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As a result of the Russian Empire’s expansionist policies, Geor-
gia’s institutions and symbols of statehood gradually eroded after
the country was divided into two governorates. Georgians regard-
ed the promotion of education, the defence of the Georgian lan-
guage, and the establishment of public schools as the only means
of preserving the national spirit and identity while Georgia re-
mained under Russian rule and occupation. The Society for the
Spreading of Literacy among Georgians was the first Georgian
organisation to emerge directly from this political and social con-
text.

The Society was established in Tbilisi on 14 May 1879. The
idea came from Ilia Chavchavadze, a leading figure in the nation-
al movement at the time. Alongside Chavchavadze, the founders
included Dimitri Kipiani, Mariam Jambakur-Orbeliani, and Jacob
Gogebashvili. Dimitri Kipiani became the first chairman of both
the Society and its governing board, with Ilia Chavchavadze serv-
ing as his deputy. Subsequently, John Bagratini-Mukhraneli
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served as chairman from 1882 to 1885, after which Ilia
Chavchavadze held the position continuously from 1885 onward.

The Society for the Spreading of Literacy among Georgians
engaged in cultural and educational activities, establishing schools
and reading rooms and publishing books. It soon earned the pub-
lic’s trust, authority, and respect. In support of the Society, chari-
table evenings, performances, and other events were frequently
held across Tbilisi and other cities, towns, and villages. Prominent
philanthropists repeatedly donated significant sums to this nation-
al cause. Georgian writers donated their own publications to the
Society and assisted schools, pupils, and university students.

From the outset, the Society for the Spreading of Literacy
among Georgians played a central role in advancing education. It
surveyed schools across Georgia, recorded pupil enrolment, and
examined the extent to which pupils participated in the education-
al process. It also spearheaded efforts to establish public schools.
Since the Russian Empire had permitted only Russian-language
textbooks throughout the 19th century, the Society took the lead
in producing textbooks in Georgian. It is noteworthy — and re-
mains relevant today — that Ilia Chavchavadze, Akaki Tsereteli,
and Jacob Gogebashvili, despite being staunch opponents of Rus-
sian bureaucracy and imperialism, never opposed the teaching of
the Russian language and culture. Moreover, in 1887, Jacob com-
piled a Russian-language textbook entitled Russkoye Slovo (‘The
Russian Word’), which Georgian students continued to use for
many years.

Through painstaking efforts, the Society for the Spreading
of Literacy among Georgians located and assembled numerous
Georgian manuscripts from churches, monasteries, and private
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collections. These efforts resulted in a rich and valuable manu-
script collection, further strengthened by the generous contribu-
tions of individuals who supported the Georgian national cause.

In 1927 — just a couple of years after the reoccupation of
Georgia — the Soviet regime shut down the organisation, as it did
not conform to the principles of the new communist ideology.
Moreover, its very essence stood in complete opposition to that
ideology. The Soviet authorities appropriated all the Society’s
assets and transferred its schools, libraries, and manuscripts to the
People’s Commissariat for Education. Today, the Society’s for-
mer library is housed at the Ilia Chavchavadze National Library of
Georgia.

The Society for the Spreading of Literacy among Georgians
is historically regarded as one of the first national educational and
cultural organisations. It could be described as the first Georgian
non-governmental organisation of that era to take full responsibil-
ity for directing public consciousness towards national awareness.
Despite the difficult political climate, it was among the first to
take a principled stand against anything anti-national or anti-
Georgian, striving to awaken and revive the Georgian national
spirit — both in word and deed — in the fervent hope that this
would strengthen the national self-awareness of the Georgian
people and help create a unified, educated society, which forms
the fundamental basis of a strong nation.
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