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ABSTRACT
Despite the extensive literature on the nexus between civil society
and democratization in non-democratic regimes, most existing
scholarship focuses on politically oriented and claim-making civil
society organizations. While these accounts provide useful insights,
they appear to rely on Western-centric understandings of civil
society. Undoubtedly, little space exists in non-democratic regimes
within which civil society organizations may engage in overt
political activism due to governmental restrictions. Notwithstanding
these restrictions, there are politically less threatening social arenas,
where it is possible to identify informally organized civil society
initiatives with the potential to rede� ne and in� uence long-term
state–society relations. This article argues that what we might think
of as civil society initiatives in non-democratic regimes cannot be
satisfactorily understood through the lens of Western-centric
understandings of civil society. Instead, we should focus on
informal civil society initiatives. These processes will be illustrated
through the case study of mahalla institutions in Uzbekistan.
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Introduction

A prevailing assumption is that civil society organizations are pivotal to bringing about
democratic transformations in non-democratic regimes (Putnam1993). Such global dis-
courses gained momentum following the collapse of the communist regimes, which
paved the way for Western democratization strategies in di� erent parts of the world (Hun-
tington 1993). The collapse was proclaimed by the Western world as a victory for freedom, a
� nal triumph of democracy over communism, and proof of the superiority of capitalism
over socialism. These developments led to the emergence of numerous civil society organ-
izations in transition societies primarily focused on rights-based agendas and promoting
Western liberal values (Brinkerho� and Brinkerho� 2011; Powell and Bromley2020).

However, an analysis of global political developments over the last three decades indi-
cates that the number of non-democratic regimes has increased signi� cantly, a global
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trend in what Lührmann and Lindberg (2019) referred as the‘third wave of autocratiza-
tion’. These developments led to extensive discussions in academic and policy circles
regarding why Western-backed civil society initiatives largely failed to bring about demo-
cratic transformations in non-democratic regimes (Lewis2014; Lorch and Bunk2017). One
of the dominant explanations is that non-democratic regimes have devised e� ective
regulatory restrictions and coercive strategies that prevent advocacy and claims-
making non-governmental organizations (NGOs) from developing into genuine democra-
tization forces (Christensen and Weinstein2013; Carothers2016). Thus, today increasing
numbers of autocratic regimes are introducing legal and administrative restrictions to
undermine Western-backed democracy and human rights promotion initiatives, often
demonizing and harassing international donors and their local partners (Carothers
2016). These tendencies are particularly visible in the post-Soviet countries, where auto-
cratic regimes introduced numerous legal interventions to severely restrict the work of
NGOs receiving foreign funding (Oleinikova2017).

Despite the extensive literature on the nexus between civil society and democratiza-
tion in autocratic regimes, most existing scholarship focuses on politically oriented
and/or claim-making civil society organizations. This tendency is not surprising given
the fact that most scholarly accounts of the civil society continue to rely on Western-
centric understandings of civil society which are closely associated with the values of
eighteenth-century Western Europe‘modernity’. Based on this Western-centric perspec-
tive, civil society is understood as a society of politically active citizens with the right to
vote, to serve in the public o� ce and to participate in public a� airs through exercising
their human rights and expressing their critical voice (Keane1988). It also implies that
such citizen participation is voluntary and not tied to state, family and community
bonds (Gellner1995). Accordingly, civil society is frequently de�ned as the realm of auton-
omous voluntary organizations consisting of non-governmental and voluntary organiz-
ations that are private, non-pro� t and self-governing (Babajanian et al.2005). Civil
society promotion came to be viewed as an empowerment of dissident opposition
groups which mobilized citizens vis-à-vis non-democratic regimes. The onset of a large-
scale Western-driven civil society projects in the post-socialist period were grounded
on these beliefs.

While the abovementioned accounts provided useful insight, they appear to rely on
conventional Western-centric de�nitions of civil society, which do not recognize more tra-
ditional and indigenous forms of civil society. This argument was visible in the works of
the scholars who advanced the alternative conceptions of civil society (Sajoo2002;
Hana� 2009) and criticized that the Western-backed civil society initiatives largely
re� ect the neo-imperialist agenda, a form of Western hegemony. Under this new concep-
tualization, the civil society was seen as a communal concept which was less concerned
with the citizen versus state relations but focused more on the relations within society
based on family ties, good neighbourliness, trust and community solidarity. This
implies that patterns of civil society could be better gleaned by observing social relations
within families and kinship networks, communities, friendship ties and solidarity groups
and movements. Based on these considerations, the advocates of the communal
concept of civil society argued for the necessity to resituate the focus from formal struc-
tures and organization towards informally organized and spontaneous civil society
initiatives.

2 R. URINBOYEV AND S. ERALIEV



These global academic debates have also been con� rmed in the study of civil society
and democratization in Central Asia. While the study of civil society in many non-Western
contexts started in the mid-1980s, Central Asia was one of the last regions which wit-
nessed a growing interest in academic research and writing on civil society in the late
1990s (Babajanian et al.2005). The existing studies of civil society in Central Asia
mainly focus on (1) the Western democratization e� orts and authoritarian resilience
(Ziegler 2016; Ho� mann 2010); (2) the state–civil society relations and co-optation
under the conditions of authoritarian governance (Ru� n and Waugh1999; Knox and Yes-
simova2015); (3) the nexus between civil society and political stability (Ziegler2010; Urin-
boyev 2011); urban activism and civil society (Isabaeva2013; Sarkeyeva2008); and (4)
potential and limitations of civil society (Buxton2009; Bayalieva-Jailobaeva2014).

Despite the existence of extensive literature on civil society in Central Asia, one idea
common to the bulk of existing studies is that they largely focus on politically oriented
and/or claim-making civil society organizations. With the exception of few studies that
have examined civil society as a communal concept deeply anchored in Central Asia’s
Islamic administrative legacy and centuries long traditions of community self-governance
and mutual aid (Akiner2002; Roy2002; Earle2005; Dadabaev2013; Urinboyev2014; Peyr-
ouse and Nasritdinov2021), not much has been said about the informally organized and
spontaneous forms of civil society in the region. Addressing this question is particularly
important given the fact that Central Asian states have non-democratic regimes which
leave little room for the fully � edged operation of politically oriented and claim-making
civil society organizations. As a result, the mere emphasis on Western-style civil society
forms run the risk of overlooking the local context and microlevel political operations
in the nondemocratic context of Central Asia. Undoubtedly, little space exists in non-
democratic regimes within which civil society organizations may engage in overt political
activism due to government restrictions. Notwithstanding these restrictions, there are
other, politically less threatening social arenas, where it is possible to identify informally
organized and spontaneous civil society initiatives with the potential to rede� ne and
in� uence long-term state–society relations. Thus, there may be reasons to move away
from Western-centric approaches, resituating the focus on the grassroots level, informally
organized and spontaneous civil society initiatives, and their interaction with the dom-
estic political environment. Such an approach may provide more nuanced accounts on
diverse dynamics within state–society relations in nondemocratic regimes.

Such considerations have informed our position in this paper, which aims to under-
stand the role of mahalla institutions (local community-based organizations) as hybrid
institutions in Uzbekistan, a post-Soviet state where the current regime is transitioning
from heavily closed authoritarianism towards softer forms of authoritarianism. Here, we
argue that the mahalla, a community-based institution originating from Central Asia’s
Islamic past and administrative traditions, has now become an institutionalized feature
of Uzbekistan’s public administration system (through legislative codi� cation and execu-
tive incorporation). As hybrid institutions embodying both formal and informal features,
mahallas partly operate on behalf of the state and partly as components of a community-
driven informal welfare structure that provides services ranging from social welfare to
local governance– that is, functions performed by the state and local government insti-
tutions in modern states. It is, therefore, necessary to distinguish between the‘adminis-
trative’ (formal) mahalla and the ‘social’ (informal) mahalla: the former refers to the
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mahalla’s role as a state institution which acts as a subunit of the local government,
whereas the latter is used to describe community-based practices that enable people
to obtain access to public goods, services, and social protection while bypassing the
state. By making a distinction between the formal and informal mahalla, we provide an
illustration of the processes and dynamics of the mahalla system and how it evolved to
respond to the changing political regime in the post-Soviet period, acting as an informal
welfare structure given the failure of the government to secure the basic needs of its citi-
zens. Accordingly, what we might think of as‘civil society’ in Uzbekistan cannot be satis-
factorily understood through the lens of Western-centric understandings of civil society.
Instead, reckoning with the literature on alternative conceptions of civil society, we argue
for the need to focus on informally organized and spontaneous forms of civil society prac-
tices, a process which can be rei� ed through the analysis of everyday life, informal welfare
practices, and ordinary people’s daily rumours, gossip, and discourse at the mahalla level.
By reconceptualizing these processes as‘micro-level political operations’, we aim to show
that they are not merely mundane practices, but, more importantly, they must be viewed
as covert political strategies that reshape everyday social order and state–society
relations.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. In the next section we provide a
brief overview of Uzbekistan’s sociopolitical context to help the reader understand the
dynamics of state–society relations in the country. Next, we present our theoretical frame-
work, which draws from the legal pluralism perspective, Migdal’s ‘state-in-society’
approach, and the‘co-evolution’ framework. Following the theoretical underpinnings,
we discuss the methodological considerations and describe our ethnographic
� eldwork, conducted in Uzbekistan between April 2009 and June 2021. Then we
present the results of our ethnographic study, in which we illustrate the transformation
of the mahalla into a hybrid institution during the post-Soviet period. Finally, the last
section outlines the implications of the ethnographic material for civil society and demo-
cratization debates, highlighting our most important� ndings.

The sociopolitical context of Uzbekistan

After gaining independence in 1991, Uzbekistan, along with other post-Soviet states,
committed itself to the principles of the rule of law and a market economy in its develop-
ment. Simultaneously, Islam Karimov, Uzbekistan’s � rst president, who ruled the country
for a quarter century with an iron� st, demanded that the transition to a market economy
proceed gradually and step by step rather than through the shock therapy approach.
While this gradualist approach to market reform allowed Uzbekistan to bypass a steep
rise in unemployment and social unrest (Ruziev et al.2007), it proved counterproductive
in the longer term, leading to ine� cient resource allocation and widespread corruption.
These processes eventually led to a high unemployment rate and further impoverishment
of large segments of the population in the 2000s.

Rather than providing social protection and income-earning opportunities, the Uzbek
authorities gradually intensi�ed state surveillance and cracked down on dissent, human
rights activists and Western-style civil society initiatives. The state’s interference in all
sectors of society and the bureaucratic rapacity of corrupt o� cials further stagnated
the economy. Citizens reacted to these changes by devising informal and extra-legal
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coping strategies that undermined the legitimacy of the state and its laws in local arenas.
As Rasanayagam (2011a) describes, in the Soviet Union a clear vision of the citizen and the
state was expressed in the o�cial discourse and enacted in social and material provisions.
However, in contemporary Uzbekistan, the state in this sense is‘absent’, since it failed to
secure the basic needs of its citizens. Consequently, the retrenchment of the welfare
system forced the population to increasingly rely on local neighbourhood communities,
immediate families, and wider kin ties to meet their livelihood needs.

In 2016, Shavkat Mirziyoyev, the new president of Uzbekistan, launched an ambitious
reform programme under the broad notion that‘the state should serve its citizens, not
vice versa’ (Gazeta.uz2016). However, Mirziyoyev’s reform initiatives were mainly
limited to economic policies, while many features and the legacy of the Karimov-era pol-
itical and administrative system remain intact. Social inequality further increased in the
post-Karimov period, with wealth increasing among kleptocratic elites and business
actors well connected to high-level state o�cials, while poverty and social inequality
grew among the population in general, particularly in rural areas (Lasslett2020). As a
result, these changes further undermined the image and legitimacy of the state and its
reform agenda.

These developments led to a disjuncture between the state and society. Living stan-
dards among the Uzbek people have fallen dramatically, and the number of people claim-
ing social welfare bene�ts has increased accordingly (Papa et al.2020). Since the Uzbek
authorities failed to provide economic security to its citizens, mahallas have assumed
most of the practical functions governing daily life, functions performed by local govern-
ment institutions in modern states. Accordingly, the mahalla, a citizens’ self-governance
institution stemming from Central Asia’s Islamic administrative legacy and traditions,
has become a key welfare and service provision structure in people’s everyday lives.

The mahalla in Uzbekistan

Today, the term‘mahalla’ is commonly used in Uzbekistan to describe the (local) residen-
tial neighbourhood uniting residents through common traditions, language, customs,
moral values and the reciprocal exchange of money, material goods and services. Most
Uzbeks identify themselves through their mahalla. For example, if a native is asked
where s/he lives, the answer will be‘I live in mahalla X’ (Noori 2006). In contemporary
Uzbekistan, there are more than 9500 mahallas. On average, a mahalla may include
from 500 to 10,000 households (Seitz et al.2020). The Ministry for Support of the
Mahalla and Family coordinates the activities of all mahallas throughout Uzbekistan.
Sievers (2002, 96) di� erentiates between rural and urban types of mahallas. Rural mahallas
constitute former state and collective farms. Urban mahallas, however, can be divided into
apartment mahallas (modern apartment complexes), contemporary mahallas (blocks of
rather large family houses) and traditional mahallas (blocks of densely structured pre-
Soviet single-family houses). Despite their remarkable diversity in terms of space, popu-
lation and activity, mahallas adhere to a core set of understandings and practices such
as paternalism, continuity, the power of moral example, respect for elders and an orien-
tation toward family values (95).

Despite an extensive literature, there is one common dilemma for scholars studying
mahallas. This dilemma, as Sievers (2002, 103–104) notes, can be explained by the fact
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