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Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859), the French political
philosopher, historian, and diplomat who briefly served as
Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1849, spent a year in the United
States at the age of twenty-six. His observations there inspired a
two-volume work, Democracy in America (1835; 1840). I do not
seek to emulate Tocqueville or to produce a comprehensive study
of American democracy, yet six months in the United States
inevitably invite reflection.

Finding research material was both easy and enjoyable,
primarily because of my somewhat unconventional entry into the
United States. Instead of arriving at JFK Airport in New York, I
landed directly at Philadelphia International Airport, as I needed
to stay in Delaware, specifically, Wilmington, the hometown of
Joe Biden, who was merely a presidential candidate at that time.
As aresult, | found myself at the heart of America’s origins.

Reading Tocqueville’s account of the original thirteen
states, 1 perceived that many of his insights retain relevance
across the present fifty. Nearly two centuries later, his observation
that “the Americans’ principal means of action is liberty; the
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Russians’ is servitude. Their points of departure are different, and
their paths are diverse. Yet each seems destined by a secret design
of Providence to sway the destinies of half the globe” still
resonates. The possibility for progressive change may depend on
the resolution of current conflicts, notably the war in Ukraine, and
on a general easing of geopolitical tensions. Will nations persist
on familiar political circuits, or will new courses be charted? Civil
society can reawaken, but ordinary citizens — whether in affluent
democracies or developing polities — seldom possess direct power
to determine major outcomes; representative institutions are
intended to act on behalf of the people, yet politics differs
profoundly from commerce, where customers exercise concrete
rights.

On 9 April 2020, while stranded in Delaware during the
pandemic, I reflected on that date’s layered significance.
Georgians observe two principal commemorations — 9 April and
26 May — alongside double Christmas and New Year’s Day
(Kalanda). For many Georgians, 9 April carries the weight of
independence and national unity. The errors and bloodshed
encountered across the last three centuries of our history matter
less than the enduring commitment to freedom.

The United Kingdom, meanwhile, was enduring a
protracted Brexit process, and many in England anticipated a
renewed sense of political and economic autonomy. England’s
population — about 51 million — is roughly ten times larger than
Georgia’s, which has varied between three and five million over
three millennia; yet, despite its smaller size and relative political
marginality, Georgia maintains two formal days of independence.

America may feel remote, and Georgia’s attainment of a
comparable degree of independence — or a national vision of a
similar scale — may seem distant. Yet steady, pragmatic thought
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often yields attainable outcomes where utopian idealism fails.
Throughout its history, Georgia has known both reversals and
remarkable statecraft. Its record includes significant monarchs:
Pharnavaz I of Iberia and Colchis (c. 302-237 BC); Vakhtang I
Gorgasali (c. 449-502 AD); Bagrat III (1008—-1014); David IV the
Builder (1089-1125); David VI Narin (1245-1293); David VII
Ulugh (1247-1270); Demetrius II (1270-1289); George V the
Brilliant (1299-1302; 1318-1346); George XI (1676—1688;
1703-1709); Teimuraz II (Kakheti 1733-1744; Kartli 1744—
1762); and Heraclius II (Kakheti 1744-1762; Kartli-Kakheti
1762-1798). A tree is judged by its roots; I therefore examined
the political histories of Georgia and the United States through
their former capitals, Mtskheta and Philadelphia.

oksk

Mtskheta’s strategic importance has rendered it a recurrent target
across centuries, yet it has preserved an extraordinary cultural and
spiritual legacy. In 65 BC, Pompey’s Roman legions reached the
region. Between 736 and 738, the Arab commander Marwan ibn
Muhammad — referred to in Georgian sources as Marwan the Deaf
— overran large parts of eastern Georgia, destroying the fortress of
Armaz, Mtskheta City and other settlements. In the early fifteenth
century, the Mongol forces of Tamerlane inflicted further
devastation, notably on the Svetitskhoveli Cathedral in Mtskheta.
The cathedral’s manuscript library suffered repeated losses at the
hands of invaders; surviving catalogues, however, attest to a once-
substantial collection.

Following the death of George XII, in 1800-1801, the
Russian Empire annexed the kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti, and
Mtskheta declined to the status of a small village within the
Dusheti district. It regained municipal status in 1956 and was later
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designated a city-museum; proposals for its development were
advanced in 1973.

Throughout these vicissitudes, Mtskheta has continued to
embody the symbolic defence of Georgian sovereignty. As a
former capital, it periodically renews itself, conferring Georgian
Orthodox sanctity upon residents and visitors alike. Walking its
streets or circling Svetitskhoveli in prayer, one senses the
persistent link between past and future that defines the city’s
vocation.

kkk
If Mtskheta functions as Georgia’s sacred city, Philadelphia
occupies an analogous place in the United States’ civic memory.
Its historic quarter retains an English character — reddish-brown
brick facades and constricted streets rare in contemporary
American urbanism — and it is here that the American experiment
in republican freedom took institutional form.

The traces of indigenous peoples were systematically
effaced over long periods, which limits our understanding of pre-
colonial societies. More recent instances of cultural destruction
continue to remind us of that fragility: for example, the damage
inflicted on the icon of Shota Rustaveli at the Jerusalem
Monastery and the loss of the Umm Leisun stone inscription in
Georgian Asomtavruli script dating to the fifth century. Yet
historians and archaeologists have preserved much that allows
informed reconstruction of both American and Georgian pasts.

In Philadelphia, a bronze statue of William Penn has been
standing in front of City Hall since 1894, watching over the city’s
heritage. Where Mtskheta’s landmarks are dominantly sacred and
historical, Philadelphia’s civic landscape features museums and
national emblems. Contemporary Philadelphia — its streets vibrant
and cosmopolitan — can feel as lively as Mtskheta, Tbilisi, or
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London. A conspicuous distinction is the ubiquitous display of
large national flags on office towers and institutional facades,
which animate the American skyline; the Star-Spangled Banner
remains a powerful symbol of patriotism.

The Benjamin Franklin Parkway presents an international
tableau of flags — 108 in number — among which Georgia’s Five-
Cross Flag flies near the Rodin Museum at 2151 Benjamin
Franklin Parkway (Philadelphia, PA). The proximity of Rodin’s
The Thinker to the Georgian flag invites a contemplative
comparison: the sculpture does not merely represent abstract
philosophical rumination but embodies the existential labour of
thought. Whereas Rodin’s patinated figure conveys a sombre,
burdened meditation, the comparison of national emblems and
public art on the Parkway suggests how civic memory and
intellectual reflection can co-exist in public space.

Every nation, society and individual inherits specific tasks,
trajectories and trials; identifying and fulfilling these ends is
integral to freedom and communal well-being. Mtskheta and
Philadelphia stand as emblematic urban repositories of those
formative moments in nation-formation — one rooted in ancient
kingdomhood, the other in republican founding. Their legacies
differ in form yet converge in function: both cities remind us that
the birth and survival of a polity depend upon institutions,
memory, and a continuing civic imagination. The Liberty Bell in
Philadelphia and the historic bells of Gremi — the political,
administrative and economic centre of the Kingdom of Kakheti
(1466-1616) — along with other Georgian citadels, resonate as
complementary symbols of patriotism and historical continuity,
inspiring successive generations to reflect upon — and to renew —
their nations’ purposes.
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