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For if I am confounded by you, then you are already of me, and | am nowhere without you. | cannot
muster the ‘we’ except by finding the way in which I am tied to ‘you,” by trying to translate but
finding that my own language must break up and yield if | am to know you. You are what | gain
through this disorientation and loss. This is how the human comes into being, again and again, as

that which we have yet to know.

- Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and
Violence 49.



Abstract

Georgia decriminalised homosexuality in 2000 and adopted the Anti-Discrimination Law in 2014.
Despite these laws, societal exclusion of and discrimination against LGBTQ+ people remain
prevalent. This thesis aims to explore how Georgian LGBTQ+ bodies fall outside of what is alleged
to be a normative notion of being a valuable human being. Building on theoretical concepts such
as biopower, vulnerability, public space/sphere, and the politics of in/visibility, this thesis asks:
How can the vulnerability of bodies of the Georgian LGBTQ+ community enact forms of public
resistance to socio-political discourses which shape that vulnerability? Based on my analysis of
news articles/photos and legalisation reports on the topic of LGBTQ+ rights in Georgia’s societal
debate, and relating it to geopolitical, religious, sociocultural factors, I will make clear that
Georgia’s biopower system reinforces a heterosexual and reproductive norm. Deviating from these
norms, Georgian queer bodies are considered to endanger the nation’s biological heritage as well
as the deeply rooted traditional values. My study shows that both the Georgian Orthodox Church
and nationalist groups seek to reduce LGBTQ+ presence, whether by disrupting the assemblies of
the LGBTQ+ activists in the public space or by protesting heavily against the premiere of a queer
themed film that facilitates the LGBTQ+ community’s visibility. The thesis furthermore shows that
the lack of support from Georgian authorities not only violates the basic human rights of the
LGBTQ+ people, but also reduces their bodies to precarity. It subsequently makes clear that
through recognising this precarious condition and by exposing their bodily vulnerability
collectively, forms of social agency against dominant power relations can be enacted. The
importance here lies in recognising human interdependency as an invariable feature of social
existence. This will lead to a collective responsibility and solidarity, which in turn, can bridge the

gap constructed by biopolitical practices.
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Introduction

In June 2019, | visited my partner who was living in Tbilisi, Georgia at the time. One of the things
to bring over from the Netherlands was a rainbow flag as he and his flatmates were unable to
procure one in Georgia. This was also confirmed by the organisation Tbilisi Pride, telling him he
only can find the rainbow flag outside Georgia’s borders.® The reason for him — and his flat
flatmates — to have this particular flag was to show support for the upcoming pride week in Thilisi,
which had been organised by Thbilisi Pride. With the pride and the accompanying activities, Tbilisi
Pride hoped to advocate for LGBTQ+ rights and to gain some recognition, as the LGBTQ+
community has been mistreated and excluded from Georgia society. Thus, | brought the flag over,
and after meeting my partner’s Russian, Georgian, and Swedish-Syrian flatmates we attached the
rainbow flag on my partner’s balcony and made plans on how we could safely attend the pride
activities and show our support to the community.? After a while, the flatmates were betting on
how many complaints they would get for showing the rainbow flag so prominently. At that moment
it occurred to me that displaying this flag could have bigger consequences than I initially thought.
A day later, and besides getting some looks of disapproval from pedestrians walking by the
balcony, our little act of resistance seemed to have gone by unnoticed. However, just then we
received a message from the Georgian flatmate, who was alerting us that the flag made an
appearance on Georgian national news (fig. 0.1). For a split second | felt that we did something
important, but | also knew that with this appearance on the news, from which the location of the
apartment was recognisable for the neighbourhood, the potential of possible backlash was
heightened. This became reality when a large group of men woke up everyone in the apartment by
shouting threats in Georgian and by banging on the front door while trying to unlock it. While the
Georgian flat mate was shouting back at the group of men, we decided to remove the flag. Some
time passed and eventually the group of men left the apartment building and finally got back to the
taxi they came with. We, on the other hand, sat at the kitchen table for an hour and were discussing

the events of the night, questioning what exactly happened, and thinking about other possible

1 For brevity | prefer to use the term LGBTQ+. It is short for the acronym ‘LGBTQIA,” which represents an array of
identities such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, and asexual/allies. Throughout this
thesis it can occur that | will use the terms LGBTQ+ synonymously with ‘queer.’

2 Eventually, due to other social protest in Georgia in June, the first Pride Week was canceled and delayed.
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scenarios. What if we did not lock the door? What if we decided not to remove the flag? What shall

we do with the flag?
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Figure 0.1 © TV Pirveli (2019, June 6). Translation: 'Vasadze decrees' ‘'Thilisi Pride’ and threats.

It was on this night that we found ourselves in a situation that is indicative of a longer tradition of
heated debates over LGBTQ+ rights in Georgia between conservative groups claiming to safeguard
traditional and religious values and LGBTQ+ and human rights activist that mostly consist of the
younger — more liberal — generation. This public debate reached its low-point on May 17, 2013
when thousands of civilians led by Georgian Orthodox priest violently attacked a small group of
gay rights demonstrators who were commemorating the International Day Against Homophobia in
the public space of Thilisi (Roth 2013). Even though Georgia decriminalised homosexuality in
2000 and adopted a law on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination in 2014, the exclusion

of and discrimination against LGBTQ+ people is still prevalent today.

Introducing Research Objective and Research Question
The vulnerability of the Georgian LGBTQ+ community to physical violence, public exclusion and

discrimination raises the question of why this community has fallen outside of what is alleged to
be a normative notion of being a human. To look at this in a bigger picture, then, what rights to
2



life, liberty, and expression people who do not fit the norms that has been set in a society have?
Why are some bodies protected, considered grievable, while other bodies are exposed to violence
and discrimination? How is knowledge about certain bodies produced? And by whom? These
questions are essential when thinking about today’s violence and are subsequently also the motives
of many social and political movements that are (re)claiming their agency and autonomy. Indeed,
with social protest bodies play a significant role on different levels. Protesters prominently appear
as an assembly of bodies. Hereby, the bodily and hence physical component of an assembly
gathering in a public space is already in itself politically meaningful (Butler 2015, 18). The body
is not only present in the act of protesting itself; the body is also often an important subject of social
protest. As Judith Butler explains, the claims of rights over the autonomy of our bodies is important
to many movements: “[...] essential to many political movements is the claim of bodily integrity
and self-determination. It is important to claim that our bodies are in a sense our own and that we
are entitled to claim rights of autonomy over our bodies” (2004, 25). That the body is pivotal to
many movements is also evident with movements that attempt to deracialise, decolonise, and
desexualise bodies imprinted by certain normalisations. However, to follow Butler’s line of though,
with practices of resistance, protests and demonstrations we expose our bodies to the gaze and
touch of others, which shows the public dimension of the body as well as its vulnerability (ibid.,
26).

This study seeks to contribute to an already extensive body of work on the concept of the
body and the way it is used discursively. Given the resurgence of social protests and socio-political
movements across the world in the past decade, and the fact that in today’s world violence is an
everyday reality, the question of which bodies matter is profoundly relevant. More specifically, |
want to research the vulnerabilities of the bodies of the Georgian LGBTQ+ community as a form
of resistance. | would like to answer the following research question: How can the vulnerability of
bodies of the Georgian LGBTQ+ community enact forms of public resistance to socio-political
discourses which shape that vulnerability? In order to examine what these socio-political
discourses entail it is important to relate these to geopolitical, religious, and sociocultural factors.
This will provide me with a better understanding of how these discourses are depriving queer
bodies from social/cultural/political/economical structures they depend on and are decimating their
livelihoods. One of the key terms that describe this matter more clearly is ‘precarity,” which Butler

defines as “that politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from failing social



and economic networks of support more than others, and become differentially exposed to injury,
violence, and death” (2009, 25).

Theoretical Frameworks
Whereas the sociality of the body had previously been addressed in scientific studies in

anthropology (Douglas 1970), sociology (Goffman 1959, Bourdieu 1984, Turner 1984), feminist
theory and gender/queer studies (Butler 1990, Haraway 1985), cultural studies (Mulvey 1975),
philosophy (Merleau-Ponty 1945, de Beauvoir 1949, Foucault 1977), and fashion studies
(Entwistle 2000), its connection with social protest/resistance and vulnerability still leaves open
the possibility for further research. This means that most theorists | will draw on in my thesis do
not specifically relate their account of the human body to protest or vulnerability, but | have
nonetheless attempted to draw on some concepts and implications of the mentioned theoretical
perspectives for my thesis. Each chapter of this thesis will have one focus that is complemented by
a theory. This means that my thesis consists of interlocking theoretical frameworks.

The first theory that will be introduced in this thesis is Michel Foucault’s concept of
‘biopower,” which means power over life. This concept sheds a light on how bodies are sites of
social control and discipline in spaces infused with power relations (Foucault 1990 [1976], 139).
Using this concept as one of my main theoretical frameworks, Foucault’s work can help me to trace
how certain socio-political discourses in Georgia exert social control over the population (i.e. body
politics) and the individual body via systematic medical and legal regulations of life (e.g.
reproduction, family purity, sexual acts). What also is relevant here, is the work Homo Sacer (1988)
by Giorgi Agamben, which takes up and redevises Foucault’s biopolitics. He argues how via
biopolitical measures citizens can be stripped from their rights (‘bios’), excluded from the
political/social domain, and thereby being reduced to their natural ‘bare life’ (‘zo&”) (1998, 1).2
Another theorist that draws on Foucault’s biopower is Achille Mbembe’s concept of ‘necropolitics’
(2003). Here, the focus from the power over life is shifted towards the power over death. As such,
Mbembe analyses how different contemporary forms of necropolitics forces some bodies to live in

precarious conditions. He hereby poses the question of which bodies are considered disposable and

3 Both the work by Foucault and Agamben were already anticipated by second-wave feminism, wherein feminist body
politics redefined the female body in political rather than biological terms. The same goes for racial politics, whereby
movement such as Black Power and the Civil Right Movement reclaimed and decolonised bodies that were inscribed
with racist normalisations.



ungrievable and which bodies are not.

The question asked by Mbembe is also posed by Judith Butler, who in her later work re-
evaluates the human body in relation to vulnerability as a means to resist prevailing norms. Butler’s
concept of ‘vulnerability’ will be another prominent theory in my thesis. According to her, it is
necessary to understand that humans as embodied beings are ontologically dependent on
“environment, social relations, and networks of support and sustenance” (Butler 2016, 21). Here,
the influence of Maurice Merleau-Ponty is visible. With his phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty
foregrounds the idea that to be a body is to be of the world, a world which is occupied with other
embodied subjects and objects (2002 [1945], 171]. He hereby emphasises that via one’s bodily
position in the spatial world, one is exposed to the gaze and touch of others and comes thereby to
know and experience the world. Merleau-Ponty’s work will provide me with a steadier foundation
to explain what Butler means with her argument about how human beings are dependent on and
interrelated to their spatial environment and other embodied beings. For Butler we are all made
vulnerable to various systems which precede our existence in the world and thereby structure how
we act, how we identify ourselves and our relationship with others. But if vulnerability is seen as
an ontological category that characterizes us equally, we must then think about how certain political
or cultural powers produce vulnerability to discredit specific social groups. In her work Butler
invites us to stop considering vulnerability as weakness, but instead view it as a force that can be
translated into claims of agency that might forge resistance. Hereby, Butler’s analysis on
vulnerability helps me examining how the Georgian LGBTQ+ people, in showing their precarious
conditions collectively, draw effective force from this vulnerability.

Another theoretical concept that will help me to study my research question more
thoroughly is the role of the public space and sphere. Public space is relevant because the denial of
the LGBTQ+ community’s right to appear and assemble in public space is one of the larger battles
in Georgia’s LGBTQ+ protests. Jurgen Habermas (1962) considers the public sphere to be the basic
element of democracy and sees it as the realm of society where the exchange of socio-political
matters takes place, where public opinion is formed, and wherein all citizens can assemble equally.*
However, what counts as a public sphere is also constituted by those people in society that are

excluded. This means that for many of social and cultural movements, they must find ways to

4 This equality, and thereby leaving power relations behind, is a regulative ideal for Habermas rather than a reality.
One of the most common criticisms of Habermas is that by postulating that equality, he is simply ignoring the
existing inequality in society.



assemble to advocate for their rights to appear, assemble, and political express themselves freely
in the public space/sphere. And lastly, | will integrate the politics of in/visibility into my thesis
wherein | will refute the dominant — mainly Western — idea that a heightened visibility of excluded
societal groups equals social liberation. Just a visibility can be encountered as a site of resistance,
it also can have regulatory effects in the way how bodies (are made to) appear in the public sphere

or are made invisible.

Methodology

As my methodological framework | use discourse analysis, which provides insights into the way
how texts in the largest possible sense are able to show meaning-making processes that construct
particular social relations, social identities, and versions of social realities. In other words,
discourse analysis explores how specific views and implications are constructed as real, universal,
and natural. In any epoch what can and cannot be expressed is, by definition, limited. This can be
due to suppression or censorship, or potential ways of beings which were simply not possible to
imagine at that time. This means that while some statements are taken as truth, other statements
are suppressed (Griffin 2013, 92). Discourse analysis as a method, then, is concerned with how
discourses, produced by and through power relations and institutions (e.g. medical, political,
religious) replicate visions of the world. Hereby, discourse analysts critically engage with
examining and unravelling discursive practices in order to reveal truths and knowledge, as well as
how they shape perceptions and generate effects (ibid., 103).

Text, as noted, should be considered in its largest possible meaning, so as not only to include
written texts, but also all communication of meaning, including objects. This can vary from printed,
transcribed, and verbal conversations such as newspapers, speeches, and interviews to visual
images such as photos, films, and webpages. To specify, when looking at newspapers we may also
look at the lay-out and the relation between news photo and the accompanied text. Important to
note is that the term ‘discourse analysis’ is used in all kinds of social science disciplines. This
means that it knows a variety of approaches which cannot be described briefly. Bearing in mind
what kind of knowledge I seek to uncover in my research approach, I consider the ‘critical discourse
analysis’ the most fitting to my research.

Jorgensen and Phillips argue that within the critical discourse analytical movement,
multiple approaches exist that have developed theory and method to examine the relationships

between discourse and social and cultural phenomena in social domains. Since there are similarities



in these approaches, but also some differences, Jargensen and Phillips foreground the five common
features. These are: the understanding that discursive practices (through which texts are produced
and consumed) contributes to the constitution of the social world; discourse is both constitutive
and constituted; the focus on the languages used should be analysed within its social context; the
implication that discursive practices contribute to the (re)production of unequal power relations
between social groups; critical research committed to social change (Jergensen & Phillips 2002,
60-64). Even though there are some large differences between the approaches, | follow these five
commonalities among the approaches while doing my research. To elaborate, | believe that certain
socio-political discursive practices do indeed constitute the dire situation in Georgia for the
LGBTQ+ rights and therefore I will trace this in a wider social and geopolitical context. By doing
this, | examine to what extent these discursive practices (re)produce and legitimise social inequality
within social groups in Georgia. By undermining the self-evident nature of these discursive
legitimations of social inequality, with my thesis | — hopefully — contribute to raise awareness.
What kind of ‘texts” am | going to analyse? As | already mentioned, discourses are
articulated through a range of images, texts, and practices that produce meanings. The relevance of
texts depends largely upon the perspectives in which | will approach the texts, including also the
specific social issues in question and the theoretical framework I draw upon. With this in mind, |
will read texts inscribed with meaning that reflect the public debate on LGBTQ+ rights in the social
and political space of Georgia. Here recent media texts (e.g. news articles, social media posts,
photo’s) and (litigation) reports provide me with useful reflections and insights on the way how
queerness, sexuality, and gender in Georgia’s society are thought of today. It also sketches the
decimating conditions of Georgian LGBTQ+ people and the position of anti-gay societal groups.
A potential drawback is that I can neither write, read nor speak Georgian, which already limits an
amount of texts that | could examine. Nonetheless, organisations such as Women’s Initiatives
Supporting Group (WISG), Thilisi Pride, and various news sites such as Open Caucasus Media
(OC Media) or Civil.ge report on political and social issues in the region of Georgian in the English
language. However, here it is important that | attempt to be transparent about how these news

channels are supported as some of the news platforms are funded by Western organisations.®

5 Nonetheless, almost every media outlet is sponsored. This does not mean that they cannot be journalistically
independent. Georgia is simply too small to make an English-language based platform profitable. | agree that these
news platforms often have a critical view of the government or society, however, this does not mean that this
criticism is handed over by their donors.



Moreover, international organisations such as Council of Europe, ILGA-Europe, and Amnesty
International also reports on the protection of human rights in Georgia focusing specifically on the
violence and discriminations on Georgian LGBTQ+ people. Again, it is important to consider that
these organisations are working within a liberal framework.

In the third chapter especially, | will look into documentary photograph visualising the
recent societal debate of LGBTQ+ visibility and rights in Georgia. To efficiently approach these
visual images, | will explore what meaning is created within these photos (i.e. texts) and
subsequently how they function within culture (Walton 2012, 45). Here, Roland Barthes’ semiotics
will provide me with the useful tools to do so. Although I am not extensively describing Barthes’
method in this thesis, it is still plausible to explain his study of signs. Barthes elaborates that every
text consists of a sign that can be decoded. Here the sign is constituted by two elements, namely a
‘signifier,” which is the material substance or the sensory, and a ‘signified’ which is a cultural
concept or idea evoked by the signifier (Barthes 1972 [1957], 111-112). The signifier and the
signified are two distinct but indivisible concepts, and when they are combined during the process
of signification they form the sign. With his semiotics Barthes shows that texts are not inherently
natural or essential, but rather are imbued with meaning that is indicative of dominant values and
beliefs.

In conclusion, I should discuss one further constraint to my method. The observations that
are going to be made through critical discourse analysis are dependent on argumentation rather
than on empirical data which is gained through quantitative research or other qualitative techniques.
To elaborate, using discourse analysis as my method does not provide me with empirical data such
as participant observations (i.e. interviews) of those ‘protesting bodies’ that give me a more direct
insight into the embodied experience of being excluded to assembly in public space, or of being in
social protest against those powerful forces. Since discourse analysis is largely focused on
written/spoken/visualised language, it rarely tells the whole stories, or it does not enable scholars
to concretely define the mechanism underlying some socio-cultural phenomenon. Despite the fact
it was impossible for me to do fieldwork in Thilisi, participate in a protest, or conduct interviews,
| do believe that through discourse analysis | can study how socio-political discourses — the
vulnerable and agentic body — and public space/sphere are interrelated. My approach is firmly
grounded in the idea that texts reveal attitudes, principles, and meanings and that decoding them

advances knowledge on the circulation of knowledge and believes in society.



Western Perspective — Situated Knowledge
Considering Georgia’s long history as a former Soviet State and its continuation of military and

politically threat from Russia, it can be difficult to find my “right” place and voice. As I am born
and raised in a Western European country, | do not want to approach this thesis as an imperial
project that argues within the paradigm of the “West versus the rest,” which situates the West at the
forefront of progress and modernity in contrast to non-Western states that are classified as not
modern [enough]. Owing to global capitalism, the increase exchanges via communication
technologies, and the recent politics on sexual equality that found its roots in the 1960s in the West,
the alleged tolerance towards sexual minorities is incorporated as an indication of progress
(Kahlina 2015, 74). This also led to positioning homophobic attitudes as being against this Western
civilisation process. So, how should I, if that is even possible or plausible, be objective as | am also
taking a critical strand as a methodological approach?

With these questions in mind, 1 would like to briefly touch upon Donna Haraway’s work,
which has an interdisciplinary aim to transcend seemingly clear distinctions and to deal more with
complex, hybrid, and bordering phenomena (Asberg 2009, 33). She herewith advocates for a
feminist approach of science that provides a critical tool for analysis that departs from fixed results
and moves towards a knowledge production that is open for ambiguities (ibid., 36). In her essay
“Situated Knowledges” (1988), Haraway contends that appropriating the vision of the less
powerful and claiming to understand their position is not feasible. The same goes for forms of
relativism which, according to Haraway, have a totalising character, as she argues that “relativism