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Struggle for democracy

In a t ime when the strug g le f or democracy is approaching  a turning  point , f reedom of

expression and f ree speech come under pressure. Furthermore, amid g reater invasions of

privacy, int imidat ion and incent ives to self -censor both online and o�ine, f reedom of  self -

expression has also declined over the years, according  to the

2023 FREEDOM IN THE WORLD REPORT.

Eastern Europe has been no except ion. War between Azerbaijan and Armenia, f ull-scale war in

Ukraine, and protests in Georg ia made living  in the reg ion unstable and insecure. In a f rag ile

democracy, people who create art  f ace challeng es on di�erent  scales. Polit ical pressure is not

the only issue because ult ra-nat ionalist  movements and ult ra-conservat ive g roups also have a

direct  in�uence on some cultural events and the �lm distribut ion process.

T hese g roups become strong er when human rig hts, especially the rig hts of  minorit ies, are

insu�cient ly protected. In addit ion, in more t radit ional societ ies, the audience tends to be

sensit ive towards queer topics or g ay love. T heref ore, �lms that  depict  these relat ionships are

not  widely welcomed and appreciated. Filmmakers and screening  org anizers, including  the

venue manag ers, must  consider all possible complicat ions in countries like Georg ia, Azerbaijan,

Hung ary, or Romania. 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2023/marking-50-years


In the f ollowing  chapter, we will g ive a f ew examples of  how �lmmakers and �lm event  org anizers

deal with the polit ical and social pressure they encounter. Hopef ully, it  will g ive you hope that  it  is

possible to screen �lms even in a challeng ing  context .

Sensitive Content in Small Towns

Caref ul select ion of  �lms f or screening  is not  a unique experience to Georg ia but  it  extends to

other countries, such as Romania, where each �lm selected f or screening  is t reated with

caut ion. T his process becomes more challeng ing  in smaller cit ies and towns where the audience

is limited. Cultural center representat ives in these areas invest  sig ni�cant  e�ort  to expand the

audience and init iate discussions on topics relevant  to their society. T heir g oal is to eng ag e and

connect  with the audience.

Simion Pop, current ly working  f or the Bistrita Palace of  Culture in Romania, acknowledg es the

existence of  sensit ive topics and the uncertainty surrounding  their potent ial impact  on the

audience. In smaller towns, one must  strike a delicate balance between at t ract ing  more viewers

and avoiding  alienat ion. 



http://www.palatulculturiibistrita.ro

Collaboration with Civic Society

In Croat ia, addressing  the current  social and polit ical issues throug h documentaries is a very

important  mission. Local representat ives of  KineDok act ively strive to embrace diverse opinions

and encourag e crit ical thinking . T heir approach to �lm screening s involves extensive

collaborat ion with various civic society org anizat ions and experts f rom di�erent  �elds, including

polit ical science, sociolog y, philosophy, ecolog y, anthropolog y, history, and economy. By doing

so, they aim to contextualize the themes covered in certain documentaries in a broader,

interdisciplinary manner.

Unpredictable Outcomes in Discussions

Czechia provides another posit ive example of  f ostering  the exchang e of  ideas and thoug hts

among  a diverse audience throug h KineDok. T he 2022 KineDok catalog  included a �lm ent it led

COLORS OF TOBI  (2021). T he documentary f eatures Eva and her f amily in a small villag e in

Hung ary. Eva’s 16-year-old child recent ly came out  as t ransg ender and now lives under the

chosen name of  Tobi. Described in the synopsis as an “emotional tale of releasing and accepting,”

“There are sensitive topics, and we don’t know how to include

them and whether it expands or reduces our audience – it’s a

small town, and we don’t want to alienate our audience. We are

not New York, where you need not care that much about what

you show since there will always be a niche audience. I need to

pay attention to people’s sensitive triggers even if they do not

coincide with mine.”

Simion
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http://www.palatulculturiibistrita.ro/
http://www.palatulculturiibistrita.ro/
http://www.palatulculturiibistrita.ro/


the �lm resonates with Ivana f rom Hrubínka Cultural and Sport  Center in Czechia. She notes that

the audience’s react ion to Colors of Tobi surprised her.

Georg ia has also proved that  if  you select  the screening  space with the audience in mind and

take the context  of  your country into considerat ion, the success of  the event  can be

g uaranteed. Even with the risks associated with screening  LGBT QI �lms in Georg ia, where

act ive f ar-rig ht  g roups pose a potent ial threat , KineDok Georg ia successf ully conducted two

public screening s of  Colors of Tobi without  encountering  disrupt ions.



https://www.facebook.com/hrubinka

Defying Potential Barriers

T his accomplishment  was part icularly meaning f ul f or Natali Chkhart ishvili, a KineDok coordinator

in Georg ia. Showcasing  the �lm to the public and def ying  potent ial barriers represented a

sig ni�cant  achievement. T he screening s manag ed to t rig g er discussions and f oster empathy,

hig hlig ht ing  the power of  thoug htf ul select ion of  screening  spaces in navig at ing  sensit ive

topics within a part icular cultural context .

“We had the opportunity to have one closed screening for the journalists from the South Caucasus,

who were participating in a training session conducted by Chai Khana Media “How to report on

queer topics?” and another screening at Untitled Gallery. This was our deliberate choice since this is

a venue that frequently organizes events for and with the queer community. That’s why we were

con�dent in expecting no issues and considering it a safe space for the discussion.”

Nat ali, Chai Khana Media (Georgia)

Memory As a Trigger for Con�ict

“When we screened Colors of Tobi, I saw a couple of very

macho guys in the audience, and I expected they would leave

the screening but they stayed and were totally amazed at how

Tobi is dealing with life and how a search for true identity looks

like.”

Ivana
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Many f actors can divide people. Memory, too, can serve as a t rig g er f or con�ict  and resistance,

part icularly when org anizing  �lm screening s that  f eature historical events. However, it  can also

be a powerf ul tool f or re�ect ion and dialog ue. In Croat ia, �lms addressing  Yug oslavia and the

f ormer socialist  reg ime remain problemat ic and require a caref ul approach to avoid st irring

controversy among  the populat ion. School students and teachers emerg e as the best  targ et

audience f or this type of  documentary.

Dina Pokrajac, a KineDok representat ive f rom Zag reb, acknowledg es the challeng es

associated with screening  �lms related to disputed historical events. She notes: “Disputed

historical events are st ill painf ul in our society, and unf ortunately, collect ive memory is constant ly

being  erased and rewrit ten. For certain �lms, we aimed to screen hig h school students and

minors. We encountered challeng es in obtaining  permission f rom their parents and school

principals, but  we manag ed to convince them. We always strive to provide a broader

perspect ive throug h well-moderated discussions and t rusted experts.”

Films Under Political Pressure

Polit ical pressure is much harder to tackle, especially when it  involves an olig arch’s interests or

the country’s most  in�uent ial �g ures. Salomé Jashi’s latest  f eature �lm,

TAMING THE GARDEN, stands as one of  Georg ian cinema’s notable successes, winning

prizes at  internat ional f est ivals and being  nominated at  Sundance. However, at  home, it  has

become the country’s most  controversial �lm due to its indirect  ref erence to Bidzina Ivanishvili,

the f ounder of  the ruling  Georg ian Dream party. 

In the summer of  2021, Jashi init iated neg ot iat ions with Cavea, the sole chain of  movie theaters

in Georg ia, to screen the �lm f or the local audience. Af ter several months of  talks, Jashi

received an o�cial ref usal stat ing : “We don’t  have a pract ice of  releasing  documentary �lms f or

rent .” T his reply seemed unconvincing  since Cavea usually takes �ct ion and documentary �lms

f rom �lm product ions, puts them on their plat f orm (f or subscribers only), and screens them in

movie theaters. During  the same year, numerous venue manag ers in various reg ions of  Georg ia,

including  Kvemo Kart li, Ozurg et i, and Batumi, ref rained f rom screening  the �lm to avoid

potent ial con�icts with the local g overnment.

T his f ear is not  unf amiliar to Mindia Esadze, the f ormer director of  the Georg ian Film Academy

in T bilisi, an independent, non-commercial leg al ent ity aimed at  developing  and popularizing

Georg ian cinematog raphy. Taming the Garden was init ially approved f or screening  at  the Cinema

House seven t imes. However, the promise was not  upheld, leading  to the

ABRUPT CANCELLATION of  the �lm’s screening s at  the Cinema House in T bilisi. Jashi

recalls the response f rom the director: “He [Mindia Esadze] told me he would not  screen the �lm

https://tamingthegarden-film.com/en/
https://georgiaonline.ge/georgia/46218/georgian-film-academy-cancels-screenings-of-film-taming-the-garden-about-ivanishvilis-tree-collecting-hobby/


that  t rig g ered di�erent  opinions and divided people on polit ical g rounds. Furthermore, he said

he did not  want  to be a vict im.”

T his development  sparked sig ni�cant  interest  in society and prompted various org anizat ions to

step f orward and screen the �lm. Among  them were the Haraki T heatre, Goethe-Inst itut

Georg ia, Caf e Ezo, Caf e Mziuri, and others. All the screening s went  well.

T he documentary Taming  the Garden cont inued its journey, g aining  renewed sig ni�cance amid

ong oing  cinemat ic protests linked to the reorg anizat ion of  the Georg ian Nat ional Film Center. In

June 2023, Irakli Kobakhidze, the leader of  the ruling  party, publicly crit icized director Salomé

Jashi and her �lm, labeling  it  as “shamef ul” and “absurd.” He CRITICIZED the Georg ian Nat ional

Film Center f or allowing  such projects to proceed (e.g ., to be f unded by the Nat ional Film

Center), stat ing , “A �lm with such shamef ul content  should not  be made, instead we should

make �lms with the rig ht  content ,” in remarks to journalists on June 19, 2023.

T he very next  day, KineDok Georg ia demonstrated resilience and determinat ion by prompt ly

org anizing  two �lm screening s of  Taming the Garden. Approximately 100 people g athered and

act ively part icipated in the discussion that  f ollowed the screening . T hose unable to at tend

requested access to the �lm via a VOD plat f orm.

“We received dozens of messages every day for the whole week. In such a volatile environment,

providing VOD access becomes a viable solution to swiftly disseminate the �lm far and wide.”

Nat ali Chkhart ishvili, KineDok coordinat or, Georgia

Censorship and polit ical pressure have spurred �lm industry prof essionals and cinema

enthusiasts to init iate new movements. GEORGIAN CINEMA IS UNDER THREAT is a

response to opaque decisions made by the Ministry of  Culture of  Georg ia. As part  of  their

protest  movement, a new wave of  �lm screening s has been launched under the name Georgian

Cinema for the Georgian Audience. T his init iat ive allows cit izens to watch and appreciate modern

Georg ian �lms in their own backyards all over the country. At  a t ime when municipal movie

theaters are absent, �lms themselves are reaching  out  to embrace their audience.

7 Tips on Providing Safe Space

https://www.rferl.org/a/georgia-film-industry-government-censorship-sanitization/32518566.html
https://www.facebook.com/kartulikino.sos


Drawing  f rom these diverse experiences, emerg ing  screening  coordinators and venue

manag ers can bene�t  sig ni�cant ly by taking  the f ollowing  into considerat ion:

1. Underst and t he unique polit ical, cult ural, and social cont ext  of  your count ry and

societ y. Tailor your approach to alig n with the vulnerabilit ies and pref erences of  your audience.

2. Fost er a f riendly and saf e at mosphere by invit ing guest s, speakers, and experts f or

post-screening  discussions. T his can enhance the overall experience and provide addit ional

insig hts f or the audience.

3. Allow t he audience t o discuss and re�ect  on t he t opics present ed in t he �lms. 

4. Consider t he language and overall promot ion st rat egy, especially f or �lms that  address

sensit ive topics.

5. Encourage open conversat ions t hat  promot e underst anding and bridg e g aps, allowing

f or a more inclusive and enriching  experience.

6. Consider alt ernat ive screening spaces (or private/invitat ion-only screening s) where

saf et y is guarant eed.

7. Explore creat ive ways of  prot est  and support ive init iat ives.

You can read more:

ht t ps://civil.ge/archives/491900

ht t ps://eurasianet .org/georgian-cult ure-vs-georgian-cult ure-minist er

ht t ps://civil.ge/archives/556457

ht t ps://civil.ge/archives/548248

PHOT OS:

CHKHART ISHVILI, Nat ali

Film st ills (Taming t he Garden, Colors of  Tobi, Once Upon a Yout h)


