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35 Postsocialist societies
Chris Hann

The term ‘postsocialism’ is used primarily with reference to the former Soviet
Union and its Eastern European allies, where socialist rule disintegrated in the
years 1989–91. Self-proclaimed socialist governments have existed in other
parts of the world and some of the varieties have been investigated by
anthropologists (Hann 1993a), but the discussion here will be focused on
Eurasia. Even here there is considerably variety. For some comparative
purposes it makes sense to include China and Vietnam, where reform
processes have led to changes almost as dramatic as those in the former Soviet
bloc.

Although some countries of the region were open to Western
anthropologists in the socialist period, access improved greatly almost
everywhere in the 1990s. The ‘transition’ has been investigated not only by
scholars with experience of socialist antecedents, but also by young
newcomers to the field. This has generated a sense of excitement and even
occasional, no doubt exaggerated claims that investigations of postsocialism
might open up a new phase in the discipline, analogous to the focus on
colonial African societies and on Melanesia by past generations. The
postsocialist space is vast and the spectrum of anthropological work here is
very wide. Even within economic anthropology, the range of this work is
considerable. It deserves attention not only within the discipline but also
among other social scientists, particularly those whose models and predictions
have been refuted by recalcitrant realities. After brief outlines of general
theoretical, descriptive and applied contributions, I shall highlight some of the
specific topics where the contribution has been strongest.

The general theory of socialism and transition
Only a few anthropologists have attempted comprehensive theoretical
accounts of socialism and its aftermath. Probably the most influential is
Katherine Verdery (see 1996 for a selection of key papers). Her model of
‘bureaucratic redistribution’ (arguably biased by her close familiarity with the
particular case of Romania) attributes the economic shortcomings of socialism
to the structures of central planning and the power strategies of functionaries
trapped in its political hierarchy. Many Western economists (and Eastern
dissidents, on whose work Verdery explicitly drew) had similar diagnoses.
Many also believed that they had a ready answer: the import of proven
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Western models based on the free market, private property, a strong ‘third
sector’ and the like. Verdery, however, was one of the first to criticise the
teleology of any theory postulating a more or less smooth trajectory of
‘transition’ to a familiar destination. She insisted that paths of transformation
would be profoundly shaped not only by significant differences in the
experience of socialism but by a multitude of variables, including the
strategies of both elites and the new dispossessed, those struggling to maintain
some coherence in their daily lives.

Caroline Humphrey was the only Western anthropologist to publish a
detailed analysis of a Soviet collective farm (1998 [1983]). She revisited this
community before reissuing the study in 1998, and both here and in other
writings (key papers are gathered together in Humphrey 2002) has offered
theoretical insight as well as ethnographic documentation of the main changes
of the first postsocialist decade in Russia. Her account emphasises economic
disintegration. As the institutions of central planning collapsed, the industrial
enterprises and large farms of the old system found themselves exposed as
‘icebergs’ in an environment lacking not only functioning markets but also
basic public order and rule of law. Part of the gap was filled rapidly by various
forms of ‘mafia’. Meanwhile, the former enterprises did their best to make
direct deals, often preferring barter to cash. The leaders of these quasi-feudal
‘suzerainties’ were of course interested in converting their socialist political
credentials into economic capital, but some were also motivated by the wish
to preserve the jobs and welfare of the workforce. Humphrey shows
convincingly (again there is perhaps a bias to the particular regions where she
has done fieldwork) that the dominant values of the society were profoundly
incompatible with the privatisation policies introduced by Russia’s new
political and economic elites after 1991. Like most anthropologists, she pleads
for a better understanding of local voices and values; yet her analysis shows
that many former Soviet citizens remain attached to their ‘hoary’ socialist
values, which are now responsible for ‘vicious cycles’ that can lead to
violence. When political units repress trade, they create greater market
incentives for those prepared to take risks, which leads in turn to ever greater
resentment of those who profit from ‘speculation’.

Coping with devastation
Verdery and Humphrey are exceptional among the anthropologists of
postsocialism in the extent to which they have sought to use ethnographic
detail to build up stimulating theoretical models of both socialism and
postsocialism. They have drawn on each other’s work, and generally
complement each other both regionally and thematically. Other fieldworkers
of the 1990s have tended to content themselves with detailed ethnographic
accounts of the everyday coping strategies of postsocialist citizens whose
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worlds underwent rapid change, usually for the worse, as a result of
deindustrialisation and decollectivisation. While anthropologists in other parts
of the world have documented the impact of particular environmental disasters
or the failure of a particular set of institutions, the ethnographic corpus of
postsocialism is unique in terms of the size of the area affected and the all-
encompassing character of the disruption. Among useful collections of studies
with significant economic materials are Anderson and Pine (1995), Arnstberg
and Borén (2003), Bridger and Pine (1998), Burawoy and Verdery (1999),
Hann (2002) and Hann and the Property Relations Group (2003).

These volumes offer many illustrations of the ‘everyday economy’. The
topics covered include widening social inequalities, residential segregation,
continuity and change in the informal economy, the ritual economy and the
significance of kin and friendship networks and ‘trust’ in everyday life (this
last topic is treated in detail in Torsello 2003). If any generalisation can be
made about this literature, it is that almost all authors, while emphasising the
disabling impact of externally-induced change, also give recognition, at least
implicitly, to the creativity and ‘agency’ of the actors as they search out new
ways of living, new subsistence strategies, alternative consumption patterns
and the like. This applies across the board, in ‘peripheral’ zones where
extremes of climate and ecology constrain the possibilities for change (as
among hunters and herders in Siberia; Anderson 2000) as well as in capital
cities where the economic changes tend to be more conspicuous. An example
of adaptive change is provided in the work of Michael Stewart (2002) on
Gypsies in central Europe. Contrary to those who portray this minority as an
‘underclass’ whose social condition has worsened under postsocialism due to
their structural disadvantages as a racialised minority, Stewart demonstrates
that some Gypsies have found new paths to advancement. We should not see
them as excluded from the wider society; on the contrary, they are capable of
drawing on traditional cultural resources and using social networks to protect
and consolidate their economic position. This theme of ‘network society’ has
been popular under postsocialism, though it must be admitted that we still lack
a satisfying overall account. While some people may become increasingly
dependent on relatively small networks in order to make ends meet, others
may have difficulty, due for example to higher transportation costs, in
maintaining the economic networks they used in the socialist past. To resolve
these issues empirically requires more collaboration with economic
sociologists than has so far taken place. 

A related classical topic raised in numerous descriptions of postsocialist
settings concerns gift practices. In some locations (such as rural Bulgaria;
Creed 2002) postsocialist poverty is inhibiting expenditure on ritual, while in
others (such as Kazakhstan; Werner 1999) there has been an efflorescence of
gift and ritual activity, which the anthropologist attributes to a strategy to
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sustain a social network that is vital for long-term social security.
Brandtstädter (2003) has argued similarly for a wealthy region of China:
contrary to modernisation theory, expenditure on apparently ‘non-productive’
rituals has continuously increased. Brandtstädter interprets this as investment
in personal relations, and attributes such practices to a continuing deep lack of
trust in the state.

Aid and intervention
Given the extent of their economic difficulties and their political significance,
it was only to be expected that the postsocialist states would become the
objects of Western aid policies. Anthropologists have documented the
political conditions sometimes attached to aid: for instance, USAID resources
were channelled towards privately-owned orchards in Bulgaria, but could not
be used for property that was still in cooperative ownership or use, even
though this was the preference of Bulgarian villagers themselves (Wedel and
Creed 1997). At the macro-societal level, Janine Wedel (1998) has shown how
the transfer of large sums of aid is beset with clientelism, corruption and
difficulties of cultural translation on all sides. Much of her ethnography was
carried out in the form of interviews with leading officials, economists,
politicians and the like. This is a far cry from traditional economic
anthropology, but Wedel’s work is a good example of how anthropologists can
shed fresh light on both the mechanisms of the aid business and the emergent
structures of the postsocialist state. 

As elsewhere in the world, some anthropologists have made close-up
studies of non-governmental organisations as principal vehicles of
intervention in recent years. Some scholars have found it convenient to work
very closely with such organisations, whose local leaders tend to be highly
educated but, for one reason or another, prefer a career in the new ‘third
sector’ to the state or commercial sectors. Some accounts suggest that the
rhetoric of ‘civil society’ often fails to carry conviction in the postsocialist
countries, where many people remain reluctant to accept that the new
voluntary organisations can substitute for the comprehensive range of welfare
and security functions previously provided by the state and institutions such as
industrial enterprises and collective farms. A further problem is that most
attempts by Western agencies to train local elites have led only to their
emigration; they become unaffordable and deeply uncomfortable in their
native countries (Sampson 2002).

Property relations, moral economy and gender
Property issues have been of central emotional as well as economic
significance to many postsocialist citizens. The general thrust of Western
advice has been to privatise resources, following the neoliberal economic logic
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according to which only exclusive individual ownership and alienability of
resources can provide the right incentives for their efficient use.
Anthropologists have countered by pointing out that privatisation may, under
certain conditions, have negative environmental consequences (for the case of
herders in Inner Mongolia, see Sneath 2000). They have emphasised that
holding legal title may be of little value if other legal and economic conditions
are not fulfilled, and they have drawn attention to important non-economic
aspects of property (see Hann, Property chap. 7 supra). For example, the
importance of ownership for recovering valued symbolic identities lost under
socialism was documented by Hann (1993b). Again, some of the most cogent
theoretical contributions on this topic have come from Verdery (for example,
Burawoy and Verdery 1999; Verdery 2003). She has emphasised the need to
place property rights in a wider context of obligations and duties, and pointed
out that many of the ‘goods’ which passed into the hands of private owners
turned out to be ‘bads’, i.e. liabilities. This may be due to unfavourable world
market conditions or simply a consequence of the collapse of the integrated
socialist system, which undercut the economic value of even new and sound
items of capital equipment (see Alexander 2004).

A high proportion of property studies under postsocialism have
concentrated on rural communities, and in particular on the restitution of land
and the privatisation of large socialist farms. Both collective and state farms
were for the most part split up. The very fact that the distinction between
kolkhozand sovkhozoften had a close bearing on postsocialist outcomes is an
indicator that legal forms of property holding were not entirely without
significance under socialism. The detailed outcomes have been analysed by a
team of fieldworkers (Hann and the Property Relations Group 2003) who have
highlighted both threats to the rural ‘moral economy’ and the myriad ways in
which established habits prove resilient. The data collected offer little support
for the new property regime on the ground; rather, as Sturgeon and Sikor
(2004) have commented in summarising another set of postsocialist case
studies (including China and Vietnam as well as Bulgaria and Albania), what
is remarkable is ‘the extent to which rural people reject individualized private
property rights’. Sturgeon and Sikor recognise affinities between the fuzziness
of postsocialist property rights and the ‘ambiguities’ of land tenure systems in
other parts of the world. The postsocialist cases differ, they argue, not only in
the speed and extent of the transformation but above all in the withdrawal or
collapse of the state’s power to regulate property. They emphasise the
opportunities which thereby emerge for new elites. 

Some studies have suggested that the new elites consist largely of former
communist leaders who have converted the bases of their power. Martha
Lampland (2002) has shown how connections established in the socialist
period may provide a form of social capital critical to postsocialist success.
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Other studies (e.g. Thelen 2003) suggest that this variable may not always be
decisive. Michal Buchowski (1997) finds the concept of class helpful in his
analysis of ‘reluctant capitalists’ in rural Poland, which never experienced
mass collectivisation. Overall, the rural case studies are full of suggestive
materials which question the more ambitious sociological generalisations
about the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of postsocialism. Precisely because property
relations are embedded in other domains of social and cultural existence, it is
unlikely that the current unidirectional postsocialist property reforms will lead
to similar consequences throughout Eurasia. It is not even safe to conclude that
collective forms of property holding have everywhere made way for more
individualist and less egalitarian patterns: Thomas Sikor’s (2004) work among
the Black Thai of Vietnam reveals a case in which local people were able to
resist changes of this kind, though he concedes that this case is highly
exceptional.

Several studies have drawn attention to the difficulties faced by new private
farmers, who may attract the envy of others in the community (echoing earlier
theories of ‘limited good’ in studies of peasant economy) because they diverge
from the norms of the moral economy. They may legitimate their wealth by a
donation to the community in the form of renovating its church (Hivon 1995).
Elsewhere, however, private farmers have been more readily accepted,
especially when their success can be visibly attributed to their own hard work
rather than to corruption or speculation. The universal dilemmas of
entrepreneurship arise in vivid forms under postsocialism. How can new
shopkeepers withhold credit from poor customers, in communities which have
not previously experienced any need for informal credit? Such questions lead
us again deep into kinship and social networks, but they have not yet been
addressed adequately in the postsocialist literature.

The long-term absence of household members who now earn money in the
West to sustain families in the postsocialist home is one of many factors
affecting gender relationships. Thelen (2003) found that the new property
regime in rural Hungary has made men the de facto owners of land. Even if
title is often formally held by women, in effect land privatisation has brought
a return to an older patriarchal division of labour and farm management. 
In the comparative literature on the sexual division of labour and gender
asymmetries, postsocialism does seem to be a distinctive case. Without
romanticising the achievements of socialism, it is clear that in most countries
the participation of women in the labour market reached high levels, even in
the countryside; while they continued to hold the major responsibilities for
home work and caring, the domestic workload was alleviated by state
provision that was often much superior to the services provided by wealthier
states in the West. Under postsocialism women have suffered from the
contraction in public provision, and they have often been the first to lose their
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jobs as newly-privatised firms adapt to the rules of the new market. One of the
leading analysts of these processes, Frances Pine (2002), speaks of a
‘withdrawal to the household’; she notes that, while this domain is a source of
pride and identity for women, many in both town and countryside feel
profoundly betrayed by the postsocialist reversal to gender inequalities they
thought they had transcended (see also Gal and Kligman 2000). 

Money, markets and consumption
We have already seen that the sphere of exchange, central to economic
anthropology from its inception, has been prominent in postsocialist studies. It
is important not to exaggerate the affinities of socialist economies to the
differentiated spheres of exchange identified by anthropologists in tribal
societies. For the most part, the socialist states were modernising industrial
states in which all citizens were thoroughly familiar with the use of money in
their everyday lives. None the less, alongside agricultural land a great many
other goods and services were not treated as market commodities under
socialism. Housing, for example, was allocated to the urban population using
non-market criteria. Given strict controls over which consumer goods were to
be produced at all and recurrent shortages, even in the more successful
socialist economies the purely economic options available for the deployment
of money were smaller than is the case in capitalist economies. This same fact
contributed to money’s potent symbolic significance, which has persisted
under postsocialism.

Although few have attempted to apply the concepts of Karl Polanyi and his
substantivist school (see Isaac chap. 1 supra) in this context, the extension of
the realm of ‘general-purpose money’ and of the ‘market principle’ to sectors
previously governed by a principle of ‘redistribution’ have been among the
most contentions and problematic aspects of postsocialist transformation.
Even before the Russian currency collapsed, Humphrey had shown how it was
failing to fulfil the alleged prime function of money, to serve as a medium of
exchange. While Humphrey (2000, 2002) highlighted the development of
barter as an alternative to money payments, Lemon (1998) has investigated
cultural dimensions of currency collapse. She showed how the debasement of
the rouble was associated with anxieties, shared by communists and
nationalists alike, over selling ‘national substances’ too cheaply to foreigners.
The obsessional interest of many Russians in physical details of the American
dollar has become a part of their imaginative search for a new ‘essence of
value’. More concretely, Lemon demonstrated that, although holding a foreign
currency had become legal, not everyone in postsocialist Moscow could use
dollars in the same way. Romani and other ‘foreign’ groups were associated
with counterfeit currency: in this sense ‘there is no “general-purpose Money”,
after all’ (1998: 46). Verdery’s study of pyramid schemes in Romania showed
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how a population unfamiliar with basic principles of saving and banking could
be easily seduced onto a roller-coaster ride to economic ruin. Analogies with
cargo cults in Oceania do not seem far-fetched in this case. On the other hand,
the turbulence of world stock markets in recent years and cases such as Enron
should remind us of the need for caution before we argue too strongly for the
uniqueness of the pyramids and spirals of postsocialism. Neither socialism nor
postsocialism can be neatly modelled as a mirror image of capitalism. 

While some forms of market played an important role under socialism,
notably in the distribution of farm produce from the private plots, both the
scope of the market principle and the visibility of traders have increased in
most parts of the postsocialist world. Hertz (1998) is a rich ethnographic study
of ‘stock fever’ in Shanghai in the early 1990s: the rapid rise and fall of the
stock market in this ‘reform socialist’ economy provide insight into China’s
peculiar mixture of ‘tributary’ and ‘petty capitalist’ modes of production.
Hann (1992) gives an early account of local responses to new forms of market
in the Hungarian case. Konstantinov (1997) provides one of the first analyses
of a distinctive postsocialist phenomenon, the ‘trader-tourist’. His subjects are
Bulgarians who take advantage of the new freedom to travel by participating
in organised bus trips to Istanbul, whose main purpose is small-scale trading.
The main hazards are the deals that need to be struck with custom officers and
other officials, if the entire ‘picaresque’ adventure is to produce a profit. Hann
and Bellér-Hann (1998) consider similar phenomena in the context of
Turkey’s Black Sea coast border with Georgia. In addition to an explosion of
petty trading, this border was conspicuous also for traffic of other kinds,
notably prostitution. Indeed, from sex workers to organ transplants, the ‘free
markets’ of the West seem to have had a dramatic impact on some of the
poorest sections of postsocialist society. Mandel and Humphrey (2002)
provide further illustrations and moral commentaries on a wide range of
market-related phenomena.

Work on postsocialist consumption patterns, while reflecting more general
tendencies in recent economic anthropology, also directs attention to aspects
not found elsewhere. These concern not only the suddenness with which
citizens were exposed to a dazzling range of consumer goods but also the basic
change of principle that ‘overnight’ made all goods potentially available to all
– provided one had the money to buy. Numerous studies have shown how
people use goods to construct and display their new social identities. Again,
Humphrey has been a pioneer, as with her analyses of the villas built by the
‘new Russians’ and the tastes they reflect (Humphrey 2002).

It is especially interesting in this context to look to China, where the
expansion of consumerism has occurred somewhat more gradually. Latham
(2002) has examined the role of the media in promoting new goods and the
habits associated with them. Watson (1997) has led a team investigation of
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how McDonald’s, often perceived as a symbol of ‘culture-blind’ globalisation,
in fact adapts its practices to local contexts. The image and experience of
eating hamburgers in postsocialist Beijing is in some respects quite the
opposite of the image and experience offered by the corporation in America.
The main point here, that the homogenising forces of international political
economy are always modified by specific local or national factors, is of course
one that anthropologists and others have analysed elsewhere in the world.

Conclusion
Postsocialism is an instructive setting in which to revisit classical issues in
economic anthropology, to open up some new ones and to reflect on the
relationship between the disciplines. Neoliberal orientations grounded in
rational-choice models that assume utility-maximising individuals as agents
have failed to provide adequate predictions and descriptions of this so-called
‘transition’. Anthropologists can offer more realistic analyses which engage
with the embeddedness of the economy, recognise the complexity of decision
taking, and the impossibility of changing values and assumptions overnight. In
short, postsocialism highlights the contrasting levels at which economists and
anthropologists study economic phenomena and the need to involve the latter,
and to take seriously the lessons of detailed and small-scale analysis, in
preparing advice to policy makers.

The demise of the Soviet bloc was a remarkable moment in world history,
but there is no need to reify this moment as it disappears into history. We must
be careful not to exaggerate the rupture, just as we need to avoid exaggerating
the contrast between capitalist and socialist systems before 1989. The value of
the anthropological contribution often consists in pointing to the continuities
accompanying change. Some postsocialist practices in the informal economy,
for example, might be attributable to the specific birth pangs of a new order;
but even these may have their antecedents in socialist practices, while some
may be traced back to even older cultural notions and strategies. Conclusive
generalisations about changes in informal economic practices during and after
socialism may prove impossible; many economic anthropologists can do no
better than endorse the neo-institutionalist notion of ‘path dependency’.
Similar problems arise in generalising about the winners of decollectivisation:
are they those who can draw upon their social capital as ex-socialist farm
managers, or their cultural capital as the children and grandchildren of
prosperous peasants, or possibly some combination of the two? Again, it is
often argued that postsocialist citizens manipulate social networks to alleviate
their economic difficulties, and that the latter might directly or indirectly be
contributing to processes of ethnic closure. But Verdery (1993) showed that
ethnicity was also an important mechanism for dealing with the shortages of
the old centrally planned economy. So the questions arise: when precisely do
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postsocialist networks open up, and when do they narrow? Has the demise of
socialism really transformed the use of networks in the perception of the
actors, and/or in some external analytic sense?

These and many other questions have yet to be addressed adequately. The
often contradictory evidence emerging from case studies has yet to be
synthesised and integrated into the general theory of economic anthropology
and the multidisciplinary corpus of ‘transition studies’.
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15 The gift and gift economy
Yunxiang Yan

Gift giving constitutes one of the most important modes of social exchange in
human societies. The give-and-take of gifts in everyday life creates, maintains
and strengthens various social bonds – be they cooperative, competitive or
antagonistic – which in turn define the identities of persons. A scrutiny of the
gift and the gift economy, therefore, may provide us with an effective and
unique means of understanding the formation of personhood and the structure
of social relations in a given society. 

It is almost impossible to establish a universal typology of gift activities
because the world of gifts is both complex and diverse. Given that some gifts
are offered in ritualised occasions while others are not, a basic distinction can
be made between ceremonial and non-ceremonial gifts. The most common
examples of the former include gift activities in rites of passage and holidays,
such as weddings, funerals and Christmas, while an occasional gift offered to
a helper to express gratitude or some regular exchange of presents among
family members or friends may be considered as non-ceremonial gifts.
Ceremonial giving can be extremely elaborate and constitutes an important
social event in its own right, such as the famous kula ring in Trobriand society
or the potlatch among the northwest native Americans (see Strathern and
Stewart chap. 14 supra). Although highly institutionalised and ritualised,
ceremonial gift giving is by no means static; instead, it may evolve rapidly in
response to social and market changes. A good example in this connection is
Christmas giving, which has developed from a moderate and familial activity
in Euro-American societies to an elaborate institution of gift exchange across
kinship and class boundaries that, as part of the globalisation process, has
shown a tendency of becoming a global phenomenon by the end of the
twentieth century (see Miller 1993; Waits 1993). 

Another way to classify gift activities is to look at the agency of social
actors: do two persons exchange gifts on behalf of the respective groups that
they belong to, such as family, lineage or village community? Or, is the gift
exchanged between two autonomous individuals? The custom of bridewealth
is a good example of collectivist giving and, by contrast, most gift activities in
contemporary Western societies occur between two autonomous individuals. 

Bridewealth commonly refers to the property transferred from the groom’s
family or kin group to that of the bride; it serves to validate a marriage
agreement and the transfer of the rights over women from one family to
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another and is often used by senior men to establish future marriages for the
male siblings of the bride. The material content of bridewealth varies from one
society to another, but usually it requires items that are most valued locally. In
much of Africa, the traditional measure of bridewealth has been cattle in a
fixed number, and it often takes the collective effort of an extended family or
kin group to provide the required amount of valuables. In a classic description
of the Nuer in East Africa, Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard (1940) showed that the
standard amount of bridewealth is forty head of cattle. The groom’s kinsmen
sent these animals to the bride’s family in several instalments; then the bride’s
father was obligated to distribute these cattle among the relatives of his side
and the bride’s mother’s side, while retaining the largest share for himself.
Because the bridewealth comes from and goes to a host of families on both
sides, the giver and recipient represent two collectivities, and the gift process
helps to establish affinal alliances between two kin groups. Consequently, the
divorce of a couple will also have far-reaching implications on these two kin
groups. 

In general, most collective gift-giving activities are institutionalised and
ceremonial because collective identities and group interest are at stake, while
most individualistic gifts occur in non-ceremonial occasions. But there are
exceptions. The exchange of kula valuables is an institutionalised ceremonial
activity but remains as a highly competitive enterprise wherein individuals act
as free agents. On the other hand, the offer of an engagement ring in
contemporary Western societies is a highly ritualised and institutionalised act
of individual giving.

Looking at the context of social relations, we can see a distinction between
horizontal and vertical gift exchange. Horizontal exchange occurs among
social equals while vertical exchange cuts across the boundaries of social
status; but the two types of gift activities may co-exist on some occasions.
Taking the Christmas gift giving as an example, the horizontal exchange of
gifts among friends, classmates and co-workers goes on together with the
vertical exchange of gifts between employers and employees, patrons and
clients, hosts and service providers and, to a lesser degree, between senior and
junior generations in a family or kin group. Given the implications of
inequality and hierarchy that are inherent to most cases of vertical gift giving,
a unilateral and downward flow of gifts often plays an important role in the
formation of political authority and power, such as in the cases of the
Melanesian big-man and the Polynesian chief (Sahlins 1972; see Strathern and
Stewart chap. 14 supra).

Gender is another important dimension in the world of gifts. Many earlier
studies of gift giving in non-Western societies seem to be gender-blind
because they tended to focus on institutions of ceremonial exchanges in public
life where women were thought to play only a trivial role. Annette Weiner’s
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study of the Trobriand Islands represents one of the first significant
breakthroughs, for she argues that women there are by no means the object of
gift exchange among men; on the contrary, women play an autonomous and
crucial role in certain ceremonial, public exchanges, such as the mortuary
exchanges in which women distribute women’s wealth, banana-leaf bundles
and skirts, to both female and male funeral guests. By so doing, women
reclaim their unique role in the matrilineage and restate matrilineal solidarity
(Weiner 1976, 1992; see also M. Strathern 1988). It is interesting that, while
scrutinising the circulation of kula valuables among competitive males in
Trobriand Island, Bronislaw Malinowski did not notice the equally important
and elaborate exchange of women’s wealth which takes place in the public
sphere as well, though he carried out his fieldwork some sixty years before
Weiner. In contemporary Western societies, women not only give more gifts
but also receive more than their male counterparts (Caplow 1984; Cheal
1988), and giving is regarded as an essential part of a feminised ideology of
love (Cheal 1987). How to assess women’s dominant role in gift giving,
however, remains a debatable issue. As Aafke Komter (1996: 120) notes: 

Gift giving by women is embedded in a network of social expectations, norms and
rules regarding their societal rights and duties and their position within the family.
This embeddedness of feminine generosity in persistent patterns of social inequality
between genders suggests that women, gifts and power are somehow related to each
other.

The economic implications of giving are enormously far-reaching in
developed countries as well as in small-scale and pre-industrial societies.
Malinowski has long argued that the motive that drove Trobriand Islanders
cannot be explained in terms of materialistic self-interest. Instead, they
produce extra yams so that the harvest may be given to exchange partners,
chiefs, and eventually rot in storehouses for the sake of earning prestige.
Similarly, they actively participate in the inter-island kula exchange primarily
to obtain the armshells and necklaces that are renowned but have no practical
value (Malinowski 1984 [1922]; Weiner 1992). The exchange of kula
valuables therefore constitutes the very foundation of such prestige economy
in Trobriand society. The cattle complex in Africa is similar, for the
production and exchange of cattle are mostly for social, political and ritual
purposes, and people have an exaggerated and emotional personal attachment
to their animals (Evans-Pritchard 1940). Gift exchange may be seen as a
different type of economy even in the narrowest sense of the term: Christmas
gifts account for several billion dollars worth of business in contemporary
American society (Waits 1993) and the villagers in north China spent nearly
20 per cent of their annual income on gift giving (Yan 1996).

Although not the first to examine the world of gifts, Marcel Mauss laid out
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the theoretical foundation for the anthropology of the gift when he published
The gift in 1925. He notes that gift exchange is characterised by the obligations
of giving, receiving and returning. Chief among the three obligations is that of
the returning; hence the primary question: ‘What force is there in the thing
given which compels the recipient to make a return?’ (Mauss 1967 [1925]: 1).
Mauss finds his answer in the Maori concept of hau, a mystic power that lies
in the forest and in the valuables (taonga) given by one person to another. The
hau always wishes to return to its place of origin, but can only do so through
the medium of an object given in exchange for the original gift. Failure to
return a gift, therefore, can result in serious trouble, including the death of the
recipient. It is the hau in the gift, Mauss asserts, that forces the recipient to
make a return, and he calls this ‘the spirit of the gift’ (1967 [1925]: 8–9). As
a result, 

one gives away what is in reality a part of one’s nature and substance, while to
receive something is to receive a part of someone’s spiritual essence. To keep this
thing is dangerous, not only because it is illicit to do so, but also because it comes
morally, physically and spiritually from a person. (1967 [1925]: 10)

The bonds created by gifts are thus the mutually-dependent ties between
persons. Here we can see that the fundamental issue in Mauss’s analysis of the
gift is to determine how people relate to things and, through things, relate to
each other. As Liep (1990: 165) notes, both Karl Marx and Mauss were
concerned with the alienation of people from the products of their labour,
which increases with the development of capitalist economy. But unlike Marx,
who focused on the system of commodity exchange in modern societies and
discovers the secret of surplus value (1976 [1867]), Mauss concentrated on
gift exchange in ‘primitive’ societies and seeks answers from indigenous
belief systems. To compare the primitive, personal gift economy with the
modern, impersonal system of commodity exchange, Mauss lays out a three-
stage, evolutionary scheme. Social exchange begins with ‘total prestations’, in
which the materials transferred between groups are only part of a larger range
of non-economic transfers. The second stage is gift exchange between moral
persons who represent groups. The final stage is commodity exchange
between independent individuals in market societies (see Mauss 1967 [1925]:
68–9).

The reciprocal obligation in gift exchange, the spirit of the gift, the
opposition between gifts and commodities and the relationship between the
person and things are the four themes in Mauss’s work and they continue to
be of central interest to contemporary anthropologists. In fact, it is not an
exaggeration to say that economic anthropology itself, as a distinct sub-field,
has emerged from a long series of debates regarding the nature of the gift in
various societies.
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The principle of reciprocity
The anthropology of the gift was long dominated by the issue of the principle
of reciprocity, which first emerged as a critique of the Maussian notion of the
spirit of the gift. Prior to the appearance of Mauss’s classic, Malinowski had
published his famous ethnographic account of kula exchange in Melanesian
society and had described in detail the local system of transactions, ranging
from the ‘pure gift’ to ‘real barter’ (1984 [1922]). Rejecting Mauss’s inter-
pretation of the spirit of the gift, Malinowski retracted his category of the ‘pure
gift’ in a later book (1962 [1926]) and articulated the principle of reciprocity
to explain the local system of economic transactions. He argued that the
binding force of economic obligations lies in the sanction which either side
may invoke to sever the bonds of reciprocity. One gives because of the
expectation of return and one returns because of the threat that one’s partner
may stop giving. All rights and obligations are ‘arranged into well-balanced
chains of reciprocal services’ (Malinowski 1962 [1926]: 46). He thus
concluded that the principle of reciprocity was the foundation of Melanesian
social order (1962 [1926]: chaps 3, 4, 8, 9). In a similar vein, Fortes (1949)
emphasised the political function of exchange and reciprocity, especially the
formal exchange of gifts between affines, in maintaining social equilibrium
between potentially conflicting sectors in Tallensi society in Africa.

Inspired by Malinowski’s work, Raymond Firth argued that the concept 
of reciprocity (locally called utu) is a fundamental drive to action among 
the Maori in New Zealand. The Maori attach great importance to the notion 
of ‘compensation’ or ‘equivalent return’ (Firth 1959: 412ff.). Firth also 
offers the most detailed and influential criticism of Mauss’s treatment of the
Maori notion of hau. According to Firth, Mauss misinterprets the hau by
imputing active qualities to it, which Maori people do not recognise; he also
confuses the hau of the gift with the hau of the giver; and finally, he neglects
the third party in a given transaction, which is crucial to comprehend the
original meaning of the hau (see Firth 1959: 419–20; MacCormack 1982:
287).

Mauss’s rendering of the hau was challenged further by Marshall Sahlins.
He criticised Mauss’s preoccupation with the spiritual significance of the hau
and his neglect of its economic significance. ‘The meaning of hau one
disengages from the exchange of taonga is as secular as the exchange itself. If
the second gift is the hau of the first, then the hau of a good is its yield, just as
the hau of a forest is its productiveness’ (Sahlins 1972: 160). He identified
three variables as critical to determining the general nature of gifts and
exchange: kinship distance, sociability and generosity. To demonstrate the
universality of reciprocity, Sahlins (1972: 191–210) also introduced a
tripartite division of exchange phenomena: generalised reciprocity, balanced
reciprocity, negative reciprocity.
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Because of the reciprocal obligations in the game of gift exchange, the
donor may gain prestige and power by transforming the recipient into a debtor;
hence the creation of an unequal relationship until a return gift is made. In
situations where unbalanced transactions occur, gifts usually pass downward
in the social hierarchy because giving is prestigious. The superiority of the
giver is believed to be common to gift systems all over the world (Gregory
1982: 47), although the political implications of this superiority varies from
actual control over the recipient to the mere prestige of the giver (see 
A. Strathern 1971: 10). The potlatch among northwest native Americans is
often used to illustrate the prestige and power of exaggerated generosity 
and wealth display by competing chiefs. However, as the aim is to crush a 
rival chief with excessive obligations that cannot be repaid, the ultimate 
result of the potlatch, as Maurice Godelier (1999: 58) correctly points out, is
to break the chain of reciprocity; hence the self-negation of the principle of
reciprocity.

The principle of reciprocity was so frequently employed to generalise about
social patterns of gift exchange that it became something of a cliché. As
MacCormack (1976: 101) warns: ‘the description of all types of exchanges as
reciprocal easily leads to an obscuring of the significant differences between
them’. It is interesting to note that some aspects of the reciprocity model
derived from relatively ‘simple’ societies, such as the obligation of return and
the superiority of the gift giver, do not always fit the social reality of more
complex, differentiated societies where there is an advanced division of labour
and a significant commercial sector. For example, Lebra (1969) questions the
‘equivalent return’ in reciprocal relations by examining the repayment of
Japanese on gifts (benevolent favours from superiors). She demonstrates that,
given the hierarchical context of Japanese society, the person who is in a
subordinate position can never balance the gift received from a superior. In
Chinese society, a particular type of gift, xiaojing, flows up the ladder of social
status and no equivalent return is expected; the recipients remain socially
superior even though they fail to return the gifts (Yan 1996: 147–75). Both the
Japanese and the Chinese cases suggest that giving does not always involve
reciprocal returns, and unilateral giving does not always generate power for
the donor. 

Moreover, the core of reciprocity is the notion of equivalent return or
balanced exchange, and a possible negative effect of overemphasising
balanced exchange is to reduce giving to essentially dyadic transactions
between self-interested individuals. In the end, it is still the material aspect of
the gift that accounts for everything generated by the exchange: status,
prestige, power and, of course, wealth. Yet, there is always something about
gifts that cannot be explained in terms of economic rationality, such as the
spiritual aspect of the gift.
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The spirit of the gift
The Maussian notion of the spirit of the gift was revitalised from two
directions during the 1980s. First, in South Asian studies, several
anthropologists explored the Indian notion of giving without expectation of
material return. As early as the 1970s, Vatuk and Vatuk (1971: 217) noted the
asymmetric gift relationships in the context of the caste hierarchy in which
people of low castes were generally not expected to return the dan gifts they
received from their superiors. Further investigations revealed that these gifts,
which are offered by people in the dominant caste to those in lower castes
during various secular and religious rituals, serve to transfer dangerous and
inauspicious elements – such as illness, death and misfortune – from the donor
to the recipient. To accept these gifts is to become the vessel of evil and
inauspiciousness, like swallowing poison, and the recipients in the lower
castes are required by the caste ideology to receive this type of poisonous gift
without making a return gift (Brahman priests also accept dan gifts for the
benefit of the entire community, but they can digest the evil elements by their
internal power; see Parry 1986; Raheja 1988). As a result, the institutionalised
flow of poisonous gifts from the dominant caste to subordinate castes is a
mode of domination. These gifts constitute a serious challenge to the
generalised model of reciprocity, leading Parry (1986) to interpret the absence
of reciprocity in the Indian gift of dan in terms of the ‘evil spirit’ of the gift.
But by so doing, he actually denies Mauss’s original argument that the spirit
of the gift elicits a return gift. Reflecting on this, Parry (1986: 463) writes:
‘Where we have the “spirit”, reciprocity is denied; where there is reciprocity
there is not much evidence of “spirit”. The two aspects of the model do not
hang together’.

One resolution of this contradiction is found in Pacific island societies,
where one can see both the spirit and the obligation to return. Rather than
accepting Mauss’s interpretation of the Maori hau, many anthropologists have
employed the notion of inalienability to explain the existence of spiritual, non-
utilitarian ties between giver and recipient. In a provocative paper, Damon
examines the Muyuw kitoum, a kind of kula valuable that is individually
owned. He argues that because the objects in question represent the ‘congealed
labour’ of the individual owner, ‘no matter where a kitoum is … it can be
claimed by its owner’ (Damon 1980: 282). All kula valuables are brought into
the exchange by the labour of specific individuals and, therefore, constitute the
inalienable kitoum of those individuals (1980: 284). Gregory develops similar
views in his analysis of the difference between gift–debt relations and
commodity–debt relations. According to Gregory, gift debts involve a transfer
of inalienable objects between mutually dependent persons, whereas
commodity debts result from the exchange of alienable objects between
independent transactors. ‘A gift is like a tennis ball with an elastic band
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attached to it. The owner of the ball may lose possession of it for a time, but
the ball will spring back to its owner if the elastic band is given a jerk’
(Gregory 1980: 640). The most intriguing point to arise from this discussion
is that the inalienability of certain valuables may explain not only the
motivation to return but also the original motivation for participation in
competitive systems such as the kula (see Damon 1982; Feil 1982; Gregory
1982: 340–45).

The inalienability of the gift is at the core of a new theory of gift exchange
advanced by Weiner (1992), who is critical of standard anthropological studies
which rely on the principle of reciprocity. She argues that the notion of
reciprocity is deeply rooted in Western thought and has been used to justify
theories of a free-market economy since Thomas Hobbes (see Weiner 1992:
28–30). Anthropologists have continued in this tradition and take for granted
that there is an innate, mystical or natural autonomy in the workings of
reciprocity. Weiner (1992: 43) maintains: 

What motivates reciprocity is its reverse – the desire to keep something back from
the pressures of give and take. This something is a possession that speaks to and for
an individual’s or a group’s social identity and, in so doing, affirms the difference
between one person or group and another. Because the ownership of inalienable
possessions establishes difference, ownership attracts other kinds of wealth.

It is this principle of keeping-while-giving, rather than the norm of
reciprocity, that can explain the obligation to return a gift, the central issue
raised by Mauss (Weiner 1992: 46). Interestingly, Weiner suggests that Mauss
is right about the Maori hau: ‘The hau as a life force embedded in the person
is transmitted to the person’s possessions’ and thus adds inalienable value to
the objects (Weiner 1992: 63; see also Thompson 1987). Thus, economic
anthropology had come full circle by the 1990s: the spirit of the gift, in the
name of inalienability, was back at centre stage.

This theory of the inalienable gift, however, can hardly be applied to gift
practices in those complex societies where most gifts are purchased
commodities. For example, in China money plays an important role in
ceremonial giving, and in non-ritualised occasions most material gifts are
consumer goods such as wine, cigarettes and canned food (see Kipnis 1997;
Yan 1996). In contrast to the Melanesian and Polynesian cases, which involve
the endless circulation of valuable shells, fine mats or cloaks, the commodity-
turned-gifts exchanged among the Chinese are rarely recycled as return gifts.
Instead, it is expected that gifts will be consumed by the recipient soon after
their acceptance. 

While it challenges the notion of inalienability, the Chinese case suggests
that the spirit of the gift can be understood at two levels. The theory of
inalienability elaborated by Weiner, among others, can be seen in the
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Melanesian case where the gift is believed to contain hau or some other
spiritual essence and thus cannot be disposed of freely by the recipient. This
is the empirical evidence upon which Mauss bases his argument, but as an
empirical observation it may not be true in other societies. However, in
broader terms, the point that Mauss and others made from the Melanesian data
is that the bond between individuals or groups can be created through the
association between persons and things. Therefore, the key issue in any
society is to determine what people think about the message conveyed by the
gift: love, friendship, caring, obligation or a supernatural spirit. When research
is conducted in complex, state societies, the spirit of the gift is better to be
understood as the spirit of the donor and the relationship between donor and
recipient.

Gifts vs. commodities 
Mauss’s original distinction between personal gift giving and impersonal
commodity exchange has been widely accepted and, until recently, few
anthropologists have criticised this basic distinction. Based on Karl Polanyi’s
(1957) theory of three modes of exchange, Sahlins suggests that the sorts of
relations and values that are taken to characterise gift exchange and those that
characterise commodity exchange should not be seen as bipolar opposites, but
rather as extreme points of a continuum (1972: 191–7). The most important
determinant is kinship distance: ‘Reciprocity is inclined toward the
generalised pole by close kinship, toward the negative extreme in proportion
to kinship distance’ (1972: 196). In other words, people tend to exchange gifts
among kin and commodities among non-kin. As so-called primitive societies
are regarded as dominated by kinship, Sahlins’s scheme implies that there is a
link between the mode of exchange and the mode of production, a proposition
developed by Gregory a decade later (1980, 1982). Following Marx’s
definition of commodities and Mauss’s characterisation of gifts, Gregory
offers a binary formulation of a gift economy in clan-based societies vs. a
commodity economy in class-based societies. He (1982: 41) maintains that
commodity exchange establishes objective and quantitative relationships
between the objects transacted, while gift exchange establishes a personal and
qualitative relationship between the subjects transacting. The real distinction
between gifts and commodities, therefore, lies in the different orders of social
relations that are constructed and mediated through the exchange of objects.

The sharp contrast between gift exchange and commodity exchange has
been questioned by many anthropologists since the 1980s. Damon (1982: 343)
points out that although the kula ring is not a system of commodity exchange,
it does lead to an expansion or accumulation of valuables by individual
participants. Morris (1986: 6–7) argues that in state societies such as ancient
Greece, gift exchange also functioned as a primary form of exchange both
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within and between communities. Several scholars have pointed out that the
radical opposition between gifts and commodities is actually a result of the
ideological construction of the pure gift in the West and the romanticisation of
gift relations in non-Western societies and they suggest that this radical
opposition should be abandoned (Appadurai 1986: 11–13; Carrier 1990:
20–25; Parry 1986: 465; Parry and Bloch 1989: 8–12). Based on ethnographic
findings reported in their edited volume on money, Parry and Bloch propose a
new approach to the difference between gift and commodity. In this view,
there are two related but separate transactional orders in most societies, ‘on the
one hand transactions concerned with the reproduction of the long-term social
or cosmic order; on the other, a “sphere” of short-term transactions concerned
with the arena of individual competition’ (Parry and Bloch 1989: 24).

For those who emphasise the inalienable features of the gift, however, the
distinction between gifts and commodities remains essential. Marilyn
Strathern insists that gift exchange differs from barter or commodity exchange
because the value of the gifts is judged qualitatively, not quantitatively as in
the case of commodities. She (1992: 177) points out that Melanesian gift
exchange is based on ‘the capacity for actors (agents, subjects) to extract or
elicit from others items that then become the object of their relationship’.
Similarly, Weiner (1992: 191n2) maintains that ‘inalienable possessions attain
absolute value that is subjectively constituted and distinct from the exchange
value of commodities or the abstract value of money’. 

Another way to address the issue is to acknowledge that in both traditional
pre-market systems and contemporary market systems there are certain sacred
objects that can never entirely be alienated from their original owners. It is this
inalienable sacred air of certain objects that draws the basic boundary between
gift and commodity exchanges. In this respect, Weiner’s notion of ‘keeping-
while-giving’ may help us to understand the felt need to distinguish gifts from
commodities; but because of the entanglement of gift and commodity
exchanges in everyday practice, this notion alone cannot explain the
complicated relations between gifts and commodities.

Appropriately, a number of anthropologists have argued that gifts and
commodities co-exist in certain circumstances (for example, Carrier 1991;
Godelier 1977; Morris 1986; Parry and Bloch 1989). With some
qualifications, the interchangeability of gift and commodity is also argued,
especially the dual role of money as gift and commodity (Gregory 1980; A.
Strathern 1979), and the transformation of commodity into gift through the
work of appropriation. The development of gift wrapping serves just such a
function, appropriating an impersonal commodity into a personalised gift
(Carrier 1995). It is interesting to note that, before 1880, both urban and rural
Americans tended to give handmade objects at Christmas and they rarely
wrapped them. When handmade gifts were replaced by manufactured items,
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however, gift wrapping quickly developed into a norm for Christmas presents,
and the new norm in turn led to a new industry of wrapping products (see
Waits 1993: 16–28).

Not only do objects pass from commodity to gift (and back again; see
Werbner 1990), recent studies of gift exchange in China show that there is a
grey area between gift relations and commodity relations. In this grey area a
particular type of Chinese gift, an instrumental gift, plays a role in merging
these two opposing sets of relations. Instrumental gifts are given in exchange
for favours or services, and the recipients in turn repay the donors by
exercising their positional power or providing resources which are under their
control. As a result, the instrumental gift serves to channel commodity
transactions, from purchasing consumer goods to starting private businesses,
in a highly personalised way (see Smart 1997; Yan 1996; Yang 1994).
Instrumental gift giving is reported in modern Japan (Befu 1968), and efforts
to personalise commodity relations can be found in typical commodity
societies as well, such as the petty market of stolen goods in London’s East
End (Mars 1982).

The intriguing point here is that, because of the potential for instrumentality
inherent in the gift, it can be used to cultivate personal relations and produce
a twofold result. On the one hand, the instrumental gift is transformed into a
quasi-commodity, because it is transacted for personal interests and is
reciprocated with a similarly instrumental return (goods, favour, service and
so on). On the other hand, the instrumental exchange relations facilitated by
these gifts in turn become personal to some extent, and further commodity
transactions can be arranged through the ‘back door’ by mutually-trusted,
more or less dependent partners. Hence a grey area is created between the
poles of gift relation and commodity relation, in which the commoditisation of
the gift leads to the personalisation of commodity exchanges. Although at first
this appears to be paradoxical, it may prove to be true in many contexts: the
internal structure of the gift is not immutable, and in a world of commodities
we should not be surprised to discover that gifts can gain a commercial aspect.

The person in the gift
An underlying theme in almost all anthropological discussions of the gift and
the gift economy is the relationship between persons and material objects,
which is also the fundamental issue that Mauss wanted to address. In this
connection, studies by Parry and Carrier are particularly noteworthy. Parry
(1986) shows that Maori and Hindu ideologies of gift exchange represent
fundamentally opposite types: the former requires the reciprocity of every gift
given and the latter denies reciprocity, at least in the case of the dan gift.
However, the Maori and Indian gifts share one thing in common, the absence
of an absolute disjunction between persons and things. The separation between
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persons and things is, according to Parry (1986: 468), a product of Christian
cosmology: ‘Christianity – with its notion that all men are fashioned equally
in the image of God – has developed a universalistic conception of purely
disinterested giving’. Furthermore, strong faith in freedom and choice leads to
the belief that ‘those who make free and unconstrained contracts in the market
also make free and unconstrained gifts outside it’ (1986: 469; original
emphasis).

In line with Parry’s view, Carrier argues that the ideology of the perfect gift
in the West is shaped by the rise of industrial capitalism. ‘Free and
disinterested givers and recipients who transact unobligating expressions of
affection come into cultural existence with the shift of production out of the
affective and substantial relations that exist in the household to the impersonal
relations of wage labor and capital’ (Carrier 1990: 31). The ideology of the
pure gift prevailing in American society is based on two popular conceptions:
the gift is immaterial and its material value is beside the point; and the gift is
unconstrained and unconstraining – ‘it is a pure expression from the heart that
does not bind giver and recipient’ (1990: 20–21). This ideology, however,
does not always accord with everyday practices, for the gifts often are
predictable and regulated socially (see Caplow 1982, 1984; Cheal 1988).
Thus, the gift relations characterised by Mauss for traditional societies also
exist in capitalist societies.

One important implication of Parry’s and Carrier’s works is that, although
gift exchange exists in all human societies, the form it takes varies greatly,
depending on the particular culture within which it is rooted. Hence we may
find multiple forms of the gift – the Indian gift, the ‘Indian gift’ (Parry’s term
for the Melanesian and Polynesian gift), the Japanese gift, the American gift
and so on. At a deeper level, different gift forms reflect different kinds of
persons and personhood. In Melanesian societies, for example, the person is
relationally constructed and in turn represents a set of social relations in his or
her social acts, including gift giving. A primary feature of the relational
personhood is that ‘persons simply do not have alienable items, that is,
property at their disposal; they can only dispose of items by enchaining
themselves in relations with others’ (M. Strathern 1988: 161). By contrast, the
free autonomous individual defined by neoclassical economics has nothing
intrinsic to his or her personhood but ‘bare undifferentiated free will’;
everything else is alienable (Radin 1996: 62). In other words, differences in
person and personhood provide us the key to better understanding why the
Melanesian pure gift is inalienable and thus obligatory, while the Western
perfect gift is free and thus must be unconstraining.

Conversely, a Western-oriented understanding of the person in anthro-
pology may contribute to the misunderstanding of the gift in non-Western
societies. At the core of the debate about the nature of the gift is its essential
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ambiguity; that is, gifts are at once free and constraining, self-interested and
disinterested, and are motivated by both generosity and calculation or
expectation of return. Although Mauss initiated the anthropological discourse
of the gift by taking a both–and approach to examine the ambiguous nature of
the gift, most subsequent studies have adopted the either–or approach by
focusing on one of the two sides of the same coin. As a result, the principle of
reciprocity, the inalienability of the gift and the dichotomy of gift and
commodity have dominated the study of the gift. Underneath all these
theories, there is a Western notion of the perfect gift, based on the belief of the
autonomous and free individual, that has been used to examine gift-giving
activities all over the world; hence the enigma of the gift. As Mark Osteen
(2002: 240) correctly points out:

We have met the enemy and he is us: the perfect altruist is nothing more than the
obverse face of Homo economicus … We will achieve no deeper understanding of
gift exchange and their relationships to economic and social behavior until we
discard or at least modify the notion of persons as free, unconstrained transactors.

An example of this is the silence about the role of emotionality in non-
Western systems of gift exchange. Most existing studies are preoccupied with
discovering either the economic rationality or religious beliefs of local people.
We have detailed descriptions regarding the patterns of economic transactions,
the working principles of reciprocity, the relations between gift giving and
cosmology, the interconnection between persons and things. Few studies, by
contrast, have touched upon the emotional world of ordinary people and the
role that gifts play in expressing emotions. Weiner’s (1992) book is no doubt
the most radical departure from the rational model of reciprocity and the most
thorough effort to date to explore the spiritual aspect of the gift. Nevertheless,
it is still difficult to determine whether or not the gifts exchanged in
Melanesian and Polynesian societies involve sentiments, even though it is
logical to expect some sort of emotional response.

In contrast, studies of gifts in Western societies always emphasise the
spontaneous, emotional nature of the gift: Cheal suggests that the gift
economy in Western societies is actually part of a culture of love (Cheal 
1987: 150–69, 1988: 40–55, 106–20). According to Caplow, emotionality is
important in the selection of Christmas gifts in American families. The
economic values of any giver’s gift are supposed to be sufficiently scaled to
the emotional value of relationships, so that 

when they are opened in the bright glare of the family circle, the donor will not
appear to have disregarded either the legitimate inequality of some relationships by,
for example, giving a more valuable gift to a nephew than to a son, or the legitimate
equality of other relationships by, for example, giving conspicuously unequal gifts
to two sons. (Caplow 1984: 1313)
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This suggests that, in fact, gift recipients are scaled in terms of their social
or kinship distance or status in relation to the donor, and that gift exchange is
not based on a neutral sense of ‘natural feelings’ between two parties.
Interestingly enough, however, the concern with social distance is translated
as the ‘emotional value’ of the relationship.

The implication here is that the Euro-American ideology of the pure gift
may exaggerate the role of emotionality, thus obscuring the fact that gift
exchange in such societies is also regulated by many rules and serves to deal
with relationships that are important but insecure. Furthermore, this ideology
may also lead scholars to overlook the existence of emotionality in non-
Western systems of gift exchange, where expression of personal feeling is
thought to be similar and thus adds nothing new to the study of the gift. Carrier
(1992: 204) warns that a straightforward reading of Mauss’s The gift by many
anthropologists has led to both the orientalisation of an alien ‘other’ and the
occidentalisation of the modern West. As a result, ‘the model that had focused
on difference between us and them, ignoring similarity, became a definition
that denied or elided similarity’. Whether these criticisms can be applied to all
anthropological studies of the gift is questionable; but the absence of
emotionality in so many studies of the gift in non-Western societies deserves
some serious reflection, because, after all, emotionality is perhaps the most
personal factor that makes giving gifts different from exchanging
commodities.
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CHAPTER 8

No Guests at Our Table:
Social Fragmentation

in Georgia
Nora Dudwick

G eorgia's history, social structure, and geographical characteristics
have created problems and opportunities that differ from those
of other post-Soviet states. Despite the country's relatively small
size, Georgia's steep mountain ranges have led, over many cen-

turies, to the development of economically, linguistically, and culturally
diverse regions. Together with the administrative legacy of the Soviet Union,
which defined levels of administrative autonomy according to ethnicity, this
diversity provided ready-made fault lines for separatist struggles in the for-
mer autonomous regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as well as civil
conflict throughout the country. These conflicts led to the displacement of
several hundred thousand persons, many of whom lost their homes, house-
hold possessions, and savings.

Georgia is home to a host of nationalities, some of them concentrated in
ethnic enclaves. There are Georgian Muslims in Ajara; ethnic Armenians on
the Armenian border, in Tbilisi, and dispersed throughout the republic; eth-
nic Azeris on the Azerbaijani border and in Kvemo Kartli, Kakheti, and Tbil-
isi; as well as Ossetians, Kurds, Greeks, Jews, Russians, and other minorities
Even among ethnic Georgians there are distinct traditions, histories, and
dialects. Although active government efforts have reduced ethnic tensions
exacerbated by "the radical messianic rhetoric and intense nationalist parti-
sanship' (Jones 1996, p 2) of the first post-Soviet president, Zviad Gam-
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sakhurdia, the potential for conflict remains, especially in underdeveloped
regions where minorities attribute official neglect to ethnic discrimination.

Today, political and economic changes have transformed the everyday
social world of Georgians. In a country once known for its flourishing sec-
ond economy and exuberant displays of personal wealth, most ordinary
people dunng the Soviet era enjoyed a secure, if modest, lifestyle. Since
independence, however, the gap between rich and poor has visibly
increased

Methods and Sites

Field research for this qualitative study, designed to contribute to a study of
income distribution and poverty in Georgia,' was carried out between Sep-
tember and December 1996 by teams of interviewers who spent one to two
weeks in each of the regions. The qualitative study was based on 600 house-
hold interviews conducted in nine regions across Georgia In every com-
munity, interviewers also spoke with local officials, doctors, teachers, and
others who could offer a different perspective or an overview of the local
situation. Interviews were conducted in the respondent's preferred language
(Georgian, Russian, Armenian, Azeri Turkish, or Ossetian). A member of a
local nongovernmental organization (NGO) working with street children
was recruited to interview the children, and an interviewer who herself had
been displaced from Abkhazia focused on interviews with intemally dis-
placed persons (IDPs). Sites were chosen to include coastal plains and high-
land areas as well as different climatic settings, urban and rural communi-
ties, different ethnic communities, and particular population groups such
as street children and IDPs. They included the capital city of Tbilisi and the
following regions: Kakheti (Signaghi, Gurjaani, and Kvareli districts),
Kvemo Kartli (Mameuli district), Mtianeti (Kazbegi district), Samtskhe-
Javakheti (Akhalkalaki and Akhaltsikhe districts), Ajara (Batumi, Keda,
Shuahevi, and Khulo districts), Samegrelo (Zugdidi and Jvara districts),
Imereti (Tkibuli and Tskhaltubo districts), and South Ossetia (Tskhinval
and Java districts).

The Dimensions of Poverty in Georgia

Georgians can only assess their present situation relative to what they have
known. Many have reacted to their rapid impoverishment with despair,
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hopelessness, or anger. The very poorest respondents focused on their daily

problems in securing minimal physical sustenance. Struggling households

worried about adequate nutrition, essential home repairs, heat for the win-

ter, and warm clothing for their schoolchildren.

Material Dimensions

Hunger Both urban and rural families reported frequently going without

food for several days at a time Many poor parents went hungry in order to

feed their children. Because the elderly found It difficult to provide food for

themselves, they by definition were often considered poor. Hunger tended

to be worse in urban areas.
In rural areas periods of hunger occurred in early spring, when people

had consumed their stock of food from the previous year's harvest. Fami-

lies lacking able-bodied adults to cultivate the land often ran out of food

earlier in the winter Households that did farm and raise animals com-

plained of poor nutrition and lack of variety In Kazbegi district, where

most families were able to feed themselves, respondents could not afford

fruits or vegetables. In Marneuli district poor respondents with livestock

preferred to sell dairy products rather than consume them, and subsisted

on produce from their garden In highland districts such as Kazbegi,

Kakheti, or Khulo, having one or more cows was considered to make a life-
or-death difference. People often referred to their cow as the family "bread-

winner" and put it quite simply: "Wealth is measured by the absence or

presence of cattle."

Fuel Shortages. In the last few years, Georgians in both rural and urban areas

had experienced frequent electricity cuts, and most municipal heating sys-

tems had stopped supplying households with hot water, heating fuel, and

cooking gas. In winter most people conserved heating fuel by moving into

one room and using alternative fuels and strategies to survive. Often the

poorest neighborhoods suffered the most
Only a few communities and districts continued to receive natural gas

supplies. The highland region of Kazbegi is so sparsely forested that people

there could not survive the harsh winters without gas. In most urban

regions people used kerosene heaters and lamps when electricity was not

available. Wood had become the most important alternative to gas and elec-

tricity for both urban and rural families living in their own homes. People

coped with the high price of wood by substituting anything that bums,

including dung.
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Medical Expenses Most respondents felt that the health of family members
had significantly worsened, but few were able to afford the prevailing high
prices for treatment and medicine. Respondents were unanimously negative
about current health sector reforms. Even when official fees were not
beyond their means, respondents felt impelled, by fear of neglect or bad
treatment, to make additional informal payments to doctors, nurses, and
any other medical personnel with whom they came in contact. In addition,
services that respondents had considered basic during Soviet times, such as
ambulance service and home visits, were no longer offered. Even vaccina-
tions were out of reach.

Housing. Georgians consider their home to be a visible sign of their well-
being they associate poverty with poor, deteriorating, or temporary housing.
Damaged, seriously deteriorated, even dangerous housing was a serious issue
for poor families throughout Georgia. Even among residents who owned
their own homes, housing conditions ranged from bad to dangerous.

In Tbilisi, Marina and Boris own their apartment but comment, 'It
could hardly be callecd normal when at night pieces of plaster fall on
one's head, during rain the ceiling leaks, your legs sink through holes in
the rotten floor, and the faucet leaks 24 hours a day"

Even where housing was available, poor families' homes were devoid of
furmiture and appliances, which had been sold to cover daily expenses.
Respondents complained about overcrowding, which was steadily worsen-
ing as young people married and had children but could not afford to move
out of the parental home, and as youth retumed home because of unem-
ployment. Many homes had been destroyed by civil conflict, fire, or natural
catastrophe. The privatization of apartments gave people a piece of proper-
ty to use as collateral to obtain loans for business, but many who had bor-
rowed money either lost their apartments outright or were forced to sell
them to repay loans or to cover expenses related to medical emergencies.

Zhanna, a mother with two children, borrowed the equivalent in lari of
$2,000 at 5 percent interest, which soon became a debt of $3,000. To
repay it, she sold her household property, and finally her apartment for
the equivalent of $1,500 In her own words, she has become "a stray
dog whimpering at the closed door of relatives in the hope that some-
one might open the door"
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Water and Sanitation. Water was a problem for many poor households.

Water had to be carried when water systems stopped functioning, and

households were exposed to the health risk from contaminated water sup-

plies and the humiliating difficulties of maintaining adequate personal

hygiene. In 1989 only 40 percent of rural households had piped water, and

thereafter the situation worsened because of lack of maintenance and over-

loading of existing infrastructure. In South Ossetia a 1988 typhoid epidem-

ic connected to a contaminated water supply led to angry demonstrations

against local authorities. Pipes carrying water to villages surrounding

Tskhinval have been damaged by war and earthquake. Respondents esti-

mated that a third of the city water system needed repair. Djandari village

in Marneuli district has lacked potable water for five years Some inhabi-

tants used water from the nearby Algeti River, although it was known to be

contaminated; others obtained water from the swimming pool on a nearby

military base.

Social and Psychological Dimensions

Clothing. Families unable to satisfy basic needs for food and shelter com-

plained that they had been unable to buy clothing for the last five or six

years. In some cases children missed school because they lacked coats and

boots. During an interview in Mameuli district, conducted on a rainy Octo-
ber day, the respondent's grandsons remained in bed because they lacked

warm clothing or socks. Children who wore old, patched clothing to school

were often cruelly taunted. Some Tbilisi youths admitted to avoiding uni-

versity classes because they were humiliated at the daily prospect of appear-

ing dirty and poorly groomed. Teachers also suffered because of their

appearance, feeling that their moral authority in the classroom depended

on their ability to maintain a good appearance in front of their pupils. A 44-

year-old Tbilisi teacher reported her humiliation when one of her eight-

year-old pupils asked her why she dressed like the street beggar he had seen

depicted in a television film.

Cultural and Social Isolation. For members of the intelligentsia a depressing

aspect of poverty was their inability to enjoy cultural events, formerly heav-

ily subsidized. Professionals could no longer purchase the journals or

books necessary for their profession. Information from television was

politically one-sided, and people found themselves becoming increasingly

isolated from the intellectual and cultural mainstream Villagers were even

more isolated. Musicians and theater troupes no longer toured rural areas.



218 1 When Things Fall Apart

Some villages did not even receive television broadcasts, because local relay
stations had broken down and localities could not afford to repair them.
In many district centers, current national newspapers rarely appeared; from
Kazbegi to Mameuli, local papers had not appeared for months. In Sig-
naghi district people received neither Georgian television nor Georgian
radio, although villagers in border regions received television broadcasts
from Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Turkey. In many outlying villages and even
towns, telephones were a rarity. Even when they did not work, people were
expected to pay for the service. When they refused, local officials respond-
ed, "After all, electricity sometimes comes on at night, and then the phone
works."

Status and Shame. In Georgia, as in other Caucasian societies, lavish rituals
of display, hospitality, and generosity were a critically important mecha-
nism by which families maintained both self-respect and social standing in
the community. Thus most respondents felt deeply humiliated because they
could not afford to dress themselves and their children properly, take care
of their homes, buy gifts on appropriate social occasions, or accept or offer
hospitality (such as coffee and sweets) according to basic standards. Among
Caucasian peoples, Ossetians and Georgians have been described as having
a 'cult of death.' Funerals take on extraordinary importance as occasions
for social solidarity, a time when the family of the deceased displays its
pride and prosperity, and when neighbors and kin demonstrate their sup-
port through tangible gifts to help offset the very considerable expenses of
a traditional funeral. Having lost their savings, many elderly found them-
selves caught between the fear of burdening their family while they lived,
and burdening them with funeral costs when they died. Their survivors had
to choose between maintaining family honor by arranging a traditional
funeral and meeting their own basic material needs.

Recently, Nodar's mother died Just after he had arranged for her funer-
al, his neighbor's mother also died. The neighbor arranged for her own
mother's funeral to take place the same day but begged Nodar to orga-
nize his family's funeral procession and burial earlier The reason for
her request was that because she could not pay the amount required for
a coffin (the equivalent of $200), she had simply rented one for the
showing of the body Her mother was to be buried wrapped only in cel-
lophane, and the neighbor was ashamed that neighbors coming to the
funeral of Nodar's mother would observe the contrast.
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Explaining Poverty

Poor Georgians expressed nostalgia for the Soviet period, when they were

guaranteed employment and regular salaries and enjoyed a feeling of finan-

cial security. Although few people articulated a desire to return to a planned

economy, most thought the government should provide jobs, possibly by

attracting Westem investment. They pointed to the current high unemploy-

ment, low wages, small and late pensions, hyperinflation (and consequent

loss of bank savings), and failure of commercial banks as the main reasons

for their poverty. In conflict areas and among IDPs, loss of homes and prop-

erty was the leading explanation of poverty Many also blamed personal

problems such as illness, old age, parental responsibilities, business failure,

and inability to adapt to the market economy.

Effects of the Transition

Many Georgians accused central and regional authorities of indifference,

dishonesty, lack of professionalism, and passivity. At worst, they considered

these officials "mafiosi,' greedily exploiting the poor, at best, they saw them

as failing to attract foreign investment and create workplaces They criticized

the rapid transition to the market economy. Many rural families achieved

little more than subsistence farming and felt the government should help

them pay for inputs and establish markets where they could sell their pro-

duce.
The contraction of state sector employment adversely affected not only

urban dwellers, but also small-town residents who commuted to state jobs.

Many families in district centers such as Mameuli lacked land and could no

longer commute to construction jobs in Tbilisi or Rustavi Towns that

depended on a single industry were very hard hit. In Tkibuli, a coal mining

town, 80 percent of the population were without work, a third of the

remaining 5,800 employees of the local coal mines were on indefinite leave

without pay, and those still working had just received salaries and pensions

after a six-month delay.
Many people had not yet really grasped the fundamental nature of the

social and economic transition. They viewed the collapse of state enter-

prises and the contraction of public sector work as temporary, hoping that

leaders would again undertake what they saw as the fundamental respon-

sibility of the state and government. creating jobs and guaranteeing decent

salaries
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Loss of Savings

Hyperinflation rates that reached 300 percent a month in 1993 had
destroyed many people's life savings, eroding their financial buffer and
making them more vulnerable to impoverishment. As one man put it,
before hyperinflation he had enough money to buy a car; now his savings
would buy four loaves of bread. Many people felt the govemment should
repay them the money they had lost. Entitlements in the form of old-age
pensions, disability payments, and child allowances had shrunk in value.
The collapse of the pension system had come to signify for many people the
govemment's complete indifference to its citizens.

Ascribing Responsibility

Factors such as youth, good educational preparation, and an extensive net-
work of well-off friends and relatives were behind many entrepreneurial suc-
cesses. Would-be entrepreneurs who lacked prosperous relatives or friends
willing to lend money without interest paid up to 40 percent annual interest
on their borrowings. In some reported cases the debt accumulated, but the
business failed. Respondents described several people who had contemplat-
ed or actually attempted suiade when debt left their family literally homeless.

For many Georgians, the fact that the Georgian economy collapsed after
the actual political breakup of the Soviet Union led them to attribute their
pauperization to the demise of the Soviet state (complicated by civil con-
flict) rather than its inherent economic weaknesses. They continued to asso-
ciate the Soviet Union with economic stability, and they blamed the Geor-
gian govemment and its officials for their indifference and unwillingness to
assume their responsibilities.

Surviving Economically

In the wake of mass closures of state-run enterprises in cities, towns, and
rural areas, Georgians had found myriad ways to survive. The difficulty
some people were having in adapting to these strategies showed the persis-
tence of Soviet values.

A Changing Labor Market

Soviet ideology had made an important distinction between "state" and
"private' in many domains, particularly that of work. Money eamed
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through state sector jobs was respectable and public; money or goods

earned in the so-called second (private) economy were questionable, even

"dirty." The second economy had flourished in Georgia and other parts of

the Soviet Union, but individuals used their official affiliations as a cover

when their actual wealth derived from bribes or other forms of corruption

Publtc Sector. Many labeled themselves "unemployed" if they had lost state

sector employment, even if they now worked from dawn to dusk in the

informal sector Among the unemployed were those who had lost work

when local enterprises closed or social services reduced their staff, former

housewives who now sought work; and young people who had only found

seasonal work. By the same token, peasants, even when fully occupied on

the land, also considered themselves unemployed.
Despite the low salanes, people clung to state sector employment and

feared downsizing.

Marina turned down a private sector job paying 50 lari a month to
retain her state sector job, which pays only 15 lafi She explains that her
present job is more stable and prestigious, she likes her work collective,
and she believes conditions will improve

Many people combined state sector employment with informal sources
of income. As a state sector employee argued, "They have no right to

demand more work from us if they can't pay us enough to minimally sup-

port our families "
Teachers interpreted the current demand for recertification as an excuse

to fire them, and they tried to make themselves indispensable by organiz-

ing after-school clubs without asking for compensation. Others worked on

evenings and weekends, knowing that they could easily be replaced if they

refused.

Pnvate Sector. Private sector employment paid better but was very insecure.

Employees regularly received their salary late or went on forced unpaid leave,

depending on the enterprise's ability to win contracts and collect receivables

Employees had no guaranteed rights to pensions, maternal or sick leave,

yearly holidays, or other basic benefits. Women were particularly vulnerable.

Gocha has a well-paid job in the port of Batumi and makes 70 lan a
month plus bonuses "But it's enough to get sick," he says, "and some-
body else will immediately take my place "
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Nino reports that her employer is searching for an excuse to fire her
in order to avoid paying maternity leave After Eteri's husband died, her
employer started making sexual advances toward her, when she resist-
ed, he fired her

Searchingfor Work. State-run job placement institutions were not effective in

finding employment, and advertisements by employers remained rare, most
job seekers relied instead on their network of friends and acquaintances.
School dropouts, university graduates, the elderly, and the disabled found it
particularly difficult to obtain work, and the shift from Russian to Georgian
as the language of state had made administrators and teachers who had not
mastered formal, business Georgian unemployable.

The most important strategy for finding either public or private employ-
ment was to use one's connections and pay a bribe. Respondents paid bribes
even to obtain poorly paid public sector work.

A job teaching school in Tbilisi for 15 lari a month requires a bnbe of
150 lari Irina got her bookkeeping job in a government ministry
through her acquaintance there, Alla got her job in a leather enterprise
when her mother retired in order to give Alla her job.

Self-Employment and the Informal Sector

Georgians practiced a variety of income-generating strategies, which provid-
ed an important, and in some cases a major, source of family income Most
tended to involve petty commerce or services rather than production and
required little startup capital. When capital was required, entrepreneurs usu-
ally acquired it from the sale of personal assets, from interest-free loans
from relatives or dose acquaintances, or from moneylenders at high inter-
est rates.

Trade. Many Georgians equated the market economy with the right to
engage in petty trade. The nature of the goods traded varied geographically
and according to local ethnic affiliations. In the district centers many
bought and sold clothing. Families in Mameuli district used their ethnic,
linguistic, and kinship ties to Azerbaijan, Turkey, and the Islamic Republic
of Iran to import consumer items from these regions to sell locally. In
Javakheti Armenian residents organized seasonal sales of produce, taking
apples from the district to sell in Armenia, and purchasing grapes in Arme-
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nia to sell at home. New international borders had created conditions favor-

able for particular kinds of trade and new trade routes. Certain villages

along the Azerbaijani border had grown prosperous from trade in gasoline,

kerosene, and oil. On the Russian border there were markets for agricultur-

al produce and livestock from all over Georgia. These new markets had

stimulated the development of trucking and freight handling businesses.

Women and the Shuttle Trade Women had come to play an important role in

trade, even traveling abroad without their husbands and absenting them-

selves from their families, behavior once considered unseemly. Their con-

cern for the daily welfare of their children and family was a strong incentive

to move into such unprestigious activities as street trade. Some women trav-

eled in small groups by bus, train, or air to the Russian Federation, Turkey,

Hungary, Poland, and other Eastem European countries as often as once a

month Others traded inside Georgia. The wives of unemployed miners in

Tkibuli came to Tbilisi, where they shared small rented rooms, to trade in

produce. Female traders had to overcome problems with police and orga-

nized crime A respondent in Javakheti reported a 20 percent profit; others

mentioned earning 100 lari a month in profits.

Skilled Labor. Skilled workers and artisans, such as plumbers, carpenters,

drivers, and mechanics, were relatively successful at finding jobs, for which

they got paid in cash or kind Many worked independently on a contract

basis. An electrician in the Ajara region had worked for a state factory that

produced pipes; he and several former co-workers now worked as a private

team within the factory When the factory received orders, they signed a con-

tract for a specific task, and each worker eamed 100 lari a month. Some peo-

ple had acquired new skills. One woman earned up to 150 lari a month

baking piroshkis at home, where she could also watch over her nine-year-

old son.

Domestic Labor Although women felt very vulnerable in the job market, they

were often able to find low-paying jobs cooking, cleaning, and providing

child care for the newly rich. Some residents of high-rise apartments paid a

woman to keep the stairwell clean. Elderly women could earn 2 or 3 lari

doing laundry for neighbors. One woman cleaned the local school in an

Ajaran village three times a week, she used the money to pay for bus fare to

Batumi, where she earned 10 lari a day cleaning homes. Some women con-

sidered working for rich neighbors to be prestigious, perhaps because it

brought them into contact with the rich and powerful
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Renting Rooms. In resort areas, near markets, and in university communities,
renting out storage space, beds, rooms, and apartments was for some an
important source of income. Renting out rooms during the summer season
was always a good source of profit in Ajara. Families often moved in with
their relatives or neighbors for a month or two so they could rent their
own apartment to summer tourists. Students and foreigners in Tbilisi often
shared a single room with one or two friends for 50 lari a month, and traders
coming to market cities rented rooms for days, even months, at a time.

The Foreign Community The growing expatriate community of diplomats,
aid workers, and staff of intemational organizations itself created employ-
ment. A staff member of the European Community Humanitarian Office
estimated that every expatriate created work for about three local people, as
interpreters, office managers and staff, drivers, cooks, nannies, and cleaners.
The foreigners provided a clientele for hotels, apartments, restaurants, and
other services Working for foreigners or foreign organizations was well
paid, prestigious, and, like any other lucrative work in Georgia, obtained
through personal connections.

Obstacles to Starting an Enterprise

Both formal and informal business activities involved considerable obsta-
cles Small businesses especially could not cope with high rents, taxes, fees,
and bribes demanded by the sanitary inspectors, fire inspectors, customs
officers, and traffic police, not to mention extortion from organized crime.
Entrepreneurs said it was essential to have a protector (krysha, or "roof' in
Russian), to have good relations with powerful figures in the police force,
and to publicize the fact of this relationship, to protect oneself against
unforeseen "accidents"

Starting a business was said to involve the equivalent of at least $500 in
bribes, not to mention the same in startup capital to cover even the rent of
a small kiosk for street sales of ice cream or popcorn. In some cases entre-
preneurs found it cheaper to pay the tax inspector 20 lari a month under the
table than to pay the required registration fee (equivalent to $50) to the
state Some respondents began by borrowing $500 from their relatives, to
establish themselves at the local market But often they were driven out by
the unofficial "taxes."

Ketino, who borrowed the equivalent of $500 to open a clothing store,
did not expect that she would have to pay $100 to local racketeers,
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another amount (which she refused to specify) to police to "guard" her
premises, plus miscellaneous expenses Having also underestimated the
amount of competition she would encounter, she ended up owing the
equivalent of $5,000, including interest She had to sell her possessions
and furniture to pay back this debt

With the privatization of farm enterprises, many men owned privatized
enterprise cars or agricultural transport vehicles They had begun to rent out
their services, most often to transport goods between Georgia and Armenia,
Russia, and Turkey. Often, however, the need to pay fines to automobile
inspectors on the road provided a big disincentive. To avoid the fines, which
ranged from 80 to 300 lari, for example, trucks had to stop to be washed vir-
tually every 10 kilometers. Drivers on newly privatized routes also operated
on a very slim margin A bus driver in Ajara, for example, paid 65 percent
of his revenue to rent his bus. He also paid for parts and fuel; maintenance
added up to about 300 lari a month. His monthly net income averaged 70
to 80 lari

A Gldani businessman expanded a successful business into Russia, send-
ing a large shipment of tea to Vladikavkaz When it was stolen, however,
his partners demanded he either return the tea or pay for it He had to
sell the family furniture, car, and apartment At this point his wife also
lost her job He was on the verge of suicide, which only concern for the
future of his children finally prevented His wife and children now move
from relative to relative, while he searches for work in Moscow.

The lack of a clear legal framework caused disaster for other would-be
entrepreneurs.

Zaal, together with his son and daughter-in-law, sold their furniture, car,
and house and moved into the saray (small storage shed) in their yard
They combined earnings with a friend of Zaal's to renovate a small fac-
tory and started to produce cooking oil They allege that this friend
absconded with their joint earnings and then sold the factory Now the
new owner and Zaal are embroiled in a court case In the process Zaal
suffered a heart attack Fle remains in the hospital, because his condi-
tion does not allow him to return to the primitive conditions of the
saray His daughter-in-law suffered a miscarriage and still has not recov-
ered The court case has not progressed, because those neighbors who
know the full story are afraid to become involved for fear of retribution
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Respondents in Gldani, one of the poorest districts in Tbilisi, reported
that this kind of story was not atypical. many families had ended up there
after having lost all their possessions because of business debts, and had
sold their apartments in better sections of the city to purchase tiny apart-
ments in this district.

Subsistence Strategies

Many poor people coped with the lack of cash through a combination of
subsistence gardening and bartering garden produce for other items and
services In both rural and urban areas, people survived and coped with sud-
den, unexpected expenses by selling assets, borrowing, and trading services.

Cutting Back. Reducing or avoiding expenditure was the most effective and
widely practiced means of survival for all poor families. This involved buy-
ing less food and saving on medical expenses by using home remedies, buy-
ing medications in the market, or ignoring illness and forgoing treatment.
Poor families shared winter clothing and abstained from social occasions
and even schooling to save face and expenses. Their home repairs were
makeshift: cardboard and plastic in broken windows, or buckets under
leaky roofs They tended not to pay for utilities, and as a result their elec-
tricity and telephone service were often disconnected. They had difficulties
with transportation and often walked long distances, even in very bad
weather, to avoid paying bus fare.

Gardening. In villages, in district centers, and even in large towns, residents
had garden plots where they grew greens, potatoes, cabbage, tomatoes, egg-
plant, beans, carrots, and rape, selling what they could not eat. If they could
afford animal feed, families kept livestock and sold the dairy products. Peo-
ple unable to work their own land sometimes let others use it in exchange
for part of the harvest. In Kazbegi everyone had a plot for potatoes. If they
were not able to work the land themselves, they would "lend" it in return
for part of the harvest and hire others to mow or hay. In South Ossetia peo-
ple sometimes leased out their gardens; one such exchange involved the
equivalent of $100 plus a share of cheese, apples, and nuts.

Some city residents also engaged in gardening and limited animal hus-
bandry, although lack of feed over the winter limited this practice, and peo-
ple on the outskirts of cities often raised pigs If they had land in a village,
some city residents would return there, since state salaries were low and
transportation was expensive. Some urban residents were able to barter their
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skills for agricultural inputs: the services of a tractor and driver in exchange

for tutoring the tractor driver's son, for example.

Selling Assets People tended to sell possessions in three stages, beginning

with personal property such as jewelry received as wedding gifts, linen,

clothing, or fine crystal; then furniture, appliances, and cars, and finally

their homes Sometimes Tbilisi women exchanged used clothing, costume

jewelry, or perfume for produce at the wholesale market. For respondents

with nothing left to sell, their own blood provided the final source of

income. In Tbilisi 400 grams of blood netted 12 lari Most of the respon-

dents had sold their privatization vouchers, except for a few who had

invested in the local bank or bread enterprise. They understood that the

vouchers would not make them property owners, and few believed they

would ever receive dividends.

Borrowing to Survive. People borrowed to invest, to start enterprises, to cover

extraordinary expenses, and to get by from one day to the next. The most

common daily expense was for bread. In poor villages such as Sukhlis, in

javakheti, despite the extensive mutual assistance characteristic of such

communities, some 50 to 60 families were said to be living only on bor-

rowed money

Narcotics and Prostitution. Prostitution was believed to have increased in

every region, and especially in the cities. Indeed, one of the interviewers

reported that he had recently been solicited several times in central Tbilisi,

once by a young teenager and another time by an older woman, who

offered to supply a girl of any age in return for foreign currency. A major

commercial thoroughfare in Tbilisi had become the venue of several new

clubs, which reportedly attracted the newly rich along with narcotics users

and prostitutes
Respondents expressed considerable concem about narcotics In some

villages near Tbilisi, people were said to be growing (and using) opium pop-

pies In Ajara mothers expressed fear that their children would become

involved in selling drugs on the street In one village a young man had

organized district youths, including girls, to sell drugs for him; eventually

some of the youths were arrested and sentenced, but the organizer escaped

imprisonment. Selling narcotics was mentioned as a source of income in a

number of interviews; respondents in this study, by the very nature of the

sample, were those who had been unsuccessful. Their imprisonment was

often the source of further impoverishment for their families
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T7heft and Extortion. Rural respondents reported widespread theft of livestock
and barnyard animals, crops, and household items. In urban areas people
complained of street robbery as well as burglary. They often failed to report
the crime because they feared police involvement. Another form of theft was
petty extortion by those who had any sort of power.

Labor Migration

Many Georgians resorted to working abroad. The majority of migrants were
able-bodied men, although sometimes families migrated together, selling
their household possessions and their apartment to raise money for the trip.
Most of the migrants chose to go to cities in Russia, where wages were rela-
tively high. Migrant labor was the major source of income for poor Arme-
nian villages in Javakheti, which sent every able-bodied man and even
schoolboys. Individuals and small brigades of younger men left Samegrelo
in the autumn to return the following summer. Even before perestroika there
had been active migration out of this region; now every family had a mem-
ber who had left for Russia. Greece was an important destination for resi-
dents of Batumi, Tbilisi, and Mameuli.

Remittances were literally a lifesaver for many families. A Tbilisi respon-
dent got 150 deutsche marks each month from a relative working in Ger-
many, and another received $150 several times a year from relatives in the
United States. Others received money from relatives in Moscow and Israel.

Labor migration had become extraordinarily important in South Os-
setia, which had experienced high unemployment even during the Soviet
period About half the people had left, mostly for North Ossetia, in Russia.
Those who engaged in buying and selling there often used Vladikavkaz as a
base, since they could rely on relatives already living there to house them,
store their goods and vehicles, and generally assist them. The migrants expe-
rienced many difficulties adapting to highly russified Vladikavkaz, and
some reputedly had become involved in criminal activities.

The absence of men took its toll on those left behind. Some elderly par-
ents were left alone. In agricultural regions wives took on the heavy burden
of farm work and became dependent on their relatives while they waited for
remittances. Family members remaining in Georgia could become liable for
debts. When a Mameuli man went to Tver, in Russia, and disappeared with
$2,000 he had borrowed to buy trade goods, he left behind a large house-
hold of 13 people, who sold their only cow, five sheep, and other house-
hold goods to repay his debt.
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Agriculture

Privatization Land reform had begun in 1992 with a decree that a reserve of
850,000 hectares of land (200,000 hectares of which was already in use as
household plots) would be distributed to individuals. The recipients did
not receive full ownership rights, however: they could pass the land on to
their children but could not sell it. As of mid-1996, 49 percent of cultivated
land had been distributed; the rest remained in state and collective farms,
most of which had ceased production (World Bank 1996).

There was considerable confusion and suspicion among farmers about
the way the distribution had taken place Some poor farmers expressed the
fear that they would end up as landless wage slaves, working for an emerg-
ing class of large private landowners. Thus far, two or three farms in each vil-
lage had started hiring workers. In Signaghi district, where land distribution
had begun in 1992, farmers claimed that people with influence (those who
worked for the police and courts, school directors, directors of shops, and
other "big businessmen') had received the best land orchards, vineyards,
and fertile fields. Many families complained that the land they had received
was of lower quality: unirrigated, saline, and less fertile, or distant from their
homes, making it difficult to work and the harvest difficult to guard.

People had little recourse if they felt deceived. Many households in
Sukhlis claimed that they had received no land whereas others had received
large lots, but they felt it would be useless to submit complaints and did not
even know where to submit them. Farmers had not yet received title to their
land, some because they were unable to pay the 80 lari demanded. They
were fearful that they would lose their land if they had not received title by
the deadline. Some felt that the residents of these predominantly Armenian
villages were slow to get title because of ethnic discrimination

In Kazbegi most people had small garden plots and subsisted on pota-
toes Most people also had cattle They complained that when they inquired
about the distribution of hay meadows, the local officials put them off,
claiming to be waiting for the new law to clarify procedures. In the village
of Djuta, residents divided the hay meadows into parcels, and each year they
cast lots to determine which parcel each family would receive.

The cost of access to equipment and inputs limited farm profits In Sig-
naghi district the chairman of a former collective farm ended up with most
of the heavy farm machinery, which he now rented out. Many small farm-
ers could not afford to rent equipment and left part of their land unworked.
In Tkibuli district, a mountainous area with poor soil, most farming was
done with draft animals, rented for 10 lari a day.
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Some farmers worked for local agribusinesses, which sometimes lent them

farm equipment to use on their own land. Thus, near Zugdidi, households

grew corn on small plots for themselves and their animals and worked for the

new agribusiness in the village of Zeda Etseri. The managers worked their

employees' plots without charge. In the village of Akhalcopeli, villagers had

to pay 50 lari to have their land worked. Farners who worked for the local

tea enterprise and were owed back wages demanded that the fee for plowing

and sowing their land be paid out of what the enterprise owed them.

Land distribution had taken on an ethnic coloration in some regions A
number of Ossetians still living in rural Georgia felt they had received less

than their share. In Marneuli district large plantations of vineyards, tobac-

co, and potatoes ended up in the hands of private owners or renters. Many
of the new owners were Svans (a Georgian ethnic subgroup), resettled six to

eight years before as part of a 'Georgification' policy after an earthquake

destroyed their homes in Svaneti. The local Azeri population held the Svans

responsible for letting the vines die and the harvests dedine; they accused

the Svans of inexperience with local forms of agriculture and of neglect.
Privatization had not occurred in some areas. In Ajara collective farms

leased land to farmers, who paid according to their harvest and kept the rest

to sell. In South Ossetia some large families had simply taken over the use

of pastures, although this had aroused some opposition. The South Osse-

tlan government had distributed garden plots to city residents and IDPs as

well as rural inhabitants, but respondents claimed that those in charge of

the distribution had kept the best for themselves and their relatives.

Subsistence Farming Former collective farm workers supported their house-

holds through a combination of subsistence farming, sale of farm produce,

and off-farm employment with local agribusinesses or wealthy neighbors.

Their harvests had shrunk drastically because they no longer had access to

farm equipment and could not afford good seed, fertilizer, and pesticides.

Farmers employed a number of strategies to cope with the new conditions.

In regions such as Kakheti, cash poverty had forced farmers to turn to pro-

ducing wheat for their own consumption, but the harvests were not ade-

quate to supply the region. Grape cultivation was labor-intensive, wine

enterprises often paid late, and prices had fallen, leading many farmers to

switch to fruit and vegetables for consumption and sale. Although families

often raised a cow, a few sheep, and poultry, recently even the poultry had

become difficult to maintain because of the high price of feed.
In Javakheti agricultural conditions differed significantly from one village

to the next In poor villages such as Gulikam and Kartikam, with their poor,
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stony soil more suitable for forage than for agriculture, most people raised
potatoes for their own subsistence but survived mainly on remittances.
About 30 to 40 men in each village worked on the collective farm, which

paid them in animal feed. This enabled families to keep one or two cows
and sell surplus dairy products in the district center.

The village of Sukhlis had better land, and some families were able to
make enough money to buy minitractors and install irrigation pipes with

the help of their neighbors. Without functioning farm machinery, agricul-
ture required more heavy manual labor, and harvests were poorer. Farmers
complained that by the time they drove their produce from South Georgia
to Tbilisi, adding in the cost of fuel and payments to the traffic police, they
ended up with only 100 to 150 lari in profit.

Farmers in Khulo, a highland district of Ajara, practiced agriculture and
some husbandry. Villagers came to the Batumi market to trade cheese, dairy
products, and eggs for soap, washing powder, sugar, flour, notebooks, and
pens Alternatively, traders came to lowland and highland villages with
manufactured wares, sometimes from Turkey, the Islamic Republic of Iran,
and Poland, to trade for citrus fruit or potatoes Villagers felt that these
traders were taking advantage of their inability to market their own produce

In Samegrelo, poor land and small harvests meant that farmers could
scarcely feed their own families, much less produce surpluses to sell
Although demand existed in Zugdidi, and even in the district centers, most
farmners could not afford the transportation costs As a result, they tended to
barter their goods in village markets. Although some engaged in a limited

trade for cash, it remained on a small scale.

Marketing. Lowland districts of Ajara are rich in citrus orchards, which had
once supplied the whole Soviet Union and created great local wealth. Today
farmers sold to middlemen who promised to pay them after they had sold
the fruit Poor respondents lacked the resources to organize marketing, in
part because of the breakdown in subsidized transportation. Some were
afraid to get involved in shipping fruit, which they claimed the local mafia
controlled. Others were uncertain how to market it in Thilisi Where could
they stay? How would they store their fruit? Some allowed more capable
acquaintances to handle the marketing in exchange for a small amount of
the profit

Wage Labor. People living in towns as well as rural residents who ended up
without land found seasonal employment on the remaining state or collec-
tive farms, or with independent farmers. Many performed backbreaking phys-



232 1 When Things Fall Apart

ical labor for as little as $2 a day or payment in kind. Some traveled long dis-
tances and spent several weeks or months at this work. Unemployed coal
miners from Tkibuli worked seasonally on collective farms in Mameuli dis-
trict, receiving 54 lari a month. Despite the low wages, there was still compe-
tition for the work The subtropical areas around Zugdidi were once among
the richest in Georgia. State tea collectives provided employment for many.
Although the nearby tea plantation had not been cultivated or fertilized for
at least five years, a German firm had recently leased a tea enterprise, offering
pickers 10 tetri per kllogram of leaves, or about 2 lari a day. Respondents
termed this 'slave wages" and spoke of "medieval working conditions ' Nev-
ertheless, for some people this was their only cash income. One respondent
worked the whole summer with his wife, eaming a total of 270 lani.

Conclusions

Public sector employment, once the main source of stable and respectable
incomes, now paid meager salaries and could not guarantee timely pay-
ment, and enterprises continued to lay off employees. The private sector
offered better pay but no security in terms of job conditions or worker ben-
efits Self-employment was fisky, not only because of the inherent risk of
failure, but also because it entangled the entrepreneur in a web of official
and private corruption. Labor migration offered greater monetary rewards
but also posed considerable physical and financial risks. Agriculture, espe-
cially for farmers with poor-quality land and no machinery, involved much
heavier labor than ever before and no guarantees in the face of crop failure.

Social Benefits and Humanitarian Assistance

Most people were angry about the low level of pensions and benefits they
now received from the state. They expressed great confusion about other
sources of assistance and skepticism about the faimess of its distribution.

State Assistance

For some of the poorest respondents, their old-age pension (8 5 lari) or
child allowance (2.5 lari) was the only cash they saw in a month. When
these meager amounts were delayed, sometimes by as much as six months,
it meant serious hardship. Given the new rules and regulations, many peo-
ple did not know what assistance they were entitled to by law, nor did they
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always know whether the source of aid they received was the government or
a private organization. People received information about different forms
of assistance from friends, acquaintances, or television, but never from offi-
cial sources. They no longer knew where to seek information or appeal for
restitution.

Some people felt they had been deliberately deceived or misled by state
agencies. An elderly pensioner had been forced to seek legal advice to find out
that he was eligible to receive both his salary and his pension. Some respon-
dents who sought a required certificate from the housing authorities were
unable to receive assistance from the social assistance office until they had
paid off all their debts for communal services Whenever people sought out
information, they had to wait in endless lines, sometimes retuming for sev-
eral days in a row, and were treated in an insulting and humiliating manner.

For some potential recipients the assistance was not worth the associated
costs. One mother of disabled children said she could not afford the trans-
portation to go twice a month to the social assistance office and then to the
post office to collect 8 lari in disability pensions for her children and an
additional 5 lari as a single mother.

Nino, who lives in Kazbegi, could not pay to have her heart condition
treated; it has become steadily worse Now she cannot obtain a certifi-
cate of disability, a prerequisite for receiving disability payments She
cannot afford the trip to Tbilisi to the medical commission, nor does
she have enough money to pay for the first examination: 20 lan plus 5
lari for the necessary forms

Even after people had established their entitlements, they still encoun-
tered difficulties They waited in long lines to receive pensions that postal
workers used to deliver to their homes. Some had signed over the rights to
aid to someone else who was willing to wait. A respondent commented that
the indifference and arrogance of officials went so far that a bank manager
had forced people to wait in the street for hours in bad weather to receive
their pensions, because the noise they made disturbed him.

Humanitarian Assistance

Most recipients felt that foreigners should have directly distributed all atd.
Even though many people acknowledged that the aid had been of real assis-
tance, they were distressed to see it being sold in the markets. Families who
had not received aid were convinced that others had obtained it through
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personal connections or bribes. Many respondents felt there was large-scale
collusion between aid distributors and corrupt businesses. In Tbilisi the
neighbor of a Red Cross worker who regularly stored Red Cross shipments

of supplies in his apartment witnessed middlemen purchasing these goods
directly from the apartment to resell to private businesses. Hospitals came
under particular attack for their regular practice of selling medications given
to them by intemational aid organizations. Indeed, several officials of inter-
national donor organizations believed that free medicines made up the
inventory of the many newly established private pharmacies that have
sprung up throughout Tbilisi.

A few humanitarian organizations were praised for their regular aid-

these included the Red Cross, Doctors without Borders, and a few local
organizations Georgians expressed mLxed sentiments toward the role of
religious organizations. In Ajara a respondent eamed a monthly salary of 80
lari for proselytizing for the Jehovah's Witnesses. An Azerbaijani family
finally decided to accept aid from the group despite initial reluctance to
accept a pacifist faith-what if members were called to serve in the Georgian
army? They resolved this dilemma by deciding that the "less important"
family members-the mother and sister-would use the aid

The International Orthodox Churches Charities ran soup kitchens in
Tbilisi and other cities, most users were elderly or disabled. In Tbilisi the
kitchens served up to 1,000 people a day, running on donations from local
businesses and volunteer labor. They also distributed flour, sunflower seed
oil, split peas, and medicines in South Georgia, where inhabitants noted
that although local Armenian and Georgian priests had organized the
distribution, they did not reject any minority, including Jews, Greeks, and
Russians

Although the amounts people received in state benefits had sharply
declined, these benefits were the sole regular source of cash for the very
poor, such as elderly persons living by themselves and families with dis-
abled members. The payments were often received late, and respondents
were disturbed by the attitudes they encountered among public officials
Although some people considered the idea of accepting humanitarian assis-
tance humiliating, many nevertheless had found the aid very important.

Health Care

The evolving public-private system of medical care included state provision
of basic services for certain population groups, but there was little informa-
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tion or transparency and much opportunity for rent seeking Health profes-
sionals were underpaid, and the system was underfinanced and underregu-

lated. Deteriorating public health standards and inability to pay for medical

treatment had produced a rise in physical illness and psychological distress
among the poor. Most respondents avoided doctors and hospitals until

their illness had turned into a serious emergency They blamed the health

reform-what an international aid worker referred to as "a new man-made

disaster"-for much of their misery.

Declining Access

Although official fees were introduced under the new health reform, many

poor could not manage the official prices District doctors "unofficially
demand twice as much," according to one respondent, and ignored those

patients who failed to pay continuously during their hospitalization Few

people understood their entitlements under the new health reform, and
doctors and hospitals frequently ignored them. When patients in outlying

villages called emergency services, ambulances often did not come, either

because they had no fuel or because the roads were so bad When patients

themselves came to the hospital, those who could not pay the fees risked
being turned away. Poor families often could not even afford the 7 lari for a

doctor's appointment, 9 lari for laboratory tests, and 11 lari for an ambu-
lance-fees reported from Ajara Medicines were also expensive, which

meant that illness in a family could seriously threaten its survival A family

from Makhindzhauri, in Ajara, reported that 80 percent of their family
income was spent on treatment for their disabled son

Chronic illnesses with their heavy requirements of medication and doc-

tor visits could be a serious drain on family budgets Diabetes proved a
catastrophe for families unable to afford regular periodic checkups In some

districts respondents reported that local hospitals no longer had supplies of

insulin.

Zviad is dying of diabetes-related gangrene. One leg has been amputat-
ed, but the gangrene has spread to the other, and the family has not
managed to raise money for a new operation They were forced to sell
most of their household property for the first operation, which cost
$500 for a two-week hospital stay. Zviad frequently goes into a coma,
and they must call on specialists His daughter, Nino, has nephritis but
can no longer afford to follow the special diet she was prescribed A

friend who is a biochemist performed some tests on her and found that
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the condition is worsening But Nino cannot afford loo lafi for a prop-
er examination

Hospital personnel, criticized as poorly trained and indifferent, com-
plained that they themselves had not received payment for many months. As
incomes had decreased and fees increased, the number of hospital patients
had fallen, as had the morale of hospital workers, who felt humiliated by
patients' assumption that all the new fees went directly into their pockets.

Deteriorating Health

People now found medical care out of their reach. Poor nutrition and
extreme overcrowding had contributed to a marked rise in tuberculosis in
South Ossetia, Ajara, and other districts In Soviet times tubercular patients
had been treated free of charge, usually at special sanatoria. Today some
patients paid as much as 150 lari. Even when treatment was free, the medi-
cine cost 200 lari or more. Tuberculosis was a particular problem for IDPs,
who lived in cold, overcrowded quarters, where there was often no water
and a single toilet served many households.

Provision of vaccinations deteriorated sharply in 1991 and 1992,
although NGOs provided free, complete coverage in South Ossetia One
interviewer noted that only half the households she spoke with had vac-
cinated their children. Following a diphtheria epidemic, people were to
receive shots free of charge, but in fact many were asked to pay. As a result,
coverage was far from complete. Cases of rabies were rising with the num-
ber of abandoned dogs

Contamination of the water supply, or residents' recourse to river water,
was blamed for numerous stomach infections, hepatitis, and other infec-
tious diseases in South Ossetia, Mameuli, and other areas In Samegrelo the
low iodine content of water was showing up in more cases of goiter, espe-
cially among children. Families complained that cold, unheated homes,
insufficient warm clothing, and poor nutrition were causing bronchitis,
asthma (reportedly a serious problem in Ajara's damp dimate), and lung
infections, especially among children.

Stress-related conditions had also increased. Many respondents charac-
terized themselves as anxious about the present, fearful of the future, and
ready to explode. Smoking and heavy drinking had increased. Men and
women complained of stress-related stomach complaints and depression
some had attempted suicide, in some cases after losing investments. Many
men had begun drinking as a result of prolonged unemployment. Women
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confessed that frequent household arguments resulted in their being beat-
en Others admitted to beating their children when they could not control
their own anxiety and frustration.

A female respondent in Tbilisi describes her husband's routine "He gets
up in the morning, he looks at me, he asks, 'Is there any dinner?' I say
there isn't any He starts drinking "

Childhood illnesses and injuries had dramatically increased Doctors
from a Batumi children's clinic claimed that the incidence of childhood asth-
ma had increased fourfold in the past six years. Birth defects and injuries
among infants and older children, including dislocated hips or limbs, eye
problems requiring corrective surgery, injunes, and bums, were no longer
treated. Children had taken on adult tasks such as chopping wood, gather-
ing fuel, and cooking on dangerous kerosene heaters, and they frequently
injured and burned themselves Parents in rural districts, especially when
they were intimidated by the city or did not speak Georgian, hesitated to seek
medical treatment. They did not know where to take their children, and they
were afraid they could not afford treatment. Disabled children who could
have benefited from special education and physical therapy were kept at
home, where they remained untreated and sometimes neglected.

Maternal Health

Childbirth had become so expensive that it often forced poor families into
debt. Women expressed fear of pregnancy but could not afford contracep-
tives According to a representative of an international organization, the
medical system had been laggard in providing contraceptives, partly because
abortions were so profitable. Doctor-supervised pregnancy and assisted
childbirth had become expensive options. Women reported that they
tried to avoid sexual relations with their husbands, and this caused frequent
arguments.

In Zugdidi district, Ira, a pensioner, lives with her married daughter and
three grandchildren Ira's 8 5-lan monthly pension is the family's only
cash income Her third grandchild is 10 days old but still does not have
a name. The baby's 22-year-old mother wanted an abortion but could
not find the 15 to 20 lan to pay for it Of course, she did not have the
200 to 250 lan necessary to have the child in the maternity hospital, but
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fortunately her neighbor is a nurse and helped deliver the baby The
mother has no milk to feed the child The family is hoping to find some-
one who will adopt the child so that he does not die of hunger and cold.

Women often avoided consulting gynecologists for fear they would claim

to diagnose a pregnancy, just in order to make an additional $60 for per-

forming an abortion. Few families could afford the $100 to $400 for a hos-

pital delivery. Increasing numbers of women were resorting to giving birth at

home because of the cost of hospital delivery, but also because maternity

hospitals were cold and dirty, infested with cockroaches and other vermin.

A young mother in Mameuli gave birth in the home of her husband's
parents, where she had gone to live after marriage His mother opposed

calling a doctor because of the expense, and the child died For her sec-
ond child, she returned to her own parents, who paid an expenenced
neighbor 100,000 rubles (about $20) to deliver the child.

With new regulations and little information, even services that ought to

have been provided for free were not.

In Ajara an IDP living in a collection center gave birth there She was
unable to pay for a doctor, and so no one examined the baby He soon
got a lung infection and died two weeks later His mother was unaware
that hospitals were required to treat infants under a year of age free of
charge.

Many mothers worried that they were so poorly nourished that they

could not nurse their babies. Others were reluctant to take their babies

home because conditions there were so bad. Not surprisingly, maternity

hospitals reported a rise in babies abandoned at the hospital.

Coping with Costs

Poor people coped with most medical complaints by simply ignoring them.

Alternatively, they attempted free or low-cost treatments: home remedies,

massage, and consultation with local "healers." They set priorities, such as

providing food first for their children, and then for themselves, and only if

there was money left over would they spend it on their own medical treat-

ment.
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Nino, in Samegrelo, has terrible gallstone attacks But she prefers to

use any available cash to pay for bimonthly doctor visits (at 30 lari

each) for her son, who has a neurological illness and suffers frequent

convulsions, rather than apply it to the $500 her own surgery would

cost

With so many children suffering from illness, it is not surprising that

pensioners were being neglected One respondent, a 74-year-old woman,

could hardly see or hear, but could not afford $300 for a simple cataract

operation or a hearing aid An elderly man sat at home in pain because his

family could not afford a hernia operation A son regretted that he could

not pay the 20 lafi needed to diagnose what appeared to be a cyst on his

mother's thyroid gland, but he could not afford an operation for her in any

case.
The need to raise money for medical or surgical treatment forced many

families to sell important household assets, even their homes. Thus a sud-
den illness could impoverish even prosperous families Families often had

to decide between two equally costly options treat a severe illness or pay for

a funeral

When Timur's father became ill, his family could not afford to have him
moved to the hospital Trhe cost of his funeral turned out to be almost
as expensive as hospital treatment, however The family paid 30 lan for
the death certificate, 100 lari to have the body prepared, 300 lari for the
coffin, 150 lari to register for burial and dig the grave, and 300 lan for
a modest wake

Conclusions

Poor households felt that medical care had become inaccessible Even when
doctors consented to examine them for a modest fee, people were unable to

pay for laboratory analyses, further treatment, or medicines, much less the

high costs of surgery and hospital care As a result, they did without treat-

rnent or, where possible, incurred debts to cover emergency care Meanwhile

poverty had taken a toll on the population's health. People expressed a

marked sense of indifference to their own health and even the health of

their children.
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Children and Youth

The children of Georgia have proved particularly vulnerable to the transi-
tion. Their health has suffered from poor nutrition, unheated homes,
insufficient winter clothing, and accidents as they take over the tasks of
adults Their education has suffered, and many have left school entirely
to help their parents earn money. Children of IDPs showed many behav-
ioral and psychological disturbances stemming from war and displace-
ment. Although the majority of poor families gave priority to their chil-
dren's needs, some parents have been unable to cope, and the social insti-
tutions that used to help families are no longer up to the task. Abandon-
ment of infants and children, together with neglect and abuse, has also
increased

Stories of baby selling were rife. A Tbilisi respondent had heard of a
woman who had sold one child for $500 to support her remaining children.
Another had witnessed a 25-year-old woman in the market near Tbilisi's
central train station, offering her child for sale. The woman had reportedly
appealed to onlookers, saying, "The child will die of hunger-take him even
if you don't pay'

Street Children

The new street children in Tbilisi represented every ethnic group. 2 Some had
run away from their families, sometimes after divorce. Others had run away
from boarding schools for "difficult children." Once run like prisons, the
schools now let the children come and go as they pleased Some children
had families who were simply unable to provide care. And some-as young
as five years of age-spent most of their time on the streets, begging, pilfer-
ing, and in some cases working.

A small study carried out by Child and Environment, an NGO, estimat-
ed that street children in Tbilisi numbered from 1,000 to 1,200 at any
given time. About 20 percent came from other regions, and some were
IDPs. Street children were generally in bad physical and psychological con-
dition when they came to the attention of authorities. Many had serious
bronchitis, pleuritis, and other infections from prolonged exposure to
the cold and lack of warm clothing; many others had scabies, sexually
transmitted diseases, tuberculosis, or wounds from injuries and bums,
often from operating electric appliances and kerosene heaters in small
apartments without adult supervision Only about half had received
vaccinations. Although doctors sometimes treated these children for free,
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their unstable living situations made it difficult to complete their treat-
ments. The children tended to be frightened, aggressive, and unapproach-
able.

Some street children actually lived with their families and even helped
support them with their labor. Many of the families were poorly educated
and had a history of criminal involvement and a host of personal and psy-
chological problems, but during the Soviet period they had been able to
scrape by on an array of subsidies and other social supports Some families
had left their villages to engage in trade or business, others found they could
make as much begging in Tbilisi as they could through subsistence farming.

Some young parents had abandoned their children to elderly grandparents
who received old-age pensions but not child subsidies Many of the single
mothers of street children had lost work because of illness or had been laid
off. Most of the families rented apartments or rooms that were practically
unlivable, in old districts or slums, for 20 to 25 lari a month One family of
five lived in a single room with two beds. Many of the unsupervised chil-
dren begged their food on the streets and became involved in prostitution,
stealing, or glue sniffing

Some children were completely homeless. They slept in underground
passages, elevators, or abandoned kiosks One group of children, aged 6 to
14, slept in the public toilet near Tbilisi's central market, close to the gath-
ering spot of prostitutes and alcoholics Others paid 50 tetrt a night to sleep
in railroad cars at the train station. In winter they slept in the buildings
housing communal boilers until the apartment residents drove them away

These were the most difficult and troubled of the street children, well on
their way to becoming fully criminalized

Sometimes people offered homeless children 6 or 7 lari a day, along with
shelter, to work in cafes, restaurants, and gas stations. Some children even
worked for street photographers, earning up to 10 lari a day. Often these
children performed hard physical work Children as young as nine years old
worked in the markets, sometimes at night, carrying and loading goods, for
5 lari a day.

Children begged, with or without their parents, often in pairs or groups
organized by an adult. Generally, child beggars were more successful than
adults. They begged near churches-where they could earn up to 40 lari on
a holiday-and near underpasses, subway stations, markets, and city
squares. Often people running restaurants or bakeries gave them food, or
they stole it. Likewise, children were often given dothing or bought it them-
selves. Some children tried to injure themselves by falling under cars so that
they could then extort money from the driver
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Neither schools nor social service agencies have dealt effectively with the
problem of street children. The social assistance agency maintained that they
were the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, which runs boarding
schools, the Ministry of Education in tum considered the children the
responsibility of the Ministry of the Interior (the police). As of October 1996,
the police had delivered 500 children to the Tbilisi child collector, some
more than once. The building was in terrible condition, but the Red Cross
and the United Methodist Committee on Relief provided food aid. Up to 50
children at a time stayed at the child collector, usually for one or two months,
before being sent back to their families or to orphanages.

Education

By all accounts, public education has been steadily deteriorating through-
out Georgia, and especially for children of the poor. For young people in the
villages, the lack of educational or employment opportunities and the
dedine of village social and cultural life contributed to depression, crimi-
nality, and increased alcoholism.

Costs. Official and unofficial fees were one of the greatest concerns of poor
families interviewed for this study. Schooling was free through the first nine
grades, but the new school reform had introduced a fee for the 10th and
11th grades, which differed from region to region. In Samegrelo the fee was
7 to 10 lari, although some schools waived the fee for the best students. Par-
ents were also frequently required to contribute wood or money to heat the
school, plus monthly sums such as 5 lari for school renovation, to pay the
school guards, or to "top up" the teachers' salaries. In Tbilisi some teachers
got an extra 15 lari a month from parents. In some Javakheti villages, edu-
cation continued mainly thanks to parents, who supported the school, sup-
plied heating fuel, and contributed to the teachers' salaries. Throughout
Georgia the impact of these multiple fees was that increasing numbers of
children were leaving school when they completed the ninth grade, if not
before.

School supplies were expensive for poor families. In some districts first
graders received free books, and some residents of Tbilisi sent old textbooks
to relatives in villages. In a few lucky villages, local enterprises sponsored
schools.

Children had to travel increasing distances to stay in school. Many
schools had been dosed for lack of maintenance, to accommodate IDPs, or
as a result of war or weather damage, and transportation services had dete-
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riorated. In Ajara and Kazbegi some villages had only primary schools, and
transportation links with other villages had broken down.

Attntion. Both preschool and school attendance had dropped sharply. Few
poor village parents could send their children to kindergarten. Children left
school to help their parents or to look after younger siblings, or because
they lacked appropriate school clothing and supplies. Some children had
simply never started school. In every village and town in Mameuli district,
there were families who had taken their children out of school. In Ajara
respondents reported that poorly dressed children refused to attend school
because other children laughed at their ragged clothing. Parents also felt
that teachers increasingly favored rich children.

Many children and young people had lost interest in education. Children
over four years old knew the prices of everyday goods and could readily con-
vert lari to dollars and back. Some children, having already started to earn
money, no longer saw the point of school. As a 10-year-old businessman
asked, "Why should I study? I know how to add and count, I can count
money, rip people off, and cheat on weighing Nobody is paying me to
study, but I make 15 to 20 lari a month from trade." According to his
grandmother, he had started to buy his own clothing.

Declining Status of Teachers. Because many men had left teaching to search
for better-paying jobs, 95 percent of village teachers were now women, and
many were nearing pension age. Teachers received 12 to 14 lari a month,
two to three months late Although salaries in Mameuli were recently dou-
bled, to 21 lari, teaching loads were increased to 18 hours Before 1994,
3,000 teachers had worked in the district. By the time of the study, 2,100
had left their jobs, either to leave the country or to work in trade. Even those
who remained had to combine teaching with farming Parents felt that the
quality of education, particularly in middle schools, had declined, and
teachers felt that their work had become a form of "drudgery" and was no
longer respected. For women in particular, loss of a teaching job signified
diminished status, even within one's own family.

Higher Education. Numerous private institutions of higher leaming now
competed with the state universities. Commercial colleges and private uni-
versities, offering degrees in management, business, banking, and intema-
tional affairs, had opened in Batumi, Zugdidi, Tskhinval, and district centers
throughout Georgia. In some, IDPs were granted 50 percent discounts, but
many poor students could not even afford this. Even when parents managed
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to raise money to send their children to a private institution, they were often
forced to leave when the fees increased.

The new private institutions experienced problems with materials Rus-
sian textbooks were too expensive, and Georgian textbooks were not yet
available At the same time, the quality of public higher education had dete-
riorated. In Tskhinval faculty members had left for Russia, the university
library had not received any new books for six years, and the student stipend
had decreased to 700 lari a month. Education was losing its value for stu-
dents, who felt that education now required money rather than intelligence
or diligence. "With money," one student said, "even a moron can enroll in
medical school "

Rural regions such as Javakheti used to send many of their young people
for higher education; they later returned home or to district centers to work
as agronomists, teachers, and accountants. Now few could complete their
higher education, especially in the most prestigious state university depart-
ments such as law, which demanded up to $15,000 to secure admission,
since they led to a lucrative profession.

Institutions. Parents who were incapable of feeding their children could
request to send them to a boarding school or orphanage, although most
institutions in Georgia were no longer able to guarantee even minimally
adequate living conditions for the orphaned, disabled, ill, or "troubled"
children they housed. These children had multiple disadvantages. They
lived in conditions characterized by an appalling lack of hygiene, with cold
rooms, inadequate food, and often poor care. Homes for the mentally
handicapped have been described as the worst. Children without families,
or with incomplete or marginal families, were additionally vulnerable
because they lacked the informal ties and relationships so essential to sur-
vival during hard times (Scott and Tarkhan-Mouravi 1995, p. 25).

Conclusions

If human resources are the key to economic prosperity, then young people
who are healthy and educationally well prepared will be best positioned to
take advantages of opportunities in the new market economy. The Georgian
population was among the best educated of the Soviet republics. Today, in
contrast, the drop in family incomes, together with reduction of state sup-
port and the introduction of fees, means that poor children and youth are
systematically excluded from opportunities that will allow them to compete
on an equal basis with others.
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Internally Displaced Persons

Background: Conflict and Displacement

Between 1991 and 1996, when research for this study began, 350,000 peo-

ple had fled their homes as a result of armed conflict in the regions of South

Ossetia and Abkhazia Approximately 100,000 Ossetians left Georgia for

North Ossetia and other parts of Russia. As of 1995 over half of an estimat-

ed 250,000 IDPs were living in collective centers such as hostels, hospitals,

schools, and other public buildings, in overcrowded and unhygienic condi-

tions, unemployed, alienated from local populations, depressed, and bitter.

In Tbilisi, those who speak with a Megrelian or Svanetian accent (the Megre-

lians, like the Svans, are an ethnic Georgian subgroup) are immediately

marked and excite urban prejudices, which link them to the increasing crim-

inality in the city. As visible recipients of regular humanitarian assistance,

they have also elicited resentment among a local population that considers

itself just as badly off.
The government of Georgia has not hastened to assimilate the IDPs,

because by doing so it would lose one of its arguments for retaining he-

gemony over Abkhazia. Many IDPs also resist assimilation and insist they

will eventually return to Abkhazia; others have come to believe this will

not happen in the next five or ten years Although local registration has
been formally abolished and a propiska (residency permit) is no longer

required for work, according to the new constitution, respondents report-

ed that it sometimes proved necessary if one wished to buy a home. Many
IDPs are reluctant to register, however, since by doing so they would give

up government subsidies linked to their status and endanger their right to

move back to Abkhazia in the future. IDPs thus remain in an ambiguous
situation, unwilling-and not encouraged-to integrate, yet unable to

return home.

Living Conditions

In Batumi, IDPs from Sukhumi, the capital of Abkhazia, live in the
Medea Hotel, where between four and seven people crowd into a single
room of 13 square meters, without, of course, a kitchen or a bathroom
There are actually rooms to spare, but the hotel administrators claim
they are reserving them for 'guests of honor " A female occupant of the
Medea sleeps doubled up on the floor of the small entryway to her fam-
ily's room She says she "hasn't slept like a human being in a bed since
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1993." Their neighbor has been forced by overcrowding to sleep in the
hotel corridor, so as not infect his wife, son, daughter-in-law, and their
three children with his tuberculosis

Although many IDPs had worked as professionals-doctors, engineers,
and professors-in Abkhazia, they found themselves, according to respon-
dents, even more excluded from these fields than the local population. And
those who had fled without any possessions had virtually nothing to sell.
Their most important means of survival was humanitarian assistance, which
came from international donors such as the United Nations Development
Programme and from NGOs, although coverage has been very uneven, with
less going to East Georgia or to Ajara than to other areas.

The government of Georgia, through the Committee on Refugees, also
provided regular, if very modest, support to IDPs. In many regions IDPs
were entitled to free or discounted transportation, although in some
regions this right had been discontinued. In Tskhaltubo, for example, the
12,000 IDPs living in former sanatoria no longer received transportation
discounts, because city transportation had been privatized. Despite their
legal entitlement to their modest monthly payments, actually receiving
them was often difficult. IDPs in Tbilisi reported that money came to the
savings bank only once a month. Because there was never enough to go
around, people started ]ining up early in the moming. Sometimes the
crush became so fierce that people were injured; a young female respon-
dent had broken her hand. The IDPs felt angry and humiliated, since they
considered the money official compensation for the property they had had
to abandon in Abkhazia.

Given the preeminent role of personal connections in finding employ-
ment, it is not surprising that the rate of unemployment and, consequent-
ly, the incidence of depression were particularly high among IDPs.
A respondent living in the Medea Hotel mentioned a young man who
had committed suicide after failing to find employment. Most IDPs lacked
access to garden plots and felt humiliated by suffering hunger and being
labeled as beggars.

In Tbilisi many IDPs traded in produce in the city markets and on the
street. The local population, however, accused them of taking over the mar-
ket, buying local produce cheaply and then establishing a single price
among themselves IDPs felt they were often taken for Megrelian traders,
who have a similar regional accent and are locally viewed with suspicion as
swindlers. One IDP complained, "They call us speculators and accuse us of
causing all their problems!"
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The Place of IDPs in Georgian Society

The overwhelming majority of IDPs interviewed for this study expressed a

deep sense of insecurity-"as if we are sitting on a suitcase"-and isolation

from the communities in which they found themselves. They were depressed

about their circumstances and hopeless about the future Although some had

managed to assimtlate, either because they had relatives to put them up when

they arrived, or because they had found jobs or married local people, most

IDPs felt strong ties to each other, even in collection centers where they had

come from several different regions. But they felt rejected by the local popu-

lation, who constantly conveyed the message that "You're not one of us."

Displacement had grave consequences for the children of IDPs. A large

number simply did not attend school, many showed considerable psycho-

logical disturbances and behavior problems One couple in Tkibuli report-

ed that their child had refused to return to school after being labeled a

"refugee beggar" The overcrowding also influenced marriage patterns for

young people. Some IDPs tried to marry off their daughters at an early age,

just to secure their future IDPs who married and remained living in collec-

tion centers, however, said they tried not to conceive children. It is possible

that their children are among the rising number of newborns abandoned at

maternity hospitals because the parents cannot imagine bringing them to

live at the center.
Like the IDPs from Abkhazia, those in South Ossetia also suffered from

severe overcrowding, especially in the part of the region where earthquake

damage was still in evidence. Some lived in the buildings of a tourist com-

plex, but in small rooms never intended for long-term use by families. Else-

where people were housed in temporary wagons. Despite their matenal dif-

ficulties, however, the situation for the Ossetian IDPs living in South Osse-

tia was psychologically somewhat more bearable than that of IDPs from

Abkhazia, because the local authorities had not placed so many barriers in

the way of their assimilation into local society. The children exhibited their

distress most vividly, with the same problems of school performance and

behavior noted among IDPs from Abkhazia.

Social Integration and Disintegration

Ethnic Diversity

Georgia's regional and ethnic diversity provides ready-made fault lines dur-

ing periods of political, economic, and social conflict. After the breakup of
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the Soviet Union, the status of South Ossetia and Abkhazia was challenged,
resulting in armed conflict and massive destruction in Abkhazia and violent
conflict between Ossetians and Georgians throughout Georgia. Tensions
have ebbed and flowed in the border areas, particularly with Armenians in
Javakheti, and less so around Mameuli, with its predominantly Azeri popu-
lation.

Linguistic nationalization has a continuing impact on ethnic relations.
Although a significantly smaller percentage of ethnic Georgians than of
Armenians in Armenia or Azeris in Azerbaijan spoke Russian during the
Soviet period, Russian remained the language of the state bureaucracy and
of a significant portion of higher education. Zviad Gamsakhurdia, through
his nationalist rhetoric about the role of "guests" (ethnic minorities) in
Georgia, not only unsettled these minorities but also created problems for
the Russian-speaking population, including Russians and other Slavs, non-
Sephardic Jews, Armenians, and Georgians from ethnically mixed families
or who had been educated in Russian schools. The prejudice against Rus-
sioan speakers had diminished, although Russian speakers reported prob-
lems finding jobs.

During this study the prevailing attitude was one of exhaustion with con-
flict. People had been driven from their homes or left to live in damaged
structures. Families had been destroyed through the death or crippling of
breadwinners. Communities of IDPs were seen as competing for scarce
resources or contributing to increasing crime. Although most respondents
specifically exonerated their neighbors, many respondents had experienced
exclusion and discrimination, which they wamed could increase tensions
locally.

In many rural communities, particular subethnic groups maintained
relationships of solidarity. In Kazbegi the Mokhevi and the Khevsuri are dis-
tinct groups who make up whole villages, often derived from a single
extended family whose members maintain a dose network of mutual sup-
port. One respondent noted that, when she moved back to her relatives' vil-
lage, her distant relations started her family out with two piglets and some
poultry and provided them regularly with dairy products. In fact, people
tended to apply only to town or regional officials who were relatives, which
indicates the extent to which political and kinship relations are intertwined,
even merged, in small communities.

Borders. With the creation of an independent Georgian state, intemational
borders divided ethnic communities that straddled both sides. In this respect
Georgia's ethnic diversity could prove a strength, as Azeris and Armenians,
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for example, facilitated the exchange of goods and services through their

cross-border ties with Azerbaijan and Armenia, respectively, as well as with

kin in Russia By the same token, the emigration of Georgian Jews to Israel
has created cultural and commercial links between Israel and Georgia.

Because of Georgia's mountainous topography and deep snows, land-

slides and avalanches close some roads at least five months of the year, forc-

ing residents of highland border areas such as Kazbegi to look to Russia (in

particular, North Ossetia) as the closest place to market their goods. It was
cheaper to go from the town of Kazbegi to Vladikavkaz in Russia than to

'T7bilisi. People have moved to Kazbegi from Tbilisi, if they have some con-

nections and the possibility of raising some cattle, or from the North Cau-

casus, fleeing instability and war.
In southem Georgia, the borders with Azerbaijan and Armenia were not

yet clearly defined. Ties of kinship and ethnicity and practical issues such as

language have long influenced where families send their children for high-

er education or for marriage. This will increase with the inevitable linguistic
nationalization: local populations who do not master Georgian will leave

for regions where they fit in linguistically. At the same time, as already

noted, border populations enjoy an advantage for commerce.
Ethnic Georgian and Armenian relations became particularly strained

during the Gamsakhurdia period. In Akhaltsikhe, the center of the Samt-

skhe-Javakheti region with a mixed Armenian-Georgian population, Arme-
nians accused Georgians of pushing them out of the labor market, especial-

ly in public sector jobs in banks, post offices, and other functioning enter-

prises. In the predominantly Armenian district of Akhalkalaki, there were
fewer openings in public sector work. Armenians felt that their exclusion

was the result of prejudice, as well as the fact that most of them do not speak

Georgian. (The functional language used to be Russian, and Georgian was
not even required in school.) Relations were calmer at the time of this study,

partly thanks to efforts by national and local government. Armenians were
aware that their Georgian neighbors were also suffering economically, and

that local Georgians, too, were often bypassed for important posts in favor

of Georgians from the center
The Azen minority in Marneuli has preserved linguistic and other cultural

affiliations with Azerbaijan. Many speak Azeri at home, with Russian as a sec-

ond language. Many have ties of kinship, friendship, and business with the

population of Azerbaijan A large part of the population lives by agriculture,

either practicing subsistence gardening or working on the remaining collec-

tive farms or on their own small plots, and actively marketing surpluses in

Mameuli's four markets, elsewhere in Georgia, or in Azerbaijan. The distnct
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stood out in this study in several particulars: the greater level of fear of and
alienation from local authorities (although they, too, were ethnic Azeris); the
lower level of educational attainment and participation in the education sys-
tem; and the markedly subordinate and vulnerable position of girls and
women in many households, rendered worse by poverty and hardship.

Conflict Zones. IDPs from Abkhazia who remained in collection centers
tended to form dosed communities, which maintained distant, even hostile
relations with local populations Unable to establish roots because they
lacked permanent housing, stable jobs, land, and essential connections to
local centers of power, they felt psychologically oppressed by the suspicion
and resentment of the host community. A great number expressed the
strong desire to return to their homes. Others wanted to go to Russia. Per-
haps most dangerous for Georgia was the insistence of some IDPs that force
must be used to guarantee their retum.

Local populations living near the border of Abkhazia with the Samegre-
lo region complained about the behavior of the CIS (that is, Russian) peace-
keepers who guarded the 24-kilometer border along both banks of the
Inguri River. They accused the guards of stealing their poultry, pigs, and
cows, extorting money from people cutting wood, and demanding food,
drink, and cigarettes Although some incidents had been discussed in the
press, and people had appealed to their mayor and to the United Nations,
they had not received a response. Meanwhile the border remained porous.
Georgians from Gali, which borders Samegrelo, slipped over the border to
cultivate their fields, trying to avoid both militia and land mines. Georgians
and Abkhazians brought food to sell at the Zugdidi markets Others gave
letters and packages to the peacekeepers, who, for a sum, would carry such
items back and forth between Georgia and Abkhazia.

South Ossetia, which has suffered extensive damage from war and earth-
quake, presents a dismal picture when one arrives from Tbilisi. One cannot
use Georgian currency in the local markets-only rubles are in circulation-
and the clock is set an hour earlier than in Tbilisi, to synchronize with
Moscow. Most South Ossetians had not been to Tbilisi or other parts of
Georgia in many years, and they expressed great curiosity about what was
going on there, as well as a fearful ambivalence about closer ties. Respon-
dents said that both Georgians and Azerbaijanis came to the border areas
and even to city markets to trade, without encountering any problems.

Many Ossetian families have remained in Georgia in Ossetian or mixed
villages. In Kakhetia, during the Gamsakhurdia period when paramilitary
troops were active in the region, residents of ethnically mixed Ossetian fam-



No Guests at Our Table Social Fragmentation in Georgia I 251

ilies were robbed of cattle and physically threatened. Many left for North
Ossetia at that time; a few have since returned and have received land in the
privatization Most of them excused their neighbors, who they said were not
involved in the violence, but nevertheless expressed numerous grievances

against local officials and felt themselves the target of systematic ethnic dis-
crimination as Ossetians.

Ossetian residents of Kitaani village, administered by the Chumlakhi vil-
lage council, recalled how Chumlakhi had fired its Ossetian employees, cre-

ating great hardship for their families, and effectively forced Ossetian youths
to leave Georgia for North Ossetia in search of jobs. Relations in Georgia
have improved, and Ossetian families were included in the land distribu-

tion, but many said they still felt like second-class citizens. They noted that
the bus route that older children used to take from their village to the
school in the district center, and that teachers used to get to the primary

school in Kitaani, had been abolished. The village lacked a medical station
as well as telephone connections with the district center. Although other vil-
lages received at least a few hours of electricity a day, their village had

received no electricity in two years. Respondents also claimed their village
was the only one that had not received government or humanitarian aid.

Although Ajara had been an autonomous republic during Soviet times
and, with its predominantly Muslim population and conspicuously wealthy
underground elite, had always been distinct from the rest of Georgia, it had
not become involved in the separatist conflicts Ruled by Asian Abashidze,
Ajara remained aloof from politics in the rest of Georgia, following a very

different economic agenda. Yet despite the stereotype of local wealth, much
of the population lived in poverty no less serious than elsewhere in the
country. The authorities blamed Tbilisi for electricity shortages A local
respondent said, "All of Georgia has light; only we are living in a concen-
tration camp.'

Poverty and isolation in Ajara appeared compounded by a pervasive fear
among the residents Interviewers noted that respondents were frightened
"as nowhere else in Georgia" and spoke fearfully of the strong and pervasive
clan links of local authorities. They spoke of numerous cases of official
extortion. One respondent described how he had opened a car parts shop,
duly paid his taxes, and rented premises, when an old friend of the previous
mayor decided to build a large supermarket where he had his shop, and
evicted him. His neighbor, however, refused to move As a result, his booth
was destroyed, and he ended up paying the equivalent of $1,200 for the

damage. Many respondents hinted about cases of extortion by the authori-
ties but said very directly they were afraid to say more about it
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Changing Gender Roles

In the traditional Georgian family, girls had equal access to education,
although it often served only to secure a better marriage, and career took
second place to family responsibilities. Men were expected to provide well
for their families, whereas women bore responsibility for the domestic
domain. Women could rely on a host of state benefits and subsidies, indud-
ing free provision of medical services, maternity leave, and subsidized child
care. In today's Georgia, however, men were often unable to live up to their
socially mandated role as the family breadwinner. Their sense of emascula-
tion and failure often led to a host of physical ailments and sharply increas-
ing mortality, alcoholism, physical abuse of wives and children, and divorce
and abandonment of families.

In Soviet Georgia, women had clustered in the middle or lower echelons
of certain professions: in education (as teachers or lecturers rather than
school directors and faculty chairs), in medicine (as nurses, pediatricians,
and general practitioners rather than surgeons or head doctors), and in
social services generally. Certain industries were also feminized at the level
of line workers (for example, food processing, textiles, and some light man-
ufacturing) or administration (accountants, clerks, and secretaries).
Although career usually came second to family, work and the 'work collec-
tive" of colleagues and friends nevertheless played important roles in
women's lives, giving them an income and a respected social identity out-
side the family.

Although women have been harder hit by unemployment than men,
their secondary position in the labor market has paradoxically made them
more flexible and adaptable. Where men have been paralyzed by the fact
that their connections no longer function, some women have found it eas-
ier to take risks. Although men cannot do "female work,' society pardons a
woman for doing "men's work" to feed her children. Women have moved
into the shuttle trade, traveling abroad and making independent decisions.
The breadwinner of the family was now anyone-it could even be a child-
who procured work and income, and holding this role gave one commen-
surate authority in the family.

Yet women were vulnerable in the new private sector: pregnant women
and mothers found it harder to keep and retain jobs, and women had little
recourse against sexual harassment. Women often had to leave small chil-
dren home alone while, as one put it, she "runs like a dog from house to
house, selling some sort of dothing or product just to make 2 lari a day"

The incidence of prostitution had risen, even among girls and new moth-
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ers with nursing infants at home. Some women found it less shameful to

engage in prostitution in Greece or Turkey, in connection with the shuttle

trade, sometimes sending money home to their families. In Mameuli some

families were said to sell women and girls as brides to buyers in Uzbekistan;

in 1989-92 the going price was 3,000 to 5,000 rubles

Many female respondents felt that poverty was worse for them than

before, because they were now completely "socially undefended" They

complained that they no longer felt like women, because they had no time

or resources to take care of themselves. In the same way, men unable to sup-

port their families or repay debts no longer felt like men, and some disap-

peared and lived by themselves. Many men had been injured in the civil

conflicts, and widows or disabled men now headed many of the poorest

families. Women who had previously worked only in the home were forced

to take over primary responsibility for supporting the entire family Some

female respondents felt that they were the first to sacrifice their possessions

when their family was in need First they sold their own jewelry, down to

their wedding ring, then their clothes, and then small household items such

as linens and crystal, and only afterward did the men start selling the most

expensive household durables such as fumiture or vehicles.

Youth and the Elderly

Children suffered from malnutrition and the breakdown of health and edu-

cation services. An increasing number of poor children had stopped going

to school, many worked informally with their parents, while others worked
independently as traders, goods handlers, or assistants, some doing heavy

manual labor at young ages. Poor teenagers and young adults, especially

those who were poorly educated, lacking training in foreign languages

or computer literacy, faced difficulties entering the job market. Although

many young people had dropped out of school to work, many who had

completed higher education were unable to find work, especially since they

lacked experience.
But young people are also adaptable. They now collected money from

each other to buy a modest amount of food or drinks so they could social-

ize. While their elders deplored their own isolation from cultural life, young

people had learned how to slip into the back entrances of theaters. Village

youth experienced more difficulty, and the incidence of alcoholism among

the young was rising. Older people tended not to judge them too harshly,

for, as they put it, young people no longer had any prospects for the future.

The elderly were among the hardest hit Those who lived alone, whose
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adult children were unemployed, or who bore primary responsibility for
underage grandchildren lived from one pension payment to the next.
Although respondents all claimed that there had been no cases of starva-
tion, and that neighbors often fed the indigent elderly on a regular basis,
large numbers of elderly now lived by begging. Brought up with a very dif-
ferent set of values, the elderly found it difficult to adapt to new practices.
They found it confusing to deal with the three, and sometimes four, curren-
cies in circulation: lari, dollars, rubles, and kupons (privatization vouchers).
Many were passive and ignorant of their rights; others were too old, too ill,
or too disabled to pursue their entitlements.

A middle-aged respondent in Ajara laments, "In ten years there won't be
one pensioner still alive, the majority of children will be uneducated
because of the introduction of paid education, there will be selection of
the fittest, and the least principled in the arena will win.'

Community Relations

Poverty affected patterns of sociality, solidarity, and authority. Although
physical conditions were worse in the villages, people felt their neighbors
were more willing to lend a helping hand with small amounts of money
and exchanges of food and services In urban communities as well, the poor
relied extensively on each other. People tended to appeal first to their neigh-
bors, who were generally aware of their circumstances, and to close relatives
(especially for larger sums), then they would go to friends, colleagues, and,
only as a last resort, to their boss at work, who might give them an advance
in an emergency. In many communities the poor and the rich moved in sep-
arate cirdes.

Social Isolation. Traditionally hospitable Georgians now lived in fear of
being hosts or even guests They had nothing to serve, and they were unwill-
ing to be guests, because it was considered shameful to come to a funeral or
wedding without a gift of money. For urban residents participation in cul-
tural events had radically diminished, and people tended to live what one
Batumi respondent termed "a hermit-like existence," avoiding visits and
their related (monetary) obligations.

Increasingly, it was the newly rich who were becoming more powerful in
the villages, whereas the authority of teachers and doctors, once privileged
and respected, was declining. People noted an increasing distance from
neighbors, friends, and relatives who had become rich. Many people
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observed increasing suspicion and envy, even among those dose to them, as
they tried to ascertain who had become richer, who poorer.

Family ties had been ruptured as families found themselves living in dif-
ferent republics, unable to communicate easily or cheaply. Within Georgia,
poverty and overcrowding created stress and conflict. Families split, with
adult children moving away and virtually abandoning their parents. Pover-
ty also changed the significance and the shape of family relationships. An
unmarried respondent complained that potential husbands were now
mainly interested in whether she worked and how much she eamed.

State and Society. Many Georgians moumed the passing of the old patemal-
istic state. They still expected the government to solve the problems of
unemployment by "creating workplaces." Peasants felt their only hope lay
in government assistance through credits, purchases of inputs, help with
marketing, and attracting foreign partners.

Impoverishment had diminished trust. In rural communities, house-
holds complained of frequent thefts of livestock and harvest. A Signaghi
respondent reported that now, before the harvest, farmers took turns watch-
ing the fields. Sometimes they found themselves confronting armed thieves.
They had virtually no trust in the agents of the state, least of all the police.
People described themselves as living in a police state, in which police paid
for their positions and freely harassed citizens. Indeed, people often pre-
ferred to contact "criminal authorities" rather than even bring their prob-
lems to the notice of police, who often extorted payments from them.

The role of connections and bribes had also changed. The preexisting sys-
tem of corruption had become more flagrant and ubiquitous. Poor people
were outraged by the contrast between their own lives and those of officials.
People in rural communities pointed out that local officials almost invari-
ably ended up with the best and largest plots of land and the large busi-
nesses. An Ajaran, disputing the image advertised by the local leadership of
Ajara as a "peninsula of well-being and prosperity" within Georgia,
described the leadership as "moneybags," who "build fashionable hotels
and tennis courts for high society, consort with local and foreign business-
men, and waste the people's money.'

People felt betrayed after having waited for years for govemment apart-
ments or telephones, only to leam that they had to pay outrageous prices
for what they had been promised. An Armenian in Javakheti who wanted to
move to Armenia or elsewhere in Georgia had to pay a bribe of $500 in
order to "deregister" his household so that he could obtain a propiska in the
new home. To change a car registration cost $1,500. Employment was
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obtained through connections, often accompanied by a bribe. The more
lucrative the job, the larger the bribe: it cost $20,000 to become a customs
official, for example. Bribery "inflation" can be said to be a distorted reflec-
tion of the transition to a market economy.

One bright spot was the state of the voluntary sector, which many inter-
national and local organizations characterized as the most vibrant in the
South Caucasus. The Varketili association, a grassroots community organi-
zation, emerged in a high-rise district of 70,000 people on the outskirts of
Tbilisi. The district lacks electricity, running water, postal service, and
garbage collection, has few telephones, and rarely receives newspapers. The
association formed in 1995, when a group of local intellectuals and jour-
nalists came to the head of a local cable television station to announce their
intention to block the airport road in protest. Since its registration in June
1995, the Varketili organization has organized a number of community
services, ranging from bus service to garbage collection.

Conclusions

The demise of the Soviet state left the field open for different competing
elites: what Georgians and others refer to as "clans' or "mafias.' Ethnic con-
flict and tension resulted in the destruction of cities, towns, and villages in
Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and other parts of Georgia, as well as mass move-
ments of displaced persons. President Eduard Shevardnadze and his gov-
emment have largely succeeded in bringing stability to Georgia, but stabili-
ty has not replaced the old, patemalistic Soviet structure, which forced at
least a simulation of social responsibility.

Although Georgians remain strongly loyal to kin, neighbors, friends, and
their immediate community, there is little sense of social responsibility to
Georgian society as a whole. Respondents interpreted 'market economy'
and "capitalism" to mean the pursuit of one's self-interest without any regard
for the impact of one's actions on those outside one's personal network.

Although Soviet Georgian society was always status oriented, status was
a matter of connections and prestige achieved through education and work.
The former elite have transformed their prestige into solid wealth, unre-
strained by Soviet-era prejudices against business or "speculation.' Loss of
incomes from jobs, govemment benefits, and subsidies along with reduced
access to health care, education, and previously subsidized social and cul-
tural benefits have marginalized large portions of the urban and rural pop-
ulation. Those without connections are increasingly falling by the wayside.
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As the gap between rich and poor widens, certain groups have emerged

as particularly vulnerable to impoverishment. These include people without

immediate families, such as abandoned and orphaned youths, and people

without extended local networks, such as IDPs and rural-to-urban migrants

People who are unfit to compete in the labor market, especially in the

emerging private sector, are also vulnerable. this includes the elderly, the

chronically ill and disabled, mothers who have many children and no child

care options, and recent school dropouts without work experience Ethnic

minorities also have disadvantages: many do not speak Georgian, and they

may lack powerful protectors in govemment.
For poor Georgians the most difficult aspects of poverty include physical

privation (lack of food, heat, decent shelter, and safe water) and social and

cultural deprivation (presentable clothing, exclusion from social and cul-

tural life). They attribute their plight to the lack of jobs, low and late

salaries, inadequate benefits, loss of savings, indebtedness, and other con-

tingent factors. Addressing these issues will be challenging, considering the

larger economic context of a struggling economy, lack of government

resources, and the fact that connections will remain important in Georgian

society for some time to come.

Notes

I World Bank (1999) The qualitative study is published in volume 2 of that study.

2. Although information for this section has come from several sources, Child and

Environment, a Georgian NGO, was particularly helpful, and many of the inter-

views that contributed to this section were carried out by one of Its members
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In the discussions of citizenship in post-socialist Georgia, the topic of social
entitlements predominates. Soviet social citizenship, which granted the full range of
social rights, significantly shaped the people’s current expectations of social rights in
Georgia. In order to address the external and internal pressure for poverty alleviation,
the Georgian government started reforming the social support system of the country.
The cornerstone of Georgia’s current social policy is a new social assistance
programme, the main principle of which is to provide social benefits to the poorest
families as identified by an evaluation system. This paper explores the enactment of the
‘targeted social assistance’ (TSA) programme in a village in north-western Georgia.
By participating in the TSA programme, Georgian citizens exercise social citizenship
as a practice of bargaining for universal social rights that at present are not achievable
for all as the state provides social security only to extremely needy families.
The category of social citizenship described by T.H. Marshall helps us to understand
the claims of Georgian citizens for state support. The discrepancy between social
security and social citizenship causes people to misunderstand the goals of the TSA
programme and this ultimately leads to dissatisfaction among Georgia’s citizenry.

Keywords: social citizenship; social security; social policy; post-socialist Georgia

Introduction

During my conversations and observation of everyday life in Sats’ire, a village in the

Tq’ibuli district in north-western Georgia, citizenship was mentioned primarily in

relation to social issues that people believed the state should solve. The free-market

economy and privatisation process, which were introduced in the country in early 1990s,

do not seem to have much changed the citizens’ expectations from the state. What is new

in the social policy of post-socialist Georgia is that it is far from being a welfare state and

that it tries to depart from the Soviet model of social citizenship (even if it tries not to

ignore the demands of the people at the same time). The cornerstone of the state’s

current social policy is a new social assistance programme, the main principle of which

is to provide state resources (or social security as I refer to it later) to the poorest persons

as identified by an evaluation system. As the dissolution of the Soviet system state-

supported jobs and sufficient social support (including free medical care) are no longer

available or are available only to a limited extent. This has created an uncertain

economic situation which, along with the memory of Soviet practices of universal social

citizenship, motivated the majority of Sats’ire’s population to apply for the new social
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assistance programme regardless of their financial situation. In this way, Georgian

citizens are trying to exercise social citizenship as a practice of bargaining for universal

social rights that are ultimately not achievable given the present state of Georgia’s

economy and the government’s policy of providing social security only to extremely

needy families. Thus, Georgia’s citizens demonstrate a conflation of the concepts of

social citizenship and social security. The theoretical understanding of social rights

(‘as an absolute right to a certain standard of civilization’ (Marshall 1950, p. 106)) seems

to work here, but the ‘standard of civilization’ is relatively and differently understood by

Georgian citizens and by the Georgian state. In this article, I shall argue that social

citizenship and social security are separate categories. In the process, I raise such

questions as: what strategies do local people employ to exercise their social rights? How

does the category of social citizenship described by T.H. Marshall help us in

understanding the claims of Georgian citizens for state support? Before engaging with

these questions and theoretical issues of social citizenship and social support in general,

I shall briefly introduce the ‘targeted social assistance’ (TSA) programme, which is

currently being implemented in Georgia.

TSA in Georgia

I first heard about the TSA programme when I began to carry out a census survey as part of

my fieldwork. People appeared uncomfortable about answering my questions on property,

income and migration, which made me think that they were misunderstanding the aim of

my visit and my work. Soon, however, I found out that the investigation into families’

economic situations for the TSA programme was going on at the same time, and the

villagers thought I was one of the social agents on whom their ‘fate’ depended.

The programme is the state’s most recent response to increasing poverty, which became

a severe problem in Georgia soon after the country declared independence in 1991.

At present, Georgia’s choice of methods and tools for solving social problems is related to

political principles. The choice of social policy is also increasingly dependent on foreign

guidelines for the country. The government and international organisations such as the

United Nations Development Programme and the World Bank emphasised the need to

overcome poverty. Furthermore, eradicating poverty was announced as the number one

goal of the UN’s Millennium Development Goals. After the ‘Rose Revolution’ in 2003,

overcoming poverty became even more important as the new government was eager to

develop close relations with the European Union. Since 2004, radical changes in the social

assistance system have been made, which are reflected in the Law on Social Assistance

adopted in 2006. According to this law, the main principle of social assistance is social

protection of the extremely poor sector of the population. Much of the system of category-

based assistance inherited from the previous period was abolished altogether, with the

planned expansion of the remaining parts being suspended. A significant number of existing

beneficiaries were transferred to the new TSA programme, which, in accordance with

the new law, was prepared and started being implemented in 2006 by the Social Service

Agency (SSA).

The main concept of the new programme differs from the Soviet social support policy

in that the eligibility for social support is presently dependent on self-evaluation and the

evaluation of social agents.1 First, the family (or an adult member of the family) should

evaluate him/herself as poor, and then the local SSA in Tq’ibuli district evaluates the

family’s economic conditions. In Tq’ibuli, the SSA has a staff of eight agents. To avoid

clientelistic relations in the evaluation procedures, social agents are sent to villages other

T. Mataradze472
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than their own home village, and there are checks on the results reported by each social

agent.

According to the procedure for preparing the declaration, social agents visit and ask

about the demographic situation of the family, employment, income and expenses. They

also examine the living conditions of the family and the property, and include information

about home appliances, furniture, curtains, and even about the health and beauty aids

(such as soap and shampoo) that the family members use. They also check the number of

livestock, poultry and cultivated land plots. Other state institutions like the Department of

Migration or the Ministry of Internal Affairs provide additional information such as

whether a family member lives abroad or has an official job. In case of false information,

the family is disqualified from participating in the programme for three years. Completed

declarations are sent to Tbilisi, where all the resources that families have declared are

entered into a special computer programme. Household welfare is evaluated by means of

proxy means testing, and each family is ascribed a ‘rating score’ that reflects the

assessment of its socio-economic condition.

There are three different kinds of assistance packages that are allocated on the basis of

the rating scores.2 Families identified as extremely poor receive the first package, which

provides 30 GEL3 per month for the first family member and 12 GEL for each additional

member of the family. In addition to the direct financial support, the families receive

health insurance policies and an electricity allowance.4 Families receiving the second

package get no cash, but they are eligible for health insurance policies and the electricity

allowance. Families in the third group qualify only for the electricity allowance. If a family

qualifies for one of the social support packages, there are further checks before the social

support is finally allocated.

Within the Tq’ibuli district, more than 6000 families (30% of the families living in the

district) applied for the programme, one of the highest rates within the region.5 As of

September 2006 around 1300 families had qualified for the first package of social support.

Approximately 2000 families received the second package and another 2000 families

qualified only for the electricity allowance. Approximately 700 families were evaluated as

not poor and, therefore, not in need of social support.

Social citizenship or social security?

Poverty, living conditions, financial support and health care are all central to the new state

social policies and are key issues in discussions of social security as well. The central

question that we need to address then is how these categories are linked to social

citizenship, and to what degree and why social security and social citizenship should be

differentiated and yet linked to one another. In their work, von Benda-Beckmann and von

Benda-Beckmann (2000, p. 12) followed the definition of social security proposed by the

International Labour Organisation: ‘the protection which society provides for its members,

through a series of public measures against the economic and social distress that otherwise

would be caused by the stoppage or substantial reduction in earnings resulting from

sickness, maternity, employment injury, unemployment, invalidity, old age and death; the

provision of medical care; and the provision of subsidies for families with children’. As

this definition is quite substantial and incorporates most kinds of social policies, it overlaps

to a considerable degree with social citizenship. The classical definition of social

citizenship is vaguer, asserting the rights of citizens ‘to live the life of a civilized being’

(Marshall 1950, p. 94). Marshall sees the origins of social citizenship in the Poor Law of

England, but the provision of these minimal social rights was in contradiction to civil and
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political citizenship: ‘The Poor Law treated the claims of the poor, not as an integral part

of the rights of the citizen, but as an alternative to them’ (ibid., p. 100). Hence the initial

idea of citizenship, to preserve equality between those having citizenship status, is violated

in the case of social rights. That the state guarantees minimum goods and services,

however, does not necessarily decrease social inequality between citizens; it primarily

alleviates the poverty of citizens. Marshallian theory has often been criticised for taking

the case of Great Britain as a representative example, for the teleological character of its

evolutionary model, and because it could not explicitly define the relationship between

social class and citizenship (Turner 1993, p. 7). Nevertheless, despite these critiques,

Marshall’s work remains crucial for building social theories around citizenship issues,

as I shall show below.

Some later interpretations of social citizenship are clearer in defining social rights as

‘free collective bargaining over wages and working conditions, insurance against

unemployment and in health, and the guarantee of minimum standards of housing,

education, employment, and health care’ (Murray 2007, p. 229). Maurice Roche, when

discussing social citizenship, underlines the importance of the context and complexity of

social rights. He reminds us about the global context, as international organisations

‘recognize and promote social rights and the full complex of rights associated with

citizenship’ (Roche 2008, p. 84). The case of the TSA programme is an example of

‘the new patterns of benefit provision observed into “external” and “internal” pressures on

states’ (ibid., p. 81). Writing on social citizenship, Turner (1993, p. 4) uses the idea of

practice to define citizenship as ‘a set of social practices which define a nature of social

membership’. Such an emphasis on citizenship practices helps me, on the one hand, to

highlight the process of claiming social rights and, on the other hand, to distinguish social

security from social citizenship.

The categories of social security and social citizenship are both concerned with the

material well-being of individuals within a specific society. However, social citizenship

accentuates the right of each member of the society to enjoy a certain standard of living

and to have the right to demand it if necessary (i.e. from the bottom up), whereas social

security emphasises the philanthropic foundation of the state to provide certain groups

with benefits (i.e. from the top down). Social security is not for every member of society;

rather, it is intended to benefit those members in need, those who have lost their jobs, been

injured or disabled, or grown old and so on. Social citizenship is the right of each

individual member of a state, whereas social security encompasses groups of people

(sometimes even of different citizenships) classified as having a special status.

Furthermore, social security is a social provision for people, but the source of the provision

is not necessarily defined; it might be official or unofficial, coming from the state, an

international organisation, a kin group, the neighbourhood and so forth (Burgess and Stern

1991, Drèze and Sen 1991, von Benda-Beckmann and von Benda-Beckmann 2000).

To distinguish among the sources of social security, in this paper, I use the term

‘traditional social security’ to refer to all kinds of security coming from unofficial

structures such as kin, neighbours, and friends, and ‘state social security’ to refer to social

security provided by the state.

The term social citizenship is narrower in the sense that it is limited to the formal social

rights that the members of a state (should) have, and accentuates state–society relations

while ignoring the informal provision of economic resources (Goldberg 2001, Buğra

2007). Social citizenship, as introduced by Marshall, is formal and suggests a basis for

citizens to develop official claims. These claims are made in order to acquire material and

social security from the state. Social citizenship, therefore, includes social rights that
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citizens have gained at different stages of state development. The practice of executing or

implementing social rights is part of social citizenship. Social security is the result they

want to gain, but this is scarce and does not guarantee social equality.

Social practice reveals how and why locals establish their rights to access social

security and force the state to support them, even if this support is insufficient. I argue that

participation in the programme is more about ‘getting something from the state’ than about

receiving substantial material support. There are diverse reasons for this: some families are

in a difficult financial situation and they try every possible way to find a remedy. There are

people who want to get state support as reimbursement for their past dedication to the

socialist state. Devotion to the job (as measured by one informant as the length and

complexity of work experience) was the economic investment in future pensions, which

disappeared along with the former system. Now, pensioners think that the current state is

obliged to pay them back for the devotion and loyalty they showed towards the former

socialist state. Elderly locals have kept their various rewards and their labour registry

books6 to show how devoted they were and as a proof of the duration of their work

experience and past salaries. During Soviet times, this was the basis for establishing one’s

pension, but to the disappointment of the elderly locals it no longer guarantees benefits.

The pension in Georgia is non-contributory; it is called a pension, but in reality it is

financed from the central budget and is a kind of social benefit as well. The current

pensions are less than the official subsistence minimum, and most pensioners need other

sources of income to survive. Some are supported by their offspring; some are still able to

manage their own businesses or engage in subsistence agriculture. The state takes these

additional sources into consideration in determining eligibility for the TSA programme,

and those who have such external sources of support are removed from the TSA roll.

In other words, the TSA programme grants social security only to extremely poor families,

but the general population wants this to be part of their universal social rights, and the

rationale behind the TSA remains elusive for them. The strongest reason for demanding

universal social rights from the state is the memory of 70 years of socialist citizenship

practice. Socialist states granted full social citizenship rights ‘in order to “buy off”

demands for civil and political rights, and thus for full citizenship, which they otherwise

suppressed’ (Roche 2008, p. 72).

Both concepts of social security and social citizenship are important in understanding

the process of implementing the new social policy in Georgia. The state social policy

became one of targeting and guaranteeing social security only to those who otherwise were

not socially secure. The state regards this social policy as fair because it guarantees the

survival of extremely needy families and alleviates extreme poverty. Here, we can observe

the similarity to social citizenship: the TSA could be seen as ‘an attempt to abate the

obvious nuisance of destitution in the lowest ranks of society’ (Marshall 1950, p. 107).

However, the expectations of the population are different and all the applicants for the

TSA demand the subsistence benefits as part of their social rights. According to the locals,

social benefits should be distributed to all citizens despite their social rank. The villagers’

expectations resonate with Marshall (1950, p. 108), who saw the need for ‘an equalization

between the more and the less fortunate at all levels – between the healthy and the sick, the

employed and the unemployed, the old and the active, the bachelor and the father of a large

family’.

Financial support, health insurance and an electricity allowance – these are part of the

state-provided social security. As the provision of this social security is not based on the

universal social rights of citizens, but rather on the basis of need, the TSA programme can

be regarded as an official social security guaranteed only for some citizens, and not the
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‘manifest’ of universal social citizenship. The efficiency of the programme, however, is

questionable as the amount of financial support provided is minimal and medical care is

uncertain and inadequate. Even if some of the provisions within the programme are at

times not crucial for the survival of families, they are nevertheless part of the claims they

have towards the state.

The implementation of the programme includes multiple processes and fields where

the state (defined as all branches of government that initiated and implemented the

programme) and the society meet one another. This is the sphere of social citizenship

where members make their claims for state-supported social security. Before we discuss

why and how local people ‘defend’ their social rights, we should look at the history of

Soviet social policy, which partly defines today the social claims that the citizens make

towards the present state.

Among the several works concerning socialist social policy written towards the end

of the Soviet era (von Beyme 1981, Porket 1987) or after its dissolution (Adam 1991,

Alexopoulos 2006), the emphasis on the overstated ideology of the Soviet Union to

present itself as ‘a classless society’, made up of ‘unselfish and caring benefactors’ is

prominent (Porket 1987). Adam (1991) focused on the inadequacy of the socialist health

care system, regulated food prices and housing policy, whereas Porket (1987) pointed out

the problems of unemployment, social inequality and clientelism within the former

Soviet Union. The limitations of the socialist social policy demonstrate the distance

between the imagined universal socialism and the actual one. Nevertheless, as Porket

(1987, p. 122) noted, ‘Within the framework of its policy the regime provides the

population with specific values. The values are not always of the quantity and quality

desired or needed by the population, but are provided from the cradle to the grave and,

on top of that, either without any direct financial cost to the recipient (e.g. the social

security system is non-contributory) or at subsidized prices.’ However, two less desirable

features of Soviet citizenship developed as a result of this cradle-to-grave social policy:

‘Both the régime and enterprises are regarded as a milk cow, a give-it-to-me attitude and

sit-back-and-wait-for-it attitude constitute two important traits of the popular culture’

(Porket 1987, p. 122). One could say that within socialism social citizenship was more

than the protection of social rights; the system designed and planned the lives of its

members, thereby denying citizens the choice and the exercise of free will. Furthermore,

the socialist social policy encouraged economic dependence on the state, which was

guaranteed as long as one was loyal to the state and did not protest about the missing

aspects of civil and political citizenships.

Understanding poverty and differences between state and traditional social security

As discussed above, the name and the aim of the TSA are concerned with poverty

alleviation. Poverty is a relational concept understood differently by social scientists,

state institutions and ordinary people. In this particular case, the state needed concrete

standards for measuring poverty. Yet lacking exact criteria to single out these kinds of

cases, the government had to implement the methodology suggested by international

organisations.7

After the 1990s, the amount of assistance that the citizens received from the new

independent state was drastically reduced.8 Some families still receiving support have

other means of income (or support), such as kin support, subsistence agriculture or small

businesses. These secondary economic sources are not always official or stable, and the

state often cannot identify them. For example, labour migrants are mostly not registered
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and remittances are not always transferred by banks(?), so the remittances often go

unaccounted for. The existence of secondary income for some creates unequal economic

conditions within and between the groups receiving social support, some being in real

need of additional provision, others not.

In official discourse, the above arguments are used to justify changes in the traditional

policy of social support and the move towards identifying the target group for social

support on the basis of an evaluation of living conditions. The local discourse of

understanding poverty and state support, however, differs from the state’s. Local families

evaluate their economic conditions according to two different values: whether they would

consider themselves ‘poor’ according to their own evaluation of their economic conditions

and whether they want to be included within the state-defined category of ‘poor’ to entitle

themselves to social support.

Families tend to refer to education and income, as well as two different types of

comparison, when evaluating their own economic situation. Regarding education, my

survey results show that respondents with higher education tend to appraise their own

economic conditions as good even if they have a low income. This differs from

respondents who have only secondary education or vocational training.9 In assessing

income, families take not only official income into consideration, but also all other sources

of material support. Finally, families assess their own economic situation through

comparison with other families’, or sometimes by comparing their current living standards

with those they had during the socialist era.

Local families thus often estimate their economic conditions differently than they

officially declare when applying for social support. This is because they understand state-

supported entitlements as a part of their social rights as citizens, and receiving state social

security is a goal independent of whether these people have other kinds of social support or

not. To qualify for state social security, the locals sometimes pretend that their economic

situation is worse than it is in fact, concealing real income, remittances and other kinds of

material resources. In Georgia, to refer to the bad economic situation of the family, people

usually use the terms gachirvebuli (in need) and, less often, garibi (poor). However, it is

not very often that people publicly admit they are in need, because this is considered

shameful. It carries a stigma, especially for families who have unmarried daughters or

sons. Marrying a person from a family ‘in need’ implies having low social status and an

uncertain future. Declaring poverty before the state in order to get financial support,

however, is not shameful, as the resulting support is not viewed as charity, but rather as an

obligation of the state.

Some families and individuals do not take part in the programme. People from the

younger generation, for instance, are more reluctant to ask for state social support. First,

they have not experienced the state as a full social provider. Second, they have a secondary

role in the family’s economic activities. Men feel ashamed more often than women about

being evaluated as poor. Traditionally, the head of the family is the senior man and he is

responsible for materially providing for the household.10 This model has changed a bit due

to outmigration, as certain countries provide women with employment as well as the

opportunity to carry out petty trade. The widely held common opinion, however, is that a

family’s bad economic situation is the fault of the man. For this reason, it is generally the

middle-aged women who take care of the whole process of applying for the programme

and dealing with social agents. Furthermore, according to the SSA, two-thirds of the

applicants for TSA are pensioners.

Another factor influencing the difference between the citizens’ actual and declared

economic conditions concerns the local understanding of income. Following other
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research (see Dudwick 2003), my survey revealed a discrepancy between expenses and

income.11 Respondents mostly reported the official amount of money they received,

mainly salaries or pensions, while excluding informal sources because these are not

considered ‘income’ (shemosavali), but rather sources that they ‘earned by themselves’

(tavisit’ nashovni).12

The uncertainty of secondary unofficial sources of income motivated local people to

apply for the programme in order to get limited but stable state support. This logic led to an

increase in applications for the programme: people who already received some social

support as a result of belonging to such categories as pensioner, veteran and disabled

applied for the programme because, in some cases, social benefits from TSA were better

than the category-based provisions.13 Officially, unemployed people applied for social

support as well, claiming that it is their right to have jobs and until the state provides

employment for its citizens, they should be financially assisted.

Methods and motivations for participating in the programme

In the course of conducting the survey in Sats’ire my assistant and I visited an old woman

I call Zina. Although we explained who we were and what we wanted, Zina was not

convinced and continued to consider us social agents ‘under cover’. Rather than inviting

us into her home as is customary, she brought chairs outside where we sat down to fill out

the brief questionnaire. She then told us that her daughter, son-in-law and their two sons

were also living there. None of them had jobs and the only income was her pension. When

we asked whether her family had a vehicle, she replied with embarrassment, ‘Yes, we

have, but a very old Zhiguli.14 It barely runs, while other people have nice foreign cars, so

this can’t really be considered a vehicle’. Soon her neighbour came, a nicely dressed

middle-aged woman with dyed hair and make-up. When we told her that we would also

visit her family, she replied that we could complete the questionnaire there. The woman,

Nanuli, started complaining that her sons and husband did not have jobs, that they were

living in a rented flat in Tbilisi, and the family was really in need. At the end of our

conversation her quite expensive mobile phone rang and we left her. After talking to

Nanuli, we asked where her house was. Walking by her yard, we saw two newly painted

houses which, we later found out, also belonged to her family. We also later learned that

Zina’s daughter, her husband and the two sons traded at Tq’ibuli market, whereas Nanuli’s

sons and husband owned their own flat in Tbilisi and were in the construction business.

Judging from the behaviour of these women, we see the distinction between things and

positions supplied by the state and those gained as a result of self-effort: concealing

something from the state does not involve moral judgments, whereas lying to or cheating

friends or acquaintances would. Citizens do not perceive it as an obligation to declare jobs

that are not state provided, flats that were not purchased from the state housing programme

or remittances of migrants who, following this logic, left the country because the state

could not provide them with jobs and/or sufficient income.

There were further examples of cases in which people concealed their employment,

income, emigrant familymembers and property, as well as hiding TV sets and tape recorders,

mobile phones and carswhile fillingout the applications for theTSAprogramme.15Of course,

there were also people who completed the application honestly, sometimes having nothing to

hide. People did not, however, judge their relatives or neighbours for being ‘dishonest’

concerning their declarations, even though theymight complain later about unfair distribution

of social support. Here, it is necessary to dwell further on the importance of social support for

understanding local people’s efforts to acquire it.
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The amount of the financial social support is not very high, especially for a family with

several members, but most families are more interested in getting the health insurance and

the electricity allowance than the financial support. Leila, for instance, is the only member

of her family living in Sats’ire – her husband works in Sochi (Russia) and her son is a

dentist in Tbilisi. She works in a bank. When asked why she applied for the programme,

she explained, ‘I might not ask for support, but everybody gets an electricity voucher or

health insurance, and I also wanted to get them. But nothing! My score was 245,000,16 the

highest in Sats’ire. You will be surprised to know which families are getting support.

Those who really are in need are outside the support list. I really do not know what criteria

are important. Is it that the computer programme is so unfair, or does it depend on

somebody?’

Leila’s explanation illustrates an interesting position: she does not ask for financial

support, she says, but only for health insurance and the electricity allowance. This

indicates that the health insurance and the electricity allowance are not perceived as social

support, but rather something the state should give to each citizen for free, whereas the

financial support is regarded as social support.

Citizens’ claims for free medical care have their roots in the socialist past. Free health

care for citizens included ‘medical treatment, hospitalisation, preventive care, dental care,

medication (with some limitations), sanatoria, health spas, etc.’ (Jan 1991, p. 10), but it

nevertheless had its own problems. Medical institutions became corrupt in order to

reimburse the services of the service providers, who were not paid sufficiently or fairly by

the state (Jan 1991). The need for extra tips for medical care is mentioned by locals when

talking about past times, although the official tariffs for current medical care make them

feel more insecure than in past times. ‘Now, if you do not pay beforehand, they will kill

you’, said Levani, a local 40-year-old. The official medical costs are usually covered with

the help of relatives, neighbours and, in urgent situations, the community, while in cases of

chronic disease the situation is often worse. Dudwick (2003, p. 235), who studied poverty

in Georgia, writes that the ‘deteriorating public health standards and inability to pay for

medical treatment had produced a rise in physical illness and psychological distress among

the poor. Most respondents avoided doctors and hospitals until their illness had turned into

a serious emergency’. The government is aware of the problems existing in the medical

sphere; to mitigate people’s discontent, it provides free ambulance service. The health

insurance provided by the programme, therefore, is very important for families. It reduces

the insecurity they feel, although it is not a guarantee for full-scale, high-quality medical

care.

Obtaining the electricity allowance is another motivation for participating in the

programme. Payments for electricity and other types of ‘communal payments’ (komunaluri

gadasaxadebi) were made to the state during socialist times. The word gadasaxadi (tax) in

Georgian is interesting because it includes not only taxes, but also payments for water,

electricity, gas, telephone and so forth.17 This problem of double meaning also made some

people think that the amount they pay for electricity goes to the state budget as tax, despite

the fact that electricity provision was privatised long ago. Taxation is not understood as part

of a process of paying state institutions for social security and for future pensions. The

contractual vision of citizenship emphasises the importance of equilibrium between rights

and obligations (see Stewart 1995, Faulks 2000). Locals do not have this kind of contractual

vision of rights and responsibilities; they have strong claims for social rights, but do not

perceive that the payment of taxes is the guarantee for future social provision.Many find the

tax rate high, and try to avoid it in every possibleway. Similarly, having to pay for electricity

is on the whole resented by the citizens. The fact that poor families get an electricity
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allowance (not themoney for the electricity) reinforces the idea that even if the state does not

own the electricity supplies, it at least has the ability to control the owner and hence should

prevent the rise in electricity prices.

To conclude, local people have certain notions about their economic conditions, and

even if their real conditions are indeed much better than those of the genuinely poor, they

still apply for social support. The motivation of those people who generally perceive their

economic conditions as average or good and still participate in the programme is that they

want to get the benefits (medical care and electricity allowance) that they feel they deserve

as citizens of the country. To use the words of Leila, this is not asking for ‘support’.

Outcomes of the programme

The results of the programme pleased only part of the population because some families

did not get the desired social support package and others were refused altogether. There

were different narratives concerning who applied for the programme and who received

support, who the social agents were and how one should ‘behave’ during the checks and

evaluations to qualify for the benefits, who decides on the final results and so forth.

Personal experiences, explanations of agents and the village administration, gossip and

rumours were all indiscriminately thrown into the mix, making it extremely difficult to

understand what was going on.

Knowing the economic situation of one another, locals had their own comparative

criteria for determining who is poor and which families ‘deserve’ (ekutnoda) social

support and which ones do not. Within their narratives, discourses of equality and social

justice prevailed. Some complained that, despite their status as a war veteran, an

earthquake victim or as head of a large family, they did not get social support. Entitlements

for certain groups and categories that were created during the Soviet era and were

considered secure reasons for extra help have been mostly abolished under the current

social policy; nevertheless, the discourse of expectations and demands for special

assistance from the state remain. Hence, families who had a certain status in the previous

social support system (e.g. pensioners, disabled persons, large families) and considered

themselves poor according to the new criteria but did not qualify for support were upset.

Such families, then, interpreted the aims of the programme differently.

The elected as well as the appointed administrative bodies in the village received the

complaints of the upset people, although it was not their job. For further inquiry, the

village administration sent dissatisfied villagers to the SSA in Tq’ibuli. Those who were

very active went to the centre to express their dissatisfaction. The head of the SSA said that

their job was simply to record the actual situation of the families, and that the further

processing of the information was done in Tbilisi by computer. Such bureaucratic and

administrative runarounds helped officials accuse the ‘inhuman computer’ as the ‘main

offender’ and for misunderstanding the miserable situation of the locals. Through such

explanations, complaints were diverted away from the government and the local SSA, and

it became nearly impossible to know whom to blame.

Some of the local people were, however, happy about the programme. The families

who received the desired social support thought that they had achieved something.

Nevertheless, they still had problems understanding the actual procedures of taking

advantage of the benefits. This was especially a problem with the health insurance policy.

How it should work and which services were included was not explained to them in detail,

nor were medical care providers sufficiently informed about which services they should

provide to various categories of people according to their specific insurance policies.
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Locals sometimes perceived that these policies were not enough to get the health care they

needed, or they thought that they should give an extra ‘tip’ anyway, like in socialist times.

Tamara, a 74-year-old woman with pneumonia, complained, ‘They examined me for free,

but if I cannot afford any further treatment, then what is the aim of it? If they would find

out that I have cancer, that’s it. They would not provide any further services. Thank you,

but then I’d prefer not to know what problem I have’. Koch (2007, p. 257) writing about

tuberculosis care in Georgia, points out the frustrations of patients when they come across

‘uncertainties over which costs are covered by the health package’, and how this has

‘had the unintended consequence of actually deterring patients from seeking care at health

facilities’. The limited medical care provided within the programme did not solve the

problem of chronic diseases and the frequent health problems of pensioners, as the

necessary medicine was often too expensive for locals. Hence, the full coverage of health

care was rarely achievable.

The government, on the other hand, seemed very proud of this programme. In their

dialogue with the local people, the programme was certainly presented as a great success.

I attended a public meeting featuring Davit Katamadze, the head of the National

Movement Party Tq’ibuli, in September 2006 before the local elections. In addition to the

free ambulance service and the restoration of the coal industry and the railway, he declared

the provision of social support for the local people a great victory for the government:

‘Look people, all over Georgia there were 500,000 applications filed, and in Tq’ibuli

district there were 10,000.18 We are really doing great work building the country and

Tq’ibuli district.’ During the meeting, one of the villagers expressed her dissatisfaction at

not receiving social support. Katamadze responded, ‘We are doing a lot of good work for

the people but are not immune to making mistakes. Those who make mistakes are those

who do things; the previous government was not doing anything but nevertheless made

mistakes. Lady, please go to the Agency in Tq’ibuli, and there they can help you to correct

the mistake.’19 The talk was not full of emotional propaganda; part of what he declared

was true, but the way he declared it gave people the impression that the real problem was

simply one of misunderstanding. Furthermore, Katamadze presented things done by the

government as if they were charity for the people and not governmental obligations.

Conclusions

The economic difficulties of the country as a whole affected the economic situation of the

families. The change in the type of economy opened new spaces for individuals to run their

own businesses; but at the local level, there were not many possibilities for people to adapt

to the free market economy as the use of the local resources formerly relied heavily on the

centralised economy. Most of the local people still work in state institutions (23% of the

respondents surveyed), receive pensions (35%) or are unemployed (12%). Although some

families found secondary sources of income, these were not stable and people did not

perceive this unofficial support and/or resource as providing the security they needed.

They need and demand state social security, such as jobs, adequate pensions, medical care,

and free education, which the socialist state provided. People who worked during the

Soviet era want to get social support because they believe that the current state is obliged

to pay them back for the dedication and loyalty they showed towards the former socialist

state.

I have shown with this case study of the implementation of the TSA programme that

Marshall’s concept of social citizenship is relevant for understanding post-socialist

conditions of claiming social security on the basis of their understanding of social
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citizenship; relational notions of wealth and well-being, which Marshall was broadly

underlining, shape the attitudes of local people. It is evident that citizens of Georgia claim

their social rights in order to re-establish their past social conditions as well as challenge

the present inequalities. The state targets extremely needy families in allocating scarce

social assistance, and ignores the universal social rights of citizens.

The Soviet experience of practising citizenship was mainly oriented towards

exercising social rights rather than civil or political ones (Alexopoulos 2006). The social

support that the state provided was the main reason that people experienced the state as a

provider, defender and regulator. After independence, the Georgian state improved the

policy of exercising civil and political rights, but the amount of social support diminished.

Criticism of the current state was then mainly directed towards the unresolved social and

economic issues. When the forms and amounts of social provision were altered, local

people started expecting an extension of social aid to include providing jobs or low

electricity prices. Furthermore, the language of communication between the state and

citizens was different. In those cases where the state supplied limited social security, it was

presented as if it were charity from the state and not as the fulfilment of obligations and

promises. At the same time, the state tried to answer the demands of international

organisations by implementing the methodology of social assistance suggested by them.

However, the logic of the programme was not understandable to local people and the

amount of support was not enough. The TSA programme could be seen, therefore, as a

clear example of how the Georgian state tried to answer international and internal

demands but could not satisfy local people, who expected to be able to practice social

citizenship in the contemporary Georgian state as they had experienced it during the

Soviet era.
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Notes

1. The procedure of supporting certain families or individuals during the Soviet period was
mainly based on records and calculations that the state agencies carried out and did not involve
an additional evaluation process.

2. Since 2007, the TSA has undergone significant changes. For instance, the rating scores have
become lower, the amount of monetary assistance increased, and the electricity allowance was
abolished. In this paper, I describe the situation as it existed in 2006–2007. For detailed
information about the TSA, please visit the webpage http://www.ssa.gov.ge.

3. Thirty Georgian Lari (GEL)¼ 15 EUR. Here and throughout the paper, I use the exchange rate
of 1 GEL ¼ 0.50 EUR, based on, http://www.xe.com/ucc/convert.cgi [Accessed 1 October
2008].

4. A health insurance policy includes a visit to the family doctor once every 2 months, coverage
for prescribed examinations, medical service for pregnant women, necessary minor and major
operations, and unavoidable in-patient treatments. The insurance also covers the expenses for
medication used in the above-mentioned cases. The electricity allowance came in the form of a
voucher worth 37 kWh per month per family, irrespective of the family size.

5. The head of the SSA in Tq’ibuli district calculated the percentage according to the number of
families officially registered in the district, but as out-migration is quite high, the number of
families actually living in the district is significantly lower, and the proportion of families
applying for the programme can be estimated at more than half.
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6. The trudovaia knizhka was an official document that listed every job a person had held and the
length of his or her employment.

7. ‘Reforming Georgia’s social welfare system’, 2007 Reports of the International Commitments
Assessment Programme. The programme is supported by the government of Finland and
implemented by Transparency International Georgia (http://www.transparency.ge/ [Accessed
15 September 2008]).

8. For example, in 1995, the monthly old-age pension was 8 GEL (4 EUR), which gradually
increased to 38 GEL (19 EURO).

9. The arguments here rely on the survey that was carried out in 2006 by myself and other
members of the Max Planck Institute Research Group in different locations in the South
Caucasus. The survey done at my field site (Sats’ire) included 100 respondents from the
village, chosen by random sampling, and represented half of the families in the district.

10. During the socialist era, women were obliged to work as well, especially in the kolkhoz
(collective farm) system, but the income of women was still perceived as pocket money.

11. Five per cent of those surveyed said they had no income but reported spending around 100 GEL
(50 EUR) per month; 46.3% reported having an official income of between 100 and 200 GEL
(50–100 EUR) and spending 200–400 GEL (100–200 EUR) per month; 9% of the
respondents declared an income greater than 200 GEL (100 EUR) per month and reported
spending only as much as their earnings.

12. Private businesses and agricultural work are not supported by the state; the remittances that the
offspring and relatives send back are also acquired with great effort in which the state does not
participate. This is the local explanation of why these resources are seen as being ‘earnings by
people themselves’.

13. For some cases, the category-based social assistance and the TSA are alternative to each other,
thus the recipients should choose between them.

14. Zhiguli is the cheapest, most basic model produced by the automobile manufacturer VAZ
(in Tolyatti, Russia).

15. The International Commitments and Assessment of the Programme reported that up to 4000
families were disqualified due to false information given to social agents. (‘Reforming
Georgia’s social welfare system’, 2007 (http://www.transparency.ge/ [Accessed 15 September
2008]). In the locality I did not hear about any disqualifications.

16. There were three thresholds of rated scores of the economic standing of applicants. Those
families like Leila’s who have a score higher than 200,001 did not qualify as poor.

17. This translation issue appeared first when we were translating the questionnaire into Georgian,
because we used the word gadasaxadi, which means tax as well as payments. The answer to the
question ‘Do you pay taxes?’ was generally ‘Yes’, but respondents were usually referring to
payments for electricity. After explaining that we were interested in taxation for land and
income, they admitted to not paying them. In the village only those having state jobs pay
income taxes.

18. He actually exaggerated the number of applications filed in Tq’ibuli (it was in fact 6000, not
10,000) in order to show how hard they had been working and how desperate the population
was. The irony is that this was incorrectly understood by the locals as the number of families
that actually received support.

19. I followed up on the case of this woman. She went to the SSA in Tq’ibuli but they said they
were unable to change anything because the local SSA only reports the actual situation of the
families, and that the further processing of the information was done in Tbilisi by computer.
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paradigms: anthropologies, histories and the making of a world area. Berlin: LIT-Verlag,
219–273.

Marshall, T.H., 1950. Citizenship and social class and other essays. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Murray, G., 2007. Who is afraid of T.H. Marshall? Or, what are the limits of the liberal vision of
rights? Societies without borders, 2, 222–242.

Porket, J.L., 1987. Social policy and employment in the Soviet Union. Social policy and
administration, 21 (2), 109–126.

Roche, M., 2008. Social citizenship: grounds of social change. In: E.F. Isin, ed. Handbook of
citizenship studies. Los Angeles: Sage, 69–87.

Stewart, A., 1995. Two conceptions of citizenship. The British journal of sociology, 46, 63–78.
Turner, B.S., 1993. Contemporary problems in the theory of citizenship. In: B. Turner, ed.

Citizenship and social theory. London: SAGE Publications, 1–19.
von Benda-Beckmann, F. and von Benda-Beckmann, K., 2000. Coping with insecurity. In: F. von

Benda-Beckmann, K. von Benda-Beckmann and H. Marks, eds. Coping with insecurity: an
‘underall’ perspective on social security in the third world. Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 7–31.

von Beyme, K., 1981. Soviet social policy in comparative perspective. International political
science review, 2 (1), 73–94.

T. Mataradze484

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 d

e 
N

eu
ch

ât
el

] 
at

 0
4:

15
 1

5 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 

















































































2

Hidden Treasures in the Mountains and a 
State that Comes and Goes

In what came to be one of the most popular Soviet fi lms,1 Mimino, 
a pilot and the movie’s eponymous hero provides regular helicop-
ter fl ights between the Georgian lowland and a mountainous region, 
which the knowledgeable spectator will be able to identify as Tusheti. 
Although Mimino himself lives in the lowland, he regularly visits 
his grandfather, sister and her son in a small village whenever he 
fl ies up to the mountains. Besides delivering letters and other postal 
items, we see him transporting fl our, goats, dogs, sheep and shep-
herds alike. He seems to care for the place; whenever he gets to know 
about available goods such as school desks, he tries to direct them 
to ‘our region’. Mimino also enjoys showing and simultaneously 
 synchronising movies to the stunned mountain- dwellers.

In one of the most legendary scenes, Mimino lifts up a cow 
with his helicopter and carries it down the mountains on a rope. 
This comes as a favour for an elderly local woman, who wants to 
sell her cow in the lowlands, but cannot walk it there herself, as 
the mountain pass is closed due to bad weather.2 Initially, Mimino 
refuses to give the cow a lift, arguing that his helicopter is ‘a but-
terfl y’ and no plane, but when he sees the woman walking away 
in despair, he changes his mind. Strongly attacked by his superior 
for this coup upon landing, Mimino decides to quit his job and try 
his luck at realising a dream of his – to work as a pilot on inter-
national air connections. To this end, he leaves for Moscow, but 
ends up in prison after starting a fi ght with another Georgian, who 
turns out to have seduced Mimino’s sister back in Georgia and to 
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be the runaway father of her son. Assisted by his newly acquainted 
Armenian friend Rubik, with whom he had gone through a multi-
tude of mostly amusing and often absurd scenes in Moscow before 
imprisonment, Mimino gets released and actually starts working as a 
pilot on international fl ights. Seeing snow- covered mountains from 
above, however, Mimino is overwhelmed by dreams of his homeland 
and decides to return to his people.

The absurdity of the scene of a fl ying cow is heightened further 
by the transversed, or rather transcended landscape, which looks 
almost untouched by mankind. Rivers, steep ravines, snow fi elds, 
forests, and only occasionally small settlements scattered in moun-
tain rocks build the panoramic background for the heroic deed of 
the helicopter pilot. For as small as it seems, the act is heroic indeed: 
just like the mythical Caucasian hero Amirani,3 who acknowledged 
no limits to his powers, Mimino works to transgress the seemingly 
natural order of things. In contrast to Amirani, however, Mimino 
is not punished and chained to a Caucasian mountain. Quite to the 
contrary, his efforts are in accord with the Soviet attempt to subdue 

Fig 2.1 DVD cover of Mimino, with the fl ying cow in the background
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the natural world. And also in contrast to Amirani, Mimino’s heroic 
deeds do not seem to be motivated by an egocentric will to rule, but 
by altruistic feelings directed towards the support of the weak and 
the improvement of social conditions. Mimino is a hero at the service 
of society seen the Soviet way – he works for the people (see Rogers 
2009). Whereas in the case of Amirani, his individual powers grow as 
he goes along and tests his strength with increasingly powerful crea-
tures, in the case of Mimino, it is rather Soviet society that becomes 
stronger in the remote regions he serves. 

Watching this fi lm, the Soviet audience learned about the obvious 
beauty and the ostensible backwardness of places like Tusheti. But 
they also learned about the heroic efforts of their government to 
better integrate these peripheries into the state body and to provide 
the same treatment to marginal citizens as to the more centred 
ones. In a way, marginal citizens were even privileged in Soviet 
policy, as the underlying communist ideology was built on the idea 
of actively favouring those who had previously been victims of 
exploitation (the proletariat and the peasants) and vigorously sup-
pressing those who had profi ted from economic exploitation (the 
capitalists). 

The Soviet Union was clearly a state with a mission, and this 
mission was to better the lives of all of its citizens – in the Soviet way, 
of course. This mission civilisatrice was not least directed towards 
the development of its peripheral regions. There were times when 
the rural development of the periphery was an indicator for the 
success of Soviet policy, and for the legitimacy of its approach. Yet, 
there were other times when the Soviet state actively promoted the 
 depopulation of remote areas in order to enhance industrialisation 
and the concentration of the labour force in more central places of 
its empire. Hence, it is of vital importance to avoid generalising the 
Soviet policy of rural development and to take a closer look at Soviet 
regional development in situ.

In the following section, I intend to take this closer look by 
focusing on the regional development of Tusheti in Soviet times (and 
its aftermath) with the aim of identifying regularities in settlement 
policies and delineating periods in settlement history. This assess-
ment of Soviet regional development policy and its local adaption 
is based on an analysis of the measures and decisions taken by the 
Soviet council of Omalo responsible for Tusheti.4 Particular atten-
tion will be paid to the relationship and interlocking, or overlapping, 
of the macro- political processes, which imply a centrally planned, 
coordinated settlement by the government with the micro- political 
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processes, which often rely on the cultural reserves a group holds 
in stock. For reasons of clarity, I will defi ne three distinct periods 
and deal with them one after another. The overall aim of this pro-
cedure is to identify how citizenship unfolds in drastically changing 
 political conditions.

The Soviet State in Tusheti and its Withdrawal

1920s–1940s

The early days of Sovietisation in Tusheti were marked by a policy 
of simultaneous affi rmation and restriction. By taking steps to 
improve the regional infrastructure as well as education and public 
health for the local population, the state showed its friendly face. 
There are  parallels here with the other Caucasian Soviet republics. In 
Azerbaijan, for instance, the new rulers also subscribed to a policy 
of regional development and affi rmative action in favour of ethnic 
minorities by promoting Kurdish schools, even in small communi-
ties in the 1920s and 1930s – a practice that was discontinued in the 
 following decades.5

The Soviet authorities paid considerable attention to the issue of 
literacy among the Tushetians. For this purpose the fi rst school was 
founded in Omalo in 1928, and fi ve more followed in the 1930s. In 
so- called Lenin corners,6 which can be seen as the Soviet counter-
part to the icon corner in Russian (and Georgian) Orthodox homes, 
ideological and popular reading material was provided, and the 
shepherds were supplied with literature relevant to the socialist phi-
losophy. Likewise in the 1930s a hospital was built, an un- asphalted 
road between K’akheti and Omalo ordered, and the local population 
summoned to build roads connecting the highland villages. Just as in 
other rural areas of the young Soviet Union, such modernising proj-
ects also served the purpose of generating local sympathies and trust 
(Hirsch 2005, Slezkine 1994).

Another important modernisation project was the struggle to 
emancipate women. Traditional gender roles based on patriarchal 
institutions in Tusheti were a thorn in the sides of the communist 
authorities in Tbilisi and Moscow. Repeatedly in the 1930s declara-
tions were passed by the local councils calling for the participation of 
women in public and particularly in political life. For the Tushetians, 
this demand was less radical and threatening than in other regions of 
Georgia, because due to the long absence of shepherding husbands, 
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women were already acting publicly. In any case, the Soviet gender 
policy was largely based on an economic rationale: ‘socialist regimes 
pushed an industrialization program that was (perforce) labour- 
intensive and capital- poor, necessarily requiring the labour- power of 
everyone regardless of sex. More than any ideological commitment, 
this fact produced socialism’s emphasis on gender equality and the 
policies that facilitated it’ (Verdery 1994: 230).

In the fi eld of economy, collectivisation was the main task and was 
often ‘accompanied by a campaign to vastly increase the acreage under 
cultivation’ (Olcott 1981: 124). For remote places such as Tusheti, 
this campaign implied attempts to intensify the land use for better 
provisioning of the Soviet Union. Collectivisation and sedentarisa-
tion went hand in hand (for an example from Central Siberia, see 
Habeck 1998), but according to the classifi cation of the Tushetians 
as mountain- dwellers, their highland villages were promoted, their 
mobility was not yet signifi cantly restricted and their resettlement to 
the plains was not yet on the agenda.

Restrictive measures were brought into use by the Soviet author-
ities in fi ghting private property and economy. In accordance with 
the fi rst USSR constitution, which limited the civil rights of employ-
ers, wealthier shepherds who had hired herdsmen were deprived 
of voting rights for eight years and were supervised concerning 
‘proper’ Soviet behaviour by local authorities. The number of sheep 
tolerated as private property was limited to a maximum of ten, 
which made profi table private economy impossible. Additionally, 
up to fi ve cows were allowed, one horse and one donkey. The land 
to be privately used was limited to 0.25 hectares. Exceptions are 
not documented and not known to me. Neither have I heard or 
read of massive livestock killing as a technique of resistance to and 
avoidance of collectivisation, as has been reported for other places 
in the Soviet Union (e.g., Rogers 2009: 117, Ssorin- Chaikov 2003: 
79–80).

Success in the fi ght for collectivisation and the emancipation of 
women did not live up to the expectations of Soviet authorities based 
in Tbilisi and Moscow. In the 1940s the still relatively high percent-
age of private property and the comparatively low percentage of 
politically active women were repeatedly criticised in the meetings 
of the council. Also discussed were problems caused by World War 
II: the families of soldiers and those killed in action had to be sup-
plied with food and other products from the plains, since labour 
was getting scarce in the mountains. In the remote mountains cattle 
theft occurred increasingly; the cattle had to be taken to a safe place 
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at the foot of the mountains. A plan for the regional production of 
 valerian – a seemingly much- needed tranquilliser in war times – was 
not fulfi lled, a fact which was also criticised.

To sum up, the Soviet development of Tusheti was embedded in 
the settlement policy prevalent in the wider Soviet Union during the 
pre- war years, giving priority to the general needs of the popula-
tions such as the supply of electricity, canalisation, drinking water 
and infrastructure, and backed by attempts to enhance the edu-
cational level of rural inhabitants by building schools and culture 
clubs (Jähnig 1983: 20). Put into a political context, the development 
of remote regions in the Soviet empire served to create local soli-
darities and alliances (Hirsch 2005). Simultaneously, it was directed 
towards the colonisation of interior regions and the making of 
Soviet citizens.

1950s–1960s

In the 1950s, only repressive measures came to be applied in Tusheti. 
The population was compelled to leave the highlands in order to 
work as factory workers in the plains. This mirrored the forced 
sedentarisation of ‘nomadic’ societies in Central Asia, the Far East 
and rural parts of Siberia (hence, everywhere outside ‘European 
Russia’) that was aimed at releasing a labour force for accelerated 
industrialisation, as well as at the solving of the ‘Kulak problem’ 
and the control of peoples who were diffi cult to handle politically 
and administratively (Olcott 1981). Those who refused to become 
sedentary lost their claims to pasture land and other utilisable space 
in the plains.

The consecutive resettlement of the Tushetian population from the 
highlands to the lowlands was indicative of a change in Soviet settle-
ment policy. In addition to the intensifi cation of industrial produc-
tion and the growing need for industrial workers, Khrushchev, having 
come to power in 1953, laid more stress on the synthesis of urban and 
rural living conditions than his predecessors, an explicit goal of Soviet 
policy since the early days. For this purpose, he favoured the estab-
lishment of ‘agro- cities’ in rural areas, centrally planned and incorpo-
rating smaller settlements (or their populations) (Jähnig 1983). After 
the change of power from Khrushchev to Brezhnev in 1964, rural 
settlements were divided into those having a perspective (perspek-
tivnye) and those having no perspective (neperspektivnye). The latter 
were to be abandoned, whereas the development of the former was to 
be intensifi ed (Pallot 1990: 657–660, Jähnig 1983: 38, 52). Omalo and 
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the other villages in highland Tusheti obviously came to be labelled as 
having no prospects, and hence to be abandoned.

One consequence of this changing attitude towards highland 
Tusheti was its systematically inadequate provision of goods and ser-
vices. In the war and post- war years, shortcomings in provision were 
mainly an effect of the overall economic hardship. In the late 1950s, 
though, the provision of Tusheti clearly fell behind the level of the 
previous years. While schools still functioned, there was not enough 
fi rewood to heat them. Medical centres and chemists still existed, but 
there was no medicine. Complaints about the decay of transport routes 
increased. At the end of the 1950s the boarding school of Omalo was 
not allowed to accept new children whose parents lived in the plains 
or were registered there, in order to prevent their return to the original 
homesteads.

But not the whole population left the mountainous regions of 
Tusheti, although by staying they lost all land rights in the plains. 
Inscriptions of the 1960s tell us that even in those years houses were 
restored. This was aided by attempts of the (former) local population 
to reactivate life in the mountains by revitalising traditional festivals 
and customs (Cocanidze 1990: 140). Especially the main religious 
annual festivals (atnigenobebi) were supposed to bring Tushetians 
back to the mountains, at least in summer, and the shult’as7 were 
instituted to oblige adult men to take on tasks for the Tusheti village 
community on the spot. As also observed by Rogers (2009: 120) 
among Old Believers in Siberia, parts of the population continued to 
practise pre- Soviet rituals in remote settlements. Furthermore, these 
rituals provided the means to stay in touch with the largely depopu-
lated landscape. This is well illustrated by the following example.

In 1967 an unoffi cial committee of elders selected four shult’as 
per year for the organisation of the two most important annual 
festivals (sakhareoba and djvaris kroba) for the neighbouring vil-
lages Iliurta and Bukhurta. The concerned persons were chosen by 
casting lots – a child selected four from the names of all adult men 
for each year. In this way, the shul’tas for the next twelve years were 
determined. This method is still being practised and the current list 
goes up to 2015.8 The elders of another mountain village, Khakhabo, 
also appointed shult’as for their yearly shrine festivals in 1971.9 By 
doing so, the elders not only made certain community members 
personally responsible for the well- being of sacred places and the 
survival of traditions, but also for leading larger parts of the com-
munity back to their ancestral homesteads in the highlands – at least 
once a year.
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In contrast to the vastly abandoned Tushetian villages in the high-
lands, the villages Kvemo and Zemo Alvani, situated at the foot-
hills of the Tushetian mountains, became the targets of intensive 
settlement planning and development. Centred around the state 
farm administration, a house of culture, a school, a World War II 
monument, a bus station and store and the living quarters were built 
along rectangular roads in Kvemo and Zemo Alvani. The geometri-
cal layout of the two villages and its division into a social centre, 
living quarters and an economic area followed the general criteria for 
a socialist settlement in this period (Jähnig 1983: 18–22). In contrast 
to the mountain villages these villages were electrifi ed and had irri-
gation canals. The inhabitants had jobs, effi cient health care, heated 
schools, sometimes a house of culture and public transport to the 
capital Tbilisi.

Until today, the houses of Kvemo Alvani bear witness of the con-
struction boom of this decade: many houses lining the straight and 
parallel streets have dates of construction in the 1950s or early 1960s 
written on them, and/or are ornamented with the Soviet insignia of 
hammer and sickle, respectively a fi ve- pointed star at the rooftop 
or the walls.10 The apparently voluntary adaption of these symbols 
within the domestic sphere seems to suggest that Soviet life was not 

Fig 2.2 Rooftop in Kvemo Alvani
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experienced as alien, and belonging to the Soviet state appreciated 
and even  celebrated to a certain extent.11

1970s–1980s

While most of the Tushetian population was absent from their moun-
tainous villages except for the summer months when attending the 
shrine festivals, the neighbouring inhabitants of Dagestan, referred 
to in Georgian documents12 as Didos, started settling in their vil-
lages during the 1950s and 1960s.13 The few remaining Tushetian 
families complained to the Soviet authorities that the majority of 
the children in schools did not understand Georgian and as a result, 
Georgian children were disadvantaged. Faced with the impending 
loss of control, the then First Secretary of the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of Georgia, Vasil Mzhavanadze, opted for 
the strengthening of the region and ordered a prompt completion of 
the road which was under construction. When Eduard Shevardnadze 
succeeded Mzhavanadze as the First Secretary in 1972, the infra-
structural development of Tusheti was signifi cantly accelerated.14 
This was the time when Mimino was sent out to support Tusheti by 
air.

Once more the settlement of the region was propagated and pro-
moted: at the end of the 1970s the construction of a road suitable for 
motor vehicles was started (completed in 1981), and the region was 
supplied with electricity. In the 1980s the regional centre of Omalo 
got a telegraph offi ce, a library, a medical centre, a kindergarten, a 
hostel and a ‘village club’ for cultural events (which, according to the 
man in charge at the time of my fi eldwork, never took place). Many 
new houses were built, and a new neighbourhood was created in the 
centre. The population followed, but the number of registrations in 
Tusheti increased only slightly. Most of the people continued to be 
registered in K’akheti, probably to keep benefi ting from the social 
support provided in the lowlands. According to the Soviet policy of 
‘propiska’ (registration), the place of residence determined entitle-
ments to social provisioning such as education or health care.

The reasons for this renewed wave of regional development in 
highland Tusheti are not entirely clear. It is well documented that 
in the 1960s and 1970s the Soviet Union experienced another state- 
sponsored campaign for resettlement in larger villages and less remote 
places (Rogers 2009: 119–120, Grant 1995: 120ff.). At the same time, 
however, the classifi cation of some villages and regions as having 
no prospect for development came under critique, particularly by 
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the rural intelligentsia and settlement planners (Jähnig 1983: 81). 
The resistance against focusing on agro- cities as the fl agships of 
rural development was reportedly strongest in the South Caucasus, 
because its vast mountain areas were left behind (Richter 1964: 
38–39). In response to this critique, Tusheti may again have become 
the target of Soviet economic and social development.

Other, more regional- specifi c concerns most likely played a role in 
the revitalisation of Tusheti, too. First of all, the construction boom 
in Omalo could have been motivated by the aim to attract more tour-
ists to the region. Secondly, the investment in infrastructure may 
have been a means of coping with the impending loss of control of 
Tushetian territory by the government of Soviet Georgia, as well as 
with the menacing weakening of power in the North Caucasus by 
the Soviet government. Rumour has it that the Soviets planned to 
develop Omalo as a military base in order to observe the Caucasian 
high mountains and especially neighbouring Chechnya. For this goal, 
so some Tushetians say, streets were improved, supplies made reli-
able, and the airport was to be enlarged considerably. Uehling (2004: 
15–16) has argued that the Soviet deportations of the Crimean Tatars 
in the 1940s were not so much a punitive measure against a national 
group, but rather an attempt to control strategically important ter-
ritory (the Crimea in her example). In the same vein, the resettle-
ment of the Tushetians to the northeast mountain region of Georgia 
in the 1970s may best be interpreted as not primarily targeted on the 
Tushetians, but on Tushetian territory.

Seen from this perspective, the 1970s wave of resettlement is 
not least driven by overlapping, yet not identical security concerns 
of two state bodies. Both the government of the Georgian Soviet 
Socialist Republic and the government of the USSR were confronted 
with a potential loss of sovereignty over territory. Whereas for 
Tbilisi, the danger was to lose territory to the neighbouring Dagestan 
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, Moscow was more concerned 
with maintaining its foothold in the North Caucasus. This coalition 
of interests very well illustrates the multi- layered or ‘ethno- federal’ 
nature of the Soviet state (Hirsch 2005, Martin 2001, Slezkine 1994, 
Smith 1998). Instead of the frequently evoked matryoshka image 
of the Soviet state (ever smaller units of essentially the same shape 
placed into each other), however, what we see at work here is rather a 
constellation of mutually interacting (even if not always reinforcing) 
political units. 

One effect of the state’s renewed interest in highland Tusheti was a 
signifi cant increase of the number of school- age children. While basic 
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school education (four years) was also provided by the handful of 
village schools located in the three main valleys of Tusheti, the last 
four years of school could only be completed in Omalo. In order 
to guarantee complete school education for children from all over 
the region, the boarding school in Omalo was supplemented by a 
dormitory. This dormitory, however, never came to be used, as it 
was located too close to the village’s shrine and thus violated a taboo. 
Even in the heyday of Soviet modernity, village shrines continued to 
be regarded as sacred and off- limits for modernisation.

Epilogue

For most of the Tushetian population who experienced the 1980s 
in the mountains, the end of the Soviet Union is both the begin-
ning of the desired political independence, and a catastrophic event 
that apparently at once brought everything to a standstill. First, 
the electricity went. Then collective farms (kolkhoz), the medical 
centre15 and the kindergarten were closed down. The community 
shop selling basic food such as fl our, tea or beer, and the public 
canteen shut their doors. The library, village club and telegraph 
offi ce soon followed suit. Salaries were no longer paid in Tusheti, 

Fig 2.3 Remains of the dormitory in Omalo
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and the local political administration ground to a halt. The supply 
of drinking water deteriorated because the pipelines were no longer 
maintained. The radio station fell silent, and in 2006 the last school 
closed down.

States of Being

In the time span described here, from the 1920s to the present, each 
generation16 of Tushetians has experienced far- reaching changes in 
living conditions and their consequences. In the 1930s and 1940s the 
populating of Tusheti was actively promoted by the Soviet authorities. 
Here was the economic, social, cultural and political centre in the life 
of most Tushetians (except the Ts’ova) and the utilisation of the plains 
was voluntary, adjusted to the needs of the people that could not be 
satisfi ed in the highlands. In the 1950s the picture changed radically. 
The inhabitants of Tusheti were strongly urged by the Soviet authori-
ties to leave the mountains and to supply a workforce for the indus-
trialisation of the plains, but with less direct coercion in comparison 
to other mountain regions.17 In the late 1970s things began to change 
again. Government policies once more became directed towards the 
building- up of social, medical, political, cultural and technical infra-
structures in the highland villages of Tusheti. The new wave of rural 
development was effective, and in the 1980s a considerable number 
of Tushetians permanently returned to the mountain villages (except 
Ts’ova Tushetians, again). The 1990s brought this trend to an abrupt 
end. Because of the far- reaching breakdown of infrastructure and the 
failure of the new state in providing for its citizens in remote high-
land areas, most Tushetians shifted their centre of living to the plains 
again.

The end of the Soviet Union is only one link here in a succession 
of events which all had the same results: resettlement, which is to say, 
ruptures in living and working patterns. The last four generations 
of Tushetians have, as a rule, settled and/or worked in places other 
than their parents. Politics is experienced as something that descends 
upon the people, increasing their vulnerability and chances for profi t 
alike, and which needs to be tempered. At the same time, citizenship 
is experienced as fate, as the very fact of belonging to a state – in 
this case the Soviet Union – is non- negotiable and has palpable and 
 sometimes fatal implications for daily life.

Standard defi nitions of citizenship imply that the state expe-
rienced by its citizens is somehow predictable. Usually derived 
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from social contract theory, these defi nitions take the codifi ed rela-
tion between an individual and the state as a starting point for the 
classifi cation of political belonging and mutual entitlements (e.g., 
Encyclopaedia Britannica 2010: 332). A relation, or contract, of this 
kind may only work if the two partners are taken as calculable, rea-
sonable and accountable. For a citizen, this means that the state has 
to present itself as a predictable constant, at least to a large degree. 
Precisely this kind of predictability of the state and its policy is not 
given in the Tushetian case. For many generations now, the presence 
of the state in Tusheti and the kind of its presence were erratic. The 
state came and went, then came and went again – following a pattern 
which seems to be traceable now, but which was not in the eyes of 
the witnesses. How, then, to deal with this unpredictable state and its 
inconsistent policy?

In order to simultaneously anticipate the advantages of state 
belonging and cushion its dangers, the Tushetians could not but rely 
on fl exible modes of citizenship. Flexible citizenship in the sense of 
Ong (1999) is directed towards the accumulation of various forms of 
capital (economic, social, cultural etc.) and taking profi t of emerg-
ing markets on the one hand, and on taking precautions against 
 critical situations caused by politics by identifying and occupying 
presumably safer places on the other. Flexible citizenship regimes are 
reactions to crises and anticipations of the vagaries as well as poten-
tialities of political belonging at the same time. As such, fl exible citi-
zenship is neither exclusively a strategy of risk minimisation, nor of 
profi t maximisation. It is a creative combination of both, enacted 
situationally.

Ong takes her examples of fl exible citizenship from the realm 
of Hong Kong business leaders, who came to be multiple passport 
holders when confronting the political uncertainties connected to 
the city- state’s reintegration into the People’s Republic of China in 
1997. For this business elite, a passport was not only a ‘matter of 
convenience’ at this time, but ‘a matter of confi dence’ (Ong 1999: 1). 
Holding two passports allowed for working in China and residing 
somewhere else. The latter was a measure of precaution vis- à- vis a 
totalitarian state.

The Tushetians did not have a real chance to become multiple 
passport holders in Soviet times, as the gates to the outside world 
remained closed to almost everyone and the Soviet passport tran-
scended the internal boundaries between socialist republics. Today, 
indeed, holding a second, preferably Western European passport is 
a highly valued option to reduce the risks of political belonging and 
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to increase the possibilities of participating in international labour 
markets.18 Even without a second passport, however, the Tushetians’ 
practice of citizenship was fl exible already during Soviet times – and 
has most likely been that before, too. This fl exibility with regard to 
the dealing with a state draws on the mobility inherent in Tushetian 
society. Not only did the state come to and go from Tusheti; the 
Tushetians were always in motion, too. Who was following whom is 
diffi cult to say.

Mobility

Mobility is a key feature of Tushetian identity. From an outside per-
spective, this is illustrated in the following anecdote (Idoidze 2006: 5; 
translation mine): ‘A K’akhetian [inhabitant of the Georgian lowland 
at the foothills of highland Tusheti] saw a dead bird on the road 
and said: “You unlucky fellow, why did you die on the way like a 
Tushetian?”’ Mobility, here, is seen as an intrinsic, almost natural 
quality of Tushetianness. This image is mirrored by the Tushetians’ 
own perspective. First of all, they regularly toast those who have 
died away from home whenever they gather. Secondly, when they 
are about to set off, they will most likely say vidinot, which literally 
means ‘Let’s fl ow’. Like water that is constantly on the move, so may 
Tushetians think of themselves. This mobility is frequently attrib-
uted to shepherding, another crucial attribute of Tushetian identity.

For centuries, Tushetian shepherds have practised alternate- 
pasture farming (Topchishvili 2007), which, according to some 
authors, has taken them as far as Turkey (Shavkhelishvili 1987) as well 
as Azerbaijan and Dagestan (Mak’alatia 1933). In summer, however, 
they return and stay exclusively in the Tushetian highlands. It was 
thus possible for social life to concentrate in Tusheti, to strengthen 
the ties of collective belonging to place (autochthony in the original 
sense), while at the same time keeping connections to transregional, 
transnational and multi- ethnic networks. 

Following the alternate- pasture farming routes of the shepherds, 
in the nineteenth century a large number of Tushetian families also 
settled in the plains, maintaining their households in the high moun-
tains (Mak’alatia 1983 [1933]). The contemporary Georgian folklor-
ists Azik’uri (1983) and Cocanidze (1990) refer to the consequent 
lifestyle of the Tushetians as k’akhet- tushetoba, stressing the spatial 
anchorage (K’akheti in the lowlands, Tusheti in the highlands) in 
this way of life. The same two authors also emphasise the role of 
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transhumance played in helping people to cope with the changes 
in Soviet policies, especially in tempering the effects of the 1950s 
resettlement campaign. Cocanidze (1990: 26–28) clearly states that 
that the mobility implied in k’akhet- tushetoba had the effect that 
resettlement was less painful for the Tushetians than for their neigh-
bours, and Azik’uri (1983) acknowledges the potential of Tushetian 
transhumance for expanding the economic scope and optimising the 
access to education in the Soviet reality.

Such a mobile lifestyle and economy depend on a high degree of 
dynamics within Tushetian households, which becomes apparent as 
soon as one looks at family arrangements across genders and gen-
erations: sometimes schoolchildren stay at the home of someone 
other than their parents or grandparents in the course of the year, 
and sometimes this applies to wives and their husbands. It is not the 
whole family, the whole village, the whole clan, or even the whole 
of Tusheti which comes and goes en bloc, but occupational and age 
groups, or parts of them. The individual household members seem to 
act more or less autonomously, but repeatedly have to seek consen-
sus on economic and spatial issues, such as where to live, where to 
send the children to school, where to do business or where to work. 
Scott (2009) fi nds such kind of economy based on mobility to be 
characteristic of highland societies in general.

The specifi c Tushetian mobility in space fi ts the general criteria of 
transhumance as opposed to nomadism. In nomadism, the popula-
tion mostly lives in mobile housing and moves to a different place 
as a whole, whereas the larger part of transhumant societies stays in 
villages for most of the year (Jones 2005). As any transhumant or 
nomadic society, the Tushetians were never completely autonomous 
in terms of economy and politics, but they developed a relatively 
high level of economic self- suffi ciency and a well- structured self- 
administration. The latter goes hand in hand with a certain sense of 
independence from the state, fi efdoms or kingdoms.

This relative independence does not place the Tushetians out of 
states or markets – quite the contrary. In addition to a strong ability 
for economic self- suffi ciency, the Tushetians were producing a 
surplus for external markets long before the imposition of socialism. 
Politically as well, they have a long history of interaction with the 
state or proto- states, including a proud tradition of defending the 
state border with their military prowess. Economic, military and 
sociopolitical strength enhances the potential for negotiations with 
the state and turns the Tushetians into citizens with not only duties, 
but also rights and privileges.
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Along with nomadism, transhumance is usually labelled as mobile 
pastoralism in the anthropological literature. This notion fi ts within 
the prominent, rather deterministic conceptualisations of mobile pas-
toralists as being primarily concerned with risk or crisis management 
(Bollig 1997, Redding 1984), livelihood security (Escher and Meyer 
1999, Scholz 1995) and access to labour and/or commodity markets 
(Bates 1980). These conceptualisations echo the notion of ‘survival 
culture’ as formulated by Elwert (1985), denoting a spatially and 
technically strongly diversifi ed form of economy with the purpose of 
outweighing economic vulnerability.

This perception, according to which mobile pastoralists are con-
stantly threatened by changes in environment, landscape and living 
circumstances and have therefore to react to them in order to survive, 
however, largely ignores the proactive potentials these societies 
develop. Instead of taking on this perspective, I propose to stress the 
dynamic aspects in the traditions of mobile pastoralists and to take 
into account that their strategies could be profi t- oriented. Besides, 
the production of a surplus for translocal markets and frequent 
interactions with states and cities found in any transhumant and/or 
nomadic society (Khazanov 1994, Marx 2005, Salzman 2004) indi-
cate that they are also oriented towards achieving success, instead of 
merely preventing failures.

In the Tushetian case, at least, spatial mobility seems to have 
a direct and positive impact on wealth. Compared to their non- 
transhumant neighbours, the Tushetians are well off, as is manifest 
in the standard of their houses and the abundance of their gardens. 
Their relatively high standard of wealth was already testifi ed before 
Tusheti’s integration into the Soviet Union, for example in a newspa-
per article from 1905 by Ts’ereteli. Inside Tushetian society, mobility 
also seems to determine the relative prosperity of households, and 
thus the position in the social class hierarchy. According to a house-
hold survey conducted during my fi eldwork in 2007, the number of 
houses owned by a household (for example in the plains, in the high-
land and in the capital) directly infl uences the economic situation – 
the more houses owned, the higher the living standard (as measured 
by access to capital). 

These fi gures allow for a social stratifi cation of the village: 29% 
own only one house, including garden and land plot. These are the 
low- class households, frequently heavily dependent on subsistence 
strategies. A total of 66% own two houses, in most cases one in the 
plains and one in the highland. This relatively well- off middle class is 
topped by 5% of the richest village households owning three houses, 
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the latter often materialising their ties with the Georgian capital. 
Mobility, then, seems to be rewarding for households and communi-
ties alike, in good times and in bad times. In the latter – for example 
caused by unforeseen coercive resettlement – mobility allows main-
taining a certain degree of civic agency.

Cushioned Resettlement

In most of the remote regions of the Soviet Union, the resettlement 
campaigns of the Soviet state forcefully disrupted and often destroyed 
the previously existing settlement patterns. In Central Asia, the vast 
majority of the formerly mobile pastoralists became sedentary and 
concentrated at agro- cities or in industrial towns (Olcott 1981). The 
scattered populations of Siberia were forced to live in larger settle-
ments and consequently pushed to abandon their former homesteads 
in remote regions ‘without prospects’ (Rogers 2009, Grant 1995). 
As a most drastic and draconic form of resettlement, entire peoples 
were deported to Central Asia under Stalin in the late 1940s (Uehling 
2004). All of these resettlement campaigns were not least means of 
population control: sedentary and visible populations are far easier 
to control than a mobile people; and deported people are no longer 
a potential security threat in the region they formerly inhabited (see 
also Scott 2009). Resettlement as a technique of governance was not 
invented by the Soviets, however. The Soviet state could rely on the 
expertise generated by its predecessor, Tsarist Russia, and it actively 
did so (Martin 1998). Even though the Tushetians experienced the 
Soviet state as unpredictable, it was not at all inconsequential and 
weak. Quite the contrary: the Soviet state proved its power by its 
ability to exert pressure on its populations at any given time. The 
Soviet state as encountered by its Tushetian citizens was simultane-
ously intrusive and erratic. 

The reconfi guration of settlement patterns due to large- scale 
resettlement campaigns was predominantly successful throughout 
the entire Soviet Union, and Georgia, in this respect, is no exception. 
Most of the mountain- dwellers of northeast Georgia, for example, 
were forced to live and work in villages in the lowlands to which they 
had no relation hitherto. But Tusheti is an exception. In the Tushetian 
case, resettlement did not mean living and working in totally new 
and unfamiliar places. The Tushetians already had ties and connec-
tions to the lowland villages which were destined to become their 
new homes. Often, they already had relatives there, land to plough, 
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gardens to harvest and holy places to worship. Transhumant mobil-
ity allowed the Tushetians to maintain two home bases and to rotate 
between them. In cases of political crisis, switching the home base 
helped to temper its effects.

The reason why coercive resettlement was less drastic for the 
Tushetians than it was for their neighbours, then, is that it got them 
on the move. Yet, it was not any kind of mobility which cushioned 
the effects of the resettlement policies – the Central Asian pastoral-
ists, after all, had also been mobile pastoralists and yet mostly been 
fully exposed to the effects of Soviet population planning – it was a 
specifi c kind of mobility based on circular up-  and down- movements 
which did so. Given that the grip of the state was stronger on the 
lowlands, and that this is where the governmental institutions were 
located, one could say that with their two settlements, the Tushetians 
had one foot in the realm of the state and one foot beyond. Removing 
weight from one foot to the other helped maintaining balance when 
the earth started shaking. 

The fl exible citizens described by Ong shift place according to 
changes in state policy and the dangers and advantages it provides. 
They do so by using multiple passports and cross state borders in 
this process. The Tushetians did not possess more than one passport 
and did not transcend state boundaries during Soviet times. Yet, they 
acted in essentially the same way: fl exibly adapting to changing state 
regimes by shifting place. Multiple and transnational citizenship may 
be nested in hyper- modernity, as Ong argues, but fl exible citizen-
ship has been put into motion in Soviet modernity, too (and possibly 
before). 

Flexible citizens both participate in the state and keep a certain dis-
tance from it. They share, but they also withhold; they give, but they 
also hold back; they identify, but they also have doubts. This state 
of mind, or rather state of being, can be called ‘reserved’. Flexible 
citizens are reserved citizens in the sense that they are part of the 
state, yet do not buy into it 100%. They neither dedicate their lives 
to resistance against the state, nor do they want to fully integrate and 
get absorbed by the state. They maintain some reticence. If the state 
becomes more invasive – and this is what most states tend to do – a 
reserved citizen will try to maintain room for manoeuvre. I will come 
back to this attitude and the concomitant civic practices in more 
detail later in this chapter.

Room for manoeuvre is only available if the state is not every-
where. There needs to be a certain distance. Landscape may be a 
crucial factor in this constellation. Especially highland areas often 
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set physical limits to state intrusion (Scott 2009), but deserts, 
swamps or seas may have the same effect. In the Tushetian case, the 
geopolitical character of highland Tusheti transforms the region’s 
inhabitants into special kinds of citizens: part of the country, yet 
distinct and separated by large mountain walls. This position allows 
for processes of negotiation with the state and other polities, as 
described in chapter 1. On the other hand, the man- made features 
of the Tushetian landscape constitute strongholds for insecure and 
profi table times alike. Village shrines, for example, provide a cogni-
tive point of reference for belonging in times of crisis,19 and in better 
times, they are proudly presented to fellow Georgians as part of the 
national heritage. Not least, the shrines are also places of encounter 
with other groups from neighbouring regions, including the North 
Caucasus.

But what exactly makes Tushetian shrines such distinct and dis-
tinctive places? Addressing this question necessitates a close reading 
of shrine and shrine related social regimes in Tusheti. The following 
ethnographic sketch is meant to illustrate the crucial status of shrines 
for the social life of the Tushetians and to highlight their position as 
exclusive places in the state body. The shaping of landscape, in this 
sense, is in itself a political practice and manifests ways of being in 
the state.

Shrines

In the beginning, one organiser (shult’a) of Omalo’s most important 
saint’s festival (khat’oba) told me, the region of Tusheti was inhabited 
by ogres (devebi).20 They were extremely hostile to humans and hin-
dered human settlement. This only changed after an army of deities 
(ghvtisshvilni; literally god’s children) ousted the ogres from the 
region. The deities united the Tushetian clans around them and made 
them build shrines (khat’ebi) in their honour. Since these primordial 
times, the shrines are places of worship (locva, also to pray) for the 
Tushetians, as well as locations for remembering their ancestors and 
the deeds of the deities.

Such stories are far from unusual in the highlands of northeast 
Georgia. Particularly Tusheti’s neighbouring regions Pshavi and 
Khevsureti boast legends centred on the origins of the many village 
shrines. Usually, each shrine is associated with its own myth of foun-
dation. What they all have in common, however, is the idea that the 
shrines’ origin is linked to the heroic act of one of ‘god’s children’,21 
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that landscape needed to be made habitable, and that shrines are 
divine.

The Tushetians have three words for a shrine. The fi rst one, 
salocavi, literally (in Georgian) means place of prayer and refers to 
any place considered holy and used for prayers, such as churches, 
mosques, synagogues or temples. The second word, khat’i, denotes 
icon in standard Georgian and in the lexicon of the Georgian 
Orthodox Church. The same ambiguity is to be found in the third 
word for shrine in Tusheti, jvari, which literally means cross accord-
ing to standard dictionaries. To make things even more complex, 
both khat’i and jvari could also denote the deity which the cross or 
the icon is a manifestation for (Tuite 1996: 81).

The polysemy of the latter two terms points to a particular mixture 
of Christian and non- Christian elements in the imaginations and 
practices of the Tushetians regarding their shrines. On the one hand, 
the terms khat’i and jvari clearly reference core Christian symbols. 
On the other hand, the very idea that a cross or an icon could be a 
deity or a stone building on top of a mountain must sound rather dis-
turbing for an orthodox Christian. In any case, crosses and icons in 
the narrow sense play a crucial role in shrine services, as do bells, fl ags 
(droshebi), candles and chalices. The shrine services are administered 

Fig 2.4 Shrine of Omalo with niches for lit candles and offerings
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by a priest (dek’anozi or khucesi) and organised by appointed villager 
elders22 called shult’ebi or mnateebi in the highest valley of Tusheti 
(p’irik’iti tusheti).

However, as Tuite (1996: 81) meticulously describes, the 

mountaineer who speaks of a priest (khucesi) drinking from a chalice 
. . . and lighting candles (santelni) before the icon of St. George (c’minda 
givargis khat’i) is using lowland Christian jargon to describe some-
thing radically different: the ‘priest’ is a local fellow whose vocation 
was communicated through a series of personal tragedies and psycho-
logical illnesses the ultimate cause of which was diagnosed by a shaman; 
the ‘chalice’ contains beer, not wine; the ‘icon’ in certain respects IS ‘St. 
George’ [main deity in Tuite’s example], who is himself a powerful deity 
watching over hunters, warriors, and men in general.

The question whether Tushetian religiosity is essentially pagan 
(Bardavelidze 1957, Charachidzé 1968), bears traces of an Iranian 
heritage (Wesendonk 1924), is an old form of Christianity (K’ik’nadze 
1996) or syncretistic (for a discussion see Tuite 2004a, Tuite 2004b, 
Tuite and Bukhrashvili 1999) is highly contested and often charged 
with programmatic perspectives on Georgian nation-  and state-
hood. In the face of the persistently growing weight of the Georgian 
Orthodox Church within the post- Soviet Georgian state (see chapter 
4), the rapport of the Tushetians to Orthodox Christianity not least 
targets their standing as Georgian citizens. For the vast majority of 
the Tushetians, however, the distinctiveness of their rituals does not 
contradict Christianity. As one elderly woman put it: ‘We are normal 
Christians. But we also worship stones’.

The ‘worshipping of stones’ mainly happens in the form of sac-
rifi ces. Sacrifi cing animals (mostly sheep and goats, sometimes also 
calves) in front of the shrine enhances the family’s prestige and is 
said to propitiate the deities in order to avert mishaps or to alleviate 
hardships like illnesses. Especially in the highest parts of Tusheti, the 
immediate vicinity of a shrine looks like a battlefi eld at the times of the 
summer festivals. Cut- off heads of sheep and goats, sometimes tossed 
away over the shoulder with a small prayer on the lips, lie around 
next to carcasses in puddles of blood. Offerings of wine, grappa- like 
liquor (ch’ach’a), homemade beer and pastries are kept close to the 
shrine in a place called zedashe (also denotes the altar wine in the 
Orthodox lexicon) and shared among the community members. One 
fourth of the donations, however, belongs to the shrine and is kept 
by the priest. Drinks and food are consumed at banquets commonly 
demarcated by tablecloth spread out on the ground and situated 
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within view of the shrine.23 At special occasions – for example during 
initiation rituals – coins are brought as offerings, too (Tuite forth-
coming: 6). 

Reportedly until the early years of Soviet rule, the Tushetian 
shrines had also played a major role in integrating foreigners into 
the community. As stated in chapter 1, the Tushetian population 
largely consists of descendants of former refugees, having fl ed blood 
feud or forced conversion. The latter was a case in point for lowland 
Georgians who wanted to escape Christianisation from the fourth to 
the ninth century and for North Caucasians, who refused to convert 
to Islam in the following centuries. In any case, the refugee needed to 
pass a one- year test phase, after which he or she was integrated and 
initiated in the village community at the shrine, swearing solidarity 
and adopting a Tushetian family name. Intra- village confl icts were 
also solved with an oath at the shrine by the village council of the 
elders.

Integrating foreigners went hand in hand with meeting foreign-
ers. Tushetian shrine festivals are said to have been places of encoun-
ter with neighbouring groups of differing descent and/or religious 
affi liation for a long time. People from Dagestan and Chechnya have 

Fig 2.5 Animal sacrifi ces at the shrine festival in Parsma
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allegedly until recently been invited to Tushetian shrine festivals, and 
also today, the inhabitants of the adjacent Pankisi gorge called Kists, 
an ethnic group of predominantly Muslim belief with historical roots 
in modern- day Chechnya, participate prominently in the annual 
horse races in honour of the shrines. 

The interaction of different groups is ritualised in these games, 
which are a unique feature of the Tushetian shrine festivals. More 
often than not, these games are centred on gender divisions. Thus, 
for example, at the annual shrine festival of the Tushetian village 
Khakhabo, young men and women wrestle and race with each other. 
Another interesting example is the festival of Dartlo, where the local 
women playfully try to escape to Chechnya and need to be captured 
by their husbands. The highlight of nearly all Tushetian shrine festi-
vals, however, is the building of a human pyramid (korbeghela) which 
moves towards the shrine in a circular motion whilst its human con-
stituents chant centuries- old songs. Another popular festive feature 
is the playful tossing of cheese- fi lled pastry (k’ot’ori in Tushetian, 
khach’ap’uri in Georgian) into the crowd of attendees. A catch is said 
to bring prosperity and/or fertility.24

All around northeast Georgia, the sanctity of shrines is tightly 
associated with ideas of purity. This is why these mountain shrines 
are shrouded in a lot of taboos: only the shrine priest is allowed to 
enter the stone building (if it is accessible at all) and only the village 
elders and their privileged male guests are allowed close to the shrine. 
Women always have to keep a distance to the shrine, because men-
struation allegedly turns them impure. Their status changes only 
after the menopause. 

This ideology has very practical implications. Not only that 
women are not allowed to approach a shrine, they sometimes even 
have to choose other paths than their male counterparts just to walk 
in the mountains, because certain paths lead too close to a sanctuary. 
These taboos not only apply to the local population, but are meant 
to be respected by tourists, too, as laid down, for example, in the 
‘Handbook of the Customs, Traditions and Rituals for Travellers’, 
issued by a Tushetian NGO (Idoidze 2006: 20): ‘The Tushetians 
expect from their female guests that they respect these taboos and 
do not violate this unwritten law.’ Any infringement of the taboo 
norms could bring ‘chaos to the community’ (ibid.: 21).25 Shrines, 
then, not only determine the religious landscape, but structure the 
social landscape along lines of gender, status and age, too. Figure 2.6 
shows a sign installed by the local authorities in Omalo in order to 
keep women away from the shrine.
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In comparison to neighbouring Pshavi and Khevsureti, the adher-
ence to traditional norms in Tusheti is in decline. During my fi eld-
work, I encountered unmarried men at the age of twenty performing 
the duty of a shult’a (which traditionally is reserved to male house-
hold heads), as well as shrine festivals without any kind of priest 
(dek’anozi). Sometimes, a group of locals shared among themselves 
the duty of a priest, and sometimes, shrine taboos such as being off- 
limits for women or horses were not strictly observed. Already in the 
1930s, the Georgian ethnographer Mak’alatia (1933: 157) observed 
that local customs were hardly followed among the Tushetians in 
Zemo and Kvemo Alvani, and that only the older generations were 
aware of these traditions. For the following years, this assessment is 
shared by Cocanidze (1990: 140), who states that religious traditions 
among the Tushetians have lost their meaning and are only followed 
as a routine. In the present, it is mainly members of the Tushetian 
intelligentsia who actively promote religious tradition.

Irrespective of the general decline of religious rigidity, the yearly 
summer shrine festivals (atnigenobebi) continue to attract large 
numbers of Tushetians from the highland and the lowland alike. 
Some people even take high risks and/or great efforts to be able to 

Fig 2.6 Sign close to a village shrine in Omalo (photo by Kerstin Klenke; 
© Kerstin Klenke)
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attend these events. As mentioned in chapter 1, my host, for example, 
lost his job as an employee of the Georgian railway in Tbilisi, 
because he left his workplace for serving as a dek’anozi in his ances-
tral village without proper notifi cation. Another telling example is 
the Abaloidze family (name changed). Originally from Tusheti, the 
family moved to Saratov in the Russian Federation in the 1990s 
because of better work opportunities. In 2006 the family, which con-
sisted by that time of the parents, two children and one grandchild, 
returned to Georgia because, as the daughter assured me, ‘my father 
behaves like a Tushetian [literally: “tushes”] a lot now’.26 Although 
the family mainly lives in Tbilisi, they began restoring their family 
home in the Tusheti mountains and regularly visit the annual festivals 
in which the father fulfi ls important ritual tasks. In 2006 he acted as 
a table master (tamada) at the men’s table next to the shrine, and in 
2007 he assumed the offi ce of the shult’a, that is, he was responsible 
for the visitors. Notably in the latter, the ‘tushing’ may be complied 
with in a respected and prestigious way.

Reserves

Tushetian group identity is intrinsically associated with shepherd-
ing as a manifestation of a mobile, transhumant lifestyle and shrine 
veneration as a distinct form of religiosity. This applies both to the 
rhetoric of elite circles (see for example Idoidze 2006) and to the self- 
conceptions of many working- class Tushetians. These two aspects 
– mobility and shrines – could be said to constitute the cultural 
reserves the Tushetians hold in stock. These reserves provide the 
means to cope in insecure times. If the state is largely responsible for 
this insecurity, they are the basic tools of fl exible citizenship: stimu-
lating fl exible adaptation while keeping a certain distance. For the 
Tushetians, mobility allowed for fl exible adaptation, and shrines for 
demarcating distinction from the state.

Reserves are a popular concept with a long history in economic 
science. As ‘hidden reserves’, they refer to fi nancial means which are 
rendered invisible on the balance sheet of an enterprise and hence 
excluded from offi cial business transactions. In respect to oil, gas and 
other natural goods, reserves denote the resources which are poten-
tially available for exploitation, but which are not to be exhausted 
(Meadows, Meadows, Renders and Behrends 1972). In both cases, 
the main value of reserves lies in their potential, that is: the means 
they provide for the future. These means may be needed to maintain 
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a certain lifestyle, to profi t from hitherto unknown opportunities or 
to soften the results of crisis. Taking this potential value of reserves 
into calculation – a value that may far supersede its present value – 
cultivating reserves is a component of reasonable entrepreneurial 
activity.

Recently, the notion of reserves has been introduced to anthro-
pological thought by Hauschild (2008). With reserves, he refers to 
artefacts, cultural knowledge and social practices, which are excluded 
from the ‘world of availability and commercial performance’ 
(Hauschild 2003: 11). Regarded as such, reserves feature two core 
components: holding back and preservation. Preservation includes 
a non- exploitative approach towards resources, their protection and 
fostering. In respect to cultural practices, traditions and competences 
such as mobility represent these resources, which are crucial to help 
people cope with an insecure future. Holding back means that certain 
things or ideas need to be excluded from free circulation or unre-
stricted access. Sometimes, this exclusion from the daily hustle and 
bustle comes under the sign of the sacred, for example in the case of 
holy objects or places.

The reserves the Tushetians hold in stock are both material and 
conceptual. On the one hand, the material world of the Tushetian 
landscape provides the resources to better cope with unpredictabil-
ity. The two sets of villages and settlements kept in the mountains 
and the lowlands, established due to the climatic and economic 
needs of seasonal migration, also allow for a fl exible adaption to 
frequently and drastically changing state policies. This may help to 
explain why the parallel settlements were maintained in times they 
were not constantly inhabited. In the case of the Tushetian moun-
tain villages, the local shrines play a crucial role for the maintenance 
of these settlements. Every year, the shrine festivals attract large 
numbers of visitors, who re- inhabit the houses of their ancestors, 
take care of their gardens and sometimes grow potatoes. And in the 
late 1960s, it was not least the revival of the shrine festivals which 
motivated the  renovation of houses and homesteads in the Tushetian 
villages.

Shrines also work as reserves in a very concrete sense. The very 
symbol of market transactions – money in the form of coins – is 
often kept here in the form of treasures (Manning 2008b: 68ff.). 
These treasures are mostly hidden somewhere, for example buried 
in the ground. They stem from sacrifi ces brought by the ‘serfs’ 
(qmani) of the shrine. Even today, visitors occasionally bump into 
‘bags of coins’ in the vicinity of shrines.27 Money is thus excluded 
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from free circulation, the principle of availability interrupted. Coins 
shift their character: instead of things that frequently change hands, 
they become immobilised and part of an exclusive space. This exclu-
sive space is represented by the shrine and embodied by the shrine 
priest.28

On the other hand, knowledge and practices transmitted through 
generations constitute reserves that possess the potential for fl ex-
ible adaptation to unpredictable circumstances, too. First of all, the 
knowledge of how to maintain a lifestyle based on transhumance in 
respect to social organisation is a prerequisite for the usage of par-
allel settlements. Tushetian families show a high degree of internal 
differentiation in order to meet the demands of a mobile lifestyle. 
Within this family organisation, each member functions as a a semi- 
autonomous unit: mobile in itself, but its mobility adapted to the 
demand of the whole. Secondly, the historiography of the shrines – 
that is: the charging of these places with meaning, memories and 
histories – generates a stock of knowledge which allows for shared 
references to continuity and social cohesion. At the annual shrine 
festivals, the ritual closing of ranks with the ancestors is performed 
and the space of the ancestors is inhabited anew. Those who died en 
route or abroad, who have migrated or have nobody to remember 
them, are remembered, too. At the same time, social stratifi cation in 
respect to age, gender and status is reinforced. Thus, persons, biogra-
phies, stories, social orders and experiences are kept at these places, 
and spatial mobility is inscribed into tradition.

The reserves preserved by the Tushetians also helped them to 
benefi t from new opportunities. When in the 1960s and 1970s the 
Georgian authorities started to rediscover their sympathy for Tusheti, 
the locals could once more revive the practice of resettlement as well 
as their old homesteads – and shrines. They could take profi t from 
the fi nancial support of the state for renovating old or building new 
houses. They could visit the shrines more often, as they got much 
closer. And they could make use of state- sponsored benefi ts in the 
realms of education, infrastructure, communication and consump-
tion – and many of them happily did so. At that time, nobody forced 
the Tushetians to relocate the spatial centres of their lives. It was 
their own choice, informed by historical experiences and well- versed 
practices. Tushetians were, after all, entirely part of the Soviet system 
for a good amount of time, and the vast majority of them happily 
 profi ted from the advantages of Soviet citizenship.

The fact that the material and conceptual reserves of the Tushetians 
played a decisive role both in crisis management and profi t strategies 
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questions the prevailing defi nition of cultural reserves as resulting 
from survival strategies (Gronover 2007: 24) oriented towards the 
‘case of breakdown’ (Hauschild 2003: 14). Natural catastrophes, 
fi nancial crises, social injustices and political irresponsibility do in 
fact increase the desire to have something in petto if the worst comes 
to the worst. But insecure futures create potential, too, and they 
are also anticipated by the cultivation of reserves. When there are 
reserves, there can still be utopia.

Instead of a rather compensatory perspective on reserves, I 
propose to focus on the impact of these reserves on the scope of 
individual and collective agents. My main argument is that cultural 
reserves open up room for manoeuvre (cf. Gordon and Stack 2007). 
Without having reserves, people and groups are much more vulner-
able and exposed to the powerful forces of nature and society. When 
catastrophes happen, they have nowhere to go. When opportunities 
arise, they have no way to embrace them. When they only believe in 
things as they are now, they have no recourse in the future. 

In their impact on people, states can be almost as powerful as 
earthquakes and sunshine. The fate of the Tushetians in the twentieth 
century is a vivid example of this. The Soviet state resettled them, it 
supported them, it forced them to collectivise, and it left them alone. 
In reducing the dependency on the state, the reserves the Tushetians 
had in stock helped them to get along, and to make profi t wherever 
and whenever possible. Thus, relying on cultural reserves is not least 
a technique of citizenship, resulting from nolens volens membership 
of the state. State membership itself is hardly negotiable; therefore, 
it needs to be made bearable by modes of citizenship from below. 
Relying on cultural reserves is one such mode. It includes, and in a 
way is based on, a mental distancing from the state, a distancing that 
is not opposed to belonging, but rather a form of it.

Reserves in this sense are not to be reduced to means of resistance, 
but also not to attributes of compliance. This opposition (resistance 
vs. compliance) has recently been revived by Scott (2009), who looks 
at the highlanders of Southeast Asia as populations resisting state 
incorporation. In the face of expanding kingdoms and other pow-
erful polities, so Scott argues, the population could only choose 
between absorption and resistance, and those who chose the latter 
often sought refuge in remote highland areas (ibid.: 130). After 
having escaped from state power, they modifi ed their economy to 
a mobile and fl exible ‘escape agriculture’ vis- à- vis the kind of more 
stationary agriculture they had previously been involved in (ibid.: 
187ff.). In a way, the unruly highlanders described by Scott could be 
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said to cultivate reserves which serve to resist state pressure. At the 
same time, as also noticed by Scott himself, peripheral peoples such 
as mountaineers ‘had always been fi rmly economically linked to the 
lowlands and to world trade’ (ibid.: 4). It thus seems as if the reserves 
cultivated by highlanders not only enable a distance to be kept from 
the state, but also enable people to profi t from it and its markets. 
Highlanders then are not only suffering from the proximity of state 
institutions, but entangled in the workings of the state in intricate 
ways. As Ssorin- Chaikov (2003: 10) has reported from Siberia, 
the same people may try to evade the state in certain instances and 
 incorporate the state in others.

Reserves are also not to be opposed to modernity in a spatial or 
temporal dimension. They may even be a product of modernity, as 
their value derives rather from the needs of contemporary times than 
from a misty past preserved in static traditions. In the case of the 
Tushetians, the reserves they have in stock have been signifi cantly 
shaped by socialist modernity. Shrines and transhumant mobility 
have been acknowledged by Soviet ethnographers as main constitu-
ents of Tushetian identity as an ‘ethnographic group’ (e.g. Mak’alatia 
1983 [1933]), and belonging to an ethno- national group, in turn, 
was taken as a constitutive element of Soviet citizenship.29 Caring 
for shrines and being on the move designated a Tushetian, a special 
kind of a citizen of the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic; having 
‘Georgian’ documented as national belonging in the Soviet passport 
designated a special kind of citizen of the Soviet Union. 

Hence, the homo sovieticus and the Tushetian ancestors could 
have met at the annual shrine festivals and have forged coalitions 
of sorts. As others have suggested in their works on Soviet cultural 
construction before (e.g. Grant 1995, Ssorin- Chaikov 2003), some 
ethno- national ‘traditions’ were themselves created by elements of 
the Soviet system such as ethnographic classifi cation. In a related 
movement ‘from below’, most Soviet populations combined ele-
ments of old repertoires with the new possibilities of Soviet life 
(Rogers 2009: 110), hence relying on traditions and cultural tech-
niques as reserves.

Last but not least, room for manoeuvre, allowed for by collective 
access to cultural reserves, has the potential to enhance the bargain-
ing position of a group. This is a lesson the Tushetians have learned in 
respect to the way they achieved grazing rights in the lowlands in the 
seventeenth century. Spatially isolated and diffi cult to control, main-
taining ritual and political sovereignty in the Tushetian highland, they 
could bargain with the rulers of the lowland for the price of their 
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participation in the warfare of their polity.30 Yet, the Georgian state’s 
disregard of Tusheti as a region and of caring for the Tushetians as 
a group, clearly noticeable during the time of my fi eldwork, needs 
to be taken as a reminder that room for manoeuvre is not always 
acknowledged. Fallback positions and cultural reserves are potentials 
for enhancing the civic status of individuals and groups in a state. 
These potentials, however, are no guarantees. Citizens are volatile in 
an unpredictable state no matter what they do and think.

Sovereignty, Rural Citizenship

The image invoked in the previous section of the Tushetian landscape 
as a room of reserves and manoeuvres seems to be in compliance with 
the dominant perception of the Caucasus as a region consisting of 
a multitude of spatially isolated valleys, micro- regions and ethnic 
groups, whose dominant way of interaction is by nature bellicose. 
The exclusive character of reserves seems to suggest that they cannot 
be shared among groups in a friendly way, and room for manoeuvre 
seems to presuppose autarky with no place for the other. Frequently 
enough, the Caucasus has been conceptualised as a place of closure 
and confl ict (see Grant and Yalçın- Heckmann 2007, Arutyunov 
2003), and Tusheti seems to be just that. 

Instead of this confl ictological perspective, Grant (2009) prefers to 
look at the Caucasus through the prism of exchange and reciprocity. 
The reciprocal exchange of bodies and gifts in the Caucasus is a well- 
documented common practice and ideology that creates relations 
rather than fosters seclusion. Social systems in the Caucasus, Grant 
argues, are as much open as they are closed, and maybe even more 
so. The evidence we have from Tusheti supports this kind of view: 
shrines are places of encounter, where, occasionally, ritual brother-
hood and transconfessional solidarity is sworn in the name of the 
cross. Transhumant mobility brought Tushetian shepherds across 
many borders and made them godparents to herdsmen of other reli-
gious denomination and regional affi liation. The disproportionate 
language profi ciency of Tushetian shepherds testifi es to the status of 
transcultural and translingual contacts. The success of shepherding 
itself depended on the access to markets. Openness and connections 
seem to be everywhere.

Yet, occasionally, certain places and practices needed to be pro-
tected from unrestricted appropriation and commodifi cation, to be 
excluded as reserves in the above- mentioned sense. Consider what 
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happened in the 1980s. Although school education in highland Tusheti 
was a much sought- after benefi t of Soviet modernisation, the dormi-
tory of Omalo’s boarding school never came to be inhabited, as its 
location violated the taboo rules associated with the nearby shrine.31 
That is to say that many Tushetian children could not benefi t from 
the state provisioning of housing despite high demand. The reason 
why the dormitory’s building was subverted does not have anything 
to do with protest; most Tushetians did not oppose the expansion of 
the boarding school – quite the contrary. Yet, they did not agree to 
expansion at any cost. If it meant violation of well- internalised taboo 
rules, it needed to be stopped.

It is precisely here where the idea of a reserve comes to fruition. 
A reserve is something spatially, culturally and/or economically 
distinct, yet it is embedded in landscape and forms part of it. The 
practice of seclusion is at the same time a way of participating in and 
interacting with a wider world (Weiner 1992). It is a mode of belong-
ing to landscape and polities. In the end, then, ‘reserved societies’ are 
ultimately open, because otherwise their reserves and their potential 
would be useless. Within this perspective, modernity and tradition 
are not at odds with each other. The cultivation of objects and prac-
tices attributed to ancestral times helps to deal with the effects of 
states, development policies and modern ideologies. These effects can 
be welcomed, as the revival of highland Tusheti after the rediscovery 
of the region by the Soviet state impressively illustrates. At the same 
time, these effects need to be limited, and this is done by some spatial 
and social practices centred on holy places. 

This argument mirrors Grant’s observations on sovereignty in 
the Caucasus. Instead of closed forms of absolute control over a ter-
ritory, which popularly make up the image of sovereignty, Grant 
detects a multitude of ‘open sovereignties’ (2009: xvi), embedded 
in the ‘remarkable porous Caucasus landscape of mobility, border 
crossings, and sometimes even exchange over painfully proximate 
borders that are the objects of constant negotiation’ (ibid.: xv). In 
other words, in the realm of the Caucasus (as probably anywhere 
else), sovereignty is never fully complete and exclusive, but proces-
sual and multilayered.

These insights are crucial for understanding why shrines are 
both places of inclusion and exclusion. On the one hand, they are 
loci of integration and spaces of encounter. On the other hand, they 
are hidden in landscape and charged with taboos. They are open 
towards non- Tushetians, yet access to these places is restricted and 
sovereignty is exerted in the form of the authority of the Tushetian 
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priest. The notion of ‘open sovereignties’, then, aptly designates 
the constitution of reserves: excluded from unrestricted access, 
from ‘the public’, yet opening up a realm for negotiations and 
bonding.

Grant correctly discards the idea that sovereignty is to be equated 
with autonomy at large. But nonetheless, a certain degree of auton-
omy vis- à- vis access to reserves is a prerequisite for their existence. 
The same applies for rooms for manoeuvre. They are per defi nition 
spaces of contact, but they depend on a certain amount of control 
over territory in order to provide for manoeuvres. Taking autonomy 
as a prerequisite for political manoeuvres is a classical approach. 
Weber (1998 [1922]), for example, saw the military, economic and 
administrative autonomy of the city space as the historical start-
ing point for the development of citizenship in the modern sense. 
Contemporary theorists of citizenship continue to stress the link 
between city space and citizenship (e.g. Holston 2008, Isin 2008, 
Gordon and Stack 2007). What remains largely ignored, however, is 
the role of autonomy for rural citizenship.

As is shown by the way the Tushetians integrated themselves into 
the Soviet state, and the Soviet state into their landscape, autonomy 
in access to cultural reserves played a vital role for their mode of citi-
zenship. This poses the question of whether spatial autonomy is not 
a general feature in the making of citizenship, and urban autonomy 
only one form of it. For centuries now, cities have been taken as the 
quasi- natural locus of citizenship, and rural areas as civic hinterlands. 
Decentring citizenship from the city and identifying forms of sov-
ereignty based on control over landscape in rural areas may help to 
overcome the bourgeois connotations of the term. There are citoyens, 
but there are also rural citizens.

Conclusion

The fi lm Mimino was shot in the mid 1970s. This was a period when 
most of the Tushetians lived in the lowlands. Yet, the region was 
depicted in the fi lm as largely inhabited, albeit mostly by old people, 
children and shepherds. There were other, more blatant cases of 
Soviet movies showing lively villages in the mountainous landscapes 
of Georgia, which had been largely abandoned by the time of pro-
duction. The movie Khevsur Ballad (Managadze, 1965), for example, 
was fi lmed in Tusheti’s neighbouring region Khevsureti, in a castle- 
like village called Shat’ili, and gave the impression that this village 
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was still inhabited by the original population with a rather traditional 
appearance and code of honour (see Manning 2007). In reality, the 
village was completely abandoned, with its former population moved 
to work in the Georgian lowlands by force in the 1950s. Until today, 
Shat’ili never came to be even nearly as vivid as in the pre- 1950s or as 
depicted in the movie. 

The fate of Mimino was different. In a way, the fi lm’s hero was a 
fi ctive harbinger of the things to come: state- sponsored support for 
the region led to an improvement in living standards and ultimately 
an increase in population in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The Soviet 
state in Tusheti came and went, and the 1970s were a period when the 
state started to inscribe itself into the social landscape of the region 
once more. At fi rst Mimino came, then came the Soviet state (again), 
and fi nally, many Tushetians came (back), too. What we fi nd here is 
a tightly knit web of mobilities enacted by a state and a group of its 
citizens. 

Mimino’s mobility was based on his work affi liation with the 
Soviet state, but presumably also on his being Tushetian. This is 
never made explicit in the fi lm, but the fact that he has family in the 
Tushetian mountains clearly points to this. As a Tushetian, one could 
say, Mimino is constantly on the move. His element is air rather than 
water, however. He would probably address his fellows with ‘Let’s 
fl y’ instead of with ‘Let’s fl ow’. His fl ying route, furthermore, mirrors 
the traditional transhumant mobility patterns of the Tushetians, con-
necting lowland and highland in a circuit. Yet, there is a signifi cant 
difference between Tushetian transhumance and Mimino’s mobility: 
the fi rst one evolved historically out of the mountains to the low-
lands (Cocanidze 1990, Azik’uri 1993), whereas the second one aims 
at integrating the Tushetian mountains into the ‘heartland’ of Soviet 
Georgia. The fi rst one aims at expanding the economic, social and 
political scope of a regional group, while the second one is driven by 
the mission civilisatrice of the Soviet Union. As a helicopter pilot, then, 
Mimino is more of a homo sovieticus than a Tushetian. Nevertheless, 
the fi lm must have shaped the self- perception of young Tushetian 
males to a great extent, because even today the percentage of Tushetian 
helicopter pilots in the Georgian border police and military is extraor-
dinarily high.32 

The mobility of the Soviet state in its peripheries depended on the 
offi cial evaluation of the perspective of the respective region or settle-
ment. In the case of Tusheti, this evaluation changed almost consis-
tently with every generation: from a positive evaluation in the 1930s 
to the stance that Tusheti’s village had no perspective in the 1950s 
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back to a developmental approach of enhancing the region’s pros-
pects by massive investment in the local infrastructure in the 1970s. 
According to this pattern, the Soviet state came and went in situ.

Not only did the Tushetian population passively react to the 
macro- political changes, it also anticipated their potential and 
dangers by keeping up a mobile social organisation. As the Siberian 
Nivkhi studied by Grant, ‘they were far from passive or tragic fi gures 
in the hand of the Soviet state’ (1995: xii). In stressing the potential of 
Tushetian traditions, I do not claim that the continuity of Tushetian 
micro- culture would offset macro- political processes such as the end 
of the Soviet Union. However, I would like to stress two points here. 
On the one hand, I wish to counter a political and economic macro- 
system determinism which is in line with the frequently insinuated 
idea of passivity and receptivity of the citizens in socialist and post-
socialist states. As the recent settlement history of Tusheti shows, 
history is not suffered passively, even if Stalin’s terror, dispossession, 
political incapacitation, forced expulsion and the recent mass deg-
radations in status have contributed to the victimisation of citizens. 
The population of Tusheti is experienced in dealing with catastrophes 
and has developed a proactive tradition enhancing the appropriation 
of potentially new (physical and social) spaces. On the other hand, 
I would like to show in a diachronic perspective how, in times of 
radical political change, citizens are able to transform breaks into 
continuities by referring to cultural reserves. As for the Tushetians, 
the practice of transhumance allows a high degree of spatial mobility, 
which makes a fl exible adaptation to radically changed life circum-
stances a lot easier.

The knowledge and skills of the Tushetian society, then, are very 
distinct from stereotypical concepts of ethnicity and tradition as 
something rooted in the past and antipodal to modernity and modern 
practices. In fact, the social practices scrutinised here are dynamic 
and refl exive – features attributed to modernity (respectively 
‘second’ or ‘high modernity’) by authors such as Giddens (1990) 
and Beck (2000). This also explains why the economy and politics 
of the Tushetians cannot be reduced to ways of survival. Tushetian 
transhumance is neither purely a ‘survival economy’ (Elwert 1985) 
or ‘escape economy’ (Scott 2009) nor do their cultural reserves 
only serve to prevent the worst. It is also oriented towards profi t 
and success. The heritage of cultural ecology seems to obstruct the 
view on profi t oriented strategies in transhumant societies, and the 
obsession with catastrophes seems to prevent detecting the treasure 
in  cultural reserves.33
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In the end, transhumant mobility also allowed to participate in 
supra- regional markets and to connect to national and transnational 
networks. It is no pure coincidence, for example, that Tushetian 
shepherds were among the most literate and polyglot citizens in the 
early days of Soviet Georgia (at least in rural areas), with many of 
them speaking a Turkic language besides standardised Georgian and 
the Tushetian dialect. Hence, transhumance enabled the Tushetians 
to simultaneously minimise the risks of political belonging and to 
antici pate access to markets. Their scope of economic and social activ-
ities varied according to the political situation. But it always existed 
as a potentiality. In the present context, mobility mainly translates as 
migration (see chapter 5).

As the strategies of the Tushetians outlined in this chapter are 
mainly directed towards coping with, and in so doing participating 
in the (Soviet) state, they need to be analysed as citizenship regimes. 
Citizenship per se is hardly negotiable; usually, one belongs to a 
state if one wants to or not. But the modes of belonging can be 
moulded and its consequences cushioned. Three conclusions may 
be drawn.

The fl exible mode of citizenship as defi ned by Ong (1999) is 
not necessarily connected to ‘hyper- globalisation’ and the actions 
of transnational business elites, but a more general and widespread 
mode of its functioning. If the state or the political order is not expe-
rienced or taken as stable and calculable, people anticipate the poten-
tial of their political belonging and calculate its risk all the time. These 
anticipations and calculations are embedded in the specifi c historical 
experience of the collective in question. Spatial mobility, however, 
plays a crucial rule for fl exible citizenship; this is what business elites 
and the Tushetians share.

Flexible citizenship is at work in the realm of the city and the 
countryside alike. The enactments of fl exible citizenship, however, 
depend on the specifi c conditions of the landscape they are embed-
ded in, access to cultural reserves, and the contact zones shared 
with other polities. In this respect, rural citizenship often interacts 
with urban citizenship, but is not strictly dependent on it, let alone 
 reducible to its effects.

Inhabiting rural and remote areas like mountains, deserts, swamps 
or rainforests may have been motivated by escaping the state and 
form part of the ‘art of not being governed’ (Scott 2009, book title). 
But, at least in the Tushetian case, former state refugees may reach out 
for the state and embrace their state as citizens. Yet, they may become 
special kind of citizens, simultaneously connected and disconnected, 
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belonging and distant, in short: reserved. Scott’s take on highland-
ers as fervent separatists runs too short and fails to come to terms 
with the subtleties of the art of keeping entities like the state at arm’s 
length. 

The experience of a state that comes and goes in certain intervals 
continues to haunt the Tushetians. Most of the Tushetians remem-
ber the end of the Soviet Union as the abrupt end of state supply 
to their region. Electricity gone, the road in decay, shops closing, 
schools without fi rewood. Once more, the state was on the retreat. 
From a strictly synchronic perspective, taking the time of fi eldwork 
as a point of reference, the end of the Soviet Union would seem like 
a singular event, structuring everything into times before and after. 
From a more diachronic perspective, however, the end of the Soviet 
Union appears as one event in a chain of events, or as a turning point 
in a cycle: coming and going, supporting and withdrawing, coercion 
and laissez- faire. Instead of one ‘post’ (as in ‘post- Soviet’ or ‘postso-
cialist’), there have been quite a few. Or, in the words of Grant (1995, 
book subtitle), instead of one perestroika (restructuring) in the end 
of the 1980s, the twentieth century was a ‘century of perestroikas’ for 
modern- day post- Soviet citizens. 

The experience of a changeable and erratic state is extreme in the 
Tushetian case. Yet, predictability of the state, on which the con-
tractual notion of citizenship is based, is never and nowhere to be 
taken for granted. The idea that as a citizen one has a right to the state 
is tempting, but contradicts the experience of ‘most of the world’ 
(Chatterjee 2004). This is why fl exible citizenship is more of a rule 
than an exception. Even if the given (state belonging) can hardly be 
altered, its consequences can be tackled. The element of unpredict-
ability will never wither away, though. Even if a political system is 
stable in itself, it is still vulnerable to warfare, global warming and 
epidemics (just to give a few examples). For this reason, I would 
argue that the Tushetian ways of dealing with an unpredictable state 
tell us something about citizenship at large: always care for room for 
manoeuvre.

One last thing needs to be brought to the fore. Room for manoeu-
vre depends on a certain amount of control over space. This control 
may be absolute as in the case of fallback positions, where the actor 
may move freely, without restriction and is not under attack. In most 
cases, however, it is relative, and the form of sovereignty exerted 
may be contested or shared. Nevertheless, without the potential for 
retreat, the actor is totally exposed and much more volatile. This helps 
to explain why many Tushetians care so much for the maintenance of 
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sovereignty and control over places. It also helps us to refl ect on the 
role of exclusion in citizenship studies.

Following a thread of discussion started by T. H. Marshall in 
the years following World War II, citizenship studies tend to focus 
on modes of social integration. Marshall’s (1998 [1963]) starting 
point was how to better integrate exploited classes in a capitalist 
system, and his solution was social citizenship and the welfare state. 
Kymlicka (1998) asked how to include migrant communities in the 
state, and his answer was multicultural citizenship. Turner (1993: 
2) sees citizenship as that set of practices that defi ne a person as a 
competent member of society; hence a mode of social integration. 
Holston (2008) argues that ‘insurgent citizenship’ is a way in which 
unprivileged citizens demand their share in society. 

Exclusion, in this paradigmatic discourse, is necessarily negative 
and needs to be overcome; those who are excluded on grounds of 
economic standing, social status, gender, locality, culture and/or skin 
colour need to be politically integrated. Sometimes, this argument 
is congealed into the belief that quasi naturally, ‘groups that feel 
excluded want to be included in the larger society’ (Kymlicka 1998: 
169). What happens, however, if they do not, or only partially so? 
And why are many Tushetians so keen on excluding certain crucial 
aspects of their social life from the reach of the ‘larger society’? In 
order to answer these questions, one has to acknowledge that keeping 
a distance from society and the state may not necessarily subvert citi-
zenship, but forms part of it. Without mental and material reserves, 
citizenship is totalitarian. Reserved citizenship, consequently, is in 
itself a civic stance.

Notes

 1 Mimino (USSR 1977), Mosfi lm/Gruziya- Film, directed by Giorgi 
Danelia, with Vakhtang Kikabidze (Mimino) and Frunzik Mkrtchyan 
(Rubik).

 2 It is quite remarkable how openly the private trading of animals is shown 
here – something offi cially prohibited in Soviet command economy. The 
same holds true for Mimino’s previously described clandestine manage-
ment of scarce objects – an extremely widespread Soviet practice, yet 
hardly represented in fi lms or books.

 3 For a popular and short version of the myth of Amirani, see http://
rustaveli.tripod.com/amirani.html, last accessed 18 August 2013. For 
profound thoughts on Amirani, see Tuite (1998) and Charachidzé (1986).
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 4 The archive of the Soviet Council of Omalo is now kept in Akhmet’a, the 
administrative centre of Tusheti in the east Georgian lowlands. In order 
to understand the more informal procedures, not necessarily covered by 
the council’s protocols, I also rely on conversations I had with mostly 
elderly Tushetians during my fi eldwork. Additionally, I refer to the clas-
sic Soviet monographs on Tusheti by Mak’alatia (1933), Boch’oridze 
(1993, fi rst published in the 1930s) and Shavkhelishvili (1987), as well as 
to the more recent book by Cocanidze (1987) on Tushetian folklore and 
oral traditions in this section. The Georgian writer Guram Panjik’idze 
(1982) gives an idea of the new spirit of optimism in Tusheti in the early 
1980s from a literary point of view.

 5 I am grateful to Lale Yalçın- Heckmann for this information.
 6 Usually, ‘Lenin corners’ were corners in schools or offi ces, where Lenin’s 

picture and the Soviet fl ag were placed. Here, it mainly functioned as a 
room for the spread of written party propaganda.

 7 According to the dictionary a Tushetian word for the ‘organiser of 
a saint’s festival, whose obligation is to feed the people on this day’ 
(Tschenkéli 1960–1974: 687; translation mine). For the Tushetians, a 
shult’a is responsible for the organisation of a shrine festival, as well as 
for its smooth functioning.

 8 The lists are kept in the archive of the church of Iliurta where I examined 
them on 31 July 2006. Further information was obtained from the village 
inhabitants interviewed on the same day.

 9 Source: personal communication with Bak’uri Bak’uridze on 19 August 
2008.

10 The hospital from this period still exists, but is closed, whereas the 
house of culture in the centre, opposite a memorial for the dead of 
World War II covered with Stalin badges, is falling into disrepair, but is 
still in use.

11 This is important to keep in mind. Notwithstanding the troubled situa-
tion in highland Tusheti, the Soviet state was part of the Tushetians’ life 
and acknowledged as such. For more on the impact of belonging to the 
Soviet state on current notions of citizenship, see next chapter.

12 The Didos, also called the Tsez, are an indigenous people historically 
settled in the Tsunta district of the Republic of Dagestan. They have a 
distinct, unwritten language also called Dido or Tsez, spoken by approx-
imately 15,000 people (according to Russia’s offi cial 2002 census data). 
In Georgia – and among the Tushetians, too – the term ‘Dido’ is often 
used in a broader sense and refers not only to the Tsez, but also to other 
subgroups, which constitute the larger Avar ethnic group.

13 Apparently, the highlanders of Dagestan have not been targeted for 
resettlement to the lowlands to the extent of the Tushetians.

14 For many Tushetians, Shevardnadze is thus the father of the ‘Golden 
Age’ of their region. During his second term of rule in post- Soviet 
Georgia (1992–2003), Shevardnadze made himself popular by frequently 
visiting Tusheti – in contrast to his successor Mikheil Saakashvili. (For 
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more details on Shevardnadze and his signifi cance for the Tushetians, see 
the second biographical excursus in chapter 4.)

15 But health care has not completely come to a standstill. There was a 
medical team working in the camp of the OSCE in Omalo starting in 
2000, where the local population could go in cases of emergency until 
the closure of the camp in summer 2007. Now a basic fi rst- aid station 
is being built in Omalo, fi nanced by the state. So far it does not work, 
supposedly because no doctor wants to work in such a remote area for 
an average salary.

16 ‘Generation’ here is taken as an age cohort united by common expe-
rience, as exemplifi ed by Yurchak’s (2006) sense of the ‘last Soviet 
generation’.

17 The inhabitants of the neighbouring mountain regions of Pshavi and 
Khevsureti, for example, were forced at gunpoint to go to the plains. 
Even today some locals remember how the water of the main river on a 
certain Thursday turned red with the blood of those who refused to go 
(personal communications).

18 See chapter 5 for details.
19 ‘Without our shrines, we would be lost!’ is something I often heard 

when Tushetians were proposing toasts. In my host family, a toast to the 
shrines formed part of the fi rst three obligatory toasts, to be said every 
time when wine or ch’ach’a is consumed.

20 For a collection and interpretation of these foundation myths (daarsebis 
andrezebi) from Tusheti’s neighbouring region Pshavi see K’ik’nadze 
1996.

21 Some of these ‘god’s children’ are said to be genuinely divine creatures, 
some others former humans, who have been elevated by god due to their 
heroic deeds (Mak’alatia 1933: 191).

22 Nowadays, however, in cases of limited choice also a young and/or 
unmarried male villager could be selected as shult’a or mate.

23 The Georgian word for tablecloth and banquet is the same: supra. For 
more on the anthropology of the Georgian banquet, see Manning (2009) 
and Mühlfried (2006).

24 Generally speaking, Tushetian shrine festivals consist of joyous and seri-
ous elements. The more one gets into the remote parts of the region close 
to the border with Chechnya, however, the more serious the atmosphere 
becomes, and the more bitter the taste of the homebrew beer.

25 A copy of this handbook in Russian and German language is with the 
author. The quotations are my translations from German.

26 In Georgian, it is possible to derive a verb from the noun ‘Tusheti’ which 
then approximately means: to behave and act like a Tushetian. The 
Georgian original of the quotation is mamachemi ekhla [akhla] dzaan 
[dzalian] tushobs.

27 See for example this report from a traveller to Khevsureti: www.lonely
planet.com/georgia/the- mountains/khevsureti/sights/architecture/
mutso, last accessed 18 August 2013.



Hidden Treasures in the Mountains ◆ 91

28 The Georgian chronicler Vakhusht’i Bat’onishvili noted in the eight-
eenth century that gold and silver needed to be dedicated to a shrine 
by the inhabitants of highland northeast Georgia and could not by any 
means be used privately (cited in Manning 2008b: 68).

29 For the notion of ‘ethnographic groups’, see the section on ethnicity in 
chapter 1. 

30 For a more detailed depiction of the respective events, see section on his-
tory in the Introduction.

31 If the Soviet government intentionally built the dormitory on that spot 
in order to force the locals to abandon their traditional beliefs, or if this 
was a pure coincidence, is something I have not been able to fi nd out.

32 Yet, there is another side to the story. During the fi rst weeks of my 
fi eldwork in the capital of highland Tusheti (Omalo), I lived in a wooden 
house close to the airfi eld, which was portrayed as its local control 
centre in the fi lm. Nobody ever told me about this, however. Although 
internationally acclaimed and known by a large number of post- Soviet 
citizens, the locals never referred to the fi lm Mimino when explicat-
ing their landscape. Probably, this is because the reference to Tusheti 
is somehow hidden and even obscured in the fi lm: the region’s name is 
never mentioned, nobody speaks the Tushetian dialect, two local villages 
are blended into one, and Mimino’s grandfather, presumably living in a 
picturesque Tushetian village, is dressed in a typical K’akhetian (lowland 
province) way.

33 This is not meant to be a wholesale criticism of cultural ecology and its 
often reductionalist approach, however. It is only to state that economic 
strategies such as transhumance or pastoral nomadism may occasionally 
be directed towards generating profi ts as much as towards avoiding risks. 
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Introduction: On postsocialist/colonial comparison 

 

Recent scholarship recognizes important commonalities in postsocialist and postcolonial 

experience. Both Moore (2001:114) and Chari and Verdery (2009: 11) discuss substantive 

parallels in postcolonial and postsocialist states. Such states emerge from common structural 

conditions deemphasizing local versus metropolitan culture (ibid: 13, Young 2003), are burdened 

with imbalanced, distorted economies (Bunce 1999, Humphrey 2002, Stark and Bruszt 1998), 

struggle with democratization (Ceuppens and Geschiere 2005, Heintz et al 2007), fall occasional 

prey to compensatory and muscular nationalisms (Appadurai 1996, 2006), and have troubled 

relations with past histories and compromised members (Borneman 1997, Comaroff and 

Comaroff 2003, Petryna 2002). Thus postsocialist and postcolonial state political and economic 

organization and principles of belonging are up for grabs with these uncertainties mapping onto 

principles and discourses of citizenship, i.e. the way individuals conceive of themselves in 

relation to their state and in other transnational relationships (Ong 1999), respond to changes in 

state life, and express themselves politically and culturally as members of society. Uncertain 

citizenship, contested histories, and distorted economies often subject postsocialist and 

postcolonial states to significant activism (Young 2003). This paper thus seeks to articulate 

activist practice with variations in the nature of citizenship conceptions and discourses, offering a 

window into postsocialist and postcolonial similarity and difference.  

Ethnographically, the essay compares protests and demonstrations in postcolonial Kerala 

state in southwest India
2
 and postsocialist east central European Romania. As part of their “post” 

heritages, both states are marked by outpourings of activist demand. Such “contentious 

performances” (Tilly 2008), their claims, actions, and symbols, illustrate participant relations to 

their states and express political and social identities. They are, in other words, manifestations of 

citizen perceptions and discourses. Contentious performances are found in all social systems, 

past and present. However, postsocialist and postcolonial varieties share a commonality as their 

ultimate audience, if not proximate causes, relate to events, processes, and relationships off-shore 

from the state (Comaroff and Comaroff 2003: 633). Globalization and neo-liberal penetration 

commonly animate postsocialist and postcolonial politics. However, the way by which 

postsocialist and postcolonial citizens respond to such transformation varies according to the 

notions of citizenship they bring with them as they run to (or from) the barricades.   
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(Post-)Citizenship: A continuum  

 

Citizenship rights and obligations are “an on-going process, a social practice, and a 

cultural performance rather than a static category” (Berdahl 2005:237). The practice of 

citizenship in postsocialism/ colonialism is historically influenced by transnational institutions 

and globalized conditions (Ong 1999, Sassen 2003). However, actual state societies are still the 

stage where individuals gain rights and obligations of social membership and enact these via 

citizen performances as in joining or avoiding organizations, voting or not, and protest and 

demonstration or apathetic response.  

The historical and processual nature of citizenship, and the diverse role of the global 

environment point to important differences between postsocialist (at least of the East Central 

European variety) and postcolonial states for citizenship practice. In the case of Kerala and 

Romania citizenship perceptions and discourses grow from the nature and extent of popular 

participation in the processes by which socialist and colonial systems developed or came apart. 

This includes the role of elites and masses in the throwing off the socialist or colonial system, the 

breadth of anti-socialist/colonialist struggle, increasingly by the differential integration of states 

in the developing global system (Gupta and Sharma 2006), and the manner by which individuals 

are related to new capital and institutions (Balibar 2004). 

Thus, two diverse forms of citizenship generally contrast postsocialist/colonialist states. I 

terms these rights- and grievance-based citizenship which are arrayed along a continuum based 

on: 1) degrees of expectation of the state; 2) the role (actual or desired) of citizen involvement in 

organizational life; 3) extent of delegitimation of the former socialist/colonial system; and 4) 

degrees to which the state or global institutions are the manifest focus of individual concern. 

Rights-based citizenship is more often found in postcolonial conditions owing to the extent of 

popular participation and either or both the integration of elites and “commoners,” in the anti-

colonial movement, and the tensioned integration of the state in the global environment. 

In rights-based citizenship, social membership is an active process. People see claims on 

the state as legitimate right, many engage politically to ensure those rights, or sympathize with 

those who do (Cairó 2001), and largely see global relationships as threat to their rights. Even 

where demands for rights are subverted by postcolonial force as, for example, in Indonesia 

(Tsing 2005), the legitimacy of citizenship rights is unquestioned, if unfulfilled. Thus in Kerala 

citizenship,
3
 people expect state support for their cause, no matter political orientation. They 

expect the state to meet their physical needs, or today even their right to live and earn apart from 

the state in a growing private economy. This practice grows from centuries-long activism where 

people challenged caste inequities, imperial and colonial control, and economic and social 

inequality. Kerala citizens speak often of rights (avakasam) to protest and for proper state 

response. People of all backgrounds turn out in large numbers in elections. Women and low caste 

groups are active politically. People are connected in a wide range of inter-locking institutions 

like labor unions, trade associations, political parties, youth groups, and neighborhood 

associations. The significant exception to this are the two million or so who comprise cyclical 
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labor migrants to the Arabian Gulf. Returning to Kerala they express degrees of alienation from 

Kerala associations (Raluca Nahorniac, personal communication).  

In post-socialist states, such as Romania, citizens‟ claims are often “grievance based.” 

Citizens see themselves as supplicants to and claimant groups are often pitted against each other. 

The demands grievants present are less rights people are likely to achieve than claims they will 

probably be denied. Similarly, grievance-based citizens are organizationally alienated and shy 

from participation in local groups, though they often address their concerns to international 

organizations. Romania‟s grievance-based citizens issue complaints (plângeri) and demands 

(revendicări).  Typically, Romanian interest groups often factionalize into competing groups 

differentiated by small personal or ideological differences. Romanians thus feel a sense of 

isolation and often react to others‟ or even their own concerns with a “why bother?” attitude.  

Command-obey politics fueled grievance-based citizenship and is long-standing in 

Romanian history and culture (see Buchowski 2004 for another Central European case). This 

system reached its heights in the years of Romanian socialism, culminating in the Ceauşescu 

reign. Even in the past when Romanians challenged systems of control, as in the Revolution of 

1848, the Peasant Rebellion of 1907, and 1920s and 1930s worker restiveness, such movements 

were often intellectual-based, short-term out-pourings, and narrowly cast. Socialism cemented 

the supplicant, distanced quality of Romanians to their state. Even 1990s massive worker actions, 

including the Jiu Valley miners‟ mineriade (Gledhill 2005, Kideckel 2008, Vasi 2004) were as 

much in service to national politicians and against administrators as by and for citizen actors. 

The net effect of these actions produced an angry citizenry, alienated from the state, atomized, 

and protective of individual interests. 

 

Citizenship in globalizing, shifting economies 

 

Postsocialist and postcolonial states are intensely influenced by global forces. They 

affected the formation of the modern state and its current buffeting in Kerala,
4
 as well as the 

formation and unraveling of East Central European socialism by world recession, changing 

technology, and militarism.  In recent years this process is intensified by expanding global 

capital in privatization, in regional integration in developing political and economic institutions, 

in communication, trade, labor and tourist migrations, and migrant remittances. Among global 

processes characterizing both types of states are: 1) intense privatization; 2) penetration of new 

business and capital; 3) chronic unemployment and labor migration to areas of global capital 

concentration; 4) decline of the state in daily life; 5) greater significance of international 

institutions and relationships; and 6) expansion in global consumables like cell phones, 

computers, Internet services. 

Comparing our two cases, in essence globalization has largely replaced Romanian 

manufacturers with large Western capitalized enterprises like Siemens, Renault, Pioneer Seeds. 

As junior partner in the European Union, the Romanian government is handmaiden to this 

process. Compared to Kerala, Romania is more integrated into networks of global control, whose 
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presence has greatly neutralized globalization as a source of contention. All Romanian political 

parties seem committed to similar relations with external powers, contributing to a diminishing 

Romanian state and growing divide between people and state. Romanians, instead of challenging 

global structures, look to institutions like the EU and its Court of Human Rights, for redress. In 

turn, its citizens view the Romanian state as hopelessly compromised (European Commission 

2005:17).  

In Kerala globalization proceeds intensively but equivocally, sometime opposed, other 

times supported by state actors. With exceptions like American Infosys or Harrisons Malayalam, 

the British exporter of rubber, coffee, and tea, globalization is spearheaded by smaller capital 

interests. Software consulting services, call centers, apparel manufacturers, and commercial 

enterprises define the new economy compared to that previously based on services, agricultural 

production and processing, and small-scale manufacturing. Kerala government and political 

parties and leaders also have ambiguous relations to globalization, to which they are both 

partners and adversaries. As partner, the state and its dominant left coalition supports 

privatization, turning some enterprises, like Keltron Counters, manufacturer of electronic gauges, 

into joint ventures with private capital. Similarly, the state enabled development of Special 

Economic Zones (SEZ) like the Technopark or Apparel Park, in the Trivandrum suburbs. As 

adversary the Kerala state has (unsteadily) maintained the “Kerala Model of Development”
5
 and 

its large-scale redistribution on which so many depend in this region of high unemployment 

(Chakraborty 2009). Thus, the uncertain combining of an extensive state sector and galloping 

privatization give considerable room to students, trade groups, NGOs, and unions to demand 

their rights via protest.
6
  

Globalization is also producing a transnational citizenry in Kerala and Romania via labor 

emigration. However, though physically transnational, such individuals‟ role at home influence 

citizenship processes. Labor migrants are by and large politically conservative, and exert large 

influence by their remittances and in the narratives to others at home (Osella and Osella 2006). 

They also bring new consumption items and practices that become mania to some or bête noir to 

others among the home population (Lukose 2005a). Furthermore, successful returned migrants 

typically support privatization and global integration. Thus, transnational citizenship locally 

intensifies shifts in ownership, extends the space between public and private, and pressures 

relationships and values within their state societies. This is especially more the case in Kerala 

where labor migration is more frequently cyclical and successful returned-migrants often engage 

in breath-taking conspicuous consumption with mansions from one end of the state to the other.  

  

Citizenship in Romanian and Kerala protest 

 

Postsocialist and postcolonial uncertainties contribute to impressive histories of labor and 

social protest in Romania and Kerala (Crowley 2004, John 2005, Sreedhara Menon 1987).  

Though globalized change facilitates conditions for protest and demonstration, citizenship beliefs 

and orientations shape actual practices and outcomes. Romanians, through their grievances and 
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in opposition to others, seek improvement in their individual or group‟s position. However, via 

this strategy, they validate the present system to both themselves and others. Romanian protests 

are restricted in time, space, and audience. They are frequently directed against particular 

institutions, many in the private sector, but avoid generalized, systemic-wide challenge. Given 

their narrow focus, Romanian protest is readily neutralized by state practice, whether legally 

(Bush 1993, 2004), or through inattention, cooptation, or subversion. In contrast, in Kerala, 

persistent ambiguity between public and private sectors constantly galvanizes citizen demands 

for preservation of rights. Though Kerala rights-based protest is often single issue, just as 

frequently it challenges the structure of the transforming state. Kerala‟s citizens protest for the 

long-term. When you speak to people “on the barricades,” they say they protest with optimism 

(subha prathiksha) and patience (kshema), and will agitate until positive resolution. These 

discourses thus intensify action, offering little hope of modulation. 

Protests are enacted for diverse reasons. As (contentious) performances, they are 

evaluated by claims, themes, symbols, participants and audiences (Palmer and Jankowiak 1997). 

However, protests are unlike other performances as they engage state and global structures and 

thus produce and reflect citizenship (cf. Holston 2007). Protest activities are defined first by 

claims, whether political, cultural, or economic.
7
 Political protests are operationalized by 

political parties and related groups to support or oppose party or government policies or actions. 

They support one group or challenge another. The nature of political demonstration show the 

extent to which society‟s basic debates remain open. In post-socialist Romania, with 

globalization largely a fait accompli, few protests are political. Competition between political 

parties is separated from society, with politics enacted by parliamentary maneuver. Grievance-

based citizenship furthers this by avoiding system-wide critique.  In post-colonial Kerala a 

factionalized party environment, ideologically split over globalization, produces continual face-

offs. Party factions jockey for power within larger formations, and an electorate split between 

left and right generates great numbers of demonstrations between party coalitions, many 

becoming violence. Citizen demand for rights plays into this as parties are considered either the 

source of or threat to rights. Thus, the political divide keeps postcolonial contestation front and 

center. 

Cultural demonstrations are concerned with human rights, identity, religion, 

discrimination. Such issues potentially map on to global questions. Recent Romanian cultural 

demonstrations include marches supporting gay rights, protests against destruction of church 

property, or against biometric passports.
8
 In these Romanians often contrast their concerns with 

conditions elsewhere in Europe or refer claims to larger European audiences. In Kerala I 

witnessed cultural protests against alcohol abuse and the “alcohol mafia,” against domestic 

violence, for scientific rationality and opposed to self-styled religious “godmen.” Thus cultural 

protests also exhibit a critical difference. Romanians, riven by grievance, seek improved 

circumstances for themselves or their particular group, while in Kerala people address collective 

concerns about society as a whole.  
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The biggest globalization-related issue facing postsocialist and postcolonial states concerns 

the changing weight and meaning of public and private resources (Dunn 2004, Lukose 2005b, 

Verdery 2003). The public-private shift occurs in changing ownership and employment, in 

source, cost, and availability of services like education, health care, housing, and transportation, 

and in oversight of environmental, infrastructural, and social resources. In both Romania and 

Kerala these changes provoke extensive demonstrations. Economic protests include concerns 

over treatment of labor (e.g. strikes of Kerala gold and agricultural workers and Romanian auto 

and steel workers). Others concern privatization of public institutions or declines in safety, 

quality, costs, and availability of public resources (e.g. marches of Travancore Titanium and 

Kerala State Electric Board employees, by Romanian electrical and chemical workers and 

miners, or strikes of Kerala doctors and Romanian teachers). Still others critique the safety, 

quality, cost, and availability of private services and institutions (e.g. Kerala‟s private bus 

owners demand for a better competitive environment or strikes of Bucharest metro workers for 

better safety equipment and salary increases). Numerous economic protests focus on problematic 

global institutions (e.g. those carried out against the expansion of large, globally-based 

commercial ventures by the members of the Kerala small-scale trader association and in 

Romania by Roman Truck Factory workers, shut out from half their factory by their new owner, 

Renault (Sturzoiu 2007)).  Finally others focus on state failures to honor obligations in transition 

to the private economy (e.g. Kerala Junior Health Inspectors and Junior Women Police 

Constables protesting exclusion from civil service positions and Romanian pensioners decrying 

limits on their pensions).  

These protests have common elements, but vary in structure and expression due to 

differences in the degree to which globalization issues are settled and on the basis of citizenship 

orientations, which reinforce or challenge the state, frame contestation or acceptance, and 

facilitate or dampen subsequent protest.  Protests in both Romania and Kerala exhibit strong 

repertoires (Tilly 2008: 89-90), where clearly defined elements are used repetitively. However, 

given the more settled postsocialist environment, protests here are more hedged around by state 

rules while postcolonial protest is more open to addition of new elements. Postsocialist protest is 

more restricted in social groups from which participants derive and in the audiences to which 

they are directed. Postcolonial protest more often seeks the entire state as audience and has more 

extensive system-transforming goals.   

Both Kerala and Romanian protests have restricted forms; Kerala jatha (march), dharna (sit-

down), padayatra (long march) bandh or hartal (general strike), or Romanian marș  (march), 

pichet (picketing), and various strikes (greve)-of advisement, the Japanese strike with headbands 

and streamers, or the regular and general strike. However, Kerala protests are more innovative, 

like the tactic of protestors rolling prone (shayana pradikshanam) on the street or wearing sacred 

coconut bundles (idumuddi) on one's head while on the march. Romanian practices are fairly 

predictable from one picket or march to the next. The greater innovation of Kerala thus suggests 

the less settled postcolonial context. 
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Both Romanian and Kerala protests claim loss and threat (to jobs, resources, health, 

environmental well-being) and seek positive outcomes for participants. However, Kerala loss is 

expressed in more generalized terms, compared to Romania. In the former people demand that 

which is threatened as their right but suggest that threat to their rights is threat to all. In Romania, 

however, protestors see their losses as theirs alone, accepting divisions of neo-liberal 

globalization (Ietcu 2006). Issues of globalization are also more commonly raised in Kerala 

demonstrations where there are greater degrees of cross-institutional support compared to 

Romania, where protest and demonstration breaks down ecumenical alliance.  

Degree of cross-institutional support is especially telling for protest differences. In 

Romania, protesting groups rarely support others, while in Kerala, some issues bring out 

different organizations, even those diametrically opposed in other contexts.  These variations 

exist despite and because of the historic corporate organization of Romanian and Kerala society. 

Romanian socialist society was structured in a nested hierarchy of corporate groups where 

resources were exchanged for political passivity. Labor unions, for example, were “transmission 

belts” for resource delivery (e.g. subsidized housing, vacations) to compliant workers (Ockenga 

1997). Though this structure was largely reproduced after socialism, unions, their federations, 

and confederations are loosely tied to the political parties and compete for membership and 

voice.  Contrasting this, Kerala corporate structures developed via centuries of subaltern 

agitation where people organized from below and put into power the first freely-elected 

Communist government in history (Nossiter 1982).
9
 Left governments headed by the Communist 

Party of India-Marxist (CPI-M) in coalition with other left parties periodically control the state‟s 

government. The union movement is strong and virtually the entire economy, public and private, 

are organized (Ramachandran Nair 2006). Though Kerala‟s organizational structure is equally 

tied to political factions, their history enables escape of institutional cocoons over various issues. 

Comparing the two-month long, daily demonstration of unions and related groups 

protesting privatization of the Kerala State Electrical Board (KSEB) in Spring 2008 with 

Romanian demonstrations is instructive. KSEB protestors were a varied bunch. Virtually all 

Kerala trade union coalitions, left, right, or neutral, and often bitter enemies, protested to stop 

KSEB‟s privatization.  Though together in this cause, some groups avoided each other in front of 

Kerala's government headquarters, the site of most Kerala protests. Members of the All India 

Trade Union Confederation (AITUC), allies of the Communist Party of India, and one of their 

affiliated unions, the Kerala Electrical Workers Federation often engaged in “parallel protest” 

with the Kerala Power Workers‟ Federation/ National Trade Union Initiative, a non-affiliated 

union group. Though political opposites they turned out to march, chant slogans, and leaflet 

passers-by. Representatives of women‟s groups, small trader associations, anti-alcohol 

protestors, and others also visited the electrical workers with greetings, support, and even 

contributions.  

In Romania union protests are formalized and require only a predefined number of 

participating members. Representatives of other groups never assist, however. In a protest of 

Bucharest public nursery school teachers about lack of nursery school seats, the issue affected all 
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teachers‟ unions. But when I asked people of other unions whether they supported the protesting 

formation, they said it was not their fight, and the protestors do not support them. Similarly, 

when Romanian pensioners organized a retiree coalition in summer 2007 to challenge limits on 

pension increases, their attempt floundered as different groups demanded special treatment 

according to past occupational identities. Their meeting ended in bitter acrimony.  The only 

recent issue that assembled an ecumenical group was the state-wide teacher protests bringing out 

all main teacher unions in autumn 2005 and 2007. These concerned teacher pay and perquisites 

and the size of the state budget devoted to education. However, all my informants, no matter 

their union affiliations, indicate the strikes were a failure as unity was not maintained and that 

union leaders gave into the state too easily.  

 

Education as citizenship and protest 

 

Education is especially implicated in the changing meaning of and membership in 

postsocialist and postcolonial states and the globalization-related growth of private over public 

sectors. This often makes educational issues a source of protest and demonstration. Both Kerala 

and Romania pride their educational achievements. Education figured large in both colonial and 

socialist society. Malayali demands for educational access, facilitated by Kerala‟s extensive 

Christian school network, was a basic demand of the equality movement (John 2005). Education 

was also a cornerstone of the Kerala Model of Development, contributing to Kerala‟s near-

universal literacy. In Romania, development of education was a major socialist achievement and 

educational performance along with political trustworthiness combined to enable mobility. 

However, as schooling expanded, competition for scarce seats in higher education became 

especially heated.  

Today, education in both postsocialism and postcolonialism is undergoing great change 

as both are pressured by privatization and related conditions (Tikly 2001). Public and private 

education intensely compete. Kerala private education was always richly endowed with Christian 

schools. Since formation of the modern state, however, Christian schools provided an ideological 

counterweight and challenge to the (leftist) state sector.  There is also an intermediate (“state-

aided”) sector, where the state pays teacher salaries and school upkeep and private management, 

largely Christian, appoints teachers. Given this mixed structure, labor and control issues are 

especially prevalent in Kerala education. Teachers have union protections in state and aided 

schools but are highly exploited in private schools (Zacharaiah 2008), a situation which leftist 

groups challenge.  Meanwhile curriculum is also contentious as leftist governments seek to 

develop certain ideological themes and rightists challenge those attempts (Lukose 2006). 

Education is so pressured as it is deemed critical for skills for emigration and success abroad or 

to gain a job in new global sectors of the Kerala economy, or in the state employment system 

(Osella and Osella 2000, Osella and Osella 2006).  Educational results are considerably better in 

private and aided schools and the students there tend to derive from wealthier social segments. 

With increased competition, there is a virtual flood of students out of the state system and many 



Anthropology of East Europe Review. 27(2): Fall 2009 

 

125 

state schools are on the verge of closing.  Thus a degree of class struggle is built into Kerala 

educational contentiousness. 

In Romania, too, private education has flourished since socialism‟s end and, private 

schools from pre-K through university draw many away from the state sector, but offer teachers 

poorer pay and work conditions. However, many Romanian teachers in the state sector also 

double as private instructors, thereby deflating labor issues. Though the importance of education 

for social mobility has declined as commerce has become the main vehicle for success, 

competition for seats in supported state institutions and for high school and university degrees is 

still intense. This has produced scandals about bribing teacher supervisors for better results on 

high school graduation exams, in purchasing university diplomas, or private institutions offering 

degrees or programs for which they are not accredited.  Most important for Romanian education 

are EU-backed reforms ensuring curricular standards and coordination of university educational 

levels, the so-called Bologna Process.  

Educational contradictions in both Kerala and Romania especially motivate anger and 

protest. However, particular forms, goals, and practices again vary based on citizenship 

orientations and the kind and level of global integration. Kerala education is especially marked 

by battles between left and right political formations (see endnote 6 on the anti-Communist 

“Liberation Struggle”), and protests about educational issues were the most prevalent throughout 

my fieldwork. The most violent and intense protests concerned curriculum and the left-

dominated government‟s attempt to provide new historiography in the seventh grade social 

science text (Government of Kerala 2008). Globalization was a background issue in virtually all 

Kerala educational protests, as demand for success in the global system pressures the state sector 

in favor of private and aided education (Lukose 2006).  Protests included those against the 

“single window system,” where the government sought to implement a computerized application 

and selection system for students entering state or aided high schools, of priests and nuns over 

government attempts to appropriate management‟s power to select aided school teachers, 

protests in favor or opposed to the government proposal to increase fees in private professional 

colleges. The anger expressed by left and right forces at the power and wealth of private schools 

versus government incursion into education was absolutely electric in these protests. 

The 2004 Kerala student strike, which closed Kerala University for three months, 

reflected many of these essential splits. Ritty Lukose‟s (2005b) discussion of the strike defined 

“political” and “civic” opposing forces whose positions reflected the deepening split between 

state and private sector as sources of livelihood and identity. Their antagonism was intensified by 

the neo-liberal environment making state educational resources and the post-graduate job market 

much less predictable. The strike was led by the Communist Student Federation of India, and its 

youth wing, the Democratic Youth Federation of India. It was challenged by the Kerala Student 

Union, a wing of the right-center Indian National Congress Party, supported by an ad hoc 

coalition seeking an end to university politics. The proximate issues were a demand for 

educational subsidies by the “politicals” and withdrawal of the government from educational 
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realms, demanded by the “civics.” However, latent issues reflected postcolonial challenges to 

whole systems, and the critical concern for student rights as citizens. 

Compared to Kerala, Romanian educational protests are less frequent and less about 

curriculum and access than about protestors‟ (whether teachers or students) own stakes in the 

system. Thus Romanian students strike over conditions at their universities and teachers about 

their pay, but groups are less up-in-arms about private sector expansion and the diminishing state 

sector on which they depend. For example, a one day picket and march organized in June 2007 

by the Spiru Haret Independent Teacher‟s Union protested lack of public nursery school 

(gradinița) places in Bucharest for the coming school year. The protestors blamed local 

authorities for not releasing necessary construction funds (largely provided by EU grants). They 

said officials expected private kindergartens to pick up the slack. While marching from City Hall 

to the Education Ministry and on to the Prime Minister‟s office, the teachers continually 

contrasted public and private nursery schools with class-based rhetoric, particularly that private 

tuition is so much greater, many children will be prevented from nursery school altogether.  

Globalization also figured in this and other Romanian educational demonstrations, but 

was viewed equivocally. Comparison between Romanian defects and Europe‟s qualities were 

constant. The teachers complained that public school over-crowding ignored European standards 

to Romania‟s shame. They discussed how many children without nursery school places were 

especially needy as their parents worked in Italy or Spain and they are cared for by grandparents.  

This, was generally seen positively, and easily remedied by appropriate state action. 

  

Conclusions: Protest and postsocialist and postcolonial identity  

 

Protests and demonstrations, their symbolism, rhetoric, duration, degree of violence, and 

breadth of support, are windows into the role citizenship plays in shaping the character of 

postsocialism and postcolonialism.  In both Kerala and Romania, spurred by globalization, a 

struggle exists between forces supporting the changeover to the private economy and those 

whose lives are more dependent on state-based economic resources. Though state and private 

sectors are in dynamic tension, the contest appears less settled in postcolonial than postsocialist 

states. To a great extent this is a function of history, citizenship practice, and levels of global 

integration. Malayali demand for their rights and Kerala‟s global ambiguities keep protests 

vibrant, ecumenical, and system-challenging. In Romania, however, top-down politics, 

grievance-based citizenship, and greater degrees of global integration shape acceptance of the 

transformation and a bargaining quality to protest. Thus, in Kerala, state resource redistribution, 

the sine qua non of Malayali “citizenship rights” continues to be of greater concern than in 

Romania and the redistributionist state is considered either excessively threatened or excessively 

rapacious. In Romania, in contrast, citizens seeking their best deal see state employment more 

often as supplement or stepping stone to labor in the private sphere and state resources necessary 

for the moment but likely to be eclipsed later. In Kerala people decry or joke about the extent of 

protest, but when questioned about protestor motives generally laud them. In Romania, on the 
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other hand, observers of protest activities thought protestors excessively self-interested, even if 

some were believed to have a kernel of legitimacy.  

By this account postsocialism and postcolonialism exhibit common concern with the 

bifurcation of public and private, no matter their different cultural substrates, particular 

integration into global relationships, or histories of protest.  But despite this essential 

convergence, citizens of these two states treat this separation in widely disparate form. The 

extensive range of performances developing around this fracture in Kerala, fueled by demands 

for citizen rights, implies there is life yet in those groups and institutions committed to the 

vibrancy of the public sector, to challenging the unfettered growth of neoliberal, globalized 

capitalism, and galloping privatization. In Romania, though socialist practice has it supporters, 

the public sector is largely compromised and discredited by demands for redress of grievance as 

protestors seek their best bargain in the new system.  

Further, I am certain this variation will persist, if not deepen. I write during one of the 

more severe economic downturns since the “Great Depression.” No doubt the downturn will 

create additional demands on state systems and subject the privatized economy to greater 

scrutiny and criticism. One can detect movement of labor migrants back to Romania from 

Western Europe and to Kerala from the Arabian Gulf. Many return without employment, in need 

of health care, and with rampant family adjustment issues. The downturn also compresses the IT 

sector, in both countries a catalyst for globalization-related growth. In Kerala Technopark jobs 

are fewer, private schools teaching computer graphics, medical technology, and related fields 

have cut back enrollment or gone bankrupt. In Romania, the labor market is frozen and credit 

drying up. In these times we can only expect citizenship-based tendencies to deepen. As stakes 

over public and private grow sharper and human possibilities restricted, Kerala issues will 

sharpen and protests grow more frequent and violent. Romanians, however, are likely to become 

more atomized, fearful, and bargain-conscious. Thus the contemporary crisis of capitalism will 

truly highlight variation in disparate social systems. Postsocialist states, rejecting their past, top-

down collectivities, will become more wedded to the global system while postcolonials, 

reminded of their past subalternity, reject it even further. 
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Notes

                                                        

1
 This research was carried out in 2006, 2007 and throughout 2008 under auspices of the 

International Research and Exchanges Board with funding provided through the U.S. National 

Endowment for the Humanities and Title VIII, The Wenner-Gren Foundation for 

Anthropological Research and the American Institute of Indian Studies with a grant from the 

National Endowment for the Humanities. Thanks to Shaji Varkey, Gopa Kumar, and Vineetha 

Menon in Kerala, and to Vintilă Mihailescu, Raluca Nahorniac, and Valeriu Antonovici in 

Romania for their assistance.      
2
 Kerala is only postcolonial with a liberal interpretation of state history. Comprised of three 

regions, only the northern third, Malabar, was formerly under British colonial administration. 

The southernmost districts of Cochin and Travancore were formally ruled by native royalty until 

1957, though with great British influence, when they joined with Malabar to enter India as 

Kerala state.  
3
 Citizenship (powharan) is rarely used in Malayalam. When people define the concept they 

typically refer to engaging in appropriate behavior as in picking up one's garbage or not being 

loud in public.  
4
 The first Kerala government after formal integration into the Indian state in 1957, was a 

communist ministry headed by the “Malayali Lenin,” E.M.S. Namboodiripad. As this 

government promulgated extensive land reform (of often Christian landowners) and threatened 

private church-run educational institutions, it was deposed in a series of violent clashes and 

demonstrations defined as the “Liberation Struggle” (Vimochana Samaram), involving the US 

Central Intelligence Agency (Krishna Iyer 1959, Moynihan 1978) and echoes in Kerala politics 

to this day. 
5
 The KMD was promulgated by the state‟s late 1950s communist government. Here state 

resources are directed to the poorest population segments in subsidies for education, housing, 

health care, etc. The KMD effect thus raised one of the poorest populations in India to health and 

educational levels comparable to developed societies. The KMD thus became a core aspect of 

Kerala identity (Cairó 2001) and even received international acclaim (McKibbin 1995).  
6
 Most recently Kerala has witnessed celebrated cases of the Coca-Cola boycott and protests 

concerning establishing Special Economic Zones (SEZ), and over the actions and loan policies of 

the Asian Development Bank (Aiyer 2007).  
7
 Research on Romanian and Kerala demonstrations was conducted in 2007 and 2008.  In seven 

months of research in Kerala (January-July 2008) I inventoried protests and demonstrations 

mainly in Thiruvananthapuram, the Kerala capital. In Romania we observed and tallied protest 

activities in 2006 and the summer 2007.  
8
 These were organized by religious actors who feared the “666” inscribed on the chip would 

deleteriously harm those who carried these passports. 
9
 San Marino, the enclave on the Italian peninsula, actually had an earlier communist government 

which governed that country from 1941-57. 
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