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With fresh and provocative insights into the everyday reality of politics in post-Soviet Central
Asia, this volume moves beyond commonplaces about strong and weak states to ask critical
questions about how democracy, authority, and justice are understood in this important region.
In conversation with current theories of state power, the contributions draw on extensive
ethnographic research in settings that range from the local to the transnational, the mundane to
the spectacular, to provide a unique perspective on how politics is performed in everyday life.
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Note on TransliterationSources in several languages appear in this book. In choosing a system
of transliteration we have aimed for consistency across chapters with regard to the names of



people and places for ease of cross-referencing, while also remaining faithful to the language in
which a comment was originally spoken in cases of direct quotation. For languages written in the
Cyrillic or Arabic scripts (Russian, Uyghur, Kyrgyz, Kazakh, and Tajik), we have used a modified
version of the U.S. Library of Congress system of transliteration, except in those cases where
alternative spellings have become more familiar to North American readers (for instance,
Nazarbayev rather than Nazarbaev; Uyghur rather than Uighur). For quotations from Uzbek, we
used the official Latin script.
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project from workshop to book. Above all, we would like to thank the many friends and
acquaintances in our respective fieldsites who have shared their welcome, their time, and their
insight. We hope we have done justice to their words and experiences in the chapters that follow.

IntroductionPerformances, Possibilities, and Practices of the Political in Central AsiaJohan
Rasanayagam, Judith Beyer, and Madeleine ReevesWhat does politics look like in Central Asia?
How is politics performed, and what is at stake? How should we, in fact, understand “the
political” as a sphere of activity and what sort of object is “the state,” in Central Asia or
elsewhere? Central Asia, in this collection, refers to the five former Soviet republics of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, as well as the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China. The post-Soviet Central Asian
republics are relatively recent creations. Their territorial boundaries were established under
Bolshevik rule in the 1920s, carved out of the former Tsarist administrative entity of Turkestan
and the protectorates of Bukhara and Khiva. Soviet nationalities policy classified Central Asian
populations into ethno-national groups, each associated with a distinct linguistic, cultural, and
historical lineage and a defined territory. While not entirely arbitrary, Soviet policy and practice
reified previously fluid registers of identification and belonging, and in some cases created
entirely new nationality categories.1 Those ethno-national groups that were regarded as most
advanced along a supposed evolutionary trajectory toward nationhood—the Uzbeks, Kazakhs,
Kyrgyz, Tajiks, and Turkmens—were constituted as national republics within the framework of
the Soviet Union.When the Soviet Union disintegrated in 1991, its Central Asian republics were
abruptly cut loose from the economic and political infrastructure that had sustained them. The
ideological frame that had located individual citizens within an encompassing polity was lost
along with it. The national leaderships were forced to reinvent their republics as independent
nation-states. They have sought to fashion new state ideologies and narratives of nationhood.
Central Asian populations have had to cope with the collapse of previous certainties; the abrupt
withdrawal of the state provision of employment, housing, and social welfare; and the ensuing
material hardship (Kandiyoti and Mandel 1998). They have had to negotiate within new modes
and practices of governance. This dynamic moment of invention and creative negotiation makes
Central Asia a particularly productive site for comparative study of the political and the state.The
inclusion of China’s Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in this volume provides an important
comparative perspective. The region is territorially contiguous with the former Soviet republics,
the populations have much in common, linguistically and culturally, and there are Uyghur
populations in many of the former Soviet states, particularly in Kazakhstan. The continuing
experience of the Chinese version of socialism, moreover, provides an illuminating point of
comparison with the post-Soviet situation, as Ildikó Bellér-Hann’s contribution to this volume
makes clear.2The five post-Soviet Central Asian states share a common historical legacy of
seven decades of Soviet communism, but they have experienced the two post-Soviet decades
in their own, distinct ways. Tajikistan’s experience has been most traumatic. There, civil war



broke out shortly after independence in 1992 and lasted through much of that decade. John
Heathershaw, one of the contributors to this volume, identifies four broad explanations for
conflict, although none of these are sufficient explanations in themselves: those that emphasize
competition among ethno-regional solidarity groups (with an Uzbek-dominated western region
and Tajik south and north); as a battle of ideologies between Communist Party conservatives,
reformers, and nationalist and Islamist groups; as a struggle over recourses; and as a
competition among elites, each with their patronage networks (Heathershaw 2009). A peace
agreement was signed in 1997, but renegade commanders continued to be active until the early
2000s. Since 1992, Tajikistan has been under the authoritarian leadership of Emomali Rahmon,
a former head of a state farm, initially as chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Tajikistan and later
as president. As Heathershaw shows in his contribution to this volume, for all that Tajikistan has
been celebrated as an example of successful post-conflict transition, the practical politics of
peace-building over the last decade and a half has in many respects served to entrench and
legitimize an authoritarian politics.None of the former Soviet Central Asian republics can be
described as liberal democracies that guarantee individual freedoms and support vibrant civil
societies. Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan are the most authoritarian regimes, while Kyrgyzstan
was, in the early years of independence, sometimes referred to by outside observers as an
“island of democracy” in the region. The Soviet-era Communist Party leaderships of these
republics continued as presidents of their independent states. President Islam Karimov of
Uzbekistan and Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan still remain in power, while the first
president of independent Turkmenistan, Saparmurat Niyazov, died in office in 2006, succeeded
by Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov.It is perhaps worth noting at this point the “absent presence”
of Turkmenistan in this volume: it is the only Central Asian state on which we do not include a
chapter. This absence is striking in view of the considerable interest of Turkmenistan to a
comparative anthropology of the state in Central Asia and, in a context where popular paeans to
the president are screened on prime-time television, for thinking about the diversity of ways in
which politics is performed in the region. The lack of a chapter on Turkmenistan reflects less a
deliberate editorial exclusion than the current realities of academic production on the region.
Anthropologically informed articles and doctoral dissertations based on research in other
Central Asian states, while hardly numerous when compared with the scale of scholarly output
on other global regions, have nonetheless grown in number and scope over the previous decade
(a decade, characteristic of this young field, in which eleven of the fourteen contributors to this
volume received their doctorate). The same growth in scholarly production cannot be said of
Turkmenistan. Writing in 2004, historian Adrienne Edgar noted the difficulties of conducting
historical research in independent Turkmenistan, with the Turkmen State Archive remaining
firmly off-limits to foreign researchers (Edgar 2004, xii). Nearly a decade later, the kind of
sustained participant observation on which ethnographic research depends remains nearly
impossible in Turkmenistan, and this is particularly true for any research that might address
issues of everyday politics in a critical or questioning voice.At the same time, scholarly



production within Turkmenistan itself is highly circumscribed, with state-funded historical and
archaeological research often deliberately conceived to give legitimacy to narratives of state
continuity and national specificity that have already been articulated in presidential writings. The
“state,” while a pervasive referent of official Turkmen discourse (along with the nation and the
president), forms part of the “hegemony of form” (Yurchak 2006) in Turkmenistan that remains
beyond sustained critical analysis. In September 2011, for instance, the Institute of History of the
Academy of Sciences of Turkmenistan was instructed, by presidential decree, to conduct an
international scientific conference on the “Revival of the Great Silk Road in the Prosperous
Epoch of the Powerful State: Deep Roots and Modern Opportunities.” Such events, lavishly
funded, internationally attended, and extensively rebroadcast, can themselves be considered an
important mode of performing politics in Turkmenistan. They have yet, however, to receive the
critical scholarly analysis they deserve.If the political field in Turkmenistan has been
characterized to a considerable degree by personalized rule, limited international collaboration,
and relative political stability, Kyrgyzstan’s first two decades of independence are radically
different. The country’s first post-independence president, Askar Akaev, was ousted in 2005
following mass protests sparked by the conduct of parliamentary elections. Kurmanbek Bakiev
won the subsequent presidential elections, although he too was forced to resign after protests
against his rule spread throughout Kyrgyzstan’s northern regions in the first half of 2010. Political
upheaval was followed by violent conflict in June 2010, leaving many ordinary Kyrgyzstanis
looking to Russia not just as a source of livelihood but as a model of a (presumed) stable,
benign, and paternalist leadership.In a comparative study of three of the Central Asian states,
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan, the political scientist Eric McGlinchey has sought to
account for the differing paths of autocratic governance (McGlinchey 2011). He employs the
usefully evocative labels “Kyrgyz chaos,” “Uzbek violence,” and “Kazakh dynasty” as shorthand
descriptors for the variations in what he terms the “patronage politics” of these states.
McGlinchey traces the different autocracies to three variables: the involvement of central Soviet
authorities in mediating the leaderships of these republics in the Gorbachev era, the level of
endowment of natural resources available to the Central Asian leaderships, and differing
degrees of Islamist revivalism. Gorbachev managed change in the republican leaderships in
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan in the late 1980s, which meant that Karimov and Nazarbayev had a
firm control on power at independence. By contrast, Gorbachev’s decision to stay aloof from the
leadership contest in Kyrgyzstan in 1990 meant that no candidate emerged unchallenged,
resulting in the unstable political situation. In addition, Nazarbayev and his family control
Kazakhstan’s abundant oil wealth. It finances the president’s patronage networks and at the
same time allows the regime to maintain relatively comfortable living standards for the
population. Uzbekistan, on the other hand, has significantly smaller reserves of oil and gas, and
coercive patronage politics is the rule. State repression and violence in Uzbekistan is further
exacerbated, McGlinchey argues, by the threat the Karimov regime perceives in the emergence
of Islamic networks and charities, which provide support and welfare in the absence of the



state.We have used the term “authoritarian” here as shorthand to describe Central Asian
regimes. But power is not simply a capacity held by certain individuals to be exercised over
others. The state is not an institution that exists in and of itself, separate from populations. And
democracy is not simply a formal arrangement of legal frameworks, governing institutions, and
procedures. The state constantly has to be performed into being—it takes shape through a host
of actions, mundane and spectacular, in which ordinary people are enlisted as both audience
and actor. Moments of profound political transformation do not simply undermine the coherence
of the state. Rather, as Carol Greenhouse (2002) has argued, they expose with particular clarity
the creative energy of ordinary people in “maintaining the illusion of states’ concreteness” (2002,
1). The contributors to this volume shed light on this work of constituting the state in the realm of
the everyday. All of the contributors have engaged in many years of field research in Central
Asia. Their essays are intimate explorations of how the state is experienced and produced in
everyday encounters, of the capillary workings of politics, and they provide insights into the
nature of contemporary authoritarianism. They suggest that what we call “politics” is performed.
It is performed in, for example, the local conduct of elections (see Aksana Ismailbekova’s
contribution), or poetry competitions (Eva-Marie Dubuisson’s chapter). The state itself is not an
object or fact but materializes in the grand project of constructing a new capital in Kazakhstan
(Mateusz Laszczkowski). It takes on particular qualities and shapes in the local operation of
courts of elders in Kyrgyzstan (Judith Beyer) or in the attempts to relocate a cross-border market
onto more obviously “national” territory by villagers who live along the newly relevant borders of
independent nation-states (Madeleine Reeves).The contributions to this volume speak from an
anthropological perspective. This perspective is rooted in Central Asian lifeworlds but goes
beyond simple ethnographic description. An anthropological perspective opens out to located
experiences and practices of the political, to alternative ways of being and doing, and so
encourages us to rethink our seemingly universal, taken-for-granted categories and
assumptions. Our starting point is a broad conception of the political, as relations and
interventions, often agonistic, that are enacted with a “public” dimension; they are performed in
an arena, refer to discourses, or articulate with relations of power, which transcend the personal
location of the actors involved. We do not conceive of the political with reference to pregiven
categories, or assumed entities and actors, such as state and society, elites and the populace,
political parties and interest groups, with competition over power and resources assumed to take
place by and through them. Instead, we seek to explore how the political comes to be
constituted, and the categories themselves, like “the state” and “the people,” come to be
imagined, experienced, invoked, and performed.The Problem of RationalityMany analyses of
politics and the state in Central Asia, emerging in particular from the disciplines of political
science and international relations, have set out precisely to question established analytical
frames. Anna Grzymala-Busse and Pauline Jones Luong have critiqued conceptions of the state
assumed in political science literature on post-communist “transitions” (Grzymala-Busse and
Jones Luong 2002). They question conceptions of the state as a clearly identifiable set of



institutions and actors exerting legitimate authority over a given territory, operating collectively as
a unitary political agent, with clear boundaries between state and society. These conceptions,
they argue, arise from a Western European experience. Instead, through an analysis of the
Central Asian situation, they present a processual approach that takes into account the dramatic
changes following the break-up of the Soviet Union. They present an analysis that seeks to bring
people back into the state and that acknowledges multiple, competing actors, both local elites
and international governments and organizations. These various individual and corporate actors
compete to create policy and fashion policy-making institutions. They describe the blurring of
boundaries between state and society, a boundary that was consciously transgressed in Soviet
ideology and practices of governance, and one that they argue to be transgressed in the post-
communist era in the form of patronage networks and regional political identities (Jones Luong
2002). Post-communist states are a “bricolage,” built on existing formal structures inherited from
the Soviet past but also informal ones, which are Soviet legacies of a different kind.
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Great read!. Covering Central Asia in its regional entirety, this edited
volume approaches the question of the state from an interactional, performative angle.
Innovative and highly relevant. For scholars of Central Asia, as well as anthropologists, political
scientists, historians and scholars of law interested in the workings of the state.”

The book by Madeleine Reeves has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 4 people have provided feedback.
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