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Abstract
Reliance on informal kinship networks and circles of friends and acquaintances in every-day life is a com-
mon characteristic of post-communist societies in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. Two decades after the 
end of Soviet rule in the Caucasus, the great majority of the South Caucasus’s residents continue to depend 
on informal networks as key sources of social capital, social security, civic association and primary means of 
support and assistance in different aspects of day-to-day life. Having examined the origins, composition and 
main operational principles of informal networks, this article argues that informal networks in the South 
Caucasus are not only the main sources of social support, but also are tightly entangled in the web of cor-
ruption and patron-client relations which are wide-spread throughout the region.

Origins of Informal Networking
Informal networks, often described in the academic lit-
erature as civic, social, private, interpersonal or personal 
networks, are thought to form the base of social capital 
and lie at the core of inter-personal relations in modern 
societies. Vibrant inter-personal networking is expected 
to generate social capital and benefit the spread of infor-
mation and knowledge. Yet unlike many Western soci-
eties, post-communist social structures are known to be 
dominated by ‘strong tie’ networks—that is composed 
of networks with high intra-network ‘bonding’ and low 
extra-network ‘bridging’ (Granovetter 1973). The lack 
of extra-network ties makes it difficult to transfer social 
capital between networks and therefore discourages the 
exchange of ideas and social communication. The segre-
gated and secretive nature of post-communist networks 
is often explained by the necessity to create social niches 
free from intrusions of a totalitarian or post-totalitar-
ian state. Richard Rose described such social systems as 
‘hour-glass’ societies. He argued that: “The narrow mid-
point of the hourglass insulates individuals from influ-
ence by an undemocratic and repressive state. There is 
a rich social life at the base, consisting of strong infor-
mal networks based on trust between friends, relatives 
and other face-to-face groups” (Rose 1997, 88). In ‘hour-
glass’ societies reliance on family and friends and partic-
ipation in informal networking often replaces member-
ship in formal civil society and also results in low levels 
of trust towards formal institutions.

The emergence and entrenchment of informal ‘strong 
tie’ networks in post-Soviet societies is a phenomenon 
dating back to the Soviet era. Decades of totalitarian 
control under the watchful eye of the Communist Party, 
in conjunction with constant shortages of day-to-day 
goods and services, contributed to the growth of infor-
mal networks all over the Soviet Union. Secretive, hier-
archical and homogenous, such networks were func-
tioning upon the unwritten principles of reciprocity 
of favours, popularly known under the Russian-Soviet 

term of blat. While some informal structures operated 
mainly with the goal of procuring difficult-to-find con-
sumer goods and services, others were built with the pur-
pose of accumulating useful contacts and acquaintances. 
Yet most of these Soviet-era profit-based and need-cen-
tred networks were, both for the sake of profit and to 
ensure network safety, staunchly against the ‘bridging’ 
of social capital and spread of information or resources 
beyond a network’s boundary.

In the South Caucasus, the spread of informal net-
works was not only determined by economic hardships 
and attempts to create a private sphere free from the com-
munist authorities’ control, but also came as a result of 
persecution by communists of traditional social struc-
tures. Described by Soviet authorities as backward and 
archaic, traditional extended families and local commu-
nities, such as the Armenian patriarchal family azg and 
Azerbaijan’s mahalla communities, were forced into the 
informal sphere and inevitably became centres of net-
working. This meant that, unlike in Russia, informal 
networks in the Soviet South Caucasus were not merely 
circles of friends and acquaintances but were rooted in 
family, kinship and clan structures. As a result, princi-
ples of Russian blat—centred on exchange of favours 
and mutual reciprocity—became replaced in the Cau-
casus with concepts of family honour and paternalism. 
Analogous to other peripheral regions of the Soviet state, 
the network-operated ‘shadow economy’ of the South 
Caucasus reached colossal scale during the 1960s–1970s 
and often accounted for a significant portion of per 
capita income for the region’s residents. For instance, 
a study by Yochanan Altman (1983) on the informal 
economy of Soviet Georgia reports that network-oper-
ated informal underground businesses often reached an 
industrial scale and required mass participation. Apart 
from their economic function, informal networks were 
also employed in politics. The Soviet policy of koreni-
zatsia, aimed at elevating local elites to leadership posi-
tions in republican branches of the Communist Party 
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and regional administrations, unwittingly allowed kin-
ship and clan networks to proliferate among the elites, 
ensuring elite continuity even after the end of Soviet 
rule. Inter-personal networks created and cemented by 
the South Caucasus elites in the 1970s and 1980s played 
a fundamental role in the post-Soviet governments of 
Eduard Shevardnadze and Heydar Aliyev.

Post-Communist Networks in the South 
Caucasus
If Soviet totalitarianism and the shortcomings of the 
communist command economy were among the key 
determinants for the rise of informal networking in 
the South Caucasus, the post-communist social and 
human insecurity characterized by weak and ineffec-
tive governments, rampant unemployment and count-
less other plagues of the transitional period ensured the 
survival and continuity of such structures. Yet in con-
trast to the Soviet-period, the post-communist infor-
mal networks in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia were 
no longer used to procure day-to-day consumer goods 
and durables, instead their main function became to 
assist their members in securing jobs, cementing busi-
ness ties, and receiving preferential treatment in health-
care, education and other social sectors. Similarly to the 
Soviet era, contemporary networks remain heavily reli-
ant on family, kinship and blood relations. The World 
Values Survey (WVS) administered in the mid-1990s 
reports that the majority of the population in Arme-
nia (86.3%), Azerbaijan (85.1%) and Georgia (94.7%) 
emphasized that family plays a very important part in 
their lives. This data markedly contrasts responses to 
the WVS survey in other post-Soviet countries; only 
68.3% of the public in Lithuania, 70.7% in Latvia and 
79.0% in Moldova said that family ties are very impor-
tant. Rather similar results were also provided by the 
European Values Survey (EVS) held in 2008: 93.3% of 
the population in Armenia, 86.7% in Azerbaijan, 91.2% 
in Georgia, 68.4% in Latvia, 61.9% in Lithuania and 
75.5% in Moldova said family contacts are very impor-
tant. Accordingly, it seems that while the reliance on kin-
ship support fell in the Baltic and Eastern European for-
mer Soviet countries, in the South Caucasus the role of 
family connections either grew stronger or remained as 
important as in the immediate post-Soviet period. Kin-
ship-centred informal networks thereby are at the top 
level of the networking hierarchy in the South Cauca-
sus. Such networks are highly paternalistic; favours and 
services are distributed in accordance with the senior-
ity of network members and often do not require rec-
iprocity. Membership in these networks can only be 
obtained through the rights of birth or marriage. Unlike 
the Soviet age networks, the present-day kinship struc-

tures are no longer threatened by official persecution, 
yet, they still have to retain their secluded and homoge-
nous nature to protect the network’s resources and capi-
tal from competitors and outsiders. The central role per-
formed by kinship groups in providing their members 
with social and human security is also notable from the 
results of the Caucasus Barometer survey, conducted by 
the South Caucasus-based Caucasus Research Resource 
Centres (CRRC) in 2008. According to the survey, 74% 
of respondents in Armenia, 63% in Azerbaijan and 64% 
in Georgia named family and relatives as the most effec-
tive source of securing personal safety and civic rights. 
When asked who offered them help in moments of need, 
during emergencies and life changes, an average of 85% 
of public across the region identified family and 55% 
extended family. Furthermore, the CRRC survey on vol-
unteerism and public participation administered during 
2011 in Georgia reported that when asked ‘how would 
you pay for damage in a car accident,’ a majority 42% 
of the Georgian public believed that their family will 
help with the payment, an additional 29% said that they 
would borrow money from a relative and only nine per-
cent expected to take money from a bank.

The next level of informal networking is reserved 
to friends and acquaintances. Both the WVS and EVS 
surveys reveal notably high reliance among the South 
Caucasus’s residents on friends. The WVS surveys con-
ducted in 1996–97 reported that 44.7% of the popu-
lation in Armenia, 35.3% in Azerbaijan and 73.6% in 
Georgia thought that friendship connections are very 
important, versus only 22.2% in Latvia, 19.3% Lithua-
nia and 21.4% in Moldova. Administered a decade later 
the EVS (2008) survey presented that 49.8% in Arme-
nia, 31.0% in Azerbaijan, 60.2% in Georgia believed 
that friends play a very important part in their lives. By 
contrast, only 27.4% of the public in Latvia, 18.3% in 
Lithuania and 24.2% in Moldova had similar opinion. 
While circles of friends are evidently less important in 
the South Caucasus than kinship networks, they too are 
an essential part of informal networking. For instance, 
the CRRC 2008 survey reveals that 70% of the pub-
lic in Armenia, 61% in Azerbaijan and 66% in Georgia 
mentioned friends as a safeguard of personal safety and 
civic rights. 45% of people across the region also relied 
on friends for assistance in emergencies and moments 
of need. Yet unlike kinship networks, friendship-cen-
tred networking most often works upon the blat-defined 
principles of reciprocity of favours. This means that 
although each individual can have many friends, only 
the closest and the most trusted of them become a part 
of an individual’s informal network and therefore can 
benefit from the exchange of favours. While kinship 
and friendship networks are the most widespread forms 
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of informal social structures, the South Caucasus’s res-
idents also rely on numerous contacts with acquain-
tances, neighbours and members of the same ethnic 
groups or place of birth who form a periphery of each 
individual’s informal network. These less significant 
contacts are often employed in procurement of pub-
lic goods and become fundamental in extra-network 
dealings. Since many of these occasional contacts can-
not always be reciprocated, monetary or material gifts 
become an essential form of payment in these ‘one-off’ 
exchanges of favours.

The ‘Dark Side’ of Informal Networking
Compensating for the weakness of state and civil soci-
ety institutions, informal networks nevertheless are not 
bound by legal norms and regulations. To provide social 
and human security for their members in societies gov-
erned by ineffective and corrupt institutions and charac-
terized by low levels of political trust, informal networks 
more often than not resort to bribery, corruption and 
patron-client relations. Although favours and services 
distributed within kinship and close-friend networks are 
as a rule corruption-free and only in case of reciprocating 
remote relatives or not-so-close friends perhaps require 
a token gift, dealings with ‘outsiders’ or non-immedi-
ate network members almost always require financial 
remuneration. If paying bribes in return for small-scale 
services, such as passing a drivers’ license exam, does 
not necessarily require the use of contacts, most ‘deals’ 
with high and mid-ranking officials are done with an 
aid of contacts even if a bribe is to be paid in the end. 
Besides, the bribes offered for such contacts-arranged 

‘favours’ are most often seen as a gift rather than cor-
ruption; a form of reciprocity when no such favour can 
be offered by an individual’s kin or friendship network. 
For example, the Caucasus Barometer 2011 survey on 
volunteerism and civic participation in Georgia reports 
that 40% of its respondents thought that a situation of 
a government official recommending a relative for a job 
in a ministry is not corruption and another 45% said 
that giving a gift to a doctor for preferential treatment 
does not constitute corruption. While the first case is 
obviously an intra-network favour, the second example 
describes a reciprocity-based relation between acquain-
tances. Both situations are not commonly understood 
as corrupt, yet, could be seen as unfair by individuals 
with no such networks. Apart from sustaining practices 
of corruption, informal networks are also tightly knit 
into patron-client relations. Indeed, seniority and hier-
archy in kinship networks is not only a part of tradi-
tional family structure in the region but also an essential 
mechanism to preserve the homogenous and segregated 
nature of networks vital to efficient procurement of ser-
vices. In consequence, as long as the networks continue 
relying on paternalism as a means of preserving hier-
archy and encouraging financial and material gifts as 
forms of extra-network reciprocity, their homogenous, 
segregated structure is unlikely to change. It follows 
then that absent ‘bridging’ of social capital between net-
works, as well as continued reliance on exclusivist and 
non-egalitarian, if not outright illegal, principles of oper-
ation, such social structures cannot effectively contribute 
to democratic transformation and institution-building.
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