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Abstract

This article questions one of the central postulates of institutional economic theory, i.e., 
that of the sustainability and purely evolutionary changes of informal institutions. To study 
the phenomenon of the destruction of informal institutions and its consequences, we use 
the tools of sociological theory, which acknowledge that a period of intensive urbaniza-
tion is characterized by anomie, i.e., a lack of norms, in which traditional institutions are 
destroyed, while new urban institutions have not yet taken shape. We reviewed the possible 
reactions of communities and individuals to the conditions of anomie, including the com-
pensatory mechanisms of ideologies. In the case of the Dagestan Republic, we show how 
the proliferation of fundamentalist Islamic ideology is associated with the state of anomie 
and the consequences to which it could lead from an institutional point of view. The analy-

reserved.

fundamentalism.

1. Introduction. The sustainability of informal institutions: Axiom or myth?

The theory of institutional change, as a part of institutional economic theory, 
hinges on the postulate of the impossibility of abrupt restructuring of informal 
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relations is studied in the greatest detail in the works of Douglas North, which we 
use as an example in our review below.

incentives and restrictions that govern relationships between individuals and thus 
-

is made up of institutions — formal rules, informal norms, and their enforcement 

Formal, written rules are established and changed primarily by the state and are 

Interaction between formal and informal rules is quite a complex process. On 
-
-

straints that are culturally derived will not change immediately in reaction to 

and the persisting informal constraints produces outcomes that have important 

-
mize the target function within the framework of existing institutional restrictions 

of making choices within the existing set of constraints or of altering the con-

-
ments of institutional change are political or economic entrepreneurs who attempt 

Incentives for investing in change emerge in the event of an institutional imba-

of the players and the set of contractual bargains that made up total economic 

of exogenous changes in the external environment which alter relative prices to 
organizations; or they may be a consequence of endogenous competition among 
the organizations of the polity  and the economy that induce the growth of know-

revolutions), they are essentially incapable of completely detaching from the past. 

time there will be many informal constraints that have great survival tenacity be-
cause they still resolve basic exchange problems among the participants, be they 
social, political, or economic. The result over time tends to be a restructuring of 
the overall constraints  —  in both directions — to produce a new equilibrium that 
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In light of the above considerations, North regarded the process of institutional  

and economic entrepreneurs in a position to make policies — over time result in 
the accretion of an elaborate structure of institutions that determine economic 
and political performance. The resultant institutional matrix imposes severe con-
straints on the choice set of entrepreneurs when they seek to innovate or modify 
institutions to improve their economic or political positions. The path dependence 

1

contradicting his otherwise coherent theory of institutional change.
First, North has admitted that history has seen exceptions to his model, when 

informal restrictions did not create insurmountable obstacles to institutional 

that something akin to the punctuated equilibrium change in evolutionary biology 

(North et al., 2009), considered this very case of radical institutional transforma-
tion in a number of countries, i.e., the transition from a limited access order to an 

institutions is not studied thoroughly, although such an analysis might shed light 
on the mechanisms of institutional change.

-

behavior in many contexts also is evident. Our understanding of the source of 

To understand where to look for answers to these questions (closely related, 
as shown below), one should remember that the problem of institutional change 

sociological papers were dedicated to the transformation of society from the tra-
ditional and agricultural model to a modern and urban one. It was noted then that 
this process was not evolutionary in nature: between the destruction of old social 

during which the former controls no longer work, while the latter have not yet 

 1 

discussed, but no exhaustive explanation for it has been provided.
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-
vised. Time is required for the public conscience to reclassify men and things. So 
long as the social forces thus freed have not regained equilibrium, their respec-
tive values are unknown and so all regulation is lacking for a time. The limits are 
unknown between the possible and the impossible, what is just and what is un-

This phenomenon, related to the destruction of informal controls in the situa-
tion of the intensive migration of the rural population to cities, was called  anomy 
by  Durkheim, translated as the absence of norms.2 -

allowing requirements to exceed appropriate limits, throws open the door to 

below his accustomed status cannot avoid exasperation at feeling a situation es-

-
down, suicide, delinquency, crime, corruption, and disorder might be expected 
under these circumstances to be more prevalent in the urban than in the rural 

2. Compensatory mechanisms against anomie

-
banization in various countries proved that traditional links are not always so 
abruptly torn, nor are traditional social systems instantly destroyed, as could be 
concluded from the works of some earlier social theorists.  Thus, for example, 

 2 

and organizations are up for grabs, implying disruption of existing exchange relationships in both political 
and economic markets; and conformity disappears as a result of disintegration of norms and/or change in 

revolutions) and explained it through the actions of political entrepreneurs, completely ignoring the problem of 
sustaining informal norms in this context.

urban community appears to be a mosaic of smaller communities, many of which differ drastically from each 
other, but all of which are more or less typical. Every city has its central business district, the concentration 

residential neighborhoods and suburbs, areas of light and heavy industry, satellite towns, and a temporary labor 

tends to become, a cultural habitat over the natural course of events. Each natural habitat has, or tends to have, 
its own 
special language, then at least a general universe of discourse, in which words and deeds have their meanings, 

as a melting pot in a way that a person in it is not permanently tied to his or her neighbors and is not included
(continued on next page)



migrated to cities did not experience anomie because their entrance into the ur-

-

-

First, the phenomenon of anomie, studied by social theorists during the late 
-

For example, wordings almost completely matching the characteristics reported 
by Simmel and Wirth appear in the movement of personalists who emerged in 

novel Petersburg

“I get confused in every phrase. I try to say a word, but instead I say something 

absolutely ordinary object, and when I remember it, I doubt if it really is that 
thing”

 —  Based on which rule?
 —  And which paragraph?

 —  There are no longer any paragraphs or rules! 

goals or objectives in life, look hopelessly sick:

 
.

Second, during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, social theorists might 

caused by the destruction of the old informal institutions in a society, is directly  

(continued) 

worlds, tangential but not penetrating each other. This enables individuals to quickly and easily move from one 
moral milieu [environment] to another and encourages the fascinating but dangerous experiment of living in several 
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related to the isolation, loneliness and disappointment of an individual who 

might react differently.
The examples of a Russian  and the loyalty of ethnic communities to their 

tribal identities in Ethiopia are also reaction to anomies related to the tendency to 
preserve the old principles of social controls in a self-contained group. In Ethiopia, 
this tendency was manifested in a situation in which people migrating from rural 
areas to the city actually found themselves in a dual system of social control, i.e., 
tribal traditions and norms on the one hand and a legal system on the other (Shack, 

and rituals of interaction between rural migrants originated partly from rural life, 
they were clearly marked by anomie and caused regular and excessive consumption 

-

relax, especially in areas dominated by seasonal work, where public opinion be-

intergroup regulation could not have been the universal choice of rural migrants 

of urban life, i.e., education and vertical mobility within an urban society. Thus, 
this environment had to devise other reactions to anomie.

-
ploitation of anomie. If anomie is a lack of norms, then it must be characterized 

-
tion of a criminal culture under anomie. The norms of that culture also enable 

of them). The criminal culture appears to be far more universal than the types of 
norms considered above. Interpersonal relationships within it are not necessarily 
bounded by traditional ties (family, tribal, geographical), and they pose far fewer 
barriers for a migrant to integrate into the urban environment.4

Do the above examples exhaust the models of how people react to anomie? 

anomie, offered an exceptionally interesting answer to this question. In his 

of ideology to a system of beliefs of a type that is naturally brought to the fore-
front during serious social crises. From this point of view, ideologies are systems 
of values that, while acting as a political world view and having the power of 
faith, possess an especially high orientation potential and are thus able to rein in 

5

 4 It should be noted that the proliferation of criminal culture was also a reaction in various (mainly urban) 
communities to the post-Soviet anomie, caused by the destruction of the old economic, social and ideological 
system and the abrupt change in living conditions.
 5 

characteristic of modern culture associated with the diminishing role of tradition and values of freedom.
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Thus, we can form a hypothesis answering both questions that were not 

mass urbanization, can trigger intensive dilution of informal institutions, leading 
to anomie, i.e., an absence of social controls, in which old rules and norms have 

is possible under these conditions. Ideologies are among the possible reactions 
by individuals and communities to anomie, enabling them to position themselves 
in a society and to structure their interactions with others to a certain extent. 

1990, p. 44).

are directly related to the intergenerational transfer of norms, values and ideas. 

factual structure, the greater the reduction of uncertainty in making choices at 
a moment of time... The richer the artifactual structure, the wider the range of 
routine decisions that can be made. In effect, the game has been structured to 

activities, i.e., in the nature of the society in which their activities occur (a change 
from a rural community to an urban setting), the economic basis for their exis-
tence (transition from agricultural to other activities), the norms deriving from 
the culture are mostly devalued because they no longer serve as tools to reduce 
uncertainty for individuals. The recipes that worked to organize life for previous 

-
tural tradition is supported by social practices that discourage or limit experi-

or will to use the life recipes of the older generation, the young begin to look for 
their own values and meaning which differ from those shared by their ancestors.

sophy and literature during the period of profound social transformation that 
followed the abolition of serfdom. In this context, we can recall — in addition 

Fathers and Sons

plant a bomb to kill his father, although he is hesitant to accept this sugges-
tion. Intergenerational relationships are also considered in the famous collection 
 
families of Slavophile nobility succeeded in preserving the continuity of genera-

most talented novelists, satirists and political writers began to turn away from 
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-

provokes great indignation among the conservative authors of the collection: 

the face of history, self-mastery, and stability of life; it teaches us how to endure  
the burdens of history, the yoke of obedience in history; it creates a certain  

to it — something that is now so easily forgotten for the sake of the future. It re-

a wholesale condemnation of it, and ingratitude that is both historical and fre-
quently, simply personal, a legal act of spiritual separation between fathers and 

the values that their societies attempt to instill in them. Individuals are most likely 

makes it possible for intergenerational value change to take place. If younger 

shaped earlier generations, the values of the entire society will gradually change 
 It is 

-

over time, the advocates of new values do not change their value orientations and 
do not begin to support traditional values.

Thus, the ideologies used by the younger generation to compensate for anomie 
are characterized by yet another trait, i.e., they must differ from the ideologies of 
previous generations and must create room for an independent understanding of 

3. The ideology of Islamic fundamentalism as a reaction to anomie — 
the case of Dagestan

In the previous sections, we analyzed the theoretical approaches to the prob-
lem of the sustainability of informal institutions during institutional transforma-
tion and reactions by individuals and communities to their dilution (anomie). 
We have found out that one of the most important compensatory mechanisms 
against anomie is ideology, which, under the conditions of an intergenerational  

democracies and Western post-communist countries. It appears that a study conducted as part of the World 
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mechanisms, i.e., the proliferation of the ideology of Islamic fundamentalism in 
the Republic of Dagestan7 from the late 1980s to the early 1990s. The Republic 
of Dagestan is not an arbitrary choice. It is there that the destruction of institu-
tions and the ensuing  anomie have been most noticeably manifested as a result of 
the simultaneous effect of three groups of factors.

First, the entire country was struggling through a very severe economic, politi-
cal and ideological crisis that was caused by the fall of the communist regime and 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. The resulting anomie was manifested across 
Russia, although to varying extents.

Second, the general situation in Russia coincided with mass migration in 
Dagestan. In most cases, migration involved rural populations moving from 
the mountains to the valleys and from rural areas to cities and, at the same time, 
the mass exodus of Russians and educated locals — primarily the urban popula-

era (the latter more characteristic of the late-Soviet era), it was during the period 
in question that they became so intensive.

This intensity resulted in the dilution of the traditional norms that had been 
preserved in rural areas and that the Soviet government, with its conservative 
modernization, had changed only slightly or perfunctorily. This dilution was 

-
tion, which was associated with the mass travel by youths to centers of Islamic 
thought to receive educations, as well as with the penetration of market rela-

population from the republic destroyed the rudimentary urban culture that had 

the country  sucked up the city (an expression attributed by K. Schlögel (2012, 

-

-
-
-
-

tion remained, while the remainder were migrants who replaced them. Starting 
roughly from the 2000s, the city began to grow in size, caused not only by the ad-

 7 

the Russian average, although it has been declining and nearing the mere reproduction level. The proportion 

  Dagestan 

the regional consolidated budget are nearly half of the Russian average.
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ministrative annexation of adjacent territories but also by the active migration of 

a million  people (Starodubrovskaya et al., 2012, pp. 257–258).

the socialization of young people in many areas, especially those bordering on 

in Dagestan, accelerating the collapse of the previous economic relations.

deeply rooted and affected large territories, rural as well as urban, which is why 
studying the reactions of particular individuals and communities to the destruc-
tion of informal norms and the role of Islamic fundamentalism in this process in 

lose their bearings, their clear perception of good and evil and right and wrong, 

that it regulates almost all areas of life for its believers in greater detail than any 
other global religion.

-
swers there”. 8

Islam forms the very framework of life for its believers, replacing the de-
stroyed institutional framework of the society.

 8 The italicized texts are quotes from interviews with informants, mostly representatives of Islamic funda-
menta lism, during the research conducted from 2012 to 2014. The research used qualitative methods. 

quoted when they more clearly expressed the thoughts that were also voiced in Dagestan.
  Informants were attributed to categories according to the following criteria:
  

  

  In 

activists, lawyers, imams) and Islamic businessmen. In rural areas, the informants belonged to various social 
strata. The sampling used the snowball methodology.
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idea has been to the maximum extent... articulated for you, i.e., you understand 
what this or that actually is, the goals in your life... are most solid and clear, and 

 your life becomes much simpler”.

-
ments of the religion will necessarily go to heaven (which constitutes a sort of 
contract with God, secured while there are no mechanisms to secure any other 

and threats to life, health and well-being are extremely high, let this one contract 

by the notion that everything is good that is customary (as in traditional regula-

[i.e., in Islam]; there are no problems. 

The emergence of this demand is, possibly, one of the main reasons why great 

opi nions and on their own perceptions of good and evil, which is why the ques-

 everything condemned by religion is immoral is simply not asked in this system 
of values. The equals sign is put there automatically. Finding truth and justice here 

-
ness of written and unwritten rules, the possibility of gaining undeserved illegiti-

this demand is two-sided.
On the one hand, it is the demand for new mechanisms to control the behavior  

of individuals under conditions in which traditional mechanisms of external 
control  (within which the community directly regulates the lives and behavior of 
each of its members) no longer work, while new ones have not yet taken shape. 
On the other hand, some continue hope to restore the old models of control, i.e., 
the traditional, Soviet models.

“We need to restore order... To control every person, to control what they do 

from the state is 20,000 rubles?.. Where did he get the money? In old times, 



clearly understand that a return to these procedures of external control is now 

this situation? The formation of internal moral controls9 associated with the de-
velopment of an urban environment, as mentioned above, is in its infancy. While 
not denied completely, it does not invoke trust either.

not require the physical presence of a controlling elder but, at the same time, 

the limits . Religion is exactly what enables this form of control, which is, in 
essence , a transition from external control to internal one.

“As soon as your child begins to grow up, your control is reduced, and noth-

mother, his father, or anyone else and only listens to the environment in which 
he lives. Whereas when you give him self-control in the form of religion, which 
explains certain things to him, i.e., how to behave... When you have given him 

-
tion of a person. When norms that aim to reduce the costs of interaction between 
people become diluted, people look for other approaches to structure their rela-

“They [the secular government]

-
lieve; they have lost their faith that anything at all can be sorted out legally”.

is not derived from people and which falls outside human jurisdiction. This is 

believe  that legal norms are established directly by God.

 9 
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 laws are actually made by people. Sharia comes from 

common views and values and thus reduce the uncertainty in interacting with 
each other in all types of areas, from labor relations to family life, etc.

-
 to Russian families of my age... Well, they have their single child, 

 

 

controversy, because she perceives the whole family life as deference, and he does 

In structuring relationships between people, Islamic norms play a directly ap-

are active in many areas of Dagestan.
On the other hand, at the ideological level, it is a call to build a state fully 

will, i.e., an Islamic caliphate. This opinion is a perception of the way to ensure 
one of the basic values that people lose under conditions of anomie, i.e., order.

“Sharia law provides many things that can be accomplished, be it order or 
anything else”.

justice as well as order (this opinion is explained, in particular, by the model of 
limi ted access order, associated with the weakness of the state; see North et al., 
2009).

-
mented by people, and immoral people can distort any law, even the best one.

has to be built. After the society is in place, there are the government institutions... 
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There is the judge who delivers a judgment. The accused  refuses. There is an insti-

 sharia is 

fully obedient to God, and then a caliphate can be built on that basis.
It should be noted that other Islamic factions, not only Islamic fundamental-

-

because Islam is boiled down to the simplest of rituals and becomes closely en-
twined with tradition.

the mosque on Fridays, praying, going out. A person dies — that means a proce-

the Quran... We do the burial... When the time of commemoration comes, we do 
the commemoration”.

It  provides no leeway for an independent search for values and meanings without 
unquestioning submission to authority.

 

This authority is especially characteristic of Dagestan, where Islamic tradi-

movements, which requires unquestioning submission to the leader.

Fundamentalist versions of Islam provide for a greater degree of personal free-
dom, but the limits of this freedom are perceived differently.

I follow some scholars who have studied the matter and arrived at this conclu-

their discussions are written down in detail. I always try to read dif-
ferent opinions on any matter”.

This is a moderate position. There are far more radical positions that com-
pletely deny the role of mentors.



[teacher]. The others are just ordinary people”.

Other, non-religious ideologies also fail to provide an alternative capable of 
competing with Islamic fundamentalism. Nationalism is a good form of express-
ing social protest, although it is unable to satisfy the demands associated with an 

-
mentalism when some external factors consolidating the community exist, which 

example, a struggle for land or for creating a separate national administrative 
entity). The liberal values of freedom are directly associated with anomie and are 
considered to be more a source of illness than of a cure.

Thus, it can be argued that the attractiveness of the Islamic fundamentalist 
ideo logy, as a compensatory mechanism during institutional collapse, arises for 
objective reasons and cannot be explained only by the scheming of Islamic radi-
cals or foreign terrorist centers. This rise is associated with a number of peculiari-
ties in this ideology, including the following:
 God is effectively included in the mechanisms of enforcement of Islamic 

in heaven and is subject to compliance with sharia law;
 based on this ideology, a transitional mechanism of social control can be 

formed, which does not require constant external visual supervision and, at 
the same time, does not rely only on internal moral norms; and

 when traditional rules and routines are destroyed, it provides at least a limited op-
portunity to look for solutions that correspond most with the changed situation.

4. Conclusion: Islamic fundamentalism and the trajectory of institutional 
change

-

ideologies used as compensatory mechanisms against anomie have a substan-

of freedom. What can be expected in this regard from communities in which 
Islamic fundamentalism has proliferated? The answer to this question is usually  

abandonment of all achievements through historical progress. It is, however, 
far from obvious that such a diagnosis is correct. Some researchers are not so 

 Islam... offers an ideology much closer... to that of the French Revolution than 
purveyors of common stereotypes like to admit (drawing as they do on opposi-
tions of the Western Enlightenment to both fundamentalist religion in general and 

10.

 10 

Islamic fundamentalism is compared to nationalism, and both ideologies are viewed as a denial of traditional 
relations.
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Protestant fundamentalism in the radical institutional transformation that led to 
the victory of capitalist relations. This fundamentalism never saw its goal as as-

maintain that the pursuit of worldly goods, conceived as an end in itself, was to 
any of them of positive ethical value... They were not the founders of societies 
for ethical culture nor the proponents of humanitarian projects for social reform 
or cultural ideals. The salvation of the soul and that alone was the centre of their 

In what paradoxical manner could Weber have managed to prove that there 
was a connection between Protestant ethics and the spirit of capitalism, while nei-
ther the goals nor the values of Protestantism were directed at waking it?  Weber 
demonstrated how new religious movements facilitated the transformation of 

results of the labours of the reformers. They were often far removed from or even 

When that transformation had been complete, the old tools became obsolete, and 
-

the pious boredom of paradise has little attraction for their active natures; religion 
appears to them as a means of drawing people away from labour in this world... 

-

a time in which modern capitalism has become dominant and has become eman-

-

fundamentalism, as well as Protestantism, requires the abandonment of traditional  

thoughts regarding the role of religious fundamentalism in shaping the individua-
-

ties and cults, with their radical denial of patriarchal chains and their interpreta-
tion of the commandment to obey God rather than people, has served as one of 

In addition, Islamic fundamentalism requires recognition of the value of 
knowledge (including secular!), respect toward the law, a healthy lifestyle, and an 

modern urban citizenship, many traits of which are attributable to a post-modern 
person rather than to a modern person, i.e., to a post-modern person who comes 

industrial culture.

ambiguous  and controversial and cannot be independent either from Russian or 
global processes (including those occurring in Islamic countries), which further 
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understand the manner in which institutional transformation processes occur and 
to answer questions that were previously unanswered.

References

(In Russian).
The Russian city between tradition and modernity, 1850–1900

intelligentsia). In 

Durkheim, E. (2005). 

agenda
Notre Dame.

development sequence

papers on Russian intelligentsia
(In Russian).

Polis, 1
Social history of Russia in the period of Empire (XVIII — the beginning of 

the XX centuries)
North, D. (1990). Institutions, institutional change and economic performance

University Press.
North, D. (2005). Understanding the process of economic change. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 

University Press.

for interpreting recorded human history.
Park, R. E. (2011a). The city: Suggestions for the study of human nature in the urban environment. 

In R. E. Park, Selected Essays
Park, R. E. (2011b). Sociology, community and society. In R. E. Park, Selected Essays (pp. 80–114). 

Schlögel, K. (2012). Return of European cities. 
Urban 

Press.

(In Russian).
The protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism

American Journal of Sociology, 44 (1), 1–24.


