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Language Policy in Georgia
With a Focus on the Education System

Policy Paper Summary


The new leadership in Georgia came to power in November 2003 under the banner of democracy. Yet, we can distinguish between democracy as a political slogan, and democracy as a day-to-day practice, applied by state institutions and active citizens. The development of new policies in Georgia towards ethnic, religious, and linguistic minorities is the litmus test towards democratization, and a guarantee for stability.


Since its independence, Georgia has had serious problems managing its ethnic minorities. The Abkhaz and the Ossets, while not constituting large portion of the population of Georgia, have gone through violent conflicts demanding political independence from the central government in Tbilisi.  Radical attitudes from both sides, plus the threat to use force from the side of the central authorities, have escalated a political conflict into a military one. Although over a decade has passed since the signing of cease-fire agreements following those wars, no political solution has been found this far.


Georgia inherited a Soviet legacy on issues of minorities, which did not equip her to deal with pluralism. With acceding to independence, the linguistic set-up was no more valid. In Soviet times, most of the population in central Georgia was Georgian-speaker, and in the southern regions, where compact Armenian or Azeri speakers live, the lingua franca was Russian. With independence, this arrangement was no more desirable. The decline of the usage of the Russian language was not accompanied by new measures. As a result, linguistic minorities in the two southern provinces are left isolated from economic, as well as political and cultural processes taking place within Georgia. In a country that went through ethno-territorial conflicts, preserving such a situation is dangerous. 


There was a need to change, yet Georgia did have neither the policies nor the means to bring the necessary change. Moreover, the old legacy of thinking about the superposition of nation-territory-language fallacy hindered the development of the necessary debate.


Language Policy in Georgia, With a Focus on the Education System, is an attempt to see the interaction between political thinking and education projects addressing this linguistic gap in Georgia. This work was realized thanks to the collaboration between European and Georgian experts, and it is part of an evaluation effort by CIMERA to propose practical solutions for the linguistic deficiency of ethnic minorities, especially in the southern provinces of Kvemo Kartli and Samtskhe Javakheti. 


The first part, written by Marina Muskhelishvili, a political scientist from Tbilisi, covers the new political reality in Georgia following the “Rose Revolution” of November 2003. The second part, written by Arnold Stepanyan, director of Multinational Georgia, a Non Governmental Organization based in Tbilisi, covers the ethnic composition and specificities of Georgia. The third part, written by Britta Korth, a Geneva based linguist, analyzes attitudes and practices of language education in Tbilisi and the two southern provinces. 


CIMERA has already realized a similar project in Central Asia, starting from Kyrgyzstan (2001) and later expanding to Tajikistan (2004). Our project in Kyrgyzstan had two dimensions: policy dialogue with the parliamentary commission and with the ministry of education, including teachers associations, and NGO’s on the one hand, to discuss adequate language policies in this multi-ethnic, mountainous country; and on the other hand we have worked with school teachers to train their teams on bilingual education, and modern pedagogic methodology.
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