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Social conflict studies view social conflict as a dysfunction requiring technical resolution, thereby concealing
a normative bias in favor of stability at the expense of justice and recognition. The article argues that the
institutionalization of social conflict is an inescapably philosophical problem, and that conflict studies must
be reconstructed as a normative discipline capable of assessing the legitimacy, rather than merely the
effectiveness, of conflict management institutions. Drawing on Hegel’s dialectic of recognition, Georg
Simmel’s sociology of conflict, Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism, and Ralf Dahrendorf’s theory of
institutionalization, the article examines social conflict as a constitutive condition of social order. Regional
conflict management institutions — the Aksakal Council in Kyrgyzstan, the mahalla system in Uzbekistan,
and the legislative model of mediation in Kazakhstan — are interpreted as examples of what the article terms
«pseudo-institutionalization»: conflict is contained but not legitimized, suppressed but not transformed. Thus,
the analysis in this article revolves around three social tensions: justice versus stability, formal institutions
versus informal practices, and state control versus social dialogue. In conclusion, three normatively grounded
principles — reflexive justice, dialogical accountability, and agonistic legitimacy — are proposed as the
minimum conditions necessary for an institution to claim normative legitimacy in the realm of social conflict.

Keywords: social conflict, institutionalization, conflictology, agonistic pluralism, reflexive justice, post-
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Introduction

The question of how societies manage social conflict is among the oldest and most persistent in political
philosophy. Yet in the contemporary landscape of applied social science, this question has been largely ced-
ed to a technocratic discipline — conflictology — that purports to offer neutral, evidence-based tools for the
analysis, management, and resolution of social conflict. From peace and conflict studies programs to the pol-
icy apparatus of international organizations, conflictology operates with a set of assumptions that are rarely
subjected to rigorous philosophical scrutiny. Social conflict is framed as a dysfunction, a deviation from the
normal functioning of social systems, and the task of the conflictologist is to restore equilibrium through in-
tervention, mediation, or institutional redesign.

This framing conceals a paradox that political philosophy has long recognized but that conflictology has
consistently refused to name. The institutions societies build to manage social conflict — courts, mediation
bodies, constitutional procedures, customary councils—do not simply contain it. They constitute it: they de-
termine which antagonisms are legible as political claims, which grievances attain the status of justiciable
disputes, and which forms of contestation are recognized as legitimate rather than suppressed as threats. To
institutionalize social conflict is not to resolve it. It is to make a set of irreducibly normative decisions about
the grammar through which social antagonism may be expressed and about who has the authority to write
that grammar. This is, at its core, a philosophical problem, and it demands a philosophical response.

Yet the discipline most directly concerned with it — conflictology — has largely treated it as a tech-
nical one. From J. Burton’s basic human needs theory [1] to Lederach’s conflict transformation models [2,
3], mainstream conflictology operates with a positivist ontology of social conflict: conflict is a dysfunction, a
deviation from equilibrium, and the analyst’s task is to restore normality through appropriate intervention.
This framing is not merely theoretically inadequate. It is normatively consequential. It conceals, beneath the
language of neutral technique, a substantive political commitment—to stability over justice, to the cessation of
violence over the transformation of its structural conditions, to the management of antagonism over the
recognition of the claims that generate it.

The philosophical inadequacy of this framing can be stated precisely. Mainstream conflictology lacks a
theory of legitimate institutionalization. It can describe how conflicts are stopped; it cannot specify the nor-
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mative conditions under which the institutional arrangements that stop them deserve the reflective endorse-
ment of those subject to them. It can distinguish between direct and structural violence [4]; it cannot adjudi-
cate between the competing demands of justice and stability when those demands conflict. It can design me-
diation procedures; it cannot specify the normative threshold below which a mediation procedure ceases to
be a legitimate form of conflict management and becomes an instrument of domination. What is needed is
not a more sophisticated technique but a philosophical framework capable of evaluating the legitimacy —
not merely the effectiveness—of institutions that claim authority over social conflict.

This article argues that the institutionalization of social conflict is a normative achievement — not
merely an organizational one—and that any institution claiming to manage conflict legitimately must satisfy
three philosophical demands: it must enable rather than merely suppress contestation (agonistic legitimacy);
it must remain open to redistributive critique (reflexive justice); and it must structure the relationship be-
tween competing normative frameworks without dissolving either into the other (dialogical accountability).
These principles are not policy prescriptions. They are the minimum normative conditions under which an
institution can be said to manage social conflict rather than merely mask it.

The argument proceeds from a prior philosophical claim about the nature of social conflict itself.
Against the equilibrium ontology of mainstream conflictology, this article draws on Hegel’s dialectical phi-
losophy, G. Simmel’s formal sociology, and C. Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism to establish that social conflict
is not the negation of social order but one of its constitutive conditions. R. Dahrendorf’s foundational ac-
count of the institutionalization of social conflict supplies the sociological complement: genuine institution-
alization transforms conflict by embedding it in legitimately authorized procedures; pseudo-
institutionalization mimics this transformation while preserving the power asymmetries that generate conflict
in the first place [5].

It is precisely this distinction that post-Soviet Central Asia renders philosophically unavoidable. The re-
gion is not invoked here as an object of area expertise; it functions as a philosophical limit case, a site where
the gap between institutional form and normative content is maximally visible and where the consequences
of that gap are politically concrete. The five post-Soviet states of the region have developed elaborate archi-
tectures for conflict management — constitutionally recognized customary courts, state-integrated communi-
ty institutions, and formally mandated mediation frameworks — that achieve a form of surface stability
while failing to generate what this article calls «normative authority»: the reflective endorsement, rather than
merely the sullen compliance, of those subject to institutional power. The result is pseudo-
institutionalization: a condition in which social conflict is contained but not legitimized, antagonism sup-
pressed but not transformed, and institutions maintained but not justified. This concept is not a regional di-
agnosis. It names a structural possibility latent in any political order, and Central Asia makes that possibility
philosophically legible.

Materials and methods

This article employs a methodology of philosophical reconstruction and normative critique. It does not
conduct original empirical research; rather, it draws upon existing scholarship across three domains—
philosophical theories of conflict and recognition, critical analyses of conflictology as a discipline, and polit-
ical-sociological studies of Central Asian conflict management-to construct a normative framework for eval-
uating the legitimacy of conflict-management institutions.

The methodological approach is organized in four moves. First, conceptual genealogy: the article traces
the philosophical genealogy of social conflict from Hegel through G. Simmel to C. Mouffe, establishing the
ontological inadequacy of mainstream conflictology’s treatment of conflict as dysfunction. This move sup-
plies the positive philosophical resources upon which the normative framework is built. Second, immanent
critique: the article critiques conflictology on its own terms, before exposing the normative presuppositions
inscribed in its methodological tools, demonstrating that the discipline is never value-neutral, necessarily
encoding a political philosophy, whether it admits or not. Third, case-based philosophical analysis. The arti-
cle draws on three Central Asian institutional arrangements not as empirical case studies, but as philosophi-
cal limit cases, sites where abstract theoretical tensions become manifest and where the limits of received
conceptual frameworks are most strongly exposed. Every mention of Central Asian institutions is in the con-
text of a philosophical, rather than descriptive, argument. Fourth, normative construction: From the analysis
of structural tensions, rather than from ideal theory, the article derives a set of principles for a normatively
reflexive conflictology, ensuring that the principles are responsive to the conditions of non-ideal political
life.
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The approach is inspired by the tradition of critical social theory according to which the analysis of so-
cial phenomena cannot be separated from normative reflection about the ends served by those phenomena. It
also appreciates the recognition that philosophically the margins are often where the gap between institution-
al claim and institutional performance is greatest; and it is at such sites that the philosophical demands of
legitimate governance are most clearly revealed. The main philosophical sources are Hegel [6], G. Simmel
[7], C. Mouffe [8, 9], R. Dahrendorf [5], J. Rawls [10], A. Honneth [11], J. Habermas [12], D. Estlund [13].
The empirical literature on institutional arrangements in Central Asia is analytically rather than descriptively
engaged and includes J. Beyer [14], M. Sadyrbek [15], M. Reeves [16], C.Owen et al. [17] and
R. Urinboyev [18].

Results

Social Conflict as a Constitutive Concept of Philosophy.

Social conflict, as the term is used throughout this article, is a normatively charged contest over claims
to recognition, resources, or authority, in which the parties do not merely disagree about outcomes but inhab-
it at least partially incommensurate normative universes. To be in social conflict, in the philosophically rele-
vant sense, is not just to want something another party wants differently. It is to challenge the very criteria by
which competing claims are to be judged-to contest not only the verdict but the standards of judgment. This
definition has an immediate and far-reaching implication. If social conflict is irreducibly normative in struc-
ture, it cannot be adequately analyzed by a framework that treats it as a natural-scientific phenomenon — as
a measurable deviation from equilibrium to be corrected by appropriate technique.

Much applied conflictology builds on a particular and contestable ontological assumption. The assump-
tion is that social systems have a natural resting state of harmony or stability from which conflict is a depar-
ture, and that the task of the analyst is to identify the cause of the departure and restore the system to its prior
condition. Philosophically this assumption is untenable on two counts. First, it treats the antecedent condition
of social harmony as normatively neutral, but it is always already structured by particular distributions of
power, recognition, and resources—distributions that may themselves be deeply unjust. Justice is not restoring
balance but recreating the conditions that created the conflict in the first place. Second, the equilibrium mod-
el ignores the generative dimension of social conflict: that conflict is not only destructive of social arrange-
ments but constitutive of them. Social order is not something that precedes conflict and then falls apart under
its own weight, but is constituted, reconstructed and transformed in conflictual relations. Three thinkers from
different but complementary traditions provide the philosophical resources for a richer ontology.

In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel argues that contradiction is not an accident to be avoided, but the
very engine of historical and social development [6]. The flow of consciousness through internal contradic-
tions — moments when a given form of self-understanding encounters its own inadequacy and is negated,
and then sublated into a fuller form — is not a flaw but the very medium of progress. In the register of social
life, then, the Hegelian insight generates a claim of some force: social contradictions, conflicts of competing
ethical claims, institutional forms and modes of recognition are the medium through which social order de-
velops. An institution that simply suppresses social conflict does not transcend it but intrudes upon the dia-
lectic movement in which social life progresses. The philosophical criterion of institutional adequacy, then,
is not stability, but Anerkennung, that an institution should be able to mediate competing claims rather than
simply subordinate some of them to others. This criterion already has a normative dimension totally absent
from the equilibrium model. Institutions are not legitimate because they work or maintain order; they are le-
gitimate to the extent that they allow the parties to social conflict to obtain authentic recognition.

A philosophically important and complementary position is represented by G. Simmel's formal sociolo-
gy. In conflict G. Simmel argues that social conflict is not the opposite of social unity, but one of its funda-
mental forms, a form of Vergesellschaftung or sociation in which individuals and groups enter into real rela-
tions with each other [7]. Conflict creates relationships, defines limits, has a binding function that cannot be
reduced to its destructive effects. A society without conflict will not be a harmonious society; it will be a so-
ciety of passive coexistence, an aggregate without internal articulation, where real social relations have been
replaced. G. Simmel’s most significant contribution to a normative conflictology is his distinction between
forms of conflict that are constitutive of social bonds and forms that are destructive of them: between con-
flicts that take place within a shared normative space, in which parties recognize each other as genuine ad-
versaries with claims worthy of contestation, and conflicts in which one party denies the very standing of the
other. The first mode is the institutionalization of opposition. As G. Simmel puts it, institutions are channels
for the expression of conflict, which enable societies to absorb and transmute tensions without systemic rup-
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ture. L. Coser’s elaboration introduces the concept of safety-valve institutions, mechanisms that permit the
expression of hostility in ways that relieve social tension without challenging fundamental power asymme-
tries [19]. This idea captures a recurring pattern in the post-Soviet space: informal bodies can be safety
valves soaking up conflict, but not turning it into vehicles for recognition and distributive justice.

Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism provides the explicitly political dimension the Hegelian and
Simmelian accounts require. C. Mouffe’s central claim is that the political is constitutively antagonistic—any
political community is formed through the drawing of a boundary between «us» and «themy, a boundary that
cannot be dissolved by rational consensus without suppressing the conditions of genuine political life [8].
Liberal consensus models—above all, J. Rawls’s conception of public reason and J. Habermas’s discourse
ethics—attempt to purge political life of its agonistic dimension by relocating legitimacy in procedures of ra-
tional agreement. This attempt is both theoretically incoherent and politically dangerous: it drives antago-
nism underground, where it festers in forms that are no longer subject to democratic articulation and eventu-
ally erupts in violent or illiberal forms. C. Mouffe’s alternative—agonism is a precise philosophical move: the
transformation of antagonism among enemies refusing each other’s right to exist within the political com-
munity into agonism among adversaries who contest each other’s positions while recognizing each other’s
standing within a common political framework [9]. Democratic institutions are not procedures for arriving at
consensus but devices for directing and legitimating continuing contestation.

These three thinkers converge on a single claim, one that is philosophically determinate: social conflict
is not the negation of social order but one of its constitutive conditions, a medium of social development
(Hegel), a form of social bond (G. Simmel), and an ineradicable dimension of political life (C. Mouffe). The
convergence has a particular normative implication. The job of political institutions is not to erase social con-
flict but to give it a normative grammar, to establish the forms in which social antagonism can be expressed,
contested and possibly transformed without destroying the conditions of social life itself. This process of giv-
ing social conflict a normative grammar is institutionalization in the normatively adequate sense. That is to
say, institutionalization consists of rules and procedures that not only regulate social antagonism but lay
claim to justifying the terms of that regulation and are capable of vindicating those claims to reasoned en-
dorsement of those subject to them. Pseudo-institutionalization, by contrast, names the structural condition in
which conflict is managed in ways that produce the organizational form of institutionalization—regularity,
durability, embeddedness—without producing its normative substance. Normative authority, as used here, is
the condition in which an institution can justify its claim to regulate social conflict with reasons that can be
reflectively endorsed by those subject to it under conditions of free and equal deliberation, not simply ac-
cepted because of habit, self-interest, or lack of alternatives [11, 13]. R. Dahrendorf’s analysis shows that
true institutionalization is the product of procedures governed by rules accepted as legitimate by all parties
[5]; J. Knight’s power-sensitive complement shows that institutionalization has a systematic tendency to re-
produce the power asymmetries that generate conflict [20]. A further dimension is added by M. Reeves’s
critical reading of post-Soviet conflictology: this is a knowledge-power formation that legitimates govern-
ance intervention by problematizing conflict, positioning the conflictologist as an indispensable expert and
reproducing the conditions that it claims to manage [16].

Pseudo-Institutionalization in Practice: Three Central Asian Cases.

Post-Soviet Central Asia provides the philosophical laboratory this article requires. The five republics
that emerged from the Soviet collapse in 1991 have, over the subsequent three decades, developed a dual
institutional architecture for conflict management that encompasses formal state institutions—mediation laws,
interethnic councils, constitutional courts — alongside deeply embedded informal practices rooted in cus-
tomary law, elder authority, and Islamic ethics. This institutional landscape, while effective in maintaining a
certain surface stability, has largely failed to generate normative authority. The three cases analyzed below
— Kyrgyzstan’s aksakal courts, Uzbekistan’s mahalla system, and Kazakhstan’s court-annexed mediation
framework — represent distinct structural modalities of pseudo-institutionalization. Together they illumi-
nate, with philosophical precision, the three tensions analyzed in the Discussion section.

Kyrgyzstan’s aksakal courts — constitutionally recognized elder courts authorized to adjudicate minor
civil, family, and property disputes on the basis of customary norms (adat) — represent one of the most so-
phisticated formal-informal hybrid arrangements in post-Soviet governance. Their constitutional recognition
signals the state’s acknowledgment that customary authority constitutes a genuine source of social legitima-
cy; their statutory authorization provides formal accountability structures. J. Beyer’s ethnographic analysis
complicates this surface reading: aksakal courts are not pre-modern residues but hybrid formations in which
elders’ decision-making is profoundly shaped by their perceptions of state law and state authority, so that
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what appears as custom is a negotiated response to the dual demands of community moral legitimacy and
state recognition [14]. M. Sadyrbek’s legal pluralism research confirms the systemic character of this duality,
documenting how rural Kyrgyz communities regularly address disputes through customary practices—
including apology rituals such as kechirim suroo-that operate alongside and sometimes in explicit tension
with state law [15]. The philosophical problem emerges most sharply in cases where customary norms and
codified state law are directly in conflict. The practice of bride kidnapping (ala kachuu) — criminalized un-
der Kyrgyz state law but persistent in many rural communities — illustrates this with philosophical preci-
sion. When such cases reach aksakal courts, elders face a structural contradiction between their legal man-
date (referral to state courts) and their customary authority (community reconciliation and family mediation).
In practice, the latter typically prevails: cases are settled through family mediation in ways that effectively
nullify criminal prosecution, and the individual legal rights of the women involved are foreclosed by the
community’s interest in harmony. The state’s response to this contradiction is strategic ambiguity: it post-
pones contentious issues to informal bodies but keeps the right to re-impose formal jurisdiction when politi-
cally convenient, thus establishing a gray zone of mutual non-accountability. The aksakal court releases so-
cial pressure without challenging the power asymmetries that generate it — the very logic of Coser’s safety-
valve [19]. This is pseudo-institutionalization via strategic vagueness.

Uzbekistan’s mahalla, a neighborhood community institution rooted in Islamic traditions of communal
self-regulation, presents a structurally different but philosophically cognate case. Mahalla committees, com-
posed of respected community elders (ogsoqollar), mediate family conflicts, property disputes, and minor
offenses through consensus-building and moral suasion rather than legal coercion. In principle, this arrange-
ment represents precisely the kind of community-embedded, dialogue-centered conflict management that a
reflexive conflictology would value: it is locally grounded, sensitive to community norms, and capable of
generating the social trust that formal institutions characteristically lack. In practice, the Uzbek state has sys-
tematically transformed the mahalla from an autonomous site of community governance into an instrument
of administrative control. Since independence, mahalla committees have been officially recognized, their
leaders subject to state approval, and their functions broadened to include welfare distribution and surveil-
lance of socially deviant behavior [18]. The state appropriates the mahalla’s moral legitimacy, its deep social
embeddedness, its claim to speak for community values, to extend its reach into the intimate sphere of social
life, but at the same time evacuates the autonomous normative grounding that makes that legitimacy real. In
this context, mediation is not a site of agonistic contestation but rather a mechanism of social control in
which community norms are mobilized to serve ends of state stability. The political structure is well-
captured by Owen et al.’s concept of illiberal peace: surface order achieved through state-centric mecha-
nisms that prevent structural justice and inhibit legitimate contestation [17]. This is co-optation as pseudo-
institutionalisation.

Kazakhstan’s court-annexed mediation regime, introduced by the 2011 Law on Mediation and rein-
forced by directives from the Supreme Court for court-annexed mediation in some civil and family cases,
exemplifies the third modality of pseudo-institutionalization. This modality leverages the global discourse on
conflict management as a means to bolster, rather than constrain, state power. The framework led to real in-
stitutional uptake — by 2016 tens of thousands of civil cases were settled through mediation, a significant
year-on-year increase — often cited as evidence of Kazakhstan’s advancement towards a rule-of-law state.
Philosophical analysis paints a more complicated picture. The Kazakhstani model of mediation is distin-
guished by state certification of mediators, professional training requirements, and close court supervision —
features that sharply differentiate it from organic, community-based traditions of mediation and reveal its
fundamental character as a governance technology rather than a genuinely empowering conflict-management
mechanism. The state promotes mediation not to empower communities to resolve their disputes themselves,
but to deal with backlogs and to project an image of institutional modernisation in keeping with global gov-
ernance norms. M. Reeves’s analysis of post-Soviet conflictology naturally extends to this context: the adop-
tion of global conflict-management discourse simultaneously legitimizes governance intervention and nor-
malizes state authority over social conflict [16]. The fundamental philosophical flaw is not a procedural defi-
ciency but a structural foreclosure of real contestation: a system in which the state certifies who may mediate
and under what conditions, in which participation is formally voluntary yet administratively induced, and in
which the enforceability of outcomes depends on judicial approval is not a space of agonistic legitimacy, but
a space where the appearance of participatory conflict management is produced while substantive power re-
mains concentrated in state institutions. This is pseudo-institutionalization through procedural rationaliza-
tion.
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The diagnosis is the same in each case, philosophically. Hobbesian order: the management of social
conflict through the concentration of coercive authority. They exclude the Hegelian recognition that genuine
institutionalization requires the process through which conflict becomes a medium for mutual acknowledg-
ment of claims and the rational development of institutional forms. At best, they yield sullen compliance —
the pathology of order: a social arrangement wherein the absence of open conflict conceals the presence of
unaddressed injustice, and institutions are maintained through power rather than vindicated through princi-

ple.
Discussion

Three Philosophical Tensions in the Institutionalization of Social Conflict.

The three tensions analyzed in this section are not contingent problems arising from defective institu-
tional design that could be remedied by superior planning or more inclusive procedures. They are constitu-
tive of the very project of institutionalizing social conflict under conditions of normative pluralism, structural
features of the philosophical problem that any adequate account must theorize rather than dissolve. A
conflictology that promises to resolve these tensions is not more ambitious but less philosophically honest.
The first is irreducible for a certain philosophical reason: the normative goods at stake are really different in
kind, stemming from conflicting views of what political institutions are fundamentally for. The second is
irreducible because the sources of normative authority are plural and partially incommensurable. The third is
irreducible because the conditions under which legitimate authority can be exercised are structurally at odds
with the conditions under which it can be generated.

Justice versus Stability: The Foundational Antinomy.

The first tension concerns the relationship between two goods that political institutions are supposed to
serve at the same time: stability, the preservation of a social order within which the basic conditions of col-
lective life are kept intact, and justice, the ordering of that order according to principles that can be justified
to all who live under it. In much political philosophy these goods are treated as complementary: a just order
is a stable one, because it has the reflective endorsement of its members, and a stable order gives the condi-
tions within which justice can be progressively realized. But the complementarity thesis presupposes empiri-
cally achievable conditions — the slow growth of shared norms, workable deliberative institutions, and a
civic culture of trust — that are hardly universally present. In cases of deep normative pluralism or recent
authoritarian consolidation or post-imperial state-building, stability and justice are not complementary but
antinomical; the pursuit of one is a matter of course at the cost of the other.

On one end of the spectrum is the Hobbesian argument: that the main function of political authority is
to establish and maintain a condition in which social life is possible at all-in which individuals are shielded
from the ruinous consequences of unconstrained conflict. Thus the normative priority of political institutions
is order: without a minimal sovereign authority able to enforce social peace, there can be no justice, no
rights, no social goods of any kind. The Hobbesian argument is not that justice doesn't matter, but that justice
is subsequent to order. This argument yields a particular normative claim when applied to the question of
institutionalizing social conflict: institutions that maintain order, even if by means of coercion and at the cost
of some injustice, are preferable to the normative void that would result from their collapse. At the other pole
stands J. Rawils: justice is the first virtue of social institutions, and laws and institutions, however efficient
and well-arranged, must be reformed or abolished if they are unjust [10]. An institutional arrangement that
stabilizes an injustice is not legitimate, no matter how effective it is in preventing violence, and its stability is
therefore not a genuine political good but a postponement of the conflict that the injustice makes inevitable.

Neither argument, in its pure form, is adequate to the conditions of institutionalizing social conflict un-
der normative pluralism. The Hobbesian argument does not offer a normative criterion for assessing the
terms of order, as any stable arrangement, no matter how unjust, meets its requirements. It confuses the con-
dition of political life — minimal social order — with its content and thus abandons the normative dimension
that separates legitimate institutionalization from mere domination. For another reason, the Rawlsian argu-
ment fails: one presupposes an institutional context, a functioning basic structure, a culture of public reason,
a sufficient background consensus on fundamental values, without which its principles cannot be practically
applied. In cases in which the pursuit of justice would itself lead to the collapse of that minimal order needed
for any political life, the Rawlsian priority of justice becomes, in one sense, self-defeating. What the tension
reveals is the need for a threshold concept of legitimacy, one that does not collapse into Hobbesian minimal-
ism, nor demands of the Rawlsian ideal justice as an immediate political requirement, and that spells out the
minimum normative conditions under which an institution claiming to manage social conflict can be consid-
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ered legitimate. In J. Galtung’s terms [4], the Central Asian arrangements analysed above reach negative
peace, but systematically refuse the positive peace required by the threshold concept. Pseudo-
institutionalization is not legitimate conflict management that fails to achieve some ideal standard. It is a cat-
egory mistake in philosophy, the deferral of justice at a higher eventual price, masquerading as institutional
accomplishment.

Formal Institutions versus Informal Practices: The Problem of Plural Normative Authority.

The second tension concerns not the relationship between competing political goods but between com-
peting sources of normative authority over social conflict. In any society with a complex institutional history,
conflict is regulated through a plurality of overlapping frameworks — state law, customary practice, reli-
gious ethics, and community tradition — that do not merely coexist but compete, their competition constitut-
ing a meta-conflict about the legitimate terms of conflict management itself. Two dominant tendencies in
political theory have obscured the philosophical significance of this competition. Legal positivism treats the
state law as the only authoritative language of social regulation, and informal practices as pre-legal residues
waiting for the supersession of modernity. By contrast, uncritical legal pluralism celebrates the multiplicity
of normative frameworks without due regard for the internal power dynamics of such arrangements: who
benefits from customary arrangements, whose claims are systematically excluded by informal practices, and
whether the multiplicity of normative frameworks is a form of genuine pluralism or the fragmentation of au-
thority in conditions of state weakness.

Both tendencies fail for similar reasons. Legal positivism fails because it confuses legal authority with
normative authority—the very confusion pseudo-institutionalization trades on. Formal legal institutions in
post-Soviet Central Asian contexts have legal authority but not normative authority in the philosophically
relevant sense: they are not able to vindicate their claim to regulate social conflict through reasons that are
genuinely responsive to the normative worlds of those subject to them. Uncritical legal pluralism is mistaken
because it confuses descriptive multiplicity with normative adequacy: the existence of a plurality of norma-
tive frameworks does not mean that any of them fulfills the philosophical conditions for legitimate conflict
management. Customs, even when they are deeply embedded in social practice, can operate as mechanisms
of internal domination. J. Beyer’s ethnographic analysis of Kyrgyz aksakal courts illustrates this double fail-
ure with philosophical precision [14]: the court’s dual derivation of authority, from both constitutional
recognition and from the customary moral embeddedness of the court’s authority, creates a site of mutual
non-accountability that does not synthesize the formal and informal legitimacy of the court, but rather creates
a space in which neither framework’s demands are fully honored and neither party’s claims are fully vindi-
cated. The philosophically satisfactory response locates normative authority not within the formal properties
of any one framework, but in the quality of the relationship between contending normative frameworks: an
institution possesses normative authority to the extent that it can vindicate its claim to regulate conflict
through reasons that are truly responsive to the normative worlds of all affected parties, and that are open to
challenge through processes that recognize the standing of all those subject to them.

State Control versus Social Dialogue: The Paradox of Institutionalized Legitimacy.

The third tension is, in some respects, the most philosophically complex, for it concerns the structural
conditions under which legitimate authority can be produced at all. The paradox may be stated precisely: the
power of institutions that is requisite to effective social conflict management is precisely the power that tends
to foreclose the dialogical processes from which the legitimacy of conflict management is generated. The
possibility of assessing the legitimacy of an exercise of institutional authority in the name of managing social
conflict depends on the conditions of every exercise of institutional authority. The legitimacy of
J. Habermas’s discourse ethics is sought in the quality of the communicative processes that produce norms
— in the conditions of the ideal speech situation, where the only authority is the power of the better argu-
ment [12]. The problem is that discourse ethics presupposes a background of communicative equality that is
precisely what is contested in conditions of social conflict: parties are not simply at odds about arguments
but are in contest over the terms of the conversation, the standing of the participants, and the criteria by
which better arguments are to be recognized. C. Moufte’s agonistic response rejects this aspiration as politi-
cally illusory: all political communities necessarily exclude some forms of contestation. The philosophical
question is how to manage this constitutive exclusion in ways that minimize domination and maximize the
space for legitimate contestation.

State-centric conflict management — institutionalization through formal, legally-backed, centrally ad-
ministered procedures — tends to create authoritative settlement without dialogical authorization: outcomes
imposed by coercive force but without the quality of genuine arrival through processes that recognize the
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voices and standing of all affected parties. Community-based social dialogue — informal, decentralized,
community-based negotiation of conflicting claims — tends to produce dialogical authorization but not au-
thoritative settlement: processes that are genuinely responsive to community norms and have high local legit-
imacy, but lack the power to enforce just outcomes against determined resistance, protect minority claims
from majoritarian pressure, or coordinate across diverse normative frameworks. The Uzbek mahalla is a par-
ticularly sharp illustration of the paradox: in the absence of preconditions for genuine dialogue — because of
state supervision, state-ordained leadership and performance constraints imposed by the state’s interest in
social order — what appears to be dialogue of the community is in fact a performance of dialogue, whose
normative terms have been pre-ordained by the absorbing state apparatus.

Principles of Legitimate Institutionalization: A Normative Derivation.

In addition to being diagnostic, the three tensions discussed above are generative: each identifies a par-
ticular normative deficit that any institution claiming authority over social conflict must fill. The principles
advocated here follow directly from the structure of those tensions. This thus forms the logical bridge from
the preceding analysis to the normative framework. The tension of stability and justice requires a principle
relating institutions to the continual accountability of their ordering function to the justice claims they pro-
cess: reflexive justice. The tension between formal institutions and informal practices calls for a principle
that structures the relationship between competing normative frameworks without dissolving either into the
other: dialogical accountability. The tension between state control and social dialogue requires a principle
that commits institutions to the facilitation of real contestation, not its simulation: agonistic legitimacy.

The principle of reflexive justice is that institutions should consider the justice claims made through so-
cial conflict as real normative demands that require structural responsiveness, and not as sources of disrup-
tion to be handled administratively. The Hobbesian deferral objection — that the pursuit of justice may itself
be destabilizing in conditions of acute fragility — is philosophically serious. But it is structurally self-
undermining: it lacks a principled account of when deferral must end. In practice, the logic of deferral tends
to be self-perpetuating, producing the permanent postponement of justice under the permanently renewed
justification of fragility. This is exactly the pattern of pseudo-institutionalization as exemplified in the above
cases from Central Asia. Reflexive justice maintains that an institution is justified in prioritizing order only if
it can specify the normative threshold below which its claim to authority cannot be maintained and if it is
institutionally open to the claims that conflicts are expressing. This is inspired by J. Rawls’s insistence that
institutions should be justifiable to free and equal citizens [10], but also considers A. Honneth’s insight that
justice is not only a matter of distribution but also a matter of acknowledgment: an institution that stabilizes a
distribution of status or resources but refuses to acknowledge the standing of those it disadvantages cannot
claim normative authority, no matter how effective it is in preventing violence [11].

The principle of dialogical accountability holds that legitimate institutionalization requires a structural
condition in which competing normative frameworks remain genuinely answerable to one another’s claims,
rather than existing in hierarchical subordination or parallel insularity. From the formal side, the legal posi-
tivist objection fails because it conflates legal authority with normative authority. From the informal side, the
uncritical legal pluralist position fails because descriptive embeddedness is not normative adequacy: elder
councils that systematically exclude women from participation, customary norms reinforcing ethnic hierar-
chy, or religious arbitration denying equal standing to minority claimants cannot claim normative authority
by virtue of social depth alone. Dialogical accountability, on the other hand, locates normative authority in
the quality of the relationship between competing frameworks, requiring conditions under which genuine
normative learning — the revision of each framework’s claims in light of the other’s—remains genuinely pos-
sible. This builds on J. Habermas’s insight that legitimate norms require inclusive communicative processes
[12], replacing the demanding presupposition of communicative equality with the more modest but practical-
ly achievable requirement of mutual normative responsiveness.

Agonistic legitimacy is the idea that institutions of social conflict should allow for real contestation of
their legitimacy, not just the appearance of consent. The specific kind of failure that this principle addresses
is the production of elaborate displays of participatory legitimacy — advisory commissions, community
meetings, government-sponsored councils — that simulate the appearance of inclusive conflict resolution,
but do so in a way that systematically excludes the forms of contestation that would truly threaten institu-
tional authority. This simulation of consent is not just a deception but a self-reinforcing structural condition:
it occupies the institutional space where real contestation could occur and prevents the development of the
social capacity for real political challenge. An institution that fosters real contestation, not simulated, meets
three conditions, derived from C. Mouffe’s agonistic framework:
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— the subjects of institutional authority have available to them modes of contestation not controlled by
the institution itself;

— the contestation has genuine stakes, meaning that institutions are structurally open to revision in re-
sponse to successful challenges;

— the standing of all affected parties as legitimate contesters is institutionally recognized, excluding no
one on the grounds of gender, ethnicity or economic position, no matter what historical or cultural justifica-
tion may exist [8].

The three principles constitute a unified normative framework rather than an aggregated list. They are
mutually entailing: an institution that maintains reflexive justice but lacks dialogical accountability will find
that justice claims are filtered through the dominant normative framework before they arrive so that formal
openness conceals substantive closure. An institution that achieves dialogical accountability but lacks ago-
nistic legitimacy will find that the dialogue it facilitates is staged, not real — consultation without stakes,
participation without power. An institution that allows for real contestation but does not have reflexive jus-
tice will find that contestation does not produce redistributive results, because the institution is not construct-
ed to remain open to the claims that contestation raises. The real institutionalisation of social conflict presup-
poses the simultaneous fulfilment of all three conditions. The framework is context-sensitive but not context-
determined: the conditions must be realized in forms appropriate to particular historical and cultural contexts,
but the conditions themselves are not contextually variable — they follow from the philosophical concept of
institutionalizing social conflict under conditions of pluralism, and they apply wherever that project is under-
taken. This distinguishes the framework from both liberal universalism, which requires certain institutional
forms, and cultural relativism, which claims that normative adequacy requires a good fit with local values.
An institution that satisfies culturally embedded expectations does not thereby acquire normative authority if
it systematically denies standing to some of those affected, forecloses genuine contestation or insulates itself
from redistributive challenge just by virtue of its cultural embeddedness.

Conclusion

This article has argued that the institutionalization of social conflict is irreducibly a philosophical prob-
lem and that conflictology, as an applied discipline, cannot remain adequate to its subject matter without be-
coming philosophically reflexive. The discipline’s positivist inheritance — its treatment of social conflict as
dysfunction to be managed, its teleology of resolution, its concealed preference for negative peace over
structural justice, its presentation of normative commitments as technical neutrality — represents not a con-
tingent methodological limitation but a constitutive normative blindness that distorts the practice of conflict
management wherever it is deployed.

Three interconnected contributions have been made. First, the article has presented a philosophically
adequate ontology of social conflict. Based on Hegel’s dialectic of recognition, G. Simmel’s account of con-
flict as sociation, C. Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism, and R. Dahrendorf’s and J. Knight’s complementary ac-
counts of institutionalization, it has argued that social conflict is not the negation of social order but one of
the constitutive conditions of social order and that genuine institutionalization is a normative achievement,
not an organizational one. From these theoretical resources emerge the concepts of normative authority and
pseudo-institutionalization which provide a more demanding philosophical vocabulary for the assessment of
conflict-management institutions than the sociological vocabulary of effectiveness and stability, and a more
practically responsive vocabulary than the ideal-theoretic vocabulary of liberal justice.

Second, the article has developed and applied the concept of pseudo-institutionalization as a tool of
analysis in the field of philosophy. The three Central Asian modalities discussed in the Results section —
strategic ambiguity in the Kyrgyz aksakal courts, co-optation in the Uzbek mahalla system, and procedural
rationalization in the Kazakh state-institutionalized mediation framework — are not regional case studies but
philosophical limit cases, each illustrating a particular mechanism by which the normative substance of legit-
imate conflict management is evacuated while its organizational form is preserved. The philosophical signif-
icance of these cases extends beyond their particular locality: they reveal structural potentials lying dormant
in any political order in which the resolution of social conflict is oriented to the interests of institutional self-
preservation rather than to the normative claims of those subject to institutional authority.

Third, the article has derived three normatively grounded principles — reflexive justice, dialogical ac-
countability, and agonistic legitimacy — from the philosophical analysis of the structural tensions that insti-
tutionalizing social conflict produces under conditions of pluralism. This is not the importation of principles
from ideal liberal theory, which are then applied as external standards to non-Western contexts. Rather, these
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principles flow from the philosophical idea of institutionalizing social conflict itself. They are context-
sensitive but not context-determined, normatively demanding but not utopian and formally open to diverse
institutional realisations while precluding the simulation of legitimacy that pseudo-institutionalization sys-
tematically produces.

Several questions opened by this analysis exceed its scope and constitute a research agenda for norma-
tively reflexive conflictology. Can non-liberal societies institutionalize social conflict on their own normative
terms, or do the principles articulated here entail, despite their stated non-universalism, a specifically liberal
horizon? What is the relationship between the normative philosophy of conflictology developed here and the
adjacent field of transitional justice, which grapples with institutional contexts in which the very institutions
required to manage social conflict are themselves implicated in producing it? And how can philosophical
analysis of the kind undertaken here engage productively with the actual practitioners of conflict manage-
ment — the mediators, judges, elders and community leaders who do the work of everyday life that express-
es the tensions theorised in this article? These questions gesture toward a conflictology that subjects its own
normative commitments to ongoing philosophical scrutiny rather than treating them as unexamined technical
assumptions. Central Asia is not peripheral to theoretical debates on social conflict, normative authority and
political legitimacy. It is a site where such debates become unavoidable — where the distance between what
institutions claim and what they achieve is maximally visible and where the philosophical task of naming
that gap and specifying the normative conditions for closing it is most urgently required.
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K. K. Ucabek, A.A. Amanrensaues, C.E. [llakupor

OprajbIK A3HSAAAFbI JJIEYyMETTIK KAKTHIFbICTHI HHCTUTYTTAHABIPY:
bunocopusabik Tangay

ONeyMeTTIK KOHQUIMKTOJIOTHSI KAKTBIFBICTBI TEXHHWKANBIK INCNIMIl Tajal eTeTiH MUCQYHKIMS peTiHze
KapacThIpaabl KOHE OCHI apKbUIbI SMIUIETTUNIK MEH TaHyAbl €KIHII Ke3eKKe BICBHIPAThIH, TYPAKTBUIBIK MEH
TOPTIN MaiackiHa OaFrbITTaIFAaH HOPMATUBTIK OCHIMALNIriH *Kacklpaasl. Makanana oeyMeTTiK KaKThIFBICTHI
HHCTUTYTTaHIBIPY Ta3a TEXHHKAJIBIK HeMece KYKBIKTBIK MIiHACT eMec, co3ci3 (HI0COPUSIIBIK Macee eKeHi
nmonesnaenai. COHABIKTAH KOH(IMKTONIOTHSHBI KaKTBIFBICTHI 0ackapy HHCTUTYTTapbIHBIH THIMALUIITIH FaHa
eMec, JITUTUMUITIH e Oaranayra KabijgeTTi HOpMaTHUBTIK MOH peTiHe KalTa Kypy KaKeTTirl Heriszmeneni.
3eprrey [erenphin TaHy amanekTHKachiHa, ['. 3MMMeNBAiH KaKTBIFBIC cormoiorusceiHa, L. Myddreig
aroHWCTIK IUTIOpaiu3MiHe oHe P.JlapeHIOp(THIH WHCTHTYTTAHIBIPY TEOPHUSCHIHA CYHEHE OTBIPHII,
QJIEYMETTIK KaKTHIFBICTBI JKOUBUTYFa THIC ayBITKY €MeC, aJISyMETTIK TOPTINTiH KOHCTUTYTHBTI MIAPTHI pETiHe
tanpaiasl. OChl TEOPHSIIBIK Heri3fe mocTKeHecTik OpranblK A3Msafarsl KaKTHIFBICTapIbl OacKapyIblH YII
HMHCTUTYTHI — KBIpFBI3CTaHIAFbl aKCaKaIAap COThI, ©30eKcTaHAaFsl Maxaiia xyieci xoHe KasakcTanmarst
MEUAIMSHBIH 3aHHAMAJIbIK MOJENi CaJbICTHIPMANbl TYPFBIAA KapacTHIPbUIABL. Bys mHCTHTYTTap Makamama
«IICEBIOMHCTUTYTTAHABIPY» [eN aTajaThlH KYOBUIBICTHIH KOpiHiCTepi peTiHAe TYCIHOipijgeni: MyHOa
KaKTBIFBIC LICKTeNeAl, Oipak JerutumaeHOeiini; Oachin-KaHIIbUIaAE], OipaK TpaHchOpMaIsUIaHOAWIbl, al
KaTBICYIBIH CBIPTKBI (hopManapel MIBIHAKBI Kapchl TYPYAbl aybICTHIpaAbl. Tangay HOTIKECIHIE YII HeTisri
QIEYMETTIK IIMEeNeHIC AHBIKTAIABI: OAUICTTUIIK ITeH TYPaKTBUIBIK, PECMH HHCTHTYTTap MeH OeiipecMmu
ToXipuOenep, MEMJIEKETTIK OaKpllay MEH QJICSYMETTIK JHalor apacklHIarbl IueneHicrep. KopbIThHIBIIA
WHCTUTYTTBIH QJICYMETTIK KAKTHIFBIC CallaChIHJAa HOPMATUBTIK JIETHTUMIIUIIKKE KOJ JKETKi3yl YIIiH KaKeTTi
MHUHHAMAJIIBI [ApTTap PETiHAE YII HOPMATHBTIK KaFUa YCHIHBUIAABL Pe(ICKCHSUIBIK SIIIETTLNIK, JHATOTTHIK
ecer OepymIiIiK )KOHE arOHHUCTIK JISTUTHMALTIK.

Kinm ce30ep: oneyMerTik KOHQIMKT, WHCTUTYTTAQHABIPY, KOH(IMKTOJOTHS, AarOHUKAIBIK ILIIOPAIH3M,
pedIeKCUBTI OALIETTUIIK, MOCTKEHECTIK Oackapy, OpTaiblKk A3us, casCH JICTUTHMILUIIK, TaHy, YKarbIMCBI3
aneMm.

K. K. HUcabek, A.A. Amanrensaues, C.E. Hlakupos

NucTuTynnonaan3anus couuaibHoro kongumkra B LlenrpanbHoii A3un:
¢punocopcknit anaaus

CounanbHas KOH(IMKTONOTHS pacCMaTPUBAET COLHANBHBIA KOHMINKT KaK AUCHYHKIHIO, TPEOYIOIIYIO TeX-
HHYECKOTO pa3pelieHys, TEM CaMbIM CKPBIBasi HOPMaTUBHYIO IPEIB3STOCTh B MOJIB3Y CTAOMIIBHOCTH B YILEpO
CNIPaBEAJMBOCTH U NpPU3HAHUIO. B craThe yTBEp)KAAeTCs, YTO HMHCTUTYIMOHAJIM3ALMS COLUAIBHOTO KOH-
(hnmKTa SBISETCA HE TEXHHMUYECKOI 3a/adeii, a HeycTpaHuMo (pritocodckoit mpobaeMoi U 9T0 KOH(PIIUKTOIO-
T'Hs IOJDKHA OBITh PEKOHCTPYHPOBaHA KaK HOPMAaTHBHAS THCLHUIUIMHA, CIIOCOOHAs OL[EHUBATH JETHTHMHOCTB,
a He TOJIbKO 3((EKTHBHOCTH HHCTUTYTOB YIpaBlieHHs: KOHGIMKTaMu. Onupasch Ha AWAJICKTUKY TPH3HAHHS
I'erensi, connonoruio koHdiukra I'. 3uMmens, aroructudeckuii mwnopanmusm 1. Mydd u Teopuro uactuty-
roHanm3anuu P. Jlapennopda, craThs paccMaTpHBaeT COLMAIbHBIN KOHGIMKT HE Kak IOUIeKallee ycrpa-
HEHUIO OTKJIOHEHHE, a KaK KOHCTUTYTUBHOE YCJIOBHE COLMAIBHOTO Mopsiaka. Ha 3ToM 0CHOBaHMM COMOCTaB-
JSIFOTCSI TPH MHCTHUTYTA YIPaBJeHHs: KOHQIMKTAMHU B TIOCTCOBETCKOI LIeHTpanbHON A3l — CyJ aKCakalioB B
Keiprezcrane, cucrema Maxa/u B Y30€KHCTaHe M 3aKOHOJATETbHAS MOIenb Meananun B Kazaxcrane. Oun
HHTEPHPETHPYIOTCS KaK MPUMEPHI TOTO, YTO B CTaThe 0003HAYACTCS TEPMHUHOM «IICEBIOMHCTHTYIIMOHATIN3A-
IHsT»: KOHQIIUKT CIEP’KUBACTCS, HO HE JETUTUMHPYETCS, IOJaBIsIeTcs, HO He TpaHc(opMupyeTcs, a BHEII-
HHEe (OPMBI yUacTHsI 3aMEINAloT JeHCTBUTEIFHOE IPOTHBOCTOSTHAE. AHAIN3 BBISBISIET TPU COI[MAIBHEIE Ha-
NPsDKEHHOCTH: CHPaBEAJIMBOCTD MPOTHUB CTaOMIBHOCTH, (OpPMalIbHbIE MHCTUTYTHI HPOTHB He()OpMalbHBIX
MPaKTUK, TOCYJapCTBEHHBIH KOHTPOJb NMPOTUB COLUAIBLHOIO JHUaora. B 3akmioueHHH IpeiiaraloTcs TpH
HOPMAaTUBHO 000CHOBaHHBIX npuHOuIna — ped)HeKCl/IBHaﬂ CIIPaBE€JINBOCTD, AUAJIOTHYCCKasd l'[O)IOT‘léTHOCTb
H arOHUCTHUYCCKasA JICTUTUMHOCTb — B Ka4€CTBC MHHHMAJIbHBIX yCJ'[OBHi’I, HeOGXO)]PIMbIX JUIg TOTO, '-lTO6l>I
HMHCTHTYT MOT IIPETEH/IOBATh HA HOPMATHUBHYIO JISTHTUMHOCTB B C(hepe COIMAILHOTO KOH(IHKTA.

Kniouesvie cnosa: counnalbHBIA KOHCI)J'II/IKT, HWHCTUTYLHOHAIU3allusd, KOHCbJ'II/IKTOJ'IOFI/Iﬂ, arOHUCTHYCCKUI
ILUTIOpaln3Mm, peq)JISKCI/IBHaSI CIIPaBE€AJINBOCTD, IOCTCOBETCKOE YIIPABJICHUEC, ueHTpaHLHaH A3I/I$I, IIOJIUTHY C-
CKas JIETUTUMHOCTD, IIPU3HAHUEC, HETaTHUBHEIN MUp.
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