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This edited book introduces new research on informal markets and trade in Central Asia and the
Caucasus. The research presented in this volume is based on recent field research in Armenia,
Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, as well as Beijing, Guangzhou, Yiwu and the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region in China. The nine chapters in this book illustrate how informal
markets and trade in Central Asia and the Caucasus have provided space for millions of people
across the region to negotiate changes in state and society in the three decades since the
breakup of the Soviet Union and the emergence of successor states.Collectively, the book
suggests that informality should be seen as a normative order for polities in Central Asia and the
Caucasus for three reasons: (1) The inability – or unwillingness – of the states to measure
commercial transactions. (2) The highly personalized nature of small business operations that
rest on networking and social relations, oral agreements and trust. (3) Markets and bazaars
being embedded within states in which clientelism frequently thrives.This book is a significant
new contribution to the study of trade and informal markets in Central Asia and the Caucasus,
and will be a great resource for academics, researchers and advanced students of Sociology,
History, Politics, Business, Economics, Social Anthropology and Geography.The chapters in this
book were originally published as a special issue of the journal, Central Asian Survey.

About the AuthorSusanne Fehlings is Senior Researcher at the Frobenius Institute for Research
in Cultural Anthropology, Frankfurt am Main. Her regional focus is the Caucasus. She specializes
in urban and economic anthropology, the anthropology of the state, and research on bazaars,
trade activity and entrepreneurship.Hasan H. Karrar is Associate Professor and Department
Chair, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences at the Lahore University of Management
Sciences, Pakistan. He is a specialist of China and Central Asia with a special interest in new
economic and political linkages since the Cold War.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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Informal Markets and Trade in Central Asia and the CaucasusThis edited book introduces new
research on informal markets and trade in Central Asia and the Caucasus. The research
presented in this volume is based on recent field research in Armenia, Georgia, Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan, as well as Beijing, Guangzhou, Yiwu and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
in China. The nine chapters in this book illustrate how informal markets and trade in Central Asia
and the Caucasus have provided space for millions of people across the region to negotiate
changes in state and society in the three decades since the breakup of the Soviet Union and the
emergence of successor states.Collectively, the book suggests that informality should be seen
as a normative order for polities in Central Asia and the Caucasus for three reasons: (1) The
inability – or unwillingness – of the states to measure commercial transactions. (2) The highly
personalized nature of small business operations that rest on networking and social relations,
oral agreements and trust. (3) Markets and bazaars being embedded within states in which
clientelism frequently thrives.This book is a significant new contribution to the study of trade and
informal markets in Central Asia and the Caucasus, and will be a great resource for academics,
researchers and advanced students of Sociology, History, Politics, Business, Economics, Social
Anthropology and Geography.The chapters in this book were originally published as a special
issue of the journal, Central Asian Survey.Susanne Fehlings is Senior Researcher at the
Frobenius Institute for Research in Cultural Anthropology, Frankfurt am Main. Her regional focus
is the Caucasus. She specializes in urban and economic anthropology, the anthropology of the
state, and research on bazaars, trade activity and entrepreneurship.Hasan H. Karrar is
Associate Professor and Department Chair, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences at
the Lahore University of Management Sciences, Pakistan. He is a specialist of China and
Central Asia with a special interest in new economic and political linkages since the Cold
War.Central Asian StudiesThe Afghan-Central Asia BorderlandThe State and Local
LeadersSuzanne Levi-SanchezKyrgyzstan - Regime Security and Foreign PolicyKemel
ToktomushevLegal Pluralism in Central AsiaLocal Jurisdiction and Customary
PracticesMahabat SadyrbekIdentity, History and Trans-Nationality in Central AsiaThe Mountain
Communities of PamirEdited by Carole Faucher and Dagikhudo DagievCritical Approaches to
Security in Central AsiaEdited by Edward LemonRussian Practices of Governance in
EurasiaFrontier Power Dynamics, 16–19th CenturyGulnar T. KendirbaiPractices of
Traditionalization in Central AsiaEdited by Judith Beyer and Peter FinkeUzbekistan’s
International RelationsOybek MadiyevParliamentary Representation in Central AsiaMPs
Between Representing Their Voters and Serving an Authoritarian RegimeEsther
SomfalvySocialist and Post-Socialist MongoliaNation, Identity, and CultureEdited by Simon
Wickhamsmith and Phillip P. MarzlufInformal Markets and Trade in Central Asia and the
CaucasusEdited by Susanne Fehlings and Hasan H. KarrarFor more information about this
series, please visit:Informal Markets and Trade in Central Asia and the CaucasusEdited



bySusanne Fehlings and Hasan H. KarrarFirst published 2022by Routledge4 Park Square,
Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RNand by Routledge605 Third Avenue, New York, NY
10158Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa businessChapters 1–8
© 2022 Global South LtdChapter 9 © 2020 Diana Ibañez-Tirado and Magnus Marsden.
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FehlingsCentral Asian Survey, volume 39, issue 1 (2020), pp. 95–115Chapter 8Business 2.0:
Kyrgyz middlemen in GuangzhouPhilipp SchröderCentral Asian Survey, volume 39, issue 1
(2020), pp. 116–134Chapter 9Trade ‘outside the law’: Uzbek and Afghan transnational
merchants between Yiwu and South-Central AsiaDiana Ibañez-Tirado and Magnus
MarsdenCentral Asian Survey, volume 39, issue 1 (2020), pp. 135–154For any permission-
related enquiries please visit:Notes on ContributorsYulia Antonyan, Department of Cultural
Studies, Faculty of History, Yerevan State University, Armenia.Meiirzhan Baitas, Independent
Scholar.Susanne Fehlings, Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Goethe University,
Frankfurt am Main, Germany.Diana Ibañez-Tirado, Department of Anthropology, Sussex Asia
Centre, University of Sussex, Brighton, UK.Hasan H. Karrar, Department of Humanities and
Social Sciences, Lahore University of Management Sciences, Pakistan.Magnus Marsden,
Department of Anthropology, Sussex Asia Centre, University of Sussex, Brighton, UK.Philippe
Rudaz, Entrepreneurship Section, United Nations Conference on Trade and Development,
Geneva, Switzerland.Philipp Schröder, Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Albert-
Ludwigs-Universität Freiburg, Germany.Rune Steenberg, Department of Asian Studies, Palacky
University Olomouc, Czech Republic.Negotiating state and society: the normative informal
economies of Central Asia and the CaucasusSusanne Fehlings and Hasan H.
KarrarABSTRACTThis special issue introduces new research on informal markets and trade in
Central Asia and the Caucasus. The research presented here was conducted in Armenia,
Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, as well as Beijing, Guangzhou, Yiwu and the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region in China. The following eight articles illustrate how informal markets
and trade in Central Asia and the Caucasus provided spaces for people across the region to
negotiate state and society in the last three decades; the articles also suggest that informality
should be seen as constitutive of a normative order for polities in Central Asia and the
Caucasus. Informal markets and trade in Central Asia rest on three factors: the inability of the
state to measure commercial transactions; markets and trade becoming places from which
citizens built personalized networks that required individualized networking and oral agreements
based on social relations, particularly trust; and markets being embedded within states in which
clientelism frequently thrives.In the nearly 30 years since the emergence of independent states
in Central Asia and the Caucasus, informal practices have become central to how scholars
understand the regional polities. The new research presented in this special issue identifies and
describes ways in which informal markets and trade continue to animate not just the economy
and politics, but also the social relations and ideas about culture and religion in Central Asia and



the Caucasus, as well as the wider trading world in which people from the region operate.
Building on rich empirical and theoretical contributions to the study of informality in our field,
many of which have appeared in past issues of this journal, this special issue brings together
new empirically informed research from Armenia, Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, as well
as China (Beijing, Guangzhou, Yiwu and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region).The
research we present enables cross-regional comparisons, and simultaneously points to the
multitude of informal networks that stretch between Asia and Europe; although itinerant trader
networks had existed across similar spaces through modern history (Aslanian 2011; Levi 2002),
the following articles are illustrative of how contemporary globalization can take the form of
grass-roots mobility, interpersonal networks and exchanges between individual traders. The
research behind six of the eight articles was funded by the Volkswagen Foundation through two
separate grants (Antonyan, Baitas, Fehlings, Karrar and Rudaz through one project; Schröder
through a different call); the other two articles in the special issue were funded by the European
Research Council under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme (Ibañez-Tirado and Marsden) and the Velux Foundation (Steenberg).Two broad
conclusions appear in the articles that follow. First, markets and trade in the region have been
integral to how people negotiated state and society in the years since the breakup of the Soviet
Union; as a corollary, here one could also include economic liberalization in China, especially
that which took place in the 1980s (Karrar 2016). This trade was embedded in regional and
global political economies, as well as in localized societal norms and values (which were often
reflective of global trends). To study markets and trade includes acknowledging the myriad ways
in which people approach borders, move goods and money between countries, and understand
ownership, rent and urban property development. Simultaneously, studying informal markets
and trade also mandates understanding relations between and within ethnic groups, networks
that rest on local understandings of sociability, the role of memory and the place of nostalgia, as
well as attitudes towards community and piety.The second conclusion from this set of articles is
that for Central Asia and the Caucasus, informal practices – while manifesting differently in the
places we describe – is often not in opposition to a normative formality. We would posit, in fact,
that informal practices are embedded in normative orders. Hence, the informal markets and
trade we describe in the following articles are not shadow economies, nor are these illegal
activities on the peripheries of an otherwise legible state. Rather, at the risk of overstatement,
the informal markets and trade described in the following articles are at the core of regional
circulation and consumption. For the last three decades or so, informal markets and trade could
not be disaggregated from people’s lived experience of society, and as an extension, the state.
Consequently, in Central Asia and the Caucasus, the so-called informal markets and trade
occupy a wider ambit than in the global North.While these broad conclusions – the centrality of
the economy and a normative informality – will not be surprising to regional specialists
(Hardenberg and Fehlings 2016; Hayoz and Giordano 2013; Isaacs 2011; Isaacs and Frigerio
2019; Polese and Morris 2015; Radnitz 2011; Reeves 2014), they are worth foregrounding;



beyond the absence or bypassing of regulatory mechanisms, informal markets and trade
underscore the role of individual or collective agency. It is for this reason that we believe it is
appropriate to describe people as ‘negotiating’ changes in state and society through markets
and trade. Indeed, past scholarship on informal markets and trade serves as a timeline for how
people – and strategies – have adapted to changing circumstances over 30 years (Alff 2014;
Bobokhyan, Abrahamian, and Franklin 2014; Botoeva and Spector 2013; Dyatlov and
Grigorichev 2015; Ledeneva 1998; Nasritdinov 2006; Rudaz 2017; Stefes 2008). Scholarship on
markets and trade, including that presented here, is also a reflection of how citizens of the new
republics connected with the world beyond (Stephan-Emmrich and Schröder 2018). To put it
succinctly: informal markets and trade have evolved since the Soviet Union. While mobility and
pragmatism remain fundamental to understanding informal markets and trade in Central Asia
and the Caucasus – and the larger trading world of people from the region – new ideas have
developed about community and cooperation, as well as new values and new possibilities for
cooperation, and new competitiveness.Although the markets and trade described in this
collection differ, presenting them collectively in Central Asian Survey allows us to highlight
common threads that have informed our research. Consequently, we suggest that informal
markets and trade in Central Asia and the Caucasus – as well as the larger trading world of
regional traders – rests on three factors: the widespread practice of commercial exchanges
going undocumented; the building and maintaining of highly personalized commercial and
support networks by the traders themselves; and a political economy in which clientelism
thrives.Parsing the informal economyAt a basic level, the informal economy in Central Asia and
the Caucasus – of which the informal markets and trade are a part – can be considered that
portion of the economy which does not appear in national statistics. Not only is it difficult to
quantify informal markets and trade, but even agreeing on how many outlets there are, or how
many people work in a particular market, is often difficult. For example, published estimates of
the number of outlets and the number of traders in Bishkek’s Dordoi bazaar vary considerably
(Nasritdinov 2006; Özcan 2010; Spector 2017). This is not only a reflection that bazaars are
continuously expanding and contracting, but also a question of methodology: do the estimates
come from city officials, bazaar administration, unions, or traders themselves? How does one
account for outlets that are open only part of the time? Are hawkers – such as those who climb
aboard the marshrutka (minivans) to sell Band-Aids while it is filling up – included in the count?
Put simply, the nature of informal commercial activity is such that it frequently defies easy
quantification.Similar methodological limitations then apply for the revenue that is generated in
these marketplaces. That people make an income that is not known to the state is not surprising;
indeed, Keith Hart’s (1973) seminal study on the informal economy underscored the importance
of income diversification as a safety mechanism. What is noteworthy in the case of Central Asia
and the Caucasus is the amount of space these informal activities occupy. For example, upper
estimates for the number of people who work in Dordoi bazaar, or Barakholka in Almaty – 60,000
and nearly 200,000, respectively – would have a substantial portion of either city’s workforce



toiling in the bazaar (Karrar 2017; Sholk 2018). Estimates by economists at the IMF corroborate
these conclusions: a 2013 working paper estimates that Kyrgyzstan’s informal economy was
about 25% of its GDP; the figures for Armenia, Georgia and Kazakhstan were higher, at about
35% (Abdih and Medina 2013, 14). One may quarrel with how these figures were derived, but
there is little doubt that a significant portion of the commerce in the region goes
undocumented.There is another consideration here, namely that the boundaries between formal
and informal sometimes blur. Consider Georgia, where after the Rose Revolution and the
anticorruption campaign initiated by Mikheil Saakashvili small traders were exposed to new
regulations. Yet even as there was a tilt towards a more formal regulatory framework, new
spaces for negotiating state regulation were appearing. Where formal regulation proves to be too
rigid, norms are softened or adjusted. A similar blurring of boundaries between legal and illegal
also occurs as goods move across the long-distance trading networks of regional traders
(Fehlings 2020; Ibañez-Tirado and Marsden 2020).Next, consider the centrality of networks as
defining informal practices. Following the transition from communism, spaces appeared for
citizens to establish independent commercial operations; although petty trading had begun
under perestroika, after the emergence of the new states, this commercial activity increased
sharply (Dyatlov and Grigorichev 2015; Fehlings and Karrar 2016; Mandel and Humphrey 2002;
Rekhviashvili 2015). Across the former Soviet Union, millions of people took to shuttle trading
and the sale of goods in ad hoc marketplaces, or what were frequently referred to as bazaars in
local vernaculars (Fehlings 2017; Humphrey 2002). These bazaars have developed into re-
export hubs in Central Asia and the Caucasus; at their widest, the trading networks could extend
between China, Russia, Turkey and Ukraine (Alff 2015; Karrar 2017).The widespread mobility of
independent traders since the 1980s is well documented (Haugen 2018; Hung and Ngo 2018;
Marsden 2016; Mathews 2017); our research affirms that the success of the independent
traders depends on their ability to successfully network (Baitas 2020; Fehlings 2020; Steenberg
2020). These networks might span between Tbilisi and Beijing, Uzbekistan and Yiwu, Russia
and Guangzhou (Fehlings 2020; Ibañez-Tirado and Marsden 2020; Schröder 2020), or be
confined to neighbouring states or within the country (Antonyan 2020). At the same time, these
networks need not be spatially expansive to be successful; many successful commercial
networks operate within the communities within which people live (Steenberg 2020). Outside of
familial, clan or ethnic associations between the people (Schatz 2004; Schröder 2020), networks
are upheld by virtue of the fact that they are considered valuable, both because they generate a
livelihood and also because it is a support mechanism in which the idea of what or who is
benefited is not about the individual but the community (Baitas 2020; Rudaz 2020; Steenberg
2016).Finally, markets and trade in Central Asia and the Caucasus are informal because they
are situated within patrimonial states (Collins 2006; Cooley and Heathershaw 2017; McGlinchey
2011; Mostowlansky 2017), which perpetuate clientelism, although this may be more true of
Central Asia than Armenia and Georgia or of the wider trading world in which the traders
operate. Situated on rent-generating property, markets funnel rent to the elite through often



opaque networks (Karrar 2020; Spector 2008). In the early 1990s, the new markets were
sometimes places associated with extortion and racketeering (Holzlehner 2014; Melkumyan
2017). In the early years transition marketplaces became places of competition between the
mafia, and occasionally sites of violent conflict. Hence, despite recent attempts to ascribe
legibility through demolishing bazaars and building malls, the market embedded in a patrimonial
state remains an informal institution (Karrar 2020).A transnational research agendaThe articles
in this special issue offer thick ethnographic descriptions of permanent and temporary
marketplaces including wholesale markets in Yiwu and Guangzhou, Astana’s Central Bazaar,
Barakholka in Almaty, Dordoi bazaar in Bishkek, Yabaolu in Beijing, the Vernissage in Yerevan,
and the Mshrali Khidi in Tbilisi. The articles also describe practices and values: the importance
of mobility, the centrality of trust and networks, the negotiation of state regulation, and dealing
with new ownership regimes.The first article in this collection, by Philippe Rudaz, analyses
quantitative data gathered from both Central Asia (from Dordoi bazaar in Bishkek) and the
Caucasus (from Lilo Bazroba in Tbilisi) and shows how trading activity in the bazaar presents
along a continuum of informality, entrepreneurship and what he describes as globalization from
below. The data illustrate that first, traders who (still) struggle to survive do not display
entrepreneurial characteristics. Second, entrepreneurship and globalization from below do not
necessarily overlap. Some traders in Dordoi who displayed ‘entrepreneurial characteristics’ run
informal businesses, but may not be mobile. Finally, Rudaz illustrates how path-dependent
processes created by uncertainty and survival manifest in bazaar trading. The different modus
operandi of traders is indicative of deviation from a textbook path of economic development
(Gustafson 1999; Robinson 2013; Vasileva 2018).Meiirzhan Baitas argues that the type of
personal networks traders maintain to organize their businesses cannot be disassociated from
traders’ motivation. Building on ethnography at Astana’s Central Bazaar he describes how
traders who are driven primarily by lifting themselves out of economic precarity tend to build
strong social networks, while traders driven by ambition and goal attainment are less likely to
establish and maintain strong social ties. In between these two extremes are traders who
consciously maintain varied relationships with other traders and clients.In his article, Rune
Steenberg illustrates how Uyghur traders in Xinjiang and Kyrgyzstan are embedded in both
complex state regulatory frameworks and strong social networks. But although social networks
are not regulated by state institutions, they are still regular and predictable. Such networks are
framed by notions of morality, pride and shame, which are applied to the economic sphere of
trade. Among the Uyghurs, trade is associated with positive ideas and values also because
social networks create a reliable and trusting environment.The link between social and cultural
values on the one hand and economic practice on the other has received extensive treatment in
economic anthropology. In her contribution, Yulia Antonyan describes the informal commercial
activities that appear in tandem with religious activity. In her study of mobile fairs in Armenia,
Antonyan draws attention to the economy of consumption at religious and pilgrimage sites. At
the same time, she reveals that objects, marketplace organization and consumption mirror



social hierarchies, power relations, administrative concerns and ideological conflicts. Thus, the
trade in religious objects reflects – and defines – the informal relationships between vendors and
the Church, vendors and local authorities, and vendors and local elites, as well as vendors and
buyers. The religious memorabilia on sale are reflective of the association between the local and
the global in how localized religious traditions are contoured by global consumption trends.The
question of who decides what is sold in a market, who exercises power and how power is turned
into profits is a fundamental one. In Antonyan’s case, the Church, and its representatives, figure
among the core interest groups. Hasan Karrar’s article explores how Barakholka in Almaty has
become a contested space, although in this case, the contestation is evidenced in the
demolition of container bazaars, sometimes through fire. Following their demolition – which
Karrar describes as a form of ruination – new malls are built in their stead, imposing new
ownership structures on the bazaar.Moving beyond trade that is confined to a particular country,
or adjacent states, the remaining contributions in this special issue describe mobile traders who
transgress regional and national boundaries.Susanne Fehlings follows Georgian traders as they
travel from Tbilisi to Beijing, where they purchase their merchandise in Yabaolu Market, the so-
called Russian market, in the centre of Beijing. In their journeys Georgian traders build a set of
relationships: with co-travellers from the Caucasus, traders from other post-Soviet countries, and
Chinese businesspeople with whom they partner closely. Trust is key to these relationships. Trust
presents as kinship-like, with strong undertones of friendship constituted as a Caucasian
brotherhood. As Fehlings describes, in this transnational marketplace state regulatory
mechanisms are almost absent. For these exchanges to continue, traders have to rely on
personal contacts and, more generally, agree on a code of conduct that unites them in a shared
business culture with predictable rules.Trust is also an underlying theme in the transnational
exchanges described by Philipp Schröder, who examines the role of Kyrgyz middlemen
connecting Russian-speaking clients with Chinese suppliers. The job of the Kyrgyz middlemen
is to organize their clients’ buying trips, coordinate with manufacturers, translate, and oversee
cargo shipments. Thus, one of their most important tasks is to negotiate and navigate between
the formal and informal domains of local and cross-border economic transactions. They act as
trustworthy brokers between individual traders from Russia or Central Asia and their Chinese
counterparts, handle customs clearances, and assure the compliance of commodities with
standards set by international bodies. To be successful, they need deep knowledge of the
situation in China, as well as in Russia or other countries where their clients are from. Schröder
argues that in contrast to the early bazaar or shuttle traders, who have been operating across
Eurasia since the 1990s, the Kyrgyz middlemen are constitutive of a next generation of
economic actors, who are more service-oriented and embedded within more formalized and
diversified value chains across post-Socialist Eurasia. Schröder refers to this evolution as
Business 2.0.The ways in which traders organize their businesses and handle state regulations
are manifold. Afghan and Uzbek traders are central to the analysis in Diana Ibañez-Tirado and
Magnus Marsden’s article. Ibañez-Tirado and Marsden describe the strategies Afghan and



Uzbek traders use to circumvent formal regulatory frameworks and official control. Connecting
trading hubs in China with places in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Russia, Ukraine and
Uzbekistan, this transnational trade blurs the boundaries between the formal and the informal,
the legal and the illegal. Again, networks which transgress national borders and create new
trading worlds are crucial for these traders, showing how informal practices are normative and
conditional for the activities described in this special issue.Acknowledgements: Building – and
sustaining – transnational research and collaborationThis special issue is a collaborative effort
between scholars variously based in Armenia, Georgia, Germany, Kazakhstan, Pakistan,
Switzerland and the UK who come from anthropology, area studies, and economics. The
research presented here is a result of conversations and observations, dialogue and critique in
and beyond the field. Five of the eight articles in this special issue (Antonyan, Baitas, Fehlings,
Karrar and Rudaz – in addition to Melkumyan, whose article on flea markets in Tbilisi and
Yerevan is forthcoming in Central Asian Survey) are based on field research that was
undertaken under the project ‘Informal Markets and Trade in Central Asia in the Caucasus’,
which was supported by the Volkswagen Foundation (2016–2019). Schröder’s fieldwork in China
was also funded by the Volkswagen Foundation (Grant no. Az.86870).In 2018, support from the
Volkswagen Foundation also enabled collaboration with Ibañez-Tirado and Marsden (whose
research on independent trader networks in Yiwu has been supported by the European
Research Council) and Steenberg (supported by the Velux Foundation). Between 2014 and
2018, this research was workshopped and presented at the University of Tübingen (2014), Ivane
Javakhishvili Tbilisi State University (2016 and 2018), the annual conference of the Central
Eurasian Studies Society (2017), a summer school in Astana (2017), and a Volkswagen
Foundation status meeting in Almaty (2018).Besides the present special issue, we have guest-
edited a special issue of the Caucasus Analytical Digest (Rudaz and Fehlings 2017), guest-
edited a special issue of Anthropological Researches that was published and distributed in the
Caucasus (Fehlings and Melkumyan 2018), and launched a working paper series on informal
markets and trade that is hosted at the University of Frankfurt library and is open-access and
available for download (ISSN: 2510-2826). In collaboration with Fribourg University and Ilia State
University we held a policy roundtable, ‘Survival, Entrepreneurship and Innovation in the
Caucasus’, and curated a photo exhibition, ‘Entrepreneurs on the New Silk Road: Photographs
of Small Businesses in the Caucasus and Central Asia’, both in Tbilisi, in 2019. Finally, as part of
the project, we also conducted structured interviews of 1200 independent traders in Georgia,
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, collecting quantitative data on trader demographics, motivations
and informality. This data will be available for download in 2021.We first approached Central
Asian Survey in December 2017. Since that time, it has been our pleasure to work closely with
Rico Isaacs, Raphael Jacquet and Madeleine Reeves; we are humbled at how much time they
invested in helping us make this issue possible. We are also grateful to the peer reviewers for
thoughtful, detailed commentaries on each of the articles. It is impossible not to be struck by the
expertise in our scholarly community, and also the collegiality and support.Across Central Asia



and the Caucasus – and in field sites in China, and elsewhere – the people we spoke to or
travelled with were instrumental in our building new research. The scholarship presented in the
following pages rests on the generosity and kindness of people who in the short run have little if
anything to gain from our academic preoccupations.Finally, we are grateful for the opportunity to
work closely with students in Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, whether they were
accompanying us as research assistants in the field or were graduate students in the project on
informal markets and trade in Central Asia and the Caucasus. Included in this special issue is an
article by one of our junior colleagues, Meiirzhan Baitas, who received his MA at Nazarbayev
University in 2017. Tragically, in 2018, Meiirzhan was diagnosed with cancer, and soon lost his
life to it. Seeing his research in Central Asian Survey, the flagship journal of our field, is
bittersweet: sadness at a life ending so early, yet also happiness at what he was able to
accomplish at such a young age, which, we trust, also portends exciting scholarship on the
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314–330. doi:.Trading in Dordoi and Lilo bazaars: frontiers of formality, entrepreneurship and
globalizationPhilippe RudazABSTRACTCross-border trade is central to the socio-economic
structure of the former Soviet republics and their integration in the world economy. In the
Caucasus and Central Asia, bazaars have functioned as nodes that enable multi-directional,
cross-border trade. While there have been studies on the bazaar trade in the Soviet successor
states, few have used quantitative methods. Drawing from 600 structured interviews with traders
in Dordoi (Bishkek) and Lilo (Tbilisi), the data from Dordoi highlight the relationship between
informality and entrepreneurship, unlike Lilo, where there are clearer markers of formality, but
where bazaar trade also seems to be less profitable. The data from the 600 interviews illustrate
that Dordoi functions as a globalized trading hub, its transnational linkages forged by the bazaar



traders and the buyers themselves. By contrast, trade in Lilo is more localized. Hence,
‘globalization from below’ presents itself differently across the post-Soviet
space.IntroductionOne of the biggest political challenges – and economic experiments – of the
last 25 years was the establishment of a free-market economy in the Soviet successor states,
where central planning had been the main productive and distributive mechanism for about 70
years. The circuitous process of unravelling centralizing economic institutions, and reforming
them under the framework of market reform, took the nondescript name of ‘transition’. Efficient
markets would emerge provided that people had the right economic incentives. Hence,
economic orthodoxy created the illusion that the former planned economies could quickly and
smoothly adopt a liberal market economy (Frye and Shleifer 1997). The complexity of building
new economic systems was overlooked (Freeland 2000; North 2005).The dismantling of
centralizing economic institutions resulted in inflation, unemployment and underemployment,
and scarcity, forcing people to turn to informal networks (Fehlings 2015; Hsu 2005; Karrar 2019;
Ledeneva 1998; Van de Mortel 2002). These networks became essential for the non-elite to
cope with sharply reduced purchasing power and the scarcity of day-to-day goods (Schatz
2004; Werner 1998). At the same time, these bottom-up informal practices – which relied on kin
or familial networks – competed with top-down formal state regulation such as property rights,
legal procedures, business registration, licences and formal contracts, some of which were
rapidly changing as the 1990s progressed.While the juxtaposition between ground-level
precarity and formal state regulation in former Soviet economies has received considerable
scholarly attention (Kaiser 1997; Ledeneva 1998; Morris and Polese 2014; Polese and Rodgers
2011; Rasanayagam 2011; Seabright 2000), appreciating the extent to which new economic
actors relied – and continue to rely – on informal practices illustrates how privatization and
entrepreneurship in Soviet successor states depended on institutional change at the micro level
(Johnson, Smith, and Codling 2000). The dissolution of the USSR resulted not in transition per
se but recomposition of economic, social, political and territorial structures. This recomposition
produced multiple trajectories that deviated from the free-market model towards which
‘transition’ was expected to carry the nascent states. For example, in the new system, self-
employment through farming and trade became the economic activity par excellence for
economic survival; a quarter-century on, these remain the dominant occupations in the former
Soviet economies. Trade plays a crucial role in poverty alleviation and social development (Bram
2017; Khutsishvili 2017; Sasunkevich 2014), and some chelnoki also became businessmen
(Fehlings 2017), but the ‘inbuilt inertia of informality, particularistic trust and network capital have
created path-dependent processes’ (Sik 2012, 68). This article shows the micro-foundations of
these path-dependent processes and sheds another light on the deviation from a textbook path
of neoliberal economic development (Gustafson 1999; Puffer and McCarthy 2007; Robinson
2013; Vasileva 2018).Besides the actual movement of goods across borders – which in the initial
years after the Soviet Union was the domain of the chelnoki, or shuttle trader (Cieślewska 2014;
Fehlings 2017; Holzlehner 2014) – the new commercial activity was centred in the bazaars,



which grew in munber. Although bazaars have been carefully studied by area specialists (Alff
2014; Karrar 2017; Ozcan 2010; Spector 2008, 2017), quantitative data and analyses has been
limited. Kaminski and Mitra’s World Bank study (2012) sought to establish the importance of
cross-border trade for commercial exchange, revenue and employment and was the first to build
on empirical evidence, using a small sample of semi-structured interviews in 14 bazaars in
Central Asia. The present article is the second study on the bazaar trade to make use of
empirical evidence and compares one bazaar in the Caucasus and one in Central Asia. The
analysis comes from 600 structured interviews with bazaar traders in the Lilo bazaar in Tbilisi,
Georgia, home to approximately 6,000 shops,1 and the larger Dordoi bazaar in Bishkek,
Kyrgyzstan, which employs 60,000 individuals (Karrar 2017). The interviews were based on a
set of 40 questions about demographic background, motivations for trade, trading practices and
profitability.
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