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 Abstract: Georgia’s aspiration to join the European family is rooted in a long histor-
ical process shaped by geography, culture, religion, and security needs. Located at the 
crossroads of Europe and Asia, the Caucasus has been a space of interaction between 
Eastern and Western civilizations, yet Georgia consistently identified with the Western 
cultural and political sphere. From antiquity and Christianization through the medie-
val era, Georgian elites repeatedly chose Western alliances, values, and institutions, 
despite persistent pressure from Eastern empires. Cooperation with Byzantium, Euro-
pean monarchies, and the Crusaders reflected this strategic and civilizational orienta-
tion. Although foreign domination and geopolitical constraints often hindered effective 
integration, the European vector remained central to Georgian statehood. The article 
argues that Georgia’s contemporary European integration represents the continuation 
and restoration of a historically grounded civilizational choice. 
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Georgia faces a significant pro-

spect of becoming a member of the 
European family1. This aspiration is a 
logical continuation of the foreign 
policy trajectory developed by the 
Georgian state over the centuries. It 
should not be examined in isolation; 
this process has its roots in millennia 
of preconditions.  

The Caucasus is a connecting link 
between Europe and Asia. Due to its 
geographical location, this region has 

long attracted great empires striving 
to establish their control over this 
territory. The Caucasus functions as a 
juncture where the political and cul-
tural areas of North-South and East-
West intersect, thereby amplifying 
the importance of this seemingly 
small region in global political pro-
cesses. This geopolitical location has 
and continues to determine the fate of 
the nations occupying the Caucasus 
for centuries.  
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Within the structure of global in-
ternational relations, the Caucasus 
was mainly distinguished as a meet-
ing point of multiple great powers. 
Multipolarity and bipolarity signifi-
cantly decided the fate of this region. 
A significant role in the state and 
cultural evolution of the Caucasian 
people was played not only by the 
region’s division into the spheres of 
influence of great empires but also by 
its position along the dividing line 
separating two major civilisations. 
Nowhere is the interaction of the 
Western and Eastern worlds more 
evident than in the Caucasus region. 
A distinct intercultural environment 
was formed as a consequence of the 
proximity of these two civilisations, 
in which Western values are merged 
with characteristics of Eastern cul-
ture. Politicians were also aware of 
this reality, since the phenomena 
such as David IV the Builder's visits 
to mosques, the presence of Muslim 
scholars at the courts of Demeter I 
and Queen Tamar, the appearance of 
Arabic inscriptions on Georgian 
coins, etc. caused no surprise2. De-
spite this, Georgia has always re-
mained part of Western civilisation, 
with Christianity creating a big gap 
between Georgia and the East. Mod-
ern researchers of civilisations (e.g., 
Samuel Huntington) unequivocally 
note that religion produces sharper 
divisions between people than ethnic-
ity, whereas religious unity presents a 
stronger determinant of civilisational 
identity than any other factor3. Thus, 
after Christianisation, Georgia finally 
separated itself first from the Zoroas-
trian and later from the Islamic East. 

It would, however, be incorrect to 
conclude that Georgia’s European 
orientation was attributed to the 
adoption of Christianity. This ten-
dency has much deeper roots. After 
Alexander the Great's campaign 
through the East in the 4th century 
BC, Georgia became part of the Hel-
lenistic world. From the 1st century 
BC, Roman influence extended into 
the Caucasus, integrating Kartli and 
Egrisi into relations with the Roman 
world. 

The establishment of the Christian 
faith on the territory of Georgia in-
tensified ties with the Christian civi-
lisation of Europe. Christianity was 
not just a faith; it functioned as an 
entire system of cultural values. The 
decision of King Mirian, to use mod-
ern political terminology, implied the 
integration of Georgia into the Euro-
pean cultural space. For this reason, it 
is reasonable to assume that the 
Christianisation of the country was, 
in part, politically motivated. Geor-
gians adopted a distinctly pro-Western 
orientation and distanced themselves 
from the Eastern Zoroastrian world. 

West or East? 
This question has consistently 

confronted the Georgian political 
elite. The response to it shaped the 
country's foreign policy trajectory. 
One point requires clarification, 
namely, the last words spoken by 
Vakhtang Gorgasali before his death: 
“Do not forsake the love of the 
Greeks”, did not particularly signify 
a pro-Byzantine stance, but rather 
support for Western, Christian val-
ues4. One of the clearest examples of 
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how the Georgian political elite re-
solved this dilemma is the dispute 
held at the Council of Nobles in 554 
after the murder of the king of Egrisi, 
Gubaz. The nobles of Egrisi discussed 
whether to adopt a pro-Iranian or a 
pro-Byzantine orientation5. It is evi-
dent that this discussion did not con-
cern the continuation of cooperation 
with one specific state. The issue was 
more global - East or West? From 
this dispute we may draw an im-
portant conclusion, which does not 
only apply to the 6th century but may 
be extended to the entire medieval 
era. The Georgian nation, in terms of 
its mentality, belonged to Western 
civilisation and found comfort in its 
cultural space. The aspiration to ori-
ent towards the West was not driven 
solely by political expediency. 

 
*** 

In antiquity and the Middle Ages, 
the Georgian state possessed a na-
tional security doctrine that encom-
passed a comprehensive set of politi-
cal, military, religious, economic, and 
cultural priorities. It was the co-occu-
rrence of these factors that shaped the 
national values of the Georgians and 
determined the political interests of 
the country. 

The Arab invasions and the 
spread of a new religion – Islam – 
once again divided the Near East into 
two parts. Georgia found itself under 
the pressure of the Arab Caliphate 
and the Byzantine Empire. Once 
again, Georgian society had to choose 
between the alliance with the Muslim 
East and Christian Byzantium. 

Although Byzantium was never a 
classical European state, it represent-
ed one of the centers of Christian 
civilisation. This clarifies the motiva-
tion of King Ashot Kurapalates and a 
part of Georgian society in relocating 
the political and cultural center of the 
country from the Arab-controlled 
territory to Tao-Klarjeti, a region un-
der Byzantine influence. This created 
the possibility for the national state-
hood and culture to flourish.  

In the 11th century, Georgians 
fought the Byzantine Empire for al-
most half a century for supremacy in 
the South Caucasus. Notably, during 
this same period, Georgian monaster-
ies operated within the Byzantine 
Empire, exporting the Western cul-
ture to Georgia. 

 
*** 

The 11th-13th centuries represent 
a period of political strength for 
Georgia. The international interests 
of the Georgian state increased sig-
nificantly, which facilitated the estab-
lishment of closer contacts with Eu-
ropean powers. The Crusades 
demonstrated that the Near East lay 
within the scope of their interests. 
Georgia's military cooperation with 
European knights was conditioned by 
the aim of maintaining the balance of 
power in the Near East, from which 
the military threat to Georgia origi-
nated. 

The relationship between Georgia 
and the Crusaders is a notably signif-
icant issue, and we will consider it in 
more detail. 
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In 1095, in the small French town 
of Clermont, Pope Urban II called on 
Christian believers to liberate the 
tomb of Christ. This event marked 
the beginning of the longest confron-
tation between the West and the East, 
known as the Crusades6. For nearly 
two centuries, Europe organized 
eight military campaigns against the 
Muslims of the East. For the first 
time in European history, a large-
scale military-political coalition was 
formed, bringing together virtually 
all Western countries. 

The arrival of the Crusaders in the 
East radically altered the regional 
balance of power. Byzantium and 
Georgia were no longer alone in the 
face of Muslim states. The certain 
impact of the Crusaders’ appearance 
on the political life of Georgia is also 
acknowledged by the chronicler of 
King David IV the Builder. It is no 
coincidence that the historian links 
the capture of Jerusalem by European 
knights with David the Builder’s de-
cision to stop paying kharaj tax to the 
Seljuk Turks: “At this time, the 
Franks came, seized Jerusalem and 
Antioch… David gained more pow-
er, and gathering his forces, he 
stopped paying kharaj to the Sultan”, 
the chronicler notes7. 

At the beginning of the 12th cen-
tury, two fronts emerged in the East – 
the Crusaders and the Georgians 
shared common military-political 
interests. This fact significantly ac-
celerated the expulsion of the Seljuks 
from the Caucasus. For more than 
two decades, the unification of the 
Muslim world proved to be impossi-

ble, a situation that was advantageous 
for both Georgia and the Crusaders. 
The defeat of the coalition army of 
Najm al-Dīn Ilghazi near Didgori in 
1121 brought relief not only to Geor-
gia but also considerably improved 
the situation of the Crusaders in the 
East. Ilghazi earned the nickname 
“Nejm ad-Din” (“Star of Faith” Ar-
ab.) after defeating the Crusader 
knights on the so-called “Bloody 
Field” on the banks of the Orontes 
River in 1119. Naturally, elimination 
of such an opponent was the primary 
concern of the Crusaders8. Thus, the 
political motivation of the relation-
ship between Georgia and the mili-
tary coalition of the Crusaders is ab-
solutely reasonable – they had a 
common enemy and plans in the 
East. In this context, the visit of the 
King of Jerusalem, Baldwin II, to 
Georgia appears entirely logical 
(Baldwin II's visit to David the 
Builder is recounted by a later chron-
icler and is therefore regarded as un-
reliable by some historians)9. It was 
evident that the European knights had 
a serious ally in the East in the form 
of Georgia. Later, in the XII-XIII 
centuries, when the situation of the 
Crusaders in the East had notably 
deteriorated, the legendary figure of 
the Savior of Christians, John the 
Presbyter, was created in Europe, 
whose prototype, according to sever-
al scholars, should have been David 
the Builder10. 

After the initially intense phase of 
Georgian–Crusader relations, a par-
tial shift occurred in the 1180s. Fol-
lowing the death of George III in 
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1184, the throne was taken by the 
young Queen Tamar. In fact, the 
kingdom was ruled by Tamar's aunt 
Rusudan - the wife of the Sultan of 
Western Iran, Ghiyath ad-Din 
Mas'ud, who returned to Georgia af-
ter his death. Rusudan appeared to 
have been well acquainted with East-
ern politics and harboured a certain 
sympathy toward Muslim rulers. In 
any case, during her regency, the Geor-
gians chose a neutral stance in the 
confrontation between the Crusaders 
and Muslims. In 1185, the Georgian 
royal court concluded a non-aggres-
sion pact with the Egyptian Sultan 
Salah ad-Din11. Two years later, 
Salah ad-Din seized Jerusalem from 
the Crusaders. Owing to their miscal-
culated foreign policy, the Georgians 
practically contributed to the 
unprecedented consolidation of the 
Ayyubid Sultanate. Soon, the in-
terests of Georgia and the Ayyubids 
in the Near East also intersected. Un-
fortunately, by this time the Crusad-
ers no longer presented a significant 
force in the East. Georgian politicians 
quickly perceived this loss, and 
Lasha-George proceeded re-
established close relations with the 
Crusaders. At the request of Pope 
Honorius III, the Georgian king re-
solved to join the Fifth Crusade 
(1219-1221). The principal goal of 
this campaign was the recovery of 
Jerusalem and the weakening of the 
Egyptian Sultanate in the Near East. 
Then Georgian and Western Europe-
an interests aligned; however, the 
Mongol invasion of Georgia in 1220 
prevented any practical implementa-

tion of this intention. Queen Rusudan 
wrote to Pope Honorius III: “We re-
ceived your noble advice and com-
mand from your legate in Damietta 
to go to the aid of my brother Chris-
tians. This was his sincere desire, 
and he was preparing to depart. Yet, 
as you have heard, a wicked tribe of 
Tatars has entered our land and 
caused great damage upon our peo-
ple”12. Georgians were also actively 
preparing for the Sixth Crusade, but 
the organisation of this campaign was 
significantly delayed. In the mean-
time, Georgia was devastated by Jalal 
ad-Din, rendering its participation in 
the Pan-European coalition impossi-
ble. 

In the 13th century, the Mongol 
invasions constrained Georgia's ac-
tive foreign policy. Relations with 
European states weakened. The coun-
try became preoccupied with the do-
mestic issues13. 

In the 14th century, under George 
V the Brilliant, the situation changed 
drastically, and Georgian-European 
relations resumed their old pace. The 
Catholic world of Western Europe 
was interested in securing a strong 
ally in the East. In turn, Georgia also 
tried to establish a military-political 
alliance with European monarchies. 
Pope John XXII transferred the epis-
copal residence from Smyrna to 
Tbilisi in order to strengthen ties with 
Georgia14. 

At the same time, King George V 
of Georgia proposed the creation of a 
coalition with the monarchs of Eu-
rope in order to protect Christianity. 
A letter from George the Brilliant to 
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the French King Philip VI of Valois 
has been preserved, in which he 
states: “The divine sovereigns of 
France often incite the kings of the 
East to fight against the Saracens, 
but the fact is that they do not join 
them anymore, leaving them alone in 
this painful war. Therefore, I ask you 
to determine how and when you will 
cross the sea, and to meet me there, 
according to your good will, with 
thirty thousand soldiers”15. 

The style of this letter is particu-
larly noteworthy. There is no plea or 
request for help; rather, the corre-
spondence reflects negotiations be-
tween partners of equal standing and 
thus George V’s reproach to Philip 
VI (“The divine sovereigns of France 
often incite the kings of the East... 
and leave them alone in this painful 
war”) should be understood in this 
context. Evidently, the Georgian king 
sought a genuine military alliance 
with European states. However, soon 
France and England themselves 
turned against each other (the so-
called Hundred Years' War), and the 
problems of the Middle East conse-
quently lost their relevance in 
Western Europe. 

The need for military-political co-
operation between European states 
and Georgia re-emerged after the 
Ottoman conquest of Constantinople 
in 1453. Europe now acutely per-
ceived the growing Ottoman threat, 
and, at the initiative of the Pope, be-
gan to create a powerful anti-
Ottoman coalition. The Georgians, 
for their part, were motivated by spe-
cific considerations: following the 

fall of Constantinople, the principal 
route through which Georgia main-
tained contact with European civilisa-
tion was cut off. In 1456, the famous 
diplomat Ludovico da Bologna ar-
rived in Georgia with the aim of per-
suading Eastern rulers to join the an-
ti-Ottoman alliance. At the same 
time, Pope Pius II tried to transform 
the fight against the Ottomans into a 
shared European issue. He convened 
the Congress of Mantua in 1459 and 
appealed to the rulers of all major 
states to participate. He even sent a 
special golden rose to the French 
king and awarded him the title of 
“Defender of the Faith”. Simultane-
ously, Ludovico of Bologna returned 
to Georgia, and King George VIII 
dispatched his envoy, Nikoloz 
Tbileli, to accompany him to Europe. 
Atabeg of Samtskhe Kvarkvare II 
also actively participated in the anti-
Ottoman coalition16. Georgian en-
voys appeared before the Pope as 
well as other European rulers; how-
ever, the effort to create a unified 
European coalition was not success-
ful. Georgia found itself alone in the 
face of the Ottomans and Safavid 
Iran. 

In the Middle Ages, Western civi-
lisation was associated with the 
Christian world. The religious factor 
certainly played a big role in shaping 
Europe as a coherent geo-cultural 
space. The Georgians’ aspiration to-
wards Europe was rooted in this fac-
tor. In the late Middle Ages, Geor-
gians, surrounded by Muslim states, 
sought guarantees of national security 
within Western space. 
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Since the 15th century, after the 
division of Georgia into kingdoms 
and principalities, ties with Europe 
have not been severed; however, 
from this period onward, negotiations 
were conducted between unequal 
partners. Georgian rulers mainly ap-
pealed to Europe for assistance, alt-
hough there were still instances in 
which initiatives for establishing a 
common military-political coalition 
originated from Georgia itself17. 
King Simon I of Kartli wrote to King 
Philip II of Spain: “Therefore, we 
beseech your royal power that 
Caesar grant us an alliance and not 
make peace with the Turk, so that 
after the peace he may not rise up 
against us, against our people, and 
against all Christians indiscriminate-
ly, that destructive one…”18. Simon I 
appealed to the Pope of Rome: “Let 
us encourage the Christian kings to 
come out against the common ene-
my”19. Georgia faced the aggression 
of two great empires alone. In 1578, 
following the campaign of the Otto-
man Grand Vizier Mustafa Lala 
Pasha, a large part of the Caucasus 
came under Ottoman control. Had the 
European powers opposed them, 
Georgia might have had a chance to 
free itself from foreign domination. 
However, if we realistically assess 
the international political situation of 
that period, Simon I’s proposal could 
only be regarded as a dream. The 
embassy of Sulkhan-Saba Orbeliani – 
sent to Europe in search of support –
likewise ended in failure. The only 
thing that remained memorable from 
the visit of the Georgian diplomat at 

the French court was Saba's witty 
exchange with Louis XIV. During 
the audience, when Sulkhan-Saba 
congratulated the French king on his 
recovery, “Sun King”, Louis XIV 
complained that maintaining his 
health was no easy task at his age, 
being over sixty. Saba respond-
ed: ”Your Majesty lives this age with 
such grace that anyone would wish to 
be in your place”20. This clever retort 
remained in the memory of those at 
the Louvre, while the request he pre-
sented was quickly forgotten. 

Since the 18th century, a third 
major power – Russia – began to in-
tervene actively in the politics of the 
Caucasus. Georgia’s rapprochement 
with Russia was partly motivated by 
the hope that this would facilitate its 
return to the broader European space. 
At the same time, Georgian political 
entities sought security guarantees 
through a strong alliance with Russia. 
Initially, it seemed that Russia would 
serve as a shield for Georgia and act 
as a defender of our national inter-
ests. Georgia in turn also offered 
Russia an alliance in the fight against 
the common enemies – Iran and the 
Ottoman Empire. The conclusion of 
the Treaty of Georgievsk with Russia 
by Erekle II in 1783 was an attempt 
to halt the Iranian-Ottoman aggres-
sion through external force. The trea-
ty clearly outlined the obligations of 
both parties - two full battalions, with 
four cannons, were to be stationed in 
Kartli-Kakheti, the costs of which 
Erekle II would bear21. However, this 
process soon took a different course. 
In the late 1780s Russia refused to 
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fulfill the obligations assumed by the 
treaty. Moreover, a plan for the an-
nexation of the Kingdom of Kartli-
Kakheti was drafted in St. 
Petersburg. By the late 1780s, Russia 
had effectively refused to fulfill its 
treaty obligations. Moreover, a plan 
for the annexation of the Kingdom of 
Kartli-Kakheti was drafted in St. Pe-
tersburg. Contrary to the terms of the 
treaty, after the death of Giorgi XII in 
1800, a new king was not confirmed; 
instead, the monarchy in Kartli-
Kakheti was abolished altogether. 
Shortly thereafter, Imereti and the 
remaining Georgian kingdoms and 
principalities shared the same fate. 

The prospect of our country's 
integration into the European family 
existed in 1918-1921. 

The foremost priority of the for-
eign policy of the independent Dem-
ocratic Republic of Georgia was to 
establish cooperation with European 
states and institutions. In 1919, with-
in the framework of the Versailles 
Peace Treaty, 44 countries founded 
the first intergovernmental organiza-
tion – the “League of Nations”. The 
aim of this organization was to estab-
lish a system of collective security 
for the first time in Europe. Article 
10 of its Covenant declared: “The 
Members of the League undertake to 
respect and preserve as against exter-
nal aggression the territorial integrity 
and existing political independence 
of all Members of the League. In 
case of any such aggression or in 
case of any threat or danger of such 
aggression, the Council shall advise 
upon the means by which this obliga-

tion shall be fulfilled”22. Moreover, 
the League of Nations laid the foun-
dation for the formation of shared 
European foreign policy priorities. 
The government of the Democratic 
Republic of Georgia actively sought 
to join the League of Nations. On 
December 6, 1919, the Georgian or-
ganization of the League of Nations 
was founded in Tbilisi23. Georgian 
politicians believed that integration 
into this European structure would 
strengthen the international authority 
of Georgia and provide at least a de-
gree of security. 

The first European delegation vis-
ited Georgia in 1920. With this visit, 
the Georgian government sought to 
gain international recognition. On 
September 15, 1920, at a session held 
in honor of European guests, the 
deputy of the Constituent Assembly, 
Giorgi Gvazava, laconically formu-
lated the foreign policy priority of 
our country: “Over the course of a 
century, we have become disconnect-
ed from global culture, and some 
have even grown accustomed to the 
notion that Georgia must necessarily 
remain within the borders of Russia. 
Yet, you see that England and France 
are closer to Georgia than Russia. 
Georgia began its existence at a time 
when Mediterranean culture was 
flourishing. The turmoil of the 
Middle Ages cut Georgia off from 
this natural course. The most recent 
clash and war between nations have 
restored this original direction. Geor-
gia has naturally separated from 
Russia, as it should have, and has 
regained the initial path that brings us 
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closer to and unites us with Western 
Europe. We have become closer to 
Belgium, France, England, and those 
countries where the modern human 
culture thrives”24. 

On November 15, 1920, at the 
first session of the League of Na-
tions, Georgia’s membership was put 
to a vote. Sixteen votes were required 
for admission; Georgia received 
ten25. This outcome, to some extent, 
accelerated the occupation and Sovi-
etization of Georgia by Bolshevik 
Russia in February-March 1921. 

To summarize, Georgian-
European relations can be divided 
into several distinct periods: First, 
when the Georgian royal court main-
tained equal relations with European 
monarchies and participated in Euro-
pean military alliances. This mainly 
occurred during the era of the unified 
Georgian state, when Georgia had 

higher international authority. Sec-
ond, the period in which Georgian 
contacts with European powers were 
conducted indirectly, mediated by a 
third party – Rome, Byzantium, or 
Russia. Third, the most humiliating 
and fruitless period, during which 
Georgian politicians attempted con-
necting with European states, yet the 
latter took no effective steps in re-
sponse. In such circumstances, 
Georgia, segregated into spheres of 
influence between the Ottoman 
Empire and Iran, did not have a sin-
gle allied state capable of assisting its 
rapprochement to Europe. Consider-
ing this historical background, it be-
comes evident that in the event of 
joining the European Union, Georgia 
would integrate directly, without any 
external force or intermediary, into a 
large international economic and se-
curity system. 
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