the state and how it is organized within 

the political system of the chosen case of Georgia. The first question of the institutionalized, 

direct role of the religion in the state matters seeks to examine whether the political system 

somehow incorporates the institutions of religion and whether the religious representatives have 

a direct say in the matters of the state. Thus it will give an insight of how the two entities are 

intertwined with each other. 

 

The second part of the analysis focuses on the religion’s as a social realm role and discusses how 

religion, its institutions are organized in the social life. Also, whether religion is a part of 

formulating society’s opinion. Thus the framework is build upon the two different ways of how 
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the church and state can interact in order to discuss the relationship between the two entities in 

connection to democracy. As Thorleif Petterson notes, “Religion can be related to politics in a 

number of ways. For instance, religion has been found to legitimate regimes, to divert social 

grievances into other-worldly concerns, to yield support for social moments, and to provide 

understandings of justice which have given rise to social change.”1 Therefore the taken two ways 

of analysis about religion’s and state’s interactions identifies different aspects of how the two 

entities can relate with each other in connection to democracy. As democracy requires the state 

and the people who can be ruled, religion can play role as a mediator between the two. Also it 

can play either positive or negative role towards the democratization processes. Thus the thesis 

aims to examine how the religious institution and the state interact and what role this relationship 

plays in connection to democracy while taking the specific case of Georgia.  

 

In addition to this, Thorleif Petterson argues that there are different dimensions and/or levels of 

the religious and political systems to consider, and different contexts in time and space to take 

into account. Thus, the many relationships between religion and politics may depend on both the 

contents and levels of the various religious and political systems, and their different socio-

cultural contexts.2 Thus the case of Georgia will try to reveal the specific aspects of the case 

study. 

 

Analyzing the topic and answering the questions requires explaining some key concepts. To 

begin with, Jonathan Fox’s work on the theories between religion and politics3 is very helpful in 

thorough understanding of the issue. Jonathan Fox gives an explanation of religion’s concept 

from the socio-political perspective, which is also used through this research onwards. According 

to J. Fox, “Religion seeks to understand the origins and nature of reality using a set of answers 

that include the supernatural. Religion is also a social phenomenon and institution that influences 

the behavior of human beings both as individuals and in groups. These influences on behavior 

manifest themselves through the influences of religious identity, religious institutions, religious 

                                                           
1 Thorleif Petterson, “The relations  between religion and politics in the contemporary Western World”, World 

Values Survey Publications, 1, http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSPublicationsBooks.jsp (Accessed 2015-05-

02) 
2  Petterson, Ibid. 1. 
3 Jonathan Fox, “Introduction to Religion and Politics: Theory and Practice”, Routledge Studies in Religion and 

Politics, Great Britain, 2013 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSPublicationsBooks.jsp
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legitimacy, religious beliefs, and the codification of these beliefs into authoritarian dogma, 

among other avenues of influence.” Also as he adds that “religion is more than this and that a 

complete definition of religion would include many of its social functions and influences, […].4 

As for the case study of Georgia, the main religion in Georgia is Georgian Orthodox Church 

(GOC), the head (Patriarch) of the GOC’s is Catholicos Ilia II (Ilia the Second) elected in 1977 

and remains the religious authority in Georgia at present time.5 In addition to this, the other 

religions in Georgia are Islam, Judaism, Armenian Apostolic Church, Roman Catholics, and 

other minorities of religious and belief groups.6  

 

The next important concept to grasp is ‘liberal democracy’ which is explained by F. Fukuyama: 

“Liberal democracy is more than majority voting in elections; it is a complex set of institutions 

that restrain and regularize the exercise of power through law and a system of check and 

balances. In many countries, official acceptance of democratic legitimacy was accompanied by 

the systematic removal of checks on executive power and the erosion of the rule of law.”7 Finally 

the state is understood here by following Max Weber’s which is also used by Francis Fukuyama, 

is an institution that concentrates and employs power to enforce rules and carry out policies over 

a defined territory.8  

 

Timeframe 

 

The timeframe of the thesis is from the period of the so-called Rose Revolution in 2003. It marks 

the time of contemporary Georgia when the government of the President Mikheil Saakashvili 

came to power in 2004 and started country’s Westernization project and democratization 

reforms. Therefore the thesis analysis focuses on the period of the two governments of Georgia – 

Mikheil Saakashvili’s Presidency, who was reelected in 2008 and ruled till 2013, and the current 

President of Georgia Giorgi Margvelashvili. Thus the thesis analysis of the relationship between 

                                                           
4 Jonathan Fox, “Introduction to Religion and Politics: Theory and Practice”, Routledge Studies in Religion and 

Politics, Great Britain, 2013, 6 
5 The Orthodox Church in Georgia 

http://www.cnewa.org/default.aspx?ID=21&pagetypeID=9&sitecode=HQ&pageno=4 (Accessed 2015-02- 17) 
6 Freedom of Religion and Belief in Georgia, South Caucasus Conference 2014, European Centre for Minority 

Issues, Caucasus Office, https://forbcaucausus.wordpress.com/georgia/ (Accessed 2015-01-20) 
7 Francis Fukuyama “The Origins of Political Order”, Profile Books, Great Britain, London, 2011, 5 
8 Francis Fukuyama “States and democracy”, in Democratization, Vol. 21, No. 7, Routledge, 1327 

http://www.cnewa.org/default.aspx?ID=21&pagetypeID=9&sitecode=HQ&pageno=4
https://forbcaucausus.wordpress.com/georgia/
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religion and the state in connection to democracy is focused on the situation of the contemporary 

Georgia starting from the 2003 to the present time. The reason of taking the last two 

governments is because the thesis aims to analyze contemporary Georgia and focuses on the 

present times, as the author believes it is interesting and relevant for today’s discussions on the 

topic of religion – state relationship in connection to democracy. Therefore the analysis focuses 

on the contemporary Georgia’s ongoing tendencies between the Georgian Orthodox Church and 

the state in connection to democracy. 

 

Literature/Resources 

 

The thesis is mainly based on the secondary resources. However, the recent World Values 

Survey (2014) of Georgia9 and the International Republic Institute’s poll10 provides with helpful 

information about the overall views of Georgian society’s values and opinions towards religious, 

social and political matters. The assessments of the society’s perception towards the GOC 

allowed further understand and analyze the issue. Moreover, the Bertelsmann Transparency 

Index11, together with Freedom House12 gives a thorough background about the democracy 

situation and its progress in Georgia. 

 

The information about the recent events and processes in regards to the GOC’s involvement in 

the state matters either its role in society were collected by taking various internet resources such 

as news web pages, including local with provided English translation as well as international. In 

addition to this, various reports of official institutions as well as NGO’s were used in order to get 

acquired about Georgia’s situation. For example, issues of human rights are well illustrated in 

Ombudsman’s of Georgia reports13, which objectively evaluate and assess ongoing trends in the 

country. Also, internationally acknowledged webpage of Amnesty International provides with 

the Georgia’s most recent human rights situation.14 Moreover, the Church – state relations 

                                                           
9 World Values Survey, http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp (Accessed 2015-05-02) 
10 International Republic Institute, IRI Georgia Poll 2015, http://www.iri.org/resource/iri-georgia-poll-georgians-are-

less-optimistic-continue-desire-deeper-ties-west-wary (Accessed 2015-05-02) 
11 Bertelsmann Transformation Index, BTI Georgia 2014, http://www.bti-project.org/downloads/bti-2014/country-

reports-2014/post-soviet-eurasia/ 
12 https://freedomhouse.org/country/georgia#.VWbZ5lLLOHs  
13 http://www.ombudsman.ge/en/reports  
14 https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/europe-and-central-asia/georgia/  

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp
http://www.iri.org/resource/iri-georgia-poll-georgians-are-less-optimistic-continue-desire-deeper-ties-west-wary
http://www.iri.org/resource/iri-georgia-poll-georgians-are-less-optimistic-continue-desire-deeper-ties-west-wary
http://www.bti-project.org/downloads/bti-2014/country-reports-2014/post-soviet-eurasia/
http://www.bti-project.org/downloads/bti-2014/country-reports-2014/post-soviet-eurasia/
https://freedomhouse.org/country/georgia#.VWbZ5lLLOHs
http://www.ombudsman.ge/en/reports
https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/europe-and-central-asia/georgia/
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analysis is based on various academic articles as well as books on the topic of religion and the 

state relations for the specific case of Georgia. 

 

The academic literature on religion’s role in politics, as well as relationship between religion and 

the state can be acknowledged as widely discussed topic. However, when going into specific 

issue of the Orthodox religion and its relationship to the state matters, the academic literature 

differs with less choices. Moreover, while going deeper into the specific case of Georgia, most 

academic literature is written by Georgian academics. Also, most resources can be found in 

English. Nevertheless Georgia is becoming an interesting case for the international academics. 

For example, the article of Marilisa Lorusso15 analyzes the secularization in Georgia and its 

connection to modernization and democratization. However, most publications focus on the 

ethnic minority issues. The other significant in-depth analysis was written by Andrea Filetti16. 

She focuses precisely on the two Caucasus Region’s countries that are Georgia and Azerbaijan. 

The research gives good insights of how religion is build among the society in Georgia. 

Moreover, the research gives valuable statistical data that can be used for the specific case of 

Georgia. Also, it is interesting to compare the two countries of the region as it gives better 

insight of the situation in Georgia. 

 

In addition, the existing literature of Georgia’s case mostly focuses on the identity and 

nationalism questions as it is an important part of getting familiar with different issues connected 

to Georgia. Thus the article of Georgian political analyst, Ghia Nodia17 can be suggested as the 

valuable resource to get familiar with the background of political developments in Georgia. 

Moreover, the other various academic articles are used in the thesis, for example by Konstantine 

Ladaria18, Lasha Markozashvili19, Tamara Grdzelidze20. They particularly focus on the Georgian 

                                                           
15 Marilisa Lorusso, “Georgian Secularism Between Modernization and Democratization: Minority Issues and social 

cohesion”, Analysis No. 174, May 2013, ISPI 
16Andrea Filetti, “Religiosity in the South Caucasus: searching for an underlying logic of religion’s impact on 

political attitudes”, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, Vol. 14, No. 2, 2014, Routledge 
17 Ghia Nodia, “Georgia: Dimensions of Insecurity”, 

http://amacad.org/multimedia/pdfs/publications/books/Nodia.pdf, in Statehood and Security: Georgia after the Role 

Revolution by Bruno Coppieters and Robert Legvold, Cambridge, 2005, 

https://www.amacad.org/content/publications/publication.aspx?d=379 (Accessed 2015-04-23) 
18 “Georgian Orthodox Church and Political Project of Modernization” 
19 “Transitions towards democracy – problems” 
20 “The Orthodox Church of Georgia: challenges under democracy and freedom” 

http://amacad.org/multimedia/pdfs/publications/books/Nodia.pdf
https://www.amacad.org/content/publications/publication.aspx?d=379
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Orthodox Church’s perceptions towards the state’s democratization processes as well as on the 

identity issues which refers to religion and the society. Moreover, the articles of Elene 

Gavashelishvili21 and Giga Zedania22 speaks about the Church’s positions towards specific issues 

and its involvement in social and political events are showed. Also Zaza Vakhridze23 and 

Aleksandra Gabisona24 focus on the discourse of the nationalism in Georgia. In addition to this, 

the academic articles can be found in the Georgia’s Ilia State University’s webpage under the 

online journal of Identity Studies in the Caucasus and the Black Sea Region.25 The articles were 

very beneficial in order to grasp the thorough understanding of the Church’s role in today’s 

Georgia. Also, academic journal of Caucasus Analytical Digest26 was a trustful resource of 

getting general understanding of the topic, also specifically focusing on the Georgia’s case. 

 

However, the mentioned resources do not refer to the issue of democracy while analyzing 

relationship between the state and the church. Furthermore, it is important to mention the recent 

work of Sophie Zviadadze27 who focused mostly on the Georgian youth and its active role in the 

events related to religion and was one of the most relevant works in regards to the thesis topic. It 

provided with the thorough insight of how religion is perceived in contemporary Georgia. The 

other various articles gave understanding of Georgia’s political system development and 

governmental changes. However, the articles that concentrated on the democratization issues in 

Georgia did not examine the religion’s role in the countries democratization processes. If the 

Georgian Orthodox Church’s role was mentioned it was from the state’s perspective. 

 

Most literature on the topic of relations between religion and the state is connected with Islamic 

world as it is undoubtedly one of the most significant examples to unfold the complex issue of 

                                                           
21 “Anti-Modern and Anti-Global Tendencies in the Georgian Orthodox Church”, Journal of Identity Studies in the 

Caucasus and Black Sea Region, Vol. 4, 2012 
22 Giga Zedania, “The Rise of Religious Nationalism in Georgia”, Journal of Identity Studies in the Caucasus and 

Black Sea Region, Vol. 3, 2011 
23 “Two Faces of Nationalism and Efforts to establish Georgian Identity”, Journal of Identity Studies in the 

Caucasus and Black Sea Region, Vol. 4, 2012 
24 “Formation of the Georgian National Discourse”, Journal of Identity Studies in the Caucasus and Black Sea 

Region Vol. 4, 2012 
25 http://ojs.iliauni.edu.ge/index.php/identitystudies/index  
26 http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Publications/Series/Detail/?lng=en&id=94386  
27 Sophie Zviadadze, Georgian Orthodox Church and Human Rights: Challenges to Georgian Society, in “Religion 

and Human Rights: International Perspective” by Hans-Georg Ziebertz, Gordan Crpic (ed.), Springer International 

Publishing, Switzerland, 2015 

http://ojs.iliauni.edu.ge/index.php/identitystudies/index
http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Publications/Series/Detail/?lng=en&id=94386
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the state – religion relation and its connection to democracy during the socio-political 

transformations in the countries. However, as it will be seen from the research, Georgia is an 

extraordinary example of how religion and the state can be intertwined. Moreover, the country of 

Georgia is still a developing country and has already undergone important socio-political 

transformations in connection to the country’s democratization processes. Therefore the ongoing 

events in the country are widely discussed among Georgian academics and the country also 

receives the attention from the academics outside Georgia. 

 

In regards of theoretical literature, one of the most noteworthy books titled “Rethinking 

Secularism”28 was used through the thesis. The book consists of the articles collection dedicated 

to the topic of secularism. It was very useful in order to understand the secularization principle 

and problems in modern societies from the social as well as political perspectives. The book 

includes works of Charles Taylor29, Jose Casanova30 and Alfred Stepan’s31 which theoretical 

premises were used in the research. The collection of the articles was the point to find the other 

works of the authors. The book consists of the work of Alfred Stepan and his premises on 

multiple secularism and twin tolerations are explained. Moreover, the works of Francis 

Fukuyama32 lead to better understanding of political developments of the countries and what is 

needed for democracy to flourish. Besides the books and articles, the increased role of the 

technologies in today’s modern world let to use the recorded video lectures which were regarded 

as a valuable resource of understanding the topic of religion and democracy from the broader 

perspective. The relationship between the state and religion in connection to liberal democracy 

led to video lectures by Francis Fukuyama and Alfred Stepan. Finally, the recent book of 

Jonathan Fox33 is important to mention is. It focuses on the theories of religion and politics. The 

book was a source of understanding how better to approach the analysis of religion and the state. 

                                                           
28 Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan VanAntwerp (ed.), “Rethinking Secularism” Oxford University 

Press 
29 Charles Taylor “Western Secularity”, 31-54 
30 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms”, 54-75 
31 Alfred Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms of Modern Democratic and Non-Democratic Regimes”, 114-145 
32 Francis Fukuyama “The Origins of Political Order”; articles “Culture, Identity and Democracy in the Face of 

Democratization”, “States and democracy”, “Liberalism versus State building”. 
33 Jonathan Fox, “Introduction to Religion and Politics: Theory and Practice”, Routledge Studies in Religion and 

Politics, Great Britain, 2013 
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Also the book provided with beneficial insights of how religion and politics are, and can be 

interrelated in today’s societies and countries. 

 

Delimitation 

The thesis does not aim to show that one or the other religion is or does not suitable with liberal 

democracy. The aim of the thesis is based on socio-political approach and focuses on the issue of 

how religion is organized in the political system of the country, in this case of Georgia. Also, it is 

important to note that the thesis focuses on the role of religion as an institution. Therefore the 

two suggested ways of analyzing the relationship between religion and state in connection to 

democracy are discussed from the perspective of Georgian Orthodox Church as institution. Also, 

the thesis analyzes how the church and the state interacts only from the Georgian Orthodox 

Church’s perspective and its influence on the state, not vice versa. 

 

2. Theoretical Approach 

 

The chapter presents the main theories that are used in the thesis. It gives the basic assumptions 

of modernization and secularization theories.  

 

In order to understand the complex relationship between religion and democracy, theories of 

secularization and modernization are relevant key points to start the discussion. To begin with, 

one of the main reasons for secularization to flourish was the modernization’s theory thought. 

Basically the origins of modernization and secularization that is the decline of religion, within 

social science academics are usually traced back from the French and Industrial revolutions in 

Europe in 19th and 20th centuries. It was believed that the world will modernize and the economic 

development will replace the religious role in the societies and states.34 Therefore the idea of 

free, liberal democratic states has assumption that religion’s role in public sphere cannot exist 

and for democratic states to flourish the separation between state and church is a necessity. Thus 

the links between modernization, secularization and democracy are highly related. However, 

modernization theory failed to prove its principles that with the modernization religiosity will 
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decrease whereas in today’s world religion plays one of the most important roles in private and 

well as public lives. Thus it is important to look at the secularization theory that suggests clear 

division between religion and the state in the democratic countries.  

 

Since in today’s modern states religion plays a significant role, the secularization theory had to 

be revised among the academics. As Jonathan Fox notes that “ […] secularization theory still has 

a dramatic influence on our current state of knowledge on religion and politics, both because it 

discouraged the study of the topic until the past few decades and because it continues to 

influence the development theory on the interactions between religion and the political.35 

Therefore the secularization theory and the concept of the secular cannot be understood without 

religion’s concept, which in the analysis is seen only from the social sciences point of view. 

 

Speaking about the secular state and secularization theory, the main idea is the clear division of 

the state and church in the country. Moreover, as there are various definitions of secularism, a 

key problem in grappling with the topic of constitutional and institutional boundaries between 

religion and state that are needed to sustain a liberal democracy. However, Alfred Stepan argues 

that secularism is often assumed, but its necessity for liberal democracy is rarely argued.36 A. 

Stepan’s theory on religion and democracy is useful for many reasons but primarily because it 

concentrates attention on the precise points of friction between religious groups and the liberal-

democratic state. While Alfred Stepan insists that a form of religious –state separation is 

necessary to sustain liberal democracy, he also develops a theory that is versatile, allowing for 

multiple possible scenarios in which religion and democracy can coexist.37 In addition to this, the 

secular and secularization concepts have shifted its meaning thus the secularization theory had to 

be revised and rethinked.  

 

Since the thesis analysis takes the two different ways of how religion and the state can interact. 

That is the Georgian Orthodox Church’s role in the state matters and its role the society, it is 

                                                           
35 Jonathan Fox, “Introduction to Religion and Politics: Theory and Practice”, Routledge Studies in Religion and 
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36 Alfred Stepan, Alfred Stepan, “The Multiple Secularisms of Modern Democratic and Non-Democratic Regimes”, 

in “Rethinking Secularism”, by Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan Van Antwerpen (ed), Oxford 
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important to show the different ways of how the secularism principle and secularization theory 

can be seen. That is from the sociological and the institutional perspectives. 

 

Secularization theory from the sociological perspective 

Contemporary secular theories try to explain the comeback of religion38 in modern society with 

the transformation of religion.39 “Religions have acquired new forms and have become 

increasingly influential actors in society in recent times. The “trace” of religion can be found in 

political processes and cultural identity and values. More importantly, religion has become a 

major actor of public life”.40 The return of religion to the public space is a phenomenon which 

has clashed with the paradigm of secularism.  

 

Thus together with modernization the secular process in the state emerged. Secularism from the 

sociological sciences point of view can be described as the change of values in modern societies, 

such as decline in traditional values, privatization of religion and decrease number in religiosity 

among citizens. However, as Thomas Luckmann argues, with modernization and secularization 

processes religion has also undergone transformations by taking the new social form of 

religion.41 Thus the contemporary theories of secularization explain the ‘come back’ of religion 

in modern societies.42 It also can be assumed that the religion returned in the new forms of 

religiosity which led to the new forms of religion itself. Therefore according to Thomas 

Luckmann theoretical approach the “social forms of defining religion according to which the last 

form is suited for modern states where religion is being represented by religious institution.”43 In 

addition to this, it creates the secular distinction between the sacred and secular institutions and 

thus the privatization of religion emerges. Luckmann intends to show that out of the idea of 

religious privatization the beginning of re-emergence of public religion starts. 44 

 

                                                           
38 Martin Riesebrodt, “Fundamentalism and Resurgence of Religion”, Numen, Vol.47, No. 3, Religions in the 

Disenchanted World, Brill, 2000, 266 
39 Thomas Luckmann, “Transformations of Religion and Morality”, in Social Compass, 50(3), 2003, 275-285 
40 Jose Casanova, “Private and Public Religions, Social Research, Vol. 59, No. 1, Religion and Politics, Spring 1992 
41 Thomas Luckmann “Transformations of Religion and Morality in Europe”, Social Compass, p 283 - 284 
42 Martin Riesebrodt, “Religion in Global Perspective”, in “Global Religions: An Introduction”, in pdf1 2001, 95-96 
43 Joan Estruch, “A Conversation with Thomas Luckmann”, Social Compass, 55(4), 2008, 538 
44 Joan Estruch, “A Conversation with Thomas Luckmann”, Social Compass, 55(4), 2008, 538-539,  
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Thomas Luckmann’s position is that religions have acquired new forms and have become 

increasingly influential actors in society in recent times. Moreover, the identities based on 

religion have not been gone. Therefore, privatization of religion has become the most questioned. 

According to Jose Casanova, religion has become a part of the public space, and he offers the 

thesis known of Deprivatization of Religion arguing that the public interest towards the church 

and religious has increased.45 

 

The relation of religion and democracy can be drawn from the fact that religion sets specific 

beliefs which also reflect in the democratic values. However, as Charles Taylor and other authors 

agree the modern societies changed and the secularism principle has also to adapt to these 

changes. As Charles Taylor notices, that secularism involves complex requirements which start 

from three categories of French Revolution trinity: liberty, equality, fraternity. Moreover, the 

concepts of ‘secular’, ‘secularization’ can take different meanings; it depends from the taken 

perspective of analyzing the concepts. Charles Taylor looks at the term ‘secular’ from the social 

side. He argues that the secular is not only about the separation of the church and state. Taylor 

draws his attention on what secularism basically requires from the state. He argues the separation 

of state and church requires the state to fulfill the categories of French Revolution trinity. Thus 

the three: liberty, equality and fraternity, are highly linked to the ‘secularization’ and ‘secular 

state’ concepts. Afterwards, Ch. Taylor argues that the three principles must be in a given 

political system and the state’s role is to realize agreed three general principles.46 Thus the other 

side of secularism is the institutional arrangements between the state and religion. 

 

As there is not one theory of secularization there are basic agreements over its general 

parameters. Put it simply, secularization theory predicts the decline of religion, and perhaps its 

disappearance, as a significant force in the public sphere, owing to a number of processes 

inherent in modernization.47 Therefore it leads to the modern social thought and the 

modernization theory is also related to the understanding of further development of 

secularization which gives the relevant background for the complexity of religion’s role in 
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politics and democratization processes. Secularization theory refers to the ‘continuing 

correctness of the persistent loss of the social relevance of church and religion in modern 

societies. One theory’s of secularization reasoning of why religion should be excluded from the 

democratic public sphere is its irrationality.48 The question is how the boundaries between the 

sacred and the secular are drawn and by whom. Therefore it is important to understand the 

secularization theory and its link to democracy from the institutional perspective. 

 

Secularization theory from the institutional perspective 

Speaking about institutional separation of the church and state according to the secularization 

theoretics as Charles Taylor, Jose Casanova the main principle of secularism is that the state 

cannot be officially linked to some religious confession. Therefore leaving the individual level 

and speaking about the secularization principle, one must admit that the division between the 

sacred and the secular institutions in the modern democratic societies is the main part of the 

secularization theories. Moreover, as the thesis topic analyzes the relationship between the state 

and the church in connection to democracy, there is also a question of how religion can be linked 

to democracy in such modernized states and societies? Therefore, the thoughts of J. Casanova, 

Ch. Taylor’s A. Stepan’s and Luckmann can be traced by the ideas of the above mentioned 

change of religion’s role and functions in the modern state and societies. Thus in-depth 

discussions of religion’s role in today’s modern states by the secularization theoretics suggests 

that secular and secularization concepts can have multiple meanings as it depends on the 

understanding of secular and the religious role in the state processes. That is the level of 

institutional separation of state and church.  

 

In order to understand the relationship between the religion and democracy it is important to 

expand the ideas of secularism. As J. Casanova notes, there are three main meanings of 

secularism, and it is important to analyze them separately as to understand the complex 

relationship between the state and religion.49 According to J. Casanova, “Secularism also refers 

to different normative – ideological state projects, as well as to legal-constitutional frameworks 

                                                           
48 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms”, in “Rethinking Secularism”, by Craig Calhoun, Mark 
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49 Jose Casanova “Rethinking Secularization: A Global Comparative Perspective”, Essays, 1, http://www.iasc-

culture.org/THR/archives/AfterSecularization/8.12CCasanova.pdf (Accessed 2015-02-18) 

 

http://www.iasc-culture.org/THR/archives/AfterSecularization/8.12CCasanova.pdf
http://www.iasc-culture.org/THR/archives/AfterSecularization/8.12CCasanova.pdf


20 

 

of separation of the state and religion and to different models of differentiation of religion, 

ethnics, morality and law.” The secularism as a statecraft principle as Casanova argues, is when 

the separation between religious and political authorities exists “for the sake of neutrality of the 

state vis-a-vis for the sake of protecting the freedom of conscience of each individual, or for the 

sake of facilitating the equal access of all citizens, religious as well as nonreligious, to 

democratic participation.”50 

 

The principle of separation and the principle of state regulation of religion in society - it is the 

relationship between the two principles that determines the particular form of secularism and its 

affinity with democracy.51 Eventually, however, as a result of this particular historical process of 

secularization, “the secular” has become the dominant category that serves to structure and 

delimit, legally, philosophically, scientifically and politically, the nature and the boundaries of 

“religion”. Therefore the changing world requires expanding understandings of the secular and 

secularism. 

 

Alfred Stepan suggests the relevant theoretical relationship between religion, secularism and 

liberal democracy. Alfred Stepan argues that religion and democracy can coexist in modern state 

and raises the question of what was needed for both democracy and religion to flourish. The 

answer was a significant degree of institutional differentiation between religion and the state. 

This situation of the differentiation Alfred Stepan summed up as the “twin tolerations.” In a 

country that lives by these two tolerations, religious authorities do not control democratic 

officials who are acting constitutionally, while democratic officials do not control religion so 

long as religious actors respect other citizens’ rights. Many different patterns of relations among 

the state, religion, and society are compatible with the twin tolerations. There are, in other words, 

“multiple secularisms of modern democracies.”52 
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Along with the state and church there is civil society which is an interactive player between the 

two. Civil society as F. Fukuyama’s argues shows democratic accountability of the state’s 

performance. Thus modern state basically cannot exist without democracy. Therefore in order to 

build the democracy in the country one must fulfill its basic principles of liberal democracy 

which, according Fukuyama takes procedural democratic accountability (free, fair elections) 

coupled with the liberal rule of law.53 Furthermore, as it is seen the religious involvement in the 

state affairs becomes complex issue as it affects the three general principles of democracy which 

sate has to realize as well as the democratic performance of the state. The concept of political 

democracy according to Carsten Anckart is that “public policy is to be governed by the freely 

expressed will of the people whereby all individuals are to be treated as equals”. This definition 

includes three essential features of democracy: self determination, the principle of freedom and 

the principle of equality.54 

 

Finally, all of three principles are highly related not only to the state, democracy, but also the 

society in the modern democratic states. However, since the modernization theory have not 

developed its premises that the more modernized societies become, the lower religiosity level 

they embrace, the secularization theory also experienced the challenge about its main principle of 

the strict separation of the church and the state. Therefore the issues related to secularism have to 

be rethinked in the way as it would more adapt to the modern society, where the religion 

obviously plays one of the crucial roles. As Charles Taylor assumes that, “One of our basic 

difficulties in dealing with these problems is that we have the wrong model, which has a 

continuing hold on our minds. We think that secularism (or laicite) has to do with the relation of 

the state and religion, whereas in fact it has to do with the (correct) response of the democratic 

state to diversity.”55 
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3. The role of the Georgian Orthodox Church in the state matters 

The chapter focuses on the issue of Georgian Orthodox Church’s influence on the state political 

decisions. It discusses GOC’s position on specific issues which help to answer the question if the 

attitude and opinion of the religious authorities in Georgia has an influence on the political 

decisions of the state. The chapter analyzes if there is an institutionalized role of the religion in 

the state matters of Georgia. The final part of the chapter summarizes the discussed events and 

processes and gives the answers to the raised questions. The existence of the direct, 

institutionalized role of the church in the state matters contradicts the principle of democracy 

therefore the direct role of GOC on the state matters has to be analyzed. 

 

3.1 Overview of the Church and state relations in Georgia 

In Georgia’s Constitution it is written that Georgia is a democratic country with the separation of 

the church from the state affairs. If there was a direct influence of the Georgian Orthodox Church 

in the state decisions that would contradict the democratic principle of the rule of ‘demos’ 

(people), and also secularization principle. Therefore besides the state’s perspective to religion, 

there is the other side of the religion’s role in the state matters. Thus the following discussion is 

about how the GOC is organized in the political system of the country. In 1977 Ilia II became the 

leader (Patriarch) of the Georgian Orthodox Church. After the independence of Georgia in 1991 

during the period of different ruling governments Georgia’s Orthodox Church’s power in the 

state was changing due to the growing involvement of the Georgian Orthodox Church and its 

leader in political affairs of the country. Looking two decades back, when in 1991 Georgia 

gained its independence, the first government of Georgia showed its own will to include the 

Georgian Orthodox Church in the state matters. Thus GOC’s power was growing during the 

years and today’s Georgia experiences religious resurgence period.  

 

The most important change in the role of the Church - state relations in Georgia was the Rose 

Revolution in 2003 and the new government election in 2004. The relations between the Church 

and the state in contemporary Georgia compared to the first decades of the independent Georgia 

has changed in regards of government position. Since the Rose Revolution in 2003, the state of 

Georgia stepped into the period of reforms and political transformation. The ruling coalition of 

the former President of Georgia Mikheil Saakashvili started the new policy of Georgia, which 
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was based on the country’s Westernization project. Therefore various democratic reforms were 

started. Basically at that time the contradictions between the state and the church emerged when 

President Mikhael Saakashvili came into power and started his pro-Western policy. The former 

President began the attempts to decrease GOC’s involvement into the political affairs of the 

state. “The Church’s previous attempts to insert itself into the Georgian political milieu were 

curbed by Saakashvili, who sought to maintain a firm boundary between church and state 

interests. However, this partnership is straining due to differences in opinion regarding Georgia’s 

political future: the government wants the country to become part of the West while the church 

would have Georgia align with Russia and adopt an anti-liberal value system. 56  

 

Since Georgia has chosen the path of country’s Westernization the newly elected President in 

2013, Giorgi Margvelashvili continues to direct the country towards democratization. Also 

Georgia aspires to have closer ties with the European Union. However, the last two Georgia’s 

governments of Mikheil Saakashvili and the current President Giorgi Margvelashvili’s chosen 

path towards the West and democratization has been openly opposed by the powerful institution 

of GOC in Georgia. Interesting scenario of Georgia’s case is the struggle of GOC to have a direct 

influence on the state decisions by openly and directly stating its positions on the political issues 

of the country. As Jonathan Fox notes, the religion indeed has power and capabilities to engage 

in the political processes of the country. Despite the fact that religious organizations are not 

designed and should not be willing to engage in the political action. However, across the globe 

they seem to have done precisely that.57 The Georgia’s case has two sides of the issue, one is 

from how the state incorporates the Church within its political system. A very short example of 

that is discussed in the last Bertelsmann Transformation Index Report (2014) of Georgia: “Even 

though the Georgian Parliament adopted The Rule of Registration of Religious Organizations as 

Legal Entities of Public Law in July 2011, taking an important step toward integration of 

minority faiths, the Georgian Orthodox Church still enjoys privileged status, having signed a 

constitutional agreement with the Georgian state in 2002. The Georgian Orthodox Church has 

also signed agreements with the Georgian Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Education and 
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Science, which means that it could influence both the educational process and the penitentiary 

system.”58 Thus it shows the policy towards the religion from the state’s perspective. However, 

the thesis aims to examine the other side of the state church relations that is how the Church 

engages in the state matters in Georgia. Therefore the Georgia’s case is a good example as 

Georgian Church plays an important role not only in the matters of religion. The GOC and its 

leader Patriarch Ilia II also tries to engage in the state policy matters.59 Thus it is important to 

focus on the specific issues in Georgia in order to see how the GOC tries to get involved into the 

state and if the GOC has a real direct influence on political decisions of the state. 

 

3.2 Analysis 

3.2.1 Challenges for the GOC in today’s Georgia 

Firstly, it is important to discuss the GOC attitudes on particular issues that directly relates to the 

state matters. The Church of Georgia is said to be one with the ultra-conservative stance. One of 

the most worldwide changes is globalization and modernization of which influence Georgia is 

not an exception too. However for the Georgian Orthodox Church it is a huge challenge to 

handle the changes. Since most of the changes in the state of the contemporary Georgia since the 

Rose Revolution are regarded as ‘evil’ by the Church. This is well illustrated by the fact that the 

Church openly declares its anti western policy as well as the position of taking modernization 

and globalization as a threat for Georgia and its society: “ […] the Georgian Orthodox Church 

perceives Westernization, globalization, and integration with NATO and EU, as forced and 

artificially created processes that endanger nationality, faith, traditions and culture.”60 Difficult 

state’s situation occurs since Georgia’s government has chosen state’s policy direction towards 

the West and democratization (European Union path). Whereas one of the most influential 

institution in Georgia, Georgian Orthodox Church, holds an opposite position towards the chosen 

path of the last two governments in Georgia: 
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“In 2008 it was proclaimed that any steps taken towards European integration and 

ecumenization are a deviation from Christ’s path and accordingly, a foreign investment 

sustaining the Antichrist agenda (performed with governmental funds acquired through 

selling Georgian land).”61  

 

In addition to this, recently in 2014 April GOC openly stated its position towards the EU and 

opposed Georgian parliament’s decision to adopt the anti-discrimination law.”62 It was a direct 

and clear position stated by the GOC. The Patriarch of Georgia strongly opposed the new anti-

discrimination law which provides the protection of all kinds of discrimination and asked the 

government to postpone its adoption.63 The bill was an agreement for Georgia’s further path to 

European Union and it was a part of Association Agreement between the EU and Georgia Thus 

the clashes occur between the influential religious institution in Georgia and the state 

government. Interestingly, the Ministry of Justice which prepared the administration of the law 

stated that they had the consultation with clerics during the preparation of the draft in order to 

reach an agreement.64 Therefore it can be argued that the Georgian Orthodox Church tries to 

engage itself in the state matters and seeks political influence in the country. However, the 

government keeps to its decisions, as it is seen from this case that the law was signed despite the 

Patriarch’s appeal. The fact poses an active religion’s inclusion in the state’s matters. On one 

hand the state showed the respect and tolerance towards the Church’s position while having 

consultations with clerics. On the other hand, the state at the same took its own decision as it 

should be in the democratic country. However there should not be such activity and involvement 

in the state matters from the Church’s side as that would provoke the clashes between the two 

institutions.  

 

There was other important event which shows the religion’s active role in the state issues. 

Regarding human rights issues in Georgia, a peaceful demonstration on the occasion of the Day 

against Homophobia and Transphobia on May 17th, 2013 was attacked by thousands of people, 
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led by the Orthodox clergymen. The international media and the EU were concerned of this 

event in Georgia, because the state did not take an action in trials of the clergymen to sentence 

them.65 The American and European media stated, that “The international community’s reactions 

to the violence were swift with both American and European diplomats registering “shock” at the 

violence and that “such acts of intolerance have no place in democratic societies.” 66 Thus the 

fact indicates failing activities of the state to objectively react to the occurred situation. The 

reason of the previous government’s refrain from criticizing the Church and its politics was 

because it was the parliamentary pre-election time and politicians tried to support Church’s 

position as to receive the support from the society. 67 The Church lately tried to defend itself 

claiming that first of all they warned the government earlier and also, condemned the priests who 

participated in the attacks. However, it shows the clear position of the GOC and the strong 

opposition towards the state’s policy. 

 

Also, it is worth to mention the Church’s involvement into elections period and its political aims 

in the 2012 Parliamentary elections. The Church played an important role in the Georgia’s 

parliamentary elections in 2012 by opposing the President’s Mikheil Saakashvili government. 

Thus with the intervention of the Church, the election replaced President Mikheil Saakashvili's 

government. There were a lot of disagreements between the GOC and the former President of 

Georgia M. Saakashvili’s government, especially over legislation granting other religions equal 

status with the Orthodox Church in Georgia.68 M. Saakashvili was associated by Church 

conservatives with lax Western values. Patriarch Ilia II insisted that the Church maintain 

neutrality in the election, but that signaled it was not endorsing the government. One scholar 

described it as "a very active and anti-governmental neutrality." As the election approached, 
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Patriarch Ilia arranged for an airplane carrying icons and holy relics to circle over the country 

while priests prayed for its future.69  

 

The other specific issue in which GOC actively involved its opinion was the establishment of 

electronic ID cards by the Georgian government in 2011. The Orthodox groups campaigned 

against them and addressed the government that the electronic documents should be terminated 

and alternative documents need to be developed. Lately the Georgian Holy Synod issued a 

statement addressed the government:  

 

“Administrative enforcement of electronic documents (ID cards, biometric passports, any 

plastic cards for banking, different services and transportation) should be terminated and 

alterative documents of all sorts need to be developed. Payment in currency should 

continue everywhere in the country. All these processes, whether the introduction of new 

cards or complete replacement of currency with plastic cards, are aimed at establishing 

electronic control through administrative enforcement, which once again infringes upon 

humans’ worth, personal freedom, religious honesty and the supreme image of 

God.[…]”70 

 

Therefore it is one more example of how religion in Georgia tries to influence political decisions 

of the state. Also it shows the deep relationship between the state and the GOC. Based on these 

specific issues it can be assumed that GOC has always been playing a certain role in politics of 

the country and mostly indirectly is always involved in the state politics. However, the expected 

shifts in church-state relations should take place as Georgia moves towards the greater 

association with the EU and the state tries to strengthen its secular policy. 

 

3.2.2 Issues of Religious Minorities 

Moreover, there were disputes between the Georgian Orthodox Church and the state over the 

issue of freedom of religion in July 2011. The state decided to amend the law and allow religious 

organizations to register as legal entities under public law. Previously only the Georgian 
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Orthodox Church had this status. Therefore the GOC took the state’s decision as directed against 

Orthodoxy in the country, as it is noted, “The church synod, meanwhile, issued a statement 

asking political leaders to consult the Patriarchate in advance of any future decisions of this 

kind.”71 Public debates over the adoption of laws concerning religion, as well as granting the 

status of a legal entity under public law to religious minorities are vivid illustrations of the 

ambivalent position of the Church. The Georgian Orthodox Church requested a postponement of 

the adoption of the law on religion that in practice meant its cancellation. The Church 

Representatives felt that the law might threaten and diminish the dominant role of the Georgian 

Orthodox Church (“no other religion should be equal to the religion of majority”—Orthodox 

Christianity). The public debates revealed fundamentalist ideas that were enrooted in society in 

July 2011. Radical groups organized protests against the adoption of the law. In an effort to ease 

the tensions representatives of the Patriarchate met with a group of Georgian MPs to discuss 

potential solutions to the problem. As a result of the talks, the Holy Synod (a ruling body of 

GOC) issued a compromise resolution on July 11, 2011, which said that: 

 

“Whilst the Georgian Orthodox Church accepts and respects universal norms and values 

enshrined in international conventions and the Constitution of Georgia, it declares that all 

Georgian citizens regardless of their religion, as well as every religious organization, are equal 

before the law. Religious freedom shall not depend on the membership of a congregation. 

According to the Constitution of Georgia and the Concordat, which represents the will of the 

Georgian people, the exclusive legal status of the Georgian Autocephalous Orthodox Church by 

no means restricts or denies freedom of worship and equality before the law of other religious 

associations.” (Statement of Holy Synode 2011). 72 

 

This clarification could be seen as the recognition of freedom of religion and equal rights of all 

religious organizations. This statement was a step forward. But its implementation remains a 
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serious challenge to the Church itself, and is causing additional tension in Georgia’s social-

political life. In a modern pluralistic society it will be put to the test every day.73 

 

In addition to this, despite the newly elected President and government in 2013 the Church has 

not reduced its engagement in the state matters. The GOC influence on the state matters can be 

noted when in August 2013, the newly installed minaret of the mosque in the village of Chela 

was removed by the authorities after the local Orthodoxy clergy objected to its presence.74 The 

other interesting case of Georgian Orthodox Church’s involvement in the state matters is the idea 

for political prisoners to spend their time at the monastery. As the media notes, “Although the 

scheme is being organized by the Georgian government, the initiative came from the Georgian 

Orthodox Church - the country's most prominent and powerful religious institution, one directly 

funded by the government.”75  

 

Thus GOC is a powerful institution in Georgia and seeks political influence. One more example 

is the involvement of Georgian Orthodox Church when Turkish and Georgian governments tried 

to reach an agreement about the restoration of the buildings. It ended with an interesting case of 

conflict between the Government and the Church. A number of Georgian monuments on Turkish 

territory are in urgent need of restoration. In exchange for the right to restore these monuments, 

the Government of Turkey is asking the Georgian Government to restore and/or reconstruct four 

mosques on Georgian territory. This requires an agreement to be signed between the Georgian 

and Turkish Governments. A draft of this agreement was already ready in 2007, but the Georgian 

Orthodox Church opposed its signature. The Georgian Government, finding itself in a difficult 

situation because of opposition protests, decided not to go against the Church and did not make 

the issue the subject of a public debate. But this tension turned into a conflict again when the 

Government tried to push again for the signing of the agreement in 2011.76 Moreover, the GOC 

was actively protesting against the building of the new mosque in the city of Batumi and the 
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situation remained uncertain.77 Furthermore, it is important to note, that GOC has its own closed 

policy in regards to the other confessions what shows it’s preference to the isolation from 

international religious communities, as it has withdrawn itself from other ties with other religious 

confessions and international religious communities. Thus it shows the closed policy of the 

Georgian Church while breaking its ties with the international religious communities.78 

 

3.2.3 GOC’s ties with Russian Orthodox Church and Russia 

The most concerned fact of the GOC’s involvement into the state maters is its relations with 

Russia which shows the Church’s involvement even in the external relations of the state. The 

Church’s opposition towards the West implies its pro-Russian position and its positive attitude to 

Russia. As Russia is also an Orthodox country, Georgia’s religious leader, Patriarch Ilia II holds 

close ties with Russian Orthodox Church. However, Georgian Patriarch not only keeps close ties 

with Russian Orthodox Church, but he also involves in politics. He has an attitude that Georgia 

has to hold closer ties with Russia as Russia has never associated itself to the “West” and it is 

addressed with esteem and respect.79 After the war with Russia in 2008 Patriarch Ilia II made 

public remarks on the policy of Georgian government: “Georgian Orthodox Church leader 

Patriarch Ilia II has criticized President Mikhaeil Saakashvili for his actions in South Ossetia in 

August 2008 that led to a military conflict with Russia.”80 Thus the Church leader even stated 

that the state of Georgia could avoid the war with Russia if not the government’s mistakes.81 

Moreover, in 2013 Patriarch of Georgia met the President of Russia despite the fact that Georgia 

and Russia does not have diplomatic relations after the 2008 war.82 Therefore the GOC with its 

pro-Russian attitude tries to play the role in the country’s foreign affairs. Also, the GOC uses its 
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power to the state while addressing and at the same time stating its opinion publicly to the state 

authorities and Georgian society.  

 

3.2.4 Summary 

 

The aim of the above discussed analysis part was to answer the question whether the Georgian 

Orthodox Church has a direct, institutionalized role in the matters of the state. The discussed 

events illustrate that Georgian government has a difficult task of trying to reduce the Georgian 

Orthodox Church’s and its authorities influence on the state matters. The high involvement of the 

Church in the state matters encounters in many political issues in Georgia. The state must 

continue to hold on to secular and democratic principles and at the same time apply proper 

institutional mechanisms for the further church-state relations without alienating the powerful 

religion of Georgia. The characteristic trend of GOC’s involvement in the state matters is 

directly and openly linked with the purpose of religious institution to affect the state’s political 

decisions. 

 

The GOC in contemporary Georgia continues to exercise as much influence on the political elite 

as ever before. Yet those who perceive Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic integration as a threat dominate 

the hierarchy of the Church. The GOC interference in politics is becoming increasingly 

incompatible with Georgia’s pursued path of Euro-Atlantic integration and its attempts to 

establish social and political pluralism. Thus as the GOC’s influence and power have increased 

there are much concerns about its too close relationship with the state, and its attitude to minority 

religions and human rights, democratic principles in Georgia. As Georgian theologian Levan 

Abashidze suggests is: “What the Church really needs to do is to adapt to the changing reality, to 

draw red lines for itself,” said theologian. “It has to take the role that churches have in modern 

societies, when the church has a moral, not a legal authority.”83 Thus it can be argued that the 

GOC in Georgia plays an active role in the matters of the state and sometimes the interference in 

the state matters may bring influence on the political decisions of the state. It weakens country’s 

democratization processes and reforms which the state aims to implement. 
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However, the clashes between the church and the state are common in contemporary Georgia. At 

present time with the coming waves of globalization and modernization the government’s policy 

direction is to get closer to the European Union and to focus on democratization processes. Due 

to the conservative policy of the GOC the disagreements between the Church and the State 

occur. In addition to this, the analysis shows that because of the active role of the church in the 

state matters the two entities are highly interlinked with each other. Therefore the Church’s 

influence on the state political decisions has to be reduced. However, since the Georgian 

Orthodox Church and the Patriarch Ilia II seeks to keep its power and is aware of its high 

authority in the society, the appearance of the clashes between the state and the church are 

common issues and raises serious concerns of where the church ends and state begins in Georgia. 

Critics argue that the Patriarchate is the only institution in Georgia to demonstratively disobey 

secular legislation and that it improperly interferes in civil affairs. Because the GOC is a 

powerful symbol of the country’s sovereignty and an important part of the Georgian national 

narrative and consciousness the stance of the GOC on moral, ideological and political issues 

carries significant weight.84 

 

From the analysis it is seen that there is no institutionalized role of the religion in matters of 

Georgia’s state. However, the influence of the Georgian Orthodox Church during the years of 

different governments starting from Georgia’s independence in 1991 was growing. At present 

times Georgian Orthodox Church plays an influential role in the state matters as politicians are 

aware of the GOC’s popularity among the society in Georgia. The GOC seems to be an 

interconnecting link between the state and society. Therefore the next chapter discusses the 

importance of the Georgian Orthodox Church in the society. 
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4. Georgian Orthodox Church’s role in the society 

The chapter discusses the Georgian Orthodox Church’s role and its importance for the Georgian 

society. Firstly it gives a brief explanation of why religion and religious institution became 

highly important element in contemporary Georgian society. Lately the chapter goes into 

analysis of specific events and processes in Georgia which reflect the Patriarch’s Ilia II and GOC 

influence on the society. Furthermore, the chapter aims to give an insight of how religion is 

organized in Georgian society. At the end of the chapter the summary of the GOC’s role in 

society and its connection to democracy is given. The chapter is divided in a several subchapters 

which help to follow the question it aims to discuss. 

 

4.1. The issue of Georgian Identity and its connection to the GOC 

The complexity of Georgian Orthodox Church’s role stands from the fact that Georgian identity 

is build upon religion in Georgia. F. Fukuyama notes during his lecture at Ilia State University in 

Georgia, that for the country’s development and further democratization process it is always 

better to build the identity upon something other than religion, for example, ethnicity.85 

However, the identity is a separate and highly discussed topic for the case of Georgia, thus for 

this research it is important just to note the basic arguments in order to understand that the GOC 

with its nationalistic ideology brought the power to itself within Georgian society.  

 

Therefore, without going into deeper discussions about the identity issues in Georgia, one can 

shortly argue that the Orthodox Church of Georgia is still a powerful symbol of the Georgian 

nation. As Tamara Grdzelidze notes that “the relationship of the Church to the democratizing 

Georgian State and to attitudes prevalent in Georgian society is an important area of current 

concern […].”86 The Georgian Orthodox Church has been deeply rooted from the early history to 

the newly independent state of Georgia. 
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Since Georgia regained its independence in 1991 the Georgian Orthodox Church has been 

strengthening its influence on the society and contributing much to the construction of national 

identity. After the collapse of Soviet Union the government in Georgia has not been strong to 

maintain its power and thus was not trusted among society.87 Therefore GOC took the initiative 

of bringing nationalism in the country and GOC became an important part of Georgian identity. 

The previous governments of Georgia adopted more tolerant policy towards the Georgian 

Church compared to previous anti-religious campaigns pursued in the USSR. Also, in the end of 

the twentieth century, the Georgian Orthodox Church became a symbol in the resistance of 

Georgians to the USSR. Moreover, with the first government of the President of independent 

Georgia’s state, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, emphasized religion in the identity – and state-building 

processes by appearing frequently in public with the Patriarch Ilia II. The same trend was 

observed, albeit more weakly, after the second President Eduard Shevardnadze and his 

government to power. Consequently, the Georgian Constitution (beyond a specific reference to 

God in the preamble) recognizes ‘the special role of the Apostle Autocephalous Orthodox 

Church of Georgia in the history of Georgia and its independence from the state’ (Art. 9).88 

 

The Georgian Orthodox Church seems to give a solution by generating the formula according to 

which to be Georgian is to be Orthodox.89 In fact, one of the spheres where the relevance of the 

GOC and its growing importance in the development of Georgian national identity can be 

observed is the field of politics. Furthermore as the GOC’s role grows, it considers itself to be 

the bearer of the ideology of the state. 90 On the contrary, this new form of nationalistic ideology 

was advance by informal networks in civil society and by political actors who managed to come 

to power carried by the wave of national upheaval. It was only after the full disintegration of the 

Soviet Union, civil war and ethnic conflicts that the Georgian Orthodox Church started to 

become the institutional embodiment of this new form of nationalist ideology. But it came into 

its own only after the revolution of 2003 and the spread of the new kind of revolutionary 
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nationalism.91 Thus GOC became one of the most influential and most trusted institutions in 

today’s Georgia. It is important to examine Georgian society’s attitude towards the Georgian 

Orthodox Church so as to have a thorough view of how the religion is build within Georgian 

society and the Church’s role in it. 

 

Also, as Konstantine Ladaria notes, the reason of GOC’s influential role in Georgia’s society can 

be explained by the concept of ideological vacuum.92 It suggests that dissolution of the Soviet 

Union created a problem of self-definition along with other socio-political challenges. Therefore 

religion and ethnicity became new dominant elements of Georgian identity. Trust in the Church 

compensated for the lack of trust in state institutions.93 Thus from a secondary institution, the 

Georgian Orthodox Church soon turned into a spiritual and cultural leader of the nation, and 

without damaging Universalist nature of religion, continues to have a strong, but unproportional, 

relationship with ethnicity. According to the Church, being an Orthodox Christian does not 

translate into being a Georgian, but being a Georgian equals to being an Orthodox Christian. 

Starting from the 1990’s the Georgian Orthodox Church was the only organization that could 

ideologically unify the society and provide services.94  

 

Therefore, in Georgia, traditional values are mostly associated with the Georgian Orthodox 

Church. The institution apparently played a considerable role in preserving Georgian national 

identity throughout the centuries, and nowadays possesses enormous influence on the society. 

The special status of the Georgian Church was authorized by the government with the 

constitutional agreement (The Concordat). The Concordat between the state and the patriarchate 

gives the religious institution full freedom and significant material benefits.95  
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4.2 Analysis 

4.2.1 Basic Overview of religion’s role in Georgia’s society 

 

Firstly, Georgia is relatively religiously homogenous: Although Georgia possesses a larger 

religious minority (10% of the population – mainly from the Azerbaijani ethnic minority – are 

Muslim), 85% of the population belong to Orthodox Christianity and a comparable percentage 

are agnostic (3%). The data regarding religious intensity shows that 91% of Georgians confer 

importance to their religion. More interestingly, younger generation in Georgia is more religious 

than average, 45% of younger people deem religion as very important in contrast to 37% of older 

people. Also, more religious people live in the capital of Georgia, Tbilisi, than in the rural areas 

of the country.96 According to the latest (2014) World Values Survey data, religion’s importance 

among Georgian citizens reaches 85%97, among which 93 % identifies themselves belonging to 

Georgian Orthodox Church.98 Moreover, the questions related to active/inactive membership at 

the voluntary organizations, belonging to religious organization/church reaches the highest ranks 

among Georgians. Whereas belonging to political organization, political parties, sport 

organizations, other does not reach more than 1.5 %99. Also, the traditional values are among one 

of the most important for Georgian society: to the question if the tradition is important to the 

person, to follow the customs handed down by one’s religion or family, for the 56% of the 

respondents it is very much important and for 30% it is important. Also for the child qualities, 

religious faith is the most important (64%) according to World Values Survey.100 Moreover, the 

traditional values reflect on the questions regarding human rights. For example 37% of 

respondents in Georgia would not like to have as neighbors people of different faith.101 In 

addition to this, the question for essential characteristics of democracy when religious authorities 

interpret the laws 10% of the respondents answered that it might be a characteristic of the 

democracy, 2% totally agreed on the fact. Around 15% thinks that it’s not compatible with 
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democracy.102 Finally, it is noteworthy that according to the World Values Survey, the trust in 

the Georgian Orthodox Church is more than average among the respondents, 64% strongly 

agrees and 23% agrees that the religious institution is the most trustable in the country.  

 

In comparison to the World Values Survey, the more recent polls were conducted by 

International Republican Institute (2015 February 3 – 28). 1500 permanent residents of Georgia 

aging under 18 years old participated in the survey. The question about the work of the 

institutions in Georgia, the most trusted institution in Georgia is the Georgian Orthodox Church 

with 91 % of all the respondents.103 Parliament and President’s Office and other state institutions 

regarded as trustful only for the half of the respondents. All in all, the recent surveys data 

illustrates the high religiosity level and the importance of religion and traditional values among 

society in Georgia. As a consequence, the high levels of society trust in religious institution 

influence the establishment of religion in the public discourse. 

 

4.2.2 Patriarch’s Popularity among Georgian Society 

Religion is playing an important role in the Georgian society. As it was discussed above, the 

majority of population in Georgia identifies themselves belonging to GOC. Furthermore, the 

identity is build upon religion, what makes Georgian Orthodoxy, very important for its citizens. 

This fact already gives specific power for religious institution of Georgian Orthodox Church 

among the society in Georgia. Also, the most influential person in Georgia is the Patriarch Ilia II 

who has been the head of Georgian Orthodox Church from the 1977.  

 

Thus religion in Georgia is playing significant role from individual level to the public level 

within the society. Patriarch Ilia II is active and visible personality in Georgia as he publicly 

speaks not only during religious sermons but often comments on different social as well as 

political ongoing events. Patriarch Ilia II often publicly speaks in regards to the state matters by 

addressing the government as well as society. Moreover, the Patriarch uses his authority among 

Georgians and usually speaks in the name of all Georgians by representing the people of 
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Georgia. Or also as a defender of Georgians by stressing what is good and bad, how one should 

behave. Thus one of the GOC reasons of being so powerful and influential is the high authority 

of the Church’s leader, Patriarch Ilia II, who is the most trusted man in Georgia.104 “The 

patriarch is seen by many as a respected source of stability. According to a 2008 poll published 

by the Tbilisi-based International Centre on Conflicts and Negotiation, 94.2 percent of Georgians 

surveyed ranked Ilia II the most trusted man in the country.105 Interestingly, Patriarch Ilia II used 

his power on the question of how to rise demography in the country.106 In December of 2007, the 

Patriarch announced he would personally baptize newborns in an effort to battle Georgia's 

declining birthrate. Official statistics show that in 2008, Georgia had its highest number of births 

in nine years. Ilia II claims partial credit for the surge in births.107 Thus the society showed the 

importance and trust for the Church’s religious authority.  

 

As Alexander Rondeli, a political analyst with the Georgian Foundation for Strategic Studies 

comments such active role of the religious leader Patriarch Ilia II: "It is tradition that the church 

has to moderate. The church has to calm down everything," said. "He [Ilia II] is playing this role 

quite well." The Patriarch openly declares its significance over the Georgian society: Ilia II says 

his greatest accomplishment has been to help unify Georgia after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union.108 Therefore Ilia II is not only a national symbol. He is a leader whose interests extend far 

beyond faith and politics.  

 

Also, as international media notes, the Patriarch’s influence on Georgian society is very high. 

The Church and its leader Patriarch Ilia II plays a significant role as the mediator between the 

state and the society. Therefore, in general, the Church is one of the most important institutions 

in the country as it has influential role on both – the state and the society. However, the state of 

Georgia has further to develop its mechanisms in order to strengthen its position and keep up to 

the democratic state principles. 
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4.2.3 Human Rights Issues  

The Church builds its influence in the most spheres of social life in Georgia. The attack on the 

peaceful demonstration on the Day of Homophobia, May 17th, 2014, in which the clergymen also 

participated, is one of the examples of the Church’s influential power within the society of 

Georgia. Also it shows the Church’s attitudes and the position towards human rights issues. The 

position of religious leaders and the Church towards the protection of human rights is mostly 

ambivalent. Quite often, radical statements made by Church representatives become the source 

of social tension. The general public called for the Church to be more critical and active in 

protecting human rights and condemning homophobia and religious radicalism even in clerics.109 

The Church officially declared its positions on the issue for the anti-discrimination law. The 

Georgian Church mobilized society and also gave GOC’s perception towards human rights. The 

May 17 events demonstrate the Georgian Orthodox Church’s emergence as a cogent political 

force capable of en mass mobilization. On the same day, Patriarch Ilia II issued a statement 

expressing regret for the violence and acknowledging that some clergy behaved “impolitely” in 

confronting demonstrators. He added, however, that the ideas of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender (LGBT) activists “are completely unacceptable in Georgia.”110  

 

4.2.4 Education 

Besides the issue on human rights matter, the Church also has an influence on education in 

Georgia.111 As the report says the Orthodoxy has been included at school’s curricula for all 

pupils despite their religion. This also raises the issue of the violence and discrimination against 

the other religions. Children of the other religions are not tolerated at schools unless they attend 

the Orthodoxy classes. Thus the religion’s importance reflects its significant role in the public 

education.112 It is noteworthy that teaching of religion in educational institutions is regulated by 

the state and the church’s Constitutional agreement. 
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Moreover, Patriarch Ilia II called on parents on October 3, 2010, to avoid educating their 

children abroad. “So we should refrain very much from sending young people, especially 

children, abroad. This practice in most cases will harm the child,” the head of the Georgian 

Church declared.113 Ilia II, the Georgian Orthodox Patriarch, has warned Georgians that placing 

their children in foreign schools would harm them morally.114 Moreover, religious symbols, 

icons are usually displayed in the schools. The "collective prayers, preaching and indoctrination 

in public schools have been on the rise," says Eka Chitinava from Georgia's Tolerance and 

Diversity Institute, which recently conducted a survey of 33 religious minorities. All said their 

children are facing pressure at school, especially Muslims and Jehovah's Witnesses. Moreover, 

the priests are coming to the schools and teaching despite the religious difference of the pupils. 

Radical elements in the Patriarchate were allegedly behind the violent group called the Union of 

Orthodox Christian Parents that orchestrated fistfights and other unlawful actions against 

minority groups in 2010 and 2012.115 After the parliament of Georgia passed an amendment 

allowing religious minority groups to be registered as legal entities under public law, radical 

priests helped organize protest rallies demanding the immediate annulment of the bill. The 

Church and political parties known for their pro-Russian orientation harshly condemned the new 

regulation, which was hailed by influential international human rights organizations and 

Georgia’s Western partners as an important democratic achievement.116 

 

Thus the Orthodox Parent’s Union (OPU) organization is a good example of how the Church 

mobilizes society in the public education sector. OPU is the influential organization, an umbrella 

group of parents and priests which stands for the religious traditions in the schools. Seems the 

OPU is against any changes as it protested, for example, against Harry Potter, Halloween 
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celebrations and lobbied against education reform.117 Moreover, the OPU is also sending the 

direct message to the state, thus is a tool of the Church’s influence on the state matters.  

 

4.2.5 Religious Minorities 

 

The issue of religious minorities’ rights has to be underlined separately because the status of 

religious minorities’ rights in Georgia is very complicated. Violence against the freedom of other 

faiths is very common in Georgia and it remains popular issue in the public discourse. The 

protection of religious freedom and the integration of religious and ethnic minorities became one 

of the main concerns in the sphere of human rights for the new government of Georgia. The issue 

is a widely discussed topic and it would require a separate in-depth research. Since the thesis is 

not focused on the precise topic of religious minorities, in this section the short overview of the 

situation and the main examples of the events is drawn in order to get better understanding of the 

issue. 

 

Regarding Muslim minorities in Georgia there can be mentioned some cases where the rights 

have been violated and the GOC’s influence on society’s opinion is visible. For example, the 

society’s attitude towards Muslim minorities reflects in the recent events of the protests against 

Islamic religious school (Madrassa) opening in the village of Kobuleti where the Muslim 

community is settled.118 The event caused the deep insult of the Muslim community in the 

village when the slaughtered pig’s head was nailed on the Muslim school’s door. Moreover, the 

other event against Muslim community can be noted. In August 2013 the restored minaret of the 

mosque in the village of Chela was dismantled by the local Georgian authorities.119 After the 

Georgian authorities decision to dismantle a mosque minaret, the incident in Chela village 

provoked tensions between the Christians and Muslims.120 After the discussions and the minaret 
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of the mosque was put back up.121 In addition to this, there are disputes between the religious 

communities in Georgia about the religious buildings. As the Report of the Conference on the 

freedom and belief in the region reports: “Another pending issue is the property restitution of 

disputed properties between the Georgian Orthodox Church and other denominations, 

confiscated during the Soviet period and never returned to their original owner. While the 

property rights of the Orthodox Church have mostly been restored, minority denominations are 

still experiencing problems in this regard. Though the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Roman 

Catholic Church, Judaism and synagogues, and Islam with mosques, have coexisted with 

Georgian Orthodoxy for centuries, the main concerns refer to the property related disputes.”122 

Furthermore, according to the Georgian Public Defender’s Office Report (2014) “the issue of 

ownership of the disputed religious buildings still remained problematic. Full intensity of the 

problem demonstrated itself in the village of Mokhe in the Adigeni Municipality, where the 

Adigeni Municipality took the decision to dismantle the mosque without involvement of the 

local Muslim community, which was followed by the protests of the population.”123 

 

The dispute between the Georgian government and the GOC about the reconstruction of the 

mosque in Batumi is another example of active Georgian Orthodox Church’s role in the state 

matters. The GOC and its leaders protested against the agreement between the Georgian 

government’s decision with the Turkish authorities about the Mosque’s restoration in the city of 

Batumi in Georgia.124 The Patriarch of Georgia referred that the state violated the Constitutional 

Agreement between the Georgia and the Georgian Orthodox Church. As Sophie Zviadadze 

comments, “In this case, the wave of protests stemmed out from the efforts of the Georgian 

Orthodox Church to be included in the decision making process related to such issues on the one 

hand, and echoed the religious-nationalist-radical tendencies gaining momentum in the broader 
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Georgian public, on the other.”125 Moreover, the Muslims in Batumi do not have where to pray 

therefore the permission to build a new mosque’s was asked by the local Muslim community.126 

However, the request was met with a lot of negative opinions from the local Georgians and the 

clergymen.127 Therefore the question of the new mosque’s building in Batumi is still 

uncertain.128 

 

Assessing the given examples it can be argued that the Church’s stance about the religious 

minorities’ rights encourages violence and hatred in Georgian society. Moreover, as looking at 

the events and religious minority rights violations, the government does not apply or either does 

not have the right mechanisms to protect religious minorities. Thus GOC is has a monopoly of 

power in Georgia which has the force of mobilizing masses. One of the simple examples of 

Georgian Church’s importance being a part of the social realm and shaping the opinion of the 

society is the interviewed mother who said she was proud to help a local priest organize a 

demonstration against a local Jehovah's Witness community's plans for a temple. The Georgian 

Church tops a list of societal and national institutions that are most trusted by the public.129 As 

Sophie Zviadadze notes, religious pluralism is the biggest challenge to the Georgian Orthodox 

Church in the modern world.130 It can also be perceived as a threat to the national identity. 

 

4.2.6 GOC’s relations with Russia 

 

Also, the GOC position is close to the Russian Orthodox Church’s position. It is being discussed 

that Moscow might be using the church to spread the same anti-Western message in Georgia. 

However, The Georgian Orthodox Church denies being an instrument of Russia, saying the links 
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are historical. The links with Russia is one of the biggest threats to the country of Georgia. And 

the Church can be seen as not only as religious player with religious peace message, but as 

political player that support national claims.131 

 

As it is seen GOC is concerned not only about religious matters but also actively engages into 

the state matters. The Church leader speaks not only about the social and religious issues during 

his sermons and speeches, but Patriarch Ilia II periodically veers from spiritual advice to 

outspoken commentary about political events. Addressing thousands of worshippers at a Sunday 

service last month, Ilia II denounced a hoax news report on Georgian TV about a fake Russian 

military invasion. He called the controversial program, which spread panic throughout the 

population, a "crime against humanity." After Georgia lost a brief-but-bloody 2008 war with 

Russia, Ilia II was the highest ranking Georgian dignitary to meet face-to-face with Russian 

president Dmitry Medvedev in Moscow. In March 2008, Ilia II helped negotiate an end to a 

hunger strike led by opposition parties against the Georgian government.132 

 

4.2.7 Summary 

 

The second part of analysis aimed to analyze the church’s role in the society. The analysis shows 

that the GOC is an influential institution among Georgian society and is a part of social realm in 

Georgia. Since most of Georgian society trusts religious institution, the Patriarch’s opinion is one 

of the most important and influences the society’s views towards particular issue. Thus Georgian 

society follows religious leader’s position as its identity is built upon religion. Therefore 

Georgian Orthodox Church has a huge power of shaping the opinion of the Georgian society and 

is able to mobilize the society in regards to the state issues. It is true, that religion can enforce 

democratic values such as tolerance, human rights or encourage less violence or hatred in the 

society. However, as for Georgia’s case, the example of mobilizing the masses against peaceful 

demonstration for the Day of Homophobia on May 17th, 2013, leaves a lot of doubts that GOC at 
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least at present can be a positive force for democracy in Georgia. GOC is a powerful institution 

which encourages its traditional values in the country. Moreover, according to analyzed data, the 

Church stance about the religious minorities encourages violence and hatred in Georgian society. 

Therefore the GOC is a powerful institution in Georgia which has the force of mobilizing masses 

and it can use it against the state.  

 

Analyzed examples also illustrates that GOC is trying to engage in different public spheres in 

Georgia. It can be argued that the GOC has the power of monopoly and is able to create the 

opinion of the society. Therefore the Georgian case is a good example of how religion becomes 

public religion as it is discussed by Jose Casanova. 

 

Moreover, it supposes the fact that the Georgian Orthodox Church’s ideology is anti-modern 

where sacred and secular in Georgia has no distinction and its objective is to prevent open 

society building.133 The fact that religion and ethnic identity are closely intertwined has bolstered 

loyalty towards the Church, which has accumulated a substantial symbolic capital: the Georgian 

Patriarch, the Orthodox clergy, religious and national traditions are highly respected by a 

considerable number of Georgian citizens nowadays.134 One of the reasons is the high confidence 

of the society in the Church’s authority the Patriarch Ilia II. Thus the analyzed events and 

processes is a good illustration that the GOC is a part of formulating society’s opinion in 

Georgia. Therefore it makes the GOC powerful and influential institution in the country. 
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Conclusion 

The thesis examined two different ways of how the church and the state can interact. First of all 

the research discussed the actual practice of religious institution in relations to the state. The first 

part provides with the answer whether the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC) plays a direct 

institutionalized role in the state matters. The case of Georgia showed that the GOC is an active 

religious institution and seeks influence in the political matters of the state. Due to the GOC’s 

conservative policy and its loyalty to the traditional values it becomes hard for the GOC and 

religious leaders to accept the country’s modernization and democratization processes. The 

ongoing tendencies of the church - state relations are rather linked to the disagreements between 

the two entities. At the same time the relationship between the state and the church creates 

tensions in the society. 

 

The first part of the analysis illustrates recent events and processes in Georgia that lead to the 

disputes between the State and the Church. The confrontation between the two entities occurs 

mainly in the issues where the GOC’s traditional values clashes with the state’s democratization 

policy. 

 

The other dimension of how the Church and the state interact was analyzed from religion’s role 

in relation to the social sphere in Georgia. Since the goal of the thesis was to examine the 

relationship between the two entities in connection to democracy, the second part of the analysis 

discussed the question of how the Georgian Orthodox Church is perceived within the Georgian 

society and what is society’s opinion towards the role of religious institution. First of all, the 

analysis shows that religion plays an important role for the Georgian society since the identity is 

build upon religion in Georgia. Moreover, the tendency of religious upheaval can be traced in 

contemporary Georgia. As it is discussed in the analysis, today’s Georgia is a country with a high 

level of religiosity where around 90% of population belongs to the Georgian Orthodox faith. The 

rising role of religion is taking the characteristics of public religion concept and religion is 

becoming a part of public discourse in Georgia. The GOC is aware of its popularity and ability to 

influence public opinion. The positive role of the GOC in Georgia can be seen from its ability to 

act as a mediator between the state and society in order to calm down political tensions. 
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However, closely interlinked relations between the church and the state create controversy 

among the two institutions in Georgia. 

 

The research analysis identifies the active role of the Church in political as well as social life of 

the country. According to the second part of analysis, the other reason of the GOC’s influential 

role in the society, besides the high level of religiousness, is the popularity of religious authority 

Patriarch Ilia II. Moreover, the increased influence of the Church is seen in different spheres of 

public life. These facts illustrate that the Church has an influential power to mobilize the society. 

Thus the GOC is an important part of the social realm in Georgia. 

 

The Church in Georgia also acts as a mediator between the state and the society. However, the 

analyzed events and processes show that the Church’s position towards pro-Western state’s 

policy is rather negative. Therefore the examined case of Georgia gives the answer to the 

problem of the thesis - whether religion can reinforce democracy in today’s Georgia. According 

to the theoretical premises used in the thesis, religion and secular in today’s world has acquired 

new meanings and religion can be a positive force for the democratic processes in the country. 

However, the chosen case of Georgia shows that although Church is influential institution within 

the state as well as society, it does not play a positive role towards democratization of the 

country and cannot reinforce democracy in the country. Mostly because of the GOC’s 

conservative position which clashes with the more liberal policy of the state. 

 

In addition to this, the society is rather linked to acquire Georgian Orthodox Church’s traditional 

attitude since the GOC is the most trusted institution in the country. However, due to the 

government’s pro-Western policy there are positive developments towards democratization in 

the country, such as increased public awareness in human rights issues. Although the positive 

developments the Georgian Orthodox Church remains the most trusted institution in the country. 

Moreover, the Church’s loyalty to the state decreased due to the government’s secular policy. 

The fact creates the conflict between the two entities. At the same time the state tries to keep the 

good relations with the Church and its authorities by creating the space for religious institution 

and its authorities to have a direct say in matters of the state. Therefore religion remains a source 

of legitimacy for Georgian politicians. 
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The analysis part also shows that besides the fact that the developing countries experience 

political transformation, the religious transformation in the country is also necessary as 

democratization requires the changes in the political system as well as it means a different set of 

values. However, the clash between the traditional and modern values is still visible in today’s 

Georgia. Although democratic values gain more importance in the society of Georgia, the 

Church’s influence remains. Moreover, if the Church’s influence in Georgia would lead to the 

greater support for the democracy in the country, the country’s case can be assumed as a 

challenge for the secularization theories. Also, it would be supportive to Francis Fukuyama’s 

ideas that one of the democratic society’s elements is religion. However, for now Georgia 

contradicts Francis Fukuyama’s theory as he says that democratic institutions have to promote 

pluralism, security and enforce tolerance in the countries. Today’s Georgia has problems with 

human rights, especially within equality issues and religious minorities. Thus the democratic 

principle of freedom and pluralism in the society is being weakened by the active role and 

influence of the GOC. Also, it is noteworthy that the Georgian Orthodox Church’s active 

position in the matters of the state creates close relationship between the state and the church. 

However, according to the democratic principle the two institutions should act independently 

from each other and focus on their specific areas as not to contradict the principle of the secular 

state. The specific case of Georgia illustrates an example where the two entities are strongly 

interlinked with each other. The close relationship challenges both institutions and discourages 

the further processes of political as well as social developments in the country. 
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