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From a stand-alone initiative to an informal solidarity
network and the culture of mutual help

In 1916, Sakartvelo newspaper published the will of Giorgi
Gamrekeli, a local physician from the town of Akhaltsike.

According to the will, the late doctor wished his legacy to
be distributed among various public organizations in the
following way: 1 000 rubles for the Georgian Literacy Society,
2 000 rubles for the Akhaltsikhe Gymnasium, 1 000 rubles for
the Akhaltsikhe Highest Primary School, 1 000 rubles for the
poor of the town, 500 rubles each for Kutaisi Mtsvanekvavila
and St George churches, 1 000 rubles for Rabati cemetery
for Orthodox Christians and 2 000 rubles for Akhaltsikhe
self-government on the condition that ‘half of percentages
of the money should be spent on bringing up three relatives
of the deceased, while the remaining half for funding three
scholarships for medical studies to be given to the children
of the most deprived, regardless of origin and faith’.!

A book titled An Initiative for the Change. Acts of Community
and Civil Solidarity in Georgia before the Soviet Occupation
tells stories of support and charity going back to more than a
100 years, stories similar to the good doctor’s will mentioned
above. These are stories of groups with dissenting views and
varying economic capacities standing together for the shared
purpose of collecting money for those in need. These are stories
of distribution of responsibility by the rich and the poor.

Since 2015, the Community Development Centre together
with its partners has been working on a series of research-
based publications titled An Initiative for the Change. The
first two books of the series, Experience of Community Self-
Organization and Cooperation in pre-Soviet Georgia were
published in 2015-2016. They include around 20 stories dating
back to the second half of the 19" century and the first decade
of the 20™ century about community and rural development
activities spearheaded by educators and public figures. These
are stories of public and community processes taking place in

! Sakartvelo, Ne 246. 04.11.1916, p.3.
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Georgia during the period covered by the books. The main
focus of the books is on private initiatives and people who
took matters into their own hand for public good.

An Initiative for the Change research was designed as a
series of publications. We wanted to engage with as many
stakeholders, donors, researchers and other partners as
possible in order to collect a material base for the study of
public processes going on in the country before 1921, and
bring these stories to the readers’ attention.

The stories from the past continue to inspire many individuals
and groups. They serve as a reminder of our recent past, at
times deeply buried — specifically the experience of public and
civil endeavors, the culture of self-organization around shared
goals and approaches to the fight for a better future of the
country.

The idea to start exploring the culture of civic solidarity at a
community level as well as that of mutual help came through
the process of working on archives with abundant material.
We marked the topic for future reference. However, the first
book includes an outstanding example of a long-running
campaign of community self-organization and fundraising for
public good — the construction of a theatre in Kvemo Mach-
khaani village.

It is rather symbolic that we launched research into the
experience of public solidarity in the summer of 2020 when
thousands were affected by the raging Covid-19 pandemic.
During that time, our society demonstrated an astonishing
culture of empathy, self-organization and mutual help as in
many other critical (and not only) situations.

Where state institutions fail, citizens are left at each other’s
mercy and compassion. They come together to fight for
a better life for everyone. As it appears, the experience of
solidarity and mutual help is not unfamiliar for our society.
Moreover, in the second half of the 19" century, this mas-
sive and impressive movement rooted in a well-developed
solidarity culture, had already covered the entire country.
Various social groups and individuals from all over Georgia
and beyond had joined efforts in solidarity. Our compatriots
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residing abroad and ethnic minorities living in various parts
of the country made impressive financial contributions to a
common goal. This was an informal network of some sort of
empathy, support, and civic engagement, which responded to
public needs regardless of a place or region.

Communities would come together to help the destitute, the
poor, single households, those affected by natural disasters
and students with financial needs. They joined their efforts
to mitigate consequences of epidemics, support cultural and
educational projects and the army of the First Georgian
Republic.

The findings of the research demonstrate that these seemingly
spontaneous and sporadic acts of support formed in fact a
pattern which was part of a far greater and significant program.
This program that educators and public figures launched in the
second half of the 19" century, was to build a national identity
and unify society. It was this unified scheme that required a
consistent approach to overcome barriers hampering the attain-
ment of a shared goal whether in education, culture, everyday
skills transfer, the fight against poverty or the scarcity of land.

The press of that time played a unique role in these processes
by, among many things, supporting solidarity campaigns.
Common funds would specifically be set up at publishers of
newspapers in response to various purposes. In addition, pub-
lishers often served as co-organizers and initiators of various
educational processes. Their pages maintained the spirit of
the epoch and information about various aspects of public life
of that time which remains vital for contemporary researchers.

In order to collect and analyze precious and valuable examples
that eventually ended up in this book, the research team pro-
cessed periodicals of the 1890-1921’s including Iveria, Tsnobis
Purtseli, Sakartvelo, Samshoblo, Ertoba, Sakhalkho Sakme,
Sakartvelos Respublika, Imereti, Musha, Kvali and many
others. As a result of this effort, we managed to collect 3 500
cases for fundraising and to process into thematic articles.

In this book you will read about a war that the educators

waged against ‘bad habits’, and their efforts to replace them
with a culture of charity (author: Irakli Khvadagiani), or the
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importance of charity work in education by the end of the 19
century (author: Badri Okujava), the role played by Georgia’s
theatrical union in the development of solidarity culture
(author: Rusiko Kobakhidze), and the contribution that the
wider public had made in support of those affected by social
calamities and natural disasters (author: Irakli Iremadze).

As a whole, the collection of the diverse and rich materials
portrays a picture of some aspects of society in pre-Soviet
Georgia and offers food for thought around many interesting
topics.

Ana Margvelashvili
Community Development Centre
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