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“If they give me a proper place 
somewhere nearby, I will move. 

Otherwise, I will not go any-
where!” – Muhabbat Umarova, 

a woman in her 70s who is a 
resident of an old neighborhood 

under demolition in Tashkent

The image and reputation of 
a nation play an important 
role in international rela-

tions. Nations strive to enhance 
their image by promoting their 
ideas and institutions or rebrand-
ing their major cities. For countries 
which have recently arrived on 
the international scene, such as 

the post-Soviet states, the process 
of constructing a national identity 
is a challenging one, due to their 
desire to simultaneously preserve 
cultural traditions and display 
their competitiveness by taking 
on board modern (often Western-
inspired) cultural values.1 

In the post-Soviet space, the na-
tion-branding process began 
shortly after independence in 
the early 1990s. The process has 
been particularly notable in Azer-
baijan, Kazakhstan, and Turk-
menistan, each of which has its 
own strategies for promoting its 

“national brand.” These include 
transforming their capital cit-
ies into contemporary business 
capitals and pressing state-run 
agencies, corporate groups, and 
embassies to embrace the new ur-
ban spaces. Ashgabat was trans-
formed into a material symbol of 
the personality cult of Turkmen-
bashi (the first president of in-
dependent Turkmenistan), while 
Astana, “City of the Future,”2 is 
promoted as an emblem of the 
young Kazakh state’s progress, 
modernity, and burgeoning en-
trepreneurial identity.3 

Uzbekistan is no exception to this 
trend, and has likewise sought 
to reposition itself in the inter-
national realm by rebranding its 
capital city. In July 2017, soon af-
ter the country welcomed a new 
president following decades of 
being governed by Islam Kari-
mov, the Cabinet of Ministers 
issued a Decree “On measures 
to improve the architectural ap-
pearance and improvement of 
the central part of Tashkent, as 
well as creation of appropriate 
conditions for the population and 
visitors to the capital.”4 The de-
cree aims to redesign the center 
of Tashkent through the so-called 
“Tashkent City” project, with the 
goal of re-branding the coun-
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try as one open to political re-
forms, economic investment, and 
friendly relations with the rest of 
the world.5 

However, projects designed to 
present a country’s new image 
to foreign audiences rarely take 
into consideration local citizens’ 
interests and concerns, sparking 
criticism at home. Looking at the 
Tashkent City project, this paper 
seeks to understand how Uzbeki-
stan’s nation-branding process 
can accommodate the needs, de-
sires, and input of the local pop-
ulation by asking: To what extent 
does the nation-branding process 
address Uzbek citizens’ needs? I 
argue here that the government’s 
vision of securing the popula-
tion’s welfare through a national 
brand actually jeopardizes soci-
etal wellbeing. State and society 
have divergent perceptions of 
wellbeing and the state’s strategy 
may not be in what citizens con-
sider their best interests. 

This study builds on qualitative 
analysis of primary and second-
ary data. The primary data is 
comprised of semi-structured in-
terviews with three government 
officials involved in the Tashkent 
City project, which illuminate 
the government’s aims and ex-
pectations. Two individuals from 
foreign diplomatic and educa-
tional institutions were asked to 
provide an outsider’s perspective 
on the project. Furthermore, the 
study also includes interviews 
with 17 residents of mahallas that 
are being demolished as part of 
the Tashkent City project. The in-
dividual case studies discuss the 
problems and discourses around 
buildings and territories slated 

for demolition. The names of in-
dividuals have been altered in or-
der to protect respondents’ con-
fidentiality. The secondary data 
includes peer-reviewed articles, 
books, and media discussions of 
the project. 

The background section provides 
an overview of urban transforma-
tion in the region in general and 
Tashkent in particular. It also 
describes the Tashkent City proj-
ect in more detail. The section on 
conceptual framework reflects on 
the nation-branding process and 
government and society’s con-
flicting perceptions of wellbeing. 
Subsequent sections focus on 
case studies related to the project 
and examine residents’ responses 
to the government’s construction 
initiatives. The discussion sec-
tion pulls together key theoretical 
considerations and data points 
to shed some light on what the 
Tashkent City project can tell us 
about local citizens’ participation 
(or lack thereof) in nation-brand-
ing. Finally, the recommenda-
tions section offers a number of 
policy proposals to the central 
government, local governments, 
and communities. 

Background

Tashkent, the capital of Uzbeki-
stan, experienced significant 
transformations both during and 
after the Soviet period. According 
to Paul Stronski, the author of a 
book on early Tashkent, the city 
had to become a contemporary 
capital of the “liberated” Uzbek 
Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) 
and the political and symbolic 
center of a Socialist East. Tash-
kent, in a sense, had to grow into 

a “shining star” of Moscow in the 
East; “Soviet Tashkent” became a 
model of socialism.6 

During the Soviet period, the 
city’s landscape was redesigned. 
The Architects’ Union wanted to 
follow Moscow’s lead in building 
tall structures that reflected con-
temporary urban style and the 
industrial progress of the 20th 
century. As such, they designed 
multi-storey apartment blocks 
to be put up across the city. This 
was meant to facilitate a “funda-
mental break” with traditional, 
multi-family housing practices in 
the city, which were considered 
outdated, and to reshape Tash-
kent residents’ lifestyle along So-
viet lines.7 With the earthquake of 
1966, residents of several mahal-
las (traditional neighborhoods) 
found themselves relocated from 
their damaged homes to these 
new apartment buildings.8 

After independence, there was 
an effort to rewrite the story of 
Tashkent, essentially erasing the 
Soviet past. Emblematic of this 
reimagining of national identity, 
a monument to Amir Timur, the 
Turkic conqueror, came to re-
place the bust of Karl Marx, while 
the city’s streets were renamed 
in honor of pre-Communist fig-
ures. The Soviet cityscape like-
wise changed: as part of a gov-
ernment effort to “modernize” 
the city, buildings were hidden 
beneath shiny glass facades and 
Soviet-era apartment blocks were 
interspersed with skyscrapers.9 
In another nod to Uzbekistan’s 
pre-Soviet history, some of these 
modern constructions feature 
architectural elements that hark 
back to the Timurid Empire.10
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President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, 
who took office in late 2016 after 
the death of authoritarian lead-
er Islam Karimov, is determined 
to spearhead reforms in various 
areas. Officially committed to lis-
tening to people’s concerns, he 
pronounced 2017 the “Year of Di-
alogue with People and Human 
Interests.” As part of this initia-
tive, he established a Complaints 
Portal for public appeals to the 
president’s administration and 
ministries,11 which has allowed 
citizens to approach government 
bodies directly. 

Mirziyoyev also intends to attract 
more foreign investment to the 
country by undertaking econom-
ic and political reforms. Part of 
creating a favorable business cli-
mate, he felt, was to redesign the 
center of Tashkent (see Figure 1). 
His predecessor’s government 
had damaged Uzbekistan’s inter-
national reputation by demon-
strating a lack of willingness to 
cooperate with other countries 
or international organizations, as 
well as compiling a poor record on 
human rights. A “new” Tashkent 
would be a concrete symbol of the 
current administration’s open-
ness to the international com-
munity. According to Mirziyoyev, 
“through the Tashkent City proj-
ect, we should make a statement 
about ourselves.”12 Abdujabbor 
Abduvakhitov, a senior official 
involved in the project, stresses 
that the international community 
has long held a negative view of 
the business climate in Uzbeki-
stan, and the government hopes 
that the project will improve the 
national image.13 

The Decree on the “Tashkent 
City” project sets out the time-
frame for construction: four 
phases over a ten-year period.14 
The first phase began in late 2017 
and is currently being carried out.  
Although the project was initially 
scheduled to take ten years, the 
government’s goal is to complete 
it in four years to demonstrate 
the efficacy of the current admin-
istration and its commitment to 
progress in advance of the next 
presidential elections.15 Ultimate-
ly, Tashkent City will occupy 80 
hectares (3.1 square miles) along 
Navoi and Islam Karimov Ave-
nues (former Uzbekistanskaya), 
which link Olmazor and Furkat 
Streets (see Figure 2). The area is 
in the center of the city and sur-
rounded by metro lines. 

The project relies on foreign in-
vestment, grants, technical assis-
tance, donations, loans, and oth-
er sources of funding. It involves 
the construction of an industrial 
park, eight business centers, a 

shopping mall, a congress hall, 
hotels, restaurants, and a cultural 
center, as well as high-rise resi-
dential apartments.16 Many of the 
new structures in Tashkent are 
merely monumental and event-
led constructions with limited 
functionality. Whether designed 
to look like a “tin can”17 or hewn 
from snow-white marble, these 
buildings are neither attractive 
to tourists nor meaningful for the 
local population.

Key Theoretical Insights: 
Nation-Branding vs. 
Wellbeing 

Nation-branding is an attempt 
by a country to create a favorable 
and positive image of itself in or-
der to improve its international 
reputation. According to Kole-
snicov and White, nation-brand-
ing is something a nation does, 
whereas national identity and 
national image are something a 
nation has.18 According to Simon 
Anholt, a scholar and policy ad-

Figure 1. Model of Tashkent City 

Source: “Business Center ‘Tashkent City’ to be Constructed in 
Uzbek Capital,” UzDaily.com, July 10, 2017, https://www.

uzdaily.com/articles-id-40052.htm.
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visor, a single symbolic action on 
the part of a country can have a 
lasting effect on its international 
image. Examples include Spain’s 
commitment to permitting same-
sex marriage in order to exhibit 
the nation’s values after Franco, 
the Irish government’s decision 
to exempt artists, writers, and 
poets from income tax to demon-
strate the state’s appreciation for 
creative talent, and Estonia’s an-
nouncement of Internet as a hu-
man right.19 Even large-scale cel-
ebrations of public holidays can 
illustrate the aspirations of cul-
tural producers to be part of the 
international community.20 Nota-
bly, although these nation-brand-
ing efforts target external audi-
ences, the process also affects the 
local population.

In an effort to create an attractive 
image, many nations attempt to 
rebuild and rebrand their major 
cities through urban transforma-
tion projects. The challenge here 
is for the government “to con-
vince the public that the build-
ing of and investment in such a 
mega-project would be a mean-
ingful exercise in the articulation 
of the city’s image, while serving 
the people at the same time.”21 
City dwellers who are affected by 
the changes wish to have a voice 
in the process. For some inhab-
itants, a level of input into the 
events of their city is central to 
their sense of wellbeing. There 
is no universally accepted defi-
nition of this term, but for the 
purposes of this paper, I will fol-

low Huppert et al. in considering 
wellbeing “a positive and sustain-
able state that allows individuals, 
groups, or nations to thrive and 
flourish,” physically, psychologi-
cally, and socially.22

Russell Zanca, who has exam-
ined instances of the “good life” 
in rural Uzbekistan, argues that—
post-socialist strains notwith-
standing—the basis of the good 
life and wellbeing is in deep col-
lectivist values and perseverance. 
For people in farming villages, 
wellbeing is rather situational 
and appears in shared experienc-
es with social networks and kin-
ship groups’ solidarity in difficult 
periods. He claims that ordinary 
people are not devastated by so-
cial conditions or practices over 

Source: “Tashkent City: International Business Center—Your Chance to Invest” 
(presentation by International Business Center, Tashkent, March 17, 2018).

Figure 2. Map of “Tashkent City” and context zones
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which they think they have little 
control. People do not become 
overcome by misery or oppres-
sion; they have become reconciled 
to the system that threatens them 
and cannot imagine altering it.23 
At the end of the day, wellbeing is 
about the spaces and moments of 
everyday life that make life worth 
living.

Andrey Petrov, a local media 
observer, argues that the attrac-
tiveness of the country does not 
depend on pompous buildings 
or big projects; instead, the gov-
ernment should focus on provid-
ing adequate currency exchange, 
securing judicial independence, 
and fighting corruption.24 Many 
argue that the government should 
invest more in small towns and 
rural areas, where electricity and 
gas shortages are daily challeng-
es. Indeed, city dwellers question 
whether the project will have any 
real value for ordinary citizens, 
noting that numerous buildings 
have been constructed in Tash-
kent since independence without 
adding to people’s lives. As Timur 
Ahmedov, an observer, told Gaze-
taUz:

A lot has been built since 2001, the [Cen-
tral] Square is redesigned, new (tower) 
clocks have gone up, and a new palace. 
Yet nothing to be happy about. None of 
these things were made [designed] for 
people.25 

The new government in Uzbeki-
stan, which is seeking to build a 
new brand image for the nation, 
needs to improve the country’s 
reputation by committing to 
broader reforms in the spheres of 
human rights, rule of law, and do-
mestic civil society engagement. 
However, it cannot transform 

Uzbekistan’s image on its own: 
local citizens’ wellbeing and their 
perception of governance affect 
the country’s image too. Thus, the 
government’s nation-branding 
efforts must begin by establishing 
a substantive dialogue with the 
local population. From this base-
line, government and people can 
work together to address the in-
terests and concerns of each.

In the sections that follow, three 
case studies illustrate the chal-
lenges of public dialogue in vari-
ous contexts affected by the gov-
ernment’s urban transformation 
projects. The first is that of tradi-
tional mahallas as a cultural-his-
torical site, which illuminates the 
emotional and practical problems 
faced by residents. The second, 
the “modern mahalla,” demon-
strates the success of public di-
alogue due to citizens’ active en-
gagement. The third, about Dom 
Kino, explains the failure of pub-
lic dialogue in the case of a cultur-
al center.

The Mahalla Debate  

One of the debates prompted by 
the Tashkent City project is the 
demolition of traditional ma-
hallas in the Olmazor (Apple 
Orchard) and O’qchi (Fletcher) 
neighborhoods. The area has 
been a target for redevelopment 
since the earthquake in 1966, 
when some mahallas were ru-
ined.26 

Mahalla is a local institution of 
self-governance that plays an 
important socio-economic role 
in Uzbek society. It also serves 
a cultural function: it is a place 
for social interactions between 

communities tied to a particular 
space. The sense of community 
and connectedness in mahallas 
is very strong. Civil society in 
Uzbekistan is largely  associated 
with mahallas, since these com-
munity-driven organizations are 
responsible for assisting mem-
bers of the community in resolv-
ing various matters.27 

Abdujabbor Abduvakhitov, a gov-
ernment official, notes that the 
relocation of mahallas has always 
been a very sensitive issue that 
creates emotional distress as well 
as practical problems. Accord-
ing to him, since redevelopment 
and demolition have long been 
planned, residents have limited 
rights to their dwellings. As a re-
sult, there has been no investment 
in mahalla infrastructure and 
conditions are poor. He contends 
that the Tashkent City project will 
benefit everyone in the long run, 
describing the removal of mahal-
las as a short-term issue.28 

Saida, a daughter of the Tojibo-
ev family in Olmazor mahalla, 
would also like to see the city 
develop, but is skeptical that the 
current plan will really make 
things better for her community: 

If the city flourishes, it is better for us, 
but only if they provide us with decent 
houses as soon as possible. So far, what 
they offer as a replacement does not meet 
our needs. The conditions are no better.

She supports development and 
projects like Tashkent City, but 
she claims that families have been 
offered insufficient compensation 
for their properties. The law on 
property requires equal replace-
ment of a residential property—
that is, giving a family that has 
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had to move a new home of the 
same size and value. 

In addition, timely notice of dem-
olition is enshrined in Article 4 
of “Regulations on the Procedure 
for Compensation of Damages to 
Citizens and Legal Entities due to 
Seizure of Land for State or Pub-
lic Needs” (2006), which states 
that the khokimiyat (city admin-
istration) must notify property 
owners in writing no less than 
six months before demolition 
begins.29 In fact, the process of 
demolition and relocation of resi-
dents began earlier, as the Decree 
on Tashkent City (2017) required 
that residential and non-residen-
tial buildings be acquired within 
a month.30 The district adminis-
tration visited the mahallas and 
informed residents that they had 
10 days to vacate their homes. 
The residents were offered re-
placements from the secondary 
housing market, as the promised 
relocation area is under construc-
tion. Some people appealed to 

the district khokimiyat, but they 
have not received a response. 

O’qchi mahalla residents Rifat 
Saburov, Ahmad Asimov, and Ev-
genii Gorbunov described their 
experience:

We were not given any written notice 
about demolition of the area. The BTI 
(Bureau on Technical Inventory) just 
came to inform us verbally. The news 
just killed us. The whole mahalla, neigh-
bors, are dispersed around the city. We 

will not be able to see each other any-
more. Of course, we would like to have 
houses in this area if only they could 
build them. However, as we see, there is 
no opportunity. We were offered some 
places, but we did not like the places we 
have seen. There is construction going on 
in those areas too, there will be the same 
mess...We would like to be heard by the 
khokimiyat. We are living in this dust, 
cut off from electricity and gas. We have 
written zayavlenie (an appeal), but no 
reaction…31 

The government seeks to create 
national wellbeing by reimagin-
ing the capital city as a financial 
center to draw more investment 
and business. However, the res-
idents of traditional mahallas 
have a different view of wellbeing. 
Many wish to preserve the life-
styles they had in old traditional 
neighborhoods, as this extract 
from The Guardian’s coverage of 
the Tashkent City project shows:

“I don’t want to live in a box,” says an in-
dignant Nilufar Aripova, who was sweep-
ing the street outside her house, dusty af-
ter Uzbekistan’s long hot summer. “I’ve 
lived in Olmazor all my life, for 52 years. 
I was born a few streets away and moved 
here to my husband’s house as a kelinka 
[a young bride].”

“I don’t want to leave this mahalla, but 

Figure 3. Traditional ma-
halla in Tashkent

Source: GazetaUz

Figure 4. A private house

Photo Credit: Alan France
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if I have to I want to be given another 
house big enough to keep us all togeth-
er,” adds Aripova, who lives with her 
husband, three children and several 
grandchildren.”32 

Like Aripova’s, families in tradi-
tional settlements are larger than 
those in apartments. Extend-
ed families—parents, children, 
and later daughters-in-law and 
grandchildren—live together in 
a traditional house with a back-
yard. 

As the stories of residents who re-
main at the demolition site show, 
relocation is complicated. Some 
residents have appealed to the 
khokimiyat, requesting that the 
process of providing appropriate 
alternative housing be accelerat-
ed,33 but they complain that the 
authorities have not addressed 
their concerns, even as condi-
tions at the demolition site have 
worsened.

Residents’ stories reveal different 
levels of resistance and social en-
gagement. From Evgenii Gorbun-
ov’s perspective, residents have 
little agency. 34 The deprivation 
in which they are currently living 
will force them to agree to move 
to houses worth less than their 
current homes if they are not of-
fered better options soon. Some 
residents, however, continue to 
oppose moving to another area. 
Muhabbat Umarova, an elderly 
woman, asserted: 

This is my home. My son died here. I live 
alone, on my own. I have been living here 
since I was born…I have not been in-
formed about anything! Nobody gave me 
any kind of notice about moving. Now 
they ask me to move out. If they give me 
a proper place somewhere nearby (Qora-
tosh street), I will move. Otherwise, I will 
not go anywhere!

The lack of dialogue with the peo-
ple leaves the vulnerable popu-
lation—like Umarova, an elderly 
woman who lives alone—in a dif-
ficult position. Although Umaro-
va is negotiating for replacement 
housing nearby, she is unable to 
oppose relocation through legal 
channels. A few dwellers have 
attempted to appeal to the rele-
vant bodies, but the majority of 
the population remains unaware 
of how to make demands. More-
over, without a clear platform for 
public debate, the authorities can 
continue to ignore residents’ con-
cerns.

At the end of the day, wellbeing 
for mahalla dwellers entails be-
ing able to live in the homes where 
they were born, raised their chil-
dren, and celebrated life events. 
It is emotional attachment to 
the spaces that have meaning for 
them. It is ties to the community. 
It is the ability to communicate 
with neighbors and live side by 
side.35 Ordinary people in ma-
hallas are not engaged in the au-
thorities’ efforts to rebrand the 
city and draw global attention. 

Instead, they are focused on ev-
eryday issues: surviving without 
power and keeping the family to-
gether. To ensure mahalla dwell-
ers’ wellbeing, the government 
must involve residents in deci-
sions about urban planning and 
observe due process on eviction 
and the seizure of private prop-
erty.

The government envisions “mod-
ernizing” mahallas by developing 
their infrastructure and redesign-
ing the cityscape. The following 
section discusses a project that 
caused public debate in a mahal-
la, prompting residents to put up 
a fight for their public space. 

The “Modern Mahalla” 
Debate 

In March 2017, the Tashkent mu-
nicipality approved a new project, 
“Modern Mahalla,” which aims 
to redesign 505 neighborhoods 
in the city.36 The local authori-
ties are implementing the project 
without public engagement, de-
spite the fact that Article 10 of the 
City Planning Code gives citizens, 

Figure 5. Muhabbat Umarova, a resident

Photo: Alan France 
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self-governing bodies, and public 
associations the right to receive 
reliable, timely information on 
the status of residential environ-
ment, proposed changes, general 
plans for settlements, and recon-
struction of civil objects. 

GazetaUz reported on the discon-
tent among residents in Oqibat 
mahalla. The dwellers disputed 
the relevance of new construction 
that required the demolition of a 
playground and park, as well as 
the chopping-down of trees. They 
protested the process, resist-
ing the delivery of construction 
equipment to the area. They then 
went to the mahalla committee, 
but did not receive a response. 
They even approached the pres-
ident’s administration, receiv-
ing a response from the district 
khokimiyat, which claimed that 
the mahalla contained “unlaw-
ful” structures built by residents 
themselves and therefore did not 
meet sanitary norms. This was, 
however, merely an excuse for the 

khokimiyat’s decision to allocate 
the territory to a private construc-
tion company without securing 
the agreement of residents. 

The media later reported that the 
municipality had asked that the 
process be temporarily halted 
in order to examine its compli-
ance with the Planning Code and 
Decree on “Modern Mahalla.”37 
After a few months of investiga-
tion by the Prosecutor’s Office, 
it was determined that the con-
struction work had not followed 
due process, as local residents 
had not been notified. The dis-
trict khokimiyat and the chair of 
the mahalla committee had per-
mitted the construction without 
discussing it with residents and 
gaining popular support. Follow-
ing the investigation by the dis-
trict court, the project was termi-
nated, and the mahalla dwellers 
celebrated their success.38   

Public debate on the project—in-
cluding through the media—suc-

ceeded in influencing the actions 
of the authorities, which usually 
prefer to carry out plans with-
out discussing them with the 
population. The story reveals 
the shortcomings of the local 
government, where communi-
cation is sidelined in favor of 
implementing decisions quickly 
without due process. The central 
government is making efforts to 
reform the governance structure 
and public services, but genuine 
dialogue with the people can only 
be achieved through local-level 
communication. Once again, we 
see that the government’s de-
sire to foster wellbeing by “mod-
ernizing” mahallas contradicts 
residents’ perceptions of wellbe-
ing, which are tied to the public 
spaces of their neighborhoods.

In other cases spurred by the 
Tashkent City project, residents 
have likewise attempted to en-
gage in public dialogue, although 
with less success. The section that 
follows discusses the planned 
demolition of Dom Kino (Cine-
ma House), which upset a cer-
tain segment of the population.

The Dom Kino Debate  

The case of Dom Kino illustrates 
the reaction of Tashkent’s cre-
ative community to the planned 
demolition of a building of cultur-
al significance. This is different 
from the mahalla case, as it in-
volves the removal of a non-res-
idential building, a decision that 
upset certain groups and com-
munities. However, it is similar 
in that a public building was con-
demned to demolition without 
public discussion.

Figure 6. Residents of Oqibat mahalla

Source: “U nas est’ pravo na zdorovuiu okruzhai-
ushchuiu sredu—zhiteli Ts-1,” GazetaUz, February 
6, 2018, https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2018/02/06/

oqibat/.
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The news that  Dom Kino  was 
going to be demolished caused 
real distress to the community 
of filmmakers, artists, and archi-
tects. It was particularly disap-
pointing because the new decree 
on cinema development, signed 
by the president earlier in 2017, 
had given them hope that “favor-
able conditions” would be cre-
ated for culture.39 This goes to 
show that governing bodies are 
not unanimous in their decisions, 
which are sometimes carried out 
in haste to impress the public or 
demonstrate the administration’s 
progress.

Dom Kino was built in the early 
1980s. It hosted the Tashkent In-
ternational Film Festival, which 
screened films from an array of 
Asian, African, and Latin Amer-
ican countries. The building, 
which stands out on the Tashkent 
landscape, is an iconic example of 
‘80s modernism. Modernists con-

structed buildings from concrete 
with a minimum of decoration, 
considering that the concrete had 
an aesthetic of its own. The term 
béton brut, French for “raw con-
crete,” was coined by Le Corbus-
ier, the world famous architect 
and urban planner. The cinema 
was built using the resources of 
Soviet cinematographers under 
the aegis of Sharaf Rashidov, the 
First Secretary of the Commu-
nist Party of the Uzbek SSR.40 In 
contemporary Uzbekistan, where 
many other Soviet buildings have 
been redesigned or replaced, 
Dom Kino, an example of social-
ist realism, seemed to be out of 
step with the government’s vision 
of a “post-modern” Tashkent. Ac-
cordingly, the decision was taken 
that it should be demolished.

This decision has sparked de-
bate among city residents and 
the creative community. Some 
argue that the Dom Kino is part 

of Uzbekistan’s cultural heritage 
and it therefore deserves to be 
renovated rather than knocked 
down. The prominent film pro-
ducer Jasur Ishakov sees Dom 
Kino as not merely a venue, but 
an essential symbol of the lega-
cy of Uzbek cinema. He supports 
keeping Dom Kino and renovat-
ing it in such a way that the build-
ing would fit into the Tashkent 
City master plan.41 The proposed 
demolition of the cinema has also 
been a topic of concern among 
architects and urban planners. 
According to local experts, as 
long as old buildings serve a pur-
pose, they should be allowed to 
remain, as they demonstrate that 
the city is alive, breathing, and 
developing.42 A local architect, 
Gennadii Korbovtsev, argues that 
decisions about what should be 
done with old buildings should 
be democratized; people should 
be able to discuss them public-
ly.43 Some suggest that preserv-
ing Tashkent’s cultural heritage 
may even attract tourists, who 
are more likely to be interested in 
historic mahallas than the shiny 
glass skyscrapers proposed in the 
Tashkent City project, which are 
derivative and hardly unique to 
Uzbekistan.44 

The decision to demolish Dom 
Kino also seems to have called the 
future of the arts in Uzbekistan 
into question. The cinema served 
as a distinct venue for the cre-
ation of films, providing facilities 
needed by the creative communi-
ty. In deciding to get rid of it, the 
government may have suggested 
that it does not value the arts as 
part of Uzbekistan’s national im-
age.

Filmmaker and screenwriter Gi-

Source: Jasur Ishakov, “Dom kino: Proshchalnaia istoriia,” My-
Tashkent.uz, November 10, 2017, 

https://mytashkent.uz/2017/11/10/dom-kino-proshhalnaya-is-
toriya/.

Figure 7. Dom Kino 
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yas Shermuhamedov is attempt-
ing to negotiate a replacement for 
Dom Kino. He supports the rede-
velopment of Tashkent, claiming 
that the creative community was 
so inspired by the decree on the 
Tashkent City project that it be-
gan to produce films expressly 
to increase Uzbek cinema’s glob-
al importance. To support these 
efforts, he would like to see the 
construction of a Palace of Cin-
ema as part of the Tashkent City 
project.45 

The community has made a 
formal attempt to prevent the 
demolition of Dom Kino. Firu-
za Hayrutdinova, the widow of 
the building’s architect, Rafael 
Hayrutdinov, wrote a letter to 
the president’s complaint portal 
that was signed by the architects’, 
cinematographers’, and artists’ 
union (see Appendix 1). An ex-
tract from the letter reads:

The Union of Architects, Cinematogra-
phers, and Artists would like to take an 
active role in the review of the final con-
cept of “Tashkent City” and requests to 
organize an open discussion of the pro-
posed options, with the aim of possibly 
preserving individual objects in the ter-
ritory.46 

However, the request remains 
unaddressed; there has been no 
response in any form.47  By ignor-
ing this citizens’ appeal, the gov-
ernment has shown that it is not 
willing to discuss the Tashkent 
City project with the population. 
It is not going to give people a 
chance to comment on the proj-
ect, nor is it going to address the 
issues raised. The government 
may be trying to be open and ac-
countable by implementing such 
measures as a public appeals sys-

tem, but it is evidently not ready 
for a real dialogue with the peo-
ple. 

Discussion 

As the above cases illustrate, the 
government’s approach to na-
tion-branding, which is being 
carried out through the Tashkent 
City project, has its shortcom-
ings. The government is priori-
tizing the swift transformation of 
the urban space over the needs 
of locals. Despite President Mir-
ziyoyev’s emphasis on the role 
of people and the presence of a 
complaints system, citizens’ con-
cerns about the Tashkent City 
project remain unaddressed. The 
government’s focus—creating a 
business-friendly climate—may 
be central to constructing a pos-
itive international image of the 
country, but any nation-brand-
ing effort should first ensure the 
wellbeing of the local population 
by addressing their needs and 
concerns. 

The district khokimiyats have the 

potential to make an important 
contribution to public participa-
tion in urban planning. They can 
significantly affect the wellbeing 
of all interest groups by bridg-
ing the dialogue gap between the 
government and the people and 
then helping resolve public com-
plaints. The Public Council under 
Mirzo Ulugbek khokimiyat is an 
example of a civil society insti-
tution working to address urban 
development and other commu-
nity issues. The Council has re-
ceived 48 billion Uzbek soums 
(US$5,900) from the khokimiyat 
to improve infrastructure and 
public services in the district.48 It 
has established commissions on 
urban planning, ecology, social 
protection and public relations, 
education, etc. (see Figure 8). The 
other 11 administrative divisions 
in Tashkent lack such a platform 
for public discussions. District 
khokimiyats should therefore 
support the establishment of Pub-
lic Councils and people should 
become actively engaged in them. 
An Information Exchange Plat-
form should also be established 

Figure 8. Public Council structure

Source: Constructed by the author
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for all urban projects initiated by 
the government.

Every citizen has a right to the 
city. The right to the city is “not 
merely a right of access to what al-
ready exists, but a right to change 
it.”49 It is a demand that all resi-
dents be part of creating the city 
and have the ability to partici-
pate in decisions about urban 
design.50 City residents attempt 
to influence the government’s 
decisions though an online por-
tal for collective public appeals 
and petitions known as “Mening 
Fikrim” (My Opinion). A petition 
to stop the illegal removal of trees 
in the city is, for instance, gath-
ering signatures to request that 
parliament regulate the process.51 
However, these systems are not 
suitable for all citizens, as there 
are people in the mahallas who 
are not active users of the Inter-
net and thus cannot take advan-
tage of virtual appeals systems. 
It is therefore vital that Public 
Councils be established to engage 
all layers of society, including vul-
nerable groups.

The city is also a space inhabi-
tants can identify with. The right 
to the city means the “potential 
use of the city as a source of iden-
tity.”52 The new district of sky-
scrapers and modern structures 
should have some meaning and 
purpose for local people, too; city 
dwellers, as the main “consum-
ers” who are affected by the city’s 
transformation, should have the 
right to participate in the plan-
ning process.

In essence, when designing a 
national brand for the country, 
leaders ought to first ensure local 

populations’ wellbeing and treat 
citizens with due respect. As An-
holt puts it, “no place on earth 
can hope to make others respect 
and admire it unless it first ad-
mires and respects itself.”53 Cur-
rently, however, the Tashkent 
City project is causing damage to 
the population’s wellbeing rather 
than contributing to it. The Uzbek 
government needs to reconsider 
its approach to urban planning, 
making the process more inclu-
sive and more representative. 

Policy Recommendations 

Recommendations for the 
central government:

Short-term goals:
• Establish a separate 
complaints system for discussion 
of further phases of the Tashkent 
City project to address the 
concerns of citizens (replicate the 
existing appeals portal)   
• Provide mahalla residents 
with equal, adequate housing 
compensation, taking their needs 
into account

Long-term goals:
• Establish a Review and 
Compliance division (a system 
of checks and balances) to 
ensure unanimity of decisions 
and compliance with regulations 
among decision-making bodies
• Create a legislative basis for 
the protection of housing rights; 
ensure adequate relocation 
process with timely notification 
on evictions and relocations
• Reform the local governance 
system to give khokimiyats more 
autonomy on urban planning and 
development

Recommendations for 
khokimiyats:

• Support establishment of 
Public Councils in all districts of 
Tashkent
• Provide funding to Public 
Councils to develop infrastructure 
and public services

Recommendations for 
communities: 

• Raise housing issues and 
concerns on urban projects in 
the presence of a legal expert, 
mahalla leaders, the media, or 
local activists
• Report on unexpected urban 
reconstructions in their mahallas 
to their khokimiyat and appeal to 
a court
• Use social media to connect 
with communities and together 
raise concerns on urban matters
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