
A STUDY A STUDY 
ON QUEER EMIGRATION ON QUEER EMIGRATION 

FROM GEORGIAFROM GEORGIA

OTHERNESS OTHERNESS 
AND THE COST OF AND THE COST OF 
PROMISED FREEDOMPROMISED FREEDOM



This publication has been printed with the support of the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and Norway under the initiative: LEAD „Leadership, Equality, Advocacy, Democracy”. Its con-
tents are the sole responsibility of Women’s Initiatives Supporting Group and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of UNDP and Norway.

www.wisg.org
Tbilisi
2025



Otherness and the Cost of Promised Freedom
A Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia



ISBN 978-9941-8-7706-3
©Women’s Initiatives Supporting Group (WISG), 2022
E-mail: info@wisg.org
Tel: (032) 224 01 03
www.wisg.org 

Translation: Medea Rusishvili
Editing: Nino Saitidze
Cover design: Magda Tsotskhalashvili
Cover Photo: Duda Samkharadze
Layout: Tornike Lordkipanidze 

No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever with-
out written permission from WISG except in the case of brief quotations embodied in 
critical articles and reviews.

Otherness and the Cost of Promised Freedom
A Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia
Natalia Mchedlishvili



Women’s Initiatives Supporting Group (WISG)
2025

Otherness and the Cost of Promised Freedom
A Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia

Natalia Mchedlishvili



Women’s Initiative Supporting (WISG) is a feminist organization that aims to help 
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Inscription on the wall of a queer bar – an exchange between strangers:
- Where are you headed?

- To my homeland.
- to a beautiful and peaceful life, I hope...
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Foreword
The unstable socio-political environment in Georgia, along with the complex 

nature of homo/bi/ transphobia and its political instrumentalization, require the 
continuous reproduction of knowledge about both the community and its con-
text. For this reason, the Women’s Initiatives Support Group has, for many years, 
placed a strong focus on research and educational activities alongside its field-
work. To develop a holistic approach to current challenges and formulate effec-
tive advocacy strategies, the organization’s research and education efforts aim 
to describe and analyze the context and generate knowledge rooted in feminist 
perspectives and focused on the experiences of the community.

Many years of experience of working with the community have shown that the num-
ber of queer individuals leaving the country is steadily increasing. This trend has been 
particularly fuelled by the rise of ultra-right violent groups, repeated group attacks on 
queer individuals and organizational offices in recent years, openly xenophobic rheto-
ric from the ruling party, and the institutionalization of homo/bi/transphobia. Individu-
al cases have revealed that, beyond direct experiences of violence and hostility, broad-
er factors, such as the unstable political and economic climate and social conditions, 
also play a significant role in driving community members to emigrate.

It is worth noting that many queer individuals who have left the country con-
tinue to maintain contact with community organizations and the community 
itself, whether by receiving services remotely, engaging in collaborations, or of-
fering mutual support. For this reason, it is important for us not only to analyse 
the factors that drive queer people to emigrate but also to understand the chal-
lenges they face in host countries due to their vulnerability.

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to researcher Natalia Mchedlish-
vili for her work. She has gathered unique material and provided a nuanced anal-
ysis of the emotional, social, and political dimensions of queer emigration.

We hope this research will make a meaningful contribution not only to deep-
ening existing knowledge around the intersection of gender, sexuality, and im-
migration status, but also to supporting organizations and initiative groups in 
Georgia as they work to address systemic challenges and incorporate relevant 
priorities into their advocacy efforts.

Women’s Initiatives Supporting Group
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Introduction
Migration is the indivisible part of human experience. Migration as a social 

phenomenon can be defined by multiple factors, such as political conflicts, eco-
nomic instability, social inequity, or personal pursuits. Additionally, on the axis of 
human displacement, there are social characteristics such as race, ethnicity, class, 
sex, and gender. In such a context, for queer individuals in particular, migration 
is not simply a geographic relocation, but a complex process related to identity, 
belongingness and physical or psycho-social survival.

The modern intersection of dynamics of sexuality, gender migration, and pol-
itics has produced complex models of geographic relocation and adaptation 
that transcend the traditional theoretical understanding of migration. Despite 
the significant expansion of research into LGBTQ+ migration over the last de-
cade, migration of queer individuals from post-soviet countries, particularly from 
Georgia, has not been studied. The present study investigates and explores mul-
tifaceted experiences of queer individuals migrated from homophobic and eco-
nomically challenged Georgian environment to countries that are considered as 
the guarantors of a better life.

The subject of the present study becomes particularly relevant in the light 
of growing antidemocratic, authoritarian mobilization, which is characterized 
by radical restriction of human rights, their protection mechanisms, spaces for 
advocacy, and intense instrumentalization of LGBTQ+ issues. At the same time, 
ultra-right, neoconservative movements gain strength day by day. These parallel 
events create unique challenges for queer migrants, who in search for safety and 
self-realization, try to overcome different forms of marginalization. Therefore, the 
focus of the study is queer migration as a deeply personal experience, as well as 
– significant social and political phenomenon, that encompasses matters related 
to systemic oppression, personal choice, agency and global inequity.

Through in-depth interview method we surveyed 30 queer individuals of dif-
ferent legal status, including asylum seekers, labour migrants and students who 
stay in western countries to obtain legal residency. Among the respondents, 
there are both individuals engaged in Georgian LGBTQ+ activism and commu-
nity work, and community members, which makes different perspectives on the 
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formation of migration experiences, activism, and community dynamics acces-
sible.

In this process, we aimed to capture the premises and motivations for migra-
tion, the characteristics of home and belonging, and the specific challenges 
faced by Georgian queer migrants in host countries. Throughout the interviews, 
the themes of emotional well-being, social stigma, and emotional resilience con-
sistently emerged, offering a more nuanced picture of queer individuals’ identi-
ties and aspirations.

This study contributes to a deeper understanding of the intersection between 
gender and sexuality, and how the interplay of identity, community, and civic 
engagement shapes both individual experiences and collective strategies of 
resistance. Specifically, it examines how queer individuals who migrated from 
Georgia navigate systemic homophobia in their home country, adapt and inte-
grate into host societies, and experience well-being. The study moves beyond 
traditional migration frameworks by highlighting the complex emotional, social, 
and political dimensions of queer migration.

The insights from this study will contribute to a better understanding of the 
characteristics of contemporary queer migration, enhance the effectiveness of 
support systems for LGBTQ+ migrants, and help the development of policies that 
more accurately respond to the needs of this vulnerable group. Moreover, by fo-
cusing on queer migrants from Georgia, the study fosters a broader discussion 
on marginalization, as well as individual and collective resistance and resilience 
in the context of rising right-wing, anti-democratic movements and increasingly 
hostile environments.
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Aim and Methodology

Aim
The study aims to enhance inclusive and progressive policies and support 

mechanisms by fostering a deeper understanding of queer immigration.
Its primary objective is to examine the experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals mi-

grating from Georgia to Western countries, including an analysis of the precondi-
tions for migration and the challenges faced in host countries. It focuses on the 
intersections between sexual and gender identity, systemic barriers, emotional 
distress, and socio-cultural adaptation, as well as respondents’ retrospective re-
flections and future aspirations.

Research Questions:
1.	 What environmental factors influence the decision to leave Georgia?
2.	 How do environmental conditions in host countries affect the emotional 

well-being of queer immigrants?
3.	 How do queer migrants navigate socio-cultural and systemic barriers during 

the integration process? 
4.	 What role does local and international political discourse play in the lives of 

queer individuals after migration? 
5.	 How do queer migrants reflect on their experiences in Georgia after migra-

tion, and how does this shape their future plans?
6.	 What practical insights can be drawn from the life experiences of queer mi-

grants to improve institutional mechanisms?
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Methodology
Research Design

The study employs a qualitative research methodology and an intersectional 
framework to analyse the complex experiences of queer individuals who have 
migrated from Georgia. By presenting participants’ narratives, it explores the in-
terconnections between sexual and gender identity, migration status, and so-
cio-political factors, highlighting their impact on the everyday lives of LGBTQ+ 
individuals. Through thematic analysis, the study examines key issues related to 
queer migration in depth.

Data Collection
Data were collected through 30 semi-structured interviews conducted be-

tween March and June 2024 via video calls on various online platforms (Zoom, 
Messenger, WhatsApp). The interviews followed a dialogue-based approach, al-
lowing participants to freely share their experiences and reflections across the 
following key areas:

1.	 Life experiences in Georgia.
2.	 Interactions with immigration and other institutional units in host countries.
3.	 Emotional and psychological challenges and coping mechanisms.
4.	 Retrospective reflections and future aspirations.

Sample
Participants were recruited using the snowball sampling method, resulting in 

a final sample of 30 LGBTQ+ individuals who have emigrated from Georgia. The 
respondents self-identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender women, trans-
gender men, non-binary, and queer. The majority (20) sought refugee status in 
their host countries, while the rest initially migrated for education or employ-
ment purposes. Most respondents settled in Western European countries, includ-
ing Scandinavia, while some relocated to the United States.
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Ethical Considerations
The study was conducted following ethical principles, prioritizing participants’ 

autonomy, anonymity, and emotional well-being:

•	 All interviews were conducted based on informed consent.
•	 Anonymity was ensured through the encryption of personal data at the 

stage of secure storage and processing. The final report respects the prefer-
ence of most respondents to remain anonymous, and references only their 
migration type (asylum seeker (AS) or migrant (M)), duration, and interview 
date.

•	 Participants were informed in advance that they could end the interview at 
any time or choose not to answer specific questions.

•	 When discussing emotionally sensitive topics, participants were provided 
with information about available support resources.

Data Analysis
We used thematic analysis to examine the data, enabling us to identify and 

gain a deeper understanding of recurring patterns and trends.

1.	 First, transcripts of video/audio recordings were prepared, after which the 
recordings were destroyed, and respondents’ personal information was en-
crypted.

2.	 Thematic patterns were identified and coded within the interview tran-
scripts.

3.	 The resulting codes were grouped into categories, allowing for a multidi-
mensional interpretation of respondents’ experiences.

4.	 In the final stage, thematic findings were contextualized within the appro-
priate theoretical and terminological framework.
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Limitations
We acknowledge and consider the study’s limitations, particularly in the fol-

lowing areas:

1.	 Study period: Data collection took place in the spring of 2024, before the 
ruling party in Georgia introduced and later adopted the Law on Family 
Values and the Protection of Minors, which directly or indirectly impacts 
the lives of queer individuals and communities in Georgia. As a result, the 
study does not capture queer perspectives on this specific repressive mea-
sure.

2.	 Sampling: Due to the use of snowball sampling, the analysis may reflect 
the experiences of individuals connected to specific networks and com-
munities, potentially limiting the representation of the full diversity of 
queer migrants’ realities.

3.	 Researcher positioning: The researcher’s background, including past or 
present professional and personal interactions with respondents, may in-
fluence the interpretation of the findings.
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Key Terminology
Survivor’s guilt – A sense of guilt experienced by individuals who have sur-

vived a traumatic event, particularly when others have suffered severe harm.

Push-pull theoretical framework – A migration analysis model that examines 
the factors driving people to leave their place of residence (push factors) and 
those attracting them to a specific destination (pull factors).

Gender-affirming services – Medical, psychological, and social support ser-
vices designed to align an individual’s physical appearance and social identity 
with their gender, promoting the well-being of gender-diverse individuals. These 
services may include counselling, hormone therapy, surgery, and legal assistance.

Grassroots – Initiatives and movements that emerge from individuals or local 
communities rather than centralized or elite organizations. These efforts are of-
ten aimed at collective action, community empowerment, and bottom-up social, 
political, and environmental change.

Western countries – Nations historically and culturally linked to Western Eu-
rope and North America, characterized by political pluralism, free markets, inclu-
sive societies, high standards of human rights protection, and strong democratic 
institutions.

Emancipatory fantasy – A term coined by sociologist, cultural theorist, and 
political activist Stuart Hall, referring to concepts of emancipation shaped by 
specific discourses in which the promise of freedom remains unattainable. These 
fantasies overlook the complexity of oppression, focus on individual rather than 
systemic change, and ultimately reinforce existing power structures and the sta-
tus quo.

Emigration – In a global context, the act of leaving one’s country of origin 
with the intention of staying abroad for more than one year (European Migration 
Network, 2023).
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Asylum seeker – In the global context, a person who seeks protection from 
persecution or serious harm in a country other than their own and awaits a de-
cision on the application for refugee status under relevant international and na-
tional instruments. In the EU context, a third-country national or stateless person 
who has made an application for protection under the Geneva Refugee Conven-
tion and Protocol in respect of which a final decision has not yet been taken. 
(European Migration Network, 2023). 

Self-actualization – The process of realizing one’s potential, abilities, and aspi-
rations. It represents a relatively high level of personal growth and development, 
though it can be shaped, encouraged, or hindered by social norms, systemic bar-
riers, and access to resources.

Intersectionality – A concept describing how overlapping social categories 
or identities contribute to oppression, inequality, or increased vulnerability for 
individuals and groups. The term originated from the Black feminist movement 
in the United States in the 1980s and was coined by activist and scholar Kimberle 
Williams Crenshaw as an analytical tool to examine the interplay of structural, 
cultural, and personal factors in shaping experiences of marginalization. In this 
study, intersectionality refers to the intersection of gender, age, and socioeco-
nomic status.

Refugee – In the global context, either a person who, owing to a well-founded 
fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or 
membership of a particular social group, is outside the country of nationality and 
is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail themselves of the protection 
of that country, or a stateless person, who, being outside of the country of former 
habitual residence for the same reasons as mentioned before, is unable or, owing 
to such fear, unwilling to return to it (European Migration Network, 2023).

Migrant – In the global context, a person who is outside the territory of the 
State of which they are nationals or citizens and who has resided in a foreign 
country for more than one year irrespective of the causes, voluntary or involun-
tary, and the means, regular or irregular, used to migrate (European Migration 
Network, 2023).
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Belongingness – A sense of acceptance, appreciation, and connection with a 
group or community, as well as a personal identification with it, and a sense of 
being part of a larger whole. Belonging plays a crucial role in fostering emotional 
well-being.

Host countries – Also referred to in this research report as destination coun-
tries, these are states that receive and host migrants, refugees, or asylum seekers 
who are citizens of other countries, typically in search of safety, economic op-
portunities, or political stability. According to the European Migration Network 
(2023), host countries provide infrastructure and services to meet the immediate 
needs of refugees and asylum seekers.

Neoconservatism – A political ideology that emerged in the second half of 
the twentieth century, initially in the United States, as a reaction to the perceived 
failures of liberalism and radicalism. Combining traditional conservative values 
with a commitment to a free-market economy, in different contexts, neoconser-
vatism often advocates for limiting welfare programs, upholding cultural tradi-
tionalism, and emphasizing individual responsibility. In the American context, 
it is also characterized by a strong belief in promoting the American democratic 
model beyond its borders, including support for military interventions.

Neoliberalism – An economic and political ideology centred on economic 
growth and sustainability, supporting free markets, minimal state intervention, 
privatization, deregulation, and individual responsibility.

Precariat – A social class or group whose working conditions are characterized 
by instability, insecurity, and low income. Members of the precariat often hold 
jobs that lack financial stability, social protections, long-term contracts, and op-
portunities for development.

Social exclusion – A process in which specific individuals or groups are sys-
tematically marginalized, restricting their access to social, economic, and politi-
cal resources and leading to their isolation from mainstream society.
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Stigma – Social rejection, negative attitudes, or prejudices directed at a specif-
ic group or behaviour. 

Stressor – An event, situation, or condition that triggers stress or hinders an 
individual’s ability to cope, potentially leading to emotional, physical, or psycho-
logical difficulties.

Otherness – The process of identifying an individual or group as fundamentally 
different from the dominant group or perceiving oneself as such. This phenome-
non can result in marginalization, exclusion, and isolation. The concept highlights 
the power dynamics that shape social hierarchies, collective identities, and cultural 
boundaries, determining who is included and who is perceived as an outsider.

Ultra-right – A spectrum of ideologies and movements positioned at the ex-
treme end of right-wing political philosophy, characterized by ultranationalism, 
authoritarianism, and anti-democratic tendencies. These ideologies often pro-
mote the exclusion of specific groups through xenophobia, ethnonationalism, 
and opposition to progressive social policies.

Minority stress – A term first introduced in the 1990s by psychologist Ilan 
Meyer to describe the unique stressors experienced by sexual minorities due to 
social stigma, discrimination, and marginalization. Over time, the concept has 
expanded to include other marginalized groups, recognizing the chronic stress 
resulting from social position and systemic inequalities, which directly impact 
mental health.

Safe space – An environment where individuals, particularly those from mar-
ginalized or vulnerable groups, can feel accepted, valued, and protected from 
discrimination, harassment, and judgment. Safe spaces provide resources for 
open self-expression, mutual support, and inclusion, allowing individuals to 
share their experiences and reveal their identities without fear of exclusion.

Queer migration – The geographical movement of individuals whose sex-
ual orientation, gender identity, or self-expression does not conform to heter-
onormative norms. This migration is often driven by discrimination, violence, or 
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prejudice in their home country. Queer migration can be forced (seeking refuge 
from homophobic or transphobic environments) or voluntary (motivated by the 
desire for a more supportive and inclusive setting). Beyond physical relocation, 
queer migration also involves shifts in personal and social identities as individu-
als seek safety, affirmation, and a sense of belonging.

Queer Efforts – A term used in research to describe both collective and indi-
vidual actions aimed at resisting normative oppressive structures and advanc-
ing LGBTQ+ rights, inclusion, and well-being. These efforts include strategies for 
challenging systemic oppression, building supportive communities, and creat-
ing safe spaces.

Queer – A term that describes individuals whose sexual orientation, gender 
identity, or self-expression does not conform to traditional heteronormative 
norms. It encompasses a broad spectrum of identities and experiences that chal-
lenge conventional categorizations of gender and sexuality.

Heteronormativity – Also known as normative sexuality, heteronormativity is 
the subordination of sexuality and gender identity to the dominant heterosexual 
agenda, whether social, cultural, or political.

Hypervigilance – a state of constant and effortful alertness to potential threats 
and risks. This condition is often triggered by traumatic experiences, danger, or 
fear, leading to psycho-emotional tension. Hypervigilance can manifest as exces-
sive focus on the environment, an inability to relax, anxiety, and unfounded fear 
or worry about what might or could happen.

Homonationalism – author of the concept is Jasbir Puar (2007), who studies 
the co-optation of LGBTQ+ rights by nationalist movements in the Western con-
text, particularly in response to the marginalization of racial, religious, and mi-
grant groups. The concept critically examines the connection between LGBTQ+ 
rights and nationalist agendas, highlighting how LGBTQ+ individuals are often 
used as symbols of modernity and tolerance in contrast to groups perceived as 
“other” or as threats.
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Main Findings

1. Factors Leading to Migration
One of the most dominant issues revealed in respondents’ narratives is the per-

vasiveness of homophobia in Georgia. Hostile attitudes, manifested in various 
forms, create an environment where queer individuals constantly face fear, mar-
ginalization, and a sense of unworthiness and rejection.

The systemic and widespread exclusion described by participants often high-
lights the forced nature of queer migration. However, the complex nature of the 
decision to migrate transcends a simple binary of choice versus coercion. Rather, 
it involves a complex interplay of factors, including identity, safety, relationships, 
health, and the fundamental pursuit of dignity and self-determination.

1.1. Pervasive Homophobia: Endurance or Survival? 
Respondents’ narratives reveal that homophobic attitudes in Georgia extend 

beyond isolated incidents of discrimination and reflect a systemic issue embed-
ded in cultural, institutional, and interpersonal dynamics. The systemic nature of 
homophobia creates an environment that is profoundly hostile to queer individ-
uals – where staying often becomes an act of endurance and leaving – an act of 
survival.

For many respondents, public life in Georgia is accompanied by a persistent 
sense of threat, sometimes due to direct confrontation, and at other times, com-
ing from a fear of potential harm. While physical violence and verbal abuse in 
public spaces are frequently highlighted, respondents also describe fear of at-
tack, implicit homophobia, and a constant expectation of hostility, which shape 
how queer individuals engage with their surroundings.

As a result, queer individuals often feel compelled to remain constantly vigilant 
in order to detect and avoid potential threats. While this hypervigilance serves 
as a mechanism of self-preservation, it also contributes to chronic stress, dimin-
ished self-esteem, and internalized stigma, which significantly hinder personal 
development and autonomous decision-making.



26

Otherness and the Cost of Promised FreedomA Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia

1.2. Political Alienation and Powerlessness
Queer migration is also closely tied to political alienation and a sense of pow-

erlessness. The instrumentalization of gender and sexuality issues within political 
discourse reinforces the marginalization of queer individuals, leaving them feel-
ing trapped and powerless. This deepens their exclusion and makes it impossible 
to envision a future in Georgia.

1.3. Economic Hardship: Precariat and Hopelessness
Respondents’ narratives reveal that the intersection of economic hardship with 

social exclusion, and political neglect creates a broad and monolithic system of 
marginalization, leaving queer individuals with a pervasive sense of hopeless-
ness.

Economic hardship and barriers to personal development are two closely inter-
related and often central issues in the narratives of queer respondents, shaping 
both their perception of the future and their decisions to migrate. Many describe 
a sense of frustration and despair caused by limited opportunities for profession-
al and personal growth, defined not only by the economic system but also by 
experiences of discrimination.

 1.4. Factors Leading to Migration: Community and Community Work
The experience of navigating between micro-societies, particularly the prima-

ry family and the queer community, is characterized by complexity and offers a 
certain illustration of queer life in Georgia. These interpersonal dynamics mirror 
broader societal power dynamics. Such an environment significantly hinders the 
formation of a sense of belonging and limits access to unconditional support for 
queer individuals.

For many respondents, the primary family and the queer community represent 
two opposing realities: the former often reflects hostile social dynamics, while 
the latter, despite its challenges, often serves as a refuge.

At the same time, while the queer community functions as a harbour for many, 
respondents also speak at length about problems and tensions within the com-
munity. Several describe critical dynamics within the community itself – such as 
exclusion, hierarchy, and inequality – based not only on sexuality and gender 
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identity, but also on social and economic class, place of residence, lifestyle, and 
identity.

In this context, the experiences of community workers and activists are dis-
tinct. Engaging in activism often coincides with a process of individual self-de-
termination, inspired at times by an older generation of activists, and at other 
times by the belief in emancipatory ideas or academic interests. Along the way, 
activists and community workers encounter numerous pressures and complex 
challenges that lead to transformative personal and professional experiences 
– most commonly expressed through tensions with hierarchical organizational 
structures, professional burnout, and frustration.

Nevertheless, these respondents view their role not only in addressing the im-
mediate needs of queer individuals or advocating for LGBTQ+ rights, but they 
see themselves as part of a broader movement for justice and equality.

1.5. Decision to Leave
A significant proportion of respondents describe their decision to migrate as 

driven by immediate necessity and/or impulsive reaction, rather than by long-
term planning.

When reflecting on their decision to leave, some respondents, either explicitly 
or implicitly, express a sense of retrospective regret. When reflecting on the emo-
tional toll of systemic marginalization and the barriers to psychological well-be-
ing, many respondents express regret over not having decided to leave earlier, 
even when their experiences of emigration have been far from ideal.

Across the narratives, chronic stress, anxiety, and depression caused by a ho-
mophobic environment and structural exclusion are frequently cited as decisive 
factors in the choice to leave, rather than the pursuit of opportunities abroad. 
Thus, migration for the queer individuals is viewed more as an act of bodily and 
psychological self-care than as a simple geographical relocation.

2. In the Host country
Respondents’ narratives about transitioning to a new country reflect a mix of 

relief, a sense of freedom, and an unfamiliar opportunity for self-reflection and 
self-actualization, alongside a range of specific challenges. While migration is of-
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ten driven by the expectation of safety and a dignified life, the journey, marked 
by complex bureaucratic procedures, socio-economic integration, and cultural 
adaptation, frequently results in frustration and distress for queer migrants.

2.1. Immigration Bureaucracy
Acquiring legal residency in a host country – whether through asylum, visas, or 

citizenship – creates numerous obstacles for migrants. These systems are often 
characterized by complex bureaucratic procedures and shifting policies, creating 
an uncertain environment for migrants.

In this context, respondents frequently criticize the assessment methodologies 
employed by international organizations, which often define immigration prior-
ities of host countries. As a result, countries may be classified as “safe” for queer 
individuals based on the existence of anti-discrimination laws that, in practice, 
are insufficient to address systemic and intersectional oppression.

The experiences shared by respondents about refugee shelters are particularly 
interesting. These shelters typically serve as the initial space for socialization and 
contact with the realities of the host country, which is often in contrast with what 
they imagined. Within these spaces, residents frequently encounter homopho-
bic, transphobic, racist, misogynistic, and other forms of prejudice.

2.2. Socio-Economic Integration 
Socio-economic integration is a process shaped by both personal skills and 

the characteristics of the receiving society. Migrants begin life in a new country 
with individual goals, skills, and vulnerabilities, and their path to stability often 
depends on their ability to navigate a system that is rigid and supportive at the 
same time. In this process, individual flexibility and motivation are critical, as the 
capacity to adapt largely determines future opportunities. However, the ongoing 
need to prove one’s capabilities and determination can also create pressure.

On this path, work, even when it is precarious, emerges as a central theme in re-
spondents’ integration experiences. While such work may distance some from their 
aspirations, for many it represents a long-term path toward self-development.

The integration process also includes a period of gender self-determina-



29

Otherness and the Cost of Promised FreedomA Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia

tion, since physical distance from Georgia and an increased sense of safety 
provide the space and emotional capacity to reflect identity and future as-
pirations. These findings suggest that integration is not only about adapting 
to a new environment but also about redefining one’s identity and sense of 
belonging.

2.3. Socio-Cultural Adaptation 
The social and cultural adaptation of queer migrants are shaped by the inter-

section of their identities, expectations, and the sociopolitical order of the host 
country. While the desire for safety and recognition is often a primary motiva-
tion for migration, adaptation to a new socio-cultural environment is a dynamic 
process, which is influenced by perceived safety, interpersonal relationships, and 
systemic challenges.

Although many host countries promote inclusivity, safety and recognition are 
not universally guaranteed. Rising anti-gender and anti-migrant movements 
pose risks of marginalization for queer migrants. Respondents’ narratives indi-
cate that anti-migrant sentiment is often racialized, disproportionately affecting 
individuals from the Middle East and Africa. However, these movements are po-
litically driven, fuelling hostility in society. In this context, protective legislation 
and support services are essential in fostering a sense of security and validation.

It is particularly noteworthy that queer migrants from Georgia report easier ad-
aptation in cultures where temperament is described as warm, hospitable, and 
collectivist, and more closely resembles their own. In contrast, integration into 
the more individualistic northern societies tends to be more challenging. Never-
theless, respect for personal boundaries and a general positive attitude remain 
important factors that facilitate adaptation.

2.4. Trauma and Hypervigilance 
Experiences of systemic violence, homophobia, and unstable living conditions, 

both in Georgia and in host countries, cause significant emotional distress. Sev-
eral respondents describe symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
such as persistent hypersensitivity, distrust of social systems, and difficulty feel-
ing safe, even in environments that offer support.
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In summary, the sense of safety and capacity for adaptation among queer mi-
grants is closely tied to the legal, social, and cultural situation in their host coun-
tries. While cultures that promote free and safe self-expression are essential to 
the psychological well-being of queer individuals, their everyday experiences are 
still largely shaped by broader political and social climate, as well as institutional 
protection mechanisms.

2.5. Community, Mutual Support, and Resilience
The connection of queer migrants from Georgia to the queer community is 

fluid and situational, shaped by both the new environment and prior experienc-
es. In host countries where the number of Georgian queer migrants is small, re-
spondents often form communities with queer individuals from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, united by shared experiences of marginalization.

In countries where the Georgian queer community is relatively larger, such as 
Belgium, peer support networks have emerged that focus on sharing informa-
tion related to immigration procedures. Some of these initiatives extend beyond 
the queer community and address broader issues of discrimination, offering sup-
port and resources to a wider range of groups. In many cases, these relationships 
are built on past friendships or familial ties.

However, not all interactions with other Georgian migrants are positive. Some 
queer individuals actively distance themselves from fellow Georgians to avoid 
homophobic incidents, while others disengage from queer community groups 
due to interpersonal conflicts, which often hinders the development of a sense 
of belonging. 

Following migration, some queer individuals experience “survivor’s guilt,” 
leading to an internal conflict between the desire to remain connected to their 
homeland and the need to distance from it. In this context, some respondents 
have begun engaging in LGBTQ+ advocacy within their host countries, working 
to make queer migrant communities more flexible in the face of both social and 
institutional challenges.
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3. Vision of the Future 
A positive outlook on the future – the ability to plan and focus on long-term 

goals is closely tied to psychological well-being. As we’ve seen, queer migrants 
face numerous obstacles on that path, one of the most significant being the dif-
ficulty of establishing a sense of belonging.

For many respondents – especially those who have spent less time in emigra-
tion – the future feels uncertain and undefined. They often describe having no 
clear plans for the future. This uncertainty is closely tied to a lack of security and a 
deep sense of injustice or inequality, which continues to shape their lives regard-
less of whether they have support from family or friends.

Most respondents focus on their immediate priorities. Chief among them is 
personal and professional development, aimed at building a stable and sustain-
able daily life. In this context, focusing on self-growth serves both as a coping 
mechanism and a practical strategy for navigating precarious and uncertain 
living conditions. At the same time, these personal aspirations are often inter-
twined with care for others.

The aspirations of queer migrants are mostly shaped by fundamental human 
needs: having a home, feeling safe, and building meaningful human connec-
tions. These seemingly simple goals highlight not only the deep impact of sys-
temic injustice on queer lives but also the strength and resilience required to find 
a sense of belonging and stability in a new social environment.
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Literature Review
The intersection of sexuality and gender identity with migration and refugee 

status creates complex patterns of human experience. Studying this social phe-
nomenon requires an intersectional approach that takes into account the follow-
ing categories: gender, sexuality, class, and ethnicity. While LGBTQ+ migration 
has increased significantly in recent decades, the experiences of queer individu-
als who have migrated from Georgia remain unexplored.

Unlike traditional migration models, which are primarily defined by economic 
factors and conflicts, queer migration also involves dimensions of identity, be-
longing, and self-actualization. Like other asylum seekers or voluntary migrants 
moving to Western countries, LGBTQ+ individuals from Georgia often seek not 
only economic stability but also an escape from systemic discrimination and a 
society where they can live with dignity and autonomy. However, in today’s re-
ality, the rise of anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric and movements unique barriers and chal-
lenges for them, both in Georgia and in their host countries.

The Context of Georgian Emigration
Emigration from Georgia is driven by various economic, political, and social 

factors. Migration patterns are often explained by post-Soviet economic instabil-
ity, political tensions, and turbulent social transformations. The primary driver of 
emigration is economic hardship, including a high unemployment rate and low 
wages. According to the World Bank, Georgia’s unemployment rate stood at 20% 
but had decreased to a historic low of 13.7% by 2024. However, this trend is in-
versely proportional to the emigration rate, as experts attribute the declining un-
employment figures to the continuous outflow of the labour force to other coun-
tries (World Bank, 2023; National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2024; IDFI, 2024).

Beyond economic factors, political discontent and distrust in the government 
also push a segment of the population to emigrate in search of a more stable 
political environment. Additionally, many Georgian students and profession-
als choose to emigrate for education and career advancement, seeking better 
opportunities abroad. This trend contributes to the “Brain Drain” phenomenon, 
leading to a shortage of highly skilled professionals in the country. The motiva-
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tions and destinations of emigrants vary based on factors such as age, gender, 
and the period of migration (Hoffmann & Buckley, 2013).

The share and characteristics of asylum seekers in EU countries within overall 
emigration data are also significant, as they provide insight into the challenges 
associated with standard immigration procedures, the shortcomings of Georgia’s 
socio-economic system, and the concerns of its citizens. For instance, in 2024, the 
number of asylum applications submitted by Georgian citizens to EU member 
states declined compared to the previous year. According to Eurostat, Germany 
– the most frequent destination for Georgian asylum seekers – received 1,395 
applications in the first half of 2024, while in 2023 it received – 5,155. Experts at-
tribute this decline to Germany’s decision to add Georgia to the list of safe coun-
tries, which has made the asylum process more restrictive. This explanation is 
particularly relevant given that emigration rates from Georgia remain high and 
are largely driven by the strategies to escape poverty (Irish Press, 2024; Eurostat, 
2024). The success of government economic policies is often measured by GDP 
growth and economic freedom indexes; however, these metrics fail to account 
for the concentration of economic benefits within a small elite (Chivadze, 2024). 
In Georgia, economic inequality – compounded by limited state services and so-
cial transfers – directly translates into unequal opportunities, further facilitating 
economically motivated emigration. This inequality is reflected not only in the 
country’s Gini coefficient but also in the distribution of land, property, and other 
assets (Centre for Community Research, 2022). Such disparities are not merely a 
byproduct of low economic growth but also a consequence of Georgia’s institu-
tional structure, which remains dominated by elite groups.

This situation has a particularly severe impact on marginalized social groups, in-
cluding queer individuals, who face systemic exclusion (Jalaghania, 2020). Like oth-
ers, queer individuals struggle with poverty, unemployment, and limited access to 
basic necessities (Aghgomelashvili et al., 2018, 2021). However, these challenges are 
further exacerbated by the rise of anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric and the political instrumen-
talization of gender and sexuality-related issues in contemporary Georgia. Despite 
some changes over the past five years, homophobic sentiments remain pervasive, 
targeting members of the LGBTQ+ community, with even greater hostility directed 
at LGBTQ+ activists (Aghgomelashvili, 2016, 2022; Jalaghania, 2024).

Moreover, while economic hardship and the pursuit of a better quality of life 
are traditionally viewed as the primary drivers of emigration, the past decade has 
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seen an increasing diversification of motivations and destination countries. This 
shift is influenced not only by economic but also by social and cultural factors, 
such as the desire for personal autonomy, freedom of choice, and greater social 
participation (State Commission on Migration Issues [SCMI], 2015). 

Queer Migration: Beyond the Traditional Push and Pull Factor Framework 
Traditional migration models, such as the push-pull framework, often fail to 

capture the complexity of queer migration. While economic and political factors 
are undoubtedly relevant for LGBTQ+ individuals, research suggests that queer 
migration is shaped by unique motivations and challenges. These include dis-
tinct emotional and intimate dimensions that require a more nuanced analytical 
approach for a more comprehensive understanding. (Mai & King, 2009; Luibhéid, 
2017)

Systemic Homophobia and Abuse 
According to multiple studies on migration preconditions, systemic homopho-

bia is the primary driver of queer migration. Unlike the classical understanding 
of economic migrants, LGBTQ+ individuals often leave environments where 
their very existence is criminalized or socially unacceptable. According to Murray 
(2014), government-encouraged homophobia – manifested in discriminatory 
legislation and institutional practices – creates conditions where migration be-
comes more of a survival strategy rather than a free choice.

In Georgia, while members of the LGBTQ+ community frequently cite eco-
nomic hardship as a major challenge, their exclusion is not characterized by only 
economic factors, and the complexity of pull factors is particularly highlighted 
(Jalaghania, 2020). Alongside indirect social and economic oppression, political 
attacks on the queer community have intensified. This is evident in escalating an-
ti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric and legislation, violent crackdowns on public events over the 
past decade,1 and institutional neglect that weakens advocacy efforts by limiting 
human rights protections, further exacerbating social exclusion (Manalansan, 
2006; Jalaghania, 2024).

1 May 17, 2013; July 5, 2021; July 8, 2023 
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Rodriguez (2017) describes how heteronormative social structures in queer 
migrants’ countries of origin, along with the fear of identity disclosure, keep them 
in a state of constant vigilance – also known as hypervigilance – and self-censor-
ship. In these conditions, often compounded by traumatic experiences, LGBTQ+ 
individuals seek safety by connecting with other members of the community. 
For many, the community serves as a refuge – a safe space to retreat from a ho-
mophobic society. However, access to such spaces is not equally available to ev-
eryone and often requires meeting certain criteria or making significant efforts 
to adapt (Shiukashvili & Kankia, 2022). Self-isolation, whether collective or indi-
vidual, is a defining characteristic of queer existence. This psychological burden, 
combined with limited access to support networks and resources, is a key factor 
that distinguishes queer migration from other forms of migration.

Pull Factors and an Idealized Destination
The pull factors that attract LGBTQ+ migrants to specific destinations involve 

complex interactions between perceptions, expectations, and realities. While 
Western countries are often viewed as liberating and inclusive spaces, research 
presents a more nuanced picture. Cantu (2009) and others describe how mi-
gration to Global North countries, driven by the pursuit of a dignified future, is 
shaped by public perceptions of LGBTQ+ inclusion – perceptions that are rein-
forced by objective factors or media portrayals.

Media Representation and the Promise of Freedom
Media representation – particularly through social media and LGBTQ+ cultural 

products – plays a significant role in shaping queer migrants’ idealized percep-
tion of potential realities in destination countries. Research highlights key factors 
that influence these perceptions:

•	 LGBTQ+ rights and media representation of Pride celebrations: Cover-
age of improvements in LGBTQ+ legal rights, Pride events, and inclusive pol-
icies creates an appealing image of destination countries;

•	 Legal recognition of same-sex marriage and queer family rights: Media 
representation of marriage equality and family rights legislation serves as a 
crucial factor for queer individuals considering migration;
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•	 Visibility of openly queer public figures: The presence of openly LGBTQ+ 
individuals in positions of power and influence in media and popular culture 
is often perceived as a marker of a more inclusive society;

•	 Coverage of anti-discrimination protections: Reports on legal safeguards 
against discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity fur-
ther contribute to the perception of destination countries as inclusive.

However, this idealized representation often disguises the complex realities that 
queer migrants encounter in their destination countries. May and King’s (2009) study, 
Love, Sexuality, and Migration: Mapping the Issue(s), along with other sources, high-
lights how mainstream media narratives construct “fantasies of emancipation,” which 
often lead to disillusionment and frustration upon arrival in host countries. (Mai & 
King, 2009; Mole, 2018; Murray, 2015; Shield, 2019; Tschalaer, 2020; Shield, 2019). 

Legal and Political Factors 
Spijkerboer’s (2021) work, Gender, Sexuality, Asylum, and European Human 

Rights, examines the legal and policy factors that influence LGBTQ+ individuals’ 
choice of destination countries. Based on research, these factors may include:

•	 Recognition of sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) as asylum crite-
ria: Countries that acknowledge SOGI as grounds for asylum provide a legal path-
way for individuals facing persecution and discrimination in their home countries;

•	 Legal recognition of same-sex relationships: Nations that recognize 
same-sex marriages or civil partnerships offer LGBTQ+ migrants and their 
families both social acceptance and legal protection;

•	 Access to trans-specific healthcare: The availability of gender-affirming2 
healthcare services is a crucial factor influencing migration decisions for 
transgender and gender-diverse individuals;

•	 Established anti-discrimination mechanisms: A robust legal framework 
prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity 
in employment, housing, and other areas significantly improves LGBTQ+ mi-
grants’ well-being and integration prospects;

2 Gender-affirming
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•	 Inclusive family reunification policies: Policies that allow queer individu-
als, their partners, and families to migrate together foster a sense of stability 
and support in their new communities (Mole, 2021; Spijkerboer, 2018; Tscha-
laer, 2020; Murray, 2015; Hopkinson et al., 2017).

Urban Centres as Queer Harbours
Gorman-Murray and Nash’s (2016) study identifies key factors that make urban 

centres more attractive destinations for LGBTQ+ migrants compared to smaller 
settlements. These factors include:

•	 Established LGBTQ+ communities and cultural spaces: Cities often have 
well-developed LGBTQ+ communities that provide a sense of belonging, so-
cial support, and access to cultural events and spaces;

•	 Concentration of support services and organizations: Urban centres of-
fer greater access to LGBTQ+-specific services, including community centres, 
healthcare clinics, and legal aid organizations, which are more accessible in 
cities compared to smaller settlements.

•	 Perceived anonymity: Compared to smaller settlements, cities offer a great-
er sense of anonymity and privacy, which can help mitigate the risks of dis-
crimination and social stigma (Gorman-Murray & Nash, 2016; Mole, 2018; 
Manalansan, 2006; Hopkinson et al., 2017).

Economic Opportunities and Professional Development
As previously mentioned, although migration driven by the pursuit of a 

better life is multidimensional, economic factors are considered a primary 
determinant. Kassan and Nakamura’s (2013) study, This Was My Only Option, 
highlights how the intersection of economic needs with gender and sexual-
ity influences migration decisions. Key economic factors shaping these deci-
sions include:

•	 Access to employment free from discrimination: The availability of job 
opportunities in host countries with strong legal protections against work-
place discrimination is a crucial factor for LGBTQ+ migrants;
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•	 Opportunities for professional unionization in LGBTQ+-friendly work-
places: The ability to join professional networks and access to opportunities 
in inclusive environments that support LGBTQ+ rights;

•	 Educational opportunities in inclusive academic spaces: Access to qual-
ity education in academic institutions that provide an inclusive, discrimina-
tion-free environment;

•	 Entrepreneurial opportunities in diverse urban markets: The presence of 
a dynamic and inclusive business ecosystem that allows LGBTQ+ individuals 
to receive support and succeed.

Reality VS Expectations 
As previously mentioned, idealized perceptions shaped by “emancipatory fan-

tasies” can lead to frustration after migration. The primary reason for this frus-
tration is the discrepancy between expectations and reality. Key areas where 
LGBTQ+ migrants often experience these discrepancies include:

•	 Unexpectedly high levels of racism within LGBTQ+ communities: Many 
migrants anticipate support and inclusion but instead encounter racism 
within local queer communities, contradicting their expectations;

•	 Economic barriers to participation in queer spaces and culture: Financial 
hardship can limit access to LGBTQ+ spaces, events, and cultural life, leading 
to a sense of exclusion and isolation;

•	 Challenges in accessing mental health and healthcare services: LGBTQ+ 
migrants often struggle to navigate unfamiliar healthcare systems, particu-
larly when seeking specialized mental health or medical care;

•	 Navigating bureaucratic systems: Complex immigration procedures, ac-
cessing social services, and obtaining legal documents can be overwhelm-
ing for LGBTQ+ migrants.

•	 Isolation from both national and LGBTQ+ communities: Many migrants 
experience social isolation, either due to rejection from their own ethnic/
national communities or barriers to integrating into LGBTQ+ spaces in the 
host country. This often results in loneliness, alienation, and a lack of support 
networks (El-Tayeb, 2011; Mole, 2018; Mai & King, 2009; Murray, 2015; Hop-
kinson et al., 2017).
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Queer Migration in the Context of Rising Far-Right Movements
In recent years, far-right movements have gained renewed momentum in 

Western democracies, characterized by anti-immigrant rhetoric, opposition to 
gender ideology, and nationalist populism (Wodak, 2021). Their electoral success 
and growing mainstream legitimacy have enabled them to influence political 
discourse and social attitudes, even in countries considered safe harbours for 
LGBTQ+ migrants (Mudde, 2019).

The rise of these movements coincides with what scholars describe as “an-
ti-gender campaigns,” which target both LGBTQ+ rights and gender equality 
(Kuhar & Paternotte, 2017). These campaigns position themselves as defenders 
of traditional values ​​and national identity, portraying gender and sexual rights 
as an “ideology” imposed by global elites. Moreover, in the context of queer mi-
gration, these movements not only demonstrate increasing local influence but 
also maintain strong transnational connections and share strategic approaches 
across borders (Verloo & Paternotte, 2018).

Judith Butler (2020) provides a critical theoretical framework for understand-
ing the rise of anti-democratic movements, particularly their targeting of gender 
and sexual minorities. According to Butler, emerging authoritarianism funda-
mentally threatens queer existence by portraying it as a populist challenge to 
the “natural order” and “traditional values.” Their analysis reveals that anti-gender 
campaigns, which depict LGBTQ+ individuals as a societal danger, serve to justify 
the restriction of their fundamental rights and condemn them to a precarious 
existence. This perspective helps explain why queers submit to specific patterns 
of exclusion – both as migrants and as queer individuals. 

Instrumentalization of LGBTQ+ Rights and Homonationalism 
Far-right forces in Western countries often adopt a selective approach to 

LGBTQ+ rights. While they may advocate for the expansion of these rights, they 
simultaneously use the same rhetoric to target migrants, as well as racial and 
ethnic minorities. Poirier’s (2007, 2017) concept of “homonationalism” highlights 
how discourses on LGBTQ+ rights are instrumentalized, and thus, intertwined 
with nationalist ideologies and imperialist projects. The instrumentalization of 
sexual politics not only reinforces hierarchies within the LGBTQ+ community but 
also legitimizes nationalist and imperialist ambitions.
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Impact on Policy and Service Restriction 
The resurgence of far-right movements has directly influenced policies and im-

migration services, leading to several concerning trends:

1.	 Increased scepticism toward asylum seekers who claim persecution based 
on sexual orientation and gender identity.

2.	 Reduction of funding for LGBTQ+ migrant support services, as part of broad-
er anti-immigration policies.

3.	 Asylum procedures with stricter controls disproportionately affect vulnera-
ble populations, including LGBTQ+ individuals and communities.

In summary, the rise of contemporary far-right movements combines anti-mi-
grant and anti-gender policies, placing LGBTQ+ migrants at heightened risk of 
marginalization and exclusion. These policies not only restrict the rights and 
support available to LGBTQ+ communities but also instrumentalize gender and 
sexuality issues to serve nationalist and imperialist agendas (Puar, 2007; Kuhar & 
Paternotte, 2017; Verloo & Paternotte, 2018; Tschalaer, 2020; Spijkerboer, 2018).

Psychological Well-Being, Coping and Resilience 
The individual dimension of queer migration involves complex psycho-emo-

tional processes that go beyond the physical act of geographic displacement. 
As discussed, queer individuals must navigate numerous systemic and structural 
barriers in pursuit of a better life abroad. In this experience, maintaining psycho-
logical well-being – an essential foundation for self-actualization and resilience 
-becomes even more critical.

Minority Stress and Psychological Well-Being
Migration often provides LGBTQ+ individuals with opportunities for self-vali-

dation and personal growth that were previously constrained by societal barriers 
in their home countries. In a less restrictive environment, queer migrants may 
explore their gender and sexual identity, cultivate authentic relationships, pur-
sue educational and professional aspirations, and plan for their future without 
the fear of hiding who they are (Luibhéid & Cantú, 2005). However, as previously 
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noted, access to these opportunities is often obstructed by structural and sys-
temic barriers, such as economic hardship, legal status restrictions, racism and 
xenophobia within local LGBTQ+ communities (El-Tayeb, 2011), and the rise of 
anti-migrant and anti-gender policies among others. As a result, specific psy-
cho-emotional responses and coping mechanisms emerge within the queer mi-
grant community.

Research on LGBTQ+ well-being consistently highlights the unique challenges 
faced by this population and the correlation of their prevalence with minority 
stress (Meyer, 2003). For LGBTQ+ migrants, stressors specifically include:

•	 Pre-migration trauma resulting from structural and interpersonal ho-
mophobia, often manifested through family rejection, discrimination, and 
violence (Hopkinson et al., 2017).

•	 Migration-specific stressors, such as navigating documentation proce-
dures, overcoming language barriers, and the lack of a social support net-
work in the host country (Murray, 2014).

•	 Marginalization, not only due to sexual and gender identity but also be-
cause of their position as migrants (Luibhéid & Cantú, 2005).

•	 Complex family dynamics, where migrants must balance relationships 
with family members across borders while adjusting to the realities of their 
new environment, often in the context of a newly revealed sexual or gender 
identity (Manalansan, 2003; Luibhéid & Cantú, 2005).

It is important to note that the research also highlights inspiring examples of 
queer migrants’ resilience and agency, showing that migration can offer power-
ful opportunities for meaningful connections, even in the face of structural chal-
lenges. Queer migrants often build complex, multi-layered support networks 
that address both practical and emotional needs (Cantu, 2009; Mole, 2021; Hop-
kinson et al., 2017; Manalansan, 2006; Murray, 2015; Mole, 2018).

Belongingness, Resilience, and Resistance
Belonging to a group is especially significant for queer migrants, as it alleviates 

feelings of exclusion and isolation. The relationships they cultivate are grounded 
in intersectional support, offering a safe space for self-expression and promoting 
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psychological well-being. Tamar Shatberashvili’s research (2023), which focuses 
on the experiences of queer migrants from Georgia, highlights that the forma-
tion of a sense of belonging is a complex psychosocial process that unfolds be-
tween the “home” and host country. This process involves reflection on past feel-
ings and experiences of freedom, recognition, adaptation, isolation, separation, 
and loss in the pursuit of self-determination. A key aspect of this process is the 
establishment and maintenance of interpersonal and community connections, 
both within the home and host countries, and across borders. 

These connections not only help queer migrants meet their needs but also 
serve as a source of recovery and self-validation in a challenging environment. 
Below, we explore the ways in which queer migrants maintain meaningful and 
supportive connections.

Schild’s (2019) study, Immigrants on Grindr: Race, Sexuality, and Belonging On-
line, using the online dating app Grindr as a case study, highlights the role of dig-
ital platforms in supporting the everyday lives and resilience of queer migrants. 
Digital social platforms allow queer migrants to exchange practical information 
about asylum procedures and safe spaces, as well as maintain connections with 
their communities back home. These platforms also create virtual support net-
works that, despite geographical distance, foster an important sense of belong-
ing and unity.

The role of formal organizations and referral networks is also crucial for 
queer migrants. Various studies we have already discussed outline four models 
of formal support: 1. LGBTQ+ migrant-led organizations that operate on peer 
contributions and provide migrants with information and cultural adaptation 
services; 2. Collaboration between mainstream LGBTQ+ organizations and im-
migration services that offer support to queer individuals based on intersection-
al needs; 3. Specialized mental health services that address both the trauma of 
migration and challenges related to gender and sexuality; 4. Legal services that 
specifically address the barriers faced by queer migrants.

As we have seen multiple times before, in addition to formal support networks, 
informal connections are critically important for the well-being of queer mi-
grants. Kasani and Nakamura’s (2013) study, along with many other sources, 
describes how queer migrants build strong informal connections to cope with 
their new reality. These include shared housing, which can alleviate economic 
burdens and offer social benefits; the formation of cultural-linguistic commu-
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nities, which foster open self-expression while maintaining a connection to their 
native culture; and mentoring newly arrived migrants, which provides a sense 
of meaning for many as they guide newcomers and offer practical support. These 
models of informal connections highlight the resourcefulness and collective re-
silience of queer migrants in their new environments (Mole, 2018).

In addition to local connections in host countries, Richard Mole (2021), in his 
work Queer Migration and Asylum in Europe, discusses the important role of trans-
national connections in the formation of queer migrant communities. The study 
highlights the significance of maintaining connections with selectively support-
ive family members and friends in home countries, creating advocacy networks 
in the host country, developing multinational support groups to share resources 
and information, and engaging in diasporic building practices that include mi-
grants from different countries. These transnational networks play a crucial role 
in providing social support, strengthening a sense of belonging, and facilitating 
access to resources for queer migrants as they adapt to new social and political 
environments.

Fatima El-Tayeb (2021), a researcher of minority countercultures in Western Eu-
rope, focuses on activism and art in her work European Others: Queering Ethnicity 
in Postcolonial Europe, presenting contradictory yet queer-supportive practices 
rooted in racial and ethnic belonging within the context of Eurocentric nation-
alism. El-Tayeb emphasizes the importance of various intersectional commu-
nities, including organizations that create specific cultural spaces alongside 
LGBTQ+ services; religious groups that recognize and celebrate both religious 
beliefs and queer identities; artistic associations that position themselves with 
diverse cultural and sexual identities; and political organizations that advocate 
for issues related to migration, race, and ethnicity, alongside LGBTQ+ rights. Ac-
cording to the author, these associations act as a counterbalance to nationalist 
exclusionary policies that portray minorities as enemies, contributing to their 
marginalization and exclusion (Mole, 2018, 2021; Manalansan, 2006; Murray, 
2015; Cantu, 2009; Hopkinson et al., 2017).
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Study insights: 
Preconditions for Emigration 

Social Attitudes and Pervasive Homophobia 
One of the most dominant issues revealed in the respondents’ narratives when 

discussing the preconditions for leaving Georgia is the pervasiveness of ho-
mophobia. Hostile attitudes, manifested in various forms, create an environment 
where queer individuals constantly face fear, marginalization, and feelings of un-
worthiness and rejection. For the majority of respondents, it is precisely these 
social attitudes that constitute the most significant precondition for migration, 
as they contribute to an existence defined by both visible and invisible risks.

* * *
Homophobia is most tangibly manifested in direct interactions with primary 

family members, institutions, and public spaces. For some respondents, the pri-
mary family is the main source of disagreement and harm. In some cases, conflict 
arises from the respondents’ revealed or perceived identity, while in others, it 
stems from a clash of worldviews. These respondents speak of the burden of rec-
onciling their beliefs or way of life with strict conservative and traditional values, 
which sometimes turn into increased control or violence. In all cases, the degrad-
ing attitude and pressure from the family are largely rooted in heteronormative 
expectations, leading respondents to experience isolation and apathy. The ex-
periences described highlight that, for many queer individuals, it is often within 
families – intimate, personal spaces – that the weight of rejection from loved 
ones and the pressure of public opinion combine.

“If I had to name the main reason for leaving, it was probably more 
about society and family. Because if your family accepts you, you can 
kind of ignore what society thinks. But when both are against you, it 
just makes everything so much harder. I couldn’t see any hope that 
things would get better – that maybe if I waited, something would 
change, or that I could help make things better, create more accepting 
environment for us, for queers, in Georgia” (R16, tm, 1 year, 07.04.2024)
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“The reason I left was definitely homophobia – at home and out in 
the street. [...] Even something as simple as using a bus every day felt 
dangerous. Later, things got worse – my family didn’t like the people 
I was friends with, even if they were from the same community. If a 
friend came over, or I went out with someone, it was always, ‘ May-
be you’re going to that person,’ and comments like that.” (R24. TM. 5 
years. 27.05.2024)

A social and public space saturated with rigid norms and widespread preju-
dices further amplifies the challenges described. For many respondents, public 
life in Georgia is accompanied by a persistent sense of threat, sometimes due to 
direct confrontation, and at other times, coming from a fear of potential harm. 
While physical violence and verbal abuse in public spaces are frequently high-
lighted, respondents also describe fear of attack, implicit homophobia, and a 
constant expectation of hostility, which shape how queer individuals engage 
with their surroundings. 

“At first, even the smallest things – like in the subway or public spaces 
– people would just look at you strangely and stare, almost like hitting 
you by that stare.” (R23. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

“[On May 17, 2013] I remember what my colleagues, friends, and fam-
ily were writing. They sent horrifying messages. For example, I heard at 
home them saying like “they deserve to be killed.” I constantly heard 
such things, and it created fears that never left me. Everyone – society, 
my brothers, family members – absolutely everyone.” (R28. Tm. 5 years. 
06.06.2024)

“In Batumi, they beat a DJ in front of me, dragged him away, just be-
cause of his earring. They beat him badly. I was very stressed, and I 
wasn’t sober that day. It was not very often for such things to happen 
in Georgia, and I realized then that I had been working so hard, believ-
ing in things […], but my existence felt like a drop in the ocean. I looked 
at it a little philosophically, asking myself, ‘Why are you even trying?’” 
(R3. Tm. 3 years. 14.03.2024)
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Institutional homophobia, particularly as expressed by the police, is another 
pressing issue that emerges in the narratives of the interviewees. According to 
respondents, regardless of whether they have had direct encounters with law 
enforcement, police officers are generally perceived not as protectors, but as 
potential threats. Several participants described experiences of being treated 
inappropriately by the police – ignored, ridiculed, humiliated, or even verbally 
abused when they sought help. One respondent even recounted a case in which 
a police officer threatened to disclose their identity. Some interviewees also em-
phasized that police abuse their authority not only toward queer individuals but 
frequently toward other oppressed or oppositional groups as well. Nonetheless, 
the experiences of queer people are distinct in that the absence of institutional 
protection further deepens their vulnerability within an already hostile social en-
vironment.

“It was that incident that finally made me decide to leave. Before that, 
I didn’t pay much attention to the passive aggression – I kept to myself, 
and where I lived, everyone kind of knew me there. Nothing had hap-
pened directly, but one guy started threatening me that they would 
call me out. The actual attack happened in Tbilisi. I don’t even know 
what he wanted – he was drunk and just came at me on the street. It 
was because of how I looked. I hadn’t done anything. I wasn’t planning 
to report it, but I got so angry. [...] And the way the police acted – their 
cynicism, like it was no big deal.” (R30. Tm. 2 years. 09.06.2024)

“When it comes to a change, nothing has really changed. The law says 
we’re members of society and that we have the right to hold Pride. The 
state says, on paper, that we can. But then it turns around and violates 
that same constitution by enabling people who harass us, and those 
people never face consequences. [...] On the second day of Pride, I went 
to the rally, and the police attacked us, transgender women. One of the 
police officers himself was hitting a trans woman.” (R19. Tm. 3 years. 
01.05.2024)

The psychological and emotional toll of the social conditions described is pro-
found. Queer individuals often feel the need to remain constantly vigilant to 
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threats. This state of hypervigilance, while serving as a self-preservation strategy, 
becomes a prerequisite to chronic stress, low self-esteem, and self-stigmatiza-
tion. In addition, repeated experiences of rejection and violence significantly lim-
it individuals’ capacity for decision-making, as well as their personal and profes-
sional opportunities. Many respondents spoke about altering their appearance, 
avoiding specific public spaces, and concealing their identities as strategies to 
reduce the risk of conflict or confrontation.

“The fear was so intense and overwhelming – it was honestly the only 
reason I couldn’t openly speak about my orientation.” (R28. Tm. 5 
years. 06.06.2024) 

“Eventually, as you grow older, your life enters a different phase. Liv-
ing a double life and constantly hiding who you are takes a toll – it 
blocks you from real self-actualization. I chose to distance myself 
from my homophobic relatives and keep that relationship behind the 
screen. That’s what ultimately pushed me to leave.” (R10. Tm. 2 years. 
06.04.2024)

“Back in Georgia, going out felt like playing a role all day. I had to act mas-
culine just to avoid some random outburst of aggression – on the street, 
at work. Here you can let go of the control of how you smoke a cigarette, 
how you sit, how you talk, how you walk, even how you adjust your hair. 
Here, I don’t have to think about any of that. I can sit, smoke, hold some-
one’s hand – just be myself. But in Georgia, you live in constant fear. You’re 
always wondering if someone might not like the way you walk and sud-
denly come out of nowhere, say something, or shout at you. Maybe they 
won’t hit you, but even the shouting ruins your whole day. That was the 
biggest reason I left.” (R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024)

“You don’t actually live your life – you live as someone else. When you’re 
at home, you’re you. But outside, at work, you’re around people who are 
openly homophobic and make no effort to hide it, and it makes commu-
nication so hard. You feel like a mouse, always hiding. That’s not really 
living, if you ask me. It’s like you’re two different people, always wearing 
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a mask. And then there’s the pressure: you’ve got a kid; you were once 
married. People ask, ‘Why aren’t you married now? You’re young – why 
are you single?’ You can’t explain everything to everyone. Those ques-
tions – so pointless – are exhausting. Why am I not married? Come on...”  
(R14. Tm. 2 year. 11.04.2024)

In this context, migration comes not only as a practical means of escaping 
harm but also as a symbolic act of reclaiming autonomy and restoring dignity. 
For many respondents, the pervasive homophobia they experienced while living 
in Georgia felt like a daily assault on their fundamental sense of well-being. As a 
result, leaving the country was not merely a pursuit of better opportunities, but 
a search for a place free from fear, judgment, and attacks.

“The first reason I left was because of my queerness. I remember the 
feeling – I just couldn’t take it anymore. I felt like I had to run away, to 
go to any country where things were even a little better, and where 
I knew there was a queer community.” (R12. M. 12 years. 08.04.2024)

The respondents’ narratives reveal that homophobic attitudes in Georgia ex-
tend far beyond isolated incidents of discrimination; they reflect a systemic issue 
embedded in cultural, institutional, and interpersonal dynamics. This system-
ic nature of homophobia creates an environment that is profoundly hostile to 
queer individuals – where staying often becomes an act of endurance, and leav-
ing becomes an act of survival.

Political Homophobia 
According to in-depth interviews, political homophobia in Georgia is also 

a significant factor influencing migration decisions. Respondents often con-
nect social homophobia and hostile attitudes to a broader political context 
that has, over time, become increasingly shaped by conservative, anti-gen-
der, and right-wing ideologies. This political climate not only reinforces ho-
mophobia in the public sphere but also deeply undermines any sense of hope 
for a safe and dignified future, contributing to a growing feeling of despair 
and disillusionment.
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“Some people might say that public attitudes are changing, but I don’t 
see it. For me, it’s still the same. It makes no difference whether I walk 
down the street and get attacked by five people or three – either way, 
it doesn’t matter. And when it comes to politics, the general mood – 
whether among politicians or the public – hasn’t changed either. They 
make statements, but they’re the same ones we heard four or five years 
ago. Honestly, I don’t care which party it is, even the opposition – none 
of them openly support or even acknowledge the rights of queer mi-
norities in their basic promises. And when politicians don’t talk about 
these issues, society doesn’t care either.” (R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024)

“In terms of real, tangible change for LGBT people, the only major thing 
that’s happened is the adoption of the anti-discrimination law – and peo-
ple still cling to that like it’s enough. Everyone talks about it like it’s a huge 
win, but the actual changes are minimal, and they only came about be-
cause of the massive efforts of community organizations. And even those 
small wins can easily be taken away.” (R26. M. 7 years. 11.06.2024)

One of the most concerning trends highlighted by respondents is the instrumen-
talization of queer individuals by political actors. According to some interviewees, 
the government’s use of gender and sexuality-related issues serves to distract from 
broader social and economic problems, while simultaneously dividing and polariz-
ing society. By portraying queer individuals as a threat to traditional values, political 
leaders appeal to conservative segments of the population and contribute to an en-
vironment where homophobia is not only normalized but encouraged.

“There’s also this tactic of distraction. In the end, people turn on each 
other – and of course, the state benefits from that. We say we don’t 
want to be used, but honestly, we’re making ourselves prey to them.” 
(R8. Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024)

Reflecting on their own experiences and those of queer individuals still living 
in Georgia, respondents emphasize that this rhetoric – combined with the gradu-
al disappearance of safe spaces – has tangible and harmful consequences for the 
LGBTQI community. They express deep concern and frustration over the grow-
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ing aggression of ultra-right conservative groups, whose actions, they argue, are 
encouraged by the government and institutionally protected by the police. This 
escalating hostility poses an increasing threat to the community’s right to assem-
ble and protest. Given these experiences, respondents express profound distrust 
toward state policy, which cannot be eased by legal instruments such as the an-
ti-discrimination law. In fact, some argue that under such conditions, it is illegit-
imate to frame this law as either progressive or protective of queer individuals.

“Last year, there was an attempt to hold a Pride festival, but it ended 
in a crackdown. This year, there wasn’t even an attempt – the situa-
tion has gotten so much worse in just one year that people can’t even 
organize a closed event anymore. Right now, everyone in Georgia is 
focused on the elections, and it feels like the country’s future will be de-
cided by that. […] When the entire state turns homophobic, and hom-
ophobia is used as a tool during the election period to attract votes, it 
makes activism difficult as well.” (R24. Tm. 5 years. 27.05.2024)

Some respondents, particularly activists, draw a connection between local political 
homophobia and broader global conservative, anti-gender movements. They em-
phasize that the Georgian government’s alignment with ideologies opposing liber-
al discussions of gender and sexuality signals a shift from progressive governance. 
These ideologies claim that traditional family structures and national identities are 
under threat, framing queer individuals and movements as agents of foreign influ-
ence and moral decay. Such narratives not only marginalize queer people but also 
deepen social divisions, making inclusive coexistence increasingly difficult.

“From around 2010, at the time when queerness became more visible, 
that’s when the aggression really began. But this wasn’t happening in 
a vacuum. Christian fundamentalism was already gaining strength 
globally, and those same right-wing, fundamentalist groups were ac-
tive in Georgia too. The Union of Orthodox Parents and others were in-
volved – they were formed during that time and were very public about 
their agenda. So it wasn’t just local – it was part of a broader, global 
political process. The Patriarchate was involved, the government too, 
along with their affiliated NGOs. And that’s when a different kind of 
aggression really started to emerge.” (R27. M. 11 years. 07.06.2024)
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As we can see, respondents’ frustration with the political landscape stems not 
only from the rise of anti-gender movements and government policies but also 
from the actions of opposition parties, which similarly instrumentalize queer is-
sues for political gain. While the ruling party weaponizes homophobia to appeal 
to conservative voters, the opposition often invokes LGBTQI rights rhetorically 
to attract liberal segments – without offering meaningful or tangible support 
to the queer community. At this macro level, such negligence leads to deeper 
frustration and a sense of alienation from political processes, that demonstrates 
a systemic form of marginalization of the queer community. 

“I have no idea what can change in Georgia right now – because noth-
ing ever changes for queers. The opposition doesn’t even mention 
us, they don’t care. On the contrary, in most cases, they use us in the 
regions as a weapon before elections, just to mobilize voters and get 
more support.” (R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024)

“You know how it works? Both parties use us as instruments. I was 
there in 2020, during Gavrilov’s Night. I came to Pride, I was supposed 
to participate. But I also went to other political rallies. They marched to 
Bidzina’s house, and there, they refused to wave the LGBT flag. When 
it suits them, they bring out their clowns.” (R4. M. 18 years. 16.03.2024)

“They use LGBTQ issues to fight for power against each other. I don’t know 
who it’ll be in the end, but it affects all of us. They persecute us, harm us – 
and they are just fine, right? What about us?” (R15. Tm. x. 12.04.2024) 

This political context leaves many queer individuals feeling powerless and 
trapped. For some respondents, political homophobia emerges as the decisive 
factor in their decision to migrate. The shrinking space for activism, combined 
with ongoing political exclusion, fosters a deep sense that migration is the only 
viable path to a dignified life.

“I couldn’t see any hope anymore – not even now, looking at it from 
here. I tell my friends to think ahead and leave as soon as possible. The 
opposition is useless, and I have no faith in the activists either – they 
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are chasing pointless stuff. I had nothing left to believe in. I didn’t even 
know what I could do. I couldn’t see any hope – only the worst. And I 
just became desperate.” (R29. Tm. 1 year. 10.06.2024)

In summary, the intersection of political homophobia, hostile social attitudes, 
and systemic neglect or denial creates a vicious cycle that perpetuates the mar-
ginalization of queer individuals. The instrumentalization of their identities for 
political gain further deepens their exclusion, making it nearly impossible to en-
vision a future in Georgia. Under these conditions, migration becomes not only 
an act of escape, but also an act of dissent – a refusal to remain complicit in a 
system that is both neglectful and manipulative.

Economic Hardship and Barriers to Personal Development
Economic hardship and barriers to personal development are two closely inter-

related and often central issues in the narratives of queer respondents, shaping 
both their perception of the future and their decisions to migrate. Many describe 
a sense of frustration and despair caused by limited opportunities for profession-
al and personal growth, defined not only by the economic system but also by 
experiences of discrimination.

* * *
During the interviews, the issue of stable employment frequently emerged, as 

respondents shared both their own and others’ experiences. Several participants 
reported facing discrimination in temporary, low-paid jobs due to their sexual 
orientation, gender identity, or non-conforming self-expression. Even in the ab-
sence of direct discriminatory incidents, many described a persistent sense of 
exclusion in the workplace, rooted in prevailing social prejudices. For some of 
the transgender women interviewed, sex work was mentioned as one of the few 
viable options for securing an income.

“We both worked in cleaning, but it wasn’t stable. I was sent wherever 
they reassigned me – sometimes it was entrances, newly built build-
ings. We got paid once, and then they had us scrubbing balconies in 
the rain. They didn’t even pay us for that job. [...] What really pushed 
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me to leave was that I couldn’t keep going to job interviews anymore. 
I couldn’t do it anymore. That was the main reason for me – it just felt 
like nothing was ever going to work out.” (R22. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

“I worked at Spar, Nikora, Two Steps – I even worked in a restaurant. 
But I still didn’t have any money. And then I met someone, got intro-
duced to it... and I got involved in sex work. To this day, it feels like mad-
ness to me – something terrible. In the end, I just got up and left.” (R18. 
Tm. 1 year. 30.04.2024)

“I didn’t want to leave like this. I stayed as long as I could. But then 
it got really hard – everything got more expensive, and nothing was 
changing. My life just became work and home, work and home. That’s 
when I realized I had to get out.” (R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024) 

“There were so many cases where people had homophobic attitudes just 
because of tattoos, piercings, or someone’s style. Even before interviews, 
they’d say, ‘Send us your Facebook link – we want to see what you’re like,’ 
and based on that, they’d decide whether to call you in. It was like that 
even for simple jobs, like selling ice cream on the go. I ended up working 
there, and he worked there too, but now he works at a nightclub – where 
your appearance is not as much of an issue – but even there, they told her 
to dress more like a woman.” (R23. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

According to respondents, precarious, low-wage jobs – primarily in the service sec-
tor – are often the only available means of earning a basic income. These positions 
are typically marked by instability, difficult working conditions, and limited prospects 
for professional growth. Within this context, some respondents see employment in 
nightclubs and bars as a partial solution. However, those with experience of working 
in such environments emphasize that these spaces are not necessarily safe, healthy, 
or protective either. While clubbing and nightlife venues have played a meaningful 
role in offering social freedom and a sense of community for queer people, many 
respondents expressed concern over emerging harmful trends. Over time, they note, 
financial profit has become the primary focus of these establishments. As a result, 
these venues have become less protective of queer individuals, and cases of ex-
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cessive working hours have reportedly increased. Additionally, respondents raised 
concerns about the lack of regulation around substance accessibility and use within 
these spaces, which contribute to the spread of addiction and patterns of co-depen-
dency between the community members. 

“This whole club space brought drugs into our lives – big time – and it just 
became normal. The bigger the line you sniffed, the bigger the joint you 
rolled, it was like you were a bigger shot. But if that’s what’s considered 
cool, how are you supposed to grow or develop in that environment? I re-
alized I wasn’t going anywhere – I was stuck, just sinking deeper into it all. 
Eventually, it became too much. I think I was part of that scene, sure, but 
once I saw that none of it was helping anyone, least of all myself, I knew 
I had to leave while I still could. If I hadn’t changed my environment, the 
same thing would’ve happened to me too. That’s how Tbilisi is – it has this 
closeness, this network of friends, it can lift you up, but it can also push you 
down.” (R8. Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024)

“When I worked in bars, I was always lifting heavy stuff. Like at [a 
queer-friendly club in Tbilisi] – we were all girls working there, con-
stantly dragging heavy things up and down. And the owner? We kept 
asking him to install an elevator to get everything to the second floor. 
He did everything except that. He did not care. He looked at us as just 
machines doing the work. But we were the ones creating the vibe. Sure, 
I get that business owners look at things differently, but at least respect 
people’s health, right? And on top of that, we weren’t even registered. 
So, when COVID hit, we didn’t get any support – not from the state, nor 
the club. We were just left hanging for two whole years. And even if it 
had been a guy doing the job, why would anyone be expected to carry 
massive crates of beer and water? The state doesn’t value hard work, 
but what hurts is that we stood next to those same friendly owners 
at the protests after the police raids – and they don’t even want to lift 
a finger for us. And don’t even get me started on the pay. If you were 
there for 45 minutes instead of an hour, they didn’t want to give you 
the full 10 GEL. Like, come on – if even your own circle is like that, then 
seriously, just leave me alone!” (R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024)
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Some respondents note that economic hardship is a widespread issue among 
young people living in Georgia. On the job market, they are often hired for short-
term roles under informal and unstable agreements.

Even for those respondents who consider themselves relatively fortunate – 
particularly those with experience working in their field or roles aligned with 
their interests, such as within non-governmental organizations – the situation 
remains far from easy. Queer activists and community workers are also familiar 
with the limitations in realizing their personal and professional aspirations. For 
many queer professionals, NGOs and queer-focused organizations offer one of 
the few relatively safe, and sometimes the only viable paths to employment. 
However, this reliance can also restrict their growth and development, both pro-
fessionally and personally.

These shared experiences leave many respondents with a sense of a blocked 
future. Some described how they were unable to imagine a path toward personal 
or professional development in Georgia at all – and in some cases, they hadn’t 
even considered the possibility of having a future prospect, as their lives had be-
come so focused on daily survival. This sense of stagnation is not limited to those 
in precarious work; it is also expressed by respondents with higher education, 
professional skills, and seemingly other advantages against systemic barriers and 
unjust social attitudes.

“I mostly worked in markets and places like that in the beginning, 
where it was easy to make some money. I also worked at McDon-
ald’s for about two years, or something like that. [...] The last job I 
had was at a club. But by then, nothing really interesting was hap-
pening anymore. Life just felt like it was running on autopilot. You 
know, when you actually love something and enjoy doing it – well, 
that feeling was gone. And with all the hatred, the lack of freedom, 
and just being without everything... it all became too much. And I left.” 
(R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024)

“If I stayed in Georgia, I’d probably always have to work in some kind 
of non-governmental sector. Because even in public sector, you can’t 
really be open – like, you can’t identify yourself, speak freely, and defi-
nitely not come out as queer. That’s a huge challenge. I felt like I’d be 
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stuck in this really monotonous space. I’d need to stay in a bubble just 
to feel relatively safe – and outside of that, there weren’t really any oth-
er spaces where I could feel both safe and free. Even things like choos-
ing where to work felt limited.” (R24. Tm. 5 years. 27.05.2024)

These narratives illustrate how the intersection of economic hardship, social 
exclusion, and political neglect generates a profound sense of hopelessness in 
queer individuals. Together, these forces form a broad and deeply entrenched 
system of marginalization.

Queer Community – A Safe Haven? 
In the face of social, economic, institutional, and political rejection, queer indi-

viduals often navigate various micro-societies in their search for belonging. For 
many respondents, the primary family and the queer community represent two 
opposing realities: the former frequently reflects hostile social dynamics, while 
the latter – despite its own internal challenges – often serves as a refuge.

* * *
As noted earlier, a significant number of respondents spoke about the lack of 

support from their primary families. This tension becomes especially acute when 
one’s identity is publicly revealed or when individuals become involved in activ-
ism. In such cases, families themselves may become targets of societal exclusion, 
gossip, or even direct confrontation. These experiences highlight the ostracizing 
effects of homophobia, which extend beyond queer individuals to their prima-
ry families. At the same time, they reveal the absence of unconditional support 
from those closest to them. This emotional void is often recalled with heartbreak, 
disappointment, and in some cases, profound anger. 

“For me, it was mostly about family. And honestly, the first difficulty was 
internal. I had to hide everything I was doing – my activities, who I was, all 
of it. If I hadn’t been hiding, I think I would’ve been stronger, and maybe I 
could’ve been a stronger support for others too. Having support from my 
family would’ve meant everything – because at the end of the day, noth-
ing else is as important.” (R25. M. 2 years. 14.06.2024)
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“Aside from my sister, no one supported me. She was the only person 
who stayed in touch every single day. Back then, we had these phones 
– you’d give them a coin and call – and I’d use mine to call home. I’d 
talk to my sister for hours when our mom and dad were at work. [...]

I was afraid of my father. All my life, he’d say, ‘I am being punished because I 
used to make fun of people like that, and now I have a child like you.’ I always told 
him, ‘You shouldn’t mock anyone because you never know what life will hand 
you.’ I told him, ‘I’m completely normal – I’m not sick, like some people have made 
you believe. They’ve put those ideas in your head.’ I also said, ‘I never interfered 
in your life as your child, and now, as a parent, don’t interfere in mine.’” (R19. Tm. 
3 years. 01.05.2024)

In contrast to the intense conflicts and ambivalent relationships experienced 
within their families of origin, the queer community serves as a vital space of sup-
port and belonging for many respondents. Many of the participants described 
the positive impact of being able to express themselves freely, share experienc-
es, and form non-judgmental relationships within the community, which signifi-
cantly contributed to their social and psycho-emotional well-being.

In this context, respondents of various ages, identities, and backgrounds con-
sistently highlighted the important role played by community-based non-gov-
ernmental organizations. These organizations provide essential healthcare, legal, 
and psychosocial support to queer individuals – both during their time in Geor-
gia and afterwards. Beyond practical services, they also foster spaces for gen-
uine connection and solidarity. Informational and educational sessions, group 
therapy, and club events were frequently mentioned to be sources of belonging, 
which also made it easier for many to cope with the pressures of living in a ho-
mophobic society.

“In the early stages of my life as an LGBT person, the community gave 
me huge moral support – even if it was not fully conscious on the part 
of the community at the time. The office [of one of the community or-
ganizations, early 2010s] was the only place where I actually felt free. It 
helped me recharge and gather the energy I needed to keep living that 
double life outside the office.” (R14. Tm. 2 years. 11.04.2024)
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“At first, I visited the place quite often – I pretty much attended every meet-
ing – and I always felt calm when I was there. The only thing is, I had this 
habit before walking in... I’d always glance over my shoulder to see if any-
one was watching. Before going in and after leaving, I’d check if some idiot 
was following me. But inside the office, I always felt calm and tried to take 
part in everything that was going on.” (R10. Tm. 2 years. 06.04.2024) 

“That office [one of the community organizations, early 2010s] was where 
I found self-realization. The first time I went, I finally felt like a person, 
because I didn’t have to pretend. I could just be who I was, and I wasn’t 
ashamed of it. I wasn’t afraid someone would treat me differently or say 
something hurtful. But after three months... I went through something 
horrible there. It was like a nightmare.” (R1. Tm. 3 years. 11.03.2024)

“Most of the time – and there were whole weeks like this – I’d stay in 
Tbilisi with my friends. That meant a lot. At the time, the only real sup-
port I had came from the community – people from the community 
and no one else.” (R24. Tm. 5 years. 27.05.2024) 

“It was those queer events – just knowing you could go and feel sup-
ported – that really made a difference for me. Some places actually felt 
safe.” (R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024) 

However, while the queer community serves as a harbour for many, respon-
dents also speak at length about problems and tensions within the community. 
Several describe critical dynamics within the Georgian queer community – such 
as exclusion, hierarchy, and inequality. Examples given by participants include 
transphobia, biphobia, and misogyny. Yet even within subgroups defined by 
gender identity or sexuality, conflict and disagreement are common, often 
shaped by other factors.

One such factor is economic inequality, which some respondents refer to as 
a major dividing line within the community. They emphasize that wealth and 
social status can create tension and reinforce hierarchical dynamics, mirroring 
the inequalities present in wider society. For some, this undermines the sense 
of solidarity that is often expected within the community. These concerns are 
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voiced not only by individual community members but also by those involved in 
queer activism and community work in Georgia.

“It’s actually really common in the community – people who have 
more are seen as somehow better, and those who don’t have much 
are treated like they’re nothing. That difference definitely exists among 
us too. It’s very real.” (R23. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

“Some people have more, some have less – it’s like that in every group, 
in every area. But the ones who have more, it gets to their heads. They 
think it’s always going to be that way. But I’ve seen people fall, and 
then they regret the way they acted. For someone who’s only ever 
known a good life, when that bad part finally hits – it hits hard.” (R19. 
Tm. 3 years. 01.05.2024)

The divide between the centre and the periphery is also cited as a barrier to 
building a stronger network of solidarity. Resources and opportunities concen-
trated in Tbilisi are often unavailable in other regions, including in larger cities 
with queer community centres. As a result, respondents with experience living 
outside of Tbilisi often felt feeling isolated and disconnected from central queer 
networks. That said, several respondents also shared extremely positive experi-
ences in larger cities, particularly in community centres located in Batumi and 
Kutaisi. These spaces were described as vital hubs for raising awareness, socializ-
ing, and forming meaningful relationships.

“I used to go to organizations, like in Kutaisi, when ‘Identoba’ had 
meetings, or when they were holding educational events. I went to 
Batumi too, when they organized lectures. It was interesting to me, I 
wanted to learn something. But at those meetings and rallies, I real-
ized they were not even aware of what they were doing in Tbilisi, sorry 
to say that. That’s why I lost interest in getting involved.” (R23. Tm. 2 
years. 15.05.2024) 

Some respondents take a more critical view, questioning whether the queer 
community in Georgia truly exists as a cohesive or supportive social entity. They 
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attribute this scepticism to toxic disagreements and internal conflicts, many of 
which stem from the inequalities mentioned earlier, which in turn reflect power 
dynamics within broader society.

“Even within the community, sometimes it’s hard for people to under-
stand someone who’s different from the crowd – like a nonbinary per-
son, for example. There’ve been plenty of times when I was surrounded 
by gay people and still felt like an outsider. I couldn’t figure it out at 
first, but it’s like they have these unwritten rules: if you’re gay, you’re 
this; if you’re a lesbian, you’re that – and they put you in these boxes. 
[...] I noticed homophobia within the queer community. I never im-
agined that. I mean, hatred between gay men and trans people, trans 
people and lesbians – just this hostility between each other. I saw so 
much of it. It shocked me.” (R8. Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024)

“I used to identify as transgender, but I had problems in relationships 
because of it, so I started saying I was a lesbian instead. Now that I’m 
single, I feel like I can finally talk about what I’m going through and 
say openly that I’m transgender. This December will be two years since 
I left.” (R23. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

“In Tbilisi, most of the queer spaces are filled with gay men and trans 
women. Lesbians are more often in bars of people of colour.” (R22. Tm. 
2 years. 15.05.2024) 

“The interesting thing for me is that I never really felt part of the com-
munity in Georgia – probably ever. I just didn’t feel welcome. I had 
some negative experiences that I associate with that time. Back then, I 
identified as bisexual, and I got comments like, ‘If you’re dating a man, 
you’re just trying to be interesting.’ It was all kinds of biphobia, and 
because of that, I didn’t want to be around those people, that so-called 
queer community. For a long time, I was just stuck in this place of won-
dering – like, what is even going on? Who am I? What label should I be 
using for myself?” (R5. M. 4 years. 19.03.2024)
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“I’ve never felt a real sense of belonging to a community – or that there 
even is a community in Georgia. From afar, through friends or random 
info, I could never really see people helping each other. Queers here 
have never been truly united as a community, and they still aren’t. 
What I’ve mostly seen is conflict and drama – people getting tangled 
up in personal motives, doing shady or hurtful things behind each 
other’s backs, or sometimes even right to their faces.” (R7. Tm. 3 years. 
20.03.2024)

For some respondents, the lack of unity and inclusiveness within the queer 
community is a source of deep frustration and disillusionment. While they recog-
nize the importance of belonging and connection, they also highlight the need 
for greater inclusion, equality, and intersectional collaboration within queer 
spaces.

The experience of navigating between micro-societies, particularly the prima-
ry family and the queer community, is characterized by complexity and offers a 
certain illustration of queer life in Georgia. These interpersonal dynamics mirror 
broader societal power dynamics. Such an environment significantly hinders the 
formation of a sense of belonging and limits access to unconditional support for 
queer individuals.

Experiences of Queer Activists and Community Workers 
As previously discussed, the work of queer activists and community workers 

plays a vital role in the lives of many LGBTQ+ individuals. However, it also comes 
with its own set of unique challenges. According to the narratives of queer mi-
grants with experience in activism and community work in Georgia, their pri-
mary motivation was to build safe and supportive networks, create spaces for 
knowledge-sharing, and compensate for the harm caused by systemic injustice 
to a marginalized community. For many, activism was also part of self-determi-
nation; some were inspired by older activists, others by a belief in emancipatory 
ideals, or driven by academic curiosity. Yet, along this path, they encountered 
significant pressures and complex obstacles. These often translate into personal 
and professional challenges – frequent clashes with organizational structures, 
emotional exhaustion, burnout, and frustration. 
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“The main motivation for getting involved in activism and community 
work was that I genuinely enjoyed making even a small contribution 
to improving the everyday lives of people in the community.” (R24. Tm. 
5 years. 27.05.2024)

“Back in 2003–2004, I had this feeling that we were going to solve 
some of these problems together – that things would finally start 
getting better. That was right after a really rough time: the pov-
erty of the 90s, the constant blackouts... our generation had lived 
through that for so long. But during that period, I really believed 
that even though the country was struggling, there was a shared 
sense of purpose. It felt like we, the younger generation – after 
everything our parents had endured – were ready to take on those 
problems together and move toward Europe.” (R26. M. 7 years. 
11.06.2024)

“As a gay activist, I always say it out loud – everything started for me 
after May 17, 2013. I felt this deep shame. I remember thinking, how 
come those people were the first to get hit, and not me? That really 
stuck with me. And then I saw the film Mom, Dad, I’m Gay. That was 
the first time I actually saw real, living gay people. That was it. That 
was my motivation. “ (R28. Tm. 5 years. 06.06.2024) 

“For me, it was about connecting with others and creating a safe 
space. Also, providing information to the community that reflect-
ed their shared concerns. I always saw it as something that would 
grow, like a snowball effect. It wasn’t just about being part of an or-
ganization. It was about sharing knowledge with people who were 
truly ready to do this kind of committed work for their communi-
ty. People who had leadership, not because someone handed it to 
them, but because they claimed it themselves. That felt powerful. 
They came together to build even more strength.” (R20. M. 6 years. 
10.05.2024)
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“The motivation for me was seeing that there are queer women, trans, 
and non-binary people who aren’t connected to the existing organi-
zations or activism. I felt like they needed to become politicized. If we 
want to create a real community and build a movement.” (R27. M. 11 
years. 7.06.2024) 

“Working with the community was incredibly important to me – it was 
close to my heart. Yes, I also represented an organization internation-
ally and did other things. But my real passion was always the work in 
the community itself.” (R9. M. 6 years. 23.03.2024)

* * *
The dynamics of inequality that exist within the broader queer community 

are often replicated within community-based NGOs, creating what respondents 
describe as unhealthy and sometimes toxic conflict. Activists and community 
workers frequently spoke with frustration, anger, and hurt about the discrimina-
tion they experienced within these spaces, based on gender, social status, geo-
graphic location, and age. In activist environments that many had envisioned as 
micro-models of inclusion and equality, the reality of marginalization and unfair 
treatment is often deeply frustrating.

Throughout the interviews, respondents identified different forms of domina-
tion within queer spaces: The dominance of cisgender gay men, often linked 
to a pursuit of resources and influence. In more extreme cases, this control man-
ifests through micromanagement of employees, blackmail, and restrictions on 
opportunities for personal and professional development. The dominance of 
legalist feminists, who are perceived as less solidaristic toward queer individu-
als. Their approach is seen to dismiss or abandon informal, grassroots, and rad-
ical queer and feminist activism. Hierarchies within queer feminist organiza-
tions, where informal and radical work is valued, yet the individual struggles and 
needs of colleagues or employees are often neglected. When these concerns are 
voiced, they may be interpreted as signs of weakness or betrayal, leading to judg-
ment and condemnation. The dominance of the geographic centre, particular-
ly Tbilisi, where NGOs and groups have greater access to funding and visibility, 
results in the control of regional offices, visible power imbalances, and limited 
autonomous decision-making.
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* * *
Respondents also point to another harmful dynamic within queer activist 

spaces: competition over limited resources. The scarcity of funding creates a cli-
mate of rivalry, often fuelling unhealthy conflicts between different groups and 
individuals. These tensions not only undermine the effectiveness of queer activ-
ism but also leave a lasting impact on the motivation and emotional well-being 
of individual activists.

In this context, activism in Georgia takes on the characteristics of a distinct 
form of labour, shaped by limited funding, economic hardship, and a shared 
commitment to fighting for better conditions. Several respondents noted that 
even when engaged in formal activism – as employees of NGOs – they are of-
ten forced to juggle multiple jobs. Full-time positions, especially within regional 
NGOs, tend to be poorly paid, and the workload can be overwhelming.

The overwhelming nature of activist work is a recurring theme in the narratives 
of activists and community workers. Respondents often described the constant 
demands placed on them, which created a sense of internal pressure to always 
be working. For some, this drive stemmed from a personal sense of responsibility 
and purpose – activism became not only a result-driven effort but also a form of 
resistance. In cases where project-based, task-oriented work wasn’t enough to 
meet the goals, respondents felt compelled to go beyond the formal scope of 
their roles – putting in extra hours and personal effort. This often took place be-
yond the constraints of organizational hierarchies, some participants described 
it as a source of autonomy and fulfilment, and satisfaction.

“When the manager writes a project, they don’t really care, and you can’t 
interfere. You’re independent in your work, and you’re not obligated to 
the donors, but still, I had to go out on the field myself. I realized pretty 
quickly that my working hours had to be much longer to get everything 
done. The goals that were set couldn’t be met with the funding from the 
donor – there was just no way. The working conditions back then were 
really tough – not just the budget, but the time as well. Still, the time is-
sue could be solved... but only by taking on more and more work. That’s 
what I did almost every day. Months went by where I worked 10, 12, even 
14 hours a day. Sometimes weekends, too, because I was working in two 
or three cities at once. But this was necessary work if you wanted to build 
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trust. You had to be safe. And back then, safety was even more important 
than it is now. In those early days, even the smallest mistake could be seen 
as a really big problem.” (R20. M. 6 years. 10.05.2024)

The dedicated effort – driven by a strong sense of purpose and belief in the 
possibility of change – is, in hindsight, perceived by some respondents as a form 
of self-exploitation; others, however, see it as a natural part of the work. In all 
cases, when combined with the broader organizational and community chal-
lenges described earlier, as well as chronic resource scarcity, the toll on both psy-
cho-emotional and physical health is often inevitable.

“This work gives you a lot – it doesn’t leave you feeling alone in the 
world… But then bigger questions start to come up: can your nervous 
system actually handle it? And what would your nervous system want 
if it were stronger? At some point, you realize it just can’t take it any-
more – and that answer becomes clear.” (R20. M. 6 years. 10.05.2024)

“Almost everyone in the organization was juggling several projects 
at once. And of course, that leads to burnout. On top of that, you’re 
constantly thinking about how to bring in new projects, because if you 
don’t, you can’t keep your team. Honestly, that’s probably what hurt 
the most – on top of everything else going on in the background.” (R26. 
M. 7 years. 11.06.2024)

“From my experience, there is no work-life balance, because there are 
never enough resources. You’re always chasing deadlines. I remember 
sending emails on New Year’s Eve. There’s this expectation that you’re 
always available, always ready to jump into a discussion, always 
wearing your armour. You can’t relax. It really affected me, mentally. 
And the truth is, it’s not realistic to expect anyone to be available 24/7. 
Those eight hours in a day are for you, and the rest – they need time 
to themselves, they have other things to do. But still, a lot of us push 
through – either because we need the income, or because we genuine-
ly care about the work and want to give it everything we’ve got.” (R5. 
M. 4 years. 19.03.2024)
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“The burnout wasn’t just from doing the work itself, say, as an officer. 
There were also internal problems in the organization that really add-
ed to it. Honestly, I think even if I hadn’t planned to leave Georgia, I still 
would’ve quit the job [at the community organization], sadly.” (R9. M. 
6 years. 23.03.2024)

The absence of clear boundaries between work and personal life creates ad-
ditional challenges. Activists and community workers often struggle to separate 
personal relationships from professional ones, leading to complex and some-
times difficult interpersonal dynamics.

“There was basically 24/7 contact with community members – both 
in person and later on, online. It meant constant interaction with a 
lot of people. And that also meant direct exposure to their problems, 
up close and personal, which is a heavy load to carry. You really need 
to do some internal work for it not to affect you negatively.” (R9. M. 6 
years. 23.03.2024)

“It’s really hard to separate certain relationships – those boundaries 
just kind of disappear. Even when I was working and offering sup-
port to a friend, those lines blurred. In everyday life, the boundaries 
between how you talk to a friend and how you’re supposed to com-
municate with a beneficiary – or even a colleague – completely broke 
down.” (R24. Tm. 5 years. 27.05.2024) 

A specific challenge faced by activists and community workers is the difficulty 
of separating their personal and professional roles. While some do not see this as 
a necessary goal, most acknowledge its emotional toll, often leading to second-
ary traumatization and professional burnout.

“For me personally, the hardest part was probably emotional. It was 
the lack of boundaries – and this thing I call empathy – maybe mine 
was a little unhealthy, or it was just burned out, I’m not sure. I strug-
gled to stay grounded emotionally, to know where I ended, and others 
began. It was like I completely switched into this mindset that I had 
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to help, no matter what. That was my mistake, my issue. The hardest 
thing was being fully emotionally invested – taking on other people’s 
experiences, opening up to them completely. And while that can be 
good, in my case, it often meant losing touch with my own emotional 
space. I became overly receptive to other people’s emotions and car-
ried them all inside me. And it wasn’t always a healthy process.” (R25. 
M. 2 years. 14.06.2024)

Many interviewees shared that they began working in this field with an idealis-
tic drive – to improve the social environment, support the queer community, and 
make a difference in individual lives. But over time, that passion often gave way 
to deep exhaustion and a sense of powerlessness.

For some, burnout is closely tied to feeling undervalued and unrecognized. 
This sentiment, expressed by nearly all respondents, reflects the invisibility of 
activist labour, especially when it doesn’t follow mainstream approaches – and 
instead focuses on community-building at the micro level.

These experiences of burnout often lead to disappointment and self-doubt. 
Respondents question whether their individual efforts truly mattered, whether 
it was worth investing so much of themselves in the cause. For some, there is a 
lingering sense of regret about “lost” years and the feeling that their resources 
may have been spent in vain.

Despite experiencing burnout, disappointment, self-doubt, or regret, many 
respondents remain grounded in the convictions that initially drew them to ac-
tivism. As previously noted, their primary motivation lies in offering support to 
queer individuals, nurturing hope in various forms, and contributing to the cre-
ation of a more inclusive society. These idealistic meanings are often driven by 
an acute awareness of the importance of queer activism as a vital, critical force. 
Respondents view their role not only in addressing immediate needs but as part 
of a broader movement committed to justice and equality.
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The Complex Decision to Leave 
For queer individuals navigating personal, social, and systemic challenges in 

Georgia, the decision to migrate is rarely simple, or fully thought out. Many of the 
interviewees describe their departure not as an emotional or clear-cut choice, 
but rather as a reaction to mounting pressure, inertia, or external circumstances. 
While for some, migration was a long-considered decision or an urgent neces-
sity, a significant number of respondents described it as a spontaneous act – a 
response to escalating challenges rather than the result of careful planning. 
This pattern reflects the broader structural issues and pressures that ultimately 
push individuals to migrate.

“In my case, it wasn’t planned at all. I just improvised and said, ‘I’m 
leaving – I don’t belong here,’ and started saving money to go.” (R19. 
Tm. 3 years. 01.05.2024)

“I left pretty spontaneously. Sure, something had been brewing inside 
me for a while, but the actual moment I made the decision – it was 
sudden.” (R8. Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024)

“Honestly, I just trusted myself. At that time, I really needed to leave. Even if 
I’d ended up doing nothing here and had to go back to Georgia, I probably 
would’ve left again. I wasn’t thinking about some big, long-term future. 
My head was in a different place – there was love involved, and it felt kind 
of naive, like, ‘I’ll go, study or do something.” (R11. M. 07.04.2024)

“I didn’t really know what was happening. It was only after I arrived 
that the thing started to make sense. All I knew back then was that I 
had to leave. I didn’t have a plan, I didn’t know where I’d live or what 
would happen. I just knew I needed to go, and I did. The rest? I said 
to myself – whatever happens, happens.” (R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024)

A significant number of respondents describe their decision to migrate as driv-
en by immediate need or impulse, rather than by careful planning. The urgency 
to leave is often linked to direct experiences or threats of violence and discrimi-
nation. Notably, this perceived threat is present across all groups of respondents 
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– regardless of how safe someone’s daily life appears, how fulfilled they are pro-
fessionally, how financially stable they might be, or what kind of support they 
have from family or community. It also applies regardless of how gender-con-
forming their self-expression is, or whether they are open about their identity. 
The absence of a clear plan further highlights the reactive nature of these migra-
tion decisions, and this is often reflected in a limited understanding of asylum 
procedures. Still, migration is widely seen by respondents as an urgent way to 
escape threats – a practical response to systemic obstacles.

In this context, some respondents recall collective traumatic events – particularly 
July 5, 2021 – as a turning point in their decision to migrate. For several respondents, 
this date is associated with their final decision to leave – the realization of safety risks 
and a sense of insecurity, not only due to violent attacks by homophobic groups 
but also institutional indifference. While many respondents view Pride events as 
an expression of fundamental rights, some highlight the privilege associated with 
initiating such activities, which are often seen as coming from a more empowered, 
urban centre. In some cases, this criticism extends beyond the specific organizers to 
a broader scepticism toward LGBTQ+ organizations.

“I left in August 2021, after the July events, Pride, the attacks on jour-
nalists, and all of it. Things were really tense in Tbilisi at the time, and 
within a week, I was physically attacked twice. Not during a rally or 
anything like that – just near a local shop. Someone hit me in the head 
with a stone. Then there was another altercation in a club... Stuff like 
that had happened before, but that whole atmosphere – the protests, 
the hatred pouring out of the media – it didn’t directly cause me to 
leave, but it gave me a push.” (R2. Tm. 3 years. 13.03.2024)

“I had tried to leave Georgia many times before – whether to study or 
relocate – but for one reason or another, it never really worked out. 
Then everything led up to that moment after July 5. From the outside, 
my life looked ideal: I had a good job, solid income, a house – all the 
basics were in place. Anyone looking at me would’ve thought, ‘What 
more could this person want?’ But those things weren’t my driving 
force. What I didn’t have – what I desperately needed – was a sense 
of safety. I couldn’t even be fully myself.” (R7. Tm. 3 years. 20.03.2024) 
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“For me, the reason for regret, disappointment, and anger is that none 
of this was my choice. I had to leave because of the environment that 
was created around me. It was a spontaneous, impulsive decision – I 
realized in the second half of 2021 that I just couldn’t take it anymore, 
and that’s why I left. I still don’t know what would’ve been better – liv-
ing in secret or being out and choosing to fight. But the truth is, what 
happened wasn’t my decision. [...] The saddest and most frustrating 
part of starting over from scratch is that it wasn’t even because of 
economic hardship, which is usually the reason – it was about basic 
survival, about safety. And yes, safety is also basic. But why did I have 
to give everything up just so some people could have careers built on 
that? It’s really sad and unfair.” (R3. Tm. 3 years. 14.03.2024)

“When all the Pride stuff was happening – July 5 – a man confronted 
me, saying things like, ‘You’re like that because you’ve never felt the 
warmth of a man.’ [...] At that time, we were in Batumi, but that wave 
eventually reached Batumi too. Organizations warned us not to go 
out because of the attacks. We tried to lay low. But still – like, I was 
working in a bar, and two transgender people were beaten up just like 
that. There are a lot of people in these organizations who are secure, 
you know? They act like no one will touch them because they’ve got 
some kind of protection. But the people standing behind them, us, 
we’re the ones who end up taking the hits. They provoke aggression 
and then disappear, and the people behind them end up getting hurt.” 
(R23. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

When reflecting on the emotional toll of systemic marginalization and the 
barriers to psychological well-being, many respondents express regret over not 
having decided to leave earlier, even when their experiences of emigration have 
been far from ideal:

“I had a tough time here, too. I had to live in a shelter during quaran-
tine, during the whole COVID period, and that made everything even 
harder. Eventually, I developed mental health issues. I needed medical 
help and ended up being hospitalized – I spent 40 days in a mental 
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health centre and was on medication. Even with all of that, during 
these four years, I never really thought about going back. I just kept 
telling myself, ‘Five years will pass quickly, and I’ll be busy with other 
things soon.’ Sometimes I do think, though, that I should’ve left earlier, 
when I was younger, would be better.” (R24. Tm. 5 years. 27.05.2024)

Even in cases where respondents had been thinking about leaving for a long 
time, migration was often driven more by inertia than by a preconceived plan. 
Some described their lives in Georgia as going with the flow of circumstances 
that left little room for autonomy or active decision-making, with the idea of mi-
gration gradually taking shape, almost unconsciously. For those with caregiving 
responsibilities – especially individuals who had experienced cisgender social-
ization – the decision to leave was often postponed due to family and childcare 
obligations. 

“I had been planning to leave for a really long time. I just couldn’t take 
that step for some reason, mostly because I had kids, and they were 
still small back then. But when they both became students, I had their 
full support, and that was such a strong foundation for me to finally 
do it. They even said to me, ‘Shouldn’t you take care of yourself too? Is 
this how it’s supposed to be – always helping others?” (R1. Tm. 3 years. 
11.03.2024)

“My grandmother’s condition got worse. Someone had to stay at home 
with her, because one time she ran away – I was alone, and I hadn’t 
locked the door. I thought my brother would be home that night, and 
I didn’t want to wake him, but she left, and we couldn’t find her. The 
police got involved, it was a whole thing, and we could hardly find her. 
After that, we kept switching, since someone always had to be home 
to keep an eye on things.” (R14. Tm. 2 years. 11.04.2024)

Such cases clearly illustrate how deeply queer migration is intertwined with 
systems of social expectations and caregiving responsibilities. They highlight the 
personal complexity of the decision, which is often shaped by multiple dimen-
sions of life, obligations, and responsibilities.
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In the interviews, we also encountered a pragmatic approach to the decision 
to migrate. While some respondents speak of emotional attachments to their 
hometown, country, family, or friends, the core of their dilemma is not whether 
to leave, but where to go. These individuals, who had a defined plan, prioritized 
destinations with fewer barriers to integration or more inclusive immigration 
procedures for queer people. This relatively strategic thinking further emphasiz-
es that migration, for them, was more a necessity shaped by external realities, 
and not a voluntary choice.

For some respondents, the decision to leave was supported and encouraged 
by friends or family members. As with others, their migration was primarily driv-
en by external factors such as safety risks, health concerns, or emotional distress. 
In these cases, well-meaning loved ones often urged them to leave Georgia’s ho-
mophobic environment, pointing to the real or perceived toll it was taking on 
their psychological or physical well-being.

“I arrived without any problems and registered as a refugee. My moth-
er helped me financially – she was the one who told me to leave. [...] 
Of course, transphobia was the main reason, but it was also my family 
urging me, saying, ‘Leave while you can!’ And I don’t regret it. Looking 
at things now, the situation in Georgia has only gotten worse. It’s not 
that I don’t want to be there – on the contrary, I really do. It’s just that 
after I arrived here, I was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disor-
der and another mental health condition. Luckily, my insurance covers 
all kinds of medications. In Georgia, that would’ve been nearly impos-
sible. They would’ve just locked me in a psychiatric hospital, like they 
often do, and in terrible conditions. So, in that sense, I’m lucky to be 
here.” (R21. Tm. 5 years. 14.05.2024) 

Such cases reveal that homophobic environments cause distress not only 
for queer individuals but also for their loved ones, and that migration is often a 
forced step for survival rather than a voluntary pursuit of a better life. 

Health and well-being concerns frequently emerge in the narratives surround-
ing the decision to leave. Chronic stress, anxiety, and depression – often linked by 
respondents to homophobic environments and systemic marginalization – are 
commonly cited as decisive factors. As a result, the decision to migrate is less 
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about seeking opportunities abroad. In this context, migration becomes an act 
of bodily and psychological self-care, rather than simply a geographical reloca-
tion.

To summarize, the narratives analysed in this study clearly show that queer mi-
gration from Georgia is more often an urgent necessity than an act of autonomy. 
It is rarely a planned or practical choice, and while it may offer queer individuals 
protection and the potential for healing, it is not a luxury or an idealistic pursuit.

The systemic and widespread exclusion described by participants often high-
lights the forced nature of queer migration. However, the complex nature of the 
decision to migrate transcends a simple binary of choice versus coercion. Rather, 
it involves a complex interplay of factors, including identity, safety, relationships, 
health, and the fundamental pursuit of dignity and self-determination.



75

Otherness and the Cost of Promised FreedomA Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia

Study Insights: 
Queer Life in the Host Country

Respondents’ narratives about relocating to a new country reflect a mix of re-
lief and significant challenges. While migration is often driven by the expectation 
of safety and a dignified life, the journey, marked by complex bureaucratic pro-
cedures, socio-economic integration, and cultural adaptation, frequently results 
in frustration and distress for queer migrants.

For queer asylum seekers, these difficulties are further compounded by their 
legal status, which affects their interactions with state institutions, local commu-
nities, the LGBTQ+ community, and their ability to fully realize their potential. 
Additionally, many also speak of a sense of freedom, space for self-reflection, and 
self-actualization, which has a transformative impact on their lives.

Navigating the Bureaucratic System 
Acquiring legal residency in a ry – whether through asylum, a visa, or cit-

izenship – creates numerous obstacles for migrants. These systems are of-
ten characterized by complex bureaucratic procedures and shifting policies, 
creating an uncertain environment for migrants. While most respondents are 
navigating asylum processes, others describe difficulties related to obtain-
ing standard visas, residence permits, or citizenship. For example, many note 
that long-term legal residency is often refused to those with backgrounds in 
informal or precarious work, which is a common reality for queer people in 
Georgia. As a result, queer migrants – and, as they emphasize, not only them 
– can remain stuck in cycles of short-term residence documentation, which 
continually delays their ability to pursue personal goals and forces them back 
into precarious labour. Nevertheless, even within the context of low-paid or 
high-stress jobs in host countries, respondents say they feel more dignified 
due to the labour regulations, which, in turn, contribute to a tangible im-
provement in their overall quality of life.
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“I work in an ice cream factory. The finished ice cream comes to me, 
and I arrange it on trays. It’s pretty time-consuming, and my knee 
started to hurt. My boss called a doctor, they examined me, and then 
called a car to take me home. When the driver looked at me, he had 
a kind of rough attitude and asked, ‘Are you working?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ As 
soon as he heard that I had a job, he came over and said, ‘Come on in, 
the air conditioner’s on.’ They don’t like unemployed people. They don’t 
like immigrants who don’t work and rely on the state. […] My friend, 
for example, is officially staying in a hotel, but he works as a cleaner. 
There’s always free time left, because it’s the law – they won’t make you 
work more than 8 hours. If they need you on an extra day, they pay you 
double. And they ask you first if you’re available. No one forces you. For 
instance, I have a 40-hour contract per week – two days off, five days 
of work, 8 hours a day. Exactly when those 8 hours are up, the next 
shift arrives, and we leave. No one asks you to stay overtime.” (R1. Tm. 
3 years. 11.03.2024)

For queer asylum seekers, bureaucratic obstacles are even more pronounced. 
Respondents’ experiences are often shaped by the timing of their migration, 
clearly illustrating how immigration policies can shift drastically based on geo-
political priorities. Several respondents noted the impact of the Russia-Ukraine 
war on EU immigration policies, where the acceptance of Ukrainian refugees 
became a priority, and procedures, despite the severity of others’ situations, be-
came significantly more complicated.

Criticism of EU immigration policies also extends to the way international orga-
nizations assess a country’s safety. Some respondents raised concerns about the 
formal indicators used to designate a country as “safe” for queer individuals. For 
instance, Georgia’s anti-discrimination law – often cited as a marker of protection 
– is, in reality, the only legal safeguard for queer individuals, and it remains large-
ly ineffective in addressing systemic and intersectional oppression. This creates a 
misleading narrative about the actual conditions for LGBTQ+ people in Georgia 
and undermines the recognition of their personal and urgent needs in asylum 
processes.
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“It’s measured very unfairly, because I think our government simply 
doesn’t show the real internal problems to the European communi-
ty. As a result, I think they lack accurate information. Just because we 
have an anti-discrimination law doesn’t mean it’s actually enforced – 
it’s just a piece of paper.” (R21. Tm. 5 years. 14.05.2024)

“It’s also really important to note that they’re starting to impose these 
restrictions where, if you don’t have a personal case of someone literal-
ly chasing you down to beat or kill you, they’ll be more inclined to say, 
‘Well, there’s an anti-discrimination law in that country.’ So what does 
that mean – now we just stop fighting to make the situation better?” 
(R26. M. 7 years. 11.06.2024)

“The problem for me isn’t that ILGA3 is doing this – it’s how they’re com-
municating it. That’s the bigger issue. What right do you have, sitting 
in Brussels – even if you’re queer – to tell me how safe it is to live in 
Georgia as a queer person? To me, that feels like a white supremacist 
approach. And unfortunately, when Georgian asylum seekers are 
rejected, these ILGA-Europe reports are often used as a justification.” 
(R12. M. 12 years. 08.04.2024)

In this same context, some respondents also reflect critically on the role of 
local LGBTQ+ organizations in Georgia. In their view, these organizations often 
present an overly optimistic picture to international partners and remain dis-
connected from the fundamental needs of the community. Respondents point 
to examples such as club events, public attitude studies, and anti-homophobia 
campaigns that, in their opinion, fail to reflect the real situation of LGBTQ+ indi-
viduals, particularly the social and economic hardships they face. By promoting 
such narratives, LGBTQ+ NGOs – especially the larger, Tbilisi-based organizations 
– contribute, whether intentionally or not, to an unrealistic perception of queer 
safety in Georgia and hinder the asylum process for those seeking refuge.

3  The ILGA-Europe Rainbow Map and Index is an annual measurement tool that assesses 49 Europe-
an countries based on LGBTQ+ equality laws and policies.
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“What’s stopping us from getting a positive response from this government 
is that one of the points they mention is that Georgian queer NGOs give a 
positive report to the European Union. They say the population in Georgia 
accepts the queer community and that there are no problems – but any 
queer person who comes here knows that’s not the reality. Yes, there are a 
few organizations genuinely trying to help, but their budgets are so small 
and limited that they can’t do much. [...] It’s understandable – they get 
funding from the EU to change public attitudes toward these issues. And it 
honestly breaks my heart to say this, but the reports they send just aren’t ac-
curate. Because no matter how many queers come here, out of ten, maybe 
one has benefited from the services they offer.” (R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024)

“They act like Georgia is only transphobic. Like, if you’re lesbian or gay, you 
won’t face any problems – and that attitude comes from the organiza-
tions. [...] I’m not saying they’re not doing good work – maybe they are – 
but the reality is, most of the community doesn’t see it. The organizations 
do. If you just go on the Pride page, everything looks perfect – it’s all glow-
ing, like great things are happening. But what’s really going on behind 
that? People can’t get jobs, can’t find housing because landlords refuse 
to rent to them. [...] If you’re not close with someone in the organization 
– if you’re not friends, or even if you were – you don’t have any access to 
benefits. Some people just get more support than others. And there are 
so many queers in Georgia who are simply left out like us. [...] And even 
going to events – if you don’t have money, you can’t go. I remember some-
one wrote, ‘I can’t come because I can’t afford it.’ And then people say, ‘But 
you used to go before.’ Yeah, I did – because my friends paid for me. But 
there’s discrimination there too – if you don’t have money, you’re treated 
like you’re nobody.” (R23. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024) 

“It started more recently, in 2023, and I think it’s probably tied to polit-
ical issues and the WISG’s study4... Everything is connected. When Ger-

4 This refers to From Prejudice to Equality. Vol. 2, which, according to respondents, is often cited as a 
basis for denying legal status to LGBTQ+ individuals seeking asylum from Georgia. It is also important 
to note that the findings of this study are, according to respondents, frequently subject to arbitrary 
reinterpretation by immigration authorities.
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many began deporting non-queer asylum seekers, for example... The 
European Union can’t deport a refugee if the receiving country doesn’t 
agree. They face the same issue with some African and Middle Eastern 
countries – they can’t send people back because those governments 
won’t accept them. But Georgia does. And then they send additional 
information claiming everything is fine here, that we’re protected and 
safe... I think all of this is related to the increase in negative responses 
to Georgian queer asylum seekers.” (R2. Tm. 3 years. 13.03.2024.) 

Beyond systemic and organizational challenges, queer asylum seekers face 
equally significant difficulties in immigration centres. Since administrative in-
stitutions and shelters typically serve mixed demographic groups, queer indi-
viduals often find themselves living alongside people from different cultural 
backgrounds – including conservative Georgian families. Respondents shared 
experiences of conflicts and even attacks stemming from homophobia and cul-
tural tensions. Even in the absence of overt hostility, such environments – partic-
ularly shared living spaces – can lead to emotional distress during the bureau-
cratic process. In these situations, the most basic form of safety is access to a 
private room, which is hard to obtain due to rigid procedures.

“The heteronormativity and binary thinking in the system are very 
obvious – when people are placed in camps, it’s usually six women or 
six men per room, or rooms assigned for ‘families.’ These camps might 
hold 100, 300, 500, or even 1,000 people, but there are no efforts to 
foster social cohesion. How can you expect 500 people to live in one 
housing unit with shared bathrooms, kitchens, toilets, and other com-
mon spaces, and just assume they’ll get along? It’s like, ‘Come on, we’ll 
just throw you together and magically, social cohesion will happen 
just like that.’ But no actual activities or resources are invested in things 
like anti-racism or queer awareness. Georgian non-queer asylum seek-
ers aren’t necessarily more accepting of queer individuals. Meanwhile, 
queer people in these camps – especially trans people – face aggres-
sion and harassment daily, trans people are especially vulnerable.” 
(R12. M. 12 years. 08.04.2024)
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“You can never be fully prepared for this, but I thought I was – some-
how. When you’re a queer person placed in a dorm with mostly Ira-
nians and Arabs, and you’re with your partner, it’s really hard. It’s not 
unusual for the conditions in these dorms to be like this. It was just 
an 8-square-meter room – we could barely move. That was the first 
shock. I had my first panic attack there. I didn’t know where to go. 
Eventually, based on a psychologist’s recommendation, they moved 
us to a social housing unit – but that was in this tiny village. Everything 
was a five-minute walk away, and buses only ran twice a day, tied to 
the school schedule. You couldn’t go anywhere.” (R23. Tm. 2 years. 
15.05.2024)

“I had Somali roommates who were extremely noisy. I tried to switch 
rooms. The immigration organization was terrible, in my opinion. 
They kept lying to me, saying they were looking for a new room for 
me. That went on for two months. Then I was finally moved to a room 
with fewer people – there were four of us – but it was more of the same. 
Nothing really changed.” (R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024)

From what has been described, it is clear that immigration bureaucratic sys-
tems – whether for visas, asylum, or residency – often fail to adequately address 
the specific vulnerabilities of queer individuals. Due to structural, cultural, and 
institutional factors, these systems can themselves become a source of distress 
for queer individuals. 

Socio-Economic Integration 
Socio-economic integration is a complex and nuanced process, shaped by in-

dividual skills and the characteristics of the host society. Migrants begin life in 
a new country with their own goals, capacities, and vulnerabilities. Their path 
to stability often depends on their ability to navigate a system that can be both 
strict and supportive.

Respondents frequently describe integration as a multifaceted journey where 
success is not guaranteed but largely depends on personal resources. Unsurpris-
ingly, language skills are cited as the most critical of these resources. The ability 
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to communicate effectively serves as a foundation for employment, social con-
nection, and access to essential services. For many respondents, language cours-
es offered by immigration services are invaluable. However, the time and effort 
required to learn a new language can feel overwhelming. While some respon-
dents find the process exhausting, others see it, especially when combined with 
housing and financial support, as a generous opportunity for personal growth.

“There are people who arrive here with a basic knowledge of Eng-
lish, and others who don’t, or hardly speak any language. That really 
shapes everything. If you don’t speak English, you’re trying to learn the 
local language at the same time – it becomes really difficult to engage 
with the local, cosmopolitan society.” (R2. Tm. 3 years. 13.03.2024)

“Those who have an education, or at least know some English, have 
already won half the battle. And then there are people who, back in 
Georgia, already knew how to survive – how to Google a queer organ-
ization, who to contact, where to offer their performance, whether 
it’s a web show, a painting, or something else. It’s about having that 
resourcefulness. It’s very much connected to gender too.” (R3. Tm. 3 
years. 14.03.2024)

“Everyone I know has had a hard time. I did too, because I wasn’t fa-
miliar with other countries before. People who’ve travelled, who are 
more educated, who already know someone here – it’s definitely easier 
for them. I think working also really helps, because it gives you daily 
access to locals. But for me, I keep discovering things I didn’t even know 
existed. And when you don’t know, and you’re trying to learn, it’s hard 
to just integrate smoothly, especially in a foreign country.” (R6. Tm. 2 
years. 19.03.2024)

“I think for me, adaptation was easier because I had travelled a lot be-
fore. Some people didn’t even have the most basic skills to deal with 
bureaucracy. Even here, where people don’t speak much English, if you 
can go out, socialize, and meet people, it helps. But for many, the lan-
guage barrier is still a huge obstacle.” (R7. Tm. 3 years. 20.03.2024)
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According to the respondents’ narratives, flexibility and motivation are both 
critical in the process of socio-economic integration: more opportunities open 
up for those who are resilient and adaptable. At the same time, this constant 
need to prove one’s readiness and capability – while also coping with trauma and 
systemic barriers – creates a certain pressure.

“Whether the commissariat grants you the right to stay or not – residen-
cy – it all depends on the information you provide and how well you can 
explain why you’re in danger in your home country. A lot of people don’t 
have the resources to do that – to even gather their thoughts, articulate 
their experience, and express it clearly. And everyone coming from Geor-
gia is in a fragile mental state.” (R7. Tm. 3 years. 20.03.2024) 

Immigration services in host countries offer varying levels of support to queer 
migrants, from temporary housing to employment programs. While most asy-
lum-seeking respondents recognize the crucial role of institutional assistance, 
the effectiveness of these services varies from person to person. In this context, 
personal qualities – such as motivation, courage, and having clear goals – sig-
nificantly shape both how queer migrants engage with these services and their 
ability to benefit from them. 

“Those under 30 usually come with a specific purpose – they want to 
build a good life here. What happens after that is a different story, 
but it’s about their identity and all. But the older ones, just like they 
kept it hidden back home, keep it hidden here too.” (R4. M. 18 years. 
16.03.2024)

“It’s not that hard to get the chance to stay in the country – you just need 
to know one of the local languages at a basic level. There’s also an integra-
tion course you have to take here, and then you go to a centre and take an 
exam. It’s not too difficult, and they even let you take it in English, Russian, 
and in some cities, even in Georgian. [...] From Georgia, it all seemed sim-
ple – take two courses, get a job, and suddenly you’re a citizen. But here, 
the bureaucracy is full of hidden challenges and long procedures. It takes 
a lot more time.” (R24. Th. 5 years. 27.05.2024) 
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Work – even precarious work – emerges as a central theme in conversations 
about integration in the host country. For migrants, jobs in the service sector 
or on temporary contracts are not just a means of income, but also a marker 
of progress. While the instability that comes with such work can lead some to 
feel disconnected from their aspirations and experience frustration, for many, it 
represents a necessary first step toward growth and the start of a long-term path 
toward self-development. 

“My background doesn’t match what I’m doing today at all – it doesn’t 
align with my values – but because I’m from Georgia, I had to do some-
thing related to my bachelor’s degree, so I ended up studying commu-
nications. It’s not the best, but ok. Then I got a job at a corporation 
and worked in marketing for two years. When I got my passport, liter-
ally within the first hour or two, I wrote my resignation letter and left 
the next morning. That was a really happy day. I finally started doing 
something that aligns with my interests.” (R12. M. 12 years. 08.04.2024) 

“Here, I learned patience and self-control. Back in Georgia, I couldn’t 
maintain it – if someone said something out of line or touched me, I’d 
explode and lose it. But here, I’ve grown. You learn to get along, and 
the state really gives you everything you need to start a new life. Sure, 
in the beginning, you have to wake up early, go to interviews, even at 6 
in the morning, and it’s hard, but it matters for the future. It’s very hard, 
but then you see the results.” (R19. Tm. 3 years. 01.05.2024)

“I worked in a regular factory for months – sometimes illegally in dif-
ferent places. It was really hard, especially because my health isn’t 
great. But from the beginning, I told myself, ‘This is what will help me.’ 
I needed it to make it.” (R17. Tm. 4 years. 14.04.2024)

For many respondents, the integration process – whether accompanied by 
active social life or a passive wait for legal procedures – also marks a period of 
self-reflection and self-actualization, including gender self-determination. It be-
comes a kind of pause, allowing space to think through past decisions and future 
possibilities. Most respondents emphasize that physical distance from the real-
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ity of life in Georgia – especially when accompanied by supportive institutional 
care and basic security – offered a rare opportunity to reflect on their authentic 
aspirations, which they couldn’t afford while living in a constant state of survival 
back home. 

“Here, at first, I had to live for six months in a village where there were 
only two houses. I had never felt that calm before. I realized that I had 
spent my whole life struggling, protecting myself, fighting. And sud-
denly, in that stillness, I understood that I didn’t even know how to 
relax and just be. I am always tense, and it is now that I’m trying to 
heal from it all. It was such a stressful environment. [...] In Georgia, I 
thought about these things too, as much as it was possible. But when 
you step out of that environment and gain some distance, that’s a 
different story. Back there, not even two days would pass without me 
having contact with that society. It’s very hard to rethink your life in 
that environment.” (R8. Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024) 

“My [trans] identity was always on my mind. I was always sure of who I 
was. But I didn’t want to tell anyone. First of all, I didn’t even know how 
to say it. That’s one thing. Back then, we didn’t even have the words. You 
couldn’t just start talking... Then, of course, there was the issue of trust – I 
didn’t trust anyone at all. I did not have that self-determination moment. 
[...] It was like I was on pause – knowing I had to do something, but not 
just yet. Then, when I finally got close to the goal and saw it within reach... 
I had expected everything to be difficult. But it wasn’t. I went to a com-
munity psychologist, talked to him... they followed the standard protocol, 
ran the necessary tests, and prescribed what was needed. Then I went to 
my family doctor, and he treated me like any other person and gave me a 
referral. Then I saw a psychiatrist – again, just a normal conversation. And 
then the endocrinologist – same thing. That’s when I thought: why didn’t I 
start this earlier…” (R4. M. 18 years. 16.03.2024) 

“Peace came from not having to witness that same swamp anymore – the 
one I used to see and step into every single day in Georgia. My life here is 
completely different. Back in Tbilisi, it was different. [...] Here, my day starts 
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with a cup of coffee. I spend time with myself and go out with friends. I 
never had that in Georgia. There, you had to hustle constantly. ‘Rent’s due,’ 
‘What if I end up on the street!’ and so on... I don’t have those problems 
here. That’s why I finally feel at peace.” (R18. Tm. 1 year. 30.04.2024) 

“At some point, it got really hard. Honestly, I didn’t even want to in-
teract with anyone. I was completely drained – I was trying to wash 
away all that stress. I was in therapy, and I was doing my best just to 
adjust – mentally and physically – to being here, before I started build-
ing friendships or even professional connections, because the trauma I 
carried from Georgia stayed with me emotionally for a very long time.” 
(R7. Tm. 3 years. 20.03.2024) 

These findings suggest that the process of socioeconomic integration cannot 
be reduced to simple definitions of either individual or institutional responsibili-
ty. Instead, it reflects a dynamic interplay between the two. Moreover, the narra-
tives of the interviewed queer migrants reveal that integration is not only about 
adapting to a new environment – it also involves the ongoing redefinition of 
identity and belonging. 

Social and Cultural Adaptation 
The process of social and cultural adaptation for queer migrants is shaped pri-

marily by the intersection of their identities, expectations, and the structures of 
the host countries. As we’ve seen, for most respondents, the decision to migrate 
stems from a deep desire for a different reality, safety, and recognition. However, 
adapting to a new sociocultural environment is a complex and dynamic process. 
It involves navigating personal safety and interpersonal relationships, systemic 
and cultural challenges. 

Expectations and Reality 
As we have already seen, one of the first realizations many respondents have 

after beginning life in a host country is that safety and recognition are not univer-
sally guaranteed, even in stereotypically more inclusive EU countries. The rise of 
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anti-gender and anti-migrant movements and rhetoric continues to leave queer 
migrants feeling insecure and marginalized. When reflecting on these issues, re-
spondents often point out that anti-migrant sentiments are primarily racialized, 
targeting those arriving from the Middle East and Africa more heavily than queer 
migrants from Georgia. However, understanding that such movements are polit-
ically driven, respondents highlight their impact on micro-societies and overall 
social dynamics. The more actively gender and migration issues are manipulated 
in political discourse, the more space is created for hostility, discrimination, and 
violence in everyday life. As a result, many respondents are not indifferent to the 
experiences of other migrant groups and express solidarity towards them.

“In that respect, things have been really good for me. It’s like no one 
here really looks at how I express my gender. Everyone’s just doing 
their own thing. But when I go back to Georgia, I feel like people start, 
‘Who even is this, with tattoos, unshaven legs?’ And then it is like kids 
asking their parents, ‘Mom, is that a boy or a girl?’ You just don’t get 
that here. But there’s something else that’s really important to say, and 
I think I’ve been lucky in that regard – I have pretty light skin. The peo-
ple who really struggle here are those with darker skin shade; they’re 
much more likely to be targeted. For example, during the last election 
period, my colleague – who’s from Armenia, was handed a flyer that 
literally said, ‘Migrants, go home!’ – she is a Spanish citizen. That kind 
of thing is becoming more common. It’s gotten worse since the new 
government came in – they’re openly racist and homophobic. And as a 
result, people who are more racialized struggle more.” (R26. M. 7 years. 
11.06.2024)

“They signed me up for a course called ‘How to Use a Computer,’ and 
I told them I didn’t need it. I said, there are people who’ve never used 
a computer before, why should I take it from someone who actually 
needs it, right? Then one day I get this really aggressive phone call—
this woman’s like, ‘Miss, where are you? Why didn’t you come to the 
meeting?’ I asked, ‘What meeting?’ And she says, ‘The one where we 
teach you how to use a computer.’ So, I called my social worker and 
said, ‘Didn’t I tell you I didn’t need that course? Why didn’t you cancel 
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it?’ And she straight-up tells me, ‘Most people haven’t seen a toilet or a 
washing machine before – we should’ve taught you how to turn one 
on too!’ That’s the level racism starts at. If you’re Georgian and white, 
then yeah, you might benefit from white privilege later on – like at uni-
versity, for example. If I mess something up, they’re more likely to let 
it slide. Compared to a black student. But at first, we’re all just seen as 
‘Arabs.’” (R3. Tm. 3 years. 14.03.2024)

However, this solidarity is accompanied by an awareness of the intersectional 
nature of systemic discrimination. For some, their attitudes toward other migrant 
groups are shaped by the same beliefs they hold about gender and sexuality. 

“Georgians aren’t perceived as white – they’re seen as Arabs. Unfortu-
nately, racism is so deeply ingrained in this country, the environment 
treats them differently, and so do the social workers. But I also find it 
very difficult, and still do, to share space with many Georgian queer 
migrants. When I hold meetings to offer support, I often hear racist 
remarks from them. And honestly, it shouldn’t matter – yes, someone 
insulted you, and that’s awful – but why bring race into it? Why em-
phasize that, especially when we’re not even friends, and I’m just here 
as a volunteer trying to offer collective support? There’s a lot of racism 
within us too, and because we don’t really understand what racism is, 
because it’s so embedded, we don’t recognize it in ourselves. I think a 
lot of Georgians don’t see that their struggle is intensified by the racial 
struggle. They themselves carry racist attitudes, even when they’re be-
ing mistreated by social workers or not being treated with the respect 
they deserve. They can’t connect that this might also be about racism.” 
(R12. M. 12 years. 08.04.2024)

In all cases, the prejudices between different migrant groups create tensions 
and make it difficult to build supportive relationships based on solidarity. These 
contradictions highlight how structural and interpersonal forms of discrim-
ination are deeply interconnected, shaping both the experience of oppres-
sion and the potential for solidarity. 
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Local Cultures 
Experiences of adapting to local cultures vary among respondents. Many 

queer migrants report finding it easier to adjust in cultures where the tempera-
ment of the people feels similar to that of Georgians – often described in terms 
of warmth, hospitality, and a collectivist mindset. In contrast, adaptation in more 
northern, highly individualistic societies is characterized by greater challenges. 
That said, across all cases, a shared respect for personal boundaries and the gen-
eral attitude of people in host cultures are frequently mentioned as key factors 
contributing to a sense of safety, validation, and autonomy – qualities many re-
spondents felt were lacking in their lives back in Georgia. 

“As for society, my grandmother used to joke, ‘You must be from here,’ 
because somehow a lot of people don’t like locals here. But I actually 
like it here, because people are like me – they don’t interfere in any-
one’s business, they try to be diplomatic, and so on. I like that. To me, 
that’s a sign of culture. They don’t start pressuring you like in Georgia; 
that’s a really good thing” (R21. Tm. 5 years, 14.05.2024)

“When we first arrived and people were smiling at me, I was honestly 
shocked. I was like, what’s going on? Where are we? When someone 
approaches you and your first instinct is to think they’re being aggres-
sive – and then they’re not. It’s such a different feeling. It’s very differ-
ent.” (R23. Tm. 2 years, 15.05.2024) 

“For me, adapting here was easy because of the mentality of the peo-
ple. They’re very tolerant. You know there are fascist types here too, 
people who say things like ‘these gays, these Blacks, these Arabs’, but 
even those people, if you told them, ‘I’m gay,’ or ‘I’m Black,’ or ‘I’m Arab,’ 
they might still invite you home. On a human level, they’re like that. 
Politically, some groups are influenced by certain ideologies, but in 
personal relationships, their mindset is really open. They’re warm, soft 
people. That made it very easy for me.” (R4. M. 18 years. 16.03.2024) 

“To be honest, this has always been the main focus for me. We’ve been 
here for two years and three months, and it’s still a bit hard to believe, 
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given everything – but only recently have I started to feel like I can ac-
tually hold my partner’s hand without thinking about it. I had internal-
ized homophobia because I was so used to how things were in Geor-
gia. I had forbidden myself from doing so many things, and only now 
am I beginning to open up. Sometimes you might get a certain look or 
a weird vibe, but no one says anything out loud or acts aggressively, 
because they know you’re protected.” (R10. Tm. 2 years, 06.04.2024)

At the same time, the presence and effectiveness of protective legislation and 
support services play a significant role in fostering a sense of safety, validation, 
and autonomy. Respondents often describe instances of mistreatment based on 
homophobia or racism, sometimes from other migrant groups, such as those 
from North Africa and the Middle East, and other times from local Europeans. 
These encounters often contrast sharply with the inclusive ideals presented by 
the host countries. In such contexts, the rule of law and institutional support be-
come essential. 

“I’m not asking anyone to think the way we do, that’s fine. Go home, 
believe in whatever you want. But when you’re out in public, you show 
respect. I know for sure there are probably 14 million Nazis sitting 
around me on the train, I’m certain of it, but they can’t say a word.” 
(R13. M. 9 years. 08.04.2024)

“When they brought me to the shelter, I didn’t look like a Georgian. 
I was sitting on a bench outside, and two Georgians sat down next 
to me. They started talking about how they had stolen chocolates, 
laughing about it, and they didn’t realize I was Georgian. Then they 
found out someone had been caught, and it was so interesting. And 
when they realized we were Georgian too, they gave us this look, like, 
‘If this were Georgia, we know exactly what we’d do to you, and what 
you’d do?’ I left Georgia so I wouldn’t have to deal with people like that, 
and here I am, forced to deal with the same kind of people again. But 
I feel different here. We resist more, we’re ready to argue, because we 
know they wouldn’t dare do the same here. And if they try, maybe that 
is exactly what I want them to do.”(R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024) 
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“I feel safe here, because if anyone harasses me too much, I know the 
police will take action. Not just the police, but organizations too. If I 
just send a quick message saying, ‘help me,’ they’ll find me and take 
care of it.” (R22. Tm. 2 years. 15.05.2024)

“Before that, my friend and I went to a Pride parade. One of our friends 
had an LGBT flag, another had a Georgian flag, and some Georgians 
passed by at that moment. Even if they didn’t like us or felt aggressive, 
they couldn’t say anything, because they knew they’d be the ones in 
trouble if I wanted to. Whether they like it or not, they have to follow 
the law.” (R1. Tm. 3 years. 11.03.2024)

“If you had a really visibly trans look out on the street here, someone 
who doesn’t look like a man or a woman, even if you were basically 
horrible to look at, walking around with unshaven legs and high heels, 
no one would point a finger, no one would stare, no one would say, 
‘Why are you dressed like that?’ Society here just doesn’t care. Maybe 
one in a thousand might react, and even then, it might be an Arab, 
a Turk, a Georgian, but not a German – there’s no real chance of ag-
gression. It just doesn’t happen. It’s much calmer and much safer here, 
because the laws are very strict.” (R18. Tm. 1 year. 30.04.2024) 

“Whatever the situation is, that sense of security really matters, you 
may not be able to morally demand anything, but you can defend 
your rights. Yes, sometimes the police might mock you or show their 
own subjective attitude, based on what kind of person they think you 
are, but it’s rare. They’re not allowed to do that. And if you do file a 
complaint and see it through, there will be serious consequences.” (R8. 
Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024) 

Despite these clear advantages, being a migrant still carries a stigma for many, 
which can affect both social interactions and the general sense of belonging. This 
stigma often surfaces in everyday situations, such as inappropriate attitudes in 
both social and institutional contexts. 
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“Once, we were sitting in a park when two police officers came up and 
started searching us, so thoroughly that they even opened our wallets. 
Georgians have this ingrained fear of the police, and I immediately 
panicked. I thought they were going to kick us out. When you first ar-
rive here, you don’t really know your rights, you still feel like you’re back 
home, where whatever’s supposed to happen just happens. If they 
started searching us, and I’d realized in that moment that they had 
no right to do that – what does it even mean to take my wallet? They 
assumed we were dealers, just because of the way we were dressed. 
I listen to hip-hop, and I dress accordingly, so they were biased, and 
stressed us out. Right away, they started speaking to us disrespectful-
ly: ‘Oh, you’re refugees, right?’ Stuff like that. I felt horrible. I started 
crying because I was so overwhelmed, but they still didn’t stop. Even-
tually, they realized we had nothing and let us go.” (R8. Tm. 2 years, 
20.03.2024) 

“We surrendered ourselves to the authorities on the very first day. I 
even texted you yesterday that really important information about 
asylum seekers and undocumented people, because here, you’re only 
considered a person once you have official papers. As long as you’re an 
asylum seeker, as long as you’re standing in that line, you’re nobody. 
Even if you’re dying, you don’t have the right to call an ambulance.” 
(R3. Tm. 3 years, 14.03.2024)

“The situation here in terms of healthcare, especially mental health-
care, is a disaster. It’s getting worse and worse. The system is under-re-
sourced, and you might have to wait for months. It wasn’t being queer 
that made me vulnerable within the healthcare context, it was being 
a migrant. I preferred to come back home and just see a doctor there.” 
(R9. M. 6 years, 23.03.2024)

“When it comes to security, it depends on what country you’re coming 
from, what it meant to be queer there. For some, it’s just surviving, not 
getting killed on the street. But for me, that’s not where the bar should 
be. Real safety is about the feeling of belonging. And in this country, 
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that’s incredibly hard to feel as a queer migrant. It’s not just the system 
and institutions constantly making you feel worthless; it’s also the dai-
ly harassment. And then there’s the constant label: refugee. That label 
follows you everywhere. I’ve talked to a lot of people who I’ve asked 
for a job. One time, I asked a fellow queer person who i think is a kind 
person, for a job for my refugee friend, and he said, ‘If your refugee 
friend wants to message me...’ Emphasizing ‘refugee.’ Even when ser-
vices and programs come from a good place, they’re always branded 
as ‘for refugees.’ You’re a refugee at the shelter, you’re a refugee to the 
social worker, you’re a refugee to everyone around you. You go to an 
interview; it’s the same thing. You try to study, and even the teachers 
look at you like, ‘So, how are things in your country?’ And I know so 
many queer people who’ve been dealing with this for years. I think it’s 
essential, for both safety and belonging, that these changes. But that 
kind of change would require a huge shift, both systemic and societal, 
because the discrimination is that deeply rooted.” (R12. M. 12 years. 
08.04.2024) 

Trauma and Hypervigilance 
Experiences of systemic violence, homophobia, and unstable living conditions, 

both in Georgia and in host countries, cause significant emotional distress. Sev-
eral respondents describe symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
such as persistent hypersensitivity, distrust of social systems, and difficulty feel-
ing safe, even in environments that offer support.

For some, trauma is not confined to the past, and it becomes a recurring state 
in their daily lives. They describe a constant state of hypervigilance, driven by 
the fear of being attacked or discriminated against. This ongoing anxiety affects 
their ability to build trust, move freely in public spaces, and integrate into local 
communities. Even in countries with strong legal protections, many respondents 
struggle to feel secure, as their long-standing history of marginalization contin-
ues to shape their behaviours and emotional responses.

In summary, the sense of safety and capacity for adaptation among queer mi-
grants is closely tied to the legal, social, and cultural situation in their host coun-
tries. While cultures that promote free and safe self-expression are essential to 
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the psychological well-being of queer individuals, their everyday experiences are 
still largely shaped by broader political and social climate, as well as institutional 
protection mechanisms.

Community, Mutual Support, and Resilience 
Respondents’ engagement with the LGBTQ+ community and their experiences 

of belonging vary depending on the host country, cultural environment, and in-
dividual circumstances. According to the research data, the concept of commu-
nity is fluid and situational for queer migrants, for whom a sense of community 
includes both solidarity and the process of adapting to a new cultural context.

Among respondents who migrated from Georgia to countries with fewer Geor-
gian queer migrants, “community” sometimes includes LGBTQ+ individuals from 
diverse cultural backgrounds and less privileged countries. In these cases, shared 
experiences of marginalization, whether due to gender, sexuality, or migrant sta-
tus, often serve as a unifying bond. In other instances, community is defined by 
a small group of fellow Georgians, often consisting of former friends or relatives. 
These relationships are based on mutual support.

“Cultural differences are a big deal. For me, they’ve been a barrier for 
a long time, and they still are, when it comes to the idea of socially 
integrating into different circles. So, my core group of people, my com-
munity, are folks I mostly met in Georgia. Some of them worked there, 
my partner and another friend who’s also Georgian, lives here now, 
and is queer too. A few more people like that, plus some coworkers 
who’ve become close friends and are queers from Eastern Europe and 
the South Caucasus. Basically, we’re kind of building a little diaspora 
circle from the Eastern Partnership countries in my chosen family.” (R9. 
M. 6 years. 23.03.2024)

“That’s what a safe space means to me. A safe space is being around 
queer people, queer in the broad sense, LGBTQI+, but especially, more 
often than not, non-cis men. Though sometimes cis men are lovely 
too. I have them in my wider circle, but when it comes to close friends, 



94

Otherness and the Cost of Promised FreedomA Study on Queer Emigration from Georgia

they have to be queer. That’s key. And then, I usually prefer if they’re 
also migrants or BIPOC.  But I do have some white American friends 
too, now that I think about it. Still, I feel like I’ve moved past identity 
politics in a way. What matters most to me now is that someone is a 
good person, with strong values, and not just in theory, but that they 
actually live by them. I really don’t care anymore if you’re straight or 
white or whatever.” (R27. M. 11 years. 7.06.2024) 

In countries where asylum seekers form a Georgian queer diaspora, and 
most notably in Belgium, where the Georgian queer community is relative-
ly large, we see various forms of collective organization and activism. Many 
respondents report being actively involved in peer support networks and 
advocacy initiatives that specifically address the needs of Georgian queer mi-
grants. The primary focus of these networks is sharing information about im-
migration procedures, challenges, and available support. Some respondents 
are engaged in translating and distributing official informational materials 
about legal procedures and residency requirements, tailored for Georgian 
queers who, unlike migrants from EU countries, often face significant insti-
tutional and integration barriers. In addition to formal resources, most par-
ticipants also share their personal experiences informally, by word of mouth, 
within broader queer networks.

Several of these initiatives extend beyond the queer community and address 
broader issues of discrimination. As the stories illustrate, sharing first-hand expe-
riences of asylum processes, residency applications, and bureaucratic difficulties 
not only helps newcomers navigate the system more easily but also alleviates 
feelings of isolation.

“I wasn’t really part of the community back then. I knew people, but I 
wasn’t close with anyone, and I was still very much on my own. Here, 
though, I feel a lot of support from my friends and the people close 
to me. They still help me with so many things, and I honestly wonder 
what I’d do without them. That’s exactly how it is. Other queer people 
here are also really supportive of each other, more so than back there, 
in my opinion.” (R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024) 
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“I had to start organizing information, because I knew a lot of things 
and I had my own life, I am studying, working, I couldn’t reach every-
one on my own. So, I found people who’d lived here longer, who were 
writing projects and running their own platforms, and we started or-
ganizing everything. [...] At first, we only helped Georgians. We’d go 
to shelters where men were staying on the streets, same as now – if 
you’re a single man, gay or not, it doesn’t matter, there’s no space in 
shelters, and you can end up on the streets for months. In such cases, 
there is a kind of emergency service, like an ambulance. If it is freezing 
out and you are living on the street, they will take you to a hotel. If not, 
they will just cover you with a blanket. At the very least, we connected 
people to places where they could warm up or get food during the day. 
I translated a lot, even just using Google Translate, but sometimes they 
didn’t even know how to read the responses. [...] People from Turkey 
or Middle Eastern countries go through such brutal discrimination, it 
really shocks me. So we started translating materials into Arabic, Turk-
ish, and other languages, and this platform went public. [...] I’ve never 
had issues lending money, whether it’s 5 euros or 200, people pay it 
back at the end of the month when they get their salary or support. 
No one’s been left on the streets. We all feel responsible for each other.” 
(R3. Tm. 3 years. 14.03.2024)

“That’s exactly my goal – to focus as much as possible on that I have really 
close relationships here. We’ve created group chats and small networks, 
especially with younger community members, and we’re trying to make 
steps towards integration in terms of integrating with local youth. [...] A lot 
of people in the community, myself included, say they’re interested in oth-
er things too, or just want to meet new people. There are tons of projects 
happening here, including in the LGBTQ+ field, and I try to share informa-
tion about them. [...] Honestly, I’d say the community here is even more ac-
tive than back home. When we organize protests, 90% of the people who 
show up are community members. And if someone here is active, it’s com-
munity members. And they’ve got all these wild, amazing ideas – things 
they couldn’t do back there, and now we’re trying to do them together, 
here.” (R28. Tm. 5 years. 06.06.2024)
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It’s also important to note that not all interactions with fellow Georgian mi-
grants are perceived as positive. Some respondents shared that queer individu-
als from Georgia often distance themselves from the broader Georgian migrant 
community – mainly to avoid potential homophobic incidents, whether in im-
migration facilities or daily life. Relationships within Georgian LGBTQ+ circles 
can often be complicated. Some respondents report that they deliberately avoid 
these groups due to frequent hostility, a lack of empathy, and competition, all of 
which create a tense and unpleasant dynamic.

“What sets members of the LGBT community apart from other mi-
grants is that, while most migrants arrive and immediately seek out 
other Georgians, LGBT people do the opposite – they avoid Georgians 
at all costs.” (R4. M. 18 years. 16.03.2024)

“It’s homophobia, again. I came here to live freely, not to fall into the 
same trap I was stuck in back in Georgia. If I wanted that, I would’ve 
stayed.” (R1. Tm. 3 years. 11.03.2024)

“The reality is that most Georgians who have come here, including mem-
bers of the community, will eventually turn against you. It happens within 
the community, too. Plus, everyone talks about everything, whatever they 
hear. In both Georgia and here, the circle of people you can truly trust, 
and call friends is extremely small. Personally, I don’t want contact with 
community members. Even though I’m part of the same community, their 
behaviour often crosses lines that are just unacceptable to me. I’d rather 
be friends with someone I know thinks and communicates well. Some-
times they insult you, sometimes they threaten you, and sometimes they 
even beat you, and they don’t even know why they’re doing it. They don’t 
even understand what they’re reacting to. Back in Georgia, it was straight 
people bullying me; here, I don’t even know why the community members 
are doing it. There are serious fractures within the community. Some think 
they’re better than others. Me? I would never step on someone else to get 
ahead. But many people here act like they’re above everyone else, when in 
reality, they lack basic humanity, conscience, or anything at all.” (R23. Tm. 
2 years. 15.05.2024)
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The relationships described underscore the challenges of community-building 
within this small diasporic group, where hierarchies and interpersonal conflicts 
often hinder respondents’ ability to form a sense of belonging.

In this challenging context, the concept of safe spaces emerges as central to 
conversations about community dynamics in host countries. Several respon-
dents speak about their personal desires or existing efforts to create collective 
spaces for free self-expression, mutual support, and healing. These spaces take 
on various forms – mostly informal gatherings or creative initiatives such as mu-
sic studios, cultural events, and collaborative art projects. Some of these spac-
es are created specifically for queer people who have migrated from Georgia, 
while others are more broadly intended for Georgian immigrants or marginalized 
queer groups in general. Respondents emphasize that creative collaboration can 
transcend national and cultural boundaries, and for this reason, they believe it’s 
important for such initiatives to be broadly inclusive. These artistic and social 
spaces bring together queer migrants from different regions and offer a plat-
form for cross-cultural exchange. Beyond fostering free expression and solidarity 
among diverse LGBTQ+ migrant communities, they also play a vital role in sup-
porting queer migrants.

“In Georgia, I was actually less involved in activism, but after coming 
here, I started to understand more clearly what it means and how nec-
essary it is. That’s when I began to grow as an activist – to seek out 
more information and explore the different forms activism can take. 
At this stage, for me, art is the medium through which I express myself. 
Even all my DJ sets carry a message, it’s never just music for people to 
dance to. I always embed something, a text, a sound, an idea, related 
to social justice, whether it’s war, queerness, or whatever issue is on 
my mind. […] I know how much we need to empower and help one 
another. That’s why I came to believe that a group has more power 
than an individual in this country. This inspired me to form a collective, 
to root ourselves together in a new city and work toward our shared 
goals and creative passions. Our collective brings a lot of things to-
gether.” R7. Tm. 3 years. 20.03.2024
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“After July 5, something unexpected happened – within two weeks, six 
Georgian queer people reached out to me. I still don’t know how they 
got my contact info, because I’ve never worked directly on migration 
or asylum issues. But I guess word spread – ‘they’re Georgian, they’re 
queer, maybe this person can help.’ When I met these six people, every 
single one of them was a queer Georgian asylum seeker, and they all 
had one thing in common: they were living on the streets. And for me, 
that was it. I thought, if this is the situation, how can I be doing any-
thing else right now? We threw everything we had into it. And even 
now, we still do everything on a volunteer basis – social work, trans-
lating, therapy, whatever we can to help people not lose themselves. 
Because if you leave me on the street for two or three days, I wouldn’t 
survive either. That’s how it all started. Every project we had, cultural or 
socio-cultural, has now turned toward queer migration, either work-
ing with queer migrants or for them.” (R12. M. 12 years. 08.04.2024)

The way individual respondents perceive activism also highlights a post-migration 
complexity within the LGBTQ+ community. One notable pattern – while present in 
other queer migrant narratives – emerges with particular intensity and frequency 
in the stories of activists and community workers: a form of survivor’s guilt. This 
feeling often arises after migrating to countries with better living conditions and, in 
some cases, lingers for years. These conflicting emotions create a kind of inner dis-
sonance – respondents describe the difficulty of reconciling two opposing desires: 
the wish to remain connected to Georgia, and the need to distance themselves 
from the very systems that caused their marginalization and harm.

“When you’re an activist, there’s this guilty conscience about leav-
ing. I felt it – that as someone active and visible, I could be open, 
keep pushing... In other words, you realize you’re leaving behind a 
space, and you wonder what will happen to it, how it will evolve 
without you. It feels like you’re betraying the community, the organ-
ization, and your comrades. [...] The truth is, I was walking away 
from the community, from its members, at a time when nothing had 
really improved. And then you think, well... if not me, then who?” 
(R26. M. 7 years. 11.06.2024)
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“The first time I left, I found myself in a total information vacuum – 
especially when it came to the political situation in Georgia or what 
was going on in queer activism. Everything felt so unfamiliar. It was 
intense – just being suddenly cut off like that. I wasn’t even sure if I liked 
it or not. At times, I felt guilty for being so unaware of everything. But 
on a mental health level, I needed that break. Still, I often found myself 
surrounded by people who were completely gender blind. And even 
though I needed to step back and take care of myself, I couldn’t help re-
acting to those moments – I couldn’t just become apolitical overnight. 
Apart from a few guests, I was very much in the minority there, with 
my queerness.” (R9. M. 6 years. 23.03.2024)

Some of these respondents have continued their work on broader platforms for 
LGBTQ+ advocacy in their host countries, often through international donor orga-
nizations, while still supporting the local community in Georgia. They note that they 
now use these new platforms to amplify the voices of marginalized groups that are 
often excluded from international institutional frameworks. In this context, their 
work primarily involves providing institutional or volunteer support to small, self-or-
ganized initiative groups within Georgia’s NGO-dominated queer activist field. They 
also aim to bring greater flexibility to the visions and approaches of international 
organizations – challenging the limits of legalistic, mainstream frameworks by high-
lighting the diversity of queer experiences and realities. 

“At first, of course, I had a lot of survivor’s guilt – it was such a contrast, 
suddenly being safe and at peace. Just the fact of being safe, in princi-
ple. I’m working through it and trying to understand it – I know what 
it is and why it’s there. Now I just feel more responsible, like I have to 
do something. I volunteer; I try to help where I can. Even when I was 
still there, I was constantly on the streets, active on social media. The 
bare minimum I can do now is donate to other initiatives. I carry this 
sense of responsibility – what can I do from here?” (R27. M. 11 years. 
7.06.2024) 

“What we’ve tried to do [at the donor organization] is provide funding 
to institutionally strong organizations, while also maintaining a group 
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of partners. At the same time, we’ve opened up a small grants program 
for groups that are smaller in scale, working with specific segments of the 
community, or based outside the capital. In some cases, we’ve even man-
aged to fund unregistered groups.” (R26. M. 7 years. 11.06.2024)

Some respondents, once in the host country, begin to regain a sense of pur-
pose and appreciation for their own efforts by reflecting on past experiences. 
Through this process, they begin to identify ways they can contribute to activism 
and recognize the importance of engaging in socio-political processes.

In some cases, respondents describe difficulties in connecting with the local 
LGBTQ+ community. While protective legislation and institutional support offer 
a critical sense of security, cultural and social barriers can make integration into 
local communities challenging. For example, in the more individualistic cultures 
of Northern European countries, there is often a weaker sense of communal be-
longing, and emotional connections can be harder to establish. In such environ-
ments, the warm, emotionally expressive interactions that are familiar in Georgia 
are often replaced by a sense of disconnection. By contrast, as mentioned earlier, 
queer migrants tend to find it easier to engage with both broader society and 
the LGBTQ+ community in cultures where social relationships are more open and 
expressive. This is often seen as a supportive factor in the adaptation process and 
helps foster a sense of belonging. 

Overall, LGBTQ+ community dynamics for queer migrants are marked by re-
silience, adaptability, and mutual support. Through peer information networks, 
safe creative spaces, and international advocacy efforts, respondents actively 
contribute to building community structures that respond to both practical and 
emotional needs. At the same time, their experiences also highlight the challeng-
es of cultural adaptation, navigating interpersonal relationships, and maintain-
ing meaningful connections.

„Home“ and Vision of the Future
A positive outlook on the future – the ability to plan and focus on long-term 

goals is closely tied to psychological well-being. As we’ve seen, queer migrants 
face numerous obstacles on that path, one of the most significant being the dif-
ficulty of establishing a sense of belonging.
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Belonging, in this context, can be understood as the feeling of being “at home” – a 
deep emotional connection to a place, community, or a group where one feels accept-
ed, safe, and seen. This sense of home directly influences psychological stability and 
well-being, shaping how individuals understand, plan for, and envision their future.

* * *
For the queer migrants interviewed, the concept of home is deeply personal 

and multifaceted. It is often tied to specific spaces, like a friend’s apartment or 
the family home, or to meaningful connections built with others. For many, the 
idea of home remains connected to Georgia, seen as a homeland to which they 
automatically belong. However, this perception often shifts after experiencing 
trauma tied to a place, or through the process of assimilation with a new culture.

In short, reflections on home are filled with contradictions. They are shaped by an 
ongoing sense of otherness, the complexity of belonging, and a sense of safety.

For many respondents – especially those who have spent less time in emigra-
tion – the future feels uncertain and undefined. They often describe having no 
clear plans for the future. This uncertainty is closely tied to a lack of security and a 
deep sense of injustice or inequality, which continues to shape their lives regard-
less of whether they have support from family or friends.

Some respondents do not entirely rule out the possibility of returning to Georgia 
in the future. However, in nearly all cases, this idea is distant and conditional, linked 
either to old age or to significant improvements in the situation back home.

“I can’t really see the future clearly. I see myself getting stronger and 
maybe traveling back and forth a lot, but the idea of settling down 
feels like it’s disappeared. I’m not sure if that’s because of emigration 
or something else... I don’t really know what caused it. Maybe it’s more 
about what I’d call queerness in Georgia – never having stability, never 
being able to feel it or trust it. I can’t picture myself settling anywhere.” 
(R25. M. 2 years. 14.06.2024)

“Right now, everything feels kind of messy. I imagine myself more in-
volved in art, music, club spaces, and shows – rather than anything 
else, but I haven’t made any specific choices yet. So yeah, it’s still pretty 
unclear.” (R6. Tm. 2 years. 19.03.2024)
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“I don’t see the future at all. I just follow my days and see what happens. 
If I want to think about the future, I first need to figure out – where am I, 
who am I?...” (R29. Tm. 1 year. 10.06.2024)

“When I think about the future, I want to grow and establish my-
self here first – as an independent, adult person. Then, if I have 
the opportunity and the means – and by means, I mean if it’s 
safe for me to go back to Georgia- I’d like to return, at least as 
a tourist, maybe for two or three months, to live there tempo-
rarily. But I don’t think I’ll ever go back to living permanently. 
That’s how I feel for now, but I don’t know, things might change.” 
(R16. Tm. 1 year. 07.04.2024) 

Most respondents focus on their immediate priorities. Chief among them is 
personal and professional development, aimed at building a stable and sustain-
able daily life. In this context, focusing on self-growth serves both as a coping 
mechanism and a practical strategy for navigating precarious and uncertain 
living conditions. At the same time, these personal aspirations are often inter-
twined with care for others.

“I want to work as a social worker. Ideally, I’d love to work directly at the 
commissariat, where asylum cases are reviewed, or in migration man-
agement. I find it really interesting. Right now, I’m at the stage where 
I need to go to the employment agency, where they assess everyone 
individually based on their skills. I’ll try to find a way to start working in 
a social work position. If something is missing from my qualifications, 
they provide the training I need here to get the job. In five years, I see 
myself working in a shelter, protecting queer migrants, that’s my main 
motivation.” (R24. Tm. 5 year. 27.05.2024)

“In the future... honestly, I just see it as freedom. I see myself as some-
one who will always be a changemaker, even on a small scale. What I 
mean is: the people who interact with me, those I connect with – our 
conversations and how we influence each other – will always be fo-
cused on helping each other grow. It won’t just be standard – ‘how are 
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you?’ That’s the kind of person I imagine myself to be. I don’t think I’ll 
go big, I don’t have such a desire. [...] I’ll have my own tasks, a few peo-
ple in difficult situations I’ll support, and my activism will focus only 
on that. I can’t reach for more than that.” (R20. M. 6 year. 10.05.2024) 

The aspirations of queer migrants are mostly shaped by fundamental human 
needs: having a home, feeling safe, and building meaningful human connec-
tions. These seemingly simple goals highlight not only the deep impact of sys-
temic injustice on queer lives but also the strength and resilience required to find 
a sense of belonging and stability in a new social environment.

“If I told you the prospects look great, no, not at this stage. But if some-
thing happens and I manage to settle in this country, I won’t go back 
to Georgia for at least 15 years. My goal in life is to have my own house 
and a small business that lets me support myself, so I don’t have to 
worry about expecting someone to pay me 100 GEL or 50 GEL, you 
know? That’s my goal, and I don’t know – I trust in God, I hope I’ll 
achieve everything.” (R18. Tm. 1 year. 30.04.2024)

“My future is what I’ve dreamed about all my life – and that’s what it is, 
really. I’ve started the process, I want to raise a child as a foster parent. 
Of course, I’ll keep doing my social work, and through the organiza-
tion I’ve founded, I plan to take on a lot more. But my future, what I’m 
fully committed to, what I deeply want, is to have a child as soon as 
possible.” (R28. Tm. 5 years. 06.06.2024) 

“I gradually realized I want to study here. I’ve started researching uni-
versities and programs to figure out what I want. One thing I love here 
is that they don’t limit you by age. In Georgia, once you hit 30, it’s like 
people treat you as if you’re retired already, as if life is over. It’s not like 
that here. People in their 30s apply for bachelor’s degrees. I really ap-
preciated that mindset. At first, you might not know that, and you feel 
stuck, thinking, ‘Isn’t it too late?’ But it’s not like that. And you slowly 
let go. Instead, you can focus on what you actually want and what in-
terests you, and that brings you peace.” (R8. Tm. 2 years. 20.03.2024)
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Conclusion
The situation of queer individuals in Georgia, including those who leave the 

country due to social and political homophobia, demands a multi-layered ap-
proach that integrates activism, research, and political engagement. While 
LGBTQ+ activism has made significant contributions to visibility and policy im-
provements over the past two decades, challenges remain deeply embedded in 
hierarchical structures and socio-political inequalities. Based on the findings of 
this study, for building a more sustainable and inclusive movement, it is essential 
to consider:

1.	 Confronting Social and Political Homophobia: Homophobia in Georgia 
is not only a social issue but also a politically instrumentalized tool used to 
strengthen a conservative nationalist agenda. In this context, eliminating 
the oppression and injustice perpetuated by discriminatory legislation re-
quires advocacy efforts focused on holding state institutions accountable 
and strengthening legal protections for LGBTQ+ individuals. Additionally, 
targeted campaigns should highlight the intersection between anti-LGBTQ+ 
rhetoric and broader authoritarian tendencies.

2.	 Strengthening Queer Efforts: Alongside ensuring strategic effectiveness, 
queer efforts must be organized through both formal and informal net-
works to preserve the grassroots initiatives and spirit of the movement. 
This includes establishing inclusive structures that actively address power 
imbalances and work to dismantle internal hierarchies, thereby preventing 
the exclusion of enthusiastic, marginalized individuals. Advocacy networks 
should aim to represent the diversity of the queer community, with partic-
ular attention to those who experience additional discrimination based on 
socio-economic status or other marginalized identities.

3.	 Research and More Careful Representation of Queer Life in Georgia in 
International Reports: The expertise and experience of local activist groups 
and community-based NGOs – as well as political achievements – are critical 
markers of progress for the daily lives of queer individuals. However, to pro-
vide a more sensitive and comprehensive assessment of the LGBTQ+ com-
munity in Georgia, research must also focus on the lived realities of queer 
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individuals. This includes producing and representing qualitative data that 
captures the depth of everyday experiences with discrimination, economic 
vulnerability, and social exclusion. Such representation would contribute to 
the revision and enhancement of the currently limited criteria used at the 
international level to assess queer life.

4.	 Introducing an Intersectional Approach to Migration and Advocacy: 
It is impossible to understand queer migration separate from broader so-
cio-economic and political factors. To ensure that future interventions are 
better aligned with the specific needs of queer migrants, advocacy efforts 
should be developed in collaboration with organizations/groups focused on 
labour rights, refugee support, gender equality, and economic justice. These 
partnerships are essential for creating a more comprehensive and effective 
approach to addressing intersecting vulnerabilities, such as workplace dis-
crimination, housing insecurity, and legal obstacles related to asylum and 
residency, among others.

By adopting such strategies, LGBTQ+ advocacy in Georgia can become more 
representative, inclusive, resilient, and impactful. Sustainable partnerships, inter-
sectional analysis, a strong commitment to grassroots initiatives, and the facilita-
tion of their engagement will be essential to ensuring that queer voices are not 
only represented and heard, but also actively shape the policies that affect their 
daily lives.
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