Civic Society IN GEORGIA

The concept of "civic society" is seen to encompass the whole of society's non-political, economic and cultural (as well as religious) relationships. Civic society is a sphere of individuals' spontaneous self-governance, their volun tary associations and organizations, secured by the law from direct interference from the state and its willful limitation of their activities.

In the civic society there are individuals, social groups, professional and other special interest groups, Non-Governmental Organizations, Community Based Organizations, independent media and elite groups, that have capacity and ability to influence both the government and society.

Necessary, but not the sole guarantors of a civic society existence are the state – securing democratic arrangement of the society, and its citizen – whose rights are legitimated and protected by the given state; These rights are limite d only in those cases that are foreseen by the constitution. Civic society is formed through the citizens' associate relationships, is based on citizen's rights and exists on the basis of their obligations towards the society.

Under totalitarianism, state ideology was imposed on social life through political violence not through the acceptance of shared values. Therefore, after the collapse of the Soviet regime, our society found itself without shared values and experienced an ideological disintegration that was expressed in ethnic conflicts in Abkhazia and Ossetia regions, and in a civil war, to which it was very readily prone.

Totalitarianism shifted responsibility to the highest possible level of the social hierarchy. In an environment of the persecution of clearly expressed individualism and strict limitation of expression of an independent mentality, socie ty formed the understanding that it was an object of management without recourse to any demands on government. "Herd" forms of collectivism were imposed. One consequence of this is that we now experience and inertia of social consciousness and a pervasive social passivity.

Totalitarian state discipline resulted in loss of skills for voluntary labor co-operation, lack of development of a concept of "working for the common good", absence of a modern culture of intensive effort, loss of labor morale and labo r discipline.

In that state, expression of morale was a political expression. Social and economic development were subordinated to political interests. Society became contemptuous of nature and ignorant of everything spiritual as these, too, were sub ordinated to political ends. We became dehumanized and technocratic.

Our sudden liberation from totalitarianism did not lead to the emergence of non-political forms of activity and social organization. The conditions for the emergence of such forms are not yet established.

In the midst of all this there is another problem. With the disintegration of familiar forms of social organization, people have lost much that gave meaning to their lives. This creates a new source of insecurity. Established and reliab le patterns of interactions between people provide them with a comfort of social being. The disruption of traditional social relationships dooms a person to solitude. Their disappearance results makes them feel deeply insecure. Every person has a need to live in a world that appears to make meaningful sense. This need is not met for many in Georgia today. Respect of this very human need is a moral imperative of every policy. 

In spite of a civil war, industrial collapse, total disruption of our links with industrial centers of the former Soviet Union, lack of government jurisdiction over the whole territory of the country and the absence of a coherent admini stration, some positive changes are still taking place in Georgia. 

The central government is gradually taking control of "regional feudalism." A constitutional process has begun: new constitution is adopted. There are signs of increasing economic activity. Society is gaining political experience. New p rofessional structures are beginning to emerge. 

Our cultural life is seeing a revival. People are longing for a modern education and no longer expect a "permanent job." However, as a nation we lack the core of socially shared values necessary for national integrity and sufficient to create statehood. We lack developed concepts of "citizen," "society" and "community." We are still subject to social, ethnic and parochial division and basic distrust. In any case, we lack a history or culture of respect for the law. Yet people do not acc ept responsibility for this situation. They look for and rely on a leader to solve their problems.

The existence of a civic society acknowledges and reflects diversity and the right of free expression of the variety of understandings, of many truths, where each self has a right to explore, find and implement its own truth. In a flour ishing civic society associations of common interests form rich structures of mediating institutions.

A civic society is not a product of a single social agreement, but the dynamic process of dialogue in search of agreement and dialogue management. Searching for agreement in continuing coexistence becomes the basis for maintaining a dyn amic balance within a permanently evolving society, where non-governmental and community based organizations emerge and die, associated structures are established, transformed and canceled, conflicts are conceived, escalated and extinguished, and new trut hs gain and lose a foothold.

A civic society is regulated by moral norms. Such a society breeds, maintains and obeys restrictions upon interactions, even where not provided by a law. Restrictions or freedoms stated in a law are not the only factors regulating the s ocial system. Laws cannot replace the huge system of norms formed through the continual process of dialogue, conflicts and their settlement through compromises and the search for agreement.

Our aim must be to build such a civic society in Georgia. Our traditional culture and common roots provides for needed potential. Historically, Georgia belonged to the civilization that gave rise to the form of a civic society. Civic s ociety is inherent to our culture; there is nothing in our historical past and cultural present, that could principally oppose the paradigm of a civic society. However, we must understand that civic society is not a panacea. It is unable to solve all soc ial problems of a modern world but, by providing a new way of relating, it will ease and forestall many and provide a means of their ultimate resolution.

Role of pioneers, i.e. those individuals, mediation groups and dialogue supporting institutions, who are aware of reality and direct their life in line with the new norms, or promote development of such processes – is immense and the go vernment should encourage their formation and development. Civic society is a system of interactions unfamiliar for us; its formation, organization and management requires unconventional spiritual labor and individual participation of an unconventional qu ality. 

The Government can fulfill a special role in the process of a civic society formation, initiating, encouraging and supporting processes that give raise to the emergence of a civic society. However, in this process there is no immunity f rom false starts and mistakes. We must simply do what seems logical and reasonable in our historical context.

Emergent organizations of civic society, of public forums and other mediating institutions, and the pioneer individuals who bring them into being, merit the encouragement of government. Government has the responsibility for providing th e legal framework which supports the creation of non-government and not-for-profit organizations and provides protection for their free expression. 

Every attempt should be made to engage differing views in a mutual search for the common good. The concept of a responsible "loyal opposition" to government should be offered to attenuate the destructively adversarial nature of current political discourse.

One of the most important form of civic society's participation in the governance – is an active dialogue with the political arm of government (Parliament, political parties, public organizations of appropriate profile). Advanced civil society do not rely on attention of its representative bodies to social concerns. Civic society on its own manages to identify acute social problems and form problem vision on this basis. Civic society provides for formation and legal registration of thos e interest groups, that will defend these interests through formation of corresponding public opinion and active participation in Parliament's lawmaking activities.

Existing trust-based relationships should be extended, elevated and institutionalized as social norms. The development of a free press and mass media is critical to the strengthening of civic society, albeit that it poses severe challen ges to maintaining the social responsibility of the media and, especially, to the formation of social norms.

Not least, if we are to fully reorient ourselves as a society, to put the present in clear perspective, to rediscover our identity and envisage our future path, to rid ourselves effectively of the burden of our history, to learn what we have lacked and now need to cherish, we need to undertake a conscious evaluation of our past. The state should facilitate to making Communism, specific form of totalitarianism an object of morale assessment (such an activity does not aim at revenge, but establishment of the society's aspiration to self-learning and understanding of the burden it wishes to get rid of). We must also critically revise those moments of our history, when our society gave away its sovereignty due to specific conditions or ack nowledgment of own weakness.

Particular importance is attached to initiation and management of civil society institution's incubation (3 legal forms: Association, Foundation, and Institution.) Civic Code define only two juridical forms (Associations and Foundations .) Presently, there are about 3600 non-governmental and not-for-profit organizations registered in the ministry of justice of Georgia. These organizations more or less meet the requirements of current laws on public organizations. It is not secret, that p art of them really exist, as for another part, they are set up through the assistance of analogous foreign organizations and in accordance with their profile. Organizationally formed interests bypass many spheres of social activities yet not covered by th e civil society institutions. In eastern European countries similar organizations are much more significant in number and have rather broad sphere of activities (e.g. there are about 50 000 organizations in Poland, 30 000 in Croatia and Czech Republic, 38 000 in Slovenia).

We need, too, to learn from others’ experience through the translation and publication of existing literature on civic society. 

While there is no experience of democracy in Georgia, ideas of personal freedom and other western social norms, appear acceptable to Georgians. However, Georgian civic society must create itself from its own potentials and initiatives. It needs to become actively engaged in public discussions on values, goals and strategies for development and generate a vision of the country’s future as well as in reflecting on the past. Such discussions are necessary as part of a process of developing public responsibility both for awareness and sensitivity to present concerns and for creating its own future. They need institutionalizing in regular public forums where the culture of dialogue can be deliberately modeled and nurtured. Such forums can pr ovide the nucleus for the development of forms of self-governance. They can emerge as instruments of active civic participation in, for example, municipal governance and give expression to voice the demands that people make of government.

Third Sector and Government

Forms of relationship between non-governmental organizations and government can be divided into two groups: cooperation (dialogue, lobbying, expertise in the legislative process, civic oversight of executive authorities, etc.) and confrontation (demons trations, meetings, protest actions, picketing, blocking streets, etc.). 

At first glance, it seems to make sense also to classify these two forms within ethical categories of "good" (cooperation) and "bad" (confrontation) and that, within a civic society, we should always strive for the development of &q uot;good" cooperative forms of relationships. However, this simple distinction is misleading. For example, executive and legislative authorities often consider so-called cooperative civic oversight by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as confro ntation, and executive and legislative authorities often either latently or directly promote the idea of NGOs organizing protests (confrontation). Considering such nuances, it should not be surprising that leading NGOs around the world propose theories a nd methodologies of relationships with government which are based on equal rights, and organizations of "public wealth" (foundations and training centers) around the world fund and teach new NGOs both cooperative and confrontational forms of relationships with government. Based on these theories, the arsenal of a successful NGO must include a culture of dialogue, a knowledge of how to control government, and a potential to assist the legislative processes, as well as the skills to organize protest action s and pickets.

Here, naturally, we run into our Soviet "civic" inertia and must ask: "In which country do such things really happen?" The answer in this particular case is very simple: in civilized countries, NGOs do utilize civic forms of confro ntation. For example, two months ago, a number of American NGOs blocked one of Denver’s (Colorado) central transport lines for four hours and succeeded in convincing the government to fulfill their demand: to provide wheelchair-access throughout the city ’s public transport system. Recently, NGOs picketed a municipality building in Los Angeles and did not allow municipality employees to go home for several hours after the completion of the working day. 

Picketing was ceased only after municipality authorities discussed the request of picketers and reached a compromise. This shows that even within an established and exemplary civic society in which authorities are committed to holding dialogues with t he public, moments do arise when the dialogue does not bring about results -- and that it is healthy for the public to utilize forms of confrontation.

So how does that relate to our country? While recognizing that confrontation is not necessarily bad for society (and since confrontation between society and government is certainly not new for our country), at this stage, I believe we must devote most of our effort today to finding forms of cooperation, which by all standards are more difficult to undertake than confrontation and which, at the same time, promise more success than confrontation.

To understand the constraints for establishing cooperation between governmental authorities and public organizations we must first look back. There was no civic society in the Soviet Union and Georgia SSR. Though some "public" organizations nominally functioned, such as the creative unions, and "cooperated" with the authorities, the idea of a public organization, in fact, did not exist. The "public" of these organizations was imaginary: (1) these institutions represente d budgetary organizations and they did not possess their own property; (2) the ideology of the country was mandatory for them; (3) staffing decisions in these organizations were solved by the government authorities, with the special "assistance" of the KGB. For example, the Writers' Union’s secretaries, although they effectively watched over the security interests of the USSR, were not only far from literature but were, in fact, far from literacy. Such personnel were "housed" even in such non-political associations as Hunters' Union or the Blind Men's Union. 

This is our past – but it remains part of our present. As a result of this past, constant doubt remains within parts of the government that somebody is standing or hiding behind today’s NGOs and that somebody somewhere is causing problems for our soci ety. On the other hand, bitter experiences of the past also cause representatives of the Third Sector to think that dialogue with today’s authorities will be fruitless. Thus, the first and foremost problem hampering the cooperative relationships between the society and the government is the deficit of trust.

Trust represents the main element of social capital. From a political and civic point-of-view, trust builds the state (as expressed by Confucius, if people don't trust their government, the sky will fall down). In our situation, though, trust is not equally divided between non-governmental and state authorities. The strength and base of an NGO is a principle of solidarity, established by the constructive meaning of trust; this represents the most important and substantial institution within civic soc iety. By its essence, an NGO is established by trust. It is different situation in governmental structures. Our government is not built on trust. Through democratic process we do trust people and we do elect them. However, often once someone elected by us gets into government, he is then often appointed to a different position and we "can no longer see him"; in the new position, he (and the deputies assigned to him, etc.) no longer receives (and often no longer wants) our trust. The govern mental representative often now places a higher priority on establishing loyalty to his superiors than on striving to gain the trust of society.

The result is that, along with trust, a basic level of equal interaction between society and government, is lost. For example, recently a local authority from one of the Tbilisi districts stated that he would be willing to cooperate with a public orga nization but he wanted the NGO to know he could also close it down. Of course, it is a problem that the authority does not know the law and his responsibilities under the law -- but it is a more serious problem for communications that he is even thinking about closing down the NGO even at the moment of discussing cooperation with the organization.

Considering the points mentioned above, in my opinion, there exists serious institutional shortcomings within our governmental structures: no body exists in the governmental structure with the aim of establishing relations with society. A department does exist in the State Chancellery, but no ministry has a "public relations" department, dedicated to communicating and cooperating with different persons, interest groups, and NGOs. In some of the comparatively developed state structures, so- called press-centers and press services do exist; unfortunately, they frequently try to avoid meeting directly with society and to use electronic or print media as the mediator in relations with the public. As a natural result, the press services serve n ot to build public trust but rather to express the virtues of the position of their specific ministry, its minister and its personnel. Some government officials go even further in the process of ignoring the voices in civic society and try to form public opinion by establishing their own printing presses, radios, and televisions. Some especially active officials attempt to become "heroes" of broadcast monologues and frequently publish articles to show society their "openness". This i s an interesting role, but it has nothing to do with public relations.

In fact, the trend to establish press services rather than public relations departments shows that many governmental structures stubbornly "cannot see" the society, which at this very moment is going through a new stratification. For example , it is inconceivable that a government official not know that one of the most important ministries, the Ministry of Justice, has registered around 4,000 public organizations (albeit it is different question how many active NGOs exist). Certainly, to one extent or another, a competent government official should realize that some kind of NGO and/or interest group is very close to his field of activity. However, rather than seeking cooperation or dialogue with these groups, most government officials seek no "public relations" with public organizations – because they view such relations as dangerous and damaging. In fact, in the middle and lower echelons of the government, many officials consider democracy – and especially civic society – as the compromise of our weak and newly born country to the demands of the global commonwealth; they believe that a strong Georgia would not allow the development of such civic forms. This results in serious problems especially for those NGOs which attempt to carry out the civic oversight of the government authorities. One example is when the "Fair Elections Society", which monitors electoral processes, was told by many regional authorities that their activity was not to be conducted in their distri cts. Another is when the Ministry of Interior Affairs refused to allow NGO representatives to visit and observe the situation in Georgian prisons, despite the fact that the President of Georgia and the Speaker of the Parliament had clearly supported this plan.

But how can we melt this ice? How can trust between the government and society be established? How can we switch from the closed ideology of acknowledging societal values through personal or national monologue to an open ideology of identifying such values through dialogue?

There are a number of equally strong answers to these very difficult questions. One of the strongest, though, is that the initiative for establishing cooperative relations should be taken by those willing to trust and those wanting to see dialogue bet ween the government and society. Government existed in the totalitarian system and will exist in the democratic system as well. Civic institutions, on the other hand, did not and will not exist within totalitarian systems – and thus, in a democratic sys tem, these groups must initiate dialogue with the government. If the society of individuals, of interest groups, of lobbying groups, of NGOs, of associations, of foundations, of intellectuals, of manufacturers, and of cultural elites does not take from t he government a whole sphere of responsibilities for solving existing problems in the country and if the society does not demand that the government listen and respond to it, then the authorities will never give up their assignment to run society; subsequ ently the system will return to totalitarianism.

The possibility to initiate cooperative relations does seem to exist in Georgia. Three months ago in the large hall of the Film House at the initiative of ISAR-Georgia, the Speaker of the Parliament of Georgia participated in a large-scale and impress ive meeting with NGOs. It was one of the most important historical stages of dialogue between civic society and government in our country. This initial event was then followed by open meetings by the Speaker at the Tbilisi State University and in the sm all hall of the Film House. Such meetings and dialogue seem as if they will become more frequent. If the society is interested, representatives of the executive branch have suggested they also will become involved in this process. This is necessary.

This is necessary because, while some forces in and close to the government, promote the concept of a so-called national ideology, the real "ideology" of Georgia (as should be for France or for Azerbaijan) should be a commitment to democracy and civic society. Our country and society should arrange public activity in such a way (in Latin "Res Publica") as to encourage the establishment of a system of civic values, which stretch beyond both ethnical and national boundaries. 

Are we ready for this? Often we hear that our country and our society is not ready for something. It is very dangerous to infect society with this idea, because it is hard to argue against it. We, of course, recognize honestly that our country and o ur society is not ready for many things. But, if we conclude from this idea that we should do nothing until the country "naturally" becomes prepared, we will be destined to the constant state of "not-being-ready". Georgia will never "be ready" for civic society if it does not start right now to live and act like a civic society. Therefore, we should convince each other and the government that dialogue, confrontation and cooperation between the Third Sector and the governme nt is healthy and should be promoted, if for no other reason than no other real alternative exists in the upcoming centuries of building and developing a new state. 

