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Foreword

This book, written by a sociologist and a historian, is an enlightening
read, a well written read, and above all else, a necessary read. It is
necessary because it helps us understand the deep-rooted challenges
that democracy has faced in Georgia since independence in 1991. The
book is theoretically rich; it incorporates concepts and ideas developed
by Western scholars since Emile Durkheim and Max Weber on social
integration, social order and social cohesion. It places Georgia in both a
historical and comparative context and drills down into the psychology
and social structures that sustain community and collaboration among
citizens living in democracies.

This book highlights the persistent patterns in Georgian society
that despite repeated “democratic breakthroughs” in the post-Soviet
period, have stymied the development of a cohesive and sustainable
democracy. The authors, building on studies by Western and Georgian
scholars such as Ghia Nodia, Barbara Christophe, Florian Miihlfried,
and Gia Tarkhan Mouravi, examine the roots of the lasting political and
social fragmentation that has characterized modern Georgian society,
shaped by the longue durée of Soviet power and its capitalist neo-liberal
successor. Since Georgia’s independence, such social fragmentation has
been exacerbated by unrelenting political polarization.

The central focus of the book is social cohesion, a complex concept
that emphasizes the interconnections at the civic (or popular) level between
identity, trust, culture, community, and the state’s governing institutions.
Throughout the book, the authors emphasize the vital relationship between
social cohesion and democracy. Social cohesion, they argue, is based on the
principles of “generalized social trust, reciprocity and solidarity,” and forms
the “building block” of a democratic society.” (p.6) Low social cohesion, it

follows, undermines the prospects for democratic consolidation.
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The authors examine the multiple and, in some cases, unique factors
that shape Georgias own experience with social cohesion. The book
avoids abstract modelling; it contextualizes Georgian society socially,
demographically, and geographically; it anchors its analysis in Georgia’s own
historical experience; it collects both qualitative and quantitative data on
popular attitudes in the capital and regions (especially in Georgia’s smaller
provincial towns) and it provides a comparative analysis with neighboring
states and societies in Central and Eastern Europe. The book presents an
important multidisciplinary study for Western scholars on why democratic
institutions, apparently functional, are yet so fragile. It tells us specifically
about the social and economic conditions of post-Soviet states like Georgia
and helps us understand patterns that determine why some democracies
have thrived (Estonia) and others (Georgia) have not.

In many ways, Georgia is the ideal case study of emerging democracies
in the post-Soviet space, one that illustrates the contradictions between
the strategies of democracy building and the reality encountered and
practiced by its citizens. The tension between formal democracy and
informal practices has, in Georgia’s case, been a decisive variable in the
popular struggle to establish accountable governance. Whether it was
state socialism or an economically polarizing capitalism, Georgian state
and economic structures have never been able to overcome the sense
of exclusion, inequality and absence of control felt by its citizens. The
Georgian state has always been segregated from its own citizens and the
popular ideals of social solidarity, reciprocity and trust which underpin the
common democratic enterprise have, as the authors show, remained weak
and fragmented.

One explanation for this, illustrated by the data in chapters 5 and 6 and
convincingly argued by the authors, is the difference between primary and
secondary networks of community in Georgian society. Social cohesion
is ubiquitous in Georgian social communities, but it is fragmented, often
focused on kin, geography, business clans or ethnic identity. It rarely extends

to cooperation or bonding between and across social communities on a
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national scale. In many ways this limited from of social cohesion is a natural
reaction to state structures that cannot be trusted, but the authors underline
the cost such narrowly focused personal, family or group loyalties can do
to the common and inclusive values that are needed to hold democracies
together. The authors argue that Georgia’s “formally oriented” type of social
cohesion in reality translates into passivity, limited political engagement,
and low participation in civic activities. This is reflected in much of the
data presented by the authors, though the mass demonstrations in Thbilisi
in 2024-25 suggest attitudes toward the unaccountability of power are
changing.

The book, of course, raises the question as to how Georgia’s citizens
can be encouraged to participate and engage with Georgian governments
and political parties which maintain only limited accountability at election
time. The authors do not have the answer — the book is an academic study
rather than a platform — but it examines the issue, provides the data, and
outlines the challenges for citizens who wish to live in a democratic state.
This is an important contribution to the scholarly literature on democracy

building.

Stephen E. Jones

Founder and former Director of the Program on Georgian Studies,
Harvard University

Professor of Modern Georgian History, Ilia State University.
Ambherst, Massachusetts.

November 2, 2025
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This book offers the first comprehensive analysis of social cohesion
in contemporary Georgia, situating the concept within the country’s
ongoing socio-cultural and political transformations. Drawing on a
mixed-methods research design that combines nationwide survey
data with in-depth qualitative research, it examines how social cohe-
sion is experienced and articulated across national, urban, and
regional contexts, and how it is shaped by key socio-demographic
factors.

By integrating quantitative patterns with in-depth qualitative
insights, the book illuminates both the structural dimensions and
lived realities of social cohesion at individual and community levels.
A comparative regional analysis reveals distinctive local trajectories,
highlighting the diverse development and context-specific forms of
cohesion across Georgian society. A historical case study further
enriches the analysis by tracing the cultural meanings and social
foundations of cohesion from the sixteenth century onward, offering
a critical perspective on its contemporary manifestations.
Addressing a significant gap in existing scholarship, this volume
makes an important contribution to debates on social cohesion,
post-Soviet transformation, and social dynamics in the region. It will
be of interest to scholars, policymakers, and practitioners.

ANA KIRVALIDZE is an Associate Professor of Sociology at Ilia
State University, Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Tbilisi, Georgia.

OLIVER REISNER is Professor of European and Caucasian Studies

at Ilia State University, Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Thbilisi, Georgia.
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