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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to investigate the form of young male socialisation referred to
as birzha, in its relation to public space in Georgia. Birzha defines a group of young men who meet
regularly in urban open spaces in Tbilisi’s neighbourhoods. Partly considered as the initial step of a
criminal career, belonging to birzha is a mark of identification with one’s local group. The contested
nature of public space is illustrated by the conflicting relation between birzha’s bottom-up use of public
space and top-down projects of urban renovation sought by Saakashvili’s government.
Design/methodology/approach – Drawing upon literary and media sources, and analysing
fieldwork data collected in 2008-2009 and 2014, this study explores how the announced (re)construction
of public space under Saakashvili resulted in institutional interventions from above which curtailed
public space’s accessibility.
Findings – The present analysis points out contradictions in Saakashvili’s government’s political
narrative on public space. In the institutional focus on a future of order, transparency, and democracy,
birzha is an insistent reminder of an informal and corrupted past. Banned from futuristic projections of
the public space, in the present birzha is annihilated by state repression, enforced in opaque zones out
of public sight.
Originality/value – Focusing on a largely overlooked phenomenon in social science research, the
paper highlights the ways in which conflicting approaches to public space affect the relation between
political institutions and citizens. Delving into ambivalent public/private divides in post-socialist
societies, the study of Georgian birzha offers an original angle for investigating the contestation of
urban public space in relation to political legitimacy and transparency.
Keywords Public policy, Urban development, Social exclusion, Youth, Post-socialism
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
In summer 2014, I spent few weeks in Tbilisi for my PhD on Georgian hospitality.
My previous visit in the Georgian capital dated back to 2009. Over five years, the city
and the country experienced dramatic changes. Tbilisi’s landscape was “enriched” by
new buildings and infrastructures, mainly concentrated around the old town and the
riversides. A big glass pedestrian bridge, namedMshvidobis khidi[1], “Bridge of Peace”,
rose over the river Mtkvari. Above it, the skyline was crossed by a cable railway taking
visitors up to the Narikala fortress, on the hills surrounding the old town. The overall
impression was that both local and national administration had put great effort to
make the city cleaner, tidier, and generally more “modern”.

On the political side, October 2012 parliamentary elections sanctioned the defeat of
president Mikheil Saakashvili and its United National Movements (UNM) in favour
of the Georgian Dream coalition, led by billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili. The event
was internationally hailed as the first genuinely democratic change of power in the
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post-Soviet space. For Georgians, it also marked the end of an era, started with 2003
Rose Revolution, with many shadows among the lights celebrated in the west.
Saakashvili’s government was praised by international politicians and analysts for its
commitment to “transform” the country in a fully fledged western-style democracy.
Institutional reforms mostly targeted a widespread and entrenched culture of informality
(Hayoz and Giordano, 2013; Mars and Altman, 1983), with anti-corruption policies as the
most evident expression of this project.

Governmental interventions were not directed just against organised crime and
corruption, but also hit certain social phenomena and behaviours considered part and
parcel of informality. Such policies targeted, among other phenomena, patterns of
young male street socialisation, commonly identified as birzha (Frederiksen, 2013;
Zakharova, 2010). A Russian word literally meaning “stock exchange”, in the
Georgian slang birzha indicates an “open-pit gathering of idle youth”, while ironically
referring to the financial word (Bregadze, 2005 in Zakharova, 2010). “Davabirzhaot!” –
“Let’s go to birzha!” is a common expression among male youth, and in the Georgian
language as a whole. Partly considered as the initial step of a criminal career,
belonging to birzha is a fundamental mark of identification with one’s local group.
This kind of socialisation was hit by Saakashvili’s administration, through both
reforms and repression.

In this paper, I focus on birzha in Tbilisi as an angle for approaching the question
of public space in Georgian society. Public space is a contested notion. Moved by
increasing concern, scholars and social and political activists have pointed out that
public space is being depredated and devalued, progressively shrinking in favour of
aggressive private interests (Orum and Neal, 2010). Through political and economic
control, public space is made increasingly hostile and inaccessible to citizens, which
retreat into the more reassuring private domestic sphere (Sennett, 1977). However,
practices of opposition to neoliberal policies and reappropriation of the public space
arise, both on a spontaneous, everyday basis, and through political organisation
(Smith and Low, 2013).

In socialist systems, where the relation between “private” and “public” is specifically
ambivalent (Zhelnina, 2012; Ledeneva, 2011, 2014), the question of public space, and of
whom such space belongs to, is further complicated. In a supposedly “unlimited” public
space, which was actually controlled by the Soviet state, birzha was a way through
which “ordinary residents appropriated public places beyond the mainstream
paradigms and master narratives of the city image” (Darieva and Kaschuba, 2011, p. 9).
The end of communism was expected to bring about a new understanding of public
space, in line with new opportunities opened up by the demise of Soviet
authoritarianism. However, public space as “all areas that are open and accessible to
all members of the public in a society” (Orum and Neal, 2010), negotiated in a balanced
a transparent way between the securisation of private property and the management
the public domain, did not emerge in Georgia. If during the 1990s’ social, political, and
economic turmoil the public sphere lacked the support of viable institutions and was
torn apart by conflicting interests of private – often criminal – groups (Slade, 2014;
Shelley et al., 2007), the new political establishment brought about by the Rose
Revolution pledged to change things.

The analysis of birzha and its recent historical developments is taken as “the case
of” conflicting approaches for the definition and appropriation of public space. Birzha’s
bottom-up understanding of public space clashes with top-down projects of urban
renovation sought by Saakashvili’s government. This paper questions the effective
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“publicness” (Varna and Tiesdell, 2010) of space in Georgia after 2003, pointing out the
way in which post-Rose Revolution government’s approach to urban public space in
Tbilisi (and elsewhere) has gone hand in hand with an exclusive and repressive stance
towards specific social phenomena and groups. The analysis of contested public space
in Tbilisi aims to tackle the impact of Saakashvili government’s policies on social and
political life, proposing broader reflections on urban public space as a site where
alternative political approaches could develop.

The paper draws upon relevant literary and media sources along with data collected
on the field in 2008-2009 and 2014. First, I frame my study within the relevant literature,
subsequently delineating research methods and fieldwork challenges. Second, I analyse
the relation between birzha and the space in which this phenomenon takes place, focusing
on changes since Soviet times. Third, conflicting claims on public space are investigated.
The case of birzha is discussed in order to focus on how such patterns of socialisation
clashed with institutional projects of social and urban “modernisation”, which the
government carried on through an aggressive top-down approach. Finally, I highlight
recent developments in the current government’s attitudes towards public space,
outlining limits, and perspectives of the present research.

Birzha as an object of study
With the notable exception of few works (Frederiksen, 2012, 2013; Zakharova, 2010),
birzha is an utterly neglected subject in social scientific research[2]. The phenomenon
escapes straightforward categorisation. With reference to Georgian history and tradition,
birzha can be associated to brotherhood. In Bardavelidze’s (1984) ethnography of
historical relations between Georgian mountain and valley populations, the institution
of modzeoba (adoptive brotherhood) is depicted as a link of spiritual kinship serving to
build social and political allegiances within and beyond the Caucasus’ borders.

“Contemporary” brotherhoods are the focus of Frederiksen’s (2012, 2013) analysis of
Georgian young males in post-Soviet Batumi. Frederiksen’s respondents, young men
born in the years over the fall of Soviet Union, define dzmakatsoba – from dzma,
“brother” and katsi, “man”, a stronger term than the neutral megobari, “friend” – as an
affective link of unconditional trust and loyalty between peers. Although such features
are fundamental in the kind of relationships underpinning birzha, Frederiksen
mentions this phenomenon briefly, including it as “hanging out” among other activities
characterising his interaction with respondents.

The only work that, to my knowledge, explicitly focuses on birzha is Zakharova’s
(2010) article “Street Life in Tbilisi as a Factor of Male Socialisation”. Partly referring
to scholarship on American street gangs (Anderson, 1999; Whyte, 1943), birzha is
described as a street institution of sociability underpinned by specific rules, whose key
points are honour, honesty, and manliness. A hierarchy of roles and identities regulates
such shared norms. Highest authority in birzha is dzveli bichi (“old boys”). Dzveli bichi
are teenagers or young men aiming for a career in the criminal world (Finckenauer and
Kelly, 1992). Key features of dzveli bichi are: disregard for official rules and authorities,
street norms expertise, proneness to solve conflicts through violent means, prison
experience. Dzveli bichi is widely understood as an embryonic stage of kanonieri kurdi
(“thief-in-law”). At progressively lower levels of the hierarchy, due to less assertive
manliness and lack of confidence with criminal means, are patiosani bichi (“honest
boys”) and dedikos bichi (“mummy boys”).

In Zakharova’s and Frederiksen’s work the urban space is an essential feature for
understanding patterns of socialisation. However, Zakharova mainly focuses on
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birzha’s inner structure and social functions. Tbilisi neighbourhoods in which birzha
develop are territorial marks of belonging and recipients of birzha member’s loyalty.
Although Saakashvili’s interventions to contrast this phenomenon are analysed in
details, such policies are not explicitly related to space and to conflicting understanding
of this space as “public”.

In Frederiksen’s study the cityscape of Batumi has a fundamental role. Luxurious
new buildings and infrastructures as part of the government’s effort to restyle the city
as a cool touristic resort are contrasted with areas left half-ruined by years of turmoil
and decadence, and neglected by political intervention. Batumi’s space underpins
a reflection on the way in which time affects the lives of Frederiksen’s young
respondents. These men’s present is haunted by both physical and symbolic ruins of
the past, with the result of denied access to the future. State policies of “modernisation”
of the cityscape are made accountable for these people’s “temporal marginalisation”
(Frederiksen, 2013, p. 11).

My paper aims to build upon such considerations by arguing that marginalisation
has also been put forward on a spatial dimension through a twofold approach to Tbilisi
urban space. On the one hand, top-down attempts to make the city more “European-
like” resulted in an exclusive reworking of public space, which cut out individuals and
groups who did not fit the government’s renovation projects. On the other hand, public
space “appropriated” by bottom-up phenomena such as birzha were neglected by
state’s urban improvements, while at the same time being increasingly controlled and
militarised. Since governmental policies’main distinctive mark was a pledge to – social,
political, economic – transparency, the paper points out the way in which this idea of
“transparency” applied to urban public space actually resulted in the simultaneous
creation of several “dark spots” which starkly contrasted with images of democracy
and freedom often associated to post-Rose Revolution Georgia.

Research methods and ethnographic challenges
My interest in birzha dates back to my first experience in Georgia, which lasted
17 months between 2008 and 2009, and was followed by a six-week research trip in
summer 2014. While my first visit was driven by other purposes than the present
research, I spent part of my stay in a household located outside from Tbilisi’s centre.
Social life in the neighbourhood followed patterns which are referred to as Georgian
“cultural bases” (Dragadze, 1988; Mars and Altman, 1983): individuals’ reliance on
extended families (including close friends and neighbours), strict gender divisions,
informal knowledge (from household management, to manual work, to appropriate
social behaviour) passed on through generations. Teenagers and young men hanging
out in the streets were a permanent feature of the local landscape. Residents referred to
such gatherings as birzha. Birzha seemed to be inseparable from the neighbourhood
landscape and its social life. As both Frederiksen and Zakharova note, regardless
people’s different degrees of involvement in street life, the understanding of its
dynamics and rules is shared knowledge among the neighbourhood’s inhabitants.

Fieldwork on birzha presents various challenges, related both to the nature of the
phenomenon and to my specific position as a researcher. A primary difficulty arises
when it comes to distinguish between respondents who declared to be, respectively,
birzha – current or former – insiders and outsiders. The main group of my respondents
was constituted by young men in their early or mid-20s. Similarly to Batumi youth
described by Frederiksen, the majority of my respondents, to different extents, was
unemployed, with an education that could have hardly been of use, and affected by a
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more or less troubled relationship with alcohol and drugs. In addition, some of them
had some – direct or indirect – experiences in the criminal world.

As several authors point out (Gotfredsen, 2014; Frederiksen, 2012, 2013; Manning,
2009a, b), my respondents’ generation has been dramatically affected by so-called post-
socialist “transition”. Growing social and economic inequality brought about by free
market predicated upon neoliberal reforms opened new opportunities to a small part
of the population while leaving the majority with little future perspective in terms of
social and geographical mobility (Roberts and Pollock, 2009). Socialisation through
birzha is partially to be understood as a response to unemployment, marginalisation,
and a general immobility characterising everyday life. Young men with whom I was in
touch in my fieldwork were – to different extents – directly affected by Saakashvili
government’s policies – highlighted in details below – aiming to restyle public space
and the general makeup of Georgian society along a divide between the more and the
less “desirable”.

Most of my respondents hardly claimed to be effectively involved in street life. While
acknowledging that some friends and acquaintances – although not closest ones – were
active members of birzha, or even dzveli bichi, personal participation and loyalty to street
communities was downplayed. Street life was depicted, if not in negative terms, as
something not to be proud of. On the other hand, many of my respondents did hang out
regularly in the street, and when asked about what they were up to, the reply was often
“We are just popping in to birzha!”Moreover, accounts and gossips on last news or past
memorable events from birzha were a recurrent subject of our conversations.

“Second-hand” information, provided by people detached from birzha in time and
space (Ledeneva, 1998) – older men recalling their youth experiences; my respondents’
mothers, wives, or girlfriends worried for these men wasting time in the street – was
essential in my data gathering, since this topic entails significant limitations for a
woman researcher. Birzha has a practically exclusive male access: as one of my
respondents put it, “of course there are also women in birzha! They just show up to take
their drunken men home!” The fact that I was not Georgian somehow made my
interactions with male respondents more relaxed, since I was not expected to conform
to “traditional” gender roles. I had access to some group practices (such as ritual
drinking), which usually are not women’s business. However, this facilitation had its
downsides, for example limiting my contacts with (in particular older) women, who
could consider my behaviour as non-orthodox. In addition, beyond my male respondents’
friendliness the gender barrier stood quite impenetrable, eventually making hard to have
a direct access to birzha.

Data gathered through participant observation and focused conversations with
friends and acquaintances in my two fieldwork stages offer multisided perspectives on
birzha, which show that perceptions and definitions of this phenomenon are disputed[3].
Besides the abovementioned meanings, I have been repeatedly told that birzha depicts
just a group of people gathering regularly. In this sense, birzha appears to be neither an
exclusively male phenomenon nor a peculiarly urban form of sociability. My respondents
stressed the existence of birzha in the countryside, clustering around villages’ water
springs and involving all villagers. Also, if birzha is connected to abovementioned
notions of brotherhood, roots of this phenomenon date back to pre-Soviet times, referring
to ancient traditions of Caucasian tribes.

However, this paper considers birzha in Soviet and post-Soviet times within a
specific urban dimension – Tbilisi. Although historical institutions of brotherhood can
be found beyond the borders of Georgia and the Caucasus, my fieldwork has revealed
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that the meaning of “birzha” provided in the introduction – “open-pit gathering of idle
youth” – does not find correspondents in neighbouring post-Soviet countries, such as
Russia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Kazakhstan. A focus on the city dimension serves the
purpose of looking at birzha in its relation to transforming urban public space in
today’s Georgia. In the following sections, I will analyse how changing and contested
notions of public space since Soviet times have interacted with forms of youth
sociability in Tbilisi, in turn affecting the way in which young Georgian males and
political institutions relate to each other.

Everyone’s space? Birzha in Soviet Tbilisi
Public space has a particularly contested meaning in socialist and post-socialist societies.
The issue of public space is related to the broader question of blurred boundaries between
“public” and “private” in a Soviet-type system. The view of a “public” realm penetrating
all aspects of social life, limiting the “private” to the domestic context, is misleading.
An “intermediate” “social” realm – encompassing the complex world developing between
the top level of the party-state and family and friends networks – was organised not only
through ideological, meritocratic, or authoritarian principles, but also “along lines of
bargaining, reciprocal favours, mutual dependencies, networks of connections,
dissimulation, circumvention of regulations and procedures” (Garcelon, 2007, p. 317).
The domestic realm, unlike in “Western” societies, served as an underground milieu for
dissident practices and opinions.

In referring such considerations to the socialist organisation of space, the lack of
private property could suggest that the “publicness” of space was developed to an
extent unknown in capitalist societies. However, since the “public” belonged to the
state, only activities controlled by the authorities were to be allowed in “official” public
space (Zhelnina, 2012). In this context, birzha was a pervasive phenomenon of Soviet
Georgian society located on blurred boundaries between the public and the private
sphere. The heart of birzha activities is the ubani (or kvartali), the neighbourhood.
Although usually the focus of street life is a substantial element of the cityscape, such as a
street or a square, birzha spreads around the neighbourhood, penetrating “liminal” spaces,
which shift between categories of “private” and “public” (Dovey et al., 2001). Street corners,
courtyards, block gates, cellars, and basements: smaller and larger groups of young men
gather in these thresholds between house and street, between family and state. As a form
of youth association alternative to those promoted by Soviet authorities – such as the
Young Pioneers and the Komsomol’ – birzha represented a niche against the system’s
regimentation. In a context where, due to oppressive political control, “open ‘public’ spaces
(were) perceived as something alien and belonging to the state, not to the inhabitants” –
turning an ideal “everyone’s space” into “no one’s space” (Zhelnina, 2013) – birzha created
a different kind of collective interactions in urban spaces.

The multitude of “other spaces” created by birzha is regulated by a specific set of
moral norms, which, upholding loyalty towards one’s particularistic group as a
supreme value, clashed with all-embracing Soviet principles. My respondent Lela – 51,
social worker – in an engaging conversation on the moral bases underpinning social
relationships in Georgia, referred to this morality as a “kai bichi-kai gogo”model (“good
boy-good girl”, kai bichi is a term close to dzveli bichi). She depicted a social organisation
bonding individuals through common rules. Everybody must be loyal to these rules,
whether they are “right” or “wrong”. This “kurduli mentaliteti” (“thief-style mentality”)
does not envisage individual opinion and action, does not recognise legal and moral
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authority outside from the community, and does not follow what the law says – “ras
itqvis kanoni”, but “the people’s word” – “ras itqvis khalkhi”.

Alternative forms of socialisation were understood as a protest against the system
(Finckenauer and Kelly, 1992). Soviet power structure generated a widespread feeling
of mistrust and alienation towards the authorities, along with a firm will of not being
embroiled in such unjust institutions. Birzha represented an area free from state
control, governed by norms contrasting official laws, yet bestowed with higher
respect and legitimacy. This alternative social space proved to be crucial in the
relation between authorities and citizens amid the turmoil following the demise of
Soviet Union.

No one’s space? Shattered post-Soviet urban and social landscape
The lack of functioning institutions throughout the 1990s dragged newly independent
Georgia into poverty, unemployment, and ethnic conflict (Dunn, 2008). Organised
crime, which was previously linked to communist power by dual dynamics of support
and subversion, penetrated and took over state institutions (Slade, 2014). Corruption
paralysed the public sphere, from business, to transport, to education. The Georgian
population, which in Soviet times enjoyed life standards second only to the Baltic
countries, was deeply impoverished and lacked social security somehow previously
provided by the state (Shelley et al., 2007).

The urban landscape was severely hit by such hard times. The fight broken out in
the streets of Tbilisi in 1992 as a consequence of the coup against first post-Soviet
president Gamsakhurdia ruined a substantial part of the capital’s downtown (Manning,
2009a). Due to the lack of funding and the absence of viable institutions, public
infrastructures and the cityscape further deteriorated. By 2002, Tbilisi was offering the
following scenario: “concrete was falling off the huge apartment blocks in chunks,
the roads were so potholed that in many places the concept of traffic lanes had been
abandoned, and the power grid was so decayed that some Georgians had not had
electricity in over a decade” (Dunn, 2008, p. 248).

Urban ruins and a failed state stifled the viability of public space. The house, private
realm par excellence, took on the role of gathering point for the collective distribution of
informally acquired resources. Since the state was hardly capable to provide basic goods
and services to citizens, social networks, and personal connections became vital to get
by in everyday life. The responsibility towards one’s community, as well as the “duty” of
hospitality established by national tradition, fostered solidarity amid poverty and
turmoil. My respondent Gurami – 62, retired – proudly recalled his munificence at that
time. Thanks to connections in the native village, his family enjoyed extremely rare
goods: “Every month, I got a bucket of fresh sulguni (renowned Georgian cheese)” he
explained. “Nobody had sulguni those days! All neighbours used to hang around in my
house, because they know that I am a generous man”. Similarly, Keti – 58, teacher – told
me that friends and neighbours used to gather at her place to keep warm in the cold
season: “We had a small oil heater, and that was quite a luxury! We were happy to have
the neighbours’ families around, my children played with their children, it was cheerful”.

In this neighbourhood life of struggling and sharing, birzha had a prominent place.
Traditional images of Georgian manhood were challenged by post-Soviet “transition”.
Former “daredevil machos” (Tuite, 2005; Mars and Altman, 1983) supposed to provide
for their families, to lavishly treat guests, and to be wise and strong personalities within
the community, stuck in inaction, often coming down with alcohol and drug problems.
In this shattered condition, ideas of honour and camaraderie embodied by birzha were
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essential to recover a sense of masculinity that had no actual acknowledgment in the
reality (Frederiksen, 2013). My respondent Giorgi, 42, who was 19 when the Soviet
Union disintegrated, recalled ties between birzha mates in his youth, explaining that
“dzmakatsi is somebody that would never sell you out. You can entrust your mother,
your sister and your wife to him. There is not such a terrible thing as when a dzmakatsi
betrays your trust”. To make the concept clearer, he used this metaphor: “True friends
are beghura, sparrows, because they don’t leave Georgia even when it gets cold.
We don’t likemertskhali, swallows, which are around when the weather is good and go
away in winter”.

The “transition” exacerbated mistrust and anger towards the state. Promises of
freedom and new opportunities had been betrayed, giving way to a sense of loss and
uncertainty about present and future (Frederiksen and Dunn, 2014). The institutions’
perceived indifference and greediness was met with deep resentment, as the main
cause of citizens’ troubles. Although the criminal world, to which birzha is allegedly
connected, was intertwined with the political and economic establishment, birzha was
still considered as a protest against the system. In this sense, birzha, alike other
Soviet informal practices (see Ledeneva’s (1998), analysis of Russian blat), is linked
simultaneously to causes of, and reactions to, institutional inefficiency, political
unaccountability, economic stagnation, and social inequality.

Birzha’s pivotal role in post-Soviet youth’s lives is also related to the fact that this
generation had nothing to do (Frederiksen, 2013). The impossibility to work or
study – education was a particularly corrupted sector, Polese (2008) – gave young men
little alternative from idly hanging around in streets and courtyards. More or less illicit
activities – including fights with birzha from other neighbourhoods – beside the possibility
of getting some money, were adventures which moved this tedious routine. Curiously,
inactivity was recalled by some respondents in a nostalgic tone, as a carefree time. Nino – 65,
retired engineer – warned me that nowadays birzha is hardly noticeable.
“But in Shevardnadze’s times – she added – birzha was everywhere! People did not have
a job, so everybody could hang around all the time”.

The analysis of Soviet and post-Soviet times highlights birzha as an alternative to,
and a protest against, the official system. In communist Tbilisi, birzha eluded state
control on public space by appropriating liminal spaces in residential neighbourhoods.
Birzha embodied a form of sociability clashing with Soviet ideology. After the end of
the Soviet Union, when urban public space became an abandoned and unregulated
land, birzha was a form of solidarity and mutual support for a precociously doomed
generation of young men. Although linked in many ways to organised crime, which
epitomised the country’s miserable condition, birzha still embodied protest against
selfish institutions.

Growing anger against post-Soviet political elites resulted in 2003 Rose Revolution, in
which president Shevardnadze was bloodlessly ousted in favour of Saakashvili and UNM;
2003 events were fraught of promises about a forthcoming (re)constitution of a democratic
order. The following section investigates whether such promises have been met, focusing
on Saakashvili’s approach to the physical and social (re)construction of Tbilisi public
space. The impact of this approach on everyday sociability is also discussed.

Revolution from the top: what public space in Saakashvili’s Georgia?
The Rose Revolution unfolded along with a transformation of the public cityscape.
Forerun by 2001 student protests against Shevardnadze government’s seize of TV
channel Rustavi 2 (Manning, 2007), changes were welcomed as the awakening of a
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western-style “civil society” in Georgia. A western-educated political elite rose to power
as a result of people’s discontent towards corruption and inefficiencies of the post-Soviet
establishment. These events saw Georgians reappropriating spaces in the public sphere,
such as the parliament and Tbilisi’s main squares and avenues (Broers, 2005). The new
government’s pledge to rebuild shattered institutions from scratch was to go hand in
hand with the reconstruction of ruined cityscape and infrastructures. Saakashvili’s
presidential inauguration on the grave of King David the Builder (d. 1125) (Rekhviashvili,
2010) consecrated the new leader as Georgia’s “architect-in-chief” (Collin, 2010).

Saakashvili government’s rhetoric pointed out the path towards “Westernisation”,
developing through pursued membership in the EU and NATO and expressed in the
political willing to get rid of the “old” in favour of a future of democracy and freedom
( Jones, 2006). A general call for transparency, implemented through government’s
thorough anti-corruption policies, was the first step to move away from undesired Soviet
and post-Soviet legacies (Kukhianidze, 2009; King, 2004). Main targets of such policies
were bribing in the public service, and rampant corruption within the police – which
was purged of 16,000 officers, and then rebuilt from scratch through strict monitoring
and better salaries for new recruits (Rosenberg, 2013). The success of anti-corruption
reforms was internationally hailed; Transparency International (2012) Corruption
Perception Index ranked Georgia 51st out of 176 countries, ahead of several EUmembers
(on the eve of Rose Revolution, the country scored 124th out of 133, Transparency
International, 2012). Commitment to transparency and legality translated in a new
architectural fervour: glass buildings were meant to make the centres of political power,
public force, and finance visible and accessible to citizens (Lomsadze, 2010). The new
Georgian parliament in Kutaisi, the National Bank of Georgia’s headquarters in Tbilisi,
the Peace Bridge, and the outlandishly shaped glass police stations around the country
express this trend.

Architectural restyling was part of a broader renovation project to make Tbilisi more
“European”. Beside paving potholed roads, painting old Tbilisi’s buildings (notably for
GeorgeW. Bush’s 2005 visit) and boosting the flourishing of trendy cafes and restaurants
in the old town (mainly thought for foreign tourists), the government put considerable
effort in removing from the cityscape features that jeopardised a clean and safe image.
Lela Rekhviashvili’s (2014) study on the government’s fight against unlicensed street
vendors brilliantly illustrates this policy. Behind claims for regulated use of public space
and controlled hygiene standards in food trade, Saakashvili’s administration aimed to
annihilate the culture of informality widespread since Soviet times.

Birzha, as a social institution outside from state control, was heavily targeted in the
war against informal networks and rules. The government intervened in both
preventive and repressive ways to eradicate young people’s fascination for street life
and the criminal world. Connections between birzha and organised crime were made
explicit in political rhetoric. Educational projects in schools instilling respect for
authority and legality were implemented. Zakharova (2010) mentions “Safe School”
projects, which envisaged the figure of the “speaker-policeman” and the provision of
seminars on “Culture of Law”, focusing on topics such as “Student’s attitude toward
law”, “Sanctions for those who do not comply”, and “Organised crime”. Databases with
pupils’ profiles and a “Code of students’ behaviour” were elaborated. Youth’s voluntary
social work in local communities, such as street cleaning, was also established. In 2005,
Saakashvili inaugurated Patriot Camps across Georgia. These institutions, addressing
people from 15 to 20, aimed to bring up a generation of proud and strong Georgians,
raising nationalistic feelings in the youth, especially in the face of neighbouring Russia
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(some camps where located close to the border with breakaway Abkhazia). Camps were
criticised by oppositions as militaristic institutions (gun shooting was one of the main
activities proposed). For the president, who personally visited camps taking part to
activities with teenagers, it was “about people taking ownership of their country”
(Antelava, 2005).

Where education and prevention did not work, repressive measures were adopted.
In his 2006 address to the parliament, referring to zero-tolerance attitudes towards
petty crime, Saakashvili stated that such a policy was aimed at “cleaning our streets
from this rubbish” (Slade, 2012). The Georgian Criminal Code was reformed to target
with particularly harsh sanctions petty theft and drug-related minor offences (Glonti,
2012). In 2008-2009, many of my young male acquaintances were worried about the
increasing presence of police patrols (patruli) in the streets. Some people avoided
leaving home at night, even for a quick trip to the shop. This apparently paranoid
behaviour was motivated by the belief that young males hanging out after a certain
hour in certain areas looked suspicious. Police’s action resulted at least in long ID check
procedures. Often, suspects were taken to the police station, detained at least for one
night, and tested to find out possible traces of drugs. Acquisition, small storage, and
personal use of drugs – regardless how small the amount, and the kind of drug
concerned – were progressively punished with big fines, probation, and prolonged
detention. My respondents explained that even “clean” guys without a criminal record
where somehow likely to face sanctions if stopped. When going out at night, I was a
reassuring presence, since young men accompanied by women are not assumed to be
dzveli bichi or birzhamembers. Due to extremely harsh sanctions in relation to the entity
of crimes, during Saakashvili’s rule inmate population became one of the highest per
capita in the world (Kupatadze and Slade, 2014).

Wider interventions tackling socially inappropriate behaviour amounted to the
government’s effort to dissolve street communities. Over years, the “Kazbegi” brewery
on the river Mtkvari had been a crucial male gathering point. People purchased freshly
brewed beer and consumed it with smoked fish sold by nearby stalls. By 2014, this
phenomenon had largely disappeared. My respondents explained that “Misha”
(diminutive of “Mikheil” Saakashvili) had imposed a fine on drinking in the brewery’s
premises. Smoked fish stalls –mostly unlicensed – had been removed since the product
sold was labelled as potentially harmful for health.

Increasingly policed public space raises questions on whether ideals of “freedom”
and “democracy” flaunted by the institutions were effectively granted to the whole
population. The next section illustrates how, in the top-down vs bottom-up contestation
of public space, Saakashvili’s government adopted exclusive and repressive
approaches, aimed to deny birzha young men access to the future while making
their present in public space impossible to live. It is also argued that such approaches
created a lack of political legitimacy which risks to be perpetrated in the current
government’s renewed crackdown on the liveability of public space.

Future ban vs present imprisonment: transparency and opaqueness in the
public space
Political narratives of the “old” vs the “new” extended from projects of urban restyling
and institutional renovation to a radical reform concerning the way Georgian society
should look like. Informal networks, personal connections, second economy, and
backward traditions (when they were not instrumental for fostering nationalism) were
labelled as “old”, therefore “evil”. Conversely, the “new/good” was represented by
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viable institutions, anti-corruption, free market, and membership in the circle of
western-style democracies. Georgian society was split between “undesirable” and
“worthless” groups belonging to the “past”, and “new” social formations with full
membership in the country’s bright future (Gotfredsen, 2014)[4]. Depicted by the state
as remnants of a past of political turmoil and organised crime, birzha young men are
excluded from a future which, made visible in the hectic construction pace of shiny
buildings and infrastructures in cityscapes, starkly contrasts with their present lives’
immobility (Frederiksen, 2013).

The state’s top-down management of urban public space largely contributes to these
people’s marginalisation. On the one hand, the fact that national future planned
by political elites does not include these social groups is evident in the reorganisation
of public space after the Rose Revolution. The state-sponsored reconstruction of
Tbilisi addressed foreign visitors (constructions of hotels and other touristic facilities),
political elites (old town’s buildings repainted to welcome foreign leaders’ visits), or
new urban middle classes (trendy restaurants and bars in the city centre). Conversely,
the government’s architectural fervour did not pay the same attention to residential
neighbourhoods which were not part of its future-building project. In 2014, the brand-
new city centre – government’s showcase for international institutions and foreign
investors – contrasted with the makeup of several ubani, where little had changed in
terms of building renovation and infrastructural improvement.

The impossibility to access the future is accompanied by the denial of living the
present in urban public space. Saakashvili’s government’s most notable achievement
is the drastic reduction of criminality. While, according to statistics, by 2010 Georgia
was indeed safer than many western countries, such security was attained through
top-down enforcement of a repressing system (Kupatadze and Slade, 2014). The massive
construction of glass public buildings, attesting the government’s commitment to
transparency, does not envisage the extension of this transparency to the relationship
between state and birzha young men. Rather, portraying physical and metaphorical
transparency as the main symbol of the government’s victory over crime and informality
overlooks the fact that, simultaneously, opaque zones, where power is arbitrarily
exercised, were created.

As Slade (2012) argues, zero-tolerance policies praised by Saakashvili as effective
measures to fight crime are underpinned by a clear political approach: “bad people
exist, the government cannot change them – all it can do is warehouse them and keep
them out of sight”. Abuses of power and police excesses are removed from the public
eye to a non-transparent area far from the shiny makeup of the city centre. Police’s
random controls and detention usually occur at night, in an indiscriminate way leaving
little room for appeals. Mass incarceration following 2006 introduction of mandatory
custodial sentencing for petty crimes and criminals – among which birzha activities
were largely included – is a further result of the removal of “undesirable” elements from
the cityscape – or, at least, the worthy part of it. Overcrowded prisons, in which brutal
violence on inmates was somehow systematic (as it was shown in shocking videos
released on the eve of 2012 elections; Slade, 2012), are the extreme instances of the
government’s denial of transparency and visibility to certain members of society.

Governmental top-down approach to public space contrasts with the dynamics
which supposedly brought this political elite to power, when a peaceful movement of
citizens took over Tbilisi’s streets demanding radical changes. The institutions’
exclusive claims on public space management acquired visible consistency in 2007,
2009, and 2011 massive anti-governmental protests ( Jones, 2012), when demonstrations
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were met with impressive violence. The idea of Saakashvili’s Georgia as a “beacon of
democracy” was shook by images of riot police brutally cracking down protests and
denounces of human right abuses (Kramer, 2011; Harding, 2007).

Along with discontent for neoliberal economic policies, which impoverished a large
part of the population, increasing authoritarianism is understood as a main cause of
UNM defeat in 2012. According to several respondents, Georgian Dream’s electoral
victory was felt as a relief from state control and repression increasingly perceived
during Saakashvili’s rule. The new government’s policies – among which a big
amnesty in January 2013 – gave citizens the impression of a more relaxed social space.
As a consequence, certain practices which had supposedly been eradicated by the
previous government – such as unlicensed street trade (Rekhviashvili, 2014) – allegedly
re-emerged (Aliyev, 2014). In the last few years of Saakashvili’s regime, when state
control on the public space became particularly oppressive, birzha moved from the
streets to safer private houses, gradually disappearing from the landscape of Tbilisi’s
neighbourhoods (Zakharova, 2010). However, thanks to diminished repression
associated with the government change, street communities seemed to have room to
flourish again. “Birzha is back!” – I was repeatedly told by respondents and acquaintances
prior to my last visits to Tbilisi.

The alleged bouncing back of such practices gave UNM the opportunity to attack the
new political leadership, accused to drag Georgia away from its “European path” back to
chaos and informality of pre-Rose Revolution times. As a response, the government,
while disputing this picture, renovated surveillance and harsh sanctions against certain
behaviours in relation to the use of public space. Episodes involving fines for drinking in
public areas and random police stop-and-searches were increasingly reported (DFWatch
Staff, 2014). My young male acquaintances looked as scared of chancing upon patruli as
they did five years before. Danger and insecurity associated to the cityscape were back.

Kupatadze and Slade (2014) define the legacy of Saakashvili’s era as a “failed mental
revolution”. They remark that, although efficient in its repressive strength, previous
government’s intervention lacked legitimacy in the face of population, because of the
absence of procedural transparency and fairness. Obsessed by cracking down
informality and crime from its pettiest forms, the government overlooked – and indeed
deepened – urgent social problems. To face unemployment, poverty, and one of the worst
inequality score in the post-Soviet region, people still relies on informal means and
connections, since institutions have not seemed to be accountable for tackling such issues
(Aliyev, 2014).

The liberation of public life from heavy state control, which people hoped to achieve
by voting for the then-opposition, is seen by the current government as a potential
weakness and threat to its political reputation and legitimacy. Rather than breaking up
with Saakashvili era’s politics, Georgian Dream’s government actively prosecutes former
government leaders for alleged abuses of power, while in fact adopting the same
exclusive and repressive stance in the management of public space. To achieve enduring
changes, the political leadership needs to appear legitimate and fair in the citizen’s eyes.
An alternative approach to public space, which moves away from the politics of
exclusiveness and repression, is a necessary step for building legitimacy. While being a
site of heterogeneous coexistence, urban public space, beyond a mere physical
agglomerate, should also be the place where common concerns are discussed (Weintraub,
1997). Rather than criminalising and repressing all uses of space not envisaged by top-
down approaches, conflicting claims on public space can be addressed in an inclusive and
truly transparent way.
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Conclusions
The analysis of birzha points out contradictions in western-style images of public space
as a free and safe area presented by Saakashvili government’s political narrative. Birzha
is taken as the case for bottom-up claims to public space alternative to state control
and mismanagement in Soviet and post-Soviet times. Birzha’s (re)creation of sociability
in urban public space contrasted with projects of top-down reconstruction of the city
brought about after the Rose Revolution by political elites’ “modernisation” projects.
In the government’s focus on a future of order, transparency, and democracy, birzha is an
inappropriate reminder of a despised informal and corrupted past. As a result, birzha is
banned from futuristic projections of the public space in the present, and secluded in a
peripheral spatial and temporal landscape. At the same time, public space in urban
neighbourhoods, neglected by institutional renovation plans, is made increasingly hostile
through state control and repression.

The paper highlights the way in which the political rhetoric of transparency,
concretely expressed in the construction of glass buildings in the cityscape, contrasts
with the creation of opaque zones where power is enforced through arbitrary and brutal
means. It is finally argued that, rather than perpetrating repressive approaches to public
space, political institutions need to build legitimacy by conceiving this space as a ground
where common concerns are debated and conflicting claims are fairly addressed.

The hectic pace of social and political change in Georgian calls for researchers’
constant attention to the transforming features of public space. Conflicting claims over
openness, viability, and security of public space are continuously negotiated by social
and political actors. This paper hopes to contributes to an understanding of the meanings
and uses of public space throughout so-called “transition” (in Georgia, and, to a different
extents, other post-Soviet countries). The argument that repressive stances towards
public space – besides contrasting with ideas of democracy and freedom put forward in
political narratives – contributes to a lack of legitimacy, which eventually would
perpetrate the phenomena which such policies aimed to eradicate, may serve as a basis
for future research. In particular, changing categories of “public” and “private” in relation
to space in post-Soviet contexts need to be further investigated, focusing on how different
land privatisation policies implemented by post-communist political elites have impacted
perceptions, definitions, and uses of public space.

Notes
1. For editing reasons, the transliteration from Georgian does not mark the distinction between

glottal and non-glottal (aspirate) consonants.

2. Unfortunately, I could not benefit of the reading of Jan Koehler’s (1999) Die Schule der Straße.
Georgische Cliquen zwischen Kämpfen um Ehre und organisierter Kriminalität, a pioneering
work on birzha, alas available only in German language.

3. All the names of people who took part to my research have been changed.

4. In future-oriented Saakashvili’s Georgia, old people and pensioners were severely hit by
neoliberal reforms and increasing inequality.
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