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This short article reviews the issues of human security in the South Caucasus as presented by 
four separate writers. The South Caucasus has been a region of three major armed conflicts 
since the collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) that have threatened 
human security. These conflicts are the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-
Karabakh, the secession of Abkhazia from Georgia, and the secession of South Ossetia from 
Georgia. All three of these conflicts have obviously posed a considerable threat to the human 
security of the civilian populations in the South Caucasus. In particular these conflicts have 
challenged the human security of the civilian populations when the concept is viewed 
through the lens of looking at it as “freedom from fear.”

Françoise Companjen’s introductory piece, “Paradoxes of Human Security: Evidence from 
the South Caucasus”, provides both a background on the current geopolitical position of the 
South Caucasus and an explanation of the term “human security.” She then shows how the 
other three articles fit into her larger framework. Finally, she concludes that human security 
in the region remains complex and difficult to solve due to both foreign and domestic 
factors.

Anastasia Shesterinina’s article “Border Violence in ‘Post-Conflict’Abhazia” deals with 
continuing threats to human security along the border between Abkhazia and Georgia even 
following the end of the Six Day War in 1998. She, however, focuses on the years 1993-1994 
immediately after the war leading to Abkhazia’s de facto independence. 

She starts with a very brief history of Abkhazia from the 19th century until the 1992-1993 War. 
Then she goes into a much more detailed account of the violence along the border of the 
newly de facto independent Abkhazia and the parts of Georgia remaining under control of 
Tblisi. In particular she deals with the region around Gali. 

Most of this violence was at the hands of irregular forces. She argues that the formal end of 
fighting between the Abkhaz and the Georgians did not end violence along the border for 
either ethnic group. But, rather created a situation where the border zone which had seen 
little fighting in 1992-1993 became a zone of intermittent armed conflict. 
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Most of the post-war violence involved the intimidation of the civilian population into 
collaborating with one side or the other. This situation resulted from the continued existence 
of contested zones along the new de facto border between Georgian and Abkhaz forces. This 
lack of total control of the region by either side allowed both sides to threaten the human 
security of the local population. This population was not “free from fear.”

Huseyn Aliyev’s article, “Informal Networks and Human Security in the South Caucasus”, 
deals with informal networks as a way to deal with “fear from want” in Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
and Georgia. These informal networks provide preferential access to public goods and 
therefore serve as a private safety net. They also foster corruption and clientelism. 

Kinship and family networks as a means of acquiring goods and services date back in the 
South Caucasus to before the Bolshevik Revolution and survived the entire Soviet era albeit 
in an altered form. In the post-Soviet era they have taken on even greater importance. These 
networks are used by the vast majority of the population of the South Caucasus on a daily 
basis. They are used to acquire jobs, goods, health care, and education. These networks often 
have involved corruption, in particular the use of bribes. 

Jason Strakes’ article, “Taming Post-Soviet Peripheries: Divergences in Human Security and 
Borderland Strategies in Georgia and Azerbiajan”, deals with human security in the 
Armenian populated areas of Samstkhe-Javakheti and the Talysh populated areas of 
southeastern Azerbaijan. 

He views these two areas of tension through the lens of center-periphery relations. He 
compares these two regions because he believes they are the most similar to each other of all 
the various center-periphery tensions in the South Caucasus. He gives a lengthy description 
of the history and current conditions first in Javakheti and then in the Talysh Region of 
Azerbaijan. He concludes that the integration of these areas in order to prevent them from 
further moving along a path of secession requires the provision of human security in the 
form of police protection for ethnic minority communities. 

Taken together, these three papers show that state institutions in the South Caucasus are too 
weak to guarantee human security, especially the physical protection of citizens from armed 
attack. The weakness of state institutions has led to the development of a number of non-
state institutions to provide for human security, including paramilitary groups in places like 
Gali on the border of Abkhazia and Georgia. 

The lack of physical security for citizens has deteriorated along the lines of the centralized 
nation states of Georgia and Azerbaijan losing control over the secession of ethnically 
distinct territories. This has reached an advanced stage in Abkhazia and South Ossetia in 
Georgia, and Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan. However, latent threats of such secession also 
exist in the Armenian inhabited territory of Javakheti in Georgia and the Talysh Region in 
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Azerbaijan. The intractable nature of these ethnic conflicts, and the weak state structure in 
the region, means that human security will continue to be threatened along these lines in 
the South Caucasus for the foreseeable future.

These problems have been most apparent in the South Caucasus of all the regions of the 
former Soviet Union following its break-up. But, they are not unique to it. Similar problems 
exist in Central Asia and other areas. One just needs to look at the Central Asian region, 
where regional ethnic tensions have manifested themselves in Russian populated areas of 
northern Kazakhstan, the Uzbek population around Osh in Kyrgyzstan, and Gorno-
Badakhshan in Tajikistan. 

Across the Caucasus mountains from Georgia and Azerbaijan, the Russian Federation has 
also had to deal with similar ethnically-based human security problems in Chechnya, 
Ingushetia, and Karachai-Cherkessia. Thus this examination of the problems of human 
security in the South Caucasus helped us shed light on understanding HS, as analyzed in the 
introduction by Françoise Companjen.

- Dr. J. Otto Pohl, lecturer at the History Department of University of Ghana, Legon  
jopohl@ug.edu.gh 
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