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1  INTRODUCTION

Corruption has been on the agenda of social scientists for a long time 
(Leys 1965; Scott 1972; Heidenheimer et al. 1989; Rose-Ackerman 1999; 
Haller and Shore 2005; Rothstein 2011). The initial view that corruption 
can facilitate development in newly independent states in Africa and Asia 
seems now to have lost its validity in the light of the current ever-growing 
global coalition against corruption, spearheaded by the Transparency 
International (TI) and World Bank (Leff 1964; Huntington 1968; Scott 
1972). According to these international bodies, that whole debate is now 
closed: ‘Corruption’, as they confidently assert, is ‘the abuse of public 
office/entrusted power for private gain’ and thereby ‘sands the wheels’ of 
economic growth (World Bank 2002; Transparency International 2007). 
This rests on the assumption that, primarily affecting ‘weak’ states in 
Africa, Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe, corruption is the main 
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cause for poverty and inequality, distorts public expenditures, increases the 
cost of running businesses, deters foreign investors, leads to uncertainty 
and lack of trust among citizenry and undermines rule of law and democ-
racy (World Bank 2002; Transparency International 2007, 2016). It is not 
surprising then that much of the scholarly literature, explicitly or implicitly, 
regards corruption as a sign of social instability and decay, an idea rein-
forced by the frequent use of ‘disease’ and ‘cancer’ metaphors to describe 
corruption (Della Porta and Vannucci 1999; Rose-Ackerman 1999; 
Acemoglu and Verdier 2000; Langbein and Knack 2010; Rothstein 2011).

Despite the unrelenting global anti-corruption initiatives, one thing 
seems clear: there is no such a thing as a remedy to this ‘disease’. The 
complexity of this endeavour can be largely explained by the fact that most 
definitions of corruption are Western-centric and rest on the separation 
between the state (or its agents) and the rest of society, where the salaried 
public officials, politicians, bureaucrats and judges are expected to draw a 
sharp distinction between their personal interests and the public resources 
they administer (Haller and Shore 2005; Nuijten and Anders 2007). This 
understanding is especially prevalent in the economics and political sci-
ence, the two disciplines that have contributed most extensively to the 
corruption literature (Della Porta and Vannucci 1999; Rose-Ackerman 
1999; Acemoglu and Verdier 2000; Johnston 2005; Heidenheimer and 
Johnston 2011; Kaufmann et al. 2011). Departing from a set of highly 
normative overtones, each of these two focus on the state-centred and 
macro-level factors, such as behaviour of actors in particular public-office 
settings, the system of formal rules and institutions, how the ruling elites 
are composed, what kind of competition exists among them and how 
accountable they are. Any deviation from the formal rules and duties of a 
public role in favour of private gain is interpreted as an act of corruption. 
The quantitative analyses of these processes lead to a set of correlations 
between certain factors and corruption, which form the basis for prescrip-
tions against corruption. TI’s ‘Corruption Perceptions Index’ also relies 
on such quantifiable data and scientific strategies (Haller and Shore 2005).

However, these approaches reduce corruption to a problem of klepto-
cratic elites and corrupt civil servants who use their office as a private busi-
ness. Also, it is based on the assumption that public-private dichotomy is 
fixed and can thus be applied universally to measure corruption across 
countries. Given that the traditions, moral codes and social norms vary 
across cultures, it is possible that each culture could have very different 
ideas of what constitutes corruption (Pani 2016). Anthropologists have 
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long recognized that the boundary between ‘public office’ and ‘private 
sphere’ is not clear-cut and even the meaning of the word ‘abuse’ varies 
according to local legal and cultural standards (Gupta 1995; Haller and 
Shore 2005; Nuijten and Anders 2007; Polese 2008). These definitional 
problems are particularly visible in Gupta’s analysis of state officials in 
northern India, where he shows that ‘One has a better chance of finding 
them (the officials) at the roadside tea stalls and in their homes than in their 
offices’ (1995, p. 384). Another relevant example is Haller and Shore’s 
(2005) edited volume on ‘Corruption: anthropological perspectives’ where 
the authors challenge the validity of universal definitions of corruption, 
presented by, for example, World Bank, IMF and TI, for the analysis of so-
called corrupt practices. As Haller and Shore (2005, pp. 16–17) argue, 
these international definitions of corruption are in conflict with local cate-
gories, needs and practices, especially where gifts are distinguished from 
bribes. For instance, in many cultures, gifts and bribes establish social 
bonds that help secure informal networks for people. Based on these argu-
ments, Haller and Shore (2005, p. 17) suggest that ‘a key task for anthro-
pology is to explore the way people classify behaviour as appropriate/
inappropriate, moral/immoral and legal/illegal in the specific cultures we 
study, and analyse these in the context of local standards and practices’. 
Hence, we need to consider legal plurality within a social setting and 
thereby focus on informal forms of normative ordering, such as traditions, 
moral codes, social norms that either condone illegal behaviour or criticize 
perfectly legal practices as being immoral (Nuijten and Anders 2007).

These arguments bring us to a ‘diverse economies’ perspective devel-
oped by Gibson-Graham and her collective (Gibson-Graham 2006, 
2008) where they argue for the necessity to consider the multifarious 
nature of economic activities when studying corruption and informality 
in different parts of the world. The central claim Gibson-Graham makes 
is that monetary transactions do not necessarily include or explain eco-
nomic activity. Indeed, in addition to economic perspectives, informal/
illegal transactions may also be driven by ‘alternative currencies’ such as 
trust, respect and reputation (Pardo 2006; Urinboyev and Polese 2016) 
and that even the meaning of money differs depending on the social and 
economic norms of a society (Parry and Bloch 1989; Thomas 1991). For 
example, in African societies, monetary exchanges may just be the mod-
ern equivalent of gift exchanges. Therefore, corruption in Africa has been 
seen by some social scientists as a mere infusion of a culture of traditional 
gift- giving into the bureaucracy (De Sardan 1999; Harrison 1999; 
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Hydén 2006). Similar patterns have also been observed in post-socialist 
societies (Werner 2000; Rivkin-Fish 2005; Wanner 2005; Rasanayagam 
2011; Humphrey 2012; Urinboyev and Svensson 2013a, b, 2014). 
Humphrey (2012) in her anthropological work showed that the infor-
mality also manifest cultural and moral values, enabling actors to enhance 
a sense of self- worth within relevant social circles, and as sources of 
esteem for ordinary people in social settings such as Russia. One possible 
inference from these studies is that explanations for corruption cannot be 
reduced to individual greed and personal venality but we also need to 
understand the broader socio-legal context where corruption takes place.

The above considerations have informed our position in this chapter, 
which is intended to contribute to debates on corruption in two distinct 
ways. Empirically, we present the results of extensive ethnographic field-
work conducted in the Uzbek part of Fergana valley, where we focus on 
the case study of two social associations: neighbourhood community 
(mahalla) and extended family (urug’). Our aim is to provide a detailed 
account of how informal or illegal practices (‘corruption’ from a legal 
standpoint) not only mirror kleptocracy, individual greed, economic inter-
ests or survival strategies, but also reflect social norms generated through 
kinship, social status, hierarchies, affection, reciprocity and reputation. We 
intend to contribute additional empirical evidence to the growing anthro-
pological literature on corruption, particularly to those which are con-
cerned with the post-socialist context, that challenge the applicability of 
universal (Western-centric) definitions of corruption in non-Western soci-
eties, showing how the personal, social and economic are interwoven and 
how private and professional life are shaped by surrounding expectations 
and social norms that leave little room for individual choice. Theoretically, 
we use this ‘thick ethnography’ to show the existence of a non-monetary 
economy, deeply embedded in micro-level social structures (i.e. micro- 
level ‘legal orders’), and how these structures make any efforts towards 
combating corruption a complex endeavour and potentially counterpro-
ductive from a societal perspective. When these micro-level structures are 
perceived as corrupt and battled, there is a risk that basic social fabrics 
(‘living law’) of society are weakened and distorted, possibly leading to 
social instability. Thus, any anti-corruption strategies should be built on a 
deep knowledge of social norms and local context that determine the 
‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’ of everyday social behaviour.

The rest of chapter proceeds in the following manner. The next section 
presents the socio-legal context of Uzbekistan, which is important for 
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understanding the social fabric of Uzbek society and the perspective we 
take on corruption. The chapter then provides the theoretical framework 
by using the concept of ‘living law’. We then discuss the methodological 
considerations and present the results of ethnographic fieldwork con-
ducted in Uzbekistan. Finally, the chapter draws out the implications of 
the ethnographic material for the corruption literature, and highlight the 
most important findings and contributions of the chapter.

2  SOCIO-LEGAL CONTEXT OF UZBEKISTAN

Uzbekistan became an independent state in 1991 following the fall of the 
Soviet Union. The political leadership of Uzbekistan, like other newly 
independent countries, has proclaimed their strong commitment to pro-
mote democracy, market economy and rule of law as well as their intention 
to break the stronghold of clientalistic culture and (Soviet-style) klepto-
cratic practices (Perlman and Gleason 2007). However, the unstable polit-
ical situation in Central Asia in the 1990s (e.g. civil war in Tajikistan, 
ethnic conflicts in southern Kyrgyzstan), for different reasons, made the 
government sceptical towards real democratization and market reforms. 
Therefore, Uzbek authorities made it clear from the beginning that the 
‘big bang’ or ‘shock therapy’ approach to transition would not be suitable 
for Uzbekistan (Ruziev et  al. 2007). Instead, Uzbekistan proclaimed a 
‘gradualist’ approach, maintaining Soviet-era welfare policies and central-
ized control over the priority sectors of the economy (Spoor 1995). As a 
result of these ‘gradualist’ policies, the Uzbekistan’s cumulative decline in 
GDP between 1989 and 1996 was the lowest of all the former Soviet 
republics. Thus, preserving the stability of the economy and of social and 
political order has since become an overarching rationale for rejecting all 
manner of economic and political reforms recommended by international 
institutions, and for developing a strict border regime (Fumagalli 2007).

However, although the ‘gradualist’ approach to transition contrib-
uted to a prevention of sharp output loss and consequential rise in unem-
ployment and social unrest during the early years of transition, by 2000 
it became evident that the economy was simply stagnating (Ruziev et al. 
2007). This was largely due to active government intervention that cre-
ated significant administrative barriers and a high tax burden, thereby 
causing high transaction costs for national business and the prevalence of 
an informal economy (Ergashev 2006). As Kandiyoti (2007, p.  44) 
maintains, the partial market reforms the government of Uzbekistan 
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 implemented in pursuit of stability paradoxically resulted in inefficient 
resource allocation and widespread corruption that required increased 
recourse to coercion. These developments eventually led to a significant 
retrenchment of the welfare state in Uzbekistan, since the tax revenue 
was very little compared to the scope of social welfare programmes 
promised by the government. At the same time, the government took 
series of severe measures to liquidate, or formalize, informal economic 
activities (bazaars and petty cross-border trade), which provided alterna-
tive means of survival for hundreds of thousands of people (Ilkhamov 
2013). Although the Uzbek economy is said to have been experiencing 
above-trend rates of growth (7–8 per cent) since 2004 (IMF 2012), 
these indicators hardly reflect the everyday realities in Uzbekistan where 
many people, especially in rural areas, are compelled to secure their liveli-
hood needs through informal practices.

These developments had significant repercussions for governance tra-
jectories in Uzbekistan. As the state retreated from its social welfare obli-
gations and failed to provide formal income earning possibilities, citizens 
reacted to these changes by devising informal coping strategies that are 
based on unwritten sets of rules, are not in conformity with laws, escape 
monitoring by the state officials and are mostly pervasive and informal in 
nature. Many commentators now argue that Uzbekistan made little or no 
progress in promoting rule of law and good governance, and that many 
formal institutions of government have achieved a merely showcase qual-
ity. According to the international indicators of good governance and rule 
of law, such as the TI’s Corruption Perceptions Index (Transparency 
International 2016) and World Bank governance rankings (World Bank 
2014), Uzbekistan is among the ten most corrupt countries in the world.

Academically, this has resulted into a wide array of research addressing 
Uzbekistan’s governance trajectories. Much of the scholarly literature, 
especially anthropological accounts, demonstrates that corruption perme-
ates all levels of state and society, from daily interactions between ordinary 
citizens and low-level state officials to kleptocratic practices involving 
high-level state officials (Wegerich 2006; Ilkhamov 2007; Kandiyoti 2007; 
Perlman and Gleason 2007; Trevisani 2007; Markowitz 2008; 
Rasanayagam 2011). Much of this research concentrates on macro-level 
topics and state-centred approaches, focusing on authoritarianism and the 
persistence of Soviet-style administrative culture, predatory elites,  
dysfunctional public administration system, illiberal economic policies, 
clan politics, post-Soviet agricultural reforms, corrupt law-enforcement 
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 structures and inadequate ways of dealing with corruption on the part of 
state authorities. These authors argue that the struggles among various 
state actors to gain control over scarce resources have resulted in ineffi-
cient resource allocation and contradictory state policies, thereby making 
corruption and bribery part of the governance mode in Uzbekistan. At the 
same time, these studies also claim that there is a need to distinguish 
between the informal practices of kleptocratic elites, which have nothing 
to do with ‘survival’, and the informal coping strategies of the ordinary 
citizens and low-level officials. Another body of scholarly works suggests 
that it is the penetration of clans and regional patronage networks into 
official structures that deplete the state’s organizational powers and cause 
corruption in state institutions (Kubicek 1998; Pashkun 2003; Luong 
2004; Collins 2006; Ilkhamov 2007). Others have explained the ubiquity 
of corruption in Uzbekistan as an outcome of its communist past (Staples 
1993; Gleason 1995; Ergashev 2006).

The above studies share two common features when it comes to analys-
ing corruption in Uzbekistan. First, they explain the ubiquity of corrup-
tion with reference to the authoritarian nature of the political regime. This 
idea is consistent with the mainstream corruption literature where the 
strong state is seen as a key driver of widespread corruption, especially 
when it tends to function as a totalitarian and monopolizing agent (Varese 
2001; Sun 2004; Johnston 2005). Second, they view widespread corrup-
tion as a survival strategy (‘corruption of the weak’) where ordinary resi-
dents and low-level state officials rely on informal or illegal practices to 
secure their basic needs. While recognizing the importance of ‘strong 
state’ explanations, we nevertheless argue that they are not sufficient and 
run the risk of aggrandizing the role of the state into being the prime 
mover of widespread corruption, as if it alone shapes the basic patterns of 
economic life and determine the parameters of daily social relations. 
‘Survival strategy’ explanations also cannot satisfactorily explain the non- 
monetary dimensions of informal transactions. Of course, economic moti-
vations play a major role in informal transactions, however, the fashion 
and ritual they take place, shows a high degree of embeddedness in social 
norms, traditions, moral codes and the affective logics that mere ‘survival 
strategy’ arguments cannot fully explain. Hence, we argue that if we want 
to better understand the nature, causes and forms of corruption, we need 
to go beyond the state-centred approaches or survival strategy perspective 
and resituate the focus on ‘legal orders’ operating at the micro-level. This 
chapter represents an attempt to explore this micro-level ‘legal orders’ and 
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argues for the need to consider traditions, moral codes and values when 
studying corruption. Studies have shown that a large portion of Uzbek 
society, especially the rural inhabitants who account for roughly 63 per 
cent of the population, still preserve strong devotion to traditions, collec-
tivism, family, kinship and religious values (Poliakov 1992; Kandiyoti 
1998; Khalid 2003; Pashkun 2003; Rasanayagam 2011). Hence, it is actu-
ally the behavioural imperatives, expectations and social sanctions emanat-
ing from these micro-level ‘legal orders’ that determine the ‘rights’ and 
‘wrongs’ of everyday life and social relations. These processes become 
especially visible when we ethnographically attend to everyday life and 
social interactions on a micro-level. With this in mind, in the empirical 
section we focus on two basic social associations of Uzbek society, neigh-
bourhood community (mahalla) and extended family (urug’) in order to 
describe the socio-legal context that informs the meaning of corruption in 
Uzbekistan. Before moving to the empirical section, we will present our 
theoretical framework that would be the basis for analysing the ethno-
graphic data.

3  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

As we argued in the previous sections, it is not appropriate to utilize the 
Western-centric definitions of corruption in specific social settings where 
people’s actions are influenced by multiple, alternative (to the state law), 
and often conflicting normative orders. From this point of view, state law 
is just one among many other normative orders in society. Hence, infor-
mal transactions that would be labelled as corruption from a state law 
perspective may very well be considered to be morally accepted practice 
according to local morality, social norms and traditions. Accordingly, the 
study of corruption should be sensitive to the legally pluralistic nature of 
everyday life and socio-economic relations. This task, in turn, requires 
creating relevant theoretical framework that allows us to analyse informal 
transactions and practices from a legal pluralism perspective.

Eugen Ehrlich was one of the first scholars to fully recognize the plural-
ity of normative orders and his theory of “living law” still remains a useful 
tool for studying normative pluralism inherent in different working nor-
mative orders. In Fundamental Principles of the Sociology of Law, Ehrlich 
(2002) distinguishes between the law created by the state (juristic law and 
statutes) and informal norms produced by non-state social associations 
(‘living law’). Ehrlich claims that the ‘living law’ is not directly linked to 
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the state or its legal system but rather to the inner order of various social 
associations. By ‘the inner order of social associations’, Ehrlich means the 
society’s reflexive web of expectations that give power and meaning to 
norms. Hence, for Ehrlich, it is not the state law, but it is actually the ‘liv-
ing law’ of various social associations that dominates everyday life itself, 
even though it has not been posited in legal propositions and has emerged 
independently of the state law out of the inner order of associations 
(Banakar 2008; Svensson 2013). In this connection, Ehrlich alludes to the 
entirety of law dominating everyday life and social relations as ‘living law’, 
whereas he refers to the law created by the state as ‘juristic law’. Ehrlich 
advises that if we want to better understand the coexistence and clashes of 
different normative orders, we should attentively observe everyday life, 
relations of domination, actual habits of people, and inquire into people’s 
thoughts on the opinions of relevant people in their surrounding environ-
ment, and on proper social behaviour.

Thus, equipped with the concept of ‘living law’, it could be inferred 
that we cannot satisfactorily explore the nature, forms and causes of cor-
ruption without considering the informal norms, practices and moral 
codes (‘living law’) operating within various social associations in society.

4  METHODOLOGY

This chapter is based on extensive ethnographic field research between 
2009 and 2016 in Fergana region of Uzbekistan for a total of 15 months. 
The first author, being a native Uzbek, had the advantage of knowing the 
language and possessing a pre-understanding of the local conditions and 
situations, whereas the second author, from Sweden (non-native), added 
an external perspective to the chapter. Our fieldwork in this sense com-
bines both ‘internal’ and ‘external’ perspectives, hence providing a holistic 
view on the field site in question.

During these field trips, a rich stock of ethnographic material was col-
lected mainly through observations and informal interviews. Our inter-
views and observations were conducted in Fergana region, in the village 
we call Shabboda. Observations and informal interviews with village resi-
dents were carried out at the ‘gossip hotspots’ such as the guzar (com-
munity meeting space), choyxona (teahouse) and life cycle events  
(weddings, funerals) where the bulk of village information exchange takes 
place. Our observations and interviews focused on the commonplace and 
more or less taken-for-granted activities that signal the key features of 

 CORRUPTION, SOCIAL NORMS AND EVERYDAY LIFE IN UZBEKISTAN 



196 

social  structures, norms and interactions. We were interested in under-
standing the role of law and social norms in everyday life and, directly or 
indirectly, in both ‘state’ and ‘non-state’ arenas, looking at, for example, 
how state officials enforced and talked about laws, to what extent people 
conformed to laws or social norms when dealing with state officials, and 
how people think about the proper social behaviour. We also explored 
people’s perceptions of bribery, everyday coping strategies, values and 
moral obligations, local definitions and interpretations of ‘moral’ and 
‘immoral’. Fieldwork took place with respondents who were fully informed 
about the purpose, methods and use of the research. Safety precautions for 
both researchers and informants forced us to avoid all types of apparent 
documentation methods, such as recording and taking notes. Instead, 
immediately following an interview or observation, we wrote down our 
recollections. In order to ensure maximum anonymity, we have changed 
the names of informants, villages and mahallas and provided only the most 
general information about the fieldsite.

For this specific chapter, we have chosen to present two empirical case 
studies on the following social associations within the Uzbek society (1) 
neighbourhood community (mahalla) and (2) extended family (urug’). 
Hence, this chapter focuses on a small segment of the empirical data col-
lected within the larger project. A more comprehensive description of the 
ethnographic project and its results can be found in previous publications 
(e.g. Urinboyev 2011, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016a, b, 2017; Urinboyev and 
Svensson 2013a, b, 2014; Urinboyev and Polese 2016). The fieldwork 
context (Shabboda village) and the two empirical case studies will be pre-
sented in the following sections.

5  EVERYDAY LIFE AND SOCIAL RELATIONS IN SHABBODA 
VILLAGE

Shabboda, where we conducted fieldwork, is a village (qishloq) in Fergana 
valley of Uzbekistan and has a population of more than 18,000 people. 
Administratively, Shabboda village comprise 28 mahalla (neighbourhood 
community). In turn, each mahalla contains 150–300 immediate families 
which are gathered around 20–30 urug’ (extended families/kinship 
group). This indicates that there are two main social associations within 
the village (mahalla and urug’) that shape the nitty-gritty of social rela-
tions. The income-generating activities of the village residents are made 
up of multiple sources, ranging from cucumber and grape production, 
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remittances, raising livestock for sale as beef and informal trade, to con-
struction work, daily manual labour (mardikorchilik), fruit-picking jobs 
and brokerage. However, remittances sent from Russia constitute the 
main source of income for many households. Hence, migration is a wide-
spread livelihood strategy, simply a norm for young and able-bodied men 
in Shabboda.

Daily conversations in Shabboda mainly revolve around economic 
problems, declining public services, gas and electricity cuts and life-cycle 
rituals. The state is virtually ‘absent’ in everyday life due to its incapacity 
to secure people’s basic needs. Given the existence during the Soviet times 
of job opportunities and fairly good social welfare services, villagers in 
those days felt less need for community-based welfare and mutual aid 
practices. As the state in contemporary Uzbekistan is no longer able to 
provide jobs and social services, villagers frequently rely on social safety 
nets and mutual aid practices within their family, kinship and mahalla. 
These practices 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 labour exchanges, rotating sav-
ings and credit initiatives, non-compensated labour during life-cycle ritu-
als, housing construction and contributions to charity. The term hashar is 
used to refer to such mutual aid practice in Shabboda, where villagers 
cooperate with one another by the reciprocal exchange of labour, money, 
material goods and services. Hence, few wedding feasts, funerals, irriga-
tion building, road asphalting, medical operations or house constructions 
take place in the life of villagers without family, kinship or mahalla support. 
For example, according to social norms, villagers are expected to give fixed 
amount of money to the host when they attend wedding feasts. Villagers 
actively engage in such mutual aid activities, since these practices enable 
them not only to meet their livelihood needs but also they 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, funerals) are places where 
such mutual aid activities are discussed and arranged.

These mutual aid practices create strong moral and affective bond 
within the realm of family, kinship and mahalla life. Villagers regularly 
attend most of the socializing events together and have a relationship of 
mutual dependence. It is possible that some of the villagers have been 
helping one another in the past. Money is not everything in Shabboda and 
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respect, prestige and reputation are also 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 
onto an individual or his family or entire urug’ if he/she (or they) is not 
acting fairly or not helping his neighbour or village member. So there is a 
high probability that villagers help their family, kin or mahalla member 
when they need assistance. This is also a way to make up for the ‘absent 
state’ by relying on kinship and mahalla connections. Hence, the give- 
and- take rituals constitute an integral part of everyday interactions in 
Shabboda.

The cooperative behaviour among villagers is maintained by social 
norms. Villagers who ignore or fail to comply with social norms face social 
sanctions, such as gossip, ridicule, loss of respect and reputation, humilia-
tion and even exclusion from life-cycle rituals. Amongst these social sanc-
tions, gossip is the most commonly used instrument in Shabboda where 
villagers spread negative information about the residents, for example, in 
case he/she refuses to contribute work during hashar or act unfairly towards 
other co-villagers. Due to the existence of such quick information exchange 
and harsh social sanctions, many villagers refrain from breaking social 
norms and try to comply with the norms of family, kinship and mahalla.

These observations reminds of the ‘living law’ of the Bukowina that 
Eugen Ehrlich (1912) described a century ago in his book ‘Fundamental 
Principles of the Sociology of Law’. One important insight we gained was 
that the state law is almost non-existent in everyday life in Shabboda, 
which is regulated instead by social norms that promote alternative (to the 
state law) version of how people should behave. While the aforementioned 
mutual aid practices produce social solidarity and reinforce the basic social 
fabrics of Uzbek society (family, kinship and mahalla), they may also con-
tribute to the emergence of initial elements of nepotism, cronyism and 
patron-client relations. These processes become especially visible when we 
observe the daily conversations regarding the qualities of a good civil ser-
vant. According to social norms (‘living law’ in Ehrlich’s terms), the indi-
vidual is expected to share his/her economic resources and political 
influence with family, relatives and neighbours. These norms shape the 
behaviour of individuals when they engage in public administration or 
wield some political or economic resources. In this regard, the state offi-
cials have little room for individual choice and often find themselves torn 
between loyalty to their family, kin and mahalla and honesty at work. 
Therefore, upholding respect and loyalty for family, kin and mahalla 
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networks often comes at the expense of using/abusing public office, 
thereby leading to an omnipresence of informal and illegal practices in 
state institutions. This perspective is also shared by Perlman and Gleason 
(2007, p. 1333) who note that the ‘Asian path is different from other 
competing approaches in that it is synthetic-binding together the interests 
of the state, the society, the family, and the individual’. Our observations 
enable us to argue that the behavioural instructions promoted by the ‘liv-
ing law’ influence social behaviour and everyday life more effectively than 
the laws of the state. Although the ‘living law’ described here can be inter-
preted as an instance of ‘corruption’ according to the international 
(Western- centric) legal definitions of corruption, it is, however, accepted 
within rural communities in Ferghana as a legitimate practice—regardless 
of whether they are legal or illegal. These processes will be empirically 
demonstrated in the next sections.

6  EMPIRICAL CASE STUDIES

In this section, we present two empirical case studies that focus on rela-
tionships and norms within two social associations in Shabboda village: 
mahalla (neighbourhood) and urug’ (extended family). These case studies 
resulted from the observations conducted during our extensive ethno-
graphic fieldwork (2009–2016) in the Fergana valley. It should be empha-
sized that these two case studies had been possible due to our capacity to 
build trust and maintain regular contact with the participants over a long 
period of time. Before moving to empirical case studies, some additional 
clarifications on mahalla and urug’ are needed in order to help the reader 
better distinguish between these two associations.

The term mahalla is commonly used in Shabboda (as well as in other 
parts of Uzbekistan) to refer to neighbourhood community. Most people 
in the village identify themselves through their mahalla. If a village resi-
dent is asked where he or she comes from, the answer will be ‘I am from 
mahalla X’. This means villagers use the term mahalla to refer to the neigh-
bourhood community where they live. Thus, mahalla includes all the peo-
ple living in the same neighbourhood, regardless of their familial and 
kinship ties.

The term urug’ is mentioned when villagers talk about their larger kin-
ship group/extended family members who are related by blood, common 
name and ancestry. Urug’ includes grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, 
nephews and nieces from both patrilineal and matrilineal family. Normally, 
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urug’ members do not live in the same household but they live close 
together, for example, in the same mahalla or village. Thus, urug’ is a col-
lection of several oila (immediate families) that live in the same mahalla or 
village.

Mahalla

Oqtepa, where this case was constructed, is one of the mahallas in the 
Shabboda village in rural Ferghana and has a population of more than 
2000 people. Most of the residents in this mahalla were dehqonlar (farm-
ers) involved in cucumber and grape production. However, due to our 
research focus, we were particularly interested in two mahalla members, 
Sardor and Rahmon, who were both state officials and the centre of 
‘everyday mahalla talk’.

Sardor was a very high-level state official and worked as the deputy 
chief of a provincial police department, whereas Rahmon was a district- 
level traffic policeman (a low-level official). However, in everyday mahalla 
life, Sardor, in spite of having such a high official status, did not have 
decent reputation and was often ridiculed by mahalla people as a ‘com-
munist’, the term that carries negative meaning and is used in relation to 
law-abiding state officials who do not share their political influence and 
resources with their kin and mahalla. This social pressure rested on mahal-
ladoshlik (shared mahalla origin) obligations and mutual aid practices that 
constituted the backbone of social relations. It is possible that some 
mahalla members helped Sardor or his family members in the past when 
he did not possess such legal and political influence. These past experi-
ences led mahalla people to conclude that Sardor had a moral obligation 
to support his mahalla members when they experience problems with law. 
Actually, as a high-level state official, Sardor had an enormous power and 
he could easily divert the resources to mahalla, but he always rejected the 
requests of mahalla and asked them to solve their problems through for-
mal channels. Because of his attempts to keep his public office separate 
from the private sphere, Sardor was regarded as a ‘communist’ in the 
words of many mahalla residents we encountered.

On the other hand, a low-level official Rahmon was a ‘man of respect’ 
and enjoyed a very high social status and reputation in mahalla. Unlike 
Sardor, Rahmon provided patronage to mahalla residents, for instance, by 
helping mahalla residents to avoid or manoeuvre around the state law. 
Rahmon was especially praised for his ability to act as a bridge between 
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high-level state officials and ordinary residents in terms of negotiating the 
amount of informal payment for job or university admission issues, and 
bending state laws to meet the interests of mahalla residents. Therefore, 
when invited to weddings, Rahmon was always offered a ‘best table’ and 
served more quickly than others. Thus, according to mahalla’s ‘living law’, 
Sardor was neither a good mahalla member nor a good state official due 
to his law-abiding behaviour and unwillingness to use his power for 
mahalla’s benefit, while Rahmon was the ‘pride of mahalla’, due to his 
sensitivity to the needs and concerns of mahalla.

This case illustrates that the analytical divide between public office and 
private sphere is not useful in the context of Uzbekistan where the society 
is mostly based on collectivist traditions and kinship networks. Our study 
thus confirms the findings of previous research (Pardo 2006; Haller and 
Shore 2005; Wanner 2005; Nuijten and Anders 2007; Morris and Polese 
2013), showing that morality is a conflicting battlefield in which socially 
constructed ideas of ‘legality’ and ‘illegality’ clashes with universal claims 
and definitions. The chapter also shows that even the meaning of the word 
‘abuse’ and ‘private gain’ is problematic in the context of Uzbekistan. For 
mahalla members, Rahmon’s illegal acts were neither ‘abuse’ nor ‘private 
gain’ as his actions were not driven by egoism and greed but he showed 
respect and loyalty towards his mahalla members, even though he was 
aware that his actions could have created possible legal problems for him-
self. Although it is always risky to draw parallels to other socio-political 
contexts, a similar situation was also observed in Oliver de Sardan’s (1999) 
work on ‘A moral economy of corruption in Africa?’ where he shows that 
corruption has become banalized and generalized in everyday life to such 
an extent that actions which refuse compliance with illegal practices were 
seen as amoral and egoistic. Similar patterns have also been shown in 
Lomnitz’s (1995) study of ‘correct’ (i.e. acceptable) and ‘incorrect’ cor-
ruption in rural Mexico where corruption was morally accepted by the 
local population if patrons demonstrated generosity and solidarity with 
their people and financed local fiestas. We presented this case not to make 
a case for the ‘culture of corruption’ (De Sardan 1999; Shore 2005; Smart 
and Hsu 2007), but to highlight that these practices are licit and moral 
according to local context and reflect the everyday realities in developing 
world where the state fails to secure the basic needs of its citizens. If these 
practices are perceived as corrupt and then attacked, there is a risk that 
basic social fabrics (‘living law’) of society are undermined, possibly erod-
ing the social solidarity.
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Urug’

This case study focuses on Ahmedov’s urug’ and their strategies to reassert 
their high social status in the village. Ahmedov’s urug’ consists of five 
immediate families that live in different mahallas of Shabboda village. 
Even though each of these five families live in a separate household 
(xo’jalik) and manage their economy independently (alohida ruzg’or), 
they are all in a mutual dependence relationship. Like other kinship groups 
in the village, Ahmedov’s urug’ regularly meet with each other. It is actu-
ally during the life-cycle events (e.g. weddings, circumcision ceremonies 
and funerals) and holidays (Eid, Navruz) all urug’ members gather and 
hold some catch-up conversation about what happened since the last time 
they met. However, urug’ members also gather during the emergency 
situations, for example, in case someone from the urug’ get sick, is in need 
of a large amount of money or get into some trouble that may jeopardize 
the reputation of entire urug’. In such circumstances, urug’ try to make 
sure that all members are taken care when they need help. Urug’s capacity 
to provide for their members not only creates solidarity inside the kinship 
group, but also enhances urug’s prestige and reputation in the village. 
Hence, money is not everything and when urug’s obro’ etibor (reputa-
tion) is at stake, all urug’ members unite and do their best to reassert their 
status. As will be shown below, these urug’-based moral and affective rep-
ertoires have important implications for re-contextualizing the role and 
meaning of informal/illegal transactions.

Ahmedov’s urug’ was one of the most reputable and richest kinship 
groups in Shabboda village from the late 1990s until 2009. This was due 
to the fact that one of the members of urug’, Nodirbek, worked in key 
positions in provincial government and later was promoted to the Ministry 
of Agriculture in Tashkent. But this situation changed shortly after 
Nodirbek’s removal from the government in 2009, a thing that negatively 
affected the social status of urug’ in the village. Following these develop-
ments, Ahmedov’s urug’ lost their high social status and reputation in the 
village. This change was also felt by Nodirbek, as he was no longer offered 
a ‘best table’ when invited to wedding feasts. Ahmedov’s social status was 
further damaged when Bakhtiyor, one of the ‘rising stars’ of the urug’ 
failed to get admission to prestigious law university in Tashkent. This 
event led to speculations that Ahmedov’s urug’ would never be able to 
recover and regain their social status.

These events forced the urug’ members to mobilize their economic 
resources and to invest them in the education of Bakhtiyor, hoping that 

 R. URINBOYEV AND M. SVENSSON



203

he would restore urug’s reputation in the future. During the urug’ gath-
ering each of the families contributed 3000 USD, totalling 15,000 
USD. The idea behind this initiative was that this gathered money would 
be given to the ‘people of influence’ in Tashkent so that they would guar-
antee Bakhtiyor’s acceptance. Thanks to his many years of work in the 
public administration, Nodirbek had many tanish-bilish (connections and 
networks) in Tashkent city. Capitalizing on these connections, Nodirbek 
was able to secure Bakhtiyor’s admission to law university. Ahmedov’s 
urug’ also used marriage to boost Bakhtiyor’s career after graduation. As 
Bakhtiyor was studying at the prestigious law university, it was quite obvi-
ous that he had quite good chances to marry a girl from a powerful family. 
After urug’ members zealous matchmaking efforts, Bakhtiyor concluded 
a marriage with the daughter of one high-level state official in neighbour-
ing village. As a result of these strategic moves, few years after his gradua-
tion Bakhtiyor became a judge at one of the district courts, a thing that 
eventually reasserted Ahmedov’s high social status and reputation in the 
village.

This case study highlights two main issues. First, illegal practices 
 described in the case study (e.g. a bribe given to enrol Bakhtiyor at the 
law university) encompass a wide range of moral and affective repertoires 
that go beyond mere economic interest and that we also need to consider 
the role of ‘alternative currencies’ such as respect, prestige and reputation 
(Pardo 2006; Zanca 2003) when analysing corruption. This allows us to 
suggest the existence of a non-monetary economy, deeply embedded in 
micro-level social structures. This also implies that we need to go beyond 
the ‘legal-illegal’, ‘licit-illicit’ binaries and, in particular, the argument 
that petty corruption serves as survival strategy for ordinary citizens and 
low- level state officials. Second, the case study provides useful insights on 
the nitty-gritty of everyday life and social relations in Uzbek society 
where different social associations compete for status, power, influence 
and privileges. Given that abovementioned kinship groups and their sta-
tus-based interactions form part of institutionalized practices embedded 
within everyday life and social relations, it is not appropriate to label 
them as instances of corruption or ‘cancer’ that need to be eradicated. As 
Hasty (2005, p. 271) has argued, corrupt acts ‘are not merely selfish and 
private but profoundly social, shaped by larger sociocultural notions of 
power, privilege, and responsibility’. Hence, these kinship-based prac-
tices need to be situated in a broader socio-legal context, because they are 
not just spontaneous actions of the participants but rather represent the 
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institutionalized social practices (‘living law’) that are part and parcel of 
everyday life. Thus, the study of corruption should be sensitive to the 
‘inner orders’ of these micro-level social associations.

7  CONCLUDING REMARKS ON SOCIAL ASSOCIATIONS, 
LIVING LAW AND NON-MONETARY ECONOMY

The case studies presented in the chapter demonstrate that the state is 
rarely the only actor in society and faces enormous resistance from other 
(informal) social associations (e.g. mahalla, urug’) in implementing its 
policies and laws. These associations interact and struggle with one another 
over material and non-material issues, attempting to impose their own 
norms and symbols on everyday social relations. Hence, the more the 
focus moves from the Western-centric perspectives to ethnographic (con-
textual) analyses of everyday life and socio-economic conditions, the more 
it becomes discernible that the informal transactions may also be driven by 
‘non-monetary currencies’ that allow people to build personal, social and 
professional relations. The case studies thus allow us to argue that infor-
mal or illegal practices not only mirror kleptocracy, individual greed, eco-
nomic interests or survival strategies, but also reflect social norms generated 
through kinship, social status, hierarchies, affection, reciprocity and repu-
tation. When these micro-level structures are perceived as corrupt and 
battled, there is a risk that basic social fabrics (‘living law’) of society are 
weakened and distorted, possibly leading to social instability. Any anti- 
corruption strategies should be built on a deep knowledge of social norms 
and local context that determine the ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’ of everyday 
social behaviour.

By emphasizing the existence of non-economic and non-monetary 
motivations in engagement in informal transactions, we have also made a 
further attempt to bring corruption beyond the kleptocracy, dysfunctional 
institutions, dishonest officials or survival explanations. Our chapter thus 
contributes additional empirical evidence to the previous research, show-
ing that informal transactions (‘corruption’ from a legal standpoint) are 
means of gaining social status and reputation (Pardo 2006), a way of life 
(De Sardan 1999), a means of socialization (Rivkin-Fish 2005), creating 
dependencies and debts that may build a lifelong bond (White 1994). As 
such, we challenge the usefulness of economic-based attempts or norma-
tive approaches to combat corruption in a given context as compared to 
other approaches that take consider the role of social norms and solidarity. 
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Some choose to engage in informal practices not just to satisfy his/her 
economic needs but also to earn more prestige or moral and affective sup-
port from those around them. The intrinsic message of our chapter is that 
measures adopted to combat corruption should go beyond a merely econ-
omistic view (‘the abuse of public office for private gain’) and that, to 
convince people to act within the realms of state law, a structure replacing 
not only economic opportunity but also reducing the gap between state 
law and living law should be put into place.

Note on Transliteration Throughout the chapter, Uzbek words are spelled 
according the standard literary form. They are used based on the follow-
ing two criteria: (1) whether an Uzbek word or phenomenon is central to 
the chapter; (2) if an English translation does not fully capture the mean-
ing of the Uzbek word or phenomenon. Uzbek words are presented in 
italics. The principal exceptions are mahalla and urug’, since these words 
are frequently used and have a central place in the chapter.
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