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Informal Networks and Human Security in the South Caucasus

Huseyn Aliyev

Introduction

The present-day South Caucasus has suffered from the lack of human security ever since its 
independence from the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. From the early moments of the 
dissolution of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the populations of the region 
have been continuously affected by the lack of effective governance, economic crises,  
chronic social inequality and rampant corruption. Sociopolitical and socioeconomic  
problems of post-communism have been exacerbated by the outburst of armed conflicts, 
which engulfed the South Caucasus during the last years of Soviet rule. 

The Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh, which started in the late 1980s, 
coincided with several separatist conflicts in neighboring Georgia. Although all of these 
conflicts raged as full-scale wars only until the mid 1990s and soon after transformed into 
frozen conflicts, their effects on post-communist transition have been significant. Military 
build-ups, which started along the borders of de-facto independent separatist enclaves of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the 1990s, continues to these days.

For nearly  two decades since the breakup of the USSR, the political elites’ struggle for power 
and the failures of democratization and transition to market economy continues to plague  
the South Caucasus’s republics. Although political transition and fairly efficient institutional 
reforms conducted in Georgia under President Mikheil Saakashvili, allowed the country to 
move past the Soviet legacy in overcoming small-level corruption and allowing  for a humble 
economic progress, the lack of elite consensus, systemic clientelism and deeply-entrenched  
graft have continued to exist. 

In Armenia, the dominance of the national-conservative Republican Party of Armenia 
(Hayastani Hanrapetakan Kusaktsutyun, HHK) since 1999 has prevented democratization 
and supported the controlled succession of power from its leader, Robert Kocharyan, to his  
hand-picked successor, Serzh Sargsyan. Even more entrenched appears to be the political 
regime in Azerbaijan, where the flawed elections and legalization of limitless presidential 
terms enable Ilham Aliyev, the son and successor of the deceased communist-era leader and 
then long-time President of the country, Heydar Aliyev, to remain in power indefinitely. All  
of the above has led to a systemic lack of human security across the South Caucasus.

However, the entrenchment of undemocratic governments, slow pace of democratization  
and the lack of human security are phenomena not unique to the South Caucasus.  
According to a recent report by Freedom House (Habdank-Kolachkowska 2014), most of non-
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Baltic post-Soviet countries are affected by a lack of post-communist transition, prevalence 
of an autocratic mindset among the ruling elites and the continuity of a Soviet political 
legacy. 

Yet, the population of the former Soviet Union has long been accustomed to dealing with 
problems created by the lack of effective  governance and multitude of economic challenges, 
by employing a variety of coping mechanisms used to alleviate the lack of human security. 
One of the most widespread forms of private safety nets—used by populations across post-
Soviet Eurasia since the early decades of the communist period—is the reliance on informal 
networks and other forms of private safety nets.   

Doing things informally and using contacts, connections and inter-personal networks  
instead of formal institutions, is a deeply-rooted tradition and a widely practiced coping 
mechanism tested by decades of Soviet rule. The function of informal networking in 
alleviating the lack of human security in the South Caucasus remained essential during the 
entire post-communist period. In Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, the reliance on informal 
networks not only pre-dates the Soviet occupation, but is also enmeshed into local  
traditions of using tight kinship networks and embedded in indigenous forms of social 
organization.

This contribution seeks to examine the ways in which informal networks substitute for and 
paradoxically contribute towards the lack of human security across the South Caucasus. The 
main goal of this contribution is to demonstrate the crucial role that informal networks have 
played both in providing human security to the population and in serving as obstacles to 
effective post-communist transition for over two decades that followed the end of Soviet rule 
in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. 

This study shows that in the present-day South Caucasus, informal networks perform 
essential functions of private safety nets, supporting  family and kinship structures, assisting 
in the search for jobs, providing preferential and selective access to healthcare, education 
and other public services. Yet, along with their ‘positive’ human security functions, the South 
Caucasus’s informal networks also appear as highly elitist, exclusionist and homogeneous 
structures, which foster clientelism, paternalism and corruption, therefore, presenting long-
term challenges to human security.

In this study, the concept of human security is understood as consisting of two main 
functions: the provision of economic security (‘freedom from want’) and security from 
political persecution and limitations on civil and political rights and freedoms (‘freedom 
from fear’) (Tadjbakhsh & Chenoy 2007). Following the focus on these two forms of human 
security, empirical sections of this chapter are organized along the analysis of socioeconomic 
and sociopolitical aspects of human security and the lack thereof. 

Unlike a large and growing literature on human security, which seeks to analyze the 
phenomenon through the lenses of international politics and therefore tends to emphasize  
international organizations and other external actors as key guarantors of human security 
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(Kaldor 2007; McGrew 2007; Newman 2001), this study focuses on internal mechanisms of 
human security.

Understanding informal networks

The research to-date on inter-personal networks in the social sciences has been booming 
with studies in disciplines as diverse as behavioural psychology and micro economics (Easter  
1996). Informal networks are circumscribed in the literature under a plethora of definitions 
and concepts, ranging from Mark Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strong-tie networks’ to Richard Rose’s 
(2000) ‘social networks’  and Endre Sik’s (1994) ‘capital networks’. 

For instance, Richard Rose (2000: 149) describes informal networking in post-communist 
spaces as “face-to-face relationships between a limited number of individuals who know  
each other and are bound together by kinship, friendship, or propinquity”. Grødeland 
presented informal networks in post-communist Central Eastern European and Balkan 
societies as “an informal circle of people able and willing to help each other” (2007: 220). For 
the purpose of this chapter, networks are conceptualized simply as groups of individuals with 
mutual interests, cooperating and communicating with each on a more or less permanent basis.

Crucial functions performed by informal networks in social life, politics and economy have  
been described by a large and growing body of literature on informal political networks 
(Helmke & Levitsky 2004; Ledeneva 2013), informal economy (North 1990; Loayza 1997) and 
informal networks as a sociological phenomenon (Misztal 2000). In Alena Ledeneva’s (2012:  
378) wording: “[i]ndividuals as well as structures enable, provide for, but also depend on the 
informal workings of networks and the informally-built networks deserve attention.” 

However, the vast majority of informal networks perform a combination of social, political 
and economic functions. For instance, Russian informal networks—known as blat 1  
networks—operate in economic  areas, everyday life and politics.

Although informal networks exist in most contemporary societies, they acquire institutional 
functions—ability to perform roles normally reserved to state and non-state formal 
institutions, such as public agencies or civil society organizations—only under certain 
circumstances. The current literature on informality concedes that informal social networks 
rise to prominence when the state and civil society are incapable or unwilling to perform 
their basic functions in providing welfare, social security and other public services 
(Weatherford 1982; Lomnitz 1988; Siegel 2009; Morris & Polese 2014b). 

This withdrawal of the state creates niches that become filled by informal  institutions  that 
serve as alternative mechanisms of human security (North 1990). The current research on 
informal networks in Russia (Patico 2002; Ledeneva 2013), Uzbekistan (Rasanayagam 2011), 
Ukraine (Polese 2008; Onoshchenko & Williams 2013), Mexico (Daymon & Hodges 2009), 
China (Gold et al. 2002; Chen et al. 2013), Brazil (Fereirra et al. 2012), Arab countries (Barnett 
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et al. 2013) and sub-Saharan Africa (Hart 1973) have confirmed that networks thrive and 
proliferate when formal institutions are too weak, corrupt and ineffective to provide 
populations with basic human security. 

While economic hardships have given rise to shadow or second economies, which in some  
corners of the world function on a scale exceeding formal economies (Schneider et al. 2010), 
the weakness of political institutions encourages the expansion of political networks 
(Helmke & Levitsky 2004), dubbed as ‘power networks’ by Ledeneva (2013). Yet, even in 
societies with well- functioning political and economic institutions, networks still operate  in  
social  areas, which makes it beneficial to foster inter-personal networks of friends and 
acquaintances (Fox 2004).

Whereas informal networks serve as important private safety nets for populations in many 
contemporary developing and developed countries, it has been acknowledged in the 
literature that it is in post-communist and, most of all, in post-Soviet as well as in post-
Yugoslav contexts that the function of networks in relieving the lack of human security  
becomes particularly  far-reaching (Rose 2000; Misztal 2000; Gibson 2001; Round & Williams 
2010). 

From the early years of the Soviet-era, economic shortages and other shortcomings of the 
planned command economy of the USSR forced millions of Soviet citizens to rely on 
informal connections and contacts, employed for procuring food and other deficit items 
(O’Hearn 1980; Sampson 1987).

The problems of post-communism, such as financial crises and economic   
underdevelopment, stagnant industries and mass unemployment during the first post-
communist decade, have ensured that informal networks—inherited from the communist 
period—survive and thrive across the territory of the former Soviet Union. Many scholars 
have argued that in contrast to Western European and even Central Eastern European 
countries (Miller et al. 1997; Pichler & Wallace 2007; Grødeland 2007), the spread and 
importance of informal networks in the post-Soviet region is enormous (Raiser et al. 2001; 
Aliyev 2015). 

If the accession to the European Union, effective transition to market economy and 
democratic institutional reforms, have started reducing the significance of informal  
networks in Central Eastern European post-communist countries (Grødeland 2007; Aasland 
et al. 2012), the failure of democratization and the elites’ continuous reliance on Soviet-era 
forms of governance have done little to undermine the role of informality in post-Soviet 
societies. As demonstrated by recent studies (Giordano & Hayoz 2013; Morris & Polese 
2014a), informal networks are as important in post-Soviet spaces as they used to be during 
the immediate post-communist period of the 1990s.
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Informal networking in post-Soviet countries is often bogged down in corruption and 
clientelism (Morris & Polese 2014b). One-off payments for preferential treatment in state 
institutions and offerings of informal gifts to officials, as well as maintaining professional and 
semi-professional relationships based on continuous exchanges of gifts and money, are  
widespread in one form or the other in most post-Soviet  societies. 

However, the exchanges of monetary gifts and out-of-pocket payments to officials are not 
always seen as negative and even less often understood as bribery (Round et al. 2008; Morris 
& Polese 2014b). Instead, exchanges of material gifts and payments are seen as a necessity—a 
social tradition, an expression of gratitude and a sign of respect (Patico 2002; Morris & Polese 
2014a). Therefore, the functioning of post-Soviet informal networks amidst the lack of 
human security is neither entirely positive nor exclusively negative.

While a voluminous body of literature has been produced on informal networks in Russia 
(Ledeneva 1998; 2013; Burawoy et al. 2000; Lonkila 2011), along with a decent number of 
studies on informal networking in Central Asia (Schatz 2004; Rasanayagam 2011; Radnitz et  
al. 2009), not much is known about the functioning of informal networks in alleviating 
human security in the South Caucasus. 

The few existing studies on informal networking in Armenia (Babajanian 2008), Azerbaijan 
(Aliyev 2014a) and Georgia (Dershem & Gzirishvili 1998; Aliyev 2014b) show that the reliance 
on networks is indispensable in different areas of daily life and that therefore the importance 
of informal networking has not decreased since the end of Soviet rule. 

However, a detailed and nuanced examination of the informal networks’ role in providing 
the population of the South Caucasus with the ‘freedom from want’ and the ‘freedom from 
need’ is still absent. This study offers a first, preliminary examination of the role of informal 
networks in providing at least some human security in the South Caucasus.

 

Challenges to human security in the contemporary South Caucasus

Since the break-up of the USSR in December 1991 and the independence of Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia, the glacial pace of political transformation was one of the key 
challenges to human security. The most notable development in the area of political 
governance in the South Caucasus was the regime change that occurred during the second 
post-communist  decade in Georgia.  

Having succeeded in ousting from power the ‘old school’ leader of Georgia, Eduard  
Shevardnadze, the pro-Western and pro-reform oriented United National Movement (UNM) 
led by Mikheil Saakashvili launched a series of ambitious institutional reforms. During the 
two terms of Saakashvili’s presidency—from 2004 to 2013—comprehensive judicial, 
legislative and administrative reforms have been implemented, transforming the   
notoriously corrupt Georgian institutions into transparent and modern structures. The 
effectiveness of the reforms has been reflected in the country’s ranking on international  
corruption  and democracy ratings.2
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However, Georgia’s successful transition is far from being complete and it remains 
particularly vulnerable to political processes in the country. The transition of power from 
UNM to the Georgian Dream Coalition in 2012 was not only the first democratic transition  of 
power in the South Caucasus since the end of Soviet rule, but it was also followed by the  
continuous persecution of the former regime’s officials and UNM’s politicians, including the 
former President Saakashvili. 

This trend of settling scores with the (new) opposition, which seems to dominate the current 
political  landscape in the republic, threatens the previous achievements of Georgian 
political  reforms. Furthermore, the UNM’s failure to resolve territorial conflicts—resulting in 
the Russo-Georgian War over South Ossetia in 2008—has left the burden of unresolved 
separatist conflicts on the new government. Yet, despite all setbacks and demerits of the  
Georgian case, Georgia’s governance reforms are indeed a success story in the South 
Caucasus.

In Armenia, since the electoral victory of the Republican Party in 1999, a controlled 
succession of power and steady deterioration of democratic governance have led to the 
decline of human security. Classified as a semi-consolidated  authoritarian state by Freedom 
House (Habdank-Kołaczkowska 2014), during the last decade Armenia has witnessed a 
number of parliamentary  and presidential  elections flawed by vote rigging and corruption  
scandals. 

The same period was marked by continuous pressure on the political opposition,  
occasionally eased by the government’s offers of dialogue and insignificant concessions. 
With no significant progress in democratic institution-building, rampant corruption  
continues  to  keep  Armenia  at  the  lower  ends  of  international  corruption ratings.

However, the decline of human security and the nearly complete failure of democratization  
are most notable in present-day Azerbaijan. Since the ascend of Heydar Aliyev—a former 
member of the communist nomenklatura and a Soviet-era leader of the country—to the 
presidency in 1993, Azerbaijan’s ruling elites have struggled hard to preserve  the old forms  of 
governance (Guliyev 2012). Reliance on ‘power networks’, informal  distribution of offices and 
the elites’ unwillingness to embark on democratic institutional reforms have become the 
norm of the day in post-communist Azerbaijan (Safiyev 2013). 

Although the government’s attempts to preserve and revive the Soviet- styled forms of 
governance had been in earnest during the decade of Heydar Aliyev’s presidency, the 
situation with corruption and clientelism markedly worsened under Ilham Aliyev, who had 
succeeded his father in 2003 as the leader of Azerbaijan (Habdank-Kołaczkowska 2014). With 
amendments made to the constitution allowing limitless presidential terms, persecution of 
the free press and independent civil society intensified during the third presidential term of 
Aliyev (Ibid.).
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On the  economic scene, during the first post-communist decade Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia, similarly to other former Soviet countries, were crippled by the economic crises of 
the 1990s. Although heavily industrialized during the communist era, the economies of the 
South Caucasus’s republics were highly dependent on material and technical support from  
other parts of the former USSR and Russia. Throughout the 1990s, the gross domestic 
products (GDP) of Azerbaijan and Georgia were similarly low, whereas Armenia’s GDP was 
even lower.3 Along with economic underdevelopment of the early 1990s, basic living 
standards—salaries, availability of jobs, consumer prices, quality of education and 
healthcare—have all fallen behind the Soviet standards.

However, on overcoming harsh economic downfalls of the immediate post-Soviet decade, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia started to slowly recover their economies, embarking on a 
steady economic growth from the late 1990s onwards. Over a ten-year period from 2001 to  
2011, the GDP’s of Armenia and Georgia had tripled and Azerbaijan’s economic boom—
largely spearheaded by the growth of the oil industry—positioned the country firmly among 
the world’s  fastest growing  economies.

Even the global financial crisis of 2008-09 has failed to significantly slow down the growth of 
the South Caucasus’s economies.4 Yet, the overall economic boom and relative improvement 
of economic well-being and living standards that were to follow, have done little to relieve 
rampant unemployment and the lack of access to adequate and all-inclusive healthcare,  
education  and other public services.  

As found by the representative survey conducted in 2013 by the South Caucasus-based  
research institute, Caucasus Research Resource Centres (CRRC), around 60 per cent of  
respondents in all three South Caucasian republics admitted that they do not have a 
permanent job. This data starkly contrasts official unemployment statistics, according to 
which only one per cent of population is unemployed in Azerbaijan, seven per cent in 
Armenia and 15 per cent in Georgia. High inflation rates and low incomes 5 in the South 
Caucasus are combined with difficulties of finding decent jobs.

As shown in this section, challenges of human security in the South Caucasus are multiple. 
The contemporary history of the region has demonstrated that regime changes and 
economic progress do not necessarily lead to political transformation. The ruling elites in all 
three countries appear to be particularly resilient to pressures to democratize and to reform 
their institutions. 

The decades of post-communist sociopolitical and socioeconomic challenges, along with the 
long history of economic hardships and political repressions under communism, have forced 
the population of the region to rely on informal coping mechanisms, among which the use of 
informal inter-personal networks is by far the most widely employed private safety net.
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Informal networks and human security in the South Caucasus’ history

Historically, ethnic groups in the South Caucasus were highly reliant on informal and semi-
formal structures of social association (Gadlo 1998; Kosven 1960). In pre-Soviet times, a  vast 
diversity of kinship networks and other forms of social association flourished across the 
region. In Armenia, the bulk of social networking was usually centred on large patriarchal 
families (azg) (Babajanian 2008). Similar structures existed in different parts of Georgia. In 
Azerbaijan, semi-formal communities (mahalla) served as the main centers of social 
association and entrepreneurship (Sattarov et al. 2007). 

Until the inclusion of the region into the Russian Empire, the absence of central governance, 
endless feudal warfare among numerous principalities and khanates and resulting economic  
instability have led to an increased reliance on semi-formal community structures for  
protection from political and economic crises. Composed of kinship-centred networks, these 
structures were organized along ethnic, religious and geographic belonging.

The incorporation of the South Caucasus into the Russian state at the beginning of the  
nineteenth century gradually put an end to devastating raids and conflicts within the region 
and created the preconditions for economic development. It also reduced reliance on 
informal and semi-formal structures. However, Armenians, Georgians and the Turkic-
speaking ethnic groups of present-day Azerbaijan, administratively divided into Russian  
gubernias, retained their traditional forms of societal organization.

Significant changes in the social structure of the South Caucasus nations took place after the 
Bolsheviks’ ascent to power in the wake of the 1917 October Revolution. After a brief period 
of independence in 1918-20, the republics in the South Caucasus were absorbed into the 
newly born Communist state. The short-lived independent states, as well as the Tsarist 
administrative divisions of the South Caucasus were swept away in the Bolsheviks’ state-
building  project, resulting in the creation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics  (USSR).  

On  surviving  the  relatively  liberal  years of the New Economic Policy (NEP) of the 1920s, the 
region plunged into the age of Stalinist terror in the 1930s. Traditional forms of social 
organization became subject to fierce persecution from the Communist authorities. 
Azerbaijan’s mahalla communities were forced underground, Georgia’s traditional Councils 
of Elders were dissolved and the Armenian azg families were persecuted as archaic and  
feudal structures (Ishkanian 2008). As described by Killbourne-Matossian: “…Communists  
regarded the [Armenian traditional] family as a ‘backward institution’ ” (1962: 63).

By the late 1930s Soviet authorities claimed the completion of their transformation of 
traditionalist societies of the South Caucasus; ethnic and cultural differences of the region’s 
residents, per Soviet policy, had been blended into a single Soviet society (Sovetskoe 
obschestvo), while individual identities had been re-shaped into an image of a ‘Soviet  
person’ (Sovetskii chelovek). This so-called Sovietization of the South Caucasus aimed at the 
eradication of all non-Soviet traditions and structures, and the transformation and 
transplantation of social capital, previously centred in predominantly rural traditional 
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communities into bursting industrial urban centres of the Soviet Transcaucasus 
(Zakavkaz`e). Soviet rhetoric belied a more complicated reality.

Based on five-year plans, the Soviet command economy was never capable of providing  the 
vast population of the USSR with basic day-to-day necessities. The inability of the Soviet 
economy to supply consumer goods, food items, durables and public services was 
particularly notable in the peripheral regions of the Soviet Union, such as Central Asia and 
the Caucasus (Schatz 2004). Empty shelves of government stores and shops throughout the 
1930s and particularly the 1940s gave birth to an immense and multidimensional ‘second 
economy’ in the Soviet Union. This vast ‘economy within the economy’ was brought to life 
and controlled by informal inter-personal networks operating upon the principles of 
reciprocity of favours or blat (Ledeneva 1998).

Although South Caucasus residents were often unfamiliar with the term blat, the spread and  
density of their informal networks surpassed their Russian and Ukrainian contemporaries.   
Numerous historical accounts provide a vivid illustration of the enormous scale of the   
network-operated ‘second economy’ of Soviet Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia (Altman 
1983; Mars 1983; Sampson 1987). While some scholars argued that among the three republics, 
the Georgian informal economy was the most sophisticated and deeply entrenched in 
popular culture (Altman 1983; Greenslade 1980), perhaps no certain answer exists as to  
which Soviet Socialist republic in the South Caucasus had the most advanced ‘shadow 
economy’.

There are a number of explanations as to why informal networking was thriving in the Soviet 
South Caucasus. Firstly, economic shortages and distribution of goods and services between 
the Soviet core (European Russia) and the periphery (South Caucasus) was always unequal  
(Sampson 1987). For example, Gertrude Greenslade (1980: 40) wrote that the income  
differences and gaps in consumption per capita between the European part of the USSR  and  
the South Caucasus were significant, as was the availability of goods and services  in different  
parts of the USSR. 

Similarly to Central Asia, the majority of households in the South and North Caucasus had  
to rely on networks for basic human security in almost every aspect of socioeconomic life 
(Schatz 2004). Secondly, the majority of South Caucasus’s informal networks were kinship 
and family-based. Unlike the Russian networks of friends and acquaintances, the ‘circles of 
trust’ in the Caucasus were usually restricted to kin relatives and close friends. 

Persecuted by the communist authorities, traditional kin and clan structures evolved into 
‘underground’ venues of informal civic association, entrepreneurship and social life. 
Informal networks in the South Caucasus not only supplied their members with goods and 
services, but also preserved cultural heritage and traditional ways of life.

In an age of severe censorship, persecution of all forms of political or cultural dissent and 
persistent economic hardships, informal structures both offered and created impermeable 
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enclaves of free expression that were difficult for communist nomenklatura to penetrate,  
and made available  to the population the gains and spoils of the ‘second economy’.  

In other words, regardless of the gains made during the Soviet period with respect to mass 
literacy and basic public health, the fundamental sociopolitical and socioeconomic 
weaknesses of the Soviet state and its decades-long negligence and unwillingness to provide 
its population with human security, in conjunction with efforts by the communist leadership 
to blend all Soviet people into a uniform mass, encouraged the growth and ensured the 
strength of informal networks in the Soviet South Caucasus.

However, the Soviet-age networking in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia was not all about 
protecting the population from the negative effects of Communism. Corruption thrived in 
the South Caucasus on a scale unknown in many other regions of the USSR. By the 1960s 
corrupt practices reached colossal proportions; entire industries and governments of 
Socialist republics had to be continuously re-staffed and reorganized to curb corruption   
(Greenslade 1980; Valiyev 2011). Since not all transactions and payments of the ‘second 
economy’ could be reciprocated with favors and exchanges, the use of bribes, material and 
non-material alike, was widespread.

At most levels of its operation, with the exception of favors distributed among family  
members, the functioning of networks required monetary exchanges. Inevitably, each 
network, at some point, had to cooperate with other networks. Bribes and gifts were used to 
‘bridge’ connections between networks and to obtain goods and services not readily available 
within a network. Besides, hierarchy, allegiances and loyalties within and between networks 
were necessary to ensure the smooth operation of the informal economy. They led to the 
development and consolidation of clientelism. 

An intricate web of patron-client relations steadily emerged, not only in sectors of 
governance and economic production, but also as a means of inter-network communication  
and cooperation. Among  many other endogenous  and exogenous  factors, the erosion of the 
Soviet economy from within, as well as the weakness of local republican governments 
bogged down by corruption led to the demise of the Soviet Union.

Yet, well before the break-up of the USSR, informal networks in the South Caucasus acquired 
another function. Under perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost (openness), apart from 
securing material needs and safeguarding private association of their members, these 
networks also began serving as centres of political and nationalist dissent. The so-called 
neformaly (informals) groups of the mid and late 1980s became as widespread in the South 
Caucasus as elsewhere in the Soviet Union (Alekseeva 1990; Shubin 2006). 

At the early stages of their existence, neformaly networks in the Caucasus prioritized  
political action as their key objective and sought to undermine the ageing Soviet system from 
within through the expression of political, social, cultural and environmental dissent.   
Notwithstanding similarities with Russian contemporaries however, neformaly networks in 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia were staunchly nationalist. By the early 1990s, the majority 
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of neformaly networks in the South Caucasus transformed into political or social 
movements, in the process, ceasing to be informal.

 

Human security functions of post-Soviet informal networks

What happened to the sophisticated web of informal networks after the end of oppressive 
Soviet rule in the South Caucasus? A number of sociopolitical and socioeconomic 
developments of the immediate post-Soviet period predetermined not only the survival of 
nformal networking but also its proliferation. The violent collapse of communist 
administrations  in  1991-92 had brought to power dissident governments of Abulfaz Elchibey 
in Azerbaijan, Levon Ter-Petrosyan in Armenia, and Zviad Gamsakhurdia in Georgia. 
Elchibey, Ter-Petrosyan and Gamsakhurdia, renowned and popularly supported political  
dissidents,  had no experience  of running  state  administrations, however.  

Whereas Ter-Petrosyan remained as Armenia’s President until 1998, the first Presidents of 
Azerbaijan and Georgia had served less than a year each. By 1993 they were replaced by the 
former members of Soviet nomenklatura: Heydar Aliyev in Azerbaijan and Eduard 
Shevardnadze in Georgia. The lack of political stability and economic crises of the 1990s 
resulted in the South Caucasian countries’ GDPs dropping by over 40 percent as compared to 
their performance under Communist rule.

Devastating wars fought between Armenia and Azerbaijan in Nagorno-Karabakh and 
between Georgia and the Russian-supported separatists in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as 
well as the start of the First Chechen War in the neighboring North Caucasus, had send 
waves of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) across the entire region. These and 
other hardships of post-communism ensured the survival of informal networks and their 
importance for daily lives of post-Soviet residents of the South Caucasus.

According to surveys administered by the World Values Surveys (WVS) across the South 
Caucasus in the mid 1990s, the overwhelming majority of respondents (from 85 to 95 
percent) relied on kinship and family networks on a daily basis. By contrast, less than 70 
percent of the population in the Baltic republics and in the Eastern European post-Soviet  
republics (Moldova and Ukraine) used kinship networks daily. The same survey also reported 
that a majority of the South Caucasus’ residents (over 80 percent) were unhappy with their 
economic well-being and believed that life was better during the Communist period. 

Therefore, most of all, dire socioeconomic conditions and the lack of sociopolitical stability  
encouraged the proliferation of informal networks and their expansion into many areas of 
the day-to-day activity of post-Soviet residents in the South Caucasus. The following  sections  
will examine in more detail the functions of post-communist informal networks in  
addressing human security deficits in economic and political spheres of the South 
Caucasus’s countries.
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Socioeconomic functions of informal networks

Having managed to overcome the harsh 1990s, the economic sectors of Armenia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia embarked on a process of steady economic recovery and growth. The relative 
improvement of economic well-being, particularly in urban areas, undermined the informal 
networks’ function of procuring  scarce consumer goods and food items: the shelves of shops 
and markets were no longer empty, as was often the case during perestroika and the early 
years of post-communist transition. Yet, low incomes and the lack of jobs prevented the 
population from purchasing these goods. Networks and connections were still indispensable 
in looking for good jobs, as well as in securing access to state institutions.  

Not surprisingly, the results of the European Values Survey (EVS) conducted in the South 
Caucasus in 2008 do not notably differ from the mid-1990s surveys, administered in the 
region by the WVS. For instance, similar to ten years ago, over 80 percent of the respondents  
relied on their kinship and friendship networks in their daily lives. This demonstrates that 
informal  networks have not lost their role in alleviating the lack of human security.

Present-day informal networks, unlike the networks of the communist era and the informal  
groups of the early 1990s, are no longer employed to obtain scarce material goods but instead 
are used to gain access to public goods and services, which still remain difficult to procure  
for the majority  of the population. 

For example, over a quarter of respondents to the CRRC’s (2013) survey in Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia believed that informal connections and contacts are important in 
getting a good job. Many survey respondents (on average  30 percent across the region) have 
also mentioned  that they work for members of their kinship network, indicating that family 
ties play an important role in the allocation of jobs. Connections, contacts and family links 
are important not only due to the scarcity of jobs but also because of the low levels of inter-
personal and individual trust among  people beyond their own networks.6  

Unlike Western societies, where future employees are selected based on their letters of 
reference and professional skills, the best form of reference for an employee in the South 
Caucasus is an individual’s personal connections and family ties. Equally important is the  
use of networks in accessing public services such as healthcare and education, as well as 
dealing with formal institutions, in particular, receiving formal documents. 

As presented by the Life in Transition (EBRD 2011) report, although the use of connections  
and gifts in dealings with formal institutions has significantly decreased over the past decade 
in Georgia, in Armenia and Azerbaijan, employing network and out-of-pocket payments in 
order to receive preferential treatment in government institutions or to access healthcare 
and educational institutions are still widespread.
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Informal  networks  continue  to retain their socioeconomic functions also due to the low 
levels of household incomes observed in each of the South Caucasian republics. As reported 
by the Caucasus Barometer survey (2013), over 60 percent of respondents in Georgia, 40 
percent in Azerbaijan and over 50 percent in Armenia confirmed that their monthly income 
is below US$300. 

At the same time, the majority of survey respondents—over 60 per cent in Armenia and 
Georgia—stated that a minimal monthly income necessary for a normal life should be 
between US$400 to US$800. In Azerbaijan, around 60 percent of participants thought that 
minimal monthly income has to be over US$1,200. In addition, over half of the survey 
participants in all three countries perceived their current economic rung as either low or 
very low.

Inadequate household incomes are further exacerbated by the lack of financial security and 
the low use of formal financial institutions. According to the same Caucasus Barometer 
survey, only 12 percent of public in Armenia, 11 percent in Georgia and 18 percent in 
Azerbaijan admitted that they have personal savings. Yet, it appears that these savings are 
usually kept away from formal financial institutions, since, as reported by the survey, only 40 
percent of the population in Armenia and Azerbaijan have bank accounts (60 percent in 
Georgia). 

Bearing in mind that less than half of the population trusts banks in Armenia, Azerbaijan   
and Georgia (CRRC 2013), the use of formal financial institutions remains limited.  Borrowing 
money from relatives and friends, rather than taking loans from banks, is a common trend in 
the region and over half of survey participants said that they have debts. Whereas over 60 
percent of respondents across the region mentioned that they regularly borrow money, many 
confirmed that they would not be able to borrow money outside their kinship circles. 

As shown by the Life in Transition (2011) report, unlike residents of other post-communist 
regions, the South Caucasus’s population had the heaviest rates of reliance on informal 
private safety nets during the Global Economic Crisis of 2008-10. Similar results were 
presented by the Caucasus Barometer surveys held from 2008 to 2013 in the region: over 80 
percent of the respondents in all three South Caucasian countries relied on their family 
members and relatives in emergencies and employed their private networks to solve various 
household problems, ranging from fixing a car to taking care of an ill person.

The plurality of the above socioeconomic functions of informal networks arises from the 
weakness of formal institutions and their inability to provide the population with essential 
mechanisms of human security. The lack of public safety nets offered by the state  
encourages the proliferation of informal networks into areas of socioeconomic activity 
normally reserved and regulated by the state, such as creating jobs, providing access to 
healthcare and education, and other welfare services.
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Sociopolitical functions of informal networks

The post-communist history of the South Caucasus is rife with anti-regime protests and 
cases of civic activism. The role of informal institutions in the Georgian ‘Rose Revolution’  
has been acknowledged (Khutsishvili 2008), along with the importance of political ‘power  
networks’ employed by the ruling elites in all parts of the South Caucasus (Aliyev 2013; 
Safiyev 2013). However, in contrast to the perestroika period when the lack of human security 
and weakness of state institutions resulted in the rise of underground political networks of 
dissidents, the current setbacks of democratization and reforms in the South Caucasus have 
had very little impact on the sociopolitical functions of informal networks.

As shown by the WVS surveys (2010-14), less than quarter of the public in the South  
Caucasus had any interest in politics and over 95 percent of respondents in Azerbaijan and 
85 percent in Armenia and around 70 percent in Georgia admitted that they would never 
sign a (political) petition, join a boycott or a strike. When asked by the Caucasus Barometer  
survey (2013) how often do they discuss politics with family and friends, over half of 
respondents in Armenia and Georgia and around 70 percent in Azerbaijan stated that they  
never talk about politics with members of their informal networks.  

These data show a notable retreat of the South Caucasus’s population from politics. However, 
with the exception of Armenia, where over 60 per cent of the public expressed their lack of 
trust towards the government, only 22 per cent of respondents in Azerbaijan and 15 percent 
in Georgia said that they have no trust in their governments. Again with the exception of 
Armenia (15 percent), over half of the surveyed public in Azerbaijan and Georgia believed 
that people are treated fairly by the government in their respective  countries. 

Yet, trust towards the government differs from the levels of institutional trust. Hence, well 
over half of survey participants in Azerbaijan and Georgia, and 89 percent in Armenia 
thought that court systems in their respective countries favour some citizens over others.

The informal networks’ retreat from politics in the present-day South Caucasus comes along 
with the lack of civic engagement. The majority of representative surveys conducted in the 
region during the last ten years conclude that on average less than three percent of the 
public  in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia participate in the work of formal civil society. 

With networks currently performing many of the civil sector’s socioeconomic  functions  in 
the South Caucasus (Aliyev 2014a), participation in civic activities appears rather   
unattractive to many people. Since non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have proven 
incapable of advancing political rights and interests of the population, the levels of popular  
trust towards civil society organizations are even lower than trust to state institutions.7  
Amidst the above detailed failures of state and civic institutions, the role of informal   
networks in providing human security has only increased.

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.3 Winter 2015 

60



The dark side of informal networking

As shown in the previous sections, informal networks perform multiple functions in assisting 
the population in areas neglected by the state and civil society. Yet, similar to informal 
networks in many other parts of the world (Al-Ramahi 2008; Daymon & Hodges 2009; Chen 
et al. 2013), the South Caucasus networks function both as effective and time-tested 
mechanisms of alleviating human security problems and as hierarchical and homogenous  
structures encouraging corruption and clientelism. 

Many scholars of post-communist society argue that the rise of informal networks in post-
Soviet countries have reinforced and strengthened the deeply-rooted patron-client networks   
and the tradition of bribery (Rose  1995;  Ledeneva  1998;  Burawoy  et al. 2000). Among other 
post-Soviet regions, the South Caucasus suffered the heaviest impact of corruption and 
clientelism in post-Soviet spaces.

Although the shadowy role of informal networks in promoting corrupt practices and patron-
client relations in the South Caucasus has been emphasized by a number of studies (Börzel 
& Pamuk 2011; Guliyev 2012; Aliyev 2013), the ‘dark side’ of informal networking in the region 
still remains under-explored. 

Whereas it is particularly challenging to identify and measure the participation of informal 
networks in corrupt practices through survey data, findings of recent surveys suggest that, 
similarly to how the attitude towards corruption has been explained by Morris and Polese 
(2014b) in Russian and Ukrainian contexts, corruption is not necessarily seen as negative.  

As reported by the 2013 CRRC survey on volunteerism and civic participation in Georgia, just 
over a quarter of respondents believed that making informal payments to get a higher 
pension or giving a gift to a doctor in return of preferential treatment, do not constitute 
bribery. In consequence, regardless of the high corruption scores assigned to Armenia and  
Azerbaijan, although not to post-‘Rose Revolution’ Georgia, the popular understanding of   
which practices constitute corruption and which do not differ significantly from the Western 
perception and understanding of corruption.

For instance, only four per cent of respondents of the Caucasus Barometer survey (2013) in 
Armenia, 27 per cent in Azerbaijan and only one per cent in Georgia mentioned about 
encountering corrupt practices over the past year. Barbara Misztal explained that in many 
communist countries, corruption “…became judged in less straightforwardly negative terms 
and was seen as a sign of societal life and energy since, under the conditions of the 
opposition between “them” [formal institutions] and ‘us’” (2000: 215). 

With the end of state communism in the South Caucasus, informal payments and gift-giving 
is still seen as part of daily life and as a social custom. For informal networks the use of out-
of-pocket payments, gifts and other forms of material  gratitude offered in return of services 
or preferential treatment to officials or individuals is essential for cementing the network 
ties and maintaining reciprocity. Building up patron-client relations within networks is 
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understood as manifestations of natural hierarchy based on the traditional respect for elders 
in the South Caucasus’s societies.  

As with all other forms of social and inter-personal interaction, hierarchies within informal 
networks are centred on one’s age, sex and position within the family or a wider kinship  
group. The distribution  of public  goods and services among network members also depends 
on the proximity of kinship ties. Hence, non-blood relatives and friends are usually left on 
the margins of networks in terms of the access to public goods and services.

Due to the homogenous nature of South Caucasus’ informal networks and due to the 
existence of an intricate system of hierarchy within such networks, the distribution of 
network-provided public goods is unequal and exclusionist. Accordingly, networks are 
private safety nets—indispensable to the population due to the retreat of the state and 
(weakness of) civil society—that fall short of providing either a substitute of human security 
or a semblance of public safety nets offered by the state in Western countries. 

The homogenous structure of informal networks and their exclusionist and segregationist 
modes of operation, although developed as the result of the lack of human security in 
political and economic areas under Soviet rule, continue impeding institutional 
improvements and undermining the effectiveness of reforms. 

Even in reformist Georgia, where successful institutional reforms have managed to some 
extent to root out petty corruption and eliminate the use of informal networks and 
connections in dealings with formal institutions, informal relations continue surviving and 
thriving in politics as well as in areas overlooked by reforms, such as unemployment, 
communal services and healthcare (Aliyev 2014b).

Conclusion

The main objective of this contribution has been to explore the role of informal networks in 
substituting formal mechanisms of human security in the present-day South Caucasus. 
Contemporary informal networks in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia were formed under 
Communist rule and it was during the Soviet period that the informal networks in the region 
acquired their current characteristics.

Having transformed from traditionalist forms of social capital under the pressure from the 
Sovietization, the Caucasus’s informal networks became typical Soviet-era informal 
structures supplying their members both with public goods, which the communist economy 
was unable to provide, and serving as niches of civic association forbidden by Soviet 
authorities. 

Despite extensive political and economic changes of the post-Soviet period, numerous  
problems of post-communism such as unemployment, social inequality and the inherent 
weakness of formal institutions have persisted, necessitating the continued existence of 
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informal networks. As a consequence of incomplete post-communist transformation, 
informal  networks not only preserved many of their communist-era functions, but also 
acquired a number of new responsibilities, such as the provision of jobs and access to 
financial resources, the importance of which was insignificant under communism. 

Although on the one hand, the networks serve as important private safety nets and coping  
mechanisms assisting populations in times of crises and emergencies, they on the other  
hand enable public goods to be distributed unequally, allowing narrow circles of individuals,  
connected to political and economic power centres, to reap benefits at the expense of state 
institutions and the society at large.

Dr. Huseyn Aliyev has completed his Ph.D in Politics at the University of Otago, New Zealand. He 
is author of Post-Communist Civil Society and the Soviet Legacy: Challenges of 
Democratisation and Reform in the Caucasus (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). His most recent 
publications have appeared in Journal of Southeast European and Black Sea Studies (2014) and 
Studies of Transition States and Societies (2014).   p04alh01@yahoo.com 

Endnotes

1. Expert on blat, Alena Ledeneva (2009: 1) defines blat as: “the use of personal networks for obtaining 
goods and services in short supply and for circumventing formal procedures. Blat networks 
channelled an alternative currency—an informal exchange of favours—that introduced elements of 
the market into the planned economy and loosened up the rigid constraints of the political regime.” 

2. For instance, Transparency International has moved Georgia from 133rd place (out of 177, with the 
highest score representing the highest level of corruption) on its Corruption Perception Index, 
which the country occupied in 2004, to 55th place in 2013. Similarly, Freedom House has upgraded 
Georgia on its democracy scores from semi-authoritarian regime in 2003 to hybrid or transitional to 
democracy political regime. See Freedom House “Nations in Transit” at https://freedomhouse.org/
report-types/nationstransit#.VeLrXZf5PfA. 

3.  In 1993 the GDP of Armenia (in current US dollars) was USD $356, Azerbaijan’s GDP was USD $530 
and Georgia USD $550. 

4. See the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), 2011. 
5.  As reported by the CRRC survey (“Caucasus Barometer 2013”), administered in 2013, average 

monthly incomes across the South Caucasus range from US$200 to US$300. 
6. Less than a quarter of respondents to the CRRC (2011) survey in Azerbaijan and Georgia agreed that 

most people can be trusted. In Armenia, the number of those who trust other people (strangers) 
stood at 10 percent of respondents.

7. According to the data collected by the Caucasus Barometer survey (2013), less than a quarter of 
respondents expressed their trust towards NGOs in Azerbaijan and Georgia. In Armenia, only 17 per 
cent of the public said that they have any sort of trust towards NGOs.

NB: do you have any comments on Huseyn Aliyev’s article? Please send these to 
info@ethnogeopolitics.org or post these on www.ethnogeopolitics.org.
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