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ABSTRACT 

Political anthropology is important for understanding of political 
processes in modern societies which are on their way to the con-
struction of the democratic system of government. Not taking into 
account the fact that the character of institutions of power and po-
litical processes in these societies is in many respects traditional 
(by Max Weber) and direct uncritical adoption of the Western lib-
eral values can bring to the opposite and surprising results. The 
multiparty system can be expressed in the formation of the party 
structures on the clan-tribal or confessional basis and, then, in the 
large-scale interethnic or religious conflicts. The separation of 
powers can result in chaos and disorders (because the separation 
of powers is, in essence, not characteristic of traditional societies) 
and, next, in the establishment of the military junta and so on. 

INTRODUCTION 

The political anthropology is traditionally considered to mean a part 
of anthropological science that studies institutions of power and con-
trol in the archaic and pre-industrial societies as well as moderniza-
tion processes of traditional and post-traditional political structures 
(Balandier 1967; Claessen and Skalník 1981; Lewellen 1992; Abé-
lèls and Jeudy 1997; Gledhill 2000; Kradin 2001; Kurtz 2001; Skal-
ník 2004; Bocharov 2007 etc.). As independent discipline, it has 
formed in the framework of the British structural functionalism in 
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early 1940s. After WWII, David Easton has attempted to formalize 
the political anthropology as the interdisciplinary line between 
the political science and anthropology (1959). However, political 
scientists were slightly interested in pre-history and anthropolo-
gists' interpretations contained much exotic. As a result, the poli-
tanthropology has remained within the framework of the science 
about human and culture. 

Now, there are several different scientific schools: American 
neo-evolutionism, British and American structural functionalism, 
French structuralism. In the USSR the political anthropology was 
officially considered as the bourgeois science and servant of imperial 
colonialism. Really, many researchers were occupied with political 
anthropology. First of all, these are orientalists who studied the state 
origin and wrote about the Asiatic mode of production. In addition, 
there were researchers of Africa and Third World, Russian eth-
nologists and pre-historians, some archaeologists. Lev Kubbel' 
contributed much to the formation of political anthropology in the 
USSR. In 1988 he published the first book about this subject in 
Russian. In this paper the subject of this discipline, political culture 
of primitive, early-state and colonial societies are in detail analyzed 
and much attention is given to investigation of ideological mecha-
nisms of power. As within the framework of Marxism it was con-
sidered that a politics is institution of the state, class society, the 
ethnographic discipline specializing in studying of pre-state struc-
tures could not have a word ‘political’ as a generic feature. As a 
result, the potestary ethnography (from Latin potestas – power) 
was obtained. Beginning from perestroika, a term political anthro-
pology has gradually come into common use of the Russian schol-
ars. This discipline has become the subject of teaching in some 
universities. The academic politanthropology also exists in post-
Soviet Russia. 

One can speak about two main tendencies of the development 
of this discipline in Russia. Major interests of the representatives  
of the first line concentrate around sociobiology of power (Butovs-
kaya 2000; Dol'nik 1994), typology of early forms of leadership 
(Artemova 2000, 2003), multi-linear evolution of complex socie-
ties and state origin (Vasil'ev 1993; Berezkin 1995, 2000; Popov 
1995; Bondarenko and Korotayev 2000; Kradin et al. 2000; Koro-
tayev 2003; Grinin et al. 2004; Bondarenko 2006, 2007; Kradin 
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and Skrynnikova 2006; Korotayev et al. 2006; Grinin 2007; Grinin, 
Beliaev, and Korotayev 2008 etc.). The second tendency includes 
a study of transformation of traditional and post-traditional power 
into the modern political institutions. By the use of ethnographic 
(qualitative) methods, a politanthropologist can efficiently investi-
gate the power and control mechanisms in modern societies. 
The book by Viktor Bocharov (1992) where the author, on the ba-
sis of the secondary sources, showed the modernization processes in 
Africa became one of the first works in this field. At present this 
field is related to the study of the post-traditional power, tribalism, 
patrimonialism, clan relations, ethnocultural factors of authoritari-
anism, ethnic conflicts in different regions of Russia and the other 
countries of the CIS (Bocharov 1995, 2007; Afanas'ev 1997; Tish-
kov 1997, 2000, 2004; Kradin 2000; Kadyrov 2004; Bannikov 
2009; Lamazaa 2010 etc.). 

In this publication I will touch upon contemporary political 
systems of the post-Soviet states of the Central Asia and will show 
that some social phenomena and institutions can be interpreted as  
a legacy of the traditional institutions of power. I argue that com-
bining aspects of traditional societies with the direct and uncritical 
adoption of Western liberal values can produce surprising results 
that are the opposite of what was intended. The multiparty system 
can be expressed in the formation of party structures on a clan-
tribal or confessional basis, and also may result in large-scale in-
terethnic or religious conflicts. The system of reciprocity and gift 
economy can bring to bribes and corruptions. The separation of 
powers in democratic societies can result in chaos and disorder 
(because the separation of powers is, in essence, not characteristic 
of traditional societies). 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

The political anthropology has accumulated a great experience of 
the problem solving in the traditional and colonial societies of 
Asia, Africa, America, and the Pacific. This experience shows that 
the traditional and bureaucratic (by Max Weber) patterns of domi-
nation are difficult to be compatible in practice. Democracy is the 
voluntary integration of independent individuals. In the post-
traditional societies a man is a part of a single whole (tribe, clan, 
friendly association), hence, all of his activity is mediated by this 
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single whole. Such features identified by Weber as rationality, de-
personalization, competence are not characteristic of them  
(in the more general context, of all non-western societies). In 
the course of time the anthropologists have understood that the 
support of the westernized youth, formal abolition of the traditional 
power institutions (it is characteristic of the states of socialist ori-
entation) and an appointment of petty officers from residential 
population getting the European education did not mostly give 
a desired result. The former chiefs have reserved for themselves 
a high status while the appointees from the nonprivileged groups 
and, especially, from the strangers had, as a rule, no prestige 
(Cheng Tun-Yen and Womack 1996). 

A pressure of the rational bureaucratism of colonizers resulted 
in a deformation and even, in some places, in a destruction of the 
traditional model of domination, its de-sacralization and establish-
ment of the temporal per se system of power. In many former tra-
ditional societies (especially in Africa) the original dual political 
culture is established in which traditional forms of power are pre-
sent in parallel with the official administration bodies. The particu-
lar interdependency is traced between the position of an individual 
in the party-state machinery and his status in the man's union or 
secret society. At that the advancement up in the hierarchy in one 
system is, as a rule, accompanied by the raising of a status in the 
another one; quite often the leaders of the traditional system of hi-
erarchy not presented directly in the official political power have 
a profound impact on making the most important political deci-
sions. Moreover as the parallel structures exert often a greater ef-
fect on their supporters than state, they influence directly on a char-
acter, forms and rate of the democratic evolution. Therefore, 
the perspectives of the stable democratization in Africa depend on 
whether the African governments will come to an agreement with 
these authoritative social forces about the mutually acceptable and 
able-bodied mechanism of the separation of powers and responsi-
bility and fair distribution of material resources to the benefit of all 
(Owusu 1997: 147–148). 

In a society with a strong clan and tribal relations, a scale of 
this phenomenon becomes really large. It is related to the fact that 
a bearer of power in a traditional society acts always not by himself 
but as a representative, leader of the particular group. He is appre-
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hended as its centre, concentration of the sacred force and should 
share with it his power functions and privileges. Therefore, it is not 
surprising that, in the countries of the Third World and new inde-
pendent states, the ruling elite is making efforts to displace every-
one who is not related to the members of these groupings by blood, 
family, and other ties from the responsible posts. 

Finally a non-coincidence of their administrative-territorial 
division and boundaries with territories of residence of traditional 
tribal structures is characteristic of the colonial and post-colonial 
societies often causes acute ethno-national and intergovernmental 
disputes (Balandier 1967: 188–189, 194). As recently colonial 
societies preserve their traditional tribal structure, party structures 
are often formed on the clan-tribal or confessional basis or as  
a tool of the personal influence of one or another leader. In this 
situation, there are often no political and ideological differences 
between the programs of different parties. Under such conditions, 
the elections to the representative bodies of power are based on 
tribal or confessional principles rather than on political programs. 
On the whole, all this produces instability of the ruling coalitions, 
they are often changed, there is an acute interfractional struggle 
and there is no political stability in the society. Any Asiatic state of 
the CIS can serve as an example of the anthropological analysis, 
where parties and movements arisen in the years of perestroika and 
after the USSR collapse have been established on the ethnic basis. 

CLANS POLITICS IN CENTRAL ASIA 

At present, one can trace the influence of the local clan and clan-
tribal groups both in every now independent Central Asiatic state 
of the CIS and in the multinational republics of Russia. This phe-
nomenon in the Soviet anthropological thought was designated in 
different terms: mestnichestvo, ulusizm or kumovstvo (tribalism or 
tribal nationalism) and considered as a remnant of the clan-tribal or 
patriarchal-feudal order. The Soviet party functionaries faced it 
seriously after the establishment of the Soviet power on the whole 
territory of the country. After the political repressions of local 
clan's elites in the 1930s, this problem was temporarily forgotten 
although it persisted up to the present and the anthropologists'  
studies of the Soviet political system demonstrate its presence  
in Central Asia and the Caucasus. In the years of perestroika, 
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the publications on this subject appeared again in the mass media. 
It turns out that the question of the ulusizm as applied to the power 
problem remains to be as urgent as it was about seventy years ago 
(Masanov 1996; Amrekulov 2000; Dzhunushaliev and Ploskikh 
2000; Kradin 2000, 2001; Collins 2004, 2006; Geiss 2004; Edgar 
2004; Kadyrov 2004; Schatz 2004, 2005; Efegil 2006; Gullette 
2006; Dzusupbekov 2009; Lamazaa 2010 etc.). 

The protectionism with respect to the relatives is a particular 
aspect of the so-called personal relations in the pre-industrial, tradi-
tional society. In the industrial society, each person is presented as 
a detached individual while the relations between people take 
the form of the commodity-money ties. In the pre-industrial social 
systems each person appears as an element of any stable collective 
(community, clan, military-hierarchical organization etc.) and rela-
tions between people are personal rather than physical. It is 
the personal coercion and power as applied to the relations of ine-
quality and domination. 

The practice of personal relations is founded on the important 
theoretical grounds. According to Max Weber, in the traditional 
society,  

the place of firm business competence is occupied by 
the competition of initially given by the master at a free 
discretion, then becoming long-term and, finally, stereo-
typed commissions and powers. They produce the compe-
tition for due chances for the payment of made efforts of 
both special messengers and masters themselves: owing 
to such interests, the business competences and, thereby, 
existence of departments are often constructed. All of spe-
cial messengers having the long-term competence are, 
first of all, the court functionaries of the master; the com-
petence not related to the court (extrapatrimonial) is given 
to them on the basis of a quite superficial business simi-
larity of the activity field in their court service or on 
the basis of, mainly, quite arbitrary choice of the master 
(Weber 1922: 131–132).  

Hence, all activity in the similar political structures is based on 
personal relations, personal devotion (one should remember the 
developments of the fall of 1998 – summer of 1999 with the per-
manent reshuffle of the government of the Russian Federation!). 
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This phenomenon has an extensive character in a society with 
the strong clan and tribal ties. This is related to the fact that  
a power bearer in a traditional society acts not by himself but as 
the representative and leader of a certain group. He is perceived as 
its centre, focal point of the sacred force and should share with it 
his imperious functions and privileges. It is not accidental that not  
a particular ruler but the whole of his lineage or clan has been con-
sidered as a holder of the ‘Mandate of Heaven’ for the ruling of 
one or another territory as it was in the empire of Chingghis Khan 
and his heirs (it is especially true with respect to Central Asiatic 
states). Therefore, it is not surprising that in the countries of the 
Third World and new independent states, the ruling elite is making 
efforts to remove all those who are not connected with members of 
these groupings by blood, family and other ties from the responsi-
ble posts.  

The authoritative closeness of the manpower policy of the party-
governmental nomenclature is favorable to such a removal. So, for 
example, a holding of the post of the First Secretary of the Com-
munist Party of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic by Geidar 
Aliyev resulted in the gradual removal of Akhundov's protégés and 
penetration to the republic's governing bodies of his countrymen 
from Nakhichevan. After Aliyev's movement to Moscow with 
a promotion, during the reign of Bagirov, a new rotation of cadres 
in Azerbaijan began. Similarly, the improvement of the party-
governmental nomenclature was performed, for example, in 
the Uzbek Soviet Socialist Republic during the reign of Rashidov. 

Sometimes the information of the clan character of the gov-
ernment bodies in the republics of Central Asia and the Transcau-
casia  infiltrated to the press bodies. In 1973 in Georgia a change of 
the nomenclature elite occurred. In the official party newspaper 
(Zarya Vostoka, February 28, 1973) information of the plenum of 
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Georgia taken 
place on that occasion was published the following:  

The favoritism, regionalism, zemlyachestvo (friendly as-
sociation of persons coming from the same area), place-
hunting prosper owing to kindred ties and corruption… 
wives and members of the family begin to substitute their 
husbands of high standing in the post and the state prob-
lems begin to be solved in the narrow kindred, family and 
friendly circles.  
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The officials were commissioned basing on patronage, pulling 
strings, kindred ties, and on the principle of personal devotion 
rather than on their professional and moral qualities. Sometimes 
the unworthy persons were appointed to the top posts by recom-
mendations of come-and-go people. The words ‘master said so’, 
‘master wishes so’ sounded more often. In a number of cases, con-
trivers, bribe-takers, blackmailers were able to take the governing 
posts by means of deceit. Among the leading employees a quite 
adverse opinion about undesirability to air dirty linen in public was 
cultivated. The facts of bribe-taking and thefts were kept secret. It 
is not difficult to understand what kept back in reality the official 
jargon of the standard newspaper formulations of those days ad-
justed by advisers and censors. 

At present, in every nowadays independent state of the Central 
Asia region the influence of local clan and clan-tribal groups re-
mains in a local tradition.  

KAZAKHSTAN EXAMPLE 

The questions of the Kazakhstan's political structure are more stud-
ied. In the ethnic self-consciousness of Kazakhs, four levels are 
identified: 1) ethnic-national, 2) zhuz (tribal or chiefdom confed-
eration), 3) clan-tribal, 4) territorial independently of the ethnic 
belonging. Local (clan) structure is based on the zhuz genealogy 
(Great, Middle and Small Horde). The great zhuz traditionally 
roamed near the Semirechye (Seven Rivers of Central Asia). Mid-
dle zhuz occupied the East Kazakhstan territory. Small zhuz was 
located in the West Kazakhstan. However, the privileged clans – 
descendants of Chingghis Khan tope and descendants of saints toz-
ha – were genealogically above any of zhuzes (Naumova 1991; 
Khazanov 1995; Masanov 1996; Smagambetova 1998). 

The northern Kazakhs, as a rule, know the name of their zhuz 
and tribal group of the lower taxonomic level. In the south this in-
formation is of more essential significance because an individual's 
status and financial position depends on this (especially, under 
conditions of socialist deficit). The elder generation tries even to be 
consistent with exogamy. The clan division could be traced in fu-
neral ceremonial rites as when carrying out the burial, the family of 
the deceased should give presents to the patriarchs of all clan 
groups residing in the settlement in question (Naumova 1991). 
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A well-known Kazakhstan anthropologist and the leader of po-
litical opposition Nurbulat Masanov in detail considered the history 
of the struggle between the clan groupings of Kazakhstan in the 
21st century (1996). It was the first publication about post-Soviet 
clan systems in anthropology. In Soviet times, in spite of the cruel 
Stalin's repressions, the representatives of the Middle zhuz pre-
dominated over a long period of time in the Kazakh intellectual 
elite: in art, science (many academicians and even the Presidents of 
the Academy of Sciences of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic) 
and, partly, in the party-state machinery. Since the 1960s the lead-
ing positions were caught by the Elder zhuz. Its first famous pro-
moted worker was the main Kazakh poet Dzhambul. Kunayev 
holding this post from 1962 to 1986 came from the Elder zhuz. 
Making use of personal contacts and patronage of Leonid 
Brezhnev, Kunayev gradually appointed his fellow-tribesmen and 
relatives to many key posts. His cadet became the President of the 
Academy of Sciences of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic. It 
was during his reign that Nursultan Nazarbayev started his career. 
In the years of Kunayev's reign, Kazakhs on the whole were re-
cruited in the party-state machinery of all levels. By 1989 they 
made up 51 % of the administrative personnel but only 3 % quali-
fied and 11.3 % unqualified workers in the Republic. But by 1994 
the disproportion reached even greater quantities. A share of Ka-
zakhs in the President's administration and ministry reached 74 %. 
The disproportion between Kazakhs and Russians in favor of the 
formers was present even in the local administrations of the north-
ern areas where a share of Russians is traditionally higher. This 
tendency continues to grow. Only the elections to the Supreme So-
viet reflect approximately a real ratio of the number between the 
nations and ethnic groups (Galiev et al. 1994: 43–44, 47–51; 
Khazanov 1995: 159–160). 

The younger zhuz traditionally played the secondary part. 
Thereby, it differed in the higher corporative solidarity. During 
the reign of Yury Andropov, he possibly considered the promoted 
workers as the competitors to Brezhnev's party elite and appointed 
them to a number of the key posts. However, Andropov's quick 
death and restoration of Breznhnev's system were a drag on this 
process. 
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In the years of perestroika the rivalry between zhuzes recom-
menced. Having found himself under difficult circumstances 
M. S. Gorbachev decided to send to Kazakhstan a man from the out-
side – Kolbin who was at that time the First Secretary of the Uly-
anovsky regional committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union. However, this resulted in spontaneous disorders in Decem-
ber, 1986. Since Kolbin, in Masanov's opinion, mainly considered 
his armchair as a jumping-off place for the following career in 
the metropolis, the coming of Kunayev's protégé N. Nazarbayev 
was a matter of technique (Masanov 1996). 

In 1989 Nazarbayev's time came. Having come to power, he 
pensioned off all his former and potential competitors, approved  
a monopoly of power of the Elder zhuz and, after the Soviet Union 
collapse, consolidated even more his clan positions appointing to 
different state posts his nearest relatives. This phenomenon reached 
such a scale that a new term – chemolganization of power struc-
tures (the village of Chemolgan is Nazarbayev's homeland) ap-
peared in the press. It was not also accidental that just Akmola and 
Karaganda, to which Nazarbayev's childhood and youth were re-
lated, trusted him to a greater extent than other regions of Kazakh-
stan. 

Nevertheless, an invisible for outside observers clan struggle con-
tinues to this very day. The expert inquiry carried out by the Institute 
of Kazakhstan development showed that 29 % respondents believe 
that the zhuz and clan belonging plays a significant part in the dis-
tribution of privileges, posts and offices (Smagambetova 1998: 23). 
Once the members of the Kazakh Academy of Sciences (as noted 
above, this niche was traditionally occupied by the representatives 
of the Middle zhuz) rejected the Nazarbayev's protégé Dzholdasbe-
kov and elected the candidate of their clan economist Sagadiyev, 
the destiny of the Academy was predetermined. The Academy was 
reorganized into the Ministry where all of the highest posts were 
distributed from the top. 

Just the confrontation of zhuzes and backstairs, in Masanov's 
opinion (1996), or, rather, a dread of joining up into the opposition 
of the Middle and Younger zhuzes predetermined the abolition of 
the presidential election, prolongation of Nazarbayev's authorities 
as well as a transfer of the metropolis to Akmola. As the ethnic 
peace in Kazakhstan is very delicate and exists mainly due to rela-



Social Evolution & History / March 2010 160 

tive equilibrium between two major ethnic groups, a transfer of the 
metropolis to the north, according to the plan of the ruling elite, 
should contribute to the growth of migration from the south and 
increase in a share of Kazakh population within the northern re-
gions and, in that way, consolidation of the national state system. 
On the other hand, a movement of all key power mechanisms to 
then territory of the traditional residence of the Middle zhuz should 
additionally weaken the opposition to the today's president's power. 

But such a situation exists not only in the nowadays independ-
ent countries of the CIS. In the above-mentioned Kalmykia, about 
85 % of townsmen and more than 90 % of rural population identify 
themselves with one or another tribal group. The struggle for pow-
er is carried between three major tribal groupings: Torgut and Der-
bent ones (the origins of the confrontation of which are rooted to 
the double-ternary wing system) as well as Buzavsk group which is 
more young and consists of the descendants of the Don Kalmyks. 
The similar processes are traced, for example, in Tuva as well as in 
many multinational subjects of the Russian Federation. 

GIFT AND BRIBE ECONOMY 

Many mechanisms and standards of the political behavior peculiar to 
the traditional societies also continue to function today. The descrip-
tions of the bribery, corruption, protectionism are widely known in 
the post-colonial and post-traditional societies. It is not unreason-
able to give one of the demonstrative examples fixed by the Rus-
sian anthropologists in the Mountain Kirghizia in the mid-1920s. 

The whole way of life makes easier and, to a certain ex-
tent, provokes the bribery. One should start with the fact 
that the ‘presents’ are given to all who come to the no-
mads' camp or winter camp… An honorary visitor (it 
should be noted that a chief is always an honorary visitor) 
was given victuals of all kinds, horses for movement, 
foodstuffs for the journey and all of this is free of charge, 
in view of hospitality. To take money from a visitor is 
considered to be an exaction; being on the move within 
the mountain country, a ‘chief’ pays nothing: he eats, 
drinks and takes foodstuffs in the living form (sheep) for 
the journey free of charge… There are many heads in the 
Mountain Kirghizia. Not only militiaman is a head. 
The heads are a secretary of the Komsomol cell and secre-
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tary of the Party cell, any instructor, investigator and judge, 
forest ranger etc. All of them should be given ‘soish’, it is 
necessary to entertain and give present to all of them. Fi-
nally, the very ‘soish’ has transformed into the special kind 
of tax which is in random way paid by population in view of 
different fortuities (Kushner 1929: 102–103). 

Construing this brilliant sketch from the life of mountain Kir-
ghizs, it is necessary to understand that the phenomena described 
are characterized by somewhat different matter as compared with 
the modern ones. So called bribe goes back to the institutions of 
the redistribution and exchange of gifts in pre-industrial communi-
ties. It is not only and not so much as the ‘reward for the fulfill-
ment of particular actions in the interests of a briber’, in the mod-
ern juridical interpretation, but also as a certain obligatory (result-
ing from the custom, tradition), symbolic-communicative act of 
behavior. Without it, the following establishment and maintenance 
of relationships between the parties seems to be impossible.  
The cases are known when the functionaries of local level in the 
Third World countries refused to take gifts from petitioners, did 
not give preference to relatives in the redistribution of statuses, 
resources or any other services in an attempt to conform to the lib-
eral standards of the Western civilization. This has provoked a con-
demnation of not only their congeners but also other persons as it 
violated the ordinary norms. 

It is known from the ethnographic descriptions that there were 
customs to give presents to chiefs and elders for intermediary func-
tions in the settling of conflicts in many traditional societies of Af-
rica, Asia and Oceania. The superpower in new independent states 
of Africa quite often attempted to abolish this practice with the as-
sumption that the functionaries should work for people and should 
not have the self-profit as their object. However, the ordinary 
members of communities insisted on reservation of the former cus-
toms (to the extent of the appeal to the superior bodies) motivating 
this by that the success of the peacemaking action directly de-
pended on the taking of a gift by the intermediary. In such a situa-
tion the Tanzanian political leaders made, for example, a peculiar 
compromise. They permitted to give to intermediaries the symbolic 
presents: office supplies, national flags etc.  
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These archaic principles of the prestigious economy became  
a fertile field for a bloom of bribe-taking in Central Asia and Trans-
caucasia republics in Soviet times. Here, so-called baksheesh flour-
ished on a grand scale. According to the data cited in the closed 
report of G. Aliyev at the plenary session of the Central Committee 
of the Azerbaijan Communist Party in 1970, the cost of post of a 
district public prosecutor in this union republic was 30 thousand 
rubles (cf. the price of the best car was 9000 rubles at that period). 
In order to hold the post of the chief of the district department of 
militia, it was necessary to pay slightly more – 50 thousand rubles. 
In comparison, it should be indicated that an official monthly sal-
ary of a public prosecutor amounted 150–180 rubles while that of 
the chief was 200–250 rubles. The prices of the Party armchairs 
were much more expensive. The position of the first secretary of 
district committee cost 200 thousand rubles while that of the sec-
ond secretary ‘only’ 100 thousand rubles. The profitable post of the 
head of the institute of higher education could be also bought for 
200 thousand rubles while the post of the minister of trade cost by 
50 thousand rubles more (Voslensky 1991: 280–284).  

Azerbaijan was no exception to the rule. In Georgia the minis-
ter posts cost from 100 to 300 thousand rubles. However, a compe-
tition here was more intense and, according to Voslensky, changed 
into a ‘peculiar auction’ (Ibid.: 284–285). 

All the above said is, in full measure, applicable to both the 
past (Orlova 1999) and the present state of Russia (may be, at  
a large scale) where bribe-taking and corruption of functionaries 
have reached huge scales which is confirmed by intuitive feelings 
as well as sociological inquiries of people being confronted with 
such phenomena in their activity. According to some assessments, 
about 70 % of Russian functionaries accept bribes (Glinkina 2000). 

The presents-bribes in the traditional and present-day societies 
are closely related to mass holidays. The most scaled of ritual holi-
days are mediated by different important events in the human or 
community life (wedding, funeral etc.). The higher the man status  
and his material prosperity are, the more splendid an associated 
festival should be. In the communities with strong traditional way 
of life this phenomenon takes especially grandiose character. Poor 
men make efforts to save their faces and to show that their position 
is not worse than that of the others. The rich men try to obscure 
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with the pomp the people of equal status rather than their 
neighbors. It enhances their prestige further in opinion of their rela-
tives and countrymen. Some years ago several functionaries of 
higher rank in Uzbekistan lost their posts for ‘demonstrated im-
modesty and vainglory, pomposity and squandering when celebrat-
ing a wedding’ (Pravda Vostoka, October 22, 1998). In a week 
another presidential decree was published in the same newspaper 
in which the anxiety was expressed in connection with the intensi-
fying of gift exchange rituals. 

Currently in many locations of our country, when carrying 
out weddings, family festivities, funeral rituals, arrange-
ments devoted to memory of the diseased, such vestiges 
of the past as vainglory, pomposity, excessive extrava-
gance, neglect of people's traditions, dandyism, neglect of 
needs of people living around are allowed (Ibid.).  

Unlikely, the situation presented differs markedly from the state 
of affairs in other Central Asia republics of the CIS and in 
the multinational republics of Russia. I observe time and again the 
similar customs among the Buryats. One can also consider that 
these phenomena are widely present in many post-traditional states 
of Asia and Africa. 

NON-SEPARATION / SACRALIZATION OF POWER 

Thus a distortion of the primordial aim of modernization is also 
demonstrated by the results of the direct introduction of the west-
ern liberal-democratic institutions to the traditional societies. 
The multi-party system, parliamentarism, separation of different 
power branches etc. – all of this causes, quite often, the inverse 
results, very undesirable from the viewpoint of the democratization 
task. An experience of the politico-anthropological studies reveals 
that the party structures in the post-traditional societies are, quite 
often, formed on the clan-tribal or confessional basis or as a tool of 
the personal influence of one or another leader. Under such condi-
tions the elections to the representative power bodies are, as a rule, 
based on the tribal or religious principles rather than on the politi-
cal programs. As a result, many people are induced to participate in 
tribal, interethnic and interconfessional conflicts, which results  
in the instability of the ruling coalitions and in the absence of politi-
cal stability. All this causes the crises and political revolution.  



Social Evolution & History / March 2010 164 

The developments in Chechnya in the last ten years also can serve as 
an illustration of this. 

In the present state of affairs, the power sees, quite often, that 
the only way to keep stability lies in the establishment of the au-
thoritarian – one-party, military – regimes. It is not accidental that 
practically all states appearing on the territory of the Asiatic part of 
the CIS are characterized by the autocratic nature of power. It is 
true that another feature of the traditional power must be kept in 
mind. The separation of powers is an institution that gone through 
a long evolution and, one might say, endured by Europe in the 
course of many rebellions and revolutions. In principle, the similar 
phenomenon is not characteristic of the archaic and traditional so-
cieties. The ruler of traditional society is the only bearer of the sac-
ral status and all other independent branches of power are auto-
matically taken as the undesired competitors not only by the ruler 
himself but also by most people. Therefore, in the post-traditional 
societies a political leader of a charismatic type invested with 
nearly plenary powers is, quite often, the governing body of both 
country and party. 

The tendency to the sacralization of the state ruler appears.  
The most striking example is the cult of personality of the Turk-
menistan President Niyazov (he died on December 21, 2006). His 
birthday (February 19) was declared as the national holiday. Dur-
ing the first month of a year more than a hundred of different ob-
jects including the former Krasnovodsky Bay (Caspian Sea), the 
Academy of the agricultural sciences, ships, many streets, kol-
khozes and sovkhozes and, what is very symbolic, former Lenin 
avenue and Leninsky administrative district in Ashkhabad were 
renamed after his name. The portraits and busts of Turkmenbashi 
stood out in all official and public places. One needed to turn over 
the pages of republic's newspapers to make sure that they were 
crammed with slogans: ‘Turkmenbashi is our strength’, ‘Turkmen-
bashi is our wisdom’, ‘Turkmenbashi is our hope’. 

There were composed legends about Turkmenbashi. According 
to one of them he, similar to the archaic chiefs, was able, at the time 
of the official meeting with the President of the USA which was 
held outdoors, to disperse black clouds and to prevent rain.  
Moreover, the text of the daily morning appeal of announcers of 
the Turkmenian state television and radio broadcasting stations to 
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the people is impressive (now all codes of Turkmenbashi cult of 
personality are cancelled – N. K.): 

Allah, bless our chief. Keep his life for a long period of 
time and give support in all his undertakings… Turk-
menistan is my fatherland and if I do damage to my 
homeland, let my hands dry out, if I talk anything bad 
about my President, let my tongue fail me and if I am 
false to my fatherland, let my being stop.  

The semantics of this appeal is evident and does not require ex-
panded comments. If in the rational state, the use of sanctions is 
based on the legal violence, then, in the traditional community the 
power has a sacred character; an infringement of the established 
norms causes the disequilibrium between the people world and 
world of supernatural forces, intervention of gods and wicked spir-
its in people's affairs. 

From the above reasoning, it is clear why most countries of the 
CIS followed the analogous path of political transformation.  
The events in them developed according to the scenario of the same 
type: dissolution of the legislative bodies, enactment of the constitu-
tions extending the powers of the President, gentle terror with re-
spect to the opposition and independent mass media communication. 

Let us illustrate the above said using several examples. In 1993 
in Kazakhstan a certain confrontation between the legislative and 
executive powers came into existence. However, in contrast to 
Russia, where the analogous confrontation took the form of armed 
conflict, here the main threads of the political game were always in 
the President's hands. In spite of unwillingness of the Supreme So-
viet to self-destruct, the enterprising group involving the ‘ap-
proved’ deputies was established and began to agitate for the self-
dismissal within the parliament. In December the parliament 
ceased to exist. Under the new constitution of Kazakhstan of 1995, 
the legislative and judicial authorities were under the executive one  
(the President appointed judges, the Constitution Court was liqui-
dated etc.), in 1995 the referendum in Kazakhstan prolonged Nazar-
bayev's presidential authorities to the end of the 20th century (this 
phenomenon received the name bashism after Turkmenbashi Niya-
zov being the first who began the campaign concerning the prolon-
gation of authorities of leaders of the Central Asiatic states of the 
CIS to the end of the 20th century). 



Social Evolution & History / March 2010 166 

The most unitary form of the state structure was in Turkmeni-
stan in the period of the Turkmenbashi's rule. In 1992 a six-year 
moratorium on the multi-party system was proclaimed. President 
Niyazov was the supreme official in the state being out of control 
of the legislative power. All the levers of the executive power were 
concentrated in his hands, he appointed and dismissed the Prosecu-
tor-General, Chairmen of the Supreme and Superior Economical 
Courts. The President was entitled to dissolve the People's Assem-
bly (the country's parliament) if the latter gave a vote of non-
confidence to the government appointed by the President. Nomi-
nally, the country was the republic with the presidential form of 
government. But its head had actually unlimited authorities. The re-
gime of Turkmenbashi fantastically combined the features of both 
savage and patriarchal rule and it resembled more and more the 
rule of the traditional oriental monarch using, nevertheless, some 
modern techniques of power. The party structure was absolutely 
undeveloped, the press was semi-official and frankly mercenary. 
Any criticism of the power was excluded, opposition was crushed 
and expelled (Kadyrov 2004). 

The Russian variant differs from the Central Asian states of 
the CIS only in a single respect. There were no clans, but a per-
sonal patrimonial political system. If the usurpation of the power in 
the above-listed countries was amicably achieved, President Yel-
tsin needed tanks and armored troop-carriers in October 1993. 
However, on the whole, the mechanism of transformational proc-
esses was practically the same. The monstrous swelling of the state 
machinery, adoption of the Constitution in 1993 in which the 
President was granted the right to control the judicial authority and 
dismiss the legislative bodies and introduction of the institution of 
the Governor-Generals were also characteristic of Russia. After 
Boris Yeltsin's resignation, some balance between the democratic 
ideals of the first President of Russia and his inconsequent policy 
based on the former experience of the Party leader was broken. Putin 
followed other principles of the rule. The tendency to the power hi-
erarchy and abolition of appointment by election of the heads of dif-
ferent levels became even stronger. In fact, the local government – 
one of the bases of any democracy – disappeared. The changes 
which consolidated legislatively the right of the power to intervene 
in affairs of individual regions and to dissolve local parliaments 
were introduced into the Constitution. Similarly, the transformation 
of Russia occurs also at the local level. The main components of 
these processes are the all-embracing role of the patrimonial power 
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and the lack of development of personality and civil society. All 
the above testifies against that on the most part of the former So-
viet Union the rational system of power was formed. 

CONCLUSION 

All the above said suggests that the developed democratic political 
system in the independent Central Asia states of the former USSR 
as well as in the most part of this territory was not created, its key 
components such as the emancipation of the individualized politi-
cal individual, the stable multiparty system, the independent mass 
media etc. were not developed. The authorities, as a rule, are very 
suspicious in respect of independent mass media, prefer to act in 
the atmosphere of closeness. They use different methods to put 
pressure upon the press, attempt to achieve the state monopoly of 
the tele- and broadcasting and even to control the Internet. 

There is a large quantity of small parties and associations es-
tablished for solving any situation or problem. The overwhelming 
majority of already existing parties (may be, except for communist 
ones) were established as a tool of the personal influence of one or 
another leader, while in the multinational regions, the parties and 
movements are established on the ethnic sign. Quite often it is 
the only difference between parties (even names and programs can 
be very similar). In the politics and power structures, the patron-
age-client relations predominate. 

Most political forces are unwilling to observe the democratic 
rules of play accepted in the West. The elected presidents (not only 
they but also heads of all ranks) as well as subordinate functionar-
ies try to get out of any restrictions of their personal power, dispose 
hard of the legal opposition. However, the latter coming to the 
power acts in the same way. Too much in the political culture of 
the CIS countries belongs to the past and is related to the tradi-
tional system of power and rule. 

From this point of view, it is clear why the majority of the CIS 
countries have not become democratic after a period of twenty 
years traversing, in the process, similar path of political transfor-
mation accompanied by dissolution of legislative authorities, adop-
tion of new constitutions expanding the president's authorities, vel-
vet terror in relation to opposition and independent mass-media. In 
the political life the informal, clan, patron-client or personal rela-
tions predominate. All this suggests that the political anthropology 
is not only of academic importance but also can be useful in study-
ing modern regimes. 
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