
SIBERIAN SOCIUM

59vol. 4  |  no. 1 (11)  |  2020

SSSS
research article

DOI: 10.21684/2587-8484-2020-4-1-59-68 UDC 316.3:304.9

Contemporary community  
as a social tool  
for transforming society

Zemfira R. Nabieva

Post-Graduate Student, Kazan Law Institute  
of Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Russian Federation  
(Kazan, Russian Federation) 
nabiev_bulg@mail.ru

Abstract. This article shows the implementation of the contemporary community as a social tool 
for a comprehensive solution of a number of social problems, including demographic, education-
al, criminal, and ideological, among others. The author attempts to combine the interdisciplinary 
potentials of sociological, historical, and legal approaches to study the phenomenon of the con-
temporary community and the possibilities of using it as a social tool to overcome various social 
problems. The implementation of some “national programs” is not as successful as expected, 
because, as stated by the author, of lacking a systematic approach and ignoring the traditional 
methods of solving complex social situations. Among the employed various scientific methods, the 
generalization of experience and its extrapolation beyond the used systems onto the contemporary 
realities proved most useful. For thousands of years, there has been a global experience of complex 
resolution of all the main problems of society  — a community. The agricultural community was 
the foundation of the economy and social organization of “eternal” China and some other ancient 
states. The community is a specific social space, a sphere of application of customary law and 
morals, which allowed communities to provide high population growth, reliable tax collection, 
and crime fighting. Contemporary communities show positive experience as well: in various re-
gions of the Russian Federation, neighborhood communities spontaneously arise on the basis of 
common interests. Of particular importance is the experience of the Central Asian republics of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States, which have developed a legal framework for the effective 
functioning of communities. The author believes that in the contemporary conditions, the community 
has a great potential and, with the assistance of state structures, can become an effective tool for 
transforming the Russian society. However, the realities of the contemporary world do not allow 
mass introduction of the community as a universal social tool. Therefore, public policy should be 
aimed at encouraging voluntary communities.
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INTRODUCTION

It has now become obvious that the implementation of some national programs 
is not as successful as expected, to a greater or lesser extent. They failed to 
achieve the expected results for various reasons, one of which is a tunnel-vision 
view of the challenges confronting Russian society. The state social policy of 
the Russian Federation resembles an animal stuck in a swamp: trying to pull out 
one of its legs, it is only sinking deeper. Moreover, it cannot see the shore which 
would be its last hope — there is no ideology or specific goals by which socie-
ty should be directed.

Thus, among the shortcomings of modern social policy, I note absence of an 
integrated and systematic approach to the major problems facing society and 
the country. In this article, I invite the reader to consider one of the ways out of 
this situation. This circumstance determines the high level of relevance of the 
presented material. I propose to consider community as a social tool capable of 
solving a significant part of the pressing problems. My approach is based on a 
long-term positive experience in the development of mankind and current best 
practices of different countries.

This approach presupposes a broad knowledge of world history. Perhaps, this 
explains why such simple and radical approach to the complex problems of 
modernity is beyond attention of modern sociologists.

The article presents an attempt of an interdisciplinary approach integrating 
the sociological, historical and legal frameworks to the study of the community 
phenomenon. Proposing to consider the modern community as a multifunction-
al institution, I focus on its potential to act as a social tool for solution of various 
social problems.

APPROACHES AND RESULTS
The purpose of the article is to show the potential of using modern community 
as a social tool for a comprehensive solution of a number of problems facing 
Russian society: demographic, educational, criminogenic, ideological, etc.

The object of the research is the community as a social instrument for solving 
various social problems. The main research subjects are the basic principles and 
regional features of its organization.

The phenomenon of social community has traditionally been studied by the 
classics of sociology, E. Giddens, E. Durkheim, M. Weber, G. Simmel, N. Lu-
hmann, T. Parsons, F. Tönnis and other well-known foreign and domestic sci-
entists. In modern Russian sociology, A. N. Polyakov was particularly inter-
ested in the community as one of the forms of social organization formed at 
the dawn of human history and still existing in various forms. He created a 
typology of social communities [13]. Various functions of rural communities 
have also been widely studied in Russian sociology. N. Ye. Likhachev, based 
on the materials of the sociological research conducted in the Republic of Be-
larus, analyzes rural communities in the context of various aspects of local 
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self-government. In my opinion, the strength of this publication is the author’s 
classification of community associations and their main features [9]. Within 
his peasant studies project, V. G. Vinogradsky examines the rural communities 
of the Russian North from the standpoint of the rural world concept [21]. There 
are many other works.

K. S. Divisenko and O. V. Divisenko are among contemporary sociologists 
studying various religious communities. They are carrying out an interfaith 
comparison of the religious life of Orthodox believers and Protestants and their 
relationship with church communities. The data they have obtained show a sig-
nificant specificity of the social aspects of religiosity in relation to the confes-
sional affiliation of believers and the degree of their churching, including par-
ticipation in the life of their church community [3]. The processes taking place 
in modern Islamic communities were studied by R. A. Khanakhu, O. M. Tsvet-
kov [8] and others. A. A. Safonov [13] and others consider rural communities 
from a historical point of view.

In Russian sociology, community is well-researched as a specific social in-
stitution. M. V. Afonin and L. D. Rudenko analyzed the role of neighborhood 
communities as institutions of local self-government [1]. A. Yu. Fodoria studied 
community as a social institution of mutual assistance [6]. F. A. Schneider ana-
lyzed peasant communities from the standpoint of legal science [19].

In view of the abovementioned, there is every reason to consider community 
as a multifunctional social institution which has retained its significance to mod-
ern times. O. O. Simonovich rightly notes the duality of the concept, “The phe-
nomenon of the concept of community lies in the fact that a closed, inwardly 
concentrated cell, limited by socio-cultural, territorial, ideological boundaries, 
cannot be considered apart from society as a whole. There is some ambiguity in 
the concept of ‘community’: ‘communal’, as a union, closed, centric and having 
no contact with the outside world; and simultaneously ‘common’ as something 
comprising all cultural and economic characteristics of society” [20, p. 73].

With this in mind, the author of this article adopts an interdisciplinary inte-
grated approach, drawing on the works of sociologists and lawyers on the com-
munity and its potential, historical sources and results of their analysis [12, 
pp. 173-182], as well as legal documents of the Russian Federation and Uzbek-
istan regulating the activities of the community (mahallah) [14-17].

In the course of the work, both general scientific (abstraction, observation, 
comparison, generalization, analysis) and special scientific research methods 
(comparative-historical, historical-legal, sociological) were used. The systemic 
method allows for the paradigm shift: moving from considering the main prob-
lems within the narrow-focused frameworks of specialized systems (sociology, 
demography, criminology, ecology, etc.) to a larger system that involves con-
sideration of these problems together.

It has long been known that, after a phase of growth, a state (like any other 
system) experiences a phase of degradation and decay. In this regard, officials 
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and priests looked for the underlying reasons of this pattern of development and 
ways to counter it. China was the only state that could identify one of the main 
reasons, develop and consistently implement a number of effective measures to 
counter this trend.

Studies of the dynastic history of the Celestial Empire reveal the persistence 
with which China would rebuild its peasant community after each disaster or 
war. Similar policies were observed in the history of other ancient countries 
(India, Iran). The rural community ensured stable tax revenue flows, marketable 
grain, tough soldiers, strict moral code, and population growth for the state.

It is no coincidence that peasant community was viewed as the cornerstone 
of Russia’s development in the 19th — early 20th centuries. Members of var-
ious political parties prioritized its potential and forecast its development. 
The government of the Russian Empire clearly wanted to preserve the im-
proved community, while facilitating the exit of its most active members to 
accelerate capitalism. Many ideas of those reformers proved to be prophetic, 
but the government’s capacity, existing technologies, the educational level 
of the population and the outlook of the revolutionaries made it impossible 
to use the potential of the community to its full extent to the benefit of the 
country.

As is known, the destruction of the community, which was successfully begun 
by Prime Ministers S. Yu. Witte and P. A. Stolypin was never completed. A whole 
layer of survivals of the serf community ‘smoothly’ flowed into the Soviet com-
munity — the collective farm1.

During the Soviet era, quite successful experiments were conducted to form 
several types of urban and rural communities (although in most cases social 
experiments were not purposefully planned). The Soviet experience was wide-
ly used in the world. Later the interest in this subject waned due to the collapse 
of the world socialist system and the movement of population to cities where 
the principles of community organization were deemed unacceptable.

Meanwhile, the experience acquired over thousands of years can be crea-
tively applied to modern conditions. Moreover, it can become a key factor in 
settling a whole host of problems facing humanity in general and our country 
in particular.

Historians, sociologists and lawyers believe in high effectiveness of custom-
ary and religious law, while not all of them address the community as a social 
setting necessary for the existence of these norms. Community should be re-
garded as a specific social space within which national traditions and languages 
can be preserved and developed. T. M. Dridze once noted that the predictive 
function of sociology is directly related to the development of methods for its 

1 We disagree with the opinion of those authors (N. A. Minenko and others) who believe 
that the peasant community was destroyed by collective farms [10, p. 58; 7]. We believe 
that it changed its form.
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practical application [4]. An attempt to theoretically project the potential of a 
community (as a sphere of functioning of customary and religious law) onto 
modern conditions for the purpose of resolving the most concerning issues is 
made in this article.

The post-perestroika reforms in Russia resulted in a society of loners which 
evolved according to the Western type of roughly ‘self-sufficient’ and isolated 
individuals. In modern Russian society, a citizen is in fact alone in confronting 
diseases, natural disasters, lawlessness of politicians and local officials, bandits, 
law enforcement agencies, etc. People feel their powerlessness and inability to 
function on their own.

A vast majority of citizens regularly confront and put up with impunity of 
housing management departments, growing gasoline prices, acts of corruption 
in traffic police and hospitals, educational institutions and church. An ordinary 
person is not able to address these threats. Almost any citizen can be attacked 
at any time, become a victim of an accident or even be killed. This is often the 
case. I claim that inhabitants of our country are forced to simultaneously play 
several games of ‘Russian roulette’. Trying to protect themselves from destruc-
tive external influences, wealthy representatives of society limit their interaction 
with the outside world by building metal fencing around their yards and schools 
of their children.

Government agencies resemble the stuck-in-the-swamp animal by ‘continuous 
identification of the main problems of society and developing federal target 
programs for their solution’ [5]. Ten years later, more and more people speak 
about the initial inefficiency of these programs. For example, the failure of the 
demographic program is de facto recognized at the top level.

It is obvious that the problem of crime prevention in general and combating 
certain criminal acts in particular must be considered in conjunction with drug 
addiction and alcoholism, gambling addiction and homelessness, demographic 
imbalances, increasing numbers of sectarians and members of radical move-
ments, and the growth of ‘civilizational’ diseases. All of this is also connected 
with the problems of education and upbringing.

According to the author, the disturbing statistics and unacceptable forms of 
the abovementioned deviation from social norms are determined by a huge im-
balance between personal rights and freedoms which is a consequence of the 
individualization of society. The main reason for moods to protest lies in the 
people’s feeling of vulnerability in the changing social environment, inability 
to change it or one’s attitude towards it (often in the context of their increasing 
demands).

B. N. Mironov argues that a systematic analysis of the entire complex of 
negative manifestations reveals the primary cause of a person’s deviant behav-
ior in modern society. It is the rejection of traditional moral norms that used to 
govern social life in the past to a much greater extent than the official legisla-
tion [11, pp. 24-25].
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This is seen most significantly in the demographic processes. It is well known 

that rejection of traditional moral norms and death of the community resulted in 
declining birth rates first in Europe and then in the Soviet Union. Birth rate is also 
declining in the Asian countries which have adopted European “democratic values” 
(Japan and South Korea).

In recent decades, both in the countries of “Western democracies” and in Russia, 
there has been a trend among women to remain childfree in favor of freedoms. 
The social institution of a nuclear family is disintegrating at an accelerated pace.

The Western “consumer society” cannot voluntarily give up most of the avail-
able goods and services. At the same time, the institution of the family is dying 
out among the white population in the West. These factors show a clear intercon-
nection: both the family and children objectively restrict personal freedoms and, 
as a result, access to “goods”. At present, for example, a little more than a third of 
German citizens live in families: “39 percent of the inhabitants of the Federal Re-
public of Germany are family people”. A family is defined by German statisticians 
as “a parent with at least one minor child” [22]. In general, Western countries are 
facing negative white population growth.

The problems of the European family have been studied fairly well, but the ap-
proaches and ways of solving them have not yet yielded expected results. The efforts 
of the “civilized” community are nothing more than unsuccessful attempts to rec-
tify the current critical situation in demographics. The difference between the Eu-
ropean family of the Islamic type and the “modern” European same-sex family is 
quite remarkable... The rapid changes going on in Europe and America are clearly 
frightening their power elites, but the partial return to their traditional values in the 
form of the established native religions has not been effective. The “democratic” 
world found itself caught in the grip of its own laws, rights and freedoms.

One of the key conclusions one makes in the process of error identification in 
the social policy of the “civilized” countries is the fact of the destruction of the 
system of traditional moral norms and the environment for their functioning — an 
extended family within a community.

A similar picture is emerging in Russia. With the elimination of the remnants of 
the rural community (collective farms) and the shifting of rural populations to ur-
ban areas, the demographic stagnation and depopulation manifested themselves 
even under socialism. Then, they were compensated by the growing number of 
migrants within the USSR coming from Central Asian and North Caucasian Re-
publics where age-old national traditions and moral norms used to dominate.

It is not at all difficult to extrapolate from that situation into the nearest future 
of the Russian Federation. The picture is quite predictable by the evidence of West-
ern Europe, which is an aging and dying society.

DISCUSSION
One of the key questions nowadays is whether a community can effectively exist 
in the modern conditions of a “post-industrial society”. Most researchers believe 
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that the restoration of communities and customary law is a social regression, a 
return to the dark middle ages.

Nevertheless, the example of western countries allows us to assert that the com-
munity is not a long-dead atavism. The example of the G8 countries shows that 
national religious communities are able to successfully integrate into a modern 
industrial society.

In the “democratic” USA and Australia, there are strong Chinese, Latin Ameri-
can, and African-American communities. They ensure rapid population growth and 
significantly affect the demographic situation. This factor is taken into account in 
developed countries. Perhaps, that is the reason why Chinese are not among the 
encouraged ethnic cultural communities in Russia.

Of bigger interest are the Mormon communities in the United States, as well as 
the kibbutz in Israel. The latter is a form of community that was used as a tool and 
the main unit for transforming people of different races and beliefs into a single 
society, thereby ensuring social stability in Israel.

An example of an extremely effective application of this form of self-organiza-
tion is the mahalla in Uzbekistan. The modern arrogant attitude of a part of the 
Russian elite to the economy and culture of Uzbekistan is in no way justified. 
The republic, which has scarce natural resources and is located in a geopolitical 
“instability strip”, shows exceptional and good growth rates in all major areas. The 
demographic indicators of the republic are so high that they do not require expla-
nation: the (unsettled1) youth of Uzbekistan is successfully employed in a number 
of CIS countries and South Korea.

One of the reasons for the multi-vector success of the small republic is the fact 
that the community in Uzbekistan functions both in the countryside and in the 
city on the firm basis of a special law on the mahalla [14]. The Republic of Uz-
bekistan is the only developed CIS country whose political system is based on 
the community2.

CONCLUSIONS
In essence, the above examples are special cases of the centuries-long positive 
experience of mankind which scientists have no right to ignore. The modern com-
munity as a multifunctional social institution can act as an active instrument of 
effective social policy aimed at solving many critical social problems.

It seems that creative perception of the experience of the functioning of com-
munities (accumulated in the USSR, Uzbekistan, Israel, the USA, etc.), tested in 
modern conditions, can have a significant positive impact on the dynamic process-
es of modern Russian society.

1 Despite the good dynamics of economic growth, the growth of the working-age population 
in Uzbekistan is advancing at a faster pace.

2 It seems that the Republic of Tajikistan is not completely independent in this matter despite 
the fact that the ancient traditions of the mahalla are common to both countries.
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The current state of Russian legislation makes it possible to implement the 

“community” project without adopting a special law. Existing laws [15-17] al-
low organization of communities in various localities of the Russian Federation 
embracing cultural differences of their potential members.

For the modern Russian community, it is fundamental to use the community 
as a means of comprehensive resolution of a number of social problems. I hope 
that future reformers will trust the effectiveness of the community and be cau-
tious about its establishment avoiding its massive and unconditional introduction. 
Its particular effectiveness is determined by the observance of the principle of 
voluntariness and selectivity of leadership.

If the time-tested principles of organization are observed, the territorial (in-
cluding urban) community will survive even within the complete degradation 
of social relations around it. Thus, the revival of the community as a full-fledged 
social institution will promote solution of the most of local problems in society 
without destroying the existing social system. The functioning of the commu-
nity as an effective tool for transforming society will exert an indirect influence 
as a role model and catalyst for further transformations. This requires a deeper 
comprehensive, primarily sociological, comparative analysis of the communities 
already existing in our country, their detailed typology, study of the internal 
structure, classification of social functions, etc.

Thus, the accumulated over centuries experience of mankind and contempo-
rary experience of a number of developed countries indicate that the revival of 
the community as an official social institution can become an effective tool in 
encountering the main challenges of our time.
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