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Every citizen of Georgia, no matter where he or she lives, has the same
opportunities […] Georgia is moving forward […] Our students are accepted
WRWKHXQLYHUVLWLHVZLWKRXWEULEHVWRGD\«<RXSUREDEO\UHPHPEHUKRZPXFK
it cost to apply for the law faculty, or the medical institute. How much it cost to
apply for the agricultural university. We all have experienced that… Everyone
knows that the government will do everything for people to come for treatment
in these hospitals. If the government were only to care about its family members
then a small clinic would be enough.

²3UHVLGHQW6DDNDVKYLOLDWWKHRSHQLQJRIDKRVSLWDOLQ*RUL-DQXDU\
7KHRSHQLQJTXRWHIURPLOOXVWUDWHVKRZDFFRUGLQJWRWKHQSUHVLGHQW
Mikheil Saakashvili, the Georgian government had consolidated democracy
DQG HUDGLFDWHG FRUUXSWLRQ RYHU WKH SUHYLRXV GHFDGH 6DDNDVKYLOL  
From this perspective Georgia was rapidly moving towards a bright future,
LQFUHDVLQJO\ GLVWDQFLQJ LWVHOI IURP LWV GDUN DQG FRUUXSW SDVW 2I¿FLDOO\
FRUUXSWLRQ GLG GHFOLQH GUDPDWLFDOO\ DIWHU WKH 5RVH 5HYROXWLRQ WKDW EURXJKW
Saakashvili and his United National Movement (UNM) to power (Jones
± +HQFHLQWKH\HDUVIROORZLQJWKHUHYROXWLRQ*HRUJLDZDVLQ
many ways considered a textbook example of the rapid development of good
governance and transparency in public institutions (see Kbiltsetskhlashvili
&RPSDQMHQ 
&RPPHQFLQJ ¿HOGZRUN LQ WKH SURYLQFLDO WRZQ RI *RUL LQ  , ZDV
initially determined to get in contact with the local municipality to obtain
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RI¿FLDO VWDWLVWLFV DQG ¿JXUHV DERXW WKH WRZQ , ZRXOG EH VWXG\LQJ I asked
around. Most of the people I addressed seemed puzzled, such as Olga, a
PLGGOHDJHGZRPDQ
KATRINE:

OLGA:

KATRINE

OLGA

I will need some statistics from the municipality. Just the basic
IDFWV DQG ¿JXUHV DERXW *RUL ± SRSXODWLRQ XQHPSOR\PHQW
and so on. Maybe you can give me advice on how to get a
hold of that?
, GRQ¶W NQRZ« , WKLQN LW ZLOO EH YHU\ GLI¿FXOW WR JHW WKDW
LQIRUPDWLRQ« , DP QRW VXUH , XQGHUVWDQG <RX DUH DQ
anthropologist right? Why would you need this?
:
 HOODVEDFNJURXQGPDWHULDO,DPWU\LQJWRXQGHUVWDQGZKDW
people in Gori think about the political situation in Georgia
today, and why…
$QG\RXWKLQNSHRSOHZLOOWHOO\RXWKHWUXWK"

Olga seemed to suggest that I would get no useful or truthful information
from public servants at the municipality. So why bother? As it turned out,
Olga’s puzzlement at my plans was illustrative of a general perception
among my Georgian friends and interlocutors. In contrast to the image put
forth by Saakashvili in his speech, they would incessantly insist that services,
information and political processes that should ideally be transparent and
accessible were in reality kept secret and, if revealed, would become distorted
DQGÀDZHG:HOOLQWRP\¿HOGZRUN,PDQDJHGWRDUUDQJHDIHZPHHWLQJVZLWK
RI¿FLDOVWKURXJKLQIRUPDOFRQWDFWV±WKDWLVWKURXJKP\IULHQGV¶DFTXDLQWDQFHV
former schoolmates, family members and neighbours. Still, however, I would
continuously be warned that I should not feel certain that these contacts would
not have interests and obligations invisible to me that would prevent them
from answering my questions truthfully.
0\ FRQYHUVDWLRQ ZLWK 2OJD DQG WKH LQLWLDO FKDOOHQJHV WR P\ ¿HOGZRUN
plans illustrate two features of Georgian politics that I shall suggest are
LQWLPDWHO\FRQQHFWHG7KH¿UVWLVWKHSRZHUIXOLGHDDPRQJWKHSRSXODWLRQWKDW
politics is morally dubious and opaque, and that formal political institutions
and personae are largely out of reach for ordinary people. The second is the
belief that if one is to access such institutions and personae, and in general
secure one’s everyday livelihood in a murky and uncertain sociopolitical
environment, personal links and networks are essential.
Against this background, this chapter will explore how, in Georgia,
phenomena ranging from national politics to local-level government and
immediate social relations are infused with an atmosphere of uncertainty and
DIHHOLQJWKDWQRWKLQJLVUHDOO\DVLWVHHPV0RUHVSHFL¿FDOO\,ZLOOGHVFULEH
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and analyse public ideas with regard to the nature of ‘politics’ and unfold
how these ideas feed into the practical means by which ordinary people
seek to manage the challenges of daily life. In short, I will discuss different
aspects of public perceptions of the political as opaque and inaccessible, and
the consequences such perceptions had on my interlocutors’ engagement
and disengagement with their sociopolitical surroundings. ‘Invisible
connections’, then, refer to two interrelated aspects, one empirical and the
RWKHUDQDO\WLFDO,DVN:KDWDUHWKHNLQGVRIDFFRXQWVDQGUDWLRQDOHVZLWKLQ
which people address their immediate political surroundings at the macro- as
well as micro-level? How can we analytically address the links between such
everyday characterisations and the production and reproduction of a particular
PRGH RI SROLWLFV" $QG ¿QDOO\ ZKDW FDQ EH JDLQHG IURP FRQFHSWXDOLVLQJ
VXFKHYHU\GD\LGHDVDQGSUDFWLFHVDVJUH\]RQHVRIÀXFWXDWLQJYLVLELOLW\DQG
invisibility, clarity and opacity?
I will develop an argument which suggests that responses to perceived
political opacity and uncertainty, in the end, contribute to their reproduction in
perception and experience. That is, I propose that a particular idea of ‘politics’,
and the ways in which my interlocutors appropriate and act towards this idea,
in the end produce and reproduce political practice as such. Micropolitics –
maintaining and relying on informal networks and connections, and speculating
about the nature of the connections of others – is simultaneously a response
to an uncertain macropolitical reality and the continuing production and
FRQ¿UPDWLRQ RI WKLV UHDOLW\ DFURVV WKH VRFLRSROLWLFDO VFDOH 0\ LQWHUHVW WKHQ
is not in assessing the ‘real’ nature of formal politics YLVjYLV public ideas,
RULQSDVVLQJMXGJHPHQWVRQWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKSRVW±5RVH5HYROXWLRQJRRG
JRYHUQDQFH SROLFLHV DV GHVFULEHG E\ 6DDNDVKYLOL DERYH KDYH IDLOHG 5DWKHU
than investigating the concrete relationship between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’
politics, or the ways in which large-scale political processes are dependent on
SDWURQDJHDQGRWKHULQIRUPDOSUDFWLFHVDQGYLFHYHUVD VHH,VDDFV ,ZLOO
depart from the public commonsensical perception that there is no such thing as
‘pure’ formal politics or disinterested state structures or services. I will outline
the processes by which uncertainty and mistrust have become primary emic
markers of ‘politics’, a ‘sort of theory of social order’ that people attempt to live
E\ *UHHQKRXVH DQGFRQVHTXHQWO\KRZWKLVµWKHRU\¶RULPDJLQDU\
feeds into concrete everyday interactions and experience. Before addressing
these issues further, however, a few contextual notes on Gori are in order.

Notes on Gori
*RUL ORFDWHG DSSUR[LPDWHO\  NLORPHWUHV ZHVW RI WKH FDSLWDO 7ELOLVL LV
the administrative centre of the Shida Kartli region. Heading into town by
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one of the bumpy roads leading from the main highway crossing Georgia
from east to west, one is met by a patchy combination of Soviet-style
¿YHVWRUH\DSDUWPHQWEORFNVIDPLO\KRXVHVVPDOONLRVNVDQGJURFHU\VKRSV
restaurants, and a newly built shopping centre with large glass facades. The
streets appear rather quiet and empty apart from the area around the central
market and bus station, which is no doubt the busiest, noisiest and most hectic
place in town. In Soviet times Gori was an important industrial centre, but the
HFRQRPLFFULVLVRIWKHVFDXVHGDVKXWGRZQRIWKHPDMRULW\RIWKHIRUPHU
LQGXVWULHVDQGIDFWRULHVDQGDJHQHUDOH[RGXVDPRQJWKHSRSXODWLRQ,Q
WKH WRZQ KDG DQ RI¿FLDO SRSXODWLRQ RI  LQKDELWDQWV ± DURXQG 
OHVVWKDQLQWKHODWHV This number, however, was disputed among the
UHVLGHQWV PRVW RI ZKRP LQVLVWHG WKDW WKH ¿JXUHV DUH WRR KLJK DQG GR QRW
UHÀHFWWKHODUJHQXPEHURISHRSOHZKRKDYHDFWXDOO\OHIWLQVHDUFKRIZRUNLQ
Tbilisi or abroad. Walking around, it was indeed hard to imagine more than
SHRSOHOLYLQJLQWKHWRZQ
$FFRUGLQJWRRI¿FLDOVWDWLVWLFVIURPWKH6KLGD.DUWOLUHJLRQKDVDQ
XQHPSOR\PHQWUDWHRISHUFHQWZLWKXUEDQDUHDVVXFKDV*RULKDYLQJD
KLJKHUUDWHWKDQWKHUXUDODUHDV,QFRQWUDVW-RQHV  SRLQWVRXWWKDW
the design of unemployment statistics in Georgia masks radically different
numbers, and he thus estimates the real unemployment rate across the country
LQWREHDVKLJKDVSHUFHQW±DQXPEHULQWXLWLYHO\PXFKPRUH¿WWLQJ
judging by my experience and the characterisations given by my interlocutors,
many of whom were either unemployed or underemployed. In short, whereas
Tbilisi and the Black Sea city of Batumi have, at least on the surface, developed
into vibrant economic and cultural centres over the last decade, Gori is an
example of a provincial town that still struggles with economic development
DQGSULRULWLVDWLRQLQQDWLRQDOSROLWLFV -RQHV 

Ideas, Detachments and Performance
Behind my argument lie a number of presumptions concerning the nature
RI SROLWLFV 7KH ¿UVW RQH LV DQ HPSLULFDO REVHUYDWLRQ DQG EXLOGV RQ HPLF
characterisations of politics, leading, as it were, to some more overall
suppositions concerning useful ethnographic and analytical approaches to the
SROLWLFDODVD¿HOGRILQTXLU\,ZLOOEULHÀ\RXWOLQHWKHVHEHORZ
The Georgian state is ‘semipresidential’, with the president being
head of state, and the prime minister, appointed by the president, head of
government. Legislative authority is vested in the parliament. Between the
 5RVH 5HYROXWLRQ DQG WKH  SDUOLDPHQWDU\ HOHFWLRQV 6DDNDVKYLOL¶V
UNM held a majority in the parliament and hence, in reality, both executive
DQG OHJLVODWLYH SRZHU 4XLWH SRVVLEO\ UHÀHFWLQJ WKLV PDFURSROLWLFDO UHDOLW\
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WKHUHZDVIUHTXHQWO\DSRSXODUFRQÀDWLRQRIWKHVWDWHDQGJRYHUQPHQW3HRSOH
working within state institutions were seen as adhering to, and performing,
government politics – or, at least, they were perceived as people who could
not afford to oppose the UNM political line in public. It was a relatively
accepted fact among my friends and interlocutors that people relying on
employment in public institutions necessarily have to, or at least must pretend
to, adhere to government policies when outside of private settings. Adding to
this, politicians and people involved in political structures were characterised
DVVHO¿VKDQGWKXVDFWLQJWRSUHVHUYHWKHLURZQSRVLWLRQVDQGSULYLOHJHVUDWKHU
than in the interests of the people they were supposedly representing. These
factors contributed to a particular understanding of politics as essentially
GLUW\LQVLQFHUHDQGRSDTXH±D¿HOGULIHZLWKLQYLVLEOHFRQQHFWLRQVDQGVHFUHW
DJHQGDV ,Q VKRUW SROLWLFV ZDV FRQVLGHUHG DQ LPPRUDO DQG ÀDZHG EXVLQHVV
that one was reluctant to admit practising or showing any interest in. People
ZRXOGUHSHDWHGO\¿HUFHO\GHQ\KDYLQJDQ\WKLQJWRGRZLWKLW$FFRUGLQJWR
their statements, it was nowhere to be found in their daily lives – except as
VRPHWKLQJLPSRVLQJLWVHOIRQWKHPIURPWKHRXWVLGHout there or up there (see
*RWIUHGVHQ +RZHYHUDVZHVKDOOVHHSUDFWLFHVWKDWDUHQRWQHFHVVDULO\
explicitly aimed at being political may be interpreted as such by others and, in
the end, produce political outcomes and effects. Hence, it becomes relevant to
DVNWKHTXHVWLRQ+RZFDQZHDQDO\WLFDOO\JUDVSWKHIDFWWKDWRUGLQDU\SHRSOH
take part in producing the political even when they themselves claim not to?
First of all, answering this question requires that we adopt a rather
ZLGHSHUVSHFWLYHRIZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµWKHSROLWLFDO¶DVD¿HOGRILQTXLU\±D
SHUVSHFWLYHWKDWLVQRWDVVXFKIRUHLJQWRDQWKURSRORJ\ VHH9LQFHQW 
I propose an analysis including both the practices undertaken by ordinary
SHRSOHLQWKHµSXUVXLWRIWKHLUGDLO\OLYHV¶ :HGHHQ DQGWKHVRFLDODQG
cultural meanings and expressions giving form to these practices (Verdery
 ±  :KHQ UHIHUULQJ WR WKH HYHU\GD\ SURGXFWLRQ RI µWKH SROLWLFDO¶
WKHQ , UHIHU WR WKLV OHYHO RI DQDO\VLV WR WKH DFWV DQG XWWHULQJV RI RUGLQDU\
people in their pursuits of security and certainty in their everyday lives, and
to the social rationales and perceptions within which these occur. In doing so,
I follow Carol Greenhouse in her call to ethnographically investigate the state,
and political structure in general, as it comes forth in everyday social practice,
‘treating it only and wholly in relation to its social reality – or irreality – “on
WKHJURXQG´¶ *UHHQKRXVHVHHDOVR1DYDUR<DVKLQ 
Part of this social reality ‘on the ground’ are the derived effects of an emic
perception of politics as being essentially dirty and opaque. Hence, just as we
can see the state as both a set of tangible governing practices and institutions
and DSRZHUIXOLGHDRULPDJLQDU\ 1DYDUR<DVKLQ ,VXJJHVWWKDWZHPD\
see the political – in the Georgian setting at least – as both a set of concrete
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daily practices and an idea, or imaginary, that feeds into these concrete
practices and their effects. In other words, similar to studies emphasising the
VWDWHDVDQµLGHD¶ $EUDPV µIHWLVK¶ 7DXVVLJ RUµIDQWDV\¶ 1DYDUR
<DVKLQ ,SURSRVHWKDWideas of politics among my interlocutors
and the ways in which they appropriate and act towards these ideas produce
the political in a particular fashion.
,QKHUVWXG\RI<HPHQLSROLWLFV/LVD:HGHHQDUJXHVIRUDSHUIRUPDWLYH
perspective on political practice that accounts for the ways in which
democratic or national persons are constituted through speech-acts and
deeds associated with nationalism and democracy, without necessarily
FRPPLWWLQJWRWKHLUXQGHUO\LQJLGHDOV ± $QDORJRXVO\,SURSRVH
that political statements may be produced through performative practices
that are not necessarily aimed at being political in any such explicit sense
VHH<XUFKDN %\LQWURGXFLQJZKDWKHWHUPVDµKHWHURQ\PRXV
VKLIW¶LQWRGLVFXVVLRQVRIODWH6RYLHWLGHRORJLFDOGLVFRXUVH$OH[HL<XUFKDN
proposes an understanding of the relationship between performance and
underlying meaning which is slightly different to Wedeen’s. He argues
that the replication of ideological form (reproducing the written form of
ideological texts, raising your hand in favour at a party meeting, etc.) was
increasingly decoupled from the level of meaning (values, ideals, ethics,
etc.) in late Soviet discourse, ultimately leaving the literal meaning for
which the form supposedly stood unpredictable and open to interpretation
<XUFKDN  ±  , VXJJHVW WKDW D VLPLODU GXDO SRWHQWLDO IRU WKH
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ RI SUDFWLFH DQG SHUIRUPDQFH LV D GH¿QLQJ FKDUDFWHULVWLF RI
the production of Georgian politics. Thus, whereas I concur with Wedeen
that we should focus our study of the political on what people do, I want
to stress that this doing is still, in social practice, left to be interpreted
and perceived in terms of its underlying meanings and values. These
meanings and values, I argue, may be perceived as dual and unpredictable,
and this duality, ultimately, produces the political as a grey zone that has,
paradoxically perhaps, become relatively ordinary and predictable in its
very opacity and unpredictability.

The Micropolitics of Everyday (In)security
$10,000
It is a Monday morning in June, and Mari and I are sitting in the kitchen
having breakfast. As often before, Mari is telling me about what she sees as
her hopeless job situation. She graduated from university with high marks in
¿QDQFLDO PDQDJHPHQW ¿YH \HDUV DJR EXW KDV QRW \HW PDQDJHG WR JHW D MRE
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She dreams about working in a bank. When she graduated, she applied for
vacancies and went to Tbilisi to take test exams and participate in training
FRXUVHVEXWZLWKRXWVXFFHVVµ,I\RXGRQ¶WKDYHFRQWDFWV\RXZLOOQHYHU¿QGD
MRE¶VKHFRQFOXGHVµ<RXNQRZLI\RXZDQWDMRELQDEDQN\RXQHHGWRSD\WKH
GLUHFWRURIWKDWEDQN«PD\EH%XWWKHQDIWHUVL[PRQWKVDQHZGLUHFWRU
will come, and you have to start all over again. The people working there don’t
know what they are doing – they have no education. But their family or others
know someone. Sopo [her sister] knows the school director where she works.
That is why she has a job.’

Analyses describing everyday life in the context of state socialism have noted
how an economy of shortage made social networks and connections an essential
resource in terms of exchanges of goods and favours. This created a vibrant
µVHFRQGHFRQRP\¶UXQQLQJSDUDOOHOWRWKHRI¿FLDOVWDWHHFRQRP\DQGLQYROYLQJ
DPRUDOHFRQRP\RILWVRZQ 6DPSVRQ+XPSKUH\DQG+XJK-RQHV
9HUGHU\   ,Q PDQ\ RI WKH IRUPHU VRFLDOLVW FRXQWULHV WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI
social networks and an everyday reliance on well-connected patrons still exist
/HGHQHYD0RUULVDQG3ROHVH (YHQLIWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIPDUNHW
economies has made consumer goods available for purchase (for those who
can afford them) and the introduction of liberal democracies should ideally
have limited informality and corruption within formal political structures, on
QHLWKHUFRXQWKDYHWKHH[SHFWDWLRQVRIWKHSROLWLFDODQDO\VWVRIWKHHDUO\V
EHHQ PHW 6]WRPSND  1RGLD :LOVRQ  ,VDDFV  7KLV LV
also true in the Georgian case. Just as social networks, friends and kin were
considered essential and often drew more loyalty and attention than society
DVDZKROHLQ6RYLHWWLPHV 0DUVDQG$OWPDQ'UDJDG]H VHYHUDO
DQDO\VWVLQGLFDWHWKDWWKLVLVQROHVVWUXHWRGD\ 'XGZLFN-RQHV
 0\FRQYHUVDWLRQZLWK0DULDERYHLOOXVWUDWHVWKDWWKLVSHUVSHFWLYHLVQRW
FRQ¿QHGWRDFDGHPLFDQDO\VLV+HUFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIKHUSHUVRQDOVLWXDWLRQ
drew heavily on a commonsensical notion that networks and connections are
essential to social and economic security.
In arguing for an analytical distinction between the closely related terms
‘uncertainty’, ‘insecurity’ and ‘contingency’, Susan Whyte proposes that
we understand uncertainty as a state of mind, whereas insecurity is to be
XQGHUVWRRGDVDVRFLDOFRQGLWLRQUHÀHFWLQJDµODFNRISURWHFWLRQIURPGDQJHU
weakness in the social arrangements which provide some kind of safety net
ZKHQDGYHUVLW\VWULNHV>«@DVWDWHRIOLPLWHGUHVRXUFHVIRUDFWLRQ¶  
When dealing with uncertainty, she argues, we are trying to make things more
secure. It is this process of ‘making secure’ that I suggest simultaneously
feeds on and reproduces the opaque and invisible (or uncertain) nature of
Georgian politics.
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Among my interlocutors it was a generally accepted fact that the best insurance
against the unforeseen outcomes of political opacity, and the socioeconomic
hardships that come with unemployment, is a tight personal network that can
be activated and depended on for resources (material or personal) when needed.
This was illustrated in Mari’s account of her job situation YLVjYLV that of her
VLVWHU 6KH KHUVHOI KDG QR FRQQHFWLRQV ZLWKLQ WKH ¿QDQFLDO VHFWRU VKH ZLVKHG
to work in, whereas Sopo knew the director in the village school where she
JRWDMREDVDQ(QJOLVKWHDFKHUDIWHU¿QLVKLQJXQLYHUVLW\7KHSRLQWKHUHLVQRW
VRPXFKZKHWKHU0DUL¶VVWRU\DERXWMREVµFRVWLQJ¶LVWUXHEXWUDWKHU
her statement that having no connections means having no opportunities – and
YLFH YHUVD FRQQHFWLRQV \LHOG RSSRUWXQLW\ 6KRUWO\ DIWHU , KDG KDG WKH DERYH
conversation with Mari, another friend of mine, Davit (who has no education
LQ¿QDQFH ZDVRIIHUHGDMRELQRQHRIWKHORFDOEDQNRI¿FHVEHFDXVHDVKH
admitted with a shy smile, his cousin was the local branch director.
7KHZLGHVSUHDGUHOLDQFHRQSHUVRQDOFRQQHFWLRQVHQWDLOVDVRFLDOVWUDWL¿FDWLRQ
among ‘ordinary’ people in terms of who has such connections and who has not.
'DYLWWROGPHDERXWKLVFRXVLQ¶VLQÀXHQFHRQWKHMRERIIHUEXW0DULDQGRWKHUV
like her are most often left to speculate about the real nature of the – to them
invisible – connections that provide others with their relative successes. In the
end, this causes not only large-scale politics but also the micropolitics of everyday
security and opportunity to be covered in suspicion for the perceived outsider. Or
said otherwise, the pursuit of micropolitical goals comes to mirror perceptions of
macropolitics – and vice versa. This link will become more explicit below.

Everyday Suspicion
Neighbours and agents
One Sunday afternoon we are sitting in Manana’s kitchen facing the common
courtyard. The yard is laid out between staircases and landings leading to the
VXUURXQGLQJ ÀDWV ± VRPH RI WKHVH VXFK DV 0DQDQD¶V EHLQJ VKDUHG E\ VHYHUDO
families. One of the neighbouring women, Nino, is visiting. She and Manana are
in heated discussion. Another neighbour has claimed ownership of the common
areas of the courtyard. She has obtained a document from the municipality,
apparently proving that she has sole ownership of several of the – previously
common – areas of the yard, including the landing leading to Manana’s kitchen.
The legal decision seems absurd, we agree. In reality, Manana now does not
KDYHSDVVDJHIURPWKHFRXUW\DUGWRKHUÀDWDQG1LQRLQSULQFLSOHFDQQRWDFFHVV
her toilet, which is situated in the yard. I ask how this is possible, and Manana
H[SODLQVµ,WKLQNVKHLVDVHFUHWDJHQWIRUWKHJRYHUQPHQW(YHU\GD\VKHJRHV
to the municipality – it is very interesting…like Soviet times,’ she adds. She
chuckles, as if pointing to the irony of nothing having changed. ‘And what do you
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WKLQNVKHLVVXSSRVHGWR¿QGRXW"¶,DVNµ<HVLWLVYHU\KDUGWRXQGHUVWDQGZKDW
would be interesting about our lives, isn’t it?’ Manana replies, with a dry smile. I
shrug, thinking that it is indeed hard to imagine. Still, the women agree, the only
plausible explanation for the municipality’s decision is that the neighbour has
exchanged information about the residents of the house for her new privileges.

0DQDQD¶VLURQ\UHÀHFWHGWKHVHHPLQJVLOOLQHVVRIDQHLJKERXULQIRUPLQJ
on her to the local municipality. In the end, as she implied, there was hardly
anything about her life that was worthy of such attention. Her reasoning, then,
ZDVQRWVRPXFKFRQQHFWHGWRIHDURIZKDWWKHQHLJKERXUPLJKW¿QGRXWDQG
tell. What is of interest here, and what I shall further elaborate on below,
is the swift conclusion that the neighbour must have a secret deal, a hidden
connection, with someone at the municipality in order to have obtained the
paperwork. It draws on the same general atmosphere surrounding the topic of
QDWLRQDOSROLWLFVWKDW,GLVFXVVHGDERYHWKDWQRWKLQJLVDVLWVHHPV
The cases of Mari and Manana illustrate the relationship between macro- and
micropolitics. That is, how ideas regarding the nature of large-scale politics both
feed on, and feed into, everyday perceptions and experiences encountered when
SXUVXLQJGDLO\OLIH3RZHUDQGWKHUHDOVRXUFHVRILQÀXHQFHLWVHHPVDOZD\V
try to keep themselves masked and rarely come forward with true intentions
or truthful information. The very diverse situations and events these examples
address could call into question the extent to which they reveal anything general
or at all comparable. What I wish to argue, however, is precisely that the general
idea of politics is informed by an atmosphere of fragments such as these – of
bits and pieces of information received from politicians, media, friends, family
DQGSHRSOHJRVVLSLQJLQWKHQHLJKERXULQJ\DUG VHH1DYDUR<DVKLQ 7KH
multiple fragments of knowledge and accounts that people are confronted with
may or may not be true. Actually it seems that the very foundation for assessing
such information is an acknowledgement that one cannot really trust what was
being said – as Manana’s account illustrates there might well be ulterior motives
at play. In other words, everyday interactions often build on the premise that
what people reallyWKLQNDQGFRQWHPSODWHLVQRWQHFHVVDULO\UHÀHFWHGLQZKDWWKH\
say or do. This awareness will become more evident below.

Dualities of Cynicism
Hospital openings
My former landlady, Tamuna, and I are watching the evening news in her
ÀDW LQ 7ELOLVL 7KH SUHVLGHQW DSSHDUV RQ VFUHHQ VSHDNLQJ WR D FURZG RI SHRSOH
gathered in front of a newly constructed building. ‘Ah, you see? Every day our
Misha is opening a new hospital somewhere,’ says Tamuna. ‘It is something very
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interesting…’ she adds – giggling as she often does when commenting on politics.
A giggling that I have come to know as a sign of her pointing to a profound irony
of events, or, as is often the case, life in general. ‘Look he is in your town, in Gori!’
In his speech, Saakashvili talks about the continuous and seemingly
unstoppable development of modern infrastructure initiated by the
JRYHUQPHQW ± H[HPSOL¿HG E\ WKLV KRVSLWDO *HRUJLD LV RQ D WUDFN PRYLQJ
forward, and there is no going back. Corruption, bribes, and politicians caring
only for themselves and their families are history. Now all Georgians have the
same opportunities, he optimistically states.
A few days later I am watching the news with Lali, my landlady in Gori.
Another hospital is being opened. ‘I saw on the news a couple of days ago
that Misha had opened a new hospital in Gori,’ I say. Lali nods and smiles.
‘I was surprised that so many people were there…’ I add. ‘I was there too,’ Lali
ODXJKVµ5HDOO\"¶,VD\VFHSWLFDOO\±NQRZLQJWKDW/DOLLVDQ\WKLQJEXWDIDQRI
the president. ‘They had lists with our names at the school, and we were told to
go… And, so we went.’

What informed the irony and laughter at play when I talked to Tamuna
and Lali about the hospital openings? To Tamuna, events like this, and
similar ones daily reaching the evening news, were ironic because of their
unrecognisable relationship to the reality she saw herself as being a part of.
When her mother suffered a stroke the previous summer, Tamuna’s only
perceived access to a proper doctor was through a childhood friend and not
the public hospitals. She would not have been able to pay the ‘fees’ needed
for a stranger to give her mother the proper treatment and care, she told
me. The point here is not to discuss whether hospital staff generally demand
extra ‘fees’ to care for patients or not. The point is rather that to Tamuna’s
EHVWNQRZOHGJHWKLVZDVGH¿QLWHO\WKHFDVH7KLVDZDUHQHVVUHQGHUHGSXEOLF
channels of hospitalisation and care out of her reach, and left her to use her
personal network for healthcare.
The funny thing to Lali was that I was surprised to have seen so many
people and did not realise the ‘fakeness’ of the event. In that sense Lali’s
laughter represented a cynical assertion that the number of people present
at an event like that was not an expression of the number of supporters of
the president. It was simply a part of what people now and then have to
GRLQ<XUFKDN¶V ± SUDJPDWLFDQGSHUIRUPDWLYHVHQVHRIWKH
ZRUGLQRUGHUWRVDWLVI\WKHH[SHFWDWLRQVRIEHLQJDSXEOLFHPSOR\HHWKDW
you, at least in public, support the government that is employing you. In
the end, who wants to risk losing one’s job over something as silly and
ordinary as this?
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Lali and Tamuna’s laughter, in short, played on irony and cynicism rather
WKDQ MR\ , ZDV VRPHZKDW VXUSULVHG ZKHQ , ¿UVW UHDOLVHG WKDW PDQ\ SXEOLF
political events, such as the opening of the hospital in Gori, were staged; that
people were either paid to go or indirectly threatened to. Intuitively, to me, this
was a reproduction of Soviet political practices and forms of oppression that
I had not anticipated. Lali’s laughter, on the other hand, cynically suggested
that this was only what was to be expected. Everyone knows that, she seemed to
LPSO\.QRZLQJWRZKDWH[WHQWWKLVLVDFWXDOO\KDSSHQLQJLVRIFRXUVHGLI¿FXOW
as are the real consequences of not going if told to. But rumours were plenty.
Several friends would tell me that they – being teachers, employed at the local
hospital or at a state museum – of course had to support the government in
RI¿FHLIWKH\ZDQWHGWREHVXUHRINHHSLQJWKHLUMREV
The cynicism of Lali and Tamuna, then, mirrors the type of binary thinking
WKDW<XUFKDNFULWLTXHVLQDFDGHPLFDQDO\VHVRI6RYLHWDXWKRULWDWLYHGLVFRXUVH
That is, the immediate conclusion that people act in public ‘as if’ they comply
with the authorities while privately believing something different. This, he
argues, diverts attention from the continuing production and reinterpretation
RIGLVFRXUVHDQGNQRZOHGJH <XUFKDN± ,EHOLHYHKRZHYHUWKDW
ZHPXVWPDNHDGLVWLQFWLRQKHUHEHWZHHQ/DOL¶VUHDVRQLQJZKLFKUHÀHFWHGher
interpretation of situations such as the hospital opening, and a more abstract
DQDO\WLFDOOHYHOUHÀHFWLQJ<XUFKDN¶VSRLQW6KRZLQJXSDWDKRVSLWDORSHQLQJ
may either, by spectators, be interpreted as a statement that one supports the
government and its initiatives or, within the commonsensical understanding
expressed by Lali and Tamuna, that there is not necessarily a connection
between the number of people and the level of public support. In other words,
there is an acute awareness that you cannot assume that there is a one-to-one
relation between what people think and intend, and what they actually say or
do. From a strictly performative perspective, we can argue that the very act of
showing up at a hospital opening produces support. My suggestion, however,
is that we see it as an ambiguous act enabling a dual interpretation and hence,
in effect, as contributing to the production and reproduction of public politics
as being potentially ‘not as it seems’. We are faced, then, with what seems a
paradoxical practice of critiquing the fake and opaque nature of politics and
simultaneously potentially contributing to its reproduction.

The Grey Zones of Georgian Politics
Johnson-Hanks observes how, in Cameroon, la crise and the uncertainty that
it has brought about ‘has become available as a trope that serves to legitimate
and reinforce both the interpretation of the world as uncertain and behavior
WKDW FRQWULEXWHV WR WKDW XQFHUWDLQW\¶    ,Q WKH SUHYLRXV VHFWLRQV
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I have shown that the uncertainty resulting from the (perceived) opaque and
suspicious nature of political institutions and social agents with successful
connections in the Georgian context has a similar dual effect. The widespread
perception of large-scale politics as being opaque, double-faced and dirty
trickles down and serves as a trope both explaining and reproducing this
opacity as an experience and reality in more micropolitical contexts.
The cases above have served to illustrate exactly this process of addressing
SROLWLFVDVRSDTXHDQGVLPXOWDQHRXVO\FRQ¿UPLQJDQGUHSURGXFLQJLWDVVXFK
In other words, the sense of being caught up in an uncertain political reality
that is merely out there, impossible to engage with and grasp, is reinforced
by the very practices engaged in to limit this experience of uncertainty.
When ‘making secure’ by means of upholding and nurturing social networks
through favours and their expected returns, or by faking support at certain
SXEOLFHYHQWVRQHLVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\FRQ¿UPLQJDQGHQDFWLQJWKHSHUFHSWLRQ
that invisible connections and secrecy are the basis of political action. The
widespread proclaimed detachment from the morally dubious and opaque
realms of formal politics and institutions, the favouring of nurturing personal
connections, and the insistence that if one does act in a explicitly political
manner this is merely pretence, serve as examples of how ideas and perceptions
of large-scale politics feed into micro-practices that, in the end, produce the
political in an image of these ideas and perceptions.
As I suggested earlier in this chapter, even if we look for politics in what
people do rather than in the intentions informing this doing, people’s acts
are still, in social practice, left to be interpreted (and perceived) for their
underlying meanings and values. Even if we take seriously people’s claims
that they are not engaging in politics, acts and accounts such as those we
have encountered above are still left out there for others to interpret and
make sense of. In this continuous effort of making sense of one’s personal
position YLVjYLV RWKHUV¶ SRVLWLRQV DV UHÀHFWHG LQ WKHLU DFWV DQG XWWHULQJV
I argue that uncertainty and opacity are dominant tropes. In the cases analysed
here, explanations for a seemingly absurd situation are found in other people
masking the real motives for their actions and decisions. Circumstances and
personal positions have been explained by reference to a commonsensical
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ WKDW SRZHU DQG LQÀXHQFH RSHUDWH LQ WKH PXUN\ DQG LQYLVLEOH
corners of social and political life. However, in that sense, the three stories
DOVRVKDUHDQLQKHUHQWSDUDGR[RQWKHRQHKDQGWKHSHRSOHZHKDYHPHWDERYH
ZRXOGVWUHVVWKHRSDTXHQDWXUHRISRZHUDQGLQÀXHQFHDQG\HWLPPHGLDWHO\
they would also add quite precise characterisations of what was actually going
on. From one analytical angle we could interpret this as a series of examples
of how the articulation of certainty actively works to eliminate doubts and
XQFHUWDLQW\ 9LJK3HONPDQV 0\SRLQWLVKRZHYHUWKDWZKLOHWKH
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accounts may work at some level to clarify matters – to render them visible,
as it were – they simultaneously disclose the overall idea that you cannot
necessarily trust what people around you say or do, thus leaving even the
clarifying stories themselves up for interpretation and speculation.
6XFK ÀXFWXDWLRQV RI RSDFLW\ DQG FODULW\ YLVLELOLW\ DQG LQYLVLELOLW\ GLUHFW
our attention to a characterising aspect of political practice in contemporary
Georgia. The seeming paradox of opacity and clarity that we have seen in
0DQDQD0DULDQG/DOL¶VVWRULHVPD\QRWEHDQDQRPDO\EXWUDWKHUDGH¿QLQJ
and on its own terms reasonable, feature of a widespread practice of engaging
with uncertainty in the pursuit of everyday security and certainty; a practice
in which opacity and clarity may not be mutually exclusive but, rather, run
SDUDOOHO VHH :HVW DQG 6DQGHUV  /DUVRQ   7KH HIIRUW RI PDNLQJ
VHQVH RI WKH LQHTXDOLWLHV RI LQÀXHQFH WKHQ VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ UHSURGXFHV WKH
widespread perception that things are – potentially – not as they seem. Besides
large-scale political structures, formal political institutions, and government
LPDJLQDULHV DQG SUDFWLFHV WKH SROLWLFDO DV D ¿HOG RI H[SHULHQFH DQG LQTXLU\
is shaped by the duality of people’s engagements with the connections,
LQÀXHQFHV DQG PRWLYHV LQIRUPLQJ WKH HYHU\GD\ PLFURSROLWLFV RI WKHLU OLYHV
This is a duality of engagement that, as we saw most evidently illustrated in the
case of Lali above, feeds into the wider political landscape and reproduces it
DVDSUHGLFWDEO\DPELJXRXVIRUPDWLRQÀXFWXDWLQJEHWZHHQFODULW\DQGRSDFLW\
visibility and invisibility – a grey zone that is continuously (re)produced by
the very efforts pursued to control it and render it legible.

Notes
 'DWDIRUWKLVFKDSWHUVWHPIURPHWKQRJUDSKLF¿HOGZRUNFDUULHGRXWEHWZHHQDQG
LQ*HRUJLDQRWDEO\RYHUWKHFRXUVHDPRQWKSHULRGLQDQGLQ*RUL
 7KLV LQLWLDO FRQYHUVDWLRQ ZLWK 2OJD ZDV FRQGXFWHG LQ (QJOLVK 7KH PDMRULW\ RI WKH
conversations cited in this chapter, however, have been translated from Georgian by the
author.
 6WDWLVWLFVIURPZZZJHRVWDWJH DFFHVVHG1RYHPEHU 
 2IWKHSRSXODWLRQOLVWHGDVHPSOR\HGLQWKHHQWLUHUHJLRQRI6KLGD.DUWOLDSSUR[LPDWHO\
SHUFHQWDUHVHOIHPSOR\HG7KLVSDUWO\UHÀHFWVWKHIDFWWKDWLWLVSUHGRPLQDQWO\DQ
agricultural region. However, this simultaneously constitutes a statistical masking of
the many households living mainly from subsistence farming on small plots of land and
now and then selling off surplus produce at local markets. Also, these statistics do not
count the unregistered unemployed and women who have stopped seeking work (Jones
 
 7KHRSWLPLVPGLVSOD\HGE\6DDNDVKYLOLLQKLVVSHHFKEHDUVUHPDUNDEOHUHVHPEODQFHWR
Soviet modernist optimism. In other words, even if the political project of the UNM
ZDVµHIIHFWLYHO\QHROLEHUDO¶ 0DQQLQJ WKHWRQHDQGFRPPXQLFDWLYHIRUP
displayed a marked continuity with Soviet political discourse, and, as we shall see
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below, so did popular responses. For an analysis of the similarities of the discursive
SUDFWLFHVRIODWHOLEHUDOLVPDQGODWHVRFLDOLVPVHH%R\HUDQG<XUFKDN  
 ,QFRPSDULVRQ1DYDUR<DVKLQSURSRVHVWKDWF\QLFLVPLVDIHHOLQJRISROLWLFDOH[LVWHQFH
that reproduces the political by default. Cynicism, she argues, ‘encapsulates both state
IHWLVKLVPDQGHYHU\GD\SXEOLFFULWLTXHVRIWKHVWDWH¶ 1DYDUR<DVKLQ $ORQJ
similar lines I suggest that the cynicism expressed by Lali was equally critiquing,
essentialising and reproducing the political.
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