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Conflict and the State of the Statein the Caucasus
and Central Asia: an Empirical Research Challenge

Jan Koehler and Christoph Zircher, Berlin

Initial remarks

This paper draws on the research design of the compa-
rative, cross-societal research project ,Accounting for
State-building, Stability and Violent Conflict” andintends
to present insights into work in progress.! The project is
funded by the Volkswagen Foundation and hosted by the
Instituteof East European Studiesin cooperation with the
Ingtitute of Social Anthropol ogy at Freie Universitét Berlin.
Theongoing empirical research focuseson (1) the condi-
tions for successful/failed defusion of potentially violent
conflictin the Caucasian and Central Asian societies. The
analysisis placed (2) within the context of state building
processes.

Methodologically, we rely on amultidisciplinary approach,
combining political science, social anthropology, and
contemporary social history.

The interface between these disciplines and the key unit
of analysisistheingtitutional framework of the successor
states of the Soviet Union. Focusing on the institutional
framework allowsusto depict and understand theincentive
structuresof local actorsengaged in organising or defusing
violence. It allows us to understand the micropalitics of
local conflictsand placeitin thewider context of successful
or failed state building. Regionally, the project focuseson
the nineteen successor polities that have emerged in the
Caucasusand in Central Adaafter the callapse of the Soviet
Union. From this sample, extensive fieldwork is being
conducted in Tgjikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Azerbai-
jan, Georgia, Kabardino-Balkaria and Karachaevo-
Cherkessia. The fidldwork is carried out by six research
fellows? in cooperation with local experts and research
ingtitutions.

I ntroduction

Theimperial collapse of the Soviet Union posed aformi-
dablechallengefor the successor politiesin the Caucasus
and Central Asia: Thecentrally administered Soviet society
has fragmented into multiple societies, which haveto (re-)
build state administrations, (re-)draw boundaries, (re-)
invent loyalties. These societies have to establish new
ingtitutional arrangements for self-regulation in order to
ensure security, political participation, economic deve-
lopment and inter-groups stability after the fall of the
empire. These institutions have to be inscribed into a
political space, the boundaries of which are often weakly
defined and contested. Furthermore, ready-madehistorical
templatesarenot available, sinceall of the Caucasian and
Central Asian societiesarelatecomersand have not expe-
rienced significant periods of independent statehood.

All Caucasusand Central Asian soci eties of the collapsed
empire faced this challenge. Not all societies, however,
have managed to find anon-viol ent solution. Thoseadmin-
igrativeunitsof the collapsing empire, which haveamul -
ti-ethnical population, faced particular problems: here, the
ambitions and fears of two or more ethnic groups haveto
be addressed, separatist tendencies have to be avoided,
growing antagonism along ethnic (or elserdigious-ideol o-
gical) lines need to be defused and attempts of ethnic
entrepreneursto conquer the state by using ethnicity asa
resource of mobilisation have to be blocked.

Some of the post-socialist societies have successfully ma-
naged thesetasks and have avoided violence. Othershave
succeeded in polity building, but only at the price of
conflict and violence. And some of the new countriescame
close to complete failure — they lost a resemblance of
statehood and internal violence became endemic.

The point of departure of the project is consegquently to
identify what conditionsfacilitatecertain new orders. What
actors, proceduresand institutions are necessary to foster
non-violent intra- and inter-group relations, particularlyin
dealing with conflicts? How does conflict interact with
institutional change — both in terms of innovation,
adaptation or breakdown of ingtitutional arrangements?
What combination of factors doesit take to build or lose
the state as the principle rule-setting agency? Are there
alternativeinstitutional arrangementsfor the provision of
local governance as facilitator of non-violent and stable
relations between and within groups?

The paper has four sections: The first section briefly
introduces a methodology we have found useful for the
task at hand; the second section discusses two of our key
concepts, namely ,, conflict” and ,ingtitution“. The third
section shedslight on what wefind to beacrucia unit of
andyss, namely thehybrid ingtitutional arrangementsthat
form the often overlooked ,, backbones® of the social fabric
in the Caucasusand in Central Asia. Thelast section then
deals with local governance and statehood and presents
some insights into the process of state building at the
local level.

M ethodology
L ocal per spective on conflict and state building processes

Whilemost conflict monitoring and early warning systems
target theinternational and nationa level and rely on macro-
indicatorsfor analysisand prognosisof conflict potentials,
this research focuses on conflicts taking place at the
community level or —if larger in scale—impacting on the
local level. There are two reasons for this choice of
perspective.
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Firgt, the presence of macro-risk factors does not inform
usabout how communities actually copewith thoserisks.
Escalation of violence or non-violent conflict processing
depends to a significant extent on the institutional
capacities of society to deal with stress and risks on the
ground.

Second, the capacities of local society to come to terms
with conflict asdaily routineor asextraordinary eventisa
terra incognita for national and international decision
makers and service providers based in the centres of the
Newly I ndependent States. Thisiswhy a systematic peace
and conflict assessment that is of practical value to
agenciesinterested in fostering state formation and non-
violent, stable social relations has to take the local
perspectivein account, working bottom-up rather than top-
down.

Preferenceto qualitative methodsof data gathering

The methods applied for analysing conflict processing
within the context of state building focus on qualitative
dataand require prolonged fid dwork. Thereareanumber
of reasons for choosing this methodol ogical approach.

Onereason resdes with thefact that theway communities
deal with and talk about conflict isusually asengtiveissue.
It isoften conceal ed behind normativefagadesthat reflect
how theinterl ocutor imaginesthingsshould berather than
how they redlly are. Trust-building with key informants,
cross-checking information and participant observation
of social practice helpto differentiate norm from deed.

Not only normative (mis-)representation isa problem when
trying to analyse the social practice of conflict. Also, the
perception people have of conflict cannot be taken at face
value for analytical purpose. Thisis not to say that the
local perceptions arewrong and the outside perception is
right or that perceptions of conflict are not important for
conflict analysis. It isto say, however, that perception of a
social process (like conflict) should not be confused with
theprocessitsdf. Perceptions can beassessed in question-
naires; the politics of conflict —i.e. the unwritten rules,
congtraints and tricks according to which actors ,, do*
conflict — can only be grasped by qualitative in-depth
research.

Whilequalitative and participatory methodsare useful for
accessing local knowledge the research team has to be
aware of the problem of the local population being igno-
rant to the significanceof daily routine they consider self-
evident. Teaming up informed outsiders with metho-
dologically trained local researcherssignificantly reduces
thisrisk of missing the obvious.

Quantitative surveys are used to test hypothesis or gather
additional information after measurableindicatorsfor rele-
vant social processes have been identifiedin thefieldwork.

Analytical grid

In order to empirically assess the conflict processing
capacities of local institutional arrangements we use six
pre-set cross-cutting categorieswithin theidentified units
of analysis (e.g. local communities, bodies of self-
government, regional identity groups, various levels of
administration). They are (1) resources, (2) networks, (3)
informal local indtitutions, (4) formal non-stateingtitutions,
(5) locdl state capacities, and (6) social control (seetextbox
bel ow). The benefit of such an analytical gridistohavea
shared research agenda focussing on resources and
organisational capacitiesthat arehighly relevant for conflict
processing but that are at the same time applicable to
research in absence of overt conflict escalation. The
problem wefound with other methodsthat were designed
for development aid organi sationsto assessconflict —like
stake holder analysis, conflict profile, time-line, conflict
mapping — was that they work well only when parties to
the conflict, stated positions of actorsto the conflict, and
interests pursued in conflict are explicit. Thesetools are
not designed to analyse latent conflict or subtle social
tensions. For thetime being, however, in thetarget region
of theresearch project violent conflictismoretheexception
than the rule. At the same time tensions hidden from the
public eye are high, constructive conflict processing is
often blocked by the organisational weaknesses of local
state gructures, and informal socia ingtitutionsare unable
tofill thisgap and reliably processconflicts. In additionto
theidentification of structural sources of such instahility,
thecrucial question ishow efficient local arrangementsof
governance — often hybrids of official and informal
institutions that ,work” in the absence of effective
statehood and civil society — are in terms of conflict
control. Do they facilitate conflict transformation or just
temporarily contain conflict by bl ocking mobilisation and
devel opment? In essence, the cross-cutting i ssues proved
to be an analytical tool to account for conflict processing
potentials within such local modes of governance.

Crosscutting research issues

Resources are material and immaterial means actors may
acquireand usein order to progresstheir interests and secure
their needs. Examples for material resources are money,
wespons, land, water, and fertilizer. Examplesfor immaterial
resources are information, education, and prestige.

Conflicts may take place over the control of certain key
resources. The identification of what is a key resource in a
given community/society can only be understood from
within the community. Different societies assign different
meaning to resources. The relevancy of certain resources
depends on the economic, palitical and cultural system in
place.

Not only are resources an important object of conflict. They
are also an important means of conflict. The ability to
mobhilise resources is of particular important in sustained
violent conflicts.
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A network is the structure of regular interaction between a
larger number of individua or collective actors. A network
in itself is not an actor and not an indtitution. It is not the
same as those participating in it and it is not the same as the
rules governing the interaction between the participants. A
network can be used by the participants/actors to organise
collective action. It is like a telephone network that can be
used just to chat, to organise support, exchange information
or organise a demonstration.

To determine the significance of a network in conflicts it is
important to identify the social basis of the network that
supports its cohesion and sets the rules of interaction. A
network based on kin-relations may be more persistent than
a network based on shared interests or on patron-client
relations based on work-history.

Institutions are the rules of the game in society. In other
words they are the constraints shaping the interaction
between collective or individual actors. Institutions are
mechanisms in society that guide actors by setting the rules
for interaction, exchange and relationships between
individuals and groups.

Formal or official institutions are usually constituted in
writing and protected/implemented by the state. Informal
ingtitutions are constituted by routine, tradition, upbringing,
habit or custom and protected by social control, often
exercised by informal authorities. Official institutions and
informal institutions can be intimately linked: a court, a
body of local self government, an election may al at the
same time work according to official and unofficial rules.
For the analysis of conflict itisimportant to examinewhether
informal and official institutions contradict each other,
compete with each other or support each other. It is adso
important to determine which set of rules is dominant. In
some cases an official body — likealocal state administration
—may only have an official facadeand work mainly according
to informal rules.

Communities usually have mechanisms in place that punish
deviation and encourage conformity with existing rules. If
these mechanisms are not enforced by official state bodies
we call them social control. Socia control can be used for
mobilisation of collective action (e.g. hashar, demongtrations,
or attack on a neighbouring community). It can also be used
to check mobilisation (controlling the hot-headsin a conflict,
controlling the access of young men to weapons...). Socia
control can be either social capital or apowerful infringement
for development and adaptive change.

For the analysis of conflict the scale of social control is
important, the sanction capacity of social control is
important and last not least the rules of control areimportant.
State capacities are defined as the capacity of the state to
provide public goods such as social security, physical
security and rule of law. A public good is characterised by
non-excludability (everybody within the constituency can
consume the good, even if he has not contributed to the
production/financing of the good) and by non-competition
in consumption (the consumption of the common good by
an individua does not reduce its worth for another indivi-
dual). Social security, physica security, and rule of law are
vital preconditions for stability. For the analysis of conflict
it is important to see how much of these public goods are
provided by the state. If the state does not provide these
public goods it is important to know whether there are
aternative providers.

Concepts

Conflict

»Conflict means the struggle over values and claims to
scarce status, power and resources in which the aims of
the opponents are to neutralise, injure or eliminate their
rivals‘.® Thisclassic definition, though some 50 yearsold
now, still holds as working definition. It grasps the full
range of what social conflict is about and what forms it
may take (from non-violent competition to violent
destruction).

Seen from the perspective of state-building and stable
relations between various groups within a given society
conflict itself is not necessarily the problem. Socially
embedded conflict (that is, conflicts that are dealt with
according to accepted and practised rulesin apredictable
way) may even be a necessary asset, because it fosters
adaptiveinstitutional change.

Embedded conflict in this sense is institutionalised
conflict.* Societies have specialised institutions with
procedures to process conflict in a predictable and non-
violent way. Theseinstitutions may beformal (e.g. courts,
parliaments, elections) or informal (e.g. courts of mediators/
elders, markets/ bazaars, rules of co-optation, i.e.,, buying*
contenders and competitors with privileges; institutio-
nalised forms of corruption).

From the perspective of state-building, dis-embedded
conflictisthe problem. Conflict about therulesof conflict
isaways moretricky than conflict about power, prestige
or material resourceswithin accepted rules. Dis-embedded
conflict comesin two varieties:

1 Conflict losesits social embedding when it spirals out
of accepted levels of violent enactment. What level of
violence is acceptable for the processing of conflict
differs between societies and between sub-cultures
within societies. Feud, for example, that follows
honoured and mutually accepted rules, may be an
acceptable level of violence in parts of Svanetia in
Georgiaor inupper Chechnya. It might bealready highly
disruptivewhen applied by migrating segments of those
regionsto settledisputesin Thilisi or Grozny, thecapitals
of therespectiverepublics. In the early 90sthe sudden
and widespread accessto military means of destruction
in the hands of young men in places like Georgia,
Chechnya and Tajikistan disposed to history a whole
range of traditional and informal ingtitutions of social
control over violence. Some of them re-emerged after
common peace had been achieved (e.g. councils of
mediatorsor elders), othershad changed significantly
(like the code of conduct of the criminal world) and
otherscompletely vanished (likethe schoal of thestrest,
initiating young men into urban adult society in Soviet
Georgia).

2 Conflict also loses its embedding when it leads to a
disruption of inter-group co-operation, thereby blocking
devel opment opportunities. Such disruptive conflicts
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may not necessarily beviolent, but they raisetherisk of
unrestrained destructive action since inter-group
conflict isnot processed, crosscutting ties between the
groups are severed, information is not exchanged or
validated and mutual interests cannot develop.
Disruptiveconflict infringesrdationsof reciprocity on
whichinter-grouptrust isbased. If one or more conflict
groupschoosestowithdraw rather thanto , fight it out*
or seek abinding agreement by negotiation or procedure
the established mechanisms of information gathering
between the groupsdisintegrate. Disruptive conflict can
set the environment of disinformation, prejudice and
fear — a precondition to the most destructive forms of
violent inter-group conflict.

Thus, it is not conflict per se that should be the primary
concern of analysis in order to understand dynamics of
emerging statehood but instead, whether conflict isprone
to violent escalation, and whether conflict leads to (non-
violent) disruption in inter-group co-ordination because
groups involved choose to withdraw.

Examplefor dis-embedded conflict processing
over both resour cecontr ol and the nor mativeor der
between repr esentativesof different gener ations

Community of Navdi, Rasht Valey, Tajikistan

A dispute about prioritising development projects within
a Village Organisation (VO; VO are organised by NGOs as
amean to mobilise communities) broke out of the realm of
the procedures the organisation had at its disposa to arrive
at binding decisions. The local mullo (religious teacher and
representative of a significant part of the older male
generation) questioned the legitimacy of the democratic and
participatory procedure itself and kept insisting that
a second mosgue should be built prior to any other devel-
opment investments. An informal youth leader , locked
horns* with the mullo and insisted that the youth and sports
centre, that the VO had prioritised in asecret ballot, must be
first priority and represents the desire of young people
who make up more than 60% of the community. The conflict
brewed over some months and finally escalated in the local
chaikhana, where young sportsmen physically assaulted
the mullo. After this incident the mullo Ieft the community
of Navdi and went to Dushanbe. While communities usually
entertain an ambivalent relationship to mostly informal and
uneducated loca mullos (they are certainly not ungquestioned
authorities but rather masters of ceremonies, at weddings
and funerals) open conflict with, or even physical assault of
a religious figure is taboo. It is widely considered that the
community of Navdi is stained with shame. The community
has suffered a certain degree of isolation since.

(This conflict was first encountered by the others during
a field visit to the Garm valley at a meeting between VO
representatives and the mullo in March 2003; it has since
been monitored in a number of follow-up visits.)

Institutionalised conflict is not only necessary for a
continuous readjustment of the balance of power within a
group but is also essential for innovation and adaptation
of structures and norms within society. Institutionalised
conflict often is the driving force behind the order that
keeps communitiestogether. Theacceptance and legitimacy
of the local social order — from official forms of local
governanceor arrangements of water distribution toinfor-
mal rulesof marriage and religious practice—are signifi-
cantly based on reliable and non-violent, non-disruptive
processing of day-to-day conflicts. In other words, the
accepted way in which society deals with conflict is a
defining characteristic of asociety.

Non-violent inter-group relations that are conducive to
complex ingtitutional arrangements, likegovernanceviaa
central apparatus of coercion, are conditioned by three
interdependent capacities of society. The first two con-
ditionsareof general importance, thethirdisof particular
urgency in societies marked by unusual rapid change of
the economic, political and cultural framework: (1) the
capacity to process conflict in a non-violent and predict-
able way, (2) the capacity to secure the basic needs of
relevant parts of the population, and (3) theahility to adapt
exigting ingtitutions, norms, and habitsto new realities.®

In changing poalitical, economic and social environments
stableinter-group relations can only be maintained if the
institutionsregul ating theserel ationshipsarefit for adap-
tive change. Adaptive stability requires controlled breaks
in the sameness of structures over time (identity); insti-
tutionalised conflict isthe motor driving adaptive socia
processes between stagnant structural sameness and
»anything goes’ structural breakdown.

Military occupation, asin parts of Afghanistan, isan ex-
treme example of change imposed from the outside;
economic callapse, institutional breakdown, and Civil War
in Tgjikistan are other extreme examples of rapid change
induced, to a greater extent, by internal dynamics. The
attempt to take control over state building processes by
replacing governing elites as seen in Azerbaijan and
Georgia during the short reign of the leaders of national
movements in the early 90s or in a new attempt after
Georgida's,,Rose Revolution” in 2003/4 is another, more
topical casein point. All cases test society’s capacity to
adapt and reinvent itsdf tothe limit. In this context conflict
can be used asa heuristic tool tounderstand socia change
in general and devel opment opportunities and bl ockades
in particular. In other words, analysing the way society
deal swith conflict and crisisinformsusabout the strengths
and weaknesses of target groups in producing adaptive
change. Conflict analysis therefore not only informs us
about the conflict itself; it also informs us about the
capacity of the social units of analysis (be it local state
institutions at district or regional level, rural village
communities, or other defined target groups) to apply and,
if necessary, adapt norms and rules under the stress of
changing and competitive environments.
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Institutions

Institutions aretherules of thegamein asociety or, more
formally, are the humanely devised constrai nts that shape
human interaction.” Ingtitutions are trained patterns of
human interaction, which arecodifiedin contractsand rules
or which arerooted in shared norms, values, and codes of
behaviour. Because ingitutionsaretrained, repeated, and
»Sticky” patterns of interaction, they stabilise social
expectations and help reduce transaction costs.

Ingtitutionsare accepted, trained, and sometimes enforced
patternsof interaction, which can frame conflicts. Conflict
potentials can thus be defused. The breakdown of such a
framework may enable present risk factorsto trandateinto
violent conflict. The breakdown of an accepted and trai ned
ingtitutional framework that hashitherto kept risk-factors
in check by providing reliable conflict regulation may be
called the social dis-embedding of conflict.

The institutional framework provides the incentive
structure for local actors and thusinformstheir strategic
action. Ingtitutions can thusnot only diffuse violence, but
they can also produce violence, if the incentive structure
isencouraging certain formsof violent action.

Furthermore, institutionsarelinked to conflict in that they
have distributional effects. They determine the accessto
resources crucial for organizing violence and determine
the relative position of actors.

Ingtitutional arrangements

The institutional arrangement of a society produces
incentive structures for actors, defines the windows of
opportunity for political entrepreneursand establishesthe
congtraintsin which actors arelocked.

We argue that the ingtitutional framework of societiesin
the Caucasus and Central Asia of today consists of the
il relevant legacy of official and informal Soviet insti-
tutionsaswell asnew institutionsor significantly adapted
ingtitutions that developed in response to conflict and
challenges after the meltdown of the Soviet state.

Soviet legacy

Thefirst institutional legacy to take into account are the
,Official" state institutions of the socialist systems.
Amongst the most persistent and influential of these are
the ethno-territorial administrative divisions, the soviet
rubberstamp government institutionsin the Union repub-
licsand autonomous entities, and the state administration
of collective property rights on agricultural land and in-
dustrial plants.

Other residuesof empirearenot territorial, but functional .
Theseinclude military organisations, economic networks
of supply and production, networks of party or business
nomenclatureor partsof bureaucraciesthat have survived
the collapse. Some of them have adapted to post-imperial
circumstances. They have becomethe new locus of power
and have formed the functional backbone of the newly
assembled palities. To the surprise of many, the once

paramount organisation of the communist party did not
makeit asamajor institution into the post-soviet world.

Next arethe,,shadow* and pardlld ingtitutionsthat emerged
as a response to the organisational deficits of socialism.
The unwritten rules of the Soviet system proved to be
much more resistant to system collapse and in fact had a
crucial impact both on the break-up of the Soviet stateand
on the shaping of the new states and the way they are
governed. Shadow institutions—like the second economy
of state enterprises and kolkhozes, governance via
patronage, cooptation and collection of compromising
material to reinforce mutual obligations and trust within
elite networks — were well suited for ambitious actors to
compete for power and resources in the newly emerging
states. Thisisdue not least to thefact that the function of
most shadow institutions in the Soviet state had been
focused on exploiting the organisational deficits of the
state for network or personal benefits. The know-how of
exploiting voidsin theofficial order proved highly compe-
titivein post-Soviet attemptsat privatising stateresources.

The , traditional“, locally rooted norms and conventions
that have survived in nichesnot occupied by the socialist
state are a third set of ingtitutions to account for. Most
Caucasian and Central Asian societies are structured
around networks of various social fabrics. Exchange
relationsand trust within those networks may be based on
thenation of kinship (likefamily, lineage, clan, tribe), local
or regional identity, on acommon professional history or
simply on stable shared interests. When networks are
functional in forming corporate groups capable of
coordinated action, political power may be vested
significantly in such structures. Other local institutions
are different from the above-mentioned informal
ingtitutionsin that they claim legitimacy and are accepted
with referenceto specific traditions. Among such institu-
tions are councils of eders, councils of mediators in
conflict, rules of feuding in some parts of the Caucasus,
and various forms of adat (customary law) in the North
Caucasus and parts of Central Asia. The normativerepre-
sentation of informal ingtitutions as ,traditional” may,
however, conceal thefact that the Soviet statelike some of
its successors often engaged in manipulating or even
incorporating such institutions as strategies of gover-
nance. The legacy of such ,traditional” institutions has
been significant in re-organising social lifelocally after the
retreat of the central state. In particular the provision of
social control within given communitiescan bearel evant
function of such institutions—with , theeyeof thevillage'
monitoring conformity and gatherings of male elders
producing moral verdicts that then are spread by gossip,
thereby effectively sanctioning deviation by attributing
shameto perpetrators and their family.

These three analytically distinct sets of institutions —
official, informal and traditional — arein practice partly
integrated and form together an eclectic, locally distinct
ingtitutional legacy, alegacy that coined the way statehood
has been re-established and the way conflict is processed
in the newly independent states.
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Ingtitutional change and innovation

In addition to the established institutions inherited from
the Soviet system, societies were confronted with the
development of new ingtitutions.

The imperial breakdown of the Soviet Union put
tremendous pressure on existing ingtitutional arrange-
ments. It was accompanied by both outside and internal
pressure for reforms seeking to establish the rule of law,
democratic procedures, a market economy and a legal
framework that enablesthe organisation of acivil society.
Where conflict escalated into civil war, the adaptive
capacities of those arrangementsweretested to the utmost,
at times beyond breaking point. In Tgjikistan, Georgia,
Azerbaijan and to some extent in Armenia® the experimen-
tal democratization ushered in by perestroikaand themore
radical attemptsat institutional reformsat the hands of the
national movements wasfollowed by periods of sustained
violent conflict. The experience of civil war put into
guestion the effectiveness and legitimacy of both estab-
lished Soviet ingtitutions and Western role-models for
governanceand conflict control. Theingtitutional arrange-
mentsthat emerged against the backdrop of those periods
of collective violence organised by non-state or would-
be-state actors are the basis of the relativeregime stability
achieved over the past couple of years. This stahility is
characterised by institutiona arrangementsthat mergethe
functionsof official (Western-modelled) stateinstitutions
with informal techniques of governance that were either
inherited from the Soviet Union or were established during
thetime of violent entrepreneurship.

In consequence, state-society relationsin Central Asiaand
the Caucasus of today are neither a compl ete innovation
established from scratch, nor arethey sufficiently explained
by the Soviet (formal and informal) institutional legacy,
evenif they gill resemblethesein form and bear thesame
name-tags. The fragile stability achieved isa function of
hybrid institutions that adapted in different ways to the
opportunitiesand challenges encountered during the past
fifteen years.

Hybrid ingtitutions: in tandem or at loggerheads?

Hybrid ingtitutions, i.e ingtitutionsin which thedifference
isblurred between various setsof rules—formal andinfor-
mal, traditional and new, public and private, state and
societal — are characteristic of post Soviet institutional
arrangements. In order to assess the functional stability
and effectiveness of such arrangements, empirical work
musgt establish whether such merged institutionsreinforce
each other in functional termsor whether their ingtitutional
logicin fact contradicts each other. In other wordsisthe
performance of these institutions marked by redundancy
or isit marked by competition?

Toillustrate thispoint, which is of crucial importancefor
our understanding of Central Asian and Caucasian state-
society relations, we will give some examples from the
ongoing fieldwork in theregion.

The,old guard” ingtitutions®

Some of the show-case institutions of Soviet self-
representation as a state with total socialist system
penetration of society were Soviet only on the outside
and hybrid on the inside. Among the usual suspects are
the sovkhoz and kolkhoz, the kolkhoz-markets or bazaars,
the state-run industrial kombinats and, last but not |east,
the local bodies of state administration on republic and
sub-republican level. In local practice al these officia
organisational forms of the Soviet state-controlled system
tended tomerge official andinformal institutionsin order
to makethe organisation work on the ground. Kolkhozes,
for example, incorporated and formalised arrangements of
transhumance® that had been established between
mountain and plain dwellersof different ethnic and socio-
professional background.™ The kombinat became a key
resource and serviceprovider for the sophisticated shadow
economy and the economy of deficits that evolved after
the 60s and significantly changed theincentive structure
of locd dites. Ethnic affiliation and socid weight of certain
influential corporate local groups (kin-based or other)
became important principles informing the rules of co-
optation and balancing in thegameof digtributing positions
within the local state administration. Even local law
enforcement bodies sometimesintegrated traditional (e.g.
mediation in feuds) or informal (professional mediatorsand
enforcement-servicesof the criminal world) mechanisms
intotheir daily practice.

In some parts of the Caucasus and Central Asiaorganisa-
tions like kolkhozes and kombinats are still officially in
place. More often than not they exist on paper and have
logt their complex economic and social functions. In other
cases, likein Kabardino-Balkaria, they are still important
resource and service providersto local communities.

In some post Soviet countries the formal system of local
administration still resembles Soviet practice (Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan, for instance). Theinformal rulesof saffing
and network service provision, whilenot completely new,
have adapted notably to the di s ntegration of remote central
control and resource provision via Moscow. The textbox
»postism* presents an overview of ingtitutionalised forms
of governance via informal distribution of posts in the
state apparatus our research singled out thus far.

The significance of having the right peoplein the right
positions becomes obviousif onetakesinto consideration
that not only asemblance of official statehood needsto be
maintained but also a parallel system of vertical control
and bottom-up resource flows needs to be administered
that in placeslikeAzerbaijan, Georgiaand Tajikistan wel |-
exceed the official state budget. A minister of economic
development or a minister of reconstruction and infra-
structure development in Azerbaijan, for instance, may
perform poorly from the perspective of official statehood.
He may be highly sufficient and trustworthy, though, as
fund-raiser or treasurer of grey coffersof theparallel Sate.
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»Postism" as strategy of governance

Informal rules regulating the distribution of positions in the state apparatus has been an important means of regime consolidation
throughout the Soviet period. Like with other informal institutions relevant for state building processes we find both continuity,
change of relevancy and innovation in the power techniques of today.

Informal ethnic quotas and ethnic ownership of certain key positions in the administration has been and till is an important
mechanism particularly in republics with more than one titular nation (like, for instance, Kabardino-Balkaria). The balance of
power and rules of staffing have, however, changed since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, apparently to the expense of
non-titular minorities, like Russians, who used to be serious competitors for controlling positions.

In the North-Caucasus the most significant and far-reaching innovation with regard to staffing according to ethnic criteria was
the formalisation of the traditional ingtitute of dzhamaat as cornerstone of political organisation in Dagestan (see Kisriev 2003:
116ff). Dzhamaat as political form follows the principle of community clusters as political entities rather than a notion of
universal ethnic belonging as principle of political organisation. Potential competition between ethno-parties for state positions
has thus been avoided in the in ethnic terms most heterogeneous republics of the Russian Federation.

Informal recommendations are a powerful and highly institutionalised form of accessing influential or just lucrative posts. The
rules of who may recommend whom to who from which pressure group are elaborate and not incidental. Particularly in the case
of Azerbaijan trust in the loyalty and (if arelevant criteria at all) competency of the recommended careerist is reinforced by an
accepted sanction mechanisms with dire implications to al clients, friends and relatives relying for their future carriers on the
recommending patron. The patron is responsible for the performance of who he recommended and he loses his function as post-
elevator if the latter ill-performs. It appears likely that similar systems of backing up trust in recommendations also exist on the
state-society frontier in other Caucasian and Central Asian countries.

Belonging to the appropriate corporate identity group for a certain post and offering loyalty guaranteed by a valid and sanction
protected recommendation may be sufficient to occupy a certain post. In places like Azerbaijan and Kyrgyzstan, where
venality of posts on al levels is highly institutionalised, it is but a precondition to participate in competing for posts in fiscal
terms. Posts till have to be bought at more or less fixed rates. Less important posts may aso be sold at a free market but for
influential or power-sensitive posts loyalty, recommendation and belonging to theright group set the mark for market participation.

The most sophisticated system of governance via informal rules of post-distribution encountered during the research may be
cdled presidential balance sheets. The balance sheet appears to be a collection of relevant information on potential contenders
for the some one hundred most important positions in the central and regiond state apparatus. The information contains both
official dossiers and informal collections of compromising material — a pool of knowledge that enhances trust in the loyalty of
subordinates.

What corporate groups require balancing in the act of staffing the state varies between the post Soviet republics. Influence and
power of those groups may be organised around kinship (extended family, clan, and tribe), patronage, regiona or local affiliation,
ethnic belonging, or socio-professional background (including criminal brotherhoods). What is balanced at thislevel of governance
is always groups capable of strategic action (corporate groups) rather than groups with a loose reference to common identity
(like the whole ethnic group or everyone from a region with strong local identity).

Safeguard institutions'?

There appears to be a pattern of hybrid institutional
arrangementsthat may be called safeguards. Typically, the
function of an official institution isdoubled by an informal
ingtitution that may be considered morereliable than the
official set of rules. For instance, atax police officer in
Batken oblast, Kyrgyzstan, hasofficial command over his
subordinates. Since heis, by virtue of his position, invol-
vedin variousillegal and corrupt activitiesheisawarethat
his position and personal safety depends on his ability to
monitor and control hissubordinates. Theofficial mecha-
nisms available are not sufficient for him, however. He
therefore prefersto employ relatives and close associates
from his home community into the more delicate subor-
dinate positions since he can rely on aparallel, informal
mechanism of monitoring and influencing their behaviour
via their families, the respected dders of the community
(aksakal s) and a common code of honour (urp-adat).

Institutions of dual use'®

A different pattern of hybrid institutional arrangementsis
characterised by dual or multifunctional use. A somewhat
complex exampleisthe(soviet and traditional) ingtitution
of subotnik in parts of Central Asia. While the subotnik
had been ingtitutionalised associalist obligatory collective
community work all over the Soviet Union, in Central Asa
it drew on the traditional institution of mutual assistance
and collective action called hashar. In some communities
studied in the context of the research project theorganisa-
tional structureto date combines socialist and traditional
legacies. In parts of Tajikistan, for example, soviet-era
brigadirs of only formally privatised kolkhozes mobilise
for collective community work (hashar) drawing on
traditional obligationsin order to build acommunity centre
on the initiative of a local big man who can then claim
credit for organising the common good.
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An example of dual use of hybrid institutionsrelatesto a
concrete case studied in Aksy, Kyrgyzstan, when in 2002
the organisational potential of the subotnik/hashar
ingtitution wasfunctional in organising civil disobedience
and mass-mohilisation following the arrest of a popular
local opposition politician. The ordinary function —
mobilisation for collective work or, more generally,
provision of unspecific reciprocity on community level —
was successfully ,,borrowed” by the organisersof political
protest and civil uprising.

GoNGOsand NonGOs:
co-opting society and occupying the state

GoNGOsare Non-Governmental Organisationsset up by
Governmental Organisationsin order to access resources
made avail able tothe non-governmental sector. Officialy,
they are directed by a person without office, usually a
relative or client of a representative of the state bureau-
cracy. GONGOsare used for fund-rai sing purposes and for
keeping the independent NGO scene in check by legal
means.

If one includes, however, informal non-governmental
organisations, like corporate groups based on notions of
collective identity, socio-professional background or
sharedinterest into abroader understanding of civil society,
the institutional relationship between government and
society develops additional shades. In most parts of
Uzbekistan, for example, the sophisticated traditional
neighbourhood organisation of mahalla has been in
practiceincorporated into the state, and viavertical com-
mand is charged with tasks of local governance (ranging
from mediation in disputes and distributive functions to
surveillanceand contral). Local businessesare, asanother
example, exploited by the stateto provide public goods as
inunpaid communal work, like garbage collection (goshash
or state-imposed hashar).

In Kyrgyzstan® traditional institutions on various levels
have been formalised and officially incorporated into state
governance. Councilsof edersat local level and gatherings
of family heads of regional and national level (kurultai)
have been formally charged by law with decision making
power and consultative functions.

In Uzbekistan and Azerbaijan® strategic groups emerged
around state resources that were made available to them
as a presidential strategy of consolidating power. From
| oose reference groups with acommon notion of regional
origin (zemlyachestvo/regional fellowship), sometimes
bleached with ethnic belonging (e.g. Kurds from Nakhi-
chevan), corporate groups emerged in competition over
state resources that were distributed by the top patron of
the central state, the president. These groups— deriving
their emicand eticlabelsfrom toponyms like Nakhichevan,
Armenistan, Samarkand, Bukhara—were misrepresented
by internal and external observers as (traditional) clans.
Instead, they are corporate groups organised around
strategicinterests. Theseinterestsliein theexploitation of
aresourcethat ismadeavailableby an externa ingitution,

namely the state under presidential control. It isthismode
of governing that is creating locally embedded strategic
groupsthe president deems appropriateto balance power.
In other words, distributive strategies of state leaders,
applied to consolidate personal power in an environment
were the state was weakly institutionalised and still
contested, brought into being the ,clans’ of today. In
contrast to corporate groups based on real or imagined
kinship with clearly defined boundaries — proper clans—
these strategic regional groups do not exist autonomously
of the state; their capability of acting collectively depends
on the resources made available to them by the state.

NonGOs, on the other hand, are Governmental Organisati-
onscontrolled by Non-Governmental organisations. Such
arrangements can befound on al level s of state organisa-
tion. If the engineering and balancing of strategic groups
indicated above gets out of control the state-invented
strategic regional groups might detach from their local
basis and fully engage in competing for state capturein
the capital. This situation appears to be taking place in
Azerbaijan at thetimebeing. Thereisastrong indication
that at least with regard to some crucial ministriesthestate
has lost the initiative and the ministries are run by the
interestsof regional strategic groups rather than defining
the rules of engagement for the,,clans® competition over
state resources.

At lower levels state organisations such as regional
branchesof thelaw enforcement agencies, other extensions
of the central administration or local bodies of sdf-govern-
ment have been taken over by powerful local strategic
groups. This appears to be particularly the case in
countrieslike Georgiaor Tgjikistan where central authority
(official stateor parallel network) has not been effectively
re-established after the state collapse of the early 90s.¢ In
placeslike Rasht in Tajikistan or until recently Samegrelo
in Georgia the influence of central state institutions was
confined to strategies of co-opting important private po-
wer-holdersinto state positionsin an attempt to exercise
some control over these regions.

Summing up the admittedly so far somehow eclectic
argument, we may say that at the core of today’s (relative)
systemic stability of post- Soviet societiesin the Caucasus
and even more so in Central Asialie hybrid institutional
arrangements. These arrangements makefor redundancy,
thatis informal ingtitutionsback up the often weak formal
ingtitutions. In other words, the organisational weaknesses
of some official ingtitutions are backed up by informal
ingtitutions, facilitating parallel formsof governancethat
arein functional terms redundant with what the official
ingtitutions are supposed to produce. It is precisdly this
merger between formal and informal institutions that
compensatesfor what seemsto beat first glance weakness
of distributive functions, inefficient control of violence, or
the lack of setting transparent and reliable rules for
competition and conflict. Thisdual organisational modeis
the reason for the surprising system stability achieved in
all post Soviet republics researched thusfar.
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Thisquite successful ingtitutionalisation of someel ements
of statehood — though a sort of ,, shadow” or ,paralld®
statehood — benefits in the first place the few strategic
groups in the centre that were capable of securing access
to key resources, the most important of which is still the
manipulation of lucrative state positions.

All post-Soviet palities in the Caucasus and in Central
Asia score extremely low in one discipline of statehood,
namely in the provision of public goods. Here, wefind not
even redundant informal institutionsin place.

Thereishardly any meaningful provison of public materi-
al goods by the state. Goods and services are provided
only within ruling networks and within co-opted or
incorporated groups. We even find ample qualitative
evidencethat the higher thedegree of informalisation, the
lower is aso, as arule of thumb, the provision of basic
public goods. There is also evidence of a tendency of
these states to outsource the provision of material public
goodstointernationally backed NGOs. An example of such
a strategic outsourcing of costly provision of basic mate-
rial goods to NGO is Tajikistan, where the poorest
mountai nous regions almost exclusively liveand survive
on the help provided by international donors.

Statehood and (local) gover nance

Statebuilding isoneof the big buzz words of theliterature
concerned with the grand transformation of post-Soviet
space. Yet there are surprisingly few qualitative and
empirically rich accounts of what really happens on the
ground when states are built. A rather trivial explanation
for thisissimply thefact that social scientistsonly s8ldom
actually travd to Caucasan or Central Asian communities
in order to observe how the state in practise reaches its
localities. A less trivial consequence of thisis a serious
lack of understanding of how |ocal governancerea ly woks
on the ground. This, however, isin turn a critical pre-
condition for designing effective programmes to foster
economic development and state building in theregion —
an endeavour which figures quite prominently on the to-
dolist of theinternational community in the aftermath of
theterrorist attacks on UStargetsof 9/11 2001.

Far from providing a comprehensive model of state
building in the Caucasus and Central Asia we will limit
ourselves here to point to four issues of relevance.

Thefirst isthe amazing variety and selectivity in which
sate building comes: A key aspect of statehood, namely
centralised control viaan apparatusof coercion, isin place
in Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan but isprovided accordingto
an ingtitutional logic not reflectedin theformal congtitution
of the state. A system of effective parallel governance has
been established within the state apparatus that provides
a comparatively high degree of top-down control while
pumping resources bottom-up into the grey coffers from
which theparalldl sysemisfinanced. The statein Tajikistan
has consolidated an internal monopoly of military force,

but has outsourced external military protection and border
guarding to Russia.’” Central control in Tajikistan is
established in resourcerich regionsviavertical networks
of presidential patronage, utilising the official state
apparatusto govern according to theneeds of the network
(distribution of administrative posts for the provision of
goods and serviceswithin the network). In resource poor
regions that appear of no interest to the patrons of the
network statelocal governanceis provided not by a state
administration but by substitute institutions like
internationally financed and organised NGOs. The Georgian
dtate, at least until of late, has completely surrendered to
networks of patronage, but it is still the state apparatus
that isused for manipulating the clients. External military
protection is quasi inexistent, whereas the internal
apparatus of coercion, the police, isextremely large— but
mainly operates as NGO. Compared to the problemsfacing
Georgia or Tgjikistan, Kyrgyzstan can be described as a
functioning state with significant organisational deficits.
Until recently it was widely considered a show case
democracy among more or less authoritarian regimesin
therest of Central Asia. While endemic corruption and a
worsening human rightsrecord, particularly with regardto
thetreatment of sections of the political opposition, have
tarnished this image of late, the state is stable and
unchallenged. Different from Uzbekistan or Azerbaijan the
parliament isthe principleinstitution of political conflict
though not between political parties but between politi-
cised regional strategic groups (,,clans’ in local popular
discourse) dressed up as parties. Recent reforms in the
law on electionsand first empirical evidence on modes of
governancein rural provinces suggest that ,,clan” demo-
cracy isfurther ontherise.

Secondly, despite the fact that the state capacities arein
all politiesweak, the state still matters more than we had
assumed initially. Even where core functions are out-
sourced it is the state that enables or blocks alternative
modes of governance. The state, far from being aunitary
actor or a consolidated ingtitution, has re-emerged asthe
dominant theatre for competition over power, access to
resources and prestige. This observation appearsto hold
even for places diagnosed by some analysts as suffering
from near complete state-failure, like Tajikistan and until
recently Georgia.

Thirdly, wefind that in the process of state building the
borders between the state and soci ety, between the formal
and the informal and between the public and the private
are constantly contested, blurred and generally in flux. A
Weberian styleideal type conception of the modern state
(i.e. centralised coercion authority on a defined state
territory monitoring and enforcing amonopaly of violence,
amonopoly of setting thelaw, and amonopoly of callecting
taxesin return for the provision of public goods) appears
to be not flexible enough to capture the various extentsto
which statehood may be ingtitutionalised.

The official representation of the state, as envisaged in
congtitutions, books of law, images, myths, uniforms,
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procedures, name tags and other artefacts of state self
representation follows generally the ideal type model of
the modern (European) state. It may be even safe to say
that the pressure for homogenisation of the state's salf
representation has never in history been stronger than in
today’sglobalizing world. However, sesing the , state (that
is, its self-representation) does not mean that we see
statehood at work. In order to gain insight into the
ingtitutional strength or weaknessof the' statein practice’
one has to turn analytical scrutiny to the blurred state-
society divide. In other wordsonehasto empirically assess
thesocial fieldsin which governance—by state or alterna-
tiveinstitutions—actually takesplace. In such aperspec-
tive itisnolonger ,state building” that isreally theissue,
but rather , making statehood work, somehow*.

In general terms statehood may beidentified by four crucial
organisational capacities: the capacity of exercising central
authority of somekind; the capacity to provideimmaterial
public goods (of which security isthe mast important one);
the capacity to provide material goods (such as public
infrastructure or health care) and the capacity to regulate
conflict by providing access to conflict processing
ingtitutions. But who provides these output functions of
statehood? The Weberian inspired scholar would surely
not hesitate to expect these to be the core function of
dtate, brought to citizensby acting or enabling government
viaa bureaucratic state apparatus. However, the scholar
that islocated somewhere on the ground in the Caucasus
or in Central Asawaiting for the stateto drive by —a gtate
spotter, so to say — may find that statehood happens, but
it happens by no means only as an output of the states
bureaucracy. What really happens is that these outputs
are provided by a locally specific cocktail of state and
non-stateactorsviaformal and informal institutions. When
these output functions are not provided or facilitated
exclusively or predominantly by a state apparatus but by
alternative institutions, competing, bypassing or coope-
ratingwith official stateingtitutions, we spesk of modesof
governancerather than of government.

Fourthly, we found that the modes of local governance
have adeci 5 veimpact on the conflict processing capacities
of society.

With regard to conflict processing, ,ideal” governance

would provideor facilitate provision of:

* negotiated agr eements between conflicting partiesor
binding decisions of conflicts by specialised institu-
tions, according to accepted pr ocedur es;

» formalisation of the agreements and decisions into
binding contracts;

* implementation of the agreementsand decisions;

* monitoring so that parties stick to the contract and
‘play by therules’;

» acredible sanction mechanism against foul play and
partiesbreaking therules.

Local governancereferstotheway politica and economic
power isorganised at thelocal level and how thisorgani-
sation of power affects society. Hybrid arrangements
between official local government, official stateand non-
gate bodies of saf-government and informal power holders
are found to have a strong impact on the occurrence and
processing of conflicts in most regions covered by the
project. Particularly in theregionsmarked by aweak central
state control those modes of local governance are
paramount in determining the prospects for conflict
transformation.

Local governance— good or bad — is always exercised by
amultitude of actorssuch aslocal government, local self-
government, informal power holders, civil society andin-
ternational organisations. Therefore, not all of the above
mentioned tasks have to or, indeed, should be provided
by local government (official state bodies).

Provision of negotiations, procedures and monitoring of
agreements can often be effectively done by civil society

Successful conflict processing by local governance
with regard to irrigation water distribution

Competition over scarce irrigation water in Gorno-
Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast (Tgjikistan) was reported
to be most dramatic in the district of Porshnev. The conflict
over distribution was characterised in rather a dramatic
way by local respondents, who claimed , to wish to die"
each time during the irrigation season, or cited a popular
poem according to which brothers turn into sworn enemies
during irrigation seasons.

The research confirmed that irrigation water was, indeed,
insufficient to irrigate the fields of all communities and that
the (technical) distribution system was far from optimal.
At the same time the research also revealed that this serious
seasonal conflict is reliably processed by a functional
arrangement of local governance. Annual negotiations
between accepted representatives of the interested parties
(heads of communities and local government) are
ingtitutionalised and the dispute is carried out via a widely
accepted, though informal, procedure for setting the rules
of how to arrive at a binding decision in the dispute. This
decision iscaled a,, grafik* or water distribution schedule.
It is formalised in writing and receives contractual status
by the formal approva of the representative of the local
government (the document is stamped). Monitoring of the
contract is carried out by the communities themselves and
sanctions, if need be, are applied by more or less functiona
socia control. Conflict is fierce every year and conflict is
reliably processed every year. Rather than negotiation,
procedure, agreement and control based exclusively on in-
formal ingtitutions confined in their impact to the village
alone, in the given casetheformal involvement of an officia
district body appears to facilitate binding inter-communal
agreements.

(Case study done by the authors in October 2003)
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itself (see for an example textbox ,, Successful conflict
processing “). On the other hand, formalisation of
agreementsand sanctioning of rulebreaking is often done
more€fficiently by the state. Of crucial importanceisthat,
whatever the case, this division of labour between state
agencies, civil society or international organisations is
doneaccording to rules. From the perspective of functional
Weberian statehood it must remain the prerogative of the
state to set these rules.

Local informal or formal ingtitutionsarecapable of kesping
peace within the community when they are protected by
social control and self-policing. Thisisthe casewith the
majority of village communitiesin Central Asia and the
Caucasus. The problem with this kind of conflict
processing is that its effective scope is confined to the
village, the neighbourhood or the extended family. The
capacity for theimplementation of decisions, monitoring
compliance, and sanctioning defianceislimited to thescope
of the ,eyeof thevillage" and sanctionsof reputation; i.e.
are limited to the community. Such institutions are not
equally suitable for stable inter-communal conflict
transformation. The results of research conducted by the
authorsin Afghan Badakhshan andrural areasof Tajikistan
show that decisionsreached on inter-communal conflicts
often reflect the power relations between conflicting parties
rather than legal principles. Conflict is left in limbo or
(temporally) decided by power. Without asupra-communal
ingtitution, the formalisation of binding decisions does
not take place. Ideally, this supra-communal institution
regulating conflict isthe gate (rather than commandersor
local strong men). In this respect, the lack of the state at
the local level isacritical deficit in all countries under
scrutiny.

Jan Koehler is researcher and co-director of the Research
Project , Sate-building and Conflict in the FSU" .

PD Dr. Christoph Zurcher, Inhaber der Forschungs
dozentur Konfliktforschung am OEI.
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