Teka Komisji Prawniczej PAN Oddziat w Lublinie
vol. XIX, 2026, no. 1, pp. 453-474
https://doi.org/10.32084/tkp.10724

CHURCH-STATE RELATIONS IN GEORGIA
AND ARMENIA AND THE IMPACT
OF THIS RELATIONSHIP ON THE PROCESS
OF DEMOCRATIZATION

Prof. Dr. Vaja Vardidze

The John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin, Poland
Sulkhan-Saba Orbeliani University, Georgia
e-mail: v.vardidze@sabauni.edu.ge; https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6933-440X

Abstract. The aim of the present article is to compare church-state relations in Geor-
gia and Armenia and to demonstrate the influence of this relationship upon the process
of democratisation. To this end, the article identifies seven principal spheres of public
life in which these relationships manifest themselves. These spheres are: 1) the legislative
framework; 2) the political-cultural environment; 3) the educational policy of the churches;
4) the context of religious consciousness and cultural identity markers; 5) social and civic
activism; 6) foreign policy orientation as a force of normative attraction; and 7) the influ-
ence of the diaspora as a determining factor of internal social pluralism. Beyond demon-
strating the similarities and differences between the processes unfolding in the two coun-
tries, the article also specifies the positive and negative dimensions deriving from these
relationships upon the process of democratisation — a process characterised by non-lin-
earity and encountering constant resistance. However, notwithstanding the ambiguous
and complex character of the democratisation process in both countries, it is not steri-
ly demarcated from the other, and by virtue of their immediate geographical proximity
and cultural-social affinity they exert mutual influence upon one another. It is for this
reason that, on the basis of the present analysis, the article endeavours to demonstrate
wherein the factor of mutual influence resides and where it may be discerned.
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INTRODUCTION

In politological discourse concerning the diffusion of democracy or au-
tocracy, frequent reference is made to the mutual influence of political pro-
cesses at the regional and global scales. Notwithstanding the fact that every
political and cultural unit develops according to its own internal logic, geo-
graphical proximity and cultural-social similarity exert considerable influ-
ence on the vector of political processes [Huntington 1991; Rogers 2003].
In this regard, the political processes unfolding in the Caucasus are of par-
ticular interest. The region finds itself, in many respects, in a transitional

ISSN 1899-7694
e-ISSN 2719-7379 BY


https://doi.org/10.32084/tkp.10724
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6933-440X

454 VAJA VARDIDZE

period, and despite two centuries of shared history - encompassing the oc-
cupation of both countries by Russia and their struggle against Russification,
the terror of Soviet atheism and the concomitant battle for the preservation
of national and cultural identity, as well as the common Soviet economic
and political space and the culture of institutional dependence it engendered
- Georgia and Armenia have, following the attainment of independence,
pursued divergent political dynamics, manifest both in their respective geo-
political orientations and in the differing amplitude of their domestic politi-
cal processes. Whereas following the attainment of independence Armenian
foreign policy exhibited a vertical (North-South) vector, and Georgia a hor-
izontal (East-West) one, this picture has undergone a significant transfor-
mation over the past several years, in the aftermath of the Karabakh War.
Armenia has reoriented its strategic emphasis toward the West, while Geor-
gia, following the ascent of ‘Georgian Dream’ to power, has shifted its ori-
entation northward. In such circumstances, if we nonetheless maintain that
geography is not merely geography in the purely physical sense, but rather
possesses a ‘contagious’ character, it becomes pertinent to examine in what
precisely this contagion manifests itself, what the similarities and diver-
gences between these processes are, and what bearing all of the foregoing
has on the formation of democratic consciousness.

1. THE LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK

The fundamental legislative documents of both countries emphasise
the principle of separation between church and state. Both states conceive
of themselves as secular, and recognise freedom of belief and conscience.
However, the constitutions of both countries foreground the special role
of the church in the process of formation of national identity, culture,
and statehood (cf. Constitution of the Republic of Armenia, Article 18; Con-
stitution of the Republic of Georgia, Article 8). Whereas the Constitution
of Armenia explicitly delineates the special and exclusive position of the
church in Article 18, in Georgia it is by means of a Constitutional Agree-
ment of 14 October 2002 - a Concordat — that the privileged status of the
Georgian Orthodox Church is determined. Whereas in Armenia freedom
of belief and confession is regulated by a dedicated law on religion (cf. Law
on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations 1991), no such
separate law on religion exists in Georgia. In 2002, a constitutional agree-
ment was concluded between the state and the Orthodox Church, which
was intended to govern all spheres of this relationship [Gegenava 2020].
The relationship with other religious organisations and denominations - in-
cluding the matter of registration itself — is governed by the Law on Legal
Entities of Public Law, under which religious groups may function either
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as non-entrepreneurial (non-commercial) legal entities or as non-govern-
mental organisations (cf. Law on Amendments to the Civil Code of Georgia
2011). On the one hand, this arrangement expands their operational space;
however, on the other hand, such a solution divests religious groupings of the
character of public good that distinguishes them from secular organisations.
This, in turn, signifies the placement of other religious organisations within
a different regulatory regime from that of the Orthodox Church, and the
ceding of the religious space exclusively to the latter. Through this differ-
ential regulatory regime, the state de facto legitimises not only the rights
and obligations assumed by the church vis-a-vis the state, but also the place-
ment of the church in a position of privilege — as a consequence of which
the observance of the principles of impartiality and neutrality on the part
of the state becomes considerably more difficult. While direct discrimina-
tion may not always be at issue, the possibility of indirect discrimination
is a matter of fact. This is most clearly manifest in the question of state sub-
sidisation of religious groups, whereby not all congregations benefit equally
from tax exemptions or financial concessions.

Neither Georgia’s constitutional agreement (concordat)! nor Armenia’s
Law on Religion of 1991 is fully refined in legal terms or democratically
resolved [Krol-Mazur 2019], insofar as both foundational documents leave
certain ambiguities and inconsistencies [Metreveli 2022, 254-312; Gegena-
va 2018b; Danielyan, Vardanyan, and Avtandilyan 2009, 40-41]. The issue
concerns not only terminological clarity and clearly defined rights and ob-
ligations, but also the internal coherence and consistency of the legislative
framework as a whole. In order to address this problem, a Concordat Im-
plementation Commission was established in Georgia - a body that has
not distinguished itself by its activity in resolving the range of outstanding
issues enshrined in the concordat. Equally, in Armenian society a process
is underway - with considerable difficulty - surrounding the reform of the
law on religion, as it encounters resistance on the part of the Armenian Ap-
ostolic Church. Notwithstanding the fact that the 1991 law remains in force,
recent reform proposals have sought to better regulate the status of minority
religious communities. However, to date no comprehensive amendment has
been adopted. Accordingly, in practice, the original text remains operative
- with subsequent modifications - rather than being replaced by an entire-
ly new legislative instrument [Krol-Mazur 2021, 230-60; Zviadadze 2015].
Both apostolic churches endeavour to preserve the privileged position at-
tained in the 1990s and to maintain the legal status quo.

In such circumstances, the implementation of legislation at the practi-
cal level gives rise to numerous contradictions (2023 Report on International

1 To see how problematic this document is in terms of legal issues and political fairness, read
Gegenava 2018b.
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Religious Freedom: Armenia and Georgia). Minorities frequently encounter
discrimination, finding themselves confronted with inconsistent legal pro-
tection and restricted access to property and public space [Gavtadze 2024].?
Both states confer special privileges upon their national churches in such
domains as tax exemption, access to educational institutions and media, the
restitution of property confiscated during the Soviet period, the functioning
of penitentiary and chaplaincy institutions, the registration of religious mar-
riages, and the administration of historical heritage and ecclesiastical build-
ings. Other religious organisations have restricted access to the same rights.?

With the aim of regulating relations with religious groups, the Georgian
government established the State Agency for Religious Issues in 2014, whose
activities are shaped under the shadow of the constitutional agreement.
A comparable agency also existed within the structure of the Armenian
government, which was subsequently dissolved. It is true that, as a result
of considerable criticism and public pressure regarding the state’s financing
of the Orthodox Church alone under the rubric of restitution for religious
communities damaged by the Soviet system, the government resolved to ex-
tend the Soviet-era restitution law and to provide funding to four traditional
denominations as well — namely, the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Cath-
olic Church, the Jewish synagogue community, and the Muslim community.
However, this measure nonetheless failed to establish the principle of uni-
versal justice, insofar as Protestant churches and other religious groups re-
main excluded from state support programmes.*

Beyond the fact that the legislative frameworks of both countries require
further consolidation, the context that shapes the law merits attention, in-
sofar as it is governed not only by certain ideational, logical, and system-
ic calculations, but equally encompasses the factor of moral consciousness,
which gives effect to the spirit of the law. Given that in Armenia the Ar-
menian Apostolic Church accounts for 94% of the population, and in the
case of Georgia 84%, the dictate of the majority not only diminishes the
possibility of resonance in instances of legal violation, but equally produc-
es the devaluation of the ‘unwritten rules’ operative in every society — ul-
timately engendering an environment of societal polarisation and struggle
for self-preservation. This factor is so determinative for the democratic
order that the legislative framework alone cannot guarantee the principle

2 See https://iwpr.net/global-voices/armenian-religious-minorities-complain-discrimination
[accessed: 08.04.2026].

3 See https://iwpr.net/global-voices/armenian-church-tax-relief-controversy [accessed: 08.04.2026].

4 An additional instrument of leverage over religious groups is constituted by the Law
on Transparency of Foreign Influence, adopted in 2024, which has further deteriorated
the situation of religious minorities, insofar as this law directly generates manifest risks
of interference with freedom of religion [Metreveli 2024].
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of justice. Legislative regulation must secure that juridical dimension which
ought not to be assessed exclusively from the position of the dominant actor.
In the mechanism of defence against the dictate of the majority, the church
ought to be engaged not only on the basis of Christian moral and faith prin-
ciples in favour of the marginalised, but also from the perspective of a cre-
ative vision of just legislation. It is therefore important that, beyond legis-
lative regulation, the church presents itself in the democratic process as an
informal authority that strengthens the moral immunity of society and con-
fers legitimacy upon democratic values — as well as upon the rule of law
— in the name of both the people and of God. The state cannot guarantee
the moral order. A legal order devoid of moral orientation may, in turn, de-
generate into tyranny. The church is capable of offering society those val-
ues that will expand the possibilities of its peaceful coexistence. Ultimately,
a well-functioning legislative framework will afford religious communities
greater inviolability and a more secure foundation for action. So long as the
law remains internally inconsistent and fails to eliminate all space for ambi-
guity, the state will encounter difficulty in fulfilling its democratic objectives
and integrating religious diversity — since there will always arise the tempta-
tion for institutional actors to seek the consolidation of their own position
at the expense of legislative vagueness.

Conclusion 1: The existing legal order does not strengthen the practical
realisation of democracy, which ought to guarantee justice and equality be-
fore the law. Accordingly, the churches exploit these lacunae. However, on
the other hand, they nonetheless contribute indirectly and positively to the
moral enforcement of the unwritten law - the quality of which is experienc-
ing instability in a society marked by the tragedy of totalitarianism and war.
Irrespective of political positioning, the proclamation of justice, forgiveness,
love, and freedom within society constitutes a precondition for a healthy so-
ciety, which finds its development through the sharing of experience and the
process of competition among its constituent actors. The extent to which the
churches remain faithful to their own proclamation and teaching is a matter
of ecclesial identity, one that requires theological analysis and does not posi-
tion itself within the legislative framework.

2. THE POLITICAL INSTRUMENTALISATION OF THE CHURCH
AND SOCIO-CULTURAL DOMINATION

From the 1990s onwards, both churches were afforded a broad operational
space, facilitated not only by legislative freedom but also by the socio-political
processes that defined both countries — processes characterised by the con-
duct of wars, economic crises, mass impoverishment, political confrontation,
and the renewed search for national and cultural identity. The significance



458 VAJA VARDIDZE

of religion in both countries increased so substantially from this period
onwards that every political force came to regard its relationship with the
church as a source for the augmentation of its own political dividends. On
the other hand, political rulers themselves contributed to this strengthening,
insofar as they — confronted, on the one hand, by the permanent fear of war
and, on the other, by the necessity of providing certain moral and ideological
orientation within society - perceived the church as a mainstay of national
unity and stability. At this time, political systems were so weak that they also
invoked the church in order to consolidate their own legitimacy.

Against this backdrop, financial and material state support for the church
increased, as a consequence of which, over the course of the past three de-
cades, the property holdings, infrastructure, and number of clergy of both
churches have grown considerably. With emphasis on historical cultural her-
itage, the construction of ecclesiastical and educational centres, the resto-
ration of monasteries, and the development of infrastructure commenced.
In both countries, heads of state demonstrably cultivated a conspicuous
proximity to their respective patriarchs.” Local bishops, too, frequently pre-
sented themselves in the manner of protectors reminiscent of the medieval
‘ecclesiastical-feudal order’ [Gardman 2011].

Such valorisation of the churches did not go unanswered on the part
of the patriarchates, and the accompaniment of religious officialdom at the
inauguration ceremonies of heads of state — and its frequent protocolar ritu-
alisation — came to be presented as a natural and self-evident given. In both
countries, the church conceives of itself as, in effect, an additional source
of legitimation for the state. Accordingly, the mutual influences of church
and state exceed the boundaries of merely legal cooperation [Tchilingirian
2007], and their mutual assistance frequently encompasses the coercion
of goodwill as well (“Church Leaders”)®. The result has been the mutual ex-
ploitation of state and church [cf. Nazaretyan and Dermoyan 2025; Yegavian
2026; Chitanava 2015; Blauvelt and Berglund 2016].

Documented instances of corruption, and growing criticism directed
at the church’s narrow business interests and moral inconsistency, have ren-
dered the church no longer an inviolable institution. In both countries, the
church’s pedestal as a moral and ideological authority — which was previ-
ously perceived more as an advance credit of public trust — has been de-
stabilized. It is for this reason that Prime Minister Pashinyan’s open con-
frontation with the Catholicos in Armenia finds considerably greater public

5 President Shevardnadze was indeed baptised by the hand of the Patriarch and took the name
Giorgi. Armenians president Ter-Petrosyan, for his part, directly extended patronage to both
Catholicoi - Vazgen I and Garegin I. Cf. Petrosian 2017a.

6 See https://asbarez.com/church-leaders-decry-government-role-in-catholicos-elections/
[accessed: 08.04.2026].
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resonance than would have been conceivable even five or ten years ago
[Nazaretyan and Dermoyan 2025]. This confrontation — as was equally the
case during Saakashvili’s presidency in Georgia - reveals a deeper struc-
tural problem in the mutual relationship between church and state, rather
than constituting a matter of personal sympathies or antipathies at the in-
dividual level. What emerges here is that the greater the state’s endeavour
to reform and modernise society, the more the relationship between church
and state becomes strained - insofar as the church is unwilling to relinquish
its privileged status quo. A latent, though not overt, tension between church
and state existed in Georgia during Saakashvili’s presidency as well; howev-
er, both parties endeavoured to avoid allowing this tension to assume the
character of a declared and open confrontation [cf. Gérecki 2020]. Saakash-
vili attempted to overcome this problem through the bestowal of gifts upon
bishops and by increasing state funding to the church - a strategy that ul-
timately failed to yield the desired results. The church’s contribution to the
outcome of the 2012 elections, in the defeat of Saakashvili’s party, proved
to be a factor of considerable significance [Chitanava 2016].

It must be noted here that the churches’ distrust of reforms is not ex-
plained exclusively by the fear of losing their privileged status quo. Proceed-
ing from a conservative understanding of faith, traditionalist and nationalist
groups predominate within the church, whose natural inclination toward
loyalty and tolerance of the state leads them to perceive external actors’ in-
volvement in the country’s affairs within the democratic process as interfer-
ence. In this they perceive their own vulnerability, and consequently regard
any deviation from the existing status quo as a betrayal of the traditional
order. Their reactive posture shifts into a defensive mode, one that can no
longer accommodate the loss of the paternalistic relationship with the state,
and experiences political pluralism as a dissolution of national unity.

A certain latent competition between church and state is also histori-
cally conditioned [cf. Corley 2025; Gurchiani 2022]. Whereas during the
Soviet period we observe the complete subordination of the church to the
state, following the attainment of independence the church sensed its own
strength and demonstrably emancipated itself from dictation, acquiring the
weight of a political subject. This facilitated a certain capacity for negotiation
with the state, which ultimately evolved into a mutual politics of ‘hand-wash-
ing. However, public criticism impels both parties toward the taking of cer-
tain steps. Dialogues are frequently initiated or commissions established,
mandated to regulate the outstanding issues between church and state. Yet,
so long as the matter does not reach the point of genuine reform, a substan-
tive breakthrough remains in neither party’s interest — since in an informal
and legally frequently opaque situation, the redemption of one’s own interests
is considerably more easily accomplished. A telling illustration of this is the
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Commission for the Facilitation of Concordat Implementation in Georgia,
which has de facto improved nothing in this regard.” This ambiguity brought
the church to a condition in which power exercised by the state — particular-
ly in Georgia - in an effective and frequently unlawful manner reduced the
church’s autonomy and partially subordinated it once again to the state ap-
paratus. Through covert surveillance and legislative blackmail® [Targamadze
2021], the Georgian church reverted to a model of subordination to the state,
approximating the model prevalent in the Russian Federation.’

Conclusion 2. So long as the deformed relationship of mutual depen-
dence between church and state — conditioned by the historical legacy of the
Soviet period and the Middle Ages - remains unchanged, and genuine inde-
pendence is not guaranteed to both subjects, such a relationship will perpet-
ually carry negative potential and weaken both institutions in the fulfilment
of their respective missions. However, while this admittedly entails a vio-
lation of the autonomy of the subjects and the delineation of competenc-
es, even in conditions of weak political opposition the unilateral and unac-
countable dictate of the state has been shaken.

3. THE EDUCATIONAL POLICY OF THE CHURCHES

Whereas during the Soviet period it was impossible to obtain theologi-
cal and liberal education without communist indoctrination, from the 1990s
onwards no radical changes have been implemented in the churchs ap-
proach to education. It is true that the ideology of atheism was never, even
in its own time, a persuasive or clarity-conferring orientation; nonetheless,
it left behind the paradigms of Soviet education in the structure of thought.
This was reflected in the contemporary state of ecclesiastical education
in both countries - in the atheist interpretation of religion and in an eclec-
tic practice laden with pagan elements of Christianity. This finds expression
in the fact that the religious Marxist interpretation — formed over decades
on the one hand as a cultural addendum - and on the other the secu-
lar fusion of Christian and national narratives, found their most effective

7 In 2002, the so-called Concordat Commission was established - a mixed commission
composed of representatives of the state and the Orthodox Church, mandated to oversee
the implementation and interpretation of the Constitutional Agreement (Concordat)
and to resolve current outstanding matters pertaining to its perfection. However, it has de
facto never functioned at all, see https://kvira.ge/25445 [accessed: 08.04.2026]. Commissions
of a similar character have been numerous.

8 See https://batumelebi.netgazeti.ge/news/471670/ [accessed: 08.04.2026].

9 It must be noted here, however, that unlike Russia, the church in Georgia enjoys considerably
greater influence and a higher degree of autonomy - though its ideological and political
service to the state nonetheless recalls the model of Byzantine caesaropapism.
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manifestation from the 1990s onwards. This accounts for the synthesis of re-
ligiosity and secularism that defines the formation of nationalist ideology.

It is true that following the attainment of independence the num-
ber of clergy increased, ecclesiastical educational institutions were opened
and expanded, and the churches became more extensively involved in ed-
ucational processes; however, the problem of the significant outflow of the
educated population into emigration — a consequence of the socio-political
processes of both countries — affected the churches as well. This has deter-
mined that in neither country have adequate conditions been formed for
changing the existing paradigm of Church-state relations. The primary at-
tention of both churches is directed toward liturgical-ritual observance,
and religiosity is cultivated more at an instinctive level than subjected to re-
flective cognitive discourse. It is true that the churches of both countries de-
vote considerable attention to the study of national history and traditions;"
however, their primary objective remains concentrated upon the monopoli-
sation of national narratives and institutional consolidation.

Both churches have a well-developed awareness of their responsibility to-
ward their respective countries and endeavour, through various non-govern-
mental and educational institutions, to make their contribution to national
development. Such a positive role on the part of the churches creates precon-
ditions for diversity; however, the ambition to comprehensively encompass
and control this diversity is conspicuous in both cases. They seek not only
to be cultural dominants within society - to which end they effect the
equation of ethnicity with ecclesial belonging — but also to hold a primary
and decisive voice in the educational and academic space. Whereas in Geor-
gia the church endeavours to exercise this voice through the establishment
of its own schools and universities, the Armenian church from the outset
sought to penetrate state institutions', so that its history and culture would
be established as compulsory instruction in schools and that clergy would
teach subjects mandatory for all - something that in Georgia has hitherto
proved unachievable due to societal resistance. However, following the shift
in political processes, the approach to the question of school instruction
changed in both countries. Whereas the Pashinyan government - despite

10 See https://hyetert.org/2020/09/11/catholicos-armenian-church-history-should-remain-
compulsory-in-school/ [accessed: 08.04.2026].

The Faculty of Theology at Yerevan State University was established in 1995. Its establishment
predated equivalent developments in Georgia, where theological education remained
primarily confined to the Georgian Orthodox Church’s own ecclesiastical institutions - the
Thilisi Theological Academy and Seminary - rather than being formally integrated into the
state university system. The comparative timing and institutional modality of theological
education’s introduction into the two countries’ higher education systems constitutes
a concrete empirical indicator of the differing strategies of ecclesial educational penetration.

1


https://hyetert.org/2020/09/11/catholicos-armenian-church-history-should-remain-compulsory-in-school/
https://hyetert.org/2020/09/11/catholicos-armenian-church-history-should-remain-compulsory-in-school/

462 VAJA VARDIDZE

opposition — removed the teaching of church history from the school cur-
riculum as a discrete subject and integrated it into Armenian history, social
sciences, and world history [Nazaretyan and Dermoyan 2025], in Georgia,
under the influence of the Georgian Orthodox Church, the government has
decided to train clergy to be admitted to schools as teachers of religion. This
would constitute, to a certain degree, yet another step backward in demo-
cratic backsliding, insofar as the idea of separation between church and state
is violated and religious practice penetrates secular educational institutions
as well.”? In effect, through the cultivation of nationalist ideology and the
invocation of the need for faith, the consolidation of a dominant position on
the part of both state and church is intended. In such circumstances, schools
would in effect become open spaces for the propagation of religious nation-
alism and governing ideologies. A problem of the political systems of both
countries is that governing parties and the church identify themselves ei-
ther with the state or conceive of themselves as standing above it,"” thereby
excluding other social and political actors from the process of governance
to the greatest extent possible.™*

Conclusion 3. The churches of both countries regard themselves
as the sole supra-partisan guardian of truth and national values. However,
if through education there is no such orientation of values and self-critical
assessment and appreciation of both one’s own and others’ freedom, such an
institution can never serve as a foundation for development and an inter-
cessor of the horizon of salvation. It is true that the promotion of education
and the sharing of knowledge opens an operational space for the churches;
however, the privatisation of this possibility exclusively for themselves de-
prives the country of the experience of diversity and the formation of a cul-
ture of tolerance.

4. RELIGIOUS CONSCIOUSNESS AND CULTURAL IDENTITY
MARKERS

Beyond the Christian heritage, the formation of the contemporary reli-
gious consciousness and cultural identity markers of both countries was
substantially shaped by the paradigms imposed during the period of the
Russian Empire and subsequently the Soviet Union - frameworks within
which both nations were compelled to struggle for the preservation of their

12 About the current situation in this regard Tabatadze 2018.

13 The Armenian Church is often referred to as a “supra-national institution” guided by national
and state interests. See https://armenpress.am/en/article/1041674 [accessed: 08.04.2026].

14 With the one-party Soviet experience, the political culture, especially in Georgia,
is dominated by an approach embodied in ‘winner-takes-all’ logic. See https://www.files.ethz.
ch/isn/46047/189_georgia_sliding_towards_authoritarianism.pdf [accessed: 08.04.2026].
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distinctive selthood. Following the complete expulsion of religion from the
public sphere in the 1920s and 1930s, the institutionalisation of faith found
its vital space within the individual and familial environment [cf. Dragadze
1993]. As a result, when faith found public expression, assumed a necessarily
informal character, while the institutional framework of theological and reli-
gious formation was entirely dismantled. Following the Second World War,
the policy toward the church softened across the entire Soviet space, and Sta-
lin resolved to utilise ecclesiastical institutions in the international arena [cf.
Lursmanashvili 2021a]. For this purpose, the Armenian Apostolic Church
was particularly advantageous to him, since with the assistance of its ex-
tensive diaspora it was better positioned to present itself on the interna-
tional stage as an exemplar of freedom of faith and religious tolerance. As
a result of the Soviet national policy known as ‘korenizatsiia® (‘nativisation’)"®
and the expansion of religious freedom, processes developed in both Georgia
and Armenia that may be characterised as the secularisation/de-sacralisation
of Christianity and the sacralisation of the nation [Zenderowski 2011, 93-
94; Agadjanian 2015, 22-23; Reisner 2015; Kekelia et al. 2013]. This process
was, of course, also substantially conditioned by the many centuries of medi-
eval tradition - encompassing the messianic idea and the concept of the elect
nation, and the sacralisation of language — which withstood the great cata-
clysms of the Islamic incursions and survived in transformed form under the
Soviet period. This transformation ultimately found expression in the twen-
tieth century in the mutual interpenetration of religious and national nar-
ratives and in their secularised form.' This determined that upon the very
attainment of independence, both nations elevated Christianity — informally,
yet almost to the level of a state ideology - a development that in the subse-
quent period, continuing to the present day, undergoes constant subliminal
revision [Nodia and Schrapel 2021]. The formation of democratic conscious-
ness also develops within this cultural and religious context — one that, from
the outset, was characterised neither by a radically rejecting nor by an entire-
ly healthy environment, yet which, in the process of the inner fermentation
of society, gradually endeavours to find greater persuasiveness and clarity.
The more free a society is and oriented toward reform and renewal, the more
firmly democratic processes are consolidated. It is evident that, as noted
in the introduction, democracy also constitutes a certain cultural phenom-
enon and requires cultural and religious incorporation. Democracy is the
realisation of the communal and political coexistence of experience, which

15 In each of the republics, the development of nationalism and forms of national culture
served the creation of a ‘supportive’ emotional foundation for the supranational unity of the
Soviet Union.

16 This is religious ethno-nationalism, where Georgian means an Orthodox Christian,
and Armenian means a member of the Armenian Apostolic Church. On this topic:
Antonyan 2011; Zedania 2011; Jawad and Reisner 2013].
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creates an order oriented toward the individual and the common good, es-
tablishes a framework of freedom and equality, and regulates the possibilities
of coexistence. It must be noted, however, that in this regard divergent trajec-
tories are developing in Georgia and Armenia. Whereas in Armenia reform-
ist forces came to power and the question of Church-state relations gradually
came to the foreground of public deliberation, in Georgia the reformist pro-
cesses of the Saakashvili era were overtaken by an anti-reformist wave, which
reduced the Church-state relationship once again to a regime of mutual ex-
ploitation and displaced it from public debate to the background. In this re-
gard, the opposition political parties in Georgia remain in a passive mode
with respect to this problematic and, in a survival mode, concentrate on ex-
tricating the country from its political crisis.

The results of surveys on religiosity conducted in the Caucasian coun-
tries demonstrate that in both Georgia and Armenia the indicators
of religious practice are not as high as is expressed in the acknowledgement
of religious belonging [Charles 2010]. From the 1990s onwards, religious
freedom created a post-secular environment in which the formation of state
and civic consciousness collided with religious and national narratives
in such a way that a new appropriation of secularism commenced [Hovan-
nisyan and Burchardt 2016]. This process is widely analysed in the scholarly
literature under the concept of cultural defence, which encompasses cultur-
al, religious, and social self-understanding. Notwithstanding the high in-
dicators of religious belonging, systematic participation in sacred liturgical
rituals, prayer, and fasting practice yields comparatively low results [Filetti
2014]. This points, on the one hand, to the phenomenon of the privatisation
of faith, which was formed in the process of the persecution of religions
and the negation of faith during the Soviet period, and which also acquired
an informal and differentiated character of relationship [cf. Gurchiani 2017;
Antonyan 2011]. On the other hand, that Christianity has become the cen-
tral axis of cultural identity in both countries, and that the representatives
of both nations - irrespective of their critical or loyal disposition toward the
religion — conceive of themselves as children of the apostolic church. It fol-
lows from this that the church found itself not only at the centre of cultural
and social processes, but also exerted influence upon the political landscape:
The church became a subject of political processes without formal politi-
cal affiliation. This is so problematic for democratisation that the political
accountability of the church remains undefined. Political processes have
in a certain sense become hostage to the church, the danger of which is the
instrumentalisation of the democratic process — democracy conditioned
solely upon ecclesial approbation. In effect, a structural framework has been
created in which emancipation from ecclesial dictation becomes possible
only at the cost of acting against one’s own electorate — which is politically
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self-annihilating. Accordingly, the aporetic nature of democracy manifests
itself here as well, when responsible politics must overcome itself and elevate
the political order to a higher plane. It is this problem that the Pashinyan’s
government in Armenia faces today, whereas Saakashvili failed to overcome
this challenge during his period of governance.

Conclusion 4. To the extent that the democratic system consolidates it-
self, both churches will be required - in the battles of political processes
- not merely to adapt to the democratic system but to achieve a certain in-
ternalisation of democratic culture (not in the doctrinal sense, but through
administrative performance), since the church is not simply an addendum
to the political system but, through the appropriation of national, cultur-
al, political, and secular discourse, an inner motivating force. If the pres-
ent ecclesial dictation prevails, the fate of democracy in both countries will
be in doubt. It is therefore important that the spirit of democracy penetrate
the church as well, and that the transformation of society occur together
with the church. Otherwise, both the laity and the clergy will be drawn into
an anti-democratic vortex.

5. SOCIAL AND CIVIC ACTIVISM AND ENGAGEMENT IN PUBLIC LIFE

Over the course of the past thirty years, both churches have been dis-
tinguished by a high level of social activism [Sarkissian 2008]. Schools
and educational centres, youth organisations, their own television chan-
nels and publishing houses, the institution of military chaplaincy and ac-
cess to penitentiary establishments, medical institutions - these constitute
all those spaces in which both churches continue to carry out their activi-
ties in a nationalist spirit. The funding structure of both churches is similar,
ranging from assistance from central and local budgets of state institutions'’
[Maisuradze 2017], through private donations, tax concessions, and vari-
ous non-governmental organisations, to immovable property and private
businesses operating under the patronage of the church [cf. Abrahamyan
2015]. Through this the churches make a significant contribution to nation-
al development; however, this does not ultimately benefit the broader soci-
ety. The parallel existence of ecclesial wealth and the poverty of the wider
population, alongside proximity to the political elite and oligarchic circles,
renders the church’s image questionable.”® On the other hand, the cultivation
by the church of vernacular religiosity as a means of proximity to the masses
[cf. Siekierski 2013], and its appeal to moral teaching, compensates for the

17 See https://transparency.ge/en/blog/overview-public-financing-provided-georgian-patriarchate
[accessed: 08.04.2026].

18 The construction of new churches is financed through proximity to political circles
and oligarchic groups. Cf. Antonyan 2015, 97-111; Martirosyan 2011.
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church’s elitist image. At the same time, civic and social activism is further
consolidated by the national narrative, which it reinforces through the ro-
manticisation of a society of traditional, past glory. This does not promote
the establishment of equality within society but rather presents a hierarchised
image of a frequently heroicised medieval past as the force of the future.

Conclusion 5. It is true that both churches call the nation toward uni-
ty, Christian service, and spiritual values, and present themselves as being
in the service of society; however, in practice their connections with politi-
cal and business elites serve their own social consolidation and the growth
of their authority. On the one hand, the manifestation of great wealth and in-
fluence in the upper echelons of the church, and on the other, the mass pov-
erty of society, creates a greater risk of societal polarisation, which produces
the destructive fragmentation of society. If broad social activism promotes
the mutual sharing within society, narrow nationalist discourse and clannish
consciousness places in question the idea of equality and universal service.
In effect, to the degree that the churches’ activities create favourable precon-
ditions for democratic processes, to the same degree the actual facilitation
of societal fragmentation damages the democratic environment. In place
of solidarity and mutual strengthening, we receive a fragmented and disori-
entated society that can no longer exit the mode of self-preservation.

6. FOREIGN POLICY ORIENTATION AS A FORCE OF NORMATIVE
ATTRACTION

One of the significant distinguishing features between the two church-
es is their disposition toward openness to the external world and toward
inter-ecclesial relations. The Armenian church has actively utilised the
possibilities of international contacts from the very period of the attain-
ment of independence [Tchilingirian 2007, para. 29], whereas the Georgian
church pursues a more isolationist policy. This is directly reflected both
in international ecumenical relations and in the environment of the state’s
international policy, insofar as such a disposition of the churches becomes
an instrument of public diplomacy. Whereas the Georgian church evalu-
ates ecumenism negatively and perceives its effective relational space exclu-
sively within the family of Orthodox churches - though even here it does
not maintain equal receptivity toward all Orthodox churches [Tinikashvili
2019] - the Armenian Apostolic Church has in recent decades been distin-
guished by greater dialogue with other Christian denominations.

Notwithstanding these differing approaches, noteworthy is the relation-
ship of these churches with the Russian church, which is reflected both in the
style of church governance and in their geopolitical positioning. Follow-
ing the restoration of independence, the Georgian church failed to achieve
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emancipation from Russian influences, and its proximity to Russia equally
determined the church’s ecumenical position [Lursmanashvili 2021b]. This
disposition of the church is also reflected in its relationship with the state.
Against the backdrop of the calamities visited upon Georgia by Russia - the
abolition of the church’s autocephaly by tsarist Russia, Russification, the So-
viet mass repressions, and the wars of the 1990s and 2008 - the Georgian
church cannot openly declare its pro-Russian policy [cf. Vardidze 2022, 118-
33] yet at the unofficial level its connection with Russia has been perma-
nently maintained. While the Georgian state under Saakashvili’s presidency
was in open confrontation with Russia, the church demonstrated a cautious
policy toward the state. From 2012 onwards, following the political revanche
in Georgia and the accession to power of pro-Russian forces, the church’s
relationship with Russia became more intensive and open.

The Armenian church also maintains careful relations with the Russian
church. All three Catholicoi — Vazgen I, Garegin I, and Garegin II - endeav-
oured to keep this relationship consistently constructive. Garegin I him-
self, who did not come from a Russian environment and actively sought
to have a new generation of clergy educated in Western educational institu-
tions, nonetheless endeavoured to maintain good relations with the Russian
church on account of the Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict, the large Arme-
nian diaspora in Russia, and economic ties [Petrosian 2017a; Idem 2017b].

Notwithstanding the traditionally good relations between Russia and Ar-
menia, following the Armenian-Azerbaijani wars of 2020-2022, attitudes to-
ward Russia within Armenian society have changed. The church, however,
remains faithful to its original policy, insofar as this relationship is more
frequently determined by personal factors than by geopolitical calculation.
It is for this reason that accusations directed at the Catholicos of acting
in the interests of Russia are frequent within Armenian society [cf. Petrosian
2017b, 169]. It is therefore no coincidence that he is even accused of a Rus-
sian-style mode of governance."

Conclusion 6. Geopolitical orientation is not merely a pragmatically
chosen path. It is equally concerned with the normative order, insofar as the
latter also constitutes the foundation for the legitimation of pragmatism
itself. To the degree that the international interests of the church and the
state are in alignment, the churches cooperate positively with the state. This
in turn strengthens democratic processes and promotes the country’s posi-
tioning within the international order.

19 “Catholicos Garegin II intentionally transformed the Armenian Church’s ‘bottom-
up’ organizational approach into a “top down” structure in order to control everything
and everyone in the Armenian Church” [Petrosian 2017b, 175].
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7. THE INFLUENCE OF THE DIASPORA AS A FACTOR CONDUCIVE
TO INTERNAL SOCIAL PLURALISM

A further distinguishing feature between the churches of Georgia and Ar-
menia concerns their relationship with diaspora experience.”® The Georgian
diaspora is comparatively young, numerically small, and does not constitute
a significant financial and administrative force — in contrast to the Armenian
diaspora, whose structure encompasses independent patriarchates and pow-
erful cultural-educational centres. Over the course of the past two decades,
the Georgian Patriarchate has established dioceses abroad, which serve pri-
marily those fellow citizens who emigrated following the dissolution of the
Soviet Union. The mental difference arising from diverse socio-cultural envi-
ronments is not yet sufficiently great to intensify internal tensions within the
church, insofar as a significant proportion of Georgian emigration constitutes
a new wave that remains mentally and culturally rooted in the homeland.

A different picture presents itself in the Armenian church, where -
by virtue of its centuries-long history — the Armenian church constitutes
a ‘transnational organisation with a national interest. The Armenian dias-
pora is distinguished by a differentiated cultural-social order, which gen-
erates a certain tension between Etchmiadzin and the other patriarchates
[Petrosian 2017b, 177-79]. This tension is frequently either administrative
in character or alternatively mental — having been formed in entirely differ-
ent political systems [Tchilingirian 2007, para. 34]. A telling personal illus-
tration of this is the contrasting governance styles of Garegin I and Garegin
II, the differences between which may also be explained by their respective
origins. Whereas Garegin I was distinguished by a markedly horizontal style
and correspondingly oriented his governance priorities toward a pneumato-
logical and educational vision, Garegin II has recourse to a more centralised
form and orients his mission toward the institutional consolidation of the
church [Tchilingirian 2007, para. 65].*!

At the present time, we observe that in both churches the diaspora is con-
ceived of as an instrument for the consolidation of the church’s internal he-
gemony. Instead of the relationship with the diaspora serving as an exem-
plar of the cultivation of an open society, the consolidation of the church’s
internal democratic and synodal practice, the manifestation of the church’s

20 Whereas approximately 3 million citizens reside within Armenia, the diaspora is estimated
at 8-9 million. Of Georgia’s population of nearly 4 million, emigration does not exceed 2
million. Whereas within the Armenian Apostolic Church there exist three patriarchates
— the Catholicosate of Etchmiadzin, the Catholicosate of Cilicia, and the Patriarchates
of Jerusalem and Constantinople - each with their own dioceses, the Georgian Orthodox
Church maintains dioceses of limited scope in Turkey, Western Europe and the Americas.

21 Garegi II - “as a Soviet-style church administrator” [Petrosian 2017b, 175].
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cultural and social diversity, and a valuable experience of Christianity’s ex-
istence as a pilgrim community [Findikyan and Hollander 2020], it is per-
ceived through the perspective of the augmentation of power and influence.

Conclusion 7. The diaspora has a particularly significant voice to con-
tribute to the formation of democratic culture, insofar as the diaspora —
as a spiritual-cultural component of the country - is not regarded as a fac-
tor alien to national consciousness, but rather makes its own contribution
to the strengthening of society, the diversity of experience, and the cre-
ation of a culture of tolerance. The sharing and communion of knowledge
and experience, and diversity, constitute the primary asset of the diasporas
- one that imparts concrete additional content to Church-state relations
and thereby improves the democratic environment.

CONCLUSION

By way of summary, it must be stated that Church-state relations in both
countries are characterised by complexity and encompass virtually every
sphere of public life. Accordingly, the similarities and differences between
the two countries depend upon the specific sphere of the relationship
and are reflected in equally varied ways upon the process of democratisa-
tion. All of the foregoing may be summarised in four propositions:

The Positive Influence of Church-State Relations upon Democratisation:

(1) The similarities between these countries in this regard reside in the
following: 1) the churches contribute to the provision of the moral resilience
and value base of society, which is of significance for a democratic, law-abid-
ing society — particularly one marked by the tragedy of wars and econom-
ic-political crises; 2) both churches are engaged to the maximum degree
in public life - whether in the economic, educational, cultural, or polit-
ical dimension - which increases the possibilities of the mutual sharing
of knowledge and experience and the necessity of the awareness of common
responsibility; 3) even in conditions of an as yet unconsolidated democracy
or a weak political opposition, the churches dismantle the unilateral mo-
nopoly of governing parties over socio-political life, which reduces the risk
of dictatorship; 4) both churches endeavour to mobilise the emigrant com-
munities in the processes of national development, which promotes the for-
mation of diversity and a culture of tolerance.

(2) Within this positive role there also exists a difference between the two
countries, which is delineated in the engagement of the diaspora. The Arme-
nian diaspora is more effective than the Georgian. Accordingly, the church’s
relationship with external political actors also differs. Whereas the Georgian
Orthodox Church is limited primarily to the Orthodox family alone, the
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Armenian church is more open in all directions. It follows from this that the
diaspora is capable of exerting greater influence upon the processes of de-
mocratisation in Armenia than in Georgia.

The Negative Influence of Church-State Relations upon Democratisation

(3) The similarities between these countries in this regard reside in the
following: 1) both churches seek to preserve a defective legal status quo
and to maintain legal opacity for the purpose of extracting greater benefit,
rather than making their own contribution to the establishment of legislative
clarity; 2) both churches are inclined toward the preservation of a regime
of mutual exploitation with the state, rather than securing the consolidation
of their own autonomy through the rule of law; 3) both churches are char-
acterised by ethno-religious nationalism, which they regard as a privilege
in the processes of determining the country’s future, resulting in the de facto
exclusion of minorities from various spheres of public life; 4) both churches
are characterised by a cautious and frequently negative disposition toward
reforms, which is a sign of distrust toward democratic processes; 5) the incli-
nation of the governing echelons of both churches toward political and eco-
nomic elitism and the unequal distribution of wealth promotes the de fac-
to polarisation of society; 6) insufficient interest in civic education and an
excessive emphasis on liturgical-ritual formalism, rather than a revaluation
of educational values and the demonstration of greater readiness with respect
to one’s own and others’ freedom and rights; 7) both churches exhibit a de-
sire to maintain cultural dominance, rather than engaging in greater dialogue
with the external world, with those who differ, and with minorities.

(4) In identifying the differences, the external factor also plays a partic-
ularly significant role here: notwithstanding their immediate geographical
proximity and regional interconnectedness, both countries perceive the ex-
ternal foreign threat from different perspectives. Whereas Georgia identifies
the primary threat to democracy and sovereignty in Russia, in Armenia the
relationship with Azerbaijan and Turkey has not yet been sufficiently re-
solved for the external pressure to be reduced and for society to be afforded
the possibility of self-determination and internal emancipation. The internal
emancipation of political processes is fundamental for both countries. Fur-
thermore, a different dynamic is also observable with respect to the Russian
factor: whereas at the governmental level Armenia is becoming considerably
more cautious, in Georgia we observe the governing party Georgian Dream’s
attempt at rapprochement - in contrast to the socio-political level, where
a pro-Russian disposition predominates more strongly in Armenia than
in Georgia [Kolarz 2025].

Notwithstanding the existing parallels, the political processes of both
countries develop independently. As is apparent from the foregoing, the sim-
ilarities between them are greater than the differences, while the role of the
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churches in democratisation is externally more negative than positive. How-
ever, the unequivocal assessment of this role is so difficult that the weigh-
ing of positive and negative arguments is of differing weight and dimen-
sion, and a formal, frequently one-sided assessment may therefore readily
become a subject of contestation. One fact is certain: the mutual influence
between the countries resides above all in the consideration of experiences
and of those models that bring about the correction of the behaviour of the
various parties. Changed behaviour and dispositions create a changed envi-
ronment, and this perpetually generates new possibilities. It is precisely these
possibilities and the new experience of freedom that constitute the primary
factor which, in the form of innovations and achievements, becomes the an-
imating force of influence. Such innovation and the experience of achieve-
ment is not a purely informational flow, but rather an experience that is cul-
turally and mentally assimilable, authoritatively and interpersonally attested,
and matured in time - the result of which is a new consciousness, a new
horizon of self-possession, and the promise of freedom.

Finally, it must be stated that both the process of democratisation and the
future fate of these countries are substantially intertwined with one anoth-
er — an observation well expressed by the words pronounced by Garegin
I during Ilia IT’s visit to Etchmiadzin in 1997: “Our deep conviction is that
it is not possible to have a strong Armenia without a strong Georgia, as well
as that it is not possible to have a potent Georgian Church without a potent
Armenian Church” [Petrosyan 2017a].
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