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On March 16, 2018, SRII staff, fellows and affiliates 
marked the 50th anniversary of the death of Swedish 
poet Gunnar Ekelöf (1907–68), whose Dīwān trilogy 
(1965–67) was inspired by a visit to Istanbul in 1965, 
whose ashes lie scattered at the ancient site of Sardes 
in Turkey, and whose bronze portrait is featured on 
the back garden wall of the Swedish consulate general 
compound in Istanbul (background right). In front of 
it, from left to right: Patrik Klingborg (archaeologist 
and  scholarship  holder,  Uppsala),  Ahmed  Fahmy 
(SRII  intern),  Helin  Topal  (SRII  administrator), 
Andrea  Karlsson  (Consulate  general  of  Sweden  in 
Istanbul), Anders Ackfeldt (islamologist and visiting 
scholar, Lund),  Bahar Uludağ  (SRII librarian)  and 
Helena  Bodin  (professor  of  literature  and  visiting 
scholar, Stockholm). Photo: Kristina Josephson Hesse 
(SRII director).
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Migration, Mänskliga rättigheter 
och Black Metal 
Kristina Josephson Hesse, fil.dr. i arkeologi och direktör vid SFII 2018
Sedan i januari arbetar jag med alla de intressanta arbetsuppgifter som det innebär med att 
leda  verksamheten  vid  svenska  forskningsinstitutet  i  Istanbul.  Föreläsningsserien  ”Spring 
Lectures” har varit uppbokad med spännande föreläsare och en stor bredd av fascinerande 
ämnen varje tisdagskväll  under våren. Publiken har utgjorts av mellan 20-40 personer per 
föreläsning och har bestått av intresserade forskare och allmänhet framförallt från Turkiet, 
men även från andra internationella institut i Istanbul och av de forskare och stipendiater 
som vistats  vid  SFII.  Ämnesinriktningen  har  varit  varierande  med  en  viss  dominans  av 
migrationsfrågor, vilket kan förklaras av SFII:s del i det EU finansierade migrationsprojektet 
RESPOND, men också av frågornas betydelse i Turkiet. De mest besökta föreläsningarna har 
utgjorts av aktuella ämnen såsom Åsa Eldéns föreläsning om medias framställning av våld mot 
kvinnor i Turkiet och i Sverige; Paul Levins undersökning om integrationen / assimilationen 
av  den  första  vågen  turkar  som  immigrerat  till  Sverige;  Jonas  Draeges  föreläsning  om 
Geziprotesterna och oppositionens misslyckande att dra fördel av dessa; Douglas Mattsons 
undersökning om Black Metal  musik och dess  relation till  Islam;  samt en redogörelse  av 
Andrea Karlsson som berättade om sin avhandling om mänskliga rättigheter i Turkiet. 

Föreläsningsserien ”Autumn Lectures” startar efter sommaruppehållet i mitten av september 
och pågår varje tisdagskväll fram till mitten av december. Förutom våran unika bredd och mix 
av ämnen kommer vi att ha två olika teman. Det ena är en serie av tre föreläsningar om 
mänskliga  rättigheter  tillsammans  med  Raoul  Wallenberginstitutet  i  Istanbul.  Det  andra 
temat är en serie av sex onsdagsföreläsningar tillsammans med Orient Institut och Anadolu 
Kültür, som uppmärksammar att det nu är 100 år sedan Första Världskriget tog slut. Året 
1918  kan  ses  som  en  social  och  politisk  brytningspunkt  i  Turkiet.  Ett  fullständigt 
föreläsningsprogram för hösten finns tillgängligt i detta nummer av Kalabalik.

Valet i Turkiet, som utlystes med kort framförhållning till den 24 juni, förflöt relativt lugnt 
trots  farhågor  om oroligheter.  På  SFII  anordnades  valvaka  i  auditoriet  tillsammans  med 
studenterna som deltog i den mycket populära sommarkursen i mänskliga rättigheter som 
samarrangerades med generalkonsulatet. 

Andra  samarbeten  med  Generalkonsulatet  har  pågått  under  våren  med  bl.a  kvinno-
litteraturseminarium  i  mars  och  en  svensk/turkisk/kurdisk  författarworkshop  i  april. 
Samarbetena har resulterat i ett arrangemang med författarresidens som kommer att inledas i 
början av 2019.  I april  hölls  den sedvanliga Labraundadagen. Intressanta redogörelser och 
rapporter  gavs  från  fjolårets  arkeologiska  utgrävningar  i  Labraunda,  organiserad  av 
grävledaren Olivier Henry. I år var arrangemanget uppdelat med en dag vardera i Istanbul och 
på Bilkent-universitetet i Ankara.
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Upptakten till migrationsprojektet RESPOND har varit dynamisk genom de föreläsningar, 
workshops  och kick-off  möten som organiserats  på  institutet  under  våren av  SFII:s  egna 
forskare  Dr.  Ela  Gökalp  Aras  och  Dr.  Zeynep  Şahin  Mencütek.  EU-projektet  har  också 
inneburit bra PR för SFII i Europa. Under ansökningstiden för VR och EU märkte vi ett 
stort intresse för att andra projekt ville etablera samarbete med SFII som partner. Vi är nu 
med i fyra ansökningar som anslagsförvaltare eller partnerinstitut.  Tre av dessa gäller EU-
ansökningar och en är en ansökan till Vetenskapsrådet. Vi håller tummarna och hoppas på att 
någon av ansökningarna blir beviljade. 

Migrationen märks mycket tydligt i Turkiet, som i uppgörelsen med EU agerar bromskloss 
gentemot flyktingarnas rörelse mot Europa. Över tre miljoner syriska flyktingar befinner sig i 
landet. Under tre månaders tid har fem av dessa flyktingar, som numera är studenter vid ett 
universitet här i Istanbul, arbetat vid institutet som assistenter till en forskare i statskunskap 
några dagar i veckan. Deras närvaro har varit mycket värdefull, framförallt för forskaren men 
även för våra stipendiater, övriga forskare, sommarkursstudenter och vår personal, som alla 
har utbytt erfarenheter och knutit kontakter med varandra. De syriska studenterna har även 
medverkat  och  bidragit  med  erfarenheter  på  seminarier  och  föreläsningar,  särskilt  med 
migrationsteman. Det har varit en meriterande och ovärderlig tid för de syriska studenterna.

Stipendieverksamheten är institutets ryggrad. Den tid som stipendiaterna vistas här är också 
den mest  livaktiga  och trevliga.  Särskilt  kreativt  blir  det  när  det  samtidigt  vistas  seniora 
forskare vid institutet. De flesta studenter väljer att förlägga sin stipendietid under mars och 
april, samt oktober och november. Vårens stipendiater och deras ämnen kan ni läsa om längre 
fram i  den  här  bulletinen.  Ytterligare  en  åtgärd  för  att  höja  beläggningen  och  öka  det 
akademiska  klimatet  har  varit  en  utannonsering  av  mindre  resestipendier  för  lågsäsongs-
perioder  om  tre  veckor  vardera  under  hösten.  Intresset  var  stort  och  ett  flertal  rese-
stipendiater kommer att vistas på institutet främst i början och i slutet av höstterminen.

Under sommaren arbetar statens fastighetsverk för fullt med underhåll och reparationer av 
fastigheterna,  bl.a.  med terrassen på baksidan av Dragomanhuset och balkongen i  översta 
gästrummet i annexet, som båda läckt in vatten vid större regnmängder. De förses nu med 
nytt  tätskikt  och  ny,  ljust  färgad  klinker.  En  del  andra  reparationer,  t.ex  byte  av  alla 
duschblandare i gästrummen, utförs också under sommaruppehållet.

Vi  ser  med  tillförsikt  fram emot  en  höst  med  intressanta  föreläsningar  och  spännande 
workshops,  och  välkomnar  såväl  forskare  som stipendiater  till  vårt  trivsamma institut  i 
Istanbul.
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Lectures at the SRII

September 18, 19:00 
Diğdem Soyaltın, Altınbaş University 
Good Governance and Fight against Corruption in Turkey: Did the EU 
make a difference? 

September 25, 19:00 
Beril Eski, İstanbul Bilgi University 
RWI Lecture I: Negative Gendered Effects of Turkey’s Asylum Regime 

October 2, 19:00 
Zeynep Gülru Göker, Sabancı University 
Digital Feminism in Turkey: Memories, Deliberation and Negotiation. 

October 9, 19:00 
Kilian Clarke, Princeton University 
Popular Unrest in the Aftermath of Revolution: Contention and Resistance 
during Egypt's Democratic Experiment, 2012-2013 

October 16, 19:00 
Olgun Akbulut, Kadir Has University 
RWI Lecture II: The Future of Human Rights in Europe 

October 23, 19:00 
Ayhan Kaya, İstanbul Bilgi University 
RESPOND Lecture III: Migration, Heritage and Populism in Europe 

October 30, 19:00 
Susan Rottmann, Özyeğin University 
RESPOND Lecture IV: Reflections from the Field: Family and Gender for 
Syrian Migrants in Istanbul  
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Autumn 2018

November 6, 19:00 
Meral Akbaş, Middle East Technical University 
RWI Lecture III: From Factory to Museum: They are telling our Story 

November 13, 19:00 
Daniel Leviathan Forsrup, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
The Colonnaded Streets of Roman Palestine 

November 20, 19:00 
Lisa Hellman, Uppsala University 
The knitting instructor and the map-maker: Swedish prisoner in eighteenth-
century Dungarna 

November 27, 19:00 
Görkem Çimen, Uppsala University 
Water Management at Labraunda 

December, 4 19:00 
Filip Vukosavović, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
Judeans of the Babylonian Exile 

December, 13 19:00 
Joachim Östlund, Linnéuniversitetet 
Intersecting Worlds: Mehmed Said Efendis “Sefâretnâme” (Book of 

Embassy) and eighteenth century Sweden

☛ Admission only after registration to event@sri.org.tr ! ☚
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Human Rights – a Recurrent History 
Five summer schools at the SRII, 2013–2018 
The idea to arrange a summer school in Human Rights was developed and realised by Andrea 
Karlsson, head of the Section for Turkish-Swedish Development Cooperation at the Swedish 
Consulate General in Istanbul 2015–2018, and Marianne Boqvist, deputy director of the SRII 
2011–2013. Taking place in June 2013, the first summer school on the topic Human Rights – a 
Recurrent History set a successful example that was to be repeated in 2014, 2015, 2017 and 2018.

Bringing together students from Turkey with students from the Nordic countries, the aim of 
the five summer schools has been to tell the history of human rights in a way that puts the 
Ottoman Empire rather than Europe at the centre of attention, and to show the importance 
of a human rights discourse in the lands it has left behind. Both teaching teams and students 
have been multidisciplinary in composition, consisting of historians, human rights scholars, 
political scientists and practitioners in the field of human rights and cultural heritage.

Minorities and cultural pluralism in and after the Ottoman period has formed the main core 
of  the course contents. In addition to dealing with such themes in fact and theory, students 
have met with people and NGOs devoted to questions of historical justice, cultural heritage 
and human rights in Turkey and beyond. Examinations have consisted of individual or group 
projects in which students have put forward their own ideas for NGO projects with the aim 
of advancing collaboration and new approaches to the interplay of culture and human rights.

The venue of the SRII has offered many opportunities to connect the course topic with the 
living city and heritage of Istanbul – with city walks to historically significant places or areas 
testifying to the continuous pluralism of the city – as well as to build lasting friendships.
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Lesson with Ayşegül Altinay (Sabanci 
University)  at  the  SRII  auditorium 
(2013)

City walk with SRII director 
Johan Mårtelius, (2015)

Study visit  and workshop at  the 
Hrant Dink Vakfı (2018)

Working with final presentations, 
Swedish Consulate General (2017)
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Spring Scholarships 2018

Patrik Klingborg defended his PhD 
thesis Greek cisterns – water and risk 
in ancient Greece, 600–50 BC at 
Uppsala University in 2017. The 
study explored cisterns, a critical but 
previously unexplored component of 
the ancient water supply system. 
Currently he is working towards a 
project investigating the trans-
formations of water supply systems 
during antiquity.

The water  supply  has  long been viewed as  a  fundamental  aspect  of 
ancient  Greco-Roman society.  Especially  monumental  fountains  and 
aqueducts have been subject of intense study for more than a century. 
But despite the impressive effort spent exploring ancient water supply 
systems  scholars  have  hardly  touched  upon  smaller,  much  more 
numerous,  installations such as wells  and cisterns.  Consequently,  our 
understanding of  the ancient water  supply is  largely  incomplete and 
cannot be used to produce an accurate reconstruction of how the water 
supply  worked  as  a  whole  and  at  what  points  in  time  it  was 
transformed.  This,  in  turn,  means  that  many  important  questions 
remain  unexplored,  in  particular  why  humans  change  something  as 
critical  to  their  survival  as  their  water  supply  system.  What  is  the 
driving  force  behind  the  transformation  of  ancient  water  supply 
systems?  Many  such  forces  of  transformation  have  been  proposed: 
warfare, technical innovation, population growth and urbanisation.
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Most recently climate change has become a popular explanation. Lack 
of a systematic survey of the empirical data, however, makes studies 
either inaccurate or limited to local contexts.

Based on this I am currently developing a larger project exploring how 
water supply systems were constructed and transformed in the ancient 
world based on a substantial empirical material. In order to do so I am 
currently  collecting  material  which  can  be  used  both  in  a  project 
proposal and following study. During my stay at the Swedish Research 
Institute in Istanbul I therefore conducted a preliminary collection of 
various water sources attested in the ancient literature. The result is an 
Access-database recording more than 1000 occasions when fountains 
and  springs  were  mentioned  by  ancient  authors  from  700–1  BC. 
Preliminary analysis of the material shows that ancient authors often 
were  preoccupied  with  themes  such as  the  origins  of  rivers  and the 
healing properties of waters. It is also notably that springs and fountains 
were  less  commonly  connected  to  the  divine  than  acknowledged  in 
modern  scholarship:  just  5%  of  the  mentions  can  be  related  to  the 
sacred sphere. While further qualitative analysis still remains in order to 
use the material to its full potential, I am very grateful that my stay at 
the Institute enabled me to perform important parts of my study in an 
excellent research environment.

Aqueduct of Valens, Istanbul
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Corruption, Informality and ‘Living Law’ in 
Post-Soviet Uzbekistan 
Rustamjon Urinboyev, Senior Research Fellow, Sociology of Law, Lund University
In search for empirical clues in April 2009, my Swedish colleague and I (hereinafter ‘we’) 
travelled to Uzbekistan for an ethnographic field research. The evening flight from Riga to 
Tashkent Airport on AirBaltic took just under six hours. We arrived at the Tashkent airport in 
the middle of the night and checked into Radisson Hotel. After rest and breakfast we walked 
through the streets to a nearby market, Alay, to observe informal transactions on the black 
market  for  foreign  currency.  We  were  welcomed  by  a  group  of  money  changers  who 
immediately approached us, offering their currency exchange services. What struck us was 
that there were several  policemen around; none of them, however,  bothered about illegal 
transactions on the black market, thereby de-facto ‘decriminalising’ the informal practices of 
money  changers.  We next  turned  our  attention  to  the  informal  taxi  sector.  One  of  our 
fascinating finding was that almost anybody in Tashkent could work as a taxi driver. There 
were no taxi stops and we did not have to order a taxi. Waving your hand at the side of the 
street was sufficient to find a taxi in a minute. Observing the magnitude of the informal taxi 
sector,  we  came  to  realise  that  informal  economy  has  become  a  major  source  of  self-
employment and income-generating opportunities for many of the urban unemployed. The 
interaction between the taxi drivers and traffic police is also based on informal rules. During 
our observations we noticed that taxi drivers often shake the hands of traffic police with 
money when they break traffic rules, such as exceeding the speed limit. 

The above observations have implications for international  reports and policy documents 
that  use  informal  economic  practices  as  an  indicator  in  assessing  countries’  models  of 
governance and levels of corruption. According to the 2012 Corruption Perceptions Index, 
released  annually  by  Transparency  International  (TI),  Uzbekistan  is  among  the  ten  most 
corrupt countries in the world (TI, 2012). The ‘control of corruption’ indicator of the World 
Bank  Governance  Studies  shows  an  extremely  high  level  of  corruption  in  Central  Asian 
countries (Libman, 2008; World Bank, 2013a).  The conclusion of international reports and 
policy documents seems clear: the term ‘informality’ has come to be associated with adversity 
and carries with it the negative connotation of being abnormal and an exception to the rule of 
law ( TI, 2012; World Bank, 2012, 2013a).

Anthropological studies have demonstrated the existence of local perceptions of moral codes 
and  values  of  informal  transactions  that  significantly  differ  from Western  morality  and 
standards (Werner, 2000; Humphrey, 2002; Wanner, 2005; Polese, 2008; Rasanayagam, 2011; 
Urinboyev and Svensson, 2013). At a first glance, many of these transactions may come across 
as bribes; however, these studies show that when taking the local context and culture into 
consideration, these transactions may very well be considered to be morally acceptable gifts. 
In the context of Russia, Humphrey (2002) argues towards rethinking bribery, and Ledeneva 
(2009)  differentiates between ‘supportive’  and ‘subversive’  functions of  informal  practices. 
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Studies also discuss the ‘blurred boundary between gifts and bribes in Kazakhstan’ (Werner, 
2000), illustrate the existence of local morality in Uzbekistan, where a ‘little corruption does 
not hurt anyone’ (Rasanayagam, 2011), and suggest local definitions of corruption in Ukraine 
‘If I receive it, it is a gift, if I demand it, then it is a bribe’ (Polese, 2008). 

This  paper  aims  to  explore  the  multifaceted  meaning,  logic  and  morality  of  informal 
transactions  in  order  to  better  understand  the  social  context  informing  the  meaning  of 
corruption and bribery in Uzbekistan. According to international actors such as the World 
Bank and Transparency International (TI), corruption is defined as: ‘the abuse of public office 
for  private gain’  (World Bank,  2013a,  2013b)  or  ‘the abuse of  entrusted power for  private 
gain’ (TI, 2012). I argue that the aforementioned definitions of corruption are highly Western-
centric and therefore fail to reckon with the local context and needs in non-Western societies 
such as the Uzbek. I emphasize the need to take into consideration the critique by scholars 
such as Tanzi (1998) who argue that the meaning of the word ‘abuse’ varies according to local 
legal and cultural standards.  In this paper I argue that the informality, at the higher echelons 
of  government,  is  significantly  different  from informal  practices  at  the  level  of  ‘everyday 
citizen behaviour’. Hence, the assertions that insist only on the negative effects of informal 
practices  seem to  disregard  the  important  distinction  between  the  informal  (predatory) 
practices of kleptocratic elites, which have nothing to do with ‘survival’,  and the informal 
coping strategies of ordinary citizens and low-level state officials, wherein they have a ‘getting 
things done’ philosophy. 
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This paper is  based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 2009 and 2017 in the 
Ferghana  Valley  of  Uzbekistan.  The  field  site  was  chosen  based  on  contacts  and  social 
networks  available  to  the  authors.  During  these  field  trips  a  rich  stock  of  ethnographic 
material was collected mainly through observations and informal interviews, however for this 
specific  paper,  I  have  chosen  to  display  the  essence  of  two  informal  interviews.  The 
interviews will be presented in the subsequent sections.

Theoretical framework 

In this study, I draw on Eugen Ehrlich’s (2002) concept of ‘living law’ as a theoretical frame-
work for putting informal transactions in a socio-legal context. Ehrlich (2002, p. 493) states 
that ‘the living law is the law which dominates life itself, even though it has not been posited 
in legal propositions. Ehrlich advises that if we want to glean the patterns of ‘living law’, we 
should observe everyday life, actual habits of people, and inquire into people’s thoughts on 
proper social behaviour. Ehrlich in this sense stresses the importance of considering the local 
context  and moral  codes  when examining the  role  and rule  of  law.  Hence,  what  may be 
defined as corruption, such as nepotism or cronyism, might be regarded as a morally good 
behaviour  according  to  the  local  ‘living  law’.  Likewise,  Ehrlich’s  ‘living  law’  could  be 
instructive  when  trying  to  understand  the  validity  of  Western-centric  interpretations  of 
corruption in the context of Uzbekistan where society is  mostly based on ‘gift economy’, 
kinship networks and social hierarchies. Equipped with the concept of ‘living law’, it could be 
inferred  that  we  cannot  satisfactorily  explore  the  nuances  of  corruption  in  Uzbekistan 
without  considering  the  local  context,  moral  codes  and  functional  meaning  of  informal 
transactions.

Informal interviews 

In this section I present the results of two informal interviews with key informants. My aim is 
to illustrate how things get done and how they are perceived by the ordinary citizens and low-
level state officials, and their implications for understanding corruption in the local context. 
The first interview is centred around Dilshod, a traffic policeman and the second focuses on 
Umida, a midwife at maternity hospital in Ferghana. These two key informants were selected 
on  the  basis  of  their  daily  involvement  with  the  law  and/or  state  officials,  knowledge, 
willingness, and communicability. The interviews lasted from forty-five minutes to two hours, 
depending on the informants’ status, location, and time available. To protect the anonymity 
of my informants, their names have been changed. 

Dilshod, a traffic policeman:  How should I feed my kids when the state does not pay me any salary?

It is not so easy to work as a traffic policeman in Uzbekistan. We have to communicate with more 
than a hundred people on a daily basis. We do not have fixed working hours. If you want to get a 
job with the traffic police, you have to pay a bribe, around 6,000-7,000 USD, to top officials of the 
traffic police. The biggest problem is, actually, that we do not get paid a salary for our work. The 
official salary for traffic policemen is 900,000 soum, but in fact, we do not receive any salary. In 
rare cases, we might receive 10% of this salary, 100,000 soum. Of course, you may wonder how 
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we survive. Here is the reality for you: Instead of paying salary, our administration provides us 
with traffic tickets which we may sell to drivers to earn a salary. We usually sell these tickets to 
drivers who drive without having their seat belt fastened and/or drive cars which do not meet 
technical safety standards. The price of one traffic ticket is 12,500 soum. So we earn our salary by 
selling traffic tickets to drivers. Since we do not get any salary, we are not required to return ticket 
receipts or reports to our administration and can keep the revenues made from the ticket sales. 

This is not the end of the story. Our bosses give us the order (i.e. set the standard) to sell at least 
twenty tickets per day. However, drivers do not violate traffic rules every day. How can we sell 
twenty tickets per day? If I do not sell twenty tickets per day, I might get a warning from the 
administration or even lose my job. Under these circumstances, we are under strong pressure to 
find drivers to sell tickets to. There is also an informal monthly payment called ‘gruz’ (burden) 
which we have to pay directly into our bosses’ pocket. The amount of this monthly payment 
ranges from 50,000 to 100,000 soums. We have to make this payment if we want to keep our job. 
These circumstances compel us to sell tickets even to drivers who act legally. Ordinary people do 
not know about these problems and therefore hate us. It is politics. We cannot talk about these 
problems openly. 

I know many people look upon traffic police as the most corrupt profession in Uzbekistan. Since 
we do not receive any salary from the state for our work, the money we earn through selling 
tickets is completely legal. I am also an ordinary man, like everybody else; I have a family, kids to 
feed! Instead of giving salary, our bosses force us to earn our salary through selling tickets to 
drivers. So tell me, how should I feed my kids when the state does not pay me any salary? Had I 
received a normal salary, I would not bother selling tickets to law-abiding drivers.  

There are three main issues that need to be elaborated on in this context. 

First,  the interview shows the existence 
of  a  shared  language  among  traffic 
policemen that serves to reconstruct the 
meaning  and  application  of  traffic  laws. 
When describing his  informal  practices, 
the  traffic  policeman  tends  to  use  the 
expression  ’selling  tickets  to  drivers’ 
rather  than  saying  ’imposing  a  fine  on 
drivers.’ This expression also reveals that 
traffic  police  look at  traffic  tickets  as  a 
commodity  for  earning  income  rather 
than a means to enforce state traffic laws. 

Second, the traffic policeman’s reasoning 
is  important  to  better  understand  the 
difference  between  predatory  practices 
and survival strategies. Notably, the traffic 
policeman  makes  a  distinction  between 
salary  earning  (ticket  selling)  practices, 
and the payments he makes to high-level 
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Driver attempts to bribe a traffic camera in order to 
escape a fine. Cartoon from uzbekistanillustrated.com 
(reproduced with kind permission from the journal)

http://uzbekistanillustrated.com
http://uzbekistanillustrated.com
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police officials, such as the bribe he paid to get a job, or the ‘gruz’ payment he makes every 
month. As he claims, his salary earning (ticket selling) practices are completely legal, since he 
does  not  receive  any  salary  from the  state  for  his  arduous  work,  whereas  he  expresses 
dissatisfaction  with  the  informal  payments  he  has  to  make  to  high-level  police  officials. 
Nevertheless, irrespective of their predatory or survival character, both of these practices fall 
within  the  interpretation of  corruption adapted from Western moral  and juridical  codes. 
Certainly, such an interpretation is quite normal and legitimate in the context of Western 
welfare states where public authorities provide formal means of survival. But, is it appropriate 
to interpret the policeman’s actions as illicit in the context of Uzbekistan, where the state 
fails  to  provide  even a  basic  salary  to  traffic  police?  In  the  light  of  these  problems,  one 
conclusion could be that informal practices allow low-level state officials such as traffic police 
to survive in the absence of decent salaries. 

Third, it is also necessary to acknowledge the fact that corruption has different meanings and 
logic within different levels of society, and that there is a difference between masses of low-
level officials on the one hand and the smaller group of state elites on the other. For instance, 
the  elite  level  corruption,  rent-seeking,  and ‘clan struggles’  described by  scholars  such as 
Ilkhamov (2004) and Collins (2006) are not the same as the everyday  ‘getting things done’ 
practices of low-level traffic policemen. 

Umida, a midwife: ‘I will not be able to feed my kids if I follow the law’

I know maternity hospitals are often criticized for being one of the most corrupt places in 
Uzbekistan. But those people and organizations who label us ‘corrupt’ are unaware of the serious 
problems we face in our daily working life. I think all problems are connected to the state and 
system. During the Soviet era, the state provided everything for hospitals and physicians received 
a good salary. But, after independence, the state significantly decreased financing for hospitals. 
There is a serious shortage of medical equipment. Hospitals are over-crowded. Electricity and 
gas cuts are very common. The state does not supply us with necessary medicaments. 

According to law, all maternity hospitals are state-owned in Uzbekistan, which means giving birth 
in a hospital must be free of charge. But this law is rarely enforced in practice. Almost everyone 
pays for maternity services. Of course, we accept their payment informally through hand-shaking. 
Often, people themselves slip money into our pocket. Such informal payments are called 
‘suyunchi’ (literally ‘joy’ in English), where the father or relatives of the new born baby give cash 
(or sometimes expensive gifts) to the midwife and nurses who deliver the baby. ‘Suyunchi’ is 
usually given after the birth of a child. The amount of ‘suyunchi’ varies from one case to another, 
ranging from anywhere between 50,000 to 500,000 soum. If it is an uncomplicated vaginal birth, 
people give us ‘suyunchi’ of around 50,000-100,000 soum. In cases of complicated vaginal births 
or C-sections, we receive a lot more ‘suyunchi’, approximately 300,000-500,000 soum. 

I know my actions are illegal according to law, but real life circumstances force me to expect 
suyunchi from patients. Law and real life are completely different things. You will understand what 
I mean after I explain my work conditions. First, it is very difficult to get a job at a maternity 
hospital. For instance, if you want to work as a nurse at our hospital, you must pay a bribe of at 
least 500 USD to top health officials. Second, our salaries are extremely low. A midwife’s monthly 
salary is 280,000 soum, around 100 USD, and a nurse’s salary is 180,000 soum (65 USD). Isn’t it 
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frustrating when you pay a 500 USD bribe in order to get a job with a 100 USD salary? Our salary 
is very low, but I have to feed my kids. I studied for five-six years to become a midwife, but I do 
not receive a high enough salary to live on from the state. Due to my good education, I believe I 
should earn more money than people who sell potatoes at the bazaar. I, too, have my own 
dreams, so I want to have a good salary. Everything is expensive at the bazaar. For example, one 
kilo of meat costs 17,000 soum and one sack of flour is 60,000 soum. I have to buy clothes for my 
kids. So, you see, it is impossible to survive on my 280,000 soum salary. Since the state does not 
reward me properly, I have a full right to supplement my salary through suyunchi. I do not force 
anyone to give ‘suyunchi’, but I expect people to respect my work and people themselves 
voluntarily reward me. This is the only way to feed my kids and I do not see any other alternatives. 
I will not be able to feed my kids if I follow the law. Therefore, it is quite understandable that we 
expect people to thank and reward us for our efforts.  

There are two main issues that need to be emphasized:

First, the midwife’s story shows that the gap between law, which states that maternity services 
should be free of charge, and actual delivery (the lack of state financing for hospitals and low 
salaries), forced maternity hospital workers to search for informal coping strategies that help 
them survive in the absence of decent salaries. As midwife asserts, she will not be able to feed 
her children had she followed the law. Seemingly, since Uzbek authorities fail to secure the 
basic needs of its citizens, so the state officials such as midwives and traffic policemen do not 
feel any moral obligation to act in compliance with the law. According to the midwife’s moral 
code, her informal practices are completely ‘legal’, and she has a full right to reap the benefits 
of her good education. Subsequently, informal transactions that are interpreted as corrupt in 
the Western moral and juridical codes could be regarded as a morally acceptable behaviour 
according to the ‘living law’ of maternity hospitals in Uzbekistan. This example illustrates that 
the actions and working practices of hospital workers are more shaped by a living law rather 
than the state law. 

Second, the midwife’s story indicates that the kleptocratic practices of the high level state 
officials (elites) should be distinguished from the informal practices of ordinary citizens and 
low-level officials that have a different meaning (‘to get things done’). Hence, the midwife’s 
informal  practices  significantly  differs  from the predatory  practices  of  kleptocratic  elites, 
such  as  ‘rent-seeking  strategies  among  local  prokurators  (prosecutors)  in  Uzbeki-
stan’  (Markowitz,  2008)  or  the  ‘battle  for  cotton’  between  the  central  government  and 
regional elites in Uzbekistan (Ilkhamov, 2004).  In this regard, the rent-seeking strategy of 
local prokurators is not comparable to the suyunchi that midwives and nurses receive from 
ordinary  citizens.  However,  both  transactions  are  illicit  according  to  Western-centric 
interpretations. This leads us to the conclusion that we need to take the local context and 
moral codes into account when measuring corruption in social settings such as Uzbekistan. 

Discussion and conclusions 

I have argued that Western-centric interpretations cannot satisfactorily explain the nuances 
of corruption in Uzbekistan,  and that there is  a  need to make a distinction between the 
informal practices of kleptocratic elites, which have nothing to do with ‘survival’,  and the 
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informal coping strategies of the ordinary citizens and low-level officials. All four interviews 
demonstrated the existence of local morality and norms (living law) that significantly differ 
from the Western juridical  and moral  codes.  As the findings indicate,  informal  economic 
practices  are  not  automatically  negative;  rather,  they  may  serve  as  an  alternative  welfare 
structure to the formal economy when the state and its policies fail to meet the basic needs 
of its citizens. It could be stated that there is a need to distinguish between informal survival 
(coping) strategies and more predatory transactions where resources go from weak to strong. 
Consequently,  the  informal  transactions  that  are  interpreted  as  ‘corrupt’  by  international 
bodies such as TI are not necessarily named or recognized as such by the local population. 
Similar points have been made before by scholars such as Werner (2000), Humphrey (2002) 
and Polese (2008). In that sense, my research could be said to empirically support the findings 
of previous research. My research differs in one aspect from previous research by bringing 
together and comparing the perspectives of both state officials and ordinary citizens, and 
exploring informal transactions through a ‘living law’ perspective. By utilizing this concept, I 
question the validity of the Western-centric interpretations, and underline the importance of 
understanding the ‘living law’ of the society, in which corruption is being discussed and/or 
measured.

The results can be summarised in three points: (1) informal transactions are deeply embedded 
in coping strategies; (2)  international legal definitions of corruption should be sensitive to 
heterogeneity  of  informal  transactions;  (3)  when talking  about  (or  measuring)  corruption, 

social  norms, moral  codes and local 
perceptions should be considered. If 
this is not taken into consideration, 
informal  transactions  that  are  not 
corrupt run the risk of being labelled 
as illicit. This study has shown that 
informal transactions that are consi-
dered to be corruption in a Western-
centric  interpretation  have  little  to 
do  with  abuse.  Rather,  informal 
coping  strategies  are  incorporated 
into Uzbek culture as a rational way 
of ‘getting things done.’ Hence, anti-
corruption measures are not simply a 
matter of getting people to obey the 
juristic  law.  They  are,  more  impor-
tantly,  about understanding  ‘living 
law’ and promoting socio-economic 
change.
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Spring Scholarships 2018

Hanna Berg is a master student in 
Middle Eastern studies at Stockholm 
University, graduating in the fall 
2018. She speaks fluent Arabic, 
having travelled many times to 
Jordan. Currently she conducts 
research and field work  there with 
the aim to establish an under-
standing of the conditions of Syrian 
refugees’ (im)mobility.

I applied for the minor scholarship from the Swedish Research Institute 
for my master project in Middle Eastern Studies, a three-month field 
study  in  Amman,  Jordan.  The  aim of  my research  is  to,  through an 
ethnographical  approach,  capture  the  lived  experiences  of  Syrian 
(im)mobility in and across Jordan in relation to nationalism and border 
politics. In Jordan, the over a half million Syrians who are registered as 
refugees at the UN, on a daily basis experience restricted mobility as a 
result  of  the  politicizing  of  the  human body  in  the  form of  papers, 
passports  and  statuses.  This  research  will  contribute  with  a  new 
perspective of what it means to be displaced in a world where identity 
documents is a determining force for the outcomes of people’s lives.

Through my time spent in Jordan, involving everyday social engagement 
and semi-structured interviews, in contrast to focus on the “traditional” 
losses of displacement such as culture or identity, the findings in this 
study emphasizes another type of loss: mobility. 
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The investigation of the loss of ability to move and the interconnections 
to topics such as nationality, nativity, border politics and displacement 
demonstrates the real effects of politicizing human lives into, through 
different  categorizations,  bodily  representing  the  international  world 
order.

The motive to write a thesis about (im)mobility was not something I 
imagined as I first registered for the master program in 2016. For almost 
one year  I  was convinced to write  an ethnography examining the re-
imagination of the homeland for Syrians who supported the revolution 
in 2011. However, the spring 2017 when I traveled to back to Amman, a 
place that had already become a very important place in my life, to do an 
internship, I realized that the theme I wished to write about simply was 
not  there  anymore.  Through  the  many  conversations  and  time  spent 
with Syrians living in Jordan, an interest in the dimensions of mobility 
instead emerged. Yet, this theme was not something I witnessed from an 
outside  position,  but  rather  something  I  was  part  of  from the  very 
beginning.  The  growing  awareness  of  the  ways  my  passport  forms  a 
reality that differentiates me from all Syrians I met in Jordan, motivated 
me to investigate the forces, mechanisms and power relations forming 
these realities in which I myself am a part of.

Being  granted  the  scholarship  from  the  Swedish  Research  Institute 
allowed me to  both  realize  my research  project  but  also  to  visit  the 
institute in Istanbul for a few days. Being a guest at the institute was 
both inspiring and stimulating since it gave me the opportunity to meet 
other students and researchers contributing to new perspectives for my 
research. Presenting my work was a perfect chance to get inspired by 
other scholars and exchange thoughts, ideas and writings. Coming back 
to Jordan after a few days in Istanbul, I had many new ideas and a lot of 
energy to write and continue my fieldwork with my new insights.
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Patterns of Istanbul 
Two events of the Cultural Section of the Consulate General 
The spring of 2018 saw two initiatives of the cultural section of the Consulate General using 
the consulate compound in Istanbul and the Swedish Research Institute as artistic venue and 
workplace.

On March 9–18, the FemiNaming writing festival took place in Istanbul, with both Turkish, 
and Swedish women writers taking part in various forms and venues all over the city. At the 
SRII,  Swedish  artist  Karolina  Bång explored normative  identity  and introduced practical 
exercises of how one can move away from traditional stereotypes in graphic novels, whereas 
Sassa Buregren led a workshop on peculiar children’s stories.

On May 15, the old chapel and surrounding areas of the consulate lower garden were turned 
first into a live atelier and then into a gallery, with eight Turkish and two Swedish visual artists 
exploring the creative possibilities of forms, shapes and 
patterns of the space.
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Jonas Bergan Draege is a post-
doctoral research fellow at Harvard 
Kennedy School. His research focuses 
on contentious politics, party politics, 
and electoral behaviour in the Middle 
East. Draege holds a PhD in political 
science from the European University 
Institute, and an Mphil with distinction 
in Modern Middle Eastern Studies 
from the University of Oxford.

I applied for a grant to conduct research for my book project, “The Rise 
of  Street  Politics:  The Gezi  Protests  and the Opposition's  Failure in 
Turkey”, which I am seeking to complete in my current position as a 
postdoctoral  fellow  at  the  Harvard  Kennedy  School.  The  book  is 
concerned  with  the  behavior  of  Turkey's  political  opposition  parties 
during the last decade. With the 2013 Gezi protests as a starting point, 
the book discusses how and why opposition parties, most notably the 
CHP and BDP/HDP, failed to capture and realize the unprecedented 
momentum that the protests  created.  Drawing upon a wide array of 
quantitative and qualitative original  and secondary source material,  I 
argue that the Gezi protests not only constituted a unique opportunity 
for  these  two parties  to  reinvigorate  the  electoral  opposition  to  the 
AKP government,  but  that  the  demands  in  the  Gezi  protests  also 
reflected preferences in the wider voting population that the opposition 
parties hitherto had not fully embraced.
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As such, it represented an opportunity for Turkey's opposition parties to 
capture  the  momentum  the  protests  raised,  and  propose  a  political 
program  that  would  capture  a  bigger  electoral  share  in  subsequent 
elections.  However,  as  both  parties  responded  ambiguously  and 
reluctantly,  this  opportunity  was  largely  lost.  I  show  that  the  Gezi 
protests received a great deal of attention from the CHP and BDP/HDP, 
but both parties framed the protest demands in the direction of pre-
existing platforms, and their responses were not accompanied by major 
changes in party platforms in the four competitive elections of 2014 and 
2015. Challenging prevalent narratives of Turkey's authoritarian turn as a 
deterministic gradual process, I thus argue that until the coup attempt in 
2016, the opposition had opportunities to make much more out of their 
situation than they did. With an in-depth study of the domestic politics 
of such a pivotal regional and global power as Turkey, in such a crucial 
period  in  the  country's  history,  the  book  contributes  to  our  under-
standing of the interaction of civil society and political parties.

The  grant  and  visit  that  the  Swedish  Research  Institute  in  Istanbul 
generously offered gave me the opportunity to conduct the crucial final 
round  of  fieldwork  in  Turkey.  I  spent  three  weeks  in  Istanbul  and 
Ankara,  conducting  semi-structured  interviews  with  25  key  actors  in 
Turkish politics, including Presidential candidate Muharrem Ince. I had 
the pleasure of presenting my research in a well-attended session at the 
SRII,  as  a  part  of  their  spring  lecture  series.  That  was  an  extremely 
valuable  occasion  to  discuss  my  findings  with  local  experts  and 
academics alike, and it provided me with new perspectives and ideas for 
the final write up of the manuscript that I am currently engaged with. 
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