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I. Scientific excellence 
The literature on civil society in Central Asia is limited and hence the potential for new research of 
scientific merit is clear (Babajanian et al, 2005; Ziegler, 2010 & 2015). Ziegler explains the two-
dimensional nature of the problem with civil society mobilization and activism in the region. On the one 
hand government officials display a ‘Soviet-style mindset contemptuous of public opinion’ but, on the 
other, this is reinforced by the presence of inactive communities which need to ‘shift from the kollektiv 
mentality of the communist era towards a more personal sense of responsibility for governance’ (Ziegler, 
2010: 808 & 814). In an overview of the relationships between Central Asian states and civil society, 
Ziegler concludes: 
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The Central Asian states could be said to exhibit elements of authoritarian deliberation on the Chinese 
governance model. In this system, limited expression is tolerated by the authorities and utilized for 
guidance in forming public policy, while avoiding genuine political pluralism (Ziegler, 2015: 10). 
References: 
Babajanian, B., S. Freizer and D. Stevens. 2005. “Introduction: Civil society in Central Asia and the Caucasus”. Central Asian 
Survey 24 (3): 209-224. 
Ziegler, C. 2010. “Civil society, political stability, and state power in Central Asia: Cooperation and Contestation.” 
Democratization, 17 (5): 795–825. 
Ziegler, C. 2015. “Introduction.” In Civil Society and Politics in Central Asia. Edited by C. Ziegler, 1-20. Lexington: University 
Press of Kentucky. 

 
II. Clear aim and hypothesis 

The aim of this project is to investigate the potential for civil society in Central Asia to hold autocratic 
states to account in the absence of robust democratic mechanisms such as elections, an independent 
media, open government and closer engagement in the policymaking process. 
 
The working hypothesis for the project is: 
A stronger civil society in Central Asia will limit the excesses of authoritarian states. 

 
III. Methodology and innovations 

The key methodology involved will include: 
▪ Interviews with key stakeholders in the 5 Central Asian countries (access permitting). 
▪ Case study selection illustrative of civil society successes in holding the state to account. 
▪ Peer-to-peer learning opportunities to strengthen the capacity of civil society in Central Asia. 
▪ Wider international experience which may offer lessons for civil society operating within 

repressive regimes. 
▪ Exploring the role of social media as a way of mobilising civil society in the absence of formal 

voice and accountability mechanisms. 
 

IV. Strategic relevance 
The strategic relevance of the proposed project is as follows: 

▪ Central Asia is geographically positioned between the super powers of China and Russia in the 
East and Europe in the West. Importantly the One Belt, One Road initiative, aimed at 
increasing connectivity between China and Eurasia for global trading purposes, will run 
through Central Asia. Aside from Central Asia’s geo-political significance, having a strong civil 
society is seen as one way of averting the so-called colour revolutions synonymous with 
countries such as: Georgia, Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and most recently Armenia 

 



 

 

DTA3   

DTA3 Programme Research Projects 
Proforma 

 

 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 801604. 

 

V. Interdisciplinarity and fit with relevant DTA programme 

Central Asia comprises 5 countries which are classified as either hard-line autocracies (Kazakhstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) of a highly defective democracy (Kyrgyzstan). The key point 
of fit with the Social Policy DTA Programme is that strengthening civil society as a research topic in this 
region offers opportunities for interdisciplinary research in social policy, public policy and political 
science with very practical outcomes in holding autocratic states to account through a mobilized civil 
society. 

Lay summary (max 200 words) to be used for reference as part of the selection process 
where non-specialists are involved 
Autocratic states limit freedom of expression and see civil society as potentially threatening to the 
status quo. As a result, such states tend to suppress attempts aimed at strengthening the role of civil 
society organisations or incorporate them into the state through funding relationships which restrict 
their independence. Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) is 
one such region where largely autocratic leaders have been responsible for weak civil society through 
restrictions on funding opportunities, strict laws on registration, bureaucratic reporting mechanisms, 
and rigorous oversight of their work. This research project is aimed at exploring the existing role of 
civil society organisations in Central Asia, the potential for strengthening their functions, in particular 
holding autocratic governments to account, and as a mechanism for more deliberative processes 
which embrace the wider principle of open government. The proposed project will have a strong 
social policy dimension congruent with the DTA programme, has an international placement in Central 
Asia, and will co-ordinate the activities of the successful student through Nazarbayev University in 
Kazakhstan which has a research record in this field of scholarship. 

Industrial/Employer placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any 
external placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of the 
project 
Ulster University is very well connected with civil society networks throughout the UK and has strong 
links with umbrella groups and specific social policy sectoral groups. It has several alumni operating in 
senior positions in the non-for-profit sector.  Placement opportunities are therefore entirely feasible. 
International placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any potential 
international placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of 
the project 
There are potentially 3 international industrial/employer placement opportunities associated with this 
project: 

(a) The Student could locate at the Graduate School of Public Policy in Nazarbayev University, 
regarded as the top institution in Central Asia and with expertise in the proposed topic. 
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(b) The Regional Civil Service Hub (linked directly with UNDP) is based in Astana, Kazakhstan and 
offers an extensive network of Eurasian countries that would host a placement for the 
successful student completing this project. 

(c) There are several international organisations working in Central Asia (UNDP, EU, World Bank, 
Asian Development Bank, OECD) all of which could be approached for a placement 
opportunity. 

 

Scientific, economic and societal impact of the project 
 
The societal impact of this project is that a stronger civil society has the potential to limit the excesses 
of authoritarian regimes in Central Asia through bottom-up voice and accountability measures. This, 
ultimately, could improve the quality of people’s lives by providing an alternative to directives handed 
down from political elites. There could also be economic returns in that international investors will see 
the region as more stable, less political volatile and open for business. Neighbouring 
countries/regions have recently shown signs of citizen mobility against corruption, repression, media 
restrictions and lack of transparency. If Central Asia were to take a lead and strengthen civil society this 
could well act as a bulwark against popular dissent. 
Additional admissions requirements: please state if there are any specific admissions 
requirements for this project i.e. subject specific degree qualifications or disciplines, relevant 
skills, experience etc 
Applicant should be proficient in Russian and English languages and have experience of working with 
or in civil society organisations in Central Asia. They should have at least 5 years work experience in 
the public or civil society sector at a level where they could access civil society networks in Central 
Asia. 
 
IELTS Academic Scores, Ulster requirement for PhD study is overall grade 6.0, with a minimum of 5.5 in 
each component. 

 

 


