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Spending several days in 
Tbilisi last week after an absence of several months, the new reality of 
Georgian life struck me with particular force: Mikheil Saakashvili is back in 
charge. Two years ago, after his defeat in the August war of 2008, almost 
everyone was counting the days until the president left office. Now he is again 
the undisputed leader of Georgia. Opinion polls suggest that no one else can 
touch Saakashvili in popularity stakes, with opposition leaders trailing in the 
dust.

There are several reasons for this turnaround. Georgia’s opposition proved to 
be fractured and unsophisticated—better at shouting slogans than focusing on 
the issues that the population cares about—and handed back the initiative to 
the president and ruling party. They have also had to contend with the 



inherent problems facing anyone who challenges the status quo in the post-
Soviet space: lack of organizational structures and regional offices, restricted 
access to national television and acute problems in raising funds, with 
potential donors facing intimidation from the tax police. Georgia’s most 
promising opposition politician, Irakli Alasania, is still finding his feet. He still 
needs to be able to convert thoughtful policy prescriptions into popular 
momentum.

But the most compelling reason for Saakashvili’s pre-eminence is his own 
success in recapturing Georgia’s political space. More than any other 
politician I can think of, Saakashvili is a magician, who succeeds in being all 
things to all people. He is by turns Atatürk (the state builder), George W. Bush 
(the neocon), Zviad Gamsakhurdia (the nationalist) and Vladimir Putin 
(ruthless centralizer). He also reminds me of Bill Clinton, the natural 
communicator, and of Boris Yeltsin, who also squared political circles that 
others never managed to.

Consider how Misha (as everyone calls Saakashvili) manages to be the friend 
of both Senator John McCain and Belarussian leader Alexander Lukashenko. 
He still wows Republican audiences in Washington but sets up a visa-free 
regime with Iran. He is the man who prides himself on his stellar World Bank 
rating for “ease of doing business” in Georgia but also presides over an 
economy where monopolies are firmly entrenched. 

He is the man who talks about building “Switzerland with elements of 
Singapore” (low taxes, minimal government) but is also pursuing a free-trade 
agreement with the European Union (requiring massive new regulation and 
harmonization with the EU). The same leader talks about traditional values 
and protecting Georgian culture but is also the author of a shiny new glass 
bridge disfiguring the old town in Tbilisi, which would be more at home in 
Atlanta, Georgia.

In almost all policy debates—the economy, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
relations with the European Union, social issues—Saakashvili manages to be 
on both sides of the debate. He was even recently quoted as saying that if he 
were the opposition he would be causing the government all sorts of 
problems. Truly he is the postmodern president.

Some would argue that having such a natural politician in charge of the 
country has given Georgia stability. At some point or other he gives something 
to every political constituency in the country. But in the end, this tour de force 
has to end and Georgia doesn’t yet know how to make it happen. It is an old 
story: the leader has made a system in which he is the indispensible center 
and is tempted merely to prolong it. Partly he will find it hard to contemplate 
life without power, partly he is the arbiter between different factions in the 
governing elite, who need a stabilizing force to stop civil war breaking out 
between them.

Georgia’s new constitution, passed in October, dismantles the heavily 
presidential system that Saakashvili established in 2004 after becoming 



president, and passes on most of the powers to the office of prime minister—
just in time for him to become prime minister in 2013, as he ends his second 
presidential term. So far, when asked if he wants “to do a Putin” and become 
prime minister, Saakashvili has been evasive.

Georgians are fond of pointing out that neither of Georgia’s first two 
presidents left office by election. Zviad Gamsakhurdia was overthrown by 
force, Eduard Shevardnadze by the peaceful Rose Revolution. Saakashvili’s 
best legacy would be to step down peacefully and allow a constitutional 
transfer of power to someone else, who is not himself. 

And the postmodern style may not be sustainable as long as that. Next year, 
2011, will require tough decisions being taken on the Georgian economy. The 
big Western aid package supplied in 2008 is coming to an end, foreign direct 
investment is down and big debt repayments are looming in 2012. Even 
before the next elections, a different kind of leadership is required, with fewer 
grand promises and more gritty realism of the kind that is not the strong point 
of Misha the magician.

Thomas de Waal is a senior associate at the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace.


