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THIS THESIS ANALYSES LOCAL FORMS OF CIVIL SOCIETY PRACTISED in contemporary Kazakhstan 

and Uzbekistan and provides a common thread on which to base a Central Asian understanding 

of civil society. I look to find out factors and constituents, which on the surface might be 

different from a classical liberal concept of civil society. The thesis applies a wider 

anthropological framework, which sees civil society as a broad network of social relationships, 

including traditional forms of associational life that can be relatively independent of the state. 

 

The study draws upon a multi-locale ethnography in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan including in-

depth and focus group interviews, participant observations, case studies, and archival research. 

I have investigated associations whose activities are concerned with reciprocal relations within 

society based on community solidarity, self-help, and mutual trust. These include professional 

associations, trade unions, ethno-cultural associations, religious organisations, courtyard clubs, 

the traditional Uzbek neighbourhood institution of mahalla, and informal practices of gap and 

khashar.  

 

While arguing that the meaning of civil society depends on context, the study has found that 

traditional elements of the preserved social fabric in Central Asian societies are reflected in 

today’s networks of individuals. The thesis has generated knowledge on how local forms of 

associational life define the civil sphere by shaping social organisation, solidarity and 

mobilisation. Through empirical understanding of the public space, formal and informal 

networks that bond people together, we can locate wider ethnographic differences between not 

only the original and Central Asian concepts of civil society but also between two local cultures 

of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  
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P R E F A C E 
 

 

 

 

 

MY FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH AND AWARENESS OF CIVIL SOCIETY happened in my childhood. 

Although details have faded, I remember the streets and the square on a chilly winter day in 

Alma-Ata, the former capital of Kazakhstan, flooded with people listening to speeches. What 

struck me most was the fact that I was witnessing strangers who were discussing an issue 

apparently important and at the same time deeply personal and significant to everyone. It was 

the day of the birth of the social movement Nevada-Semipalatinsk, which gained global 

support and international solidarity. It was an expression of civil society in action. From its 

early days, the movement was one of the most prominent civic voices, powerful enough to 

influence state policy in bringing an end to nuclear testing on the Kazakhstan’s soil. Another 

moment of awareness came in 1991 with the realisation that the country I was born in did not 

exist anymore. The red Soviet flag lowered over the Kremlin as it was lowered in other soon 

to be former Soviet republics, and new colourful national symbols and flags replaced it. As a 

child, I would not have understood the significance of this epochal change if I had not asked 

for more explanations at home and at school. Since I had a liking for drawing and painting, it 

came to be that my room was fully decorated with self-made drawings and paper cuttings of 

new symbols––the flag and the coat of arms––of the new nation-state Kazakhstan (see 

Appendix 1). I was fascinated with the dramatic visual change and began to enquire about 

what stands behind the changing of the state name and its national symbols. These two events, 

special moments of post-Soviet history and still vivid in my memory, thematically represent 

the framework this thesis is dealing with––the dynamics of civil society in a post-Soviet 

reality. 
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C H A P T E R    O N E  
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CENTRAL ASIAN CIVIL SOCIETY IS A COMPLEX AND PUZZLING NOTION loaded with two 

opposing facts––a Western concept of civil society and a reference to the multiethnic Central 

Asian societies with no previous tradition of civil society as understood in the West. Central 

Asian civil society is not an explicit idea expressed in local languages. The notion appeals to 

relevant issues of a place for civil society in authoritarian realities, how the state and historic 

traditions, including religion, can shape it, and whether the existing set of institutions and 

social networks can be called civil society. A combination of the Western ‘civil society’ and 

culturally non-Western ‘Central Asian’ entities creates an asymmetry in this relationship.  

 

Many studies indicate that ‘Central Asian civil society’ defies neat categorisation. As 

Babajanian et al. (2005: 211) note, Central Asia is in many ways “the last region where 

theorists looked to find civil society” since the latter embodies a “deep irony” (Howard 2011: 

134). The seven decades of state socialism did not turn the fifteen republics into a 

homogenous mass, and their post-communist transformation featured significant variations in 

economic reforms, democratisation, and civil society growth. In this sense, I contend that 

Central Asian civil society alludes not only the Central Asian region but also common Soviet 

history and post-Soviet challenges these societies faced, as well as common social, cultural 

values and traditions. 
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At present, Central Asian nations are hardly seen as democratic––they are governed by 

authoritarian regimes exercising various degrees of control over societies. These are the 

nations where the boundaries between the state and society are blurred, and political regimes 

range from soft authoritarian in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan to the weak and corrupt in 

Tajikistan and even repressive dictatorships in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan (Ziegler 2015: 

11). It is still early to make predictions on whether Central Asian societies have an ability to 

advance liberal democratic systems––though it is uneasy to define liberal democracy itself 

due to scholarly dispute upon its components (McFaul et al. 2004); whether they need to go 

that way; or retain authoritarian elements in their political systems preserved from the Soviet 

past. Not surprisingly, from a standpoint of those looking for Western elements of civil 

society here, it is debatable whether Central Asia can prove fertile ground for the 

development of a Western-type of civil society.  

Central Asia is one of the places where civil society was created not liberated (Gellner 1994), 

and there is a still rigid understanding of its true meaning, role, and function. With the 

absence of a previous democratic experience, twenty-six years of independence signify a 

relatively short period for democracy building and the formation of national identities (Kaldor 

& Vejvoda 2002). Civil society in the Western sense of autonomous associations is still in 

flux and immature with some variations of its development between countries.  

1.1. Puzzle of Civil Society 
 

The creation of new post-Soviet republics in 1991 set the start to comprehensive 

transformation of societies with opening to the external world, learning Western experiences, 

and reconstructing their nations. An essential part of this undertaking is building democracy 

and civil society. The concept of civil society traces a long history, but the last two decades 

saw its renaissance that instigated a new wave of debates on the international arena. The term 

has become associated with democratisation, capitalism, post-colonialism, and 

nationalisation. The end of state socialism instigated debates about globalisation, a rapid rise 

of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and a search for answers to how individuals can 

pursue their own interests and enhance cohesion and trust in society. 

 

In the new global economy, civil society became a topical subject for governments, media, 

philanthropists, writers, academia, not to mention those who see it as a solution to modern 

social, political, and economic challenges. It is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the 

growing consensus rather than concerns over the single fact that modern societies are not 
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governed by power alone and are not driven by the pursuit of self-interest. Finding a place of 

civil society in sociological theory is at the heart of our understanding of how it resonates 

today in different societies.  

 

The nature of civil society is more complicated as it used to be seen by those who believed in 

its utopian mission of creating healthy democracies. Obviously, the unprecedented events in 

Eastern Europe in the 1980s led to the renaissance of the concept of civil society, which has 

sparked a wave of debates and discourses in the international arena. The Eastern European 

farewell to state socialism left its mark on the assumption that civil society equals those forces 

latent in society which strive for autonomy from state interference and confrontation of state 

power.  

 

Civil society is complex due to its affinity with multiple political usages making it infeasible 

to assign to it a universal definition. It is usually understood as groups formed for collective 

purposes primarily outside the state and marketplace (Kaldor 2003b; Lewis 2001), and as a 

social institution that shares boundaries with the three realms: the individual, the state, and a 

social contract between them, which is based on agreements about norms and values relevant 

for society. Many authors argue that civil society has its roots from ancient Greece (Ray 2004; 

Foley & Edwards 1998), others suggest that it goes back to the socio-political thought of the 

Enlightenment thinkers such as Hobbes, Locke, Montesquieu, and Kant (Seligman 1995; 

Salmenniemi 2010; Hann 1996). On the pages that follow we see that by looking at the 

history of civil society as a concept, from the Roman republic to the present days, ‘civil 

society’ has had an intricate, even elusive, character rather than one serving a single function. 

Civil society is exported from the established capitalist societies of the West and consciously 

copied by societies struggling in their transition to democracy. The reason for the modern 

revival of the idea of civil society lies in the idea per se––the post-Soviet image of civil 

society signified progress and became an epitome of change and democratic virtues.  

 

The formation of civil society in the former Soviet Union has taken place in transformative 

societies bringing structural qualitative changes in the social fabric, introducing a new 

pluralistic polity, market relationships, and increased social inequality (Lane 2010; Brinton 

2002; Cook & Vinogradova 2006; Kornai 2008). In the scholarly literature, questions have 

been raised regarding the extent to which any element of civil society could develop 

spontaneously in non-Western societies. In the civil society literature, there is no clear-cut 

answer to the rhetorical question of whether the ideal promises of civil society can be related 
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and incorporated to non-Western societies. The polemic universalist-relativist divide in the 

epistemological space puts the concept of civil society under two major questions––What is it, 

and does it exist in the non-Western world? We shall remember that the ‘non-Western civil 

society’ is highly debatable and contentious term. The variables that make up its complex 

body include political, social, and anthropological controversy regarding the issues of 

globalisation, universalism, local culture, traditions, the philosophy of Orientalism and its 

counter-ideology––the ‘Easternisation of the West.’
1
 Historically, the knowledge of the non-

Western world, reinforced by the European colonial encounter, trade, and wars, created the 

intricate framework of the Orient. The world engaged in complex relation towards the West 

and with the developed sense of affinity to the ideas of Western civilisation––including civil 

society, one of its original products. Alexander (1998) suggests splitting civil society 

literature––one that either celebrates the idea of civil society or pessimistically contends its 

infeasibility; and another that employs the concept of civil society in comparative studies of 

transitional societies. While putting forward the argument that civil society is a context-

dependent notion, one needs to question whether the applicability of ‘civil society’ in non-

Western societies is the correct one to address.  

1.2. Why Central Asia? 
 

The location of Central Asia pre-determined the region’s culturally rich history and 

development. Historically, this territory was a meeting point of and an inner-continental 

corridor for the West and the East. The Great Silk Road, which runs through the large part of 

Central Asia, was both a transcontinental commercial route from China to the Roman Empire 

and a system of cultural interactions. This interplay between imported and indigenous cultures 

contributed to the long-standing image of Central Asia as a hub of cultural convergence.  

 

Because of its historical position at the crossroads of civilisations, Central Asia does not 

imply uniformity either culturally, ethnically or politically (Luong 2008). Central Asia was a 

focus for many temporary conquests by Arabs in the seventh century, Mongols in the 

thirteenth century, Indians, Persians, and Russian Imperial forces throughout eighteenth-

nineteenth centuries left significant marks on the history of Central Asia (Allworth 1994b). 

The domination of Tamerlane was a period of his successful conquests of new territories, the 

growth of his empire, and his unifying influence on the region. His attempt to bring together 

                                                

1
 For the discussion of the theoretical framework on modern civilizational influences of Eastern cultures on 

Western societies, see Cambell (2007). 
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the empire under one governing body failed, and after his death, the fragmented society split 

into khanates, city-states, and numerous tribes (Burghart 2002). The diverse Central Asian 

cultural background was also a result of the multi-linguistic environment. Two major 

linguistic groupings were incorporated into the social fabric––the Turkic and the Persian 

languages. According to Akiner (1998), the nomadic societies associated themselves with the 

Turkic linguistic group, while the sedentary dwellers with the Persian. Yet the arrival of the 

Slavic settlers forced nomads to adopt a sedentary way of life by taking their grassland and 

blocking established nomadic travel routes. The exposure of Central Asia to other cultures 

also reflected on the formation of the two distinct cultural elites in the Kazakh steppe––the 

national party Alash Orda, gravitated towards European (Russian) values, and a cultural 

reform movement of Jadidism promoting Islamic education and Muslim values.
2
 

The term ‘Central Asia’ itself is a product of transformation: it was known as the ‘Steppe 

Region’ in the Russian Tsarist times. Later as ‘Middle Asia and Kazakhstan’ and ‘Turkestan’ 

throughout most of the Soviet period (Zhdanko 1971). The landlocked area between the 

Caspian Sea, Russia, China, Afghanistan, and Iran denotes the region geographically, thus 

making ‘Central Asia’ a non-pejorative and geographically descriptive term. Despite this 

orientation, political, cultural, and ethnic frameworks make it questionable whether to attach 

Afghanistan and Chinese Xinjiang (i.e. East Turkestan) to the term (Imanaliev 2008; Rywkin 

2011). Although it is not the focus of this study to enter the polemics of defining exact 

borders of Central Asia on the map of Eurasia, Central Asian regionalism needs to be 

addressed. Today, the five republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, 

and Uzbekistan are considered as the composition of modern Central Asia (see the map on 

page 11), and I will use this qualification in this work.  

 

Central Asia deserves our attention since it exhibits an important lesson about the 

transformation and development of a variety of forms of associational life. Central Asia is 

historically known as the home for indigenous nomadic people who engaged in traditional 

forms of civil society––clans, tribes, and extended family networks. After being a Soviet 

appendage for over seventy years, new independent Muslim states struggle with their colonial 

past by redefining their national identities and implementing qualitative changes in the fabric 

of society. The features that bound these societies together are: pre-Soviet social organisation, 

                                                

2
 For an authoritative discussion on the reform movements in pre-Soviet Central Asia, see Olcott (2007); 

D’Encausse (1994); Allworth (1990); Allworth (1994a); Khalid (1998); Rasanayagam (2011); and Abashin 

(2007).  
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structure and the functionality of communal life; the role of Islam as the major religion; and 

Tsarist-Russian, Soviet and post-Soviet socio-political change. With the modern revival of 

interest towards associational life in post-socialist states, the above features might shed light 

upon the roots of the formation of civil society in Central Asia.  

 
1.3. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 

 

The reason for selecting Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan for this study is based on the criteria of 

sharing many common features yet representing two distinct societies. The features that unite 

them are: a common Soviet background, a presidential system with the two authoritarian 

leaders
3
 coming from the former Communist Party of the Soviet Union, a heterogeneous civil 

society including communal civic forms based on family, kinship, informal, voluntary, and 

solidarity ties (Schatz 2006; Collins 2006; Buxton 2009). Above all, we shall not disregard 

the dominating role of the state in these societies in stabilising the economy, providing the 

legal framework, and developing national identities linked with forgotten historical traditions 

during the Soviet period (Babajanian et al. 2005; Freizer 2004; Kayumov 2011; Bogatyrev 

2011; Olcott 2000; Louw 2007). Besides the revival of national identities, introducing civil 

society as part of the state-building project took place in the region with predominantly 

Muslim values and traditions, which symbolised a clash of cultures, ideologies, and 

mentalities. The history of Islam in Central Asia and its influence varies from country to 

country, which undoubtedly contributes to the specificity of local associational life. Since the 

break-up of the socialist regime, the Central Asian region has been balancing itself between 

two trends––a unity with the rest of the world and a national multi-cultural identity (Frye 

1996: 238; Olcott 1995: 289). 

 

In terms of population, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan can be seen as representative for Central 

Asia––they are the most populous countries in the region, although with significant 

differences in the make-up of their populations. Geopolitically, they are strategically 

important countries at crossroads, being qualitatively different from Eastern Europe and other 

CIS states in political, social, economic, and cultural senses. Yet cultural legacy and identity 

of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan remain uncommon. Historically, Kazakh people (in today’s 

territories) led a traditional nomadic lifestyle and culture until the Soviet era, with well-

                                                

3
 In September 2016, the President of Uzbekistan Islam Karimov passed away. His death coincided with the 
25th national anniversary of Uzbekistan’s post-Soviet independence. The new President, Shavkat Mirziyoyev, 
has been a member of Karimov’s circles. The political style of President Mirziyoyev is less personalised but 
similar to his predecessor’s (Laruelle 2017: viii). 
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established clan and tribal structures through which they addressed socio-political challenges 

(Esenova 1998; Collins 2006; Frye 1996). Yet the Uzbek society is known to be settled, 

agriculture-based where kinship ties were supported by links based in the mahalla 

(neighbourhood communities). Previous studies assume that historically nomadic societies 

featured a more free and open political culture (‘tribal democracy’) whereas settled societies 

are known for a dense set of social structures, stronger religious institutions, and a celebration 

of traditions and authority (Gleason 1997: 207; Buxton 2009: 45; Babajanian et al. 2005). 

Both countries have maintained secular states where religion is primarily a marker of 

ethnic/cultural identification. Therefore to say ‘I am a Muslim’ could be equated to saying ‘I 

am an Uzbek’ or ‘I am a Kazakh’ (Glenn 1999: 92). Louw (2007) argues that Uzbekistan has 

been the regional epicentre for the debates over the role and meaning of Islam in post-Soviet 

times. But Kazakh elites have developed a different philosophy of state-building: while 

arguing for historical continuity, more stress is put upon the ‘modern multi-ethnic state’ rather 

than the ‘Islamic state’ image. Notably, the national emblem and the flag of independent 

Kazakhstan are free from Islamic symbols and connote nomadic motifs, unlike Uzbekistan’s 

ones that feature stars, the crescent, and the Rub el Hizb figure––traditional Islamic symbols 

(see Appendix 1). Kazakhstan––much more Russified than Uzbekistan––has more explicit 

historical ties to Russia and the Russian people, and the influences of secularisation and 

Russification during state socialism have left their marks on the differences in the influences 

of Islam in the country (Glenn 1999; Zardykhan 2002). 

 

In the early years of independence, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan experienced various 

transformational patterns with regard to their economic development. Kazakhstan 

demonstrated progressive signs in economic growth, and Uzbekistan, despite having high 

economic indicators, stuck with the old Soviet economic planning model. The character of 

political regimes in Central Asia is another indicator for the comparison. Based on these 

differences in the range of authoritarianism, we might hypothesise that such differences 

impact associational life. Among ex-socialist nations, there is less state supremacy over civil 

society organisations in Kazakhstan than in Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, or Belarus, and the 

nature of Kazakh civil society is less comparable (Ziegler 2010) in many respects to the one 

in Uzbekistan (see Table 1). 
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TABLE 1. NGO/Public Sector Sustainability Index, 2013-2014 (USAID) * 

 

Country Legal  
environ. 

Org. 
capacity 

Financial  
viability 

Advo-
cacy 

Service  
provision 

Infra- 
structure 

Public 
image 

Overall  
score 
 

Kazakhstan 4.3 4.2 4.5 4.0 4.0 3.6 4.3 4.1 

Uzbekistan * 6.1 5.5 6.2 5.9 5.5 5.7 5.6 5.8 

Kyrgyzstan 3.9 4.4 5.3 3.0 4.0 3.7 4.3 4.1 

Tajikistan 5.2 4.5 5.6 4.9 4.4 4.6 4.5 4.8 

Turkmenistan * 6.3 6.4 6.0 6.0 6.3 6.8 6.7 6.4 

Average 5.2 5.0 5.5 4.8 4.8 4.9 5.1 5.0 

 

A score between 1 and 3 indicates enhanced sustainability/democratisation; its evolving stage corresponds to a 

score between 3.1 and 5; the impeded sustainability/democratisation stage is between 5.1 and 7 (USAID 

Reports 2013; 2014).   
 
* Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan figures in 2013. 
 

 

According to USAID assessment, there are ten organisational forms of civil society in 

Kazakhstan: public associations, public foundations, associations of legal entities, private and 

corporate foundations, religious associations, trade unions, consumers' co-operatives, 

condominiums, water users associations, political parties, and bar associations (USAID 2014). 

Uzbekistan’s data shows that in 2013 there were 1,216 independently registered civil society 

organisations and 5,194 national-level ‘government-organised non-governmental 

organisations’ (GONGOs) (USAID 2013: 232). 

 

A comparison between these two countries will provide a wider perspective on traditional 

civil society forms. Given the differences in civil society dynamics, the role of religion, public 

policy, and cultural patterns, we may assume that they are reflected in the pattern of social 

networks and creation of associations within civic life. Specifically, the study will determine 

the existing variety of institutionalised non-Western forms of civil society, analyse the extent 

of the state’s involvement in traditional civil society activities such as social capital 

development. I intend to explain the differences in the practice of civic engagement in the 

countries in question based on their shared history and divergent trajectories of development. 

 

Civil Society and the State 
 

The state’s role in shaping civil society is central to the discourse of civil society. The post-

Soviet period saw the state’s involvement in enabling, impeding, and actively repressing 
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certain activities and organisations that might come under an umbrella of civil society. Both 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan have a record of aggressive responses and multiple ways to 

repress public protests and make it difficult for most NGOs to survive. Despite this, civil 

society in both countries has been promoted as a vital component of national identities and an 

essential element of building democratic frameworks. The reason for this declaration of 

democracy commitment and respect for human rights is the pursuit of multi-vector foreign 

policy goals and aspirations for international recognition (Kazkenov & Ziegler 2015).  

 

In an ideal sense, a relationship between the state and civil society is complementary and 

interdependent. The state provides legal and regulatory frameworks for civil society and 

creates the conditions for building networks and associations, while civil society gives the 

state moral depth, political vitality and help determine priorities and achieving consensus. 

Hence, a sharp separation is not a necessary condition for a well-functioning public sphere 

(Fraser 1996; Edwards 2004; Parekh 2004; Kazkenov & Ziegler 2015).  

 

In practice, a state-civil society relationship is distorted. Although writing on present-day 

Russia, the following conditions relate to other post-socialist republics including Kazakhstan 

and Uzbekistan (Ledyaev 2008). There are a weak public mobilisation as an outcome of 

socio-economic factors and underdeveloped civic culture, corruptive state practices, the state 

shaping civil society instead of creating conditions for its organic development, and NGOs 

engaged in “multiple cases of corruption, nepotism, or ethnic preference” (Laruelle 2015: 

115), cultivating informal networks; and the state neither ensuring nor seeking proper 

preservation of the autonomy of civil society since the latter is perceived as a potential threat 

to the stability of the regime and the power of the ruling elite.  

 

At first glance, civil society in both countries may seem as state-enabled which is an 

oxymoron. With a closer look, associational institutions may have a more cooperative rather 

than confrontational character towards the state. In part, this is comparable to the Chinese 

model of civil society, where state authorities are more receptive to welfare-oriented and 

depoliticised civil society not looking for confrontational points with the state (Howell 2011; 

Roy 2010; Zhang 2011). Ziegler (2010) argues that in the realities of Central Asia, civil 

society cannot be fully autonomous from the state as the latter provides the framework within 

which the former functions. At times of democratisation and institutional transformation, the 

tremendous influence of the state is practically unavoidable (Cruickshank 2008: 52). This is 

one of the central points in the current debates in the literature on civil society, which looks to 
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the state-sponsored elements of a functioning civil society. In the thesis, I support this 

argument since we cannot ignore the dominating position of the state in Central Asian civil 

society. Marlene Laruelle (2015: 113) draws our attention to the paradox that “Central Asian 

populations would like more state, not less state. The state is seen as the embodiment of a 

pacified national identity and of international recognition of the nation, as a guarantee of 

economic prosperity, and as a potential symbol of good governance.” However, it is important 

to stress the supporting character of the state rather than impeding and dominating civil 

society and their activities. It is important to remember that different models of national 

identity and levels of political freedoms in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan can reflect different 

dynamics of associational life in these countries. 

Previous Experience 

The civil society literature offers divergent views––the Western concept of civil society 

(mostly its Anglo-Saxon and American models discussed in the next chapter) is seen as 

applicable only to established capitalist societies and needs to be replicated by newly 

independent nations. Another outlook suggests that each country develops its own civil 

society with cross-national variations. Yet some authors (e.g. Babajanian et al. 2005; Freizer 

2004; Hann & Dunn 1996) accept a middle-ground approach implying that civil society is far 

from a uniform conceptualisation and can be significantly more multi-faceted borrowing 

Western practices and adding domestic elements to the content to be viable in society. 

In this anti-universalist postmodern context, the question ‘where does civil society come 

from?’ is worth asking. Was it a Western import or an indigenous notion hidden in the fabric 

of social relations, rediscovered during the Enlightenment, and later revived in Eastern 

Europe in the late twentieth century, and eventually conceptualised to its present complex 

construct? Is civil society merely a new label for long-existing domestic social networks?  

 

Obviously, it is less important to locate the place of civil society in the global flows of 

narratives––central or peripheral. The major focus here is the awareness of how and why this 

Western product is interlinked with a local context and how they interact. As Lewis (2001) 

puts it, to avoid the bias of locating civil society in non-Western contexts through a Western 

lens (where the ‘yes-no approach’ is taken concluding that civil society either fits or does 

not), one should use an adaptive view to recognise a middle way between tradition and 

modernity. The usefulness of this approach is that it suggests recognising not only 

organisations but also activities. The focus on informal, self-help activities might signify the 
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existence of an active civil society even when associations themselves are missing. Many 

analysts admit that the civil society discourse is moving away from a binary thinking about 

state–society relations, and explore wider frameworks of associational life by looking beyond 

modernity and digging into traditional elements in social life which signify civic activity 

(Hann & Dunn 1996; Edwards 2009; Howard 2003; Zhang 2011; Ziegler 2015).  

To understand civil society in Central Asia, one needs to consider the elements and markers 

that define the modern hybrid character of civil society. These are the memory of socialism, 

persistence of informal and friendship social networks, existence and even revival of certain 

Soviet social practices. As I discuss in the next chapter, seven decades of state socialism did 

not eradicate elements of traditional features and social networks in Central Asia. The 

renaissance of national traditions was an integral element of nation-building projects after the 

fall of the Soviet Union. Notably, Central Asian ‘cultural elites’ or intelligentsia have been 

directly engaged in the promotion and revival of national traditions at the present time. Such a 

recovery of the cultural heritage took the forms of building monuments to long-forgotten 

national heroes, rediscovering oral epics, renovating historical sites, and celebrating national 

and traditional values (Giffen et al. 2005).  

There is also a growing understanding by Western donors, such as the United Nations, World 

Bank, and USAID, to recognise existing domestic community resources, traditional networks 

and social energy––a community awakening to an issue of a beneficial collective action. My 

experience of working in international development organisations (USAID Central Asia and 

the UN Headquarters) gave me an opportunity to be involved into the working dynamics 

between the donor and grantees and expand an understanding of civil society initiatives on the 

local level. In developing social intervention initiatives, foreign donors began to express more 

interest in establishing collaborative links with local community leaders and their institutions. 

For example, these include consultations with aksakals and the use of khashar (voluntary 

mutual help initiatives), traditional forms of collective support, to mobilise community help in 

donor projects.
4
  

 

                                                

4
 For example, see Akiner (2002): To illustrate the positive case of a donor’s engagement with local 

communities, the author examines the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) activities in remote villages 

of post-conflict Tajikistan. Notably, AKDN projects were aimed to fit the local culture, stimulate cooperative 

behaviour, foster social capital, and promote sustainable self-sufficiency to avoid dependence on external aid. 

AKDN focused on formal khashar initiatives, reinforced volunteerism, educational activities, and conducted 

joint consultations with local communities. This generated a sense of ownership among locals. Another works 

are: USAID Central Asia Best Practice collection series (Zheluk & Burrows 2007); Sabine Freizer's (2005: 

228) study on communal civil society and foreign donors’ involvement with local communities in Tajikistan; 

and Lucy Earle’s (2005: 251) study of Western donors' work with Central Asian grassroots organisations.  
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1.4. Aims and Central Argument 
 

The thesis aims to bring to light knowledge about the dynamics of associational life in post-

Soviet societies, using the cases of civil society development experience in Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan. The study examines constituents and elements responsible for the uniqueness of 

Central Asian civil society, which differs from the liberal concept of civil society that 

necessitates the autonomy of public institutions from the state and the market.  

 

What are the factors that make up civil society in Central Asia? In what social networks do 

people participate in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan? What are the distinct local traditional 

elements used in associational life? What are the dynamics of interaction between what is 

regarded as traditional and modern in associational life in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan? How 

do the above constitute a definition of civil society different from how it is understood in 

Western societies? Can the elements of social interaction in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan be 

classified as civil society? These are some of the core questions addressed in this study.  

 

The selection of institutions and practices for this study includes professional associations, 

ethno-cultural centres, dvorovye kluby (courtyard clubs), traditional Uzbek institutions of the 

mahalla and gap, and religious organisations. This range allows us to trace the continuity and 

the change of both traditional practices and those originated in the Soviet period. Through 

their examination, this study reveals distinct mechanisms of civic engagement, traditional 

patterns of social capital building, cross-sector connections, and analyses the extent of the 

state’s involvement into traditional civil society activities. The analysis of similarities in the 

practice of civic engagement in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan provides a common thread on 

which to base a Central Asian notion of civil society.  

 

Argument and Working Definition of Civil Society 
 

The central argument of the work is three-fold: first, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan possess a 

variety of forms of associational life despite the absence of a historical tradition of civil 

society as understood in the West. Second, varying degrees of authoritarian settings in these 

countries make it possible for cooperative relations between civil society and the state, and for 

the existence of communal forms of civil society including those based on traditions from the 

past. Finally, civil society in Central Asia has a hybrid character informed by modern, 
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traditional, and former Soviet practices, as well as external influences of civil society 

practices.   

 

In this work, I differentiate between a variety of theories and models of civil society, 

specifically, those promoted by the World Bank, USAID and similar international agencies, 

Western academic theories of civil society, and existing models proposed by Russian and 

Central Asian experts. 

 

I place the concept of civil society beyond the dichotomies of ‘Western and non-Western’ and 

‘traditional and modern,’ as this implies a separation which might not represent the realities 

on the ground. Instead, I apply a wider anthropological framework to focus on a broad 

network of social relationships, the synergy and dynamics of interaction between what is 

perceived as traditional and modern in associational life in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The 

determination of what should be viewed as authentic ‘civil society’ remains open and 

constantly evolving depending on local conditions. My contention is that ‘civil society’ needs 

to be redefined in accordance with the continuing development of the civil society field.  

 

For the purposes of this study, I define civil society in specific ways. Drawing from Freizer 

(2015), Walzer (1998) and Linz & Stepan (1996), this thesis will deploy ‘civil society’ as 

follows: 

Civil society is an “arena of the polity where self-organizing and relatively 

autonomous groups, movements, and individuals attempt to articulate values, to 

create associations and solidarities, and to advance their interests” (Linz & Stepan 

1996: 17).  

 

This definition is in tune with the popular definition formulated by Michael Walzer (1998: 

123):  

Civil society is “a sphere of uncoerced human association between the individual 

and the state in which people undertake collective action for certain purposes, 

relatively independent of the government and the market.”  

 

What is conceptualised is a communal version of civil society––a sphere of voluntary-based 

public associations whose agenda is free from politically driven goals but rather concerns 

with reciprocal relations within a society based on community solidarity, self-help, and 

mutual trust. In this sense, Sabine Freizer’s (2015: 280) definition is also applicable:  

Communal civil society “is less focused on formal structures and organizations but 

more on the host of informal group activities and meeting places that connect 

individuals, build trust, encourage reciprocity, and facilitate exchange of views on 

matters of public concern.”  
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As an area of uncoerced associative life, civil society embraces families, political parties, 

firms, universities, churches, non-governmental organisations, social movements, informal 

practices and the like. However, since the state is not exclusively coercive, civil society is not 

wholly non-coercive as “freedom is not and cannot be without constraints” (Pruthi 2006). 

Therefore, we will look at those sets of relationships between citizens and the state, where 

individuals and groups can be autonomous enough to form associations and organisations to 

create and further social good. This will help distinguish forms of associational life according 

to our working definition.  

 

1.5. Methodology 
 

In this study, I have been guided by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967) using an 

interpretive research perspective. This approach implies that sociological inquiry is based on 

the close observation of social life that represents social experiences through the eyes of the 

actors. My intention is to interpret, explain, and describe civic practices that reflect the 

dynamics of Central Asian civil society. This study has been influenced by the works of Hann 

& Dunn (1996),  Sajoo (2002), Edwards (2004), Collins (2006), Buxton (2011), Ziegler 

(2015), which have enabled me to adopt a broader research framework. My research takes 

ethnographic and pluralistic approaches to traditional social networks, which are one of the 

key features pertaining to post-socialist civic culture. Since the approach requires interpreting 

the meanings and perspectives of cultural members (Creswell 2007), the grounded theory 

directs me to the meanings of networks and complexities of civil society. 

 

I have found it useful to map civil society from a wider perspective by looking at the concept 

through a ‘three-dimensional’ lens. First, in post-socialist Central Asia, the legacy from the 

Soviet past has left institutionalised forms of civil society such as trade unions, women 

councils, cooperatives, and public associations that were modified and revived to serve old 

and new functions. Second, there is an influence of Western liberal policies, which emphasise 

the role of civil society largely as that of promoting democracy. This triggered the growth of 

local and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civic institutions, settled 

largely in urban areas, and supported developments in the legal framework. Finally, we shall 

consider traditional or communal civil society and kinship structures as an intrinsic part of 

society that contribute to a heterogeneous nature of civil society. These include social 

networks that bond people together and foster solidarity rather than primarily linked with 
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democracy promotion. Their inclusion into the ‘civil society’ umbrella makes more sense in 

the discourse in these specific societies. 

 

Noticeably, the interest towards reciprocal associations, customs of gap and close attention to 

their functions is increasingly present in post-Soviet studies of the region (for example, 

Kandiyoti 1998; Koroteyeva & Makarova 1998; Bushkov 2002; Hiwatari 2008; Sajoo 2004; 

Dadabaev 2013). Yet the issues of small-scale interactions, the workings of social, political, 

and cultural mechanisms for building trajectories towards democratic practices leave many 

questions unanswered. The weakness of some post-Soviet studies is that the observers have 

seen the post-Soviet space through the prism of a lack of democratisation process and 

authoritarian political regimes established after 1991. In the case of civil society in Central 

Asia, local scholars tend to pay attention to traditional institutions from the position of nation-

building and the revival of indigenous ethnic values. Other scholars have emphasised the 

practical use of traditional networks in strengthening self-help relationships, creating 

alternatives to state welfare functions, and providing safety net conditions in the struggle for 

economic resources. In this sense, we can see the place of traditional institutions somewhere 

between the idea of nationalism and economic pursuits. This thesis aims to be more inclusive 

by looking at the dynamics of small-scale interactions and reciprocal associations and their 

various functions.  

 

For the study of this scale, I have conducted a field-based research in Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan from 20 August 2013 to 25 March 2014. Prior to the beginning of my fieldwork, I 

organised five pilot interviews with people from Uzbekistan at the University of Cambridge. 

In addition, I took part in the Slavic and East Asian Studies conference in Osaka (Japan) and 

the European Society for Central Asian Studies conference in Astana (Kazakhstan) in August 

2013. These experiences allowed me to refine interview questions and discuss my fieldwork 

plans with Central Asian scholars.  

 

The choice of selected public institutions is driven by the logic of having organisations 

originated in Soviet times and still functioning or re-developing at present. Since this study 

focuses on indigenous social institutions, the inclusion of traditional organisations and 

informal practices was pre-determined. The list of organisations was divided into two major 

groups––Soviet and traditional. Further, when designing research questions, I sorted them into 

sub-groups: traditional; professional associations; religious; cultural; grassroots and self-help.   
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I have focused on civil society organisations and social networks set in urban places. In 

Kazakhstan, this research took place in Almaty, Astana, Turkistan, Shymkent, Semey, and 

Karaganda. In Uzbekistan, the fieldwork was conducted during two visits in November 2013 

and March 2014 in the cities of Tashkent, Namangan, Samarkand and Bukhara.  

 

As my interest was to collect factual information and understand personal experiences, I 

selected in-depth interview as the main method for data collection. Previous research (Collins 

2006: 214) notes the usefulness of an ethnographic approach through in-depth interviews and 

participant observations, and the difficulty of conducting quantitative and longitudinal studies, 

such as random-sampling surveys in informal networks studies. The number of conducted 

interview sessions in both countries is 115:  

 

Civil society institution Conducted Interviews 

Mahalla 44 

Gap 27 

Religious Organisations 19 

Professional and Trade Unions 10 

Ethno-cultural Centres 7 

Courtyard Clubs 8 

 

I draw my analysis from in-depth and semi-structured interviews with members of gaps, 

mahalla residents, chairpersons of official mahalla committees, civil society experts, 

chairpersons of professional associations, writers and public thinkers, founders and instructors 

of courtyard clubs, representatives of mosques, churches, and synagogues, managers and 

directors of ethno-cultural centres, and personal contacts able to reflect on their Soviet 

experiences. In addition, I have conducted two focus group interviews in Tashkent with users 

of internet gaps in the age group between 15–26 years old.  

 

My interview locations varied from public cafes, chaikhonas,
5
 parks, hotel lobby, and 

restaurants to mahalla committee offices, mosques, churches, synagogues, and courtyards. An 

interview usually lasted from 40 minutes to 2.5 hours. When three of my respondents had 

little time for a substantial interview in one go, we arranged a follow-up meeting on another 

day where I asked more questions based on the previous interview session. I also used a 

phone interview once when one of my key respondents was ill, and a follow-up interview 

over Skype when I needed to clarify details.  

                                                

5
 Traditional tea-houses in Uzbekistan. 
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Applying Lofland’s (2002) generic propositions, my guiding research questions moved from 

general to specific. This helped me render the type, structure, process, and agency in each 

case of the study. To avoid the so-called ‘tunnel vision’ caused by too focused pre-determined 

questions (Agee 2009), I used initial provisional questions and open-ended questions to create 

more space for participants for their own interpretation of their activities. Thus, I began with 

the following questions for each part of the interview. Their answers then usually led me to 

ask for more details. To avoid drifting away and having an interview flow led by my 

interviewee, I returned to the guiding questions and asked to clarify or provide more details. 

Below are sample opening and lead questions:  

• Type (Tell me about this organisation?)  

• Structure (What other institutions do you work with? Who are your partners? How do 

you interact with state authorities?) 

• Agency (Who are the members of this organisation? Why do they come here?) 

• Process (Tell me about activities?) 

 

The structure of an interview included the following themes, which I used for categorising the 

data at a later stage of my research analysis: 

• Personal story and details of an organisation 

• Organisational structure 

• Daily practices 

• Social capital development 

• Internal decision-making process  

• Relationships with state authorities 

• Development of civic skills 

• Problems and needs 

• Effect on a community/wider civil society, future plans  

 

Other methods included participant observations and case studies. As part of the participant 

observation that underpins this research, I have attended six men-only gap dinners in 

Tashkent, Bukhara, and Samarkand. Participant observation was not conducted vis-à-vis 

women-only gap meetings in Shymkent; I draw my analysis on seven in-depth interviews 

with participants of women’s gaps including an organiser and a leader of a gap circle. In the 

study of religious public seminars, a plov event, and gap dinners, my observations took forms 

of informal chats and conversations. To illustrate the development of courtyard clubs, I 

applied two case studies based on collected interview materials. 
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Access to Informants 
 

Gaining access to certain respondents and balancing my role as a Cambridge researcher 

ethically and honestly was a challenging part of the fieldwork. When initial information about 

the selected institutions and potential respondents was collected, I applied the following 

approaches to gain access to informants in both countries. In both countries, when contacting 

organisations and having to speak first to ‘gatekeepers,’ personnel providing access to key 

respondents, I introduced myself as a student. To my respondents, I usually revealed more 

about research, topics to cover, and the reasons why their organisations would suit this study. 

In Kazakhstan, it took more time to set interview appointments with informants with public 

and celebrity statuses. These included a few experts, the rabbi of the synagogue and the 

bishop of the Catholic Church in Almaty. To reach them, I used my personal network of 

connections, social media (Facebook), and direct phone calls. 

 

I have to stress the importance of personal networks in carrying out fieldwork in Uzbekistan. 

My local contacts recommended me to avoid official registration of myself as a foreign 

researcher in Uzbekistan as this would involve a lengthy administrative procedure. Therefore, 

all my meetings and interview contacts were organised with the help of my local friends. On 

my arrival in Tashkent, a friend of mine arranged a deal with a private taxi owner, an avid 

member in several gaps himself, who was happy to work as my driver during my stay. Thanks 

to his assistance, I could participate in gap dinners. When I received an agreement for an 

interview with representatives of the mahalla committee, I would usually be asked how I 

found them and whom I knew in their mahalla. Only after receiving a reference email or a 

phone call from my local contacts, they set up a date and time to meet. 

 

In several occasions, I used the ‘snowballing’ interview technique, which implies asking my 

respondents for contacts from among their acquaintances. This was especially the case when 

looking for informants
6
 to study informal practices. My interviewees from professional and 

ethno-cultural organisations often expressed their interest in my previous respondents and 

then suggested other people and organisations.  

 
  

                                                

6
 According to Marvasti (2004), these are respondents with insiders’ knowledge about certain practices. For 
example, gap members in this research. 
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Covert Situations 
 

Establishing access to the field and building rapport with informants involves dealing with 

methodological and ethical-political issues. A crucial decision to make is whether to reveal or 

conceal research intentions and an identity of a researcher to those individuals being 

observed. Some parts of this study regarding informal gap networks, mahalla, and religious 

organisations are drawn from participant observations where I had to conceal my researcher 

identity. Here I provide a discussion to justify the adoption of this approach.  

 

Covert data collection is a contentious issue in the social sciences since it entails a notion of 

deceit, and the distinction between covertness and deception is not clear (Shils 1982; Bulmer 

1982; Beauchamp et al. 1982; Homan 1991; Herrera 1999). A deceptive study, either covert 

or overt, means doing one thing when actually doing another. Covert research is research 

done without the knowledge and informed consent of subjects. Participating, watching, and 

attending public events are forms of covert methods (Spicker 2011: 119). When public actions 

occur in the public sphere, researchers can legitimately conceal their purposes and observe 

them. Similar to Homan’s (1980) covert study of Pentecostal communities, my observations 

of public Islamic seminars (Chapter 5) were not done overtly since the seminars were public 

and people with different purposes could attend them.  

 

In some occasions concealment of my identity as a researcher seemed appropriate. 

Concealment is often determined by the contextual nature, character of fieldwork, and 

relationships between the researcher and informants (Berg 2001; Lugosi 2006). I must 

emphasise, the covert route should not be seen as the easiest or routine way to get access to 

information. In Uzbekistan, I balanced between overt and covert approaches observing the 

context, respondents, and taking advice from local contacts. For example, at the initial stage 

of the mahalla study, I applied a method of casual interviewing and observation. Kosmarski 

(2011) in his research on tensions in the cityscape of contemporary Tashkent holds that the 

go-along method with live-story interviews is useful in exploring personal practices and 

attitudes and developing a bigger picture of the interaction of people, memories, and spaces, 

where the latter are actors in social processes. This method also allows observing, listening, 

asking questions, taking pictures, and interacting with residents in their local environments. 

For the study of the mahalla, I asked my local friends to take me for a walk in mahallas 

where they live. Their stories helped me develop specific research questions for mahalla 

committees. When meeting their neighbours during these walks, it seemed appropriate to 
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conceal my identity as a researcher from Cambridge University since people would be 

unwilling to share their reflections on daily life in mahalla and life stories with a ‘foreigner 

from the West.’ My local friends introduced me to their mahalla neighbours and mosque 

representatives as their guest or former classmate from Almaty who was interested in the 

Uzbek culture and the mahalla. After such introductions, people agreed to tell their life stories 

on living in mahalla, famous neighbours, and local traditions. Some even agreed to join us for 

a walk and show locations of the mosque and chaikhona.  

 

Six of my respondents from Uzbekistan declined interviews out of fear of having problems 

with authorities without knowing where the collected information would be used later. To 

address the situation of ‘interview shyness’ in overt routes, I requested pre-interview meetings 

where I clarified the aims, motives of the study and what I plan to do with the results. We also 

agreed to interview off-the-record. In some cases, I requested assistance from senior 

management (mahalla committee members) to secure agreement from managers at lower 

levels. I must note that none of my respondents, who were aware of my student status, 

requested official proof of my student status. 

 

Many scholars (Lugosi 2006; Spicker 2011; Crow & Pope 2008; Miller 2006) admit that 

covert methods are reasonable when access to private groups seems not feasible by other 

means and if there are concerns of bias and affecting the behaviour of research subjects. As 

this study shows, conversational meetings (gap) are usually private groups. Seeking informed 

consent to participate in gap dinners can be impractical as it would not guarantee access to 

study them or, even if access granted, could disrupt participants to act naturally. Apologists 

for covert methods refer to this problem as reactivity––a potential source of error––the 

behaviour of the people studied may become different if they know they are being observed 

(Herrera 1999; Hammersley 2007). The Code of Ethics of the British Sociological 

Association justifies the use of covert methods on the ground of such circumstances 

(Statement of Ethical Practice 2002). Thus, to minimise reactivity of people when observing 

gap meetings in action, I had to use a covert route and requested two members of gap to 

invite me for their dinners and address a few of my research questions to others. Admittedly, 

to avoid ethical issues in the study of gap, I could have drawn my analysis from interview 

data with participants. However, when providing a detailed analysis of this social practice, 

observing gap dinners was important to substantiate and enrich my data with additional 

details drawn from participant observation. At the gap dinner, I was introduced as a “relative” 

and as a “student friend from Almaty.” It was obvious that in such a situation when invited for 
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a gap dinner, it would seem inappropriate to announce that there was a researcher from 

Britain investigating gap culture. This would have caused participants acting unnaturally and 

avoiding certain topics at the dinner or denying access to subjects. 

 

The discussion of covert methods brings an additional question of how covert a study should 

be (Herrera 1999: 336). Human communication is full of subtle cues to sense appropriate 

humour, levels of agreement and support. Through their action or inaction, people can express 

implicit consent. Although my participation in gap dinners concealed my researcher identity, 

it was clear that the agreement of gap members to have me at dinners shows a tacit and 

informal consent to allow a non-member to be present at gap dinners.  

 

Confidentiality and Anonymity 
 

The major disadvantage of covert methods is the potential invasion of privacy. In overt 

situations, I sought informed consent to respect confidentiality. Respondents were asked 

whether they were happy if such information as their names, gender, age, and occupation 

would appear in this work. To ensure confidentiality, I anonymised most of my respondents 

(except those who willingly agreed to have their names in this work) and their professional 

occupations as, for example, in the study of women’s gap networks. The use of a tape 

recorder was also negotiated except the cases when its presence would be impractical, might 

cause bias, and create a distance in communication. In such conditions, I wrote my 

recollections after the meeting on the same day in as much detail as possible. 

 

In covert settings described earlier, to ensure confidentiality, this study excludes any 

information about identities of participants, their age, occupation, and locations of 

observations. In the analysis of gap dinners, I described the process and excluded quoting 

participants’ comments or parts of conversations. Covert interviews with mahalla residents 

also anonymise their names and conceal information about locations and names of mahallas.  

 

Language Issues 
 

In both countries, I conducted interviews in Russian, the widely spoken language in the 

visited sites. In Uzbekistan, in addition to Russian, Tajik is another language commonly 
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spoken.
7
 Yet, unlike Russian, which enjoys legal status as “the language of interethnic 

communication”, the Tajik language has no official status.
8
 The use of Tajik in daily life is 

especially popular in Bukhara and Samarkand, where Tajik is still a mother tongue for many. 

These cities enjoyed the historical presence of Persian-speaking Central Asians for five 

hundred years. A cultural blend of both Uzbek and Tajik influences results in common 

traditions (Vasil’eva 1979) and the Samarkand dialect of Tajik in daily life. There is still a 

challenge to estimate the correct number of Tajiks living in Uzbekistan. Despite the official 

Uzbek census claiming that Tajiks comprise about five per cent of the population of 

Uzbekistan, the real number of them can be higher. Post-socialist studies estimate around 25-

30 per cent of Tajiks countrywide. In the ethnic composition of Samarkand and Bukhara, 

Tajiks account for 70 and 90 per cent, respectively (Everett-Heath 2003; Foltz 1996). The 

2002 Ethnic Atlas of Uzbekistan, produced by Open Society Foundation (closed by Uzbek 

authorities in 2004) showed that a fifth of the country’s ethnic Tajiks lived in the Samarkand 

region. Again, this figure is presumably questionable as some preferred to register 

pragmatically as ethnic Uzbeks (Etnicheskiy Atlas Uzbekistana 2002).  

 

In my encounters with respondents, we did not use Tajik since I have no knowledge of this 

language. I usually sought an agreement with my informants whether the use of Russian 

would be comfortable and appropriate in interviews. As for the Uzbek language, when 

observing gap meetings, conversations were spoken in mixed Russian with Uzbek, which my 

local contact kindly interpreted for me.  

 

1.6. Thesis Structure 
 

Given the fact that certain social practices trace their origin to pre-Soviet times (for example, 

mahalla and gap) and others to the influence of the Soviet legacy, the narrative of the 

chapters begins with an exploration of their evolutionary process. This is followed by a brief 

discussion of what they were and how they functioned during Soviet times. This will help us 

trace their continuity and understand their transition into present-day Central Asia. The rest of 

the chapters give descriptions and draw analysis based on my field research in Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan. 

 

                                                

7
 See Menges (1994) on characteristics of languages in Central Asia. 

8
 I discuss Tajik-Uzbek inter-ethnic policies in Chapter 7. 
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The thesis is organised into three parts. The first two chapters in Part I give an introduction 

and explain the reasons for this research. I also discuss precursors of civil society in the pre-

Soviet and Soviet periods. I have shown that in terms of pre-modern Central Asia, the 

formation of networks was bound by a set of territorial and informal social links based on 

proximity. Dense networks of patronage and family ties were key features of settled 

communities. It is important to stress the significance of kinship and family ties in Central 

Asian settings, which still hold empirical meaning today. I have argued that Soviet 

authoritarianism, as a type of state power, could allow some space and elements of civil 

society as long as they did not infringe on the Party’s hegemony. There were loose alliances–

private, informal networks, and interest-based associations––whose legacy is detailed 

throughout this work.  

 

Chapter 2 also reviews major theories of civil society and locates the thesis within the 

literature. I put the concept of civil society into its historical perspective and illustrate its 

various definitions. Civil society has been theorised as the space for capitalist and private 

interests, often a symbol of opposition towards the state, and a component of liberal reforms 

in the transformation period. I distinguish models and theories of civil society between: a) 

those promoted by the World Bank and similar international agencies; b) major theories 

articulated in the western academic literature; c) and theories of civil society proposed by 

Russian and Central Asian authors. By differentiating various models of civil society, we 

shall better understand complications and challenges that this concept brings into the 

discourse of its applicability to Central Asia. 

 

Part II of the thesis comprises chapters 3-5 and deals with the analysis of civil society 

institutions based on traditions from the past. Namely, these are the mahalla, social practices 

of gap mostly found in Uzbekistan, and religious organisations. Chapter 3 examines present 

forms of communal life set in traditional clusters in mahallas (Uzbek neighbourhood 

associations). I argue that it is important to distinguish between two types of mahallas––

formal and informal. I demonstrate how the attachment of the official status of mahalla has 

limited its autonomy from the state and transformed it into a unit of the local authority. 

However, my findings illustrate numerous informal elements of traditional and Soviet 

mahalla, which are still in use in daily practice and life-cycle events in the Uzbek society. 

This study claims that the mahalla adapts to the needs of the society irrespective of being co-

opted by the state. The fact that the mahalla remains part of society and builds on its roles in 
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sustaining social ties is evidence of a unique form of civil society organisation. The chapter 

also discusses the daily life in mahallas and practices of khashar (voluntary help). 

 

The fourth chapter examines gap––traditional reciprocal and conversational groupings. I 

argue that gaps are informal social safety nets whose members rely on each other, seek and 

receive moral and material support. There is evidence of informal social networks generating 

welfare services and providing alternatives to what the state can provide. Gaps are dynamic 

social elements in the public sphere in terms of their variety. There are modern forms of gaps 

such as joint savings fund, women’s get-togethers, and internet-based gaps, which serve their 

members and provide alternative access to information and benefits. I contend that gaps 

represent a unique communal type of civil society different from the kinds of groups found in 

Western liberal societies. Gaps may influence public awareness and mobilise people when 

necessary.  

Chapter 5 concentrates on faith-based organisations and their particular role in the 

development of civil society. I focus on Muslim, Russian Orthodox, Judaist, Catholic and 

Protestant religious organisations and their social practices. The study shows that these 

organisations are able to create capacities for civil society development and consolidate 

communities. However, they are not sufficiently strong enough to sustain social change alone. 

I also illustrate how these institutions contribute to the development of transferable and civic 

skills for civil society.  

In Part III of the thesis, in chapters 6-8, I examine civil society actors with the Soviet footprint 

such as professional associations, ethno-cultural centres, and dvorovye kluby (courtyard 

clubs). The sixth chapter examines professional associations and also discusses trade unions. I 

show that such associations today provide similar social practices known in Soviet times. 

Professional associations in both countries are socio-cultural actors with no visible practices 

to protect their members against either the employer or the state. The post-Soviet social 

partnership model replaced the ‘triangle’ of the Party-enterprise-unions, which in reality 

means the same arrangement encompassing the state-employer-union relations where unions 

are the weakest. From the civil society stance, a professional association is an important 

institution not only in resolving disputes but also helping the administration to consolidate 

people and motivate them for performing industrial tasks. I conclude that in theory, 

professional associations can become a potent factor to integrate employees. Such support and 

exposure of employees to professional networks would sustain and foster professional and 

interpersonal solidarity.  
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Chapter 7 deals with ethno-cultural associations. Since Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are both 

characterised with rich ethnic palette and multiple diasporas, this study adds friendship and 

ethno-cultural associations that stem from socialist friendship institutions like dom druzhby 

(houses of friendship). The chapter explains how these organisations engage in bridging any 

gaps between the state and society besides performing their primary functions––preservation 

and development of spiritual values, language, traditions and customs of ethnic minority 

groups which they represent. I demonstrate that ethno-cultural centres possess the ability to 

consolidate their minority communities around certain issues such as culture, citizenship, and 

self-awareness as an ethnic group with their own history. However, the evidence suggests that 

the local political climate shapes these self-organised yet state-embedded institutions into 

being one of the influences on the formation of national identities rather than autonomous 

civic actors. 

 

The eighth chapter concentrates on dvorovye kluby (courtyard clubs) mostly found in 

Kazakhstan. These are local forms of micro-level public initiatives targeting the youth, 

teenagers and children. My findings illustrate that these clubs, usually set in residential 

neighbourhoods and courtyards––hence the name––are organisations of creative leisure, 

which support activities for adolescent and youth health promotion, instigate interest in sport 

and folk art, and arrange various events of a cultural and recreational nature. Drawing on the 

Soviet model of organising youth development, I show that modern courtyard clubs are local 

forms of civil society that advance the public good directly (by opening opportunities to 

children from poor background, addressing unemployment by creating job opportunities and 

building skills), and indirectly (by promoting volunteerism, friendship, solidarity, family 

values, democratic principles, and instigating collective support). Partially resembling the 

Uzbek mahalla, a courtyard club creates cultural spaces and opportunities to practise civic 

skills, turn weak social ties into strong and expand social networks. 

 

The concluding chapter summarises research findings, analyses what constitutes the Central 

Asian version of civil society and the usefulness of this notion, and finally, compares 

institutions of associational life in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  
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C H A P T E R   T W O  

 
HISTORICAL CAREER OF CIVIL SOCIETY  
AND ITS RELEVANCE TO CENTRAL ASIA 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCEPTUALISATION OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN DIFFERENT SOCIETIES with disparate historical, 

social and political backgrounds generates a variety of relevant questions. Where does ‘civil 

society’ come from, and who espouses it in post-socialist societies? Is there a generic Western 

model of civil society? What model of civil society do international lending agencies and 

donor organisations promote in Central Asia? Which models, if any, have been adopted by the 

governments of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan? And does state practice match their rhetorical 

aspirations on the promotion of civil society? This chapter examines these questions. By way 

of introduction, I review the key literature on civil society to illustrate various 

conceptualisations of the term, discuss models, and draw a theoretical framework. I also 

explore alternative theories of civil society proposed by Russian and Central Asian scholars in 

their attempts to redefine the concept according to domestic realities. This chapter shows that 

the pattern of civil society transformation has had an individual and specific character across 

the post-Soviet nations. 

 

Along with a literature review, the purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the relevance of 

the notion of civil society to Central Asia, and to suggest an intermediary approach that would 

help us understand the hybrid character of civil society in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The 

elements of traditional civil society and the legacy of the Soviet experience have had an 

enormous impact upon Central Asian civil society and reshaped it to the present 

heterogeneous complexity. In this study, I find it useful to look at contemporary Central Asia 



	 39 

through an anthropological lens and recognise those traditional elements in the social and 

civic culture that are still present today. 

 

Why does ‘civil society’ attract much attention? First, the broadness of the idea of civil 

society is one of the reasons why the concept has captured the sociological imagination. In the 

academic discourse, the only point of conceptual clarity, apparently, represents the definition 

of what civil society is not––it is neither the state nor the market. The academic discourse 

issues such as exact borders of civil society in interrelationships with the state and the market; 

the inclusion or exclusion of economic, political, traditional, and ‘uncivil’ associations under 

the ‘civil society’ umbrella; and the democratic effects and expectations of civil society––are 

the points of intellectual confusion that leave no space for consensus. The assigned 

hierarchical position of civil society, defined as an area apart from the state and the market, 

provides a new perspective to identify its role and functions in modern society.  

 

Second, ‘civil society’ has employed multiple meanings tied to different contexts. There is no 

systemic definition of civil society that would suit multiple perspectives universally. This is 

explained by the nature of civil society, which is empirically a sensitive area where norms and 

values meet––it may have strengths in one socio-political context and show weaknesses in 

other settings.   

 

Third, at the end of state socialism and the grand construction of post-socialist nations, civil 

society was treated as the cause célèbre in the discourse related to democracy building. Yet 

there are unanswered questions on the production and maintenance of social trust and 

cooperation, and obscure boundaries and the relationship with the state. The ambiguity of the 

concept leads to having a ‘free-size’ narrative capable of defining everything (Misztal 2004). 

In the pages that follow, I demonstrate dramatic changes and reformulation of the idea and 

concept of civil society from eighteenth-century political thought to the present time.  

 

2.1. Theories of Civil Society in the Western Socio-Political Thought 

First Period: From Political to Civilised Society 
 
There has been a considerable amount of literature (Keane 1988; Cohen & Arato 1992; 

Seligman 1992; Ehrenberg 1999; Orlova 2006; Edwards 2004; Kalnoy & Lopushansky 2006; 

Fedotova 2008; Powell 2013) that analyse early and postmodern western conceptualisations 

of civil society and clarify its meanings in contemporary political thought. Here, I provide a 
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tour through major theoretical conceptualisations of civil society to illustrate its European 

origins and various treatments with the complex concept. 

 

Civil society is a product of the Western civilisation that is based on three major traditions––

the classical culture of Greece and Rome, Christianity, and the Enlightenment of the modern 

era (Kurth 2003; Therborn 2010). The idea of civil society as a ‘public sphere’ originated in 

Roman and Greek political philosophy––Aristotle’s politike koinonia, and Cicero’s ius civile 

(Cohen & Arato 1992; Ray 2004; Powell 2013). The antiquity is characterised by the lack of a 

clear distinction between society and the state meaning the same entity. The similar view was 

present in the works of Machiavelli. The emergence of modern European societies gave rise 

to new developments of civil society ideas in the seventeenth-nineteenth centuries European 

political thought. This is the first period when the concept of civil society largely developed 

various and even conflicting interpretations.  

 

Hobbes viewed political and civil branches of society tied by a social contract that creates no 

society but a state. The sovereign state Leviathan with its coercive mechanisms was an actor 

of social transformation in the pessimistic ‘state of nature’ (Hobbes 1976 [1651]). The post-

Hobbesian scholarship on civil society introduced another perspective distinguishing civil 

society as a space of voluntary associations and charitable societies. This argument was later 

central to the works of Tocqueville and Durkheim. Responding to Hobbes’s absolutism, 

Locke (2005 [1690]) formulated liberal civil society, where all conditions for peace and 

prosperity were already in the state of nature, which did not require the powerful state. If for 

Locke, limited government was defined by the social contract, and the rule of law was the 

guarantor of the social order, for Montesquieu, civil society defends individual liberties 

against the despotism of the monarchy. 

 

In this sense, it is useful to differentiate two modes of understanding of civil society in the 

Western thought––the so-called L- and M-streams, formulated by Taylor (1990), that inspired 

and influenced further conceptualisations by other thinkers. The L-stream, based on Lockean 

vision and connected with Protestantism, refers to the Anglo-American liberal tradition, 

where civil society is an ethical community with the limited state. The Enlightenment period 

was critical in having a movement against the church––an important development idea based 

on the notion of autonomous groups and individual thinking against the control of the church. 

Scottish Enlightenment thinkers Adam Smith and Adam Ferguson followed the Lockean 

vision that economic activities and civil, not military methods shape civil society––an 
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autonomous sphere outside the political state. Another variant, the M-stream, named after 

Montesquieu and related with Catholicism, associates civil society with a mediating body of 

institutions such as guilds, assemblies, and corporations between the strong centralised state 

and society.  

Second Period of Theorising: Liberal and Marxist Strands of Civil Society 
 

The argument of the state as a counterweight to the ‘state of nature’ was dominant until 

Hegel’s modern theory of bürgerlich Gesselschaft, civic (middle) class society. Hegelian 

thinking of civil society introduced radical innovation on existing models. Unlike his 

predecessors, Hegel synthesised L- and M-streams, and was the first to differentiate political 

state and civil society. The latter is a system of needs and the realm of citizens outside the 

family, the church, and the state (Taylor 1975: 432). Similar to the future theory of 

Tocqueville,
9
 it is here that interests and views of individuals take forms and gain a civic 

voice. In Hegelian civil society, collective market behaviour forms the basis for social 

relationships between individuals.  

 

The decline of religion became an outcome of the industrial revolution originated in England, 

fostered technical progress, and bureaucratisation––the notions associated with social 

theorists like Weber, Durkheim, and Tönnies. While understanding the conservative and 

ideological role of religion, Weber (2003 [1905]) articulated the forces of rationalisation that 

dictated the pervasiveness of instrumental reason over the scope of religion in the domains of 

social life. Modernisation created a shift from mechanical to organic solidarity based on 

interdependence (Durkheim 2012 [1893]); and from community (Gemeinschaft) to society 

(Gesselschaft), i.e. from close, enduring, and  traditional relationships inherent mostly in rural 

settings towards life in the public sphere, in the outside world based on the doctrine of 

individualism (Tonnies 2011 [1957]). 

 

Individualism, self-organisation, and autonomy are essential elements for the Western civic 

culture. As a system of priorities and privileges, individualism emphasised the autonomy and 

freedom of thought and expression. It implied both equality and liberty, two of the most 

fundamental features of the western culture (Macfarlane 1991; Dumont 1992). Accordingly, 

for the West to create liberal democracy concerned with limiting the power of the state, 

certain intermediate mechanisms must be involved. To answer why the Western civil sphere 

                                                

9
 Tocqueville viewed civil society (société civile) as relations of the citizens among themselves. 
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is so diverse and extensive, we need to outline the elements of the Western culture and its 

founding principles of self-organisation and autonomy. From the historical point of view, 

European colonists arrived to the New World before service-providing governments had been 

settled (Therborn 2010). Basic needs for education, social services, public safety, and other 

assistance dictated them to establish the very first institutions in the New World––self-

governing religious congregations, which quickly became the primary providers of schooling, 

health care, and other needed services (Fleishman 2009). Many theorists  (Keane 1988; 

Inglehart & Welzel 2005; Warren 2011; Alexander 2006) point to cultural change that drives 

economic and social independence once the state of struggle for survival is passed. This gives 

the freedom of protecting individual autonomy. In the nineteenth century, Western 

individualism faced the growth of complex and advanced society in the form of voluntary 

associations spreading virtues of solidarity, civic-mindedness, and the spirit of community as 

a counterbalance to the state. This account is central to Tocqueville’s study of the American 

society (2003 [1835])––one of the major points in the historical career of civil society that 

influenced postmodern thought. Tocqueville proclaimed associations as the ‘schools of 

democracy’ since they stimulate political action, provide information and knowledge, and 

develop relevant civic skills such as toleration, trust, the sense of reciprocity, and respect for 

others.  

 

When we turn to Marx, who opposed Hegel’s civilised cooperation, we can see that civil 

society received another equivalent of a bourgeois society characterised by material self-

interest, class tension and exploitation (Marx 1970 [1843]). The bürger lost its original 

Hegelian ‘public’ meaning of citizens. Civil society, as a realm of freedom that allowed the 

bourgeoisie to grow, and as a projection of bourgeois culture, merely masked the struggle 

between social classes. We can see that Marx’s model was novel in claiming a new antithesis 

of ‘society-state,’ where civil society with bourgeois interests reaches the realm of economic 

relations that define the political stage. Continuing the Marxist tradition, civil society, 

according to Gramsci (2010 [1929]), belongs to the super-structural sphere rather than the 

structural base of society. Gramsci’s concern was to eliminate Marxist economic determinism 

and to build its explanatory power with respect to legal, cultural and social institutions. 

Gramsci saw the non-state activities and autonomous social organisations as the realm where 

emancipatory forces can be expressed. His main argument implied the rise of hegemony in 

civil society that separates and eliminates the power of the capitalistic state.  
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At this juncture, we can distinguish two main strands of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century thought––the Marxist and the liberal––that influenced modern civil society thinking. 

The Marxist strand, exploited in the works of Gramsci, holds class struggle ideas, while the 

liberal one implies associational life of individuals. Both share the common ground only in 

terms of allocating civil society outside the state and bringing forward the universality of 

Western individualism (Hann 1996). This brief historical overview shows that civil society 

developed contradicting interpretations such as being equated with the state, then opposed to 

the absolutist power; later on again associated with the market economy, and then divorced 

from its realm.  

Third Period: Post-Socialist Revival of Civil Society  
 

At the end of the twentieth century, the ideas of the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries have 

received a new urgency. In the late 1970s, neo-Gramscian civil society generated attention in 

the dissident environment of Eastern and Southern Europe and in the Marxist circles of Latin 

America (Kaldor 2003a), the places with a critical deficit of democracy. The 1970-80s was 

the heyday of civil society, which had turned into a slogan, symbol, and harbinger of the 

change. Eastern European countries with organisations Solidarity in Poland, Dialogue in 

Hungary, Charter 77 and the Civic Forum Movement in Czechoslovakia introduced the 

emancipatory idea of civil society as an independent activity based on the concept of active 

citizenship with a larger role for voluntary self-regulating associations.
10

 The lack of 

autonomous civil and political liberties, economic stagnation, and the fallacy of state 

legitimacy were the primary reasons (Rau 1992; Tismăneanu 1990; Weigle & Butterfield 

1992; Golenkova 1999; Bernhard 1993) to unleash the ‘power of powerless’ (Havel 1991) 

that “horrified the Communist world and amazed, thrilled and cheered the West” (Pelczynski 

1988: 363). However, it would be doubtful to assume that civil society was completely absent 

or dormant and revived only by the Eastern European intellectual elites and leaders of 

dissident movements. Many authors (Lane & Kolankiewicz 1973; Hann 1996; Buchowski 

                                                

10
 The proponents of independent activity in Central Europe in the 1970s assumed that civil society could only 

emerge within the parameters of the post-totalitarian state while preserving as much autonomy as possible in 

an independent sphere of public activity. This conception formulated by Polish public intellectual Adam 

Michnik is known as ‘new evolutionism’ and based “on faith in the power of the working class, which […] has 

on several occasions forced the government to make spectacular concessions. It is difficult to foresee 

developments in the working class, but there is no question that the power elite fears this social group most. 

Pressure from the working class is necessary condition for the evolution of public life toward democracy” 

(Michnik 1992: 144). This concept reinvigorated the idea that an independent society could find and exploit 

room to attain autonomy. 
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1996; Crotty 2009; Zeniewski 2011) pointed out at existing non-political social groups, clubs, 

and movements during state socialism that engaged in a variety of activities.
11

   

 

The loss of the ability or willingness to restrain independent activity by the state apparatus 

triggered the extraordinary blossom of alternative groups in the Central and Eastern Europe. 

Outside the Soviet Union, in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, the civil society 

argument brought an end to the idea of revolution as a way for the change. Labour unions, 

scholars, students with the growing number of grassroots associations and movements were 

mainly engaged in samizdat publishing, lecturing, teaching, discussing, and articulating their 

efforts against the tyranny of the regime, hoping to build moral bases of democratic values 

(Rau 1992; Cohen & Arato 1992; Kumar 1993). Interestingly, post-socialist societies––that 

developed the anti-religious secular understanding of the world––also saw themselves as heirs 

to the Enlightenment. They conceived themselves in a sense of Western civilisation based on 

the ideals of individualism, liberalism, constitutionalism, human rights, equality, the rule of 

law, democracy, free markets, and secularisation and separation of the church and the state.  

Civil society holds a special attention, for being an elusive concept to describe an autonomous 

social space filled with associations based on social consensus and pursuing their own ends 

relatively outside the domain of state action. Since autonomy from the sphere of state activity 

is an important feature attributed to the Western notion of civil society, we are now left with 

the question of whether this implies full or partial autonomy? Many authors share the 

argument that it would be naive to see the Western notion of civil society as absolutely 

autonomous (Jenlink 2007; Kaldor 2003a; Lane 2010). In one formulation (Rosenblum & 

Lesch 2011), the state, having powerful mechanisms of coercion and incentive to cultivate or 

constrain forms of associational life, is ‘prior’ to civil society. In Western democracies, this 

translates into government’s role to ensure the congruence between social institutions and the 

requirements of stable democracy. For example, as Lane (2010) articulates, Western 

democratisation correlates with growing marketisation of the economy in terms of political 

institutions protecting the public and the weakening free market. Viewed from the realm of 

civil society, the state is implied to be a strong and relatively independent framework of civil 

society groups to maintain conditions of pluralism (Keane 1988; Walzer 1992). In practice, 

the borderline between the state and civil society appears as an abstract term and state 

mechanisms can get involved in regulating the dynamics of the civil sphere. The cases of 

                                                

11
 For example, the Catholic Church in Poland, where state socialism was more pluralistic than in other countries 

of the Soviet bloc, was the only independent institution from the state and an alternative centre of power 

(Pelczynski 1988; Zeniewski 2011). 
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American veteran, religious, and fellowship associations existed until the 1960s that heavily 

supported state policies and were involved in public affairs and legislative campaigns 

(Skocpol 2003; 2011), post-9/11 US government’s comprehensive investigation of charities 

(Howell et al. 2009), and the 2008 financial crisis that required state’s support to save the 

market (Powell 2013) are some of the examples. 

From Neoliberalism to Associational Life 
 

With the unfolding of the democratisation project in East Central Europe, the strength of civil 

society has declined significantly. Embracing the neo-liberal concept, civil society shifted to 

the economic sphere. In the age of globalisation, a market-led model replaced the socialist 

state-led model of development (Powell 2013). Notions of a ‘free market’ were juxtaposed to 

state control. Western neoliberal ideas of marketisation of economic relationships collided 

with the original bottom-up civil society ideology. The latter was best represented by the 

Polish Solidarity movement, which transformed into an “elite-driven vehicle” for top-down 

reforms (Zeniewski 2011: 981; Brinton 2002; Ost 2007). The post-socialist syndrome was 

characterised by the increased pessimism from the economic recession (Rau 1992; Bernhard 

1993; Howard 2003). In the context of the welfare state crisis and economic restructuring, in 

both new post-socialist states and developed Western economies, questions rose regarding 

boundaries between public and private, good governance, as well as meanings, effects, and 

expectations from civil society. Liberalism, strongly associated with the bottom-up civil 

participation and autonomy, turned to a concept related to individualism and the pursuit of 

economic liberties. Civil society’s new role as an agent of reform aimed at narrowing the 

scope of government activity and reducing state social welfare activity (Lane 2010; Beckman 

1993). The collision between two ideologies of democracy and neoliberalism negatively 

influenced public views of democracy and virtues of civil society. Social liberties seemed to 

be understood through the prism of wealth, money and power. The increased income divide, 

the emergence of social strata, inequality, and heightened principles of individualism had their 

effect in raised suspicion amongst those who were not so successful in fitting into the new 

economic realities. This brought scepticism towards newly formed civil society institutions in 

former socialist republics, which made people rely more on personal informal networks 

(Howard 2003; 2011).  

 

In this light, in the US, the civil society slogan was picked up to advance and legitimise social 

and political agendas (Seligman 1997). Tracing associationalism in the US, Skocpol (2011) 

argues that business association that dominated the public sphere in the early twentieth 
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century have been joined by fellowship groups––solidarity-based nonpartisan associations 

sharing same moral obligations. However, the shift in public trust, attitude towards 

government, and confidence in institutions had declined since the mid-1960s in the United 

States (Fukuyama 1995; Lipset & Schneider 1983; Seligman 1997). The late twentieth 

century seen a substantial reduction in organisational membership and fellowship associations 

examined by Putman (1995; 2000) in his famous Bowling Alone study. Skocpol (2011: 113) 

sees the reasons for such civic reorganisation in social, political, and technological changes––

in family life, racial discrimination, human rights uprisings, the emancipation of women, and, 

most critically, the Vietnam War––unpopular among educated elites––that broke the 

solidarity tradition. Only the late-1970s brought about interest groups and voluntary groups 

formation that adopted new non-membership forms such as think tanks and foundations. 

Associational Life Theorising 
 

In new democracies of Europe, according to Lane’s (2010) study, civil society made its way 

from being a reform ideology from opposition to communism to a component of 

neoliberalism and finally becoming a policy supporting and legitimising democratisation. In 

response to post-socialist transformations, communitarian thinking––mainly formed in the US 

and united the views of both Left and Right––called for the proliferation of associationalism 

and community spirit as an essential protection against the domination of the state and as a 

counterbalance to keep the latter accountable. With the end of the state-led model of 

development in post-socialist societies, a community-led model gradually replaced the 

market-led neoliberal economic model bringing into the fore democratic values, citizen 

participation, and sustainable development (Powell 2013). 

 

There have been many attempts to encapsulate civil society ideas in theoretical models. Harris 

(2006: 131) proposes four models around central ideas: a middle-age model of civil society as 

a law-abiding state (Model 1); as a sphere of private property and business (Model 2); a realm 

of altruism, communalism, and voluntaristic, non-profit-making, civic and mutual-help 

associations co-existing with state and market (Model 3); and a sphere of democracy, fair 

procedures, the rule of law, and human rights (Model 4). While the last two models, inspired 

from Tocqueville and Kant respectively, relate to the postmodern revival of civil society, they 

fall short in defining the relationship with the state. In the same vein, Foley and Edwards 

(1996) reviewed the existing interpretations of civil society in one of the most persuasive 

models––Civil Society I (CS I) and Civil Society II (CS II). The core argument of CS I runs 

through Tocqueville, Durkheim, and Scottish moralists, and postulates positive effects of 
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outside-the-state networks of associations such as clubs, churches, and voluntary groups, as 

well as capitalist market associations. CS II is, however, linked primarily with the action of 

resistance and anti-communist movements in the 1970-80s. This model places civil society as 

a counterweight to the state. In another review, Hann (1996: 5) labels these opposing models 

as the liberal strand, reflecting CS I as a sphere of associating individuals, and the Marxist 

strand, relating to CS II and emphasising class struggle. Despite limitations in delineating 

borders and relationships between public sphere actors, these models inspired further 

theorising and opened up debates about the two important traditions for civil society––

consensus and conflict.  

 

These central traditions constitute the core for one of the substantial intellectual debates of the 

twentieth century between Habermas and Foucault. While sharing the Kantian relation to civil 

society as a sphere of common norms (Harris’s Model 4), these political thinkers developed 

different views on issues of power and freedom in democratic frameworks. Habermassian 

(1979; 1992) theory of discursive public sphere and communicative rationality postulates civil 

society empowerment through constitution-writing and deliberate democracy that will involve 

citizens in the process of public opinion and will formation. Habermas’s discourse ethics 

contradicts Foucault’s power analytics and the relativist theory. If, according to Habermas 

(1987), consensus-seeking, rationality, and freedom are absent from power, in Foucault’s 

reasoning, these entities are inseparable. Foucault (1984; 1988) sees criticism of authoritative 

action, existing constitutions, and public institutions as a way to stimulate and strengthen 

democracy––one needs the power to curb power. In other words, the conflict that questions 

the power is the prerequisite for a strong civil society. Both views are fruitful for a better 

understanding of civil society: the Habermas’s approach gives a clear depiction of democratic 

principles and institutional development, and Foucault’s theorising sheds more light on the 

workings of power and institutional dynamics. Many social analysts (Heller 1984; Rorty 

1989; Flyvbjerg 1998; Chandler 2004) criticised Habermas’s moral philosophy and posited 

his reasoning against Foucault’s as a tension between the normative and the real. However, as 

Flyvbjerg (1998) argues, Foucauldian approach is limited within particularistic and 

contextualist traditions that tend to overlook structural and institutional ‘big picture’ issues. 

 

Habermassian communicative action was revisited by Cohen and Arato (1992) in their 

seminal work Civil Society and Political Theory. To explain civil society links with 

democracy and address the absence of a systematic theory of civil society, the authors step 

beyond CSI and CSII and place the idea of civil society around two tasks: one in continuation 
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of the welfare state in Western developed societies, and another in continuation of 

democratisation in authoritarian societies. They articulate civil society as “a sphere of social 

interaction between economy and state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially 

the family), the sphere of associations (especially voluntary associations), social movements, 

and forms of public communication” (xi). Cohen and Arato reject Foucault’s narrow view of 

civil society in terms of power relations and criticise a number of arguments including Carl 

Schmidt’s fusion of civil society and the state, and Hanna Arendt’s (1958) normative thesis 

for the absence of mediation between public and private, and her linking of collective action 

such as social movements with inevitable atomisation of society. Cohen and Arato’s attention 

at the nation-state precludes the discussion of contemporary effects of modernity and global 

civil society institutions. Nevertheless, their work is a comprehensive analysis of early 

theories and a serious theoretical treatment of civil society.  

 

Limitations of Cohen and Arato’s post-Marxist theory in failing to separate the civil sphere 

from family, cultural, religious, and ethnic arenas were marked by Alexander (2006) in his 

major work of cultural sociology The Civil Sphere. The author combines L- and M-streams 

into the CS I approach, broadly referred as a set of public associations outside the state. 

Indicating the broadness of the umbrella model of CSI and Marx-influenced CS II that reflect 

a distorted reality of civil society, Alexander (2006) proposes an alternative CS III that relies 

on solidarity. His civil sphere is not fully autonomous––it is designated from the state and the 

market yet interacts with these social spheres. He claims that such a civil sphere, having a 

morally universalistic cultural structure, is a resource for social criticism and democratic 

politics. Alexander admits permanent boundary problems between civil and uncivil, and 

racial, gender, and ethnic contradictions that leave many outside the civil sphere. He seems to 

move from an analytical approach to finding ways to define a ‘good’ and a ‘bad’ civil society. 

The author finds a solution in civil repair––democratic language, multiculturalism, and social 

movements. His research illustrates North American and European case studies on how the 

civil sphere ‘repairs’ itself. Although Alexander’s civil sphere lacks explanation on its 

applicability on social class, ‘high’ education (Griffin 2007), and the relationship of 

multiculturalism and solidarity with Realpolitik in other societies, his theory clearly indicates 

associational life as a new civil society discourse. 

 

Accepting the impossibility of a universal theory of civil society, Edwards (2004: 95) adduces 

an integrated approach based on three major schools of thought of civil society. In observing 

civil society––as a space outside states and markets for collective action for a healthy society; 
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a means and action across interdependent institutions to achieve it; and a Habermassian public 

sphere that sets ‘rules of the game’ that gives voice for a collective vision––Edwards blends 

them together into a synthesised model of ‘associational ecosystem’ with a democratic state 

and independent public spheres. He accepts the normative and idealist nature of this model, so 

he argues that at least an attack on all forms of inequalities, and support for innovations in 

associational life would enable conditions for a working civil society.  

In response to the post-socialist declining trust and low membership in voluntary 

organisations, mentioned earlier, there has been a growing attention to collective action and 

associational life––to what Powell (2015) and Heckscher (2015) refer as ‘global associational 

revolution’––that asserts voluntary associations as vital for liberal democracy (Walzer 1983; 

Bellah et al. 1985; Putnam 1993; Coleman 1988; Keane 1988; Seligman 1995; Etzioni 1993). 

Quite simply, the latter means a form of political rule that enables multiple individual means, 

including voting, advocacy, and networking, to affect collective decisions (Warren 2011: 

380). The proponents of associationalism viewed functionality of civil society in providing 

sustainability of positive externalities for society and capacity building; delivery of services, 

which may differ from the state and firms in efficiency and effectiveness; and the production 

of public goods.
12

 Such functionality, according to Putnam (1993), signifies civil society that 

fosters social capital. This, in turn, encourages economic growth and contributes to healthy 

democratic societies. 

 

The concept of social capital, recorded by Bourdieu (1977), Granovetter (1973; 1985), 

Coleman (1988), and Putnam (1993; 2000), refers to the capital that arises from ‘horizontal’ 

networks of civic engagement that open access to information and resources. Putnam’s (1993) 

seminal comparative study of Northern-Central and Southern Italian regional governance 

found that cooperative environment and horizontal social networks long established in 

Northern-Central Italy were responsible for better governance and economic development 

thanks to high level of trust, social capital, and vibrant associational life. Putnam holds that 

any type of society (traditional or modern, authoritarian or democratic) involves networks of 

interpersonal communication and solidarity––such as neighbourhood associations, choral 

societies, cooperatives, sports clubs and the like, which are an essential part of social capital. 

Fukuyama (1996) adds that civil society does not arise inevitably out of industrial and social 

progress––it is the endowment of social capital, trust, developed networks, and sociability. 

Social capital promotes public trust and cooperation and constitutes the cultural component of 

                                                

12
 Non-excludable goods subject to free-ridership such as security, environmental integrity, and public health 

(Warren 2011: 385). 
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modern societies––the notion that relates to CSI and pertains to the neo-Tocquevillean school 

of thought. Together, the studies of social capital and communitarianism help us understand 

the critical role of civic engagement in deepening democracy and producing a positive effect 

on governance. It is, however, important to remember about the ‘dark side’ of civil society. 

As many authors point out (Levin 1996; Berman 1997; Warren 2011; Ziegler 2013; Powell 

2015), bonding social capital amongst criminal groups can cultivate hatred, violence, 

xenophobia, sectarianism, and other disturbances since “all sorts of sociability can generate 

the trust” (Pearce 2011: 410). Obviously, to distinguish the ‘dark side,’ one needs to recognise 

the kinds of social capital, motives, ethical and social norms that matter in civil society.  

Generic Western Civil Society? 
 

Social capital thinking leads us to imperative questions of the cultural base of civil society, 

especially the extent to which any element of civil society could be inherent to and developed 

in various cultural settings. Despite polar views on culture––whether it shapes independently 

of the environment or geography (migrants can at times retain their own culture tenaciously in 

new worlds) (Fernandez-Armesto 2001); or is influenced by geography, climate, politics, 

history, and other factors (Putnam 1993; Fukuyama 1995; Harrison & Huntington 2000; 

Huntington 2002), it is clear that culture does its anthropological function by affecting the 

traditions of civic engagement––the central point of Putnam’s (1993) study. If we distil 

religion as part of a culture, we may recall the L- and M-streams of civil society 

understanding that are based on Protestant and Catholic traditions, respectively. Numerous 

studies have explained civil society through the theological prism. Seligman’s (1992) 

examination of classical Anglo-American or Calvinist thinkers of civil society, categorised in 

the L-stream, emphasises the Protestant vision of civil society as a civilised and ethical life. 

Commenting on Seligman, Kharkhordin (1998) adds the M-stream thinking to illustrate the 

Catholic tradition of civil society, known for its intermediary and defending mechanisms 

against secular powers. This tradition can also be found implicitly in civic associations that 

Tocqueville, Gramsci, and Putnam analysed––all of them trace roots to Catholic confraternity 

tradition. In this respect, the ‘Christian DNA’ of the civil society concept adds more weight to 

the scholarly suspicion on the applicability of civil society to non-Western and non-

democratic contexts. Some of the notable critics doubted such possibility with regard to the 

Islamic world (Gellner 1994; Mardin 1995; Hall 1995) and pointed at the absence of 

conditions for the rise of “the classical Western liberal-individualist model of civil society” in 

societies distant from the Western culture (Seligman 1992: 200). While such predisposition 
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suffers from Western bias and ethnocentric and Orientalist views of civil society, the notion 

‘Western civil society’ needs to be addressed.  

 

I argue that we should be cautious of the notion ‘Western civil society.’ In view of all that has 

been mentioned so far, we can see various developmental pathways of civil society in Eastern 

and Western Europe and the United States. Many studies demonstrate variations of civil 

societies, despite the presence of the neo-Tocquevillean spirit, in the American (Skocpol et al. 

2000; Putnam 2000), Latin American
13

 (Dagnino 2005; 2011), British (Almond & Verba 

1963; Loizos 1996; Pattie et al. 2003), Scandinavian, German (Joas & Adloff 2006), French, 

Spanish and other European cultural contexts. As Almond and Verba (1963) rightfully 

warned, civic culture differs in various societies and spreads with great difficulty due to non-

congruent belief systems, traditions, and welfare state regimes. Esping-Andersen’s (1990) 

influential welfare state typology clearly differentiates the liberal (minimal social support 

from the state as in the US, UK, Australia), corporatist (a mix of state-market support 

mechanisms as in Germany and the Netherlands), and social democratic regimes (with the 

state as the main provider as in Scandinavian countries) that reflects on the relationship 

between the state and civil society. Therefore, the notion of the singular ‘Western model of 

civil society’ that would reflect a generic Western reality appears to be factually incorrect and 

reaches its logical terminus. ‘Western civil society,’ present in the scholarly literature, is 

reduced to its mainstream category meaning liberal civil society and the homogeneity of the 

Western emancipatory
14

 ideas, discussed earlier, related with the tradition of liberalism.    

 

Alternative Conceptions of Civil Society 
 

The latest controversies and debates are linked to building global civil society. This issue can 

be seen from a perspective of technological development and global communications. In such 

a network society, in Castells’s (2000) terms, there are more possibilities for information 

exchange, debate, and dialogue. In addition, new interests towards alternative forms of public 

engagement, such as social entrepreneurship, are gaining popularity in the US and Europe, 

and only now receiving attention in post-socialist societies. Another substantial account on 

the globality and ‘import’ of civil society was provided by Keane (2003) who showed the link 
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 Latin America and Eastern Europe are both culturally part of Europe (Kaldor 2003: 589). 

14
 The universality of this idea is highly questionable. For example, with regard to universal political 

emancipation of actors in the civil sphere, Peggy Watson (1997: 27) highlights a paradox inherent to Western 

liberal civil society––it constitutes women as a minority and concurrently proclaims freedom for feminism. 

The latter is both the failure and the achievement of liberal civil society. 
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between these two issues. While failing to define global civil society due to the risk to 

comprise all non-state worldwide activities and describe everything, he argued that global 

civil society is actually transnationalisation of western civil societies. However, as Keane 

(2003: 33) notes, civil association protected by law was already common throughout the 

world. Similarly, Kaldor (2003a, 2003b: 589) struggles to formulate global civil society but 

suggests differentiating between the activist version (humanitarian movements); the 

neoliberal version (where civil society is part of a policy agenda of NGOs in their global 

mission to build democracies and facilitate market reforms); and the postmodern version (that 

rejects Eurocentrism and looks for a variety of civil society forms existing in non-Western 

world).  

 

The postmodern understanding of civil society has received serious anthropological attention 

for its potential to unfold more dimensions and local dynamics of civil society. Hann (1999: 

16) and Howard (2011: 141) draw fine distinctions between approaches in defining civil 

society in non-Western contexts. From a narrow universalist point of view, civil society is 

applicable only to the American and West European capitalist societies where it emerged, and 

freedom of thought and expression was practised for hundreds of years. From a broader 

relativist perspective, each country has its own civil society with cross-national variations. 

These authors offer a middle ground theoretical framework between these two perspectives 

that rejects the universalism of civil society and contends that it takes many different forms.  

 

One of the major ethnographic studies of civil society that implements this intermediary 

framework is the volume of Hann and Dunn (1996). Together with other contributors, the 

authors questioned ‘classical’ Western-centric civil society models based on liberal 

individualism, and examined, using an anthropological lens, the workings of real domestic 

civil societies and interpersonal practices in non-Western contexts. In their introduction, the 

authors reject the normative definition of civil society as a space between the family and the 

state that is equated with non-governmental organisations. Instead, they find it fruitful to 

examine civil society in various ethnographic contexts where a wide range of “informal 

interpersonal practices” thrives (1996: 3). Hann and Dunn do not regard ‘civil society’ as 

something novel in the context of Eastern Europe due to intrinsic socio-political awareness, 

moral motivations, and existing spaces and institutions in such societies like Poland and 

Hungary to express social identities. The authors argue that the border between the state and 

civil society is never fixed but subtle. Accordingly, attempts to place civil society in 

opposition to an authoritarian regime is a futile and one-sided prospect since the spaces for 
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struggle can also be found within state educational and research institutions. By tracing the 

trajectory of ‘civil society’ from the ideological ‘hurrah’ slogan to the post-socialist policy-

enabling concept linked with democracy and neoliberalism, the authors argue for the 

usefulness of an anthropological approach that helps reveal not ‘the making’ but ‘the being’ 

of civil society encapsulated in traditional practices, social networks of everyday life and 

informal associations.  

 

Although half of the materials represent the European and North American-dominated 

discourse, attention has been paid to often overlooked practices and issues: welfare and 

gifting practices in Mormon communities in the US; the role of the British media in building 

social coherence and informed consensus; the rudiments of the once all-powerful state’s 

penetration into the private sphere that prevents growth of associations and cause social 

alienation in East Germany; and grassroots groups in communist Poland that helped to form–

referencing Foucauldian power reasoning––a way of thinking and question the existing 

regime. The case material expands the civil society geography that reveals the decline of trust 

in remote Siberia; local NGO-government struggle for foreign aid in Albania––a similar case 

scenario that unfolded in Central Asian societies; the state’s influence in limiting individual 

entrepreneurship in Indonesia; NGO constraints operating in rural China; strong village 

communality tradition in Japan; female veiling as a manifestation of a private choice in state 

patriarchy in the Middle East; and informal coping mechanisms amongst women in Turkey. 

Analogous studies (Chambers & Kymlicka 2002; Glasius et al. 2004) have widened the 

epistemological framework and renounced a one-sided approach to civil society. Despite 

reflecting on the reality of the 1990s and early 2000s, these seminal works are essential today 

for examining similar informal practices and challenges in ‘state-civil society’ relations that 

are now inherent to post-Soviet civil societies.  

 

Cross-cultural experiences of African and Islamic societies also represent a useful lesson on 

local civil societies. Several African studies (Maina 1998; Lewis 2001; Obadare 2011) link 

activities, not only organisations, to civil society because of a variety of self-help initiatives 

arranged for personal ends. Key works on conceptualisations reflecting different cultural and 

religious traditions including Islam (Hanafi 2002; Chambers & Kymlicka 2002) have revealed 

matching Muslim and universal civil society ideals discussed in Chapter 5. Sajoo’s (2002) 

study of the real presence of civil society in Islamic societies shows evidence of the primacy 

of social justice and human agency, the autonomy of Muslim religious scholars (ulama), and 

solidarity groups, all being compatible with Western modernity.  
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Is the concept of Western civil society then relevant to elsewhere? To answer this complex 

question, Lewis (2001) offers four epistemological positions. First, Western exceptionalism 

would reject the question and assert that civil society is compatible with only political realities 

of Western liberalism. Second, a prescriptive universalism position sees civil society as a 

missing necessary condition for democracy building. It is this position that produced the 

‘mainstream’ model (Howell & Pearce 2001; Giffen et al. 2005) of civil society for ‘export’ 

into new independent states of the former Soviet Union. Third, the adaptive prescription 

position accepts reciprocal traditions and activities, not only organisations, as forms of civil 

society. Finally, the historical position regards the above question as a ‘wrong one’ and 

defines civil society by a complex mix of local culture, history, level of policy, and legacies 

of political regimes, for example, colonialism. For an understanding of post-Soviet civil 

society, it is productive to follow adaptive and historical positions that relate to the middle 

ground approach, described earlier. In the remaining sections of this chapter, I first discuss the 

difficulty of allocating the model of civil society, preached by international donors and 

lending organisations. Then I proceed to the discussion of how adaptive and historical 

positions can be useful in conceptualising civil society in Central Asia. 

 

2.2. Civil Society Model Promoted by International  

Donors and Agencies 
 

The process of NGO development was not linear and changed from initial euphoria to tighter 

civil society-state relations. This process can be divided into four stages (Buxton 2009), 

which I discuss below.  

First Stage: High Hopes for Civil Society 
 

Before the influx of international funding, the first obvious changes in the social organisation 

came in the late 1980s.  Gorbachev’s reforms perestroika and glasnost encouraged public 

openness and expression of opinions––a radical new approach to social life. Freedom under 

glasnost was expressed in the form of growth of social groups, friendship and reciprocal 

associations, and various interest-based organisations which acted free of any control of the 

Party-state (Lane 1992). In Central Asia, the appearance of informal groups featured pro-

perestroika groups––usually ranging from sports, leisure, ecology and friendship 

associations––and those with a radical agenda challenging the Communist Party.  

One of the key features of the late 1980s and early 1990s was the high degree of politicisation 

of public organisations. Indeed, Eastern European civil society debates and theorising echoed 
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little in Central Asia, yet a version of activist civil society, which Kaldor (2003a) defines as 

self-organised with an activist agenda, was not alien to Central Asia. A spirit of self-

confidence and receptiveness to new ideas was present (Akiner 2002). In Tajikistan, newly 

emerged campaigning groups, literary clubs, and debating circles were pioneers among 

autonomous groups raising issues of cultural revival, the Tajik language, and shortcomings of 

state power (Giffen et al. 2005). In Kazakhstan, it was indeed the mass membership 

organisation Nevada-Semipalatinsk, which became one of the prominent bottom-up civic 

voices powerful enough to influence the state policy in bringing an end to nuclear testing on 

Kazakhstan’s territory. Tracing its origins, the movement was sparked off by the news of the 

leak of radioactive gases at a nuclear test site near Semipalatinsk. Symbolically, the Writers’ 

Union in Alma-Ata, which the famous Kazakhstani writer Gerold Belger refers to as a hotbed 

of culture and free-thinking, became the birthplace of the movement.
15

 In his election 

campaign speech, the popular writer, social activist and the leader of the movement, Olzhas 

Suleimenov, raised the issue of the nuclear tests in Eastern Kazakhstan and called on the 

public for participating in mass protests. On 28 February 1989, the streets near the Writers’ 

Union were flooded with thousands of people who came to voice grievances against the 

nuclear threat. In subsequent months, Nevada-Semipalatinsk as an official public body 

managed to consolidate many environmental activists, public figures and state politicians. The 

culmination of the movement was the reduction of nuclear tests with the last explosion on 19 

October 1989. Yet its biggest success was the president’s decree on the closure of nuclear test 

sites in the August of 1991.
16

 Considering the strength of publicity and forces of mobilisation, 

the Nevada-Semipalatinsk movement managed to attract global attention to the causes behind 

its origin––in a similar fashion to the Solidarnosc mobilisation phenomenon in socialist 

Poland. The legacy of Nevada-Semipalatinsk is seen not only in antinuclear achievements but 

also in its reforming character––the movement spearheaded bottom-up attempts to consolidate 

oppositional political parties. 

 

Other notable activist and opposition groups were the Democratic Union, Alma-Ata Popular 

Front, Azat, Adilet, Zheltoqsan, Info-Next, Memorial in Kazakhstan (Brown 1990); Ashar 

renamed in 1990 as the Democratic Movement of Kyrgyzstan (Geiss 2003); Agzy-Birlik in 

Turkmenistan; and Birlik in Uzbekistan. What unites these social formations was an open 

demand to dismantle the Communist Party, increase national consciousness, and revive long-

forgotten national cultural values. For example, in Uzbekistan, attempts to create oppositional 
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 Interview with Gerold Belger (1934-2015), writer, 26 February 2014, Almaty, Kazakhstan. 

16
 For a detailed account on Nevada's activities, please see Carter 1990; Boztaev 1992; Rashid 1994.  
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forces were made by Birlik (Unity) and Erk (Freedom), two popular fronts whose leaders 

appealed towards the revival of the Uzbek language and indigenous values, ‘ethnisation,’ and 

spiritual Islamic heritage. Internal changes and the split among the leaders of Birlik 

undermined the movement and led to it eventually being outlawed and the exile of their 

members in the mid-1990s. Only the leader of Erk who pursued less aggressive policies 

towards the Uzbek government only took part in the presidential elections in 1991 (Hanks 

1999; Bingol 2004; Fedorov 2012). Notwithstanding organisational and political challenges, 

the fact of the existence of informal groups in these societies symbolises significant social 

changes previously atypical for any Soviet society. As Brown (1990: 88) summarises, the 

lasting positive impact of informal associations was in “moving the bureaucracy to take action 

to deal with serious social problems.” 

Second Stage: The 1990s 
 

A turning point in Central Asian post-1991 history was marked with the daunting task of 

building new societies with constructed national identities, viable liberal markets, social 

institutions, and vibrant public sphere. Recent decades have demonstrated the impossibility of 

completing such a comprehensive task in a limited period of time due to numerous 

constraining factors. By 1991, Central Asian countries found themselves multi-ethnic, 

Russophone, awakened from deep isolation from the rest of the world, and with no experience 

in democratic practices. In contrast to other post-colonial societies, the Central Asian state-

building process ‘from scratch’ was unparalleled in Asian and African nations (Dave 2007). 

Unlike the latter, the post-Soviet Central Asian states inherited a fully functioning state 

apparatus along with local Soviet elites and coercive state mechanisms. The concurrent 

character of the creation of liberal markets and private property, institutionalisation of public 

associations, and the establishment of foreign links complicated the development of each 

country. With the heightened interest towards civil society as a powerful engine for 

democracy installation, the Central Asian governments embraced the neoliberal programme 

of civil society development. At its core lies the move to self-motivated activity that generates 

a thriving economy. Civil society as a centuries-old Western product reached post-Soviet 

societies as “a ready-made, compulsory blueprint for reforms” (Roy 2005: 1005) of 

privatisation and de-statisation. 

The first noticeable output of the neoliberal project was the growth of registered non-profit 

and non-governmental organisations (NGOs, also known as NCO in Kazakhstan and NNOs in 
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Uzbekistan)
17

 in the early 1990s. The tremendous constraints on resources, lack of 

entrepreneurial and political culture and its intellectual base among local elites resulted in the 

attraction of numerous foreign donors that established their NGOs and also funded domestic 

ones. While very few were set up by private donors, major funding was provided by a 

multitude of Western governments and global institutions such as the USAID, United Nations 

organisations, World Bank, IMF, DFID, Asian Development Bank, European Union and the 

‘Tacis’ programme (Technical Assistance for CIS countries), and global foundations such as 

the Open Society Institute.  

The development of civil society was strongly associated with the growing quantity of NGOs 

to implement the democratisation programme that entailed market reforms, free media, and 

human rights initiatives.
18

 The World Bank’s understanding of civil society signified “the 

wide array of non-governmental and not for profit organizations that have a presence in public 

life, express the interests and values of their members and others, based on ethical, cultural, 

political, scientific, religious or philanthropic considerations.”
19

 The emphasis on building 

NGOs led to numerous oxymoronic NGOs distinguishable by the source of financing: donor-

organised (DONGOs), business-organised (BONGOs), and government-organised NGOs 

(GONGOs). Recognising financial constraints and equally competing for funds with 

grassroots organisations,
20

 governments also appealed to local businesses for their corporate 

social responsibility (Alexandrov 2005) to support GONGOs, and in some cases forced them 

to provide donations (Ilkhamov 2005). In such a context, foreign donors preferred giving 

funds to GONGOs instead of grassroots initiatives (Jalling 2003).  

 

On a regional scale, the realities of the 1990s were similar for each of the five countries, 

though in every case the pace of the civil society reform was different. External factors 

(political regime, economic situation, donor impact) and internal issues (financial limits, the 

                                                

17
 Since the term NGO can be associated with ‘anti-governmental,’ NCO (non-commercial organisations) is the 

preferred term in Kazakhstan, and NNO (non-governmental and non-commercial organisations) in Uzbekistan. 
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 The number of NGOs sharply increased: For example, in Uzbekistan, from a few dozen NGOs at the 

beginning of the 1990s to more than 8,000 by 2015 (Rahimov 2017);  

In Kazakhstan, from 400 in the early 1990s to 3,500 in 2002, and 5,000 by 2005 (Diyachenko 2007);  

In Kyrgyzstan, from 611 in 1993 to 4,669 by 2000 (Alymbaeva 2017);  

Tajikistan had a slower growth due to the civil war––from 300 in 1997 to 2,750 NGOs by 2006, and only 

1,723 remained after re-registration (“ADB” 2011).  

19
 Source: http://www.worldbank.org/en/about/partners/civil-society#2 

20
 On similar NGO-government competition for foreign aid funds, see Sampson (1996). The author draws an 

insightful account from a donor’s perspective on the process of ‘importing civil society’ using Danish 

government funds to aid Albanian NGOs. This process entailed fierce competition for resources, including 

manipulations and tactics by GONGOs to pass themselves off as autonomous NGOs. The study also illustrates 

the proliferation of informal interpersonal relations in society and public distrust towards NGOs––an evidence 

of manipulation of imported concepts including ‘civil society,’ ‘capacity building,’ and ‘democracy.’  
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absence of NGO experience, lack of professionals) were responsible for its disparate character 

across Central Asia. The appearance of NGOs in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan was marked by 

the rise of grassroots participants, most of whom were independent citizen initiatives working 

with environmental and cultural issues––two themes that reflected public awareness of the 

environment set by the Nevada movement and a growing national self-consciousness (Giffen 

et al. 2005). Another feature of early NGOs is that many of them were organised and run by 

family members and kinship groups (Marat 2005; Akiner 2003) as a network of most trusted 

people and the safest way to build a community of supporters in a volatile economic 

environment. Unlike Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, independent organisations were not known 

in strictly authoritarian Turkmenistan where the authorities hindered the creation of any civil 

society institutions. The most common type of NGOs found there are government-approved 

institutions dealing with civic and family issues (Syroezhkin 2011; Sullivan 2015). However, 

a wider social framework might reveal elements of indigenous civil society groups in modern 

Turkmenistan. Similarly, Uzbekistan’s experience was chiefly conservative in nature––NGO 

pioneers in the 1990s were mostly GONGOs, which in fact were akin to the Soviet-style 

public organisations of trade unions, health, youth, and professional associations. As I discuss 

in the next chapter, the post-independence destiny of mahallas saw their eventual 

institutionalisation and co-optation by state authorities. Finally, Tajikistan’s way in civil 

society development was thwarted by the civil war in 1992-1997, which disrupted the growth 

and set the need for post-war rehabilitation (Akiner 2002).  

Third Stage: From the End of the 1990s 
 

The NGO sector developed four main types of organisations: citizen-led, infrastructural, ad 

hoc, and human rights NGOs (Sungurov 2008). Citizen-led initiatives comprised grassroots, 

self-help and interest-based clubs. Infrastructural organisations included NGO support 

centres, associations of NGOs, organisations providing research and educational activities, 

legal support for other NGOs, and promoting cross-sector partnerships. In present-day 

Uzbekistan, for example, infrastructural organisations are exemplified by the National 

Association of Non-commercial, Non-governmental Organisations of Uzbekistan 

(NANNOUZ) established in 2005 by government initiative. In Kazakhstan, there are grant-

making Civil Forum and the Civil Initiative Support Centre affiliated with the Ministry of 

Religious Affairs and Civil Society.  

With regard to ad hoc and human right types of NGOs, I must point to the importance of 

donor income in economically challenged times. The international donor community 
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introduced and promoted NGOs as a specific type of organisations with a narrow agenda to 

address tough socio-economic realities (Giffen et al. 2005). Accordingly, working agendas of 

NGOs were tailored in accordance with priorities of foreign donors. The aid and development 

funding was mostly targeting long-term projects such as privatisation, democratisation, 

women’s rights, environment, provision of low-interest loans, poverty reduction, public 

health, sports, support for small businesses, and delivery of professional trainings for civic 

sector practitioners, which opened corresponding competition for funds (Mandel 2002; 

Garbutt & Heap 2003; Petrova 2007). As Roy (2005) argues, this top-down setup of civil 

society by donors resulted in limited funding devoted for political projects––for example, the 

Andijan violence in Uzbekistan in 2005 received very little attention by donors due to the 

Uzbek authorities preventing international investigation.  

Fourth Stage: Real Outcomes of the Reforms 
 

The body of NGOs shared certain common features: an urban-rural divide, with stronger 

NGOs often set in the cities; women’s NGOs; and a lack of capacity (Buxton 2009; Giffen et 

al. 2005). Growing dissatisfaction and suspicion towards NGOs altered the understanding of 

the neoliberal model of civil society––it was regarded not as a ‘cure’ for building democracy 

but as a transparent attempt of Western colonisation (Salmenniemi 2010). On the one hand, 

foreign aid contributed to further growth, promotion of NGOs, and the economic liberalism 

programme initially brought impressive results, though followed by a persistent inflation 

crisis (Blanchard et al. 1994). On the other hand, grant-based programmes distorted the 

organisational culture of local organisations, changed policy priorities, and distanced them 

from the realities of society. This was caused by inefficient matching policy to local norms 

and specifics (Crotty 2009), social priorities (Schopflin 1991), and local organisational culture 

(Mendelson & Glenn 2002) within which NGOs operated. Many scholars have argued that 

apart from the institutional building, dependence on foreign aid has brought about detrimental 

outcomes and quite an opposite effect in post-Soviet societies (Mendelson & Glenn 2002; 

Cook & Vinogradova 2006; Lane 2010). In reality, privatisation turned to be infeasible due to 

the inconsistencies in cultural and social understandings of values between socialism and 

capitalism (Buyandelgeriyn 2008;  Blanchard et al. 1994).  

 

Moreover, in Central Asia, the series of events such as the Tajik civil war in the 1990s, post-

Soviet colour revolutions, the Arab Spring in 2011, and terrorist incidents raised concerns for 

authorities over potential dormant forces of civil society. The experience of the Central 

Asian’s biggest neighbour Russia with the legal proclamation of NGOs receiving foreign 
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funds as ‘foreign agents’ demonstrates an example and adds more concerns for Central Asian 

authorities to deal with the presence of similar ‘foreign agents’ in their countries. Thus for 

Uzbekistan, with its repressive political climate, the year of 2005 became a turning point to 

review relations between the state and NGOs. The ‘Tulip Revolution’ in neighbouring 

Kyrgyzstan together with the internal Andijan tragedy in the same year created serious 

repercussions for NGOs, which resulted in tightening government control over NGO projects 

and constraining the space for independent activity. Wary of potential development of 

opposition, the years that followed saw the temporary and permanent closure of foreign-

funded NGOs (Ziegler 2015), the concurrent founding of NANNOUZ to replace international 

donors as a major funder, and creation of state-funded NNOs. It goes without saying that 

member organisations of NANNOUZ, dependent on its funding, adhere to those priority areas 

defined for them by the government. Realising shallow roots of the ‘imported’ model, 

Uzbekistan’s civil society rhetoric was constructed around the nation-building process, which 

pointed at democratic development with concurrent revival and preservation of historically 

rich ethnic values and local civil traditions. The mahalla as an ancient institution of self-

governance became an epitome of the authentic Uzbek civil society “that ensures the 

democratic development of the country” (Abduvakhitov 2014: 9).  

 

In Kazakhstan, the official position towards civil society designated its primary role in 

consolidating society and assisting the state in finding solutions to social problems (Kazkenov 

& Ziegler 2015; Buxton 2009). The government saw democratic development together with 

strengthening civil society with an emphasis on creating coordinating NGO associations and 

infrastructural organisations. By accepting limitations of the notion of civil society ‘for export 

only,’ which was in vogue in international agencies, the official position proposed not to copy 

Western patterns but to utilise, shape, and adapt these imports in the most beneficial way 

(Kazkenov & Ziegler 2015: 202). Such an understanding brings us to the important question 

as to what extent the existence of NGOs really indicates civil society? Obviously, a quantity 

of registered NGOs alone is not a legitimate indicator of civil society. The reality 

demonstrates that the mere presence of NGOs––grassroots or imported––does not guarantee a 

positive long-term effect. It is rather a combination of factors that define NGOs in civil 

society: internal policies, connections with the populace, and NGO roles that range from 

change-makers to grant-hunters; and external conditions of the ‘ecosystem’ where NGOs 

exist, political constraints, relations between political actors including the state that enables 

and coordinates civil society.  
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2.3. Civil Society in Russian and Central Asian Scholarship 

Spatial and Functional Articulations 
 

In the absence of a generic model of civil society and the limitations of the model lauded by 

donors, civil society debates among Russian and Central Asian scholars turned into finding an 

optimal middle-ground theoretical framework. The idea that the development of civil society 

would follow the same route as it was in the West seemed utopian. The statement ‘local 

culture matters’ has become an axiom––it is an established fact that domestic values, 

motivations, and institutions contribute to their own versions of civil society. There are two 

ways to conceptualise various theoretical propositions––spatial and functional articulations of 

civil society (Salmenniemi 2010: 446). When civil society is viewed as a space outside the 

state filled with civic associations. We can see that the spatial articulation, reflecting the 

prescriptive universalism approach, was prevailing in the post-independence period. Watson 

(1997), however, warns that the spatial approach erroneously views civil society outside 

historical frames as an absolute and universal space outside power relations. Another 

articulation focuses on civil society’s tasks and functions. Here we may recall CS I and CS II 

thinking, discussed earlier, that link civil society with its tasks of building democracy, social 

capital, restoring trust (CS I including Putnam’s theory of collective action and Alexander’s 

theory of civil society as a web of interconnected associations), and protecting from 

potentially repressive state (CS II based on Gramscian ideas). The spatial and functional 

articulations are useful in conceptualising civil society in Soviet and post-Soviet realities. For 

example, as Salmenniemi (2010) and Galkin (2008) argue, the spatial perspective accepts 

Soviet associations and clubs as forms of Soviet civil society; whereas, the functional 

approach points at the absence of integration of these associations into an autonomous 

system––elements of civil society acted in isolation, which led to the predominance of vertical 

links and the strengthening of authoritarian principles.  

Three Post-Socialist Frameworks 
 

Applying the spatial and functional classifications to contemporary Russian society, 

Salmenniemi (2010: 448) offers three frameworks based on assessment, historically-tied, and 

empirically-comparative perspectives. The assessment framework, based on the spatial and 

prescriptive classifications of civil society, implicitly compares local civil society models to 

the Western ideal type and, accordingly, claims the absence or weakness of civil society due 

to its incompatibility. More appropriate for Russia can be the historically-tied framework that 

focuses at local historical and cultural predispositions inherent to domestic civic culture. 
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Studies of Russian researchers Kharkhordin (1998) and Volkov (2003) illustrate the logic of 

this framework. By revisiting Anglo-American L-stream theories linked with Protestant 

associational life and East European M-stream conceptions of civil society with roots in a 

Catholic congregation, Kharkhordin (1998) proposes an Orthodox model of Russian civil 

society. He argues that elements of the real civil society are peaceful, civil, and evangelical 

principles of the Orthodox Christian community that can be related to the Russian secular 

society. Salmenniemi (2010) criticises this model for its gender blindness and implicit 

androcentrism––civil society in this sense would be defined by the male social sphere 

(clergymen and brotherhoods). In another model, that still lacks an empirical base, Volkov 

(2003) suggests rejecting the Western terminology and conceptualising Russian civil society 

as ‘the public’ (obshchestvennost’), which is engaged in collective voluntary activities outside 

individual’s professional spheres. Finally, the empirically-comparative framework also falls 

short, like the assessment framework, because of the impossibility to equally compare subtle 

cultural meanings or informal participation practices in various societies. Nevertheless, as a 

useful analytical exercise, the three approaches stimulate civil society rethinking from a 

variety of perspectives.  

 

It is notable that in postmodern understanding of civil society in Russia, there has been an 

increasing amount of Russian literature that propagates the ideas of historical and cultural 

relativism of civil society whose authors express scepticism towards liberal civil society as a 

self-legitimating narrative (Levin 1996; Diligenskiy 1996; Abakumov 2005; Galkin 2008; 

Salmenniemi 2010; Erofeeva 2011; Kolesnikova & Ryabova 2016). Contemporary Russian 

society is being equated with a “complicated set of transformed elements of Soviet society 

and new bodies” (Kharkhordin 1998: 962). 

 

In the same vein, Central Asian scholarship shows a growing consensus in rejecting the 

ethnocentric approach with its liberal overtones, expanding social and anthropological 

frameworks, and taking into account domestic culture, history, religion, and power relations 

that shape civil society. To review some of the key works, I explore pre-Soviet and Soviet 

historical precedents and socio-political transformations for making sense of civil society in 

Central Asia. 
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Pre-Soviet Central Asia 
 

Traditional societies of Central Asia were never devoid of forms of associational life, and a 

more rewarding starting point for analysis is to look at the time preceding the Bolshevik 

Revolution of 1917. Many scholars point to collective forms of life in tribal communities, 

horizontal networks of solidarity, a looser tradition of Islam with surviving animist religious 

traditions and shamanism (Roy 2005; Buxton 2011; Giffen et al. 2005;  Handrahan 2001), 

and first professional cultural associations such as theatre collectives (Ziyaeva 2010), which 

appeared with the arrival of Russians to Central Asia. Indigenous social networks and 

institutions had their own autonomous life and practised solidarity and trust relations.  

 

A variety of associational life included rod, avlod and urugh (extended families or clans) 

based mostly in urban areas. Other forms also comprised mahalla, councils of aksakals, qawm 

(solidarity groupings), gap (informal male social groupings and joint dinner traditions) 

(Sukhareva 1976; Kandiyoti 1998; Esenova 1998; Myer 2002; Glasius et al. 2004; Sajoo 

2004). Not to forget, Central Asia was a place of the meeting of the world’s religions: Islam, 

Christianity, Buddhism, and Judaism, with a powerful dominance of the first two (Imanaliev 

2008; Findlay & Lundahl 2006). Though the Arab influence did not last long, the introduction 

of the Islamic faith as a source of identity into everyday life launched the process of 

acculturation of pastoral tribesmen. This, however, did not lead to the perceptions of Islam as 

a source of unified identity due to the survival of many particularities at the local level, thus 

making Islam represent different meanings and identities on various levels (Geiss 2003; 

Haugen 2003). Nevertheless, Islamic culture introduced religious forms of philanthropy and 

charitable giving such as waqf––land and real estate held and inherited for charitable and 

communal purposes. 

 

Traditional associations and clan networks were bound by territorial and informal social links 

already in place based on proximity. Dense networks of patronage and family ties––which 

still have empirical meaning today (Kazantsev 2015; Satybaldina 2011; Collins 2004)––were 

the key feature of settled communities of the Uzbek and Tajik people (Abramzon 1970). It is 

important to note that in pre-Soviet Central Asia, clans were not the products of elites, nor did 

they emerge as a force against those in power. On the contrary, clans were the institutions 

generated by society itself (Collins 2006: 68). Usually, based on a tripartite system of zhuz 

(hordes), clan networks were organised according to natural climatic zones.
21

 Tribal 
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 For the historical account of zhuz, see Markov (1970); Esenova (1998); and Haugen (2003). 
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attachment contributed to the development of social identity, and traditional norms and values 

were transferred from one generation to another. In nomadic societies of Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, the tribal division was a functional means for people to 

survive in a harsh natural environment, as well as a system for addressing economic, social 

and political problems. Social organisation was based on pastureland division and seasonal 

migration routes rather than cultural or economic diversity. This may explain why after the 

Soviet settlement policy in the 1920s, kinship and clan relations created none kinds of 

attachment between tribes yet formed the basis of collective forms (Esenova 1998).  

 

In the sedentary societies of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, the tribal division was less known 

except for certain Uzbek groups who might have possessed some ‘memories of tribalism.’ 

After converting to Islam and settling in the cities, Uzbeks assimilated with previous 

inhabitants of the region and lost memories of the tribal system (Giffen et al. 2005). The Tajik 

society, related to the ancient Persians, represents the only case where the settled communal 

civil society has existed for centuries. For these societies, mahallas were the forms of 

extended kin-based relations. The self-governing organisation and regular meetings in 

mahallas created a space for information exchange, opinion formation, and community 

support in life-cycle rituals.  

It may seem irrational to seek elements of liberal civil society in isolated and unsophisticated 

tribal societies. Yet some experts point to elements of pre-Soviet communal practices and 

institutions (Buxton 2011; Handrahan 2001; Roy 1999) featuring degrees of economic and 

social autonomy. For example, writing on Kyrgyzstan, Handrahan (2001: 477) contends that 

cooperation and individualism were the principles of a nomadic culture: “Tribalism thus is 

equated with civil society in Kyrgyz understanding, leading to the argument that the origins of 

the tribal Kyrgyz had roots in democratic (not electoral) principles. To some degree, this is 

authentic in terms of Western understanding of civil society and democracy.” This argument 

can certainly be related to other similar Central Asian nomadic societies. Nurulla-Khodjaeva 

(2013) adds that tribes, communities, and clans historically distanced themselves from 

authorities, playing the role of buffers between the individual and the state, and their members 

could express their views.  
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Soviet Central Asia 
 

The twentieth century, which brought the biggest lesson of post-Soviet transformation as a 

social, economic, and political phenomenon, represents the epoch of the ruling Soviet regime. 

It lasted for over seventy years and was a powerful force in societies of the communist bloc. 

Modern scholarly discourse on the role of totalitarianism and authoritarianism and their 

legacy in the post-communist period acknowledge the fact that the realities of communism 

were not compatible with the development of a functional liberal-type civil society because 

the notion of independent associations of individuals under pervasive state control was alien 

to the ruling system (Rau 1992; Il’ina 2000; Berlin 2004; Evans et al. 2006). Yet people like 

Hough (1977) and Lane (1992, 2007) contended that totalitarianism was an ideological, not 

sociological construction––there was already a form of pluralism created by urban industrial 

society. With regard to civil society and authoritarianism, a lot depends on how one views 

civil society. It is also important to remember that authoritarianism is concerned with how the 

state acts, not with a group structure of society. 

From the functional conceptualisation, described earlier, the dominant ideology and 

controlling role of the Communist Party, the absence of open pluralistic culture, the market, 

and private property could not provide a viable environment for the autonomous organisation 

of social activity. In the Soviet Union, the communist rule may have sought to eradicate any 

particular form of autonomous civil society development. Yet it is questionable how far it was 

the party and not the state apparatus which effectively wielded power. If we turn to the spatial 

articulation of civil society, it can help reveal certain elements of civil society. Some authors 

highlighted structural changes in post-Stalinism and incomplete but emerging notions of civil 

society in the period of late communism with the formation of professional and interest-based 

associations. For example, Hough (1977) and Lane (1992, 2007) regard a significant 

professionalisation of the population as a form of organisation that occurred independently of 

the state administration. A few ‘islands of autonomy’ in a variety of forms also existed such 

as elections in the Academy of Science independent from the Party (Lane 1992; Rau 1992; 

Bernhard 1993; Avineri 1994; White 2001; Misztal 2004). 

When we consider Soviet Central Asia, we should not forget that industrialisation, as well as 

deportation policies, brought a massive influx of Russians, Tatars, Chechens, Ukrainians, 

Koreans, and Germans, which significantly caused a social change in Central Asia. Many of 

the deported individuals were intellectuals, highly skilled, educated, and talented who 

undoubtedly altered human capital in Central Asia. Such an immigration stream and 
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particularly the dominant influx of ethnic Russians allow us to discuss the concept of a 

multicultural society. According to Handrahan (2001: 471), under state socialism, ethnic 

Russians accounted for between 22% and 59% of the populations concentrated in the capital 

cities. Overall, the 1989 census showed that Russians made up about 20 per cent of the total 

population in the five Central Asian republics. If we look at Kazakhstan, it constitutes a 

unique case among other Central Asian republics with Russian immigrants diluting titular 

nationality––in 1959 only 30% of the population was ethnic Kazakh (Ziegler 2010). The mass 

exodus of Russians in the early 1990s affected existing social networks and left the remaining 

Russian communities fragmented. With the exception of Turkmenistan, the Central Asian 

states granted cultural rights to their minorities (e.g. Slavic and of European origin). Ethno-

cultural organisations (dom druzhby narodov, that is, houses of friendship) became part of the 

growing civil society sector, organising folkloric and cultural activities as well as providing 

contacts with people abroad. At present, ethnic Russians remain the dominant group among 

other nationalities in Kazakhstan and compose almost a quarter of the population. As a 

comparison, the Russian community in Uzbekistan consists of less than four per cent of the 

country’s population. Notably, Kazakhstan is seen as multi-national rather than bi-national or 

mono-national, and this ideology is supported at the state level.  

 

The interaction between titular nationalities and ethnic Russians has been detailed at length in 

the political and anthropological literature (for example, Olcott 2000; Frye 1996; Peyrouse 

2008; Crews 2009). What concerns us, however, is that during Soviet times, outcomes of a 

multicultural society were simultaneously positive and negative––positive in terms of the 

increased literacy and opportunities for Central Asians; and negative due to the heavily 

promoted Soviet-Russian imperialism. For example, the Russian language became the lingua 

franca in urban areas of Central Asia. Data on educational level shows a considerable rise in 

education (from under 10% in 1897 to over 75% in 1939) of Uzbeks and Kazakhs (see Lane 

1975: 178). Yet best employment opportunities, good health services, and highest quality 

education were in favour of the Russians in the capital of Kyrgyzstan (Handrahan 2001: 471). 

In Kazakhstan, the ethnic Kazakh youth, mostly offspring of the Party nomenklatura, could 

attend prestigious universities in the capital cities or in Moscow and Leningrad. Thus they 

became urbanised and more integrated into the Soviet-Russian culture than other Central 

Asians. Finally, a very important change was in Soviet education and further assimilation that 

impacted gender relations by providing women with considerable educational, political, and 

economic prospects in male-dominated societies (see Korbe 1950; Abramzon 1961; Margulan 
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& Vostrov 1967; Monogarova 1969; Vasil’eva 1975).
22

 All of the above illustrates 

tremendous changes in the character of society on the cultural level. 

 

Despite the intense sovietisation, national assimilation and intercultural diversity, there were 

strong links between people during the Soviet period. An immense social fabric featured 

elements and traditions of the local Central Asian culture. It comprised traditional networks of 

individuals and solidarity groups such as extended families, clans, neighbourhood 

communities (mahalla), and various solidarity associations. Roy (2004) argues that traditional 

civic life was not destroyed by the Soviet system because solidarity groups were revived by 

transformation of the pre-existing groups (Turkmen clans transformed into brigades in 

collective farms) and by the creation of new traditional clusters in kolkhozes, mahallas for 

service provision and resolving local disputes (Freizer 2005). 

Interestingly, local traditions of mutual help and support were in tune with the ethical norms 

of Soviet society. Virtues of hospitality, joint organisation of life-cycle events, customs of 

providing help, sharing meals with neighbours, and close communication were positive 

elements of the adopted traditional culture into Soviet social life. In turn, centuries-old local 

communal practices were adapted to cultural progress and new circumstances in the Soviet 

era. In the years during World War II, traditional customs of social solidarity, support and 

mobilisation in everyday life were of significant help in organising public works, initiating 

fundraising, accommodating evacuees, and collection of warm clothes (Sukhareva 1976).  

In post-war socialist modernisation, the notion of ‘tradition’ was used by the Soviets to have 

two connotations: as a reference to the indigenous customs and as an opposition to the 

modern (Koroteyeva & Makarova 1998). For the Soviet authorities, the traditional community 

appeared as a remnant of a social institution that was in decay as a symbol of the past. 

However, the viability of traditional elements in communal life reflected “the socialist utopia 

of the future [which] was thus replaced by a dystopia of the present and a mythical 

reconstruction of the past, the search for a ‘golden age’ that currently legitimises and lends 

credence to efforts at national self-assertion.” (Kandiyoti 1996: 539). With regard to socialist 
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(see especially Vasil’eva 1975).  
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Central Asian societies, the major point to make here is that indigenous customs of social 

organisations of public life were seen as native23
 culture of local people.  

The urban cities in Central Asia showed clear signs of the widespread process of socialist 

modernisation. The process of transformation, which included increased literacy, new 

information channels, the emancipation of women, the outward suppression of religion, was 

nonetheless powerless against strong relics of the past, like forms of communal and tribal 

traditions in public life, especially in rural settings. As I illustrate in Chapter 4, this is evident 

by regular gap conventions, lush wedding ceremonies, circumcision customs, and 

underground religious rituals which remained part of the social fabric in Central Asia 

throughout the Soviet era (Snesarev 1957; Lobacheva & Tultseva 1977; Arifkhanova 2000). 

We can see that as a response to systemic changes in society, self-contained mechanisms of 

the community within the mahalla triggered and enforced social ties to maintain old customs 

and traditions.  

Moreover, Soviet citizens were not devoid of various civic associations and public groups. 

Soviet professional associations were important social institutions that provided social 

benefits and acted as ‘transmission belts’ between the state and society, asserted workers’ 

demands and responded to their needs. Other prominent forms of socialist voluntary 

associations were friendship societies and clubs. The qualitative growth of the Academy of 

Sciences demonstrated a degree of autonomy from the state control of some of its activities 

(Evans et al. 2006; Ekiert & Foa 2011). The formation of such social and institutional 

infrastructure was an important milestone in the history of civil society. In this sense, the 

post-Stalinist and the late Soviet periods attract particular attention. Since the Soviet Union 

experienced several transformations, with each leader bringing structural changes to the 

regime and the system, it made the system itself heterogeneous. One simply cannot overlook 

the formation of grassroots associations––non-political, professional, environmental, 

recreational, sports, interest-based, cultural groupings, women’s (zhensovety)
24

 and veterans’ 

unions (Korbe 1950; Lane 1992; Avineri 1994; Evans et al. 2006). There were also informal 

networks (neformal’nye gruppy) and civic forms of mutual support which filled that space 

between the individual and the state (Howard 2003; Ehrenberg 1999; Buchowski 2005). 

                                                

23
 Native, i.e. archaic and redundant in many ways, or inferior, not modern or civilised. 

24
 Zhensovety were mass organisations of women engaged in organisational and cultural-educational work. In 

Kazakhstan, by 1972 there were 4,175 women’s councils; the Tashkent region of Uzbekistan featured 1,145 

women’s councils by 1960. In addition, women’s bazaars were set up in sedentary areas and library-reading 

rooms and ‘red yurts’ in cattle-breeding areas to organise vocational programmes and consultations. So-called 

young women’s clubs (kluby devushek) provided opportunities to acquire housekeeping skills and hobby 

activities (Vasil’eva 1975). This Soviet experience contributed to the development of informal women’s 

groupings in the late Soviet and post-Soviet periods analysed in detail in Chapter 4.  
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Private networks were deeply rooted in society and became the nucleus of the Habermassian 

public space. Empirical studies (Cook & Vinogradova 2006; Kayumov 2011) demonstrate 

that in the Soviet Union, those civic ties formed the basis for civil society. These 

developments can be seen as a striking feature in the socio-political arena in late communist 

societies. Such groupings were indeed constrained by the Party-State but, nevertheless, they 

were not purely coercive instruments of control but organisations with their own character 

that provided important forms of communication and networking, an essential element of civil 

society organisations. 

Between Tradition and Modernity: Discursive Civil Society 
 

It is clear that seven decades of state socialism have not erased traditional features and social 

networks, and certain Soviet practices and institutions are also features of the post-Soviet 

period. The heterogeneous nature of Central Asian civil society comprises combinations of 

Western, Soviet, and indigenous forms of associational life. In this combination of meaning 

and practices, a discursive approach can be an optimal and alternative way to spatial and 

functional understandings of civil society, discussed earlier. The model of civil society as a 

discourse
25

 allows to consider domestic meanings, practices, and cultural articulations 

responsible for the hybrid nature of civil society in the region in question. This model frees us 

from the task of comparing local civil society with the ideal Western model in mind. With the 

help of a discursive technique, one can analyse the movement of concepts from one socio-

cultural context to another and the way they are discussed and implemented on the ground.  

To date, several area studies works, discussed in the following chapters, have attempted to 

analyse variations of civil society in Central Asia. Some of the key works (Akiner 2002, 

2012; Sajoo 2002; Roy 1999, 2002, 2005; Ziegler 2015; Freizer 2004; Earle 2005; Babajanian 

et al. 2005; Giffen et al. 2005; Levinskaya 2014; Laruelle & Kurmanova 2017) are evidence 

of the growing scholarly interest in comparative and anthropological studies of the evolution 

of civil society groups in the authoritarian contexts. These important works draw attention to 

the hybrid nature of civil society in Central Asian contexts, and conclusively argue for the 

usefulness of an integrated approach to civil society with a focus on the dynamics and 

interaction of local practices and meanings, Muslim values, Soviet legacy, and international 

experience––what the discursive model recommends. A useful discussion on this matter is 

given by Akiner (2002) whose work on post-conflict Tajikistan draws a vivid account on the 

                                                

25
 For examples of the applications of this model, see Salmenniemi (2010: 454-459) who examined local civil 

society practices in a Russian trade union and a gender research institute.  
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search of domestic elements of civil society in the war-torn and fragmented Tajik society. The 

region experienced a lack of solidarity and property right problems among repatriates, poverty 

and employment problems, clan networks, the decline of marriages, violence, drug 

trafficking, and a weak knowledge of Islam, and hence the lack of its civilising function. The 

author points at the proliferation of informal institutions of gap, mahalla, and khashar, that 

provide a social safety net, and argues that a combination of traditional values, best Soviet 

practices, and modern international experience shape local civil society. 

 

Other studies attempted to conceptualise the Central Asian notion of civil society (Ruffin & 

Waugh 1999; Buxton 2011; Giffen et al. 2005; Gretsky 2003). Taken together, these works 

provide critical insights into the history of the post-Soviet development of civil society 

institutions, and clearly acknowledge the lack and the importance of a healthy relationship 

between the state and civil society. The works draw Central Asian states––which were 

isolated from the rest of the world in Soviet times––as weak performers in post-socialist 

democratisation. At the same time, the authors acknowledge them as important geopolitical 

actors comprising the Eurasian ‘heartland’ and representing a hub in the transition of global 

flows between Europe and Asia, the West and the East. However, these works on ‘Central 

Asian civil society’ remain narrow in focus dealing mostly with state-NGO dynamics, 

showing a lack of depth, and failing to define what Central Asian civil society really means. 

Although, these studies acknowledge the importance of inclusion of local social networks into 

the civil society umbrella, the discussion of indigenous social practices is limited, and the 

works demonstrate a partial empirical ethnographic approach in examining a variety of 

autonomous spaces where the social action takes place on a quotidian basis. 

A special interest represents a growing number of ethnographic studies, discussed in ensuing 

chapters, that have provided useful accounts on the Central Asian indigenous institution of 

mahalla, aspects of its transformation, and implications of state co-optation (Sievers 2002; 

Masaru 2005; Rasanayagam 2011; Warikoo 2012; Dadabaev 2013; Urinboyev 2014). A few 

scholars have attempted to explain the workings of informal practices known today as forms 

of pre-Soviet cultural heritage. Seminal studies in this area are the works of Kandiyoti & 

Azimova (2004) and Hiwatari (2008) who explored informal male and female networks of 

gap in Uzbekistan and pointed out at their importance in expanding personal social networks 

and providing mutual support in daily life.  The empirical analysis of clan networks and 

informal practices of reciprocity in Kazakhstan by Collins (2006) and Sharipova (2015) 

similarly confirmed that their long historical presence does not imply that these informal 
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institutions are the same social practices copied from the past––there are many novel elements 

that adjust to current market realities and social contexts. Notably, these works have 

demonstrated the autonomy of these associations and the role they play in building trust and 

generating reciprocity and social capital. The authors also point out that it is highly likely that 

informal institutions are not short-termed and will continue to affect the dynamics in the 

public sphere. Other relevant works for this study include those on minority associations 

(Laruelle 2015), religious institutions (Rasanayagam 2011; Louw 2007), and the 

transformation of social spaces in urban settings (Igmen 2012; Bissenova 2012). The authors 

have discussed the distribution of resources that these institutions provide and their 

cooperative relationship with the state, and patterns of sociality in common public spaces.  

Building from these works, this thesis similarly focuses on the two groups of social 

institutions that originated in the pre-Soviet and Soviet periods, and whose continuity, 

transformation and adaptability to current realities shape civil society. The thesis moves the 

discussion forward and adds more dimensions to explore the ways the selected institution 

provide social coherence, generate social capital, and how local actors define civil society. 

The ethnography presented in this thesis explores with a greater depth individual experiences 

in civic activities, traditional and cultural legacy and the Soviet institutional footprint. This, 

however, does not mean that the thesis renounces the Western liberal theorising of civil 

society in defining the local one. On the contrary, in the study of multi-vector and hybrid 

Central Asian civil society, I will use ideas and categories proposed by Western scholars such 

as social capital, network density and civic skills. The results of the research will also reveal 

similarities and differences between not only the liberal and Central Asian concepts of civil 

society but also between two regional cultures of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has traced the major theoretical conceptualisations of civil society since the 

eighteenth century. This notion of a societal space animated by actors, networks, values, and 

norms proved to be extremely difficult to operationalise. The complexity of the concept is 

explained by its broadness due to the absence of a universal definition that would suit 

multiple perspectives. This is explained by the nature of civil society, which is empirically the 

sensitive area where norms and values meet. I have distinguished between theories of civil 

society in the western academic literature, the model of civil society promoted by 
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international donor organisations, and models of civil society proposed by Russian and 

Central Asian scholars.  

 

As a product of the Western intellectual thought, the concept was revived with the growth of 

modern complex societies. Initially associated with the powerful state, the liberal notions of 

the concept were formulated by Locke and Montesquieu. Their visions gave way to a so-

called L- and M-streams of civil society schools of thought, based on Protestant and Catholic 

traditions of social life. In Hegelian works, these streams were synthesised into a civic society 

as a space between the state and the economy.  I have discussed the key ingredients of the 

Western culture––individualism, self-organisation, and autonomy––that were responsible for 

the rise of public associations, praised by Tocqueville, and the formation of liberal and 

Marxist strands of civil society thought. The postulates of these schools––consensus and 

conflict––have influenced further civil society debates. The associational and resisting natures 

of civil society were central to CS I and CS II models, Habermassian discourse ethics and 

Foucauldian power analytics.  

 

The concept was an undoubted beneficiary of wide intellectual attention and debates after the 

fall of communism in Europe. The late twentieth century was the time when civil society was 

mostly associated as one of the building bricks of democracy, pluralism, and the achievement 

of economic goals. The domination of the neoliberal project weakened the strength of bottom-

up civil society and turned it into an agent of reform responsible for the reduction of the 

welfare state and fostering marketisation of economic relations. The dissatisfaction with civil 

society performance in the post-socialist period caused the reduction of trust and the decline 

of public associations, and voluntary groups. This gave rise to the communitarian school of 

thought whose advocates argued for associational life to restore public trust and cooperation 

and enhance social capital.  

 

The appearance of newly independent post-socialist republics stimulated questions whether 

the civil society concept has meaning outside the context in which it originally evolved. I 

have discussed various treatments of this issue from the positions of prescriptive universalism 

(that assigns civil society as a cure for democracy construction), Western exceptionalism (that 

rejects non-Western civil society idea), and adaptive and historical perspectives (that accept 

the relevance of civil society to elsewhere and recognise local history and political culture). 

For post-socialist Central Asia, the new course towards pluralist democracy involved serious 

challenges. Neo-liberal restructuring took place in the new democracies, where liberal 
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traditions, concepts, and social class institutions were previously unknown. The arrival of 

international funding agencies in the 1990s stimulated the understanding of civil society based 

primarily on the presence of NGOs––a misleading one-sided way to study the complex 

Central Asian societies.  

 

Recent debates in the civil society literature formed around the context-dependent notion of 

civil society. I have analysed area-related (spatial) and action-related (functional) theoretical 

articulations that interpret civil society as an area outside power relations and as a set of 

institutions that build democracy or provide areas of insulation from the state. These 

articulations led to an understanding that local meanings created around the concept can 

redefine and adapt it––the idea propagated by the model of discursive civil society. In this 

sense, we can see ‘civil society’ not as a new or postmodern phenomenon but understand the 

traditional functionality of the public space and its adaptability to contemporary challenges.  

 

Before moving to the empirical part of the thesis, I must stress that the concept offers plenty 

of frameworks to explain the workings of associational life in different geographical 

locations. Three points are important to note here. First, civil society as a product of the West 

is not always ‘a cure for democracy’ or oriented towards attaining democracy. We have 

discussed many other interpretations (e.g. Hann & Dunn 1996; Kaldor 2003a; Lewis 2001; 

Ziegler 2015) that do not put liberal democracy as an ultimate result of the ‘civil society 

mission.’ They rather highlight a variety of autonomous social groups and associations from 

the state and marketplace formed for collective purposes and social benefits. In addition, a 

vibrant civil society does not necessarily lead towards promoting democratic values by 

default. While autonomy is an important condition in the normative civil society theorising, 

there is a dark side of associational life comprising uncivil groups whose existence and 

activities receive less scholarly attention. 

 

Second, there is no single universal Western model of civil society due to the uniqueness of 

every Western society. A look into religious backgrounds in the West offers various 

interpretations of the ‘Western’ concept of civil society and questions the ‘Western’ generic 

reality.  

 

Finally, with the development of civil society in the post-communist era, the issue regarding 

its role and function in new democracies remains a puzzle. There is still no consensus on what 

to consider today as the post-communist state, for there are different groupings of states and 
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various approaches in the transformation from communism to democratic systems. As we will 

see from the following chapters, civil society cannot be considered independently of national, 

religious and other traditions, customs, myths, symbols, patterns of behaviour, moral and 

ethical norms and values. It includes a system of social relations, in which economic, 

professional, cultural, and religious individual interests are formed and implemented.  

I contend that to engage with the concept of civil society and frame it in Central Asia, using 

the cases of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, we need to examine spaces of social activity and 

elements of civic relations. On the pages to come, the analysis of the selected institutions for 

this study will show that such spaces exist, and activities take place on a daily basis on 

various grounds. Namely, in this research: in neighbourhood events and lifecycle customs in 

Uzbek mahallas; in socialising and building social safety nets in gap groupings; in utilising 

social spaces offered by religious institutions and engaging in charity activities; in building a 

sense of belonging, professional ties, and developing civic skills through membership in 

professional associations; in fulfilling cultural and ethnic self-awareness of minority groups 

and finding support from diaspora associations; and via implementing self-help and 

community initiatives to create new or improve existing social spaces in courtyards. Indeed, 

the reality implies the presence of the role of the state in civil society affairs. This approach 

meets the broader working definition of civil society that we follow.  
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C H A P T E R   T H R E E  

 
TWO FACES OF MAHALLA ––  
LOCAL NEIGHBOURHOOD COMMUNITIES 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONE OF THE PILLARS OF A TRADITIONAL ASSOCIATIONAL LIFE is the mahalla––a neighbourhood 

community. This is one of the historically significant indigenous social institutions of a 

communal type found in contemporary public life in urban and rural regions of Central Asia. 

The literal meaning of the Arabic term mahalla is ‘local community’ or ‘place’ (Malikova 

2014). The local Uzbek and Tashkent Encyclopaedias define the mahalla as a traditional 

social institution prevalent in Islamic countries and also in India. The mahalla is referred to as 

a quarter or neighbourhood, as well as a community, or a micro-district, whose residents carry 

out local self-governance via a selected mahalla committee (“Mahalla” 1976; “Mahalla” 

1983; “Mahalla” 2003). 

 

Having a longer history than European communes, the mahalla differs by location––in urban 

settings, it can feature old houses, mixed buildings, and even new high-rise apartment 

buildings (see Figures 1, 2 and 5). In the countryside, the mahalla can include several villages 

(kishlak). By social composition, it is home to rich and poor, state officials and craftsmen, and 

people of different faiths, ethnicities, and occupations. In terms of scale, there are more than 

12,000 mahallas in Uzbekistan, and 505 mahallas in Tashkent according to 2016 estimates 

(“V Tashkente…” 2016). On average, a contemporary mahalla is home to around 2,000–4,000 

residents (Sievers 2002; Abidjanova 2012). 
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This chapter primarily focuses on Uzbekistan, the country that has preserved this ancient 

social institution with the traditional culture of a neighbourhood community and adapted its 

functions to modern social needs. Within the Central Asian bloc, the same could be said about 

another historically ‘settled’ Tajikistan, where mahallas are still present, albeit do not 

function as official self-governing bodies like in Uzbekistan, and respond to the needs of local 

communities (Usmanov 2013; Malikova 2014).  

 

The literature on the mahalla tends to focus mostly on the pre-Soviet and post-Soviet 

neighbourhood communities. There are few works that analyse social aspects of the mahalla 

life in Soviet times. For example, Dadabaev (2013) has attempted to reconstruct individual 

experiences of living in the Soviet mahalla by engaging in memory studies and interviewing 

primarily elderly citizens of various ethnic groups in Uzbekistan who have experience of 

living in Soviet mahallas. Other works identify and study the modern mahalla from a narrow 

perspective of an ineffective state institution (Tolipov 2008) or analyse the social life of 

mahallas only in a specific region, not countrywide (Urinboyev 2014; Rasanayagam 2012). 

Yet many works (Moryakova 1998; Kandiyoti 1998; Hanks 1999; Geiss 2003; Dadabaev 

2013; Urinboyev 2011b) offer an insight into present realities of indigenous social life and the 

complex set of relationships inherent to the mahalla between the state and society. Given the 

fact that since gaining independence modern Uzbek mahalla has been formalised as a state 

institution, it is impossible to overlook in our discussion the issue of how the state utilises the 

mahalla. I contend that the mahalla does not function solely as a local administrative body. 

As a social construct, it provides a social space for other traditional forms of civic 

engagement. The potential of the mahalla, in terms of its contribution to the formation of civil 

society and nation-building, is under-studied and not clearly described. 

Formal and Informal Mahalla 
 
The title of this chapter points to the mahalla as a hybrid social institution. It functions as a 

state organisation and as a community-driven neighbourhood organisation that serves and 

assists residents in daily life. In this sense, it is useful to draw a line and distinguish two 

functioning types of mahallas––formal and informal. Only a few studies propose such a 

distinction (for example, Rasanayagam 2012; Dadabaev 2013; Urinboyev 2014; Alexandrov 

2017). By the formal mahalla, I denote the one administered by state-salaried personnel 

comprising the mahalla committee as the administrative and consultative local state body. 

Whereas the informal mahalla implies community-driven customs, practices, social networks, 

and casual relations that define daily life, and are integral to the functioning of the mahalla 
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for its members. As my data illustrates, the informal mahalla relates to the traditional moral 

code with religious overtones, the institution of aksakals,
26

 informal welfare services, coping 

strategies, social capital, and the provision of a social safety net. 

 

Although I use the case of the mahalla to illustrate the workings of domestic civil society, it is 

problematic to see it today as a self-organised and autonomous social unit due to its structural 

transformation into an arm of the state authority. This makes it challenging to specify a place 

for the mahalla between the state and civil society realms. I accept the fact that the direct 

affiliation with government bodies undermines the rank of the mahalla as an autonomous 

civil society institution. The status of an official body of local governance is at variance with 

the image of a civil society institution and its condition of being a public initiative. The 

institutionalisation of the mahalla has granted it a number of official functions to regulate 

public life to maintain social and moral order, to promote and support national and traditional 

values. The present official status of the mahalla has further expanded the channels of state 

governance for a targeted approach to local communities. Nevertheless, it does fit into our 

working definition of civil society, discussed in Chapter 1, that accepts a certain level of 

autonomy and embeddedness within the state.   

 

Since the mahalla provides a number of social functions, and some of its activities are based 

on the principle of self-organisation rather than originating ‘from above,’ the mahalla is 

considered a civil society institution. My findings show evidence of numerous elements of 

traditional and the Soviet-type mahalla that are still in use in daily practice and life-cycle 

events. They help smooth social and life problems and strengthen informal social ties. I 

discuss what functions, routine, and traditions remain in the mahalla since pre-Soviet and 

Soviet times, and what is lost in today’s daily life in the mahalla. By understanding the 

changing nature of associational life at the local level, we can better comprehend a bigger 

picture of social relations and the changing pattern of civil society in Uzbekistan. 

 

This chapter addresses how the mahalla functions and why it is prevalent in Central Asian 

societies. I first consider how the mahalla came into being by exploring the evolutionary 

process in the pre-Soviet and Soviet periods in agriculturally settled Uzbekistan. I then turn to 

the discussion of the post-Soviet transformation of the mahalla, its official recognition and 

co-optation by the state that has formalised and emasculated this institution. I focus on the 

                                                

26
 Aksakal is an honorary elder person in the community (literal meaning ‘white beard’). 
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role of main social actors in the mahalla, review recollections of Soviet daily life from local 

residents, and compare them with present realities. My respondents from various age groups 

provide a picture of social life in a neighbourhood and shed light on the role of informal 

transactions that establish social relations in a community. By looking at state strategies and 

mechanisms of reaching and interacting with the mahalla system, the study demonstrates 

transparent government attempts of utilising the mahalla in targeting communities at the local 

level. This also legitimates state policies in restoring and reviving traditional Uzbek values in 

the ongoing nation-building project. Finally, I will discuss the implications of informal 

networks in the mahalla in daily life making it a foremost institution of civil society. 

 

 

FIGURE 1. View of central mahallas with mixed types of buildings, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, March 2014 

Source: Timur Alexandrov 

 

 

Communal Life 
 
Although the term kvartal (neighbourhood) is associated with the notion of the mahalla in the 

English language academic literature, I contend it is the community that is the primary feature 

of the mahalla system. Ward and religious communities are other types of associations related 

to the mahalla. As one of my respondents describes, “[I]n visualising Uzbek society one can 
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picture a segmented honeycomb-like structure of the mahallas linked with each other.” 
27

 As 

a whole, Uzbek society is comprised of a network of mahallas. 

 

From my fieldwork observations, relationships between residents of the mahalla in an old part 

of Tashkent appear as close as between members of an extended family.
28

 As I show further 

in the chapter, the daily life in the mahalla is still based on and structured around the same 

centuries-old principles of cohabitation in a community such as self-governance, voluntary 

support, social control, tolerance, solidarity, and socialisation.  

 

3.1. Historical Background 
 

The striking feature of this social institution is its historical roots set in ancient times. There is 

no known exact period when the mahalla as a social construct came into being. Historians 

relate the origins of the mahalla in the ancient times, approximately the 2
nd

 millennium BC, 

when forts around hills appeared with dedicated communal centres surrounded by community 

dwellings and shelters. It is these residential areas around fortresses that grew into cities in 

medieval times. The development of the Silk Road and the population growth gave way to the 

formation of mahallas and naming them according to the production-craft principle such as 

Mahalla of Jewellers, Mahalla of Carpenters and alike (Jalilov & Onrov 2014). Previous 

studies have indicated that the mahalla settlements formed around the tenth century in urban 

settings amongst Muslim societies of Central Asia (Bolshakov 1970).  

From its origin, the mahalla system experienced various spacious and ideological 

transformations. Initially, being communities of families and people interconnected by 

kinship ties, sedentary groups formed networks bound by a set of territorial and informal 

social links based on residential proximity (Geiss 2001). It is important to note that 

historically mahallas have never been widespread across the territory of modern-day 

Uzbekistan. According to Syroezhkin (2011), modern mahallas resemble types of social 

organisation found in Tashkent, the Ferghana Valley, and the adjacent regions––the historical 

lands of the former Kokand Khanate. Geographically, Uzbekistan is the only doubly 

landlocked country placed amongst other landlocked areas, which lies at the heart of Central 
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 Interview with a chair of mahalla committee, 13 March 2014, Tashkent. 

28
 This is a typical social background used in the storyline of the Soviet black-and-white film ‘Mahallada duv-
duv gap’ (The Whole Mahalla is Talking About It) produced in 1960 by a well-known Uzbek filmmaker 

Shukhrat Abbosov. The film details daily life within Soviet mahalla and showcases relations between 

neighbours, rumours and communication channels, the workings of the institution of aksakals, and the social 

hierarchy between mahalla residents. Interestingly, for the modern audience raised in Uzbekistan, the majority 

of the topics rendered in the film, sketches of daily life, and the ways characters communicate and rely on each 

other may not appear unusual or obsolete. 
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Asia between the rivers of Amudarya and Syrdarya, to border all the other four Central Asian 

republics. Mostly, the territory is flat and features desserts, lowlands, valleys and mountains. 

The fertile soil of the valleys, hot climate, and an abundance of the sun are the natural 

conditions encouraging a settled way of life. Agriculturally, productive farming would require 

extensive artificial irrigation. The productive growth of fruits and vegetables would not be 

possible without the advanced irrigation system found in Uzbekistan. Accepting Fernandez-

Armesto’s (2001) argument that environmental conditions alter the history of civilisations and 

determine the character of communities, the region’s indigenous groups pursued both social 

and economic rationales––tight social networks of extended families and neighbours settled in 

rural and urban districts. The maintenance and expansion of complex irrigation and other 

agricultural works in the oasis were mainly possible with a centuries-old established 

collective framework (Hanks 1999). 

The self-governing nature of the pre-Soviet mahalla prescribed having a trustworthy leader––

aksakal. While mullah represented a spiritual leader, each mahalla elected an administrative 

principal. This prestigious position mostly appealed to middle range craftsmen since serving 

the community was not a duty attractive enough for boylar (wealthy community residents) 

(Sukhareva 1976). Chosen by residents, a few elders composed a council of aksakals––a 

denoted institution of local power. As a rule, they were expected to perform decision-making 

roles for the benefit of their community. Specifically, they were responsible for advising 

residents on family-related ceremonies, encouraging boylar to support their poorer 

neighbours, arbitrating conflicts between residents, maintaining the social moral order, 

representing their mahalla to higher authorities, providing guardianship to orphans and 

widows, and advising the younger generation (Lobacheva & Tultseva 1977; Earle 2005; 

Giffen et al. 2005). The aksakal position was advantageous in terms of opening a greater 

number of instruments of influence such as collecting taxes, using any remaining income as 

financial support for those in need, overlooking the harvest gathering and sharing it with the 

poor, commanding police patrols, and organising community mobilisation for voluntary help 

(khashar) (Geiss 2001; Dadabaev 2013). Other administrative, organisational, and ceremonial 

duties in the mahalla were performed by wealthy residents
29

 and dasturhonchi (a woman 

leader). 

The location, occupation of residents, notable events, and ethnic composition of a community 

were the key characteristics that helped distinguish each mahallas. Sharing a workplace and 
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 Wealthy residents have always had an influential role in decision-making in the mahalla since they 

contributed more than other residents and provided funds for infrastructure development (Urinboyev (2014). 
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residential quarters with the people of the same profession resulted in associating mahallas 

with particular types of work and crafts. Across the cities of pre-Soviet Central Asia, quarters 

of craftsmen were named after occupations––Mahalla of Jewellers, Mahalla of Builders, 

Carpenters and so on. It remains unclear whether professional activities were set in 

marketplaces within the mahalla since the latter was the space where craftsmen lived and 

worked. Some authors hold the view that occupation-based mahallas could result from the 

desire of residents to live in close proximity to production facilities (Belenitskiy et al. 1973). 

There are some parallels with occupational guilds of craftsmen, merchants and other middle-

class businessmen existed in medieval Europe, Byzantium, Persia, China, India and Japan.
30

 

Floor (1975) and Ogilvie (2014) highlight that guilds were voluntary institutions owing to the 

financial and political influence of powerful groups. This prompts a question of whether pre-

Soviet mahallas can also be categorised as democratic and voluntary. Despite sociopolitical 

conflicts with governments, that eventually ceased guilds, Ogilvie (2014) argues that they 

existed for centuries not because they were efficient but because they served interests of 

occupational groups. With this in mind, one ought to ask why mahallas still exist, and how 

they can serve the interests of involved social actors and sustain their existence. 

Mahallas After the Establishment of Islam 

As part of the Muslim conquest of Central Asia in the eighth century, the establishment of 

Islam elevated the position of the mosque as a pivotal public institution. Bukhara, Samarkand, 

Khiva, and Kokand were celebrated centres of Islamic culture, scholarship and training. The 

Islamic culture set up the role of the mosque as a place of daily worship, solemn Friday 

namaz (prayer), and a centre of public life.
31

  

By design, the central part of the mahalla included guzar, a set of institutions or shared public 

spaces such as a bazaar, chaikhona (teahouses), a barbershop, a general store, and the mosque 

(Jalilov & Onrov 2014). In a traditional mahalla, a mosque was surrounded by blocks of 

houses. These quarters could be walled in city areas and had gates for protection from thieves. 

This arrangement could resemble “a small fortress that provided protection for its residents, 

who controlled access to its territory. If a mahalla had two gates, both could be linked through 

a large street, on both sides of which were the craftsmen’s workshops” (Geiss 2001: 98). One 

                                                

30
 Like in mahallas, the membership in guilds was regulated. Guilds usually enjoyed self-governance, certain 

autonomy, regulated market competition, and generated social capital, welfare, and collective action (Ogilvie 

2014). The same functions could be found in guilds of the Orient. In Iran, guilds were organisations of 

employers which protected their interests (Floor 1975). 

31
 I discuss this role of the mosque and its transformation in Soviet times in Chapter 5. 
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of the features of oriental urban planning was that the cities were turned ‘inside out’––with 

facades turning into courtyards and backyards facing the streets (see Figure 2).  

It should be stressed that having the mosque in the mahalla is not an indication of mahalla 

being a religious institution. The mosque maintained traditional Islamic values and ideas (or 

Judaist values in Jewish mahallas) in order to unify neighbourhood residents around moral 

principles. As a hub of social life and a provider of occasions for socialisation, the mosque 

consolidated the community and further strengthened residential ties. Like in other religions, 

regular ritual congregations signified the communal role of Islam in creating a space and an 

environment for socialisation and mutual support between individuals (Miller 2011). 

Alongside the mahalla, the mullah or imam, the religious authority of the mosque, also held a 

position of authority in the mahalla and accordingly acted in addressing poverty and 

providing both spiritual and material help to the members of his congregation (Ibrahim & 

Hulme 2011). Family ceremonies––memorial days, family events like weddings, 

circumcision, and funerals––were not held without the presence of mullah.  

Topographically, the chaikhona was a primary element in the infrastructure of a traditional 

mahalla. Teahouses were built around a water reservoir, shady tree areas to create the 

necessary micro-climate for spending leisure time, bonding with neighbours, and fostering the 

development of relationships. The chaikhona played the role of a social club and was useful 

in social communication. In the cities under the Persian influence, such as Bukhara, the 

authentic chaikhona did not exist; hence the mosque remained the only place for socialisation 

in pre-Soviet days. Only in the late nineteenth-early twentieth centuries, travellers seeking 

shelter visited Bukharian teahouses, which were mainly places to sell hot drinking water. 

Located in bazaars, teahouses were not popular amongst local Bukharians, for whom the 

mosque was the only place for social communication (Nerazik & Zhilina 1982). Other parts 

of Uzbekistan, Tashkent and the Ferghana Valley were well-known centres of the chaikhona 

culture.
32

  

 

                                                

32
 In various locations such as Ferghana chaikhona was known under the Russian term samovar  

(Dadabaev 2016). 
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FIGURE 2. Mahalla streets in Bukhara, Uzbekistan. March 2014. Source: Timur Alexandrov 
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Cultural elements that filled mahalla’s social spaces included certain methods, or elements of 

civic engagement, of establishing and maintaining connections and bonds.  From a theoretical 

standpoint, the ability to form community-based associations, the variety of the above 

institutions, and their range of functions represent classical Gemeinschaft––a community set 

in a shared place (Tonnies 2011), regulated by common social mores, bound with extended 

kinship ties, demonstrating individual loyalty amongst its members. Dense networks of 

patronage and family ties were the primary characteristic of settled communities of people
33

 

who inhabited the region (Collins 2004; Seiple 2005). A variety of traditional Central Asian 

institutions that practised solidarity and trust relations included rod, avlod and urugh 

(extended families or clans) based mostly in urban areas, qawm (solidarity groupings), gap 

(informal social groupings and communal consumption of food),
34

 khashar (voluntary 

assistance for those in need), councils of aksakals, and waqf (pious foundations) which 

appeared with the arrival of Islam (Sukhareva 1976; Kandiyoti 1998; Myer 2002; Glasius et 

al. 2004; Sajoo 2004). As Giffen et al. (2005: 60) suggest, these institutions formed the basis 

for Soviet and post-Soviet era local self-governing bodies. These elements are illustrative not 

only as positive-sum collective actions but also as indicators of the diverse and rich social 

fabric found in Central Asia before the Soviet period.  

 

3.2. Soviet Mahalla 

The establishment of the Soviet regime brought tremendous changes to local associational 

life. These included the transformation of the mahalla into both an extension of state 

administration and a channel for ideological propaganda. Changes affected the ethnic 

diversification of the mahalla population instigated by the influx of newcomers and urban 

development. In this part of the chapter, I focus only on these changes. Other striking features 

of the Soviet mahalla, such as the preservation of traditional and Islamic values in communal 

daily life, are discussed in Chapters 4-5 and 7. 

Soviet hegemony began with the eradication of religious content by replacing it with the 

institution of national assimilation and intercultural diversity. Although state socialism 

reduced the functions of the mahalla and required it to promote communist initiatives, the 

regime tolerated the mahalla as a positive aspect of communal living, solidarity and 

comradeship that corresponded well with the socialist ideology (Freizer 2004; Laruelle 2015). 

The social organisation of the Soviet mahalla maintained a sense of belonging and 

                                                

33
 I use the term ‘people’ rather than ‘Uzbek people’ when referring to the tenth century. Uzbeks settled in the 

region what is today’s Uzbekistan in the sixteenth century only.  

34
 Social practices of gap are examined in the next chapter. 
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stimulating indebtedness between neighbours. Collective and state farms (kolkhoz and 

sovkhoz) attained many features of the traditional mahalla and extended family networks such 

as information exchange, community support, and public opinion formation. At times, this 

could resemble a military camp (Moryakova 1998). High dependency on each other, readiness 

for mutual help, joint celebrations and mourning were customs often found in a military unit 

where everybody knew each other well. This understanding expands the mahalla from simply 

one that was founded around kinship ties to a unit that included both professional and 

religious ties. Since all the members of the community were supposed to participate in 

festivities together, the mahalla was more than a residential cluster of kinship relatives. My 

interviews with elderly residents of various mahallas in Uzbekistan confirm the thesis that a 

socially stimulating environment in the Soviet mahalla used to foster relationships to 

resemble relationships of blood relatives rather than mere interactions between neighbours.  

The adaptation of the mahalla by Soviet authorities to the needs of the Soviet state made them 

conduits for the Soviet system of administration. Here, I refer to those institutions at the local 

level––gorodskoy sovet (city hall), libraries, druzhiny (neighbourhood watch) and others––

that carried out the functions of the communist system including the promotion of the Soviet 

ideology. A match between the core concept of the Soviet ideology––the collective––and the 

Soviet notion of power equated with public control through a network of various institutions 

(Shlapentokh 1989). Such restructuring and enhanced bureaucracy, in fact, converted 

mahallas into watchdog institutions through the functionality of neighbourhood watch and 

comrade courts linked with the police and law-enforcement offices (Dadabaev 2013). With 

the establishment of district and city executive committees, to which mahalla representatives 

were subordinate, the Soviet administration delivered instructions and approved newly elected 

mahalla representatives (rais). In the early Soviet period with undergoing processes of 

collectivisation (a Soviet mechanism to control resources), aksakals35
 (sel’sovet chairs) still 

played an authoritative role in administrative decision-making while rais (kolkhoz chairs) 

acted as their subordinates. Sergey Abashin’s (2017) study shows that this hierarchy changed 

in the 1940s with the increased government interest in cotton production raised the 

administrative power of rais and made them key figures in kolkhoz. Aksakals remained 

informal respected figures in preserving the moral order in daily life. 

 

Despite the spread of socialist anti-religious ideas coupled with the destruction of mosques in 

mahallas and closure of madrasa (Islamic schools) in the 1920–30s, these actions did not 

                                                

35
 Honorary elder people in the community (Literal meaning ‘white beard’). 
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result in the full abolition of Islam amongst mahalla residents. The so-called “parallel” or 

informal Islam was practised, and its teachings were taught in underground maktabs (schools) 

by religious leaders of the mahalla (Hanks 1999). Unable to cope with the multi-faceted 

nature of mahalla, the Soviets transformed the mahalla into an ‘agent’ for the dissemination 

of communist ideologies. This involved the subordination of aksakals to local Soviet 

authorities and even the transformation of teahouses into so-called ‘red chaikhonas’ (see 

Figure 3). A respondent recollects pre-perestroika times:  

In ‘red chaikhonas,’ one could easily spot the symbols of Soviet power––the flag, 

the lyrics of the anthem, slogans, and other communist attributes. Certainly, in a 

Soviet city, without the mosque, it was teahouses that became the only places 

besides your house where you could say anything. After realising the potential 

danger of the dissident free-thinking, they [the authorities] began to persecute 

chaikhonas by launching palaces of culture, Komsomol36
 cafés and social clubs.

37
  

 

 

 
 

FIGURE 3: ‘Red chaikhonas’ in Soviet Uzbekistan with visible posters depicting industrial  

railway progress and Soviet insurance benefits. Source: mytashkent.uz 

 

With the slow development of the culture of cafés and public restaurants, the popularity of the 

chaikhona remained unaffected. Other methods of adjusting the mahalla system with the 

principle of the socialist community included reorganisation of urban spaces by collectively 

grouping residents in multi-storied apartment complexes with their own allocated committees. 

However, the hold of collective norms over the mentality of people did not disrupt tight-knit 

social relationships during the Soviet period. Despite becoming a territorial organisation 

where membership was obtained by residence, in quotidian realities of life the Soviet mahalla 

remained a neighbourhood community with formed social ties and well-established traditions. 

One of them was the custom of shafat meaning ‘fencing off strangers.’ The practicalities of 

shafat required that if one of the mahalla residents wished to sell a house or an apartment, 

                                                

36
 The Komsomol––All-Union Leninist Young Communist League (or VLKSM) was the youth organisation of 

the Communist Party formed in 1918 and composed of youth 14-28 years old. 

37
 Interview with a mahalla resident, Uzbek, male, 21 November 2013, Tashkent. 
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they first offered to sell the house to their relatives. In case of refusal, the offer went to 

mahalla neighbours, and then to other residents of the mahalla. Without observing this order 

of offering, a landlord did not have the moral right to sell the house to someone else. Thus the 

custom of shafat prevented having complete strangers in the mahalla.
38

 

 

Yet urban and industrial development processes had an impact on the Soviet mahalla in the 

growth of Slavic and other non-Uzbek residents in historically Uzbek mahallas, making them 

multi-ethnic communities.
39

 According to Tokhtakhodzhaeva (2007), such changes in old 

mahallas, new high-rise standardised micro-districts, and urban planning solution that located 

industrial enterprises to attract a workforce from nearby regions, forever altered aspects of 

daily life, stimulated tolerance and acceptance, and put an end to a cultural isolation of local 

citizens. Some studies note that mahalla social norms could be less attractive to non-Uzbek 

residents who are not even required to participate in mahalla social life, and, accordingly, 

enjoy benefits from the community (Sievers 2002). Few of my non-Uzbek respondents from 

Tashkent and Samarkand recalled their Soviet experiences of living in mahallas and getting 

involved in communal life ‘out of curiosity.’ For example, Koreans, Russians, Ukrainians and 

Uzbeks lived in one mahalla and shared public spaces. For Navroz,
40

 Uzbek and Slav women 

cooked sumalyak41
 together.

42
 Another Uzbek respondent recollects his Soviet experience: 

For non-Uzbeks, it is easy to get involved in the mahalla. What is the culture of 

the Uzbeks?  It is organising a lot of events: when a child is born, we need to do 3 

events during the first year, when the child grows, another event, then weddings 

(7 different events), funeral (5 different events). So, the whole Uzbek life is 

devoted to events. You cannot organise them alone––only with the effort of your 

family and mahalla. You need to be part of the mahalla otherwise you will be 

ashamed if you only attend your neighbours’ events […] My mahalla is diverse: 

the aksakal is Uzbek, his deputy is a Jew, another deputy is Tatar, and the 

neighbourhood watcher is Russian. Non-Uzbeks are quite engaged because they 

can delegate part of their own burden to their neighbours––it is convenient.
43

 

 

                                                

38
 Interview with Dr Jamshed Safarov, Counsellor, the Embassy of Uzbekistan in the United Kingdom. 

Cambridge Central Asia Forum Seminar Series, 3 August 2017. 

39
 In Uzbek popular culture, Shukhrat Abbassov’s film You Are Not an Orphan tells the story of an Uzbek family 

set in mahalla that sheltered fourteen orphans of the war, who collectively represent an ethnic pastiche of 

Soviet ethnicities. Notably, the film revised the idea of ‘friendship of the people’ to “articulate the view that 

the traditional Uzbek mahalla can replace Russian culture as a means to organise different ethnicities.” (Norris 

2013: 79). 

40
 Persian New Year day usually celebrated in Central Asia on 21 March, day of spring equinox. 

41
 Traditional Uzbek dish prepared in large pots to celebrate Navroz. 

42
 Interviews with mahalla residents. Russian and Korean, females, 11 and 24 March 2014, Tashkent and 

Samarkand. 

43
 Interview with Dr Jamshed Safarov. 
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3.3. Mahalla in Post-Socialism 
 

After regaining the independence, the Uzbek elites have shown remarkable attention to the 

institution of mahalla. Poor social, economic, and political climate in the initial years of 

independence generated an environment for inter-ethnic conflicts and dissemination of 

Islamic fundamentalist ideas (Landa 1993). This required immediate action to consolidate the 

Uzbek society. Government nation-building activities and the revival of traditional and 

Islamic values included the removal of Soviet-era monuments and their replacement with 

national symbols, assigning new street names, language reforms, and modernisation of 

traditional values and customs. Particularly, the government adapted the mahalla as a means 

for reaching people, promoting inter-ethnic dialogue, and reviving national Uzbek traditions. 

The transformation and reorganisation of the mahalla began in the cities with the granting of 

the official status to all mahallas existing prior to 1991, merging small and micro mahallas 

together, and establishing official mahalla committees, subordinate to local hokimiyat (city 

government), which could then control several apartment buildings. In comparison with 

Soviet times, my findings illustrate that residents living in modern apartment blocks tend to 

have weaker social ties. One of my respondents compares the life in apartment-type and 

traditional mahallas:  

I have grown up in this old mahalla and living here is a huge benefit––I know my 

neighbour, I am familiar with his father and grandfather. We all know each other 

very well. I am planning to return to the old mahalla since living in this block of 

flats where no one knows each other is uncomfortable. I have three children and I 

want them to develop and appreciate the values of the mahalla. It will help them in 

the future.
44

 

 

In the countryside, territorial standardisation resulted in the formation of official mahallas 

having merged micro-mahallas, small auls, and kishlaks, with rural councils renamed as 

kishlak committees.  

 

Further steps in the institutionalisation of the mahalla system included the adoption of 

legislation and formalisation of mahalla activities. On 19
th

 September 1992, the Uzbek 

president established a charity fund––the Mahalla Foundation––whose functions ranged from 

dissemination of historical, national and spiritual values, popularisation of folk customs and 

traditions to fostering cultural and educational work in mahallas, and further strengthening of 

their social and economic growth (Ukaz Prezidenta Respubliki Uzbekistan 1992). Since the 

Foundation depends on the state budget, it acts as an umbrella institution for mahalla 
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 Interview with a resident of the mahalla Kamolon, Uzbek, male. 14 March 2014, Tashkent.	
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committees across Uzbekistan. The committees are the established bodies that exercise 

authority in each mahalla and are entitled to the official budget, personnel, and duties. Such 

an empowerment of mahallas signifies their status as official administrative units with direct 

affiliation with state authorities. In fact, from the former self-governing institution, the 

mahalla was re-structured into an organ of local administration.  

 

Such a transformation also re-designed the mahalla leadership system. Before the adoption of 

the mahalla legislation in 1993, only informal leaders administered social life in a 

community––aksakals, imam, dasturhonchi, and boylar (wealthy residents). The Law on 

Mahallas introduced a rais, an official state salaried employee and the mahalla leader elected 

by the citizen’s assembly every two-and-half years. Rais also chairs the mahalla citizen 

assembly. It is important to note that the mahalla laws use the terms rais and aksakals 

interchangeably. In this research, I draw a line between them to reflect the way mahalla 

residents distinguish them. Namely, rais refers to the state chairperson of the mahalla 

committee, whereas aksakals are so-called heads of the streets, respected elders and informal 

leaders of mahallas. To put simply, this is the case to differentiate between the two types of 

mahallas––a formal one presided by rais, and an informal one led by aksakals. Rasanayagam 

(2012) advises distinguishing between the ‘mahalla committee’ and the ‘mahalla,’ 

respectively. The mahalla committee has its office space (see Figure 4) and includes kotib 

(executive secretary), maslakhatchi (the adviser, usually a female who deals with women’s 

issues), and the heads of the auditing and advising committees. In addition, transformation of 

mahallas introduced in 1999 a form of social control like in Soviet times, the posbon system 

with an assigned posbon––a salaried personnel and member of the mahalla committee
45

 who 

acts as a community watcher or guardian to observe and monitor daily life in the community, 

collect intelligence on the residents when necessary, and report suspicious behaviour to law 

enforcement agencies. Often posbonlari are retired policemen, teachers, or former school 

personnel with the knowledge and experience dealing with young people and deviant 

behaviour problems.
46

  

 

Efforts in officialising mahallas brought more responsibilities for mahalla committees, such 

as registration of residents and supervision of social welfare distribution. This formalisation 

and re-designing of the governance system of the mahalla significantly reduced the autonomy 

of the mahalla. My respondent, a rais, reflects on the structural changes:  

                                                

45
 An average salary paid to mahalla committee members is around US $15-25 per month. 

46
 Interview with Dr Jamshed Safarov, Counsellor, the Embassy of Uzbekistan in the United Kingdom. 

Cambridge Central Asia Forum Seminar Series, 3 August 2017. 
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FIGURE 4: Typical mahalla committee offices in Tashkent (left) and Bukhara (right) 
Source: Timur Alexandrov 

 

If in Soviet times, mahalla was an independent and partisan institution, whose 

aksakals acted on a voluntary basis and did not have an allocated office space, today, 

we, as the mahalla committee members, are state officials receiving government 

salary and working in an office. We have become the first port of call for our 

mahalla residents when they enter a relationship with the state. According to 

tradition, we have twenty-five members in the kengash (aksakals’ committee) whose 

opinions are respected but they mostly perform advisory, not administrative 

functions.
47

 

 

The two-and-half year term of office of the mahalla committee chairperson is not a novel 

feature. The order of the voting system and administration rules of the mahalla committee 

have been prescribed and followed since 1983 when the Soviets issued the Regulation “On 

the Mahalla (District) Committees in Cities, Towns and Villages of the Uzbek SSR.” 

However, the new realities dictate relevant legislation and regulations concerning the 

governance and activities of the mahalla. Additionally, the Soviet directives and experiences 

regulating the mahalla have been adopted and put in use in the new legislation. In the Soviet 

period, the primary legal acts on the mahalla included “On Mahalla Committees” in the 

cities, and “On General Meetings of Citizens in Rural Areas of the Uzbek SSR” established 

by the Supreme Council of the Uzbek SSR. The post-Soviet legislature devotes serious 

attention to mahalla issues. As of 2014, legal regulations concerning the mahalla are set by 

the Uzbek Constitution, a presidential decree “On Support of Self-governing Civic Bodies,” 

the laws “On Legal Framework of Elections in Mahallas” and “On Institutions of Self-

government of Citizens.” The latter is the main document which defines citizen’s assembly 

(skhod grazhdan) in mahallas and villages as the supreme body of self-governance.  

                                                

47
 Interview with the rais of the mahalla “Ten Years of the Uzbek Independence,” Xonza district, Tashkent, 23 
March 2014. 



	 91 

3.4. Self-governance 
 

It is useful to look at how the term ‘self-governance’ was operationalised in Soviet times, and 

what meaning it conveys in contemporary Uzbekistan. To illustrate this point, I refer to the 

Bol’shaya Sovetskaya Entsyklopediya of 1974, which defines local self-governance (mestnoe 

samoupravlenie) as “a form of government in the field, where the population of an 

administrative-territorial unit independently operates over local affairs (through elected 

bodies or directly) within the rights established by the state.”  

 

The established law “On Institutions of Self-government of Citizens” of 2013, defines 

samoupravlenie as “guaranteed by the Constitution and laws of the Republic of Uzbekistan, 

independent activities of citizens to address local issues, based on their interests, historical 

features of development, as well as national and spiritual values, local customs and traditions” 

(Zakon Respubliki Uzbekistan… 2013). From a hermeneutic perspective, the reader could 

notice obvious consistency and coherence between the definitions, where the textual 

references to the ‘development’ and ‘national’ and ‘spiritual values’ were added in the latest 

version. This suggests clues on the continuity of the term and its adaptation to present 

political and social needs. The essence of the law “On Institutions of Self-government of 

Citizens” is to regulate the duties and functions of mahalla committee members, procedures 

of elections, and the rights and responsibilities of citizen participation. The updated 2013 

issue of the law elaborates on establishing consultative centres in mahallas to provide short-

term training courses for residents pursuing entrepreneurial activities, inform about business 

preferences, and promote youth employment.  

 

Such post-socialist enthusiasm in supporting the institution of the mahalla is legitimated by a 

number of reasons, which many policy commentators link with the state-formation project. 

The official language of the mahalla reforms relates to “sowing the seeds of democracy.” By 

proclaiming the mahalla as a national democratic institution and declaring self-governance 

activities of citizens as a key feature of the mahalla system, the elites tie the mahalla with the 

national identity building and the revival of traditional values. A more tangible incentive 

includes the delegation of certain state welfare functions to mahallas to reduce administrative 

costs related with the assessment of needs at the local level. Nevertheless, “the co-optation of 

the mahalla apparatus evidently illustrates the expansion of state influence in society”
48

 or, as 
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 Interview with a civil society expert, former local UNDP member in Uzbekistan, 12 October 2013, Tashkent 
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Urinboyev (2011b) holds, top-down intervention at the local level to establish the system of 

local control. This can also be seen as a co-optation of society with the state. 

 

Government actions towards the mahalla cannot be sufficient for a nation-wide campaign in 

raising awareness and the public status of the mahalla. In Uzbekistan, it has become a 

tradition dedicated every year to a certain cause––youth, women, or health care. For example, 

the year of 2003 was declared as “The Year of the Mahalla” to implement a wide range of 

targeted measures supporting the development of the mahalla. My Uzbek respondents often 

mentioned this programme and how its implications are still felt today since its completion. 

“The Year of Mahalla” is known not as a propaganda campaign but rather a comprehensive 

set of administrative measures aimed at improvement of the existing legal framework, 

strengthening the material base of mahallas, creating conditions for entrepreneurship, 

developing social infrastructure and local amenities, and fostering targeted financial 

assistance, as a form of welfare provision, to needy families. Remarkably perhaps, the 

implementation of these objectives involved a wide range of public bodies including 

ministries, the media, youth social movement, museums, cultural centres, women’s 

committees and others.  

 

In addition, the state programme listed a hundred planned activities divided into six sections: 

the legal system, labour market, infrastructure, social protection and care of the elderly, 

medical support, sports, and spiritual and moral education (Postanovlenie Kabineta Ministrov 

2003). The sources of financial support of the above activities ranged from the state budget 

and sponsor funds to business and agencies, commercial banks, partner organisations and 

local foundations. It is noteworthy to add that the cultural character of certain activities 

articulated their ideological motives. For example, transfer of information and ideology 

through the enhancement of cultural and moral values involved various exhibitions, literature, 

TV programmes,
49

 talks and meetings particularly themed as ‘Motherland begins with the 

Mahalla,’ ‘A sense of the Motherland,’ ‘What Can I do for My Mahalla,’ ‘The Friendly 

Mahalla,’ ‘The United Mahalla,’ and local contests ‘The Best Daughter-in-Law,’ ‘The Best 

Mother-in-Law’ and others. The Uzbek press also actively covers the mahalla lifestyle (see a 

sample article “Mahalla is a Father and a Mother for Everyone” in Appendix 2). As with any 

state programme, public opinion can differ in assessing the scope of “The Year of Mahalla.” 

Many of my respondents are unanimous that “The Year of the Mahalla” after its completion 
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 In January 2016, new TV channel Mahalla was launched in Uzbekistan to “inform the population, especially 
the youth, about the role of mahalla in the formation of civil society.” Available from: 
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2015/01/07/mahalla. Accessed 3 March 2016. 
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had significantly enhanced the status of this institution and modernised its traditional 

elements. A mahalla resident adds:  

People began to comprehend and appreciate this way of life in the mahalla. In the 

early 2000s, those who became less attached to communitarian values and the 

spirit of the mahalla, perhaps, were reminded about those feelings and the sense 

of attachment to your community. It is indispensable for a young nation.
50

  

 

As a social unit, the mahalla remains a key public space where most of the prescribed 

activities take place. The year of 2016, for example, was named “The Year of the Healthy 

Mother and Healthy Child,” which associates the campaign with family values, health issues, 

and the daily life in the mahalla. “We always put the mahalla in the pivotal place,” an 

executive director of the Uzbek Association on Reproductive Health summed it up for me: 

Since the mahalla remains the centre of the family life, our activities on raising 

awareness on risks and their prevention, family planning issues, even behaviour 

changing tactics are primarily realised in mahallas. It is part of our policy to 

intervene in the mahalla, reach families and individuals.
51

  

 
 

3.5. Segmented Pluralism 
 

A foreign visitor in Uzbekistan would not immediately notice the presence of the mahalla. Its 

realisation as an intrinsic and indigenous part of the Uzbek culture comes after close 

observation of local social life. At first glance, there is no obvious sense of closed spaces, 

clusters of micro-districts or segregated communities. Nor are there any gates surrounding 

mahallas in contemporary Uzbekistan. The old blocks of houses border new high-rise 

apartment buildings as in the case with the mahalla named Kamolon in the historical centre of 

Tashkent: old or new, they are all part of the mahalla.  Sievers (2002: 96) distinguishes four 

types of mahallas: ‘rural mahalla’ in rural areas, ‘apartment mahallas’ of modern high-rises, 

‘contemporary mahallas’ of blocks of spread-out family residences, and ‘traditional 

mahallas’ as quarters of densely organised pre-Soviet style single-family dwellings. Notably, 

the sense of a community is manifested when one enters a mahalla. My field notes depict a 

few cases of walking in an old mahalla and being asked politely whether I am looking for 

somebody and offered help to find a person, a family, or a house.  

 

                                                

50
 Interview with a resident of the mahalla ‘Kamolon,’ Uzbek, male, 22 November 2013, Tashkent. 

51
 Interview with Alfiya Akbarova, executive director of the Uzbek Association on Reproductive Health, 
Tashkent, 17 March 2014.	
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FIGURE 5. Mixed buildings and mahalla mosque (top);  
mahalla streets in central Tashkent (middle and bottom), March 2014.  

Source: Timur Alexandrov 
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The daily social life in the mahalla is divided between the family, job, school, community, 

and personal interests. A mahalla household is nevertheless attached to the mahalla 

committee and might approach it in case of need. The committee is supposed to provide free 

consultancy, moral guidance, and mediate a resolution of disputes. A rais explains:  

Residents can stop by to ask for help. It is in the interests of our mahalla to 

support families, prevent divorces or at least have them as few as possible. In case 

of divorce, we [the mahalla committee] mediate and offer help to find a mutually 

beneficial way of dividing property. Every mahalla counts, we do our best, and 

we want to be an exemplary one.
52

  

 

This may seem like a ‘rosy picture,’ and, according to my interviews with residents, de facto 

there is little the mahalla committee can do to prevent divorce or intervene into one’s private 

life. “They will talk to you and your relatives once or twice, but it is up to you what you do 

with your own life,” I was told.
53

 On another matter, the committee can be useful when 

someone is looking for information about neighbours or a family or a potential bride. I discuss 

these issues later on in the chapter. Other often-performed functions of the committee are 

issuing registration and certifications. The status of a resident suffices to be recognised as a 

member of the mahalla. “Having your spouse living here with you is enough to see her as a 

full member of this ‘family’ even if she is officially registered in another place,” adds the 

rais.
54

 Granting financial benefits to individuals and households in need is the primary topic 

on which my respondents express sharp criticism. The discretionary character of selecting 

households to grant welfare benefits undermines the transparency of the grant-making process 

and leaves the final decision to the mahalla council (kengash). National celebrations and 

family events are crucial in maintaining community values. Through organised mutual help 

(khashar),
55

 mahalla residents come together to mark special occasions and family events. 

There are other social opportunities where households reinforce their relationship with the 

mahalla committee members since the participation and involvement of the latter in life-cycle 

events is mandatory. 

                                                

52
 Interview with rais of a mahalla, 25 November 2013, Tashkent. 

53
 Interview with a mahalla resident, female, Uzbek, 12 March 2014, Samarkand. 

54
 Interview with rais of the mahalla “Ten Years of the Uzbek Independence,” Xonza district, Tashkent, 23 
March 2014.	

55
 Public Soviet-style cleaning and gardening (subbotnik) related with national celebrations and holidays are also 

termed ‘public khashar’ (see Figure 6). 
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FIGURE 6. ‘Public khashar’ in Samarkand, Tashkent (top), and Bukhara (bottom) related with 
preparations to Navroz, March 2014. Source: Timur Alexandrov 

 

Concerning the issues of gerontocracy in the institutions of aksakals in the formal mahalla, I 

must note that to become a mahalla committee chairperson (rais), one no longer needs to be 

an elderly man in the community––the position is open to younger people and to both 

genders: 

There is always a possibility for a respected, hard-working and well-known 

woman in the mahalla to become rais or aksakal––though this male title may 

sound humorous. We do not have an informal title name for the female leader of 
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the mahalla, so we keep using aksakal. After all, it is a historical and respective 

designation and everyone understands it. 
56

 

 

My data point to a distinctive feature that the control of public life and morality in mahalla 

still belongs to the elderly. There is an opinion that the elder generation follows outdated 

standards of life and social conduct. The elderly are accepted as the controllers of morality; 

however, some young people with pragmatic views on reality are not afraid to confront the 

outdated canons:  

I grew up in Russia and when I was eleven I came back to Uzbekistan. It is hard to 

be part of a community and share certain common views or rituals. I don’t think 

that this institution is an effective way of social organisation. I try to be detached 

from the mahalla as much as possible, and usually turn to them on paperwork 

issues only.
57

  

 

When asked about problems preventing effective social organisation, my respondents from 

Tashkent, Bukhara and Samarkand named bureaucracy and slow decision-making, uneven 

and selected distribution of mahalla help for the poor, the influence of wealthy residents, lack 

of socialisation in apartment-type mahallas, and transparent attempts to subordinate residents 

into collectives.  

 

The collective as a moral educator of its members is still found in modern urban mahallas. 

Shlapentokh (1989: 180) reminds that “[t]he discussion in party or Komsomol meetings of so-

called ‘personal issues’––adultery, divorce, drinking habits, bickering with neighbours, illegal 

or semi-legal moonlighting, etc.––were normal features of Soviet life.” In this sense, albeit 

the mahalla ensures the privacy of its residents, there is a continuity of associations––not 

penetrated by sovietisation or modified by it. I draw a line of comparison here with the Soviet 

institution of dvorovye kluby (courtyard clubs) examined in Chapter 8. There, I illustrate how 

in Soviet times, courtyard clubs could be seen as institutions of informal social control when 

neighbours and elders in the yard could discuss and comment on private lives of their 

neighbours. Similarly, such a Soviet footprint is still sensed today when mahalla elders can 

criticise one for a certain appearance or reprimand them for an unpleasant behaviour––just 

like in Soviet times when the Komsomol used to be concerned with behaviours, especially in 

front of foreigners, and acting in the right way as it befits a sovetskiy chelovek:
58

  

                                                

56
 Interview with a mahalla chairperson, 22 November 2013, Samarkand. 

57
 Interview with a mahalla resident, Uzbek, male, 27, 16 March 2014, Tashkent.	

58
 The term sovetskiy chelovek means an individual who had basic qualities of the Soviet citizen such as 

allegiance to communism, socialist patriotism, and intolerance towards racial prejudice. This also implied 

being active in class solidarity with other workers. 
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I have my own apartment but when I came down to visit my parents in the old 

mahalla, a few elderly men used to make some remarks about my looks. They 

recommended to get a haircut and not to wear shorts in their mahalla. I do not take 

it too personally though.
59

  

 

It is an unwritten rule that all residents adhere to social norms and accept the mahalla lifestyle 

(Mirzakhmedov 2015). Some individuals can become outcast if they do not acknowledge the 

norms of the mahalla. Sievers (2002: 98) adds that the outcome is so serious that some equate 

internal mahalla exile with death. Gossip, open critique, and ostracism are typical forms of 

sanctions of punishment. One of my respondents who was criticised by aksakals and 

neighbours for wearing mini-skirts eventually faced collective disapproval:  

Somebody wrote a letter and collected signatures of witnesses for them [the 

mahalla committee] to reprimand my behaviour. My mother found the neighbour 

who was a “witness,” and demanded an explanation from him––he apologised and 

confessed that he was pressured by the mahalla committee to do so. Since that 

incident, everyone ignores me in the mahalla but I can live without it.
60

 

 

An alternative view is that the mahalla could be beneficial for social and personal life. Some 

contend that the mahalla is an institution of vast educational importance when public opinion 

matters: 

In Uzbekistan, whatever you do is like living and having a caution in the back of 

your mind “What would my mahalla say?” It is a good tradition and should be a 

norm for the younger generation.
61

 

 

 As I mentioned earlier, the mahalla can be a suitable way of socialisation for one’s own 

benefit:  

It is comfortable to live in Uzbekistan because of the mahalla. I had a chance to 

emigrate but decided to stay where I was born––there are no mahalla traditions 

abroad, and the community means a lot for me.
62

 

 

There are around three thousand people in this mahalla. It is quite hard to stay 

away from all social activities in our community such as weddings and sunnat-toi 
[circumcision ceremony]. Last year, my family and I attended thirty-five events 

and organised an engagement of my sister where around six hundred people from 

the mahalla attended. Thanks to these occasions, I know my community well.
63

 

 

It is important to note how the private life of an individual is intricately entwined with the 

community when it concerns family issues such as weddings. At the pre-wedding stage, for 

example, it is customary to see parents go to the mahalla and enquire about a potential fiancé, 

                                                

59
 Interview with a mahalla resident, Uzbek, male, 24, 18 March 2014, Tashkent. 

60
 Interview with a mahalla resident, Uzbek, female, 20, 13 March 2014, Tashkent. 

61
 Interview with Dr Liliya Sultanova, Moscow State University Tashkent Brunch, 20 March 2014, Tashkent. 

62
 Interview with a resident of the mahalla Kamolon, Uzbek, male, 43, 21 March 2014, Tashkent.	

63
 Phone interview with a mahalla resident in Tashkent, Uzbek, male, 30, January 2016. 
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their family and neighbours. “We are entitled to provide honest information because we are 

here to help,”
64

 a rais told me.  

Mahalla is like a secret service. You can make inquiries about the neighbours 

before purchasing a house or ask about the bride, her relatives and so on. About 

any person, what they do. You come in, you ask and aksakals can tell, for 

instance, that girl is nice––she always greets us, we see that she sweeps the 

courtyard of the house every morning, attends mahalla events, and cooks 

delicious food––and you get the picture.
65

 

 

Information gathering appears to be a popular and attractive tradition even among those who 

devote little time to communal life. It is also accustomed to having one’s parents involved in 

the decision-making process: 

I took it very seriously when my daughter met a young man from a distant 

mahalla. With my cousin, I went there, spoke with their neighbours, collected 

information about him, his parents, and their way of life […] It was only after the 

talks with their aksakals and eventually with the parents of the young man, that it 

became clear to me that he would be a very good match to my daughter.
66

  

 

The active involvement in the mahalla life could increase one’s chances to access 

information, enlist support from neighbours, build a reputation, and improve working 

conditions.  

 

Conclusion 
 

 

This chapter discussed that the Uzbek mahalla is more than a residential neighbourhood 

community. The mahalla is filled with practices of self-organisation, mutual assistance, 

maintenance of social and moral orders, and strengthening informal social networks that are 

some of the ways the mahalla serves as a civil society institution. There are four variations 

that the term mahalla can be used in: in a social context with its socialisation function 

(comparable to a large family); physical context (a group of houses); administrative meaning 

(lower unit of an administrative body recognised by the state); and architectural understanding 

(old and new blocks of houses of various styles).  

 

I have argued that the mahalla is a functioning form of local civil society and a hybrid social 

institution. Contemporary mahalla is based upon and features traditional elements of 

communal life. The findings illustrate that the present role of the mahalla has been amended 

                                                

64
 Interview with a mahalla rais, 1 March 2014, Tashkent. 

65
 Interview with Sardor, a resident of mahalla in Tashkent, Uzbek, male, 26, 18 March 2014. 

66
 Interview with Dr Liliya Sultanova, Moscow State University Tashkent Brunch, 20 March 2014, Tashkent.	
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and adapted from the pre-Soviet and Soviet times. From an informal autonomous self-

governing community, it was transformed into an official unit of local governance 

accountable to the city administration. Modern high-rise apartment blocks in urban settings 

also became part of the mahalla. However, evidence suggests that the strength of informal 

social ties differs significantly between households set in old urban districts with one or two-

storey blocks of houses and those in modern apartment complexes. This shows the expanse of 

the social ties of the mahalla, which go beyond just living together. 

 

The evidence suggests that it is hard to disregard the presence of mahallas and their social 

effect on an individual. There are several ways to come into contact with the mahalla culture 

whether contributing to a community or fulfilling pursuits of self-interest. One of the more 

significant findings to emerge from this research is the duality of this civil society institution. 

Balancing between the state and society, the past and the present, the mahalla exploits both 

modern and traditional ways of creating conditions for civic engagement. The traditional face 

of the mahalla implies that it can have an influence in the private lives of its members through 

weddings, ceremonies, interference in family disputes, and prescribing moral values. This 

synergetic institutional scheme generates and sustains solidarity, mutual help, and social 

capital.  

 

In the long run, we may conclude that the mahalla will continue to exploit the duality of its 

institutional identity, that is, the co-existence of the official and the informal mahalla entities. 

The pressure from the authoritarian state and co-optation of the official mahalla as a state 

organisation will continue despite the rhetoric and the official recognition of it as a non-

government institution. A safe assumption to make here is that the mahalla implies 

segmented pluralism making it a unique type of Central Asian civil society. An answer to the 

question I put in the beginning of this chapter––why does the mahalla still exist?––is that it 

continues, and will continue, to serve the interests of its external and internal social actors. 

We can see that much of the charm and promises of the mahalla may fade when one 

recognises flaws in its organisation such as monitoring of residents’ lives, involuntary 

adherence to the collectivist mindset, and lack of transparency in welfare distribution, to name 

but a few. 

 

For the state, the mahalla remains imperative as a power structure, being in close proximity to 

the population. The two-faced hybrid mahalla is close to people––the electorate––it ‘feels’ 

the pulse of the nation and aspirations of individuals. Evidently, it is more fitting to consider 
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the official mahalla as a partner of the state on the one hand since it has high flexibility in 

finding solutions to social problems; on the other hand, a local version of civil society since it 

implements the objectives of the common good. Having the archaic mahalla system in the 

centre of public life, one may question whether Uzbekistan is a backward-looking society. I 

contend that the dynamics of the mahalla do not reflect this view. The informal mahalla is a 

unique vernacular social institution fulfilling the daily needs of its community members and 

sustaining social ties, which help solve many problems. At the same time, the formal mahalla 

is a mediator between the society and the state. In the synergy of the formal and the informal, 

we can distinguish a local form of civil society.  

 

The mahalla despite its present controversial image is here to stay, most likely for a long 

time. As my findings illustrate, it is a functioning actor in nation-building and civil society 

dynamics. These two processes are not short-termed. Though one can be sceptical as to 

whether the mahalla can be a sufficient civil society actor to ensure the democratic 

development of the country. In this sense, I argue that the informal mahalla itself is an 

excellent case of the local communal version of civil society, which outperforms most 

existing NGOs in solving people’s daily problems and has nothing to do with the liberal 

model of civil society ‘imported’ by international agencies. As for the official mahalla, it 

remains an element and symbol of national heritage development. Certainly, the mahalla is 

not a sole ingredient for the development of the Uzbek civil society using highly idealised 

liberal models. There cannot be a developed civil society without full consolidation of state 

and society. Historically, the mahalla has been a flexible and essential element in Central 

Asian societies. It has weathered centuries by being malleable, and still will perform its 

‘original’ function of serving its members, a core function of any civil society institution. 
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C H A P T E R   F O U R 

 
CONVERSATIONAL GROUPINGS OF GAP  
AND CREATION OF SOCIAL SAFETY NETS 

 
 
 

 

 

 

A group of similar age people meet at the restaurant, they greet each other and each 

participant contributes, usually a sum of cash, to the host. Over dinner they enjoy 

friendly conversations––seemingly, they are celebrating an occasion. At the end of the 

meeting, only one of them receives collected cash––the lump sum. Next month, the same 

group of people meets again and follows the same ritual, making it a monthly 

occurrence. The act of ‘shaking hands with money’ is neither a money game nor a 

modern custom but a long-established practice of informal groupings called ‘gap.’ 

(From the author’s field notes) 

 

 

IN CENTRAL ASIAN SOCIETIES, GAP IS A TRADITIONAL mode of interaction between people 

from similar age groups, who are bound by friendship, professional, residential, and other 

socially acknowledged ties, and who regularly engage in informal conversations over the 

course of a meal. In Uzbek, gap is used to indicate ‘word,’ ‘conversation’ or ‘talk.’ The 

number of participants in gaps can vary from three or four to up to thirty or more members. 

Mostly associated with adults, gap circles are also popular amongst young people who join 

gaps at the age of 14–16 years old. 

 

The gap is not an exclusively Uzbek or Kazakh cultural phenomenon––it is known across 

Central Asia: the term shay (tea) alongside gap is also used in southern provinces of 

Kazakhstan; mashrap and chay (tea)—male and female gatherings, respectively––among 

Uighur communities (Roberts 1998); and gashtak, gapkhuri, ziyofat, osh, tukma, jura or 

maslihat across Tajikistan (Nurzhanov & Bleuer 2013). This is one of the indigenous social 

institutions that defines modern communal life in urban and rural Central Asia.  
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The analysis in this thesis does not overlook the Uzbek social institution of mahalla. The gap 

is a part of the everyday life of a mahalla, and many practices of gap and the mahalla are 

inextricably linked. For mahalla residents living in a block of rural-style houses, cottage 

houses, or high-rise apartment blocks, daily life provides plenty of opportunities for 

interaction and building relationships, most of which are informal. It is not known to a 

satisfactory degree why gap developed in mahalla settings. This work contributes to a better 

understanding of this phenomenon, questioning implications of gap for the nature of Central 

Asian civil society, as well as its longevity and vitality in the fast-changing social space of 

today. 

 

The argument supporting the emergence of a typically Central Asian version of civil society 

assumes that past social practices have left their mark on present social organisations. 

Community organisation in primordial times, groups of men in traditional societies, coping 

social mechanisms such as chyornaya kassa67
 during state socialism have hence to be seen as 

practices of social reproduction. Sociologically, the constant reproduction of informal social 

practices within gap forms and perpetuates the structure—the informal market and social 

networks (Giddens 1986). Structural circumstances provide a means for social practices, 

resulting in long-term mutually reciprocal relationships between structure and agency. This 

connexion may explain why the phenomenon of gap, since pre-modern times and through the 

modification of ancestral practices, has been historically embedded in Central Asian societies. 

The gap has thus to be seen as a hybrid social institution featuring an evident blend of 

traditional and modern elements. 

 

This chapter is based on ethnographic field research conducted over a period of three months 

in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Cross-border inter-ethnic exchanges and mobility between 

Uzbeks and Kazakhs created conditions for the mutual adoption and adaptation of various 

social practices. There is little to suggest that the institution of gap is authentically either 

distinctly Uzbek or Kazakh. The social activities of gap are also present in other Central 

Asian societies, especially Tajikistan (Akiner 2002).  

 

In addressing the nature of the social phenomenon of gap, its primary and auxiliary functions, 

I put forward a tripartite argument. First, the gap represents an informal social safety net, as 

gap members rely on each other and receive moral and material support. It is a tight and 

                                                

67
 Informal rotating credit funds established at work places among colleagues and friends (literal meaning in 

Russian ‘black chest’).  
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close-knit community with a high level of mutual trust. I contend that the gap provides 

alternative welfare services to make up for the incapacity of the state to secure basic needs for 

its citizens. Members of these networks look for information, networking opportunities, 

alternative sources of job creation, moral support, sociability and opportunities to 

meaningfully spend leisure time.  

 

Second, as a rare, dynamic social element in the local public spheres, gaps are furthermore 

subject to various alterations and changes. Namely, they tend to re-interpret key modern 

trends, including the organisation of female-only gaps, the virtual gap on the internet, as well 

as the promotion of joint savings funds. Through this informal micro-credit system, a gap 

member receives considerable amounts of cash in a short time with little to none interest to be 

paid in return. This activity remains a popular and pragmatic solution to address personal 

financial problems. Gaps are therefore organised to generate monetary support, representing 

an informal social safety net that strengthens personal liaisons and enhances horizontal 

solidarity. However, as this research illustrates, the need to generate cash is not a primary 

reason to organise gap. My findings are in this sense consistent with Hiwatari’s argument, 

which points out the co-existence of “socially originated affinity and rational motivation” 

behind the organisational insights of gap (Hiwatari 2008: 44). However, in-group social ties 

can resemble patronage and blat networks
68

 when social relationships arranged hierarchically 

or horizontally.  

 

The chapter finally argues that gaps, as social units set in mahallas, represent an indigenous 

case of civil society. The rituals and symbolical meanings of the activities in gap suggest a 

functioning form of civil society that impacts on social consciousness and facilitates 

mobilisation. Gap groupings represent dense networks of social interaction—a fertile soil for 

the creation and sustaining of social capital. Socialisation in gaps reduces transaction costs 

associated with information, suggesting that as they enjoy direct and quicker access to 

information via group members, people engaged in gaps tend to possess high social capital. 

Notably, the social purpose of gaps is wider than the pursuits of economic advantage or 

revitalization of national traditions. I stress here that communication and aspirations to 

maintain social ties are the primary incentives of gap. Gaps not only bind people together but 

also reinforce social ties, creating a trustworthy atmosphere for interactions, establishing 

positive-sum social links, and sustaining long-term social cohesion between members. 

                                                

68
 Blat means informal practices of obtaining goods, services, and benefits through personal networks. For a 

discussion of the origins of blat and the development of blat practices in Soviet times, see Ledeneva (1998).  
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Through these mutually beneficial characteristics, gap is somewhat similar to fraternities; 

relationships set in gap communities furthermore resemble those connecting kin members. 

Family rituals―including frequent family dinners and celebrations on special 

occasions―generate and maintain loyalty and commitment among members who engage in 

communication over a meal, while being absent on such occasions could actually be treated as 

a form of disrespect. Gap could be therefore regarded as an informal ‘family’ outside one’s 

own family, a manifestation of collectivism, comradeship, brotherhood and sisterhood. 

 

The first part of the study explores how the notion of gap is presented in the history of Central 

Asia and through local and Western literature. Here, I examine the roles and responsibilities 

of social actors involved in gap. The second part analyses in turn modern gaps, drawing 

differences between gender-segregated groupings, while comparing them to analogous social 

institutions which emerged during the Soviet era. In the third part, I closely examine various 

deviations of gaps and their employability in modern associational life. Throughout the study, 

I constantly question the implications of gaps in the development of local civil society in 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 

 
4.1. Traditionalism and the Place of Gaps in Pre-Soviet  

and Soviet Times in Central Asia 
 

 

Although this study illuminates the relationship between historical and pre-historical male 

gatherings and the contemporary social institution of gap, I do not imply that traditional pre-

Soviet societies were undifferentiated and became modernised only with the advent of 

modernity. Rather, I argue for the continuity of certain traditional elements in the modern 

gap, which I explore further in the chapter. In its organisational character, gap is one of the 

remaining legacies of social customs tracing roots to Central Asian’s traditional societies. 

Indeed, modernity, with its Durkheimian division of labour, capitalism, and enhanced 

individualism, is the key factor to have exerted direct influences on the structure of social 

relations in contemporary Central Asia. The contradictory modernisation of the Soviet period 

is known for its paradoxical balance between social engineering and emphasis on the 

maintenance of traditional rituals (Lane 1981). In Kandiyoti’s view (1996: 529, 539), 

traditionalism is both a response to and a creation of the Soviet system. The underlying 

process of the Soviet social transformation implied “transcending national particularisms 

through assimilation into ‘Soviet’ culture [which] is presented as the highest point of 

modernisation.” (Ibid.) The process of modernising traditions, undoubtedly, left its marks on 
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post-Soviet transformation, which some scholars (for example, Daniel Bell) regard as 

“traditionalising modernity.” Democratisation and marketisation of new post-Soviet societies 

do not necessarily mean breaking with past traditions and customs of social interaction 

(Olcott 1995; Ledeneva 1998; Schatz 2005; Collins 2006). In this sense, gap is one of the 

remaining legacies of social customs tracing roots to Central Asia’s traditional societies. Yet 

the question remains open as to what extent traditional social practices are unaffected by the 

pace of modernity.  

The gap is the most understudied practice in the analysis of Central Asia’s social fabric. Only 

a few Soviet ethnographic works attempted to explain the local organisation of communal life 

in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, pioneering serious anthropological discussions on the 

organisation of social space, living environment, life-cycle customs, celebrations and related 

traditions, rites and rituals in Central Asian social life (Lashuk 1967; Markov 1970, 1976; 

Abramzon 1970; Lobacheva & Tultseva 1977), including the practice of male groupings and 

associations (Andreev 1928; Snesarev 1964; Rakhimov 1990). These studies invariably link 

the phenomenon of gap with prehistorical social practices: gaps, in this context, are socially 

organised activities pursuing leisurely, educational, and recreational purposes.  

 

Some ethnographers acknowledged gaps as undoubtedly outdated being “vestiges of a very 

ancient custom associated with the division of society into sex-age groups––a custom 

incompatible with our way of life” (Mirkhasilov 1962: 14). Other works demonstrated the 

adjustment of traditional associational life to its surrounding environment. Only a few authors 

have examined the ontological elements intrinsic to pre-Islamic belief systems, and 

particularly the cult of fire (Naurzbaeva 2013) that became central to the everyday life of 

Central Asian people. By investigating the development of male gaps in traditional Tajik 

society, Rakhimov (1990) focused on ancestral ritual and utilitarian concepts of fire. The 

author argued that the fire as a source of warmth and comfort was a magnet for people to 

come together, cook, eat, and engage in conversations. The fire creates a uniting and friendly 

atmosphere suitable for contemplation, relaxation, and communication. In his ethnographic 

study of pre-Islamic Kyrgyz and Uzbek societies, Andreev (1928) paid close attention to 

public social spaces. He remarked that regular male gatherings were organised in muzhskie 

doma (men’s houses) known also as doma ognya (houses of fire) or kurnye pomeshcheniya 

(smoking rooms), places with hearths in rural settings. The utilitarian function of the fire in 

cooking and heating led to the appearance of alowkhona—public ‘houses of fire’ used 

exclusively by males for cooking, eating and recreational activities.  
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The proliferation of alowkhonas confirms their centrality in the social life of Central Asian 

men. With the arrival of Islam, it is not surprising that the alowkhona, as a centre of social 

life, became the foundation for local mosques. Kislyakov (1973) notes that, in due course, the 

appearance of a mekhrab—a niche in the wall pointing to Mecca—indicates the 

transformation of the alowkhona into a place of both gathering and worship. When separate 

rooms (khudzhra) adjacent to the mosque were constructed, they also resembled alowkhonas. 

The rise of Islam led to the appearance of another type of ‘men’s house,’ namely the 

mekhmonkhona (literally, a house for receiving guests), usually separate private or public 

rooms adjacent to residential houses. The mekhmonkhona inherited the same roles fulfilled 

that of the ‘houses of fire.’ Both alowkhona and mekhmonkhona remained exclusively 

meeting places for men. Besides ritual and utilitarian uses of the fire, ‘social fire’ was a 

central motive for people to get together, engage in conversation (gap), share information, tell 

stories, listen to advice from elders—these forms of socialisation were organised only at the 

‘houses of fire’ (Rakhimov 1987, 1990, 2007). Sociologically, by gathering at the fireplace, 

co-participants created a microenvironment and established a sense of group cohesion, in a 

process whereby group culture is formed through the worship of the cult of fire, a pre-Islamic 

Central Asian religious tradition.  

Certain aspects of the social rituals associated with the alowkhona are still prominent in the 

modern gap. To begin with, men gathering around the alowkhona’s fire created an 

environment for the collective consumption of food, contributing to modern male group 

dinners and tea parties where the table full of food is an element essential to the practice of 

gap. In this sense, gatherings without an organised table are not gaps. The table itself can be 

symbolically seen as a central and sacred place, thus reminiscent of the alowkhona’s 

fireplace. Second, the regularity of gap meetings relates to the same ancient rule, as gaps met 

at very regular intervals or daily. Third, members of ‘houses of fire’ were usually the same 

people who belonged to the same place of residence or work. In addition, having white-

bearded old men as the most frequent visitors of the ‘houses of fire’ contributed to 

establishing the social culture of the oqsoqol (Snesarev 1957, 1963, 1964; Rakhimov 1974, 

2007).  

Early ethnographic studies showed that the participation in gatherings required material 

contributions from all members in the form of products or money. A number of studies on 

Central Asian gaps in the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century (Andreev 1928; 

Rakhimov 1975) indicate that get-togethers were based on the principle of long-term 

gruppovaya skladchina (group contribution). The money collected in gap went primarily for 
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the purchase and preservation of food supplies (meat, rice and oil) to last for the entire season. 

The common fund benefited the collective and was never used for individual needs, 

representing thus a traditional form of the group savings used in modern gaps, which I will 

analyse later in the chapter. 

A renewed interest in reciprocal associations, gap customs and functions is featuring more 

regularly in the contemporary scholarship on the region (Kandiyoti 1998; Koroteyeva & 

Makarova 1998; Bushkov 2002; Sajoo 2004; Hiwatari 2009; Dadabaev 2013). Issues of 

small-scale interactions, the workings of social, political, and cultural mechanisms for 

building trajectories towards democratic practices do however leave many questions 

unanswered. The problem intrinsic to certain segments of post-Soviet scholarship relates to 

some observers’ inclination to see the post-Soviet space uniformly as societies with various 

degrees of established authoritarian political regimes struggling with democracy building. In 

the case of Central Asia, local observers tend to pay attention to the nature of traditional 

institutions from the position of nation-building and the revival of indigenous ethnic values. 

Western scholars, on the other hand, have emphasised the practical use of traditional networks 

in strengthening self-help relationships, creating alternatives to state welfare functions, and 

providing safety net conditions in the struggle for economic resources.
69

 In other words, 

traditional institutions take place somewhere between the domains of nationalism and 

economic pursuits. In this study, I challenge this dichotomy and look at the dynamics of 

small-scale interactions and reciprocal associations and their various functions to build a 

better understanding of local civil society. 

4.2. Gap as an Institution of Socialisation 
 

The local and foreign literature on social networks in Central Asia refers to gap as a distinct 

product of the collectivist culture germinated in the region. Writing on pre-Soviet Uzbekistan, 

Sukhareva (1976: 338) noted the existence of a ‘cohesive ethical system of social 

relationships, based on democratic principles, organised before the formation of classes.’ The 

elements of a social organisation as unwritten laws of mutual help, traditions of collectivism, 

hospitality, respect of elders (whose social rank and place within the community was 

determined by their age and experience; hence their authority) were preserved despite the 

existing social class structure. In the feudal period, when the family failed to provide enough 
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 See, for example, Giffen et al. (2005); Freizer (2015); Collins (2006); Lamy (2014); Schatz (2004); Kandiyoti 

(1998); and Shreeves (2002).  
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resources, it was the wider community that extended moral and material support to struggling 

individuals, developing a communal etiquette based on tight-knit social relationships. 

 

As community cohesion, gap is a practice to unite collectives of men, meeting regularly to 

spend their free time through socialising and entertaining. Wider social functions and the 

educational character of gaps was also noted by a few ethnographers (Arifkhanova 2000; 

Bushkov 2002; Rakhimov 1974, 2007). Gatherings at someone’s private mekhmonkhona 

involved men from various age groups: in some cases, even boys as young as 12 were 

allowed to visit houses of fire if their parents provided money or products. In these joint 

groupings, elders taught the youth cultural traditions, etiquette rules, and norms of behaviour. 

As Rakhimov puts it, once teenagers visit the alowkhona or mekhmonkhona, they enter “a 

specific cultural environment with established socio-cultural norms” (Rakhimov 2007: 65; 

own translation). 

Local traditions of mutual help and support were in tune with the ethical norms promoted 

within the Soviet society. Hospitality, joint organisation of life-cycle events, customs of 

providing help, sharing meals with neighbours were the positive elements that confirmed the 

adoption of traditional culture into Soviet life. During World War II, traditional customs of 

solidarity and support played a significant role in organising public works, initiating 

fundraising, accommodating evacuees, and collecting warm clothes (Sukhareva 1976). In the 

post-war socialist modernisation, the notion of ‘tradition’ was used by the Soviets as both a 

reference to the indigenous and an opposition to the modern (Koroteyeva & Makarova 1998). 

The Soviet authorities saw the traditional community as a remnant of decaying social 

institutions of the past. However, the viability of traditional elements in the communal life 

reflected ‘the socialist utopia of the future [which] was thus replaced by a dystopia of the 

present and a mythical reconstruction of the past, the search for a “golden age” that currently 

legitimises and lends credence to efforts at national self-assertion’ (Kandiyoti 1996: 539). In 

Soviet Central Asia, indigenous customs of social organisations of public life were simply 

seen as the native
70

 culture of local people.  

Central Asia’s cultural traditions did, however, survive the pressure of the dominant Soviet 

ideology legitimising the political order. The urban cities in Central Asia showed the most 

apparent signs of the widespread process of socialist modernisation. In rural settings 

especially, the Soviet transformative processes—increased literacy, the emancipation of 
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women, suppression of religion—could not completely obliterate cultural relics of the past, 

and communal and tribal traditions continued to define Central Asia’s public life. Gap, 

mekhmonkhona, lush wedding ceremonies, circumcision customs, and underground religious 

schooling and rituals hence remained part of the social fabric in Central Asia throughout the 

Soviet era (Snesarev 1957; Lobacheva & Tultseva 1977; Arifkhanova 2000; Bobokhonov 

2012). In response to systemic societal changes, community mechanisms within the mahalla 

enforced a series of social ties that preserved old customs and traditions.  

When socialist values were instilled through “moral and political education [which] took 

place in schools and colleges, in the workplace, in farms, on construction sites, in the media 

and arts” (Akyildiz 2012: 1), the mahalla and gap offered alternative settings to the state 

dissemination of local values and norms. Gap meetings provided a form of informal education 

alternative to state educational activities. In the local milieu, “group members look out for 

each other, collectively parenting their children, connecting friends and families to jobs, 

distributing funds to those in need, and submitting to the judgment of the elders” (Seiple 

2005: 251). These activities signified unique forms of local civil society, essentially formed 

by a variety of social networks and self-organised informal institutions.  

In the late Soviet era, the gap institution underwent some major changes. According to 

Koroteyeva and Makarova, “Soviet developments not only activated and mobilised existing 

networks such as kinship or community, but also led to the reinvention of older forms of 

networks” (Koroteyeva & Makarova 1998: 586). Notable changes in the organisation of gap 

included the appearance of women’s gap, mixed gap between men and women in rare 

occasions (Arifkhanova 2000), and young men’s gap organised separately from elder men 

due to differences in interests.
71

  

 

By the 1970s, gaps had gradually expanded into Central Asia’s urban areas. Gaps tend to be 

in vogue in Tashkent and the Ferghana Valley region while being rare in Uzbekistan’s 

Surxodaryo and Qashqadaryo regions. Similarly, the nature of gaps varies across regions: in 

Tashkent and Namangan, male gaps usually involve commercial interests, whereas 

respondents in Bukhara reported that they attended gaps for non-financial purposes. Unlike 

other forms of informal social engagements, gaps are regular gatherings where people meet 

face-to-face: the regularity is hence a key condition to recognise informal meetings as the 
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traditional gap. The repetitiveness of gap conventions within an agreed period reinforces 

commitment among participating members to the custom of gap based on unwritten rules.  

 

Participation in multiple gaps is up to the individual; the involvement of members in several 

groups is a social norm in Uzbekistan and in the southern part of Kazakhstan. In Uzbekistan, 

and particularly in rural settings, gap groupings are more prevalent between neighbours and 

classmates; gaps involving colleagues at the workplace, friends and relatives are also 

common. Hiwatari’s study of 486 households in a mahalla in Oltinkol district (Andijan 

region) revealed that almost 82 per cent of mahalla’s households had at least one family 

member belonging to a gap and participating in 2.47 gaps on average (Hiwatari 2008: 55). 

These figures indicate the existence of a dense gap network. The survey also illustrated that 

gaps were mostly organised between mahalla neighbours and school alumni. Hiwatari (2008: 

56) noted that women-only gaps tended to include mahalla neighbours and relatives, while 

gaps organised by men predominantly involved old classmates. Regarding the purposes of 

gaps, Hiwatari’s study confirmed that gap was primarily a social institution, as both males 

and females invested their time in gaps for communication, meeting members, or leisure. The 

author contended that the activities of gaps reflected gender differences as well. He illustrated 

the differences by pointing out that in his findings, men were part of gaps mainly for leisure 

activities while women took part in gaps to procure household goods and provide insurance 

for their households for the future. This is a logical conclusion especially in the case of 

mahalla and workplace gap members who usually meet each other daily hence there is little 

incentive to gather for non-practical reasons. Although Hiwatari illustrated a tendency pattern 

in gap dynamics in the rural place, I argue that the generalisability of his findings is 

problematic due to variations across gaps depending on which region is being surveyed. As I 

illustrate further, this study confirms the above argument on the function of gap as a social 

institution. When asked what incentives drive a person to invest energy (and finances) in 

multiple gap groupings the picture was less consistent with the respondents reporting very 

different motivations based on the region and/or country of origin. In my interviews,
 72

 I have 

found that only a few of the informants
 
considered saving money as the primary reason to join 

multiple gaps. In fact, receiving and sharing information, keeping in touch, meeting people, 

and expanding personal relations were the popular motives for developing multiple 

attachments with many gaps.  
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 Interviews with three gap participants, Uzbek, males, Samarkand, 24 March and Tashkent, 11 March 2014.  
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4.3. Deconstructing the Gap Practice 
 

This section explores the elements and features that make contemporary gap into a social 

institution based on in-group equality, with its own sphere of autonomy within the social 

milieu. What interests us here are public social spaces where gaps are often organised, 

processes of arranging and hosting gap, specifics around which the leadership and group rules 

are maintained, and, finally, the ways that participation in multiple gaps may benefit the 

individual. 

Public Space 
 

What anchors the practice of gap to a type of civil society organisation is the nature of its get-

togethers in the public sphere. Human interactions happen in mini-territories of what Scheflen 

(1975) calls spaces of considerable magnitude (see Figure 7). For gaps, these spaces are set in 

private and public realms. Even when meetings are held in private houses of group members, 

these milieus still render a discursive space where the products of a discourse––opinions and 

decisions––are formed. People who do not share blood ties engage in conversations and 

discussions organised in an unconstrained way in an open environment unlike personal 

communication and ‘kitchen talks’ held in the private realm with family members.  

 

The gap is a mobile social institution, organised usually once a month or more often in places 

as varied as a public café, a restaurant, a chaikhona, or a host’s house. Arranging gap in 

apartments and houses is becoming less popular due to the time-consuming nature for the host 

in preparation, cooking, and cleaning required to arrange a gap.
73

 Hence, the chaikhona 

remains a popular venue for gap meetings. As a traditional social and cultural place, 

chaikhona is one of the designated all-male social spaces, comparable to mosques, 

barbershops, and bathhouses
74

 where men can socialise and engage in conversations. 

Historically, chaikhona inherited the legacy of ancient ‘stationary houses of fire’ becoming 

places with hearths which allowed group cooking of plov75
 and enjoy tea parties (Rakhimov 

2007: 93).  
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 Interview with a gap participant, Uzbek, male. Tashkent, 10 March 2014. 
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 On ethnographic study of Uzbek bathhouses, see Voronina (1951). 
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 Traditional Central Asian rice dish made in seasoned broth with added meat, vegetables, and dried fruit. 
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FIGURE 7. Public spaces in Bukhara (top and middle) and Samarkand (bottom), March 2014 
Source: Timur Alexandrov 
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“For a young man who is a novice to gap, the fact of participating in gaps can be one of the 

social norms that determines his manhood and consolidates his social standing in the local 

community,” a gap leader told me.
76

 Notably, get-togethers in chaikhona have proven popular 

amongst working people, as their organisation is not a time-consuming endeavour—one only 

needs to reserve a place and order from the menu. In contrast, gaps held at a host’s or 

hostess’s house could last for several hours or sometimes even the whole night. 

Hierarchy 
 

Ethnographic studies of the region recognise and associate the gap with informality 

(Koroteyeva & Makarova 1998; Akiner 2002; Dadabaev 2013); its informal character does, 

however, entail certain structure and hierarchy. Members of the grouping take turns in playing 

the host of the evening; each gap has its own leader, the jo’ra boshi. In both male and female 

get-togethers, the leader is often the most respected and sociable individual, able to motivate 

people and organise meetings. The election of the leader is based on a mutual agreement 

between the members; usually, this is done when gap is formed. Every member may stand for 

election and be elected if this suits everyone in the circle. My informants stressed that the 

election process was democratic by its organisation as was everything else within the gap.
77

 

The principle of equality is hence central to these gatherings—everyone has an opinion and 

the right to express their views. When equality is not maintained in the group, members can 

re-elect the leader.  

 

There is another important aspect regarding the functions of jo’ra boshi. Since gap is an 

unofficial social organisation, there are no universal rules for its activities—the leader 

formulates a group orientation and establishes a specific set of rules. These include arranging 

discussions on the joint fund, setting the rules for a fixed financial contribution, ensuring a 

regular frequency for the meetings, checking attendance, and allowing members’ siblings to 

attend gap on their behalf in case of illness or other personal reasons. If disputes arise during 

gap, jo’ra boshi is expected to handle and facilitate conversations. The leader, in addition, has 

the last word in accepting new members in gap circle. In Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, the 

authoritative position of gap leader enforces discipline within the group. On a macro-level, 

these male groupings can be seen as socially mobilised units. However, a lot depends on the 

gap leader, political views and beliefs in the group, as well as on the level of state control to 

estimate the realistic potential for gap networks to transform into political oppositional forces 

                                                

76
 Interview with a gap organiser, male, Samarkand, 23 March 2014. 
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 Interviews with gap participants, Uzbek, males. Tashkent, 10 March 2014; Bukhara, 18 November 2013. 
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or violent groups. The gap, in this sense, acts as a ‘social glue’ to get together atomised 

individuals and, as a public space to form opinions, share personal views, exchange and 

promote ideas, gap networks exert an influence on public conscientiousness and community 

mobilisation. Previous studies on Tajikistan (Olimov 1994; Bobokhonov 2012) draw our 

attention to the negative aspects of male gatherings with an influential leader. During the civil 

war in the 1990s, many men’s clubs became the centres for the spread of wahhābiyya calling 

for the establishment of an Islamic state. The authors admit that a quick consolidation and 

creation of armed groups, detachments, opposition camps, the Popular Front movements and 

militias have the potential to occur at particular difficult junctures.  

Mahalla as a Space for Gaps and State Control 

Accepting that nations are never invented only once, the inclusion of traditional institutions 

into modern social life was central to the reconstruction of national identities in Central Asian 

states. As discussed in the previous chapter, the mahalla, has become a national symbol for 

civil society development. As part of the mahalla’s social life, the practice of gap received 

little attention from the state due to its fundamental informality. However, the gap is far from 

being related to an illegal or underground practice, though it would seem naïve to assume that 

its unofficial status grants invisibility from state control. Previous research (Roberts 1998; 

Ryono & Galway 2015: 249) shows that in the neighbouring Xinjiang region of China, for 

example, state authorities monitor traditional informal groupings of young people––meshrep–

since they regard such gatherings as potential spaces for separatist and pro-Islamic 

aspirations, as well as alternative social spaces “for marginalized voices to act out frustrations 

over injustices.” 

Let us briefly look back at the Soviet period when a wide range of behaviours and institutions 

such as trade unions, the Party, and the Komsomol (Young Communist League) were 

politicised (Lane 1992). Unofficial and informal elements of civic life were seen as a threat to 

the communist system (Rigby 1991; Shlapentokh 1997). To persecute anti-Soviet 

propaganda, gap was also the subject for official and unofficial monitoring (Bushkov 2002: 

65) in the forms of neighbourhood watch and militsioner’s (policemen’s) visits to men’s 

gatherings to check order. In the 1980s, this particular practice of state control was popular. 

Moreover, a gap member could be a representative of the authority or an agent-informant 

himself (Bobokhonov 2012). Other measures included the influence of mahalla committees 

and neighbourhood mullahs to keep a watchful eye over men’s gatherings as an ‘inside-out’ 

approach, which Bushkov (2002) describes as more efficient. The Soviet institutionalisation 
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of the mahalla has expanded its functions and authority to secure order in the neighbourhood. 

Gap leaders, jo’ra boshi, were also subordinate to mahalla committee chairpersons and had to 

follow their instructions and recommendations, such as ensuring the compliance of the anti-

alcohol legislation (in the second half of the 1980s). The fact that detailed discussions of 

one’s private or married life were normal within the gap circle, indicates how deep the Soviet 

control could reach one’s social life. For example, if a gap member wished to divorce his 

wife, he was put under pressure to give up this idea. What is clear is that in Soviet times, the 

gap leader was, in fact, an envoy of the mahalla committee to regulate stability and order in 

the micro-level community.  

Current levels of state penetration into the gap circle may be difficult to appreciate. As 

Urinboyev (2012: 17) highlights, the implemented state policy of “political stability at any 

cost” justifies elites’ coercive and intimidating tactics, which in turn contribute to the 

longevity of the authoritarian regime. According to my respondents,
78

 the authority of the 

jo’ra boshi is still high, especially in rural settings, but the authorities’ mechanisms to exert 

influence are limited when compared with the Soviet era. With regard to ‘outside-in’ methods 

of state control, several old practices are still used in Uzbekistan, and, as noted by a gap 

participant, ‘sometimes there can be a person in civilian clothes in chaikhonas who may ask 

men having gap dinner not to make noise or criticise them for having too rich
79

 table, as this 

can make other people there jealous.’
80

  

Cuisine, Conversations, and Contributions 
 

The process of organising and hosting gap traditionally follows a certain order. During my 

field trips in Tashkent, Bukhara, and Samarkand, I was permitted to attend and observe 

several gap sessions. In the studied men’s get-togethers organised between twelve participants 

of similar ages, the members gathered at a chaikhona, where the table was arranged 

beforehand by the host. In another gap between six members, the host rented the kazan (huge 

cast-iron pot), food ingredients, and cutlery from the chaikhona for joint cooking of plov. The 

choice of food for a gap meeting has its own meaning. When asked why plov is often 

preferred at gaps, a participant explained that, at chaikhona or restaurants, other customers do 

not consider having an ostentatious table with exotic food and delicatessens ethically good. 

People can be reproached for showing off; therefore, plov remains the appropriate option for 
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 Interviews with gap participants, Uzbeks, males, Bukhara 25 March 2014; Tashkent 12-13 and 20-21 March 

2014.  
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 ‘Rich table’ meaning too much food. 
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 Interview with a gap participant, Uzbek, male, 44, Tashkent, 23 March 2014. 
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get-togethers.
81

 ‘Joint cooking for ourselves is another old form of socialisation,’ explains the 

host, ‘when we have a new gap member, joint cooking is a perfect social ice-breaker. But 

usually, cooking together lets us simply enjoy the process and engage in light conversation in 

the anticipation of the delicious dinner.’ 
82

 

 

When the plov and refreshments are ready and served, men enjoy food, discuss various topics, 

share personal stories and anecdotes. Like in ancient ‘men’s houses,’ a key motivating factor 

for men to run gap is to get together and communicate. The repertoire and character of talks 

over dinner in ancient ‘men’s houses’ served as a special type of self-governance body that 

regulated the social and ceremonial life of a village, bringing residents together in solving 

economic, ritual and other social problems (Rakhimov 2007). The present key elements of 

gap include free exchange of information, opinions and advice, and resolutions of personal 

issues through shared advice. In observed gaps, I noted three themes often discussed by the 

participants—social life in the mahalla, business and political affairs, and personal problems. 

 

 

FIGURE 8. Artwork depicting Uzbek men engaging in gap meeting over dinner in chaikhona. 

Source: Timur Alexandrov 
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 Interview with a gap participant, Uzbek, male, 52. Tashkent, 15 March 2014. 
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 Interview with a gap participant, Uzbek, male, 63, Samarkand, 25 March 2014. 



	 118 

Evidently, sharing news of the neighbourhood is one of the ways to engage in conversations. 

Elder respondents
83

 noted that gaining information through gaps was an old practice 

stemming from Soviet times when television and radio were not common. Discussions of 

politics and current affairs can generate polemics and debates. Being introduced as a ‘friend 

from Almaty,’ I took part in gap in a chaikhona in central Tashkent where six Uzbek 

participants engaged in light debates and comparisons over the foreign policies of Uzbekistan 

and Kazakhstan. In talks over personal issues and problems, men shared advice and offered 

assistance that could be reciprocated.  

 

The women’s gaps in the countries in question tend to have a more recreational character. 

Here, women share family stories and local news, discuss wedding plans, and other issues of 

common interest. Notably, the majority of respondents confirmed that gap remains a place for 

the exchanging of one’s information and ideas: 

When necessary, one can promote and use information for certain goals. This can 

be done inside and outside gap. One can get an active gap member, a potential 

agent of change, train him, give details and get the information circulated among 

gap members. Sometimes, it helps in business.
84

  

 

In this sense, as Boissevain (1974: 7) puts it, an individual in a group can be seen as not only 

a member but an entrepreneur who is able to manipulate norms and relationships for personal 

gain. 

 

After the main meal, tea and desserts are served with nuts, fresh and dried fruits. By the end 

of the lengthy dinner, which lasts two to three hours,
85

 gap participants contribute equally for 

the dinner to pay the bill at the chaikhona for the food and rent of space and cooking items. 

There are also options to contribute especially in the case when only the host receives equal 

donations. Sometimes, cash is not collected after the dinner because the cost of gap is rotated 

among participants who take turns to host the gap, so that each member covers the cost of the 

feast once a year.
86

 In another option, members equally cover food and chaikhona service and 

the host receives collected cash from the eldest participant after the dinner. In this case, the 

host can keep the remainder after paying for chaikhona. Finally, in other cases, donations can 

be paid to chaikhona from everyone but the rest of the sum—an agreed amount of cash that 
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 Interviews with a mahalla oqsoqol, Tashkent 11 March 2014; and gap members, Uzbeks, males, Samarkand 

24 March 2014; Tashkent 16-17 March 2014. 
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 Interview with a gap participant from Namangan, Uzbek, male, 21 November 2013. 
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 Sometimes, gap can take the whole day––given the time for bazaar shopping for plov ingredients, joint 

cooking, dining, and swimming in the river after chaikhona. 
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every member also brings along—is given to the group leader. The collection of cash for a 

‘common wallet’ represents a safety net, an important financial element provided in the 

institution of gap, which I discuss in the final part of the chapter.  

 

Several informants have pointed at the occasional deviations from the accepted traditional 

way of conducting a gap meeting. Younger men, for example, are known to often break 

traditional formalities of old customs.
87

 Alcohol consumption, extravagant meals, loud music, 

excessive noise, and card games are those acts that the older generation mostly complain 

about: 

Having loud music, consuming alcohol, playing card games, and enjoying an 

extravagant meal through the night—there is nothing good out of such types of 

gatherings. You never know what they are talking about, what meaningless things 

they might discuss while being not sober.
88

  

 

In the most authentic way, as Arifkhanova (2000) reminds us, the purpose of gap is to spend 

leisure time meaningfully. This implies that conversations and meals are not the only 

components of the gap event. Traditionally, the usefulness of face-to-face interaction was 

manifested in the opportunity to share information, receive advice and opinions, discuss news 

stories, personal and social issues, and debate over various points of views. What is more, gap 

has been an informal space to demonstrate one’s talent in eloquence, humour, and wit. One of 

the traditional Uzbek activities used in gap is askiya—a match of wits organised during gap 

meetings. During a playful friendly skirmish, members of gap banter with each other, 

showing sparkling humour through puns and rhymes. Other forms of ‘meaningful’ activities 

include chess or backgammon matches, playing music, and performing songs. In my 

interviews, many respondents added that music with its socialising function can still be heard 

at gap events.
89

 Indeed, the gap where traditional live music is performed receives a unique 

friendly atmosphere—the sound of the dutar (Central Asian two-string lute) smoothens any 

conversation, opens up the human nature, and spiritually unites participants. Less common 

but still in existence are gaps of an intellectual nature, which are mostly attended by true 

connoisseurs of music and art. In these gatherings, famous singers and musicians read poetry, 

discuss literature and art, sing songs, and enjoy sophisticated and aesthetic forms of music.  
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 Interview with mahalla oqsoqol, Tashkent, 13 March 2014. 
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 Interview with mahalla oqsoqol, Samarkand, 22 November 2013. 
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 Interview with Boris Babaev, Uzbek cultural expert, journalist and blogger, Tashkent, 15 March 2014. 
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4.4. Network Density and Closure of Social Networks 
 

The fact that the gap is organised amongst people well known to each other who meet 

together regularly suggests intimacy, closeness and exclusivity. It is not a mistake to refer to 

gap as a closed social group. Put simply, there is no place for random people to enter gap 

circles. In its structural form, the gap circle represents an exclusivity of social networks, what 

Coleman (1988) refers to as a social structure where every member has a direct tie or relation 

with one another and thus develops a history of relations through the time spent in the circle 

(see Figure 9).  

 

FIGURE 9. Network of six gap members with a closure. Adapted from Coleman (1988: S106). 
 

Closing the network’s structure facilitates the development of an in-group environment where 

norms and rules regulate social behaviour. Coleman concludes that a regulated social 

structure is not only conducive to the development of norms but also to “another form of 

social capital: the trustworthiness of the social structure that allows the proliferation of 

obligations and expectations” (Coleman 1988: S107). Consequently, in the gap, 

trustworthiness is a key condition to allow others to become part of the group. It is important 

to note that gap structures admit new members only once a full round of meetings is 

complete, namely when every member in the group acted as the host. 

A newcomer in the neighbourhood requires more time to bond with people, build 

relationships and enter a gap circle to expand his or her personal social network. Since 

geographical and social mobility equally affect the structure of personal social relations 

(Boissevain 1974), an individual who moved to a new mahalla might have a large social 

network due to physical mobility; a priori, this social network lacks density (the degree of 

connectedness of the members of a person’s network with each other) and multiplicity. 

Frequent geographical mobility, in this sense, limits, and at times precludes, the multiplication 
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of exchange relationships leading to intimacy.
 90

 It takes time to befriend members of gap and 

later secure their recommendations to become a part of their circle. In this regard, I contend 

that the gap circle expands the structure of a person’s networks increasing the degree of 

connectedness. This explains why for Uzbeks participation in gap can sometimes be seen as 

an exclusive, private, and even prestigious activity for social climbers. The more gaps people 

are involved in, the denser is the structure of their social networks––the probability of 

someone knowing someone is higher.  

 

4.5. Functions of Gap 
 

Regarding gap as an institution of socialisation, this segment discusses the tangible and 

intangible opportunities available to meaningfully spend leisure time within gap networks. 

The functions of gap extend beyond the social ones and enhance the system of reciprocity by 

providing alternative social safety net mechanisms and opening avenues for building social 

capital.  

Social Capital and Pro-Social Behaviour 
 

From an anthropological point of view, gap is an ideal environment to observe various types 

of pro-social behaviour, that is the behaviour intended to benefit the other (Hinde & Groebel 

1991). Indeed, participation in gap promises opportunities for one’s personal benefits. By 

securing membership in more than one gap circle, individuals extend their social connections:  

When people who have known each other for a long time but possess different 

backgrounds and social statuses, come together in one place, it is beneficial for 

all of us in the circle. Our interactions are informal, and it solves many problems 

if there is an influential person with whom you can deal with, solve personal 

issues and find ways around obstacles.
91

  

 

Besides professional opportunities, gap contacts can be useful in personal and family issues 

such as weddings. Members can openly discuss potential marriage arrangements or help their 

children get to know each other. As one respondent told me:  

Gaps are very helpful in planning or arranging a wedding. Knowing the father 

of the bride as a gap member for a long time, I get to know the entire family of 

the bride for my son so much better. It is not a secret that your gap members can 

become your potential future relatives.
92
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 Exchange relationships occur when interaction between two actors provides mutual benefits such as 

information, goods or services (Boissevain 1974: 25). 
91

 Interview with a gap participant, Kazakh, male, 42, Shymkent, Kazakhstan, 4 October 2013. 
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 Interview with a gap participant, Uzbek, male, 55. Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 14 March 2014. 
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In terms of social composition, gaps amongst classmates and neighbours are heterogeneous, 

for they unite individuals representing various degrees and hierarchies of social class. 

Through the established ties within these groups, some members may receive perks from 

those peers who stand higher in the social ladder. According to my respondents, they feel 

morally obliged to make use of their influence and resourcefulness and help their family 

members or close friends in times of need.  

Gaining information is the reason I take part in a few gaps. People who now come 

from different social groups can be former classmates or live in the same 

neighbourhood. As an act of altruism, friendship or mutual help, they can support 

each other. I personally got my current job thanks to my former classmate who 

recommended me to my employer.
93

  

 

The resourcefulness derived from group participation is a social capital indicator. Following 

Putnam’s (2001) classification of bonding and bridging social capital, an exclusive nature of 

gap circles (with no random people) and exercised reciprocity suggest bonding capital. 

Indeed, when a group cultivates in-group interests and is closed for accepting new members 

for a long time, bonding in social capital can occur. Such exclusive gaps engage in exploiting 

safety net practices such as a joint mutual fund or generating benefits from mutual perks. 

However, I contend that gaps fulfil both bonding and bridging in social capital. The latter 

refers to social networks between heterogeneous group members. Elements of bridging social 

capital are evident, as gaps, by social composition, are often heterogeneous. The use of social 

capital reduces transactional costs related to contracts, bureaucracy and hierarchies.
94

 In 

addition, a gap member may belong to other gaps with diverse interests, which expands a 

personal web of contacts. In this sense, gap is a social platform to build and maintain social 

connections. There is a link between social and economic functions of gap––social capital 

becomes convertible into economic capital (Bourdieu 1986). As a return on investment, the 

networks act as alternative welfare for the individual to address personal economic needs, for 

example, employment.  
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 Seen from a political perspective, we shall remember, however, that informal relations between people who 

are not of an equal social standing may refer to patron-client relationships. The client in this link usually gains 
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Soviet authorities to secure basic needs are often seen as one of the factors for an increased reliability on 

informal personal networks and coping mechanisms. For discussions on informal linkages in modern post-

Soviet societies including Central Asia, see Esenova (1998), Ledeneva (1998), Akiner (2002), Schatz (2005), 

Howard (2011), and Lane (2013). 
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4.6. Joining and Leaving Gap: Social Institution of Plov 
 

Daily life in the mahalla provides plenty of opportunities for interactions.  Those aiming to 

join gaps engage mostly in networking activities. In the case of newcomers to a mahalla, 

participation in neighbourhood events is the best way to get to know other residents. Usually, 

the newcomer registers with the mahalla committee. While preparing the paperwork for the 

purchase of an apartment or a house and getting various spravkas (confirmation documents) 

from the mahalla, neighbourhood authorities receive and register information on the 

individual’s background including education, occupation, and family. This information is 

noted in the book of inhabitants of the mahalla. Through day-to-day encounters, newcomers 

get to know their neighbours as well as the neighbourhood’s elders. “Since there is always 

something celebrated in the mahalla, new members of the mahalla are invited for various 

occasions such as the morning plov,” a mahalla resident told me.
95

  

 

It is worth to draw the reader’s attention to the social phenomenon of plov since it represents a 

separate micro-level element of local civil society. Previous studies refer to morning feasting 

as an institution that provides mahalla-level public goods (Sievers 2002: 93). In terms of 

networking, plov is regarded as a component of regulation of social relations, a special way of 

social interaction and even as a form of one’s self-affirmation in the mahalla (Faizullaev 

2011). 

 

As a social institution, plov refers both to the dish cooked at the event and a social occasion 

usually set to mark an important family event (wedding, graduation, return from the army). 

Usually cooked by men through the night, plov is served at dawn, at the hour of morning 

prayer. Organised as an all-male event, plov provides wide social opportunities to its 

participants. Mirzokhid, a mahalla resident in Tashkent, noted that a plov invitation is a sign 

of interest, respect, and honour extended by the local community:
96

 missing the event can be 

therefore treated as a serious insult to the members of the local community. Plov, like gap 

meetings, is seldom attended empty-handed: when one comes to plov and greets the host, he 

‘pul berib qo’l qisish’ (‘puts money into a handshake’). The system of reciprocity intrinsic to 

plov is illustrated by this custom of gifting (not paying) money for the hospitality and the 

meal.
97

 Next time, when Mirzokhid organises plov, it goes without saying that invited 
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participants are morally obligated to contribute to cover Mirzokhid’s expenses for the 

organisation of plov.  

 

Notably, women do not participate in the morning plov. In its format, this custom is a 

traditional festivity that marks family and life cycle events and lasts around a couple of hours 

or longer. Like gap, the morning plov is an occasion of communal consumption and 

sociability. The ritual of sharing the first meal of the day with other male relatives and 

neighbours also signifies togetherness in the community.
98

 For new mahalla residents, an 

invitation to the morning plov is a sign of a welcoming community whose members are eager 

to get to know the newcomers. Through the morning plov and other day-to-day interactions, 

the locals actually form an opinion of new neighbours. Once the rapport is built, the new 

members of the community can ask to join gap or be recommended or, more prestigiously, be 

invited to join gap by a current gap member. The first few gatherings for gap usually show 

how well the new member fits within the ‘club’ and accepts its moral and social norms. The 

question of departing gap arises when there is little common ground between the members: 

Sometimes, an individual can make little impression on others by being 

unsociable, pretentious, or intolerant to the views and opinions of others. These 

are the signs when I, as the gap leader, might have a word with the recommender 

to politely ask the person to leave gap next month. In other cases, an individual 

quits because of losing an interest or feeling like a misfit in gap.
99

 

 

4.7. Social Relationships Outside Gap Circles 
 

Network density is formed under conditions of strong social ties. Mark Granovetter  (1973:  

1361) demonstrated that “the strength of a tie is a (probably linear) combination of the 

amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal 

services which characterize the tie.” With regard to gaps, the strength of ties in gap circles is 

probably high because of the regularity of gap meetings and activities outside gaps, the 

degree of emotional attachments that members may have to each other, and mutual 

obligations.  

 

Are the results of unity and solidarity felt only within the groups? It is my contention that gap 

networks expand beyond the space where participants meet regularly and dine together. The 

relationships of reciprocity and trust extend beyond the gap circle, into the outer civil society, 

                                                

98
 Since the male figure is often considered as the head of the family household in Uzbekistan, under the term 

‘community’ I imply the cluster of family households within the mahalla. 

99
 Interview with a gap leader, Uzbek, male, 58. Bukhara, 20 February 2014. 



	 125 

in a sphere of solidarity and “fellow feeling, the we-ness that makes society into society” 

(Alexander 2006: 53). In everyday life, as in cases of sickness and bereavement, gap 

members support each other. Through the planning of khashar (voluntary help), gap members 

feel obligated to participate and assist their peer who instigated the khashar. The organisation 

of a big scale family celebration (toi) like a wedding or an anniversary is usually regarded by 

gap members as their duty towards the community.  

 

4.8. Consumerism, Connections, Cyberspace:  
Modern Deviations of Gap Networks 

 

Contemporary gaps are on the verge of transformation, under the influence of modern 

practices of the social organisation. It is hard to determine how this traditional element of 

Central Asian civil society relates to the frames of modernity: there is little in common 

between modern gaps and the male get-togethers of the Soviet period when female-only gap 

events were not an established practice. The traditional and the modern currently intersect in 

everyday life dynamics, and gap tends to adjust to external environments (the state, the 

market) and processes (economic development). The range of modernised gap elements 

includes the exploitation of informal financial safety nets, the institutionalisation of gap 

circles amongst women, and, particularly within Central Asia’s youth, the arrangement of 

virtual gap events. 

System of Group Savings 
 

The practice of using the money, described at the beginning of this chapter, represents a type 

of gap organised around the principle of a joint mutual fund.
100

 Participants contribute both an 

equal share for the meal and provide an agreed amount of cash for the joint fund. Gaps 

performing monetary functions are analogous to ROSCAs—the rotating savings and credit 

associations of the Soviet period. ROSCAs, whose participants ranged from colleagues and 

classmates to friends and neighbours, were sources of an informal social safety net one could 

access.
101

 In this sense, the interest-free gap loans from the common fund, generated through 

membership fees, are somehow compatible with the ROSCA-based public credit institutions 
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common in the USSR, including the kassa vzaimopomoshchi (mutual benefit fund) or the 

chyornaya kassa.
102

  

 

In the period of Soviet consumerism under Brezhnev in the 1970s, characterised by deficits of 

state goods and services, people created blat networks and kassa vzaimopomoshchi. Such 

reliance on informal social networks is explained by the failure of the market to provide the 

necessary supply of goods and services. In the country where standing in the queue for hours 

was a practice of daily routine, people were forced to invest their time and efforts in creating 

and cultivating informal networks. Personal connections helped to make one’s life more 

palatable and get things done, for example, in career development, housing, food supply, 

health care, education and others areas. The practice of using a common fund for personal 

needs in gaps was not common until the late Soviet period when gaps adopted the mechanism 

of kassa vzaimopomoshchi. Trading favours and using group savings in the tumultuous 1990s 

was beneficial in addressing food shortages, the deficit of services and unemployment. In 

post-socialist Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, gap provides not only a networking function but 

also an interest-free, informal and an alternative version of the banking system. 

 

The amount of money for gap meetings is usually negotiated by a lottery. The lump sum paid 

to the member from the common fund is, in fact, an interest-free loan, which the member 

repays through monthly instalments. I was often told that the ideal number of gap members 

contributing to the savings fund is six or twelve, in order to allow each member to receive a 

solid amount of cash twice or once a year, respectively.
103

  

 

At present, both chornaya kassa and gaps with ROSCA functions offer their members similar 

opportunities to obtain durable goods in a short time, organise expensive ceremonial events, 

and create small business investments. The striking difference between the two is that the 

chornaya kassa is organised at the workplace between co-workers who, unlike gap members, 

do not share close social ties. The strength of ROSCA-based social ties is weaker than in the 

gap system since ROSCA members share only the common goal of generating monetary 

funds. Co-workers who are ‘playing in the gap,’ have therefore other non-financial incentives 

in their mutual involvement and usually share a history of personal relationships outside the 

workplace.  
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To build a personal safety net, an individual invests what Ashraf (2014) calls a ‘relationship 

capital,’ that is, time, energy and finances. By doing so, the people of Central Asia create 

‘safety cushions’ against economic inefficiencies (Collins 2006; Urinboyev 2011; Lamy 

2014). It is not surprising that the traditional institution of gap, based on mutual trust and 

norms, has been taken as a functional tool in the development of social capital in the region. 

A study of rural gaps (Hiwatari 2008: 57) has illustrated that, alongside the more social 

aspects of informal associations, “purchasing durable goods” and having “insurance for the 

future” are key factors motivating potential members in joining a gap circle. 

 

Gaps are flexible and can be organised for a limited period in order to generate capital to 

resolve the members’ financial problems. The size
104

 and the ultimate purpose(s)
105 

of the 

joint fund vary from gap to gap: fast interest-free credit is a particularly efficient use for the 

joint fund, as confirmed by the case of one of my informants, who received US$ 2,000 

through gap to make a shopping trip to Turkey and start up his small business in Tashkent.
106

 

Alongside the main group fund, some gaps also generate a separate small travel fund for 

recreational group activities. The travel fund, collected during the year, usually covers 

expenses for collective trips to mountains, sanatoriums, transport, or the rent of a dacha. 

Notably, this type of fund is never used for an individual trip: credit to a member willing to 

perform the hajj—a mandatory duty for Muslims to have a pilgrimage to Mecca at least once 

in their lifetime—could be therefore granted only through the group’s main joint group fund.  

 

As they continued to be largely unacknowledged and undocumented by the state, gaps belong 

to a realm of informality. However, in my view, the notion of ‘informal’ is questionable and 

loaded with negative connotations and allusions to a ‘grey economy.’ The peculiar feature of 

gap, despite its non-formal nature based on trust and unwritten rules of personal conduct, is 

that every gap does hold certain elements of formality, especially in relation to group matters 

relating to operations involving money.  In these cases, the leader of gap keeps a journal and 

                                                

104
 In gap with monetary functions, an individual fee paid at gap meetings varied from 50,000 Uzbek som 

(approx. US$ 13) to 800,000 (US$ 200). In rare occasions and in gaps including businessmen, individual 

contributions can reach 1-2 million Uzbek som and more. 

105
 Among other purposes, gap-generated funds are often used in the organisation of a wedding toi (feast). In 

modern Uzbekistan, surprisingly, families with moderate income tend to organise lush wedding celebrations 

for 500–1,000 guests. The cost of a wedding ranges around US$ 10,000–20,000. The excessive opulence of a 

toi has a symbolical meaning: it is intended to show off the wealth of a family (or its ability to organise an 

event of this scale) to relatives and the mahalla community. As such, lush wedding ceremonies are often the 

target for criticism amongst mahalla oqsoqols and state officials. For example, in my interviews with 

mahalla committee members, everyone expressed their negative attitudes towards ostentatious and expensive 

wedding tois (Interviews with mahalla oqsoqollar, Samarkand, 22 November 2013; Tashkent 11 & 13 March 

2014).  
106

 Interview with a gap participant, Uzbek, male, 47, Tashkent, 20 March 2014. 



	 128 

marks all entries of received payments and distributed funds, transforming gap into a ‘less 

casual’ social safety net. Considering these formalities, I would suggest considering gap 

circles—especially those associated with the use of money—as semi-formal social institutions 

with well-defined rules and, most importantly, a stricter code of conduct that has real social 

consequences for the members. 

 

The findings illuminate on the flexibility and adaptability of gap to contemporary realities. I 

agree with Nezhina and Ibrayeva (2013) who by drawing on Hofstede’s (1984) cultural 

studies provide a useful framework of ‘uncertainty avoidance’ to explain the longevity of 

traditional practices in modern society. Uncertainty avoidance refers to the level of comfort 

felt by members of society in unstructured situations. They argue that people living in a high 

uncertainty avoidance culture (admittedly, both Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan are in this 

category) are more prone to create alternative coping mechanisms, and not willing to take 

risks by changing traditional institutions that proved to be efficient throughout history. The 

adherence to alternative welfare practices such as a joint group fund indicates how group 

members regard personal need and group well-being. In Andrew Mason’s (2000) words, there 

would be no solidarity practices and low values of mutual help if group members regarded 

personal need as a manifestation of weakness.  

Organisation of Gap Amongst Women 
 

Women’s get-togethers trace their roots in zhensovety (female labour cooperatives) existed in 

Soviet times in the 1930–1980s as industrial councils of women overlooking the 

implementation of labour legislation in relation to women. They also led a great deal of 

organisational and cultural-educational work. Zhensovety were present in each of the Soviet 

collective farms, as well as in city institutions and enterprises. They were one of the forms of 

mass labour in the republics of Central Asia since the war years. The women’s councils 

included the most authoritative, literate women, representing their neighbourhoods and 

collective farms. Often, rural women’s councils consisted of 5-9 members. Their tasks were to 

monitor the work order, help collective farmers acquire agro- and technical knowledge, and 

motivate young women to continue their studies. Zhensovet also conducted ideological work 

by monitoring domestic needs and cultural issues of neighbourhoods, estates and villages, and 

even personal hygiene of women and children to combat old vestiges of life (Korbe 1950). 

Early participation of women in gaps––together with their husbands––was noted and even 

praised by Soviet ethnographers as “the new phenomenon testifying the radical 

transformation of archaic, traditional forms of leisure, taking place among the rural 
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intelligentsia, which deserves all support.” (Mirkhasilov 1962: 14). In 1960-70s, zhensovety 

began to decline; their brief revival came in the 1980s when Gorbachev’s socio-economic 

changes opened up new possibilities for an individual’s resourcefulness (Koroteyeva & 

Makarova 1998). It was also a period when first women-only gaps became part of everyday 

life as a form of leisure time activity (Bushkov 2002: 65). 

 

The creation of informal female-only groups is one of the indicators of women’s changing 

position in society. The limited history of women’s gaps and their largely unofficial nature 

complicate any assessment of the wider diffusion of this social institution. Previous research 

has confirmed that, in Uzbekistan, women-only gaps differ in both urban and rural places and 

thus can be commonplace in one setting and less active in another (Kandiyoti 1998). My 

observations show that in the south of Kazakhstan, and particularly in Shymkent, the term gap 

is predominantly associated with women’s gatherings.  

 

Like the male gap, women’s groups tend to be organised according to age criteria: typical 

associations include elderly or middle-aged women, and young people—mostly brides and 

kelins (daughters-in-law). With the exception of kelin groupings—where membership is based 

on the permission of the mothers-in-law—joining women’s gap is an invitation-only activity. 

Gaps are normally organised between colleagues, former classmates, neighbours, kelins, and 

between female relatives. Previous studies illustrated that women tend to organise gaps with 

mahalla neighbours and relatives more often than between classmates (Hiwatari 2008: 56). 

Given the fact that female-only gaps are also often organised once a month, it is customary 

for a woman to be involved in more than one circle. For example, for Saule, a paediatrician in 

Shymkent, Kazakhstan, participation in three gaps makes her social life diverse and active. 

Through membership in her neighbourhood gap, Saule developed a sense of belonging and is 

better informed on local news. Being only three months into her marriage, Saule enjoys being 

involved in the second gap of kelins, composed of wives of her husband’s close friends. Here, 

Saule mostly receives support and advice on family life. In her professional gap, Saule 

socialises with her work colleagues, expanding her professional horizons and locating 

opportunities in personal career development.
107

 

 

Interviews with female respondents furthermore revealed that, for some members, 

participation in gaps is a matter of prestige and a special occasion. Having a socially active 

and influential member in gap raises the group’s status in social circles. For married women, 
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a gap meeting can be one of the legitimate reasons to be away from home for several hours 

and spend leisure time with her friends.
108

  

 

Similarly to male groupings, female-only gaps perform specific social and entertainment 

functions, conforming to a similar hierarchy. Women’s gap is structured so that a respected 

and socially active woman is usually a group leader. In gaps of female relatives, an elderly 

member usually holds the lead. Women’s groupings are often convened at private houses, 

restaurants, or bathhouses. Although, the social relationship pattern that women share 

emotional support and men engage in activities as “they tend to do rather than be together” 

(Rubin 1985: 61, original italics) can not always be true yet women’s gaps tend to be 

emotional—an emphasis here is made on entertainment and recreational activities. Women 

dress nicely for the occasion as they do their best to present themselves as successful and 

happy mothers, sisters, kelins and wives. At dinner, participants may sing songs and dance. 

The money contributed in gap often goes to cover the cost of dinner. When the total sum 

exceeds the amount, the remainder usually belongs to the hostess, which she can spend on 

personal needs. Some contributions can also be generated for joint recreational activities.  

 

In addition to entertainment, information exchange is a central activity of these gatherings, 

making gap into a form of personal media. Shared information covers experiences of daily 

life, planned family events, education of children, shopping, fashion, and topics of culture and 

social life. As I was told, in gaps between co-workers, women avoid to ‘talk shop’ and 

discuss their families, sharing success stories of their close and extended relatives. There are 

gaps where mothers come with their daughters so that the younger generation socialises with 

elders and receives moral support and guidance.
109

  

 

Virtual Gaps 
 

A third contemporary trend affecting current interpretations of the gap institution originates in 

cyberspace but, rather interestingly, features mechanisms of creating and sustaining social 

capital that echo those in place in the real world. The technological boom and the emergence 

of new information channels distorted the existing media and created a new participatory 

culture, that is ‘one in which members believe their contributions matter, and feel some 

degree of social connection with one another’ (Mazali 2011: 290). Recent scholarship has 
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investigated at length the many platforms that, through the generation of participatory culture, 

promoted a collective identity amongst their users (Jasper 1997; Klandermans & de Weerd 

2002; McCaughey & Ayers 2003). The nexus between new media and society can be 

analysed from a dual perspective—is it community or technology that causes social change? I 

concur with the argument proposed by a number of scholars (Calhoun 1998; Howard 2010; 

Khamis et al. 2012) that sees social and political change as the function of people’s efforts, 

considering technologies as merely a tool providing additional capacities for personal 

communication. Bringing this argument into the present study, I question why certain online 

get-togethers are called gaps, what relationships they promote, discussing more widely how 

online groupings affect real-life gap communities. 

 

Why do virtual gaps deserve our attention? The availability of web-platforms for group 

activities (Facebook, Odnoklassniki, VKontakte) facilitated the creation and involvement in 

groups between classmates, professionals, neighbours, students and others. The smartphone 

has become a reliable mobile internet terminal and a tool to manage online groups. In 

Uzbekistan, surprisingly, online message groups organised using the mobile messenger 

application Whatsapp bear the name gaps.  

 

This chapter does, however, question the appropriateness of this label, arguing that, despite 

some similarities, virtual communities have to be seen as tools that sustain real-life gap 

networks. Since a member of gap is not the one who only participates in online discussions 

but also regularly attends gap dinners, the online gap is, in fact, supplementary to the real 

gap. Online gaps reproduce, imitate, and extend the activities carried on in real get-togethers, 

while only a few elements of traditional gaps are transplanted in virtual activities. In online 

networks, the group leader functions as a moderator by setting discussion topics and sending 

reminders.  

 

I contend that online gaps can promote community cohesion and facilitate discussion of 

topics of interest to its members. Online gap members are the same people who know each 

other offline, familiar with matters concerning their local community interests, mahalla and 

events. This mode of belonging to a certain place is a major point that differentiates virtual 

gaps from other online communities. Unlike various public groups in social networks like 

Facebook and LinkedIn, Whatsapp gaps are micro groups rather than person-centred web 

spaces. While the former connects people from various locations worldwide, virtual gaps are 

localised and anchored to a certain space and place.  
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Being a space for expressing yourself and sharing information, virtual gap represents a 

performance space. What matters is not the creation of the content (online gaps are not blogs 

or websites) but rather instant and fast dissemination of information including media files 

(such as free voice messages, music, and images). In this sense, concerned with the formation 

of oppositional identities, certain censorship measures are taken periodically in Uzbekistan. 

For example, since October 2014, the national telecommunication provider Uztelecom has 

banned voice calls and transfer of images and media files over Whatsapp and Skype and 

allowing only the use of free text messaging.
110

  

 

Virtual gaps do, however, perform key functions of real gaps, especially in relation to 

information sharing and maintenance of group identity. Despite the lack of the emotional 

component and face-to-face human interaction, the benefits of virtual gaps include quick 

information delivery, the facilitation of decision-making processes, and a more efficient 

organisation of real-life meetings. Since mobile messaging is not sufficient for long 

conversations, virtual gaps are platforms to share data, provide ‘virtual’ emotional support, 

brainstorm, discuss monetary contributions, schedule meetings, engage in idle talk, and 

update group members on personal issues.
111

 Indeed, all of these could be done through a 

phone call yet free and fast access to all members of the group puts virtual gaps in preference 

over the phone. While Whatsapp gaps are popular among the youth, little suggests that the 

service could be attractive to others.  

 

Indeed, thanks to high technologies, groups members can get together easily and frequent. 

The use of online networks may redefine the nature of social relationships, widen the pool of 

potential contacts, and create novel degrees of social connection, debate and dialogue 

(Castells 2000; Katz & Aakhus 2004). How good are these new means of communication for 

sustaining reciprocity and intimacy? This is not a postmodern question since, as Peel and 

Walter (2009) remind us, in the twentieth-century people had pen-friends and some developed 

the same kind of disclosure and intimacy. It seems that the benefits of having an online 

version of gaps are quick information sharing, decision-making processes, and a more 

efficient organisation of real-life meetings. As in the case with social networks, it is 

fascinating to see the blurring of relationships in both the real and the virtual world, and how 
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well personal and social identities match each other. Research of patterns of social 

relationships affected by other internet technologies can show different dynamics. However, it 

is not acceptable to generalise that online grouping in the realities of Uzbekistan is a new 

form of community deliberated from the limitations of the physical space.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The gap is an integral part of the daily life of the collective culture and a key element of 

national and cultural identity in Central Asian. Alongside the mahalla, gaps underpin 

Uzbekistan’s imagined community and embody regional and cultural identities in 

Kazakhstan’s southern provinces.  

 

This study has argued that modern gaps represent an indigenous case of communal civil 

society and that they directly impact the development of social cohesion, a sense of 

community, democratic principles of justice, tolerance, solidarity and cooperation. These 

groupings inherited the elements of traditional ancient ‘men’s houses’ which acted as spaces 

for socialisation, communication and food consumption, as well as certain elements of 

informal Soviet practices such as group savings funds. There are no clear signs for the decay 

of cultural traditions.  

 

The most obvious finding to emerge from this study is that despite novel variations of gap, 

the primary function remained unchanged—providing opportunities for socialisation and 

cooperation. ‘A money handshake’ signifies an informal social safety net that allows gap 

members generate cash for personal needs in a relatively short period. Saving money 

collectively is, in fact, a custom of mutual responsibility that highly regards the well-being of 

fellow group members. It is important to recognise the link between well-being and prosperity 

of individual gap members, and how that can be reflected on mahalla, a local community. In 

this sense, I would argue that the rituals and practices performed in gaps are the repositories 

of building civil society. Gap practices foster habits of solidarity and cooperation and raise a 

sense of public-spiritedness. What is more, gap can be seen as an informal ‘school of 

democracy’ based on values of justice, cooperation and trust that are central to gap. Robert 

Putnam’s (2001) theory of ‘bowling alone’ is not applicable here, for a sense of group 

belonging has no prospect of disappearance in the studied societies.  

 

Being a flexible social institution, gaps adjusted to modern realities and included non-

traditional forms of gap such as organisation of gaps among women that follow the same 
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principles of men’s gatherings yet feature more recreational activities. Other novel forms of 

gap are the use of rotating group savings fund, and the development of gap networks on the 

internet that complement real-life gap networks and assist in information exchange. These 

modern deviations of gaps operate as self-organised alternative welfare systems, which have 

little in common with traditional gaps organised for social purposes only. The important 

question is whether the nature of the traditional institution of gap can be altered (like the 

mahalla). I would argue that there is little to suggest this scenario. Unlike the mahalla, 

transformed into a local governance institution, the gap community remains an unofficial, 

informal and authentic institution in terms of its primary function––socialisation. Gap 

members represent a Gemeinschaft of people who have come together on their own volition 

for a purpose or a variety of purposes. Such factors as shared values and group aims, endorsed 

practices, and the influence of the group leader continue to affect the nature of this traditional 

institution, for they define the moral face of the gap community.  

 

The findings enhance our understanding of the dynamics of this micro-level social institution 

and its effects on the development of civil society and the growth of civic solidarity, 

cooperation and trust. I have argued that gap provides alternative welfare services to make up 

for the incapacity of the state to secure basic needs for its citizens. Members of these 

networks tend to look for information, networking opportunities, alternative sources of job 

creation, moral support, sociability and opportunities to meaningfully spend leisure time. 

Such a variety of local forms of reciprocal associations is evidence of a functioning domestic 

form of civil society, which, obviously, has a decisive impact on social consciousness and 

people’s mobilisation. 
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C H A P T E R   F I V E 

 
RELIGIOUS ORGANISATIONS AS UNITS OF CIVIL SOCIETY  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IN CENTRAL ASIA, RELIGION HAS EXPERIENCED A REMARKABLE transformation. In Soviet 

times, Central Asia endured, if not complete then comprehensive, eradication of religious life 

from tribal laws, ancient Tengrism, Buddhism to Islamic sharia laws. What interests us is the 

social significance of religion and the influence of faith-based organisations on human lives 

through the lens of being civil society organisations. In this chapter, institutional Islamic, 

Russian Orthodox, Judaist, Protestant, and Catholic religious organisations and their social 

practices take centre stage. I examine how Islamic, Christian, and other non-traditional 

religious and multicultural values define daily civic practices in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  

 

Islam in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan is the official religion yet these two nations feature 

dissimilar religious identities, diverse ethnic populations, and unequal levels of religiousness. 

Some authors assert that these differences are informed by the historical variations in 

religious beliefs which was more profound in Uzbekistan rather than Kazakhstan 

(Yerekesheva 2004). Besides, the multi-ethnic composition of Kazakhstan creates a ‘less 

visible’ religious identity, except in the southern provinces of the republic. For Uzbekistan, 

however, religion is more politicised because of its strong religious identity. Uzbekistan’s first 
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President Karimov imposed a hard-line rule against independent Islamic activism (March 

2002; Pottenger 2004; Louw 2007; Pikalov 2014). Religious organisations are regarded as 

serious political actors due to a threat of Islamic radicalisation. As I discuss in the next 

chapter, maintaining stability for a multi-ethnic Uzbekistan population remains a primary 

matter.  

 

This chapter calls for reassessment of the role of religious organisations in the civil sphere of 

the countries in question. The argument is that religious organisations create capacities for the 

development of civil society. Yet they are not sufficiently strong to sustain social change on 

their own. Indeed, religious institutions divide society by faith, but their spiritual functions do 

not interfere with playing the role of social actors. Religious institutions are not only icons of 

local culture, monuments of the religious heritage or spaces for congregation and worship, but 

also civil society enterprises that consolidate communities. They affect both believers and 

non-believers by re-shaping their understanding of community, solidarity, trust and social 

cohesion. This is evident in their daily activities in providing a place for a discussion on what 

is normal and good and making universal claims on human and social virtues. Practices of 

charity and philanthropy are also part of their daily routine. In crisis situations, faith-based 

institutions offer help and have a voice––though not explicitly stated in both Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan––in polemics on issues of abortion, genetic research, in-vitro fertilisation, to name 

just a few. In this sense, some parallels with Western societies here are when churches often 

publicly assert their position on social issues. 

   

In the first part of this chapter, I explore the complex religious background of Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan to discuss how religious identity was influenced and formed. I provide a snapshot 

of the most important aspects of religious associational life from the pre-Islamic period to the 

years of post-Soviet independence. Further, using data from my field research in both 

countries, I analyse daily social functions of various religious institutions and conclude the 

chapter with the analysis of the impact of religious organisations on civil society in two 

countries. 
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5.1. Pre-Soviet and Soviet Experiences:  
The Space for Religious Organisations and the Place of Religion  

in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
 

5.1.1. Pre-Tsarist Central Asia 
 

 
Geographical location makes the Central Asian region the crossroads of civilisations. The 

synthesis of Persian and Turkic influences formed the cultural climate (Edgar 2006) that 

defined regional social, political, and religious identity. The diversity of cultures and nomadic 

and sedentary ways of life reflected the intricate religious life. Monotheistic Zoroastrianism, 

Buddhism, Manicheanism, and Christianity of the Nestorian doctrine were already present in 

the region prior to Islam. Bukhara and Samarkand were known for a significant number of 

Jewish populations with their own established cultures and religious practices. In addition, the 

vast nomadic pastoral lands including the mountain slopes, the steppe, desserts, and valleys 

had been the abode of the ancient religion Tengri, often denoted in the literature as a cult 

system. Tengrism represents a complex fusion of animistic, shamanistic rituals with the cult 

of the nature, deities, and spirits of deceased people. In the centre of this ancient system is the 

god of heavens Tengri whose divinity is seen through the natural and supernatural phenomena 

(Laruelle 2007; Naurzbaeva 2013). Several studies show that the influence and establishment 

of institutions of Islam since the mid-seventh century was slow and more problematic in 

nomadic regions rather than in the sedentary oasis belt (Akiner 1996; Litvinsky et al. 1996; 

Yerekesheva 2004; Kamoliddin 2005). In Northern Kazakhstan, Islamisation was not even 

complete until the nineteenth century. 

 

With the further spread of Islam, some of the ancient cults of spirits and shrine practices were 

preserved in one form or another, or blended with Islamic canons (Basilov 1980; Snesarev 

1970).
112

 This fusion is an important feature of Central Asian religious climate making it less 

Islam-oriented. The region has found a way to adapt and accept religion in accordance with 

established societal rules. For example, the presence of Sufism in Central Asia allowed a 

more pluralistic outlook on Islam by including ancient rituals and beliefs (Louw 2007). This 

was further deepened during Soviet times when the region again had to do the same, in this 

case, by going underground. I will later return to this feature in the discussion of hidden or 

‘parallel’ Islam.  

                                                

112
 Tengri and other ancient cults continued to play a significant part in the spiritual life of local population. 
From early 1990s in Kazakhstan, nomadic Tengrism has experienced a return as one of the post-Soviet 
ideologies and an element of national identity. While being controversial and ambiguous, Tengrism remains 
a well-formed ideological movement, however its political doctrine has no power to present Islam as a 
foreign religion to the region. 
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The twelve centuries of Islamic practice in Central Asia, until the Soviet rule, transformed the 

prominent cities of Bukhara, Samarkand, Khiva, Kokand and others into celebrated centres of 

Islamic culture, scholarship and training. At the social level, the mosque became a place of 

worship and a centre of public life. Regular congregations signified the communal role of 

Islam in creating a space and environment for socialisation (Miller 2011). Alongside mahalla, 

religious authorities also acted in addressing poverty and providing both spiritual and material 

help (Ibrahim & Hulme 2011).  

 

5.1.2. Central Asian Religious Life in the Tsarist and Soviet Periods 
 

Under the Russian and Soviet rule, the role of a centre of public life, which previously 

belonged to mosques, was taken by collective farms, schools, and informal associations. 

Soviet researchers found that the departure from the Islamic faith amongst Central Asian 

Muslim populations was noticeably slower in comparison with Christianity (Lobacheva & 

Tultseva 1977). In Uzbekistan, where Islam had its most orthodox forms, Muslim cultural 

values were preserved during the Soviet period. Economic development, technological 

advances, educational opportunities and access to information––significant improvements in 

Central Asia under the Russian rule––were not welcomed comprehensively. Sufi 

brotherhoods, followers of non-official Islam were intolerant of innovation, unwelcome 

towards Slavs, and propagated the fight for jihad (Holy War). The support and organisation of 

tariqas, secret societies, made the Sufi brotherhood one of the most powerful Muslim sources 

of leadership in the Tsarist period which survived attempts of Tsarist infiltration and 

disbanding (Bennigsen et al. 1978; Abashin 2001; Rakhimov 2007). The other two leadership 

groups included the Ulama, religious elite of scholars, and jadids, followers of Jadidism, the 

Muslim reformist movement for progress. By the time of the October revolution in 1917, 

jadids remained a marginalised group with the weak political power to replace the old elites, 

however, their reformist thinking found a sporadic revival in the Soviet and post-Soviet 

periods.  

Soviet Actions Towards Religion 
 

The socialist policy towards religion prescribed systematic opposition to religious 

foundations. Although initially, the Soviet government announced freedom to Islam and other 

religions (Lenin & Stalin 1958), the authorities’ attitude towards religion changed 

dramatically in the early 1920s. The ‘prevalence of pragmatism over ideology’ propagated 

atheism, the adoption of the Latin and later Cyrillic alphabets for all Turkic languages, the 



	 139 

replacement of Islamic sharia courts, and the social, and economic foundations with Soviet 

forms.  

 

Potential political rivalry to state socialism and a means to mobilise people were the features 

of the mosque and the church that worried the Soviet regime. Islam, particularly, was 

regarded as a potential force to unite Muslim groups in the USSR and beyond and expose 

threats of pan-Islamism and regional nationalism. In the mid-1920s, official actions became 

more repressive with legal restriction of the rights of all religious organisations (Law on 

Religious Associations of 1929). The law made religious education, proselytising, and 

religious fundraising activities illegal. The closure of madrasa (Islamic schools) and 

Orthodox Sunday schools caused the loss of a religious faith base (Akiner 1996; 

Rasanayagam 2014). Later came the destruction of mosques and churches. The number of 

Orthodox churches plummeted from 46,457 in 1920 to 4,225 by 1941 (Alexeev 1979: 29). 

Only a few churches and mosques were saved as architectural monuments (Kelly 2012). It 

was a tactic to observe religious freedom, maintain a visual separation of the church and the 

state by the Soviet legislation and Constitution, and to ensure limited functionality of 

religious organisations and the loyalty of religious leaders. As a result of a modus vivendi 

between the state and the church, the latter became an instrument of vocal support of 

communist values. In the remaining Orthodox churches, visible signs of a complete range of 

religious practices were absent. The continuation of worship, weddings, and baptism services 

represented the image of the socialist religious freedom in the eyes of foreign visitors to the 

Soviet Union (Bociurkiw 1959; Anderson 1961; Kolarz 1961; Walters 1986). The Soviet 

atheistic propaganda towards other religions such as Judaism and Catholicism was even more 

ruthless (Roy 2001).  

 

In this assault on religion, a special interest represents waqf––centuries-old pious foundations 

and institutions of Islamic endowment. Researchers argue that waqf is the case of the pre-

Soviet non-statist voluntary reciprocal institution of civil society (Starr 1999; Morgan 2001). 

By definition, waqf is a trust in the form of a property (agricultural land that generates taxes, 

residential or commercial buildings, public baths, warehouses etc.) that is endowed in 

perpetuity, becomes inalienable, and used for a religious or charitable cause. In other words, 

waqf was the voluntary alienation of one’s property for the benefit of the community as a 

whole (McChesney 1991)––a precursor of the kind of civil society this study focuses on. The 

impersonal and social character of waqf property, despite being inheritable, is emphasised by 

being ultimately in the possession of God (Ghazaleh 2011). In Bukhara until 1920 waqf lands 
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accounted for 24.6 per cent of the irrigated land (Nabiev 2005). Waqfs were supervised by 

trustees (Ulama religious scholars) who enjoyed considerable financial autonomy from the 

state (Khalid 2007: 31). The revenues generated by waqfs benefited the community as a 

whole in the forms of education, health care, and employment. Often, the beneficiaries of 

waqfs were mosques, hospitals, and the poor. With the closure of madrasas and mosques, 

waqfs became illegal, which cut the economic power of the clergy. Waqf property was 

nationalised, confiscated, or redistributed, and waqf revenues were managed by commissariat 

and diverted to education. Only in 1922, driven by the pragmatic aims to ensure the political 

neutrality of the clergy during the campaign to resist Basmachi (a guerrilla movement against 

the Red Army), a few waqf lands and property were returned to the Islamic authorities 

(Marshall 2003; Pianciola & Sartori 2007; Hiro 2009). However, by 1930s, waqfs disappeared 

(Critchlow 1990; D’Encausse 1994; Akiner 1997; Khalid 2006). Ulama representatives were 

labelled as ‘enemies of the people,’ with some executed or incarcerated in labour camps. The 

major point here is that the abolition of waqfs cut an opportunity to form autonomous 

religious groups in the public sphere.  

 

At this juncture, the comment which needs to be made is that failed attempts to revive waqfs 

have been made in post-socialist realities, for example, in Tatarstan, Russia (Nabiev 2005). 

As for Central Asia, the rise of NGOs and their possible engagement with religious 

population, including the restoration of Islamic waqfs, was regarded as a way that might 

empower NGOs. However, there is little to expect a green light to that way at present. As 

Jarvik (2007: 223) points out, “The Waqfs […] were perceived as a relic of the past that had 

been thankfully left behind on the road to socialism. To bring them back through NGOs 

threatened a return to the Middle Ages. Central Asians saw themselves as far advanced over 

their neighbors in places like Afghanistan and Pakistan. National pride cannot be 

underestimated as a factor—one that national elites were aware of, in ways NGOs were not.” 

The famine, collectivisation, emigration of intellectuals, and the Second World War had a 

devastating effect on the composition of the Central Asian population and religious life. 

Stalin’s post-war policy weakened the pressure on religion resulting in the re-opening of 

certain churches and mosques and acceptance of public celebrations of a few religious 

ceremonies. Attempts of controlling religious life included the installation of Spiritual 

Directorates;
113

 the lifting of the ban on hajj for religious clerks; introduction of magazines 

such as Musulmane Sovetskogo Vostoka (Muslims of the Soviet East); promotion of women’s 

                                                

113
 Spiritual Muslim Directorates in the USSR were split between four regions – for Muslims of Central Asia and 

Kazakhstan with location in Tashkent; for Muslims of Soviet Russia in Ufa (Bashkir SSR); for Muslims of 

the northern Caucasus in Buynaksk; and for Muslims of Transcaucasia in Baku (Azerbaijan SSR). 
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liberation (khudzhum) including the unveiling campaign;
114

 integration of non-believers into 

public life; and the implementation of the notion of kul’turnost’ (being cultured) in the 

construction of the New Soviet individual identity (D’encausse 1973; Burkhanov & Gusarov 

1984; Akiner 1996; Kotkin 1997; Dadabaev 2016).  

 

The outcome of the Soviet religious transformation put Central Asia beyond the reach of 

Muslim religious thought, making it hard to keep links with the past, and, most importantly, 

associating Islam with tradition (Khalid 2003). While Soviet modernisation secured the 

mobilisation of the population after the Second World War and fostered allegiance from many 

individuals and religious leaders, changes on the religious level were met with a wide range of 

public attitudes. Muslim people with a high level of religious commitment, especially in rural 

places, practised ‘everyday Islam,’ tolerated by the Soviet authorities throughout much of the 

Soviet period. These practices included household lifecycle rituals of circumcision, observed 

almost universally without traditional festivities to attract minimum attention (Abashin 2006; 

Bennigsen et al. 1978), engagement, shrine visits, veneration of spirits, kalym (bride price), 

weddings, funerals, feasts and memorial days.
115

 In this sense, Islam was never absent in the 

daily life of the individual, yet it did not rival the Soviet regime but became a marker of 

cultural identity distinguishing indigenous Central Asians from others. Being a Soviet Muslim 

could equally mean being Uzbek, Kazakh, Tatar or other non-Slavic representatives. A 

Muslim identity could be part of the Soviet identity and not counterposed to it (Akiner 1996; 

Khalid 2003; Steinberger 2003; Louw 2007; Omelicheva 2011). This was evident on many 

occasions, for example, in presenting Tashkent as a showpiece in overcoming 

underdevelopment (Khalid 2003) or declaring Alma-Ata as an exemplary city of modern 

Soviet urban design and landscape (Korbe 1950). 

 

In the complex relationship between the Soviet state and subordinate religion, the Soviets 

adopted political symbols as meta-narratives of Party ideology. The Marxist-Leninist 

literature, art forms of social realism, images of leaders and unquestioning patriots echoed the 

rhetoric of the ‘communist ethic’ as an alternative to religion. Propaganda methods used 

elements of the religious framework such as “the sacral quality of the religious red” colour 

                                                

114
 Khudzhum campaign began in 1927 in Uzbekistan, Karakalpakiya, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan. The 

campaign took a mass character after the public event on the 8
th

 March 1927 when Uzbek women burned 

paranja (veil) in the central square (Vasil’eva 1975: 22). This Soviet policy also caused divisions between 

the official ideology and the public and brought disagreements within Uzbek families who saw this as an 

insult to local culture (see Dadabaev 2016: 28).  

115
 Some practices required the presence of a mullah in which case ordinary workers (e.g. kolkhoz labourers, 

janitors in religious buildings, night watchmen, etc.) performed their religious duties in closed ceremonies 

with trusted friends and family members (Pipes 1955: 153; Soper 1979). 
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(Gill 2011: 32), which became domineering of the socialist political identity. In the social 

space, a remarkable example of the religious framework in socialist propaganda were so-

called krasnye ugolki (red corners) also known as Leninskie komnaty (Lenin rooms). Usually 

not guarded, ‘red corners’ were installed in organisations and obshchezhitie (communal living 

houses) in the most visible spaces (Humphrey 2005). Featured materials of communist 

propaganda comprised portraits and texts of Lenin, Stalin, Mao (sometimes denoted as 

‘Soviet saints’), quotes of public figures, flags, maps and the like (Malashenko 1995). As 

mentioned in the preceding chapter, in Uzbek mahallas, such corners appeared in chaikhonas 

nicknamed ‘red chaikhonas’ (Malikova 2013). The most striking attribute of ‘red corners’ 

was that in the reduction of mosques and churches, they were often used as places for prayer, 

hence being satirically nicknamed as Lenin’s altars, Soviet chapels, and Leninskie molebni 

(Lenin prayer places) (Malashenko (1995). In fact, being surrounded with portraits of Lenin 

and Stalin, one while praying could ironically resemble worshipping and canonising the Party 

leaders. I conclude that with socialist attempts to engineer secular modernity and establish “a 

church with a hierarchy and no believers” (Walters 1986: 144), faith was the only domain that 

the government could not fully control. Recognising the failure of harsh and militant atheist 

propaganda, Soviet elites exploited and tolerated religion to various degrees for their own 

interest in promoting the USSR domestically and abroad as a “single, close-knit, multinational 

family” with the “freedom of religion and equality of all religions” (Spasov 1951: 32).  

 

5.1.3. Civil Society Activism and the Rise of the Religious Question from 1950s 
 

If religious life and its aspects were not completely eradicated in the Soviet Union, then it 

begs the question of how the absence of religious freedom was received at the grassroots 

level. The radical antireligious campaign, launched by Khrushchev in 1959, promising “to 

show the last pope on TV” by 1980, triggered the formation of underground groups and 

dissident movements (Birch 1975; Lane 1978; Anderson 1983). In the 1960s, there was a 

notable rise in religious self-consciousness, specifically amongst young intellectuals. Various 

samizdat publications disseminated amongst Jewish (Hirszowicz 1977), Russian Orthodox, 

and Baptist communities. The latter formed one of the resilient state-wide movement 

Initsiativniki 116
 with a strong orientation towards the moral order, charity, and community 

ties. The movement publicly demonstrated the Baptists’ position on the Soviet religious 

policy via protest letters, petitions and journal publications (Lane 1978). Although 

                                                

116
 In 1965, the approximate number of members across the Soviet nation was estimated of 20,000-30,000, the 
majority of whom were members of the working class (Lane 1978). 
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administrative measures tackled the resistance with imprisonment of group leaders and 

writers and imposed sanctions and fines, the existence of Initsiativniki is the case of an 

elevated civic culture and civil society activism as an alternative way of thinking (‘novoe 

myshlenie’) and a response to the socialist ideology. Other religious minorities such as the 

Catholic Church demonstrated a strong mood of resistance in the 1970s. The protests in 

Lithuania in 1971 collected 17,000 signatures for an increase of religious freedom in the 

Soviet Union. It was an unsuccessful campaign, yet the case was a dramatic take-off point 

triggering other actions such as samizdat literature and underground religious organisations 

(Read 1975; Anderson 1983).  

 

The scholarship of the early 1980s and the years of perestroika attempted to review Soviet 

religious policy (see Kuroedov 1981 and Rozenbaum 1985). The position of the Soviet 

authorities during perestroika weakened and various religious groups regained their voice. In 

Uzbekistan in 1989, a Muslim demonstration successfully achieved the resignation of the 

Supreme Mufti (Ponomarev 2001). Of course, the rise of civil society groupings such as 

Adolat (Justice) in Uzbekistan and Alash in Kazakhstan (see Hanks 2001; Ponomarev 2001; 

Yerekesheva 2004) both advocating the return of the Islamic order indicates the vision of civil 

society as an antithesis of and opposition to the secular state.
117

 However, their ideological 

base was weak to attract supporters. Religious expression in Central Asia and the rest of the 

USSR except for the Baltic states in the late years of state socialism lacked the power that 

faith-based institutions possessed in other communist societies. For example, Polish Catholic 

Church was one of the leading oppositional forces behind the fall of communism, able to 

consolidate a vast number of people so much so that this phenomenon is also known as 

“social Catholicism.”
118

 In the post-Khrushchev era, until late socialism, faith-based 

organisations struggled but managed to raise religious self-consciousness, and catch the 

attention of those questioning Party policy and principles of socialism. 

  

                                                

117
 In Chapter 2, I discussed this version of civil society also known as Civil Society II articulated by Foley and 
Edwards (1996). 

118
 Interview with José Luis Mumbiela Sierra, the Bishop of the Most Holy Trinity Diocese of the Roman 
Catholic Church, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 22 January 2014. On ‘social catholicism’ see Putnam (1993: 141), 
Gauthier (1996).  
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5.2. Empirical Research: Post-Soviet Religious Transformation  
in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 

 

The early post-socialist religious revival and the rise of religious institutions in the turbulent 

mid-1990s have been analysed at length and need not be detailed here (Yerekesheva 2004; 

Khalid 2007; Pottenger 2004; Hann & Pelkmans 2009; Omelicheva 2011; Curanovic 2013; 

Simons & Westerlund 2015). What follows is a brief outline of the major religious reforming 

processes.  

 

Finding a model of co-existence of the state and religion and dealing with the latter as a full-

fledged political player were the primary tasks on the political agenda in Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan. Constitutionally, both countries declared the secular nature of the state, 

prohibiting the formation of religion-based political parties, and imposing strict control over 

foreign religious organisations. The Kazakh and Uzbek Constitutions and legislative 

documents have no mentions of Islam. Sustaining a secular outlook and promoting religious 

freedom explain this logic. With such a constitutional separation, there are plenty of symbolic 

usages of Islam. The first President of Uzbekistan, Islam Karimov, and the current President, 

Shavkat Mirziyoyev, took their state oaths on both the Quran and the Constitution. Islam 

Karimov was also one of the first Central Asian leaders to perform hajj, the pilgrimage to 

Mecca. To compare, the President of Kazakhstan envisioned the nation as a geopolitical 

bridge between the East and the West, the Islamic and Christian worlds (Nazarbayev 2008). 

He was the last Central Asian leader to perform hajj, and on the way to Mecca, he first visited 

Pope John Paul II in the Vatican thus “demonstrating his republic’s dual religious identity” 

(Karagiannis 2007). Unlike other Central Asian states, there were no official religious 

festivals in Kazakhstan. Only in 2005, Kurban Bayram or Eid-al-Adha, the feast of sacrifice, 

together with Orthodox Christmas became official public holidays. 

 

During the transformation process, the revival of religious activity in Kazakhstan was 

tremendous. The number of religious groups operating in Kazakhstan increased from 671 in 

1989 to 6,000 by 1999 (Podoprigora 2003). In education, there are eight higher education 

(including two Islamic, one Catholic, one Lutheran and four Protestant), six secondary special 

and three general educational institutions. Religious organisations produce 38 periodicals.
119

 

The law on religious organisations was approved in 1992 and updated in 2011. To coordinate 

                                                

119
 “Сonsolidated periodic report the Republic of Kazakhstan on the implementation of the International 

Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.” 2008. Available from: 

http://www.adilet.gov.kz/en/node/23777. Accessed 11 July 2016. 
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and analyse the religious climate, the Kazakhstan Agency on Religious Affairs was also 

founded in 2011. To draw realistic contours of the religious sphere and generate transparent 

data, the official re-registration of operating faith-based organisations took place in 2012.  It 

was revealed that those not passed the re-registration process belonged to non-traditional 

religious groups with no links found with terrorist or extremist organisations. The outcome of 

the examination of the religious scene was re-classification of denominations (see Table 2). 

 
TABLE 2. Differences in number of religious organisations in Kazakhstan before (2011)  

and after re-registration (2012)120
 

 

 
 

 January 2011 October 2012  August 2016 

Islam 2,811 2,229 2,517 
Russian Orthodox 304 280 329 
Roman Catholic 118 79 84 
Seventh-Day Adventists 67 42 42 
Judaism 26 4 7 
Total denominations 46 17 18 
Total organisations 4,551 3,088 3,590 

 

 

As a sign of an increased role of the state in its interaction with religious organisations, a 

ministry for religious and civil society affairs was set up in 2016.
121

 Among its initiatives and 

achievements are: the officially accepted Conception of State Policy in the Religious Sphere 

of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2017-2020 that declares the formed secular model of state-

confessional relationships; NGO grants; a special NGO award; setting of hotline-114 on 

reliable information on religion and extremist and destructive activities; a school textbook 

tentatively titled ‘Society and Religion’; and opening of the specialty ‘Religious Studies’ in 

universities (Bocharova 2017).  

 

Other methods to oversee religious activities include the tri-annual Congress of Leaders of 

World and Traditional Religions in Astana, founded in 2003. Kazakhstan has been the host of 

Congress holding it in the Palace of Peace and Reconciliation or ‘The Pyramid,’ designed by 

the British architect Lord Norman Foster (see Figure 10). The 5
th

 Congress took place in July 

2015 as Kazakhstan’s recurring attempt to foster its position of an agenda maker and lead the 

dialogue against the ideology of hatred and extremism.  

                                                

120
 Source: Committee on Religious Affairs, Ministry of Culture and Sports of the Republic Kazakhstan. 

Available from: http://www.din.gov.kz/rus/religioznye_obedineniya/?cid=0&rid=1491. Accessed 21 June 

2016. 

121
 See Ministerstvo po delam religii i grazhdanskogo obshchestva sozdano v Kazakhstane. Pravitel’stvo 

Respubliki Kazakhstan. Available from: http://www.government.kz/ru/novosti/1003798-ministerstvo-po-

delam-religij-i-grazhdanskogo-obshchestva-sozdano-v-kazakhstane.html. Accessed 21 September 2016. 
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FIGURE 10. Palace of Peace and Reconciliation in Astana, Kazakhstan 
Source: www.astana-piramida.kz 

 

Notably, the literature on post-socialist religious transformation in Central Asia tends to focus 

on modern understandings of Islam, its various practices, and the formation of Muslim 

identities. Such a scholarly attention towards Islam rather than Christianity or other religions 

is due to a large number of Muslims in the region but also a peculiar position of Islam itself––

it is regarded by the elites in a good/bad dichotomy in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. On the 

one hand, there is Islam that is accepted and even promoted by the states; on the other, there is 

Islam that is associated with Islamisation and extremism
122

 due to the existence of Wahhabis 

in southern regions of Kazakhstan (Karagiannis 2007; Aliev 2015) and the presence of radical 

organisations in the Ferghana Valley, such as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and Hizb-

ut-Tahrir––banned in all Central Asia countries––operating on mutual trust networks and 

patronage systems. Alarming is the fact of infiltrating mahalla social structures by these 

organisations (Akbarzade 2004; Collins 2007; Akchurina & Lavorgna 2014). It is clear that 

any attempt towards Islamisation in its extreme forms will be suppressed. For example, 

Uzbekistan’s first mufti after independence and religious leader, Mukhammad Yusuf, who 

advocated for a more pronounced religious culture and openings of mosques, was made to 

leave the country when he crossed the line by insisting on introducing religious education in 

                                                

122
 With regard to Islamisation, Montgomery & Heathershaw (2016) analyse existing ‘secular security discourse’ 

in Central Asia and argue that ‘political Islam’ not necessarily correlates with or causes radicalisation and 

Islamist anti-state rebellion since such conflicts were extremely rare in Central Asia. To this, Khalid (2007: 

202) argues that one should accept more faces of Islam in Central Asia, as in the world at large, rather than 

the binary of good and bad. Since what is good, viewed by the Uzbek elites, may not be good for pious 

Uzbek Muslims.  
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public schools and bringing back Islamic attributes in daily life (Khalmukhamedov 1998). All 

things considered, security factors, the rich ethnic composition of Kazakhstan, the closeness 

of Uzbekistan to the risk zones,
123

 and the existence of terrorism and counter-measures 

against it are part of the socio-political environment.  

 

The issues pertaining to what constitutes Muslimness, how Muslim identity is constructed, 

and what meanings and personal reasoning and understandings are attached to it by adherents 

of Islam have been the focus of recent scholarly attention (Roy 2000; Privratsky 2001; 

Telebaev 2003; Zanca 2004; Khakim 2005; Khalid 2007; Ro’i & Wainer 2009; Hann & 

Pelkmans 2009; Omelicheva 2011; Radford 2014). Indeed, the legacy of the Soviet Union 

with its insistence on creating a cultural identity based on Islam and being Muslim still holds 

true. A special interest represents Johan Rasanayagam’s (2011) empirical study of Central 

Asian Islam that provides an anthropological account of what it means to be Muslim in post-

Soviet Uzbekistan. The author treats Islam not only as the religion but also as an essential part 

of a cultural practice and social relations. Using a devised theoretical framework of a 

‘morality of experience’––a key part of individuals’ thinking––Rasanayagam argues that in 

the absence of open public debates about moral reasoning about Islam and Muslim selfhood, 

it is the nature of individual experience that opens up avenues for individual moral reasoning 

and developing meanings of Muslimness. Drawing on evidence collected in Samarkand, 

Andijan, and in a Ferghana Valley village, the author proposes an argument that a myriad of 

lived experiences is responsible for the engagement with Islam and development of moral 

personalities, rather than an individual study of sacred texts, examinations of alternative 

discourses of Islam, ‘believed’ state ideology of Islam, sermons, prayers, or ritual events. In 

exploring, debating, and developing Muslim identities and meanings of being Muslims, 

individuals engage in “a web of relations and obligations that locate them outside their own 

lives, a location that enables moral reasoning” (Rasanayagam 2011:164), that is social, 

spiritual, and material worlds––sources of moral experience. The author uses ‘sociality’ to 

refer to daily interchanges and experiences that encourage mutual commitment and 

community involvement and form moral narratives, which produce and reproduce 

understandings of Islam and moral selfhood. Sociality includes life-cycle events, feasts, 

mahalla social life, khashar, worship, mosque events, and interactions with the state. What is 

more, experiences of moral quality are also gained through the Divine. Rasanayagam explores 

cases of fasting, veneration of spirits, healing practices, visiting the tombs of saints, 

sacrificing animals, and even occasions of converting to Christianity. Since, as he argues, the 
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 For example, Afghanistan and the Taliban movement. 
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moral source is not in itself ‘Islamic,’ individual creativity and intelligibility of experiences 

can open up alternative understandings and narratives of religious frameworks. The author 

concludes that in modern Uzbekistan, individuals are aware of what ‘true’ Islam is and 

understand the state rhetoric, yet they develop their own religious Muslim (or Christian or 

other) selfhood through experiences. However, the study does not detail what being an 

Uzbek/Muslim means in contemporary Uzbekistan. The study is nevertheless significant in 

presenting Muslimness as a process and exploring a myriad of ways through which Uzbek 

people develop their religious identities.   

 

Other insightful works add to a broader understanding of local Islam, which is analysed 

through ethical and social dimensions, as well as what Gellner (1992: 11) regards as low or 

folk Islam practices: women’s spiritual gatherings of the Sufi orders (Rakhimov 2007; 

Sokolova 2015; Louw 2007; 2013), visitation of saints’ shrines (Louw 2006, 2007), and 

alcohol-free wedding feasts (McBrien 2006). What these studies have in common is the thesis 

that Islam in Central Asia is not fixed in political dimensions but acts as a “morality in the 

making” (Louw 2007: 7), practised by ordinary Muslim through ethical and social 

dimensions. In Central Asia, ‘being Muslim’ is not necessarily equated with sincere faith due 

to the lack of Islamic rule-observance and true believers, to which Privratsky (2001) refers as 

‘religious minimalism.’ This ‘everyday Islam’ can also be a source for socialisation, well-

being, inspiration, and problem-solving that provides solutions to personal challenges.  

 

There is little evidence of a complete separation of religion from the state for the following 

reasons. First, religion (not only Islam) continues to be treated as a political actor. Re-

traditionalisation
124

 and the inclusion of Islam into the nation-building illustrate the 

consistency of associating Islam with the socio-cultural heritage. An Islamic ethnic identity 

already developed during the decades of socialism. It was put forward as a means to reduce 

risks of the Islamic threat. Second, by enforcing mechanisms of state influence on religious 

life via mahalla committees in Uzbekistan and state Muslim Spiritual Directorate
125

 in 

Kazakhstan––both being strict legislation and coordinating bodies––the authorities in both 

countries elaborate official intolerance towards personalised religious practices including the 

                                                

124
 Payrose (2007) points out at re-traditionalisation of the Uzbek society by the means of appealing towards 
moral order, weakening the role of women in the family, promoting unmixed marriages, complicating 
divorce procedures, promoting patronage, and extending state control over mahallas and aksakal committees.  

125
 The Muslim Spiritual Directorate of Kazakhstan and Central Asia was founded in 1943 and lasted almost 50 
years. After the fall of the USSR, post-Soviet republics established their independent Spiritual 
Administrations of Muslims. In 1990, Kazakhstan was removed from the Spiritual Administration and 
founded the independent Muftiyat of Muslims of Kazakhstan, which was then renamed into the Spiritual 
Directorate of Muslims of Kazakhstan. 
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individualisation of Islam because of the risks related with religious extremism. Despite the 

fact that the Spiritual Directorate is authorised to appoint imams, allowing them to read the 

sermon obtained from the Directorate or approved by them, all other issues related to the 

creation of new Muslim organisation or construction of buildings are negotiated with 

appropriate state agencies. Mosques in Kazakhstan are also required to give 30 per cent of 

their fiscal revenue to the state Spiritual Directorate. Third, the state attention towards 

religious organisations clearly implies the recognition of them as imperative civil society 

actors being able to influence a collective self-consciousness and create capacities for a wider 

civil society.  

 

5.2.1. Dimensions of Religiosity and Modes of Religious Involvement 
 

The salient point in the discourse of religious organisations is their inclusion into and their 

role within the ecosystem of civil society. Religion is not a static but dynamic social 

institution which informs daily actions and influences personal social behaviour. To 

differentiate various ways of engagement between religion and society, I explore dimensions 

of religiosity originally proposed by Lenski (1961) and conceptualised by Glock and Stark 

(1965; 1968). Accepting that individuals can be religious in many ways, and that different 

religions have various expectations from their followers, Glock (1962: 99) distinguishes five 

primary religious dimensions: the experiential (religious feeling), the ritualistic (religious 

practices and rituals), the ideological (religious belief), the intellectual (religious knowledge), 

and the consequential (religious effects) which has been criticised on the grounds that it 

should be seen as a consequence of religiosity rather than a dimension (Clayton & Gladden 

1974; Duke 1998). In the sociology of religion, these core dimensions have been replicated, 

renamed and sub-divided under various conceptual approaches (see King & Hunt 1967; 

Verbit 1970; Faulkner & DeJong 1966). Despite being claimed as universal, the religious 

dimensions approach reflected the Christian religious tradition (Glock and Stark 1965) but 

some attempts were also made to apply these measurable instruments to Islam (for example, 

El-Menouar 2014). Yet there are very few Central Asian studies on the correlation between 

religiosity and social behaviour (Himelfarb & Esipova 2016). The key point is that religious 

daily activities and repertoires can be understood around these dimensions, and individual 

religious commitment can have an effect on the common good and the development of civil 

society.  
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The relationship between dimensions is not proportional––it is possible to be religious in one 

way without being religious in other ways (Lenski 1961).  Statistical figures of Kazakhstan 

and Uzbekistan show a significantly small number of regular mosque and church visitors. The 

sociological monitoring of the religious situation in Kazakhstan, conducted by the Ministry of 

Information of the Republic of Kazakhstan in 2008, revealed that 50-60 per cent of the 

population self-identified themselves as believers. To be more precise, a true believer 

regularly visits mosques or houses of worship, constantly observes religious rites and lives in 

accordance with the rules of the faith. In this sense, the real number of believers was marked 

around 15-20 per cent of the total population. The denominational distribution of the 

followers of Islam reached 48.1 per cent of respondents, Orthodox – 20.3, Catholicism – 2.1, 

and other religions – 1.2.
126

  

 

The global religiosity index for Uzbekistan in 2012 showed that 79 per cent of respondents 

are more inclined to say they are religious (Global Index 2012). However, despite the growth 

of religious consciousness only 13.6 per cent of the population considered leading an active 

religious life, according to a 2007 social survey. The number of respondents visiting the 

mosque every day only comprised 11.2 per cent of the sample (“On the Results…” 2007). 

Overall, the number of ‘real believers’ can be significantly lower because of the bias of ethnic 

affiliation often taken as religiousness. Thus, being Uzbek does not imply that a person is 

Muslim. One can also see here an imprint from Soviet times: Central Asians adapted to being 

outwardly ‘not religious,’ and might continue to do so since there is still an issue of being 

outwardly Muslim because the state insists on controlling what real Islam and a Muslim are. 

This might be a strategy to remain Muslim without coming into the eyes of the state. As Lane 

(1978: 56) argues, Christians in the West were more likely to maintain the ‘belief’ dimension 

of their religiosity, the Soviet people were also adherent to the ‘activity’ dimension of their 

religiosity. What we see is connectivity with the Soviet experience of “parallel and 

underground Islam,” described earlier, and the creation of private religious groups, which I 

discuss later in the chapter.  

 

From the point of view of the ‘practice’ dimension of religiosity, the lack of research on 

religious activity outside institutional religion––those individual practices that create meaning 

in everyday lives––distort the statistical results on religiousness in Kazakhstan and 

                                                

126
 See “Сonsolidated periodic report the Republic of Kazakhstan on the implementation of the International 
Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.” 2008. Available from: 
http://www.adilet.gov.kz/en/node/23777. Accessed 11 July 2016. 
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Uzbekistan. The challenge of determining a correct number of regular visitors of mosques or 

churches creates a problem of the impact of the religious activity. The issue of tangible and 

intangible effects of religious organisations on a secular population in terms of raising civic 

culture and contributing to social cohesion (consequential dimension) is still underdeveloped 

in the literature. My contention is that religious organisations can influence non-believers of 

different types (Glock 1962) in ways other than worship, the primary religious activity.  

 

What interests us in the system of dimensions is the correlation between religiosity and 

behaviour, specifically, pro-social behaviour. Religiosity is seen as one of the key predictors 

of an individual’s pro-social behaviour and social orientation in daily life, which shapes the 

local community and civil society as a whole. The usefulness of the dimensions approach is 

that it allows seeing religion as a complex cultural system with degrees of religiosity that 

inform individual social actions and influence personal behaviour, which was confirmed in 

many empirical studies (Geertz 1968; Walker et al. 1999; Dezutter et al. 2006; Rasanayagam 

2011).  

5.2.2. Research Field 
 

The research sites in this study comprise Muslim, Russian Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 

Judaist, and Protestant religious organisations and their daily practices in urban settings in 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Specifically, I focus on the variety of activities in mosques 

including small mosques in Uzbek mahallas, Russian Orthodox and Catholic churches, 

synagogues, and Adventist churches. The selection of these particular institutions is intended 

to reflect the majority of two main religions in both countries––Islam and Orthodox 

Christianity. Table 3 shows the density of religious denominations with registered Muslim 

and Christian organisations. 

 

The inclusion of synagogues, Roman Catholic and Adventist churches in the present study are 

informed by the importance of analysing socio-religious dynamics amongst minority religious 

institutions which have a long historical presence in Central Asia (see Jacobs 1976; 

Hirszowicz 1977; Bishku 2012). Other non-dominant religious organisations are well 

represented by Pentecostal, Baptist, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Evangelical Lutheran Church, 

Methodists, Hare Krishna, and Baha’i organisations. Such groups as Buddhists, Shinto, 

Confucians and Mormons are comparatively less present in both countries and belong to the 

category of non-traditional institutions. In my fieldwork, I interviewed mostly representatives 

of official religious institutions; however, in my encounters with individuals such as mahalla 
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residents, I raised questions about their personal experiences with the mosque and the church 

as well.  

TABLE 3. Number of registered religious organisations (places of worship and religious schools)  
in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan127

  

 

 Kazakhstan, as of 10.08.2016 Uzbekistan, as of 2012 
Islam 2,517 (70.11 %) 2,051 (92.18 %) 
Russian Orthodox 329 (9.16 %) 38 (1.71 %) 
Pentecostal 217 (6.04 %) 21 (0.94 %) 
Evangelical Baptism 181 (5.04 %) 23 (1.03 %) 
Presbyterian  108 (3.01 %) no data 
Roman Catholic 84 (2.34 %) 5 (0.22 %) 
Jehovah’s Witnesses 60 (1.67 %) 1 (0.04 %) 
Seventh-Day Adventists 42 (1.17 %) 10 (0.45 %) 
Evangelical Lutheran  14 (0.39 %) 2 (0.09 %) 
Methodist church 13 (0.36 %) no data 
Hare Krishna 8 (0.22 %) 1 (0.04 %) 
Judaism 7 (0.19 %) 8 (0.36 %) 
Baha'i 6 (0.17 %) 6 (0.27 %) 
Buddhism 2 (0.06 %) 1 (0.04 %) 
Mormon 2 (0.06 %) no data 
Total organisations 3,590 (100 %) 2,225 (100 %) 
Total denominations 18 16 

 
 

While this analysis focuses on institutional religious organisations, I shall note that individual 

spiritual practices (privatised religion) affect the culture of civil society as well. With the 

post-socialist decline in the level of trust in official institutions (Howard 2003), for many 

individuals, personal spiritual practices, in the form of rituals and teachings based on the 

notion of freedom, have become a source of inspiration and change in the public sphere. 

Indeed, spirituality takes place in civil society and may inform social action itself. As Horwitz 

(2011) contends, private religion “inspires the search for civil society” and can be seen as a 

potential alternative approach towards social change. Such ‘spiritual activism’ can transfer the 

principles of compassion, justice, peace, and harmony into the local community, thus creating 

a capacity for social change, collaboration, solidarity and civic culture. However, as I argue, 

in the realities of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, it is challenging to see tangible outputs of 

‘privatised religion’ for the common good. Religion appears more as an alternative means of 

cultivating values and capacities for the development of civil society on a micro-level. 

 

 

                                                

127
 Sources: Committee on Religious Affairs, Ministry of Culture and Sports of the Republic Kazakhstan. 
Available from: http://www.din.gov.kz/rus/religioznye_obedineniya/?cid=0&rid=1715. Accessed 1 
September 2016; Uzbekistan 2012 International Religious Freedom Report. Available from: 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/208658.pdf. Accessed 1 May 2015. 
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5.2.3. Religious Organisations as Social Places 
 

The position of official faith-based institutions in the public sphere is more visible through the 

established infrastructure and daily activities in the public sphere. In order to understand the 

social side of religious institutions, I look at them as a physical space and question how far a 

religious institution fits into the notion of a social place and what social practices performed.  

 

The mosque or the church is a gathering place filled with religious and social meanings 

created by visitors. My interview respondents pointed out that the social component in the 

religious environment remains central, if not primary, to any religious organisation. 

According to a representative of the church, “[F]irst, this is a house of interaction with God, 

only then with your brothers and sisters.”
128

 The church “should be a social space, we are not 

only a ceremonial place, our parish is a source of church life and communication.”
129

  

 

A place for religious activity is designed to function comfortably for worship services and 

socialisation. Through repeated religious performances and social interactions, individuals 

recreate and reproduce social relationships within the religious place, thus enriching it with 

social meanings. In Bourdieusian terms, interaction with others at the church can be seen as 

an unwritten code of conduct or an implicit assumption (doxa) that the religious institution is 

both a place for religious rituals and social interaction.  

 

At present, in small Uzbek mahallas, the mosque and a mahalla community merge in 

providing social functions to their members. Until the 1960s, mahallas in Uzbekistan were 

even known as ‘mosque communities’ (Rasanayagam 2011). In Bukhara, a city with a Persian 

legacy, the mosque historically played the role of a social place due to the absence of 

chaikhonas––places of socialisation and pastime popular in other parts of Uzbekistan and 

Central Asia.
130

 In small mahallas that I visited in Bukhara, the historical status of the mosque 

as a social place and a centre for a mahalla community is still preserved. 

When I go to our mosque with my friends, we seldom leave right after the namaz 
[Islamic ritual prayer] or a sermon. A little time spent in a conversation between 

us is another level of communication, very different from what we would have in 

gaps where we usually relax and tell jokes. We are more into talking serious 

things in life because of the atmosphere in the mosque.
131

 

 

                                                

128
 Interview with priest, Cathedral of the Assumption of Our Lady, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 13 October 2013. 

129
 Interview with José Luis Mumbiela Sierra, the Bishop of the Most Holy Trinity Diocese of the Roman 
Catholic Church, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 22 January 2014.	

130
 See Chapter 3 for more discussion on the mahalla mosque as a centre of social life. 

131
 Interview with a mahalla resident, male, 44, Uzbek, Bukhara, Uzbekistan, 23 March 2014. 
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FIGURE 11. Historic centre of Bukhara with well-preserved Islamic and Persian architecture:  
Po-i-Kalyan religious complex including mosque and madrasa;  

and Bolo Haouz Mosque (middle-right). Source: Timur Alexandrov 
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In a secular way, a contemporary ‘mosque as building’ shows certain signs of continuity with 

the functionality of alowkhonas (Andreev 1928; Kislyakov 1973), described in Chapter 4, 

originally designed as social spaces for communication.
132

 

Historically, little has changed––if in the ancient times the mosque functioned as a 

centre of social life, today, people come to the mosque not only for religious 

purposes but also to see each other and share a word because this is vital.
133

 

 

From my interviews, it is clear that an open-door policy for the community is supported, 

irrespective of people’s religious denominations. Representatives of the mosque and the 

synagogue emphasised their respective institutions as centres of social (not only religious) 

life. The size of the local community also defines the position of a religious organisation as a 

focal point in social life––the smaller the congregation, the more evident was the function of 

the institution as a ‘forum’ or place for communication, socialisation and debate. For 

example, in a small Uzbek mahalla under 500 households, a mosque is a locale for social life 

and a popular public place. Although not recorded, it appears that the number of people who 

use the mosque for religious and social purposes is similar, fostering the idea that it is seen as 

a public place for more than just religious purposes.
134

  

 

With regard to the synagogue, its secular role of a ‘forum’ is better explained by the pillars of 

Judaism and their ethno-religious background than by a small number of community 

members. Being Jewish means being a member of the Jewish faith from the moment of birth–

the religion passes down from the mother, hence this is an ascribed religious identity. For 

Jewish people, the extent to express their Jewishness in everyday life is a given choice. To be 

part of the Jewish community requires being a member of the synagogue. The Beth Knesset, 

or the synagogue, literally means a ‘house of assembly’ where informal socialisation of its 

members is essential: 

For the Jewish people, the synagogue is seen as the same family house where they 

come from. A ‘good Jew’ cannot live a separate life outside the synagogue or pay 

visits here for certain social or religious purposes only […]. Judaism is like a 

candle: unlike others, we do not contradict the material life (candle) with the 

spiritual one (light).
135

  

 

Just like constructing and sustaining a religious identity, a faith-based organisation as a place 

for meeting people and socialisation creates, maintains, and reproduces a social environment. 

For individuals, a church or a mosque fills a vacuum in their lives. From Bourdieu’s (1990) 
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 See Chapter 4 where I discuss the development of ancient public spaces for communication. 
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 Interview with Naib imam, Almaty Central Mosque, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 20 February 2014. 

134
 Interview with a mosque imam, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 14 March 2014. 

135
 Interview with Eshaya Cogen, Chief Rabbi of the Republic of Kazakhstan and chief envoy of the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 4 February 2014. 
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theory of practice, it is an interplay between the physical and social spaces and one’s habitus 

(personal dispositions) that results in established social practices. Since a religious 

organisation is a place where religious knowledge and spiritual understanding are generated, 

members of the congregation act as social agents who share the doxa of the field. Face-to-face 

interaction of individuals representing followers of a single faith in the same space bonds 

people together, creating a sense of belonging, which makes them members of a homogenised 

community who share a common religious and communal identity. Being a congregation for 

people to perform their common religious identities, experience compassion and vulnerability 

illustrate the principle of equality set at every institutional religious organisation. In 

Kazakhstan, given the diverse ethnic background of its parish members, the Orthodox Church 

is a “congregation of members of various diasporas––Russian, Moldovan, Ukrainian, 

Belorussian, and Greek”
136

 who experience the same sense of equality. 

 

An individual who belongs to an institutional religious place becomes an agent of social 

practice who, besides creating and reproducing social and civic cultures, develops secular 

civic skills of communication, empathy, and the notion of we-ness: 

Because Friday for a Muslim man is a special day with an obligatory condition to 

pray in the mosque, I eventually became familiar with other fellows who come at 

the same time. If anyone I know is missing on a Friday noontime prayer, I would 

worry, so I and other fellows would usually contact him later to ask whether he is 

fine and things are all right.
137

  

 

This institutional social space excludes those believers ‘with the faith at heart’ who rarely or 

never visit a mosque or a church. Yet they belong to the same imagined religious community 

and share with the congregation the faith, knowledge, and moral codes. Later in the chapter, I 

detail how social actions inscribed by religion can reach non-believers and those who practice 

religion outside institutional realms.  

 

5.2.4. Daily Activities and Development of Knowledge for Civil Society 
 

A religious institution represents foremost a venue to gain religious knowledge based on a set 

of overarching ideologies and their activities usually have an emphasis on moral virtues and 

good social behaviour. It also provides a space for “un-coerced human association” in 

Walzer’s (1992) terms. We must accept that daily engagement with various public institutions 
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 Interview with Archpriest Yevgeniy Ivanov, Diocese of the Russian Orthodox Church, Voznesensky 
Cathedral, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 21 February 2014. 

137
 Interview with a mosque visitor, Kazakh, male, 32, Shymkent, Kazakhstan, 10 October 2013. 
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contributes to the development of certain civic knowledge and skills useful for a functioning 

civil society. For example, involvement in trade unions, political parties and professional 

associations, the media, religious organisations and civic groups generate a specific type of 

political knowledge helpful in daily life. This knowledge can lead to the advancement of civic 

skills of advocating, debating, lobbying, promoting, or negotiating public policy.  

 

My findings show that religious organisations offer a variety of activities developing values 

and skills transferable and applicable in a secular life. Faith-based organisations regard 

themselves as social and cultural centres making them civic institutions. Often, their activities 

range from personal development to social skills necessary to understand social processes and 

being useful in a community. I look at a range of daily activities in the religious institutions I 

studied, and analyse them according to educational, recreational, and creative domains.  

Educational Activities 
 

The educational component is an integral part of religious activities. In the cultivation of civic 

knowledge and skills, the mosque, the church, and the synagogue adequately fulfil this 

function. This is one of the examples why religious institutions can be called civic 

organisations. According to Levine (2011), in generating knowledge, a civil society institution 

is educational. Since social problems and public issues usually have moral dimensions, 

educational activities of religious institutions help to obtain moral knowledge and understand 

the good. It is my contention that religious institutions based on their educational activities 

can be seen as schools of social virtue.  

 

The delivery of knowledge and information at a religious setting is organised via individual 

face-to-face communication with the priest, imam, or group sessions. Using the secular 

format of a classroom, parochial schools and Sunday schools at churches, and lectures or talks 

at mosques and other congregations are usually aimed at young people and children. In 

Kazakhstan, Sunday schools of the Russian Orthodox Church are at a formative stage and 

experience a shortage of teachers with high qualifications. They are organised in every church 

as an extra-curriculum institution. Young people engage in drawing, singing, learning foreign 

languages, and gaining IT skills in addition to discussing Biblical stories. The archpriest of 

the Russian Orthodox Church comments on moral education outside the family: “On the one 

hand, it is dictated and recommended from above [the state] to run Sunday schools, on the 
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other, we understand that it is a necessity for every congregation.”
138

 For adults, Sunday 

schools are set around interests and hobbies being reminiscent of interest-based secular social 

clubs. A few respondents from the Russian Orthodox Church highlighted the gap in general 

knowledge amidst their parish members and expressed the nostalgia for the classic all-round 

education. To fill the gap, the church runs free seminars with invited speakers to discuss 

various non-religious themes from space exploration and climate change to the animal world 

and nature.  

 

In addition, having a significantly smaller number of parish members compared to Muslim 

followers, the Orthodox Church constantly reminds its followers about its place in the history 

of Central Asia. Regional research conferences, initiated by the church, organised around the 

themes of national heritage, local martyrs for the faith, confessors, revered saints and 

righteous and repressed people. With this, the church attracts the scientific community in 

preserving the historical memory as well as reviewing its impact in the local religious and 

historical perspectives: 

For the church and our parish, it is important that the Orthodox people do not feel 

like they are living in the periphery of local religious, cultural, and historical 

frameworks. It is very important that people, not only our parish, understand the 

impact of the church, its canonical territory in the local community.
139

  

 

The complication with the promotion of the historical and social ‘face’ of the church lies in 

the shortage of access to physical spaces to educate the populace about their institution 

beyond just being a religious entity. In Kazakhstan, the new Spiritual and Cultural Centre of 

the Metropolitan District of Kazakhstan in Astana is set to fulfil this function. Yet the absence 

of church-affiliated museums and cultural centres in small towns and villages, where the local 

population could learn about the church as a social institution remains a problem in both 

countries.  

 

My respondents regard children and young people as the primary target audience still forming 

moral values. This is evident in the daily activities of the Church of Seventh-Day Adventists 

(SDA) in Kazakhstan. Marked its centenary in 2002, the first Adventist community appeared 

in the cities of Ust-Kamenogorsk and Semipalatinsk in Kazakhstan in 1902. At present, there 

are 42 SDA churches comprising approximately 5,000 members in Kazakhstan and 10 SDA 

organisations in Uzbekistan. Unlike the Russian Orthodox Church, the SDA church follows 
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 Interview with Archpriest Yevgeniy Ivanov, Diocese of the Russian Orthodox Church, Voznesensky 
Cathedral, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 21 February 2014. 

139
 Interview with a priest, Cathedral of the Assumption of Our Lady, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 13 October 2013. 
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another strategy to target the youth audience. Since the Kazakh law forbids religious 

education outside the church (“Zakon Respubliki Kazakhstan…” 2014), SDA representatives, 

usually young volunteers, work as guest visitors in secondary and high schools in their 

communities. The links between the church and schools are maintained by schoolchildren’s 

parents who belong to the SDA congregation. Church volunteers educate school students on 

non-religious topics such as drug use prevention, risk-free behaviour, and the sustainable use 

of natural resources. Among these talks, the popular ones are on adverse effects of smoking, 

morality, and pre-marital relationships. On its territory, the church continues to conduct a 

series of free seminars on the balanced life, vegetarianism and a healthy lifestyle.
140

  

 

Having said this, the position of the SDA church in civil society is weak despite clear 

attempts to be useful as a civil society institution. In Uzbekistan, there is a “distorted public 

image of the SDA church caused by the negative media coverage, which makes the public 

mistakenly associate us [the church] with para-Protestant religious organisations or with a 

sect.”
141

 In Kazakhstan as well, in recent years, the demand for volunteers at schools has 

significantly declined. In the classroom, during the visits of volunteers, a sense of affiliation 

with the church is present because the speaker represents a church and, accordingly, might 

have an agenda. It is doubtful that the SDA church will continue to retain the school 

volunteering programme while other religious organisations do not interfere with the school 

system even non-religiously. For example, in Uzbekistan, an attempt by the church to bring a 

change as a social agent was unsuccessful. SDA’s suggestion of a policy amendment was 

declined when in 2010 they officially requested municipal officials to free two students from 

attending schools on Saturdays, the original seventh day in the Judeo-Christian calendar.
142

  

 

The mosque, like other religious institutions, offers similar educational activities to its 

congregation and the public. These take place only in the mosque and vary from lectures and 

group talks with the imam to seminars and workshops. The respondents point at the 

usefulness of quizzes and contests on the best reading of the Quran and knowledge of the 

Islamic hadiths (collections of sayings of the Prophet Muhammad) amongst young people. 

Such events create friendly competition and socially unite people. When asked about 

transferable skills, the imam told me: 
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Development of a skill, for example, a skill of public speaking via reading sacred 

texts is not our goal. Eventually, the speaker should question what he or she is 

reading, the meaning of those words. This is our goal––to enrich one’s soul and 

nature, to help ask questions. The rest will follow.
143

 

 

 

5.2.5. Participant Observation: Public Seminars 
 

Focussing on the educational element in the daily life of a mosque, free public seminars 

deserve special attention since discussions cover various aspects of Islam and its applicability 

in daily life. Using a participant observation method, I attended a seminar titled ‘Hadiths and 

Your Place in Society’ at a local mosque in the microdistrict of Taugul in Almaty, 

Kazakhstan. My objective was to analyse the content of the talk, witness members of the 

congregation, listen to their questions and answers and hear their discussion on themes 

relating to the secular civic sphere. The mosque runs three types of seminars in Kazakh once a 

week ‘The Study of the Quran,’ ‘Akida, the Islamic credo,’ and ‘The Islamic Hadiths,’ all of 

which I attended. Sessions in Russian are run separately and also cover themes related to civic 

life. Groups are relatively small (30-35 listeners) and gender-segregated. The only course on 

the Quran is offered to women on another day while men can separately attend the other two. 

 

The session is set in a spacious and well-lit hall located in a building adjacent to the mosque 

and accommodates approximately 50 people. The hall, covered with a carpet, has no chairs, 

and people sit on the floor. Every man removes shoes when entering the room and shakes 

hands to greet others. The ustaz (teacher), as the group leader is known in the class, takes his 

seat at the most visible place near the window. There is no prayer, and if not for the ambience 

and location, the session could resemble a college seminar. After a pause, the teacher greets 

everyone, some listeners take notes in notepads, tablet computers and on smartphones. Even 

taking audio recordings is allowed.  

 

The session begins with checking homework and answering questions about topics from the 

previous class. In his detailed explanation of some of the biographical notes from the life of 

the Prophet Muhammad, the ustaz refers to examples from daily life. When discussed why 

Islam is the Word of God, the ustaz turns to the topic of what it means to be Muslim. The 

following points can be highlighted from what he said at the seminar: 
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• Be active in society. Begin with your role in your family; 

• Stay connected with the people with whom you are connected; 

• Do not promote your Prophet Muhammad to people of other denominations. Do not 

say that He is superior to their Prophets;  

• Always help people. Feed the poor if you can; 

• Be curious, read a lot, watch good thought-provoking movies; 

• Be ready to explain Islam to non-Muslim people (if asked only); 

• Reading the Quran out loud and mispronouncing Arabic words is fine––by trying, you 

are progressing. 

 

After a one-hour talk, the ustaz takes questions from the audience. He asks the audience if 

anyone wishes to join him for the prayer afterwards. I noticed that one-third of the men left 

the hall, the rest stayed for the moment of prayer following which the session closed. 

 

When a religious institution is regarded as a social institution, it provides more than a sacred 

experience––the educational element equips individuals with information and knowledge that 

extends into everyday life, affects their ways of thinking, and impacts individual experiences. 

At the seminars, an emphasis is made on moral, not religious enlightenment, and the range of 

topics discussed, and the key messages mentioned above appeal to bind the individual to the 

social order. The social context, drawn in every example, supports the ustaz’s statements 

about the life of the Prophet Muhammad. Effective or not, joint discussions about the Quran 

and the analysis of the hadiths create a milieu of communal relationships. In addition to their 

religious identity, attendees develop a group identity through regular communal sacred rites. 

What we see is that the mosque signifies not merely a place for private and individual prayer 

but a place for collective study, social connection and spiritual inspiration.  

 

The seminars are the means through which the mosque informally interacts with the 

public. Similar to Sunday schools at churches and social events at synagogues, for a regular 

visitor, the seminars create a sense of belonging; the imam becomes a source of professional 

advice and the individual gets emotional support from his fellow attendees. In terms of civic 

skills, the seminars can be helpful in developing individual value orientations and self-

assessment as a citizen and a member of society.  
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5.2.6. Clandestine Groupings 
 

In addition to the official group seminars, there are non-institutionalised informal 

microgroups organised on socio-religious topics. In my interviews, a few respondents from 

Almaty and Shymkent (Kazakhstan), frequent mosque visitors, mentioned informal religious 

private groupings. They are known by their own names, have regular members and a group 

leader with a religious background and a good knowledge of Islam.
144

 One of my respondents 

is a member of a group where the leader is a teacher at a local college. My informants find 

these groups useful for a private and relaxed atmosphere where one can discuss religious 

issues in an informal setting with a knowledgeable person.  

 

Because of its non-disclosed and private nature, these groups are closed to strangers, and the 

membership is by invitation-only. The latter feature resembles gap, traditional conversational 

groupings examined in Chapter 4. Indeed, we cannot dismiss private home-based religious 

instructions for women based on a religious ethic to develop critical thinking skills (see 

Peshkova 2014; 2017), and gap groupings discussing religion. Arifkhanova’s (2000) research 

of traditional groupings in Uzbekistan makes no attempt to explain the nature of clandestine 

religious groups yet acknowledges the popularity of such gatherings and elitist gaps of a 

religious nature between women. As she notes, these meetings aim at informal ilm-maorifat 

(religious enlightenment) and the study of the Arabic script and calligraphy led by the otin, a 

knowledgeable religious woman.  

 

Unlike gaps, private religious groupings in Kazakhstan are convened not in public places but 

at a host’s house or apartment. When asked about the content of these meetings, I was told 

that discussions are “similar to those at the mosque seminars but are more informal, where 

nobody is hesitant to share details of his or her personal lives.”
145

 Looking at informal social 

groupings in the USSR such as tusovka, underground informal groups, and secret societies 

(Buchowski 2005; Ehrenberg 1999; Evans et al. 2006), certain elements in their organisation 

are the same: exclusivity, private location, intimate circle of members, and a high level of 

trust and commitment. The insufficiency of data and the difficulty of studying private 

religious groups do not allow one to estimate the extent to which clandestine groupings 

support or oppose current religious and political climate, institutional life, and social values. It 

is clear that by its composition and hierarchy, these groupings share conceptual similarities 

with private associations like Freemasonry and fraternities in Western societies. For their 
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members, the society is seen as a network of chosen friends. Access to information, shared 

network ties, strengthening in-group ties and bonding social capital are the major elements 

that characterise these groups. In this sense, clandestine groupings cannot be seen as healthy 

civil society actors fostering a closed elite culture and benefiting only the circle of members. 

Nevertheless, they deserve attention as they constitute elements of existing civil society. 

 

5.2.7. Community Building and Social Cohesion via Recreational Activities 
 

As part of a local community, a religious organisation seeks to shape social and cultural life in 

a neighbourhood. Recreational, celebratory, and cultural events are the means through which 

a religious institution exercises its communal influence. There are various degrees of cultural 

activities that might intersect with those offered by secular social clubs and leisure 

institutions. For example, the synagogue’s daily life offers plenty of recreational and cultural 

opportunities. Members of the Jewish community visit the synagogue where they can play 

board games, read books, organise kruzhki (study circles), and have educational excursions. 

Some elements found in cultural houses and social clubs from the socialist period can still be 

seen in modern synagogues. In Tashkent and Almaty, religious posters of pillars of Judaism, 

words of wisdom from the Torah, and paintings in common rooms replaced krasnye ugolki 

(red
146

 corners) of the Soviet period known for their ideological functions.  

 

In my encounters with Christian and Judaistic religious institutions, I found that they tend to 

arrange more events of a cultural and recreational nature. There are several SDA church-run 

events for children taking place outside the church. One of them is the Pathfinder’s 

Experience, an outdoors activity resembling the Boy Scouts groups in the UK. Programmes 

for adults include hobbies and reading clubs, and informal tea-parties at church members’ 

homes. Mountain hiking, visits to national reserves, local trips and walks are also part of the 

activities offered by the Orthodox Church. Among regular events are Sunday schools, 

festivals, concerts, and intellectual games. In Almaty, Kazakhstan, the Orthodox Church 

created an outdoors festival of ballad songs ‘The Confessions of the Heart.’ The Catholic 

community has fewer programmes yet the church organises camping, contests, visits to 

Astana, and tours to the Vatican.
147

 These activities can be taken for granted but when studied 

closely, one can distinguish strengthening the community and maintaining social cohesion 

behind their logic––the faith here acts as a unifying factor between parish members. 
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Recreational and themed programmes for young people are designed to instil a personal 

character, a sense of citizenship, responsibility, empathy, and stimulate curiosity about the 

world around.  

 

With regard to the mosque, there are fewer leisure programmes on offer. Traditionally, a 

sense of unity is constantly maintained and reproduced through regular religious feasts and 

celebrations such as Kurban Bayram. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the mahalla residents, with 

whom I talked about daily life, find it helpful to rely on local mahalla mosques when family 

events are organised. The mosque often lends cutlery, pots, bowls, tables, and benches for a 

toi (party). Needless to say, the mullah and other staff members of the mosque are always 

invited as honorary guests to every toi. The social role of the mahalla mosque illustrates an 

established domestic form of a communal civil society as the mahalla system is integrated 

into almost all spheres of social interaction. Linked with the daily life of a mahalla, the 

mosque itself is a social actor and a public institution that functions as a consultative, social, 

and recreational place, contributing to the communal expression of solidarity. 

 

5.2.8. Consequential Dimension of Religion:  
Engagement with Civil Society Problems  

 

At the public seminar, which I attended at the mosque in Almaty, the idea of an active citizen 

was explained with an emphasis on how being Muslim means to be an active individual in 

society and one who surrenders to the laws of God for the common good. How valid is this 

message, which links religiousness with civic duty and social activism, with religious 

institutions? By instilling moral values and norms, religious organisations articulate the 

importance of active citizens contributing to a common good. Obviously, such verbalisation 

of and inspiration towards social activism and morality is not the primary function of the 

state. Through their daily activities, religious organisations maintain the principles of equality 

and community, making one feel and experience a communal togetherness. Accordingly, this 

provides a communal rather than an individual effect on a personal set of values and beliefs. 

Indeed, there are gradations regarding how central social activism is to various congregations 

based on their faith traditions. Roozen et al. (1984) differentiate four typologies of 

congregational life different in their appeal towards an individual’s mission in daily life: the 

activist’s role which places humans as social agents of transformation; the civic role aimed at 

getting an individual engaged with policy issues and with the political system; the sanctuary 

role focussing on worshiping for the arrival of a better world; and the evangelical role of 

congregations stressing personal salvation through which lies the path to social 
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transformation. Does ‘being active’ imply any effect of the individual on civil society in 

general? My contention is that this may depend on motivation driven by personal desire to 

improve and contribute to a local community. The activist’s role can also be translated into 

emphasising the civic role of an individual who, at least, supports social change if not actively 

engages with it.  

 

How realistic is it to consider faith-based institutions as agents of transformation, coordinators 

for civil society, or political supporters? I would argue that religious organisations assist in 

shaping the development of civil society. With the memory of the socialist past, it is in their 

interest to support democratic ideals and principles that create avenues for religious 

organisations to be part of the civil sphere and assist rather than coordinate its progression. 

The activities of the church, the mosque, and the synagogue are the means to educate and 

orient members of the congregation, consolidate communities, and create capacities for civil 

society. As my respondents from Islamic and Christian institutions stressed in the interviews, 

it is not the responsibility of their religious institutions to care, educate, and provide social 

support to people despite implementing such activities––these are the primary functions of the 

state. Religious institutions should not be seen as substitutes for pension funds, state 

healthcare or education systems. What makes them different from other state and social actors 

is the fact that they are providing capacities to fulfil individual life. As the imam summarises: 

We help humans to be human, cleansed from sin in all its aspects, and find a right 

path through the faith. We often hear that the mosque must care about homeless 

people, children, and many social illnesses. What we really must do is to change a 

person on the inside. Only with this, society gets an active and law-abiding 

citizen, a caring family member, and a merciful person.
148

 

 

Certainly, the above is related to religious people, the actual followers of the faith. Yet not all 

citizens believe in God. Religious congregations are only small parts of the whole society, 

occupying their own niches. This study recognises the gap in our understanding of ‘lived 

religion’ in Central Asia, that is, “the concept not necessarily only about practices per se but 

also about how people understand and live out their identities as members of a 

religious/ethnic community” (Davidman 2003: 261). There is no answer to the overarching 

question on how individuals construct meanings in everyday life. Religion is a personal 

choice, and individual adherence to faith is subjective at best. As mentioned earlier, through 

institutional religious practices, a member of a religious community can develop civic skills. 

However, it is too hasty to equate the notions of Western civil society with religious ones, 
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such as Islam, as Hanafi (2002) suggests. Rather, there are several points of common values 

and characteristics between Islam and civil society. 

 

First, traditions of philanthropy and charity work are the cornerstones for most religious 

denominations. Besides the organisation of community outreach programmes including soup 

kitchens, shelters for the homeless, emergency services and donations are inscribed by 

religion. Islam propagates the notions of sadaqah, voluntary charity including all aspects of 

giving that a person pays at his/her own discretion and desire; and zakat, one of the five 

pillars of Islam meaning mandatory alms-giving in the amount of 2.5 per cent of income 

which is paid customarily once a year to the poor, future converts to Islam, those in debt, 

financially struggling pilgrims, and zakat collectors at the mosque. In addition, Kurban 

Bayram is an opportunity to share the meat of the sacrificed animal––one-third of the share 

goes to the people in need, another third is given to friends and neighbours, and the rest 

remains with the family observing the tradition. My respondents note that although the 

tradition of visiting neighbours’ apartments and houses is less practised since the fall of the 

Soviet Union and there are fewer residents who know their neighbours well, Kurban Bayram 

and Orthodox Easter feasts are events where charity work is done, and when it is normal to 

have neighbours (even ones they do not know or usually invite) at the table to share the feasts.  

 

Second, a tradition of volunteerism is central to religious organisations. Urban churches and 

mosques in Kazakhstan are experiencing shortages of volunteers and are struggling to find 

ways to promote and recruit people through volunteer fairs. According to the bishop of the 

Catholic Church, the problem lies in the undeveloped culture of selflessness: 

Often, young people tend to volunteer their time in the church self-profitable in 

terms of careers. They come before they start working they try to negotiate with 

us, some request references, for example, to secure jobs in the Akimat [Mayor’s 

office]. Of course, we help but there is still a lot of work to do to nurture the 

culture of selflessness and altruism.
149

 

 

On the other hand, smaller communities tend to have more volunteers. The observed mosques 

in the old mahallas of Tashkent, Samarkand and Bukhara did not complain about the deficit 

in volunteers thanks to khashar, voluntary public aid detailed in preceding chapters.  

 

Third, religious organisations can inspire self-sufficiency and the idea of earning enough so 

that individuals could sustain themselves and contribute to the community. There is a 
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possibility to receive financial support from the mosque and the Orthodox Church for the 

opening of small business ventures. As one respondent told me, only after visiting the mosque 

and learning basic principles of the Islamic way of life, has he developed the “good habit of 

requesting a receipt every time he lends money.”
150

 To understand how religious institutions 

may affect social change and stimulate business, more research needs to be done. Social 

entrepreneurship––individual business techniques in addressing social problems––is still at a 

very premature stage of development in the region. In Kazakhstan, this concept is slowly 

developing whereas in Uzbekistan, it is rather nascent. For religious organisations, social 

entrepreneurship ideas could become new avenues of intersection with society and business to 

identify social problems and stimulate social change. 

 

I contend that there is a tendency towards more cross-sector partnerships. Given the fact that 

historically, religious organisations have been the first to provide help in crisis situations and 

cataclysms, in both countries, there are working mechanisms between state officials and 

religious institutions. Cross-sector projects encompass a complex of social illnesses where 

religious institutions contribute their small part. The Russian Orthodox Church’s anti-

alcoholism campaign and charity work done by mosques are evidence of partnership with 

municipal authorities. To promote a healthy lifestyle, the SDA church in Almaty jointly with 

the Akimat organised informative poster exhibitions in public parks. These posters were 

socially oriented and free from any religious narratives and symbols. Religious organisations 

received the green light from the state in jointly developing solutions to social problems, to 

which a rabbi added: “We shall pray for the success of the authorities for that.”
151

 In 

interviews, many respondents raised a few points on strengthening links between the state and 

religious organisations. Shortage of funds and more expectations from the state are the most 

perceived problems. There are still areas where religion has little presence in society such as 

penitentiary systems, universities, where rooms for prayer and religious services are limited.  
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Conclusion 
 

The chapter analysed the social life dimension of Muslim, Russian Orthodox, Judaist, and 

Protestant religious organisations in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the countries with diverse 

ethnic composition and various degrees of religious dynamics.  

 

After the fall of the Soviet Union, state authorities saw religious institutions responsible for 

the development of moral and ethical values in newly independent states. The complexity of 

the dynamics of religious organisations is explained by such factors as the Islamic cultural 

heritage in the region, the Soviet legacy, nature of governance, and the Islamic threat, which 

affect the politicisation of the religious climate in both countries. The fall of the Soviet Union 

in 1991 led to an official restoration of religion in post-Soviet societies. It was a restoration 

since religion in Kazakh and Uzbek societies, as in other Central Asian states, was never 

absent despite the doctrine of atheism and its secular outlook in the Soviet Union. Nation-

building processes were carried out together with the redefining of the religious space. Such 

attention to religious issues across the former Soviet Union is explained by the influence of 

religion in shaping “the moral outlook of society and [contributing] to the creation of the post-

Soviet system of ethical values” (Akiner 1996: 125). The enhancing role of religion and 

particularly Islam stimulated the growth of faith-based institutions and the development of 

policies on religious freedom and tolerance––essential elements of civil society.  

 

What makes religious organisations different from secular civil society institutions is the fact 

that they work with the development of human nature by maintaining moral authority on all 

members of society. In accordance with Glock and Stark’s (1965) dimensions of religiosity, I 

argue that religious organisations fulfil their functions in four core dimensions––experiential, 

ritualistic, ideological, and intellectual––which directly influence an individual’s way of 

thinking and social behaviour. Like secular social spaces, religious organisations act as social 

clubs and provide a place for conversation and debates on what is acceptable and normal. 

They make authoritative universal claims on human and social ethics and are often first to 

address crisis situations and consolidate communities.  

 

As to the effect of religious institutions on non-believers, religious activities set examples for 

the whole community where it exists. Community members can witness charitable and social 

actions done for the collective good by fellows of congregations, inspired by religion; social 

interaction is imbued with shared religious moral messages; and social assistance does not 
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discriminate on the basis of religious adherence––all are equals in a crisis. These activities 

may set motivations for social or religious choices amongst those outside religion. As Sherkat 

(2003) notes, these choices are informed by the personal emotional reaction towards religious 

activities, sympathy/antipathy, the way religious institutions engage in setting examples, and 

individual limitations set by social isolation, economic insecurity, and violence. 

Unfortunately, there are too few studies to make adequate conclusions regarding the social 

influence of religious institutions on people outside religion. It is challenging to apply the 

Durkheimian thesis of the socially integrative role of religion since there are several factors 

distorting the position of contemporary religious institutions: globalisation, political regime, 

the rise of spirituality, economic development which can affect individual attitudes towards 

the faith and religious ideals. What I attempted to show is the fact that despite being limited in 

resources, cross-sector ties, and members of the congregation, religious institutions do 

generate a social influence that affects the dynamics of civil society.  

 

I argued that religious organisations play several roles in civil society: they educate its 

members about the moral order and generate social skills through their educational, 

recreational, creative, and consultative practices. Our interest, however, lies in the 

consequential dimension of religiosity with tangible and intangible results of ‘being religious’ 

in a local community. Beyond religion, developed civic skills can be of help in community 

building, social activism, civic duty, political literacy, and even small business practices. 

Notions of charity, empathy, and equality are in tune with universal civil society values and 

are integral to daily religious practices. The unifying and consolidating role of religion and 

the mosque, specifically, is more discernible in mahalla mosques in Uzbekistan than in 

mosques in Kazakhstan. This is explained by the historical position of the mahalla mosque as 

a centre of social life. Unlike in Kazakhstan, such a status was preserved during the decades 

of state socialism. Together, the above translates into the main point that religious 

organisations possess an ability to create capacities for civil society. However, they are not 

sufficiently strong to sustain them on their own. Further research is needed to understand how 

they affect people outside religion and explore possibilities of cross-sector partnerships. 
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C H A P T E R   S I X 

 
PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS AND CREATIVE UNIONS 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AMONG INSTITUTIONS OF CIVIL SOCIETY, PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS and trade unions take a 

special place as mediators between the economy and society. While professional associations 

act as associative networks and representative institutions, trade unions are one of the key 

civil society actors owing to their position of balancing the relationship between the enterprise 

and the employee. In theory, trade unions defend the rights of workers for fair and improved 

working conditions, health and safety in the workplace, housing, social security, and offer 

cultural support. Kazakh and Uzbek state legislation defines trade unions as voluntary 

membership-based public associations bound by production and professional interests to 

represent and defend labour and socio-economic rights of their members. The representative 

functions are historically embedded within the agenda of trade unions. In Soviet times, unions 

were part of a tripartite organisational structure. This implied that they mediated between the 

enterprise management and the employee as part of the economic order as well as liaised 

between the enterprise and the state. Most importantly, unions played a significant role in the 

socio-cultural mobilisation of the working class and distributed and provided social benefits. 

The tripartite model, referred to as social partnership, is still in use today in Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan.  
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The central focus of this chapter is on creative unions and professional associations––often-

neglected subjects in the literature. I explore non-manual groups and creative unions, 

particularly the unions of artists and writers, one of the domestic civil society actors. I also 

discuss the current dynamics of the functionality of trade unions. By exploring how they 

operate, we can better comprehend their socio-cultural effect on society, which is generated 

by maintaining collectivism and group support, integrating those whom they represent, 

mobilising people to perform professional tasks, and stimulating solidarity. Since distinct 

historical progress defines the character, structure and modes of operation of trade unions in a 

society (Freeman 1994), it is apparent that some elements of Soviet practices can still be 

embedded into these social institutions. 

 

Since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the growth of professional associations and trade 

unions was uneven. They face a number of challenges: state restrictions; declining 

membership across all sectors of the economy; absence of trade unions in the private sector; 

struggle to find a social niche; the dysfunctional ‘independent’ role; transformation of trade 

unions from social organisations into administrative offices of social affairs; and legal 

changes that curb their activities. Similarly, such impediments are found in other societies, for 

example, in Eastern Europe, that share the legacy of socialism, post-communism and the 

realities of the modern global economy (Ost 2009).  

 

With regard to professional associations such as the Union of Writers or Artists, there is a 

little similarity with their counterparts in the Soviet Union when they were recognised as 

prestigious and authoritative social institutions. In contemporary Kazakhstan, however, they 

are financially relatively poor institutions existing in a volatile environment. The lack of legal 

support from the state to ensure their survival makes them seek any opportunities to establish 

personal links with influential government representatives and business leaders. In 

Uzbekistan, professional associations and creative unions, however, enjoy a better position 

thanks to the limited but basic state support.  

 

The standing of trade unions is affected by their continuous loyalty towards the state and the 

lack of successful cases illustrating the defence of the rights of workers. Moreover, the 

handling of conflicts involving trade unions in Kazakhstan put them in a negative light. As an 

example, a labour conflict over unpaid salaries in the oil town of Zhanaozen in the western 
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region of Kazakhstan quickly turned into strike actions on 16
th

 December 2011,
152

 attracting 

support from opposition groups. The problem rapidly escalated from unsatisfactory 

negotiations with demonstrations and turned into a massacre when the police shot 16 

protesters. The incident received wide criticism regarding poor human rights in Kazakhstan, 

extreme working conditions of oil workers, and the inefficient role of trade unions over 

handling the crisis. In the aftermath of the events, the problem of tight labour regulations and 

bureaucracy’s corruption that detriment independent trade unions were named one of the 

impact factors to the public protests (Kourmanova 2012; Lillis 2011; Satpayev & 

Umbetaliyeva 2015). Thus, it is not surprising that, given the above difficulties and the legacy 

of socialism, the overall reputation and the image of both trade unions and professional 

associations suffer from general public mistrust (Giffen at al. 2005).  

 

6.1. Understanding Soviet ‘Path Dependency’ 
 

This section briefly explores the activities of trade unions and professional associations in the 

Soviet context. In the rest of the chapter, I analyse their functionality and the model of social 

partnership in the present time in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  

Soviet Trade Unions 
 
The idea of Soviet unionism implied that every factory had a trade union association as its 

organic part to deal with workers’ issues and defend their rights. Yet a wide gap in the 

development of enterprise between Russian trade unions and those of industrially developed 

Western Europe make them incomparable.  

 

The trade unions had a notable role within the organisation and in society, contributing to the 

formation of the working class and the socialist labour culture (Tsepin & Shchiglik 1979; 

Ruble 1981; Giffen et al. 2005). The membership in trade unions was a required and essential 

element from an adult working individual. In creating a workers’ state, Soviet trade unions 

were concerned with political activity owed to the Leninist model of trade unionism (Hewes 

1923; Herod 2005). The model prescribed a dual mandate with two divergent functions. First, 

unions exhorted labour production to build up the economy. Second, they protected interests 

and rights of union members against management abuse. According to this logic, unions both 

raised productivity and disciplined workers by persuading and educating them, which implied 
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not only protecting their rights but also acting as ‘schools of communism.’ Unions were 

integral to the Soviet political system, which also included the Communist Party, Komsomol 

(Young Communist League), military organisations, friendship societies, creative unions, 

professional associations and the like. Hence their independent status was nominal due to 

state embeddedness, which, according to McAuley (2015), made them ‘pseudo professional 

organisations’ acting as ‘transmission belts’ between the state and union members. The reason 

for such centrality and ideological orientation was the absence of trade union experience 

before state socialism and the central planning of the economy that embedded unions into the 

state administration (Deutscher 1950; Herod 2005; Chetvernina 2009).  

 

I must stress that Soviet trade unions were truly mass public organisations. The membership 

growth dynamics showed tremendous expansion from 2.6 million workers back in 1918 to 68 

million workers by 1963 (Brown 1966). As noted in preceding chapters, the ideological 

formation of the Soviet citizen took place in mass organisations targeting various age groups. 

Thus children and teenagers belonged to the Pioneers’ Leagues, and young people joined the 

Komsomol comprising over 28 million members by 1978 (Giffen et al. 2005: 70). Although 

the union membership was formally voluntary-based, the profsoyuzniy bilet (union card) was 

an essential condition for a professional career to every Soviet citizen. Membership dues were 

equal to one per cent of the monthly wage. Therefore, every person from young adults to 

newly recruited workers “want[ed] to be a member of the trade union movement” (Medvedev 

& Kulikov 1976: 34). However, mass membership was not the case with professional 

associations and creative unions such as scientific, technical and cultural associations where 

people joined according to their professional interests. My respondents from the unions of 

writers and artists in Kazakhstan recall that the membership in such respectable institutions 

was regarded as a prestigious honour extended exclusively to highly successful individuals. 

As an example, for an aspiring writer, it normally took five or six years to secure a seat in the 

Union of Writers of Kazakhstan, which in the 1970s had only 152 highly-selected 

members.
153

   

 

Structurally, trade unions operated in a hierarchical system of administration and were part of 

the uneven troika or treugolnik (triangle) of the Soviet enterprise––partkom, profkom, and 

nachal’stvo (the Communist Party, union leaders, and the employer, respectively). Each trade 

union committee of every subdivision of an enterprise was subordinated to the regional trade 
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union and central trade union committees of a branch union. Together, they were under the 

auspices of the All-Union Central Council of Trade Unions (VTsSPS). Other Soviet republics 

also had their own trade unions at a republican level (Ashwin & Clarke 2002: 18). Within the 

vertical structure, each of the three actors of the troika––the Communist Party secretary, the 

management leader, and the union secretary––represented three major institutions of the 

Soviet enterprise. The Party determined wage scales and authorised defensive mechanisms 

against management abuse. The manager controlled finances, oversaw social insurance 

contributions, and managed production. Union officers played a major role in providing a 

complementarity between the Party-state and the management by distributing social 

welfare.
154

 

 

Earlier studies denote Soviet trade unions as prestige organisations administering work-

related benefits (McAuley 1969; Ruble 1981; Petrov 2008; Ost 2009; Petrova 2001). Fee-

paying union members could enjoy having allocated housing, putyovki (holiday vacations), 

kindergarten, summer camps, football teams, cultural programmes and the like. Trade unions 

were differentiated according to the size of the organisation––big industrial 

enterprises/factories and small organisations. I emphasise these aspects here to illustrate 

further in the chapter that these functions remained virtually unchanged in post-socialist trade 

unions in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. At industrial enterprises, the unions administered 

welfare issues and acted as welfare departments. In the post-war period (1950-60s), their 

functions expanded to the organisation of social activities in all enterprises, and management 

over state resorts, health centres, holiday facilities, and distribution of vacations. In this sense, 

McAuley’s (1969) study of Soviet unionism regards trade unions as powerful institutions that 

handled social security, welfare, and organised enterprise activities. Such important social 

roles of unions and the inclusion of practically the entire working class, working 

intelligentsia, and village workers explain the staggering 98 per cent membership to trade 

unions by 1975. Union functions further expanded by the 1980s when they took on 

supervision of social and labour spheres (see Chetvernina 2009: 407). Other social functions 

included payment of pensions, sickness, maternity and disability benefits, distribution of day-

care, vocational training, recreation, as well as the organisation of socialist competitions,
155

 

demonstrations, and subbotniks156
 (Ruble 1981; Brown 1966; de Bellcombe 1958; Medvedev 

& Kulikov 1976). By distributing these functions to trade unions, the state was de facto the 
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only employer and defender of workers’ rights. As Ruble (1979) puts it, by producing more 

for the state, Soviet citizens produce more for themselves.  

 

As we can see, the position of unions within the troika was not limited only by their dual role 

of encouraging production by acting as ‘schools of communism’ and monitoring the 

performance of the management. Within the troika, workers and their unions were integral to 

the kollektiv (enterprise workforce), subordinated and dependent on their management. 

Unions allied with the management because of the goods and resources controlled by them. 

Remarkably, enterprise managers themselves were part of the unions as hired workers––the 

fact that questions the defence of workers’ rights, the essence of unionism. In such an 

arrangement, trade unions could only disagree with the management in cases of disputes by 

having the backing and approval of the Party since union officers were also part of the 

enterprise management (Ashwin & Clarke 2002).  

 

Allocation of social benefits required trade unions to be allied with the management. Such a 

coalition would work well in lobbying for support from state ministries (Kubicek 2002). 

However, within this affiliation with the management, unions were in the inferior position, 

which in some instances could cause uneven distribution of benefits because of the pressure 

from managers.  

 

As we know from Chapter 4, conditions of life-cycle deficits in housing, high-quality medical 

services, and childcare, to name just a few, made people rely on blat networks. For some, 

such benefits as apartments, holiday vacations, and placements in sanatoriums were the means 

to exchange privileges (Shlapentokh 1989; Sharipova 2015). Hence, workers with good 

connections with the management or trade union officers could enjoy advantaged position 

compared to others. If trade unions failed in providing social benefits, one could negotiate 

with directors and executives of the organisation. One of my respondents, who worked in the 

Kazakh media industry in Almaty in the 1960-70s, explained that with the lack of an 

independent trade union and having no close connections with managers, one had to resort to 

unconventional ways to demand social benefits. Using the experience of working as a union 

committee member, my respondent became aware of her rights, could rely on previously built 

connections in Almaty and Moscow, and enhanced her civic skills in defending her rights: 
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In 1969, like all young specialists, I was in a waiting list for an apartment. At that 

time, the priority for apartments was only given to war and labour veterans, single 

mothers, heroes of socialist labour, and those diagnosed with tuberculosis. I did 

not belong to any of these categories and did not have blat with managers 

“naverkhu” [on top]. My turn for an apartment came only in 1977. During the 

next five years till 1982, I was pressed by the management many times to give up 

my turn to the benefit of other colleagues who had more “urgent” reasons to have 

an apartment. I loved my job and out of fear of being fired could do nothing. 

Those who got apartments were younger than me and did not belong to the 

priority groups. Obviously, they had personal connections with the people from 

the ministry and management. My complaints to the management, and the fact 

that I became a single mother in 1980 had a zero effect […]. Because of the lack 

of technology, the editing and approval of some of our TV shows were done in 

Moscow. I asked a co-worker with good connections in Moscow circles to deliver 

my hand-written letter of complaint to Valentina Tereshkova––the most 

influential woman in the Soviet Union.
157

 […] Of course, I was later grilled by the 

management and ministry staff on how I managed to deliver the letter. But the 

outcome was astonishing––it took only two working days for our trade union to 

prepare housing documents and report back to the Committee of Soviet Women in 

Moscow that the question was solved in my benefit.
158

  

 

This case illustrates the politicised nature of Soviet trade unions with the degree of influence 

of the management on the issues concerning unions, and the inability of the union to handle 

the situation according to order. Furthermore, this is evidence of actual workings of civil 

society mechanisms in the Soviet Union with the proliferation of informal personal networks.  

 

 Soviet Professional Associations 
 

In the Soviet Union, a call for change and realisation of the need for union reforms came only 

in the period of late socialism and perestroika. This was characterised by a slow rise of 

independent trade unions and a wave of strikes across the USSR demanding more political 

and social change, albeit not leading to wider empowerment of workers (Kubicek 2002). 

Unlike trade unions, which gained a voice only in the late socialism, professional associations 

of a creative nature enjoyed some space to reflect and comment on social realities thanks to 

their position as elite bodies with exclusive membership and an intellectual scope of work. 

One of the biggest professional associations of this nature is the Union of Writers of 

Kazakhstan,
159

 which has had an influential position in the public sphere. The Union traces 

back its activity to 1925 when the Association of Proletarian Writers of Kazakhstan was 
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founded. At present, there are over 750 members. The Union’s major publications include the 

newspaper Kazak Adebieti (Kazakh Literature), and journals Prostor (Freedom)
160

 and 

Zhuldyz (Star). The writer Gerold Belger reflects on the time when the professional 

association of writers supported free-thinking and could discuss Kazakh cultural self-

determination: 

In the 1960-70s, the Union of Writers was akin to a ‘liberty island’ where 

svobodomyslie [free-thinking] was our daily activity. Writers, intellectuals, 

representatives of intelligentsia frequently met up formally and informally, went 

to Teatral’noe and Kalamger161
 for drinks, engaged in conversations, poets recited 

poems, and so on. Thoughts and reflections discussed did not fit into the society 

of that time. We were fed up with the Stalin’s legacy and Khrushchev’s regime. 

All of us were eager to have freedom and be independent. Only our Union of 

Writers was a safe place to express all of this.
162

  

 

After 1991, the Soviet legacy took many forms, mostly reflecting on paternalistic attitudes 

towards the state, organisational bureaucracy, dynamics of associational life of people, and 

institutional development, which can best be described as ‘path dependency’ (Nee & Stark 

1989). The Soviet footprint of trade union culture is noticeable through the performance and a 

set of functions of modern unions, which took over their complementarity from the Soviet 

tradition. It must be questioned why do modern creative associations, like the Union of 

Writers and Artists, look archaic and outlived rather than progressive and prestigious? Why 

do post-Soviet trade unions remain inferior to the employer and the state and are weak in 

defending rights of the workers despite structural and organisational changes? The next 

sections discuss the reasons behind this change and analyse the effects of these institutions on 

the wider society.  

 

7.2. New Name, Old Form 

Post-Soviet Trade Unions 

Given that the organisational structure and the scope of the activities of unions were shaped in 

Soviet times, trade unions in the transitional period to market economy experienced little 

readjustment and restructuring to new frameworks. In fact, they had to build their union 

practices “on the basis of inherited structures and within a framework that is outside their 

control” (Clarke 2005: 2).  
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Since 1990, the newly-formed Federation of Trade Unions of the Republic of Kazakhstan 

became the successor body to Kazsovprof––Kazakh Soviet Council of Trade Unions––the 

single central authority that led activities of all trade unions of the republic. The Federation is 

the biggest mass organisation with a membership of over 2.2 million people, representing 26 

national industrial trade unions, 14 territorial unions, and 2 unions for the cities of Astana and 

Almaty. Industrial trade unions comprise unions of health workers, coal, mining and 

metallurgy, railway, transport, power, oil and gas, chemical, telecommunication, agricultural 

workers, bankers, culture, sports, information workers, nuclear industry workers, military 

workers and others (see “Otraslevye Profsoyuzy” 2016). Their offices are mainly located in 

the cities of Almaty, Astana, and Atyrau. Territorial trade union centres are represented in big 

cities in every region. 

Similarly, in Uzbekistan, trade unions are differentiated by the industry and territory, and 

subordinated to the Federation of Trade Unions––the only successor institution to the 

Uzsovprof. It includes 14 industrial unions for the Republic of Karakalpak, Tashkent city, and 

12 regional unions with its membership numbering more than 6.1 million people (Istoriya 

Federatsii … 2015). The Congresses (Kurultai in Uzbekistan) are the supreme bodies of both 

Federations in two countries that convene once every five years. This rule might echo the 

practice of the Soviet Congress of the Communist Party, also organised every five years. The 

congresses discuss social and labour issues and adopt a policy document for the union’s future 

activities.  

I have reviewed how the Federations in both countries report on their activities. Their 

periodical newspapers usually cover the latest news, analyse social partnership trends, and 

post achievements of trade union life. In Uzbekistan, Ishonch-Doverie (Trust)
163

 is published 

in Russian and Uzbek from 1993 with a circulation of 3,430 issues. The newspaper positively 

reports on industry achievements and compares planned industrial goals with outcomes. To 

give a sense of its publications, typical headlines and captions are “Restored the Rights of 

Workers,” “Clean Water for Rural Residents,” “Collective Agreement in Action,” “Strong 

Social Protection is in the Centre of Attention” and the like. The rest of the paper covers 

sports, arts, conference news, and interviews. In Kazakhstan, the Federation newspaper 

Qazaqstan Kasipodagy (The Union of Kazakhstan) was founded in 1989 originally as Adilet 

(Justice).
164

 Materials are published in Kazakh and Russian twice a month with a circulation 

of 9,520 copies. Some news captions are “Everyone is Interested in the Labour Codex,” 
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“Miners Received a Promise,” “Plans are Made,” “The Power of School is Trade Union.” The 

paper similarly publishes interviews, career advice for job seekers, reviews of sanatoriums, 

sports, and cultural news. The content of both newspapers is similar in showcasing 

achievements and ambitious plans of unionism. Like in Soviet times, these newspapers are 

analogous to the central trade union newspaper Trud (Labour) and outdoor announcement 

boards where the work of unions was showcased.  

It is hard not to notice the Soviet heritage in its various manifestations when visiting the 

offices of modern trade unions, which are often original union properties of the Soviet era. In 

Kazakhstan, the Federation inherited the properties of Soviet trade unions (12 sanatoriums, 

health clinics, touristic camps, sports facilities, and offices), later privatised and leased, which 

caused disputes amongst smaller independent unions (Koskina 2014; Giffen et al. 2005). The 

latter are members of other umbrella institutions––the Labour Confederation of Kazakhstan 

and the Confederation of Free Trade Unions, which Petrova (2001) suggests to regards as 

‘alternative trade unions.’ There are no alternative trade unions in Uzbekistan due to financial 

and political constraints, and existing unions are members of the similar government-affiliated 

Federation. In Kazakhstan, newer independent trade unions do not cooperate with the older 

Federation. Their experience includes lobbying, drafting social protection law projects, and 

delivering training sessions at provincial and national levels for leaders and activists on legal 

rights, market economy, and public engagement (Giffen et al. 2005: 78). They are more 

homogenous unions (since members of management are not members of the union) and have 

relatively fewer members. Together with the official Federation, they comprise over 2.6 

million members.
165

 If compared with the Soviet experience, these figures signify a reduction 

in the union membership. In 2015, in Kazakhstan, the number of the economically active 

population reached 9.1 million people (52 per cent of population),
166

 while in Uzbekistan, 

there were 13.5 million people (43.9 per cent of population).
167

 The dynamics between 

industrial and economic structures has become different––an important factor behind these 

statistics. The structure of the economy derived from the Soviet economy has suffered a 

significant decline. Many of the enterprises linked to the main industry and manufacturing 

were closed down, and the labour force itself became more transient. In their place came 

development services, private enterprises, and small companies. In this situation, trade unions 

are much more difficult to organise. Recent reports (Giffen et al. 2005: 79) reveal that 
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although no longer associated with government bodies, trade unions are not capable enough to 

improve working conditions or defend the rights of workers. Unions are still associated with 

institutions that mainly provide social coverage such as sick pay, holidays and childcare.  

Post-Soviet Professional Associations 
 

Alternative unions also experience a decline in membership despite the high number of 

members admitted on the wave of NGO growth during early post-Soviet transformation. For 

example, Business Women’s Association of the Republic of Uzbekistan Tadbirkor Ayol was 

one the pioneer professional associations formed in the 1990s. Today it includes 14 regional, 

68 district and city offices. It brings together 12 thousand members. Funded by international 

donors like USAID, the association provides a wide range of services including 

entrepreneurship, vocational, business training, legal support, consulting, and access to 

resources. At present, in Uzbekistan, Tadbirkol Ayol is still known as one of the forerunners 

in working directly with mahallas, advocacy campaigners, providing behavioural change 

training, and being the first professional association for women’s empowerment (see 

“Business Women’s …” 2013).  

When we created the association, the major task was to imitate the work of the 

Soviet profsoyuz––to be useful in social support. We helped many women find jobs 

since women with good Soviet education were not in demand in the 1990s in 

Uzbekistan […] If in the beginning we had many active women Sovetskogo tipa [of 

a Soviet type], then today there more Western-oriented women with the knowledge 

of English and being concerned with money-making who do not understand what 

the membership here could give to them. They say, instead of wasting our time 

here, we’d better use that time for money-making and problem-solving. There is 

low motivation now.
168

  

 

On the contrary, the membership numbers in associations representing creative industries 

sharply increased in the post-socialist period due to a simplified process of joining the union 

and an attempt to revitalise the status of these institutions by having a large body of affiliated 

members. In Kazakhstan, on the republican level, the Union of Artists in 2014 had over 900 

members (in comparison with only some 100 members in the Soviet period),
169

 and almost 

750 members belonged to the Union of Writers (with around 150 in the USSR). This 

paradoxical situation with the increased membership and still less important status of creative 

unions illustrates that affiliation and a large body of members have little to do with increasing 

the influence of professional associations in society. Only occasional opportunities create new 
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channels to engage with society. For example, in 2009 the Union of Artists organised the 

Forum of Artists of Kazakhstan ‘Art Against Crisis’ that comprised more than 200 

Kazakhstani artists and experts from Russia and Central Asian states: 

We wanted to determine how we can come into contact with new trends of 

Western artists and world trends, and how they can be combined with our national 

traditions. Most importantly, the Forum and discussions of alternative art were 

also a big public engagement for us, and a chance to present ourselves as an active 

institution in society. Look, in our Soviet past, art mostly developed in the 

direction of socialist realism. This is why it has settled in the minds and hearts of 

our people, especially not-so-young generation. They don’t accept postmodern, 

abstract art, video installations, and alike. Because social realism is 

understandable, accessible, and makes no one “worry” about anything––but here 

via new art, we’ve got people to pause, to think, and to question.
170

 

 

For some members, affiliation with such associations is regarded as a status symbol, as in the 

case with the Union of Writers of Kazakhstan. In the light of falling readership rates, 

reduction in publications, and the loss of prestige, the particular unfolding of the current status 

and the future of these cultural institutions relates to finding ‘the lost voice’ of the union. 

The Soviet Union of Writers helped to ripen the consciousness of the people and 

get them to talk about what we could not say. The Kazakh language literary 

journal Zhuldyz [Star] had 240 thousand copies. Today, it has only 8 thousand. 

My first book came out 100 thousand copies. Today, I am happy when I publish 

one or two thousand copies. In such realities, the current Union has outlived its 

usefulness. There are five unions of writers in Moscow, five in St Petersburg, 

three in Tashkent, which are dormant. In our union, they accept 50-60 people in 

one intake. There are even members who are not writers themselves.
171

 The 

literature degrades, and the reader is degrading. We now have over 700 members. 

What for? Is the union leader capable to manage all these people? 
172

 

 

When asked about the reasons of increased membership, the director of the Union of Artists 

assumes that this is a consequence of the low selectivity criteria amongst the unions and 

increased artists’ interest of belonging to an association and building professional networks 

that might help in furthering their creative careers. However, as I argue, with historical 

continuity, financial constraints, and no tradition of defending and representative mechanisms, 

building the membership base is not enough to change the status quo. Creative unions are still 

limited in their functions to be able to change working conditions but provide a more personal 

level of association, which allows other advantages for their members such as access to 

information or seeking potential collaborations and project opportunities. 
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In search of ideas to improve their financial situation, creative unions are currently self-

sustained. The public procurement scheme via state tenders for social projects no longer 

provides funds; state tenders guarantee payment to the recipient only after the fulfilment of 

contractual obligations, in other words, they work on the principle of reimbursement and not 

outright financing or payment by instalments. As Baitursyn Umorbekov pointed out: 

This state tender scheme is risky for us as we do not have ‘free money.’ 

Therefore, we tend not to take part in these competitions. It is also dangerous: 

suppose that we find money for a state project, take on credit, for example, and 

complete the project. And then suddenly there will be a new minister of culture or 

we will be denied in payment, what should we do then? 
173

 

 

 The membership fees, generated from the large membership base, do not improve the 

situation while being a small financial input for the organisation. In this situation, the union 

relies on small donations and leases its Soviet-era real estate and exhibition spaces to fund its 

activities.
174

 The use of property, however, is not an option for some unions such as the Union 

of Architects, located in a personal studio in a private apartment of its director. Because of 

emergency conditions, the union was forced to vacate their Soviet-inherited premises. With 

the arrival of a new investor, the original building of the Union of Architects was demolished 

in 2014 to construct a new office building (Akhmetov 2014), which forced the union to 

relocate and open an office in a microdistrict farther away from city centre. 

 

Other unions in Almaty representing sectors of economy rent their one or two-room office 

space in a common building known as Dom Profsoyuzov (House of Trade Unions). The 

Soviet-style three-storey office building located in the historical centre ‘transports’ the visitor 

into its Soviet past: to find offices of industrial trade unions, one needs to walk through 

corridors stretching into the distance with rows of iron doors on each side.  

 

During my fieldwork, I noted that the work at industrial trade unions is a part-time 

commitment for their leaders. For example, the chairperson of the Trade Union of Scientific 

Workers visits his union office in Dom Profsoyuzov (see Figure 12) either in mornings or 

afternoons on weekdays. In after-work hours, he teaches at the local Almaty branch of the 

Moscow Academy of Labour and Social Relations: “I am practising theory during the day, 

and teaching theory in the evening!”
175
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FIGURE 12. Office space of the Scientific Workers Trade Union in central Almaty, 22 January 2014 

 

The head of the Artists’ Union also holds a part-time position in the Academy of Arts.
176

 

Additional part-time employment can be a useful opportunity for the primary union job. Yet 

the case of the Union of Writers of Kazakhstan, whose leader in 2013 accepted a second 

position in the Parliament’s Senate, appears as a peculiar situation. The fact that the leader has 

been holding this position in the Union of Writers for more than twenty years (as of 2018) 

caused some discussions among intellectuals. “I have nothing personal against Mr Nurlan 

Orazalin but spending more than two terms in office is nonsense. His main job now is the 

Senate. The Union needs reforms and someone younger full-time. A group of writers wrote a 

letter to the top, and I see not getting a reply on this issue as offensive,” Gerold Belger told 

me. What justifies this case is that having two jobs, one of which is of higher stance, allows 

the union leader to use that decision-making position to have a positive impact on his job in 

the union. Thanks to his placement in the Parliament, the union has access to power holders, 

and the ability of the union leader to hold a dialogue with the state. The leader of the Union of 

Writers is often seen commenting on current events and state decisions demonstrating strong 

support on behalf of his Union of Writers. Nevertheless, his long tenure in the union office 

remains a concern. 

 

We have seen that although the institutional power and the membership of trade unions have 

declined significantly, the ones that remain followed Soviet practices. This Central Asian 

unfolding of the transition of unionism also applies to other former Soviet republics.
177

 On a 

structural level, the absence of the superior Communist Party redefined the bureaucratic 
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hierarchy making the primary organisation and state bodies key actors in dealing with unions. 

The practice when union leaders merge their responsibilities with the employer in an 

organisation or outside the union distorts and undermines the position of trade unions as 

mediators between the state, society, and enterprise. At present, the unions and public 

associations are unable to demonstrate their independence and autonomy because of financial 

problems and affiliation with state bodies. Nevertheless, we must concede that they remain 

important institutions responsible for providing social benefits. Kazakhstani alternative or 

independent unions may seem to be one step ahead of older trade unions thanks to their 

growing experience in advocacy and attempts to challenge the status quo. Yet they remain 

socio-cultural actors with no discernible defence mechanisms to protect their members against 

either the employers or the state. In this sense, I argue that the adopted post-Soviet social 

partnership model, that replaced the troika of the Party-enterprise-union, represents the same 

tripartite relationship encompassing the state-employer-union parties with unions in the 

inferior and dependent position. 

 

7.3. Complex Social Partnership 
 

The concept of ‘social partnership,’ originated in Europe in the late twentieth century, implies 

tri- or multi-party cross-sector arrangements and engagement in industrial relations between 

unions, employers, and public authorities to solve industrial problems (Boyd 2002). In a 

normative sense, according to Kourmanova (2012: 6), the partnership is “a model to follow as 

it takes into consideration the development needs of local communities, negotiates the wages, 

distributes benefits among the stakeholders equitably and promote sustainable economic 

growth.” Subjects of social partnership within their limits provide mutual educational, 

methodological, organisational and informational support (see Zakon Respubliki Uzbekistan 

2014). Although dubbed as an ‘ideal model’ (Turner 1994), the new concept is loaded with a 

complex toolkit for reforms in employment relations which, like ‘civil society’ itself, is not 

necessarily replicable in industrial relations in other countries with their own home-grown 

industrial practices. In this sense, I concur with Boyd’s (2002) argument who claims that 

social partnership could mean different things in different countries. Given the substantial 

Soviet experience when unions and the Party functioned complementarily to each other, I 

contend that the post-socialist experience in social partnership practice of more than twenty 

years does not demonstrate the same social standing they used to have in the past. To 

understand why, let us briefly unpack the concept of social partnership and its mechanisms.  
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Presented as a heuristic device, Kessler and Purcell (1996: 211) introduced a model of 

strategic choice that evaluates the way of decision-making by troika actors––state authorities, 

the employer, and trade unions. By examining the scope of activities, organisational structure 

and control, and employment relations, the authors indicated key constraints on strategic 

choices such as style expectation of senior managers, law, and trade union policy and 

practices (see also Kessler et al. 2003). Further, in their work, Huzzard et al. (2004: 135) 

explored a relationship between social partnership and trade union renewal. They suggest 

recognising strategic choice as a bridge between social partnership and trade union renewal. 

By evaluating the power base, scope, nature, level, leadership and outcome in selected case 

studies of trade unions in Western Europe and the USA, the authors concluded that there are 

no new empirical industrial relations that resulted from the social partnership model; trade 

union renewal is not necessarily guaranteed by social partnership; and a skilful combination 

of past and present practices is a recommended social partnership scheme (Huzzard 2004).  

According to the trade union law, the tripartite partnership scheme in Kazakhstan is organised 

on the following four levels (see Table 4).  

TABLE 4. Social Partnership Levels in Kazakhstan 178
 

 

Levels Representative Partnership Bodies (Members of Collective Agreement) 
 

Republican (national) Selected representatives of state organs, employers, and trade unions 
 

Governmental Government, the Federation of Trade Unions, and the Association of 
Employers 
 

Industrial (sector) Ministries, industrial employers, and industrial trade union 
 

Regional 
 

Akimat (mayor), regional employer, and regional trade union 

 

In a substantive sense, because of the Soviet institutional framework from which professional 

associations and trade unions developed, it is expected that their position between the 

employer and the state would have little change. The post-socialist experience is still a 

relatively short period to test the functionality of social partnership and adapt it to still 

surviving Soviet-style practices in Central Asia. What is more, we should remember that the 

management and the state have powerful ‘carrot and stick’ mechanisms to shape trade unions, 

lacking experience in defending workers’ rights, and adjust them to desirable forms of 

practice for workers’ conditions. Unions are not regarded as attractive institutions, and the 

                                                

178
 Adapted from Zakon Respubliki Kazakhstan (2014) and interview with Marat Moldabekov, 
Almaty, 22 January 2014. 
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reliance on informal networks appears a feasible alternative for many economically active 

people.
179

 The following cases illustrate these points.  

Social Partnership Distortions 

One of the key problems occurs when functions of administration and the leader of the trade 

union merge. According to one of my respondents, this is a situation when the management 

sets ‘suitable’ people in the union to secure conflict-free relations and establish loyalty: 

If a labour conflict reaches a point when we [the union] elect members of the 

strike committee, the strike period is usually not limited. Yet it is not profitable 

either for the employer or workers (they do not receive the salary during a strike). 

In Turkey, for example, they use very limited strike funds, so it affects the 

employer only. Here, with no funds in oil and gas industries, it is more suitable for 

authorities to put pressure or bribe members of the strike committee. In this case, 

the bribed management would make its best to convince employees to reach a 

compromise.
180

 

A similar scheme relates to state-union relations. In such a context, public associations 

address this problem with the help of law enforcement as it was with the Society of Disabled 

People of Uzbekistan. To put an end for bribery, the Society agreed to pay pora (the Uzbek 

term for bribery) but informed the police and staged the whole operation to look like real 

bribery.
181

  

With regard to a similar situation with social partnership and unionism in Uzbekistan, some 

representative functions of trade unions are taken over by official mahallas. As mentioned in 

Chapter 3, a mahalla committee is often the first port of call for residents seeking advice to 

address private and professional issues. The legislative, regulatory and legal frameworks 

prescribe the mahalla to be linked with ministries and departments, public authorities, and 

civil society institutions, including trade unions (Mokhovikova 2013). In 2013, as part of the 

state programme ‘The Year of Wellbeing and Prosperity’ the state Mahalla Foundation and 

the Federation of Trade Unions drafted the laws ‘On Social Partnership’ and ‘On Social 

Control.’ In addition, these two institutions partnered on providing health benefits, joint 

education grants, cultural events, and material support for the elderly, disabled, and 

underprivileged populations (see Postanovlenie Prezidenta Respubliki Uzbekistan 2013). 

When asked about particular ways of how the mahalla can be of use for unions, my 

respondents in Uzbekistan had difficulty in providing personal examples. 

                                                

179
 Interview with a representative of Uzbek women’s union Tadbirkol Ayol, Tashkent, 15 March 2014.	

180
 Interview with Marat Moldabekov, Almaty, 22 January 2014. 

181
 Interview with a trade union chairperson, Tashkent, 13 March 2014. 
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Other factors that distort the principles of social partnership and prevent trade unions from 

building their representative capacity are residual state practices of intrusion into internal 

employer-union affairs. A trade union representative from Kazakhstan recalls: 

During the Zhanaozen strike, I went there with the Commission and German 

colleagues who arrived for experience-sharing. We came to see oil workers. 

Besides them, there were too many people––KNBshniki [The Committee for 

National Security], financial police, the Interior Ministry, and officials from local 

government offices. We did not think about having a conflict, or even worse, 

campaigning against the government. Our goal was simply to explain the labour 

code and discuss potential ways of resolving the conflict […] Rosa Tuletaeva was 

among workers, an ordinary woman, she raised her hand and asked how can we 

share the room with KNBshniki, state officials, and others who pressured and 

demanded to end to the strike? My German colleague explained––we came here 

to speak with 25 employees only. We stopped the meeting. I asked the rest of 

uninvited people to leave the room. Well, KNB people, young guys, said they 

wanted to listen, understand, this and that, started calling their superiors, saying 

they are being kicked out […]. I called to their superiors and explained that we 

cannot deliver the seminar for uninvited people. It took an hour to remove them 

except one KNB woman. What can we do? We can’t fight with a woman! Yet the 

rest never left––they were standing in the hallway outside the door listening to 

what we were discussing. This is the system. This is how it works.
182

  

 

My respondent provides a case to illustrate how state mechanisms can interfere at any stage of 

the process in a labour dispute:  

When we received an official approval from the Akimat [City Hall] for a 

sanctioned strike to express our concern and disagreement with the corporatisation 

of our property––the first step towards their privatisation––on the evening before 

the strike, I received guests asking to cancel the strike. They were frank: they said 

people ‘from above’ were putting pressure on them. I explained that this can’t be 

undone as it’s too late to inform all our people, and there’s no any official 

document to prohibit the strike. In a couple of hours, they came back with a paper 

requesting to change the location of the strike. They moved us to the small park 

near the Sary Arka cinema
183

––holding rallies in the city centre are not allowed. 

Even when we came there next morning, they cancelled it ‘for safety reasons’ 

because they had detected an alarming condition of a power cable across the park. 

Technical workers brought machinery, dug a pit, and went away. Nothing was 

there, of course! [Laughs]. The police remained in place until we left. On the next 

day, I went to the park to see what’s there––there was a hole in the ground. Turns 

out, you need to sit peacefully and quietly, listen and vote when needed.
184

  

 

The cases above are evidence of the dominating role of the state in impeding and repressing 

civil society initiatives. Uneven social partnership, where the state attempts to maintain the 
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 Interview with a trade union representative, 5 January 2014. 

183
 A remote area in Almaty. 

184
 Interview with a trade union representative, 22 January 2014. 
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position of unions as subordinate and loyal actors, weakens the union’s mechanisms to defend 

the rights of workers. The reputation of trade union also gets eroded in the eyes of employees. 

In such conditions, trade unions remain stuck in the organisational niches with limited 

functionality, allocated and arranged for them by the state, implementing what they have been 

doing best since Soviet times––service provision.  

Nevertheless, one should not take for granted trade unions as social actors. Huzzard et al. 

(2004) outline four normative types of unions’ roles: innovators (strong power base and 

proactive), explorers (weak power and proactive), exploiters (strong power and reactive) and 

followers (weak power and reactive). I assert that with regard to trade unions stemming from 

Soviet times, this classification is not complete. While matching the category of ‘followers,’ 

unions took over the role of providers of services from their Soviet experience. While it is 

obvious that the position of trade unions within the system of social partnership is inferior, 

their important functions are still social ones. Although these social benefits no longer 

represent a wide spectrum of services as they were in Soviet times, this complementary role 

includes distribution of work-related benefits in the form of day-care, cultural, recreational 

facilities, sanatoria, vacations and other social services. Theoretically, the function of 

defending workers’ rights stays inherent to the very core of trade unions, yet they still perform 

their residual role of the Soviet-type civil society institutions. The lack of a conducive 

environment, political mechanisms, and the rule of law narrow the space for unions to extend 

their opportunities to improve the social partnership model. However, we shall take into 

account the position of trade unions as social institutions, which are able, if not fully, to 

defend the rights of workers, then provide access to resources and information, stimulate 

social solidarity, enhance understanding of labour relations, and utilise their complementarity 

with the state and related institutions in welfare provision and other social services.  

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter analysed how the footprint of Soviet trade unions remains active as a footprint 

for the development of trade unions and professional associations in the post-perestroika 

period. Major trade unions in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan inherited Soviet property and 

Soviet practices of unionism. I conclude that trade unions, enterprises, and the state continue 

to play complementary roles. In the Soviet period, trade unions were part of the troika model 

of social partnership between the state, the enterprise management, and trade unions. The idea 

was that these actors co-existed in harmony and in complementary roles towards each other. 

Their functions were to stimulate economic productivity, strengthen ideals of communism at 
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the workplace, and support employees. In terms of welfare distribution, Soviet trade unions 

were regarded as influential social institutions. This fact of a practically obligatory nature of 

membership explains the significantly high membership in unions in the Soviet period which 

made them rightly mass civil society organisations. The membership in creative unions and 

professional associations was lower and highly selective.  

 

In the post-perestroika period, however, creative unions became more available for 

membership affiliation, while enterprise trade unions and alternative unions experienced a 

significant reduction of members caused by economic conditions, a transient labour force, and 

general disappointment towards unions as potential defenders of workers’ rights. For creative 

union members, the membership is a networking and collaboration opportunity, as well as a 

status symbol.  

 

The dearth of experience of being active defenders of workers’ rights during Soviet times 

coupled with uneven mechanisms in the social partnership model and the lack of legal support 

and reforms in unionism are some of the major challenges of present-day trade unions. 

Although trade unions and their counterparts––professional associations and creative unions–

are part of civil society, they are practically social organisations complementary to enterprises 

and state institutions. Creative and trade unions today adopt very similar practices to what 

happened in Soviet times. They are still associated with institutions providing social service 

functions and welfare. Creative unions occasionally create opportunities to engage with the 

public via cultural events and projects. Yet mostly unions of both types engage in benefit 

distribution rather than being the ‘voice’ of workers and those they represent. To strengthen 

their position as civil society actors, unions should be seen as potential factors to integrate the 

labour force. More support and exposure for employees to the union’s professional networks 

would sustain and foster professional and interpersonal solidarity.  

 

From the civil society stance, creative associations and trade unions are necessary institutions 

in providing affiliation and social services. Although the post-Soviet transformation made 

them weak, one should not underestimate their role in maintaining collectivism and group 

support. As in Soviet times, besides dealing with disputes, trade unions can help the 

administration mobilise people and motivate them for performing professional tasks. They are 

also the spaces to build and extend professional ties, develop and improve civic skills. Their 

potential of being a platform for civil society action in the professional workplace is still to be 

realised in a conducive environment.  



	 190 

C H A P T E R   S E V E N 

 
FRIENDSHIP AND ETHNO-CULTURAL ORGANISATIONS:  
SOVIET FOOTPRINT AND RESOURCES FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTERS, I DESCRIBED THE WAYS INSTITUTIONS appear as places for civic 

activity. They can be areas of social conviviality and where people vent their opinions (not 

necessarily political but nonetheless civic) and pursue common activities, which taken 

together generate a feeling of camaraderie, friendship or dependence on each other.  

 

This chapter focuses on ethno-cultural centres or friendship organisations
185

––public 

institutions representing ethnic
186

 interests of non-titular groups.
187

 The reason that ethno-

cultural association are referred to as ‘resources of civil society’ is that there are several 

aspects in the activities of these organisations that correspond with our definition of civil 

society discussed in Chapter 1. Although this study primarily focuses on Kazakhstan, some 

parallels will be drawn with cultural centres in Uzbekistan and the indigenous Uzbek mahalla 

where the organisation of social life creates conditions for activities similar to those of ethno-

cultural centres.   

 

Within the ecosystem of civil society, diasporas––the dispersion of people living outside their 

own homeland
 
(Tishkov 2001)––and ethnic minority groups have become fully fledged 

                                                

185
 The term ‘friendship organisation’ originally comes from a Soviet understanding of comradeship and 

friendship. In this chapter, I use both terms ethno-cultural centres and minority associations	interchangeably. 

186
 Here the term ‘ethnic’ relates to the Russian term natsional’niy (national). I use ‘ethnic’ instead of ‘national’ 

to avoid the translation misuse––nationalism in English is different from its Russian equivalent natsionalizm. 

In English nationalism refers to the desire of an ethnic group to form a state whereas in Russian the term 

implies the feeling of ethnic superiority and chauvinism. 

187
 For example, Russians, Kalmyk, Uighur, Koreans and others. 
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members of political, economic, and socio-cultural processes. Not every ethnicity has 

diaspora, but existing ones are represented by ethno-cultural centres. Preservation and 

development of spiritual values, language, traditions and customs of ethnic minority groups 

are some of their key activities. As public actors, their mission also includes the enrichment of 

national cultures, strengthening of interethnic relations and cooperation between ethnic 

minorities, indigenous people,
188

 and representatives of other nationalities. The ability to have 

a voice as a diaspora, self-organisation of diasporas into local ethno-cultural centres in the 

ongoing process of national identity formation make these institutions an attractive case for 

researchers. 

 

As we have seen in Chapter 1, among other post-socialist societies, Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan are some of the most ethnically diverse. The composition of their ethnic 

minorities can be divided into three major groups: minorities without a titular state such as 

Kurds, Dungans and Uighurs and socially weak nationalities (Kalmyks, Chechens, Buryats); 

large minority groups supported by their kin-states (Koreans, Germans, Poles, Ukrainians and 

Greeks); and the ethnic Russian group that cannot be classified either as a titular ethnicity or 

as a minority in Kazakhstan (except in Uzbekistan where Russians are in the minority).
189

 

Further, the classification of the Central Asian multi-ethnic tapestry takes three different 

forms: relations between Slavs and non-Slavs; between ethnic groups with different religious 

backgrounds, e.g., Kazakhs and Russians; and relations between ethnic groups sharing the 

same religious background, e.g., Uzbeks and Tajiks in Uzbekistan (Hiro 2009: 398). 

 

At present, the issue of peaceful interethnic conditions remains important in both countries. 

Though it may seem more pronounced in Kazakhstan with more than 140 ethnic groups 

represented by 1,338 registered ethno-cultural associations (“Report to the President” 2016). 

In Uzbekistan, there are 130 centres for 27 ethnicities (Nazarov 2009). Some authors hold that 

despite providing institutional representation for ethnic minorities, opportunities for their 

collective action are restricted in both countries (Smith et al. 1998; Dave 2007; Peyrouse 

2007; Omelicheva 2011).  In their performance, ethno-cultural centres lack political influence 

and the ability to articulate minority claims. The major problem with the organisations in 

question is their weak position in defining a political platform due to their co-optation into the 

state. They demonstrate loyalty to state authorities, support official ethno-cultural policies, 

                                                

188
 In the context of a post-Soviet state, the term ‘indigenous people’ refers to korennoe naselenie, i.e. titular 

nationalities and non-settlers.  

189
 Contrary to Uzbekistan, where Russians are a significant minority, in Kazakhstan, they have never been 

categorised as such. Russians only outnumbered the Kazakh population in Soviet times. For classification of 

ethnic composition, see Peyrouse (2007: 483). 
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and possess symbolic power. Keeping this in mind, this study attempts to answer the 

following questions: What are the forms of their autonomous activities? And how their actual 

non-decorative functions, besides providing a sense of belonging and ethnic identity, can 

contribute to the development of wider civil society? 

 

To understand the continuity of some functions from Soviet times, the analysis begins with a 

review of friendship and cultural activities contextualised in the concept of Soviet ‘proletarian 

internationalism.’ I then discuss daily practices and challenges in the work of ethno-cultural 

centres in Almaty, Kazakhstan. While I accept that ethno-cultural organisations are weak 

public actors, one should not forget that they function under the conditions of political 

systems emphasising the consolidation of all ethnic groups around the main titular ethnos. 

Understandably, the position that minority associations hold today is a result of state 

coordination to ensure the avoidance of extremes of political instability. I agree that despite 

their limited ability to self-organise, they remain, de facto, oxymoronically ‘government-

sponsored NGOs.’ Through their folkloric, cultural and educational activities, ethno-cultural 

organisations are able to consolidate their minority communities around certain issues such as 

culture, citizenship, and self-awareness as an ethnic group with their own history. Echoing 

Soviet-era interest-based clubs, they provide a space for individuals from any ethnic 

background to socialise and build network ties. While promoting and supporting the idea of 

the ‘Kazakhstani nation’ and the ‘revival of Uzbek cultural identity,’ ethno-cultural 

organisations can at least bridge the gap between the multi-cultural society and the state. In 

other words, they are part of the ‘dialogue’ with the nation and are open to broader 

citizenship. This study will illustrate the forms of their autonomous activities and their actual 

non-decorative functions, besides providing a sense of belonging and ethnic identity, that can 

contribute to the development of wider civil society.  

 

7.1. Soviet Views on the Friendship of Peoples and National Policy 
 

 
Although it is beyond the remit of this chapter to analyse ethnic transformation in Central 

Asia, it is worth mentioning the reasons of dissimilarity in the ethnic diversity and proportions 

of titular nationalities in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. As discussed in Chapter 2, it is argued 

that Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan were colonised territories by the Russian Empire in the 
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eighteenth-nineteenth centuries, and as nations were artificially constructed
190

 by the Soviets 

in the 1920s (Zhdanko 1971; Haugen 2003; Hirsch 2005). The policies of indigenisation 

(korenizatsiya) and acculturation were part of Soviet nation-building.
191

 The Marxist-Leninist 

doctrine prescribed proletarian internationalism where the worker had no country. Lenin 

viewed national sentiments as a threat to redefine the political agenda, therefore he dwelled 

more on the issue of national integration. Yet Soviet officials related critically to the idea of 

the national-cultural autonomy in Central Asia (then Turkistan) because of potential threats of 

pan-Turkism, a movement for the cultural and political integration of the Turkic people (Myer 

2002). The famine in Kazakhstan in 1919-1921, migration processes of the 1930s, forced 

industrialisation, agricultural collectivisation and concomitant famine in 1932-33 altered the 

ethnic fabric of Kazakhstan and Middle Asia.  

 

The subsequent national policies––deportations to Central Asia and Siberia and elimination of 

‘backwardness’ to allow the ethnic nationalities to catch up with Russia, Khrushchev’s fusion 

(sliyanie) of nations, Brezhnev’s rapproachment (sblizhenie) of nations, and Andropov’s 

assimilation of nations––were all stages of the Soviet national (in form) project (Furtado & 

Hecher 1992; Myer 2002; Kaiser 1994; Gleason 1990; Ubiria 2016). Kazakhstan, the biggest 

territory after Russia, was turned into a destination for exile and the development of virgin 

lands in 1955-65. The targeted blurring of the ethnic homogeneity brought a massive influx of 

Russians, Tatars, Kalmyks, Chechens, Ukrainians, Koreans, and Germans. Many of the 

deported individuals and voluntary migrants were intellectuals, highly skilled, educated and 

talented people who undoubtedly altered human capital and enriched the ethnic composition. 

Such an immigration stream formed a multicultural Kazakhstan and the only society in the 

Soviet space where the titular population was a minority throughout the 1930-70s––a major 

period of the consolidation of the Soviet power (Dave 2006; Gill 2011) (see Table 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

190
 Contrary to the claim of artificialness of nations, Ubiria (2016: 21) stresses that nation-making and 

delineation of Central Asian borders were first ‘imagined’ and projected in Moscow and only then 

implemented by local elites. 

191
 This implies an invention of traditional, for example, Kazakh and Uzbek cultures with the introduction and 

promotion of Russian/Western ‘high cultures.’ For an excellent discussion of korenizatsiya and acculturation 

issues, see Cummings (2002), Suny (2013), and Ubiria (2016: 230). 
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TABLE 5. Kazakhstan: Dynamics of the Kazakh, Uzbek, and Russian Ethnicities  
1926-2017,  % of population 

 

Years Kazakhs Russians Uzbeks Total population, 
thousands 

1926 57.1 19.7 2.09 6,503 

1939 38.2 40.3 1.96 6,094 

1959 30 42.7 1.47 9,310 

1970 32.6 42.4 1.62 13,008 

1989 39.6 37.82 2.02 16,537 

1999 53.4 29.96 2.48 14,901.6 

2009 63.07 23.7 2.85 16,203 

2017* 66.97 20.2 3.14 17,918 

 

* January 2017 

 

Source: Statistical Agency of the Republic of Kazakhstan. Available from: 

www.stat.gov.kz. Accessed 30 August 2017. 

 

Uzbekistan, on the other hand, demonstrated the gradual rise of the titular population 

throughout the Soviet period (see Table 6). 

 

TABLE 6. Uzbekistan: Dynamics of the Uzbek, Kazakh, and Russian Ethnicities,  
1926-2017, % of population 

 

Years Uzbeks Russians Kazakhs Total population, 
thousands 

1926 73 5.2 4.0 4,750 

1939 65.1 11.6 4.9 6,271 

1959 62.2 13.5 4.14 8,105 

1970 64.7 12.5 4.6 11,959 

1989 71.4 8.4 4.1 19,810 

2000 77.61 4.91 4.05 24,487.7 

2017* 83.8 2.3 2.5 32,120.5 

 

       * January 2017 

Source: The State Committee of the Republic of Uzbekistan in statistics. Available from: 

www.stat.uz. Accessed 30 August 2017. 

 

Looking at the origins of the notion of friendship of Soviet peoples, the Great Patriotic War 

stands as the defining period in the history of the USSR when the concept of ‘friendship of 

the Soviet people’ came into currency (see, for example, Nemyatyi et al. 1984). Interethnic 

friendship was a vision of the Communist Party’s targeted campaign to promote a form of 
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patriotism based on the Soviet portrait of protectors of the Rodina (Motherland), “with 

Russian military exploits as a leading element (Tillett 1969: 59).
192

  Further state- and nation-

building in post-war USSR required a serious review of national figures in the history of the 

non-Russian population. Soviet history was revisited and ‘truthfully reconstructed’ to 

highlight the indestructible friendship of the multi-ethnic Soviet people and their historical 

figures. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan were not excluded in rewriting their past. New historical 

works extolled the ‘internationalist’ role of the Communist Party and were careful not to 

idealise non-Russian historical figures.
193

  

 

The Sovietisation project with its European-Russian acculturation aimed at complete socio-

political unity of Soviet peoples. Sovietisation not only promoted the friendship of the 

peoples and fraternal help but also included concomitant erosion of language and cultural 

boundaries. The studies of Roshwald (2007) and Rouland (2005) illuminate on so-called 

Soviet ‘cultural banalisation’ which made it challenging to present distinct traditional customs 

and practices of multiethnic Soviet peoples.
194

 The ‘proper presentation’ of authentic folk 

traditions, ethnic customs, and cultural differences was stripped from their philosophical and 

political grounds leaving folklorisation of national identities as a permitted form of cultural 

pluralism filtered through carefully constructed Soviet messages. For Brezhnev (1980), this 

was not equal to the disappearance of ethnic differences. The academic literature of the Soviet 

period is a good example of how Sovietisation was analysed. For example, Furmanov et al. 

(1980: 69) praised a united society of non-antagonistic “friendly classes and social strata” 

which is “beneficial to the [Soviet] work[ing class]” which international imperials aim to 

break. Such social engineering, however, did not result in total homogenisation of the 

population. Soviet statehood and the pyataya grafa195
 created conflicting expectations of 

belonging for Soviet individuals.
196

 As I discuss in Chapter 8, the Soviet state, in figurative 
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 Tillett (1969: 51) further notes related perplexities of such strategy. For example, military figures whose 

reputation rested on the pre-Soviet conquest of non-Russians were rehabilitated during WWII to instil a new 

pride in a military heritage and unite the Soviet Union members.  

193
 However, some authors such as Ermukhan Bekmakhanov, the native Kazakh historian (1915-1966), faced 

severe criticism. The main thesis of his ill-fated work Kazakhstan in the 1920-40s of 19th Century, published 

in 1948, was that Kenesary Kassymov was a representative of the “steppe aristocracy,” the last Kazakh Khan, 

and the leader of national liberation movement. Kenesary was a “talented reformer” whose liberation 

movement in the nineteenth century “was progressive” yet the annexation of the Kazakhs to Russia was of 

greater progressive significance. The author was deprived of all awards, accused of “bourgeois ultra-

nationalism” and sentenced for 25 years of labour camps. He was released in 1954 and rehabilitated. For 

more details, see Bekmakhanov (1948) and Tillett (1969: 110-129). 

194
 On the national and ethnic complexions of the Soviet population, see Lane (1992: 188-189). 

195
 Literally, ‘the fifth section’––a figurative expression referring to ‘nationality’ indicated in official documents.  

196
 On the notion of belonging in the Soviet Union and the interplay between Soviet Russians and non-Russians, 

see Brubaker (1994). 
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terms, gained attributes of a kommunalka––a typical socialist housing––and its member states 

represented separate rooms of the communal apartment.  

 

7.2. Soviet Experience in Friendship Activities  
 

We have seen in Chapter 2 that Soviet citizens were not deprived of autonomous forms of 

social life. Socialist internationalism prescribed that communism was to spread everywhere; 

therefore the idea of the conventional nation-state would eventually be redundant. Under 

communism, there is no need for a state––people live by self-established rules. In the prelude 

to this happening, the state is there to guide people in the right direction and defend against 

foreign powers. To exercise the Soviet ‘friendship of people’ and internationalism, various 

establishments performed functions different from political institutions. Often, they were set 

around socialisation, communication, and cultural activities. One of the prominent institutions 

was the All-Union Society of Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (VOKS)
197

 

established in 1925 to promote international communication and organise exchange 

delegations between cultural workers and athletes of the USSR with those in foreign countries 

(Nemzer 1949; Saakov 1978). VOKS was a state institution of the kind Joseph Nye (1990) 

regards a ‘soft power’ and an ideological effort in showcasing to foreigners ‘friendship of the 

people’ and a positive image of the Soviet people composed of diverse ethnic groups. In 

1958, VOKS was restructured and renamed into the Union of Soviet Societies for Friendship 

and Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries. In civil society terms, the Union was a 

massive voluntary association of Soviet social organisations aimed at strengthening friendship 

and cultural cooperation between the Soviet peoples and foreign countries.  

 

The high level of Soviet politicisation of the public sphere instigated the growth of loose 

alliances––private, informal networks, and interest-based groups. One of the prominent forms 

of Soviet voluntary associations were klub internatsionalnoy druzhby (KID, clubs of 

international friendship) existed for an extended period in Soviet history. KIDs functioned at a 

majority of Soviet educational institutions and extra-curriculum youth centres known as 

Young Pioneers Palaces. Their major activities ranged from mutual correspondence with 

pupils and students within the USSR and abroad. Thus, secondary schools’ classes with 

advanced studies of foreign languages allowed a student, under the guidance of language 

teachers, to exchange letters with foreign KIDs and schoolchildren from socialist republics of 

Cuba, former Czechoslovakia and others. Some active members of KIDs could also 
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 Vsesoiuznoe Obshchestvo Kul'turnoi Sviazi s Zagranitsei (VOKS). 
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participate in exchanges between student delegations at international youth festivals (Kuc 

2010). Admittedly, KIDs voluntary activities were far from being fully autonomous. To 

borrow Tyler’s (2006) classification, original (families, clans), vocational (friends), and local 

(neighbourhood) communities exemplify the spheres of information exchange and opinion 

formation relatively
198

 independent of state control. One of my respondents recalls KID 

activities in the 1960s:  

As KID members, we were called friends of the world, patriots, and 

internationalists. While at Artek,
199

 I befriended many foreign children and got 

their contacts. We exchanged letters, small souvenirs, flags, postcards, and other 

memorabilia. Of course, all correspondence went through Moscow […] At KID, 

we wrote letters to Pionerskaya Pravda [All-Union Youth newspaper], arranged 

school exhibitions to showcase received letters and souvenirs from our foreign 

friends. Besides keeping in touch with Artek children, we showed respect and 

support for Dean Reed,
200

 participated in campaigns to free Angela Davis, and 

celebrated the Africa Day on the 25
th

 of May.
201

 

 

In the late 1980s, with the opening up of borders by the time of the fall of socialism, most 

KIDs ceased their activities, while some turned into hobby and interest clubs. Contact 

meetings, foreign exchange delegations, youth festivals, and conferences on social and 

cultural themes became frequent practices.  

 

The Soviet international friendship policy, promoted amongst school students and children, 

also featured the Soviet myth of a child hero in the ideologised struggle for peace (Goralic 

2010). So-called child diplomacy involved the participation of children as ‘goodwill 

ambassadors’ in cultural projects of international peace, friendship and patriotic education. 

The story of Samantha Smith, an American pupil who in 1982 wrote a letter to the Soviet 

General Secretary, Andropov, inquiring whether a nuclear war was possible, became a 

popular case in the Soviet propaganda for the need of international friendship. The visit of a 

real American girl to the USSR on Andropov’s invitation was a diplomatic propaganda and a 

cultural phenomenon itself which made her a young peacemaking ambassador (Kozovoï 

2007). After her death, the United States reciprocated by inviting Katya Lycheva, a Soviet 

pupil, to meet the US President Ronald Reagan in 1986.  
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The discussion of Soviet ethno-culture and cultural production would not be complete without 

acknowledging the authentic Soviet institution of Dom Kul’tury (DK, the house of culture). 

Located in almost every major city, towns, villages, neighbourhoods, and being linked with 

local enterprises, DK were venues for public performances and festivals as well as social 

spaces that offered extra-curriculum classes for children and adults. Like other ideological 

formations such as ‘red yurts,’ ‘red choikhonas,’ and reading huts, the primary aims of houses 

of culture were cultivating personality through kollektiv (a collective), development of Soviet 

culture and community, and the struggle against old pre-Soviet lifestyles (Mirkhasilov 1962; 

Igmen 2011). Soviet leaders attempted to implement to various degrees the Marxist-Leninist 

national policy of integration into a single Soviet nation (Allworth 1990; Ubiria 2016). Yet 

the striking feature of houses of culture of the late Soviet period was their shift towards 

forming ethno-cultural collectives in the 1990s (Habeck 2011a). 

 

The era of perestroika and glasnost, championed by Gorbachev in the late 1980s, brought 

about the emergence of nationalist politics and a growing attention towards issues of 

nationalism. Concerning Central Asia, local ethnic unrest in late socialism did not present a 

serious systemic challenge to the Soviet system, which would trigger a call for independence, 

thus they received little attention. Although later around 77 per cent of voters (except 

Georgia, Armenia, Moldova and the Baltic states) supported keeping the USSR “in which the 

rights and freedoms of any individual of any nationality will be fully guaranteed,”
 

(“Postanovlenie” 1991). The notion of USSR as a homogenous community finally turned into 

a utopian idea. The complexity of multiple sub-national (clans and tribes), national (ethno-

nationality of Soviet titular republic), and supra-national (global Islamic community) Soviet 

identities was accepted in this period Although it is still arguable whether the Soviet Union 

was a modern colonial empire,
202

 post-Soviet societies faced with building their national 

identities and struggled with decolonisation (Etkind 2011) and the Russian supremacy. 

Because of the heterogeneity, Moscow imposed the Russian language on all nationalities for 

easier communication and dialogue and economic reasons. Kazakhstan, like other former 

Soviet states, faced the challenge of maintaining interethnic peace, used the colonisation and 

imperialism dialogue, and forged its national identity in antithesis to the Russian-Soviet one, 

while pushing sovereignty after 1991.  

 

How does the Soviet ethnic representation institutionalised via VOKS, KID and DK inform 

and resonate in ethno-cultural production in present-day Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan? As we 
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can see, the Soviet experience in institutionalisation and organisation of friendship practices 

exemplifies opportunities for building intercultural understanding. The characteristics of civil 

society here can be seen through citizen-led friendship and interaction promoted in specific 

ways. The major point to be made is that such an experience in providing institutionalised and 

organised activities that besides their functions––promoting friendship and culture––also 

contributed to the public socialisation and formation of intercultural communication.  

 

As I discuss later in this study, this continuity and accumulated experience of the friendship 

practices formed a base for daily activities of modern ethno-cultural organisations in both 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan with an unmistakable Soviet footprint. Public events and 

celebrations of different scales, organised by ethno-cultural associations, bear a remarkable 

similarity with events and performances of Soviet houses of culture. The remaining houses of 

culture in both countries, built in Soviet times, are now club institutions and centres for 

cultural and educational work. For example, these range from the House of Schoolchildren 

and students’ palaces to the House of Culture of the Society of Blind People and industry-

based houses of culture such as railway workers and miners. Recent studies (Habeck 2011b: 

63) show how DK adjust themselves to the demands of local communities. They become a 

place where elderly people, whose active social life has passed under the Soviet collectivist 

culture, “try to recreate and reconstruct old social networks and unions.” In a similar way, 

modern ethno-cultural centres are still mostly run by the active people who possess the 

memory of the Soviet communitarianism and collectivist organisation. Although both 

minority associations and houses of culture are comparable in their cultural production 

mission and the provision of social space, the mission of ethno-cultural centres is wider with a 

focus on the maintenance of ethnic identity with the concurrent promotion of the state 

national policy. I now turn to review key differences in the state organisation of ethno-cultural 

policies in the countries in question.  

 

7.3. State Rhetoric and Practice 

Kazakhstan 
 

The key organisation in modern Kazakhstan that oversees and shapes ethno-cultural activities 

is the Assembly of the Peoples of Kazakhstan (APK), founded in 1995 and renamed into the 

Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan in 2007 to emphasise the ‘unity in diversity’ of the 
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people of Kazakhstan. The Assembly’s objectives include implementation of the national
203

 

policy and preservation of interethnic harmony (“Doktrina” 2004; “Zakon Respubliki 

Kazakhstan ‘Ob Assamblee” 2008). The APK remains an umbrella institution organised and 

led by President Nazarbayev who also appoints its 394 members. By signing the law ‘On the 

Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan’ and APK Regulations in 2008 and by granting APK a 

status of a full-fledged constitutional body of the political system, President Nazarbayev 

aimed at having an equal voice for all diasporas. The special feature of the APK is the 

representation of nine deputies from ethnic groups to the Majilis, the Lower Chamber of the 

Parliament.  

 

Structurally, the APK is spread widely across the country. Provincial smaller assemblies set in 

33 Friendship Houses in regions with a multiethnic composition of the population.
204

 In 

Almaty, the site of my fieldwork, minority centres are housed in both Friendship House and 

Democracy House. Almaty Friendship House takes a special place in the history of modern 

Kazakhstan. Built in 1972, the building is an architectural monument and historical venue for 

the Almaty Declaration, signed on 21 December 1991, which laid out the principles of the 

newly formed Commonwealth of Independent States. After gaining independence, Friendship 

House was functioning as the headquarters of the APK.  

 

The issue of inter-ethnic relations is regulated according to a set of presidential decrees and 

official documents such as the strategic programmes Kazakhstan 2030
205

 and Kazakhstan 

2050.
206

 Presented as official addresses of the President to the people of Kazakhstan, these 

documents are developmental strategies that come to replace Soviet five-year state plans. 

Besides multiple goals, Kazakhstan 2030 envisions the eventual elimination of causes for 

ethnic differences and the installation of equal rights for all ethnic groups achieved with an 

adequate role of the state. Kazakhstan 2050 highlights the equality of rights of all citizens that 

provides a basis for patriotism. 
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Among the recent developments in strengthening the Kazakhstan’s identity are the Doctrine 

of the National Unity and the National Plan––100 Concrete Steps to Implement the Five 

Institutional Reforms, which introduced the large-scale project of the APK ‘The Big Country–

Big Family’ and the patriotic act Mangilik El (The Eternal Nation) to promote virtues of 

‘Kazakhstan’s path,’ one of which is “common history, culture, and language” (“Plan Natsii” 

2016). These and other state programmes are also regulated by the Concept on Strengthening 

and Developing Kazakhstan’s Identity and Unity, signed by the President in 2015, where the 

Kazakh nation is to play an integrating role.  

 

This rhetoric of strengthening intra-Kazakh unity is based on the ideology of Eurasianism, 

whose agenda projects Kazakhstan as a multi-ethnical and multi-confessional nation, a 

regional leader, and a bridge between the East and the West (Alexander & Buchli 2007; 

Laruelle 2008) extending through a variety of verbal, visual, and ceremonial representations. 

According to Schatz (2000), a set of state-formation practices in multi-ethnic Kazakhstan (and 

the creation of Homo Kazakhstanicus) is somewhat similar to Soviet internationalism (Homo 

Sovieticus). This is evident from the use of ambiguous cultural ideas such as Eurasianism and 

the restoration of the Silk Road; representation of ethnic diversity through the set of 

institutions––APK and ethno-cultural centres; and projecting an image of modern, secular, 

and civic statehood intended for the external world. It is clear that long-term strategies and 

related official documents, not to mention written works by President Nazarbayev, equally 

resonate national unity in their key messages, giving no preference to any ethnic group, and 

the universal rights and liberties of all Kazakhstanis. As they outline long-term priorities to 

achieve economic and material progress, they also draw a nation-building agenda and 

legitimate the regime and actions of the presidential elite (Schatz 2000; Cummings 2006; 

Matveeva 2009). The leading role of the President and his personification as the Leader of the 

Nation is also a highlight of these strategic documents to ensure peace, stability, and 

prosperity in multi-ethnic Kazakhstan.  

 

How does the official rhetoric on the civic concept of multicultural Kazakhstan work out in 

practice?  The early 1990s have cemented the strong presidential leadership and threats of 

ethnic cleavage and the national divide legitimated the formation of the semi-authoritarian 

political regime (Ottaway 2003). The establishment of the APK was not the only practical 

step to shape inter-ethnic relations. In building new nations, elites orchestrated national 

symbolism and iconography, such as new national holidays, monuments, and the currency, 

with the use of predominantly Kazakh ethnic and traditional symbols, which do not actually 
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reflect ‘multi-ethnic Kazakhstan.’ The radical transfer of the capital from Almaty to Astana, 

located in the north-central region, in 1997 was also a strategic move on the ethno-political 

map of Kazakhstan to integrate the north of the republic to its political centre driven by 

concerns of the elites over the dominance of ethnic Slavs in the north and their potential for 

separatism (Schatz 2000). As Shils (1972) puts it, only integration of the centre and the 

periphery––unity in diversity––can be conducive to intercultural relations between society 

and its ethnic components rather than any degrees of isolation between the political centre and 

the periphery.  

 

Growing discrepancies between state rhetoric and reality have given a way to a discourse of 

‘ethnic subordination’ in cases of unequal distribution of state funds (Danzer 2009: 1568). A 

‘silent Kazakhification’ is exemplified by discrimination in power redistribution (power is 

monopolised in the hands of the titular nation) (Cummings 2006; Danzer 2009; Ó Beacháin & 

Kevlihan 2013), as well as the shortage of quotas for universities and the administration for 

national minorities (Laruelle 2015). Nevertheless, there is empirical evidence of the high level 

of tolerance towards actions of the elites in their state-building project as interviews with 

minorities in Kazakhstan demonstrate (see Danzer 2009). To reduce risks of ethnic exclusion 

and even potential resistance there need to be more efforts towards ethnic diversity than the 

construction of national symbols. There is still a long way to achieve this. With such a 

background, ethno-cultural associations remain factually public organisations not real actors 

in the political life.  

 

Evidently, the overall responsibility of APK was to bring together ethnic groups and form 

them into officially-sponsored civil society institutions. In the initial stages of post-socialist 

independence, the development of minority associations was an essential way to support the 

revival of national traditions and cultures. Such organisations were cultural centres set up to 

represent and maintain ethnic cultural symbols and national
207

 heritage. Most centres were 

formed in the late 1980s and early 1990s with a specific agenda as in the case of the 

Wiedergeburt Association of Germans in Kazakhstan: 

If in the USSR, our activities were prohibited, in Gorbachev’s period, there was 

raised self-organisation of Germans seeking moral justice due to the established 

public negative attitude towards us formed in Soviet times. Germans were 

associated with Nazi Germany. Our original objective as an ethnic centre was to 

get rid of such an image […] Deported to Soviet Kazakhstan, Germans expected 

that the Soviet government in later years would say, yes, you suffered, we are 
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ready to bring forgiveness, you can return to the place from which you were 

deported. That did not happen [...] As a result and because of lack of hope for the 

future, there was high emigration from Kazakhstan to Germany in the 1990s. The 

remaining German minority in Kazakhstan is focusing now on changing Kazakh-

German relations through new humanitarian cooperation.
208

   

 

With further development came the necessity to consolidate the efforts of all ethnic groups to 

work together. The fact that the formation of the APK as a consultative and advisory board 

with a key position in national policy was needed in post-Soviet Kazakhstan is justified by the 

lack of a single hegemonic ethnic group.
209

  

 

Organisationally, cultural associations are similar in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Since 2007, 

Almaty Friendship House has been operating as the centre for interethnic relations housing 

nineteen ethno-cultural centres that occupy several halls or rooms in the well-preserved 

Soviet-style interior: one of which is a library, a study room, a meeting room, and even a 

small concert and conference hall. There are also nine Sunday schools for the study of Kazakh 

and other diaspora languages. Some cultural organisations such as the Turkmen and Kalmyk 

organisations in Almaty
210

 only have small offices in Friendship House not used for 

community events. In Astana, minority associations are placed in the Palace of Peace and 

Accord,
211

 which also hosts annual sessions of APK and the Congresses of World and 

Traditional Religions (see Figure 10 on page 150).  

 

In civil society terms, the APK is officially promoted as the vanguard of civil society 

development. To further raise awareness and bolster its position as one of the chief actors of 

forging Kazakhstani civic identity, the year of 2015 was officially titled ‘The Year of the 

APK.’ As part of the promotion of Kazakhstan’s model of ethnic cohesion and unity abroad, 

the APK was presented to OSCE member states (Nazarbayev 2015). Such state-sponsored 

narrative of the nation-building appears instrumental in maintaining inter-ethnic peace that 

also builds the external image of Kazakhstan. The APK shapes minority associations to 

‘strengthen democracy,’ however, daily activities of minority associations offer more than the 
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promotion of state ethno-policy and exemplify degrees of autonomy and elements of the 

alternative model of communal civil society that can benefit people.  

Uzbekistan 
 

The model of APK has no similar counterpart institution in other Central Asian states. In 

Uzbekistan, ethno-cultural centres are subordinate to the Governmental Committee for 

National Minorities. The Republican International Cultural Centre in Uzbekistan, a special 

coordinating body created in 1992, provides assistance to state bodies and public 

organisations in implementing the national policy. Apparently, there is no demand in a similar 

institution in Uzbekistan for its less diverse population. Some associations exist without 

premises or offices. For example, in Tashkent, the Bukharian Jews cultural organisation is a 

registered organisation yet it functions as a community whose members meet on public 

holidays or in official and private events in communal spaces but not in a specific building or 

hall.
212

 

 

One of the slippages of the state’s handling the diversity in the nation-building process is that 

the state defines the people’s identity rather than listening to how they define themselves 

(Schoeberlein-Engel 1997: 14). The case of Uzbekistan explains this point. It is worth 

bringing into discussion the issue of the Tajik people living in Uzbekistan to illustrate the 

official policy of the Uzbek authorities in the promotion of the ‘unity in one-ness’ (not 

diversity). As mentioned in Chapter 1, the size of the Tajik population in Uzbekistan remains 

a matter of debate. Historically, with the creation of Uzbek SSR in 1924, Tajiks, living in the 

territories of present-day Uzbekistan, re-identified themselves as Uzbeks in the census in a 

pragmatic and the most advantageous way (Ubiria 2016; Foltz 1996). During the Soviet 

period, Tajiks in Uzbekistan were de facto “minorities within the minority,” that is the 

coexistence and acceptance by Tajiks and other minority groups (e.g. Karakalpaks, Dungans) 

of the local Uzbek identity in a larger Soviet Union framework (Massansalvador 2010). As 

this research shows, the present-day Uzbekistani regime pursues assimilatory policies and 

officially rejects the existence of the Tajik language and ethnicity in the south, areas of the 

Ferghana Valley and Jizzakh province. This reluctance to accept Tajik and acknowledge the 

Persian heritage is explained by the continuity of the Soviet way of turning traditionally 

Tajik-speaking regions of Samarkand and Bukhara into Uzbek-speaking. Despite the lack of 
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Tajik publications and reduction of Tajik schools, Tajik is still widely used (Foltz 1996; 

Sadykov 2013).  

 

The pioneer movements formed during perestroika to pursue the Tajik cause were the Social 

and Cultural Association ‘Sayqal’ and the National Cultural Centre of Tajiks and Tajik-

speaking Peoples which later merged into a coalition ‘Samarqand.’ The Tajik Cultural Society 

from Samarkand also demanded the issue of official identity cards for all ethnic Tajiks 

marked as Tajiks not Uzbeks. Yet with the Uzbekistan’s official strict policy and a history of 

repressive acts against pro-Tajik activists, these organisations are limited in their oppositional 

power (Rajabian 2007; Everett-Heath 2003).   

 

7.4. Resources and Activities 
 

The activities of minority organisations are related to public holidays. Uzbekistan holidays 

mirror those in Kazakhstan––the New Year, Constitution and Independence Days, 

International Women’s Day 8 March, Navroz,
213

 and the WWII Victory Day, known for 

Uzbeks as Memorial and Honours Day. In Kazakhstan, besides the official holidays of 

Kurban Bayram and the Orthodox Christmas of the two major ethnic groups––Kazakhs and 

Russians––the 1
st
 of May or Pervomay marks the ‘unity in diversity.’ This former Soviet 

celebration of labourers and workers is the official Day of Unity of the People of Kazakhstan, 

and the key public event for ethno-cultural centres where they play a major role. In the 

autumn, ethno-cultural centres engage in roundtable discussions to reflect on the annual 

presidential address to the people of Kazakhstan (see Figure 13). Springtime is the period of 

Nauryz and a variety of festivals and public competitions that mark the Peoples’ Unity Day. 

For ethnic centres, most publicity and increased media attention are generated in these periods 

of the year. In other time, their daily activities resemble those of interest-based clubs.  

  

The size of diaspora and the availability of resources define the range of cultural activities for 

a minority centre. Unlike Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan is an ethnically bifurcated society, which is 

still discernible after twenty-six years of independence. In June 2017, Kazakhstan reached the 

population mark of 18 million people.
214

 The two major ethnic groups––indigenous Kazakhs 

and ethnic Russians make up 66.4% and 20.6%, respectively, while the rest of the population 

is composed of other minorities (see Table 5). 
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FIGURE 13. Representatives of ethno-cultural organisations discuss the Annual Presidential Address  
to the People of Kazakhstan. Almaty, Kazakhstan, 19 November 2014. 

Source: www.almaty.assembly.kz. Accessed 1 December 2015 

 

Uzbekistan’s ethnic composition has little similarity to the case of Kazakhstan. By 2017, 

Uzbekistan’s population is almost twice the size of Kazakhstan––32.1 million people. Despite 

the majority of ethnic Uzbeks (83.8%) and, for comparison, Russian minority population 

(2.3%),
215

 the country cannot be regarded as homogenous or an ethnically Uzbek nation. Yet 

it remains culturally and ethnically less diverse than Kazakhstan. Contrary to Uzbekistan 

where Russians are a significant minority, in Kazakhstan, they have never been categorised as 

such.
216

  

 

Relatively large diaspora groups of Russians, Germans (1.01%), and Koreans (0.6%) in 

Kazakhstan have several cultural centres housed in smaller assemblies of people across the 

country. Micro-diasporas such as Chechen (0.18%), Dungan (0.38%), Polish (0.18%), 

Bashkir (0.09%)
217

 and others formed in the 1990s following requests from active community 

members or recommendations from officials. Representing only a tiny fraction of the 

population, their agenda lacks strong messages and claims, focusing mostly on the cohesion 

of their ethnic group members, mutual support, and integration into nation-building processes.  
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In terms of support and integration, institutionalised forms of ethno-social, kin, and territorial 

relationships represent a special interest. A matter that merits our attention is the existence of 

two types of communities––obshchestva (societies) and zemlyachestva. If obshchestva are 

mainly organised on non-territorial and ethno-cultural principles such as Cossacks
218

 or 

Starovery or Old Believers (Manzanova 2007), zemlyachestva are communities or 

associations of people who originate in an outside locality or who have experienced life in 

another country. Zemlyachestva are evidence of the continuing process of steady post-Soviet 

‘ruralisation’ of cities (Alexander & Buchli 2007; Bissenova 2012), which brings rural 

migrants into urban settings in search of better life opportunities. As Humphrey (2007) and 

Manzanova (2007) point out, zemlyachestva are often instrumental for new settlers in cities 

for being oriented towards business, career, and promotion of their community interests in the 

urban economy. They utilise kinship networks to support their zemlyaki (community 

members) and smooth their integration into the city. For rural migrants, this may lead to good 

employment opportunities and social mobility. It also goes without saying that the 

preservation of ethnic and cultural traditions is well followed in zemlyachestva. For example, 

the Uighur community is one of the largest
219

 in Almaty, whose members include rural 

migrants from the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Province in China. Mostly settled in the city 

districts of Zarya Vostoka and Gorny Gigant, daily life in the community is similar to the 

mahalla with its traditions of mashrap (gap) and family-life public celebrations such as 

weddings, funerals, and jubilees that are organised in restaurants or public courtyards (dvor) 

of high-rise apartment buildings. The case of zemlyachestvo demonstrates another level of 

sustainable social organisation where informal and formal channels of social support as well 

as local customs and traditions are utilised to sustain community coherence and benefit its 

members.  

Diasporas without External Homeland: The Kalmyk Experience 
 

I have selected the Kalmyk ethno-cultural centre in Almaty as an example of an active micro-

diaspora. Kalmyks encompass only 0.1 per cent of the population of Kazakhstan. To promote 

their ethnic culture, the Kalmyk centre in Almaty creates and participates in events linked 

with the preservation of their literature, legacy, and traditional life-cycle customs. Having an 

office in the Friendship House allows the centre to be closely related to other ethno-cultural 
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organisations and participate in joint events. The Kalmyk diaspora in Almaty is so small––

taking only 0.04 per cent of the population of the city (“Dolya Otdel'nyh Etnosov” 2016) with 

around 500 active members––that its director personally knows almost every member. The 

centre is also known to active Kalmyks from neighbouring Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, who are 

aware of the activities and reputation of the association. 

We don’t have membership fees because the most active members are retired 

people and pensioners––those families who were deported in December 1943 and 

since then settled here in Almaty. Everything is based on enthusiasm here. Why 

do they come to the centre? One new member says he wants to speak the Kalmyk 

language, asked a lot about khurul [Buddhist shrine]. He wants to know and 

remember his roots. Some join us to learn who their grandparents were. Some ask 

details about national traditions of engagement, wedding, funeral or birth, and 

many simply seek new connections and nuzhnye lyudi [important people] among 

other Kalmyks. Two emigrant Kalmyk families from Germany and Canada even 

visited us here to find out about their ancestors.
220

 

 

The organisation of cultural events is a challenge for such a small community. Special 

occasions of Zul (Lunar New year), jubilees, and Buddhist celebrations are the reasons for 

meeting up. Often, these events are self-financed and occasionally sponsored by the Almaty 

Mayor’s Office. The Kalmyk centre’s partnership with the city officials has secured state 

grants and scholarships to support poor families and even provide partial academic support 

for talented young people of the Kalmyk community. Unlike big-scale associations of 

Koreans or Germans whose cultural programmes feature full-time language classes, members 

of the Kalmyk centre usually organise practical ad hoc language lessons during their meet-

ups. The knowledge of Kalmyk opens some opportunities––five members organised cultural 

trips to Mongolian and Buddhist centres in China and attend the meeting with the Dalai Lama 

in New York City organised by the American Kalmyk diaspora in 2012. The rest of the 

activities are linked with folk and cultural events initiated by the APK or Almaty Mayor’s 

Office. As Raisa Mamoshkina summarises: “We are just a small community of motivated 

individuals and a particle of the Kazakhstani society which contributes to socio-cultural 

cohesion.” 
221

 

 
  

                                                

220
 Interview with Raisa Mamoshina, head of the Kalmyk national and cultural centre, Almaty, 21 January 2014. 

221
 Ibid. 



	 209 

Public Events 
 

Active participation of citizens of different ethnic origins in major events in public life is one 

of the chief tasks of the cultural centres to organise and implement. An ethno-cultural centre 

does not develop or suggest a programme of public activities. This is the prerogative of the 

APK in Kazakhstan which drafts an annual programme of activities and only then calls 

friendship organisations for proposals. One of the more popular activities is the 

aforementioned Peoples’ Unity Day in Kazakhstan on the 1
st
 of May. It is marked with mass 

celebrations, festivals, national exhibitions to demonstrate peace, friendship, and unity of 

representatives of all nationalities. In comparison with the Soviet May Day (the Day of 

International Labour Solidarity), which had obvious political overtones and connotations with 

the victory in WWII and the revival of labour traditions (Gill 2011: 207), 1
st
 of May 

celebrations in modern Kazakhstan are similar only in terms of aesthetics, cultural 

demonstrations, and festivals. Posters for the Unity Day serve as visual tools to promote 

friendship and brotherhood between ethnic groups. Mostly, these are images of diverse groups 

of multi-ethnic representatives in their traditional dress with slogans like ‘Uzbekistan is Our 

House,’ ‘Kazakhstan is the Place of Unity and Peace’ and the like.  

 

  

FIGURE 14. Street banners: Kazakhstan is a Multi-Ethnic State and  
Uzbekistan––Our Common Home 

 

Anniversary of historical events and public figures are also part of the cultural programme for 

minority groups. Despite their less visible role in the events of a religious character, Russian 

centres, for example, participated in the anniversary of the Russian Orthodox Church. Ethnic 

centres are also active in the organisation of memorial days to celebrate national heroes and 

notable figures like Abay, Goethe, Chopin, Navoi, Pushkin, Makhtumkuli, Shevchenko, 

Tamerlane, Auezov, Aitmatov, Vysotsky and others. Special days such as diaspora memorials 

are yet other reasons to get together. For example, for the Kalmyk centre, 28
th

 of December 
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brings diaspora members together to mark the day of deportation
222

 and commemorate those 

who suffered in Soviet times.
223

  

 

Looking beyond the façade of cultural events celebrated on various scales, it is obvious that 

these are instruments for social coherence and civil society building. Acting as centres of 

social life, ethno-cultural associations nurture a sense of community and develop 

opportunities for socialisation. Being involved in and even witnessing and observing ethno-

cultural events, one is ‘reminded’ of the nation as a multi-ethnic community. This contributes 

to building tolerance and developing intercultural appreciation, which is essential for living in 

a diverse society.  

 

Language classes are part of daily activities for ethno-cultural centres. Usually free of charge, 

they are organised on a daily basis and open for all interested. They operate on a similar 

principle in neighbouring Uzbekistan. A member of the Korean centre in Tashkent, 

Uzbekistan, reflects on her own experience of studying the language at the centre: 

Koreans as a diaspora lost their native language in Soviet times. Our grandparents, 

born on the Korean Peninsula and deported here in Soviet times, speak mostly 

Korean with a splattering of Russian words. Our parents are the first generation 

born here in Uzbekistan. They speak Russian mixed with a few Korean words. 

Only rural Koreans in Uzbekistan can understand Korean at the present time. My 

generation who were born in the 1980s speaks only Russian. Some may think that 

free language courses may lack quality but I have found them useful.
224

 

 

Further, getting access to information is one of the motivating factors to be involved in ethno-

cultural centres. For some members, this is the easiest way to gain information––be it recent 

news of the community, education- or job-related information, or family and daily-life issues. 

What we can see in Kazakhstan are some parallels with the Uzbek mahalla where one can 

build social capital and receive benefits from being a member of a community. A member of 

the Korean community in Kazakhstan pointed out: 

Our life often relies on personal contacts. Where else can Koreans meet other 

Korean fellows, seek job opportunities or even find a future spouse? Nobody 

comes to “visit” us––people come to us with a reason. We are able to solve 

problems that are far from the state’s concerns as it cannot penetrate into intimate 

matters of our community life […] We exist for this. As long as a person doesn't 

speak, one cannot know what he is thinking. Our centre is a platform for 

                                                

222
 Elza-Bair Guchinova (2007; 2012) provides detailed anthropological accounts of the deportation of Kalmyks 

and their survival and settling strategies in Siberia and Central Asia. 

223
 Interview with Raisa Mamoshina.  

224
 Interview with a visitor of the Korean Cultural Centre, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, 19 March 2014. 
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exchanging opinions. Here, one can learn or improve Korean and discuss peculiar 

issues inherent only to our diaspora.
225

  

 

In Kazakhstan, languages of 22 ethnic groups are taught as an independent subject in 108 

schools, and in 88 schools instruction is conducted in Uzbek, Tajik, Uighur and Ukrainian 

languages. Yet the official trilingual policy focuses mostly on the promotion of Kazakh and 

English languages in addition to Russian, which means that there might be fewer 

opportunities to learn languages of ethnic minorities such as German, Dungan, or Chechens. 

In this sense, ethno-cultural centres fill this gap.  

If in 1999, there were 550 thousand secondary school students learning German, 

today, this number has fallen to only around 30 thousand. We are having this 

sharp decline because of the trilingual policy and popularity of English. At our 

centres, one can sign up for open German classes and enjoy other perks such as 

socialisation with other students and community support.
226

  

 

Comprehensive availability of Kazakh and English courses is an important requirement of the 

trilingual policy. Free Kazakh and English classes, in addition to the diaspora language, are 

also part of the services of cultural centres. Practically, anyone interested in studying Kazakh, 

for instance, can sign up for free lessons at any ethno-cultural centre. In other words, a 

friendship organisation has no restrictions on the membership based on either national or 

linguistic bases. 

When I was drafting the charter of our cultural centre, I wrote that the 

membership at the centre is open to citizens of the Republic of Kazakhstan. My 

lawyer from Akimat [Almaty Mayor’s Office] advised adding a line “as well as to 

foreign citizens and individuals without citizenship.” That is, any citizen of the 

world can be a member of our centre! Why? When you decide to add more 

nationalities or write a comment in the charter in the future, you will have to redo 

all the documentation. But I will not have such a headache in this case.
227

 

 

The accessibility of ethno-cultural activities under the principle of being ‘open for all’ is not 

limited to language classes and open social spaces for meeting people. Clearly, the promotion 

of the official state language together with the culture of the diaspora is the activity that adds 

to mutual cultural enrichment. Ethno-cultural associations are not exclusive clubs for ethnic 

minorities but representatives of their culture and traditions to a wider audience. In this sense, 

when these associations participate in public events and celebrations, this can be regarded as a 
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 Interview with Georgiy Kan, deputy director of the Almaty Association of Koreans of Kazakhstan, Almaty, 

30 January 2014. 
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 Interview with Alexander Dederer, chairperson of the Wiedergeburt Association of social organisations 

Germans of Kazakhstan, Almaty, 28 February 2014. 
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 Interview with Gulnar Annakulieva, director of the Turkmen Social and Cultural Centre, Almaty, 31 January 
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reconstruction and maintenance of a national identity and ‘imagining’ a community based on 

a variety of ethnic cultures. One can recognise similar processes on a micro-level. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, by looking at the Uzbek mahalla, we can see that people of diverse 

(multi-ethnic neighbourhoods and communities) and mixed (interethnic families) ethnicities 

usually populate present-day mahallas. Although non-Uzbeks are small in number (see Table 

6), it is customarily to come together to celebrate mahalla events and official public holidays. 

By performing national traditions and customs such as joint plov cooking and Navroz, 

mahalla members, despite their various ethnic backgrounds, share the same Uzbek ‘national’ 

(meaning ‘state’) culture. Therefore, it would be a mistake to overlook inner intricacies of the 

mahalla social life and make generalised assumptions, as Smith et al. do (1998: 142) that 

“Slavs and other linguistically Russified groups tend to remain outside these closely knit 

community structures [mahalla] and consequently do not receive the social benefits that 

accompany membership.” I contend that a lot depends on the ethnic diversity, a period of 

presence of non-titular representatives in a given mahalla as well as their desire to participate 

in national Uzbek customs. The challenge of determining the exact number of participating 

non-Uzbek people and the regularity of these communal events makes it impossible to make 

generalised statements.  

Another range of activities of ethno-cultural organisations beyond the promotion of culture is 

related to advisory and support for diaspora members in need. People can ask for advice from 

informal institutions like aksakals, seek answers on personal matters such as specifics of 

traditional life-cycle events, and request support in case of trouble. Members of a diaspora can 

often give a helping hand to children, the elderly, the lonely, and the disabled, or solve 

personal issues.  

I often receive requests for help. During meetings with state officials, I raise 

issues to solve pressing problems of the diaspora. I remember how in Zarechny [a 

village in the Almaty region] a group of Turkmens, former prisoners of the Soviet 

Union, showed me a stack of letters to Turkmenbashi [president of Turkmenistan] 

asking help to let them return to Turkmenistan, to their relatives. I met many 

Kazakh officials here and wrote many letters, so finally, they reunited with their 

families in Turkmenistan […] Once, in Ashgabat, we signed an agreement on 

cultural ties and organised exchange visits of children. We also petitioned to 

change Turkmen visa payments from US dollars to Turkmen manats when 

applying for the visa to travel to Turkmenistan. At last, natives of Kazakhstan can 

pay the Turkmen visa in manats.
228
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One matter that merits our attention is that a significant part of cultural activities is 

implemented in partnership with state officials, embassies, and other cultural centres. Unlike 

in Uzbekistan where minority associations operate on state financing, ethno-cultural 

organisations in Kazakhstan rely on direct support from their kin-states, local grant support 

and individual sponsorship from minority representatives who have established businesses in 

Kazakhstan. The money goes to cover maintenance of centres, the organisation of conferences 

and school Olympiads, small material support of veterans and those in need, and various 

cultural events. While some friendship organisations apply an entrepreneurship approach to 

tackle financial gaps by, for example, selling tickets to the public for annual celebrations such 

as the Lunar New Year, others often do not even have a bank account to receive grants, and 

thus they have to rely on membership donations and local embassies. Those left without grant 

support, operate on enthusiasm and commitment of its members who volunteer their free time 

and available resources. For example, in the recent study of Kazakhstani cultural associations, 

Laruelle (2015) points at the ability of these associations to act as social activists in creating 

business and economic niches.  In rare occasions, they can finance their own initiatives to 

support members of their communities as it was in the case of the Turkish cultural centre 

whose president invested into the construction of houses for homeless members, or the 

president of the Dungan centre financing modernisation of Dungan farms. Bigger and well-

established ethno-cultural centres are also acting as economic mediators in providing support 

for their members on setting trade opportunities between Kazakhstan and their kin-states. In 

this sense, minority associations can be seen as creators of an interface between business, the 

public and the state.  

 

Such an established intermediary position between the state, society, local businesses, and 

their kin-states allows ethno-cultural associations to enjoy their degrees of autonomy. This 

translates into their ability to fill in the gaps where state support is not possible; engage in a 

variety of charitable activities; support members of their ethnic communities in educational, 

career, and emigration issues; and mediate in business relations. As Laruelle (2015) argues, 

such a dual orientation on culture-based and business-related activities has created the twin-

identity of ethno-cultural centres.  

Voices of Communities 
 

Partnership and cooperation with the state can also extend into activities when ethno-cultural 

centres become an authorised voice for their ethnic communities in delivering and further 

extending official public messages of state concerns. For example, in June 2016, a terrorist 
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attack, “ordered from abroad and organised by supporters of radical pseudo-religious 

movements,” took place in the city of Aktobe, Kazakhstan, on the eve of Ramadan. It left 7 

victims dead and 37 casualties among civilians and the military. The 9
th

 of June 2016 was 

then declared a day of national mourning (“Kazakhstan President” 2016). The reaction of 

Dom Druzhby in Almaty and ethno-cultural centres across the country was immediate––there 

were numerous rallies and memorial services with APK and Parliamentary attendees. It can 

be seen that the key message in the public address to their ethnic communities was focused on 

the unity of representatives of civil society, including all ethno-cultural organisations, against 

the anti-human actions of terrorism.  

 

According to my respondents, it is in this unity of civil society actors and deeper involvement 

into the civic sphere where ethno-cultural centres envision themselves. As Alexandr Dederer 

from the German Association of Kazakhstan told me, there are two approaches for more 

active integration into wider civil society––either struggling with the inner egoism of their 

own ethnic group by accepting interests of others actors, or getting involved in civil society 

development using the knowledge and experience of the community articulated by their 

representatives. It is obvious that the latter conveys a more pro-active approach and shows the 

potential of bringing up mutual positive externalities. To make it feasible, a number of key 

problems and related challenges need to be addressed such as the lack of volunteers, financial 

constraints, and passivity of some members. Although respondents from ethno-cultural 

centres in Kazakhstan call their organisations self-sufficient and independent, this mostly 

refers to their ability to generate ideas to promote their own cultures and provide diplomatic 

support to their diaspora members. The number of volunteers of the same ethnicity, which the 

cultural centre represents, is extremely low as it corresponds with the size of an ethnic 

community. For example, the year of 2013 saw only “around twenty” volunteers involved in 

the German cultural activities in Almaty: 

In such a shortage, we are very much interested in welcoming more volunteers 

from our kin state Germany. Recently, we had a few young people, descendants of 

Soviet Germans, who helped a lot. In 2012, only one young woman helped us a 

lot. She was born in Germany, can speak Russian, knows the history of 

Kazakhstan, and understands the behavioural norms of the local Kazakh 

environment. But such cases are extremely rare indeed.
229

  

 

 

Financial provisions, good governance, and assistance in problem-solving are the forms of 

support that ethno-cultural organisations expect from the state. Informal face-to-face meetings 

                                                

229
 Interview with Alexander Dederer, a chairperson of the Wiedergeburt Association of social organisations 

Germans of Kazakhstan, Almaty, 28 February 2014. 
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with ministers and other state officials can foster decision-making and overcome bureaucracy 

obstacles. In response to the shortage of volunteers and seeking potential business 

opportunities, my respondents turn to the necessity of strengthening ties with compatriots 

abroad, organising more inter-regional meetings, and fostering contacts with regional elites.  

 

Conclusion 
 
 
This chapter explored the activities of ethno-cultural associations and analysed their potential 

as civil society institutions. Despite the predominantly Muslim populations, both Kazakhstan 

and Uzbekistan are multi-confessional and multi-ethnic societies that have moulded their 

national identities using ethnic diversity and secularism as the key ingredients. I have 

demonstrated that there is continuity with Soviet times in terms of the hierarchy, state co-

optation, and the use of policies and practices. In the USSR, the development of the Soviet 

state was implemented through the ideology of the friendship of people, various soft power 

mechanisms, and official institutions of socio-cultural nature such as VOKS, DK, and KID. 

The Soviet government put into place institutions aimed at socialisation and bringing together 

people in the context of the Soviet people.   

 

In present-day Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, diasporas are represented by ethno-cultural 

centres subordinate to the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan and the Republican 

International Cultural Centre in Uzbekistan, respectively. I have drawn special attention to the 

APK in Kazakhstan because of its special status as a constitutional body. Operating through 

the network of doma druzhby, which houses ethno-cultural centres, the APK provides a form 

of participation, and, at the same time, applies similar controlling mechanisms as they were in 

Soviet times. The subordination of ethno-cultural organisations under state institutions created 

opportunities to overcome the autonomy of ethnic groups and their institutional isolation in 

both states. Research findings illustrate that numerous social activities are provided to attract 

people towards an ethno-cultural type of civic participation. We still, however, are unable to 

say how salient and effective they are in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.  

 

Quotidian activities, however, exemplify cases when minority associations use their limited 

autonomy in cultural and business relations. Ethno-cultural centres are able to provide 

opportunities for self-development and expansion of social ties. Comparable to interest-based 

clubs, they create spaces for individuals to interact and consolidate social capital. Minority 

associations add their voice to the official rhetoric on ‘togetherness’ and ‘unification’ of 
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diverse nationalities by popularising the culture of ethnic diversity, intercultural 

understanding, accord and interdependency. This ‘togetherness’ remains a central motif of the 

national policies which portray Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan as nations of the ancient Silk 

Road in the heart of Eurasia and thus historically rich and culturally diversified. In 

Uzbekistan, the co-existence of various ethnic traditions can be seen through the daily life of 

the mahalla, which is put forward as one of the symbols of the Uzbek identity, supposedly, to 

unite the Uzbek nation.  

 

The reason I refer to friendship and ethno-cultural institutions as ‘resources of civil society’ is 

that they are providers of various resources and activities. They offer opportunities to create 

and sustain social capital, build up personal social networks, and develop an understanding 

and appreciation of the diversity and ethno-cultural richness of civil society. A modernising 

potential of the educated middle class can be a promising one in the development of ethno-

cultural institutions in the long run. Until then, the functionality of ethno-cultural centres as 

civic actors is limited by constitutional and legal frameworks, possibilities of state support, 

and levels of self-organisation of citizens. We may conclude that it is less likely to expect 

pressing political demands or stipulations for greater cultural autonomy from ethno-cultural 

organisations.  

 

In its present form, ethno-cultural associations are local organisations bridging the gap 

between communities while providing platforms of civic exchanges, and acting as a bridge 

between the public, the state, and other diaspora groups. Ethno-cultural centres remain one of 

the pillars in the construction of national identities and should be recognised as domestic civil 

society actors able to exercise their limited autonomy in cross-sector relations. 
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C H A P T E R   E I G H T 
 

  
BEYOND IRON DOORS: COURTYARD CLUBS  
AND THE CREATION OF SOCIAL SPACES 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THIS CHAPTER EXAMINES DVOROVYE KLUBY (COURTYARD CLUBS)––local forms of micro-level 

civil society initiatives targeting youth, teenagers, and children. Dvorovye kluby, usually 

located in residential neighbourhoods and dvor (communal courtyards)––hence the name––

are organisations of creative leisure that provide activities for adolescent and youth health 

promotion, instigate interest in sport and folk art, and arrange various events of a cultural and 

recreational nature. An attentive visitor, taking a walk in the city of Almaty, Kazakhstan, and 

entering a courtyard, typically tucked away from driving roads and located in the midst of 

several residential apartment blocks, may notice a decrepit sign or a plaque on a wall which 

reads ‘The gathering place in the case of an earthquake.’ With a constant possibility of 

earthquakes in Almaty, such signs, besides their obvious function, symbolically represent a 

memory of a courtyard which was once a gathering place for more than just in the case of 

emergencies. Looking back to Soviet times, the same courtyard would look significantly 

different from the present one. It would function as a place for residents to get together in 

their everyday life, and every courtyard would have a distinct and established dvorovaya 

kul’tura (courtyard culture). 
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The inclusion of courtyard clubs into the present study is substantiated by their attributes of 

grassroots and social change organisations––subsets of civil society institutions. A grassroots 

association, according to Kunreuther (2011), is characterised with volunteer-driven and a self-

help character of activities. Smith (2000) adds that grassroots are usually less hierarchical and 

focus on democratic forms of management, voluntarism, and an attachment to local social 

problems and challenges. Grassroots civil society institutions are usually light on ideology, 

and their activities reflect a social form of civil society and civic participation in addressing 

social challenges. 

 

The central thesis of this chapter is that drawing on the Soviet experience of organising youth 

development, modern courtyard clubs represent local forms of civil society that are able to 

promote positive externalities to advance the public good directly (by opening opportunities 

to children from disadvantaged backgrounds, addressing unemployment by creating job 

opportunities for teachers, and building skills). Indirectly, they encourage volunteerism, 

friendship, solidarity, family values, philanthropy, and collective support. Similar to the 

mahalla, a courtyard club creates cultural spaces and opportunities to practise civic skills and 

turn weak social ties into stronger ones and friendship networks. In comparison with other 

youth development organisations, courtyard club activities have a more pronounced 

individual approach in working with young people. Because the clubs are set within a 

courtyard, its residents tend to see each other more often and have, consequently, more 

opportunities for establishing social ties. The presence of functioning courtyard clubs in a 

neighbourhood can be seen as an indicator of the existence of a domestic civic environment 

where citizens actively participate in local life, and the strength of civic engagement can be 

stronger.  

 

Like other non-political recreational and interest-based institutions operating in the modern 

public sphere, courtyard clubs originally developed in the Soviet period as politically 

acceptable forms of associational life to prevent deviant and risky youth behaviour. In terms 

of caring for public order and its volunteer character, courtyard clubs some of the functions of 

druzhiny (a form of ‘neighbourhood watch’), another Soviet-type social organisation. In 

Soviet times, druzhiny and comrade’s courts acted as agents of social control on behalf of the 

state to enforce and prevent public disorders such as drunkenness, street pollution, and minor 

crime (Sievers 2002: 114). Alongside with comrade’s courts and factory and housing 

committees, druzhiny were ‘stepping stones’ for volunteer activists to get politically involved 

(Gill 2011: 181). 
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The legacy of the Soviet experience has left certain marks on the social fabric of post-socialist 

societies. Among these elements is the role of women in society, the cult of personality in 

political circles, the creation of ethno-national identities, and a secular understanding of 

politics (Khalid 2007) which are visible in modern post-socialist Central Asia. Some studies 

claim that even the pace of civil society development owes much to the Soviet legacy 

(Rasanayagam 2012). On the institutional level, varieties of public organisations have 

survived since the disintegration of the USSR with noticeable traits of the Soviet legacy. 

Friendship, ethno-cultural associations, and non-political institutions of trivial and 

recreational nature such as reading clubs, philately, leisure, and interest-based clubs still 

function, albeit serving a minority of the population. Among these, courtyard clubs represent 

a case of the Soviet legacy which translates into the continuity of certain practices. 

 

The focus of this chapter is on Kazakhstan, especially the cities of Astana and Almaty, where 

many operating courtyard clubs can be found. In Uzbekistan, courtyard clubs are not present 

due to the prevalence of the mahalla system and the absence of the established Soviet-type 

‘yard culture.’ On the contrary, in Kazakhstan, still limited in number, the development of 

courtyard clubs can best be described as having gone through a slow renaissance since Soviet 

times. The official position of state authorities towards courtyard clubs reflects their concern 

with youth problems and community development in Kazakhstan. The effect of courtyard 

clubs in sustaining a healthy neighbourhood culture and youth crisis prevention is publicly 

recognised (Tashkinbayev 2013).  

 

Free access, attractiveness to local neighbourhood youth, and the voluntary nature of its 

organisation, which constitutes an institutional core of civil society, puts courtyard clubs apart 

from other leisure and recreational organisations. The number of courtyard clubs dispersed 

around the country is, however, still low. The official statistics illustrates a slow growth of 

courtyard clubs with only 477 clubs comprising 64.8 thousand children and young people 

(Doklad o polozhenii detei 2013: 26). The recent report calculated that 6.6 per cent of the total 

number of school-age children and youth are regular club members (Doklad 2016: 273). 

Courtyard clubs are organised by socially concerned and active citizens not interested in 

profit-making but rather seeking to improve community life in a neighbourhood and to 

prevent deviant youth behaviour. According to official numbers, over 6 thousand underage 

young people, brought up in dysfunctional families and registered in police departments, are 

regular users of courtyard clubs in Kazakhstan (Doklad 2013: 60). These facts explain the 

logic of relating courtyard clubs with active micro-level civil society organisations. They have 
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the potential to become a social institution to nurture civic, democratic, and social virtues, 

instil community skills, and help orient young people in life, especially from marginalised 

backgrounds. To further the functionality and development of courtyard clubs, major 

problems related to funding and infrastructure need to be addressed.  

 

To date, we have an inadequate knowledge base on the nature of courtyard clubs. Bissenova’s 

(2012: 162-163) study on the housing boom in Astana in the 2000s touches on the issues of 

courtyard culture. The author points to the emerging new forms of the public sphere, politics 

and negotiations between citizens sharing common neighbourhoods. Such a nascent culture at 

the level of pod’ezd (common hall) is quotidian and unseen to the ‘naked eye,’ yet it is “very 

important in cultivating ‘moral citizenship’ attitudes.” Courtyard clubs deserve our attention 

for its self-organisation character and involvement of concerned citizens, as well as for its 

potential impact on the public sphere by generating social good. To understand the present 

structure of clubs, I attempt to show how the Soviet footprint of communal groups has 

influenced their present structure. Further, I show that the existing development of civil 

society organisations derives a great deal from the institutions set up in the Soviet period. 

 

8.1. Courtyard Cultural Context: Soviet Life 
 

Before reviewing social life within a micro-climate of a Soviet courtyard, I draw on the social 

context of the organisation of residential spaces to illustrate the development of micro-level 

‘imagined communities’ of common places in Soviet culture.  

 

Soviet housing was diverse and ranged from flats, countryside dacha, very few high-rise 

stalinki in big cities promising in the long term to become dvortsy (palaces) for workers with, 

however, only nomenklatura members, technical and cultural intelligentsia living there 

(Khlynina 2013) to meritorious, communal, and ‘morally formative’ lodgings of 

obshchezhitie (dormitories) and kommunalka. 230
 The latter represents a dormitory-type 

communal flat whose residents have their own room functioning as a dining room, bedroom 

and living room simultaneously, and communal places––kitchen, bathroom, corridor, and 

telephone (Attwood 2010). Under the housing policy of denser lodging (uplotnenie), for 

ordinary citizens, kommunalka was a way of living ‘by default.’ It originated from post-

revolutionary house-communes to address the housing crises at the time. The influx of the 

                                                

230
 See Humphrey’s (2005) analysis of a variety of Soviet housing and communal dwellings that intended to 

reflect the Party-state ideology, that is to produce sociality and generate socialist values. 
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rural population to urban areas caused by industrialisation promoted mass construction of new 

communal apartments (Boym 1995; Semenova 2004; Orlov 2014). Later by the 1930s, 

kommunalka became a symbol of the “ideal Soviet communality” and “a prominent Stalinist 

institution of social control” which introduced the passport and residents permit system tied to 

a specific place (propiska) (Boym 1995: 130). Although some studies may be biased being 

written in post-socialist times (Boym 1995;  Utekhin 2004; Lebina 2015), nevertheless, they 

provide accounts of communal living where the public and the private were domains with 

blurred borders. Limitations of private space and inconveniences of kommunalka could be 

seen as a Soviet housing factor that determined the imagination, consciousness, and behaviour 

of its residents, and the degree of their dependence on the fatherly state (Meerovich 2003; 

Humphrey 2005; Varga-Kharris 2011). Since communal flats were a Soviet collective vision 

of the future, the concept of kommunalka became a narrative associated with a collective way 

of living (Slezkine 1994). The composition of the USSR itself was suggested to reflect the 

framework of kommunalka. To paraphrase Stites’s (1989) expression, kommunalka was a 

model of socialism in one apartment. The Soviet Union was associated with a large 

communal flat, and its republics compared to “separate rooms” (Vareikis & Zelenskiy 1924). 

 

Given that public housing was distributed administratively,
231

 to get an apartment, there was a 

long waiting list. Those who worked in rapidly developing cities had more chances to get 

housing with better conditions. Professional workers could receive individual apartments, and 

those with a high income could build their own houses or joined housing cooperatives. Since 

the 1960s, experiments with housing cooperatives in the USSR had been a means of the 

Soviet government to save the state’s housing budget and allow well-paid workers to 

participate in financing construction of houses.  

 

In the Khrushchev period, a new approach established a novel type of housing known as 

khrushchevki (Khrushchev-era housing). The new housing pursued more rational and 

organised spacing with an emphasis on the need for privacy as a signature of modern, 

industrial, and mass Soviet construction (Eaton 2004). However, with the development of 

designated spaces for privatisation of life, the bourgeois account of privacy was rather illusory 

and had a peculiar empirical meaning in Soviet life (Kharkhordin 1997). According to Reid 

(2006: 152), “although one could now close the front door of one’s apartment on the world, 

what one did behind it was still a matter of public concern.” Khrushchev-era housing stood 
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 For a Soviet worker, a personal success formula was equalled to having kvartira, dacha and mashina (an 

apartment, a summer house, and a car) (Bissenova 2012). 
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for standardisation and uniformity, where some designs for mass housing were copied from 

the West. What is more, standardisation characterised the development of microdistricts of 

apartment blocks made identical to each other including the same building material and the 

layout of public zones. A limited number of standard plans for all types of families and state 

ownership of properties indicated common ways of living. Moreover, in such conditions, the 

only personal attempts of customisation and appropriation of state property could be a 

variation in redecoration of interiors. A lack of choice in standardised materials and devices, 

however, resulted in inevitable uniformity and standardisation of living––a common feature 

of mass housing.
232

  

 

In post-kommunalka Soviet housing, the topography of communal zones transformed. If 

kitchens, hallways, and courtyards in kommunalka blocks were major common spaces for 

meetings and socialising with neighbours within the microcosm of a kommunalka (Utekhin 

2004: 27), the Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras of mass housing made kitchens and hallways 

part of individual apartments, making the yard the main common and neutral zone in a local 

community (Fürst 2006). From an anthropological ‘gender zoning’ perspective, looking at 

apartments as spaces of the female domain, parts of residential communities including 

courtyards can be seen as predominantly male spaces where men gathered to talk, engage 

with car work and repair, and socialise (Siegelbaum 2006: 96). This may be true, yet the 

growth of urban neighbourhood communities around their courtyards, practices of regular get-

togethers in courtyards added their specifics into the courtyard culture. One of the elements of 

the courtyard culture was that the dvor was a system of informal control and a high level of 

social trust:  

If a pupil was seen wandering in the courtyard during the school-time, a neighbour 

could enquire: ‘Boy, why aren’t you at school now? Where are your parents?’ It 

was also customary to leave apartment keys under the rug when leaving for a short 

time or give your keys to your neighbours and ask to keep an eye for the apartment 

when you go for a vacation.
233

  

 

Other elements of this culture were joint social activities with the courtyard being a source of 

where an individual could receive the latest news of the neighbourhood. One of my 

respondents who grew up in the 1960-70s recollects how distinctive each courtyard was with 

its own character and culture: 
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standardisation of the housing and uniformity tradition of the Soviet architecture, which continued into the 
Brezhnev era.  
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In our dvor, everyone knew everyone. When I entered other courtyards, I remember 

always seeing old men playing chess or reading newspapers, apashki [or 

babushkas, elderly women] sitting on benches and sharing the news. They would 

ask a stranger if he or she was looking for someone or could pass a message to their 

neighbour. My children knew which courtyard their friends come from. It felt as if 

we all lived in a big house or belonged to an extended family. At present, 

unfortunately, there is nothing comparable to such a courtyard etiquette or call it a 

culture that we used to have in Soviet times. Today, one hardly knows their 

neighbours.
234

  

 

Extending Vareikis and Zelenskiy's (1924) point, the USSR can also be projected not only as 

a kommunalka but also as a large communal ‘courtyard’ with each republic as a separate 

apartment.  

 

For the Soviet authorities, the organisation of communal life, leisure and productive pastime 

in places outside work was also a concern (Boym 1995). While houses of culture served the 

needs of adults, youth palaces (dvorets molodiezhi) and youth centres (dom molodiezhi) 

offered extra-curricular, sports and hobby activities for young people. The development of 

courtyard clubs was part of the Soviet organisation of leisure time for young people 

(Volosova 2013). It is possible to see courtyard clubs in housing committees 

(domoupravlenie) as outreach and public relations initiatives of today (Osipova 2010). Other 

factors such as crime rates in urban settings, and the prevention of risky behaviour were also 

important reasons that stimulated the development of courtyard clubs in Soviet times 

(Portnyagina 1971; Izyumskiy 1981). The positive effect of clubs on a neighbourhood was 

also seen in the improvement of physical preparedness among young men for military service 

(Akivis 1974).  

 

As intermediaries between the school and the family, courtyard clubs were organised by 

domoupravlenie (house committees), which allocated two per cent of the rental fees for work 

with children (Akivis 1974; Bogatyrev 1981). Additionally, social activists (obshchestvenniki) 

from local factories and industrial plant collectives of workers provided mentorship and 

guidance for club members. To keep young people occupied with healthy activities, courtyard 

clubs offered free extra-curricular groups such as ‘Young Naturalist’ or ‘Young Technicians,’ 

and various hobby and sports activities (Maydanskaya 1982; Karpenko 1978). In terms of 

promoting good citizenship and preventing the deviant behaviour, we can see some parallels 

with Western humanitarian quasi-religious organisations YMCA (Young Men’s Christian 

                                                

234
 Interview with a resident in a microdistrict in central Almaty, male, Kazakh, 64, Almaty, 23 December 2013. 



	 224 

Association) present in 119 countries.
235

 They are more limited than courtyard clubs because 

of their sports orientation, yet they embody some elements of youth hostels and institutions 

specifically built for keeping young people occupied and prevent them from harmful or 

wasteful activities. 

 

A unique feature of Soviet upbringing and the education system explains the link between 

Soviet propaganda and the development of courtyard clubs. According to Meek (2013), in the 

Soviet Union, children and young people were usually seen not only as family members but 

above all as citizens in the making of the Soviet society in which they grew up. Kindergartens 

and secondary schools provided knowledge and education but also brought cultured habits 

and social skills to children, which they took into their families. In a similar way, courtyard 

clubs for the youth and children represented a solution of introducing extra-curricular Soviet 

education and propaganda at the local micro-level. An emphasis was made on a healthy 

lifestyle and issues of Soviet ideals. Like the Uzbek chaikhona, some courtyard clubs had 

‘Lenin rooms’ (Karpenko 1978). The Soviet system of selection of athletes used the principle 

‘from the masses to the mastery,’ accordingly, courtyard clubs together with sports clubs like 

Dinamo had significantly higher rates of participation. Instructors were hired from local dom 

kultury, dom pionerov, and sports stadiums. Out of courtyards, talented young people could 

make their way to sports schools and up to the Olympic Reserve (Em & Iskhakov 1981; 

Bogatyrev 1981). Besides sports, other activities in Soviet courtyard clubs included travel, 

music, dancing, drawing, design, reading classes, and chess among others. 

 

Perestroika and the introduction of Western youth cultural symbols and products elevated the 

spirit of consumerism and hedonism and widened the gap between the official Soviet youth 

ideology and formed youth culture. Socio-political changes in the country had their effect on 

the nature of the dynamics of youth orientation, the formation of unique youth values, norms 

and laws of socialisation (Kon 1989; Shubkin 2010). The rise of divorce rates, enhanced 

migration from rural areas to cities, high admission requirements and signs of elitism at the 

top Soviet educational institutions were factors responsible in the development of an 

alternative youth culture (Zdravomyslova & Voronkov 2002). A study conducted in the late 

1980s (Riordan 1988) revealed that the official organisation of leisure activities among the 

youth did not receive wide popularity among young people who tended to be more engaged in 

                                                

235
 The YMCA was present in Tsarist Russia from 1900 and had headquarters in Petrograd. Aimed at Russian 

prisoners, YMCA divisions operated elsewhere in Russia and in Central Asia in Tashkent. They provided 

educational, recreational activities, set up libraries, classes and facilities for physical education. In 1923, the 

YMCA was forced out from the Soviet Union. The YMCA was the longest running foreign organisation in 

Russia after 1917 (Davis & Trani 1974). 



	 225 

informal activities leading to a further rise of a youth subculture. Pre-Internet technological 

advances such as home videos, audiocassette recordings, and personal computers led to the 

formation of new types of informal interest-based groups.
236

 In such a period of transition, the 

position of courtyard clubs as the organised social associations began to fall into decay. With 

the collapse of the Soviet Union, courtyard clubs declined, and their spaces were turned into 

places for storage or commercial purposes. 

 

To summarise, I contend that the memory of living a collective life in a courtyard is part of 

the Soviet legacy.  This memory is still vivid among those who were born in the Soviet Union 

as my respondents demonstrated in interviews with me. Past social practices and social capital 

development among neighbours in Soviet courtyards are the elements of the forgotten 

dvorovaya kul’tura (yard culture), which has been blighted. In Putnam’s (1993) terms, there is 

a decline in social capital in modern courtyards as micro-communities. The Soviet courtyard 

culture can be comparable to the mahalla culture, with its own unwritten rules, traditions, and 

established social ties. On the following pages, I illustrate how a modern courtyard club could 

stimulate social capital building in a neighbourhood. 

 

8.2. Empirical Study of Modern Courtyard Clubs in Kazakhstan 
 

Existing studies recognise the aspect of a courtyard culture. Several works on this topic focus 

mostly on Arab countries and the Middle East and document the functionality of courtyard 

housing and their use by various cultural groups (see Rapoport 2007; Bekleyen & Dalkiliç 

2011). There has been no reliable analysis of the dynamics of post-Soviet redevelopment and 

reorganisation of courtyard clubs. Based on limited information from periodical coverage on 

everyday life in neighbourhood communities in Kazakhstan, it is known that only a few 

courtyard clubs survived the post-social transformation and continued their work (Mukanova 

2004; Shatrov 2013; Kisikbayeva 2013). However, much of this information has been 

descriptive in nature and fails to illustrate evidence of direct and indirect ways of how such 

civic organisations influence the public good. Institutionally, modern courtyard clubs belong 

to the category of civil society organisations of a grassroots nature. I use Kunreuther’s (2011: 

56) and Ruesga’s (2011: 455) basic classification––small-scale, local, and voluntary in nature. 

These are usually communities of ordinary citizens or members of ‘communities in need’––
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potential advocates engaging democratic citizenry. Below, I review these characteristics in 

more detail. 

 

First, dvorovye kluby have grown slowly in urban settings in Kazakhstan. It was only at the 

beginning of the 2000s when the development and revival of courtyard clubs became more 

organised––mostly in big cities––thanks to efforts from local community leaders, volunteers, 

and supporters. Since that time, clubs have been receiving attention from local authorities as 

being useful organisations for youth development. Not every yard in a residential 

neighbourhood may have a functioning courtyard club––there are only a few in a given urban 

place in Kazakhstan. There is a growing interest towards their activities from the government 

exemplified by small grants to sustain club initiatives. For instance, the Mayor’s Office of 

Astana provided funding for 2012-14 in the amount of 45 million tenge (approx. 304 

thousand US dollars).
237

 Similarly, the Mayor of East Kazakhstan region allocated funding of 

7.5 million tenge (50.6 thousand US dollars) to the clubs in the region (Doklad o polozhenii 

detei 2013: 61).  

 

In Almaty, the State Fund for the Development of Youth Policy under the Mayor’s Office was 

established as the main official body to sponsor and control activities of courtyard clubs. The 

Fund provides relatively small financial grants to cover the salaries of teachers and instructors 

in these clubs. In Astana, the Sovereign Wealth Fund Samruk-Kazyna, established in 2008 by 

a presidential decree to enhance the national economy and maintain economic growth, has 

allocated 90 million tenge (approximately, 320 thousand US dollars) for the maintenance of 

domestic courtyard clubs. With this support, three additional clubs opened in Astana in 2013 

involving 560 children (Iskakova 2015). In Almaty, a city with a population of around 1.8 

million people, there were 3 organisations in 2002 and 34 clubs by 2013 serving around 4,000 

young people (Shatrov 2013). A similar trend can be seen in other major cities of 

Kazakhstan––23 acting courtyard clubs in Astana and 18 clubs in Uralsk in 2013 (Dvorovye 

Kluby Goroda Astany 2013). 

 

Second, courtyard clubs are a distinctively local civil society initiative. Official state 

organisations define courtyard clubs as local organisational units, with a variety of groups, 

including health groups and other sections, corresponding to the interests of children and 

adolescents. When compared with a set of daily activities of Soviet courtyard clubs, there are 
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few differences. In fact, my case study of a courtyard club below illustrates more similarities 

than differences. Courtyard clubs continue to engage children and young people into an active 

lifestyle, a productive way to spend leisure time by helping generate a healthy interest in arts, 

sports, culture, literature and develop a sense of diligence and responsibility. With regard to 

the social upbringing of children and young people attending courtyard clubs, there are more 

participants who come from a less privileged background, low-income families, as well as 

those being on the registrar in official juvenile organisations.  

 

The third characteristic that classifies courtyard clubs as a grassroots organisation is their 

voluntary nature. My respondents from Almaty and Astana, active parents and community 

leaders who run their courtyard clubs, confirm that they do so voluntarily. Often, driven by 

altruism, a desire for improving their neighbourhood community, and possessing plenty of 

free time due to unemployment or retirement, these individuals are eager to locate funds and 

invest their time and experience in organising clubs, developing activities, finding instructors, 

potential partners and sponsors, and maintaining links with parents and official organisations.  

Space and Interior 
 

Within the premises of a courtyard, an appropriate space for a club is one of the major 

challenges. During my fieldwork, I paid visits to five clubs in Almaty and two in Astana––all 

organised in the basements of residential buildings. One of my interviewees sees the public-

private partnership as a solution to this challenge: 

Limited ad hoc support from Akimat [city administration] is not enough to cover 

both salaries of instructors and rent fees. We have been negotiating with private 

businesses to attract an additional 3 million tenge [approx. 10,000 US dollars] 

through their social responsibility project funds, which could turn into a private-

public project. The problem is that a few businessmen tend to provide a one-off 

charitable support, but we are interested to set up a long-run public-private 

partnership project.
238

 

 

The shortage of courtyard spaces and the lack of finances often make it impossible to 

construct a separate small building for a club. The space in a courtyard is also constrained by 

the presence of cars parked near children’s playgrounds, which make the courtyard into a car 

park rather than a gathering place for associated activities. However, if construction of 

courtyard club premises is possible, according to recent estimates, the investment of 4-5 

million tenge [12,000-15,000 US dollars] per year is enough to create and run a fully 

functioning club for up to 200 children (Iskakova 2015).  

                                                

238
 Skype interview with Saltanat, assistant to a director of a courtyard club, Astana, 28 February 2016. 



	 228 

Once the problem of finding space for the club is solved, a decision to approve a proposal for 

a new club primarily depends on the conditions and capacity of a space:  

A procedure to open a new club is straightforward: a club organiser submits an 

application and proposal including a draft of club charter to the Akimat. On this 

basis, the city administration forwards the request-order to the State Fund for the 

Development of Youth Policy. Its representatives then visit the site, inspect 

conditions of the premises, and decide whether space needs repairs or is ready for 

installing equipment.
239

 

 

Among observed courtyard clubs, the interior may include several rooms fitted for various 

resources––books, magazines, table games, sports equipment, knitting, and cooking facilities. 

I noticed that at least one of the rooms is organised for dancing, fitness, and music classes. 

Notably, the range of activities reflects the preferences of the young people who are members 

of the clubs.  

 

Given the limitations of resources, I made a preliminary study of two courtyard clubs in 

Almaty based on twelve semi-structured interviews with club founders and instructors, and 

participant observations in Almaty. The case studies of the courtyard club Karakoz and a 

computer club for elderly people exemplify the mechanics of development, the process of 

running a courtyard club, and ways of addressing daily problems.  

 
Case Study 1. Courtyard Club Karakoz 

 

The courtyard club Karakoz was opened in the basement of a residential building (21 Utegen 

Batyr Street) in February 2004 in the Auyezov district of the city of Almaty. The building and 

adjacent apartment blocks are former dormitories that belonged to the Almaty Cotton Plant, 

which were privatised after the fall of the Soviet Union. The founder of the club and its 

current administrator is Nadezhda Ivanovna Gerasimova, a Russian youth instructor with 25 

years of teaching experience. The club shares the same name Karakoz (meaning the ‘source’ 

or ‘wellspring’) with an NGO, a self-help group, which Nadezhda established in 2000.   
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FIGURE 15. Part of the courtyard where Karakoz Club is located, Almaty, 23 January 2014.  
Source: Timur Alexandrov 

 

Although the courtyard club works with children and young people aged from 6 to 25, the 

target audience includes young people from families with limited incomes, children of former 

workers of the Almaty Cotton Plant who live in the area, and marginalised young people. The 

district itself is the largest and most densely inhabited in the city, with a population of 309.4 

thousand people, and has a reputation of being one of the least prestigious neighbourhoods in 

Almaty. Nadezhda stresses the importance of having a functioning courtyard club in a 

problematic neighbourhood (see Figure 15) where it is still unsafe to walk alone after dark. 

  

Prior to launching the Karakoz club, Nadezhda received extensive volunteering experience 

while working as a social worker in the ‘Association of Women Moldir’ and initiating a self-

help group founded jointly with her colleagues in 1998. At present, the group is known as the 

Federation of Self-help Groups Karakoz, which comprises 54 self-help groups based in 

various dormitories in Almaty. The Federation started as an informal self-help group and 

included less than ten women who assisted single mothers, gave advice to unemployed 

workers of the former Almaty Cotton Plant, lobbied for improving living conditions in 

dormitories, and provided informal workshops on entrepreneurship, lobbying skills, and legal 

awareness. One of the success stories was convincing residents of a former dormitory, who 

lived without hot water for ten years, to subsidise jointly the repair of the hot water system 

rather than keep complaining about their small incomes and blaming a housing committee. In 

another case, with the support of Karakoz, dormitory residents managed not only to defend 

themselves against lawyers who demanded their expulsion from the dormitory due to 
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communal debts but appealed and received over-due monetary compensation instead of in-

kind salaries––products that they were given once a year from the plant. 

 

With the growth of self-help groups and delegating most of her work, there was more time for 

Nadezhda to seek rooms for other initiatives. Witnessing how school children and young 

people tended to wander around in the neighbourhood after school or miss classes and spend 

more time in computer and Internet clubs, Nadezhda decided to set up a courtyard club which 

would operate like a Soviet-time club offering all activities for free. After receiving an official 

agreement from the Youth Policy department at the Mayor’s Office, the club was organised 

thanks to volunteer-driven support Nadezhda received from her close friends, former 

colleagues, and women from self-help groups, some of whom were unemployed or retired. 

Initially, the idea of a local courtyard club did not receive much enthusiasm from local 

residents. Few believed in the effectiveness and popularity of the initiative among young 

people. The potential excessive noise caused by club activities was also an issue among 

courtyard residents. Disputes and concerns were solved by several negotiations and meetings 

with parents in the neighbourhood. This helped Nadezhda to collect signatures and receive 

official consent.  

 

 

FIGURE 16. Music and sports rooms, Karakoz courtyard club, Almaty, 2 March 2014. 
Source: Timur Alexandrov 

 

 

The basement of the building had eight sections connected with a hallway. It took six weeks 

for women and their family members and friends to remove the sand, clean the area, and 

arrange the space for use by young people. Nadezhda’s husband and their three children 

helped redecorate the interior of the building. After the renovation, the basement was 

transformed into five spacious rooms and an additional three rooms for small group activities 
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(see Figure 16). Volunteer support from friends and relatives resolved the deficiency in 

furniture and books; they also assisted in purchasing sports equipment.  

 

The courtyard club Karakoz has established cooperation links with the district Job Centre 

which has become a primary partner of the club. The Centre provides the club with teachers, 

instructors, and a psychologist, each of them receiving a salary from the Centre. Some of 

them have worked at the club since its foundation. Two instructors told me that they “got 

lucky to fill a vacancy at the courtyard club” which they consider as their favourite place to 

work. For example, a Ukrainian woman, who has been teaching English for more than three 

years, works at the club four times a week. She enjoys teaching at the club as due to a minor 

disability she would feel shy to work with children anywhere else––whereas here, she finds 

herself needed and warmly welcomed. Another instructor, a Kazakh single mother, works at 

the courtyard club as both a speech therapist and a pre-school instructor for children aged 5-6 

years old.  

 

While the club Karakoz has become a major work for Nadezhda, the Federation of self-help 

groups under the same name still operates. There, she works in the evenings since consulting 

and problem-solving activities often require visits to several families at the end of the working 

day. The rest of the time she devotes to children at the club. On weekdays, the club is open 

from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. There are several core classes at the club such as Kazakh, English, and 

History of Kazakhstan, along with chess, table games, drawing, cooking, and modelling. The 

History of Almaty class is one of the most popular as it includes city tours and walks. Another 

one is the Basics of Entrepreneurship where young people learn business thinking. The 

programme is designed and modified every year to reflect the children’s interests: 

 

We try to engage young people in planning their free time and participating in 

contests. Since most of the children dislike reading, we organise poetry evenings so 

that at least someone comes prepared, shares a story from a book, we discuss a 

poem, and maybe get them interested in reading more. I want them to feel at home 

here. We always celebrate everyone’s birthday in a proper way––to do a surprise 

with candles and a cake that children cook themselves. This breaks the barrier and 

creates an unconstrained atmosphere. Our recent new class is an evening fashion 

show where kids design clothes with DIY materials […] Outdoor activities include 

scavenger hunts, garden parties, discos, where older young people act as group 

leaders.
240
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According to two parents, I talked with, the club bears little difference to the free courtyard 

clubs during Soviet times. A revival of old yard games popular in the pre-Soviet and Soviet 

periods is also part of the programme of the club.
241

 Weekends are devoted to sports, outdoor 

and/or cultural activities. Sometimes, Nadezhda together with club participants and instructors 

can make a day trip to the Kapshagay and Balkhash lakes or go to a theatre play where 

discounts are available for club members. For these activities, children’s parents usually cover 

all expenses. Similar to Soviet times, the club collaborates with other courtyard clubs, 

organises joint sports events and exhibitions, and participate in contests at the official School 

Children’s Palace. Nadezhda and her colleagues are also frequent participants of roundtable 

discussions and conferences on local activism organised by the city administration.  

 

The most active period of club activity falls during holidays and in the summer. However, 

during the academic year, instructors tend to devote more hours to those struggling with their 

school lessons (homework) or who lack motivation. Some young people require more 

attention as was in the case with a 14-year-old girl whose mother asked Nadezhda to help her 

daughter get back to school and not miss classes: 

Sometimes, troubled teenagers need a mediator who would listen to them and speak 

the same language. As it often happens, not all family members can listen to each 

other, which leads to misunderstanding. After several informal conversations with 

that girl, she opened up, started to communicate with club fellows, and began 

attending school [...]. Our instructors still help her with homework. But the biggest 

outcome is that she is no longer thinking of dropping out of school.
242

  

 

Although the club does not have a website, information about its activities can be found in the 

media and social networks. This attracts children from neighbouring districts as well as 

volunteers and students who want to improve their teaching skills and be of help. During my 

fieldwork visits to the club, I observed volunteers teaching dance lessons, while others were 

instructing on chess and English. The club also receives ‘plug-in volunteers,’ those young 

people who are interested in short-term community activities. 
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FIGURE 17. Hand-made souvenirs in the charity shop, Karakoz courtyard club, Almaty. 
Source: Timur Alexandrov. 

 

 

The Karakoz club may appear as a normative grassroots initiative, however, as a civil society 

institution with a limited support it faces some challenges. While demand for their activities 

or a shortage of instructors is not a point of concern in the immediate future, the major 

problem remains the same––limited financial resources. The club still operates without 

charging any fees. Indeed, the club cannot constantly rely on small donations from children’s 

parents who agree to cover the cost of cultural activities and small travel expenses. Although 

the Job Centre pays 80 per cent of salaries for instructors, the remainder falls onto the club. 

To fill the gap, the club sells hand-made souvenirs and footwear in the neighbourhood (see 

Figure 17). There are plans to open a hairdressing salon where teenagers could learn skills and 

later this business could generate additional funds.  

 

Another dilemma is an unsolved issue with the housing committee demanding rent payments 

for the use of the basement space by the club. This issue has been raised consistently at 

general meetings with residents. Nadezhda believes this is unfair since the club is, in fact, a 

volunteer organisation, which generates both tangible and intangible public goods. The 

technical maintenance and repair of the basement rooms are done by her family, friends, and 

volunteers. The club’s self-reliance does not affect the community’s resources. Visiting the 

Akimat in an attempt to seek official support and put an end to this dispute did not help––the 

officials ‘morally support’ Nadezhda’s club but conclude that the final word remains with the 

housing committee. The latter signed the agreement of consent on the opening of the club and 

did not complain about the courtyard’s conditions, excessive noise, or other disturbing 
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matters. Regular visits of Akimat inspectors to examine conditions and fire alarm systems 

indicate the compliance of the club with the residential standards. Yet the unresolved issue of 

the rent fee remains open and is in the hands of the official housing committee. 

 
 

Case Study 2. Computer Club for Elderly People 
 

A local social initiative based on the model of a Soviet courtyard club not only targets 

children and teenagers but also people of various ages. The core idea remains the same as the 

Soviet ideal––creating the public good through stimulating educational activities. There are 

few civic initiatives developed for elderly people. In Almaty, a computer club for elders (52A 

Amangeldy Street) is one of the first sustainable courtyard clubs. Its founder and manager is 

Yana Issakova, an Almaty-born Russian entrepreneur and director of her own public 

foundation, Nur Zhaksylyk. The foundation includes the Association of Family Business, a 

pioneer organisation in Kazakhstan working in providing social entrepreneurship training.  

 

Yana got the idea of opening a courtyard club targeted at elderly and retired people in the 

early 2000s when many of Yana’s friends and relatives asked for help in learning basic 

computer skills. Having little time for this while developing her foundation, Yana realised 

that a club could be a part of her own business. It took several years to make it possible. Only 

in 2013, a computer club for elders was opened in her old apartment on the ground floor, 

where the living room was expanded into a study area. The primary donors were the 

Foundation of the First President and a few local banks and companies engaged in 

technology. These grants covered most expenses on furniture, computers, study materials, and 

setting up the Internet.  

 

To have a part-time instructor was a challenge in the first months of operation. Volunteers, 

usually IT students from local universities, found it hard to work with elderly people as they 

had to repeat seemingly simple information several times a day and, additionally, work 

individually with every pensioner. After hiring Valery, a retired teacher in his 50s who had 

experience working in social organisations, the club settled the problem of having a full-time 

instructor. 
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FIGURE 18. Computer club for elderly people: Yana Issakova with her class, Almaty. 
Source: voxpopuli.kz/post/view/id/1761. 

 

It was obvious that an idea of a courtyard club offering individual IT education for elders for 

free would not work due to high equipment expenses. Yana and her colleagues set up a 

registration fee of 300 Kazakhstani tenge (approximately, one US dollar) after a free try-out 

week of learning essential skills (turning a computer on and off, using the keyboard, basic 

knowledge of software, and principles of the Internet and Skype), and a full 3-month course 

fee by charging US $3 for each class. One-hour classes run twice a week and are affordable 

for retired people. For many of them, computer literacy is an essential part of everyday life––

among many reasons, my respondents named using the Internet and email, spreadsheets, 

making Skype calls with relatives who live abroad, reading electronic books, and earning 

extra money by translating documents. Unlike Karakoz, the club is not struggling financially 

since it covers some costs from other Nur Zhaksylyk projects such as social entrepreneurship 

training and consultancy. In addition, there is no need for hiring external instructors––those 

who have completed the course become individual IT trainers for others for a small fee, and 

there are many partners who provide regular support.  

 

Analysis 
 

The case studies illustrate local initiatives of changing and improving the micro-culture in 

neighbourhoods. Both cases deal with the creation of the public good and cultural spaces. My 

respondents argued that their clubs are designed to model Soviet-era courtyard clubs. 

However, current club activities are significantly different. They reflect the ability of 

courtyard clubs to find their niche sector and target audiences. It is obvious that the 
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individuals who run both clubs are genuinely interested in advancing the quality of public life. 

The self-organisation character of the development and maintenance of courtyard initiatives 

puts them firmly in the category of being grassroots organisations. 

 

In terms of the public good, the case of Karakoz shows that it translates into youth 

development, crime prevention, promotion of volunteerism, and the development of civic 

skills. In the case of the computer club, the public good is seen in engaging elderly people, 

creating potential employment opportunities, volunteerism, and setting an example for 

sustainable practices since the club earns money to carry on these activities. What is 

important is that both cases demonstrate a micro-level impact on the local community and the 

development of social ties. These courtyard clubs are initiatives driven mostly by altruistic 

intentions that came into being as a response to take action and voluntarily improve common 

spaces. Family members, friends, relatives, and colleagues are the primary support group in 

creating both the Karakoz club and a computer club for the elderly. Obviously, the personality 

and professional background of the founders and group leaders need to be taken into account. 

Nadezhda and Yana share a lot in common: teaching and consultative experience, knowledge 

of the civic sector, employment in public organisations and initiative groups, and experience 

with lobbying and fundraising. Admittedly, this helped them to secure small funds, convince 

the local community, and gain various types of support.  

 

Despite these clubs being weak in promoting social change on a macro-level, these social 

initiatives are most likely to remain active in their small communities thanks to their ability to 

create points of common concern for the public good. I illustrate this point by looking at the 

development of social ties in the Soviet and post-Soviet period. For example, in the Soviet 

period, individuals living in kommunalka would have more opportunities to interact with their 

neighbours and thus develop strong social ties. As Utekhin (2004: 111) argues, ‘normal’ 

social relationships between Soviet neighbours indicate an established access point into a 

private space and a circle of friends, which could translate into many everyday things such as 

sharing meals together, looking after neighbours’ children or sick people, helping with 

shopping, and lending money interest-free. Furthermore, social connections could be useful to 

their neighbours who are part of the friendship circle––hence living in the same kommunalka 

with an influential neighbour or sharing the same house or a courtyard may indicate blat 

relationships (Utekhin 2004; Ledeneva 1998). In the post-Soviet period, indeed, neighbours 

continue to play certain roles in the affairs of their neighbours such as sharing information 

and giving advice for important decision-making (Dave 2007: 127).  
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However, according to my respondents who grew up in Soviet times, the strength of modern 

social ties between neighbours has gradually changed. In their recollection on Soviet 

everyday life, there were many more points of mutual concern and interest for neighbours 

than at the present time. Looking at it anthropologically, one can notice the domain of the 

transformed nature of social ties between neighbours––there are no children playing courtyard 

games; courtyards tend to look more as a car park rather than a common space for social 

interaction; when walking into a random house entrance, one can see metallic doors set at 

every apartment. Obviously, they were installed due to safety concerns, crime, and worsening 

economic situation. Yet I would argue that the ‘metallic door’ itself could be seen as a 

modern housing symbol of a ‘border’ separating the private from the public, if not a mark of 

growing individualism and alienation. The problem of the social space in a courtyard is that, 

apparently, there is the ‘us vs them’ issue: a modern resident does not recognise that the space 

beyond the private apartment is a public space for joint concern and care. It is not a space of 

state’s (gosudarstvennoe) concern or a ‘no-man’s land’ entity (Shevchenko 2009) but rather a 

public space which can be filled with practices of joint action. This is in contrast to the picture 

of what we see in a modern Uzbek mahalla. Unlike social capital development in the 

mahalla, the courtyard network is devoid of mahalla-type relations––for instance, it is not 

customary for a family to invite all courtyard neighbours to a wedding or ceremonies to do 

with rites of passage.  As we have seen in previous chapters, the mahalla has much more 

established points of common concern and interests such as celebrations of life-cycle events, 

joint subbotnik-style cleaning, mutual help khashar, informal gap meetings, and various 

spaces for social interaction.  

 

In this sense, I argue that modern courtyard clubs should be seen as a communal civil society 

organisation operating on a micro-level. The clubs are able to utilise existing ties, albeit weak, 

in a community for furthering the public good. This version of civil society is obviously 

different from the ‘imported’ ideal model of civil society, promoted by international donors, 

which is more concerned with state-society relations. When a local neighbourhood 

community, developed on the basis of weak ties,
243

 participates in joint problem solving, 

supports a local initiative, they exercise solidarity and mobilise around the problem or 

initiative. In short, the courtyard club unites on an issue. In comparison with the Uzbek 

mahalla, where people communicate on a daily basis, a courtyard club has a matter of 

concern or interest that it needs to coalesce around. Social cohesion is maintained by engaged 
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parents and other interested community members in supporting and controlling club activities. 

Thus, courtyard clubs provide another practical dimension, beyond the residential one, for the 

development of social networks and the maintenance of social ties between neighbours. 

Individuals may gain experience of mobilisation on the level of weak ties by initiating (for 

example, construction of a playground) or supporting a courtyard club (by providing material 

support or expertise, or advice) or other local initiatives. Through repeated participation, weak 

ties can develop into strong ties, friendship networks, and new communities sharing a lot in 

common and willing to jointly improve their public space. This is what Saskia Sassen (2006) 

refers to as spaces of ‘public making’ through the practice of people, where new practices are 

tested and new communities develop. Consequently, a club operating in a neighbourhood 

becomes more than merely an additional locale of social life. The above cases show how the 

functionality of clubs creates new cultural spaces in the neighbourhood. In other words, local 

communities with active courtyard clubs indicate much greater experience in mobilisation, 

communication culture, community solidarity, self-help, and trust.  

 

How do such dynamics of local associational life contribute to the development of wider civil 

society? The creation of cultural and public spaces has the potential of improving existing and 

establishing new social ties. It is much more likely that the problems of issues with housing 

committees, the lack of support from the city officials, minor infrastructure problems, and the 

absence of interest from the business sector will remain in the near future. However, through 

micro-level experiences of mobilisation, communication, and improving social ties, comes 

social cohesion as well as an awareness of being, if not, influential, then at least, established 

social actors in the urban civil society. The latter is done through the growing attention and 

recognition of the city officials, expressed interests from the media, scholars, and, probably, 

businesses in the long run. It is encouraging that there is an existing potential in civic 

solidarity on the local level, therefore, there is an opportunity in creating such ‘forward-

looking sectors,’ in Sassen’s terms, within the urban civil society.  

 
Conclusion 

 

This chapter investigated the nature of courtyard clubs, a type of the local communal civil 

society practice in Kazakhstan. They are usually run by active individuals interested in 

improving the quality of civic life. I argued that courtyard clubs are local forms of civil 

society able to consolidate and mobilise neighbours into a community of people united over a 

social activity. Their frequent interaction with direct and indirect support from courtyard 
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clubs and local initiatives lead to social cohesion and solidarity. Such common ground gives 

an opportunity for developing friendship networks and building social capital between 

neighbours. Courtyard clubs represent the case of self-organisation to offer free or budget 

services to young people, prevent their deviant behaviour and improve community 

infrastructure and local social culture.   

 
Being popular forms of youth engagement in the Soviet era, courtyard clubs ceased their 

activities by the time of the disintegration of the USSR. Their revival came only in the early 

2000s. We have seen that, institutionally, clubs are weak and need to be strengthened. Such 

weakness is the consequence of the changed social nature of Kazakhstan. In Soviet times, the 

society was more communal with little to no elements of a market society. With the impact of 

modernisation taking place, its greater effect on social nature is seen in more individualistic 

attitudes and lesser motivation for collective activities. As grassroots institutions, courtyard 

clubs exist in a market and individualised society with limited resources, which also 

contributes to their low profile and financial challenges.  

 

At present, courtyard clubs in urban settings across Kazakhstan are progressing at a slow 

pace. Usually located in micro-districts, the studied courtyard clubs experience problems such 

as rent issues, lack of infrastructure, and the absence of financial support from city officials 

and businesses. Despite this, courtyard clubs continue to exist thanks to micro-donations from 

parents whose children attend clubs regularly, individuals, local sales of souvenir products, 

and volunteers. Besides their primary function––educational and development activities––the 

main conclusion to be drawn here is that the presence of courtyard clubs transforms the local 

culture and creates common spaces to overcome weak social ties, exercise and improve civic 

skills of solidarity, trust, mutual help, and mobilisation. 
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THE MAJOR CONCLUSION OF THIS THESIS IS THAT CIVIL SOCIETY in modern-day Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan takes many different forms. I contend that the notion of civil society has to be 

understood in many societies, which, like Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, have a history of 

statism and politically organised social institutions. I have focused on the synergy and 

dynamics of interrelations between traditional and modern civil society practices. This 

approach has illustrated the diversity and the importance of social networks, which can be 

contextualised in the settings of the state.  

 

This study has analysed institutions that embody various spheres of human interactions, 

socialisation, belonging and membership. The first group includes indigenous institutions 

with deep historical roots such as the mahalla, gap, and religious organisations. Another 

group comprises organisations originated in the socialist period that bear the indelible 

footprint of the Soviet legacy in their practices. These are professional associations, trade 

unions, ethno-cultural associations, and courtyard clubs. From inner courtyards and 

neighbourhoods to professional associations and religious institutions, I have demonstrated 

the variety of the loci and scope for associational life and civic initiatives. Through the 

examination of the functionality of selected institutions, I have revealed various ways of 

creating social links, organising civic engagement, and building social capital, which makes 

them all fully functional civil society organisations.   
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The study has traced the rich historical career of the civil society concept and differentiated 

between theories developed in the Western academic discourse, post-Soviet understanding 

introduced by international donor organisations, and theories offered by Russian and Central 

Asian thinkers. If looked at from a Western perspective, civil society––as a public space 

animated by autonomous actors, networks, values, and norms––has proved to be difficult to 

bring into being to post-Soviet states. As a product of Western intellectual thought, ‘civil 

society’ in Central Asia appears as a puzzling notion. From the philosophy of Orientalism, the 

paradigm of ‘civil society’ is mostly defined in terms of the market and private property and 

associated with the development of liberal electoral democracy. The Orientalist view, in this 

case, encapsulates Asiatic societies as all state with the absence of autonomous institutions 

and individuals exercising individual rights (Turner 1994: 23)––as opposed to the 

Enlightenment notion of autonomous individuals within a network of social institutions that 

preserve the freedom of the individual from arbitrary control of the state. Applying only one 

notion of civil society seen in terms of autonomous units and associations independent from 

state activity is problematic in the post-Soviet space. Such a ‘civil society’ would include 

active non-governmental organisations funded by global development foundations. In the 

absence of autonomous units and the presence of sponsored associations, it becomes 

contentious whether the idea of a liberal civil society is applicable to Central Asia.  

 

This research, however, distinguishes a variety of approaches towards non-Western civil 

society. We have seen that both prescriptive universalism, that regards civil society as a 

condition for and a building block of democracy, and Western exceptionalism, that rejects the 

relevance of the concept in the non-Western world, are unfitting perspectives to conceptualise 

civil society in the region in question. Many studies (Chandhoke 2007; Hann & Dunn, 1996; 

Howard 2003, 2011; Ziegler 2010) have demonstrated the limitations of the narrow 

universalist point of view that holds the Western concept of civil society applicable only to 

developed capitalist nations. The notion of ‘Western civil society,’ however, should be taken 

critically, for there is no such a generic and universal concept due to the variations and 

multitudes of civil society dynamics in North America and Europe. 

 

I have argued that a productive way in exploration of local civil society is a move away from 

binary views of Western and non-Western societies. From a broader relativist perspective, 

each country has its own type of civil society with cross-national variations. From a 

theoretical standpoint, this study adds to the literature on the middle ground approach that 

applies an adaptive and historical lens to engage and interpret various forms of civil society.  
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In this sense, I have found it useful to apply an integrated approach or a discursive technique 

that expands our framework and helps analyse civil society from a wider perspective. The 

model of civil society as a discourse focuses on local continuities and changes in associational 

life that contribute to the hybrid nature of civil society. Following key works that share this 

approach (Hann & Dunn 2005; Chambers & Kymlicka 2002; Glasius et al. 2004; Lewis 2001; 

Sajoo 2002; Akiner 2002; Roy 2005; Salmenniemi 2010), I have regarded civil society as a 

broad network of civil ties and social relationships, including traditional forms of 

associational life, with its own cultural codes and articulations. The advantage of this middle-

ground framework, according to Lane (2010: 295), is that “it does not privilege one form or 

paradigm of ‘civil society,’ and does not define it in terms of the market and possessive 

individualism.” Civil society appears as not something new to the Central Asian region but as 

a set of existing social relationships transformed and adapted from previous experiences. We 

can see that a variety of hybrid civil society institutions fill the civil sphere in Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan. In their practices, these institutions borrow from the West and add more local 

elements based on traditions from the past and the Soviet experience. This approach appears 

as the most compelling as it accepts social activities, local practices, historical traditions, and 

cultural meanings as markers for civil society that are relatively independent of, or interactive 

with, the state. As Alexander (1998) adds, these activities and institutions are interactive in 

nature, which influence and are influenced by other social spheres, including the state.  

 

The empirical results of this research demonstrate that in its present form, civil society in 

Central Asia remains a fusion of old and new elements which do not fit any particular 

theoretical model. The study of ‘Central Asian civil society’ here is based on experiences of 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan––the biggest, most populous, and economically developed 

societies of the region. The analysis of these particular states helps better understand the 

Central Asian region as a whole. As I noted at the beginning of the thesis, other Central Asian 

states of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan, not included in this study, shared similar 

Soviet experience but possess relatively diverse set of institutions of civil society based on 

past traditions, such as gap, khashar, mahalla, professional unions, and religious 

organisations with various differences in their dynamics.  

 

The continuity of Soviet practices and institutional infrastructure has constituted a central 

issue of this study. It has been noted that it is possible to assert functioning forms of pluralism 

and civil society in the Soviet Union. It is clear that theoretically, a purely Orwellian 

totalitarian society has no space for civil society but practically state socialism did not 
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espouse complete control over the spheres of social life. It allowed spaces for non-political 

activities such as interest-based and cultural groupings, professional and recreational 

associations, sports, women’s unions and the like. I have used a combination of existing 

resources, interviews and case studies to show that the Soviet civil sphere was filled with 

formal and informal networks, and social institutions. Such qualities as the voluntary nature 

of participation with a certain level of autonomy contributed to social cohesion and the 

development of civic skills and moral values.  

 

This study has explored two ways of studying the Soviet footprint––institutional continuity 

and revival that affect contemporary Central Asian societies. Some organisations demonstrate 

enduring Soviet practices––there is still little difference between them and their socialist 

counterparts. Others laid the foundation for the development and even revival of Soviet-era 

institutions such as courtyard clubs. Trade unions, professional associations and ethno-

cultural centres are examples of institutions developed in the socialist period which inherited 

Soviet-era property and certain practices. Although modern-day trade unions no longer enjoy 

their influential social position in society, as they did as mass public organisations in Soviet 

times, they are still responsible for providing social and welfare benefits for workers. The 

social partnership model, encompassing the relationship between the state, enterprise, and the 

union, is still nascent due to the lack of experience in defending workers’ rights and obstacles 

caused by existing levels of corruption and powerful state mechanisms. Nevertheless, despite 

their inferior and subordinate status to the state, trade unions continue to play a 

complementary role in social provision. Creative unions and professional associations are 

essential in providing affiliations, which allow their members to have access to resources and 

information. They also create and extend their professional links. The image and position of 

trade unions and professional associations as prestigious associations in Soviet times have 

gradually faded away in the post-socialist period. They are reliant now on limited financial 

support from the state and private subscriptions.  

 

The Soviet imprint in the case of ethno-cultural centres refers to the small changes in their 

position as state-embedded institutions. Composed of various ethnic groups, the Soviet Union 

implemented the ideological campaign of the friendship of the people via a network of ethno-

cultural, educational, and youth organisations. The accumulated Soviet experience of 

intercultural communication was used in the post-independence period when Kazakh and 

Uzbek societies were constructing their national identities. The Soviet model of the friendship 

of the people came in hand in the development of the multi-ethnic Central Asian societies 
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composed of diaspora groups. Ethno-cultural organisations represent their own cultures and at 

the same time add their voices in promoting the historical richness of the indigenous culture 

(Kazakh and Uzbek, respectively), the official language, cultural diversity, and friendship of 

the people in the framework of one nation. Notably, in Uzbekistan, the mahalla––where 

residents can represent different ethnic minorities––is also used as a symbol and model of 

peaceful co-existence of various diasporas and ethnic traditions. To implement ethnic policy, 

these institutions follow the direction imposed by state institutions. In Kazakhstan, more 

ethnically heterogeneous than Uzbekistan, the state Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan 

shapes the development of the ethnic policy and controls its execution. What unites ethno-

cultural centres with their previous Soviet counterparts is their voluntary and self-organised 

character coupled with the subordination to the state
244

 and the provision of the same ‘soft 

power’ mechanisms that bridge the gap between ethnicities.  

 

However, one should not assume that the Soviet footprint in social organisations implies state 

embeddedness by default. Courtyards clubs are a case of transformed Soviet continuity––in 

the USSR, they were mainly state-organised institutions to popularise active youth 

development and a healthy lifestyle. Their closest Soviet counterparts such as Dinamo sports 

clubs, dom kultury, and dom pionerov provided sports, educational, and cultural activities. 

The striking difference with Soviet times is that this revival was mostly instigated not on the 

state- but grassroots level. This is the reason it has taken almost a decade since the 

disintegration of the Soviet Union for a slow return of courtyard clubs in urban areas of 

Kazakhstan. In addition, the range of club activities is mostly a blend of educational, sports, 

and cultural pursuits with a focus on local interests. The voluntary nature, altruistic motives, 

and a personal call to advance public life and improve local community are the building 

bricks of courtyard clubs. This raises certain questions, particularly, whether it was a return to 

old practices caused by affection for the past and nostalgia for the Soviet-era institutions or 

merely a new business opportunity? By using case studies, I have illustrated that modern 

courtyard clubs have borrowed the Soviet framework to construct and re-create forgotten 

practices, which can alter the existing ‘courtyard culture’ and create points of common 

interests. It is also not surprising that running a club could be a part of a professional business 

as one of the case studies demonstrates. Unlike the Soviet-era courtyards, the strength of 

social ties between neighbours and members of the local community is now much lower. 

There are fewer activities and points of mutual concern in present-day courtyards that reflect 

looser social ties in the community. In this sense, the revival of courtyard clubs creates a 
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common space for social interaction in a community living behind metallic doors literally and 

figuratively––the situation of Durkheimian ‘anomie’ and Putnam’s ‘bowling alone.’ As I 

argue, the repeated social interaction between community members can reinforce social ties. 

The usefulness of the Soviet footprint in the form of a courtyard club makes the latter a focal 

point in the community, which consolidates parents and residents around club activities and 

problems, and stimulates social mobilisation and cohesion. These are one of the essential 

social practices that are slowly reviving in Kazakhstani micro-level communities and 

courtyards in large urban settings. On the contrary, such consolidating social practices have 

long been a part of quotidian activities in Uzbek mahalla communities both in urban and rural 

settings. Since mahallas are practically found everywhere in Uzbekistan but courtyard clubs 

are only scattered around in urban places in Kazakhstan, we can draw parallels between these 

institutions to exemplify the loci of social activity where points of mutual concern are created 

and new cultural practices and spaces are tested and get developed––taken together, these 

points reinforce ethical responsibility and social cohesion. 

 

I have contended that the introduction of new elements in the post-socialist transformation is 

marked with the fusion, reconfiguration and adaptation of existing institutions and social 

practices. Post-socialist hybrid societies express the co-existence of modern, Soviet-type, and 

traditional social institutions, and it cannot be overlooked how traditional institutions also 

provide essential functions for social capital development. 

 

Among long-established social institutions present in contemporary Central Asia, I have 

examined religious organisations, the mahalla, and gap. Religious organisations were 

suppressed during most of the Soviet period yet were never totally absent in social life. It has 

been noted that traditional forms of social practices, which are still in use today, make the 

Central Asian notion of civil society distinctive. Uzbekistan makes evident the case for the 

existence of traditional social institutions of the mahalla and gap. Initially formed by 

sedentary groups as residential networks bound by territorial, professional, and informal 

social links, mahallas are authentic examples of the home-grown civil society institution in 

Central Asia. These neighbourhood communities are prevalent in communal life in both rural 

and urban settings even if the latter feature high-rise apartment neighbourhoods.  

 

The mahalla illustrates a fascinating case for the preserved tradition of communitarianism. It 

features elements of traditional ways of communal life and activities of self-organisation such 

as practices of joint communal celebrations of life-cycle events (toi), watchdogs for social 
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order, mutual support (khashar), support with private concerns of residents, and information 

sharing in the community. The reason for the longevity of this archaic institution is that it is a 

social organisation which continues to serve the interests of internal and external social actors 

including the state. The post-socialist state’s co-optation and institutionalisation of the 

mahalla made it an extension of official administrative control and an official unit of local 

governance on the one hand, and on the other an informal autonomous community-driven 

institution governed by established traditional cultural codes and social norms. The evidence 

from this study suggests that the present-day mahalla is a hybrid social institution, 

functioning as a state organisation and at the same time as a community-driven 

neighbourhood institution, which provides social spaces like bazaar, mosque, chaikhona for 

various forms of informal and reciprocal relations and civic engagement. These are some of 

the ways that the mahalla serves as a social organisation. I have distinguished between the 

formal mahalla managed by a chairperson of the state-funded mahalla committee, and the 

informal mahalla driven by established social norms and linked with the institution of 

aksakals and traditional cultural values with religious overtones.   

 

The mahalla appears as the only marker of Central Asian civil society officially recognised as 

a vanguard indigenous social institution and a symbol for nation-building and democratisation 

of Uzbekistan. The official institutionalisation of the mahalla has granted it a number of state 

duties to regulate social life within a community, maintain social and moral order, and 

promote national and traditional values. It was also shown that the informal mahalla provides 

a number of social welfare functions and some of its activities are self-organised. Traditions 

of mutual help (khashar), plov events, joint celebrations, and groupings of gap are elements 

of daily life in the mahalla, and instruments of social support which help smooth social and 

life problems and strengthen informal social networks.  For residents, daily life in the mahalla 

is more than social relationships with their neighbours. To live in a mahalla is, therefore, to 

be a member of a community where people know each other better and follow unwritten rules 

of social behaviour and neighbourhood etiquette. This is especially evident for traditional 

types of mahallas located mainly in old-established neighbourhoods. Here, we can see some 

parallels with Soviet-era courtyards in Kazakhstan, where residents associated themselves 

with their courtyards in the sense of belonging; they were concerned with the lives of their 

neighbours and engaged in a similar form of a neighbourhood micro-culture.  

 

I also have explored the social phenomenon of gap as a civil society institution itself and a 

manifestation of collectivism and mutual support. It has a long history reaching back to 
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traditional societies of Central Asia. This makes it one of the most indigenous forms of 

voluntary and reciprocal associations. Its activities are still organised separately for men and 

women according to ancient tradition, and mixed gender meetings are less popular. I have 

looked beyond the use of gap as a tradition or a social pastime activity connecting people. 

The research uncovers evidence of important practical implications of gap groupings. 

Although gaps are closed social groups, which makes them related to fraternities, this 

closeness appears as a necessity for the development of loyalty and trustworthiness among its 

members. A high level of trust is essential when participants engage in building what Ashraf 

(2014) calls ‘relationship capital’ by investing their time and finances into this institution. 

Gap provides a personal safety net in the form of a joint mutual fund shared between gap 

members, which is central to gap activities. People engage in gap to generate quick cash for 

obtaining durable goods, opening individual businesses, or organising family celebrations in 

the mahalla. This appears to be an effective mechanism to save time and avoid interest 

payments to banks. Most importantly, generating finances through gap appears as a ‘package 

deal’––individuals not only build personal financial capital but also develop their own social 

capital. The participation of individuals bound by various social ties and even representing 

different social hierarchies in gap facilitates building social ties on various levels. 

 

The gap is also an illustrative case for the synergy and fusion between the modern and the 

traditional. The system of group savings is an adopted modern practice known in Soviet times 

as rotating savings and credit associations. The other two––informal get-togethers of women, 

favoured in the south of Kazakhstan, and supplementary gaps groups organised via online 

social networks––are altered and modified forms of traditional gaps that deliver specific 

functions ranging from recreational activities, information sharing, and running support 

groups for married women. Online gap groupings are the result of technological 

advancements, which help sustain real-life gap networks and maintain group identity and 

cohesion. These instances exemplify the flexibility and adaptability of gaps to modern 

realities. 

 

Religion is also part of daily life and penetrates social institutions. As I have argued, the 

mosque and the church are places for religious congregation but, at the same time, they are 

public spaces filled with social and cultural practices. As my findings illustrate, the place of 

religious organisations within the local community is defined by the differences in religious 

denominations. The mahalla mosque, historically the centre of the mahalla life, is one of the 

key elements of the local mahalla community. However, to be a member of the mahalla 
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community does not require making visits to the mosque. The same principle relates to the 

church in a local neighbourhood. For frequent visitors, apart from religious motives, the 

mosque and the church are also additional spaces for socialisation because these spaces are 

anchors and symbols of belonging and sharing a common group identity. With regard to the 

Jewish community, the synagogue is integral to the communal milieu––one cannot be part of 

the Jewish community without being a member of the synagogue where socialisation is the 

core activity. The civic face of religious institutions is seen through their decision-making, 

consultative, and recreational roles. Their public duty is often being the first to comment on 

the social and moral outlook of the society. Faith-based institutions influence social life by 

shaping social integration, cohesion, or in some cases even causing social division (Herbert 

2003). At the same time, religious organisations can exhibit functions of being state-

sponsored public institutions.  

 

An important theme running through this thesis is the role of the state in civil society. I 

contend that the most important thing we can learn about Central Asian civil society is its 

connexion to the state. The development of civil society in a transition towards a democratic 

political system relates to the ‘reverse third wave’ of democracy (Huntington 1991) meaning 

the authoritarian regime affecting democracy implementation. There are large degrees of the 

authoritarian regime variations among Central Asian states with Kazakhstan’s soft 

authoritarianism and Uzbekistan’s repressive dictatorship. Both countries have a record of 

aggressive responses to civil protests making it difficult for many NGOs to survive. 

Religious, ethno-cultural, and trade union institutions of civil society are also considered 

potentially risky and more political, which explains the state’s involvement in coordinating 

these institutions. Religious organisations are recognised and controlled by the state as 

political actors. Unlike Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan has a more profound Muslim religious 

identity. Such sensitivity is dictated by Uzbekistan’s proximity to violent regions to the south, 

related risks of the destabilising force of Hizb ut-Tahrir and Islamism, the unfortunate 

experience of occurred violence, as well as concerns over the revival of Sufism and the 

Islamic awareness. Kazakhstan, however, has avoided serious religious riots and tensions, yet 

its relative remoteness from risk zones is not a secure shield what makes religious institutions 

remain in the focus. Trade unions are loyal institutions towards the state; and ethno-cultural 

organisations and the formal mahalla are used by the state as one of the constructors of 

national identities, while the mahalla is also promoted as a vanguard civil society institution.  
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Among its neighbours, this Central Asian political arrangement is mostly close to the Chinese 

model of governance that allows certain spaces of communication and limited expression, but 

the agenda setting is the prerogative of the elites (Ziegler 2015: 10). As it turns out, the public 

state discourse of both Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan is replenished by goals and lauding 

statements for the democratic development, healthy market economy and civil society. But in 

practice, Uzbekistan employs a paternalistic position with the involvement of the state into 

society framing it as a shield against social evils and external risks. The rationale of 

Kazakhstan’s governance, however, is not coercion but a result of its managerial ethos that 

prescribes incentives to actors and institutions to keep the system stable (Schatz 2009; 

Rustemova 2011: 32; Bissenova 2012). In both countries, the state is a part of the institutional 

synergy in the civil sphere. The state is the provider of legislative support for civil society. 

The research findings point out that social groups and institutions can be embedded in the 

state and be also relatively autonomous. This is the key feature of the Central Asian notion of 

civil society. The notion of autonomy of civic groups should not be taken as the ultimate 

destination since absolute autonomy is not possible even in capitalist liberal societies. Among 

the studied organisations, only the informal mahalla, gap networks, private religious 

groupings, and cross-sector cultural and business activities of ethno-cultural organisations 

enjoy a certain autonomy due to their non-political and informal nature and small size. 

Courtyard clubs, being grassroots and self-organised organisations, have begun receiving state 

recognition that might improve their financial sustainability in the future. In other words, the 

state can extend help rather than impede civil society interactions. 

 

As we can see, the border between the state and civil society activities in Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan remains a notional one. Although there is less state supremacy over civil society 

institutions in Kazakhstan than in Uzbekistan, both cases illustrate various degrees of control, 

co-optation, and subordination mechanisms that will probably remain the same in the nearest 

future. It is still early to predict what the change of leadership in post-Karimov Uzbekistan 

might bring to the civil society development. As Held (2006: 274), writing on Western 

societies, has put it, civil society cannot be separate from the state. Government institutions 

“must be viewed as necessary devices for, among other things, enacting legislation, enforcing 

rights and obligations, promulgating new policies and containing inevitable conflicts between 

particular interests.” 
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One matter that also merits our attention is that the civic culture in modern Central Asia, like 

in other post-socialist states, is still characterised by the dominating authoritarian mentality 

(Gleason 1997; Golenkova 1999; Akiner 2002; Crotty 2009; Bissenova 2012). This implies 

that in these societies the state is regarded as a major welfare provider (Toepler & Salamon 

2003). Obviously, the process of transformation––economic, political, social, and mental in 

the attitudes towards democratic realities––needed to take sufficient time for old patterns to 

fade away. The difficulties in establishing the capitalist system of relations and novel political 

structures during the first years of post-socialism framed the unique nature of new societies. 

Accordingly, it is useful to consider post-socialist societies as hybrid, combining elements of 

a new participatory culture with the old traditional authoritarian mentality, as well as societies 

with market elements and polyarchic structures (Lane 2010).  

 This research explained how the established variety of social networks and institutions 

constitute a complex set of social relationships. Drawing on urban-based studies from the two 

countries, the current findings add to a growing body of literature on post-Soviet studies, 

political and cultural anthropology, and phenomenology. This study, however, did not cover 

other civil society actors such as the media, industrial trade unions, philanthropy and 

advocacy groups. Further research might shed more light on the intricacies within and 

between these institutions. In addition, informal institutions such as bazaars, religious 

groupings, clan-based, kinship and blat networks are additional avenues for exploration at the 

present time when the long-term incumbent leadership in Central Asia has begun to change, 

and more questions can be raised on social trust, solidarity and mobilisation. Social networks 

studied here can also be examined from an urban-rural level of analysis, for example, in 

exploring zemlyachestva, communities of natives of one locality in another country. The same 

theoretical frameworks used here can be applied to other Central Asian and post-socialist 

republics. 

 

Returning to the questions posed at the beginning of this study, this thesis has extended the 

notion of civil society to include other types of social organisations that inform civil society. 

However, in contextualising the Central Asian notion of civil society, it is important not to 

dismiss it and treat as a non-Western notion. We cannot discard the whole Western tradition–

philosophical and political discourses that conceptualise civil society just because one 

prescriptive variant of it––the liberal model of building civil society––is, as we can see, a 

problematic idea. The history of the overarching notions of traditional and the modern is 

much more appealing than the separation between these entities. It is the outcome of the 
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confluence of these different ideas, which is central to the dynamics of associational life in 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. These dynamics are underpinned by many influences. One of 

them is tradition but under its surface one can find that they have adapted, changed and 

transformed by themselves. Another is modern, which implies the ever-changing nature of 

ideas.  

 

There is no one-sided approach to perceive associational life in Central Asia. Accordingly, it 

is correct to denote that this work, in fact, dealt with Central Asian civil societies. My 

intention to analyse ‘Central Asian civil society’ was to emphasise the pre-Soviet and Soviet 

backgrounds, post-independence challenges, and, most importantly, common social and 

cultural values and traditions, which contribute to a better understanding of domestic 

associational life. The roots and routes of civil society are inextricably intertwined. The 

synergy––the interaction between these entities and how they are constantly trying to shape 

each other––classifies the civil sphere in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Despite optimistic or 

pessimistic opinions about the legacy of the Soviet past and the ability of Central Asian 

societies to cope with it and progress as new democracies, the establishment of the public 

sphere and legal improvements should be seen as a substantial base for the growth of civil 

society and its further institutionalisation even if its contours are still a debatable topic. What 

remains a primary issue is the search for shared values between the state and society, a 

functioning economic system, and the enhancement of civic participation as a means for 

effective consolidation and a further contribution of people into the civil sphere. 
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