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3.6 Kumstvo (Montenegro and the Balkans)
Klavs Sedlenieks
Riga Stradins University,!Latvia

Kumstvo (from kum a godfather, kuma –  a godmother) is an informal 
network based on fictive kinship in Montenegro (a similar term associ-
ated with slightly di!erent practices exists elsewhere in Bosnia, Serbia 
and Croatia). Kumstvo is one of the most venerated social institutions in 
Montenegro, often described with the words ‘kumstvo is holy’ (‘kumstvo 
je svetinja’). Kumstvo plays a significant role in the informal ties that per-
meate Montenegrin society. Kumovi, just like blood relatives, are sup-
posed to help each other and in most cases they do so in spite of formal 
bureaucratic ideals, thus often leading to nepotism.

Kumstvo is usually established by ! person serving as a godparent, 
either in the baptism of a child or as ! witness at a wedding, and thus is 
formally established through an o"cial ceremony. Nevertheless, other 
means of initiating kumstvo that are not related to formal ceremonies 
are also described in the available literature. In contrast to other similar 
institutions e.g. Latin American compadrazgo (see 1.4 in this volume), 
Montenegrin kumstvo eschews hierarchical relations. After kumstvo has 
been established, all members of the nuclear families involved become 
kumovi (plural from, kum (m) or kuma (f)) to each other and are consid-
ered relatives for several generations (historically the relatedness could 
be counted up to the seventh degree (Tomas"ic# 1948: 80)).

The choice of a kumstvo partner or kum/ kuma is preferably made 
on the basis of prior friendship and kumstvo itself then serves as a for-
malisation of such friendship. Thus kumovi are usually best friends and 
kumstvo is a proof of a very deep and important relationship. However, 
an o!er to become a kum even if it comes from someone who is not a 
close friend is considered an o!er that should not be refused. An o!er 
to become a kum is considered a great honour and grounds for pride. 
In almost all cases an o!er of kumstvo to a previously unknown per-
son is done through baptism of a child, and such cases clearly indicate 
the presence of vertical relationships that (similarly to godparenthood 
in other areas) require the godfather to take care of the godchild. 
Kumstvo can be established across religions (although not in accord 
with the Christian idea of godparenthood where the godparent should 
be a spiritual parent already experienced in the particular faith) at an 
event celebrating the first haircut of the child (called !i!ano kumstvo), 
or during the circumcision ceremony (only regarding boys) if the par-
ents are Muslim.
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The ideal basis of Montenegrin kumstvo is a prior a!ectionate con-
nection between the would- be kumovi and therefore calculated cases of 
kumstvo o!ers are treated with some contempt. Nevertheless, because 
according to the tradition one is obliged to accept kumstvo o!ers, histor-
ical sources provide evidence of tactical usage of kumstvo, for example, 
a thief could o!er kumstvo if caught in action, or a drowning man could 
o!er it to oblige a passer- by to help him. Up to the end of the nineteenth 
century kumstvo was also widely used in the final phase of ending blood 
feuds as a means to seal relationships between previously feuding families 
(Boehm 1984: 136). Historical sources also describe the use of kumstvo 
for medical purposes, such as seeking a new kum if a child becomes sick. 
In such cases the parents would place the child at a crossroads and the 
first person to approach would be o!ered kumstvo (Hammel 1968: 43).  
The idea was that the choice of kum was left to destiny or God’s will, and 
could bring about a change in the child’s fortune. Contemporary kum-
stvo, however, rarely if ever has such tactical usage.

Similar institutions to kumstvo can be found elsewhere in the world. 
The term kum and derived terms associated with the process of becoming 
a kum are known across Eastern Europe (compare: kummi (‘godmother’ 
in Finnish), kڀms/ kڀma (Latvian), !"#/ !"#$ (Russian), kmotor/ kmo-
tra (Czeck and Slovak), kum/ kuma (Serbian, Croatian, Macedonian)). 
$he particularities of the institution may di!er from country to country, 
while in other societies a similar institution may be described by a di!er-
ent term. All Christian confessions have the institution of godparenthood: 
a person or a group of persons invited to become a spiritual parent of a 
newly baptised person. The number of godparents varies greatly, as does 
the role of the godparent in the life of the godchild.

The most well- known counterpart of kumstvo is compadrazgo (see 
1.4 in this volume) in the Iberian peninsula and especially Latin America. 
Compadrazgo shares many essential features with Montenegrin kumstvo, 
however, these features vary from place to place in Latin America. Latin 
American compadrazgo is almost invariably created at a baptism of a child and 
establishes a strong bond between the three parties involved. Particularly 
important is the tie between the co- parents. Refusing an o!er to become 
a compadre is almost impossible. Literature describes both vertical (class- 
external, mostly seeking a compadre from a higher social class) as well as 
horizontal (class- internal) choices of compadre. In some places, strategic 
choice of a compadre from an upper social class is treated with contempt 
(Mintz and Wolf 1950: 359), while in other cases it is a common guiding 
principle. The compadre can be chosen either from among relatives or from 
people who are not kin; again, preferences vary regionally. Although the   
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Latin American tradition of compadrazgo has undeniable roots in Europe 
and Christianity, some authors (e.g. Mintz and Wolf 1950: 353; Halbich 
2010) point out that the pre- Columbian Aztecs may have had a similar 
institution with very similar implications.

The functionality of kumstvo (as well as compadrazgo) is almost 
invariably linked with the possibility of extending one’s network of 
support and allegiance beyond that of kin relations. A# person born in 
Montenegro finds themselves embedded in various networks that tend to 
define not only personal a"liations, but quite often political alliances too. 
An individual belongs to a particular linguistic and religious group, fam-
ily (patrilineage or bratstvo), and geographic area. None of these can be 
changed by the individual to suit his or her particular life- course. Thus, 
kumstvo can provide a means of breaking away from the rigid frames of 
the prescribed networks. Because kumstvo is not exclusively a Christian 
endeavour, kumstvo links can be created across national and religious bor-
ders if necessary.

Kumstvo depends on and reinforces the strength of kin relations as 
a structuring element of Montenegrin society. Since the tendency of the 
modern bureaucratic nation- state is to minimise the importance of kin 
relations in society, kumstvo and obligations of mutual help have a strong 
potential of conflict with the bureaucratic principles of governance. It is 
therefore often associated with nepotism and political corruption, and is 
invariably interpreted in relation to the functioning of the state (see e.g. 
Tomas"ic # 1948:#80; Mintz and Wolf 1950:#346).

The flourishing of kumstvo in Montenegro and surrounding areas 
can be seen as related to the historical nature and trajectory of the 
state in these countries. As with other Eastern European countries, the 
Montenegrin state has been subject to considerable political, geograph-
ical and ideological upheavals throughout its history. In this context, 
trust in state institutions tends to be comparatively low, while trust 
in traditional forms and principles of organising day- to- day business 
(including kumstvo) is often much higher. A person who has a wide and 
well- integrated group of blood and fictive relatives has much better pros-
pects in life than a person who lacks it. Having a kum, just like having a 
relative or simply an acquaintance, is not necessarily a source of abuse in 
every case of dealing with state bureaucracies and similar interactions, 
but on average will put a person in a better position. As a result, resi-
dents of Montenegro who have recently migrated from other areas (e.g. 
Kosovo) and whose relatives and kumovi have stayed behind may typic-
ally complain of a lack of general support that reduces chances of success 
compared to long- term residents. With time, this problem is remedied by 

 

  

  

 

  

  

 

  

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

 

  



SOLIDARITY240

240

inter-marriage and in particular by means of kumstvo –  the latter being 
more flexible and more reliant on the networking capabilities of the par-
ticular individual rather than on his or her ascribed status (Boehm 1984: 
171; Sedlenieks 2013: 136– 41).

In contrast to membership of a family group or bratstvo that is 
advertised publicly via one’s surname, kumstvo relations are not gen-
erally public knowledge. Helping one’s relatives is a fundamental obli-
gation for most people in Montenegro, but it is publicly suspicious if an 
o"ce starts to be filled with people sharing the same surname. Kumstvo 
is more concealed (although it is by no means a secret), but cooperation 
between kumovi may be even more intense and trustworthy. Knowledge 
of who is whose kum can therefore provide an insight into internal alli-
ances that might not be visible at the surface. Investigative journalists 
in the Montenegrin media often draw on such knowledge when they 
describe formally undefined relations among government o"cials or 
politicians and other influential players.

3.7 Azganvan popokhutyun (Armenian diaspora in Georgia)
Anri Grigorian
UCL, UK

Azganvan popokhutyun (literally meaning ‘changing of surname’) is the 
practice of name- changing by ethnic Armenians, who adopt Georgian 
names in order to gain ethnicity- based advantages. A similar practice 
exists among ethnic Georgians, gvaris gadaketeba, which literally means 
‘surname alteration’ in Georgian. These practices of socially constructed 
ethnicity change, whereby a surname loses one su"x and acquires 
another, have been observed during numerous periods of ethnic tension 
in the region from the second half of the eighteenth century to the post- 
Soviet era. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the practice 
has been particularly widespread among ethnic Armenians residing in 
Georgia, although the issues of swinging ethnicity are at the core of dis-
putes between Armenian and Georgian historians. Swinging ethnicity 
is a controversial aspect of the historical narratives of national identity 
that lay foundations for the statehood in the countries of the former 
Soviet Union.

From one’s birth, the surname constitutes an important part of an 
individual identity. Surname change takes place all over the world:#an 
individual may change their surname for many reasons, most commonly 
associated with marriage or adoption of a ‘professional name’ to ensure 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

   

     

 

 

  

 

  

  

 

 


