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Chapter 3. Migration, transnationalism,  
and social Change in Central asia:  

Everyday transnational Lives of uzbek Migrants in russia

rustamjon urinboyev, Lund University

Transnational migration has been on social scien-
tists’ agenda for nearly three decades.1 The initial 
approach that confined the study of migration to the 
territory of a single nation-state2 seems to have lost 
its relevance and been sidelined in favor of an ev-
er-growing literature on migrant transnationalism. 
While acknowledging the similarities to long-stand-
ing forms by which migrants have maintained their 
connections to their homelands, current studies ar-
gue that today’s linkages are different from earlier 
forms due to rapid developments in information and 
communication technologies (ICT) that enable mi-
grants to be “simultaneously situated” both in their 
host country and in their society of origin.3 The con-
cept of migrant transnationalism rests on the idea 

that migrants live their lives between two (or more) 
nation-states, remaining part of the fabric of every-
day life and social relations in their home country 
while becoming part of the socio-economic process-
es in their receiving country, thereby making home 
and host societies a single arena for social action.4 
These transnational linkages are multi-stranded 
(economic, social, cultural, political, institutional, 
and emotional) and entwined in the lived experi-
ences of migrants and the families and communities 
they leave behind.5

A review of the international migration litera-
ture indicates that transnational migration research 
has gone well beyond its initial economic framing, 
in which migrant transnationalism was seen main-
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ly as a border-spanning economic practice.6 Critical 
views, often from anthropology and cultural studies, 
have suggested that in addition to economic per-
spectives, migrant transnationalism may also reflect 
cultural values and affective bonds that sustain trans-
national activities and networks.7 Geographers have 
argued for the necessity of considering the “varied 
geographies of transnationalism,” illustrating the way 
transnationalism as a global process is locally em-
bedded and how it varies from place to place or even 
from one ethnic group to another.8 Another account 
gleaned from scholarly works calls for the ground-
ed study of transnationalism (transnationalism from 
below), suggesting that an analytical focus on the 
everyday circumstances of transnationalism at the 
level of individuals and families does not preclude us 
from exploring the impact of macro structures and 
forces; indeed, it is through the analysis of embodied 
experiences that we can understand state power and 
policies.9

While recognizing the importance of the trans-
nationalism paradigm, a number of recent works 
have suggested that translocalism may be more a 
relevant concept. Based on Appadurai’s framework,10 
studies have emphasized the primacy of place/locality 

as the context for cross-border activities, arguing that 
the substantive links between transnationals are not 
actually nation-to-nation but local-to-local (e.g. vil-
lage-to-village, village-to-city, or city-to-city).11 This 
rests on the assumption that migrants do not neces-
sarily depart from a place of origin and permanent-
ly settle in a receiving country. Rather, they remain 
situated in one “translocal social field” that emerges 
through daily cross-border exchanges between mi-
grants, former migrants, and migrants’ families and 
communities at home. Hence, “the formation of mi-
grant selfhood is usually more closely related to local-
ities within nations than to nation-states.”12

As shown above, there is extensive literature on 
transnational practices, communities, and identities. 
However, much of the literature on transnation-
al migration is based on case studies of immigrant 
communities living in Western democracies (e.g. 
the United States, Canada, Western Europe, and 
Australia), whereas comparatively little has been said 
about the transnational practices of Central Asian 
migrants in Russia, despite the fact that Russia re-
ceives the third-largest number of migrants in the 
world (behind the US and Germany) and the Central 
Asian republics are some of the most remittance-de-



Chapter 3. Migration, Transnationalism, and Social Change in Central Asia

29

13 Dunn, “Embodied Transnationalism.”
14 Touraj Atabaki and Sanjyot Mehendale, Central Asia and the Caucasus: Transnationalism and Diaspora (London: Routledge, 2004); Marlene 

Laruelle, “Central Asian Labor Migrants in Russia: The ‘Diasporization’ of the Central Asian States?” The China and Eurasia Forum Quarterly 
5 (2007): 101-119; Vanessa Ruget and Burul Usmanalieva, “Social and Political Transnationalism Among Central Asian Migrants and Return 
Migrants,” Problems of Post-Communism 58, no. 6 (2011): 48-60, https://doi.org/10.2753/PPC1075-8216580604; Philipp Schröder and Manja 
Stephan-Emmrich, “The Institutionalization of Mobility: Well-Being and Social Hierarchies in Central Asian Translocal Livelihoods,” Mobilities 
(2014): 1-24.

15 Matthias Schmidt and Lira Sagynbekova, “Migration Past and Present: Changing Patterns in Kyrgyzstan,” Central Asian Survey 27, no. 2 (2008): 
111-27, https://doi.org/10.1080/02634930802355030.

16 Gianni Betti and Lars Lundgren, “The Impact of Remittances and Equivalence Scales on Poverty in Tajikistan,” Central Asian Survey 31, no. 4 
(2012): 395-408, https://doi.org/10.1080/02634937.2012.738849.

17 Madeleine Reeves, “Clean Fake: Authenticating Documents and Persons in Migrant Moscow,” American Ethnologist 40, no. 3 (2013): 508-24, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12036.

18 Stevan Weine, Alexandra Golobof, Mahbat Bahromov, Adrianna Kashuba, Tohir Kalandarov, Jonbek Jonbekov, and Sana Loue, “Female Migrant 
Sex Workers in Moscow: Gender and Power Factors and HIV Risk,” Women & Health 53, no. 1 (2013): 56-73, https://doi.org/10.1080/03630242.
2012.739271.

19 Tatiana Nikolaevna Yudina, “Labour Migration into Russia: The Response of State and Society,” Current Sociology 53, no. 4 (2005): 583-606, https://
doi.org/10.1177/0011392105052716.

20 John Round and Irina Kuznetsova, “Necropolitics and the Migrant as a Political Subject of Disgust: The Precarious Everyday of Russia’s Labour 
Migrants,” Critical Sociology (May 2016): 1-18.

21 Marlene Laruelle, Migration and Social Upheaval as the Face of Globalization in Central Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2013).
22 Madeleine Reeves, “Black Work, Green Money: Remittances, Ritual, and Domestic Economies in Southern Kyrgyzstan,” Slavic Review 71, no. 1 

(2012): 108-34, https://doi.org/10.5612/slavicreview.71.1.0108.
23 Vladimir Gel’man, “The Unrule of Law in the Making: The Politics of Informal Institution Building in Russia,” Europe-Asia Studies 56, no. 7 (2004): 

1021-1040; Alena V. Ledeneva, Can Russia Modernise?: Sistema, Power Networks and Informal Governance (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013); Anna-Liisa Heusala and Kaarina Aitamurto, eds., Migrant Workers in Russia: Global Challenges of the Shadow Economy in Societal 
Transformation (London: Routledge, 2016).

pendent economies in the world. Given the socio-po-
litical and cultural differences between Western and 
post-Soviet societies, we cannot assume that the 
methodological tools and theoretical perspectives 
developed in Western contexts are necessarily appli-
cable to Russia, where the repressive socio-political 
environment, the lack of democratic culture, and ar-
bitrary law enforcement leave little room for migrant 
legalization, transnational activism, and collective 
mobilization. Armed with the “varied geographies 
of transnationalism” perspective,13 it is reasonable to 
assume that migrant transnationalism is not the same 
everywhere and may take on different meanings, 
forms, and functions depending on the socio-po-
litical context, the legal environment, the economic 
system, and cultural factors. From this perspective, 
there is a great need for empirically grounded knowl-
edge of migrant transnationalism. 

In spite of a growing body of literature on migra-
tion flows and processes in the post-Soviet context, 
the literature on migrant transnationalism, especially 
with regard to Central Asian migrants in Russia, is 
still limited to a handful of review articles and empir-
ical studies.14 The existing research focuses on “push” 
and “pull” factors influencing migration,15 the eco-
nomic impact of migration and remittances on mi-
grant-sending societies,16 migrant strategies for deal-
ing with law enforcement and informality in the host 

country,17 sexual risks,18 difficult living and working 
conditions,19 xenophobia and discrimination,20 the 
political impact of migration in sending societies,21 
and the effects of migration and remittances on the 
ritual economy, gender-based power relations, tradi-
tions, social norms, status, and hierarchies in sending 
communities.22 Common to this literature is a focus 
on social processes and events that occur in either 
migrant-sending societies or migrant-receiving ones, 
but not both.

Accordingly, there has been little scholarly in-
vestigation of Central Asian migrants’ transnation-
al practices within the Russian migration regime. 
Addressing this research gap is particularly important 
in view of the growing use of everyday technologies 
of transnationalism (smartphones and social media) 
among Central Asian migrants in Russia, which may 
trigger social changes in both migrant-sending and 
-receiving societies. Moreover, the study of Central 
Asian migrants in Russia has important implications 
for the broader literature on migrant transnational-
ism, for a number of reasons.

Firstly, unlike Western-style democracies, where 
the rule of law is embedded into the national culture, 
Russia is characterized by weak rule of law, malfunc-
tioning institutions, large shadow economies, a poor 
human rights record, widespread xenophobia, and 
weak civil society.23 This implies that Central Asian 
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migrants in Russia can hardly engage in collective 
action or transnational activism due to structural 
constraints and widespread anti-migrant sentiment. 
Central Asian migrants do engage in transnational 
practices, but their activities and networks are hid-
den from the public eye and based on a low-profile 
social order,24 the study of which requires the use of 
context-specific methodological tools and analytical 
frameworks.

Secondly, this restrictive socio-political envi-
ronment means that transnational practices, rela-
tions, and identities are produced and maintained 
via smartphones and social media. The role of these 
technologies in everyday transnationalism is well re-
searched within the literature on transnational mi-
gration.25 They play a different role in the Russian 
context, however, providing a virtual platform for 
translocal place-making and the reproduction of 
transnational relations, identities, and communities 
in an undemocratic and xenophobic environment.

Thirdly, as migrants work in the shadow econo-
my and live in a context of weak rule of law, migrants’ 
transnational relations and identities serve as an en-
forcement mechanism for the informal market, reg-
ulating the contractual relations between migrants, 
their home communities, and other actors.26 Thus, 
transnationalism can be interpreted as a form of in-
formal governance and legal order produced through 
cross-border interactions between migrants and the 
families and communities they leave behind. 

The above considerations inform my position in 
this chapter, which is intended to contribute to the 
debates on migrant transnationalism in two distinct 
ways. Empirically, I present the results of extensive 
multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork undertaken in 
Moscow, Russia, and Ferghana region, Uzbekistan. 
My case study looks at Uzbek migrants in Moscow 
and their families and communities in Shabboda vil-
lage in Ferghana. Unlike in Western countries, where 
migrants establish relatively functional transnation-

al communities, there is little in the way of “Uzbek 
transnational community” in Russia due to the re-
strictive legal environment and anti-migrant senti-
ment. Even though Uzbek migrants’ transnational 
activism is hardly visible in public places, I argue that 
rapid improvements in communication technologies 
(e.g. smartphones and social media) have enabled 
Uzbek migrants to stay in touch with their home so-
cieties, as well as create permanent, telephone-based 
translocal communities in Moscow, usually centered 
around migrants who hail from the same mahalla 
or village in Uzbekistan. In other words, Uzbek mi-
grants’ transnational place-making occurs via smart-
phones and on social media. The existence of this 
telephone-based transnational environment helps 
migrants cope with the challenges of musofirchilik 
(being alien) and avoid or maneuver around struc-
tural constraints such as complicated residence regis-
tration and work permit rules, social exclusion, rac-
ism, and the lack of social security.

Through an ethnographic study of Uzbek mi-
grant workers and their families, I demonstrate the 
“everydayness” of material, emotional, social, and 
symbolic networks and exchanges that connect 
Shabboda village to Moscow. More specifically, I 
show how village-level identities, social norms, and 
relations (e.g., reciprocity, trust, obligation, age hier-
archies, gossip, and social sanctions) are reproduced 
and maintained across distance using smartphones 
and social media, and have an identifiable impact on 
the outcomes of many practices in which Uzbek mi-
grants (and other actors) engage in Moscow.

Theoretically, I use the aforementioned 
“thick” ethnography to advance the notion of “tele-
phone-based migrant translocal communities” as a 
subset of the migrant transnationalism/translocal-
ism literature that describes hidden and low-profile 
transnational practices, relations, identities, and net-
works in undemocratic political regimes that emerge 
out of the necessity to cope with the repressive politi-
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cal environment, xenophobia, weak rule of law, a lack 
of social security, and the risks of informal employ-
ment. I also contribute to the debates on migrants’ 
legal transnationalism through an investigation of 
daily transnational interactions between Shabboda 
migrants and the families they leave behind. Like 
all other transnational or translocal communities 
engaged in the production of locality and identity, 
Uzbek/Shabboda migrants based in Moscow main-
tain daily interactions with their village. What is dis-
tinct about this community is that they reproduce 
and rely on their village-level identities, social norms 
and relations (e.g., reciprocity, trust, obligation, age 
hierarchies, gossip, and social sanctions) as a form of 
law and governance when regulating their contractu-
al obligations and relations in the informal market. 

This paper is based on multi-sited ethnograph-
ic fieldwork conducted in Moscow, Russia, and 
Ferghana, Uzbekistan. The fieldwork took place for 
a total of 13 months in the period between January 
2014 and May 2017. The fieldwork sites were chosen 
because Moscow is the city with largest number of 
Uzbek migrants, while Ferghana—due to its popu-
lation density and high unemployment rate—is one 
of the main migrant-sending regions in Uzbekistan. 
During my field research, I strived for spontaneity 
and sudden discoveries and therefore went to field-
work sites “blank”—that is, without any established 
fieldwork strategy or preconceived theoretical frame-
work. I also treated migrants as experts on the mi-
gration situation in Russia, refraining from bringing 
in my own perspective. Due to my own village back-
ground and Uzbek ethnicity, I was well connected to 
the Uzbek migrant worker community in Moscow. 
This enabled me to participate in migrants’ daily lives 
and understand what it was to be a typical migrant 
worker. Informants were asked for their consent to 
participate in the study. Due to the sensitivity of the 
data, I have changed the names and locations of all 
informants and omitted any information that might 
jeopardize the actors concerned.

The rest of the chapter proceeds as follows. The 
next section presents the socio-political and legal 

context of the Russian migrant market, which is in-
structive for understanding the nuances of Russian 
migration governance and the perspective I take 
on migrant transnationalism. The chapter then lays 
out the basic characteristics of the case study group 
(Uzbek migrants) on which my empirical data and 
analysis focus. I go on to present the results of my 
fieldwork. Finally, the chapter draws out the implica-
tions of the ethnographic material for debates on mi-
grant transnationalism and the area studies (post-So-
viet and Central Asian studies) literature, as well as 
highlighting the study’s theoretical and empirical 
contributions. 

the russian Migrant Labor Market

With 11.6 million foreign-born people on its terri-
tory, Russia is the third-largest recipient of migrants 
worldwide, behind the US and Germany.27 The ma-
jority of migrants (approximately 5 million) originate 
from three Central Asian republics—Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan—and generally come to 
Russia under the visa-free regime.28 These flows can 
be explained by Russia’s declining population and in-
creasing demand for cheap foreign labor, on the one 
hand, and poverty and unemployment in Central 
Asia, on the other.29 Moscow, St. Petersburg, and 
Yekaterinburg have the highest concentrations of mi-
grants.30

Despite the existence of a visa-free regime be-
tween Russia and other post-Soviet republics under 
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
agreement, labor migrants are required to obtain res-
idence registration within seven days of arrival and 
proper documentation for employment within thir-
ty days.31 The work permit (patent) is expensive and 
difficult to obtain, especially since legislative changes 
in 2015. Migrants will spend at least 22,000 rubles 
(US$385) on a work permit, as well as a 4,000-ruble 
(US$70) monthly fee. In addition, they must pur-
chase health insurance, provide proof of medical 
tests, and pass a test on Russian language, history, 
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and law. However, many migrants can barely comply 
with these requirements due to their extremely low 
salaries and poor knowledge of Russian language and 
laws.32 Hence, most migrants remain undocumented: 
they lack residential registration, a work permit, or 
both. A large proportion of them work in the con-
struction sector, where there is a high demand for 
cheap labor.

This situation is exacerbated by the Russian legal 
environment, which is notorious for corruption and 
the weak rule of law.33 What this means in practice is 
that even those migrants who possess all the required 
paperwork cannot be sure that they will not experi-
ence legal problems when stopped by Russian police 
officers and migration officials.34 Under these cir-
cumstances, “legal” or “illegal” status becomes con-
tingent on contextual factors, e.g., how, when, and 
where the interaction between migrants and Russian 
state officials take place, as well as on individual fac-
tors, such as migrants’ knowledge of informal rules 
and their ability to adapt to the legal environment 
(their street smarts, ability to find common ground 
(obshchii iazyk) with state officials, bribery skills, and 
connections with street institutions, such as racke-
teers). Hence, it is almost impossible for a migrant to 
be fully formal.35

Due to exorbitant work permit fees and the ar-
bitrariness of the law, many migrants end up work-
ing in the shadow economy, where they can survive 

with limited language skills and documents. This 
trend seems to be confirmed by the Russian Federal 
Migration Service’s (FMS)36 2015 statistics showing 
that nearly 3 million foreign nationals in Russia had 
violated the legal terms of their stay.37 Russian mi-
gration experts estimate that the number of undoc-
umented migrants could be around 5 million, nearly 
twice the figure reported in official statistics.38 One 
indication of the size of the shadow economy is the 
lengths to which the Russian authorities go to limit 
the phenomenon through draconian laws and bor-
der control infrastructure, including widening the 
grounds for issuing re-entry bans to migrants who 
have violated laws during previous stays in Russia.39 
Such bans are applied even for minor infractions. 
As Kubal notes, 1.8 million foreigners were banned 
from re-entering Russia between 2013 and 2016; the 
majority of these foreigners are citizens of the three 
Central Asian republics.40

However, there is no evidence that these mea-
sures have produced the desired effect. This can be 
explained by dysfunctional institutions and the lack 
of a rule of law,41 which create a space for various in-
formal strategies and allow migrants to maneuver 
around the restrictive legal system. This implies that 
the more restrictive the immigration laws are, the 
higher will be the value of bribes that migrants give 
Russian police officers, migration officials, and bor-
der guards in order to continue working in Russia.42 
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Moreover, the risk of not re-entering Russia prompts 
many migrants to limit their returns home and con-
centrate on one long stay, during which they try to 
earn as much as possible, knowing that this might 
be the only opportunity they have for a long time.43 
A small decrease in the number of labor migrants 
is more the result of the recession in Russia in au-
tumn 2014, which caused a drop in workplaces and 
incomes, than it is proof of the efficiency of the pro-
hibitive measures.44 Thus, a distinctive feature of the 
Russian migration regime is a large shadow economy 
heavily reliant on cheap and legally unprotected for-
eign labor.45

This restrictive legal environment can be seen 
as an outcome of the societal clash between the eco-
nomic need for cheap labor, on the one hand, and 
xenophobia, on the other.46 The rise of anti-migrant 
attitudes is partly connected with the absence of for-
mal migrant integration policies in Russia.47 Instead 
of introducing migrant integration measures, the 
Russian authorities balance these conflicting social 
and economic demands by tightening migration con-
trol policies that push migrants further into the shad-
ow economy.48 These measures intensify xenophobic 
and pejorative attitudes toward migrants. A survey 
conducted by the Levada Center in 2016 showed that 
the majority of Russians (52 percent) agreed with the 
statement, “Russia for ethnic Russians,” while nearly 
70 percent of respondents said that the government 
should restrict the influx of Central Asian migrants 

and that undocumented migrants should be expelled 
from Russia.49 The prevalence of such anti-migrant 
sentiments can be explained by biased portrayals of 
migrants in the Russian mass media, which have pro-
duced animosity, fear, and distrust among the host 
population.50

Racism is an integral part of everyday life for 
Central Asian migrants. Such negative attitudes to-
ward Central Asian workers existed even during 
Soviet times, in spite of the popular discourse of dru-
zhba narodov (friendship of the peoples). Central 
Asians who worked on construction sites (limitchiki) 
in Moscow and Leningrad were perceived as chernye 
(black) and faced discrimination.51 According to 
Svetlana Gannushkina, chair of the Civic Assistance 
Committee, a Moscow-based migrant rights NGO, 
antagonism toward Central Asian migrants is no sur-
prise; she says there has never been a warm attitude 
toward Uzbeks and Tajiks, even during the Soviet 
period.52 Human rights groups have demonstrated 
the harsh living and working conditions of labor mi-
grants in Russia.53 The academic literature paints a 
similar picture, showing that migrants in Russia ex-
perience numerous abuses, such as exploitation, dis-
crimination, unsafe working conditions, wage theft, 
physical violence, extra-judicial detention, arbitrary 
law enforcement, and a highly punitive judicial sys-
tem.54 On top of this, migrants have to deal with 
corrupt police officers, who regularly extort money 
from them.55 Today, anyone walking on the streets 
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of large Russian cities will quickly notice police of-
ficers checking the documents of Central Asian and 
Caucasian migrants. This is especially visible on the 
Moscow metro, where police officers usually stand at 
the top of the escalator to catch migrants.56

Given that the majority of labor migrants are 
undocumented and work in the shadow economy, 
Russian employers have a strong incentive to exploit 
migrants and withhold or delay their salaries. Under 
the Russian Civil Code, cases regarding transactions 
completed in the shadow economy—in violation of 
labor regulations or tax codes—cannot be heard in 
state courts. Moreover, migrants might be reluctant 
to approach state institutions because doing so would 
reveal their undocumented status and invite punish-
ment by the state. Even those migrants who possess 
all the required papers and work legally cannot be 
sure that they will get paid for their work. A good 
example of this phenomenon is the subway construc-
tion project in Moscow: a scandal erupted when it 
emerged that the Uzbek and Tajik migrant workers 
who were building the subway had not been paid for 
five months. Migrants gathered near the office of the 
Ingeocom construction company demanding their 
unpaid wages, but the company management said 
that these workers did not have the right to strike, 
as they were not citizens of the Russian Federation.57

All in all, the general political situation in Russia 
leaves migrants entirely vulnerable to the whims of 
their employers.58 There are very few civil society 
organizations and migrant rights activists that labor 
migrants can approach for protection.59 Although di-
aspora groups are assumed to be the first port of call 
for migrants seeking assistance, their role and utility 
in migrants’ lives is quite limited. Media reports indi-
cate that certain members of Central Asian diaspora 
groups have actually facilitated the exploitation of mi-
grant workers, at times acting as middlemen between 
abusive employers and potential migrants.60 A rare 

example of an effective migrant rights organization 
is a Civic Assistance Committee in Moscow that as-
sists migrants in obtaining unpaid wages and appeal-
ing deportation orders. The Trade Union of Labor 
Migrant Workers also assists migrants in recovering 
their unpaid wages from employers. It should be not-
ed, however, that the resources and reach of these two 
organizations are limited to a very small segment of 
the migrant population; the majority of migrants rely 
on their transnational networks, kinship groups, and 
informal social safety nets to organize their precari-
ous livelihoods.

Thus, the everyday lives of labor migrants in 
Russia are characterized by a constant sense of inse-
curity, with the ever-present threats of exploitation, 
deportation, police corruption, racism, physical vi-
olence, and even death. The unrule of law is perva-
sive and a migrant’s “legal” or “illegal” status is con-
tingent on contextual factors and individual skills. 
Employment in the shadow economy is the rule for 
many migrants, and there is little or no room for 
collective mobilization. Despite all these hardships, 
migrants see working in Russia as a vital economic 
lifeline for their families back home, a fact that leads 
them to accept everyday injustices, exploitation, and 
racism.61

It should be noted, however, that Central Asian 
migrants are not merely passive, agency-less subjects 
constrained by structural barriers. Indeed, their total 
lack of security has compelled them to create infor-
mal networks and structures for coping with risks 
and uncertainties.62 These migrant communities and 
networks serve as an alternative integration and ad-
aptation mechanism, providing access to basic public 
goods, such as jobs, housing, and physical and eco-
nomic security. The networks usually revolve around 
the bonds of kinship, region of origin, or ethnic affil-
iation, which adapt many “domestic” practices to the 
conditions of migration and temporary residence.63 
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The existence of such informal infrastructure allows 
migrants to establish some form of integration in an 
otherwise restrictive socio-legal environment, for ex-
ample by devising specific survival strategies, creat-
ing intra-group solidarity, distributing information 
about jobs, and building up a network for spreading 
livelihood risks and dealing with emergency situa-
tions (e.g., medical treatment, repatriation of a de-
ceased individual to the home country, etc.). These 
networks—which have their own infrastructure of 
trust, security, and mutual aid—constitute an im-
portant social safety net for migrants.64 Some com-
mentators refer to such migrant networks by moni-
kers such as “Uzbekskii Peterburg,”65 “Kyrgyztown,”66 
and “Moskvabad.”67

Due to prevalent xenophobic attitudes and the 
repressive political environment, these networks are 
hidden from the public eye and based on a low-profile 
social order. Another factor contributing to this ten-
dency is corrupt police officers, who view migrants as 
a source of kormushka (feeding-trough). Given that 
the majority of migrants have semi-legal status and 
work in the shadow economy without formal em-
ployment contracts, Russian police officers can easily 
find reasons to extort money from migrants. Even if 
migrants possess all the documents required by the 
law, they are often asked for bribes when stopped by 
the police on the street or metro.68 Due to these expe-
riences, migrants try to stay away from public places 
as much as they can. They do not gather in public to 
socialize, instead carrying out their daily interactions 
in the virtual world, through smartphones and social 
media apps.69 In sum, the distinctive feature of the 
Russian migration regime is the presence of a hidden 
world of migrants that is based on its own economy, 

virtual platform, legal order, and welfare infrastruc-
ture.

uzbek Labor Migrants in russia

Labor migration from Uzbekistan to Russia began 
in the mid-2000s.70 According to February 2017 sta-
tistics presented by the Russian news agency RBC, 
there are around 1.51 million Uzbek citizens present 
on the territory of the Russian Federation.71 The ma-
jority of Uzbek migrants are young, low-skilled men 
who originate from rural areas or small towns. These 
migrants’ main goal is to earn money for wedding ex-
penses and/or building a house.72 Most of them are 
from the densely populated Ferghana Valley, where 
the unemployment rate is high.73 Uzbek migrants 
mainly work in construction, agriculture, retail trade, 
and services, as well as in industry and transport.74 
Due to high accommodation costs and precarious 
working conditions, migrants rarely bring their fam-
ily members to Russia, but usually send their earn-
ings home to provide for their families’ daily needs 
and other expenses (building a new house, buying a 
car, life-cycle rituals, medical treatment, education, 
etc.). Hence, for the majority of Uzbek migrants, re-
settlement or integration into Russian society is not 
a primary goal. They arrive in Russia in the spring to 
do temporary seasonal work and then return home 
in autumn.75 Even those migrants who spend most 
of their time in Russia and rarely visit home regard 
their situation as “temporary” and maintain close 
ties with their family and mahalla (local communi-
ty), assuming that they will eventually return to their 
homeland.76
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Even though many Uzbek migrants come to 
Russia as temporary workers and do not aim to settle 
there permanently, they actively engage in transna-
tional activities and place-making. Anyone walking 
on the streets of Moscow quickly notices that there 
are hundreds of Uzbek cafes and choyxonas, and 
would probably assume that these sites provide a 
platform for Uzbek migrants to engage in transna-
tional activities. However, these cafes merely serve 
as eating-places and migrants meet there only occa-
sionally, for example during holidays (Eid, Navruz) 
and for important social events (such as birthdays). 
This is largely connected to the repressive socio-legal 
environment that compels migrants to stay out of the 
public gaze.

Despite these challenges, rapid improvements in 
communication technologies (e.g., smartphones and 
social media) have enabled Uzbek migrants to create 
permanent, telephone-based transnational identities, 
communities, and activities in Moscow, which usu-
ally include migrants who hail from the same ma-
halla, village, or town in Uzbekistan. The existence 
of such telephone-based transnational communities 
and interactions helps migrants cope with the chal-
lenges of musofirchilik (being alien) and avoiding or 
maneuvering around structural constraints and the 
lack of a social safety net. Hence, Uzbek migrants’ 
transnationalism is not merely an economic activity 
or cultural practice, an explanation that we find in 
the mainstream literature on migrant transnation-
alism, but is both a coping strategy and a mode of 
resistance to the repressive political and socio-legal 
environment.

These processes will be investigated using an eth-
nographic study of the everyday life and experiences 
of Uzbek migrants in Moscow and their families and 
communities in Shabboda village in rural Ferghana. 
The two empirical case studies will be presented in 
the following sections.

shabboda village

Shabboda, where I conducted fieldwork, is a village 
(qishloq) in the Ferghana Valley and has a popula-
tion of more than 18,000 people. Administratively, 
Shabboda village comprises 28 mahallas (neigh-
borhood communities. In turn, each mahalla con-

tains 150 to 300 oilas (immediate families), which 
are gathered around 20 to 30 urug’s (extended fam-
ilies/kinship groups). This indicates that there are 
three interlinked social organizations within the vil-
lage—mahalla, urug’, and oila—which are involved 
in a relationship of mutual dependence, neighbor-
liness, and reciprocity. Village residents engage in 
a number of activities to make a living: cucumber 
and grape production, raising livestock for sale as 
beef, informal trade, construction work, daily man-
ual labor (mardikorchilik), fruit-picking, and bro-
kerage. Nevertheless, remittances sent from Russia 
still constitute the main source of income for many 
households. During “migration season,” the major-
ity of inhabitants are elderly people, women, and 
children.

Most village residents have sons or close rel-
atives working in Russia. Daily conversations in 
Shabboda mainly revolve around the adventures of 
village migrants in Moscow, the amount of remit-
tances, deportations, and entry bans. Most villag-
ers have smartphones with internet access, which 
enables them to exchange daily news with their 
co-villagers in Moscow. Absent migrants are “pres-
ent” in the village through social media (Telegram 
Messenger, IMO, Viber, Odnoklassniki, and 
Facebook) and regular phone calls. Odnoklassniki 
is the most popular social media site among vil-
lagers.77

While observing everyday life, I felt that there 
was always someone leaving for Moscow, someone 
waiting there to receive them, and someone return-
ing to the village to attend a wedding or funeral. 
Thus, Shabboda has become a truly “translocal vil-
lage,” in that everyday material, family, and social 
exchanges directly connect it to Moscow. In the 
words of villagers, Shabboda is a “Moscow village,” 
as the majority of villagers work in Moscow due to 
the existence of village networks there. Several vil-
lagers work as middlemen in Moscow’s construction 
sector, serving as gatekeepers for villagers seeking 
access to the labor market. Young men who prefer 
to stay in the village are usually seen as lazy and 
abnormal by villagers, while those who migrate 
to Russia and regularly send money home acquire 
higher social status. Hence, migration has become 
a widespread livelihood strategy, a norm for young 
and able-bodied men in Shabboda village. The share 
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of the village’s women migrating to Russia is also in-
creasing. Everyday mahalla life and social relations 
in Shabboda village are thus being transformed due 
to migratory processes.

The state is virtually “absent” from village life 
due to its inability to secure people’s basic needs. 
During the Soviet era, when there were job opportu-
nities and fairly good social welfare services at home, 
villagers felt less need for community-based welfare 
and mutual aid practices. Today, however, since the 
state can no longer provide a social safety net, villag-
ers increasingly rely on mutual aid practices within 
their family, kin, and mahalla networks. These prac-
tices serve as a shock-absorbing institution for many 
villagers, enabling them to secure their basic needs 
and gain access to public goods, services, and social 
protection unavailable from the state. Typically, such 
mutual aid practices include monetary and labor 
exchanges, rotating savings and credit initiatives, 
non-compensated labor during life-cycle rituals, 
housing construction, and contributions to charity. 
The term hashar is used to encompass such mutu-
al aid practices. Villagers actively engage in mutual 
aid activities, since these practices not only enable 
them to meet their needs but also provide space for 
participation in everyday life and social interactions. 
Guzar (village meeting space), masjid (mosque), 
choyxona (teahouse), gaps (regular get-togethers), 
and life-cycle events (e.g., weddings and funerals) 
are the main sites where these activities are discussed 
and arranged.

These mutual aid practices create a strong mor-
al and affective bond among village residents both 
“here” (Shabboda) and “there” (Moscow). Villagers 
regularly attend most social events and have a rela-
tionship of mutual dependence. Money is not every-
thing in Shabboda; respect, prestige, and reputation 
are equally important. The fact that villagers meet 
one another on a daily basis and regularly interact at 
social events acts as a guarantee that social pressure 
and sanctions can be applied to an individual, his/
her family, or the entire extended family if the indi-
vidual is not acting fairly and helping other mem-
bers of the community. Villagers who ignore or fail 
to comply with social norms face social sanctions, 
such as gossip, ridicule, loss of respect and reputa-
tion, humiliation, and even exclusion from life-cycle 
rituals, driving many villagers to comply with social 
norms. As such, give-and-take rituals constitute an 
integral part of everyday life and social relations in 
Shabboda.

Extension of shabboda village to Moscow

Village-level social norms, identities, reciprocal 
relations, and social sanctions continue to shape 
Shabboda residents’ lives even when they move to 
Moscow. While talking with Shabboda migrants, 
it became evident that their decisions to migrate to 
Moscow were based not only on economic consid-
erations, but also on kinship relations between mi-
grants, former migrants, and non-migrants. To vil-
lagers, going to Moscow means joining mahalla and 
village acquaintances there. Once they have arrived 
at Moscow’s Domodedovo or Vnukovo airport, they 
are quickly picked up by their fellow villagers. Hence, 
villagers imagine their future migrant life as integrat-
ed with village and mahalla networks that already ex-
tend to Moscow.

Although most Shabboda migrants do not share 
common accommodations and they often work in 
different places in Moscow, they maintain daily con-
tact with each other. Almost all Shabboda migrants 
have smartphones; they regularly use social media 
apps like Viber, IMO, Telegram, and Odnoklassniki 
to stay in touch with one another in Moscow, as well 
as to check the latest news, view photos of Russian 
and Uzbek girls, and make video calls to their families 
and village networks in Ferghana. New technologies 
allow them to remain in touch with their families and 
engage in a quasi-real-time exchange of information 
between the village and migrants in Moscow. Owing 
to these everyday technologies of transnationalism, 
news of events in Moscow quickly travels to mi-
grants’ sending village and becomes the subject of 
daily discussion. Hence, smartphones allow migrants 
to remain part of the daily life of Shabboda village. 
Families and mahallas at home also take part in mi-
grants’ everyday life in Moscow by sharing mahalla 
news and giving advice on important matters.

The state is “absent” not only in Shabboda, where 
villagers use mahalla-driven solidarity to create alter-
native public goods and services, but also in Moscow, 
where solidarity and support from mahalla networks 
make up for the total lack of state-provided security. 
The Shabboda migrants with whom I spoke were to-
tally unaware of the existence of Uzbek diaspora orga-
nizations or migrant rights organizations that could 
provide some form of support. They also received lit-
tle or no support from the Embassy of Uzbekistan in 
Moscow when they experienced problems with dis-
honest employers or corrupt police officers. As most 
of my interviewees worked in the shadow economy, 
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they were reluctant to approach Russian state institu-
tions because doing so would only invite punishment 
by the state. Even migrants’ terminology clearly re-
flects their precarious livelihood in Russia. Shabboda 
migrants rarely used the word “migrant” to refer to 
their status in Russia. Instead, they used the term 
musofir, which provides a more contextual definition 
of what it means to be a migrant worker in Russia. 
Unlike the more neutral “migrant worker,” musofir 
refers to a person who works in a foreign country 
and experiences risks, hardships, and challenges on 
a daily basis. As one of my respondents summed up, 
“We are not living in Moscow, but we are struggling 
to survive here” (Biz bu yerda yashamayapmiz, vizhi-
vat qilishga harakat qilyapmiz).

Given the total lack of security, Shabboda mi-
grants reproduce most of their village-level mutual 
aid activities in Moscow. Smartphones and social 
media apps serve as a platform for carrying out such 
activities. Shabboda migrants quickly inform each 
other about what is going on and mobilize resources 
if someone gets sick, is “caught” by the police, needs 
to send something home, or desperately needs mon-
ey. These telephone-based translocal interactions are 
crucial to the survival of migrants and serve as an 
alternative social safety net, as illustrated in the fol-
lowing quotation: 

We usually stay away from public places because there are 
hundreds of police officers on the streets, seeking to extort 
money from us [migrants]. Instead, we use smartphones 
and social media to solve problems and socialize with 
our co-villagers (hamqishloqlar) in Moscow, as well as to 
maintain daily contact with our families, mahalla, and vil-
lage friends in Shabboda. It is Moscow and things are un-
predictable here; we rely on our village connections when 
we get into trouble. We are all musofir here, so we cannot 
turn our back when our co-villagers are in trouble. But in 
order to reach your co-villagers, you must always have a 
telephone with you and memorize their phone numbers. 
For example, let’s assume that you are a migrant worker and 
you are caught by a police officer and brought to the police 
station. Normally, police officers keep you in the cell for a 
few hours and check your documents very carefully, which 
is usually done to further scare migrants. After finishing the 
check-up, police officers give you two options: (1) you can 
pay a bribe immediately and go home or (2) if you have 
no money, police officers allow you to make a phone call 
to your friends so that they can bring money and release 
you. The second scenario is more common, and you need 
to call your co-villagers for help. Therefore, you must have 

a telephone with you at all times. Sometimes police officers 
allow you to use their mobile phone to contact your co-vil-
lagers, but not all police officers are nice. If you don’t have 
a phone with you and are caught by police, there is a high 
risk that police officers will transfer your case to the court 
for deportation (Abduvali, 38, male, construction worker 
from Shabboda).

The repatriation of the deceased from Russia to 
Uzbekistan is another example of a telephone-based 
translocal practice among villagers. Shabboda mi-
grants, like other Central Asian migrants, experience 
difficult living and working conditions in Moscow, 
including discrimination, hazardous working con-
ditions, and physical violence. They are aware that 
the threat of death is always present in their daily life 
in Moscow. As one of the Shabboda migrants said, 
“Death can be the fate of any musofir in Russia, as we 
are working in a bespredel (limitless, lawless) country 
where anything can happen.” When someone is killed 
in a work-related accident, dies of a disease, or passes 
away following a neo-Nazi skinhead attack, this news 
spreads swiftly among villagers because migrants 
immediately contact their mahalla networks via 
smartphones and social media. Aware of their own 
precarious livelihoods, migrants voluntarily contrib-
ute to repatriation expenses. There is no standard 
contribution amount, and migrants determine how 
much to contribute based on their financial situation 
and income level. Shabboda migrants see their con-
tribution to the body repatriation process as a form 
of insurance in case of their own death, as shown in 
the following remark:

I always make a contribution to body repatriation because 
I know my co-villagers would do the same favor for me 
were I to suddenly die from a work accident or disease. 
Body repatriation is a hasher—a collective mahalla project 
where everyone is expected to contribute. If you are greedy 
and don’t contribute, there is a high likelihood that your 
body will not be taken care of if you die. Nobody wants 
his body to remain in Russia; we all want to be buried 
in our homeland (Nodir, 26, male, migrant worker from 
Shabboda).

Accordingly, smartphones and social media serve as 
the everyday technologies of translocal place-making, 
reproducing and maintaining village-level identities, 
social norms, and relations across distance. Other 
studies have also shown that mobile phones do not 
“fracture” localities but actually extend and repro-
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duce them in migrant-receiving societies.78 However, 
the literature on ICT and transnationalism has a ten-
dency to focus on the role of ICT in facilitating the 
flow of information between sending communities 
and host countries. Smartphones and social media 
not only facilitate everyday information exchange 
between Moscow and Shabboda, but also serve as a 
means for extending village-level social control and 
norms to Moscow.

One episode I witnessed is illustrative of how 
Shabboda norms and practices are extended to 
Moscow. On the afternoon of July 2014, Zaur and I 
were in the car heading toward a construction site in 
Balashikha, a small city in Podmoskovye (Moscow 
province) where the majority of Shabboda migrants 
work. Unlike his co-villagers who work in the con-
struction sector, Zaur works as a grocery store clerk 
in Moscow city, a status that has prompted his co-vil-
lagers to dub him Russkii (Russian): he receives a 
higher salary and is not obliged to do chornaia rab-
ota (black work, or manual labor). As Zaur is con-
sidered to be more successful and better connected 
than other migrants, people from Shabboda village 
often contact him with requests. As we neared the 
construction site, Zaur received a phone call from 
Uzbekistan. He usually picks up calls if they come 
from Uzbekistan, so he answered immediately. It was 
Zaur’s neighbor, Ozoda, who had an urgent request. 
From their phone conversation I learned that Ozoda’s 
husband, Ulugbek, who had been working on a 
greenhouse farm in Vologda, had recently had an ap-
pendectomy and was on a train to Moscow. Ozoda 
was very worried about her husband, as he was phys-
ically unable to work and had no money to purchase 
a train ticket back to Uzbekistan. It was obvious that 
Ozoda was asking Zaur to help her husband return 
home. After wrapping up the conversation, Zaur said 
that we needed to return to Moscow city and meet 
Ulugbek at the railway station when he arrived from 
Vologda. On our way to the station, I asked Zaur to 
tell me more about the phone conversation, and he 
provided the following account:

Ulugbek and I come from the same mahalla. He is in a 
critical situation now, as he has neither good health nor 
the money to return to Uzbekistan. There is no train from 
Vologda to Tashkent for the next 10 days, so he must go 
to Moscow first and then take another train to Tashkent. 

Actually, Ulugbek could have taken a direct train from 
Vologda to Tashkent if he stayed there 10 more days. He 
knew that he would be taken care of by his mahalla network 
if he came to Moscow. That’s why he is coming to Moscow. 
Ulugbek is very clever. He didn’t contact me directly. 
Instead he contacted me through his wife since he knew 
that I wouldn’t refuse if someone contacted me directly 
from Ferghana. Of course, I have no choice but to cover 
Ulugbek’s expenses out of pocket. Firstly, I am driving from 
Balashikha to Kazan railway station and burning gasoline. 
If you took a taxi, you would spend at least 3,000 rubles for 
this trip. Secondly, Ulugbek wants to return home as soon 
as possible, but train tickets to Uzbekistan are usually sold 
out. One needs to buy a ticket at least three days before trav-
eling. This means I have to bribe the train provodnik (con-
ductor) and arrange a place [without a valid ticket] for him. 
In addition, there are many thieves and racketeers in Kazan 
railway station who extort money from migrants. I have 
connections there and I can make sure that Ulugbek boards 
the train safely and reaches home without any problems. 
Thirdly, Ulugbek does not have any money to pay for train 
expenses. This means I have to bribe the provodnik with my 
own money, and I know that Ulugbek will not return this 
money to me. This would be treated as my mahalladoshlik 
obligation. But I hope he will appreciate my help and tell 
our mahalla about my odamgarchilik (good deeds). This is 
enough for me. You see how much trouble and expenses I 
have and the time I lose just to save face in the mahalla. If 
I refuse to help Ulugbek and other acquaintances, mahalla 
people will spread gossip about me, saying that I have no 
odamgarchilik. Of course, I am in Moscow now and could 
just ignore the gossip, but I have to consider my family 
members’ situation, as they are the ones who bear the con-
sequences of my decision.

We arrived at the Kazan railway station at 4 pm. 
Ulugbek’s train arrived one hour later. Events un-
folded exactly as Zaur had described. After meeting 
Ulugbek at the station, we all headed toward a small 
fast food cafe where migrants can get fake work per-
mits and residence registrations. There we met an 
Uzbek woman who was well connected with train 
provodniks. Zaur paid her 7,500 rubles and she guid-
ed us toward the station and quickly arranged a spe-
cial seat for Ulugbek on a Moscow-Tashkent train. 
After a short conversation with the conductor, she 
assured us that Ulugbek was in safe hands and would 
be in Uzbekistan in five days. Zaur gave Ulugbek an 
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additional 1,000 rubles and told him that he could 
use it for his food expenses during the long trip. We 
shook hands with Ulugbek and watched as the train 
departed for Uzbekistan.

Zaur’s fear of social sanctions is not unfounded. 
The story of Misha is a good example of the power of 
gossip. Misha is an early migrant from Shabboda vil-
lage who has brought around 200 of his co-villagers 
and acquaintances to Moscow. He arrived in 2002, 
when labor migration was still a new phenomenon in 
the village. He currently works as a posrednik (mid-
dleman) in the construction sector, connecting mi-
grant workers with Russian employers. Misha is flu-
ent in Russian and Uzbek and is trusted by Russian 
middlemen, who approach him with many job offers 
(zakazy). Misha’s main role is to find skilled migrant 
construction workers, take full responsibility for the 
quality of the construction work, and address mi-
grants’ daily concerns and legal problems.

Misha usually selects co-villagers for his con-
struction brigade. Coming from the same village not 
only forges a social bond, but also creates social re-
sponsibility in the mind of workers. The families of 
Misha and the workers live in the same village and 
interact daily, such that non-compliance with the 
agreed obligations on either side would trigger a 
chain reaction, with the workers’ families putting di-
rect pressure on the middleman’s family in the village 
or vice versa. There is no written agreement between 
Misha and his co-villagers, as they share a common 
village origin and their families know one another. 
Misha receives payment from Russian middlemen 
and then distributes the money to his workers, tak-
ing a dolia (share) of 10-15 percent of each worker’s 
salary.

At the time of fieldwork (January-December 
2014), Misha’s brigada consisted of 12 migrant work-
ers, and their main job was installing new windows 
in mid-rise and high-rise buildings. Almost all briga-
da members had smartphones and regularly used 
Odnoklassniki and Telegram Messenger to stay in 
touch with their families and village networks at 
home. On average, the brigada worked 10-12 hours 
per day, without taking any days off. They endured 
harsh conditions, working on the 17th floor despite 
the freezing cold weather (the outdoor temperature 
was –25°C). In return, Misha took care of his co-vil-
lagers and treated them nicely. He might have done 
small favors for them, such as buying cigarettes or 
sending money home on someone’s behalf, even if 
Misha had to advance the sum from his own pocket.

Hence, the brigada members are at the center of 
a complex matrix of relationships. In Moscow, they 
operate under Misha, respect his authority, and call 
him elder brother, regardless of their age difference. 
While they have little choice but to trust that he will 
deliver their salaries, take care of them if they face 
difficulties, and help them with documents, this trust 
is based on the understanding that, given their family 
connections, it would be too costly for him to cheat 
them. Any monetary advantage would bring only 
short-term benefits and would be countered by retal-
iation at the village level.

In April 2014, tensions within the brigada 
emerged. The team had completed half of a window 
installation job in Moscow but had not been paid 
since January. Misha took a clear stand, insisting that 
he, too, was a victim of circumstances and blaming 
the Russian middleman and the construction firm’s 
representative. As the brigada was in daily contact 
with their families, the problems in Moscow quickly 
traveled to Shabboda. Relatives of Misha’s workers 
started putting pressure on Misha’s family, spread-
ing gossip at guzar, choyxona, and weddings. This 
fostered rumors in the village about Misha’s exploit-
ative behavior and emboldened many fellow villag-
ers to confront him through his family. Misha, in the 
villagers’ view, was supposed to secure the brigada’s 
salary irrespective of the circumstances. After all, 
they trusted him and worked hard during the cold 
winter. This was based on an understanding that a 
person must never assume the role of posrednik if 
he cannot keep his word. Tempers flared and some 
villagers went so far as to accuse Misha of human 
trafficking. He was held responsible for the briga-
da’s undocumented status and the possibility that, 
if caught, they would be banned from re-entering 
Russia for five years. Misha’s family was under siege, 
facing daily barbs on the village streets. Misha’s fa-
ther was put in a particularly difficult position, as 
he could no longer attend guzar, choyxona, and oth-
er social events. Eventually, village pressure forced 
Misha to make a decision and prioritize the well-
being of his family over his personal situation. He 
borrowed money to pay the brigada’s salaries. Thus, 
the extension of village-level affective mechanisms 
of guilt, shame, and gossip across borders proved to 
be an enforcement mechanism that determined the 
outcome of a dispute.

As Misha’s story shows, Shabboda migrants, de-
spite being physically located in Moscow, continue 
to be influenced by the collective expectations and 
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norms of their village and mahalla. On the other 
hand, villagers are “socially located” in Russia due 
to their increased engagement in migrants’ everyday 
lives and socioeconomic relations. As Shabboda mi-
grants work under the conditions of shadow econ-
omy and weak rule of law, they increasingly rely on 
their translocal social capital and practices to regu-
late contractual relations and obligations in the infor-
mal labor market.

some Concluding remarks on uzbek Migrants’ 
Legal transnationalism and telephone-based 
translocal Community

In this chapter, I have argued that much of the lit-
erature on transnational migration is based on 
case studies of immigrant communities living in 
Western democracies, whereas there has been little 
investigation of these issues in the Russian context. 
In view of the socio-political and cultural differ-
ences between Western and post-Soviet societies, 
I suggested that migrant transnationalism is not 
same everywhere and may have different meanings, 
forms, and functions depending on socio-political 
context, legal environment, economic system, and 
cultural factors.

Another purpose of the chapter was to exam-
ine the impact of migrant transnationalism on social 
change in migrant-sending societies. One import-
ant finding of my study is that rural communities in 
Uzbekistan are undergoing significant changes due 
to migratory processes. Not only are Uzbeks mov-
ing to Russia, but their village-level identities, social 
relations, and norms are also becoming nomadic. 
As my findings indicate, migration is strengthening 
Uzbeks’ traditional modes of organizing their lives, 
as village and mahalla legal orders (e.g., trust, obliga-
tion, shame, and neighborliness) have been extended 
across borders and have considerable impact on the 
lives of migrants in Russia. These village-level norms 
and practices serve to regulate Shabboda migrants’ 
contractual relations in Moscow’s informal labor 
market. Such legal transnationalism creates strong 
moral bonds that serve as the main social safety net 
for Uzbek migrants, whose rights and needs are pro-
tected neither by the Russian nor the Uzbek govern-
ment.

Through my ethnographic study of Shabboda 
village and its telephone-based translocal form in 
Moscow, I explored the ways in which the home vil-
lage is maintained in Moscow through smartphones 
and social media. Rapid improvements in informa-
tion and communication technologies have enabled 
Shabboda migrants to stay in touch with their home 
village, as well as create a telephone-based translo-
cal community in Moscow. Village-level identities, 
solidarity, reciprocity, and social sanctions are repro-
duced and maintained across distance and have a sig-
nificant impact on the livelihood strategies of Uzbek 
migrants and their families at home in Shabboda. 
Although most Shabboda migrants in Moscow do 
not share accommodation and meet infrequently due 
to the punitive socio-legal environment, they are ac-
tively engaged in translocal place-making via smart-
phones and social media. I call this virtual space 
“telephone-based translocal community.”

In this sense, the findings of the chapter come 
close to Appadurai’s theory of the production of 
locality, where he defines locality as an essentially 
relational and contextual set of relationships rath-
er than something necessarily based in particular 
physical spaces.79 Although Shabboda migrants’ tele-
phone-based translocal communities do not have any 
material or physical form, their daily practices are 
very clearly linked to a physical place and the main-
tenance of village-level social norms and relations: 
their daily actions and decisions are determined 
by the norms of their home village. Migrants’ tele-
phone-based translocal community is oriented to-
ward the physical village—that is, toward Shabboda.

By emphasizing the role of socio-political con-
text and regime type, I have attempted to move the 
migrant transnationalism literature beyond Western-
centric perspectives. This study contributes new in-
sights to the migrant transnationalism literature, 
showing that migrants who operate in an illiberal 
political context that suppresses any overt form of 
transnationalism and cultural diversity tend to keep 
a low profile in social spaces and increasingly rely on 
smartphones and social media to engage in transna-
tional practices. Hence, migrant transnationalism is 
not just about economic activities or cultural practic-
es, but is both a coping strategy and hidden resistance 
to the repressive political and socio-legal environ-
ment in which migrants find themselves.

79 Appadurai, “The Production of Locality.”


